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    PROLOGUE


    Henry Wollstone’s eyes flicked open when he heard a noise from downstairs.


    He experienced a second moment of panic when he didn’t immediately recognize the bedroom ceiling, but he was just as swiftly eased by the sight of chintzy curtain fabric. He was in his parents’ holiday home in the Lake District. He’d come out here for the week to get away from work, and from having to listen to the high-pitched telephone voice of Janet in the cubicle next door.


    Relatedly, he’d been midway through a dream about being attacked by a flock of screeching jungle parrots when some external noise had woken him up. Lying rigidly in place on his parents’ thankfully rarely used double bed, Henry strained his ears, waiting to hear it again.


    After three anxious nights, he had finally learned to recognize the various harmless creaks and thuds the old house made when it was settling, and to associate them with something other than a pack of knife-wielding burglars besieging the back door. Until now, he had convinced himself that there were at least five miles of field, forest, and country road between him and the nearest human being.


    He was just about to start untensing to settle back into sleep when the noise came again. It was no creak, but neither was it the heavy footfall of an assassin on the stairs. It sounded wet. More like a slosh.


    He must have left the tap running in the bathroom. Yes, that was a sufficiently reassuring explanation. Relieved, he pushed the bedclothes aside and swung his feet off the bed, into the slippers he had carefully left in the ideal positions by the bed. He recovered his dressing gown from the back of the chair.


    He paused when he was halfway to the door and the noise came again. Definitely a slosh. It sounded like a liquid thicker than water. Not a sound that a healthy drain makes. But then, he was far from civilization; he had to run the shower for at least a minute every morning before it would produce actual water, rather than a brown liquid that didn’t bear thinking about.


    He pushed the bedroom door open cautiously, an inch at a time, on the off chance that he might startle a would-be murderer. The darkened landing was clear. Encouraged, he stepped through and passed into the bathroom, wincing with every creak of the floorboards.


    Enough moonlight was shining in through the window to reveal that the bathroom sink was not even dripping. Neither, upon inspection, was the shower head. He wrapped one hand in tissue and gingerly lifted the toilet seat. The water beneath was as uninteresting as ever.


    Standing by the window now, hands on hips, his eye caught a sliver of moonlight shining off the brick wall at the far end of the garden. That made him exchange a frown with his reflection in the mirror. How was he seeing the garden wall through the dense mass of unkept shrubbery that enclosed what passed for the lawn?


    He took a closer look. Then he almost put his head through the glass before recovering enough presence of mind to open the window.


    Every plant in the rear garden was dead. The grass was gone, replaced with brown, mulchy earth that stank of rot. The shrubbery was reduced to sticks, lying in crumpled piles.


    It didn’t make sense. Everything had been typically green and overgrown when the sun had set that evening. Henry’s first instinct was to check his watch, to make sure that he hadn’t accidentally slept for a hundred years.


    That was when he heard the thick sloshing sound again. It was coming from downstairs, not the bathroom. And it also probably wasn’t coming from the plumbing. It sounded more like a ball of wet clay being squeezed in a giant fist.


    Terror seized Henry’s limbs. But he was spurred to action by the thought of having to explain to his father that something had happened to the entertainment center. He darted out of the bathroom and stopped at the top of the stairs, gripping the banister rail to brace himself.


    The expanded living area below was in total darkness. All he could see was the main light switch on the wall near the foot of the stairs, illuminated dimly by blue-gray light from the rear window.


    Slowly, Henry crept downstairs, having to consciously unclench his hand from the banister with each step. When he was as close to the light switch as he dared, he stretched out his hand as far as it would go, took in a deep breath, and flicked on the light.


    The entire ground floor was crisscrossed with glistening trails, all originating from the cat flap at the foot of the back door. A mass of pulsating gray-pink matter the size of a beanbag chair was sitting in the hall, glistening in the new light like sweating flesh. It flinched as the light came on, rapidly extruding a forest of tentacles that thrashed in apparent pain.


    The deep breath Henry had taken in was all let out at once as an involuntary squeal. His hand came away from the banister, and he tumbled end over end, landing in a crumpled heap at the bottom of the stairs.


    From here, upside down and through the gap between his thighs, he could see the kitchen. There was another slime creature. This one was the color of swamp water, and was caught in the act of spreading itself over the disgorged contents of the upturned kitchen bin. Henry saw a pair of chicken bones extruding diagonally from its mass like a pair of antlers, before they were sucked inside with a slurp.


    Henry tried to move, but his head was wedged in the corner, and then all his muscles froze when the creatures began to slither towards him. They rolled across the hall carpet like clumps of wet play dough, rapidly forming their mass into multitudes of temporary claw-like limbs to grab onto the floor and pull themselves along. The trail they left behind had the same rotting stink that Henry had smelled from the dead garden, but now it was alive, and warm, and all around him.


    He was surrounded by walls of sweating, discolored flesh. He wanted to scream, but the growing stench in the air made his jaws reflexively clamp together. He pulled his thighs closer to his chest.


    The creature that had been in the kitchen was inches from his face. It stopped there and formed itself into a flat surface, around which thin tendrils probed and sniffed at Henry’s quivering face. Three shapes appeared. Two circles and a curved line.


    “Hewwo.”


    The voice sounded like someone had found a way to form coherent syllables by putting on wet latex gloves and wringing their hands, but coherent they were. It had very clearly said hello. When that fact penetrated Henry’s terror, he realized what the shapes were supposed to be. A smiley face.


    “Hewwo,” repeated the voice uncertainly.


    Henry’s eyes boggled to the creature’s left. The second monster had taken up position there, forming a “face” consisting of an X above a sideways capital D.


    “Hi,” Henry heard himself say.
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    “Why,” said Brother Burling, before leaving a thoughtful pause, as if he hadn’t been planning his opening sentence since the moment he’d left the staff room. “Are. You. Here?”


    He was a large man, clad in a baggy brown cassock that made him seem even larger. What little of his face that was visible behind his thick silver beard was wrought with laughter lines, so that his head resembled a clenched fist in a furry glove. His eyes tracked the room, sparkling encouragingly.


    His students—a roomful of young people from all walks of life, ranging in age from fourteen to twenty-three—exchanged glances. Experience had taught them that there were even odds whether Burling was actually expecting an answer or if he was about to launch into half an hour of excited rhetoric.


    Eventually, the matter was decided by a voice from the back of the room. “I blew up me dog.”


    Burling smiled graciously at the speaker. Craig Turbrook, a dull-eyed boy of sixteen buried somewhere in the folds of an ill-fitting hoodie of questionable necessity in the stifling classroom. “There are plenty of perfectly good borstals in the country for boys who blow up their dogs,” said Burling. “What interests us, the reason why you are gracing this jewel of the humble Devonshire coastline, is that you blew her up with your mind.”


    Craig shrugged in a way that caused his head and shoulders to burrow even further into his hoodie. “Didn’t mean to.”


    “No, of course you didn’t mean to,” sighed Burling, pacing between the students’ desks with his hands gathered behind his back. “That’s the other reason. You have magic inside you, and you must learn how to control it. How to use it. So, let’s get back to first principles. What is magic?”


    A single hand shot up. Burling smiled and pretended not to notice. He scanned the room, contemplating which student to pick on of the many who were very deliberately avoiding his gaze.


    Two faint knocks fell upon the classroom door, spaced a precise second apart. Then the knocker turned the handle, satisfied that they had made their intentions sufficiently clear. The door opened the absolute minimum amount to admit a man of below-average height and above-average weight.


    “Adam,” said Burling, his beard spreading apart to unveil a grin. “Everyone, this is Adam Hesketh. One of my old students. He’s a big shot at the Ministry of Occultism now.”


    Adam Hesketh was a pale man in his twenties with a complexion like uncooked dough. His copper-colored hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail that almost ran to the belt of his black trench coat. He returned the smile nervously and leaned uncomfortably against the wall beside the door, folding his arms. “Just . . . inspecting, pretend I’m not here,” he said. “Sorry to interrupt.”


    “Not at all,” said Burling. He spun on his heel to face the majority of the classroom again, his robe fluttering impressively as he did so. “As we were. What is magic?”


    Silence. Finally, he allowed himself to notice the single upraised hand, belonging to the only student who was sitting with their back perfectly straight. Alison Arkin, nineteen years old. Her face, framed on both sides by shoulder-length blond hair, radiated eager politeness.


    Burling sighed and let his shoulders sag, surrendering to the assault of those wide, interested eyes. “All right, Alison, I think you’ve given everyone else enough chances. Go ahead.”


    “Magic is the essence of the Ethereal Realm,” said Alison promptly. “It’s created by huge creatures that live there, called Ancients, or Elder Gods, and it bleeds into our realm through cracks in the . . . in whatever it is that separates the realms.” She smiled apologetically.


    “Correct,” said Burling. “It bleeds through and creates problems like you lot for people like me and Mr. Hesketh to deal with. So what is it about the Ethereal Realm that makes it a breeding ground for magic?”


    “It’s alive,” said Alison. “Everything in it is alive.”


    “Correct again. Consciousness is not as burdened there as it is here with the need for complex organic machinery to keep it going.”


    Burling glanced at Adam Hesketh. He had been scanning the room when he had first arrived, looking over each of the students in turn. Now his gaze was fixed on Alison, as he thoughtfully chewed a stubby thumbnail.


    “Think of Alice’s Wonderland,” continued Burling. “Where even the doorknobs and the playing cards can be alive and intelligent, with none of the biology we consider necessary. Take that concept to its logical conclusion. To a world where everything, right down to the tiniest particle, has its own spark of life. Now imagine a complex being like an Ancient, composed of billions of cells, each one capable of independent thought. Actually, don’t try to imagine it. What was it Scrollkeeper Dorth said about the Ancients?”


    Alison took the initiative as the silence rolled into its fifth second. “ ‘Humans trying to comprehend a being like an Ancient is like a barnacle on the hull of a fishing boat trying to comprehend the fisherman.’ He said it in 1969, in a report to the Hand of Merlin on the problem of amateur occult investigators.”


    Burling’s beard shivered, impressed. “I’ll need to look that up, but it sounds correct. All right, thank you, Alison, I think we know where we all are. Get out your focusing trays.”


    The students opened the lids of their desks with varying degrees of haste; Craig Turbrook and his peers seemed to be competing at who could open theirs the slowest. Every desk contained a plastic tray covered in a half-inch depth of sand, as well as a number of birthday cake candles, a saucer of water, and a miniature ant habitat. For the remainder of the lesson, the students adopted comfortable slouches and stared fixedly at the objects in turn.


    Discovering and honing a magical talent was an inexact science at best. The nature and effect of the magic that infused the individual, as well as the mental techniques required to harness and implement it, varied wildly from person to person. It was known that the most common magical abilities revolved around elemental forces and living things, so prolonged periods of staring at focusing trays was as likely to provoke a manifestation as anything else.


    A dull, uneventful half hour passed, as Burling roamed the classroom, watching for the slightest stirring of sand or curious movement among the ants. Adam Hesketh hadn’t stopped watching Alison Arkin, who stared into the sand with a calm but intense confidence that not even the constant background whispering of the less dedicated students could distract.


    Eventually the novice monk on corridor duty passed by the classroom door, loudly ringing the hand bell that signified the end of lessons, and there was a loud, obnoxious scraping of chair legs in response. Desk lids were slammed closed, notebooks were hustled into backpacks, and boys and girls alike were swiftly pouring from the room like sand in a noisy hourglass.


    Rana, the girl who sat to Alison’s immediate right, leaned close to her as they assembled their belongings. “Alison,” she whispered.


    “Mm?”


    “They’re talking about you.”


    Alison glanced up from the careful filing of her possessions. The Ministry man, Hesketh, was engaged in hushed conversation with Brother Burling, who was perched on the edge of his desk with an expression of wonder slowly taking shape behind his beard.


    “Oh, they couldn’t be . . .” said Alison, before Burling turned his head slightly and met her gaze.


    “Alison,” he called, unfolding one of his arms to make a beckoning gesture. “Could you stay behind, just a moment?”


    “Had a feeling you wouldn’t be here long,” whispered Rana as she shouldered her bag. “Don’t forget about us when you’re the top Ministry agent, okay?”


    Burling waited until Alison had approached, and for every other student to file down the hallway out of earshot, before he spoke. “Alison, do you know much about the Ministry of Occultism?”


    Alison glanced briefly at Adam Hesketh, who sheepishly dropped his gaze, before replying. “It’s the secret division of the British government. The place where they investigate magic activity and organize all of this.” She gestured to their surroundings, then clasped her hands behind her back like she was waiting for a pat on the head.


    Burling’s smile widened. “Most of our most promising graduates end up working for the Ministry,” he said. “Adam here is one of the Ministry’s top field agents and talent spotters. He comes down here every now and again to check up on the new students.” He took an excited deep breath. “I was just telling him how fast a learner you’ve been, and there’s something he’d like to talk to you about.”


    Alison’s excited eyes flicked over to Adam again. “Mr. Hesketh?”


    The Ministry agent smiled awkwardly in response. “Yes. Erm. Ms. Arkin.” He coughed. “I’m afraid you don’t have any magical infusion whatsoever. Your entire education here has been a huge mistake.”


    The brows, lower eyelids, and mouth corners of Brother Burling and Alison Arkin immediately dropped as if attached to extremely heavy weights. It happened with such suddenness that Hesketh visibly started.


    “Oh, sorry,” he stammered. “I’ve totally been giving the wrong impression here, haven’t I?”
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    Alison watched the monastery—she had lived and studied there for six months, and as far as she knew, “the monastery” was the only name it had ever had—in Adam Hesketh’s rearview mirror as it grew further and further away. No one had come to see her go, not even Brother Burling. She wasn’t sure she could have held herself together if they had.


    “Haven’t seen the old place in a while,” said Hesketh, after the ancient building had disappeared from view and a few minutes of awkward silence had passed. “First discovered my ability there. I can detect magic. Spent weeks staring at one of those focusing trays before I discovered I should’ve been looking at my classmates.”


    “Mm-hm,” muttered Alison, still staring at the rearview mirror with moist eyes.


    “That’s how I could tell. I half close my eyes and sort of . . . turn it on in my head, and I see colors coming off people and things. And there weren’t any coming off you.”


    Alison closed her eyes. “I understand.”


    Hesketh drummed his hands on the steering wheel. He was wearing fingerless black leather gloves. “Took me a while to figure out what the colors meant. All the telepathies are shades of green. Shape changing tends to be orange. Fire magic is blue. That’s the one you wouldn’t expect.”


    “Really.” She couldn’t summon the effort to add the slightest trace of a question mark.


    “Actually I think I’ve got my notebook around here somewhere if you’d like to know . . .”


    “Are you taking me back to Mum?” asked Alison, finally looking away from the mirror.


    Adam frowned, analyzing her tone of voice. “You don’t want to go back to her?”


    “No.”


    He let out a relieved breath. “I’m glad you said that, actually. I’ve been wondering how I was going to bring this up. The Ministry would be very grateful if you’d consider not returning to civilian life. We don’t want the information that you’ve learned to spread around.”


    Alison nodded. “You mean like magic being real and the government keeping it secret?”


    “Er . . . yes. I’m taking you back to the Ministry. I’m sure we can find a job for you to do, and it’ll pay well. It’ll just have to be something that doesn’t involve . . . you know. Using magic powers.”


    Alison felt another surge of emotion trying to force its way out through her tear ducts, but she held it back and concentrated on the road ahead. “Mr. Hesketh?”


    “Yes?”


    “This man and woman came to our house and told me I had to come to the special school,” she recounted. “Why would they do that if I didn’t . . . didn’t actually have magic powers?”


    Adam jerked his head towards a slim manila folder lying on the back seat, which the monastery records office had been only too happy to part with. “I had a quick look at your file. It was something to do with you scoring one hundred percent on all your high-school exams.”


    “And that’s supernatural?”


    “Well. Unusual for your school district, but not necessarily supernatural, I suppose. Can you remember if anything else was going on around the time the two agents came to your house?”


    Alison thought hard. “We were watching Interstellar Bum Pirates. Me and Mum. It was the episode where Captain Blaze has to take Zoobster to the space vet. The people came and knocked on the door three minutes and twelve seconds after the first ad break ended, after Blaze says—”


    “Um, I wasn’t actually talking about the precise moment that . . .” began Adam, before interrupting himself thoughtfully. “Alison, can you tell me, what was the last car we overtook?”


    Alison sat up straight, energized by being asked a question she could answer. “It was a white one.”


    “A white what? Toyota, Nissan?”


    “Oh. I don’t know the names. It was a normal car, though.”


    “What was the registration number?”


    “B745 GPP,” reported Alison.


    “What about the car before that?”


    “Black, K125 RXL.”


    “Do you think you could tell me what the last ten signs we passed said? In order, from latest to earliest.”


    Alison began dutifully reciting a complex combination of letters and numbers relating to exits, A roads, and B roads before Adam realized that he had no way of knowing if she was correct. He silenced her by reaching out and covering her eyes with one pudgy hand.


    “The dashboard,” he said. “There’s a grille for the air conditioner in front of you. How many slits does it have?”


    “Twelve,” said Alison, her prompt enthusiasm beginning to drift into confusion.


    “And what’s the song title currently showing on the CD player?”


    “ ‘Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go.’ ”


    The driver behind blared their horn as Hesketh’s car began to drift from the lane, so he hastily put both hands back on the wheel and shook his head, as if to dislodge his distracting thoughts. “Right. That’s interesting. I think I see what caused the confusion now. What you’ve got there is an eidetic memory.”


    “A what?”


    “Er, photographic, they used to say. Remembering everything even from a single glance. It’s very impressive. Didn’t you ever notice that other people couldn’t do that? Remember things as well as you?”


    “No,” said Alison. She turned away, gazing out of the window. “Mum always just told me to stop showing off.”


    Adam winced. “Well, trust me, it’s unusual. It’s just, you know, not magical. Totally, totally mundane.”


    Alison, who had been gradually rising in her seat as confidence straightened her back, suddenly crumpled back down. Moments later, she started crying.


    Adam drummed his fingers on the steering wheel even harder, pretending not to have noticed. When the sobs didn’t seem to be abating, he reluctantly leaned over, opened the glove compartment, and found a balled-up tissue. He held it out for her to take, noticed that her eyes were screwed shut, awkwardly withdrew it, then came to a decision and started helpfully dabbing her nearest cheek.


    The car behind loudly made its presence felt a second time, and he grabbed the wheel again, letting the tissue fall into Alison’s lap. She stared at it blankly, her heaving sobs gradually sniffling to a close.


    “I’m sorry,” she quavered. “I just wanted to do my best. I thought I’d been given something special, and I could use it to do some real good. For everyone. And now . . .”


    “W-well, it’s not that great, having a magical infusion,” said Adam quickly, one hand hovering uncertainly an inch above Alison’s nearest shoulder. “They’re not even useful, sometimes. There’s a guy in Nottingham with a magical infusion that makes his hair and fingernails glow, but it only works in direct sunlight. That’s the only thing it does. Having an eidetic memory’s way more useful than that.”


    Alison removed a few trails of snot with a fast swipe of the tissue along her upper lip. “What kind of work will I have to do for the Ministry?”


    “Oh. Erm. I’m not sure. This doesn’t happen very often. It will pay well, like I said, but it won’t be anything terribly glamorous, I’m afraid . . .”


    “I don’t mind,” said Alison, sniffing away the last of her tears and meeting the gaze of the angry red brake lights of the car in front. “I’ll do it. And I’ll do my absolute best.”


    “Like, really, really unglamorous,” said Adam uncomfortably. “Like, making-coffee-for-everyone sort of level.”


    “Then it’ll be the best coffee they’ve ever had at the Ministry.”


    Adam smacked his lips and grimaced. “I’d, er. Set my goals a little higher, if I were you, Alison.”
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    Before arriving at the house, Henry Wollstone had prepared a list of activities he intended to indulge in during his holiday, arranged in order of preference. Catching up on his reading had been at the top, followed by completing one of the jigsaw puzzles the cupboard under the stairs had mysteriously accrued. Much lower down had been things like “learn to cook” and “go outside.”


    “Socialize with slime monsters from beyond the veil of time and space” was not something that it had occurred to him to add, but if it had, it would have been pretty low down. Probably just under “weed the garden.” Which, ironically, was the only task that had actually been accomplished so far.


    He reflected on this unhappily as he sat in the kitchen, unwilling as he had been to entertain his guests in any room with a carpet. He stared at them across the breakfast table, clutching a mug of heavily sugared tea in his white-knuckled hands.


    The creatures had taken on narrow, upright forms, both reaching a height of about four feet to be able to politely peer over the tabletop with their gelatinous smiley faces. Henry had already deduced that the contrived little eyes and mouths the creatures were wearing didn’t have anything to do with how they saw and spoke.


    “Sowwy about the house,” said the pinker one on the left, in a voice like a pair of gumboots being pulled out of thick mud.


    “It’s fine,” said Henry instantly, firing out the words like elastic bands.


    “Would oo wike us to cwean it?”


    “No, no, no, it’s fine.” He still hadn’t dismissed the possibility that he was being toyed with and that the furniture was going to be hurled aside at any moment to commence his painful digestion.


    One of the blobs gave a sad little fart to fill the awkward silence. “We have made a mess of this, have not we.”


    “W-well, yes,” said Henry. In the lull, his thoughts had momentarily been hijacked by his attempts to mentally calculate the cost of a complete recarpeting. “I mean, no. Well. Erm. What exactly are you . . . people doing here?”


    “We would wike to wequest asywum,” said the right-hand blob, with a rehearsed air.


    “Asylum?”


    “Yes.”


    He glanced from one to the other. “In my parents’ kitchen?”


    “No, no, no,” said the left-hand blob. “In or wowld.”


    “Our world,” repeated Henry. “Right. That makes more sense, doesn’t it. So . . . you’re from another world?”


    “Yes,” admitted a blob.


    “Both of you?”


    The two emoticons exchanged an artificial glance. “Yes.”


    “Ah.” Henry’s fingers drummed rapidly upon his tea mug.


    One of the blobs’ “faces” vibrated with a little burbling noise that Henry decided was probably supposed to be a sigh. “Wouwd oo consent to just kiwwing one of us?”


    Henry choked on his tea. “What?”


    “Evewy time one of us cwosses into your wowld, they get kiwwed by a human,” said the left blob.


    “We sense their pain acwoss the wealms,” added the right.


    “So we came in two so maybe oo could just kiww one of us and the other one could expwain the situwation.”


    “I-I don’t want to kill either of you!”


    “Weawwy?”


    They both leaned closer. The possibility of sudden digestion returned violently to the forefront of Henry’s mind. “Uh! Not presently anyway. I don’t know why your other friends were killed. Maybe they took someone by surprise.”


    “So we can have asywum?”


    As it always did at work, the opportunity to kick a matter upstairs did wonders for Henry’s anxiety. “Oh! Well. That’s not really up to me. I think you’d have to go to the Home Office.”


    “Could oo take us there?”


    “You . . . want me to take you to my leader?” He winced at his own words.


    They leaned closer still. “Yes, pwease.”


    The relaxing weekend with the cupboard of jigsaw puzzles was feeling further and further away by the second. Henry sighed. “And I suppose you want to go right now?”


    “No no no,” said the right blob. “In or mowning. We have to gather the others.”


    In his mind’s eye, Henry had a foreboding metaphorical vision of a first raindrop hitting the ground with a thud. “Others?”
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    After a punishing car journey, and a one-night stay in a travel inn that was even more so, Adam Hesketh and Alison Arkin arrived at Westminster.


    Alison took only a mild interest in the great old buildings that filed past the passenger window. She had never been to London, but she had glimpsed enough images of it from television throughout her life to be almost completely familiar with it already.


    Instead, she focused on her new career prospects. Her initial despair at being expelled from the monastery had gradually transmuted into hope, followed eventually by excitement. She had done her best to grill Hesketh throughout the trip down but hadn’t learned much more beyond the spectrum of awfulness the Ministry coffee went through.


    The car pulled up and parked in a space on the corner of Barton and Great College Street, outside a door in the perimeter wall around Westminster School. But as Alison left the car, Adam started walking away from the door with measured steps, counting his way along the rough stone wall.


    He stopped at a section that looked, to Alison’s eyes, identical to every other, then knelt and pushed a nondescript brick until it clicked. A large section of nearby wall extruded an inch with a clunk, then slid gracefully aside.


    Alison peered curiously around Adam’s bulk and saw a narrow space within the wall itself and a set of stone steps leading down. “Wow,” she said, almost involuntarily. “So it really is, like, a secret ministry.”


    “Yep,” said Adam proudly. “Based out of secret catacombs under Westminster Abbey. Apparently John Dee built them when he had the sanction of Elizabeth I.”


    Alison glanced behind them. “Don’t you think it’s a little out in the open?”


    Adam examined the row of terraced houses that ran along the opposite side of the narrow street and their blatantly uncovered windows. “Um. I don’t think it’s ever been an issue. But let’s get inside. Quickly.”


    The narrow tunnel promptly widened as it went below street level, until Adam and Alison were descending a grand, gently curving staircase, lit by old-fashioned electric lanterns in what had once been torch sconces. Power was supplied by black cables running along the upper walls, arranged into artful curves and patterns in accordance with the theme.


    “You’ll probably have to live onsite, at least at first,” said Adam. “There should be plenty of spare sleeping quarters. Time was, everyone who worked at the Ministry had to live here as well. It was a secrecy thing. If anyone wanted to leave, they’d have to go through a memory-suppressing ritual, and apparently magicking someone’s brain without side effects is a lot more miss than hit . . .” He stopped when he realized that Alison wasn’t following. “Oh, uh, they don’t do that anymore. Obviously. Most of the staff live offsite now. And there are freelance agents all over the country for local matters.”


    Alison remained where she was, one leg frozen in the act of descending the next step. “Why the change?”


    “Well, eventually the Ministry realized that they didn’t need to be so strict about keeping all this secret. Turns out the supernatural keeps itself secret, mostly. People normally ignore it. Automatically, sort of. I heard a quote once: ‘The easiest secret to keep is one nobody wants to believe is true.’ ”


    “Sorcerer Majorus William Winsome-Smythe in 2007,” recited Alison, now descending the steps slightly ahead of Adam.


    “Er . . . yes.” He buried his hands in his trench coat pockets. “We’ll talk with Ms. Lawrence about your job after the morning meetings are finished. You can hang around in my office until then.”


    “Does that really work?” said Alison, mentally sorting through the many wild and occasionally horrifying things Brother Burling and his fellows had taught her about magic and those infused with it. “Getting people to ignore it?”


    “Well. Do you remember, about ten years ago, that major invasion of England by supernatural forces that very nearly resulted in total human extinction?”


    Alison frowned. “No?”


    “There you go, then. Worked perfectly on you.”


    She was about to press the matter when they reached the bottom of the staircase, and the words died in her mouth. Unable to forget nineteen years of sights and sounds, she was instantly fascinated by anything truly new.


    Despite being underground, and carved out of the solid rock, the Ministry’s interior was far from squalid. The ceilings were low, but the yellowish walls were far apart and as smooth as glass. The floor was covered in a dark red carpet thick enough to suck affectionately at her trainers, with strands artfully teased out of the fabric to form intricate swirls and patterns with occult significance.


    Alison found herself drawn to one of the regularly spaced pillars that supported the ceiling. Its lower half ballooned outwards, and every square inch of it was painstakingly carved into an endless miniature fresco of strange, vaguely humanoid figures linking hands and tentacles. She touched it lightly with her fingertips and slowly circled around, taking in every detail, until she found herself face to belt with someone dressed in the same kind of rough brown cassock that Brother Burling had worn.


    Alison slowly peered up into the depths of a pair of flaring nostrils. The owner had none of Burling’s trademark twinkly eyed amiability. He (or she, for all the baggy robe could indicate) possessed a completely shaven head, including the eyebrows, a tattooed symbol that Alison had last seen on a section of carpet approximately ten feet away, and the offended boggle-eyed stare of the most devout fundamentalist faced with the most foul-smelling heresy.


    Adam was about to grab her by the arm and pull her back, but lost faith in the idea at the last moment and opted instead to pinch a single fold of her sweater’s sleeve between thumb and forefinger. “Er. Sorry,” he said to the offended monk. “She’s with me. It’s her first day.”


    Without changing expression, the monk gestured their head in a manner that was halfway between an acknowledgment and a warning, then glided away.


    “I’d stay away from the monks,” muttered Adam as he furtively steered her in the opposite direction by a single thread of her top. “They used to run all the occult-defense stuff by themselves. Had to officially join up with the government about a century ago, and some of them still haven’t gotten over it.”


    They passed under a stone archway centrally decorated with an ancient carving of a sword, and the corridors suddenly became narrow again. The carpet remained the same and there was still the occasional pillar, but now water coolers and potted plants appeared at regular intervals. Alison glanced through a couple of open doors as they went past and saw tired-looking men and women in ordinary shirtsleeves working at desks and pondering complex flow charts.


    She suddenly turned, stopping Adam in his tracks. “Was it the ash cloud?”


    “Whuh?”


    “That invasion thing you were talking about. Was that it? Ten years ago we had to stay indoors for a whole week because this fog came down all over the country. They said it was a volcanic ash cloud. Was it? Not?”


    Adam lowered his eyes, smiling uncomfortably. “No. It wasn’t an ash cloud. I can’t tell you much more; I was still at the monastery at the time. They made us bunker down in the crypts for the week. All I know now is that an Ancient tried to invade our world.”


    Alison continued walking. “They never taught me anything about that,” she said, with absolute certainty.


    “Well, it’s not something people around here like to be reminded of,” said Adam. “Apparently it was a bad time for the Ministry, and it had to go through some big changes. Partly why the whole secrecy thing was toned down. Once it became obvious that the general public were happy to believe whatever explanation they were given. Here we are.”


    Adam’s office was simultaneously gloomily and severely lit by the single lantern in the center of the ceiling. The two desks and three chairs looked to Alison like they had come from cheap flat packs, from what little of them she could see beneath scattered documents and manila folders. There was a curious contrast in the different types of clutter on display: the paperwork in the nearer half of the room was arranged into piles that covered nearly the entire desktop and most of a chair, probably with the intention of filing them at some point, while the files scattered across the far half of the floor seemed to have been idly tossed aside when finished with.


    “This is my partner, Victor,” said Adam, gesturing with one hand as he busied himself removing files from chairs.


    Alison jumped a little as what she had taken for a pile of shabby old clothes on the chair of the far desk turned out to be a young man. He slowly raised a hand and flicked his wrist, a gesture that could have been either a greeting or a shoo, then struck a single key on the grimy keyboard before him. This accomplished, he let his arms hang loosely by the sides of his chair as if the effort had drained him of all energy.


    “Hello, nice to meet you, Victor,” said Alison, recovering quickly. “I’m Alison.”


    He was a scrawny man of roughly Adam’s age, with a thick clump of black curly hair and a hawk-like nose that seemed to be pulling his upper lip into a permanent unimpressed look. He was wearing a black coat that was almost identical to Adam’s, although not as broad. “Mm,” he replied.


    “Are you finishing that report on the werewasp hive we took care of?” asked Adam.


    Victor fixed him with a glare. “Yes. I am finishing the report on the werewasp hive we took care of in the course of the mission we completed last week and other redundant statements we are both fully aware of.”


    “I said it like that to fill Alison in,” said Adam weakly.


    “Then why didn’t you just say, ‘Alice, this is Victor, and he’s finishing a report on something you know sod all about’? Were you trying to sound casual?”


    “Werewasps,” she said instinctively, with a little burst of resentment. “Created when a magical infusion manifests in a queen. The infusion extends to all the subjects, and the entire swarm undergoes magical mutation. They nest underground, and their hives are often mistaken for mole burrows. First discovered by—”


    “Ah,” said Victor, heaving his head up and down in a laborious nod. “That’s right. You’re Marvo the Memory Girl, aren’t you.”


    “Alison.”


    “W-why don’t you take a seat,” said Adam, now sitting behind his desk and gesturing towards the one free chair, whose prior contents had now been piled on top of the wastepaper basket. “I thought maybe I could run you through some quick questions while we’re waiting? To help us figure out what kind of work would be best for you here.”


    “Oh, can I ask a question, first?” said Alison, sitting.


    “Go ahead.”


    “I’m not saying I don’t want to, but if the Ministry doesn’t care about secrecy anymore, why do you still need me to stay and work here?”


    “We don’t,” said Victor, jabbing another key.


    “Shut up, Victor,” said Adam, without anxiety, before returning his embarrassed smile to Alison. “They haven’t completely dropped secrecy. They just eventually figured out that locking everyone up is only slightly more efficient than keeping them in the same social circle. Even if we do talk to outsiders about work, like I said, most of them don’t want to believe it.”


    “But people do believe in the supernatural, don’t they?” said Alison. “Lots of people believe in God. Or in ghosts or astrology and stuff.”


    “Um, yes, true. I suppose what I meant by supernatural, was, er . . .” He floundered, circling a hand as if his brain was crank operated.


    Victor let out an irritated sigh. “He means chaos. People don’t want to believe in chaos. God, ghosts, horoscopes, that’s all order. That’s people wanting to think there’s some kind of plan behind everything they don’t understand. And we couldn’t just cease to exist tomorrow if an Ancient blinks twice.”


    Adam scowled. “There is nothing that conflicts with any popular religions in current occult theory.”


    “No,” said Victor, bored, returning his gaze to his computer. “Just in basic common sense. Aren’t you supposed to be interviewing her?”


    Adam coughed and readied his stubby fingers to type. “Right. Alison. What would you describe as your most developed skills?”


    “Eidetic memory,” she replied.


    “Er, yes, I already typed that,” said Adam. “Tell you what, I’ll underline it as well. What else?” He waited patiently as she stared at the ceiling for a few seconds, then came to the rescue. “What school subjects did you do particularly well in?”


    “All of them,” said Alison proudly, bouncing in her seat a little.


    “Any in particular stand out?”


    “Nope, one hundred percent on all of them.”


    Adam drummed his fingers on the keyboard, not heavily enough to depress the keys. “Well, let’s come back to that. Skills aside, what do you want to do?”


    “Oh, anything,” insisted Alison. “Just give me any chance to be useful.”


    “Right,” said Adam, still not typing. “I mean, what specifically? What would be the dream job? Fieldwork, research, administration?”


    “Yep, any of them. Really, I don’t mind.”


    Victor was doing a very poor job of pretending to work. He and Adam exchanged meaningful looks, both conveying completely different meanings. “Well, there is the memory thing,” said Adam, mostly to himself. “Maybe Archibald could use an assistant archivist . . .”


    Someone knocked on the wide-open door. A man stood in the doorway, dressed in rolled-up shirtsleeves and a loosened tie. He was older than Hesketh and Victor, but not as old as Burling; he still had all his hair, but with flashes of gray at the temples, and there were deep shadows under his eyes. He gave off the general effect of a career politician at the end of a long day of interviews. “Hi, guys,” he said. “Is that report on the wasp hive ready?”


    Victor and Adam were suddenly both sitting a lot straighter, like schoolboys as the teacher walks in. “Yeah, just about,” said Victor, hastily deleting the last thing he had typed. “Be done by lunch.”


    “Er, Mr. Danvers, this is Alison,” said Adam.


    “Hello, nice to meet you, Mr. Danvers,” said Alison brightly.


    “Hello,” said Mr. Danvers, meeting her gaze for a fraction of a second before turning back to Victor. “Lunch isn’t helpful. The Hand are meeting in three minutes, and this needs to be on the agenda.” He waved a slim tablet in his right hand. “Could you give me the quick summary?”


    “ ‘They’re dead’?” suggested Victor.


    “Is that really all you’ve got?” said Danvers wearily.


    “ ‘They’re dead because we killed them’?”


    “I suppose it’ll have to do.” Danvers passed the tablet to Victor. Alison snuck a look as it changed hands and saw a collection of hasty notes vaguely arranged into bullet points. “Just add it to the middle there. Where, when, how many you killed. Quick as you can.”


    Victor jabbed at the screen. “Durble, durble, couple of hundred.” He flashed a mischievous smile to Adam. “Someone’s getting a big boost to their kill count.”


    “It should only count as one,” insisted Adam. “It was a hive mind.”


    Victor let the tablet smack onto the keyboard and gave him an insulted look. “What are you on about?”


    “Just saying. You hadn’t actually killed it–killed it until the queen was dead.”


    “Guys,” warned Danvers, unheard.


    “Those drones weren’t pissing about!” spat Victor. “You gonna say to that farmer, ‘It’s all right, the thing that killed your dog didn’t count’?” He returned to the tablet. “Why’s it gone black?”


    Danvers quickly took it from his grasp, then just as quickly dropped it again with a yelp. The electronics crackled like a mouthful of popping candy. “Victor! Your hand!”


    Victor looked down. A heat haze was rising from the glow in the center of his palm. “Not my fault,” he said rapidly, pointing across the room. “He got me worked up.”


    “Two minutes to the meeting,” grumbled Danvers, mashing the unresponsive button flusteredly. “What am I supposed to do now, Casin? Recite it from memory?”


    Instantly, Adam caught Alison’s gaze, and he felt the rising excitement of a Scrabble player finally noticing a place for his troublesome J. “Alison. Did you . . .”


    “Yes,” she said, rising from her seat. “I saw the whole thing.”


    “What did it say?”


    “ ‘Item one, evidence of shoggoths reported in the Lake District . . .’ ”


    “Mr. Danvers,” said Adam, holding his arms towards Alison like a stage magician indicating the box his lovely assistant had just walked trustingly into. “Alison just came from the monastery. I sent an email around about her? She’s the one with the eidetic memory?”


    “And not much else,” muttered Victor, in a sulk.


    Danvers glanced between Adam and Alison, nonplussed. “So you can recite the agenda because you looked at it once?”


    “That’s what eidetic memory means,” said Alison, now standing proudly.


    “Follow me.”


    Danvers darted out into the hall without waiting to see if she was following, and Alison had to break into a trot to catch up. As she left the office behind, the last thing she heard before leaving earshot was Victor, muttering, “And now the normals are getting promoted past us halfway through their bloody job interviews . . .”
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    In the picturesque landscape of the Lake District, along a narrow lakeside road just south of Keswick, Mike Badger, freelance demon hunter sanctioned by the Ministry of Occultism, drove his battered Range Rover. Which is to use the word drove generously; with a handwritten list of directions in his left hand and a sausage roll in his right, he was having to control the steering wheel with his wrists.


    “Get a lungful of that air, lad,” he said, in his broad Yorkshire accent. “This is proper British country, this ’ere.”


    The occupant of the passenger seat said nothing. He was a pale teenager with dyed black hair that had grown a little too long for Mike’s comfort, and his attention was entirely occupied by the glowing screen he was holding with both hands.


    “Davey, will ye stop playing with your bloody Nintendos and listen?” said Mike, fully aware of the reaction he would provoke.


    “david,” said David, snapping his device closed. “My name’s David. Stop calling me Davey. And it’s not a Nintendo, it’s my phone. God, you’re such an idiot.”


    “Well, maybe if ye opened yer mouth and bloody said summat for once maybe I’d learn.”


    “What do you want me to say? It’s just trees. Trees and a lake.”


    “Bloody ’ell, there was me thinking ye don’t pay attention. Aye, it’s just trees and a lake, and the bloody Mona Lisa’s just a moody cow on a stool. It’s only the bloody Lake District. Me dad used to call it Britain’s tit.”


    “Da-ad . . .” protested David.


    “Well, it is. Look at t’ shape of t’ island, and if it were a girl on t’ side we’d be in the tit. Bristol would be her fanny.”


    “Dad, that’s sexist.”


    “No, it weren’t. How were that sexist? ’S not a real woman. Too much reading, not enough thinkin’, that’s your trouble. Coh, what would you even put up a fanny that big? You’d have to use Denmark or summat . . .”


    “da-ad,” barked David.


    Mike chuckled to himself. He’d given up smoking and drinking when he’d started a family, so embarrassing his children was very nearly his last source of uncomplicated pleasure. “Ah, this looks like the place.”


    He turned off the narrow road onto a somehow even narrower one, flanked by tall bushes that fluttered against the sides of the car. Shortly, the tires were grinding their way up the large gravel driveway of the holiday home belonging to Henry Wollstone’s family. It was a stout brick cottage, somewhat faithfully built according to classic local tradition, but for the fact that the entire front exterior wall was painted bright magenta.


    “Bloody southerners,” muttered Mike as he parked and stored his unfinished sausage roll in the glove compartment.


    “That’s prejudiced,” said David.


    “No, it bloody isn’t. I’m not saying all southerners paint their houses pink. I just ’appen to know that these particular ones did.”


    He opened the door, and almost immediately closed it as the stench hit his nostrils like a rancid meat pie to the stomach lining. He took a deep breath and opened the door again as he concentrated on breathing through his mouth.


    “Yep, it’s shoggoths all right,” he said. “Come on, lad, work to do.”


    “I’ll just wait—”


    “No, you bloody won’t, you’re gonna come learn summat. This is your future ’ere.”


    “I keep telling you I’m not gonna be a demon hunter,” said David, covering his face with his sleeve and leaving the car as slowly as possible, one limb at a time. “I’m gonna be a DJ.”


    “You can’t be a DJ, you haven’t got any bloody turntables,” said Mike, surveying the house as he worked the kinks out of his back.


    David’s scoff of contempt seemed to come out of every orifice in his face. “What year do you think it is?”


    “Now, shoggies,” said Mike, losing interest instantly and turning to the boot of his car. “Nasty lads, made of slime. What them genius types at the Ministry call ‘amorphous.’ Smacking ’em about won’t help. You might as well try to spank a bowl o’ water.” From the esoteric contents of the boot, Mike took up a double-barreled shotgun and a small box of shells with blue casings. “Rock salt is what we use. Same principle as slugs.”


    “Uh-huh,” said David, who was on his phone again.


    “Now, shogs have popped up now and again round these parts t’ last few years,” said Mike, casually pushing shells into his gun as he sauntered towards the front door. “I keep saying, there must be a dimensional fault round ’ere somewhere, but the Ministry couldn’t change the bloody toilet rolls without making a big song and dance of it, so they ’aven’t sent a proper cleanup troop.” He knocked twice on the red front door, and while he waited, noticed his son’s complete lack of attention. “What did I just say?”


    “Hm?” David slipped his phone into his back pocket and pretended to look earnest. “Yeah, cleaning up. Good plan.”


    “Make yourself useful, go round t’ back.” Mike cocked his shotgun and meaningfully gestured sideways with it. “If you can keep your eyes off Super Mario long enough to see summat movin’, give us a scream.”


    “Yeah, yeah.” David buried his hands in his pockets and started dragging his feet towards the corner of the house, creating two trenches in the gravel deep enough to start the foundations for a new, more tasteful house.


    No one had answered the front door after thirty seconds, so Mike gave it a push. The latch had been locked, but it immediately fell out of the door and landed on what had once been a rubber doormat with a wet squelch.


    Almost the entire ground floor of the cottage was a single large room: lounge, kitchen, and dining areas divided by wide archways and changes in flooring. So Mike could see at a glance that a shoggoth had been all over it. The entire floor was reduced to soggy mulch from countless crisscrossing trails of digestive slime.


    “Demon hunter calling! Anyone still alive?” yelled Mike. The Ministry had provided him with a dense wad of false documents, allowing him to pass as anything from an asbestos removalist to a Boy Scout leader, and most of it was back at his house, being used to hold the shed door open. “Poor bastards,” he muttered, when no one answered his shout.


    After a quick trip back to the car to fetch his Wellington boots, Mike examined the damage to the house interior more closely. To his surprise, except for an overturned bin in the kitchen, it was only the carpet that had been totally ruined; the furniture was mostly untouched. Some of the ornaments and bookshelves had little traces of goo, as if the shoggoth had examined them idly out of mild interest, but otherwise had kept a respectful wide berth of the homeowner’s possessions.


    There was a scuffling near the back door, and Mike glanced up. “Davey?”


    “Can we go now?” whined David’s voice from the back garden.


    Mike blew the air out of his lungs. “Definite shog activity in ’ere. Must’ve gone around the place a few times, looking at it. Actually . . .” He crouched and lowered his face as close to the floor as he dared, which still left a foot and a half of clearance. “There might even’ve been two of the buggers. That’d be a first. Anything out there trying to suck yer face off?”


    “Yeah, probably,” droned David.


    “Hm.” Mike braced his hands on his thighs and pushed himself upright with a throaty grunt. “S’pose we just have to follow the trail, see where they went. It’s usually pretty ’ard to miss.”


    “Yeah, I can see that,” said Davey.


    “There a trail out there?”


    “Dunno, maybe.”


    Mike gave a little sigh and plodded his way across the squelching carpet to the back door, but the mild scolding he had been preparing died abruptly in his throat as he took in the rear grounds of the house.


    As Henry had discovered, every single plant in the rear garden was dead, their skeletal leaves pasted to the cracked earth by a thick layer of shoggoth slime. At the far end was a perimeter wall whose rough white bricks were polished to an unnatural gleam, and beyond that was a low grassy hill that stretched to the horizon.


    And most of the grass on the hill was also dead. There was a massive circle of brown mulch around the perimeter wall, which split off into individual slime trails leading away. At least twenty of them. No, thirty. Meeting and crossing and overlaying each other as the biggest horde of shoggoths in the entire history of occult defense had congregated and begun journeying south.


    “I mean, yeah, I guess,” clarified David, still looking at his phone.
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    Alison followed Mr. Danvers back to the Ministry’s central hallway and down a short but broad set of stairs that led through the largest and grandest archway she had seen yet. Its columns were crowded with carvings of open hands and half-closed eyes, each with a sparkling emerald set in the center for maximum effect.


    The antechamber beyond was a stark contrast to the poky corridors of the office complex. The ceiling steeply rose until it was lost in darkness. A patterned red carpet swelled out from the entrance into a massive oval that stopped ten feet from the smooth stone walls, exposing a tasteful ring of black marble. The far wall was a dense cluster of columns around a foreboding set of ebony double doors as tall as her mother’s house.


    Alison didn’t realize she was staring open mouthed until a polite cough stirred her into awareness. She looked down, and further down, and saw a middle-aged woman sitting at a small, plain wooden desk, identical to the ones from Adam Hesketh’s office, complete with outdated computer.


    “Ms. Arkin,” said the woman. She was small, but her pointed features were too large for her face, in that a single raised eyebrow seemed to fill the room. She was dressed in a secretarial blouse and knee-length skirt, and was appraising Alison without emotion, her hands paused in the act of typing. “You’re early.”


    “Elizabeth, this is . . .” began Danvers, standing to one side and short of breath. “Oh. Right. You already know. My tablet died, and I lost the agenda. But Ms. Arkin caught a look at it, so maybe she could quickly dictate . . .”


    “There isn’t time,” said Elizabeth. Right on cue, there came the tolling of an ominous bell, and the ebony doors slowly cracked open, spilling a faintly purple vapor into the room. “The Hand of Merlin are in session. Sounds like they’ve already finished their starter.”


    “But . . .”


    “Leave it with me, Richard,” said Elizabeth tolerantly, rising from her seat and gaining surprisingly little height. She gestured past them, and a robe-wearing monk who had been standing guard at the base of the stairs dutifully trotted up. He had to bend almost double before Elizabeth could mutter an order into his ear.


    Nodding, the monk spun on his heel and trotted back to his guard post, his slippers making a pattern of dull thuds and flip-flaps as he passed from carpet to marble. He quickly returned with a spare robe in his arms.


    “Put it on, Alison,” said Elizabeth. She spoke quietly, but with a measured calm that Alison found quite reassuring. “Richard, is there any reason you’re still here?”


    Danvers hadn’t moved from his spot but was twiddling his fingers nervously. “Are you serious?” She gave no verbal answer, but her withering expression apparently sufficed. “You’re going to have her in there? Reading the agenda to the Hand?”


    “It’s exactly the sort of improvisation they usually appreciate. Don’t worry, I’ll keep the awkwardness to a minimum.”


    Alison was surprised by the robe’s lightness and the smooth delicacy of the material. As she pulled the folds into place, she couldn’t help rubbing the fabric of the overlong cuffs between her fingertips.


    Elizabeth smartly flicked the hood of Alison’s robe up and pulled it down over her eyes, covering most of her vision. “Start walking when I prompt. Stop when I prompt again. On the third prompt, begin reciting the agenda. You don’t have a face or a mind of your own. You’re just the words. Clear?”


    “Oh,” said Alison, slightly disappointed. “Okay.”


    “Do you think you could adopt some kind of mystical voice? An airy monotone should do.”


    With her field of view restricted to part of the floor and two pairs of feet, Alison noticed for the first time that Elizabeth was supporting her weight on a hard metal cane, whose handle she gripped with a practiced tightness. “I can do that.”


    “Good.” The bell sounded again. “You may begin. They’re getting impatient.”


    “Elizabeth,” said Richard Danvers. “Is . . . my father on the Hand this morning?”


    “He did sign in,” said Elizabeth. “I’ll take full responsibility for this.”


    “Okay,” said Danvers, naked relief drenching the word.


    The legs and cane of Elizabeth walked out of Alison’s field of view with a pronounced limp. A hand was placed in the small of her back, guiding her gently towards the ebony doorway.


    “Keep going straight on,” said Elizabeth, very close to Alison’s ear. “Put your hands in your opposite sleeves. Yes, like that.”


    Alison did as she was told, taking one wary step at a time as if she were heading a funeral procession. The light grew dimmer and dimmer until she could no longer see the patterns in the carpet before her. Strange smells reached her nostrils, some sweet, some piercing and disorienting, the combined effect being reminiscent of a recently repainted candle shop. Walking in a straight line was taking up most of her concentration.


    She allowed her eyes to glaze and relived the moment in which she had glimpsed the agenda. There was the tablet, held on one side by Danvers (slim hand, wristwatch, trimmed fingernails) and on the other by Casin (long fingers, grubby, smelled faintly of leather and Monster Munch). There were precisely twenty-seven lines of varying width in sans-serif text. She mentally queued the words of the top line at the back of her mouth.


    “He who approaches the Hand of Merlin, the seat of power, will identify himself,” boomed a male voice from up ahead, startling Alison. She had stopped walking at Elizabeth’s touch but only at this moment became aware of having done so.


    “The Master Apprentice,” called Elizabeth, initially imitating the booming tone of the first speaker, but allowing the last syllable to tail off into a bored sigh.


    “The Hand of Merlin recognizes the Master Apprentice, Elizabeth Lawrence, first among the acolytes,” said the first voice. “What request do you bring from the world of Men?”


    “The world of Men requests the infallible wisdom of the Hand of Merlin, in matters eldritch and ineffable,” continued Elizabeth, now barely even pretending to be enthused. “I bring the Scroll of Untold Presence, that you would advise us.”


    Alison heard what sounded like silverware being set on the side of a plate. “Now, Ms. Lawrence,” said another male voice with a public school accent. “That doesn’t look much like a scroll, does it.”


    “Item one,” replied Elizabeth, touching Alison in the back as if pulling the string of a talking doll.


    “Item one,” stated Alison, drawing out the vowel sounds slightly in a manner she hoped sounded mysterious and dreamlike. “Evidence of shoggoths in the Lake District—”


    “Ms. Lawrence,” interrupted the first, harsher voice. “Are we to take it that the Scroll of Untold Presence is not in physical evidence this morn?”


    “The Scroll is entirely intact within the memory of this acolyte,” assured Elizabeth. “I made the decision that an agenda held only within the mind of a devotee would represent less of a security risk.”


    “Most irregular . . .”


    “Oh, come on, Jack,” said the second voice, or it might have been another. Every single member of the Hand seemed to be an elderly man with an upper-class accent. “I think it’s rather jolly. You can’t say it isn’t fitting.”


    “Can you vouch for the accuracy of this acolyte’s memory?” asked the booming first voice humorlessly.


    “Without reservation,” said Elizabeth. Alison wondered how much her reputation had preceded her; Adam had made a few phone calls during the drive down but had stopped once they were on the motorway, after a couple of hair-raising close calls.


    “Very well. Have your girl proceed.”


    “Item one,” repeated Alison, as Elizabeth’s fingertips poked her spine again. “Evidence of shoggoths in the Lake District reported by agents in and around Keswick.”


    “Wasn’t this brought up last time?” said what Alison was pretty sure was a new voice, which possessed the jowly ring of the hugely corpulent.


    “Yes, two days ago,” said Elizabeth. “In your wisdom you agreed to dispatch our local agent in that area to investigate a reported stench consistent with shoggoths. He has now confirmed shoggoth presence and is following their trail.”


    “Oh yes, I should do that,” said one of the many voices.


    “The Hand will speak,” intoned the first voice, which seemed to be the chairman or spokesperson. “Our agent will continue his pursuit of the hellspawn until they are caught and exterminated. The Hand has spoken.”


    “Next,” whispered Elizabeth to Alison.


    “Item two,” read Alison, putting even more of a lilt on the mystery voice. “Suspected manifestations of magical infusions in humans.”


    “Three today,” said Elizabeth. Alison heard paper being unfolded. “Mysterious fires in a primary school in Southwark. An individual advertising a faith-healing practice in Borehamwood. And a scorch mark shaped like a human hand has appeared on a statue of Rupert Brooke in Rugby. I have local agents lined up to take care of the last two, and Agent Collins can handle Southwark.”


    “Fine,” said at least three men in unison.


    “The Hand will speak,” said the chairman, now starting to sound a little bored himself. “The agents mentioned will be dispatched as you see fit. If tainted ones are found, they will be taken to the monastery. The Hand has spoken.”


    “Excuse me, Ms. Lawrence,” said a new voice. This was the oldest and poshest of the lot, and spoke with a breathless, earnest, but slightly baffled tone that reminded Alison of members of the royal family trying to converse with civilians. “Do you know if my ideas for the monastery school are on the agenda today? I made a special point of reminding my son about it.”


    From the rest of the Hand there came a short chorus of groans, sighs, and tongue clicks not quite subtle enough to be ignored.


    “Well, I just think it’s important,” protested the speaker. “It’s so very important that we reach these young people, and there have been many points of concern . . .”


    “Only the Swordkeeper himself, and this acolyte, currently know the contents of the agenda, sir,” said Elizabeth diplomatically.


    “Let’s just get through it, Danvers,” sighed another member of the Hand. “If it’s not there, you can take it up with your boy.”


    “All right,” said Danvers Sr. “I do think it’s so very important.”


    “Item three,” said Alison, as Elizabeth poked her again. “Werewasps dealt with.”


    “Casin and Hesketh report that they successfully exterminated the entire hive,” said Elizabeth. “I would, however, like to bring together a few of our local agents around Lincolnshire Wolds to oversee evidence cleanup.”


    “Yes, to be expected with those two,” muttered someone.


    “The Hand will speak,” said the chairman. “Our agents will remove evidence of the presence of tainted ones, be they hostile or . . . within our employ.” There was an uneasy tone creeping into the last part. “The Hand has spoken.”


    “Item four,” said Alison eagerly. “Reassessment of monastery school practice fill in some bullshit to keep the old fart happy.”


    Alison only parsed her own words when she felt the stunned silence holding on with a death grip to every cubic inch of stuffy air in the room.


    “Perhaps we’ll leave it there for today,” said Elizabeth tightly.
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    Alison sat on a stool in front of Elizabeth Lawrence’s desk, half curled up in a private little cube of hot embarrassment.


    A while ago, Richard Danvers had walked past her into the Hand’s chamber, acknowledging her with a perfunctory nod of reassurance as he went. Ten minutes later, after a muffled symphony of angry jabbering voices, he had come out again and flashed her a scowl so terrible that she had quickly feigned interest in her shoes.


    Shortly afterwards, the thuds of Elizabeth’s walking cane rhythmically hitting the stone floor emerged from the gloom, followed by Elizabeth herself. She limped to the desk and daintily sat down without a word.


    The moment she was settled, Alison leaned forward and clutched the edge of the desk with both hands. “Ms. Lawrence, I’m so sorry,” she said hastily. “It was what it said on the page, and I didn’t realize—”


    Elizabeth silenced her with a dismissive flap of a hand. “It wasn’t your fault, Ms. Arkin. Richard should have kept his editorializing to himself. And I should have given you more directions. I can at least credit your ability to follow instructions to the letter.”


    Elizabeth’s habit of constantly talking in a slightly judgmental monotone made it virtually impossible to tell when she was being sarcastic. Alison decided that apologizing again was the safest response. “I am really sorry.”


    “Put it behind you.” Elizabeth leaned back comfortably and gathered her hands in her lap. “We should discuss your new employment. Mr. Hesketh didn’t have the chance to fully brief you on the Ministry’s workings.” Alison came very close to asking Elizabeth how she could possibly have known that. “You must have questions.”


    “Yes, lots,” said Alison immediately.


    “Good. Feel free to start at the top.”


    The many questions she had assembled jostled for position on Alison’s tongue, until she opted to interpret Elizabeth’s suggestion literally and voiced the most recent one. “Are the Hand of Merlin meetings always like that?”


    Elizabeth raised an eyebrow. “Not before today, no.”


    “I mean, is it always just you listing the things you’ve already decided to do, and the Hand agreeing with it all?”


    The older woman straightened up and pinned Alison in place with a glare. “I don’t like what you’re implying, Ms. Arkin. The Hand of Merlin have been sanctioned to oversee dealings with the occult since Elizabethan times. It’s true that in recent decades they have concerned themselves more with broad policy suggestions and left the fine details to the apprentices, but they are as vital and integral a part of the Ministry of Occultism as the queen herself is to the governing of the nation.”


    Alison nodded rapidly. “I see. I get it.”


    “Was that your only question?”


    Alison bit her lip. “Ms. Lawrence, do you mind if I ask . . . if you have a magic power?”


    Elizabeth hesitated. Her hand began to fidget subtly with the head of her walking cane. “No, I don’t.”


    “What about Mr. Danvers? Or anyone in the Hand of Merlin?”


    “Mr. Danvers used to run a publishing company; his qualifications lie in management skills. The Hand’s talents are . . . more subtle. Why do you ask?”


    “I thought most of the people here would have magic powers. I heard most people go from the school to the Ministry.”


    “Not usually to the core Ministry,” said Elizabeth. “We have some tainted ones in the Scroll for research purposes, but the exceptional graduates from the monastery are mostly given part-time freelance work as local agents. Adam Hesketh and Victor Casin of the Sword are the only permanent staff members that carry the taint.”


    Alison’s growing cheer at not being as much of a fish out of water as she had thought was undercut by a new feeling of unease. “Tainted ones?”


    “The jargon’s confusing you,” said Elizabeth, softening. “The Ministry headquarters has three divisions—the Sword, the Scroll, and the Hand. The Sword consists of agents and field operations; the Scroll, our research and intelligence wing; and the Hand is the command center that manages the two. Have you given any thought to which area would best suit your abilities?”


    “Well—”


    Elizabeth hadn’t stopped talking. “Because I have something to propose, if you aren’t certain.”


    “Okay?”


    Elizabeth leaned forward, placing her clasped hands just below her mouth. “Most of the Sword operatives work in groups of two or three,” she said conspiratorially. “Except for one. Agent Diablerie is currently working alone, and I have decided he will be assigned an assistant.”


    “And you want that to be me?”


    “Yes. Diablerie is resistant to working with partners, but he will be more open to the idea of a subordinate. Report to the Sword briefing room after lunch and you’ll meet him there. Follow his instructions. Come to me if you have any concerns.” She turned to her computer to signal the end of the conversation.


    Unconsciously, Alison had already risen. “Thank you so much, Ms. Lawrence. I promise to do the job as best I can.” Only after these sentiments had hurried from her mouth did her mind begin to consider the prospect. “This will be working in the field, right? Actual missions?”


    Elizabeth glanced up. “It will. By all means come back to me if you have trouble meeting the challenge, but this is the best possible path your career could take at this point.”


    “Really?”


    “Yes. Anything we can do to keep you out of the Ministry bunker for the next few weeks will minimize your chances of being murdered by Mr. Danvers.”
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    Alison opted to eat lunch in a sandwich shop on street level. The Ministry had its own dining hall, but after the morning’s events she felt it probably wasn’t the best time to start networking. Besides, Adam’s anecdotes on the drive down had preemptively soured her to the food.


    As she sat at a red-and-white-checked table digesting half a baguette, and noninstitutional food entered her system, her mood began to tentatively improve. It was a nice day, to the point that the residents and workers of central London could occasionally be glimpsed briefly permitting themselves a smile. Under a blue sky rather than low-hanging stone, the prospect of her new job was more appealing than ever.


    At the monastery Alison had memorized countless written and spoken accounts of magical creatures, and that had been fascinating enough, but the thought of filling her memory with sights and sounds of magic in practice, in the real world, filled her with excitement to the tips of her fingers. Agent Arkin, of the Ministry of Occultism.


    She knew it would possibly be dangerous. Werewasps certainly sounded dangerous. But she had had enough safety in her life. Safety had always meant sitting where her mother told her to sit and quietly watching whatever repeats were on television. Safety hadn’t left her with much. Danger had to be at least worth a try.


    Besides, she thought, as she made her way back to Westminster Abbey, Elizabeth wouldn’t send her on dangerous missions, not right away. She was smart, Alison could tell, and smart people don’t send teenage girls to fight monsters.


    Alison reentered the secret bunker and made her way to the briefing room. She already knew the way; earlier, when Danvers had been hurriedly escorting her to the meeting, she had glimpsed a floor plan on a wall for a tiny fraction of a second. Relaxed, bustling conversation streamed out as she pushed the door open.


    The room beyond reminded her of the classrooms at the monastery, but now the tables were packed with grown adults, sitting comfortably, checking personal notes, and talking among themselves. The exceptions were Adam and Victor, seated near the back. Victor was slouched in disinterest, while Adam was straight backed and eager, like the teacher’s pet waiting for the first precious opportunity to tattle.


    Adam beckoned vaguely as she entered, so Alison glided down the narrow aisle between the rows of desks and took a seat directly behind the pair. Not a single agent so much as glanced at her or paused their private, whispered conversations with their partners.


    The moment she was settled, Victor Casin leaned back on two of his chair legs. “Did you really say what you said to Danvers’s dad this morning?” he said, out of the corner of his mouth but not in the least bit quiet.


    Alison reddened and attempted to retract her head into her jacket.


    That was all the confirmation Victor needed. His happy grin stretched across his skull, his facial muscles struggling with the unfamiliar action. “Is it true you called him a miserable old bastard without even the common decency to hurry up and die?”


    “Of course she didn’t, Victor,” said Adam, looking ahead in an I’m-totally-not-part-of-this-conversation kind of way.


    “That’s what you said she said.”


    “No, I didn’t! I said she called him a clueless, doddering scrote who needs to stop poking his nose into real-people problems.”


    “Oh, whatever. I heard five different versions over lunch break anyway.”


    “I didn’t say any of that!” hissed Alison, flustered.


    “So what did you say?” asked Victor.


    “I just said he was an old fart!” She suddenly became aware that the rest of the conversation in the room had mysteriously died down, so she gathered herself and went down to the lowest whisper she could manage. “Mr. Danvers wrote it. I didn’t know. It just slipped out.”


    One of Victor’s eyebrows rocketed upwards. “So what you’re saying is that you let an old fart slip out? Yeah, I’ve been there.”


    Adam leaned close to him confrontationally. “You’re harassing her now, Victor,” he warned.


    Victor displayed his hands, almost losing his balance before slamming one foot onto the top of his desk. “No, I’m not! That was good-natured ribbing. It shows we’re at ease with each other. What, you think I fancy her?” He placed a hand between his mouth and Alison as if to talk privately, then spoke at full volume. “I only go out with girls that aren’t Dictaphones on legs.”


    “What are you talking about?” said Adam. “You’ve never gone out with any girls. Neither of us have.”


    “Shut up, shush.” Victor turned to Alison and tried to look casual. “The old lady chew you out?”


    “No, she said it wasn’t my fault.”


    This time, Victor did lose his balance, slamming his shoulders against Alison’s desk and shoving it into her midsection. He kicked his legs wildly to shift his weight back onto all four legs of the chair, then scooted it awkwardly back into place, under the disapproving looks of the rest of the agents. “She what?”


    “She said it wasn’t my fault. Said it showed I was good at following instructions.” She gave an unruffled little smile.


    Victor was silent for a moment, his jaw swaying in the breeze like a pub sign. “We are talking about the same person, here, right? The Dread Pirate Pegleg?”


    “Keep it down,” whispered Adam urgently. “She knows we started that.”


    “She gave me a job as an assistant field agent,” concluded Alison.


    Both Adam and Victor’s expressions froze. Adam with eyes wide and lips parted, not daring to hope, and Victor with staring disgust. “Assisting us?” asked Adam.


    “No. Agent Diablerie.”


    Victor’s face didn’t look like it was used to grinning much, but it was a ten-year veteran of smiles compared to how strange it looked when he laughed. All the air flew from his lungs in a single guffaw, and he had to rest his forehead on the desk.


    Adam’s eyes were on stalks even while his voice was level. “I could talk to her if you want. Move you to someone else.”


    “Oh, I actually believed it for a second,” said Victor, wiping his eyes. “Pegleg Pirate being nice. The depressing thing is, this is probably the best day I’ve had all year.”


    “What?” said Alison. “What’s so funny about Agent Diablerie?”


    “He’s a villain,” said Victor, before descending into sniggers again.


    “Yeeeah,” said Adam. “That’s pretty much the only word for it. He’s a villain.”


    The door opened and Richard Danvers entered, silencing all conversation when he dropped a brand-new tablet onto the lectern with a thunderous clap. Alison tried her best to tunnel inside her jacket again, but amid the small ocean of shirts and ties it only made her more noticeable.


    “What are you doing here?” asked Danvers, with the voice of a man trapped in hell bumping into his usual tormentor outside work hours.


    “I’m supposed to work with Agent Diablerie,” said Alison, as quickly as she could.


    “She’s the Doctor’s new glamorous assistant,” said Victor, manfully keeping a perfectly straight face.


    “What?” said Danvers. He consulted his tablet, and the corner of his mouth made a sudden dash to the side before he got it under control. “Oh. So she is. Well, the good Doctor doesn’t seem to be present, but I’m sure—”


    The door opened a crack with the quick, furtive motion of someone attempting to go unnoticed. A metal sphere, not much larger than a marble, rolled into the room and came to rest a few feet from the door. Danvers put a hand on a hip and rolled his eyes.


    The sphere exploded into copious clouds of red smoke, building quickly until it filled the surrounding area from floor to ceiling, at which point there came the sound of the door hastily opening and closing. As the smoke dissipated, it coalesced into a dark figure, at least seven feet tall, with broad, looming shoulders and long, slender legs.


    The effect was swiftly spoiled by Richard Danvers, who sprayed the contents of a handheld fire extinguisher at the pellet. “You’ve been warned about this, Doctor,” he said, with more exhaustion than anger. “We don’t want the carpet catching fire again.”


    The last of the red smoke faded, and only Doctor Diablerie remained. He was a thin man, wearing jet-black evening dress, complete with a red-lined waist-length cloak, white gloves, and walking cane with misshapen silver head. His height was not as impressive as his silhouette had implied, as it was significantly augmented by his absurd silk top hat.


    His face seemed to be unusually small, but that may have been because it was staring out from the gap between his hat, his absurdly high collar, and his tightly knotted scarf. He was pale and ratty, and the sneer he was wearing made his thin mustache even more steeply curved than it was by default. “Trifle not with forces you do not understand, son of Danvers,” he declared, for his deep voice seemed capable only of declaring, never saying. “Doctor Diablerie has been summoned to this realm. What trivia requires my dark expertise?”


    “Oh, I’m glad you asked me that,” said Danvers, returning to his lectern. “We have a new number-one priority, courtesy of the Hand. We need someone to inspect the secondary school and provide a full report on how it’s running. I can think of no one better qualified among all the agents of the Sword.”


    Diablerie’s hand flew up, covering the lower half of his face with his cloak. “Doctor Diablerie is no mere enforcer of your petty bureaucracy!”


    “Well, he’s not a doctor, either, but he still insists on being called one.”


    Diablerie and Danvers stared each other down, the mad, blazing gimlet glare facing off against bored, half-lidded professionalism. Finally, the Doctor lowered the cloak from his face. “Very well. I, Diablerie, will see to this trivial matter.” His cloak barely had time to fall back down to waist level before he threw it over his face again. “But know this! The arcane power of Diablerie runs deep, and thirsts always to be tested against the forces of evil! You would be wise not to trifle!”


    “Sorry, I seem to be trifling an awful lot this afternoon,” said Danvers. “Oh, I almost forgot,” he lied. “This is Alison Arkin. She’s going to be your assistant from now on.”


    Alison was already on her feet, drawn up almost against her will by wary fascination. “Hello, n-nice to meet you, Doctor,” she said, out of habit.


    Diablerie’s sneer deepened by several notches. His hand tightened around the head of his cane, and his other hand flew to his hip with a flourish, fluttering his cape. “What nonsense is this? Diablerie is no child minder!”


    “Orders from the Master Apprentice herself,” said Danvers, waving his tablet with the relevant email open. “So if you have an objection, take it up with her.”


    Diablerie’s eyes narrowed like those of a cornered beast, and his cloak flew up over his face again. “Girl!” he barked, slightly muffled. “You will meet me outside Barnstaple train station, tomorrow at noon, and no later. So says your new master, Diablerie!” He made a strange movement behind his cloak with his free hand, and then another pellet hit the floor, quickly obscuring his form in more clouds of red smoke.


    “Wait!” called Alison. “How do I get to Barnstaple?”


    “It’s not complicated,” said Danvers, as he irritably sorted through his notes. “I think you take the Penzance train from Euston and change at Yeoford.”


    “Silence, fool!” said Diablerie, his voice coming from somewhere near the door. “You have to change at Exeter St. David’s now.” Alison heard the door open. “Heed the esoteric wisdom of Diablerie! Exeter St. Daaaaviiiiid’s!” His voice grew faint and the door slammed shut, sending the remaining tendrils of smoke into a swirl.
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    Alison spent the night on a bunk in one of the disused barracks in the deepest section of the catacombs. No one had told her where to go, but no one had stopped her either. Danvers, Hesketh, Casin, and every other normal person had gone home at five p.m., leaving only a minority of unspeaking monks to do the cleaning.


    Sleep came easily enough after the sound of vacuuming carpets and sanding walls had died down. When Alison awoke just after seven, she opted to head to Euston station straightaway, before the agents started arriving again.


    Danvers had provided her with a government credit card, and she used it to buy the cheapest ticket available. She settled into a cramped window seat and pretended to be concentrating fiercely on the countryside as she replayed the events of the previous day over and over again in her head, trying to determine the precise point at which she had botched it completely beyond salvage.


    Barnstaple train station was one of the many traditional brick stations that dotted the land, surrounded by flat, open countryside that was only slightly let down by the inevitable industrial-sized Tesco. Alison stepped out into the station car park at around half past eleven, raising one hand to protect her eyes from the sun, and glanced around for something to sit on while she waited for noon.


    “Girl,” boomed a familiar voice from behind her.


    She spun on her heel. Diablerie was leaning, arms folded, on the Barnstaple station sign. He was wearing exactly the same clothes as yesterday, his cloak gathered tightly around him so he resembled a sleeping bat turned upside down.


    “Doctor,” she said, clasping her hands behind her back. “I just wanted to say I’m really looking forward to working with you, and, uh . . .” She faltered as his withering stare bore into her. “I promise to do my best to . . .”


    He waited, unblinking, until she had stammered her way to silence. “Can you drive, girl?”


    “You mean like a car?” said Alison, caught off guard. Diablerie didn’t dignify her question with a reply. “Y-yes, I have a license.” Her mother had let her take lessons after she turned seventeen, on the proviso that Alison pay for them herself and understand that the heat death of the universe would occur before she would be allowed to borrow the family car.


    “Then drive,” said Diablerie, unfolding a skinny arm towards a nearby vehicle.


    Alison had expected something like a jet-black hearse, or some Victorian automobile one step above horse-drawn technology, but Diablerie’s car turned out to be a surprisingly modern four-seater convertible (although it was jet black; that much was inevitable). Diablerie glided fluidly into the back seat, and Alison wondered if he had chosen an open-top car because it meant he wouldn’t have to remove his hat.


    Obediently, Alison climbed into the driver’s seat. It was a far cry from the beaten-up Metro in which she had learned to drive—the interior was covered entirely in bone-white leather and what looked like imitation marble, the clutch pedal was shaped like a crow’s foot, and there was a carved ivory skull on the gear lever—but the basic functionality seemed to be unchanged.


    “I really like your car,” she tried.


    Another few seconds of silent, blistering contempt passed before Diablerie deigned to respond. “Stow your facile pleasantries. We delve now into the world beyond the gossamer threads you so innocently think of as normalcy. You are unprepared.” He steepled his gloved fingers. “Our destination lurks, preprogrammed, within the satnav.”


    There was a touchscreen embedded in the dashboard, shaped like an ancient church window. Alison prodded it, and a synthesized voice that sounded not dissimilar to Diablerie’s own directed her north.


    “Your name,” said Diablerie. In the rearview mirror, Alison saw him put one hand to his temple and extend the other towards her, fingers half pointing, half clawed. “No. Say nothing. I can read it in the eddies of your aura. I see the letter A. And an N . . .”


    “Er . . . I’m pretty sure Mr. Danvers said my name when he introduced—”


    “Natalie,” said Diablerie, displaying his hands mystically. “I divine your name to be Natalie.”


    “Alison.”


    “—son. Natalison. Alison. Of course. Do not be afeared. The dark powers that are but playthings in my grasp grant me Sight most uncanny.”


    “It’s . . . very impressive, Doctor.”


    “Silence. I must gather my energies for the challenges ahead.” He arranged his fingers crookedly and held his hands either side of his head. “Do not interrupt. If the spirits are disturbed, the results could be disastrous.”


    For the next twenty minutes, Diablerie emitted a series of noises from the back of his throat, rolling his eyes back into his head and keeping his hands perfectly still. He started with the traditional oms, drawing them out for up to thirty seconds each as his mouth formed circles of every size and shape. Then he raised in pitch and started making eeee sounds, quickly transitioning to widdly widdly widdlys.


    Alison kept her eyes on the road as her new mentor went through his repertoire of vowels. She struggled to maintain interest in the countryside, having seen it all when she and Adam had come through it in the opposite direction, so instead she considered the prospect of returning to the school. She thought of the shame she had felt when Adam had clumsily dropped the bomb. She thought of Rana and Craig Turbrook. And then, out of nowhere, she thought of Elizabeth’s words. Tainted ones.


    Diablerie abruptly stopped making sounds, and Alison glanced at the rearview mirror just in time to see him holding a hip flask to his mouth, which he hurriedly returned to his pocket before putting his hands into vaguely mystical positions again. “You have questions you wish me to answer,” he said, opening one eye.


    “Ye-uh-es,” garbled Alison, her instincts clashing violently.


    “It is only natural to be intrigued by Diablerie,” he replied, steepling his hands again. “You are a blank canvas, across which the hidden world has yet to splatter its essence. Very well.” He sat bolt upright, very nearly losing his hat to air currents. “You shall enjoy the enormous privilege of a boon, in return for your paltry oath of service. I will answer three questions. You may ask one additional question each time you show promise.”


    “Three questions?”


    He rolled his eyes. “Yes. Two questions remain.”


    “Oh! Sorry, um . . . I didn’t think we’d started.”


    Diablerie glared at her intensely. “Diablerie does not word his pacts carelessly!” he boomed. “Careless wording is the most vital tool in the demon trickster’s arsenal. Seal a vicious, starving weretrout in a poorly phrased rune circle and try telling it you didn’t think you’d started before your very soul is sucked out through your nose. What is your second question?”


    “What . . .” Alison came very close to asking what a weretrout was, but bit off the sentence at the last moment. On reflection, it seemed self-explanatory anyway. “Sorry. Okay. I’ve got a question now. What does ‘tainted ones’ mean?”


    Diablerie used his cloak to cover the lower half of his face again. “Heed now the bottomless arcane wisdom of Diablerie,” he said, turning some impressive eyebrow gymnastics to emphasize the words. “ ‘Tainted ones’ are ones that are tainted. Heed now this second piece of esoteric wisdom. Diablerie is considering withdrawing your boon and waiting for an acolyte with harder questions to come along.”


    “I heard someone at the Ministry call magic users ‘tainted ones,’ ” said Alison, carefully checking her statement to make sure it couldn’t be interpreted as a question.


    He sniffed. “Indeed. For they carry the taint of magic. Does that satisfy, or art thou in need of a dictionary?”


    “But doesn’t it . . . I mean, they make it sound like a bad thing.”


    Diablerie’s permanent sneer took on a slightly baffled subtext. “They carry the taint of the Ethereal Realm! Their very bodies are infused with the essence of the Ancient Ones, in aid of their sinister otherworldly agenda! What would you have us call them, the sugarplum fairies of Cuddletown? By all the sources, when will it be enough for you Ministry fools? Was it not concession enough to employ the wretched things? To start teaching them instead of burning them at the stake?”


    “Are . . . are you for real?” asked Alison, before she could stop herself.


    An eyebrow came up. “Is that your third question?”


    “No! I—ah—uhm . . .” Her sentence disintegrated into fragments of words.


    “Speak!” ordered Diablerie.


    “I’m sorry, I . . . I’m just really confused!” Tears formed in Alison’s eyes. “I just want to do the best job I can, but I don’t . . . I don’t know what you want from me!” She met his gaze in the rearview mirror, jaw quivering, and didn’t detect an ounce of sympathy. She sucked in a deep, noisy breath through the nose. “I-I keep thinking this has got to be some kind of test. Like I’m supposed to call you out to pass it, and then you can start being serious.”


    Diablerie’s shoulders shuddered, and his eyes narrowed. “I assure you, girl, that I am as real as the consequences of reading Richard Danvers’s unguarded comments to his father’s face.”


    Alison shrank, fighting off the urge to burst into further tears. “Right.”


    She gripped the steering wheel tighter and concentrated on the road. This was her opportunity, she reminded herself. Elizabeth Lawrence had given her this chance for redemption, and she would not be impressed if Alison demanded a different assignment just because her new boss was an insane silent-movie villain and she was afraid of being lashed to some railroad tracks.


    Shortly, they found themselves on the lonely and less traveled section of road that Alison recognized as the way to the monastery school. She was keeping an eye on the treetops, waiting for the first sight of the grand old building where she had lived for six months, when the satnav unexpectedly chirruped and directed her to make a turn.


    Dutifully she did so, and was almost immediately on an unfamiliar road. The trees became denser, the canopy thickening until they blocked most of the sunlight. She checked the satnav. There was the monastery school, clearly indicated with a pentagram-shaped map marker, but their actual destination was marked as another mile east.


    “I thought we were going to the school?” said Alison.


    “Diablerie is no longer bound by the compact to answer your questions, girl,” said Diablerie, bored. He was leaning back with his top hat tilted in front of his eyes.


    “That was more of a statement . . .”


    “Argue not niceties with a master spellcrafter. It was a statement with a distinctly inquisitive aura.”


    Without warning, the road transitioned from tarmac to dry dirt that had been churned up by the tires of many heavy vehicles. Diablerie’s car was the exact opposite of appropriate for off-road driving, and he was forced to maintain a mystic gesture about his temples to hold his hat in place.


    The trees thinned and the dirt road sloped downwards into a large, bowl-shaped clearing. In the center of the crater was a cluster of concrete buildings that made up for their distinct lack of windows with a bounty of severe straight lines and right angles. Between them was a huge, circular courtyard, walled off with ten feet of cement and coils of razor wire.


    Alison parked the car between two black armored buses, near a brick sign bearing the words blackmoor young offenders institute in harsh serifed letters.


    “Doctor, this isn’t the school I was at,” she said quietly, staring up at the flat, gray, front-facing wall of the reception building.


    “Of course not,” sneered Diablerie, who was already out of the car, although Alison hadn’t seen him move or heard the car door open. “This is the secondary school. This is where you would have been taken had you ever manifested the taint.”


    Alison recalled the one time she had seen someone in Brother Burling’s class demonstrate magical ability. Chris Lewis, a short boy of sixteen, had managed to make all the ants in his focusing tray march in perfect circles and figure eights. Brother Burling had showered him with praise and led him gently from the room, then returned twenty minutes later, alone. Lewis had never showed up in class again. Alison had been concentrating entirely on being a diligent student and had never, until now, wondered where he had gone.


    Diablerie glided over to the forbidding steel double doors and rapped the top of his cane against them, creating a sonorous clang that must have echoed through the entire building. The door swiftly opened with a reproachful metallic creak.


    Diablerie made his signature move, flinging his cloak about his face. “Cower now! Doctor Diablerie has answered the summons! This household will surrender to the whims of the Ministry of Occultism!”


    A young monk was standing at the door in the usual robe and tattoos, as well as a black gun belt around his waist with a Taser pistol. His hand unconsciously groped for it as Diablerie spoke. “Er, yes,” he replied. “We were told to expect . . . someone. Brother Trevers will see you.”


    Without lowering his cloak, or indeed moving his upper body at all, Diablerie slid into the lobby. “Hello, nice to meet you, I’m Alison,” said Alison in one rapid cluster of words as she brushed past the monk. He frowned, opened his mouth, looked to Diablerie, hesitated, then closed his mouth.


    The lobby was as severe as the exterior. The floor was bare cement, and two spiral staircases led up floor after floor of steel gantries and heavy, forbidding doors. A second monk was rapidly descending one of the staircases, his shoes making a lively percussion on the metal steps. “Hello, hello, hello, hello,” he began, before he’d even reached ground level. “Nice to meet you, I’m Brother Trevers.”


    Alison renewed her smile. “Hello, nice to meet you, I’m—”


    “Curtail your inane discourse!” boomed Diablerie, his voice echoing nicely throughout the hall in a way that even he had to take a moment to appreciate. “Diablerie comes to cast judgment upon this house of dread. Tarry not with your paltry demonstration.”


    Trevers was a large, rounded man with a red face and a Cockney accent, clearly accustomed to being the most dominant personality in the room, so having to apply the emergency brake to his introduction left him discombobulated. “Er, righty-o then,” he said, awkwardly withdrawing the hand he had extended to shake. “Let’s, er, head on over to my office through the exercise yard, and you can see how the kiddywinks are doing on the way.”


    He politely held open another set of double doors, and Diablerie and Alison passed through into the enclosed yard. From within, it seemed even bigger than it had from outside; it contained hundreds of young men and women, arranged into perfect rings that stretched all the way around the circular space. Each one was wearing a gray jumpsuit and marching slowly around the perimeter in perfect time. The air was filled with the collective scraping of hundreds of uncomfortable shoes stirring the sandy ground.


    In the center of the ring was a raised wooden platform, surrounded by a smaller ring of monks, all with one hand resting on the Tasers on their belts. Upon the platform stood a bored monk holding a loudhailer.


    “Left, right, left, right, left, right,” he droned. “Listen to my voice. It is the only voice speaking. Stop.” There was a deafening crunch as the entire company halted. “Jump up and down three times.” Three more crunches. “That was my voice. I am the only one talking. Continue. Left. Right.”


    Trevers led Diablerie and Alison around the perimeter wall, keeping at least six feet of distance between them and the outer ring of marching inmates. “Yeah, we’re up to two hundred and six pupils,” said Trevers. “You’re in luck. We’ve got all of them out here today. No one’s in solitary for once.”


    Alison couldn’t stop looking at the body language of the “pupils.” It was as uniform as the clothing they wore. Their faces were tilted toward the ground, wearing dreamy expressions of sadness. Their shoulders drooped as if their arms had grown too heavy to lift. She did, however, catch one or two of them taking confused sidelong looks at Diablerie as they passed.


    “Sorry, what’s going on here?” asked Alison, after mulling over how to begin for several minutes.


    “You what, miss?” said Trevers.


    “My assistant is new. She has only borne witness to the primary school,” explained Diablerie.


    “Oh, say no more. That whole Dumbledore-ho-ho-ho-young-wizards thing. That’s what we call the carrot phase. You’re looking at the stick now.”


    Alison was agape. “So it’s a lie?”


    “What do you mean, a lie?” Trevers paused in his stride and turned to face her. “The nice school is still nice. The nice school has to be nice. You’re more likely to spark off a magic power if you’re comfy and relaxed and encouraged. Once it has been sparked, that’s when you need to bring in the discipline.”


    “Stop,” said the monk with the loudhailer. “Turn around twice. I am talking again. Obey only my voice.”


    “Now, it would be a lie if the people at the nice school told them they’ll be getting hot cocoa and buns for their whole education,” said Trevers, resuming the walk towards the far door. “But they don’t. It’s not our fault if anyone assumes that, is it?”


    Alison cast another look around the exercise yard before following the two men into the next building. She thought of looking for Chris Lewis, but it was hopeless. The pupils had different genders, body types, and hairstyles, but the universal shadow of despair made them completely interchangeable.


    As Alison looked over the crowd, a new revelation crept into her mind. In another sweeping look, she had confirmed it.


    “Girl!” barked Diablerie, who was holding the door open for her with the end of his cane. “Daydream about hairstyles after our duty is concluded.”


    “Doctor!” She hurriedly dashed to within conspiratorial whispering distance, which caused Diablerie to raise his cloak again defensively. “There’s only two hundred and four. Mr. Trevers said all the pupils were out here, didn’t he? All two hundred and six? There’s only two hundred and four. Isn’t there?”


    Diablerie peered at the marching rows of youths. “Could it be that you miscounted?”


    “That I . . . what?”


    “Miscounted. Calculated falsely.”


    Alison looked over her shoulder, brow furrowing. “Sorry, I . . . I don’t understand. There’s two hundred and four. I’m looking at them now. That’s just how many there are.”


    Diablerie gave her the sort of look that he himself normally attracted. “I see. We shall keep this to ourselves. For now.”


    The two of them followed Trevers through what appeared to be one of the dormitories: a long, narrow room with two rows of militaristic metal-framed bunk beds, each with a mattress the depth of a piece of thick-sliced bread. Alison thought of the plush wooden beds from the two-to-a-room dormitories in the monastery, and felt sick.


    Trevers’s office adjoined the dormitory and was itself more of a sleeping than a work area. The desk was tidy and clean, while the cot in the corner was well used, the sheets rumpled and peeling from the mattress. Behind the desk was a large high-backed office chair, the seat a full foot higher than those of the two hard plastic chairs that had been provided for visitors.


    Trevers made an unsubtle beeline for the big chair and began to hunt through the desk drawers. “So, is there anything in particular you wanted to inspect, or . . .”


    Diablerie took two strides into the center of the room and struck a dramatic pose, flinging out his splayed palms and standing with legs far enough apart to admit a fat Shetland pony. “Silence!” he boomed. He pressed the first two fingers of one hand to his temple and grimaced. “The arcane spirits bring a message. They sense . . . guilt. In this very room. Burning hotly in an oven of secrets.”


    He aimed the pointed finger of his free hand squarely at Trevers, who was leaning back in his chair so hard that the backrest mechanism was clicking like a Geiger counter. “Uh . . .”


    “Yes, it all becomes clear,” said Diablerie, narrowing his eyes. “Something dominates your thoughts, Trevers. Your struggle to suppress it only makes it clearer to my Sight. A presence? No . . . an absence. More than one. Two people. Two students?”


    Sweat was pouring from Trevers now. It was channeled by his double chin into a single line that dripped down the front of his throat. “But . . . we only just . . . how could you possibly . . .”


    “Diablerie’s Sight is all encompassing! You are not dealing with magical whelps now!” Diablerie was keeping Trevers pinned with his fiercest gaze. Alison wondered if this was partly to avoid having to look at her. “Who has escaped?”


    Trevers stared at his own belly miserably. “There were two missing from roll call this morning. I’ve got men still searching the buildings. That’s why we have the rest of them out there now . . .”


    “The names of the missing,” said Diablerie. He finally broke his gaze to clutch his forehead again and stare at the ceiling fan. “The spirits form. They form . . . the letter D. No. C?”


    Trevers had produced some loose-leaf files from his topmost desk drawer. “Aaron and Jessica Weatherby—”


    “B! The letter before C, of course, it’s clear now. B as in Weather-bee. And I sense . . . a bond. They are brother and sister, are they not?”


    “Yes!” admitted Trevers, spilling pieces of paper from the files. “They’re local. Very local. Lived with their parents in a little village just south of here . . . Bratton Fleming, that was it.” He was reading from some kind of entry form. “They probably got help from outside. That’s what we’re thinking.”


    Alison fingered the two photographs that had spilled out onto the desk and pulled them closer. Both subjects wore identical startled expressions against a background the same shade of institutional blue green that Alison had seen on most of the secondary school’s interior walls. The sister, Jessica, was a dumpy girl with thick plastic glasses and black hair that came down to her double chin. Aaron, meanwhile, was quite good looking, in a shaggy-haired, messy-bearded Game of Thrones kind of way. His photo certainly made him look pale and miserable enough for the part.


    “And you haven’t yet sent men to their home?” demanded Diablerie, fluttering his cloak indignantly, bobbing onto tiptoe to enhance the effect.


    “W-well, we’re still hoping that they haven’t left the grounds . . .”


    “hoping?!” stormed Diablerie. He loomed over Trevers so hard that the office chair’s backrest finally gave in and snapped explosively, sending Trevers tumbling backwards in a shower of plastic splinters. “Hope! That most destructive of mortal vices. Come, girl. We will investigate the village ourselves. Gods only know what hideousness those tainted ones are scheming even as we speak!”
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    jess sent a message at 15:48pm


    jess: heeey


    jess: guess who escaped from prison :3


    xxreaverxx: Jess? What happened?


    xxreaverxx: Last I heard from you, you were heading off to that really great government school?


    jess: yea turned out it wasnt that great


    jess: things got really fascist after a while


    jess: so aaron and me escaped and we just got back home :D


    xxreaverxx: And the first thing you had to do after your daring escape was talk to someone on the internet?


    jess: well mum and dad are gone soooo


    jess: also we might technically be on the run now so shh


    xxreaverxx: Should you even be online?


    xxreaverxx: They can probably trace you.


    jess: nah ill just delete my browser history when im done


    xxreaverxx: ...I think it’s more complicated than that now.


    xxreaverxx: I think you need to have a proxy or something like that.


    jess: they probly haven’t even noticed were gone


    jess: there were loads of kids at that school


    jess: we just have to lie low


    jess: oh i forgot to mention we have magic powers now


    xxreaverxx: Wow, you really haven’t grasped the basics of lying low, have you.
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    If the Lake District was, as Mike Badger’s father had declared, Britain’s tit, then the Peak District was the strange, lumpy birthmark in the middle of her torso. It was there that Mike and David Badger found themselves, after several exhausting hours pursuing the path of drying shoggoth slime through the countryside.


    Mike was lying prone in long grass at the top of a shallow hill not far from the village of Edale, peering through binoculars with his thermos flask companionably at his side. “Looks like the slimy buggers finally stopped fer a rest,” he muttered.


    On the bottom of the long slope, on the shores of a picturesque reservoir, the shoggoths had gathered. At this distance, it was impossible to differentiate individuals, but going by volume alone Mike was prepared to swear that there were at least a hundred. They were huddled together in a huge, disorganized blob a thousand shades of swampy brown, providing the much larger ellipse of the lake with a filthy little companion.


    “God only knows what’ll ’appen to the locals if them things start piddlin’ in the water,” he commented.


    David was sitting upright about six feet back, huffing sulkily because the battery on his phone had run out. “I am really hungry,” he said. “This is technically child abuse.”


    “We are witnessin’ the biggest group of shoggies that have ever been seen in this plane of existence,” said Mike patiently. “There’ll be ’istory books written about us. Children of the future will be writin’ essays about how Davey Badger sat on his arse and moaned about being ’ungry the ’ole time.”


    “No, they won’t. The government’ll hush it up again.”


    “Aye, well, not if we can’t sort this out now. Ministry can’t hush up nowt if they go on the rampage in a big town. Bloody miracle they haven’t, yet.” Privately, this was something that was weighing on Mike’s mind. The trail had been sticking to wild countryside and poorly tended farmland, giving every town, village, and major road a wide berth. One could almost suppose that the shoggoths were deliberately trying to go unnoticed, which was behavior far too sophisticated for a mindless, flesh-eating blob from space. Still, he had found them now, so all he needed to think about was how to cull the herd.


    “Dad, I’m really hungry, I’m serious,” insisted David, switching to a more plaintive tone.


    Mike sighed. “All right. I have to go back to the car anyway. If I bring back the Scotch eggs we bought, will ye keep an eye on the shoggies while I’m gone?”


    “Fine,” muttered David, which was the response he used for everything from grudging consent to wholehearted, enthusiastic support. He dropped himself onto the patch of flattened grass Mike had left and held up the binoculars with one hand, supporting his chin with the other. He tried not to look impressed by the sheer size of the shoggoth convention.


    Mike made his way back down the hill toward the patch of muddy gravel that some enterprising landowner had halfheartedly set aside as a car park. Leisurely he cracked open his shotgun and inspected the two loaded salt shells. He’d have two shogs dead if his aim was on, then there’d only be another ninety-eight-odd to deal with. He mentally catalogued the contents of his car boot and considered his options for improvised explosives.


    In a forested path halfway to the car, another human being emerged from the brush, and he and Mike both halted, mutually surprised. The newcomer was a scrawny, bedraggled young man in spectacles, a rumpled button-down shirt, and extremely impractical shoes, and he was carrying two fully loaded garbage bags over his shoulders.


    “O-oh,” he stammered as he took in Mike. “Oh, I didn’t think that anyone else was . . . er.”


    “Wouldn’t go that way, mate,” said Mike, pointing behind him with his shotgun. “Whole bunch of slime monsters. Ministry of Occultism business.”


    “Ministry of . . . what?”


    “Secret government division that sorts out monsters and that.” Mike had had the principles behind the relaxed approach to secrecy explained to him by his Ministry handlers, but had never fully grasped the concept.


    “Really,” said the skinny man interestedly, fidgeting with the knots of his garbage bags. “So you’re going to kill them all?”


    “Aye. Couple o’ salt shells’ll do the trick. Don’t worry, everything’s under control. Your taxes at work.” Mike snapped his shotgun open and closed in demonstration.


    The other man stared at the gun, not moving. “Have you always killed them? Every time you’ve seen one?”


    “Aye, course. What’re you doing out ’ere, anyway?”


    The young man met his gaze with a start, then looked to his garbage bags guiltily. “Me? Oh, I was just . . . erm . . . going to . . . dump some rubbish in the reservoir.”


    “Aye, thought so.” Mike nodded towards a vaguely path-like clearing in the undergrowth. “Might wanna hold out fer the next one.”


    “Thanks, I’ll, erm, do that.” He raised his arms high and gingerly pushed through the bushes, trying not to let the bags get snagged. He strolled in the direction Mike had indicated as slowly as he could, nonchalantly glancing over his shoulder, until he saw that Mike had disappeared from view. Then he turned on his heel with a crunch of twigs and sprinted toward the shoggoths.


    Meanwhile, Mike reached the car park, pulled open the unlocked boot of his Range Rover, and inspected the contents. He and David had picked up a couple of sacks of rock salt from a farm supplier on the way, which he immediately pulled out and let fall into the dirt. He could certainly manufacture some impromptu salt shells from the normal shells he had, but every second would count after the initial attack, and he didn’t want to be caught reloading.


    Instead, he grabbed a plastic Morrisons bag loaded with homemade pipe bombs. He always had plenty, because making them was a hobby he’d picked up to help calm himself down whenever he argued with the wife. He also pocketed a screwdriver set. He’d have to unscrew each bomb’s casing and fill all the available space with salt.


    Then he closed the boot, retrieved the little paper packet of Scotch eggs from the front seat, and made his way back to the hill, carrying the pipe bomb bag in one hand, his shotgun in the other, and the two salt bags under his armpits. “Ay oop,” he said, when David was back in view.


    The boy was lying on his back, using the binoculars to inspect the clouds, and looked up just in time to catch the flung bag of Scotch eggs with his chest.


    “Let me know if you want salt with ’em,” said Mike, cheerfully dumping the two paper sacks at his feet. David glared, then went back to distastefully inspect the Scotch eggs. Mike dropped to his knees and carefully crawled back up to the top of the rise to take up the binoculars.


    The shoggoths were gone from the banks of the reservoir. Not a single one remained. The only signs of their presence were the usual trail of wetness, indicating that they had continued the journey south, and the shredded remains of two large garbage bags.


    “I thought I told you to watch them!” he snapped.


    “I did!” protested David, mouth full. “They went off that way.”
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    “Brother and sister,” thought Diablerie aloud, as he sat in the back seat of his ridiculous car, smoothing down his mustache with his fingertips. “The taint is not passed through blood. Strange coincidence for a brother and sister to both possess one.”


    He attempted to meet Alison’s gaze in the rearview mirror, to impress her with another mysterious look, but Alison was very deliberately keeping her eyes on the road. Her lips were pressed tightly enough together that she could have cracked a walnut between them.


    “Something ails you,” said Diablerie. It wasn’t a question.


    “No, it doesn’t,” mumbled Alison in as small a voice as possible.


    “I sense the desire for acclaim, for credit.” He touched his forehead. “You are offended that your discovery of the missing two went unacknowledged. You are pricked by your troublesome mortal pride.”


    Alison frowned at him in confusion. “Erm. No, it was—”


    “Do not forget, girl, we are not partners.” He leaned back and flicked a hand dismissively. “You are my assistant. All you should require is the knowledge that you are assisting. Which you are. And you shall have a reward greater than any word of empty praise from a glorified jailer.”


    “What?”


    “Another question. Which Diablerie is honor bound to answer truthfully. So ask.”


    She let a deep breath in and out. “So we’re really going to bring the Weatherbys back to that place?”


    Diablerie rolled his eyes. “Girl, I am in tune with all of the universe’s most sinister vibrations. I hold before you the key to the darkest mysteries that have plagued mankind since the dawn of civilization. Please ask me a hard one.”


    “W—”


    “Next time. The answer is yes, we are. Now drive.”


    Alison did so in silence for all of two seconds. “I’m not saying I don’t agree with, you know, the principle. I’m just saying, from an outside perspective, it kind of looks like we’re throwing people in prison just because—”


    “Just because they have a chance of accidentally sparking a fiery magical conflagration with their mind,” interjected Diablerie. “You know nothing of this world. Innocence is a fragile concept when death and destruction are but a mishandled sneeze away.”


    “Yes, I totally understand,” said Alison, with just a hint of irritation. “But not every magic power is like that, right? Adam said a lot of them don’t really do anything.”


    “Such as?”


    “He mentioned someone with a power that just makes their hair glow . . .”


    “Indeed! But how could it be known that it wouldn’t glow with the force of a thousand suns? Or emit deadly radiation? Or turn all who gazed upon it into sea urchins? Only the secondary school can clarify these matters.”


    “But . . . you don’t think . . . that stuff they were doing in the yard, that was a little bit like brainwashing?”


    “I should hope so,” said Diablerie lowly. “Washing is the correct thing to do to that which is unclean.”


    Without warning the dense brush either side of the car cleared, and they were passing through the village of Bratton Fleming. A cluster of pastel semidetached houses peered sleepily over rectangular hedgerows on the far side of a nicely maintained allotment. The tallest building in sight was a church bell tower in the distance, from which the staid silence of the English countryside seemed to radiate.


    The address Trevers had provided directed them to a small terrace of four dwellings, all painted the insipid yellow of a banana milkshake. The Weatherby home was the one sporting a gleaming white front door with frosted window.


    “Would they really come back here, Doctor?” asked Alison as she snapped the hand brake into place. “It’s the first place we’re going to look. It’s the first place anyone would look.”


    “That was a question that I am no longer honor bound to answer,” sniffed Diablerie. “However, your questions have been such a cavalcade of tedium thus far that I will deign to answer for the sake of my own distraction. I doubt the tainted ones have other havens, and it may offer us a clue if nothing else.”


    Alison followed him to the front door, hugging herself. “They’re called Aaron and Jessica.”


    Diablerie paused in the act of rapping his cane upon the door. “I sense that you disapprove of the Ministry’s methods,” he said, giving Alison a sidelong look.


    “No, no, no, I was just reminding myself.” She held his gaze for a moment, then caved under the pressure. “I totally understand the prison thing, I really do, but I can see how it might look bad. To outsiders.”


    “Then we must rejoice that outsiders need never be concerned with it.” He scrutinized the subtle movements of her facial features. “How would you propose these image problems be addressed, pray? In the eyes of your hypothetical outsider friends?”


    “I don’t know, they could just . . .” She looked away. “They could just show them a bit more understanding.”


    “Understanding,” he repeated, rolling the word around his mouth like a distasteful sprout. “I shall consider your counsel. Let it never be said that Diablerie is closed of mind, even to the ideas of the suicidally misinformed.” He bashed the front door with his walking stick so hard that the entire door shuddered in its frame. “Cower in your pit, children of the taint!” he called at full volume. “Diablerie has come to your door! Grant us entry or be prepared to be smitten with understanding!”


    The house remained silent and unmoved. Diablerie reached for the handle, and to both his and Alison’s surprise, the door fell open, unlocked.


    Diablerie entered an entrance hall so small and narrow that he was in the middle of it with a single stride. A set of carpeted steps led upwards, a closed door to the left presumably led to the living room, and an archway at the far end marked a transition from hallway to kitchen. The entire house was plunged into darkness with every curtain closed, lending a certain eeriness to its utter mundanity.


    Diablerie pulled the living room door open with an elaborate gesture that ended with his hand almost touching the side of his head. “Hm,” he said, his powerful stare tracking in all directions. “Diablerie confesses himself perplexed by trends in interior decoration.”


    Alison peered around him and felt nausea flutter down through her torso like confetti.


    The entire room was coated in what looked in the half light to be a sticky, dark brown substance, and when the sour, metallic stench hit her nostrils, she knew it to be blood. Everything was covered in it: the flower-patterned sofa with the circular cushions, the scratched coffee table, the electric imitation fireplace with the plastic molded coal. She didn’t know much about splatter-pattern analysis, but there was no way of telling where the stain had begun. It was like an enormous sheet of blood had simply dropped unceremoniously from the ceiling.


    Unperturbed, Diablerie strode into the middle of the room, the carpet squelching underfoot. “What devilry is afoot in this place?” he wondered aloud.


    Alison swallowed her horror just far enough to squeeze a few words past it. “Sh-should you be doing that?!”


    Diablerie peered at her. “Hm?”


    She fought to assemble coherent words. “The—the crime scene!”


    He gave her a look that was almost human, then spun on his heel with exaggerated contempt. “Ha! Diablerie cares not for the impotent twiddlings of any mundane investigation. My communion with the spirits will shed the necessary light on this.” He thrust out his arms, outstretched palms faced down, and seemed to be in a trance for a few moments before he snapped out of it, stepped back over to the door, and flicked the light switch.


    Just as the ceiling lamp came on, turning the twilit gray brown of the blood-soaked room a much more vibrant red, a young woman leapt up from behind the sofa. Diablerie jumped a little in surprise and tried to turn it into a pseudomysterious gesture, throwing up his arms and waving them in circular motions.


    “P-please . . .” whimpered the girl. She was blond and slim, shorter than Alison, wearing a thin white singlet and jogging bottoms that were absolutely soaked through with blood. She kept her elbows pinned rigidly to the sides of her torso, but her forearms were waving back and forth, hands shaking in time with her lower jaw.


    Diablerie reared back, throwing up his cloak in his usual defensive maneuver. “Girl,” he hissed in Alison’s direction. “Is that one of the tainted ones we seek?”


    “No, it’s not Jessica,” said Alison, deliberately using the name.


    Diablerie narrowed his eyes at her for a brief moment, then shook himself and thrust the point of his cane towards the girl. “Very well. You there! We seek two minions of darkness. Reveal them or be damned!”


    The girl boggled at him, aghast, then opted to appeal to Alison instead. “Please, they killed . . . they killed them . . .”


    Alison was about to go to her but stopped herself moments before she stepped onto the saturated carpet. She compromised by putting out her hands in a somewhat placatory way. “Um. It’s okay.” She thought back to the many police dramas she had seen on TV. “You’re safe now. Nothing to see here. Can you tell us who did this?”


    The girl’s face screwed up even further. “They were two, they looked human, but . . . they were monsters . . .”


    Diablerie’s cane decisively slammed into the carpet with a wet thunk. “We have confirmed the presence of tainted ones,” he announced, stepping back into the hall and dropping to one knee. “I can now channel the spirits and divine the route by which they left this place. It will take some time, girl. Search the upstairs rooms.”


    “Right!” She made the placatory gesture again for the survivor’s benefit. “Just . . . stay here, all right? We’ll get you out of here really soon.”


    The girl just stared, standing awkwardly in the middle of the bloody room. Diablerie held his cane vertically in front of him, facing the front door, bowed his head, and began emitting many of the same silly noises he had demonstrated on the car ride from the station.


    Alison hurried up most of the steps and slowed as she reached the top. The upper floor was also shrouded in darkness, with all the bedroom doors closed and the one open door leading into a dull bathroom with peach fittings. But what made Alison stop was a subtle sound on the edge of hearing, just audible over Diablerie’s gibbering. A strange, arrhythmic fluttering.


    She rounded the banister and determined that the sound was coming from the door at the far end of the landing, probably one of the bedrooms. She crept closer, and as her eyes adjusted, she saw irregular flashes of white light at the gap beneath the door. The sound became more like a harsh, insectile chittering. Her first instinct was to go back and tell Diablerie, but she didn’t want to interrupt whatever he thought he was doing in the hall.


    It was getting hard to think. Adrenaline had turned her ordered mind into a six-lane pileup. She knew she wasn’t ready for this, but at the same time, she could picture Elizabeth Lawrence, sarcastically asking her why she had chosen to dawdle outside the door as the nightmare had been free to unfurl.


    She made up her mind to open the door, but first, there being no sense in going unprepared, she grabbed a toilet plunger from the bathroom, which she held in front of her for want of a single line of defense. Then she outstretched one finger toward the bedroom door, leaned the rest of her as far back as she could, braced herself, and gently pushed it open.


    “shut the door!” yelled Jessica Weatherby, before glancing up and slipping her headphones off. “Who are you?”


    She looked exactly as she had in the school photograph: same unflattering glasses, same black hair, same dumpy build. She was wearing a T-shirt with some baffling in-joke emblazoned on it and sitting in a computer chair with a towel draped over the backrest. The source of the sound had been her fingers racing across a computer keyboard, and the source of the lights had been a pair of monitors, one of which was displaying a children’s superhero cartoon.


    Jessica’s eyes bulged as they took in Alison’s attack stance, and her outstretched fingers stiffened. “Are you . . . here to take us back?” she said, in a quavering voice.


    “Well . . .”


    Jessica swiveled in her chair to face Alison properly. “I’m really, really sorry. I know it was bad of us to run but, look, I really wasn’t liking it there.” She clasped her hands. “Mum and Dad aren’t here right now, but they totally don’t want us to go back either. Honest. We called them and they said to tell you.”


    “I won’t take you back,” assured Alison. “I won’t do anything you don’t want me to. I’m not one of them.” Her eyes darted between Jessica and an Interstellar Bum Pirates poster on the bedroom wall for a few moments until inspiration struck. “Actually, I escaped from the school as well.”


    “You did?” Jessica cocked her head, bewildered. “How did you know to come here?”


    A second round of inspiration struck. “I’m a friend of Aaron’s. He said I could hide out here too.”


    Jessica’s gaze drifted down to Alison’s hand. “Did he tell you to clean the toilet?”


    What Alison had taken for a plunger in the darkness was, in fact, a toilet brush. She examined its bristles distastefully. “Um . . .”


    Something occurred on Jessica’s computer monitor, and it immediately captured all of her attention. She half turned back and started typing with one hand. “Sorry, I was in the middle of messaging someone. So you’ve got a magic power as well?”


    “Yes.” That didn’t feel like enough. “I’ve got an eidetic memory.”


    Jessica frowned. “That’s a magic power?”


    “Yes. Definitely.”


    “Oh. Well, it’s better than mine. I just sweat a lot.”


    Alison blinked. “What?”


    “That’s my power. I sweat a lot. Like, a lot.” She indicated the towel on her backrest. “Like, enough that it becomes weird. I can turn it on and off now, though.”


    “Jessica,” said Alison, as the girl’s gaze returned permanently to the objects on the screen and she resumed typing, all danger of recapture forgotten. “Can you tell me where Aaron is now? It’s important.”


    Jessica’s eyes and mouth were smiling as she saw something she liked on the computer screen, but her voice, directed at Alison, was in a monotone. “He’s downstairs.”


    Alison thought of the bloodstained room, and swallowed. “We—I mean, I didn’t see him there.”


    “No, that’s his power,” said Jessica, finally looking at her again. “He does things to other people’s minds so they see things that aren’t really there. He said he was going to set up a trap or something. I didn’t really pay attention.”


    Alison was already pulling the bedroom door closed, her stomach gripped with foreboding. She raced back to the top of the stairs, preparing to yell a warning.


    From here, she could see Diablerie, still crouched towards the door, his vocalizations currently going through the bloam bloam bloam stage. And she could see part of the floor of the bloody living room. It was still red, but the redness was wavering and indistinct. It seemed to extrude from the background, like an afterimage.


    The mysterious girl came back into view directly below Alison, approaching Diablerie from the kitchen. But the illusion of her appearance was starting to waver, too. Alison found that if she focused her gaze on Diablerie and looked at the girl through the corner of her vision, then her image flickered back and forth between the blond girl and a much taller, more masculine figure with a mass of shaggy black hair.


    Aaron Weatherby was either getting tired or having trouble keeping Alison’s mind clouded now that he didn’t know where she was. His form warped and shimmered more and more as he stalked towards the unwitting Diablerie, raising a hand as if to slap him on the back.


    For one all-important moment, Alison saw something in his hand as his image shifted to his true form. Something shiny, and shaped like a kitchen knife.


    Adrenaline took over. Alison vaulted over the banister and dropped onto the shifting figure, which would have been a much more dramatic gesture if they had been in a larger house. She only had to drop two or three feet, but it was enough to knock Weatherby over and pull him to the floor with her.


    For a few moments, Alison’s world was a disorganized mess of scuffling sounds and extreme close-ups of clothing and body parts, before she found herself pinning precisely nothing to the floor.


    She hesitated and glanced away, prompting the nothing to make its counterattack. The carpet below her surged upwards, flipping her onto her back. Two skinny hands clamped around her throat.


    “Not going back,” hissed Aaron Weatherby. His nasally teenage voice seemed to be overlaid with something deeper, more booming, and considerably less human. “not going back!”


    Alison struggled to breathe as the stranglehold tightened. As the possibility of death loomed large, time seemed to slow down.


    All she could see was Aaron’s face, now that he had dropped all of his illusions, filling her clouding vision from edge to edge. Unlike Jessica, he had undergone some changes since his school photo had been taken. A clump of hair on his left temple had fallen out, revealing a swollen cluster of round lumps that transitioned from raw red at the base to sickly green in the center. His left eye, closest to the mutation, had turned a uniform cloudy yellow.


    Alison’s head felt like it had been inflated with hot air, and all she could do was stare at Aaron’s hideous boils and wonder if they were painful.


    Then, like a trickle of gasoline towards the spark, that thought led her to grope with her hand and tighten around the toilet brush she still had with her.


    She drove the brush into the side of Aaron’s head with full force. The bristles dug into his sensitive scarring with a hundred sharp points of contact. He emitted an animalistic roar and fell to the side, releasing his grip and letting the oxygen flood luxuriously back into Alison’s brain.


    Immediately she was on him, pinning down all four of his limbs with her entire mass. He tried to disappear again, but Alison clamped her hands tightly around his skinny arms and concentrated on that, not the evidence of her other senses. His body flickered like a broken TV picture and flashed through different forms as rapidly as he could think of them. The blond girl, Diablerie, Alison herself, the prime minister, a giant mutant shark with human arms and legs that Alison was pretty sure had been a villain in an episode of Interstellar Bum Pirates, then finally back to Aaron’s true form as he stopped struggling and went limp, exhausted.


    Panting, Alison looked to Diablerie. He was in the same spot as before, but was now standing upright with his eyes closed, pointing two fingers at Alison. “I need help!” she gasped.


    He opened his eyes and scowled. “I am providing it! I have been using all my energy to transmit positive vibrations to aid your victory. A little gratitude would not go amiss.”


    Alison stared at him, then took a big, calming breath. “Could you help me pin him down?”


    Diablerie cocked an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t you like to show it some understanding first?”


    “Please,” begged Alison, frustrated tears beading in her eyes.


    “Oh, very well,” he said grudgingly, coming over. Alison tentatively relaxed her limbs, but then hopped back in surprise as Diablerie smartly slammed his foot down upon Aaron’s throat with considerable force. The teenager made distressed choking noises for a few seconds, then Diablerie relaxed the pressure slightly and followed up with a ringing thwack to the side of his head with his walking cane.


    Alison hopped again, startled. “Doctor!”


    “Hm?”


    “You don’t have to . . . hit him like that.”


    He looked down, then back to her, unconcerned. “Oh, I do apologize,” he said, witheringly sarcastic. “Perhaps Diablerie should repair to the kitchen to prepare drinks and finger food for the beast while he resumes throttling you. Your ignorance grows tiresome, girl! Diablerie’s shoe shall meet the throat of every tainted one that pollutes our realm if it will block the slithering protrusions of their hideous masters! Now, didst thou find evidence of the other’s whereabouts?”


    Alison glanced between Aaron’s wriggling form and Diablerie’s unperturbed face. She imagined Jessica Weatherby struggling to breathe under the point of a walking stick. Getting dragged back to the exercise yard as she desperately sweated excessively.


    “No,” she eventually said. “No one’s up there. I think he must have sent her off and stayed here to slow us down.”


    Diablerie’s eyes narrowed piercingly. “And how thorough a search did you conduct, girl?”


    He didn’t know. He couldn’t possibly know. It was a small house, but he’d been chanting too loudly to hear anything from upstairs. Surely. Alison squared her shoulders and swallowed. Lying to him was requiring her to fight all her usual instincts. “I looked everywhere. Jessica isn’t here.”


    An age seemed to pass, then Diablerie dropped his gaze. “Indeed, the spirits had relayed as much. Come, then. We shall return this one to the school and check in with those fools at the Ministry.” He fluttered his cloak. “Diablerie has foreseen it.”


    “Could you wait one moment, please?” said Alison, making calmly for the stairs. “I just need to . . . erm . . . put this toilet brush back.”


    Diablerie had already slung the unconscious Aaron over his shoulder, in a display of surprising strength given his slender build. “As you wish. We shall regroup at the car. Do not keep me waiting. Diablerie and this creature lack the common ground for stimulating conversation.”


    Alison ran back upstairs, chucked the toilet brush in the vague direction of the open bathroom, and pulled Jessica’s bedroom door open with such suddenness that she managed to tear Jessica’s gaze away from her computer screen for all of one second.


    “Listen,” said Alison, hushed and breathless. “You have to get out of here. They’ve taken Aaron.”


    Jessica blinked and pursed her lips, nonplussed. “Who have?”


    “The . . . the school! The people from the school! They’ve taken him, and they’ll take you too if you stay here.”


    Fear filled Jessica’s eyes like milk into a bowl of cereal. “But . . . where do I go?”


    “Anywhere!” Alison dug her government credit card out of her pocket and slapped it onto the desktop. “You can have this. Get a train ticket. Stay with relatives. Rent a room somewhere. I don’t know.”


    She looked at her monitor the way a puppy looks to their new owner as they leave for work for the first time. “Can I buy a new computer?”


    “Yes, whatever you like! Just don’t be here if you don’t want to get taken back to the school!” From the front of the house, Diablerie impatiently sounded the car horn, which played the first few notes of Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D Minor. “I’m sorry, this is all the help I can give. I have to go.”


    “All right,” said Jessica to Alison’s retreating back. “I-I’ll go as soon as this show’s downloaded.”
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    jess: back


    jess: going afk for a while now tho


    xxreaverxx: Ohhh am I going to have to say I told you so?


    jess: no


    jess: just have to go hide somewhere else


    xxreaverxx: So by “no,” what you meant was “yes.”


    xxreaverxx: Where will you go now?


    jess: uhhhh dunno


    jess: probly towards london


    jess: i stayed in a travelodge with mum and dad once ill probably do that


    xxreaverxx: I thought you didn’t have any money?


    xxreaverxx: I thought you said that was why you had to hide in your own house.


    xxreaverxx: After I pointed out what a stupid idea that was.


    jess: got a credit card


    xxreaverxx: ...since when?


    jess: just now


    xxreaverxx: You just now “got” a credit card?


    xxreaverxx: You know what, I’m thinking back to all the things you told me about going to a special school and having magic powers


    xxreaverxx: And it’s just occurred to me that I probably shouldn’t have believed it all so quickly.


    jess: :(


    jess: im not a liar


    xxreaverxx: So you just magicked up a credit card, did you?


    jess: no someone gave me it


    xxreaverxx: Riiiiight.


    jess has sent an image <newccard.png>


    jess: there I sent a picture of it


    xxreaverxx: Oh come on, I can hardly see that


    xxreaverxx: Can’t even make out the numbers


    jess has sent an image <newccard2.png>


    jess: you can read the numbers in this one


    xxreaverxx: Could have gotten that off image search


    xxreaverxx: I’d believe you if you could show me the back of the card as well.


    jess has sent an image <newccard3.png>


    xxreaverxx: Huh, well that security code certainly looks real


    jess: yeah


    jess: ye of little faith :P


    xxreaverxx: How could I have ever underestimated you.


    xxreaverxx: Wait. I still disbelieve you a tiny bit.


    xxreaverxx: What was the expiry date again?
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    Elizabeth Lawrence was usually the first member of the Ministry’s offsite staff to arrive each morning; even the monks who lived onsite were mostly asleep when she came in. She found it useful to have an hour or two of meditative silence and solitude before having to take the weight of the day’s responsibilities.


    So she was slightly chagrined when she arrived at the Hand of Merlin’s antechamber and found Alison Arkin already there, sitting on the guest’s chair in front of the desk and clinging to the seat as if she was afraid it could rocket into the sky at any moment.


    Elizabeth paused at the sight of her, then slowly made her way across the wide floor, walking stick clacking with a businesslike rhythm, before settling smoothly into her chair. Even then she didn’t look directly at Alison but stared at her blank monitor, resting her chin on one hand.


    She only spoke after she had counted to thirty. “Good morning, Ms. Arkin. What can I do for you?”


    “Ms. Lawrence, I’m really sorry,” said Alison, barely putting the spaces between the words. “I don’t want you to think that I’m the kind of person who just gives up on things . . .”


    “In brief, you do not wish to be Diablerie’s assistant,” said Elizabeth.


    “I’m really sorry,” repeated Alison, not quite getting as far as yes. “The thing is—”


    “Very well. You can be mine instead. Come back at the official start of the workday, and I’ll have some errands for you to run.” She finally looked Alison in the eye. “Was there anything else?”


    “I—ub—um,” said Alison, stumbling as she mentally dismantled the lengthy explanation on which she had spent most of the night working.


    Elizabeth sighed. “Very well. Why don’t you want to be Diablerie’s assistant?”


    “I think he might be insane.”


    “Yes, you’re not alone in that.” Elizabeth turned on her monitor, and it immediately displayed a document she had loaded up the previous evening. “ ‘Possibly mad,’ ” she read aloud. “ ‘Constantly claims to possess arcane powers and knowledge that are absolutely not in evidence. Demonstrated incompetence that very nearly resulted in our deaths.’ This was the report that Diablerie’s last assistant submitted after his first day, along with a transfer request. Frankly, I’m surprised it took you as long as it did.”


    “I seriously almost died,” said Alison, dropping the bomb. “He stood there watching Aaron Weatherby strangling me. After I saved him from getting stabbed.”


    Elizabeth’s eyes widened a little, showed the merest ounce of sympathy, then returned to normal. “There’s something you should know about Doctor Diablerie. He has spent a longer time as a Sword agent than anyone else in the entire history of the Ministry. No one else has ever stayed in the job that long. It’s a dangerous position that most agents see as a brief, unpleasant steppingstone to a safer role in intelligence or administration.”


    “I can see why,” said Alison, her voice quavering slightly.


    “Not only has Diablerie survived more assignments than anyone else, he has a one hundred percent success rate. He himself has never been injured in the field. He has had a number of assistants, none of whom have been seriously hurt, but have requested transfers after traumatic incidents that left them with superficial bumps and bruises.”


    Unconsciously, Alison touched the red marks on her throat. They were already fading. “Right . . .”


    Elizabeth dug a thick stack of file folders out of her lowest drawer and dropped them onto the desk as if she were shaking something nasty off her palm. “Every single one of those assistants, every single one of Diablerie’s own reports, paint a picture of a dangerous, possibly delusional incompetent, whose victories come only as a result of sheer dumb luck.”


    Alison didn’t reply but ran her finger down the stack of files. There were an awful lot of them.


    “I no longer believe in dumb luck,” said Elizabeth, leaning forward and clasping her hands. “Not after this much miraculous success. There is no doubt in my mind that Diablerie is hiding something.”


    “Are you sure?”


    In response, Elizabeth produced an exercise book from the same drawer the reports had come from. Silently, she pushed it across the desk.


    Alison opened it to the first page and saw that it was filled with tiny block capitals, scrawled with a shaking hand, lifting and curving from the line and going into weird spiral patterns that covered all the available space. She caught the phrase the rats in my mind they crawl up the walls, and that summarized the overall tone of the work.


    “One of the assistants I gave to Diablerie was a telepath, under orders to secretly read his mind and determine his intentions.” She nodded to the book. “That is the report he submitted.”


    Fascinated, Alison fluttered through to the back cover. Every single page was covered in the writing. “He wrote all this?”


    “No, that’s book one.” Elizabeth sighed. “I gather that book thirty will be completed as soon as he sneaks another crayon past the orderlies. Diablerie seems to have a very effective psychic defense mechanism. That is what leads me to believe that he is hiding something. Along with his constant attempts to frighten off the assistants I provide.”


    Alison let the weathered cover of the exercise book flop back down. “So it’s all an act?” She hurriedly continued as Elizabeth’s eyebrow rose. “Okay, obviously it’s an act. But . . . I could understand wanting the enemy to think you’re stupid or insane, but why the people you work for as well?”


    Elizabeth leaned back, folding her arms. “Why, indeed. We may not be the only people he works for. We don’t know of any specific groups working against us, but that’s no reason to assume that none exist. Some organized magical terrorist organization, perhaps, with objections to some of the Ministry’s methods.”


    “Like the secondary school,” said Alison, not privately enough. She flinched a little as Elizabeth’s piercing gaze zeroed in on her like a drone targeting system.


    “Alison,” she said, in a soft voice that didn’t match her look. “I can’t force you to stay with Diablerie. But you, and that special gift of yours, may be my last hope of determining his true agenda. I know that we can do this, Alison. Together.”


    Alison had been reliving the events of the previous day, trying to analyze Diablerie’s actions. The sound of his foot plunging into Aaron Weatherby’s neck was still vivid and almost tangible. But all her thoughts disappeared under Elizabeth’s words like cockroaches scattering from a spotlight. For the first time, she noticed that the older woman was not as old as she had first appeared. The lines of her face had deepened prematurely, but she couldn’t have been older than forty. “You really think so?” said Alison, eyes glimmering.


    Elizabeth closed her eyes and nodded deeply. “I do.”


    “And you don’t think I was really in danger? He was just trying to scare me?”


    Elizabeth placed an old-fashioned mobile before her, one that still had numbered buttons. “Take this. If he tries to take it beyond scaring, and you ever feel you’re genuinely in danger, you can use it to contact me directly. I can have you extracted within twenty minutes.”


    “Right,” said Alison, reenergized, as she worried the phone into her hip pocket.


    “Use it to report in, as well. Every evening. Every detail of Diablerie’s movements. To me alone.”


    Alison nodded rapidly. “I can do that. I can do that.”


    “I’ll let you know when we have a new assignment for Diablerie.”


    “Okay.”


    “What did you think of the secondary school?” asked Elizabeth, throwing the question out like a spear to the leg as the younger woman turned to leave.


    Alison slowly turned back, tightening her grip on the seat of her chair. “Well, um.”


    “It must have come as a surprise, after having only seen the primary school,” prompted Elizabeth, keeping her tone entirely emotionless.


    “Yes! Yes, it was. A surprise. Er. It seemed . . . efficient.”


    Elizabeth’s stare dialed up the intensity a few notches. Alison was starting to feel like an ant under a magnifying glass on a hot summer’s day. “You didn’t think it was oppressive?”


    “Maybe a bit,” said Alison, so quietly that she wasn’t doing much more than shaping the consonants with her mouth.


    Elizabeth softened. It was like watching the victim of a gorgon transmute back to flesh from stone. “I agree.”


    “I—you do?”


    “One hundred years ago, the Ministry’s policy was to round up and slaughter everyone who carried the taint,” said Elizabeth, eyes glazing over sadly. “The schools were only introduced around the 1920s. When I first became Master Apprentice, employing tainted ones as senior Sword agents was unheard of. Since then, I have successfully integrated them and reduced the average length of their stay in the secondary school from fourteen months to eight.”


    “But why do they have to go there at all?”


    Elizabeth’s glare came out again, and Alison shrank. “The taint must be suppressed. It’s a manifestation of the Ancients’ will. It cannot be allowed to destroy our way of life.”


    “Right . . .”


    “The point is, the Ministry is set in its ways. There is plenty of room for modernization, and I have spent the last decade moving things in that direction. But it cannot be done at the expense of stability. Change can only come slowly, carefully. Otherwise, everything could collapse around our ears. Do you understand?”


    Alison opened her mouth to say what she assumed Elizabeth wanted to hear but was silenced by the crash of a door slamming against stone. Both women looked over in time to see Richard Danvers hurl himself into the antechamber at a full sprint, with sweat patches under his armpits resembling outline maps of war-torn African nations.


    He skittered to a halt at Elizabeth’s desk, then thrust his brand-new tablet forward like Perseus presenting his mirrored shield. “You need to see this,” he gasped, before inhaling a huge lungful of air. “Right. Now.”


    “If you’re just joining us, here is the breaking news,” said a newsreader’s voice coming from the tablet’s tinny speaker. “A procession of what can only be described as creatures made from living slime is making its way down Marsham Street in London . . .”


    Elizabeth stared. “Ah.”
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    “We can go live now to our helicopter over Marsham Street . . . Peter, can you tell us anything about what we’re seeing here?”


    “I certainly can, Pippa. You can see the—the—slime creatures arranged into a sort of rank and marching south along Marsham Street. If marching is a word that can apply here.”


    “Can you tell us where the creatures came from, Peter?”


    “Yes, Pippa, there are witness reports stating that they emerged from the Thames near the Palace of Westminster just after daybreak, but we are also hearing reports that they may have been spotted throughout the country on a number of occasions during the last couple of weeks. The police have shut down the roads to motorists, and, uh, are generally doing a wonderful job at keeping order . . .”


    “Peter, is this some kind of alien invasion?”


    “Ah, I think the general consensus at this point is that this is not an invasion, Pippa.”


    “And what is that based on, Peter?”


    “Well, Pippa, I think partly this consensus is based on the fact that the creatures have gone out of their way to avoid creating violence or confrontation during this, ah, demonstration, but largely I believe it comes from the man walking at the head of the procession, because he’s wearing a sandwich board bearing the words this is not an invasion in block capitals.”


    “Yes, I think we can see the man now. He definitely seems to be leading the slime creatures. Could he be their owner or their controller, Peter?”


    “I think the consensus is that he isn’t, Pippa. That’s what the next part of the sandwich board deals with. It says that he is not the leader or a prisoner of the creatures; he is helping them of his own free will to get to the Home Office and request refugee status.”


    “Do we have any clues as to the identity of the man, Peter?”


    “Yes, Pippa, we do, yes. Sources have identified him as one Henry Wollstone, the main source being, er, the signature at the bottom of his sandwich board. You know what, perhaps we could zoom the camera in so you can read it for yourself, Pippa. Yes, you can see him very clearly there, now. We are currently attempting to narrow down which of the many Henry Wollstones in Britain he is, but we don’t have anything concrete just yet; as you can see, he does have a very generic face.”


    “Peter, can we believe everything the sandwich board says at this stage?”


    “I’ll be honest with you, Pippa—it’s certainly possible that we can’t, but if we can’t, then that does rather throw a spanner in the works, vis-à-vis our understanding of the situation out here.”


    The clip ended, and Pippa Morment swiveled on her stool to address the camera, putting on her television face: questioning and curious, but with all the nation’s healthy skepticism embodied in her slightly raised eyebrow. “That was a clip from our coverage of the fluidic demonstration this morning,” she said. “Joining us now in the studio are Henry Wollstone, home secretary Serena Smith, and representative of the fluidic people, Shgshthx.”


    There was a brief chorus of hellos, one male, one female, one sounding like it was bubbling through frog spawn.


    “If I could turn to you first, Shgshthx.” She addressed the mound of gray slime sitting in the plastic paddling pool that was the only thing the runner had been able to find at short notice. “What is it that you and your people want, exactly, here in our world?”


    “We wish to become pwoductive members wof society,” gurgled Shgshthx, as Henry unconsciously mouthed along with the words he had suggested. “We can eat all or wubbish and do not wequire homes so we can weduce or caw-bon foot-pwint and have no im-pact on the ongoing how-sing cwy-sis. We excwete onwy a mixture of gases that have no long-term negative effect on the en-vy-won-ment . . .”


    “Can I just ask, Shgshthx, how you learned to speak English?” said Pippa, recrossing her legs interestedly.


    “We surf or inter-net.”


    “The fluidics have the ability to make limited changes to their chemical composition at will,” interjected Henry. The BBC had provided him with a modern suit to replace his weathered traveling gear, but he hadn’t been able to tidy up his hair, so he looked like a trendy fashion journalist. “Apparently they found a way to turn themselves into sort of organic Wi-Fi adapters and were able to do a lot of research before they, ah, revealed themselves. To me.”


    “Yes,” confirmed Shgshthx, forming a smiley face. “We wuv Oo-Tube.”


    “Henry, you have been acting as a liaison and adviser for the fluidics,” said Pippa, smartly switching rails with barely a jump. “I understand the demonstration this morning was largely designed and organized by you?”


    “Y-yes,” said Henry, shifting in his seat. “Obviously the last thing we wanted to be was disruptive, but my thinking was, Shgshthx and his people are so unique, and so alien to our conventional understanding of sentient life, that people just wouldn’t have believed it if we didn’t go as public as possible. I thought it would mean they couldn’t be swept under the rug by the government.”


    “Serena Smith, any response to that?” prompted Pippa, rotating smoothly to address the third guest.


    “Well, I think that’s a rather paranoid line of thinking. I’m sure conventional channels would have been perfectly adequate,” said the home secretary. “We are presently assessing what obligations, if any, the British government has towards its citizens that originate from alternative dimensions . . .”


    “Sorry, if I could just pick you up on that first point there,” said Henry, holding up a finger like a schoolboy who isn’t one hundred percent certain he has the correct answer. “The whole reason Shgshthx and his people did so much research before appearing was that they have attempted to enter our world in the past and were apparently always very swiftly killed by human beings.”


    “Well . . .” began Smith.


    “What’s more, on the way down to London, I encountered a man who seemed to be fully aware of the fluidics’ existence and announced his intention to slaughter them.” He let the shocked silence percolate for a second before giving it the chaser. “He told me that he worked for the government.”


    “I can assure you, I have absolutely no knowledge of this,” said Smith automatically. “If there is some rogue branch of the civil service committing such monstrous acts, it will be addressed with absolute top priority.”


    “Can you tell us any more about this man and who he worked for, Mr. Wollstone?” asked Pippa.


    “He said he was part of something called the Ministry of Occultism . . .”


    In the cafeteria of the secret catacombs beneath Westminster Abbey, where a dense throng of monks and office workers were clustered around the communal television, Victor Casin leaned back. “Well,” he said. “It was nice while it lasted.”
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    There was a strange atmosphere in the Ministry headquarters the next morning. Everyone was staying in their office and pretending to work, so the halls were as quiet as the tomb they had so much else in common with. Alison was reminded of the day she left the primary school, except people were avoiding eye contact with everyone else, not just her.


    Diablerie wasn’t called into action every single day, and no one seemed to know where he went in between assignments, so Alison had ended up assisting Elizabeth anyway. There hadn’t been any official declaration of this; Elizabeth had simply instructed her to go to Richard Danvers’s office to pick up the Hand of Merlin’s agenda, and that had decided the matter.


    Alison hesitated as the open door to the Swordkeeper’s office—the first door after the sword archway—came into view. There was no need to be nervous, she told herself. Danvers was a professional. All she had to do was be professional straight back.


    She stopped beside the door to draw in and release a deep breath, then stepped into the doorway, knocking on the frame. This proved unnecessary, as Danvers had not been working but sitting at his desk staring into space.


    He said nothing, but he didn’t need to. His gaze was heavy with meaning as it slowly focused on her. What cruel purpose inflicts you on my little island of peace?


    “Er, Ms. Lawrence needs the agenda for the Hand of Merlin meeting today,” said Alison, hand still curled in the act of knocking.


    Danvers held the slightly affronted look for a second, then his gaze dropped as his hand came up and pushed a single piece of paper across the desk. “Here, if she thinks it’s worth it. Only one issue anyone’s talking about today.”


    “Okay,” said Alison, reaching for the page.


    “Do me a favor, just for safety’s sake—try not to look at it.”


    Alison gave a little good-natured laugh, which abruptly stopped when Richard didn’t join in. “Um. Mr. Danvers,” she said. “I feel like what happened might have given you a bad impression of me. Can I just say how truly sorry I am and—”


    Richard pinched his eyes and waved a dismissive hand. “Alison, listen. I know it must have been a huge thing to you, but I honestly have far too much to think about to stay angry about it. Just . . . do two good jobs for every one you foul up. That’s all anyone can . . .” His brow furrowed. “Do you hear that?”


    Alison strained her ears. There was a gentle tapping sound coming from nearby, which, upon analysis, could also have been an extremely violent banging muffled by distance.


    Wordlessly, Danvers was on his feet and out the door, following the sound. Alison wondered if following closely behind like a puppy would enforce her reputation for mindless instruction following and ultimately decided to compromise by trailing a conservative four or five feet.


    The banging was coming from the top of the entrance stairway, and in the time it took for Danvers and Alison to reach the main hall, the noise only grew louder and more violent. A number of monks and other Ministry staff members had already drifted over to investigate, including Adam and Victor.


    “What is that?” asked Danvers, squinting up the steps.


    “Someone’s banging on the secret door,” observed Victor, hands in pockets.


    “Do you think we should let them in?” asked Adam.


    Victor snorted. “It’d kinda undermine the point of a secret door, wouldn’t it?”


    “Look, we knew something like this was going to happen,” said Adam.


    “Yeah, we know the planet’s gonna explode eventually—doesn’t mean we should all set ourselves on fire now.”


    The banging abruptly stopped, but that only raised the tension. It was a stop that signaled a change of tactics rather than an end to the incident. Sure enough, a minute’s wary silence was broken by the clacking of Elizabeth Lawrence’s walking stick, and the congregation parted like the Red Sea as she entered the scene.


    “Let him in,” she said, grimly. She was clutching her smartphone.


    The monk with the best reflexes obediently broke from the crowd to dash up the stairway, hitching up the bottom of his robe. The others watched as he ascended past the slight curve that took him out of sight, and the banging began again with renewed impatience.


    Eventually the banging ceased, and moments later the monk reappeared, stiffly descending the stairway with head bowed like an admonished husband. He was swiftly overtaken by another man, briskly descending the stairs two at a time.


    He was dressed in the same outfit as Richard Danvers, rumpled shirtsleeves and tie, but was filling it to bursting with the physique of an urban gym dweller. His neck was thicker than his face, with fat red veins extruding over his collar, and his hair was a light dusting of flame-orange bristles. He stomped into the middle of the throng with such confidence that those nearest unconsciously took a step back.


    “All right, boys?” he said in a raucous South London accent, clasping his hands with glee. He looked one of the monks up and down. “And girls. So this is the Ministry of Cultists, is it? Wow, I love what you’ve done with this place.”


    “Occultism,” said Elizabeth, stepping forward. “Are you from Downing Street?”


    The newcomer bowed low and gave a simpering smile. “Oh, I’m so sorry, where are my manners? Sean Anderson, policy adviser to the cabinet.” He offered a hand that nobody took. “I’ve heard all about this place. You in charge, are you?”


    “I’m the Master Apprentice. The Hand of Merlin are in charge.”


    “That’s right! You know, I’ve heard that the Friends of Gandalf will be meeting in the next few minutes. I’d love it if I could sit in and see them in action. That’d just be a dream come true.”


    Elizabeth shifted her weight. “The meetings of the Hand of Merlin have been held in absolute secrecy since records began—”


    Anderson leaned in, his face darkening. The veins on his neck turned the color of a freshly cooked lobster. “I’m here on direct orders from the prime minister, which I’m pretty sure outranks whatever authority you think you’ve got, so why don’t you get me a coffee before I call on the massive quantities of shit I’ve got all loaded up and ready to bring down on your little clubhouse?”


    Elizabeth held his gaze. “Alison. Make coffee.”


    Alison decided, of her own free will, to make coffee.
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    “The Hand will speak,” announced the spokesman of the Hand of Merlin. “We will continue to observe the activities of the shoggoths within the public eye, and the Master Apprentice will act according to her discretion as developments occur. The Hand has spoken. The Master Apprentice is dismissed.”


    “I return now to the world of Men, refreshed from the fount of your inestimable wisdom,” recited Elizabeth. A gong sounded, and the meeting was over.


    She had expected the worst from Anderson, but he had taken up position just inside the door as soon as they had entered, and despite a few unrestrained sniggering sounds throughout the initial exchange of phrases, he had been mysteriously silent.


    When she turned around to leave the meeting hall, she discovered why. He wasn’t there. He had snuck out and left the grand entrance doors ajar.


    She found him in the antechamber, sitting on her chair with the seat tilted back and his thick ankles crossed on top of her desk. He gave her a smile that was isolated to his mouth, the rest of his face wanting nothing to do with it, and loudly slow clapped as she approached. “Bra-vo,” he said. “Lovely bit of amateur dramatics. Sit.”


    Elizabeth opted to remain standing, leaning on her cane. “What do you want?”


    “I want to have a chat. About the future of your little operation.”


    “The Hand of Merlin are the masters.”


    “Yeah, my gran keeps telling me that her cats own her, and she’s off her head as well. Let’s say goodbye to the bullshit van. Goodbye, bullshit van!” He waved theatrically to a spot in the middle distance. “There, it’s gone. Now I won’t bullshit you, and you don’t get to bullshit me. So don’t give me any more of that about you not having your hand right up those raddled old finger puppets in there.”


    Elizabeth eyed the grand entrance to the Hand of Merlin’s chamber to be doubly certain she had closed it properly. “What kind of trouble is the Ministry in?”


    “Don’t know if you noticed down here in the make-believe bunker, but there are sentient puddles from another dimension up top appearing on chat shows and generally being lovable and popular. And they keep talking about this Ministry of Occultism thing that was trying to murder them all. A lot of people are asking the government some very angry questions.”


    “It was a misunderstanding,” said Elizabeth through tightened lips. “We assumed they were hostile until now because we had no means to communicate with the shoggoths—”


    “You do not use that word, you psycho!” shouted Anderson, aghast. “That is the new N-word! Overseas Development used it in an interview this morning, and I had to kiss every bollock on Fleet Street to get it spiked.”


    Elizabeth tottered a little. “They only appeared yesterday. How can there already be—”


    “Yeah, welcome to the age of instant communication, love. They’ve already got slurs, an equal-rights movement—I hear they’ve got a sketch show starting on Channel 4 in the new year. But the fluidics aren’t your biggest problem. They were just what shone the light on you. People’ve found out about the tampons.”


    Elizabeth reddened slightly. “I see.”


    “Yeah, was that your idea? Pretty smart, hiding your funding in the budget under ‘women’s sanitary products.’ Nobody ever questions that one. But now some twat online’s done some adding up, and the press are demanding to know what we did with all the tampons.”


    “Give me some time,” said Elizabeth, speaking slowly and firmly to penetrate Anderson’s confident stream of words. “I can reform the Ministry’s practices—”


    “There’s no time,” steamrolled Anderson. “We are as of yesterday living in a world where magic is a thing. That means we need a government department for it. But the one we have is carrying too much baggage. We’re going to have to rebuild it. And before we do that, we have to take it apart. Preferably with dynamite. We’re gonna do a wicker man. A sacrifice.”


    “What’s going to happen?”


    “At the end of the week, the Ministry will be exposed by a leak containing the names of everyone in the Gandalf Club or whatever you called it.”


    “The identities of the Hand of Merlin are a closely guarded—”


    “Not a problem. Because you’re going to tell me them.”


    Elizabeth blinked a few times, then finally took a seat in front of Anderson. “You need to explain how you imagine this taking place.”


    He rolled his eyes. “Look, you’ve been very savvy here. I’m almost impressed. You’ve got us in a bind. The Ministry’s gotta go, but we still need a Department of Magic or whatever, and you and your lot seem to be the only lunatics who know anything about this stuff. The way I see it, we’ve got a ready-made scapegoat with your teddy bear collection in there thinking they’re in charge. We scrape all the bad stuff off on them and chuck them out the window for the wolves. Meanwhile, nice, new, smiley, open, nonsecretive government department opens, and we very, very quietly bring in you and all the other crazy bastards, preferably in an unmarked van.”


    Elizabeth tightened her mouth even further. Her eyes flicked to the Hand of Merlin’s doorway, just for an instant, but not quickly enough to go unnoticed.


    Anderson sighed, kicked his legs off the desk, and scooted the chair forwards. “Listen, love, there’s no negotiation here. It’s out of my hands. Wheels are in motion. You’ve got two choices. You can either be a ruthless psycho who’s still got a job, or you can be a loyal psycho standing proudly with the suckers while the nation pulls your panties down and has a good old rummage.”


    She met his gaze. “I want to pick the ones that come with me.”


    The cheerful grin expanded across his face like a bloodstain spreading from a bullet-riddled corpse. He waggled a finger. “Oh, I like you, Lawrence. Everyone here’s mad, but you’re evil as well. Evil I can work with.” He slapped both hands onto the desktop loudly and pushed himself back onto his feet. “Get a list together by the end of the day. I’ll see myself out.”


    Elizabeth remained precisely where she was, legs crossed demurely. When Anderson stopped and spun around, halfway to the door, she slightly turned her head.


    “Oh, almost forgot,” he said. “Are there wizards?”


    She hesitated. “You . . .”


    “Been getting a lot of reports from the public, now the fluidics are out, about magic shit. Lots of insane bollocks, obviously, but I just want to check this one thing. Are there wizards? Witches? You know. People with magic powers.”


    “Yes, there are people with magical infusions,” said Elizabeth, after only a moment’s pause.


    Anderson tensed up. The only movement in his body was the accelerated throbbing of the veins on his neck. “Please tell me you nutters don’t kill them as well.”


    “Of course not,” said Elizabeth, affronted. “We would never kill human beings. We provide guidance, education, and . . . protection, to the taint . . . to the magically infused.”


    Sean Anderson gave a long, relieved sigh and let his shoulders drop. “Cool. No offense. Didn’t want to assume anything. As long as there aren’t any nasty surprises waiting for us there.”
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    From: Sean Anderson

    To: Office of the Prime Minister
Re: Re: Re: Ministry of cultism(?)


    Les—Went over Lawrence’s list. Thankfully she didn’t want to bring over any of the weirdos in the robes, maybe there’s hope for her yet. Managed to get some alone time with most of the key psychos, wrote up some notes for you. The rest are mainly office monkeys, probably not worth fretting about.


    Richard Danvers (“Swordkeeper,” read: fieldwork administrator): bit of a hiccup in that he’s the son of one of the Gandalfs, but we probably can’t say no since he’s got the contacts for all the field agents (should probably see if we can properly organize that lot into an official magic police force or whatever—something to think about for further down the line). Plus he’s about as normal as this freakshow gets.


    Archibald Brooke-Stodgeley (“Scrollkeeper,” read: archivist): Old boy, chummy with most of the Gandalfs, some very toxic views on our new magical friends. Lawrence says we need him because he’s instrumental to the Intelligence wing, but I think that’s only because no one else understands his filing system. Recommend keep until we can get all the records digitized, then drop like hot potato.


    Alison Arkin (Lawrence’s assistant): Personality like a sheet of cardboard, but Lawrence was weirdly insistent about her and I’m not bothered. Young pretty face might be useful for image purposes if she keeps her trap shut.


    Victor Casin/Adam Hesketh (“Swords,” read: senior field agents): Bit of a surprise, here was me about to suggest getting some token magic bods in the new department, only to find there’s already a couple. They act like they’re about to start accusing each other of laying down the eggy fart in English class, but they’re good ink however you look at it.


    Doctor Diablerie (senior field agent): Very impressive success record speaks for itself. Might be worth grooming as public face of efficient paranormal services? Didn’t have a chance to meet today but might catch them tomorrow.


    Sean


    P.S. Are we still allowed to say “paranormal”? Haven’t checked Facebook today.


    From: Sean Anderson

    To: Office of the Prime Minister
Re: Re: Re: Re: Ministry of cultism(?)


    MET DIABLERIE. SCRATCH PLANS. DO NOT LET HIM GET IN FRONT OF ANY CAMERAS FOR THE LOVE OF GOD.
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    “KEEP OUT,” said Adam Hesketh, reading aloud the signs as he and Victor walked straight past them. “EXTREME DANGER. SURVIVING TRESPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED. I think this is the place.”


    Victor, playing with his phone, grunted in acknowledgment.


    After ignoring three layers of security fencing, they were at the entrance of a long-abandoned tin mine. The grassy terrain sloped gently upwards to admit a circular tunnel held up with ancient wooden supports, like a hobbit slum dwelling. It had once been boarded up, almost certainly with the boards that were now scattered in pieces on the ground near the tunnel mouth.


    “They did this,” said Adam, crouching to inspect the splintered wood with his third eye.


    “Yeah, probably,” said Victor, leaning on the nearest wooden support.


    “No, hang on.” Adam squinted, then pushed a few of the wooden pieces aside. “They came through here, but they didn’t break the boards off. Something mundane did that.”


    “Yeah, I’d’ve thought so.”


    Adam glanced at his partner, who was completely motionless but for the occasional swipe of his thumb. “Could you please switch to on-the-job mode?”


    “Yeah, I totally agree.” He swiped again and grimaced. “Ugh. Jake Hotblood’s closed his Twitter account. What the hell is wrong with people?”


    “Well, it was his own fault,” said Adam, peering through the mine entrance and wiggling his head as if shaking excess sugar off a cupcake. “Come on. They’re about twenty feet further down.”


    “Oh, don’t pin it on him,” spat Victor as they made their way down the sloping tunnel, idly fencing with flashlight beams. “It’s all these social-justice warriors online that piss me off. They’re just looking for excuses to lynch people.”


    “What was it he said? ‘Shout-out to all my niggas, noggas, and shoggas’?”


    “So? He’s black.”


    “I think it’s the shogga part that caused the offense.” He shone his flashlight down a side tunnel. “Wow. People could really get lost down here.”


    “Yeah, other people probably would,” said Victor, bored. “Which way now?”


    Adam pointed. “Trail leads this way.”


    “What the hell happened to free speech, that’s what I want to know,” continued Victor. “Whatever happened to ‘I don’t agree with what you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it’?”


    “I don’t think that applies to hate speech. Something’s getting closer. It knows we’re here.”


    “Hate speech? He was being friendly, for Christ’s sake. Maybe if these screeching harpies spent their energy going after people who say the bad words and mean them, they might actually make a bloody difference.”


    From somewhere up ahead, what sounded like a metal gate opened violently, smashing against a rocky wall with a clang that reverberated through the entire mine. Adam and Victor simultaneously adjusted their step to stroll towards the sound.


    “It doesn’t matter what his intention was if people were offended,” said Adam, slowing his pace a little to allow Victor to walk in front. “He doesn’t get to decide if they were offended or not.”


    Victor blew a little raspberry. “You know something? I’ve never heard of a single fluidic being personally offended by shoggoth. I don’t think they care. It’s all online busybodies getting offended on their behalf. The only thing Wollstone ever said was that they prefer to be called fluidics. He didn’t say anything about slurs.”


    “Wollstone doesn’t speak for all of them,” said Adam.


    “He might. They’re a hive mind.”


    “No, they’re not. They’re, like, a bit hive mind-y, but I think it’s more complicated than that. Ten meters, just past the next turn.”


    “Either way,” said Victor. “None of them are gonna die of shame and fear because someone on Twitter said shoggoth.”


    He stopped at the junction. In the tunnel ahead, a naked, vaguely humanoid creature lay in a sprawled crouch, skinny arms and legs twisted into an unnatural crab walk. It had no lower jaw, but its teeth were numerous and long enough to make up for it. It fixed its black, beady eyes on Victor and gurgled with sudden interest.


    “I don’t know why calling people nasty names is so important to you,” said Adam, who was taking cover around the corner.


    The creature leapt. Its legs pushed it into the air with the power of a flea, and all of its teeth and claws curled outwards, ready to pull flesh and bone apart.


    Victor extended a hand, and the entire tunnel burst into flames. The creature screeched and attempted to arrest its leap by grabbing the nearest wooden beam, but Victor projected the fire, sending a wave of living flame along the passage, flash roasting the beast alive.


    “It’s not!” he said, looking at Adam. “See, you’re twisting my words. This always happens. That’s what makes it impossible to have a conversation about this.”


    “Victor!” admonished Adam.


    “What?”


    “You didn’t say the words!”


    “Oh, for . . .” He folded his arms, directed his gaze at the ceiling, and adopted a passive-aggressive singsong voice. “We are official representatives of the Department of Extradimensional Affairs. If you are sentient, please state your intentions immediately, and we will provide whatever medical services or transportation you require.”


    The sizzling creature responded by tilting its discolored head like a quizzical dog, then it reared up and unfurled its teeth again with a hiss. Victor promptly atomized it, turning the section of sandy ground around it into a circle of glass.


    “There’s two more of them, further down,” said Adam, squinting and apparently looking at the floor. “I really think there’s a big flaw with this policy.”


    Victor snorted so hard he made himself cough. “Yeah, I completely agree. Having to stand here like an unused prick gabbing off while the monsters are flying at my face—I’m seeing a few big flaws with that one.”


    “No, I mean . . . we didn’t know the fluidics were intelligent at first because we couldn’t communicate, right? But we still expect these things to understand a statement in spoken English.”


    “It jumped at my face screaming with its claws out. I call that pretty sodding universal language. Where’s the next one?”


    Adam nodded towards a rusted metal gate that was hanging off its hinges, which had been the source of the clanging noise earlier. “Down there. You blasted that thing without even a word. Maybe it didn’t know you were intelligent.”


    In Adam’s mind’s eye, the trails indicating the movements of the remaining creatures hung in the air like glowing red streamers and lent a much-needed festivity to the tunnels, which were only getting grimmer. They were entering the oldest tunnels now, the ones that had probably been abandoned even while the rest of the mine was active, and signs of human construction were becoming less and less frequent.


    “Oh, sure, how could it have possibly figured it out,” said Victor. “I mean, here I am walking upright and dressed in manufactured clothing, but I suppose I could have been a ravenous monster that nicked the coat. Torn it off someone with my teeth and accidentally put it on while trying to wipe my bum with it. That was the stupidest thing you’ve ever said.”


    “All right, all right . . .”


    “And hey, crawling around naked in an abandoned mine doesn’t mean these things aren’t intelligent, sure. After all, it’s a well-known hallmark of intelligence. Noam Chomsky’s down here every other bloody weekend . . .”


    “One’s coming at us,” pointed out Adam helpfully.


    Victor peered ahead, and his flashlight reflected off a generous cluster of expanding fangs. “Official representatives, Department of etc., state intentions.” One fraction of a second later, he filled the passage with boiling flames from floor to ceiling.


    “Victor . . .”


    “What? We’ve got to be efficient, haven’t we? Don’t my instincts count for anything? Where’s the last one?”


    “Sneaking up on us.”


    Victor coolly pointed his hand over his shoulder, and the pair of them were bathed in violently flickering yellow light for a moment, before something that had been crawling on the ceiling hit the floor with a wet crackle. “Can we go now?”


    Adam scowled. “Look, we can’t just slack off on the sentience checks. Maybe it was obvious this time, but it only takes one mistake. One mistake and the Department gets raked over the coals again.”


    “Can. We. Go. Now.”


    “No. There’s . . .” Adam frowned as he consulted his inner eye. “There’s something else. It’s . . .”


    Victor watched Adam impatiently as his brow furrowed further and he turned on his heel, psychically sniffing the air. “It’s what?”


    “It’s back there. It’s something, but it’s really faint. Just a trace.”


    “Fine. Lead the way.”


    Adam did so, taking point as the duo turned back towards the newer tunnels. “This is something different, so make sure you do the sentience check properly.”


    “You were the one who said the sentience check was pointless ten minutes ago! Do you even listen to yourself?”


    “I did not say that it was pointless,” said Adam, with a tolerant sigh. “I said that there were flaws with it.”


    “Well, you should have said it was pointless, because it is.”


    The trail was weak, but peaked in the long entrance tunnel from which most of the smaller routes branched. Even then, it wasn’t much more than a series of muddy brown particles that were already winking out of existence, but there were enough to indicate toward the tunnel’s far end. “So just because the solution isn’t one hundred percent perfect, you’re willing to throw it away and go back to zero percent?” said Adam.


    “Bollocks is it a solution. It’s just PR. They make us do it so they can pretend they’ve fixed the problem. No one really cares.”


    “No, you don’t care. Other people care. I imagine the interdimensional sentients you’re blasting would care.”


    “Okay, look, the fluidics had the right idea, didn’t they?” said Victor. “They figured out how to get their intentions across. If a monster can’t be bothered to do enough research to figure out that we wear clothes in this universe, and don’t bite each other’s faces off as a greeting, why is it our fault when things get confused?”


    Adam stared at him, open mouthed. “So we should kill every refugee who comes to the country and doesn’t speak English, should we?”


    “You’re twisting my words again! I’m just saying . . .” Victor’s words died as his flashlight beam fell upon the sight in front of them. “What’s that?”


    The way ahead had been cut off by a collapse centuries ago, and some boards had been put up in front of it as a sort of official surrender to nature. Spread across the floor just in front of the wall was a spectacular display of colorful liquid, like the aftermath of a child getting bored with their chemistry set and seeing what would happen if they mixed everything together.


    In the center of it was a pile of what looked like white sand, surrounded by a ring of greenish-brown sludge that spiked outwards violently, as if trying to escape. The fringes had crisped to an unhealthy black like a poorly cooked fried egg.


    Adam took a step forward, and something crunched under his sneaker. There was more of the white sand, forming a line that went all the way across the passage. Except, now that he could get a closer look, it wasn’t sand.


    “Salt,” he identified aloud.


    “Why have your senses led us to a bunch of salt?” asked Victor dryly. “Do they want fish and chips for lunch?”


    “Victor, I think this is a fluidic,” said Adam, not wanting to get any closer. “I think someone trapped a fluidic here and killed it. With salt.”


    Victor stared at the stain that had once been a sentient creature. Then he shone his flashlight upwards, revealing a large piece of cardboard that had been very recently hung from the boards on the far wall. On it, in the patient, meticulous style of cold, sober premeditation, someone had painted an icon of a hand.


    It was a familiar symbol to both the agents. Up until three months ago, they had seen it almost every day, on the archway that led to the Hand of Merlin’s meeting chamber, in the secret bunker under Westminster Abbey.


    “Let’s make it a long lunch,” said Victor, not looking away from it.
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    The Department of Extradimensional Affairs, formerly the Ministry of Occultism, was no longer based in the secret bunker. They had been granted a couple of floors in one of the more modern buildings on Victoria Street, begrudgingly hacked out from the Department of Business.


    Elizabeth Lawrence had fought to the very limits of passive aggression to avoid being given an obvious, important-looking office, to no avail. She had been assigned the largest one, right next to the secretary of state’s. She had attempted to politely ignore it and work in one of the smaller, adjoining offices, but Anderson had strategically disconnected the computers one by one, until Elizabeth was finally forced to work in her intended office, now an island in the middle of a lake of dead monitors.


    She sat supporting her chin on one hand, behind a thoroughly modern white desk that would have made someone twice her size look diminutive. As Richard Danvers entered and took a seat, she addressed the smartphone in front of her. “Say again what you just told me.”


    “We found a dead fluidic in the mine where the targets were hanging out,” said Adam, on speaker. “Someone piled a load of salt onto it.”


    “Could the creatures you were hunting have done it?”


    There was a low muttering in the background. “No, they weren’t sentient. Totally, one hundred percent certain about that; we did the checks. Whoever killed the fluidic trapped it with a line of salt. That’s too smart for the things we just killed.”


    “Surely this becomes a police matter now,” said Danvers, folding his arms.


    “Tell him what else you found,” prompted Elizabeth.


    “They put a sign up above the corpse,” said Adam. “It had the Hand of Merlin symbol on it. Like a sort of signature.”


    Danvers considered this for a moment, then urgently leaned forward. “I’ll send a crew. In the meantime, keep guard over the crime scene and make sure no one finds or disturbs it.”


    “Er . . . keep guard?”


    Elizabeth coughed lightly. “Since you called to inform us of this immediately, Hesketh, you must still be at the crime scene.”


    There was the sound of Victor Casin coughing on something, and of a mug of tea hitting the kind of cheap dining table one might find at a service station café. “Er, yes, right, we’ll guard the—this crime scene we’re at.”


    Elizabeth ended the call, then leaned back and looked to Richard expectantly. It hadn’t escaped her attention that the former Swordkeeper—now Chief Inspector—Danvers had been noticeably less stressed since they had become the new Department and moved to an office more like his natural environment. The moment Adam had mentioned the Hand of Merlin, Richard’s hands had started to quake.


    “What do you think?” asked Elizabeth.


    “I don’t think they really were still at the crime scene,” said Richard guardedly. Elizabeth stared at him until he continued. “What I also don’t think is that the former members of the Hand have formed some kind of underground antimagic terrorist group.”


    “Have you had any contact with your father recently?” said Elizabeth.


    Richard looked her in the eye. “The last I heard, he was building a train set,” he said, through his teeth. “Come on, Elizabeth. The Hand were, and still are, a bunch of confused old men who were only in the Ministry for the secret club and the fine dining.”


    Elizabeth glanced at the door, in case a fully equipped surveillance team had arrived and set up their mikes in the few moments since she had last checked, then leaned in. “We know that, yes. But say we didn’t, and only knew of the Hand of Merlin what the media has said about them. What would we assume from this incident?”


    “We would assume . . . that the Hand may have gone underground to continue their campaign against fluidics.”


    “Precisely. Which is why we need to handle this quietly. If any more scrutiny comes down on the old Ministry, it’s only a matter of time before our prior connection to it is revealed.”


    Richard’s expression hardened. “I understand that, but a person is dead, Elizabeth. A thinking, feeling person. We’re occult detectives. We’re not detective-detectives.”


    “If the killer had a working understanding of magic, this remains in our purview,” said Elizabeth coolly.


    “And if they didn’t? Plenty of people know the Hand of Merlin symbol. Seemed like the media had nothing else to talk about, three months ago.”


    “Is it widely known that salt can kill shoggoths?”


    Richard winced at the sound of the word. “Anyone could figure it out. All it takes is one accident. And we publish a list of food items to remove from donated garbage, so it wouldn’t take an expert to figure out the common denominator.”


    “Then what about the creatures in the mine, the ones Hesketh and Casin were sent to deal with? It’s too much of a coincidence that the killer chose that mine in particular. I think we were being led there. The sign indicates as much. They wanted us to see their work.”


    “Still doesn’t mean they had to know their magic.”


    “Either they knew the monsters were living there, and knew how to avoid or defend against them,” said Elizabeth, with the air of one casually moving a piece into checkmate. “Or they knew how to trap and bind the creatures. Either suggests a practitioner of some level.”


    “Flimsy.”


    “But sufficient to keep this our case, until we can get to the bottom of it. Unless you’d like the press to descend upon your father again?”


    The rapid pit-pat of soft shoes on modern carpeting added an ellipsis to Richard’s irritated sigh, and Alison Arkin appeared at the office door, hand already poised to knock before she was in range. “Um,” she said. “Anderson’s here.”


    Elizabeth and Richard exchanged a concerned look. “How loud is he being?” asked Elizabeth. “On a scale of one to ten.”


    “Er . . . we’re probably up to a nine,” said Alison. “He’s got a serious stomp going on.”


    “He doesn’t know, does he?” whispered Danvers.


    “I don’t see how he could, unless he has this office bugged,” replied Elizabeth. A moment’s thought later, she secretly ran her hand along the underside of her desk. “You don’t have to leave,” she added, as Danvers rose from his seat.


    “He’s going to order me out anyway. He always does. I think it’s a power thing.”


    “Not necessarily.”


    They felt the stomping before they heard it; it was shaking the entire floor. Each of Anderson’s footfalls was answered by a rattle of keyboards and loose items of stationery. As Elizabeth’s walking stick, leaning on the side of the desk, began to stutteringly slide to the ground, Anderson appeared. His face was the color of a stop sign, and his neck was on maximum bulge.


    “Danvers, out,” were the first words out of his mouth as he made a beeline for the guest chair. “Coffee girl, get coffee.”


    As Danvers and Alison left, with rolling eyes and nonplussed expression respectively, a woman Elizabeth didn’t recognize entered and closed the door behind them. She was Anderson’s age, dressed in a jet-black pantsuit and a loose ponytail the exact same color. She opted not to take a seat, but leaned demurely against the wall with hands behind back.


    Anderson stared at the door until Danvers’s and Alison’s footsteps were no longer audible, then slowly turned to Elizabeth, his neck rotating like the steel door of an interrogation cell. “Did I not tell you, when we began this little adventure together, that we did not want any nasty surprises down the line?”


    “Not in those exact words,” said Elizabeth, keeping up her bored, unintimidated face.


    “We found the school, you psycho,” said Anderson humorlessly. “That little Soviet gulag you’ve got running in Devonshire.”


    “I told you, we offer magically infused young people protection and education.”


    “You didn’t tell me you kept them in a torture dungeon! Man alive, what is wrong with you people? Rhetorical question. Don’t answer that. We’ll be here all day.”


    “You have to understand that it presents a very problematic image,” said the dark-haired woman. “It represents an institutional oppression of what many consider to be an underprivileged minority.”


    Elizabeth blinked as if this was the first time she had noticed the other woman. “And you are?”


    “Dr. Nita Pavani,” said Anderson, just as Pavani herself opened her mouth to answer. “Special diversity adviser. And you and her are going to be seeing a lot of each other while she gets this department up to standard.”


    “You have to understand,” said Elizabeth, addressing Pavani directly, “that educating the magically infused requires a specific methodology. The practices of the secondary school have been honed to perfection over the course of the last century.”


    “Yeah, ’cos that always works,” interjected Anderson. “We saw how finely honed your cocking Hand of Merlin were.”


    “This is a more modern age,” said Pavani. Her voice was smooth and understanding, and always had a hint of apology about it. “Helping the underprivileged—”


    “Underprivileged is not the word I would use,” said Elizabeth, “to describe individuals with the capacity to exert their will upon the fabric of reality. Discipline is required if their abilities are to be managed and suppressed.”


    “Suppressed?” repeated Pavani, eyebrows rising. “You force them to conceal their cultural identities?”


    Elizabeth wasn’t sure how she had been lured into this battle to the death, but she was damned if she was going to get pushed onto the defensive now. She locked gazes with the younger woman. “Just as one would suppress any ‘cultural identity’ that could potentially result in the deaths of countless innocents, yes.”


    Pavani’s eyebrows, having only just settled back down into neutral, jumped for the top of her scalp once again. “Many would consider that an offensive statement, Ms. Lawrence. Do you even allow them a say in how their lives are dictated?”


    “We have successful graduates of the program working in this very department.”


    Anderson scoffed. He was leaning back on his chair, enjoying the show. “Yeah. Casin and Hesketh. Real bleeding success stories, those two. The firebug and the neckbeard.”


    “I think a complete inspection and overhaul of this program will have to take place as soon as possible,” said Pavani to Anderson.


    “I think we’re in complete agreement, Doctor,” said Anderson, arms folded.


    Elizabeth clasped her hands on the desk in front of her, closed her eyes, and counted silently to ten, displaying such serenity that even Anderson was hesitant to interrupt. Finally, she spoke. “Do either of you know what happens to these individuals if they are not taught how to suppress their magical infusion?”


    “Can’t say we do,” said Anderson, smile frozen.


    “Then I’d like you to meet someone.”
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    Alison, with a tray of coffee cups in hand, performed a minor act of pelvic gymnastics to show the security guard the ID badge on her belt, then made her way across the lobby to the elevators.


    For her part, she liked working out of the new office. It wasn’t as scarily fascinating as the secret bunker, but at least she didn’t have to live onsite and had been assigned a small but homely apartment just a few tube stations away. There was no longer a chance of getting lost at night while looking for a bathroom and stumbling into a storage room full of quivering pseudo–life forms in specimen jars.


    But what Alison liked most was feeling that she belonged to something. She loved that she needed an ID card to be allowed into the building. In quiet moments, she would take it out and admire it, running her finger along the laminated words: Junior Agent, Department of Extradimensional Affairs. She wished the photo had been taken before her eager smile had glazed over, but she loved it anyway.


    Despite her having only been there for days, the rest of the old Ministry hands had wordlessly accepted her as part of the “old guard” during the move from the bunker to Victoria Street, and that had left her in high spirits. There had been a real sense of pulling together against the common foe with every grumbling trip to and from the removals vans.


    She stood waiting for the elevator to arrive, shifting her weight from leg to leg. What she liked most of all about working at the new office, she realized to herself, was not being in the field with Doctor Diablerie.


    “Hewwo, Awison,” said a voice at floor level. “Ow’s or day gowing?”


    Alison looked down to see Shgshthx, the fluidic who worked in the records department. They were technically housemates, as Shgshthx had been housed in the section of sewer directly beneath Alison’s new apartment building, and it was her job to bring the bags of garbage down for him every day.


    “Hi, Shgshthx, great as always,” she said, bouncing on her heels, the only cheerful body language she could manage with the tray of coffee cups occupying both hands. “Got to get these to Mr. Anderson. He just burst in looking mad about something.”


    “Ohhhh.” Shgshthx expelled a little poot of gas to fill a brief, thoughtful pause. “Wot does Mr. Anderson wook wike when ee isn’t mad about something?”


    “I’ll . . . let you know as soon as I find out. How’s your day going?”


    “Cud be better.” Part of Shgshthx emitted another puff of gas in a manner intended to resemble a sigh. “Shgshthx got moodered.”


    “He got what?”


    “Moodered. Someone wocked them in a mine and kiwwed them. All fwuidics felt eir pain.”


    Alison boggled. “Murdered? That’s horrible!” She glanced up. “Do you think that’s what Mr. Anderson was angry about?”


    “Ooh, I ope not,” burbled Shgshthx. “We don’t want evewyone oo make a fuss.” He rotated a little and extruded a couple of fresh sensing organs. “Do oo know at person?”


    Alison turned to look at where Shgshthx’s newest tentacle was pointing. There was someone standing on the far side of the security desk, waving with both hands to get Alison’s attention. The laptop bag dangling from her shoulder made an independent waving motion to enhance the effect.


    “Jessica . . . Weatherby?” breathed Alison, hands tightening around the drinks tray with a crunch of distressed cardboard. “Sorry, could you hold this for a moment?” She dreamily passed the tray over to Shgshthx, who was only just able to catch it with a panicky cluster of new limbs.


    “Hiii,” said Jessica as Alison wordlessly took her by the elbow and pulled her into a quiet corner of the lobby, an attempt at a welcoming smile frozen on her face. “I was so glad that I saw you here. I didn’t know who to talk to . . .”


    “What are you doing here?” asked Alison, as loudly as she dared.


    “Well . . . I didn’t have anywhere to go,” said Jessica, doing a sterling impression of a lost puppy. “And then I heard on the news that the old thing got shut down?”


    “Thing?”


    “Yeah, you know, the old government magic office and the school thing, so I thought maybe I could come here and they could tell me where to go.”


    “Jessica, the thing is, the school might not completely be shut down yet,” said Alison, her voice becoming strained as she picked her words carefully. “It’s not quite safe for you to be out in the open.”


    “But . . . the old thing was shut down.” She made the puppy face again. “This is a completely new thing. Isn’t it?”


    Alison took a quick glance around for eavesdroppers, but only saw Shgshthx, who was now keeping the cardboard tray aloft by adopting the approximate shape of a half-melted coffee table. “Yes, of course. But some of the old systems take time to take apart, you understand?”


    “But you’re here.” She pointed to Alison’s ID card. “You work here, and you escaped from the school too. Didn’t you?”


    “Yes, of course I did! But . . . look, Jessica, can’t you go back to your parents, or something?”


    “I tried that. They just told me to go back to the school.” She blinked. “Oh yeah, I needed to ask about that, as well. Do you know where Aaron is?”


    A guilty tingle ran down Alison’s spine. “Your brother?” she stalled, rubbing the back of her neck.


    “Yeah, Mum and Dad said he wasn’t taken back to the school. They don’t know where he is now. Have you heard from him?”


    Alison looked over her shoulder, then took Jessica’s arm again. “Actually, it’s so good to see you. Why don’t we do a proper catch-up over lunch? I’ll buy. There’s a really nice place just six or seven blocks away.”


    Shgshthx watched them go. He carefully placed the cups on a nearby bench, one by one, then digested the cardboard tray with a contented slurp.
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    “Obviously the new building doesn’t have precisely the same facilities as the bunker,” said Elizabeth, as the rickety maintenance elevator made its way down to the sub-subbasement. “Happily, we were able to improvise what we needed for certain specific purposes.”


    Dr. Pavani was getting more and more twitchy and uncomfortable the deeper into the building they went. Her hands, previously clasped in a permanent gesture of slightly condescending appeasement, were now hugging her torso. “Does this really need to be in the basement? Many would say this isn’t a suitable work environment.”


    “I’m afraid it does,” said Elizabeth. “If this is making you nervous, Doctor, I’m sure Mr. Anderson could manage this by himself.”


    “She’s not nervous. Don’t give her the satisfaction, Nita,” said Anderson, standing unfazed with arms folded. “There’s nothing to be afraid of. This department is crazy, but it’s not murder-in-the-basement crazy.”


    “Excuse me, Sean, I would appreciate it if you didn’t speak on my behalf,” said Pavani. Anderson rolled his eyes and took an interest in the maximum occupancy sign. “Ms. Lawrence, what exactly do you intend to show us?”


    “First, a little background. Do you know where magic comes from?”


    “I . . . was not aware that magic came from something specific,” admitted Pavani. “I heard it was just part of the atmosphere. Like nitrogen.”


    “It comes from an alternative dimension parallel to our own, known as the Ethereal Realm,” said Elizabeth in the tone of a bored lecturer, facing the door with hands behind back. “It originates from vast intelligences known as Ancients, or Elder Gods. The fluidics, for example, are individual cells of an Ancient named Shgshthx that have broken away and formed distinct consciousnesses.”


    “Aand I’m lost,” said Anderson, to fill Elizabeth’s pause for effect.


    “A magically infused being comes about when one of the tiny magical particles that bleed through from the other realm bonds with the developing consciousness of a newborn being from this universe. This results in a human or animal whose natural abilities are enhanced by the magic particle’s capacity to impose upon the surrounding physical universe in accordance with its will. Do you follow?”


    “Of course. What you mean is their abilities are an integral part of their identities from birth,” said Pavani. “How does this justify suppressing them, Ms. Lawrence?”


    The elevator shuddered to a halt, and the heavy doors slid aside to reveal a concrete tunnel, lit by electric lamps similar to those that the bunker had used. “This way,” said Elizabeth.


    Her walking stick made a particularly resonant sound in the dingy concrete atmosphere. Pavani followed, shivering with the slight draft, and Anderson brought up the rear, raising his feet sarcastically high with each step.


    They rounded a corner into a large room that had once been part of the underground car park, but which had been sealed off with concrete and welded steel walls so that the maintenance elevator was the only way in or out. Additional slabs of steel had been placed along the lines of the former parking spaces to turn them into inescapable cells, each with a heavy plexiglass door that allowed a view inside.


    “What you have to understand is that magic is the essence of consciousness,” continued Elizabeth as she led her two visitors along rows of empty cells. “A magical infusion means having a second, more primitive consciousness inside your mind. One with a direct connection to an Ancient, which will gradually work to overpower the original consciousness and seize control of the body. This is the condition commonly referred to as ‘demonic possession.’ ”


    She stopped at a cell guarded by a single low-ranking agent with an assault rifle, who gave her a respectful nod and her two companions a suspicious glare. Elizabeth turned to them and held out a hand towards the plexiglass door of the cell, like a theater usher politely indicating a seat.


    Pavani and Anderson peered in like zoo patrons. At the far end of the cell, facing the wall, stood a young man. He was dressed in an orange boiler suit with the upper half knotted untidily around his waist, exposing his chest. His pale skin was marred with green blotches and lumps that started at the small of his back, climbed to his left shoulder, and ended at the side of his head, leaving a large green crater in his thick black hair.


    “His name is, or was, Aaron Weatherby,” said Elizabeth. “He escaped from the school during a pivotal moment in his education. He was demonically possessed as a result of not having the appropriate guidance and discipline.”


    Sensing that he was under scrutiny, Aaron turned, tottered, then walked straight at his visitors at full speed, slapping face first into the solid plexiglass. The cluster of fat tentacles bursting from the left side of his face cushioned the impact and writhed against the transparent wall in every direction.


    Anderson reflexively hopped back, holding the back of his hand to his mouth. “Oh my god.”


    Pavani started but remained where she was, not blinking.


    “As you can see, a certain amount of physical mutation has taken place,” said Elizabeth, fearlessly running her hand along the plexiglass like a weather reporter. “As I said, the magic particle has a limited ability to exert its will upon physical reality, and since it still believes itself to be a component of the Ancient, the physical change is a result of the identity crisis.”


    The Aaron creature opened its mouth, and from its throat came what sounded like two voices speaking in unison. “Release us.”


    “All right, all right, you’ve made your point,” said Anderson, backing away further. He had turned very white. “Keep doing whatever the hell the school does. Let’s go.”


    “Wait!” spat Pavani, flashing him a brief glance of utter fury before taking a deep, shaky breath and turning back to Elizabeth. “You still haven’t explained why you have locked them up in this cell.”


    Elizabeth’s confident air gave way to bafflement. “He . . . he’s possessed by an Ancient.”


    “And when will they be released?”


    “When Aaron has learned to suppress the other side of himself.” Elizabeth looked him up and down distastefully. “We can help him along with rituals and medicine, but he has to meet us halfway. He has to want to be cured.”


    “We do not want,” intoned Aaron.


    Pavani drew herself up haughtily. “Many would consider this a fundamental violation of rights and denial of personal agency,” she said, breathing heavily. “You said Ancients are intelligent?”


    “I said they are vast intelligences.”


    “And that people with magical infusions can prevent being transformed like this if they choose to?”


    Elizabeth and the Aaron creature exchanged a confused glance. “Yes. If they are taught how.”


    “Therefore they can also permit it to happen, should they choose to.” Pavani folded her arms. “What you’re showing me is a private agreement between two sentients, both perfectly capable of making their own decisions. It should be treated like a business interest. Or a civil partnership. Not locked away until they are forced to change themselves to be in line with someone else’s unchallenged moral dictation.”


    Elizabeth did the weather-reporter wave again, rapidly up and down, as she sought the words. “Doctor . . . the boy has tentacles growing out of his face.”


    “I find it rather disturbing that you believe in judging people by their appearance.”


    Elizabeth had had enough. She raised her head and shoulders and gripped her walking stick tightly, grinding the end into the floor. When she spoke, her five-foot frame seemed to fill the room. “The Ancients are a race of unthinkable monstrosities,” she announced, her words echoing through the concrete and sending vibrations through the steel. “They must not be allowed to pervert the minds of human beings and exert their agenda upon our world.”


    By the end of her statement, Pavani and Anderson were both leaning back like trees in a gale. After a pregnant pause, it was Anderson who spoke first, leaning back in and blinking rapidly. “So . . . what is their agenda?”


    Elizabeth’s eyes flicked to him, her expression fixed. “What?”


    “Simple-enough question, you seem to be in the know about these things. What do they want?”


    Her eyes glazed for a second, lingering on memories, before refocusing on him. “They have designs on our universe,” she said.


    “Yes, all right, that’s pretty evident,” said Anderson, nodding to Aaron. “But what, exactly, do they want?”


    “Yes, what do you mean by designs?” pressed Pavani, recovering rapidly. “Any refugee or legal immigrant could be said to have designs. Do they mean actual harm? Do they mean to oppress anyone?”


    “In my . . . experience,” said Elizabeth, her voice breaking into a slight, barely detectable quaver with the word, “it is not an agenda that means us well.”


    “And how much experience is that?” asked Pavani. “The Ancients are all individuals, aren’t they? How many individual hostile Ancients with harmful agendas do you know of? Know for absolute certainty, I mean.”


    Elizabeth sighed with irritation, partly at the ignorance before her, partly because she knew precisely how they would react to the answer she was about to give. “At least one.”


    “Just one?” said Anderson.


    “At least one.”


    Pavani pointed into the cell. “This one?”


    “. . . No.”


    Pavani addressed the Aaron thing directly, swallowing back a delicate little gag. “Excuse me. To whom am I speaking?”


    “We are Aaron Weatherby,” said Aaron Weatherby. “And we are Byhagthn. We two are as one.”


    “Well, could I possibly ask you to go back to being two for a moment so I can talk to Barg-thun by himself? Or herself? Please tell me your preferred pronouns.”


    Aaron’s one visible eye vibrated madly in confusion. “We two . . . are as one.”


    “You’ll get no sense out of them,” said Elizabeth. “It’s the nature of the corruption.”


    “Ex-cuse me,” barked Pavani, flashing Elizabeth the evil eye, before returning to Aaron-Byhagthn. “I do apologize, I am going to request that you educate me on how you prefer to identify. Can I ask what it is that you want?”


    The tentacles pressed even further against the glass, with a little squeak of escaping air. “We want to be free.”


    “I’m sorry, I should have been clearer. What do you intend to do with your lives when you are free?”


    Aaron-Byhagthn’s roving eye was the only movement in the room. Pavani held her clasped hands in front of her. Anderson leaned forward interestedly. Elizabeth stood frozen with her arms folded.


    “We . . .” croaked the creature in the cell. “We will see the new Interstellar Bum Pirates.”
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    Alison reentered the lobby of the Department of Extradimensional Affairs building, absent-mindedly flashed her ID card as she went past the security desk, then punched the elevator call button, resting her forehead on the wall above the panel. Lunch had taken rather longer than she had anticipated.


    “Sowwy I ate the coffee tway,” said Shgshthx.


    Alison turned to look at him, grinding her head against the wall to do so, then at the nearby bench on which the four cups had been arranged equidistantly with reverent care. “Oh god, I forgot. I was supposed to be bringing those to Ms. Lawrence.”


    “Will Mish Lawwence still want them?”


    On cue, Elizabeth Lawrence herself emerged from a nearby door labeled Authorized Personnel Only, allowing it to fly open and hit the wall with a thunderous crash. The violent stabbing of her walking stick into the ground added a prosthetic echo to the initial noise.


    “Something tells me we’re past coffee,” muttered Alison, watching her.


    Elizabeth glanced up, met Alison’s gaze, and made a beeline for her. The clacking of the walking stick was like the rhythmic sound of a steam engine bearing inexorably down. “Alison,” she said, in stern, hushed tones. “Have you and Diablerie made any headway into finding Weatherby’s sister?”


    “N-no,” said Alison, telling herself that it wasn’t technically a lie; she and Diablerie, as a single entity, had not made any headway into bringing in Jessica.


    “Prioritize it higher. The girl may be in imminent danger.”


    “From what?”


    On cue, again, the door opened a second time, more gently. Sean Anderson held it open as Nita Pavani passed through, talking animatedly.


    “Obviously there’ll need to be some kind of hearing,” said Pavani, eyes sparkling. “We need to ensure that the Aaron personality still has a presence within the hybrid consciousness and consents to the arrangement, but I think the Interstellar Bum Pirates reference already confirms that.”


    “Uh-huh,” said Anderson queasily. His face had not yet returned to its usual complexion.


    “Education, that’s what’s most important.” Pavani’s hands were unconsciously rattling on an invisible keyboard. “I’ll have to work out a whole new curriculum for the school. Obviously we can’t let interdimensional sentients hybridize anyone under the age of consent; we just need to teach these kids enough that they can make an informed choice . . .”


    “As to whether they want to be possessed by demons?” clarified Anderson.


    Pavani blinked at him as she mentally switched from automatic back to manual. “Excuse me, Sean, but I would prefer it if you used an appropriate term. Dual consciousness or hybrid consciousness. Many would consider demonic possession offensive.”


    “Many don’t even know it’s a slur yet,” said Anderson irritably. “It’s only been one for five minutes.”


    “Every slur was once five minutes old. It didn’t make them any less damaging.” Her eyes glazed over again. “We need to get Aaron and Byhagthn on camera. Newsnight interview. No! Saturday morning show. Something youth oriented. Can you imagine how many persons of dual consciousness will have the confidence to come forward?”


    Anderson pinched his eyes. By now the two of them had drifted over to the elevator where Alison and Elizabeth were waiting, and he directed his voice at Alison for want of an impartial audience. “Do you want to hear something funny? I brought her here because I thought she could bring some sanity to this department. One meeting later, it seems we’re jumping off two lunatic fringes at once.”


    “Sean!” said Pavani, with a matronly scold. “I’ve told you before about that word—”


    “going now,” declared Anderson, clamping his hands over his ears and striding towards the exit. He paused halfway and turned, very nearly concussing a passing civil servant with his extruding elbows. “Nita! You work here now. Sort this out between you. As long as the government comes out of this looking good, then I couldn’t give a hybrid-consciousness shit.”


    As the minor tremors from his footfalls faded away, Pavani gave Elizabeth and Alison an apologetic smile. “He places so much importance on having the last word. It’s rather childish, really, isn’t it?”


    Elizabeth stared at her, keeping her expression neutral, like a Soviet nation closing its borders as it begins a top-secret weapons program. “Alison,” she said. “It seems Dr. Pavani will be taking an advisory role within the Department. Please ensure she has a suitable workspace.” With that, she turned smartly on her heel and jabbed the elevator call button.


    “Hello, nice to meet you, Alison, I’m Nita Pavani, please call me Nita,” said Pavani, in a single, well-rehearsed blast.


    “Hello, n-nice to meet you, I’m Alison,” returned Alison, tottering slightly.


    “Sorry you had to be around for Sean’s little tantrum,” said Pavani, leaning close like an affectionate older sister. She gave a little adrenaline-fueled puff. “Whew. I think we’re all rather heated from what we discovered today.”


    “Oh, right,” said Alison. She rocked on her heels as the elevator slowly descended, searching for something else to add. “It threw me, too. Why would anyone do that to a fluidic?”


    There was a soft bump, as Elizabeth’s forehead gently collided with the wall above the elevator panel, adding to the little stain that Alison herself had left.


    Pavani fluttered her eyelashes and smiled hollowly. “I’m sorry, what?”
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    ███████:

    Is it really so controversial to say that it’s confusing how every single fluidic is named “Shgshthx”?


    This comment has 276 dislikes.


    ███████:

    Wow


    ███████:

    Racist much?


    ███████:

    God damn I don’t even know you anymore man


    ███████:

    FUCK YOU


    This comment has 83 likes.


    



    (Names redacted)
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    “Tremble in your comfort zones, people of the mundane world!” said the human-sized cloud of red smoke that was unfolding in the underground car park. “Diablerie has returned to—what is that thing doing here?”


    “What thing?” asked Alison.


    Diablerie flapped his cloak left and right until enough of the smoke had dispersed that she could see where he was pointing. “That! That infernal dollop of hellspawn!”


    “This is Shgshthx,” said Alison, in a hurt voice. “He’s a fluidic. I don’t think you’re supposed to say hellspawn anymore, Doctor.”


    “Diablerie bows to no authority!” He wrinkled his nose up and threw his cloak up over his face for the first time that day. “Are we called upon to exterminate a single shoggoth? Must Diablerie forever waste away on such crass trivialities?”


    “No! We’re investigating the murdered fluidic!” said Alison, getting between him and Shgshthx protectively. “I thought Shgshthx could help because fluidics seem to have a sort of psychic link.”


    “Investigate? Murder?” Diablerie snorted. “Afterwards perhaps we might investigate the matter of who murdered the mildew stain on the bathroom tiles. Hold! ’Twas the chambermaid! Another murder solved by Diablerie.”


    Alison left a sizable silence after he had finished, gaping with horrified disbelief. “Haven’t you heard . . . that fluidics are actual citizens now?”


    “Pah! Diablerie has higher concerns. Surely you do not propose to admit this foulness to my vehicle’s upholstery?”


    “I weawwy don’t want oo cause a fuss,” squelched Shgshthx, flutter-ing some stubby tentacles, the fluidic equivalent of anxious thumb twiddling.


    “No, it’s all right,” said Alison, opening one of the rear doors. “I bought one of those new fluidic car seats. See?”


    It wasn’t much more than a large tub with slots on the side to admit a standard seat belt, molded from plastic a shade of organic dark green that accompanied fluidic colors well. Shgshthx slithered across the concrete and poured himself into it, taking as much care as he could to avoid touching any other part of the car. It looked like reversed footage of a bird defecating.


    Diablerie eyeballed the fluidic as it arranged itself into the approximate shape of a sitting dog. “Elizabeth Lawrence herself gave Diablerie this task?”


    “Yes, to both of us,” said Alison, one hand on the driver’s-side door handle.


    Diablerie met her gaze. “Why?”


    Alison reddened. “Because it’s suddenly become quite important.”


    “Ugh.” Diablerie moved to the passenger door. “If Diablerie’s dark power must be squandered to serve the Ministry matriarch’s madness, then so be it. Diablerie will humor the shoggoth’s grievances.”


    “Um, you’re not supposed to say that word anymore, either, Doctor,” said Alison, as she took the driver’s seat and pulled the door closed behind her. “His name’s Shgshthx.”


    Diablerie scowled beside her, staring straight ahead. “I will humor this assignment,” he growled. “I will tolerate the presence of a blight within my sanctum. But Diablerie draws the line at giving the blight a name. Next it will be wanting to wear my hat, and none could foresee where it would end.”


    Alison let it drop. She keyed in the address of the tin mine in Dartmoor where Casin and Hesketh were theoretically waiting for them, then guided Diablerie’s car out of the underground car park and into the streets of London.


    The three occupants of the car sat in three subtly different silences, each occupying different points on the sullen–embarrassed spectrum. Diablerie sat with arms folded, glaring at the passing scenery, while Shgshthx rolled over and over in his bucket, farting self-consciously.


    When the car was on the motorway, and after the first of the now-expected honks of derision from more sensible vehicles had passed, Alison coughed nervously. “Doctor, can I ask you something?”


    “Have you forgotten the nature of our contract?” spat Diablerie. “You have no outstanding boons, girl.”


    Alison bit her lip. “Could I maybe get one in reserve?”


    Diablerie’s jaw dropped. “You offer a boon to me?”


    “Is that all right?”


    He shook his head, a perverse smile upturning his mustache. “Diablerie knows that the great negotiator shows not his hand, but you would do well to not bargain so freely with the forces of chaos. You have no understanding of what value a virgin soul carries in an open market. The contract is sealed. Ask your question.”


    “Um, okay. Do you think that, when a magically infused person gets possessed by an Ancient, is that necessarily bad?”


    Diablerie sucked in his cheeks for a moment, then touched his temples with his fingertips. “Girl, it is not that, in purchasing this question, you sold a cow for a magic bean. It is that this was your third and final cow, and you have completed a master’s degree in economics since the second.”


    “Seriously though,” pressed Alison. “If the person knows how to stop it but lets it happen anyway, isn’t that their choice?”


    “Girl, the last time you encountered a possessed tainted one, as far as Diablerie knows, it was only Diablerie’s quick thinking that saved you from being strangled to death.”


    Alison considered disputing this version of events, but resolved to stick to one argument at a time. “Yes, but should he have been locked up just for being possessed, or because he tried to kill me? Is it that possessed people are dangerous, or was he a dangerous person who just happened to be possessed?”


    “One hundred percent of the possessed tainted ones you have encountered have been hostile,” argued Diablerie, his dictatorial air tinged with amusement. “Speaking from the depths of Diablerie’s esoteric knowledge, your experience is by no means unrepresentative.”


    “Yes, but—everyone used to think the same thing about fluidics, right? Because no one ever seriously tried to understand them?”


    “I haff no opinyun,” added Shgshthx worriedly, whose enhanced fluidic senses offered a better sense for the emotions building up inside the car.


    “If you recall, girl, the communication with Aaron Weatherby opened with him attempting to bewitch our minds and attack our person with knives. And if the next sentence that flies from your mouth begins with the words ‘yes, but,’ then you will find yourself beneath the scorching blaze of Diablerie’s most fiendish ire.”


    “Y—well, we weren’t being completely upfront, either, were we? Maybe he didn’t think we’d give him a chance. I dunno, I just think maybe possessed people are only hostile because no one’s ever tried to treat them with respect and socialize them properly.”


    There was a thoughtful pause. Diablerie cocked his head and peered at her through one slitted eye. “To whom have you been speaking, girl?”


    “What?”


    “Thoughts such as these do not sprout unbidden in the bottomless cavern that is your mind. Someone must have placed them there. Whom?”


    “Nobody!”


    “Do not lie to a master trickster.” Diablerie allowed a little anger to burn the edges of his statement.


    Alison hung her head and surrendered immediately. “There’s this new adviser at the Department. She bought me dinner, and we had a really long talk. But I don’t see why that makes the point—”


    “Diablerie is calling in his boon,” he declared. “You are bound by the contract and helpless against Diablerie’s will. I command thee to stop talking for the duration of this drive. Thus the pact is sealed.”


    Alison clamped her lips shut to halt the protest as it rose from her throat, ballooning her cheeks stupidly. She wasn’t sure how much power the boon had, but she felt that, as with mental patients, little progress could be made with Diablerie by contradicting him. She focused on the drive, on keeping the car in the lane, and staying quiet.


    After a tense fifteen minutes, Shgshthx gave a little choking gurgle that was probably intended to be a polite cough. “Can we have the wadio on?”
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    Alison passed the time for the rest of the journey by memorizing the number plates of every car, as well as the obscene gestures made by the drivers. Several dull hours later, they reached the overgrown B-road turnoff in Dartmoor that led to the tin mine. Alison would have driven straight past it if Adam Hesketh hadn’t been waiting by the roadside to flag them down.


    “Oh, you brought a fluidic?” he said, as the three occupants of the car stumbled, stepped, and decanted themselves onto the grassy verge.


    “Is that okay?” asked Alison.


    “Yes!” said Adam quickly. “Perfectly okay with me. I just thought, you know, would it be all right with them? The trauma, I mean.”


    Alison regarded Shgshthx as he joyously hoovered up some discarded plastic bags on the roadside. “I think he already had all the trauma when it happened, from the psychic link they’ve got.”


    “Oh, right. Sorry. It’s just, you know. You never know when you need to be sensitive these days.”


    “Enough prattling, tainted one,” interjected Diablerie, who was still standing by the passenger door of the car with hand on hip. “Diablerie would resolve this farce swiftly.”


    “Um. Right. This way.” Adam began pushing his way through the undergrowth toward the fenced-off mine entrance, and Alison followed closely behind. Diablerie brought up the rear, walking stiff legged and straight, somehow avoiding every single piece of foliage with no apparent conscious effort.


    “Where’s Victor?” she asked, as one would probe a mouth ulcer to check for pain.


    “Waiting at the tunnel entrance,” said Adam, lifting his chubby legs high to avoid stinging nettles.


    Victor was sitting on a rusty metal drum turned on its side, staring at his phone like a monk in prayer. There was a crumpled carrier bag from the nearby service station at his feet, surrounded by discarded chocolate wrappers and energy drink cans. He glanced up when he heard Adam lumbering through complaining vegetation, and a sarcastic little smile tweaked the corner of his mouth.


    “Oh dear,” he said. “I didn’t realize this was a black-tie crime scene. How’s it going, Dabbers?”


    “Your mockery betrays your fear, child of taint,” answered Diablerie, throwing up his cloak with particular indignance. “You would not speak so easily were you facing Diablerie in a trial of psychic combat.”


    “Isn’t everyone a child of a taint?” said Victor, still smiling, addressing Adam and Alison. “Of something near the taint, anyway.”


    “Weak, dude,” said Adam.


    “Enough pleasantry,” growled Diablerie. He stalked straight past the mine entrance toward an ancient portacabin nearby. “I must gather my energies before we begin. In private.”


    “Maybe you should’ve gone before you left,” called Victor. His statement was punctuated by Diablerie violently slamming the portacabin door.


    “Is he in a bad mood?” asked Adam.


    “I don’t think he liked having to bring Shgshthx along,” said Alison tactfully. “I think he might be a bit antiprogress.”


    Victor boggled his eyes and framed his face in his hands. “Nooo! The Phantom of the Opera is a bit behind the times? That really doesn’t come across. Of course he’s antiprogress, you idiot. The bloody Treaty of Versailles was a bit newfangled for his taste.”


    “All right, sorry,” sighed Alison. She stared at the ground, awkwardly rocking on her heels as Diablerie’s usual strange vocalizations drifted through the flimsy portacabin door. “Hey,” she said, looking up. “You guys are magic infused, right?”


    Victor looked at the palm of his hand, as if needing to be reminded. “Er . . . yeah, turns out we are.”


    “Do you think possessed people should be allowed their freedom?”


    Victor used the same hand he had been staring at to pinch the bridge of his nose. “Oh, not you as well. Some crazy bint at the Department sent an email round this morning, and he hasn’t stopped going on about it.”


    “I happen to think she has a point!” said Adam, at an uncharacteristically high volume. “I never gave Arlgheen a chance, just because the school told me not to.” He casually pronounced the gh with a gurgling sound from the back of his throat. “And now I’m wondering if maybe she had something important to offer.”


    “Well, yeah, she was going to possess you and erase your being,” said Victor. “I might have appreciated that, come to think of it. Maybe she and I’d get along better.”


    “They don’t erase your being,” protested Adam. “Apparently it’s like you and the Ancient combine together to create a whole new being. You’re still you. It’s just you with the Ancient’s thought processes as well.”


    Victor’s expression darkened. “I got enough of an insight into Ifrig while he was keeping me awake back in the dorms, thank you very much. All that ‘murder your friends, burn the world’ stuff. Don’t think he’s got much to contribute to polite society.”


    Alison tilted her head, interested. “So your Ancients actually talk to you?”


    Adam waggled a hand horizontally. “Not in coherent sentences. It was like, whenever you used magic, you got this sort of impression of what they were thinking.” His gaze unfocused. “Arlgheen always seemed really sad.”


    “Yeah, I would be too if I had nothing but your thoughts to keep me occupied.”


    “You both went through the secondary school?” asked Alison.


    Adam shuddered, grimacing in memory. Victor folded his arms defensively. “Certainly did,” he said, with a hint of pride. “That’s the other thing the crazy bitch was going off about. You don’t agree with her, do you?”


    Alison tapped her index fingers together, glancing awkwardly to the side. “Wasn’t it, you know, a bit oppressive?”


    “Every day they made us walk around in circles for hours on end,” said Adam, staring at the ground.


    “Oh, don’t milk it. It was only two hours before lunch. Built up an appetite.”


    “Two hours is still hours on end! There was a monk with a megaphone shouting instructions, and we had to obey straightaway, ’cos if we didn’t we’d have to spend an hour in the observation pit . . .”


    “Hey, I’m not saying it was crumpets and rice pudding.” Victor tossed his head left and right, bored. “But it needed to be like that. The megaphone thing is about enforcing what voices are coming from outside your head and what aren’t. All I know is I went into the school with Ifrig trying to get me to set fire to everything, and by the time I got out, he’d given up. I don’t think we should mess with a winning formula.”


    “The point was maybe not all Ancients are like that,” said Adam.


    “Hashtag NotAllAncients.”


    “Wait,” said Alison. “The Ancients don’t talk to you anymore?”


    “No,” said Adam, looking down guiltily. “I think, after a while, they just sort of give up trying.”


    “That’s a bit sad,” said Alison.


    “Yeah. I never really thought about it until now.”


    Victor rolled his eyes. “Ugh. You are such a sucker. It’s only ’cos you got a girl Ancient who knew when to turn on the waterworks. Doesn’t mean she had any nicer plans for the world. Just proves she was smarter than Ifrig.” He turned his head towards the portacabin to end the argument and assume victory. “What the hell is keeping Dr. Caligari?”


    The portacabin door remained closed. Alison noticed that she could no longer hear Diablerie’s strange chanting. She assumed he had done enough gathering of energies and was now opportunistically using the portacabin for its intended purpose.


    “Let’s just start without him,” said Victor. “Don’t even know why we needed to wait for him in the first place.”


    “Do you know anything about crime-scene investigating?” asked Adam.


    “I can tell you this: I’m more qualified than him.” Victor jerked a thumb towards the still-silent portacabin. “Come on, we can go in and take some photos. Or just get Arkin to look around it, same thing.”


    Alison wrung her hands nervously, the teacher’s pet being tempted to misbehave by her friends. “I don’t know,” she said. “This is a real murder, guys. We have to take it seriously.”


    Victor gave her a piercing look. “Do you really think the net amount of seriousness is going to increase with Diablerie involved?”


    Alison looked down and saw Shgshthx a couple of feet away, searchingly fluttering himself through the grass. “Hold on a second. Shgshthx, are you getting anything from out here?”


    “Yes!” gurgled Shgshthx. “Got thwee cigawette butts so fawr. Yum byum.”


    Alison forced herself not to glance up and see what kind of looks Victor and Adam were giving each other. “I meant, from the other fluidic. If you can tell us anything about the attack, or whatever.”


    “Oh. We weally don’t want oo make a fuss—”


    “I know, Shgshthx,” sighed Alison. “But . . . we do. You know? It’s important to us to find out who could be doing things like this. It’s . . . maybe it’s an individualist thing.”


    “Oew-kay.”


    Shgshthx flattened himself against the grass, turning into a huge, semitransparent cowpat, and Alison took a few steps back to give him room. A moment later, a hundred thin tentacles burst from his form, waving back and forth like a sea anemone on the ocean floor.


    “What’s it doing?” asked Victor, grimacing.


    “I think he’s searching,” said Alison, not looking away. “Shgshthx, have you got anything?”


    “Yesss,” said Shgshthx’s voice from the narrow mouth in the middle of the crowding tendrils, lent a sibilant quality by the acoustics of his new shape. “I can feeeel Shgshthxsss. He’ssss not awone.”


    “Who’s with him?” asked Adam.


    “He can’t sssee them.” A small clump of the tendrils began to move more quickly and urgently, and the rest began to fold towards them in waves. “He’sss being chasssed.”


    “Through the mine?” prompted Alison, after Shgshthx went silent for a moment.


    The tendrils stiffened for a moment. “He’sss afwaid. He thinksss the perssson chasssing him iss going to kiww him. He can hear footssstepsss. There’sss pain. Sssomething ssstingsss in hisss ssside.”


    “If this is getting too uncomfortable—” began Alison.


    Every tentacle on Shgshthx’s back stood rigidly on end, so that he looked like a giant upturned hairbrush lying on the ground. “Pain! The pain isss evewywhere!” reported Shgshthx, his voice even higher pitched than usual as his impromptu throat narrowed. “Twying to move. Pain in evewy diwection. Now the chassser hasss caught up. Sssstanding over him.”


    Alison knelt, put out a reassuring hand, then withdrew it when she couldn’t see anywhere appropriate to place it. “Can you see what they look like?”


    “No . . .” said Shgshthx, pained. “It’sss too bwight. The sssun isss behind them.”


    “Sun?” repeated Victor. “How the hell is there sunlight in the middle of a mine?”


    Shgshthx’s tentacles unstiffened and flopped down towards the floor. “They’we not in a mine. Thewe’sss gwassss underneath.”


    “Shgshthx, we’re trying to find information about the fluidic that was murdered in this mine,” said Alison tactfully.


    “Ohhhh,” said Shgshthx, drawing himself back into a standard pile apologetically. “Sowwy. I thought oo meant the other one.”


    A silence passed, one that grew deeper and more cloying as each of the three humans realized, one by one, that they had just unwittingly taken a hard left onto a path that led to dangerous places, or at the very least to a lot more paperwork. Eventually, it was Victor who took up the duty of asking the inevitable question. “What other one?”


    “The . . . other fwuidic getting kiwwed. Wight now,” admitted Shgshthx. He nodded the topmost part of his mass towards the thickening forest beyond Diablerie’s portacabin. “Over thewe.”


    “Holy shit,” breathed Adam. He was staring in the indicated direction with the darting, unfocused eyes that meant he had switched on his enhanced vision. “Huge red blob. Um, I mean, something big and magical just happened. About two hundred yards that way.”


    Now that they were paying attention, they heard a noise coming from the same direction. A sort of THUMP-crackle, like an underwater explosion, followed by the sound of falling debris.


    “Why didn’t you tell us there was another dead fluidic?!” ranted Victor.


    Shgshthx’s mass made a cringing motion. “Because thewe isn’t. Yet.” There was another magical thump, closer this time.


    Without a word, the three humans broke into a run. Adam went first, blindly pursuing the source of the noise. Victor followed closely, then Alison brought up the rear.


    The forest closed in behind her as she pursued Victor’s black-clad form, shoving bushes aside and hopping awkwardly over fallen branches. She was several paces behind the two professional monster hunters, and she had to sprint at full power just to keep Victor in sight.


    He disappeared into a particularly large cluster of low-hanging branches, and Alison put all of her meager energy reserves into a burst of speed to power through the foliage without stopping. Something hard and stone shaped snagged her foot, sending her toppling forwards. Her hands groped for purchase, found none, and she went sprawling over a sapling, ruining its future ambitions of growing taller.


    By the time Alison was back on her feet, another thump had come through the trees, close enough to make the leaves quiver in its wake. Adam and Victor were both out of sight, and Alison couldn’t see anything that might indicate a trail. She listened for rustling vegetation, but the wind had picked up, and the sound was all around her.


    She wasn’t afraid of getting lost. Her eidetic memory meant she had no concept of lost at all. She knew precisely in what direction the tin mine lay, as well as how far she had come. She was having to remind herself of all of this to keep panic at bay.


    She gave up on finding Adam and Victor and instead focused on remembering the direction Shgshthx had originally pointed toward. She continued accordingly, dropping from a run to a nervous jog to get her breath back.


    She had pushed through a layer of foliage into yet another, virtually identical one when she heard what sounded like a human yelp, ahead of her and slightly to the side. She adjusted her path, hopping over another low branch.


    Her feet skidded in something wet and slippery, and she fell onto her posterior. The palm of her hand slapped painfully onto what felt like loose gravel. She gave a little gasp of irritation and was about to push herself back onto her feet when she looked down and saw what she had landed in.


    Not gravel. It was pure white, and coarse, and looked entirely out of place among the browns and greens of the earthy forest floor. It was salt. A pile of salt arranged in a surprisingly neat circle. Looking around, she could see several more of them, marking a join-the-dots path through the trees.


    Alison took a deep breath, mentally prepared herself, and looked down at the sticky puddle that her outstretched legs were lying in.


    It was a green-brown liquid, with the emphasis more on the brown than the green, that became black and ragged wherever it touched the patches of salt. Part of the goo was still partially formed into a curved limb, the kind that fluidics employed when called upon to move more quickly than usual.


    “guuuuuys,” called Alison as loudly as she could manage, gingerly backing out of the splattered fluidic. “over here!”


    Adam arrived first, barreling through a thicket to Alison’s left with two forearms in front of his face. Victor appeared a moment later, his coat pulled tightly around him to avoid snagging.


    “Urgh, Christ,” said Victor, taking in the sight and the smell of the substance under Alison.


    “Did you see the killer?!” panted Adam.


    “No, but . . .” began Alison, before realizing that, now that she was closer to the floor, she could see under the low-hanging leaves of the surrounding trees. There was a shape behind the nearby hornbeam that didn’t belong.


    She lowered her head further and saw what was undoubtedly a pair of legs, belonging to no one that was presently accounted for. They were poised in an alert crouch, awaiting developments.


    Alison provided one. She pointed. “There! Someone’s there! Do something!”


    The owner of the mysterious legs bolted for the forest edge as Victor turned. He swung an arm around as if trying to fling off an unwanted piggyback rider, and every leaf of every tree within his field of vision simultaneously burst into flames. It was quite spectacular, especially when the hundreds of individual fires linked up into a single massive inferno that seemed to engulf the entire wood.


    “What did you do that for?!” yelled Alison, getting back on her feet in less than a second.


    “You said do something!” said Victor petulantly, snapping the tail of his long coat back as the fire crept along a burning branch toward him. “This is the thing that I do! Which way did they go?”


    “I don’t know!” said Alison. “I can’t see him now! There’s a load of fire in the way!”


    “Adam, which way did he go?”


    The orange firelight played prettily off Adam’s sweating forehead. “Uh. I think we’d better start running the other way, to be honest.”


    Victor looked up. Another four or five trees became newly ignited where their top branches met their stricken fellows. Then he looked down as a burning stick dropped onto the forest floor and started making fast friends with the carpet of dry leaves and fallen twigs.


    Then, after a quick exchange of glances, the three of them ran back the way they came. This time Alison took the lead, making an efficient beeline for the car.


    In short time they reached the tin mine entrance, and Alison skidded to a halt alongside the portacabin. Victor and Adam barreled past her without slowing as she pounded her fist on the bright blue plastic door. “Doctor!” she shouted. “Doctor, there’s a fire!”


    There was no response. She glanced back and saw a tree collapse with a splintering crash, revealing the growing inferno beyond. Within seconds, another layer of vegetation between her and the orange hell was engulfed.


    She began slapping her hand against the door. “Doctor, please!” she yelled. “The fire’s getting closer!”


    Adam came back, his coat discarded and his entire face glistening with sweat. He stumbled over and grabbed Alison’s upper arm with the barest amount of hover handing. “Come on!” He panted. “You won’t help him!”


    “I can’t just leave him here!”


    “No, I mean . . .” He paused to suck in a deep breath. “You won’t help him because he’s not in there. He’s waiting by the car.”


    “. . . Oh.”
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    The adrenaline wore off quickly. The fire service arrived, and the paranormal agents opted to get out of their way with speed. Adam checked in with Danvers, and after giving a brief account of events, he spent the rest of the conversation wincing with the phone held a few inches away from his head. To nobody’s surprise, he relayed that Danvers had ordered all four of them back to London.


    The drive back up was somehow even more tense than the drive down, with Adam and Victor’s car following closely behind like an accusing specter in the rearview mirror. The interior of Diablerie’s car remained dominated by gloomy silence, except for one brief moment when Shgshthx leaned over, turned the radio on, and attempted to bob along to Katrina and the Waves.


    The evening was drifting over into night by the time they arrived back at the new building, but Danvers and Elizabeth had waited up for a special, extra-shouty debriefing. Soon, Diablerie, Alison, Victor, and Adam were lined up and standing to attention before Elizabeth’s desk, and Richard Danvers was pacing back and forth with his fingertips pressing into the sides of his head.


    “So let me see if I’ve got this straight,” he said, his voice dangerously quiet, like a fuse wire in the moment after the spark disappears into the bomb. “You discover that our fluidic killer is a serial fluidic killer. You discover that he was using the same area for multiple killings. And then, having discovered their main hangout, you proceeded to scare them away from it, lose them, and burn all the evidence.”


    “Indeed!” confirmed Diablerie, who had been gradually inching away from the other three whenever he thought nobody was looking. “Acting beyond the ken of the most senior agent! ’Twould be no great loss, says Diablerie, if the tainted ones were returned to school for another—”


    “shut up!” barked Danvers, with such naked fury that Diablerie threw his cloak over his face out of reflex. “Where the hell were you while this was going on?!”


    With the lower half of his face covered, Diablerie could put full force into his glare. “The minds of little men must be protected from the esoteric ways of Diablerie,” he growled.


    “What he means is he was in the bog,” said Victor.


    “Close thy accursed mouth!” commanded Diablerie, spinning on his heel. “May thou be consumed by thy own fetid taint!”


    “That’s enough!” yelled Danvers, even louder. He jabbed a finger at Alison, making her flinch. “I hope you didn’t have plans tonight, memory girl, ’cos you’re going to write down everything that happened. Every word, every gesture, every slightest cough. And then in the morning we’ll figure out who to punish first. Now get out. All of you.”


    He closed the door behind them after they had shuffled shamefacedly through, then leaned his entire body against it with a sigh. “Did I look as much like a schoolmaster as I felt?”


    Elizabeth was sitting quietly in the exact same pose she had adopted at the start of the meeting: leaning back in her chair, her hands placed together just below her nose. “Diablerie disappears into a toilet,” she said, breaking her twenty-minute silence. “A killer appears. What do you make of that?”


    Danvers released a sigh, then turned around. “I don’t know, Elizabeth. What I do know is that we’re sending children and lunatics to do the job of detectives. We can’t keep this to ourselves anymore.”


    “Hesketh reports that magic was in use,” said Elizabeth, maddeningly unemotional. “Not consistent with the presence of the dying fluidic. That means the killer has to be magically trained in some way, and so the investigation remains within our jurisdiction.”


    “I’m not disputing that,” said Danvers, as he slowly leaned forward and rested his clenched fists on the desktop. “What I’m saying is that I’m not going to let you sit on this any longer. The people have a right to know when they’re in danger. And I know you disapprove, but as of three months ago, fluidics are people. So either you announce we’ve got a killer on the loose—”


    “Very well,” interjected Elizabeth, reaching for her tablet. “I’ll release a statement to the press immediately.”


    Richard’s words piled up in his mouth and tripped on his tongue. “B . . . whuh?” He backed out of his intimidating pose. “That easy?”


    “You’ve been very convincing,” she replied, flicking icons on the screen before her. “We are in complete agreement. Today’s events have been too drastic to keep secret.”


    Richard checked around for hidden cameras. “Okay. Good. I’ll have the statement drafted up in the morning.”


    “No need. I’m preparing one now. I’ll send it out before I leave tonight.”


    “Are you going to mention the Hand of Merlin connection?”


    “Of course not. We already discussed the importance of keeping that to ourselves.” She peered up when he made no motion to leave. “It’s in hand, Richard. You can go home.”


    Danvers slowly turned, his body crying out at him for dinner and sleep, probably with alcohol somewhere in the process, but he stopped himself just before his hand reached the door handle. “What are you up to?”


    “I’m up to my job,” she said, not looking away from her work. “Would that everyone around here could be up to something.”
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    The studio lights came up, and Pippa Morment looked to camera with relish, as it meant she no longer had to look at the person sitting to her left. “Good evening,” she said, on autopilot. “Our top story tonight: With the world still adjusting to the appearance of the fluidic race and the existence of interdimensional sentients, as well as the institutional cruelty they were subjected to by the Hand of Merlin and the so-called Ministry of Occultism, it can now be revealed that interdimensional beings have lived among us for far longer, and I mean literally among us.” She winced internally and made a mental note to browbeat whoever had thrown this last-minute script together. “Joining me now are Dr. Nita Pavani, a representative of the Department of Extradimensional Affairs.”


    “Good evening,” said Nita. Her television smile was even more rehearsed than Pippa’s.


    “And Aaron Weatherby–Byhagthn, a magically infused person of dual consciousness.”


    “Hello,” said Aaron and Byhagthn. They maintained a fixed smile, but their facial tentacles writhed unhappily, trying to shield their eyes from the studio lights.


    “Now am I right in saying, Aaron,” said Pippa, turning to address the young man and trying not to breathe through her nose, “that you have been possessed by an interdimensional being without a body of its own?”


    “W—”


    “Excuse me, Aaron-Byhagthn would prefer that you address them by their full name,” interrupted Nita, leaning into shot. “Also, please don’t use the word possessed. You are addressing a dual-consciousness entity that came into existence from a mutual agreement between its two component entities, and to address them as either individually could be considered quite offensive and a denial of personal identity.”


    Pippa hadn’t looked away from the gyrating tentacles. They had now grown used to the lights and were nonchalantly messing up the neat hairstyle that Nita and the makeup department had laboriously created for Aaron-Byhagthn. “I see,” she said, diplomatically. “So . . . why did the two of you join together?”


    “We have always been together,” droned Aaron-Byhagthn.


    “Like all magically infused individuals, Aaron had a connection to Byhagthn almost from birth,” said Nita. “Aaron has special magical capabilities as a result, and when he came of age, he had the opportunity to take on a conjoined identity in order to enhance that capability and to give Byhagthn a chance to experience a physical existence.”


    “Could you demonstrate these magical abilities for the camera, Aaron? Er, Aaron-Byhagthn?”


    “W—”


    “Unfortunately, Aaron-Byhagthn’s particular ability involves fooling other people’s senses, so the camera wouldn’t see anything,” said Nita. “The reason they wanted to talk to you tonight about themselves and young people like them is because they have been victims of the most appalling oppression at the hands of the Ministry of Occultism.” She drew herself up haughtily.


    “What kind of oppression?” asked Pippa, unsure of who to address and compromising by addressing the space between the two guests.


    “The policy was and still is to imprison magically gifted young people in what is termed a ‘school,’ where they are subjected to forced reeducation that suppresses the consciousness of the interdimensional being and makes a dual consciousness virtually impossible even if they desire it.”


    “Dr. Pavani, you mention that this is policy, but you yourself represent the Department of Extradimensional Affairs,” pointed out Pippa.


    “Yes,” said Nita, who was ready for that. “I am helping the Department dismantle these lingering policies of the Ministry of Occultism, and that starts with taking responsibility for what those in power have done to an underprivileged minority in our society—”


    “If I could interrupt you there, Doctor,” said Pippa, recrossing her legs. In the darkness behind the cameras, a producer bit her lip, recognizing the sign that Pippa was about to go off script. “You’re saying that magically infused people are underprivileged?”


    “Yes . . .” said Nita warily.


    “Some might argue that having mind-control powers and receiving a free education is a strange definition of underprivileged.”


    All of Nita Pavani’s instincts fired at once, and she stammered as several of her favorite sentences crowded to be the first one out of her mouth. “That . . . many would consider that very offensive! When I found Aaron-Byhagthn, they were being kept in what amounted to a dungeon!”


    “And they’d done nothing wrong?”


    “Of course not.”


    Aaron-Byhagthn leaned towards Nita and whispered, their mouth inches away from her lapel mike. “We did try to kill someone.”


    “That—”


    “I’m sorry, we’re going to have to leave you there,” said Pippa, rotating to face camera again, dramatically flicking her hair aside to finger her earpiece. “We’ve just received word of breaking news. The Department of Extradimensional Affairs has issued a statement in the last few minutes, revealing that two fluidics have been murdered in the same location by what is believed to be a serial killer. We can go now live to the main studio for more information.”


    Pavani’s mike had already been turned down, but keen-eared listeners with loud televisions heard her final words in the brief pause before the camera cut away. “What did she d—”
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    Comments under the YouTube clip of the previous:


    ███████:

    Wow it happens every time. A minority tries to educate us about the real societal oppression they live under every day then some privileged white person barges in and tries to make it all about themselves.


    Fluidics are still struggling to be accepted but some white lady wants to come in and go “oh magic humans can have problems too”? We fluidics are literally being KILLED just for being who we are but these people on the media have the BALLS to tell us to care about magic freak boys because WAAH WAAH THEY DON’T LIKE THEIR SPECIAL SCHOOL. I’d rather be in a cozy classroom than be REALLY ACTUALLY MURDERED.


    GOD these people


    ███████:

    your a fluidic????


    ███████:

    Well I identify as fluidic-kin


    (Names redacted)
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    The tablet on Elizabeth’s desk displayed a grainy video of a grimy interior wall. In front of it, poorly framed in the center of the image, were the head and shoulders of a person. They were too deeply silhouetted by cold fluorescent light to show any identifying features, although it was clear that they were wearing a cardboard cutout of a fantasy wizard’s face as a mask.


    “So this is . . . ?” asked Danvers, leaning over the desk with one hand holding his back.


    “The YouTube people pulled it offline and brought it to our attention in the early hours of the morning,” said Elizabeth. “Not before it had been copied and found by the media, of course.” She tapped the screen to unpause the video.


    “Our organization accepts responsibility for the execution of the two shoggoths,” said the person in the video, the voice electronically disguised until even their gender was impossible to determine. “We will not stand idly by as aliens and demons invade our country.”


    “You really think they mean it?” said Danvers. “The crazies always come out when we announce things. The first week the Ministry was exposed, there were all those videos from that mad Scottish woman who thought we’d transformed her cat into a larger cat . . .”


    “Keep listening,” suggested Elizabeth.


    “The Hand of Merlin labored for centuries to shield our lands from the forces of darkness,” continued the person in the wizard mask. “Now they have been torn down, and everything they defended is being given away piece by piece in the name of political correctness. We are guided by their wisdom and their example. We are the New Hand.”


    “It goes on like that,” said Elizabeth, silencing the video with a haughty finger tap. “The important matter is that my press statement made no mention of the Hand of Merlin symbol.”


    Danvers’s index finger tapped rhythmically on the desk, and his eyes swiveled ceilingwards as he contemplated this. “That might not mean much. People already associate the Hand with fluidic murder. That’s why they got shut down in the first place.” He continued tapping for a few more moments. “I mean, I’m not saying it’s not worth looking into . . .”


    “My thoughts precisely,” said Elizabeth, dismissing the video and calling up a display of recent emails. “The video was posted with a brand-new user account, as expected. The only information given in the profile was that they were based in London. I believe this was an attempt at subterfuge, as the IP address of the upload was traced to a location in Yorkshire. So this person can’t be particularly smart.”


    “Yorkshire,” said Danvers to himself.


    Elizabeth raised an eyebrow at him. “Does that mean something?”


    “A name leaps to mind. Mike Badger.”


    Elizabeth glanced away, trying to recall. “He was . . .”


    “One of my triggermen. Long time. He was the man Henry Wollstone met on his way down to London, the one who was hunting the fluidics.” A thoughtful tone entered Danvers’s voice. “Somehow the media got hold of his name, so I had to cut ties with him when the Hand went down.”


    Elizabeth nodded and made a quizzical gesture towards the tablet. “Is this him?”


    “It really doesn’t feel like him . . .” He caught Elizabeth’s questioning gaze and sighed, knowing she would want to know what lay on the far end of his ellipsis. “He is linked to the Hand. It was my dad who recruited him. I think he used to poach on the family estate.”


    “Your father. Have you kept track of his activities? Any sign of conspiracy, contact with other Hand members?”


    “I don’t know!” snapped Danvers. “I haven’t even been to the family estate since we became the Department. I can barely keep up with the workload as it is.”


    “Perhaps now would be a good time to take a—”


    The door flew open, and Nita Pavani burst in with a selection of newspapers under one arm. She jumped when the door hit the wall with a loud crash, but she brushed an errant hair behind one ear and reasserted her offended stance. “Really, Ms. Lawrence?” she asked, spiking the words through tightened lips. “Would you really hold back progress in interdimensional relations just out of some petty dislike for me?”


    “And good morning to you, Dr. Pavani,” said Elizabeth dryly. “Please feel free to come right in.”


    “What’s this about?” sighed Danvers, like a teacher wading into a nasty hair-pull fight between two senior girls.


    “I organized a television interview with Aaron-Byhagthn last night, to start mending the centuries of damage the Ministry has done to persons of dual consciousness.” She paused to gauge Danvers’s reaction. “Someone at this department deliberately released a statement on the fluidic murders halfway through the segment!”


    “Is that right,” said Danvers, giving Elizabeth a pointed look.


    “Yes, I released information vital to the safety of innocent civilians as soon as I became aware of it,” said Elizabeth, unconcerned. “I couldn’t possibly have known the precise moment it would be broadcast. And in any case, I saw your interview. If anything, the bulletin came to your rescue.”


    “Oh, really?” said Pavani, smiling a little bit too widely for comfort. She dumped her armpit load of newspapers onto the desk between them. “And I suppose you had nothing to do with these, either?”


    Now curious, Elizabeth gently spread the individual newspapers apart to reveal the headlines: demon-possessed kids running amok. is your child a magic hooligan? our children’s souls under threat. magic teens link to dartmoor forest fire?


    “Is it me?!” asked Pavani, a suggestion of moistness in her eyes. “Is it . . . is it because I’m Indian?”


    “I can assure you, Doctor, I did nothing but send out a statement on the fluidic murders,” said Elizabeth, scanning the text of the articles with interest. “You’re welcome to check my phone and email history, as long as you’re still on the rational side of paranoid.”


    “Wait a minute, wait a minute,” said Danvers, rubbing his forehead with the heel of his hand. “Get me up to speed. Pavani, you’re doing some kind of awareness thing for demonic possession?”


    “Dual consciousness!” barked Pavani. She made a frustrated noise that began at the back of her throat and rumbled out through her mouth and nose. “I’m calling Anderson. This environment is just completely progress-hostile.”


    Danvers waited until the thuds of pointed office shoes on thin carpet had faded from audible range, then turned to Elizabeth. “She’s Indian?”
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    Alison, bleary eyed, was discovering why it had been a bad idea to work on her report until three in the morning. She had planned to submit her report first thing but had decided to stop at her cubicle for some last-minute editing, and this had so far taken over an hour. A lot of things that had made perfect sense to her exhausted self no longer scanned in the cold light of day. It probably wasn’t appropriate for a government document to describe Diablerie as “doing poos.”


    Just as she was wondering if it was strictly necessary to account for the changing state of Victor Casin’s shoelaces, Nita Pavani marched past. She walked with shoulders hunched and arms held perfectly vertical, clenched fists aimed at the floor like loaded cannons.


    “Hi, Nita,” said Alison brightly, eager for distraction.


    “Hi,” replied Nita without stopping, elongating the vowel and twisting it around like a dagger in the gut. A few confused moments later, she returned, clasping her hands apologetically and resting them on Alison’s cubicle wall. “Alison, you’re friends with those interdimensionally advantaged persons, aren’t you?”


    Alison mouthed some of the words back to herself. “Those what?”


    “The two young men with magic infusions.”


    “Oh! Victor and Adam. Yes. Well. Friends? I don’t think we’ve ever sat down and figured that out. Maybe. We hang out sometimes.”


    “Do you think either of them could be persuaded to become dual consciousness?”


    Alison looked startled. “Um. No, I really wouldn’t think so. Their Ancients don’t talk to them anymore. Apparently that’s what going through the school does.”


    “Oh, that’s a shame.” Pavani tapped her chin for a moment before finally registering Alison’s discomfort. “That was very ignorant of me, wasn’t it? Of course I wouldn’t ask someone to do that on a whim. However much it would help the larger struggle.”


    Alison coughed. “How did the TV interview go?”


    “Were you watching?”


    “No, I had . . . work to do.”


    “It went fine! Not one hundred percent ideal, perhaps, but, you know, it, I.” Her words became more and more unintelligible and high pitched as her statement went on, as if invisible fingers were gradually tightening around her lips. Finally, her shoulders sagged. “It may not have gotten the message across.”


    Alison winced sympathetically. “Was it Aaron?”


    Nita went back into her tight, offended stance. “Their name is Aaron-Byhagthn, Alison. Please don’t misidentify.”


    “Sorry.”


    “And no! Aaron-Byhagthn were great. They’re incredibly brave persons and deserving of our respect and understanding.” In the center of her clasped hands, unseen, a couple of her fingers began to fidget. “But . . . I do think, perhaps, our message would come across more clearly if we had spokespersons who were . . .” She tailed off.


    “Less attempted murder-y?” suggested Alison.


    “. . . More marketable. No, not marketable . . . sympathetic.” She held a crooked finger to her lip, excitement growing. “That’s it. That’s what I should have done in the first place. I should have focused on the mistreatment at the school. If I could just find a sympathetic interdimensionally advantaged person who went through the current school system, we could do an exposé. Wouldn’t even need to be dual consciousness.”


    “Well, Victor wouldn’t help. He supports the school.”


    Nita’s jaw slackened for a moment. “It is so sad when oppressed people internalize hatred, isn’t it? I should explain some things to him.”


    “I think his Ancient is one of the bad ones, though,” said Alison sheepishly.


    Nita held up a didactic finger. “There are no bad people, Alison. There are only people going through bad times. What about Adam?”


    “Oh, he’d be onboard.”


    “Greeeat,” said Nita, grimacing as she drew out the word. “Not the kind of face we want to put on this, though. I mean, his support would be greatly appreciated, of course, but . . . straight white male, privileged background.” She held up her hands in mock horror and sucked air in through her teeth. “Doesn’t exactly scream progress. We need to put our best feet forward. Either someone from an ethnic minority or a girl.”


    “Oh, well, there’s always—” began Alison brightly, before a better instinct dived across her mind and smashed its fist on the Cancel button, leaving her mouth hanging wordlessly open and the rest of her face frozen in helpful mode.


    Nita cocked her head. “There’s always who?”


    “Nothing.” Alison returned to her computer, hammering on the keyboard and staring fiercely at the cursor as it moved. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter.”


    “C’mooon, who were you going to say?” Nita rested her folded arms on the cubicle walls and leaned forward, as if they were gossipy teenagers talking over the bedspreads at a sleepover.


    “No one. Really.”


    “Alison, this is me talking. We’re friends, aren’t we?”


    Alison finally looked up. “Are we?”


    “Of course we are. And I don’t want you to feel like there’s anything you can’t share with me. We’re all on the same side here, aren’t we? We both think the Department needs to shut down the school?”


    Alison, staring into Pavani’s large, dark eyes, bit her lip. She lacked the articulacy to say what she really felt, which was that openly agreeing that the school should be shut down was a lot easier over a big dinner and half a glass of wine than it was within visual range of Elizabeth’s office door.


    “Alison,” said Richard Danvers, coming to the rescue. His head peered around the door of his office like an indoor gargoyle. “A word.”


    “Let me talk to someone and get back to you,” said Alison to Nita, hurriedly copying her report onto the local network.


    “Fine,” said Nita, in a skeptical tone that left a wound.


    Flustered, Alison followed Danvers into his office. He gestured for her to sit and perched himself on his desk as she did so, looming over her with a look of grave seriousness that made all of her limbs tighten with anxiety.


    “Alison,” he said, in the tired, fatherly voice of a school counselor addressing a problem child. “You do understand that the credit card I gave you is strictly for work-related expenses?”


    “Of course,” said Alison automatically, before cold realization dripped into her heart. The image of Jessica Weatherby’s chubby hand closing around her assigned credit card hit her hard enough to leave an indent in her brain.


    “Really?” Danvers leaned over his desk and turned his flat-screen monitor around to face them. “Then maybe we could talk about a few of these charges you’ve made.”


    “Which ones?” asked Alison, looking over the lengthy list and feeling ill.


    “First of all, I’d rather you use the computers we already have rather than buy your own, and second, pizza every night is hardly a healthy diet for a field agent.” He pointed. “And what about this one? Twelve-month subscription to Mogworld? I hardly think magazines are an appropriate work expense.”


    “Um. That’s an . . . online RPG,” mumbled Alison.


    Richard looked at it again. “Oh. Well, why didn’t you say so? That’s perfectly acceptable. I thought you had more sense than you displayed on your first day, Alison. Why are you doing this?”


    “I’m not!” said Alison, unable to stop herself. The reference to their first meeting had cut a little too deep.


    Danvers frowned. He indicated the filename. “This is your credit card number? And don’t tell me you don’t remember.”


    “H-hang on a moment,” said Alison. With shaking hands she took out her purple wallet and opened the zip, then did her best to feign surprise. “Oh no. Look. It’s gone.”


    “It’s been stolen?”


    “Yes. That explains everything.”


    Danvers’s skeptical look held for a few tense seconds, before he sighed, hopped forward, and made his way around the desk into his chair. “Okay. That makes more sense. When was the last time you had it? I’m sure you know for certain.”


    “I only ever used it once, honestly,” said Alison, relieved. “To buy the train ticket to Barnstaple on my first day working with Diablerie.”


    Danvers paused in the act of typing. “That was three months ago. You seriously haven’t tried to use it since then?”


    “Just . . . never had a reason to,” murmured Alison. She had never been comfortable with lying, and the space between her skin and her clothing seemed to have become filled with red-hot biting ants. “Last time we were on a mission, we drove Diablerie’s car. That was the only other mission I’ve been on. Things have been really busy getting the new Department set up.”


    “And you’ve been using your own money to buy lunch and things the whole time?”


    Alison couldn’t tell if he was aghast at her foolishness or still suspicious. “Sorry,” she said, it being the universal response.


    Richard rolled his eyes and returned to typing. “Listen, I’m sending you and Diablerie on assignment tomorrow for what may turn into a long one. Why don’t you take the afternoon off to pack a few changes of clothing?”


    “Erm, just hypothetically,” said Alison, standing up, “what happens if whoever stole my card keeps using it?”


    Danvers crinkled his brow, then pointed at his monitor. “They won’t be able to. I just canceled it.”


    “Oh.” Alison fiddled with her fingers. “I suppose you had to do that, didn’t you.”


    “Ye-es,” said Danvers patiently. “Why wouldn’t I? You said it was stolen.”


    “Yes, but . . . I just thought . . . they might really need it.”


    “Nobody needs”—he glanced briefly at the list on his screen again—“an Interstellar Bum Pirates 2: Corsair Edition DLC pack. If they desperately need the government to pay for their delivery pizza, they can get on unemployment benefit like everyone else. Are you quite sure you don’t know who took your credit card?”


    “Yes!” said Alison quickly, making for the door. “I’ll go and, you know, pack, like you said. Where . . . where are we going tomorrow?”


    “Yorkshire.”
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    Alison’s apartment was in an old brick building, squeezed thinly between two larger, more boisterous buildings from the same era. It was cramped enough that all the residents had, with no communication whatsoever, synchronized their sleep and work schedules to avoid awkward meetings on the narrow staircase.


    As Alison climbed the three steps to the front door, key at the ready, a familiar squelching voice came from the ground-level basement window. “Awison?”


    “Hi, Shgshthx.”


    “Cood I bowwow some wubbish to eat?”


    Alison gazed up at her living room window and found that it had no explanations to offer. “Someone was supposed to bring it down this morning . . .”


    “Onwy if it’s no twubble. Don’t want to caws a fuss.”


    “I’ll get it for you now,” promised Alison. She put her key to the lock but hesitated in the act of turning it. “Shgshthx, have you any more information on the killer? Through the fluidic psychic-network thing.”


    Shgshthx, partially extruding from the basement window, wobbled his largest protuberance in a manner suggestive of a dog cocking its head. “I fought we alweady knew oo the kiwwer was?”


    “We do?”


    “It’s the person on Oo-Tube weawing the funny mask.”


    Alison dowsed her tiny ember of excitement before it had even started to glow. “I think the point is that we don’t know who the person on the video is.”


    “Yes oo do,” said Shgshthx, confused. “They are the person on the wideo. Oo just said.”


    “Okay, well, I’ll pass that on,” said Alison, defeated, as she pushed her way into the lobby.


    The building was pitch black inside, but there wasn’t enough space to get lost in it. She grabbed the banister and began to ascend the stairs to her floor, confident that every other resident was in for the night, still at work, or sitting in the nearby hairdresser complaining about young people.


    She entered her apartment and was immediately hit by the smell of greasy cardboard. “Hey, your card isn’t working,” said Jessica Weatherby, before Alison had even closed the door behind her.


    Alison had never been concerned with keeping her living space tidy. At times it had been suggested that she try keeping her possessions in order, and she had usually asked why, only to be told that it would help her remember where she had left things, at which point the debate would immediately collapse.


    So it couldn’t be said that Jessica Weatherby had made a mess of the apartment. She had, however, initiated a war between two different factions of mess. The trail of rumpled clothing leading from Jessica’s backpack formed the main battle line, watched over by scattered pizza-box guard towers.


    Jessica herself was seated in the living room space, with her laptop balanced on the unorthodox lap formed from the strange manner with which she had sprawled her legs across the floral couch. Her eyes darted back and forth between a chat window and some kind of role-playing game.


    “Did you remember to bring the rubbish down this morning?” asked Alison.


    “No, sorry, I forgot,” said Jessica, not looking away. “I’ll do it in a minute.”


    “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it.” Alison dropped her bag on the kitchen counter and began struggling with the bin. The majority of its contents consisted of barely scrunched-up pizza boxes.


    “And your card’s not working,” repeated Jessica.


    Alison sighed and let the kitchen bin clatter back onto the floor as the liner resisted her attempt to come out of the bin without ripping. “They canceled it. It’s not going to work anymore.”


    “Oh.” Finally Jessica looked at her, for about three seconds, before the game she was playing made a noise and she returned to it like a new mother to a crying child. “Are you getting another one?”


    It hadn’t occurred to Alison to ask. “Erm. Probably. I think so. But I’m going on a long assignment tomorrow and I don’t know when I’ll be back.”


    “Oh. Okay. You could pick up the new card in the morning and drop it off here before you leave.”


    “Yes . . .” Alison’s voice was strained as she squeezed the bin between her thighs and hauled on the lengthening plastic handles of the liner. “Or . . . maybe you could . . . think about going out and getting a little easy job somewhere?”


    Finally, Jessica closed her laptop. She wriggled into a more upright sitting position, in a manner that looked like she was trying to take her trousers off without using her hands. “But you said I shouldn’t be out in the open,” she said, mouth quivering. “You said they’d find me and take me back to the school.”


    The bin liner’s handles were now double their original length, but the liner as a whole was definitely shifting. “Yes, I did say that,” said Alison. “But I don’t think you can use any card they give me anymore. They’ve been tracking the charges, and I’m only supposed to use it for work.”


    “Okay, how about this? Just use the card at an ATM or something and leave the cash with me. You could tell them you’re spending it on, I dunno, petrol.”


    Finally, the liner came free of the bin, and a wad of pizza-box cardboard immediately dropped out of the split at the bottom. Alison staggered back, lightly bumping her head on one of the overhead cabinets. “I’m really not sure that would work.” As she straightened up, she came to the decision that had been percolating all afternoon. She took a deep breath. “Jessica. I think we both knew that you weren’t going to be able to stay here for long.”


    “I didn’t know that,” said Jessica, her quivering mouth joining forces with glistening eyes.


    “There’s someone I know at the Department,” said Alison, aware that she was passing the point of no return as she slid the leaking bin liner into a fresh one from the drawer. “She’s taking charge of getting the school shut down. I can pass you on . . . I mean, I can introduce you to her before I leave.”


    “Oh, okay.” Instantly satisfied, Jessica reopened her laptop to salvage her game from the noisy disaster her momentary distraction had apparently caused.


    Alison tied up the handles of the bin liners into a secure little knot, then peered at Jessica curiously. “Does your Ancient still talk to you?”


    “My what?”


    “You know, your Elder God? The thing in the Ethereal Realm that gives you your power?”


    “Oh, that thing. No, it . . .” She paused for an ungainly amount of time to deal with a particularly tricky monster. “Yeah, it stopped trying to talk to me ages ago.”


    “But you weren’t in the school for any longer than Aaron was?”


    “No.”


    Alison waited patiently for her to elaborate, to no avail. “But he got possessed—I mean, became dual consciousness—and you didn’t?”


    “Actually my one stopped talking before I even went to the school.”


    “Really?” So she never needed to be taken there in the first place, thought Alison; Nita would love that. “What did you do to shut them out?”


    “I dunno.” She blinked rapidly at the carnage on the screen. “I think it just got bored of trying to get my attention.”


    Another thing Nita would love, thought Alison. Me having enormous sympathy for an Ancient’s point of view.
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    jess: looks like im going afk a few days again


    xxreaverxx: What possible earthly appointments could drag you away from your business here.


    jess: moving safe houses


    xxreaverxx: I seem to remember you saying you were, quote, “shacked up for the long haul.”


    jess: alison has to go somewhere for work and she wont let me use her card anymore


    xxreaverxx: It’s such a shame when people let you down like that, isn’t it.


    jess: its cool im meeting this government lady tomorrow


    xxreaverxx: ...I thought the whole point was to stay away from the government?


    jess: shes shutting down the school


    jess: i think


    jess: i wasnt really listening


    xxreaverxx: Glad to see you’ve got it all thoroughly worked out, as always.


    xxreaverxx: Where does Alison need to be, anyway?


    jess: yorkshire i think


    jess: she said it was something to do with the fluidic killer


    xxreaverxx: Ugh. I am so sick of hearing about that.


    xxreaverxx: Every time I look at the news it’s right there at the top. Still no news on the Fluidic Killer.


    xxreaverxx: If there’s no news why is it on a news site?


    jess: its important dude


    jess: fluidics are being murdered


    xxreaverxx: I KNOW


    xxreaverxx: But like 200 human beings got murdered yesterday as well and I didn’t see any headlines about any of them.


    jess: its not the same


    xxreaverxx: How is it not the same?


    xxreaverxx: I thought that was the whole point. Fluidics are just the same as any of us. So it shouldn’t matter any more or less when they get murdered.


    jess: well theres less of them


    jess: and they dont have morphic privilege


    xxreaverxx: ...What does that even mean?
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    “Come on, lad, put your gadget away,” said Mike Badger, calling over to the sullen lump leaning against the far side of the car. “Come say ’ello to your uncle Chris.”


    “I’m messaging my online friend, Dad,” replied David, pronouncing the last word with the kind of heavy sarcasm teenagers employ when no sarcasm should exist.


    “Ah, leave him,” said Chris Cockburn, leaning on the short brick wall that divided his front garden from the road. He had been exercising his dog when Mike had stopped for a chat, and the hound in question was now at Chris’s feet, chewing viciously on his fetching stick with their bottom high in the air. “Least he’s talkin’ to someone. Our Sarah only ever plays them fantasy games. ‘Can’t answer the door, Dad, got to kill fifteen more goblins.’ I ask ’er when she’ll be finished killing the bloody goblins, but there’s a new bunch of ’em shown up every time I ask.”


    “Aye, Davey likes them,” said Mike. “But try to bring him out huntin’ real goblins and he just doesn’t wanna know.”


    “Aye.” Chris looked down for a moment, watching his dog’s enthusiastic gnawing. “How’re you holding up, Mike? I ’eard about the knobs down south cutting you off. Thought that were a bloody crime.”


    Chris was another member of the loose community of freelance monster hunters employed by the Department (and until recently, the Ministry) for fieldwork in the remote corners of the nation. He had a magical infusion and had been given the usual choice: keep it suppressed on pain of a relief course at the secondary school, or put it to use for the good of the nation. He was a heavyset man a handful of years younger than Mike whose wardrobe seemed to consist of nothing but ancient jeans and checkered shirts with rolled-up sleeves.


    “Aye,” said Mike, in a pained voice. “Dunno what all the fuss were about. We didn’t even kill any shoggies. Didn’t get the chance.”


    Chris made a curious gesture with his hand, and his dog immediately stopped chewing. It stood up without so much as a glance upwards and trotted robotically into the house. “Well, if you need any help getting back on yer feet . . .”


    “Don’t fret, lad, old Danvers’ll always have odd jobs at the manor.”


    Chris’s dog returned with a tobacco pouch hanging from its jaws. Chris took it, the dog offering no resistance, then repeated the strange gesture with his hand. The glazed expression vanished from the dog’s eyes, and it looked about itself, confused, before resuming its assault upon the stick.


    “You know, you probably got out while the getting was good,” said Chris, fiddling with rolling papers. “Everything’s going to buggery. They probably won’t even let us hunt goblins soon. Probably have to give ’em leaflets instead. Tell ’em to try to only eat kiddies at the weekend.”


    “Political correctness gone daft, in’t it,” said Mike, nodding.


    “You don’t know the ’alf of it, Mike. Things’re a mess down south.”


    “Is it true they’re trying to make out like demon possession is one of them, whatchacallem, lifestyle choices?”


    “Worse than that, I heard they’re gonna shut the school down. Let the kids run around in the streets all possessed like.”


    “Daft. Everything’s daft these days.” Mike shook his head sadly. “Aye, sounds like I’m well rid of it.”


    “Aye! It’s all falling apart.”


    “Aye. Wouldn’t come back if they asked.”


    “Good on yer.”


    A moment of silence passed. Mike stared at the toe of his boot as he tapped it idly against the wall. “They . . . given you any work lately, then?”


    “Now, shoggies,” said Chris, failing to register Mike’s question. “I’ll admit we got those lads wrong. We got one working at the post office now who licks all the stamps and he can’t do enough for yer. But one mistake and they throw the baby out wi’ the bathwater. The things them demon-possessed kids do with their bodies, it’s just not natural, is it?”


    “They really shutting the school down?” asked Mike.


    “Well, they’re gonna overhaul it or something so it doesn’t hurt no one’s feelings—you know what they’re like these days. What I want to know is if they’re gonna finally admit to putting the microchips in our heads.”


    Mike had been slowly nodding his head in agreement throughout most of the conversation, but ceased the motion jarringly at this point. “You what?”


    Chris puffed on his cigarette authoritatively. “You know, them microchips the government put in us to keep track of everything we do. Never see anyone complain about that, do you?”


    Mike furrowed his brow. Chris himself had been through the school, of course, and it was a rare personality that did so without becoming touched in some way. “I think that’s ’cos that doesn’t actually happen, Chris.”


    “Let me link you to a couple of sites I’ve read, you’ll change your tune. You’d be amazed how many public figures are secretly lizard people wearing human-skin suits.”


    To Mike’s relief, his phone rang. He made the traditional pocket pat of shame and apologetically turned his shoulder on Chris. “Hello?” he answered. “Oh. ’Ello, Danvers.”


    The remainder of Mike’s contribution to the phone conversation was the phrase “Oh, aye” repeated several times, his voice becoming increasingly intrigued each time until it could only be described as lustful. Then he signed off with a final, confirmatory “Oh, aye.”


    “What ye need to ask yourself,” said Chris, picking up where he had left off, “is where all these politicians come from. You ever met any normal people who wanna be prime minister? I asked the missus, I asked Milly at the corner shop—no one does. So where are they all? Lizard people’s about the only answer that makes sense.”


    Mike packed his phone away and slapped his hips excitedly. “I’ll see you later, Chris.” He started back for the car. “Davey! Get me gun ready. We’re going on an ’unt.”
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    Elizabeth had had very specific reasons for sending Alison and Diablerie to Yorkshire to follow up on the mysterious YouTube video. The possibility of it being genuinely connected to the Fluidic Killer was by far the smallest of them.


    The inquiry into how, precisely, the Dartmoor forest fire had started was still at the polite-email stage, but she had thought it prudent to move all the major participants to somewhere far away from head office for a while. Casin and Hesketh were presently investigating the records of Europe’s most prominent salt suppliers.


    But while she needed Diablerie out of the way, she also wanted to keep him under scrutiny, and the only way to ensure that was to give him an assignment. She still had no idea where he disappeared to in his free time, and she wasn’t about to risk taking her eyes off him until a few questions had been answered. Her eyes meaning Alison’s eyes, which belonged to her.


    Unfortunately it meant that she had to fetch her own lunch. As she hobbled her way through the busy streets of Westminster, fending off young civil servants with ingrained Boy Scout instincts who kept offering to help her across the road, she found herself missing the old Ministry’s army of monks. They had had an irritating habit of forestalling every task she gave them until they had made up an appropriate chant and candle ceremony, but they had been ruthlessly efficient about it.


    Elizabeth managed to find the sandwich shop that Alison always went to, along with the vast majority of the people who staffed their building. The members of other government departments paid her no mind, but the Extradimensional Affairs civil servants all fell deathly quiet as she entered, as if Jesse James had just shoved open the doors of the saloon. The comparison swiftly broke down as she walked to the counter and began perusing the sandwich display, one finger to her chin.


    Her reflection in the glass was swiftly joined by that of Anderson, over a particularly enticing tuna roll. The curved glass made his head look stretched and cartoonish, but his neck was finally of a sensible width. “All right, Lawrence? Don’t usually see you slumming it with the muggles.”


    Elizabeth kept her gaze fixed on the BLT in front of her. “I take it you have bad news for me.”


    “Now why would you think that?”


    “Because you’re in a good mood.”


    The reflection of Anderson’s teeth shone brightly as he grinned, so that the tuna roll appeared to grow a spine. “Course I’m in a good mood. Had some really good meetings this morning. Education, first.” He counted on his fingers. “Then Health. Quick one at the Home Office, then a considerably longer one at Justice. And I’m happy to say that it was good news all round.”


    Elizabeth remained as stiff as a board. “Really.”


    “Yep. They said that between them they could probably take over all the functions of Extradimensional Affairs. Probably need a consultant here and there, but in the long run we might even save money out of it.”


    “You propose to leave supernatural defense in the hands of untrained politicians and civil servants,” said Elizabeth flatly.


    “Why don’t we order lunch, find a booth somewhere, and have a nice, relaxing chat about how much shit you’re in? Two cheese-and-pickles, Abdul.” Anderson addressed the man behind the counter who had been standing with a “Can I help you?” ready for deployment.


    Moments later, they had commandeered a booth at the back of the café. The Extradimensional Affairs people cleared out of the space when they saw Elizabeth approaching, and everyone else did so at the sight of Anderson. A bubble opened up in the middle of the lunchtime rush, whose walls were no more penetrable for their intangibility.


    “Now, let’s make one thing clear straightaway,” said Anderson, when the two of them were settled on the booth seats in the middle of their private space. He was leaning in and illustrating his hushed statements with constant movements of his meaty hands. “The government took a risk, letting ex-Occultism bods form a department. Did I mention what would happen if any of you let slip that you’re ex-Occultism?”


    “I believe you did, yes,” said Elizabeth, sitting back with arms folded. “With very colorful language.”


    “Just checking. The point is, we trusted that you could handle this loony magic bullshit better than anyone else in government. All we needed you to do was show better results than someone randomly picking courses of action out of a hat. Right now, DEDA’s not up to that standard.”


    “Dee-duh?”


    “D-E-D-A. Department of Extradimensional Affairs. It’s called an acronym. It’s a thing we have here in the present day.”


    “The main thing affecting Dee-duh’s ability to function, Anderson, is interference by untrained outsiders,” said Elizabeth patiently. “Are you proposing to replace us entirely with them?”


    “Take it you’re complaining about Dr. Pavani,” sniffed Anderson. “I know she’s got some weird ideas about those mutant kids, but I doubt it was Dr. Pavani who lit that forest on fire. I doubt it’s because of her that you still haven’t got a whiff of the Fluidic Killer.”


    “What happened in Dartmoor was an unintended result of our agents attempting to apprehend said Fluidic Killer. The investigation is continuing, and they will not escape a second time.”


    Anderson was pouting, eyes rolled back in his head, and didn’t seem to be listening. He cocked his head to one side. “You think I’m bluffing, don’t you. About taking DEDA apart.”


    “Frankly, yes,” said Elizabeth. “You could replace the Department, I don’t doubt, but it’s the school and the field agents that do the bulk of the actual work.”


    Anderson’s smile widened. “I’m so glad you brought that up. That was the other meeting I had this morning. You ever heard of Shield Solutions?”


    Elizabeth’s folded arms tightened further. “The private military corporation.”


    “Oh, I think they prefer to say ‘security contractor’ these days. Especially since that unfortunate business in Gabon. They’ve got some very interesting ideas for how to keep things orderly. Well, I say ideas. It’s more like one main idea applied in various different ways.”


    Elizabeth’s deep breathing was her only outward sign of emotion. “Privatizing occult defense would result in total disaster.”


    “Oh yeah, a disaster,” scoffed Anderson. “A bigger disaster than setting an entire forest on fire? Than committing fluidic genocide for centuries behind the government’s back?”


    Elizabeth closed her eyes. “You cannot possibly be serious about this.”


    Anderson softened. He leaned back in his seat, rested one elbow on the tabletop, and switched to his low, hushed, serious voice. “You’re right. It probably would be an even bigger disaster. So imagine how poor your department is looking that the PM’s considering it. Off the record, him being old schoolmates with Shield Solutions’ CEO isn’t working in your favor, either. You’ve got one more chance. That’s why we’re having this lovely talk here, rather than in your office with two big lads either side of me to escort you from the building.”


    “And what is it, exactly, that you expect from us?”


    “Oh, sorry, apparently I didn’t make this clear. I expect you to do your job.”


    “Dr. Pavani—”


    “Your job being,” steamrolled Anderson, “to maintain public faith in the government’s handling of magic. Internal feuding stops now. Catching the Fluidic Killer is your priority.”


    “So that’s it?” said Elizabeth. “Catch the Fluidic Killer, and we’re back in good graces?”


    “Just give me a suspect, at least. That gives me enough leverage to talk the heat down. And figure out what you’re gonna do with the school. You and Pavani.” He displayed his hands. “You’ve got two weeks. PM wants a time frame. If there’s no progress after a fortnight, there’ll be no talking the heat down; you’re all in it for a good, long simmer. We’ll find someone else to cock it all up.” He shifted his weight, relaxed.


    “And that’s your final word?” asked Elizabeth, still stiff as a board.


    “Yep.”


    Elizabeth glanced sideways. “Don’t you normally storm out at this point?”


    He frowned, jerking a thumb towards the counter. “I’m waiting for a sandwich, Liz. Loosen the hell up.” He shifted again, gave a deep sigh of contentment, and his gaze did a complete circuit of the room before returning to her. “Following the footie at all?”
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    Shield Solutions internal communication:


    Successfully secured Mouila with assistance from government forces. Have been greeted by local populace with jubilation and cheer. Several individuals slightly too overcome with jubilation and had to be restrained. Twelve civilians killed by accidentally shooting themselves while attempting to hug and kiss Shield operatives. Requesting food and water supplies for trade, ammunition, and a crate of plastic garbage bags.
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    In a small newsagent’s shop in the town of Doncaster, South Yorkshire, Alison Arkin stood with her phone against her ear, as her free hand tapped nervously upon a display of pork-scratching packets. Through the front windows of the shop, she could see Diablerie by the car, standing rigidly in one of his usual dramatic poses, one hand emerging from his tightly wrapped cloak to hold his cane. Several passersby had already dropped loose change at his feet.


    “Alison, wow. I can’t thank you enough for introducing me to Jessica,” said Nita Pavani on the other end of the phone line. “She’s exactly the kind of story we need to get the school shut down.”


    “Great,” said Alison, as brightly as she could manage. “I just wanted to make sure I’d told you that she needs to stay anonymous? She did escape from the school, and it’s still technically against the law not to take her back . . .”


    “That will almost certainly not be the case for long,” said Nita proudly.


    “I know, I . . . I’d just feel more comfortable if . . .”


    “Don’t worry, it’ll be total secret witness. Black silhouette, disguised voice, the whole package. At least until the school changes.”


    “So you’re doing a video this time?”


    “Yep. Viral. That’s the audience we really need to reach, anyway, the nonestablishment market. It’s gonna be like Kony 2012 but with a better follow-through. And you and I will be able to say we were here at the start. Wow. Some of this is still getting through to me.”


    “That’s the other thing,” said Alison, stomach tightening. “You can’t tell anyone that I introduced you. Is that okay? I really went totally behind Ms. Lawrence and Mr. Danvers and everyone to keep her secret.”


    There was a thoughtful pause from the other end. “You know, Alison, you should stop worrying about offending people like that. History’s going to leave them behind. The older generation have to get out of our way sooner or later. Who cares what they think?”


    “Right,” said Alison uneasily. “Just, don’t tell them anyway? You know. While they’re still around.”


    “Hm? Oh, sure. Gotta go, Alison, I’m calling around for a crew. Thanks again!”


    Alison stared at the blank screen of her phone and heaved a sigh that made her entire mouth vibrate. She had hardly slept a wink since making the introduction between Nita and Jessica. She kept imagining she could hear the sound of Richard Danvers shouting in apoplectic rage, underlaid with the steady, sarcastic drone of Elizabeth.


    When she opened the newsagent’s door and was startled to a quiver by the jingling bell, she felt it was time to calm down. She took deep breaths in time with her slow steps towards Diablerie and the car. You can’t please everyone. In the confines of her head, she chanted it like a mantra. You can’t please everyone. She wondered who had come up with the phrase. Probably not someone who had had to worry about future career prospects.


    Diablerie was making a series of bizarre gestures with his hands when Alison returned, chanting his usual stream of random, mystic-sounding nonsense. He concluded by circling his thumbnail around his entire face and flicking it forwards, finishing his chant with a triumphant roar as he did so. “Thy household is cursed to the eighth generation! May your forebears live to regret the insult you have made upon Diablerie!”


    Alison followed his gaze and saw a young woman in a puffy anorak walking speedily away, with a ten-year-old boy on one arm tottering to keep up. “What happened?”


    “Another wretched mouse scurrying about this refuse tip of civilization,” said Diablerie, still staring at the mother’s retreating back. “Of the opinion that her offspring’s age grants him license to insult with impunity. From this day forth, they shall know the Curse of Humiliating Prickle!”


    “Oh.” Alison searched her phone for the email Danvers had sent along.


    “Yes!” sneered Diablerie. “When every doctor’s appointment becomes rife with intrusive questions, then we shall know who is truly the ‘tosser.’ ”


    Alison gave a little cough to signal the change of subject. “The address should be just around the corner . . .”


    “Yes, what trivial task awaits Diablerie, now that I lie in disgrace for having failed to intuit that Lawrence thinks me some glorified babysitter?”


    “Um. We’re supposed to be going to the address where the Fluidic Killer YouTube video was uploaded from.” She read from her phone. “And Mr. Danvers wants us to particularly see if there’s anything that links it to someone called Mike Badg—”


    “A simple divination!” crowed Diablerie. “The forces of Beyond shall guide us to the forsaken place. The cloud of guilt that hangs upon it shall mark it on the spiritual map like an ink stain.”


    “Erm, we already know the address. It’s . . .” began Alison, before looking up to see Diablerie already stalking down the pavement, making mystic hand gestures in front of his face in a way that, from behind, looked like he was thumbing his nose.


    She gave a little sigh and jogged to catch up. He seemed to be heading towards the right street. She suspected that he already knew perfectly well what the address was, as she had read it aloud more than once while programming the GPS.


    The street was narrow, with the bare minimum room for two lanes of cars and pavements just wide enough for single file, so that the denizens of the terraced shops and maisonettes could have tapped on the windows of their opposite neighbors if they had had an extendable ladder or two taped-together brooms.


    The address that Danvers’s directions led to was a door beside a small takeaway shop. The frosted glass in the window did little to disguise the fact that it led to a poky staircase, in turn leading to the maisonette above the shop. Diablerie was about to walk straight past it when he stopped dead and thrust his walking cane towards the door. Alison, still hurrying to keep up, was very nearly smashed across the nose.


    “Here,” he intoned. “It is here that the darkness gathers.”


    Alison tried the handle of the door. Locked, which hardly came unexpected. She looked up at the first-floor windows. They were darkened, but the blinds were open.


    “Hey!”


    The door to the takeaway was open, and the head of a straggly haired middle-aged woman poked out. She had angry little black eyes buried in the folds of her face, and the kind of voice that sounded like she was trying to use her statements as offensive weapons. “You friends with Chris?” she asked, firing the words from her chubby mouth like shotgun blasts.


    “What?” said Alison, guiltily releasing the door handle as if it had become red hot.


    “You tell ’im, if he’s gonna rent my upstairs, I expect ’im to use it more than once a bloomin’ fortnight. I could be having someone else using it when he’s not in.”


    Diablerie had gone into boggle-eyed, cloak-wrapped-around-face mode, so Alison took charge of the discourse. “Erm, we don’t know them, actually,” she said. “Do you know where we can find them?”


    The folds of the shop owner’s brow crumpled with concern as she looked Diablerie up and down. “You coppers?”


    “N—”


    “We are agents of the Crown!” announced Diablerie, hurling his cloak aside with a flourish. “We have come to investigate the deeds of he who most recently occupied these rooms. We fully intend to poke our nose in all associated places. Reveal your secrets, good woman.”


    “Oh.” The shop owner’s fingers drummed on the door frame. “I don’t know nowt. Never seen ’im. He . . . he works funny hours or summat.” She disappeared back inside, slamming the door closed so violently that the blatantly unrepresentative picture of a tasty-looking kebab partially came away from the glass.


    “I don’t think she’ll open up to us now,” said Alison, with a hint of reproach.


    “Ha! Do you never tire of lying face down in the wet sand at the shores of the ocean of foolishness?” He paired his usual boggle eyes with a wolfish grin. “The wheels of Diablerie’s scheme are in motion as we speak. Come, join me in the buffet car, and I shall salve thy ignorance.”
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    jess: hey


    Doctor_Nita_Pavani: Hello!!

  


  
    Doctor_Nita_Pavani: Thank you again so much for agreeing to this. I really think this can be the beginning of a whole new world for interdimensionally gifted persons like you and your brother.

  


  
    jess: ok


    Doctor_Nita_Pavani: No need to be nervous!!


    Doctor_Nita_Pavani: You can talk completely freely here on private chat. All we’re going to do today is fill in some details. I’d like to ask some broad questions that you can answer in your own time in as much detail as you want.


    Doctor_Nita_Pavani: Is that OK?


    jess: yes


    Doctor_Nita_Pavani: Great!!


    Doctor_Nita_Pavani: So how exactly were you first brought to the school?


    jess: they just came and took us away


    Doctor_Nita_Pavani: The Ministry agents?


    jess: think so


    Doctor_Nita_Pavani: Okay.


    Doctor_Nita_Pavani: Remember, you can answer with as much detail as you want.


    Doctor_Nita_Pavani: How did they become aware of you and Aaron?


    jess: well


    jess: they came the day after i went to the doctor about my sweating


    jess: and aaron had just made everyone at school think mrs irving was a duck


    Doctor_Nita_Pavani: Okay.


    Doctor_Nita_Pavani: If it’s not too painful to remember, why don’t you tell me about your first impressions of the magic school.


    Doctor_Nita_Pavani: Take your time.


    jess: well we got there


    jess: and we got taken to this office


    jess: and there was a man there


    Doctor_Nita_Pavani: Can you tell me what the man did to you, Jessica?


    jess: he said there was something very special inside us and he was going to show us how to use it


    Doctor_Nita_Pavani: And then?


    jess: and then he gave us mars bars


    jess: and showed us our room


    Doctor_Nita_Pavani: Okay.


    Doctor_Nita_Pavani: What was your room like?


    jess: small


    jess: there was hardly anything in it but two beds


    jess: two desks


    jess: and a connecting bathroom


    jess: with a bidet


    jess: and one of those little fridges they have in hotels


    Doctor_Nita_Pavani: Hang on a second, I just want to clarify


    Doctor_Nita_Pavani: We are talking about the prison school, here?


    jess: oh


    jess: sorry


    jess: this was the first school


    Doctor_Nita_Pavani: ...How many schools are we dealing with?
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    Diablerie and Alison rented the room above a pub opposite the suspicious maisonette. The owners of the pub had been trying to turn it into a trendy youth-oriented venue and weren’t in the business of letting rooms, but Diablerie’s persistence—and the holes his walking cane were leaving in the multicolored dance floor—eventually won them around. Alison found herself by the window in the upstairs storage room, perched on a crate of fruity vodka drinks. Diablerie stood nearby, eyes closed and hands waving as if listening to classical music.


    The pub had been the nearest place, and describing it as “opposite” the maisonette was somewhat overgenerous. It was a good eight or nine doors down, but the maisonette was still visible if Alison partially leaned out of the window and used the binoculars that Diablerie had produced from some mysterious pocket in his suit.


    “You . . . said you would fill me in on the plan?” prompted Alison warily.


    Diablerie’s hands froze and his eyes snapped open. “Ready to turn thy back on the oceans of ignorance?”


    “Yes, I’m . . . that thing.”


    “ ’Tis well.” He took two long strides that placed him beside the window. “Diablerie’s scheme hinges thusly. The lower orders are a confrontational bunch amongst themselves, but there is one thing that will unite them.”


    “What’s that?” Alison sensed he wouldn’t continue until she asked.


    “A common foe. And there is no greater foe to the common than authority. Whatever petty reproachment exists between that harpy and her tenant will swiftly be forgotten now that she perceives the terrible shadow of the law overhead. Diablerie wagers she wasted no time in informing him of our presence.”


    “You think so?”


    “Diablerie does not ‘think so’! Diablerie is friend only to certainties! And it is my certainty that the creature that did its dark deeds within that maisonette will be swift to return there, to erase their stagnant droppings. All we need do is lie in wait.”


    “So this is a stakeout?”


    “Spare me your gutter dialect. Keep watch upon the accursed household. I shall monitor our surroundings through the less mundane methods.” He made to resume his weird hand gestures.


    “Um, just one thing,” said Alison quickly, before he put himself in a trance again. “Are you sure it’s an absolute certainty? He might get frightened off. Or that woman might not want any more trouble.”


    Diablerie drew himself up, offering the full force of his glare. “You dare to question Diablerie?”


    “No!”


    He drew himself even further, standing on tiptoe to enhance the effect. “You dare to go back on your words?!”


    “I’m sorry,” cringed Alison. “Which one was worse?”


    Diablerie lowered himself with a sneer. “Leave the thinking to me, girl. Trust in Diablerie’s ineffable wisdom. There is solidarity within all lower orders of life. With the possible exception of tainted ones.”


    Alison hung her head and resolutely took up the binoculars again, but Diablerie had temporarily blinded himself to signals.


    “Like your friends,” said Diablerie wheedlingly. “The fire elemental and the sniffer dog. What better example could there be for the wretchedness of the taint, incapable of tolerating even itself?”


    “But . . . Adam and Victor have worked together for—”


    “I speak not of their brittle fraternity! I speak of their campaign to hunt their fellow hellspawn! No sooner was their taint identified than they employed it against their own kind. Be ever mindful of any who so easily betray their body and soul.”


    Alison gave in, lowering the binoculars. “But, Doctor, they didn’t have a choice . . .”


    “Pfah! Diablerie has more respect for the creatures we exterminate. At least they show loyalty to a cause. Be it the evil cause of the Ancients’ war upon humanity.”


    Alison strongly suspected that Diablerie was testing her, or deliberately trying to drive her away so that he could be free of scrutiny at last. In which case, the smartest response would have been to brush it off and quietly get on with her task. But out of nowhere she thought of Nita Pavani, and the confidence with which she threw out her bold ideas. She talked and acted like she refused to change to win the approval of others. Alison wanted to become just like her.


    “I think you’re wrong,” said Alison, bracing herself.


    Diablerie slowly cocked his head. His voice was like cold magma gradually descending a gentle slope. “What did you say?”


    The fact that he had not responded with fierce dictatorial ranting did nothing to ease Alison’s nerves. “I said, I think, maybe, you might be wrong. Possibly. Maybe the Ancients aren’t all working against humanity. Maybe there’s not some big plan behind it all.”


    “Not working against humanity?!” roared Diablerie, incredulously pulling his cloak tighter around himself. “They work against humanity from within our very souls! Corrupting our newborns with their insidious taint!”


    “I know! I know!” Alison had unconsciously brought one of her knees up to her chest and was now perched on the crate of bottles in a partial fetal position. “But that doesn’t mean they have a plan! Maybe they’re like the fluidics. Maybe they just want a chance to live.”


    Diablerie backed off, narrowed his eyes, and made a dramatic half turn on his heel. “So,” he said, apparently addressing the door. “You think you have learned enough to challenge Diablerie in the field of debate?”


    “I’d just like to know what makes you certain that they’re evil,” she said, weakly.


    He spun back around, his cloak twirling hypnotically, and stabbed a pointed finger. “Quake at Diablerie’s mastery of logic! Why infect the youth with seductive power, if not intending such powers to be used? Why arm their slaves, if not in the aid of further conquest? You are ensnared in the mire of Diablerie’s invincible reason!”


    “No, wait, hang on,” stammered Alison. “You’re talking about magic powers, right? Well, if they’re part of some invasion plan, then why are some of the powers completely useless? Like . . . the glowing-hair thing, or . . . sweating too much? Isn’t it all completely random?”


    Diablerie went quiet. Again, he slowly cocked his head from one side to the other, his face rotating like the needle of a pressure gauge. “So,” he said lowly. “Know you of someone who sweats too much?”


    A little instinct that had been trying to get Alison’s attention now grabbed her forebrain by the throat and shook it back and forth, yelling, “stupid, stupid, stupid.” She forced herself to freeze her expression and maintain eye contact as she mentally turned out her bottomless internal filing cabinet and hunted through the papers.


    How could she know of Jessica Weatherby’s sweating power? Had it been in her file? Not the pages Alison had seen, but there had been others, through which Diablerie had dismissively picked. Did Diablerie know Jessica’s power? If not, why did he want to know if Alison knew? If so, did he already know that Alison knew? Did he know that she knew that he knew? What was she supposed to know again?


    His stare wasn’t letting up after five seconds, and Alison needed a quick reply. “I just . . . heard about it from somewhere.”


    Diablerie’s sneer did a few circuits around his mouth. “From somewhere?” he repeated mockingly. “How uncharacteristically vague.”


    She came to a decision. “It was Jessica Weatherby’s power, wasn’t it,” she said, sitting up straight. “Aaron Weatherby’s sister, the one we couldn’t find. It said so in her file.”


    Diablerie raised an eyebrow. Of course, the possibility existed that her file had said nothing of the sort, and that Diablerie knew that, and now also knew that Alison was lying. She shifted uncomfortably as her embarrassed blush spread to every nook and cranny of her flesh, and tried to will away her growing headache.


    “Ah, yes,” said Diablerie in a bored tone, breaking the tension at last. “The tainted girl who has somehow eluded all efforts to track her. And whom you now claim to not be dangerous?”


    “W-well, not because she has the power of sweating too much. What possible danger could that be?”


    Diablerie opened his mouth condescendingly but swiftly closed it again as no words came. His gaze tracked away, and he began to thoughtfully smooth down his mustache with his thumb and index finger. “One could slip in it,” he offered, without confidence.


    “One could . . .”


    “Gah! Diablerie tires of this asinine debate!” He pointed a thin finger at the binoculars that still hung loosely from Alison’s hands. “Your task was to watch the accursed maisonette! It has been without scrutiny for minutes now!”


    Alison looked down. “Oh. Right. Sorry.”


    “Foolish girl!” He made for the door. “The Trooping of the Color could have taken place below the window! Diablerie shall inspect the door for interference and return. Waver not from thy task again.”


    The maisonette door looked fairly uninterfered with from where Alison was sitting, but she remained silent as the sound of Diablerie stomping down the stairs faded away. Stewing in an unaccountable sense of guilt, she resolved to avoid winning arguments in future.
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    Drawing information out of Jessica Weatherby had been as exhausting an experience as Alison had warned, and Nita Pavani was taking a moment to recharge. She stood before the drinks machine in the little kitchenette near her office, perusing the energy drink logos and trying to remember which parent companies she was supposed to be boycotting.


    “Doctor,” said Elizabeth Lawrence, materializing by her side to fill a water jug from the kitchenette sink.


    “Ms. Lawrence,” returned Nita. With the formalities concluded, she turned slightly toward her and put her hands on her hips. “Why was I not informed that there are two schools?”


    “I assumed you had done sufficient research,” said Elizabeth casually, putting the merest, barely detectable speck of emphasis on the word assumed.


    “Well, from what my research has indicated,” said Nita, placing a considerably more obvious emphasis on research, “this initial school sounds like an ideal learning environment for the interdimensionally gifted. I want to inspect it. As soon as possible.”


    “Naturally. Danvers can arrange. Make sure to let me know your recommendations.”


    Nita tensed up further. All her limbs stiffened in place, and her teeth started to hurt. “I will be sure to do that.”


    “Excellent.”


    Neither woman moved or broke eye contact. Nita broke the silence. “I’m fairly certain I know what I will be recommending, if everything I have heard is true. The secondary school should be closed, and the primary school should be expanded to offer complete education of the interdimensionally gifted.”


    Elizabeth shifted her weight, groping the handle of her cane. “If you can put together a rough plan of action in the next few days, I’m sure we can reach a satisfactory compromise within the next week.”


    Nita broke. “What have you done?”


    “I beg your pardon?”


    “You’ve done something, haven’t you! To make this all pointless! What was it this time, another leak to the press? Or you’ve warned them ahead of time, and I’ll show up and the whole place will be razed to the ground?” She took a fearful step backward. “That’s it! You’re trying to make me paranoid!”


    Elizabeth sighed. “Dr. Pavani. Please. I have no interest in sabotaging your work with the schools. All I want is for us to get past this silliness and find a place where we can meet halfway.” Her mouth twisted a little as if trying to suck on a sharpened pear drop without lacerating her tongue. “I apologize if I have come across as hostile.”


    Pavani’s gaze darted around, looking for the trick, before furrowing her brow in thought and refocusing on Elizabeth. “Did Sean give you an ultimatum?”


    Elizabeth’s phone made an insistent noise, and she seized the opportunity to break eye contact. “Excuse . . . me,” she said with growing concern, as she read the words on the screen. It was from Danvers, simply stating, come to my office urgently but not in a way that looks urgent.


    She left the kitchenette and peered down the avenue of cubicles to Danvers’s office. Danvers himself was standing in the open doorway, still holding his phone and waving slightly manically with his free hand.


    “Close the door behind you,” said Danvers, after Elizabeth had nonchalantly hobbled her way over. She obeyed, gently pushing the door shut with two fingers as she watched him move behind his desk, not sitting down.


    “What is it?” she said.


    He rotated his monitor around. “Alison’s issued credit card was stolen,” he said, in a flat voice that bubbled with internal tension. “I’ve been going over the charges the thief made, seeing if there were any we could get back.”


    Elizabeth inspected the spreadsheet, and her eyes glazed over almost instantly. “What am I looking at?”


    “Most of it’s rubbish. Consumer electronics, internet downloads, pizza deliveries. But there are also purchases of train and bus tickets. Back and forth, all over the country. Including”—he pointed out two highlighted lines—“two visits to Okehampton station. A short distance from the site of the fluidic murders.”


    Without taking her eyes off the screen, Elizabeth rapidly pulled out a chair and sat. “When?”


    “I think you could guess. The first, about a week before Casin and Hesketh discovered the first dead fluidic. The second, the very morning of the Dartmoor forest fire.”


    “So whoever stole Alison’s card . . .”


    “. . . is a very strong candidate for the Fluidic Killer.” Danvers bit his lip. “Is it possible that Alison could have lied about it being stolen?”


    He and Elizabeth both glanced away for a few brief seconds of intense thought, then simultaneously met each other’s gaze again.


    “No,” Danvers decided.


    “No. Not her. Anyway, she has an alibi for the second killing. She was with Casin and Hesketh as it was taking place.”


    “Assuming we can trust all of them. Assuming the three of them aren’t conspiring. Could they be?”


    There was another, even shorter bout of thoughtful glances. “No.”


    “No, probably not.”


    Elizabeth pulled her chair in closer. “Do we know precisely when the card was stolen?”


    “Alison says she only ever made one charge with it, so it had to be between then and the time of the second charge.” He pointed to the very top of the list. “That was on the evening of the same day. The day of her first assignment with—”


    “Diablerie,” finished Elizabeth.


    Danvers didn’t like the low, hungry way in which she had pronounced the word, nor the way she squeezed her walking cane handle. “If we’re believing Alison’s account, then he has an alibi for the second killing as well.”


    “I’m not convinced that he does.”


    “The other three all say he was in the toilet when the second killing started.”


    “No, they said he went into a toilet, and was out of view when the second killing started. Alison specifically mentioned that he was taking abnormally long and being unusually quiet.”


    Danvers folded his arms. “How about we look for a theory that fits all the facts, and not for facts that fit the current theory. Why would he buy a train ticket to the place he was going to be driven to?”


    “He hates magical creatures,” said Elizabeth, dodging the question. “He says so constantly. None of us know what he does in his private life. And we’ve suspected for some time that he has a hidden agenda.”


    Danvers rubbed his brow with thumb and forefinger. “No, Elizabeth, you have. You are the one who insists on keeping him employed. What about all these other payments? You really think Diablerie has a fondness for”—he leaned in to read off a random entry—“season one and two of Ritsuko vs. the Space Bastard?”


    “Obfuscation,” said Elizabeth stubbornly. “It seems to be one of his specialties.”


    Richard did a small circuit of the room, letting all the air out from his lungs in a single, slow hiss. “You seriously want to do this? You want to finger one of our own people? On this evidence?”


    “I agree it’s hardly conclusive. But it’s conclusive enough. The Fluidic Killer is the issue of the day; every second we show no progress undermines the Department further. Having a suspect in custody will mean a lot. To us, and to everyone living in fear.” She met his gaze. “People have died, Richard.”


    His mouth hung open. “This is quite a reversal. What happened? Have we had an ultimatum, or something?”
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    Still sitting at the window of the room above the pub, Alison watched Diablerie stride along the street toward the maisonette. There was something almost musical about his pompous gait. With every step he raised his walking stick and brought the point around in a wide circle before returning it to the ground, billowing his cloak in an identical pattern each time.


    She told herself that she wasn’t spying; she was watching out for attack. She wasn’t entirely sure what she could do to help him if an attacker did appear, but that was a bridge to cross when she came to it.


    The street was bathed in the cold blue light of late afternoon, but there was still enough light to see the maisonette door. It was little more than a sliver at this distance, but the bright frontage of the takeaway shop was impossible to miss. Diablerie slowed as he approached, stopped dead to stand with affronted dignity at the jovial honk of a passing car, then pinned himself to the wall and began to creep the remaining distance to the door.


    Alison assumed he was trying to go unnoticed by the people in the takeaway shop. When he was close enough to the maisonette door, he planted his feet to one side of it and leaned over to inspect the handle.


    Apparently seeing no sign that anything had changed, he leaned back. He glanced left and right, then took something from the band of his top hat.


    He had his back to Alison, and his cloak was muddling his silhouette, but she could tell that he was working at the door handle. She thought he might have been dusting for fingerprints, until the door suddenly fell open and Diablerie disappeared inside.


    He picked the lock, she realized. Her pulse quickened as she further realized that he was now out of sight, and bad things had a tendency to happen when Diablerie was out of sight. This development was threatening to invite all of Ms. Lawrence’s terrible and wrathful sarcasm.


    Alison lowered her binoculars and stood up. She was planning to make for the stairs and chase after him, until she saw a battered Range Rover pull up and park directly below her window. She recognized the number plate from the email that Danvers had sent along. It was Mike Badger’s vehicle.


    Moments later, Mike Badger himself emerged from the driver’s seat, and Alison endeavored to duck out of sight. He looked exactly as he had done in the file photo Danvers had sent. She was pretty sure he was wearing the exact same clothing. The same flat cap, tweed jacket, and Wellington boots.


    He moved around the car to the back and opened the boot. The car was parked so close—and more to the point, the buildings in this area were so squat—that even from a first-floor window Alison could plainly see the entire contents. There were a number of ragged cardboard boxes, disgorging ammunition and occult paraphernalia onto the floor, as well as a plastic shopping bag containing a selection of frozen pies. Two beef and onion, one chicken and mushroom, one that just cryptically boasted “meat.” Probably not important details, but she couldn’t help memorizing them anyway.


    There was also a double-barreled antique shotgun lying across the headrests of the back seat, which Mike Badger took up lovingly, resting it on one shoulder as he closed the boot with his free hand. He then headed up the street, straight toward the maisonette, not entirely to Alison’s surprise.


    She returned to her spot on the crates and watched him through the binoculars. This was certainly a development, but she couldn’t get her head around what it meant. Was Badger the tenant of the maisonette, the one who had uploaded the video? Excitement swelled in her chest. Had they identified the Fluidic Killer?


    It was an appealingly straightforward answer. After all, he was definitely a fluidic killer, or at least had been before first contact. But she was hardly in a position to march down, slap a hand on his shoulder, and declare him to be nicked. Besides, something felt off. She kept watching.


    She had no way of contacting Diablerie; he had told her that he refused to carry a phone, giving the oblique explanation that such a thing would be “too obvious.” All she could do was watch as Badger’s stubby, round-shouldered form reached the door, readied the gun, and knocked.


    That cast doubt on the theory that Badger was the one renting the room. As did parking so far down the street, on reflection. After waiting a token few seconds for a reply to his knock, Badger tried the handle, found it unlocked, and within seconds had vanished inside. A few moments later, the light in the first-floor window came on.


    Alison’s excitement was rising to the level of full-blown panic. There was no more avoiding the fact that she was going to have to go down there herself, either to break up or spy on whatever was going on in there. She lowered the binoculars.


    She caught the merest glimpse of an upward-staring face in the passenger window of Badger’s Range Rover before instinct took over and she flew to one side, pinning herself against the wall, heart in mouth.


    “Frequently accompanied by teenage son.” A line from Danvers’s email. He’d even underlined it. Why hadn’t she considered he’d be there? How long had she been half hanging out of the window, staring with slack jaw like a peeping Tom? Why didn’t she ever think?


    She slowly massaged her heart back into her chest with deep, calming breaths, then slowly leaned toward the window, inch by inch, until she could see the car through the corner of her eye. David Badger, if it was him, was now inspecting the smartphone in his lap.


    Maybe he hadn’t spotted her. Alison couldn’t be sure. What she could be sure of was that he would definitely spot her if she now left the pub to check on the maisonette.


    She spent what felt like a mere handful of seconds considering what course of action would present the smallest possibility of cock-up before she heard approaching footsteps and leaned out a little in time to see Mike Badger return, still holding his unfired shotgun.


    “Anything there?” asked David, with no apparent genuine interest, as Mike climbed back into the driver’s seat.


    “Nah,” he replied. “Hang about, just gonna call it in.” Alison couldn’t see him through the roof of his car, but she heard a sequence of grunts, sighs, and faint electronic boops. “Ay oop, Danvers,” said Badger. “Nah, nowt there. At the estate? Yep, got it. Six o’clock.”


    Alison crouched, but it did nothing to help her hear what the person on the other end of the phone was saying. All she could hear was a tinny gibber.


    “Doubt it,” said Badger in response. “Literally just looked at it now. Calling from the car. Hm? Yeah, I know, I had to pick up some stuff for me tea first.” The gibber took on a slightly offended tone. “Look, unless ye’re willing to run some pies over to the wife while I’m doing shite for yer, then stop complainin’.” He hung up unceremoniously and gunned the engine, which started after a couple of tired mechanical belches.


    Alison waited for the car to turn out of the street, in case any of the occupants had eyes on the rearview mirror, then bolted for the stairs. She pushed her way through a thin crowd of early evening drinkers and burst out into the street in a spray of scattered apologies.


    She was almost out of breath and seeing bright spots before her eyes by the time she reached the maisonette door and practically collapsed onto the handle. After she had fallen in a heap on the interior floor and nearly concussed herself on the stairs, it occurred to her that she should probably have made a quieter approach.


    As a compromise, she closed the front door as quietly as possible to minimize the clicking of the latch, then crept up the stairs, wincing with every creak.


    The space above the takeaway shop was a single empty room with bare floorboards. Other than the one she had entered, there was only one door, which hung open to reveal a poky toilet roughly the size of a telephone booth.


    The room was undoubtedly the one in which the Fluidic Killer video had been filmed. She recognized the unique pattern of marks and stains on the wall opposite the entrance. The final, clinching giveaway was the crumpled paper wizard mask lying in the corner. Besides that, the room appeared to be completely empty.


    She slowly turned 360 degrees, taking in every detail of the whitewashed walls and splintery floor. No doubt about it, there was nothing and nobody here. Baffled, she turned back towards the stairs.


    Diablerie was directly behind her. Her feet left the ground for a moment and she gave a little yelp.


    “You were instructed to remain where you were,” he said accusingly.


    “Sorry!” squeaked Alison automatically. “But I saw him. I saw Badger. He came in here. Didn’t he?”


    “Indeed!” Diablerie finally dropped his contemptful stare and began to stalk about the room, idly inspecting its limited features. “That foul northern dwarf came to this place. Did nothing but glance around, make truly despicable use of the water closet, then depart.”


    Alison glanced from the toilet to the entrance door. “So what did you do?”


    He gave her a condescending look. “I hid.”


    Under the circumstances, thought Alison, this was the least of all relevant matters. “Doctor, this is the room,” she announced. “This is where they shot the Fluidic Killer video.”


    Diablerie glanced around, then tried to look convincingly all knowing. “Is that just now penetrating the walls of the hollow bank vault you call a brain? It seems our friend Michael Badger is confirmed to be a person of interest, if such a phrase applies to this tedious investigation.” He stroked his mustache. “Now, we must determine where he plans to go next.”


    “I know that!” blurted out Alison excitedly, as powerless to stop the words as she would have been to stop a surge of vomit. “I overheard them talking!” She breathlessly recounted the half of a phone conversation she had witnessed.


    Diablerie’s expression shifted gradually from bored skepticism to genuine concern. When she had finished and was eagerly looking to him for a response, he hastily shifted back to bored skepticism. “And what relevance does this furtive little eavesdrop of yours have, girl?”


    Alison, whose hands were still out in the “tada” gesture she had used to punctuate her story, frowned. “He’s going to meet the person he was talking to.”


    “And we know not where!”


    “He called him Danvers,” insisted Alison. “And he mentioned an estate. I think he might have meant Mr. Danvers’s father? The one who used to be on the Hand of Merlin? Don’t they have, like, a family estate in the country?”


    Diablerie folded his arms tightly and made a short, braying laugh that came out more like a squawk. “Phaw! What ridiculous fancies play about thy mind like plump ponies in a daisy patch? Think you that the Hand of Merlin could have re-formed into some renegade demon-hunting operation?”


    “Well, I didn’t say that,” said Alison, scratching her head. “But, actually, the video did say something about a New Hand . . .”


    “Pish, tosh!” barked Diablerie, tossing his head back and forth with each word like a clucking hen. “The Hand of Merlin are no more. Its members are but ineffectual babes. Clearly this trail has gone cold. We should report back to that miserable slab of concrete we must now call headquarters.”


    Alison’s bafflement was transmuting comfortably into suspicion. “So you want to . . . abandon the mission?”


    “Are you questioning me?”


    “It’s just that Ms. Lawrence said you had a one hundred percent success rate for missions up to now.”


    Diablerie’s eyes swiveled to the side as he digested this. Then he reaffirmed himself, bobbing shallowly on his heels. “Yes, well? A streak must end sometime. The truly wise, among whom Diablerie is assuredly counted, must know when they are defeated.”


    “So we’ll go back to London?”


    “Without delay!”


    “And report in to Ms. Lawrence, and to Mr. Danvers.”


    Diablerie stiffened a little. “As our profession demands.”


    “And they’ll agree with you that this wasn’t worth investigating.”


    His eyes spun in three complete circles as he considered this, then he turned on his heel and swatted at nothing in particular with his cane. “Well, Diablerie sees that this fanciful notion of yours has embedded itself so deeply into your swamp-like mind that he is helpless to dissuade you. Very well. We shall repair to the Danvers estate. But Diablerie states now that this journey shall end only with disappointment. The Hand of Merlin’s influence is gone from this world, and Diablerie certainly knows of no secret information to the contrary.” He took a gold pocket watch out of his waistcoat, which Alison was completely unsurprised to see that he owned. “Six o’clock, you heard him say. The hour is past that. Behold now the uncanny deductive powers of Diablerie. They must have meant six o’clock of a different day.”


    “Right.”


    He threw up a pointed finger like it was a conductor’s baton. “Go, bring hither the car. We will find a place of repast and make for the Danvers manor come six o’clock tomorrow evening.”


    “They could have meant six in the morning,” offered Alison, wanting to contribute.


    Diablerie glared. “Nobody arranges a meeting for six in the morning, girl, unless they’re dueling to the death.”
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    Three steps from the maisonette door, Alison was stopped in her tracks by the buzzing of a phone in her back pocket. It was the outdated one that Elizabeth had given her, and which she had apparently forgotten about. She dug it out and squinted at the words on the dim little LED screen.


    “DIABL. IS FLUIDIC KILLER SUSPECT,” they read. “vC + AH EN ROUTE TO APPREHEND. ACT NATURAL BUT DO NOT LEAVE ALONE. —EL”


    Alison looked up at the maisonette window, swallowing back anxious nausea. It was still lit, but there was no sign of movement. She had not only left Diablerie alone—she had left him alone in what was very indirectly the scene of a crime he may have been involved in.


    Then again, she was also under orders to “act natural.” And coming straight back up without fetching the car and sticking to Diablerie like a limpet would not be the best way to do that. On the basis that “act natural” had come first in the list of orders, she decided to compromise by fetching the car slightly faster than she had been.


    As she lowered the phone, she glimpsed a flurry of movement at her feet and saw a gray squirrel darting away into the encroaching evening twilight. It reappeared beneath a streetlight on the opposite pavement, where a number of other squirrels appeared to be waiting.


    There must have been at least ten in the ring of orange light, and they were swiftly joined by another ten, then another, gathering from the surrounding shadows. Alison’s pace slowed as she drew opposite the growing parliament of squirrels.


    They weren’t wildly squirming around each other as she would have expected. They were all standing perfectly still, except for their bushy tails, which swayed gently in the breeze like a miniature cornfield.


    She couldn’t see any pile of discarded nuts or an attractive lady squirrel that might have explained it. If anything, they were watching the one squirrel that Alison had nearly stepped on, which was standing slightly apart from the others.


    Alison’s pace slowed to a complete halt as she realized that the lead squirrel was staring directly at her, curling its tail like the cocked hammer of a gun. Its little eyes were eerie pinpoints of yellow light. The rest of the squirrel parliament followed its gaze, and a hundred more pairs of yellow dots appeared like a heap of Christmas lights.


    She could definitely sense magic in the air. She wondered if some of Adam’s ability had rubbed off during one of his bouts of hover handing. She slowly took a step back towards the maisonette, keeping her hands on display and maintaining eye contact with as many squirrels as possible.


    The lead squirrel burst into life and dashed toward Alison in a manic frenzy. Before she had even processed this, it had closed the distance and leapt onto her leg. She felt the soft digs of its little claws all the way up her jeans, her coat, and down her right arm before the squirrel clamped all four of its limbs around her wrist.


    She shook her arm, but the squirrel only hugged tighter. It closed its eyes and rubbed its head against the back of her hand adorably. There was no pain—it wasn’t digging its claws in, but it threatened to cut the circulation off to her hand if it cuddled any harder.


    Whatever this was about, only one course of action sprang to mind: Diablerie needed to see it. She made to head back.


    A second squirrel launched itself at Alison and found purchase on her left arm, taking up the same position as its fellow on her right and giving her a matching pair of squirrel bracelets. She inspected them, confused.


    Then she looked up and saw the entire squirrel horde streaming across the road towards her in a shimmering streak of gray fur. If a car had driven past, it would have massacred about thirty of them at once.


    Alison made the initial uncertain skips of someone about to break into a sprint, but was arrested when four or five squirrels jumped onto her leading leg at once, pulling her foot back down to the ground with their combined weight. Another load swarmed onto her other leg and locked that into place, as the next wave clambered over them to reach her arms.


    With military precision the squirrels arranged themselves around her limbs. The bracelets grew and grew until they became sleeves, then an entire furry sweater, clamping her elbows and shoulders into place with clusters of tiny bodies. They locked their tails together to solidify their mass.


    Alison tried to move her arms, but the squirrels strategically shifted their weight in unison, with the air of sleepers unconsciously pulling the blankets back over themselves, holding her still. By then, her legs had both been encased in warm gray fur from ankle to hip. She stood, paralyzed by squirrels, limbs held out in what looked like an aborted star jump.


    She could still rotate her neck, so she directed her mouth at the window of the maisonette above. “Doctor!” she yelled. “Doc—”


    Her words scattered as all the squirrels on the front of her body suddenly pulled, and all the ones on her back simultaneously pushed. She staggered a few steps into the road, before the squirrels smartly reversed their action and she came to a halt behind a parked white van.


    Alison heard engines and saw the headlights of an oncoming car. The driver couldn’t see her. She quickly formulated a horrible theory as to the squirrels’ intentions, and was just as quickly proved correct. When the car was less than ten meters away, the squirrels thrust their bodies in unison again and made Alison stumble into its path.


    She screwed her eyes shut, and a little involuntary squeal came out of her mouth as a horn blared, but the squirrels yanked her back at the last moment. She felt the breeze of the car thundering past, and the wing mirror hit the squirrel on her left elbow, flinging it off into the night with a squeal of despair.


    She was pulled back into place behind the van, wobbling back and forth as the squirrels waited for another car. “DOCTOR!!” she screamed. “HELP!!”


    The window above the maisonette swung open and Diablerie appeared, leaning his entire head and shoulders out of the building. “By the spurting outgrowths of the Ancients,” he remarked. “Can you not resist your instincts for a single moment, girl?”


    “What?!”


    Diablerie thrust out a pointed finger. “Begone! Return that coat to the insane elderly woman from whom thou stole it!”


    “It’s not a coat! It’s—” She squeaked again as she was pushed into the path of a young couple on matching bicycles. “They’re trying to kill me!”


    “Then you should not have made a coat from them! Must you bother Diablerie with all your bad decisions?”


    She was shoved towards one cyclist, then the other, a split second too late to connect both times. The riders rang their bells in angry bemusement. “Doctor, please!!”


    “Oh, very well. Bring them under the window.”


    “I can’t . . .” began Alison, but Diablerie had already disappeared into the building. She planted her feet and tried to lunge her entire upper body towards the pavement, but the squirrels patiently held her back with equal force. A particularly large set of headlights appeared at the far end of the road, accompanied by the roar of a heavy-goods vehicle. The squirrels began to sway her left and right in preparation for another shove.


    Alison was streaming tears and mucus from every available hole in her face, but some tiny survival instinct managed to get hold of her. She shoved herself at the road before the squirrels could. Confused, they tried to pull her back.


    She quickly switched direction and threw herself toward the maisonette with full force, so that she and the squirrels were momentarily working together. It was enough to send her staggering back onto the pavement, spinning gently like an unbalanced shopping trolley. The truck sped past, splattering nobody.


    Alison was as close to the maisonette window as she could hope to be. The squirrels were already dragging her limbs back like bored children, and it took all of her strength to keep herself in place. “Doctor! Now!”


    An agonizing second later, Diablerie reappeared, holding what looked like a loop of pink measuring tape. “Hold still,” he said bitterly, before throwing the tape like a cowboy unsure of how to lasso properly.


    The circle dropped neatly around Alison and her squirrel entourage, landing in a circle around their feet. She could see now that it almost certainly was measuring tape, held in a circle with the aid of staples, but instead of numbered marks, it was adorned with a repeating series of symbols that didn’t belong to any written language Alison had ever seen. “What’s that?!” she asked.


    “Stage one,” said Diablerie dismissively. He was holding a smartphone toward her at arm’s length. The screen bore an image of an old-fashioned gramophone, with an animated wax cylinder that spun as the phone played a looping audio file.


    It was the voice of a woman, talking in an unceasing bored monotone as if reading from a script. The syllables were completely unfamiliar to Alison, but she instantly knew, with a certainty she couldn’t explain, that they were related to the written symbols on the circle.


    The sounds seemed to drill straight into the core of her subconscious without needing to wait for her ears to register them. Everything outside the circle fell away into an abyss. She and the squirrels had already stopped resisting each other.


    Her head became heavy. She looked down at the circle of tape around her and saw the symbols glow and pulsate as their corresponding sounds were voiced. The tight black pen strokes became narrow gateways to the depths of the multiverse.


    Sluggishly, her mind registered a weight being lifted from her body. One by one, the squirrels were going stiff and peeling away from the crowd. After a sharp impact with the pavement, each one promptly regained its senses and scurried away into the night.


    As the last few furry bodies detached from her clothing, Alison discovered that it had only been the squirrels piled up around her legs keeping her upright. Her head hung lower as if lead weights were attached to her ears, and she gently keeled over.


    As her upper body fell outside the confines of the magic circle and her chin hit the pavement, the strange sensations instantly vanished. Reality reasserted itself in a hurry, rushing back to normalcy as if it had merely been on the far end of a piece of stretched elastic. She lay on her front, stunned, fixing her gaze on a nearby paving slab, unwilling to move until she was absolutely positive which direction was up and which was down.


    She heard a door open, and Diablerie’s ominous figure stalked into her field of view, silhouetted against the orange streetlight. He stepped over her prone form and recovered the magic circle. He tutted as it snagged one of her ankles and shook it until her foot slapped limply back to the ground.


    “Well,” he said, straightening up and taking in the scene. “The Fluidic Killer sends their regards, methinks. We stand compromised. We must find alternative lodgings.” He glanced down. “Bring hither the car, girl. Feel free to shriek my name should thou find thyself harassed by chinchilla or shrew.”
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    The “alternative lodgings” eventually decided upon by Diablerie consisted of a small country hotel on the outskirts of town. Alison quietly booked them two adjoining rooms as Diablerie argued loudly with the manager over whether or not the hotel was going to dry-clean his cloak for him.


    She considered booking a single room, to better keep an eye on Diablerie, but she knew precisely how that would have gone down, and from the room next door she could at least hear him coming and going. Besides, she needed time alone to think about what Diablerie had done that afternoon.


    Magic? No kind of magic she’d learned about in her six months absorbing information at the primary school. She had understood magic as a mysterious, chaotic, organic force that occasionally tolerated life forms to work alongside it, like a fast-flowing river that could provide a bear with salmon one day and drown its cubs the next. But Diablerie had done something scrappy and mechanical with it that instinctively felt obscene. Like the river had been diverted through a rusty sewage pipe.


    And he saved our life, sang an insistent little thought at the back of her mind.


    After fifteen minutes trying to find a way to lay her head on the overstuffed pillow without it bending her neck at a right angle, she concluded that she wasn’t in the mood for sleep. She laboriously squeezed herself out of the tightly tucked bed sheets like toothpaste from a tube and sat at the little desk, taking up a pen and a notepad that both bore the hotel’s logo.


    “I left the maisonette at 7:18 p.m. and walked for eleven paces,” she wrote. “I saw the first squirrel when it was 71 cm ahead of my leading foot, 47 cm from the edge of the pavement.”


    When Alison had been ordered by Richard Danvers to write a detailed account of the incident at Dartmoor, she had found the work surprisingly relaxing. She had spent her whole life learning that other people weren’t interested in the fine details she could supply, and her mind was forever swimming with facts that had nowhere to go. There was something cathartic about pinning them into place with pen and ink. It helped her to toss the events around and draw her own conclusions. Before long, she had filled three sheets.


    “Diablerie produced a loop of pink tape approximately 3 cm thick with a diameter of 1.1 m,” she wrote. “Along the tape was a repeating pattern of symbols drawn in black marker with an average size of around 2 cm wide. The symbols were as follows:”


    She drew the first stroke of the first symbol.


    The next thing she knew, her head was lying on the desk, swimming in a dull, throbbing pain that lapped like a gentle tide. She scraped her wits back together and glanced around the room for the unseen attacker, but she was alone, the door still firmly locked.


    The ache was radiating from the center of her head. She looked down at the solitary black mark and felt a spike of pain wash over her frontal lobe.


    She clutched her temples, trying to remember. She had smartly slashed the mark onto the page, and at that moment her senses had been overloaded by some kind of burst behind her eyes. There had been stars, and spots, and a brief noise like thousands of voices screaming at once.


    She inspected the pen, but it seemed none the worse. It was a flimsy plastic Biro with the logo of the hotel and a misspelling of the word accommodation on the side. Experimentally she touched the nib of the pen to the spot where she would begin the second stroke of the magic symbol.


    Instantly, there was a change in the air. An increase of pressure that seemed to be on the cusp of making her ears pop. The universe was holding its breath. She began to draw the stroke. Slowly, this time.


    It didn’t help. Moving the pen along the line was like dragging the head of a rake along a blackboard. The wailing resumed, but now she could hear other sounds laid into the chorus that didn’t sound like they had anything to do with lungs or throats. More like harp strings being tormented with saws, or the groans of great rusting metal machines at the bottom of vast, inescapable shafts.


    She quickly rounded the curve, completing the symbol. The noise rose to an agonizing crescendo, and as she lifted the pen, there was another starburst around the borders of her vision. She held her forehead, waiting for the pain to subside, and a drop of blood fell from her nose and splatted onto the page.


    Alison quickly pushed away from the desk, clutching her face and reaching for the tissue box on the bedside table. She looked back at the lone symbol on the page. The strokes had somehow grown bolder and thicker than the rest of her handwriting. She had the unaccountable sense that it was watching her, waiting expectantly like a job interviewer who had just posed an awkward question.


    There were five more symbols in the sequence, but Alison didn’t even want to think about what might start leaking from her body by the time she had drawn the last. But there was also the matter of the voice that had been coming out of Diablerie’s phone. The chant that had somehow activated the written circle. She found her own smartphone and started up the app for recording voice reminders, which she had, of course, never used before.


    She tapped the Record icon, cleared her throat, and began the chant. “Agn . . .”


    An infinity of colored stars emerged from the flaps and tears of reality’s ragged fabric and collided before her eyes. She drifted for a thousand years in the shadow of a vast nebulaic cloud, only for the dust to shift and reveal the curves of a tentacle bigger than galaxies. She fell, crashing into a vast, purple ocean, and was tossed by violent waves until she sensed something massive shifting far beneath her, which she thought at first was a prehistoric fish ten times the size of a blue whale, until it unfurled to reveal a black glare that darkened the entire sea, and she knew that it was an eyelid. Something pulled her under, and she struggled to breathe as she marked a tiny dot amid an abyss crowded with tongues and teeth and fluttering motions that concertinaed away forever like an image between two mirrors . . .


    . . . and then Alison was startled out of the vision by the morning sun appearing through the net curtains. She was still sitting on the side of the bed with her phone close to her mouth, the battery long dead.


    She stood up. Her limbs were stiff and there was an ache in her sitting muscles. She half crouched, half collapsed beside her overnight bag and fumbled for her phone charger.


    She lay perfectly still on her side on the flowery carpet, staring at her phone until there was enough charge to bring it to life. The time was past eight o’clock, but more important, a text message lit up the screen. “In Doncaster,” it said. “Meet up to arrange DD pickup? —Adam”


    Two more text messages were directly underneath. “Sorry your probably asleep. Reply when possible. —A” “Sorry if that sounded gruff. Long drive. Sorry. —A”


    Alison jogged the phone in her hand, thinking. Then she quickly dressed and left the room.


    The hotel was small, but it was hardly peak season, and Alison was pretty sure she and Diablerie had the floor to themselves. Nevertheless, she hesitated outside his door for a few moments to double-check that the grand old house was silent, then knocked gently.


    Immediately she heard a short orchestra of thuds, like an arrangement of wooden objects being hurriedly dismantled. “Come no further!” shouted Diablerie through the door. “The private ways of Diablerie are not for the eyes of mortal man! You may never have restful dreams again!”


    Alison abandoned her initial intention to ask to come in. “Erm. What’s the plan today, Doctor?”


    Diablerie’s voice came from around knee level, accompanied by the sound of something being scraped up from the carpet. “What? Oh. We will depart for the Danvers manor at five. Until then, the day is yours. Cringe now at Diablerie’s uncanny generosity.”


    “Doctor, um . . . have I earned any more questions, lately?”


    “Hmm. Shall we reflect on the previous day? Failure to follow instructions, falling prey to harmless woodland creatures, harboring wrong opinions . . .”


    “Okay. Never mind.” Her hand closed around the phone in her pocket, and she turned away.


    Diablerie sighed with irritation. “Urgh. Ask your question, girl.”


    Alison returned swiftly. “That . . . thing you did yesterday. With the circle of symbols and the chant.” She swallowed. “What was it?”


    Diablerie was silent for a moment. “You attempted to write the runes, didn’t you.”


    The reply caught in Alison’s throat.


    “Ha!” said Diablerie, amused. “Finally, you show some promising curiosity. What you saw, as your gormless jaw went slack at the infinite mysteries of Diablerie, was runecrafting.”


    “What is it?”


    “The means by which even the untainted may play the infernal threads of magic that crisscross our reality like cosmic harp strings.” His voice was full of confidence, and it sounded like he was standing upright again. “The right combination of runes, activated by chanting aloud their associated syllables, can reproduce any ungodly effect that an internal taint can make.”


    Alison’s first thought was that this sounded like something Nita would disapprove of, being a classic case of what she called “identity appropriation.” But the effect that drawing and incanting a rune had had on Alison’s mind was still painfully fresh in her memory, and she shuddered at the thought of trying to appropriate further. “So what you did yesterday . . .”


    “A trifling dispel. Anything infected by the influence of a taint was repelled from within the confines of the circle. A trivial application of Diablerie’s vast knowledge, equivalent to a computer programmer’s first punch card. But check yourself carefully, girl. There is a slim possibility that it could erase your personality, and I am uncertain how I would tell if it had.”


    Alison firmly decided she was going to take that last point as a joke. “When I . . . when I tried to copy the symbol . . .”


    “Indeed,” interjected Diablerie. “The language of the Ancients has an inbuilt defense to dissuade the clumsy hand of the uninitiated. To inscribe the runes, or express the syllables, is to invite raving madness. The tainted ones perform their sinister tricks by calling upon the voice of the one Ancient with whom they have their dark pact. The runecrafter invites the voice of every Ancient at once.”


    Alison noticed that she was sitting on the floor. She was weighed down by the memory of those gibbering voices that had bored through her senses, simultaneously hostile, frightened, and mocking. “But I hadn’t even finished the rune.”


    “It matters not. You knew what the symbol was to be. It matters not the means by which the symbol is inscribed: by pen, by computer, by arranging the godforsaken contents of a befouled litterbox. As long as the intention lies behind it, the Ancients will find you and tear your mind between them. Your sanity will thank you to trifle no further with runecrafting, girl.”


    “But how did you write it in the first place?”


    “You are getting distinctly presumptuous about your question entitlement, girl.” There was a pause. “Surely the answer is obvious even to you. I achieved the feat through the extraordinary resources that are Diablerie’s alone to command.” Another pause. “I made somebody else do it.”


    Alison considered this in silence. Then she took out her phone and began to text. “Meet at Danvers estate after 5,” she tapped out. “Do not approach if DD is carrying tape measure. —AA”
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    As Alison and Diablerie drove up the straight road that led to the Danvers estate, the perimeter wall came slowly into view. It was a narrow belt stretching across the dales, constructed from orange brick that veered on pink. To Alison’s eyes, it seemed like it had been built (or rebuilt) relatively recently.


    “I think this is it,” she said, one eye on the glimmering satnav console. Diablerie, taking his usual spot in the back seat, didn’t respond. His eyes were closed, and he was moving his arms like seaweed on an ocean bed.


    Alison could see that, beyond the wall, the grounds rose shallowly into a rounded hill, on top of which was perched the ancestral Danvers house. But for a few glimpses of lighted windows, it was almost entirely hidden from view by a regiment of old, straight trees, which seemed to join up with a much more chaotic and poorly maintained forest on the far side of the hill.


    Richard Danvers had said—with a strangely reluctant pride—that his family had ruled their estate since the days of John Dee’s magic council that served Queen Elizabeth I, but Victor had later informed her that they hadn’t actually been on it at the time. The Danvers family had only gotten involved with the Ministry of Occultism in the late nineteenth century, when Jonathan Danvers had been at his gentlemen’s club in London and had overheard some men discussing the matter of wereterrier attacks. He had joined the Hand of Merlin after a few months of desperately hanging around them asking nagging questions.


    Drawing nearer still, Alison could make out the details of the house through the trees. The largest visible structure was a medieval-style stone tower that didn’t look remotely old enough to be genuinely medieval. The rest of the house leaned against it and was built from black stone and old, tough wood. The walls had been deliberately built to taper outwards, so that the house would seem to loom over the observer like a terrifying shadow on a cave wall.


    Sadly, the effect relied heavily on being seen at night. Now, in the early evening, it looked more like a theme-park haunted house that just wasn’t drawing in punters anymore.


    Soon, the main gate was in view. It seemed to be as relatively new as the wall, as it was made from curved brass bars arranged into warm, welcoming patterns, in stark contrast to the house beyond. The various Danvers patriarchs throughout history must have had a broad variety of demeanors.


    She didn’t notice Adam Hesketh’s car until moments before she sped straight past it. It was parked about a hundred yards from the gates, partially concealed by the companionable arms of a nearby willow. She checked on Diablerie with the rearview mirror, but his eyes were still closed. He probably wouldn’t recognize Adam’s car from a single glance, anyway. Probably.


    In any case, parking right next to it didn’t feel like the best course of action. Neither, on reflection, did parking right next to the gate where anyone on the grounds would spot them instantly. She opted for the obvious compromise and parked at the halfway point between the gate and Adam’s car.


    “We’ve arrived,” said Alison, when Diablerie failed to react to the car stopping.


    His eyes flicked open and he gave a little sputter, waking from a nap. “Pluh! Yes! Diablerie knew as much!” He gazed at the house on the distant hill and his eyes narrowed. “Hm. So, still bent on chasing this wild goose, are you, girl? To traipse upon the den of the former Hand of Merlin?”


    “I-I think it is still worth looking into, yes,” said Alison in a small voice.


    “Then may the consequences be on your own head. Diablerie suspects you may yet live to regret your prying.”


    Alison’s hands tightened upon the steering wheel. “Um. What consequences?”


    There was a very long pause before Diablerie replied. “None. None at all. There shall be no consequences except for a wasted evening that you could have spent doing something constructive, like reading an extremely interesting book. So warns Diablerie.”


    By now, he and Alison had emerged from the car. “I . . . need to . . . do something for a few minutes,” said Alison as she pushed the car door shut. “Sorry. Could you wait for me?”


    Diablerie remained in his pose, but his defiant face switched to a distasteful one. “What could you possibly have to do?”


    Having to lie was making Alison’s stomach tie itself in knots as usual. She thought back to the rough girls from her old high school, the one she had attended before the monastery, and the excuses they had used for skipping classes. “It’s . . . it’s a lady issue?”


    “What?” barked Diablerie, even louder. “You mean to disappear into the bushes and manage thy menstrual leakings?”


    Maybe it was Alison’s imagination, or just the movements of a swaying tree, but she thought a light had come on in one of the windows of the Danvers house. She reddened. “Yes.”


    “Do not tarry, then.” He let her scamper halfway to the bushes. “Hold. You are a virgin, are you not?”


    Alison didn’t turn. She kept her increasingly crimson face parallel to the ground. “Yes,” she repeated.


    “I thought so. Save thy soiled products. Diablerie may find use for them.”


    Alison hurried into the undergrowth before he could elaborate, dropping to a crouch in the midst of a large patch of green bushes. When she was certain she had broken Diablerie’s line of sight, and could hear him idly chanting the usual nonsense, she ran in the direction of Adam’s car, pushing herself off the trunks of passing trees for the small acceleration boosts they offered.


    When she reached the car, she found Victor Casin perched on the bonnet, fiddling with his phone with one hand and using the other to hold his trench coat closed against the evening chill.


    “Hey,” said Alison quietly, taking cover beside the car. “We’re here.”


    Victor’s unimpressed gaze briefly detached from his phone. “Yeah. We heard. Now could you fill us in on why we’re doing this at Danvers’s dad’s house?”


    “We found a lead on the Fluidic Killer video,” she said, stomach fluttering with excitement. “We saw Mike Badger at the place where it was filmed and heard him say he’s meeting with Mr. Danvers here. We’re going to find out what they’re meeting about.”


    Victor gave a nod of mock interest. “Hm. Intriguing. Except we’re not going to do that, are we. We’re bringing in Dabbers, and then we were thinking about getting Chinese for dinner.”


    Alison swayed, the wind driven from her sails. “Oh. Well, actually I do think this might be worth looking into . . .”


    “What’s that?” asked Adam, appearing from the forest in a flurry of disturbed leaves, fiddling with the belt of his trousers. “Oh, Alison, hello. Good to see you’re all right. Assuming you’re all right. Are you all right? He doesn’t suspect anything?”


    “No, I was just saying, I think we need to find out what’s going on at the house.” She began to give an account of the previous day’s events. Thirty seconds in, Victor and Adam simultaneously requested that she reduce it to only the most relevant details.


    “So you think the Hand of Merlin might actually have had something to do with the video,” summarized Adam after she had finished.


    “Who cares?” said Victor impatiently. “Everyone knows the video’s just a fanboy. We know they’re not the real killer ’cos we’re about to arrest the real killer, aren’t we?”


    “On pretty flimsy evidence, you have to admit,” said Adam.


    “Um, actually, yes,” Alison piped up, feeling like a guest at a dinner party watching the host couple argue. “What was it that made Diablerie the suspect?”


    “Oh, I assumed you’d know,” said Adam apologetically. “Since it was your credit card.”


    Alison was struck by the same profound sense of dire foreboding she’d felt during her nightmare vision of the Ancients, when she’d dropped into an ocean and felt something huge and horrible stir in the darkness below. “Um. Credit card?”


    “Yeah, it was something to do with some of the charges showing that whoever was using it was probably the Fluidic Killer,” said Victor dismissively. “And since it was nicked on your first day out with Dabbers, it felt like a fit, for want of anything else. Come on, let’s just nab him; it’s getting dark.”


    “What about this thing with Badger? Alison seems to think it’s important,” said Adam. “And it sounds like Diablerie’s trying to blow it off, which means it almost certainly is important.”


    Victor, hands in pockets, was already starting the slow drift towards Diablerie’s car. “Look, how about we grab him first, then we’ll get him to tell us what he knows and figure things out from there.”


    “Fine,” said Adam, moving to follow.


    “Um, ag, buh . . .” Alison’s mouth was filled with flustered syllables for a moment before she managed to squeeze some words past them. “I don’t . . . I don’t think Diablerie . . . could have been the one who took the card! I think I just, you know, dropped it, and someone picked it up.”


    Victor stopped, one eye boggling at her from under a raised brow. “Someone who just happened to be the Fluidic Killer?”


    “It’s not . . . totally impossible,” said Adam.


    “Oh, here comes the bloody white knight on his charging steed. Why don’t you two get a room so you can sit on opposite sides of it and avoid eye contact together?” He began to walk again.


    “I just think . . . maybe it’s not a good idea to confront him directly,” tried Alison, reddening further.


    “What’s he going to do, waggle his mustache at us?”


    “He can do magic!” she blurted out. “I saw him. He used runes to do a magic thing.”


    That made the two agents stop short. “Runecrafting?” said Adam. “I didn’t think anyone actually did that.”


    “Nobody does!” sneered Victor, running low on what little patience he had left. “Everyone knows runecrafting drives you insane.” His expression changed. “Wait. I just remembered who we’re talking about.”


    “You’re sure he did magic?” asked Adam.


    “Yes!” exclaimed Alison, gesturing wildly.


    Adam met Victor’s knowing gaze. “Well, that’s it, then. That’s the one thing I had left to clear up.”


    “What?”


    “I kept saying to Victor, I didn’t think Diablerie could be the Fluidic Killer, because he doesn’t have an infusion,” he said. “Remember when we were chasing them in Dartmoor, I could sense someone using magic? But if he knows how to use runes, then that clears that up.”


    “Oh,” Alison let her shoulders slump, defeated. “Right.”


    “Not quite cleared up,” said Victor, in a monotone. “I’ve got one last very important question regarding Diablerie.”


    Alison glanced up. “Hm?”


    “Where’s he gone?”


    Alison peered up the road towards the house and at Diablerie’s parked car. There was a marked absence of Diablerie himself.


    “He must have gone into the estate,” suggested Adam.


    “Shit,” offered Victor, breaking into a jog.


    “Um, I think it’d be best if I wait back here,” said Alison, carefully backing towards the bushes beside the road.


    Adam paused in the act of chasing after Victor and turned to her. “You don’t have to. It’s fine. I’m sure we could use your help.”


    “No, no, I . . . um, I don’t have magic or anything, so . . . I’m sure you won’t want me around needing to be protected.”


    Victor, halfway to Diablerie’s car, turned and yelled back, red in the face. “If she doesn’t wanna go, she doesn’t wanna go! Come on!”


    “I don’t think we should encourage her to internalize sexism like that,” called Adam.


    “No, I really actually need to hang back,” insisted Alison, wide eyed. “It’s . . . it’s lady problems!” She hurried into the undergrowth, patting her pockets to find her phone.
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    JuniorAgentArkin: ARE YOU THE FLUIDIC KILLER?


    jess: what


    JuniorAgentArkin: THEY THINK WHOEVER USED MY CREDIT CARD IS THE FLUIDIC KILLER.


    JuniorAgentArkin: WHAT DID YOU DO WITH IT TO MAKE THEM THINK THAT?


    jess: nothing i just bought things


    jess: im not the fluidic killer


    jess: promise


    JuniorAgentArkin: SORRY, THIS IS REALLY STRESSING ME OUT.


    JuniorAgentArkin: AND NOW I’VE PUT THIS THING ON ALL CAPS AND I DON’T KNOW HOW TO CHANGE IT BACK.


    JuniorAgentArkin: COULD YOU JUST TRY TO FIGURE OUT EXACTLY WHAT YOU BOUGHT THAT MIGHT MAKE EVERYONE THINK YOU WERE THE FLUIDIC KILLER.


    JuniorAgentArkin: DID YOU BUY ANY BIG BAGS OF SALT OR GUNS OR ANYTHING LIKE THAT?


    jess: cant think of anything


    jess: oh wait


    jess: there were guns in some of the video games i bought


    JuniorAgentArkin: I DON’T THINK THAT WOULD BE IT.


    JuniorAgentArkin: MAYBE IT GOT HACKED? DID YOU USE ANY SUSPICIOUS WEBSITES?


    jess: no im careful about that


    jess: got a virus from one of those once


    jess: lost three whole seasons of clam patrol


    JuniorAgentArkin: I’M NOT SURE WHAT ELSE IT COULD BE.


    JuniorAgentArkin: DID YOU SHOW THE CARD DETAILS TO SOMEONE ELSE?


    jess: no


    JuniorAgentArkin: NO ONE AT ALL?


    jess: no


    jess: except reaver


    JuniorAgentArkin: WHO?


    jess: my online friend


    jess: he asked to see it


    JuniorAgentArkin: THAT COUNTS AS SOMEONE JESSICA!


    jess: i know calm down


    JuniorAgentArkin: I AM CALM.


    JuniorAgentArkin: IT’S JUST THE CAPS.


    JuniorAgentArkin: YOU GAVE THE CARD DETAILS TO REAVER?


    jess: yeah but he wouldnt be the killer


    JuniorAgentArkin: DO YOU KNOW HIM?


    jess: yeah i talk to him all the time


    JuniorAgentArkin: DOES HE LIVE IN THIS COUNTRY?


    jess: okay i dont know him THAT well


    JuniorAgentArkin: JESSICA, THIS IS REALLY IMPORTANT.


    JuniorAgentArkin: COULD YOU TRY TO FIND OUT IF HE USED THE CARD FOR ANYTHING?


    JuniorAgentArkin: OR IF ANY OF THE SITES YOU USED COULD HAVE BEEN HACKED?


    jess: cant right now


    jess: doing filming with nita


    jess: actually shes starting to look a bit angry so im gonna turn my phone off for a while


    JuniorAgentArkin: WAIT!
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    Alison stumbled back to the road to find absolutely no sign of Diablerie, Adam, or Victor. Only their respective vehicles remained, like a pair of wallflowers either side of an empty dance floor. Alison jogged towards the mansion, intermittently breaking into a sprint in time with her jolts of anxiety.


    She reached the main gates and found them firmly closed. Frantically she tugged on the brass piping, but it was probably an electronic opener, and the gates didn’t open by hand. Instead, she grabbed the highest bar she could and began to climb. The gate was so busy with detail it was as good as a jungle gym.


    She dropped to the ground on the opposite side, and with the perimeter wall behind her, the scenery became less friendly very fast. The mansion at the top of the hill glared disapprovingly down at the trespasser like a stern patriarch. The driveway rolled inexorably up to it like a questing tongue, flanked by the occasional straight tree. None of her three colleagues were visible.


    It occurred to her that, in her haste, she may have made an error. Anyone in the house who happened to be looking out of a window would spot her easily, and the noisy clashing of the gate as she had struggled over it had almost certainly given them reason to do so.


    She darted for cover behind the nearest tree. There was a good thirty yards of open ground between it and her, and on the way she kicked several stones that skittered noisily across the drive, but no blaring alarms had gone off by the time she reached the tree, so she pressed herself against the trunk and tried to gulp her heart back down into her chest.


    From her new position, she could see the trees on the far side of the house, stretching all the way to the perimeter wall and beyond to join the wild surrounding forest. The smarter option would have been to come around the perimeter wall and climb over it there, so that one could approach the house using the forest as cover. Maybe Diablerie . . .


    A spotlight came on, blinding her.
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    jess: hey


    xxreaverxx: How’s the filming going?


    jess: okay


    jess: nita wants to take a break so she can drink something


    jess: can i ask you something


    xxreaverxx: Of course!


    jess: do you live in the uk


    xxreaverxx: Why do you ask?


    xxreaverxx: Are you that bored?


    jess: alison wants to know


    xxreaverxx: Oh. For one brief, beautiful moment I thought you actually wanted to take an interest in my life.


    xxreaverxx: Why does Alison want to know?


    jess: she has this weird thing that your the fluidic killer


    xxreaverxx: Oh right.


    xxreaverxx: Well, I suppose this day had to come eventually.


    xxreaverxx: Jessica, I am the Fluidic Killer. I am bent on the crazed, zealotry-fueled extermination of the inferior race, and I’m sorry that you had to find out this way.


    jess: are you being sarcastic


    xxreaverxx: No. How could I ever be so cold as to be sarcastic about such a serious issue as squelching fluidics.


    xxreaverxx: I am a monster. You have to stop me before I squelch again.


    jess: now i know your being sarcastic


    xxreaverxx: Wait. I must know.


    xxreaverxx: What was the chink in my armor? What gave away my perfect crime?


    jess: something to do with someone using that credit card i showed you


    xxreaverxx: Damn those pesky, meddling professional law enforcement officials.


    xxreaverxx: I thought I was so clever, betraying the trust of a friend and stealing their money to fund my terrible crimes.


    xxreaverxx: Which, just to reiterate, is something that I totally, totally did.


    jess: okay


    jess: i just needed to ask


    jess: you didnt have to be such a dick about it


    xxreaverxx: Wow, you still don’t believe me. What is it about my sinister confession that lacks credibility?


    xxreaverxx: I didn’t think it’d be this difficult to turn myself in.


    xxreaverxx: So much for the age of mass surveillance.
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    Adam and Victor were making their way around the perimeter wall that surrounded the Danvers estate. The enthusiastic jog with which Adam had begun the pursuit slowed considerably as the forest thickened and his wheezing reached a level that would give serious concerns to a medical professional.


    He leant against the wall to catch his breath and looked back at Victor. He had longer legs and had been able to keep up with a not particularly brisk stride. “Victor,” said Adam. “Could you please put your phone away now?”


    Victor glanced up. “You spotted Dabbers?”


    “No . . .”


    “Anything need blasting?”


    “Not yet . . .”


    “Right, back to my phone with me, then. Give us a shout when anything changes.”


    Adam bent double in exasperation, filling his lungs with air from between his knees. “You know everyone at the Department thinks you’re just a blaster with no mind of its own that needs me to point it at things? You’re not doing a whole lot to prove them wrong.”


    Victor didn’t look up. “Who needs to prove them wrong? Everyone at the Department thinks you’re only good for finding things to point at because you’re as much use in a fight as a piece of wet bog roll. Reclaim the insult, Hesketh. Own it. Be the best damn bog roll you can be.” He gave a little sarcastic fist pump without looking away from the screen.


    Adam sighed, then straightened up. “You did remember to check in, right?”


    “Yes, Daaad.”


    “This is serious. We don’t know what Diablerie might be cooking up around here. Did you check in?”


    “Yes, I checked in!” snapped Victor. “I texted Danvers before we left and told him we were going to his dad’s house to pick up Dabbers.”


    “And he replied?”


    “Yes, he replied.” He waggled his phone to show Adam a screen of indistinct chat records. “He wasn’t over the moon about it, obviously, but I said we wouldn’t go in the house or mess up his old bedroom.”


    “All right, fine. Can’t be too . . .” Adam’s ears pricked up, along with his more abstract sense organs. “Hang on. I’m getting magic. Not much of it, but it’s doing something.”


    There was silence as he squinted and tried to interpret the signal, which was briefly broken by the little electronic click as Victor turned off his phone. “Dabbers and his runes?”


    “I don’t know. I dunno what kind of signal runes give off; I’ve never seen them used before.” His tone was closer to that of a child waiting in line for Father Christmas than a senior field agent assessing a threat. “If this is it, it’s pretty similar to a person with a magic infusion.”


    His phone pocketed, Victor created a blue flame in his hand, then extinguished it by punching his palm with a little whoomp noise. “Yeah, no one cares. Just tell me where it is.”


    Adam pointed to a spot leading away from the perimeter wall. “Over there. Be careful—the forest’s pretty dry.”


    Victor took a single step forward, punching his burning palm again, then froze with one fist clasped in the other. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “Nothing. I’m just saying, doesn’t seem to have rained lately. Everything looks a bit dry. So . . . be careful.”


    “Oh, what is this?” Victor put his hands on his hips. “Just ’cos I’m the guy with the fire powers, I have to be told not to set fire to everything?”


    “That’s literally what you did the last time we were in a forest,” pointed out Adam.


    “Once!” Victor stabbed the air with his index finger. “One time that happened! I’ve been to Liverpool once as well, but you wouldn’t call me ‘Victor, the guy who’s always going to Liverpool all over the place.’ This is . . . you know what? Yes. This is discrimination. It’s not the school that’s the problem, is it. It’s people like you.”


    “Hey!” said Adam, smarting from a struck nerve. “No, it isn’t. When did I say, ‘Don’t set fire to everything’? All I said was ‘Watch out, the forest looks dry.’ There’s all kind of reasons I’d say that that haven’t got anything to do with fire.”


    “Like what?”


    They maintained furious eye contact as Adam thought about it. “You might step on a dry twig and make a noise.”


    “A noise louder than you shouting at me?”


    “I’m not shouting!” shouted Adam. “You started shouting first!”


    They both dropped into alert crouches when a dry twig snapped nearby, proving Adam’s point. A clump of foliage rustled, and a young doe hopped into view, scattering leaves as it landed nimbly on all four of its fragile legs. It regarded the two humans with unoffended curiosity, tilting its head from side to side, the dying sunlight shimmering in its wide, black eyes. Then it rearranged its legs and hopped smartly back through the very same gap in the foliage it had emerged from.


    Victor and Adam exchanged a look, then untensed. “Okay. Game called,” said Victor. “Where’s the magic coming from now?”


    Adam peered towards the signal he had detected earlier and frowned. “It’s moved. Hang on. It’s closer now.” He followed an invisible object with his gaze and stopped at the bush into which the doe had just leapt. “That deer. That deer was it.”


    “You what?” Victor shoved his way through after the creature, trampling down plants remorselessly. Adam followed, tolerantly absorbing the branches that whipped him about the face as they sprang back.


    The deer was still in the small clearing just beyond, waiting for them. It gave another curious head tilt but made no effort to flee as Victor slowly stepped closer.


    “So it’s magic, is it?” asked Victor suspiciously. “Infused? Doesn’t look infused. It’s not half-melted with teeth coming out of its arse.”


    Adam was concentrating with one hand cupping his forehead. “No. It’s weird. It’s not infused, but it’s under the influence of something that is.”


    “Ohhh. Puppet master. I hate them.”


    The deer sprang back as Victor entered grabbing range, and made two cheerful gambols away before stopping dead once more.


    “I think it wants us to follow it,” suggested Adam, as the doe shook its little tail enticingly.


    “Look, we’re supposed to be picking up Dabbers,” complained Victor, half addressing the doe. “I didn’t sign up for this Disney-princess bullshit.”


    He took a step forward.


    The anticipatory silence of the evening forest exploded into chaos. The vegetation to Victor’s right burst apart, bushes flattening and young trees bent aside, to reveal a horde of adorable young deer that must have been lying in wait with unnatural silence. Several of them were being ridden by squirrels, and Adam could see at least one badger at floor level.


    Victor was simultaneously head butted in the stomach by three deer at once as the animals surged forward in a burst of dust and dry leaves. He bent double, a crafty badger tripped up his feet, and he landed on the backs of the rampaging mob of harmless woodland creatures. Adam could only boggle as his partner was conveyed into the depths of the forest by the animals, indiscriminately spraying sparks and swear words that did nothing to dissuade them.


    Adam broke into a run to give chase and was smacked in the throat by a heavy branch that a couple of weasels had been holding back. He fell into the dirt, coughing his windpipe back into a sensible shape.


    By the time he was back on his feet, Victor was nowhere to be seen, or heard. The forest seemed to have folded back into place behind the animals. He switched on his enhanced vision to find the trails of the possessed animals and found himself surrounded by a thick, coiling mass of lines, impossible to separate or follow.


    Then he saw the original doe, still on the far side of the clearing. It bobbed its head playfully, like a dog expecting a treat.


    “Okay,” said Adam weakly. “Whatever’s controlling you can probably see what you see, right? Could you tell them that they’ve made their point, and I’d like to talk to them directly, now, please?”


    The deer continued to stare. The leaves behind it stirred, and two more deer emerged. Between them, they were carrying a battered, petrol-powered chainsaw, each taking one side of the handle in their mouths.


    The first deer scampered behind them, took the chainsaw’s starter cord in its mouth as if it were questing for its mother’s nipple, then pulled. The thrum of the chainsaw engine made everything below Adam’s waist simultaneously clench.
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    Blinded by afterimages, Alison darted around the tree until she was confident that the trunk was between her and the source of the light, then screwed up her eyes and hoped. When alarms continued to not sound and shouting guards failed to unleash barking dogs, she carefully peered around the tree trunk.


    Alison considered it unlikely that two security lights would be placed right next to each other. They weren’t spotlights. Headlights. A car had pulled up outside the gates. It sat impassively staring into space for a few moments before the gates electronically slid apart.


    Alison held her breath, but the car crawled straight past her and up the driveway toward the house. She maneuvered carefully around the tree to keep it between her and the car, but the driver gave no sign of having noticed her.


    For a moment, she thought it was Diablerie’s car. Then she saw it didn’t have the open-top roof, and the glossy black sheen was slightly purpler, but it was almost as pretentious. There were pentagrams on the hubcaps, and the fins at the back curved crookedly like witches’ hats.


    Alison remembered from her driving lessons—along with every other minuscule detail, naturally—that cars had blind spots, behind them and just to the side. Instinct took over and she jogged out of cover into the new car’s blind spot. She kept pace in a crouching run, her clumsy footfalls masked by the deep, unnecessarily loud purr of the engine.


    She slipped behind a convenient hedge as the car reached the wide, circular section of drive directly in front of the mansion. It wasn’t the first arrival. Three cars were waiting, all competing to display the most pointless arcane imagery. The winner was probably the Rolls-Royce with a foot-high gargoyle hood ornament.


    Alison considered for the first time the possibility that Diablerie had been lying to her since the beginning and was, in fact, a fully devoted member of the Hand of Merlin or whatever magical society this turned out to be. And now she had been lured here to be . . . what? Sacrificed? It didn’t feel right.


    She followed the hedge around the circular driveway until she was closer to the door. It was a forbidding slab of ancient wood surrounded by thorny roses, and the silver door knocker was shaped like a goat’s head. By the time she was in position, a large man in a chauffeur’s uniform had emerged from the driver’s seat of the new car and was opening the rear passenger door.


    A tall, portly man emerged, wearing a purple robe that had probably once reached the ground, but at some point his gut had expanded and raised the hem to reveal his chubby ankles. He was completely bald, with a silver beard that reached as far as the symbol on his chest.


    The symbol was a stylized drawing of a hand. The very same one the Hand of Merlin had always used, and which had been found at the scene of the first fluidic murder. Alison bit her lip.


    The man leaned back into the car, fussed for a few moments, and emerged with a wooden staff almost as tall as he was. He also recovered a crystal ball from one of the back seats, which slotted onto the top of the staff with a click.


    He made his way toward the front door with the slow gravitas of a flag bearer at the front of a procession as the chauffeur jogged ahead and smartly rattled the upside-down pentacle that hung from the door knocker’s mouth.


    The door was opened with an eerie creak by a woman on the very late end of middle age, with long gray hair and a practical tartan shirt tucked into jeans. “Hello, James,” she said, addressing the chauffeur in a posh accent that could have cut diamonds. “The other drivers are in the rear parlor. I’ll be serving more biscuits soon.”


    The chauffeur touched the peak of his cap gratefully and slipped past her into the building. The woman turned her attention to the bearded man, and her attitude hardened to the level of ancient granite.


    “Greetings, consort of Danvers,” he boomed. Alison felt a jolt of excitement. It was the voice she had once heard coming out of the darkness of the Hand’s chamber back in the Ministry bunker. The voice of the chairman.


    “Greetings, yourself, Roger,” said the woman, presumably Mrs. Danvers. She was taller than average and quite slim, but with her arms folded she was blocking the doorway as effectively as a brick wall. “They’re in the cellar. You can use the back entrance.”


    Roger the chairman bashed the ground in front of him with the end of his staff as some kind of gesture of acknowledgment. “Then I bid you good evening.”


    Mrs. Danvers glanced distastefully at the little mark Roger’s staff had left in the stone step. “Watch your robe on the rosebushes,” she advised, before closing the door in his face.


    Alison had what felt like a minor heart attack when Roger turned suddenly in her direction, but managed to drop to a prone position behind the hedgerow just in time. He moved along the outer wall of the house, passing within a few feet of her hedge, so that Alison could have reached out and touched his purple slippers.


    He disappeared around the side of the house, and Alison was already creeping to follow. All thoughts of the whereabouts of Diablerie and the other two had vanished from her mind. She detached from the bush and flattened herself against the exterior wall, ducking under each window she passed as she maintained just enough distance to keep Roger in sight without being noticed.


    He stopped in front of a set of stone doors connected to the rear of the house, so Alison found another suitable hedgerow to hide in nearby. He raised his staff above his head and solemnly smacked it against the stone three times, sending out echoes that seemed to ripple through the ground beneath Alison’s feet.


    The door opened slowly with the sound of grinding stone, revealing a short set of steps leading into a larger chamber, illuminated by firelight. An indistinct figure stood silhouetted in the doorway, blocking any further view of the inside.


    “Hail, brother,” boomed Roger the chairman, throwing out his arms as if expecting a hug.


    “Um, yes, hello, hail,” said the man at the door. Alison instantly recognized his voice as belonging to Richard Danvers’s father. “Everyone else is already here. I think we can get started . . .”


    The two men disappeared into the tunnel, and the stone door began to close behind them. It sealed shut just at the moment that Alison wondered if she should have attempted to follow.


    She had only caught a small glimpse of the basement meeting room, but every detail was taken in and neatly stored in her memory. She had seen a section of oak meeting table in a candlelit room and, behind it, a dusty brick wall of a color very reminiscent of the exterior wall of the house, at the top of which had been the merest sliver of a window ledge—and a window ledge meant a window.


    Flushed with pride at her own deductive-reasoning skills, she returned to the wall of the house and followed it back around the building. She did some measuring in her head, and found what she believed to be the section of wall shared by the cellar chamber. A large patch of weeds was growing against it with suspicious aplomb.


    She lowered herself until she was practically lying full length along the wall and gently parted the plants. Sure enough, they were concealing a flat window at the wall’s base. She cleared a peephole in the dust with the aid of a nearby leaf.


    The room beyond was quite long, and several well-stocked wine racks had been pushed against the far wall to make room for four rectangular tables that had been pushed together to form one. There were two antique, high-backed chairs carved with arcane imagery at the heads of the table, which Alison supposed were the only two chairs from the original Hand of Merlin meeting hall that had escaped public auction. There were ten additional chairs of varying size and comfort that must have been borrowed from various sections of the Danvers house.


    Distributed across them with sizable gaps in between were a grand total of six men in matching purple robes. Roger the chairman sat at one head, while the other was occupied by a man almost his equal in girth, with a full head of hair and a set of bushy gray eyebrows that perpetually met in a furious crash above his nose.


    Danvers Sr. was sitting to Roger’s immediate right, discounting the two vacant chairs in between. He was a thin man with an overlong nose and a perpetual concerned look about his mouth, and he had the stiff posture of one who has had the instruction to sit up straight beaten into them from a very early age. Alison didn’t recognize the other three, but they were all elderly men with gray hair and were sitting in matching clouds of faint embarrassment.


    “I don’t think any more will be coming tonight,” said Danvers apologetically. “Shall we get started?”


    “Properly or not at all,” snapped the angry-looking man opposite Roger the chairman. Danvers sighed.


    “We, the New Hand of Merlin, the secret seat of power,” chanted Roger, “are called again to exchange our ineffable wisdom on the intersection of the world of Men and of the Ancients.” He rang a miniature gong that had been set up in front of him, but he hit it with the edge of the beater rather than the end, and the result was an unsatisfying clonk. “This meeting is called to order.”


    “Gathering!” said the angry man. “This gathering is called to order!”


    “Sorry,” said Roger, still in his booming voice. “Gathering.”


    “I really don’t think it matters that much, Jack,” said Danvers. He gave a nervous, mollifying smile. “This was so much easier when we had Ms. Lawrence, wasn’t it?”


    “Don’t even bring her up!” said Jack, the angry-faced man. “I thought we made that a rule?”


    “The Hand will speak not the name of the Betrayer,” recited Roger. “She who tore down the walls of secrecy. She who abandoned us to be raddled by the wolves of the ignorant masses. She who surrendered our very universe to the unspeakable whims of the shoggoth race—”


    “Yes, yes, I remember,” said Danvers. “I do worry that we’re overstating things.”


    Jack looked aghast. “Overstating things?! There are shoggoths in the streets! On the television! I saw one this very morning, eating crisp packets in the park! Where children go!” He made a noise like the roof of his own mouth had become sour to the taste.


    “I don’t think they’ve actually eaten any children,” said Danvers weakly.


    “You really think the papers would mention it if they did?” said Jack. “With that harpy in the government, pulling all the strings? It’s a conspiracy, mark my words.” He pinned Danvers with a sudden look. “Don’t tell me you’ve been taken in, too, Danvers. I thought you were smarter than your boy.”


    “No, of course not. They’re shoggoths. They’re disgusting creatures.” Danvers showed his first sign of actual conviction.


    “Good,” said Jack, backing down. “Then perhaps we can discuss the matter of the day.”


    “The shoggoth slayer,” clarified Roger.


    Alison readjusted her position slightly and attempted to eavesdrop even harder. Some dry, dead weeds crunched beneath her. One of them made a sound uncannily like that of a shotgun being cocked.


    Someone behind her coughed. It was a short but loud cough that had very little to do with a throat needing to be cleared. All of Alison’s limbs simultaneously froze. Slowly, torturously, she looked back over her shoulder.


    Two deep, dark shotgun barrels met her gaze. Behind it loomed the silhouette of a heavyset man in a tweed cap.


    “Bit late in the day for sunbathing, love,” said Mike Badger.
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    Adam ran through the forest, pain biting into his chubby legs and sweat making every corner of his body itch. The leather coat that had always looked so stylish in his bedroom mirror was now a heavy, awkward question mark hanging off his chances of continued survival.


    He could still hear the chainsaw running, but his regular senses weren’t as honed as his magical ones, and the sound seemed to be coming from everywhere, as if the forest itself was growling angrily at his presence. He’d tried to slow down and take a rest three times, and each time the bushes had parted and the two deer had gamboled playfully back into view, swaying the whirring blade between them.


    With his breath scraping in and out of him like a lungful of gravel, he stumbled upon a sturdy oak tree that emerged from the thick wilderness like the nose of an old man with an unkempt beard. He grabbed the lower branches and began to climb, manfully overcoming the protests of his muscles as unconscious squeaking noises escaped from his mouth.


    When he thought himself high enough, he hugged the nearest branch and looked down. The two deer stopped to peer up at him, their faces jiggling comically from the vibrating chainsaw engine.


    With a moment to take stock, Adam imagined Victor’s voice. “So, while being pursued by attackers wielding a very popular piece of lumberjacking equipment,” it went, “you thought the smartest thing to do would be to climb up a tree?”


    The two deer took a little run-up and pushed the chainsaw into the tree trunk, but the weight of the machine and the limited strength in their necks meant that they could only hold it with the blade vertical. After creating an entirely useless slot in the center of the tree, the pair backed off, confused, pottering around the clearing as if appealing to the audience at a wrestling match.


    Adam could only assume the reprieve was temporary, but from a higher vantage point his magical senses could now pick up Victor’s trail. A tangled spaghetti of magical puppet strings bathed the darkened forest in purple light, but the angry blue smear that Victor had left behind cut a swath through it.


    The trees were even denser in that direction, to the point that Adam wondered if he could literally leap from tree to tree. No less strenuous than sprinting away from chainsaw-wielding deer, but at least he’d be able to take breaks.


    He saw a flurry of magical puppet strings below him, and saw that the two deer had been joined by a pair of gray rabbits. The four of them were standing around in a small conference, examining the chainsaw issue. Experimentally, the rabbits both hopped up and grabbed the top handle with their forepaws, alongside the jaws of the deer. The deer’s necks cocked and the blade turned horizontal.


    The foursome staggered left under the added weight, moving in a curve away from Adam’s tree, then overcompensated and staggered too far the other way, giving the surrounding bushes a severe impromptu pruning. Then, inevitably, the animals swung back, and the harsh metal teeth of the blade bit down into the tree with a shower of sawdust.


    Whether or not Adam could have made the jump to the next tree was a matter for academics, for at the moment he leapt, a fat crow swooped down and clotheslined him about the side of the head with its outstretched wings. His forward foot brushed ineffectually against the target branch before he plummeted into a bush that didn’t break as much of his fall as it looked like it should have done.


    He landed on his back, and a blunt piece of stone in the depths of the greenery made intimate contact with the back of Adam’s skull. Something seemed to burst in the back of his brain, and all his limbs went limp. The forest ceiling flew away, until he seemed to be viewing the world through the wrong end of a telescope.


    From somewhere a long way off he could still hear the buzzing of the chainsaw, and some part of him remembered that he was supposed to be avoiding it, but the concussion spread through his thoughts like a riot squad, leaving calm silence in the wake of their tear gas and truncheon blows. The forest shrank to a pinprick in the darkness.


    Later, Adam had vague memories of having difficulty breathing, of something pulling on the back of his collar and compressing his throat. He remembered the cold sensation of animal dribble on the back of his neck, and a change in the texture of the ground underneath him, from rough soil to cold stone.


    Full consciousness returned in slivers until he finally felt confident that he could determine which direction was up and which was down. Down turned out to be the cold stone floor that was pressing his cheek into his nose.


    In attempting to clutch his aching head, and very nearly dislocating his shoulder, he discovered that his hands were tied together behind his back with something tough and plastic that bit harshly into his wrists. With a bit of wriggling and kicking of the legs he was able to sit up, causing a few more fireworks to go off in his mind.


    He was in a small chamber with much of the crypt about it. To his immediate left was a plain stone casket, and he had a faint idea that there were several more taking up the dusty, unlit space around him. Directly in front of him was an outline of a rectangle in the darkness that suggested a door.


    Experimentally, Adam switched to his magical vision and was almost blinded by a familiar blue mass within a few feet of his position. Victor was in the shadow directly across from him, sitting in a loose fetal position with legs drawn up and head hanging low, so that his nose was level with his knees.


    “Bigdor!” greeted Adam, before he shook the last few cobwebs out of the speech center of his brain. “Victor!”


    “Hello, Adam,” said Victor, in a slow monotone.


    “Are you all right?”


    “Yes. I’m completely unharmed and entirely relaxed and calm. I am relaxed. Even more so to be talking to you, a friend in whose presence I am comfortable.”


    Adam frowned. “Victor?”


    “Adam?”


    “That is you, isn’t it?”


    Victor wasn’t raising his head to speak. “Yes. It’s me. And I’m very calm.”


    “Did they drug you or something?”


    “Not at all. The only drug I could be said to be on is the wonderful, intoxicating happiness I feel at this very moment. Not that I’m excited. I’m just content. Very relaxed. And content. And calm.” Adam noticed at this point that Victor was speaking through gritted teeth.


    “Do you know where we are?” asked Adam, shelving the matter for the moment.


    “I think it’s the Danvers family crypt. I don’t know anything else about it. What I do know is that it’s probably the most relaxing place I could possibly be right now.”


    Adam shifted uncomfortably. “Are you absolutely sure they didn’t drug you? I’m getting a really, really strong impression that they did.”


    Victor released a low sigh that sounded uncannily like an unlit gas cooker. “I assure you I haven’t been drugged. It’s just that I’ve recently realized that I need to take a more relaxed approach to life.”


    “How recently?”


    “Within the last thirty minutes.”


    More and more of Victor’s appearance became apparent as Adam gradually shook off the concussion and adjusted to the darkness. He saw something drip off Victor’s nose, which he initially took to be sweat, until he noticed that Victor was sitting in a large puddle of the liquid, and that it emanated from a point behind his back.


    Finally, Adam had enough working brain cells to be able to devote some of them to his sense of smell. He sniffed and grimaced. “Is that petrol?”


    Victor tapped his feet in the liquid, making little splup sounds. “Some of it.”


    “What do you mean, some of it?”


    “The rest of it’s in this barrel.” He waggled his torso left and right, and there was the sound of metal sliding musically across stone. There were lengths of chain crisscrossing his chest that were securing him to an ancient oil drum.


    “So,” said Adam, as the realizations ran through his mind like a domino fall-over. “If you get excited and cause a spark—”


    “Something might happen,” interjected Victor hurriedly. “Or it might not. I don’t know, I haven’t been thinking about it. I’ve been too calm and relaxed.”

  


  
    51


    Alison’s mind raced as she lay flat on her stomach and stared down Mike Badger’s shotgun barrels. This was the kind of situation, she felt, that would call for some very expertly chosen words.


    “Um . . . isn’t this . . . where the Brownies are meeting?” she stammered. Badger didn’t react or immediately blow her face off, which was very slightly encouraging. “Oh, I see it isn’t. Sorry. I’ll get out of your hair.” She made to get up.


    Badger adjusted his grip on his gun pointedly, and she froze again. “Don’t you wanna keep watching?” he asked.


    “No, no, that’s fine. Whatever old men in dresses get up to in the privacy of their own homes is completely—”


    “Keep watching,” suggested Badger sternly. “It’s what you came here to see, in’t it?”


    Alison swallowed, then slowly turned back to the window, half expecting the shot to come at any moment. In the Danvers cellar, the meeting of the Hand of Merlin was continuing undaunted.


    “I was actually able to get the address of that fellow who made the internet video, and I sent Mr. Badger to have a look,” said Danvers Sr. “There didn’t seem to be anyone or anything there. They’d completely cleared out. I’m starting to think he doesn’t want to be found.”


    “Nonsense!” said Jack, the angrier man. “He called himself the New Hand. That’s who we are. Why would he say that if he wasn’t trying to reach out to us?”


    “Are we the New Hand?” asked Danvers. “I thought we were the . . . what were we last week, Roger?”


    “The Re-formed Hand of Merlin,” boomed Roger.


    “No, that was the week before. I’m pretty sure we were the Phoenix Hand last week. I know it was something silly.”


    “It doesn’t matter!” shouted Jack. “Do you have any more bright ideas for getting in touch with the chap?”


    Danvers winced, looking at his fingers as he toyed with them. “That’s something I rather wanted to bring up. I’m having second thoughts about the whole matter. Randomly killing things feels rather extreme. This person might not be terribly stable.”


    “Extreme?” squawked Jack, sounding momentarily like a pantomime dame. “We’ve got horrors slurping around the streets, and the government support them. I call that the time to start getting extreme. Anyway, it’s hardly killing when you’re talking about shoggoths. It’s more like mopping up.”


    “I suppose you’re right,” said Danvers uncomfortably.


    “Naturally,” said Jack, his broad stomach somehow expanding further as he leaned back. “Now, is there some other internet thing we can reach them on? Are they on that, what do you call it? Twatty?”


    “Seen enough?” asked Mike Badger, his gruff voice startling Alison out of her fascinated trance.


    She slowly turned back to face him, trying to look as harmless as possible, but he’d already turned his gun away and rested the barrel on one shoulder. “What?” she said.


    “Twelve of ’em showed up the first time,” said Mike, with pity in his voice. “That’s what’s left in there, now. They’re just old men with precious little to do all day.”


    Alison rose cautiously to one knee, keeping her eyes on Badger. He jiggled the butt of his gun invitingly, and she had stood fully before it even occurred to her that she didn’t need his permission. “So you want me to take that they’re nothing to do with the Fluidic Killer.”


    Badger shrugged with his free arm. “Aye, I’d’ve thought they made that pretty clear themselves. So you go back to your fancy new Department of Extraordinary Gentlemen or whatever and tell them nobs down south to stop fussing. They’re as ’armless now as they were when your lot threw ’em under the bus.”


    “And what about you?” asked Alison reproachfully, drawing herself up haughtily.


    “What about me? I just patrol the place while they’re ’aving their meetings. For good reason, turns out.” He softened slightly as Alison broke eye contact. “Come on, girl. I’ll give you a lift. There any more of yer?”


    “Yes,” admitted Alison, after a brief hesitation that was her last drop of defiance. “There’re three others.”


    “Where’re they?”


    “I . . . don’t know. We were separated.”


    Mike clicked his tongue and glanced around, as if he could have spotted the three others hiding in nearby bushes. “Are they gonna be together?”


    “Two of them will be, probably,” Alison stirred the dirt with one foot. “Actually. If you must know. Those two are trying to arrest the other one.”


    Badger’s chunky features twisted absurdly into an expression that attempted to be amused, aghast, and confused at the same time. “This is the new, modern, efficient Department, is it? Bloody ’ell. All you do is run about pickin’ on each other. No wonder yer all so bloody useless at demon ’unting.”


    Alison folded her arms tightly, affronted. A vision of Nita Pavani flashed into her mind, and she tried to think of what she would say. “That’s, you know, actually quite an offensive thing to say,” she began, which was a safe bet. “How would you like it if someone blew up a gun in your face just for being different? That’s how fluidic oppression started.”


    “Oh, pack it in,” said Badger, casually scratching his head with the edge of his gun barrel. “Should introduce you to me lad Davey. Give him someone else to talk to on that bloody phone.” His own words seemed to fire his memory, and he dug out his mobile. “I need to call him so he can bring the car about. Don’t go running off.”


    Alison considered doing that very thing as the Yorkshireman turned his back to address his phone, but decided that it almost certainly wouldn’t have helped matters. The best possible result of that course of action was getting lost in the woods again. Also, from what she had seen, she had no reason to doubt Badger’s case that the Hand of Merlin were irrelevant. The meeting couldn’t possibly have been some elaborate performance for her benefit. But wait a moment . . .


    “You knew we were coming,” she said aloud, taking a step towards Badger. “How did you know straightaway I was from the Department?”


    Badger looked at his phone, baffled. “He’s not answerin’.”


    There was enough concern in his voice that, despite everything, Alison felt moved to reassure. “He’s probably just stepped away from his phone.”


    He gave her that confused-aghast look again. “Trust me, love, that’s not it. He’d glue his hand to that thing if he didn’t need it for wankin’.” He headed towards the forest, clumsily jogging like a runaway supermarket trolley loaded with sacks of potatoes. For want of a better idea, Alison followed.


    They passed swiftly through the portion of forest that was within the grounds of the estate and reached the perimeter wall, where a small, padlocked wooden gate was concealed by the thick brush. On the far side of it was the very same Range Rover that Alison had seen Badger driving back in Doncaster. The internal lights were on and the doors were closed, but there was nobody around.


    “Davey!” shouted Badger into the wilderness. The sun had fully set now, and the darkness had no response. He glanced back at Alison. “These mates of yours. They dangerous?”


    “Yes,” said Alison, with only the slightest hesitation. “Well. At times. Two of them have got magic infusions. Diablerie doesn’t.”


    Badger hunched his shoulders in alarm as if Alison had hurled a crystal wine glass to the ground. “Diablerie? As in Doctor Diablerie?”


    “You know him?”


    He was turning white. He wobbled his head as if he could dislodge his sudden fear from his mind. “You don’t do odd jobs for the Ministry without hearing about Doctor Diablerie. You telling me he’s out here?” He examined the surrounding wilderness intently, keeping his breathing shallow. “This poor bugger getting arrested, what did ’e do that you needed to send Diablerie after ’im?”


    Alison coughed. “Actually, um. Diablerie’s the one being arrested.”


    Badger fell silent for three seconds. Alison knew the precise length of time because he marked each second by patting his open palm with the end of his shotgun. “I need to find Davey. Right bloody now.” He patted his pockets. “You know anything about gadgets?”


    “I suppose.” Alison was facing the fact that she was pretty much just along for the ride at that point.


    Badger offered his mobile. “Davey put some kind of tracking bollocks on our phones in case we got separated. You ever used something like that?”


    “Sure,” said Alison. This wasn’t strictly true; eight months ago she had glanced at someone’s computer screen while it had been displaying part of a webpage on how to use tracking apps. But she felt that a fuller answer wasn’t what Badger wanted.


    She took the phone—noting that it wasn’t even locked with a pass code or fingerprint—and started the app. It took a few moments to find a signal, but soon an indicator was flicking indecisively towards the forest, away from the house. She pointed. “Basically that way.”


    She began to walk, but Badger’s rough hand grabbed her shoulder and held her back until he was in front.


    “I’m the one with the tracker,” she pointed out.


    “Aye, and I’m the one with the gun, which is traditionally the thing you put on the front. Bloody ’ell, do us all a favor, love—don’t become a battlefield strategist.”


    Alison followed sulkily as Badger stalked through the brush, the shotgun out in front of him like a divining wand. She focused her gaze on the weird roll of stubbly fat on the back of his head that almost acted as a secondary collar, trying to keep track of the various parties currently at large in the nearby country and which of them she was supposed to be with.


    “You were in Doncaster,” she said accusingly. “In the flat where the Fluidic Killer was.”


    “Saw that, did yer,” conceded Badger wearily.


    “If you know something about the Fluidic Killer and you don’t tell the authorities, you could get in a lot of trouble,” she tried, speeding her pace to keep up.


    “Aye. You’re Ministry now, right? Or Department or Bureau or whatever they change it to next.” He turned and made a sarcastic Cub Scout’s salute, three fingers pointing heavenwards. “I, Mike Badger, know nowt ’bout the shog slayer. That do?”


    “Then how did you know where their flat was?”


    “Old Danvers told me,” said Badger, with the dismissive air of one who knows he’s saying something that will annoy the other person but doesn’t want to seem like he cares too much.


    Alison recalled the meeting. “Someone’s leaking information to Mr. Danvers,” she said.


    Badger stopped and turned again. “Yeah, but you saw ’em. What do you think they’re gonna do with the info? Besides, I thought ye weren’t keeping secrets these days. I thought that were the . . .”


    He turned and stomped into the next clearing, where he was greeted by a mob of deer. They were standing in identical stiff poses, distributed unevenly around the small circle of grass as if they were plastic chairs that had been hastily packed away in a storage room.


    Alison and Badger both jumped slightly as every single deer simultaneously turned to look at them, with a jerky mechanical motion as if their necks were hydraulic.


    “Chris?” said Badger.


    The glazed looks vanished from the eyes of the animals as they were returned control of their bodies, and their muscles relaxed. They staggered around for a moment, gathering their bearings, then one by one hopped skittishly away.


    “Chris, I know that were you!” shouted Badger at their retreating tails. “What’re you doin’ here? What’re you up to?”


    Alison politely gave the forest a few seconds to reply before doing so on its behalf. “Who’s Chris?”


    “No one,” said Badger gruffly, trudging after the deer.


    “That woman in Doncaster,” recalled Alison, partly to herself. “She said the Fluidic Killer flat was rented to someone called Chris.”


    “Lots o’ people called Chris.”


    “But what Chris are you thinking of?”


    Badger heaved an exasperated sigh. “Mate of mine. Messes about with animals.” He saw Alison’s eyebrows go up. “I mean, their heads. He’s got one of them magic powers; he can control them.”


    “So he’s here, and he’s a friend of yours, and he might be the person who rented that flat,” summarized Alison. “And you’re still saying you don’t know anything about who the Fluidic Killer might be.”


    Badger broke into a jog, in an unsubtle attempt to evade her questioning. “Look, could you drop the bloody Columbo act at least till I know me boy’s all right?” he puffed. “ ’Cos I’d like him to not be about when Chris Cockburn comes across a bunch of government agents.”
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    “Hang on, can you be harmed by your own fires?” said Adam. He and Victor had gone nowhere. Adam had made one attempt to stand up, only to find that his plastic handcuffs were connected to a ceiling support by a loop of electrical wire.


    Victor spoke slowly and carefully. “I would appreciate it if you didn’t say that word.”


    “No, seriously, though.” Adam shuffled a few inches forward on his buttocks. “You make little fires in your hands all the time, and you don’t get hurt by them.”


    “Yes, because at that point, it’s still my fire,” said Victor, still staring at the puddle on the floor. “If this all went off, it would also be the petrol’s fire. Do you understand?”


    “I think so,” said Adam gloomily. “Funny, I can’t remember the last time we actually sat down and talked about ourselves like this.”


    “Perhaps we could talk about it some other time. I was finding it a lot easier to stay calm before you woke up.”


    In the pause that followed, they heard the rhythmic crunch of boots on dirt, coming from directly outside the door of the crypt. Victor instantly tensed up further, so Adam alone watched the door slowly peel open.


    A shaft of moonlight shone through the doorway, enhancing the surroundings if not totally illuminating them, and a man entered. He was built stockily with quite an intimidating height from Adam’s perspective—which was, admittedly, at floor level—and was dressed in an old duffle coat and jeans. A large brown dog stood loyally at his heel, and there was one alert-looking squirrel on both of his shoulders.


    “Ye both awake?” he asked, in a thick local accent.


    “Yuh?” said Adam. Victor kept his head bowed between his knees.


    “Good.” He sat down on an upturned bucket that his dog had pushed into position behind him and released a contented sigh that came out in a blast.


    It being the only card in his hand, Adam did a sweep of the situation with his enhanced vision. “You’re magically infused!” he concluded.


    “Aye. And you’re from the new Ministry down south.”


    “You’re a freelance agent?” asked Adam.


    “Aye.”


    “Oh, thank Christ. You need to untie us, quick. Some lunatic’s trapped us here and covered Victor in petrol.”


    “Adam,” said Victor flatly.


    “What?”


    “He’s the lunatic that did it.”


    Adam did another magical scan. It took him a moment to remember what the colors sprouting from the newcomer’s body indicated, but the shimmering strings that connected him to the dog and squirrels gave it away. “Midtier mind controller. Animals. Those deer belonged to you?”


    “Aye.”


    Adam waited for the man to elaborate, but he was silently fishing around in his coat pockets. “Why are you doing this?” Still no reply. “We’re on the same side!”


    “That’s the whole thing, isn’t it, with you Ministry nobs,” said Chris Cockburn. “You think just because you trained me and pay me money, that means you can boss me around and tell me what to do?”


    “Well, yes,” said Adam, eyes darting. “That’s . . . that’s literally what a job is.”


    “You posh boys,” muttered Chris. He was hunting around inside a tobacco pouch. “Bet you were right little swots at the school, weren’t yer. Yes sir, no sir, can we march up and down for a few more hours, sir. Turned you into nice little robots for the state, didn’t they.”


    “Look, what do you want?”


    “Just want to ’ave a little chat.” He rolled himself a cigarette, sticking his entire tongue out like a fat, skinned whale and delicately brushing the paper across it. “ ’Ave a little staff meeting. Talk about some of the concerns us down ’ere on the coal face have about the direction the company’s taking.”


    “We’re just field agents as well,” sputtered Adam. “We don’t make those sorts of—”


    His voice died quickly as Cockburn lit a match, the scratch of sandpaper and burst of flame as loud as a gunshot. The sound was followed by the dull click of all of Victor’s joints locking into place.


    Cockburn casually lit his cigarette, blew out the match, then flicked it idly towards the two agents. Adam flinched as it landed harmlessly to his left.


    “Come off it,” said Chris, after taking two luxurious drags. One of the hypnotized squirrels on his shoulders gave a squeaky cough. “You’ve got yer own office. Yer talk to the biggest knobs directly. You get to order around blokes like me, the blokes doing the actual work up ’ere. Don’t tell me you’re not part of the system.”


    “I wouldn’t contradict him anymore,” advised Victor, under his breath.


    “All right.” Adam attempted to make a conciliatory gesture with his elbows. “We’re senior agents. In the system. So why don’t you tell us what problems you have, and maybe we could pass them on?” He licked his lips nervously. “To the system.”


    Cockburn leaned slowly forward, resting his elbows on his knees. His dog lay down, settling its muzzle onto its forepaws in mimicry. “Right then,” he said gravely. “Where do they put the chips?”


    Victor finally looked up so that he and Adam could exchange a baffled glance. “What chips?”


    “The tracking chips,” said Chris impatiently. “I’ve ’ad most of me body x-rayed, and I got one of them MRIs done once, but I still ’aven’t found it. And now my doctor’s figured out that I’ve been making stuff up. So just tell me where it is.”


    “You think . . . the government puts chips in everyone?” asked Adam, teasing out the question the way a bomb-defusal expert would explore the workings of a device.


    Chris tutted. “No, o’ course not. I’d be pretty bloody paranoid if I thought they put chips in every bugger, wouldn’t I? No, just us lot. The ones who went to the magic school.”


    “They didn’t put any chips in us at the school,” said Adam.


    Chris said nothing. Instead, he took out his box of matches and started tapping it rhythmically against his knee like a makeshift maraca.


    “On the other hand,” said Victor hastily. “They did so many different things to us there, I wouldn’t be surprised if a little thing like a . . . subdermal implant could have been slipped in without us noticing . . .”


    Chris looked at the floor sadly. “You think I’m barmy, don’t you.”


    “No, no . . .” said Victor and Adam in unison.


    “I’ll tell you what’s barmy,” Chris looked up again with a glint in his eye. “Going to a secret magic school run by a secret government agency where they flat out tell yer they’re trying to control yer, and thinking that putting tracking chips in yer while yer there would be just a bit too barmy. You know what I think? I think they took out our memories of them putting it in. They put the chip in the place where the memories were. They’re clever sods like that.”


    “That’s . . . I don’t think that’s possible at all,” said Adam, lip quivering.


    “And who told you that?” said Chris contemptfully. “The system did, din’t it. That’s what I’m saying. Pay a-bloody-ttention. Obviously it’s not like one of them normal computer chips, or the x-rays would show it. Must be some kind of biotech. Probably got it from their alien lizard mates.”


    “W-what?!” said Victor, momentarily forgetting himself.


    Cockburn gripped the matchbox in one fist, extending a single accusing finger. “Don’t give me that. We’ve got magic demons from another dimension stuck in our ’eads, and now yer gonna tell me the alien lizard people is the daft idea?” He dropped the matchbox clumsily to search his pockets. “Lemme show you some of these photos they put on the internet.”


    He froze, as if hearing a sudden noise, then looked over his shoulder at the cemetery. His dog and squirrels all followed his gaze. There was no sound but the wind that whistled between the gravestones.


    “Did you bring any mates?” he asked, not looking away.


    “No,” said Adam immediately. Victor shook his head rapidly, showering the surrounding area with petrol droplets.


    Frowning, Chris stood up without a word and went to the door. The Danvers cemetery was quite well maintained and surprisingly small, situated in an island of cleared grass in the middle of the wilderness like a giant’s footprint. The senior members of the Danvers line were all interred in the family crypt, while the surrounding graves represented a small selection of distant relations, devoted servants, and the occasional beloved dog.


    Atop a small rise on the far side of the cemetery, a black figure stood. Their shoulders were broad and their feet were tightly together, so with the full moon aligned with the top of their head, they looked to Chris like a gothic ice-cream cone.


    Chris took a step back, and when he was satisfied that he was unseen in the shadowy interior of the crypt, he began toying with his fingers. Almost immediately, three deer emerged from their hiding spots around and throughout the cemetery and scampered playfully towards the stranger.


    The lead deer stopped abruptly two meters from their target, recoiling their head as if struck by a powerful blow. The other two deer swiftly tripped over their fallen fellow and created a fuzzy pileup. The dark figure hadn’t moved an inch.


    Chris’s fingers froze in surprise. He made a sweeping gesture, and his dog obediently bolted for the stranger with an enthusiastic woof.


    This time, the animal was moving fast enough to almost get within a yard of the figure, before decelerating rapidly and snapping back as if attached to a bungee cord. It landed with a yelp in the small pile of stunned deer.


    Chris was facing the uncomfortable situation of having to confront someone in person. He left the crypt, making sure to close the door behind him. “Hey!” he called, pretending not to notice the pile of unconscious animals. “Ye can’t hang around ’ere. This is private property.”


    He stopped in his tracks when Diablerie spun around, his cloak billowing impressively in the breeze, and pointed a finger towards him like a beckoning Grim Reaper. “If you would appeal to authority, tainted one,” he declared, his voice enhanced nicely by the windy atmosphere, “then worry more for yourself, ye who would endungeon agents of the Crown.”


    Chris shivered but kept advancing. “I don’t know what you’re on about. Maybe you should mind your own business.”


    “The due punishment of the guilty is the business of an avatar of Justice,” boomed Diablerie. “And thou art facing such a one this eve. This vile act, did it come as easily to you as the torment by squirrel? As the extermination of the two fluidics, for which act you are surely damned?” With perfect timing, the wind picked up noisily.


    Chris was fully shaking now, but he remained suspicious of the way his accuser had not attempted to move from his spot. He quickened his walk, squaring his shoulders to use the full, intimidating mass that so often worked to his favor outside the local pub on busy nights. “I don’t know who you are, mate, but if I thought you knew what you were going on about . . .”


    As he neared Diablerie, he heard a strange noise on the edge of earshot. Something nearby was making a sound like a muffled voice chanting indistinct syllables. Chris was glancing around, trying to see if there was someone hiding behind a gravestone, when he walked straight into the invisible barrier.


    It wasn’t like a solid wall. He was pushed back by the kind of force one feels when trying to press the positive ends of two magnets together. He flattened his hands against thin air like an inefficient mime. “ ’Ow are you doin’ this?”


    Diablerie, mere feet away, shifted his weight onto his walking cane smugly. “Do not trouble your simple mind, villain. There are mysteries in this world far beyond your petty magical tinkering.”


    Chris looked down and saw that the invisible wall was marked by a thin white line on the ground. He looked closer. It was a length of string, with miniature runes drawn along it in an extremely fine pen. It was tied into a six-foot-wide circle, in the center of which Diablerie was standing.


    “ ’Ave you trapped yourself in there?” asked Chris, confused.


    Diablerie’s smug smile became a little tighter. “There are complexities to my scheme that your kind could never grasp.”


    Chris noticed that the mysterious chanting was now louder than ever, and that the tiny symbols on the circle were pulsating slightly with each repetition. He followed his ears, then spotted the source of the sound: a smartphone on top of a nearby tombstone.


    “Is this what makes it work?” he said, picking up the phone.


    “Give up your futile struggle,” suggested Diablerie, hand on hip. “You are helplessly caught in the web of my enigmatic contraptions.”


    Chris touched the off button on the top edge of the smartphone, and the sound ended instantly.


    “Then again, some learn faster than others,” added Diablerie, not moving.


    The magic that had been gathered by the rune circle hung in the air for a moment before all of it dispersed at once with a sound like an underwater explosion. A wave of kinetic force radiated out from the circle, causing Diablerie to totter slightly as it hit him from every direction, and Chris Cockburn to be thrown off his feet.


    Diablerie marched forward and smartly pinned Chris’s struggling torso in place with his cane. “Now, confess, Fluidic Killer!” he commanded, with mad smile and wide eyes. “Afore I break my cane across your bones and add criminal damage to your list of crimes.”


    A squirrel hit him in the face, launching itself with all four limbs outsplayed. He staggered back, shaking his head to dislodge it, but its forepaws found purchase on his mustache. He tripped on a low gravestone but managed to grab it before it sent him sprawling.


    By the time he had prized the squirrel off his face, the second one was in midair. He swung his walking cane in time and managed to smash it away with a thump and a squeak of despair.


    This left him with no free hands with which to defend against the third incoming missile, which turned out to be Cockburn’s fist. It smashed into Diablerie’s cheek and sent him onto his back, dazed.


    Cockburn was quickly crouched over him, holding him in place with one knee. He balled up Diablerie’s scarf in his fists and pulled his lolling head to within inches of his own. “What the ’ell are you playing at?!” he yelled.


    There was blood at Diablerie’s nostril and his eyes were slightly glazed, but he managed to keep up his knowing smile. “Ha, ha, ha, ha,” he said.


    “What’s so funny?”


    “With every move you make you worry yourself deeper into my snare,” said Diablerie smugly, sniffing the blood away. “You are already defeated and yet blind to it.”


    Cockburn looked around, concerned. There was nobody else in sight, and the door to the crypt hadn’t been disturbed. He shook Diablerie violently. “What are you on about?!”


    “Ha—ha—ha—ha—ha,” repeated Diablerie as his head flew back and forward. “Struggle in the webs of the fly, little spider. They draw tighter with your every breath. Your downfall is but moments away.”


    “You’re bluffin’.”


    Diablerie managed to focus on Chris’s face for a moment, and his smile widened. “Am I?”


    “Yeah, I’m pretty sure you are.”


    “am i?” repeated Diablerie, emphasizing harder.


    “Stop it!”


    “I shall not! For I am basking in my moment of triumph.” His voice became noticeably slower. “I believe I shall . . . continue basking . . . for a bit longer. Before I . . . reveal . . . my masterstroke. Which will be coming . . . any . . . seeeecooooond . . .” His last word and the ensuing pause lasted a full fifteen seconds.


    “Hey!” cried a new voice from near the cemetery gates. “What’s goin’ on?”


    “Now!” said Diablerie, before Chris let go of him and his head fell into the dirt with a thud.


    “Mike?” said Chris, as Badger bore down on him, shotgun drawn. “What are you doing ’ere? I thought you were watching the ’ouse.”


    Alison appeared behind Badger’s form, like a mouse peering out from behind an overstuffed leather couch. “Doctor!” she cried, running to Diablerie’s side.


    The moment Diablerie registered her presence, he leapt away from Alison’s outstretched hand as if it were a red-hot poker and was back on his feet in an instant, leaning on his cane with hand on hip. “Ah, girl,” he said, voice breaking only slightly. “Took you long enough to get here. How large a deluge were you mopping up?”


    “What?” said Alison. “I didn’t know where you—”


    Diablerie coughed loudly to interrupt. “Yes, our investigation is at an end, it seems!” He thrust a haughty finger towards Chris Cockburn’s startled face. “The identity of the shoggoth killer is revealed at last!”


    “Me?” said Chris, pressing a hand to his sternum. “Don’t be daft.”


    “Do you deny that, even as we speak, you hold two agents of the Crown hostage within that very crypt, as part of an effort to conceal your dastardly crimes?”


    “What?!” reiterated Alison, hurrying to the crypt.


    “Chris,” said Mike, stepping between Diablerie and Cockburn and adopting the role of the good cop. “Just be honest with us. Did you film that shog killer video in Doncaster?”


    The lines on Chris’s thick forehead became a six-lane pileup just above his nose. He glanced between Mike’s serious face and Diablerie’s wavering finger. “Well, yeah,” he said. “It was your idea, weren’t it?”


    There was a tense silence. Then Diablerie’s torso rotated mechanically so that his arm was pointing to Mike instead.


    “No, it weren’t my idea!” said Badger, hands tightening around his shotgun. “Why the ’ell would you say that? You tryin’ to stitch me up?”


    “But . . . your Davey said it were your idea.”


    Alison emerged from the crypt, hand in hand with a pale and damp Victor Casin, Adam following closely behind. “Davey?” she said.


    “Where is ’e?” demanded Mike.


    “ ’E were ’ere a while ago,” said Chris, looking around. “ ’E said you said to give the southern poofs a good scare so they stop nosyin’ about.”


    “Forgive and forget, that’s my attitude,” slurred Victor, tottering slightly. “Certainly nothing to get worked up about.”


    “Um, maybe someone could fetch him a towel,” said Adam.


    “And it was he who orchestrated the video?” asked Diablerie, returning to the matter at hand. He hadn’t moved a muscle and was still dramatically pointing at Mike, but his shoulder was shaking and starting to hurt.


    “Yeah,” said Chris, scratching his head. “ ’E said that you said that old Danvers wanted us to make it for their anti-shog club.”


    Mike’s face had turned the color of a ketchup sandwich, in contrast to his knuckles, which were as white as the complementary mayonnaise. “My Davey said that?”


    “Was ’e fibbing?” asked Chris, a cringe developing slowly about his shoulders. “You din’t know about it?”


    Mike grabbed Chris’s collar. “Will ye use yer bloomin’ ’ead? Why would I do it through Davey? I’d’ve told ye meself if I wanted it! Which I didn’t.” The last three words were hastily directed to Diablerie, who had a single skeptical eyebrow stabbing heavenwards.


    “I thought you might’ve been tryin’ to create deniability,” mumbled Chris.


    “So,” said Diablerie, inserting the word into the conversation like a questing snake. “We have a new candidate for the Fluidic Killer.”


    “Davey’s not the shog slayer!” blurted Mike, rounding on him angrily before remembering himself and taking a respectful step back. “ ’E couldn’t be. ’Cos the shog slayer’s smart, and Davey’s an idiot.”


    Alison coughed tactfully. “I think we probably have to bring him to the Department for questioning anyway.”


    Mike threw up his hands and made a few incoherent frustrated noises before throwing his hands back down and releasing a sigh. “Aye. I get that. Don’t ye worry. Right after I get me hands on the little bastard, I’ll bring whatever’s left down to London meself.” He nodded towards Cockburn. “What about ’im? You wanna bring ’im in?”


    Adam and Victor had both removed their coats, and Victor had turned Adam’s inside out to rub himself vigorously with the fabric lining. “I’m not sure we’re in a position to bring anyone in right now,” said Adam.


    Victor shook the last few droplets from his shaggy head, threw Adam’s coat to the ground, and scowled. “Yes, we bloody are. I’m not going home after all this without getting at least one thing done. Diablerie, you’re under arrest.”


    Diablerie didn’t move, but a subtle tightening of all his muscles turned his supercilious pose into an affronted one. “What nonsense is this?”


    “Um. We’re supposed to bring you in,” said Adam sheepishly. “They’ve got evidence back in London that you might be the Fluidic Killer.”


    If there was ever going to be a good time to come forward, thought Alison, this was probably it. But as Diablerie glanced at her for support, face aghast, she instinctively looked away.


    “I?” he bellowed. “Diablerie stands accused? Preposterous! My arcane gifts are leagues above such petty mischief.”


    “Maybe you could explain that to Pegleg,” said Victor, taking a threatening step forward.


    “Yeah,” said Adam, also advancing, but with hands splayed mollifyingly. “We’ve just got orders to take you in for questioning. They probably only want some things clarified. It’s a formality. Isn’t it, Victor?”


    “Yeah, it’s a formality. So you’ll be all right, won’t you, ’cos you’re already dressed for it.”


    “Hmph,” said Diablerie, raising his nose and planting his feet in place with dignity. “Very well. If the command has come down from our masters, then Diablerie has no choice. Honor and duty demands that cloud of death!”


    He swung his free hand around, and the air was filled with tiny, twinkling sparkles. Victor, Adam, and Alison all flinched, throwing their arms over their faces to protect themselves. By the time Alison plucked up the courage to open her eyes again and discovered that Diablerie had only thrown a handful of glitter, he was gone.

  


  
    53


    
      

    


    JuniorAgentArkin: ARE YOU THERE?


    jess: oh hey


    jess: filmings just about done


    JuniorAgentArkin: IS THERE ANY CHANCE THAT REAVER COULD BE SOMEONE FROM YORKSHIRE CALLED DAVID BADGER?


    jess: i dunno


    JuniorAgentArkin: IS THERE ANY WAY YOU COULD FIND OUT?


    jess: hang on


    JuniorAgentArkin: DON’T ASK HIM DIRECTLY!


    JuniorAgentArkin: HELLO?


    jess: he says hes not


    jess: oh sorry


    jess: i asked him directly


    jess: hang on


    jess: i think nita wants to talk to you


    JuniorAgentArkin: WHAT?


    jess: Hi Alison!!


    jess: Just wanted to say the video will be up online tomorrow, so if you could make sure to tweet it and upvote it that’d be great.


    jess: Thanks for all your help so far! It’s finally going to happen!


    JuniorAgentArkin: I DON’T ACTUALLY HAVE A TWITTER.


    jess: Seriously?


    jess: Are you sure you’re younger than me? :)


    jess: Never mind, just make sure to share it to everyone you know on Facebook.


    JuniorAgentArkin: OKAY.


    JuniorAgentArkin: I GUESS MUM AND DAD MIGHT TAKE A LOOK.
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    The Hidden Plight of Britain’s Interdimensionally Gifted Youth (MUST WATCH)


    Uploaded by DEDAGovUK


    The video that FINALLY exposes the institutional oppression Britain’s persons of infusion underwent for centuries at the hands of the Ministry of Occultism, and how the Department of Extradimensional Affairs CONTINUES to drag its feet on ending the practice.


    Views: 25,678


    



    Top Comments


    ███████:

    Thank you so much for making this video. I never knew this sort of thing was still happening. Someone should definitely do something about it.


    ███████:

    yes something should be done


    ███████:

    something should be done by someone yes


    ███████:

    i heard deda are doing something now


    ███████:

    Oh that’s alright then.


    



    Fluidic killer prime suspect identified and still at large


    Uploaded by larkspit


    Ripped from BBC news


    Views: 56,921,404


    



    Top Comments


    ███████:

    OMG SHARE THIS RIGHT NOW


    ███████:

    IF YOU SEE DIABLERY IN THE STREET RUN HIM OVER AND BREAK HIS LEGS


    ███████:

    HOW has the government not caught this monster?!! Don’t let them lie to you: THE FLUIDIC HATE IS EVERYWHERE.


    ███████:

    HANG HIM
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    The Department of Extradimensional Affairs had repurposed and remodeled several layers of the new building’s underground car park for its components that needed to be far from prying eyes. The holding cells where Aaron Weatherby had been kept were on the third-lowest level. The lowest level was where Archibald Brooke-Stodgeley had his laboratory, which was the main reason why the second-lowest level was kept permanently clear.


    Brooke-Stodgeley was the Ministry’s—and now the Department’s—official wizard, in the strict definition of the word. A magical scholar rather than a practitioner, devoted to expanding human knowledge of magic through experimentation. He had had an extensive suite of chambers and laboratories in the deepest tunnels of the Ministry bunker, but by the time Alison had joined, over half of these had been permanently abandoned, the doors sealed with a minimum three feet of concrete. Even then, the monks had never gone near those areas in groups of fewer than three.


    Upon Archibald’s transfer to the Department, he had been very firmly advised to focus more on forensics and archiving than on research, but he was still permitted to have some apparatus. This included some diagnostic machines, a collection of cages and bell jars containing infused animals in varying stages of death, torpor, and violent fury, and six workbenches distributed evenly around the large concrete chamber. As Alison passed between these on her way across the room, she couldn’t help noticing that one of them was partially melted.


    “Mr. Brooke-Stodgeley?” she said timidly to the figure hunched behind the small avalanche of detritus on the furthest workbench.


    He glanced up. Archibald was quite a large man, but his posture was poor, as if the weight of his round paunch was pulling his shoulders forward. He wore large, plastic-framed spectacles, and only a few wisps of hair remained on his head, making him look like a potato that still had roots clinging to it. He had abandoned the traditional wizard’s robe even before the fall of the Hand of Merlin, and now tended to favor a wool cardigan. “Mm?” he said, before taking in Alison’s appearance and breaking into a smile. “Are you lost, young lady?”


    “Hi, I’m Alison, Elizabeth’s assistant?” said Alison, having to talk quite loudly over the noise from the animal cages, which was somewhere between a growl and a gurgle. “She said you had a report for her? About the Fluidic Killer crime scene?”


    “Oh, yes, don’t you worry, my dear.” He moved a few feet down the workbench, took a moment to relocate a few aging yellow scrolls with reverent care, then thoughtlessly shoved aside the remaining clutter, which mainly consisted of food wrappers and file folders. Finally, he offered a single sheet of paper. “Pass this on for me. There’s not much she shouldn’t already know, but I can definitely say there was magic in use. The salt crystals from the mine were definitely magically conjured. Got that?”


    Alison examined what she hoped was the relevant section of the poorly typed technical language in front of her. “You can create salt with magic?”


    Archibald’s smile widened further. He folded his arms and perched on the workbench, crushing a half-eaten muesli bar beneath his ample behind. “Oh yes, manifestation powers can create virtually any form of simple matter,” he said authoritatively. “That’s what elementalism is. Except for fire, ice, and electricity elementalism. Those fall under energy manipulation.”


    Alison cocked her head. “There are salt elementals?”


    “Oh, yes. We had a feces elemental go through the school once.” He chuckled to himself and leaned forwards with a subtle sound of crushed muesli. “Actually, you’ll like this. We first identified that power because—”


    “Erm, actually, Mr. Brooke-Stodgeley, there was something else I was hoping you could tell me about,” said Alison, reaching for her coat pocket.


    “Oh?” He saw what she was offering and added, “Oooooh.”


    It was the loop of string that Diablerie had left behind in the Danvers cemetery before his hasty exit from the scene. It was less than a half centimeter thick, but the runes were quite clearly defined, each spaced a couple of inches apart.


    “What’s a nice young girl like you messing around with something like this?” breathed Archibald, running it through his fingers, eyebrows rising higher with each symbol he examined. “Where did you find it?”


    “It’s Doctor Diablerie’s,” said Alison. “It’s a rune circle, isn’t it?”


    “Certainly is! Well done. Freshly written one, too.” He glanced up. “Diablerie. Didn’t I hear his name recently?”


    “He’s, um.” Alison looked at the floor. “He’s the prime suspect in the fluidic killings. There’s a nationwide manhunt going on.”


    “Oh, of course,” said Archibald happily, still staring at the string. “I’d quite like to hunt him down myself and ask him how he got these made.”


    “Because it’s impossible to write runes?”


    “Well. Not impossible.” He caught her gaze. “Tell you what. I’ll show you something special. Come look at this.”


    He walked with a permanent totter, as if he was constantly trying to catch up with his own gut. She followed him as he jiggled down the aisle of workbenches to the elevator doors, then stopped at a row of jagged stones that were leaning against the nearby wall. Each one bore a runic symbol, and they went all around the perimeter of the room.


    Alison recognized the sequence. “That’s the dispel, isn’t it? It stops magic from working.”


    “Yes!” said Archibald, thrilled. “You’re a clever young thing, aren’t you? Emergency shutdown system. They were carved into the floor of my old workshop over a century ago. I had to have them hacked out and brought here because we can’t make new ones, you know.” He hurried to one of the nearby workbenches and cleared a space around an ancient gramophone. “And here we have the chant. It’s recorded on wax cylinders. They’ve been passed down from Scrollkeeper to Scrollkeeper since the runes were carved.”


    Alison was still by the elevator, crouched on her haunches, brushing one of the carved runes with her fingertips. “How were they made in the first place?”


    “A team of ten monks, I believe. Every man jack of them ended up in Bedlam. The ones that were still recognizably human, anyway.” He gave a little snort when he saw Alison’s change of expression. “Oh, don’t you worry. No one in the government would do something like that here in the twentieth century.”


    Alison decided not to correct him. “Could this be why Diablerie . . . is the way he is?”


    “That’s a very interesting question,” said Archibald, folding his arms again and rocking back and forth in thought. “I believe I’ve met the man. Unless he’s started ranting gibberish and trying to climb into the floor, I’d say almost certainly not.”


    “Right.” Alison thought of the exercise book that Elizabeth had showed her, and the insane scribbles that were alleged to be a telepath’s report on the interior of Diablerie’s mind.


    “Push . . . project?” muttered Archibald, examining the runes on the string again. “Upwards. One, two . . . nine feet tall. Ah, I see. Unless I’m mistaken, this would be for creating an invisible wall.”


    “I think so,” said Alison. Cockburn had mentioned it before the congregation in the Danvers cemetery had entirely broken up. “How does runecrafting work, exactly?”


    “Oh, I think it might be a little bit complicated for you, my dear,” said Archibald, patting his palm with a wax cylinder. “All right, let’s see if you can keep up. You know that magic comes from the Ancients?”


    “Yes, I know that much.”


    “Each Ancient leaves a kind of signature on the magic particles they emit, right? That’s basically what a rune is—it’s the signature of a specific Ancient. So when we draw the rune, all the nearby particles that associate with that Ancient congregate around it. Chanting the sound that the particles recognize as their name activates them, and their combined power exerts a specific effect upon the surrounding universe. This is how magic infusions work, too, actually. An infused person has an instinctive ability to direct particles that share a signature with the one they have in their brain.”


    Alison nodded slowly. “So when you try to write runes . . .”


    “If you try to write a rune, the particles, and therefore the Ancient, will invade your mind. You see, it’s not the thing you’re writing or what you’re writing with. It’s the image you’re holding in your mind that the particles are attracted to, not the page. As long as you have the intention to write down the rune, they’ll find you, I’m afraid.”


    “What if you write one without intending to?”


    Archibald beamed. “Mm. We’ll make a wizard out of you yet, my girl. Random runes appear all the time. I mean, look.” He waved the length of string. “Most of them are just a couple of lines, a dot if you’re lucky. In, let’s say, a wild forest, you’ve got sticks and leaves and things on the ground randomly forming all kinds of runes, and every now and again the wind or a bird will make a sound that’s enough like a chant, and you’ll get these undirected magic spikes. That’s why there’s always been an association between magic and nature.”


    “Don’t suppose there’s any way those were written by accident,” said Alison, nodding towards Diablerie’s rune circle.


    Archibald laughed more heartily than the comment warranted. He made a vague beckoning gesture and returned to his laptop. “Probably not. But unintentional runecrafting is a very exciting field of research. I have a computer program downloaded that simulates a forest floor, randomly generating a page of lines and dots, and there’s usually at least one part of it that’s enough like a rune to be functional.”


    “So . . .”


    “Of course, the moment you try to cut it out or crop out the rest, the magic figures out what you’re trying to do, and . . .” He made a finger-gun gesture to his temple. “Still, breakthroughs are being made all the time. Open source is a wonderful concept, you know.”


    Alison took a deep breath. It was time to ask the big question. “Mr. Brooke-Stodgeley. The salt-creating power we were talking about earlier—could that be done with runes?”


    Archibald’s eyes rolled back and he stretched out the bottom corners of his mouth in exaggerated consideration. “Eeeeeesh. Yes, theoretically. Practically, I wouldn’t put money on it. I mean, look at this sequence here, look.” He ran a few feet of the string through his fist. “Think of it like computer programming, if that makes sense to you. Creating a wall is easy. It’s just ‘Project force in this direction.’ Only needs six runes. Dispelling’s easy, too. It’s the magical equivalent of a break function. With what we’re talking about, you’d need to detail the chemical composition of salt, how much you want, where you want it, what shape to make it . . . one sequence might fit on a string this size, but that’s without notation.”


    Alison’s shoulders sagged. She had been making a concerted effort to convince herself that perhaps Diablerie made at least some sense as a suspect—where had he been during the second killing, anyway?—but it wasn’t looking good. “Not completely impossible, then,” she said.


    “And that’s not factoring in the chant. We’d be lucky to get it under a minute. And it usually needs to be recited more than once. Don’t know if a fluidic could be persuaded to hold still long enough. I’m assuming this is related to the fluidic killings.”


    “They are very polite,” said Alison distractedly, before cringing slightly at herself. “Thanks, Mr. Brooke-Stodgeley. I need to head back up.”


    “Of course, sorry to bore you with all my wizard nonsense,” said Archibald. “But if you want to come down and talk about runecrafting again, it would always be nice to have someone as lovely as you brightening up the lab.” The elevator door closed behind her.


    He returned to his laptop with a contented sigh but was only settled for a few seconds before something on the other side of the room hurled itself across its cage angrily. Archibald tutted and reached for the bucket of spiders.
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    Excerpt from Dr. Nita Pavani’s curriculum for the DEDA Academy for the Extradimensionally Gifted and Diversity Studies:


    First level—Students will be provided a safe and welcoming environment in which to explore their interdimensional gift and elevate their abilities to a practical level. During this process, students will learn about the history of oppression faced by interdimensional sentients at the hands of mundane humans throughout the ages. Students will also be required to make contact with the interdimensional sentient that provides their gift and open preliminary dialogue. When their ability is sufficiently advanced, students may proceed to:


    Second level—Students are invited to explore whether or not entering a dual consciousness is right for them. Students will learn how to set appropriate social boundaries over which a fulfilling discourse can be had with their interdimensional sentient, and will be educated on the advantages and disadvantages of a dual-consciousness identity, until a fully informed decision can be made. Students will also learn how to respond appropriately to any aggression an interdimensional sentient displays, while also learning how to place such behavior within the context of an interdimensional sentient’s frustration from a lack of corporeal privilege. After the decision is made, students will proceed to:


    Third level—Students who choose not to pursue a dual-consciousness identity will learn to maintain the boundary and to use their abilities with appropriate respect, as well as be trained in dealing with their dual-consciousness fellows with sensitivity. Students who have chosen to take a dual-consciousness identity will be given a safe and supportive environment in which to adapt to their new existence and will attend several supplementary classes, including a relief course on human morality and etiquette for the benefit of the interdimensional component of their psyche. There will also be workshops available for those dealing with physical changes, covering topics such as clothing modification and tentacle grooming.
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    “Did you see Dr. Pavani’s new curriculum for the school?” asked Elizabeth, appearing at Richard Danvers’s office door.


    Danvers looked up from his computer. “I could hardly have missed it. She sent it to three of my email addresses. I didn’t even know I had the third one.”


    Elizabeth passed through the door and softly pushed it closed with her walking stick, not turning away from Danvers. “She wants it published to a new website. What do you think the reaction will be?”


    Richard crossed his legs under his desk. “She’s stirred up some public support for overhauling the school. But I think she overestimates support for the pro–demonic possession side of it. The usual newspapers will probably cause a stink. What are you going to do?”


    “Do? What else can I do? Anderson’s threatened us with closure if we don’t show a united front. I’m going to let her publish it.”


    Danvers nodded. “So Anderson can’t blame you if it goes down like a lead balloon. And since Pavani has very enthusiastically made herself the face of this campaign, it goes down right on top of her. And you’re counting on that.”


    Elizabeth paused for thought, then reasserted eye contact. “Yes, I am.”


    “Well, what do you want me to say? Congratulations?” He leaned back and put his hands behind his head. “You’re well on your way to creating a new Hand of Merlin to hide behind and pretend runs the place?”


    Elizabeth didn’t reply. She kept her gaze locked, tilting her head slightly in scrutiny.


    “Tell me,” continued Danvers. “Have you ever even considered the possibility that she may be right? Maybe the Ancients aren’t all hostile. Maybe there might be something to gain from trying to start a dialogue.”


    From Danvers’s perspective, Elizabeth still didn’t move, but various parts of her started to tremble almost imperceptibly. Her hand tightened around her walking stick, making the handle creak like an old door hinge. “You weren’t with us ten years ago,” she said, through her teeth. “Even if that Ancient was in a minority, I’m not willing to take the risk.”


    Danvers scowled unsympathetically. “So you’re just going to stonewall anything Pavani tries to do.”


    “Yes.”


    “Any particular reason you’re being so upfront?”


    Elizabeth took a step forward, Richard having unwittingly given her her cue. “To encourage you to be upfront when I ask you why you’re leaking information to your father.”


    Danvers didn’t break the gaze, but the light expression dropped from his face, like ice cream melting away from the stick. His hands slowly came away from the back of his head and clamped tightly around the armrests of his chair. “What . . .” he began, but that was as much as he could manage.


    “Lionel Danvers knew where the Fluidic Killer video was filmed. He was the one who sent Mike Badger there. He also knew that we had agents investigating, and he knew they were coming to his estate,” said Elizabeth nonchalantly. “Lionel Danvers is a confused old man with no power, no political savvy, and no intelligence network. The only leverage he has is familial guilt.”


    Danvers squirmed in his seat. “Yeah. He’s a stupid old man, and he wanted to keep playing make-believe with his only friends. I didn’t think . . . I didn’t think there’d be any harm in . . .”


    “Didn’t think that he’d pass it on to Badger,” finished Elizabeth. “Or that Badger would share it with his son, our new suspect. Or that Badger’s son would enlist Mr. Cockburn to harass our operatives—”


    “All right!” shouted Danvers, pulling his chair in suddenly to make it bang loudly on the desk. “This was my mistake. It’s already stopped. Trust me.”


    “I would like to,” said Elizabeth meaningfully. “I thought you hated your father.”


    Richard glanced away, tossing his head from side to side. “It’s family. It’s complicated.”


    Elizabeth put one hand on her hip. “Is that all?”


    He looked up. “Do you need anything else?”


    She gave the facial equivalent of a shrug, then turned towards the door. She stopped with her hand resting on the handle, then looked over her shoulder. “You suspected him of having a hand in what happened to your company.”


    “Sometimes, in my paranoid moments,” said Danvers. “You wouldn’t expect me to completely cut him off just because I—”


    “Your suspicion is correct,” said Elizabeth, her tone as flat as a carpet-bombed city. “Lord Baran was also on the Hand of Merlin at the time. Your father persuaded him to buy you out. He wanted you in a position to take over his seat on the Hand after he passed away. I can direct you to the minutes of the relevant meeting, if you need proof.”


    Danvers shriveled in his chair, his shoulders hunching forwards, as if he’d been impaled through the stomach. “And of course you’re only telling me now because you benefit from it,” he mumbled into his lap.


    Elizabeth opened the door smartly. The buzz of conversation and clacking keyboards drove out the tense silence like a swarm of wasps scaring away picnickers. “I didn’t realize you were still placing trust in someone so dangerously unworthy of it.”


    “Yeah,” mumbled Danvers, after she left. “I’ll try not to make that mistake again.”
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    “Well, ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls,” said Sean Anderson, holding court in DEDA’s largest meeting room, spreading his arms out like Jesus at the Last Supper. “Seems like once again I haven’t been making myself clear, so sorry if that was my fault, but when I said, ‘Stop embarrassing the government,’ apparently what you heard me say was ‘Put arrest warrants out on your own agents and alienate the entire country.’ ”


    “Diablerie was always more Ministry than Department in his attitudes,” said Elizabeth, sitting straight backed with hands clasped on the table in front of her. “There was a shortage of talent after we were forced to—”


    “Yes, all right, shut up,” said Anderson, pinching the bridge of his nose. “That’s the least of things right now. You’ve named a suspect; that’s all the papers care about. Would be lovely to actually have him in custody, o’ course, but the police are on it, so you’re off that particular hook for now.”


    “Well then?” prompted Elizabeth.


    Anderson waved a bulky arm over the newspapers that were splattered across the table like a train-platform suicide victim. Most of their front pages were displaying lurid color photos of Aaron Weatherby’s face. The more upmarket papers were dryly informing the reader that the British government intended to encourage young people to model themselves on his appearance. The tabloids expressed their bias a little more openly, posing large, capitalized rhetorical questions concerning the reader’s hypothetical children. “Well then, let’s talk about how we deal with this. Nita?”


    Pavani was mimicking Elizabeth’s pose almost exactly, except her nose was a little higher and her dignity was a little more forced. “I just think it’s sad how backward some people’s thinking can still be, in the twenty-first century.”


    “Or indeed, most people’s,” said Sean sarcastically.


    “Yes!” said Nita. “These are the same people who went around saying that vaccines cause autism. The facts will leave them behind on this, too.”


    Anderson was being remarkably even tempered, but when he let out a sigh, everyone could hear something bubbling at the back of his throat like a dormant volcano. “Look, you can’t just tell the majority of the nation that you’re right and they’re wrong. This isn’t the Iraq War. This is their kids.”


    Nita huffed, folding her arms. “Why can’t they be as accepting as they were with the fluidics?”


    “Because the fluidics are so completely nonhuman,” said Elizabeth. “It’s the human qualities that make the children disturbing.”


    “I think we’re all in agreement that the secondary school should be phased out,” said Richard Danvers, laying an open hand on the table. “A big part of its main purpose was snuffed out when magic went public. With the leftover resources, the primary school could probably cover infusion refinement and warding off . . . erm . . . dual consciousness.” His gaze did a full circuit of the room, glancing at every other person present, before he continued. “I think we should concentrate on that for now, and give people time to become open to . . . everything else.”


    “Don’t you think the interdimensional sentients deserve a say in this?” said Nita haughtily. She turned to her right. “Aaron-Byhagthn?”


    Aaron-Byhagthn was sitting by her side, wearing a shirt and tie whose collar had been specially widened to accommodate the green growths running down his neck. The tentacles on his face had been smoothly tucked behind one ear to match the brushed-back hair on the other side of his head. When he heard his name, he stopped gazing dreamily at the fluorescent lighting and focused on the table. “All we want is a chance to live,” he said, in his eerie dual-throat voice.


    “People like Aaron-Byhagthn have been suppressed and victimized by this government for centuries,” said Nita, patting his hand like it was the head of an eager dog. “What you’re suggesting, Richard, is like banning the lynching of homosexuals except on weekends.”


    “All right,” said Anderson, throwing up his hands. “Now we’ve heard from Slytherin and Gryffindor, maybe I could throw out some boring old normal-person wisdom here. As far as I see it, the main issue we have is PR, yeah? This is my turf. So listen up. The people don’t like you, what do you do? You arrange to hang around with someone they do like. Preferably somewhere very public with good lighting. Down here in the mundane world, we call it a photo op.”


    “With whom?” asked Elizabeth suspiciously.


    “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” said Anderson. “The fluidics. Everyone loves fluidics. You lot get onto Wollstone’s people, book a nice contingent of the bastards, and I’ll call up all the journalists I know.” He waved his phone, displaying the section of his contacts list clearly labeled arseholes. “In fact, yeah. Perfect. When’s the school reopening?”


    “Hopefully within the next few weeks,” said Nita.


    “Great! We’ll do it there. Make an event of it. School-open day. You can get your, er”—he waggled his fingers vaguely at Aaron-Byhagthn—“friends over there to make a speech. You know. Let everyone see their human side.”


    The optimistic smile that had been burgeoning on Nita’s face suddenly plunged back into a disapproving frown. “Sean, that’s actually quite an offensive thing to—”


    “You really think you can turn public opinion around?” said Danvers. “Just by having him and the fluidics get together and shake . . .” His train of thought experienced a delay of several seconds. “Hands?”


    Anderson blew out his cheeks and gave a huge shrug that made his shoulders ripple like a bay full of humpback whales. “Look, if it was that easy to figure people out, we wouldn’t need an election budget, would we. But right now I’m not hearing any better ideas.”


    “Are you sure it’s wise?” asked Elizabeth.


    “Wise? Of course it’s wise. Why are we even still discussing it?” Anderson had his hands on his hips. “All the magical lads get together to show the world how lovable and nonthreatening they are, and DEDA gets to show off how completely unprejudiced it is. The UK magic sector: one big, happy, barking-mad family.”


    “I mean, with the Fluidic Killer still at large . . .” said Elizabeth, twiddling her thumbs decisively.


    Anderson’s complexion was starting to shift from sunrise pink to klaxon red. He rounded on her like a farmyard rooster to a potential love rival. “Yeah, but fortunately you’re all going to be there to protect everyone, aren’t you? I want to see you, all the senior staff, and as many agents as you can spare in support. Because the other thing we want to show off is how wonderfully efficient DEDA has become, don’t we? Don’t we, Liz?”


    By the end of his speech, Anderson’s face was inches from Elizabeth’s. She hadn’t moved, but everyone else on her side of the table was leaning a good thirty degrees away. “If you insist,” she said, with absolute calm.


    “Great! Bloody marvelous.” Anderson stood, slapping his hands upon the surface of the table so hard that all the legs sank a good centimeter into the carpet. “Sorted. You’re welcome.” He began checking the messages and missed calls on his phone, which was his usual way of signaling his intention to leave.


    “A press event,” thought Nita aloud. “Yes, that could work. A speech, get some of the kids to do poetry readings, maybe even a local band.” She turned to Aaron-Byhagthn excitedly. “You know what we could do? We could reunite you with your sister onstage. That’s a great narrative.”


    “Jessica?” said Aaron-Byhagthn.


    Nita winced. “I’m so sorry, that was probably insensitive of me, wasn’t it. I know she’s only Aaron’s sister. What would you prefer I say, half sister? No, it might be more a three-quarter situation, I suppose . . .”


    “Jessica Weatherby’s whereabouts are unknown,” said Elizabeth, watching carefully for Nita’s reaction.


    She gave a smug little smile. “Not to all of us.”


    “The girl is a fugitive.”


    “From what? From an unlawful prison that’s being closed down anyway? I really don’t think it’s at all relevant anymore.”


    Elizabeth’s finger tapped measuredly on the tabletop like the timer of a ticking bomb. “So you have been deliberately withholding information from this department?”


    “OH FOR CHRIST’S SAKE,” roared Anderson, thundering back into the center of the room. “Didn’t even get as far as the bloody door. Solidarity, people! Solidarity! The good kind, not like when labor unions do it.”


    Elizabeth glared at him. “How can we be expected to trust Dr. Pavani if she has—”


    “Who gives a toss?!” ranted Anderson, throwing newspapers into the air. “Pavani’s right! We’re rolling back the creepy torture dungeon anyway, so this is good ink. Now.” He held his phone aloft. “I have the CEO of Shield Solutions right here, all ready to call. If I hear one more disagreement on my way out of the nuthouse, then I’m pressing it. Got it? Right!”


    The attendees of the meeting sat in total silence as they listened to Anderson’s exaggeratedly loud footsteps echoing through the building with deliberate slowness. Finally, Richard Danvers cleared his throat. “How does next Saturday suit everyone?”
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    xxreaverxx: What’s new, pussycat?


    jess: hey


    jess: nita says ill probably be able to go home soon


    xxreaverxx: Ah, but will things ever be the same again?


    xxreaverxx: After your incredible odyssey of Travelodges and sleeping on two different couches.


    xxreaverxx: Will you ever be able to return to the mundane routine of everyday life?


    jess: yeah probs


    jess: there shutting down the nasty school so i wont be on the run anymore


    jess: and theres going to be like a big show at the nice school


    xxreaverxx: A big show?


    xxreaverxx: So, what . . . Les Miserables?


    jess: like a bunch of speeches and stuff so people stop hating people with magic powers


    xxreaverxx: You mean, the people who could kill everyone else in the country in a second if they wanted to.


    jess: not really


    jess: I mean even if you had a really good power that would probly take like a week at least


    xxreaverxx: Fair enough.


    xxreaverxx: So they think a few sob stories will be enough to make the entire country U-turn?


    jess: were gonna do some stuff with the fluidics i think


    jess: like an endorsement thing


    xxreaverxx: Ah, really?


    xxreaverxx: I suppose that means I’ll have to come too.


    xxreaverxx: Since I’m the Fluidic Killer and everything, and this will be an ideal opportunity to kill some fluidics.


    jess: i said i was sorry about that


    xxreaverxx: And I said, there’s absolutely no need to apologize.


    xxreaverxx: I am obviously the Fluidic Killer. It makes so much sense. It’s a real testament to the deductive skills of you and your friends at DEDA.


    xxreaverxx: So I guess I’ll see you next Saturday for some good, solid fluidic murdering?


    xxreaverxx: Or perhaps “solid” is the wrong word.


    jess: whatever jerk


    jess: ttyl


    jess signed off at 13:12pm


    



    jess signed on at 13:15pm


    jess: how did you know the show is next saturday
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    “The press event’s not till Saturday,” said Alison, watching the motorway ahead. “But Nita wants us to come down a couple of days early.”


    In the bucket on the passenger seat, Shgshthx rolled thoughtfully, doing a passable imitation of a taffy-pulling machine. “Why?”


    It took a moment for Alison to spare enough mental focus to reply. Diablerie’s car had disappeared along with its owner, and Alison was having trouble adjusting to the hire car, it being of sensible proportions with weight appropriately distributed. She had narrowly missed three collisions so far. “Yes, so, Nita wants to do a sort of proper photo-shoot thing with you and the Weatherbys at the school. She says there might not be a chance with everything she has planned for the weekend.”


    “Weath-oo-bees?” inquired Shgshthx.


    A van in the neighboring lane honked as Alison almost oversteered into their path, and she made a series of apologetic squeaks as she guided the car back into line. “Um, yes. Do you remember Jessica?”


    “Oh, yes,” said Shgshthx. “Is she still staying in our biw-ding?”


    “No, she had to move on, because . . .”


    Shgshthx jiggled patiently as Alison went quiet, pieces falling into place in her mind.


    “She’s not on the run anymore,” she said, mostly to herself as she readjusted the steering again. “She won’t get sent back to the secondary school.”


    “Is at a good thing?” asked Shgshthx, confused.


    “So I don’t need to cover for her,” continued Alison, her thoughts assembling like a snowball descending a hill. “So I don’t need to keep saying my credit card was stolen. Which is the main reason Diablerie was named the prime suspect.”


    Alison had confided in Shgshthx frequently during their garbage-exchange sessions. She had discovered that he, like most fluidics, was a very good listener, probably because their entire bodies could function as an ear. “Sho now oo can tell them the twuth?”


    “Y—” Alison’s word stopped short as she imagined confessing to Elizabeth. She imagined the subtle twitches and movements of Elizabeth’s facial features as she forced her expression not to change. Alison would have preferred to stand under a space shuttle and stare down one of the rockets as it began to glow.


    “Yesh?” prompted Shgshthx.


    “Well . . . it probably doesn’t really matter,” said Alison, feeling wretched. “Diablerie’s still the best suspect. He ran away when he was going to be arrested. And Mr. Brooke-Stodgeley says the killer has to have been either a salt elemental or using runes, and we don’t know of any salt elementals . . .”


    “Is Diabwewee the onwy person who can use wunes?”


    Alison shifted her hips left and right, as the seat was starting to feel prickly. “No . . . I think anyone can use them, once they’re written, but . . . he’s the only person I’ve ever seen using them. And anyway, he was near the scene of the second killing and doesn’t have an alibi. That was the other thing.”


    “Because he was in the toi-wet,” clarified Shgshthx.


    “Yes. No! He went into a toilet but we didn’t actually have any eyes on him when the killing started.” She was quoting the way Elizabeth Lawrence had explained the matter to her.


    Shgshthx gave a little fart. “So ee must have . . . come out of the toi-wet without you noticing.”


    “Yes.”


    “While you were wight in fwont of it.”


    Alison lifted a hand from the steering wheel and wobbled it for emphasis. “He’s Diablerie! He’s . . . you know. Mysterious.”


    They drove in silence for several minutes, Alison drumming her fingers on the wheel, Shgshthx watching the scenery go by. “Anyway,” said Alison eventually. “The only other suspect is David Badger, and I don’t think he’d travel all the way from Yorkshire to Devon to kill fluidics. That would’ve been insane. I mean, killing fluidics is insane, yes, but that would have been insane and it wouldn’t have made any sense, either.”


    “Awison,” said Shgshthx. “We know oo the kiwwer is.”


    Alison boggled. He was looking away guiltily, in the sense that he had formed part of his mass into a frowning face and angled it away. Another passing car honked, and Alison returned her gaze to the road. “What? Who knows?”


    “We do. We put our heads together.”


    “The fluidics? Like . . . all of you?”


    A long sigh bubbled through Shgshthx’s mass, making his frowny face wobble. “We don’t want to cawse a fuss.”


    “Shgshthx, we’ve been over this,” said Alison tolerantly, rubbing her forehead. “We know you don’t want to cause a fuss, but if one of us is going around murdering one of you, we actually would like you to cause a fuss. Because, if one of us might be doing that, then they might keep doing even worse things. So, when you think about it, not making a fuss could actually cause an even bigger fuss. You see?”


    Shgshthx slopped about in thought. “What if it’sh not one of oo,” he asked, so softly she could barely make out the words.


    “Not one of us?” said Alison. She injected as much sternness into her voice as she felt capable of. “Shgshthx, will you please tell me what you know.”


    “It’s Shgshthx.”


    She frowned. “Sorry, am I pronouncing it wrong?”


    “No, I mean, the Fwuidic Kiwwer. It’sh Shgshthx.”


    Alison let that one run around her cavernous mind a few times, making nervous taps of the steering wheel to mark each lap. “The Fluidic Killer is one of you?”


    “Yesh, it’s Shgshthx. We didn’t wike to cause a fuss because it was an in-too-nal matter.”


    “Hang on. Are you saying that all of you are the Fluidic Killer?”


    “No no no!” Shgshthx bobbed urgently. “Just Shgshthx.”


    “So which one of you is this Shgshthx?”


    Shgshthx cocked what was currently the most head-like part of his anatomy. “The Fwuidic Kiwwer.”


    “Yes, but what is it that sets them apart from the rest of the fluidics?”


    “They’re the one oo kiwws fwuidics.”


    Alison screwed up her eyes and rubbed her head harder. She recalled that the fluidics had once been cells of a single larger being and still struggled with the concept of independent consciousness; this was probably, on reflection, why they didn’t consider their individual deaths to be worthy of a fuss. The important thing was to remain tolerant and understanding of their cultural differences. “All right. Imagine we were in a room with Shgshthx the Fluidic Killer and another Shgshthx who isn’t the Fluidic Killer. One on the left, one on the right. How would you be able to tell them apart?”


    Shgshthx put on a confused face, with a sideways S for a mouth, which was the closest a fluidic ever got to showing impatience. “One of them is the Fwuidic Ki—”


    “Assuming I don’t know which one is the Fluidic Killer,” said Alison hastily. “You’re trying to explain to me which one is the Fluidic Killer because I don’t know that. How would you do it?”


    Shgshthx’s sideways S became an O of understanding. “Ohhh. I would say, it’s the one on the weft.”


    “What?”


    “Or the wight. Depending on which one it was.”


    Alison gave up. “You know what, there’s going to be a lot of fluidics at the event. Why don’t you just let me know if you see the killer.”


    “Oew-kay.”


    They covered the remainder of the journey to the primary school in silence as Alison devoted all her spare brain power to this new revelation. It didn’t make the slightest bit of sense. She had seen the Fluidic Killer at the second scene, or at least the legs and feet of someone who could not have been anything but the Fluidic Killer. She had only seen them for a moment, but they had definitely been wearing long trousers and shoes.


    Fluidics were amorphous—or rather, differently morphous, as Nita preferred to say. Could they take on a human shape, enough to fill trousers and shoes? A couple of fluidics had made an effort to fit in that way, but it was too complex a form to maintain, and they had ended up looking like half-sucked jelly babies. As for the clothing, there was a very fine line for a fluidic between wearing a garment and digesting it. Besides, fluidics couldn’t do magic. At least, she didn’t think they could. They were magical creatures, but that wasn’t the same thing as being magically infused. Was it?


    She had to force the deductive process to the back of her mind as they arrived at the monastery that housed the primary school. She pulled up in the courtyard in front of the main entrance building, as she had done over nine months ago, in the car of the two agents who had collected her from her mother. The friendly, ornate building, looking like something halfway between a church and a hunting lodge, seemed to her like it had grown smaller since she had seen it last.


    Nita’s car was already there, parked directly in front of the main entrance. Aaron-Byhagthn and Jessica Weatherby were leaning on the car, dressed in virtually identical dark T-shirts and jeans. Jessica wasn’t toying with any kind of electronic device, which was a change dramatic enough to immediately raise Alison’s curiosity, while most of Aaron-Byhagthn’s face was watching the school entrance pensively.


    Nita herself was standing at the door, addressing the familiar figure of Brother Burling. Both were standing with the rock-solid folded-arms body language of divorced parents being forced to interact across a threshold at the start of a visitation weekend.


    Alison jogged a few steps forward when she caught sight of the old monk. “Hi, Brother Burling!”


    Burling gave her a look that nailed her into place like a spear of lightning, and she froze with one foot in the air. His eyes, peering out above his thick silver beard, were like two warning lights in the middle of a frost-covered bramble patch.


    “Alison,” he said, an acknowledgment that veered only slightly into incredulity.


    “Oh, do you two know each other?” said Nita spitefully. “Alison, perhaps you could explain to this person who we represent and what we would like to use this building for?”


    “And perhaps you could explain to this person,” countered Brother Burling, like a solid oak tree trunk responding to the efforts of a woodpecker, “that if you intend to debase this building with demons and tainted ones, then you will have to do so over the corpses of me and all of my brothers.”


    “Brother . . . Burling?” repeated Alison, shocked. She looked to the nearest window and saw a cluster of other monks pressed against the glass, watching Burling with worship in their eyes.


    Nita finally managed to stop making disbelieving scoffing noises and produce words. “Do you know how totally, totally offensive those words are in this day and age? Do you know it’s actually the twenty-first century out here?”


    “I don’t care if it’s the forty-fifth century and the building behind me has been weathered into dirt. I will not allow your creatures to enter.”


    “Really?” said Pavani hotly. “And I suppose it doesn’t matter to you that we represent the government? The same government that owns this building?”


    Burling shifted his weight slightly. “Our order has always worked with the Ministry of Occultism in collaboration, not in servitude,” he said. “Your new curriculum does not come into effect until the weekend, and when it does, I and every single one of my brothers will resign.”


    Pavani reeled. “And you didn’t think to mention this?”


    “I am mentioning it,” stated Burling. “Until then, this place, and these children, remain under our protection.”


    “Look,” said Alison, touching Nita’s arm tactfully. “Maybe we could just . . . take some photos on the grounds, outside.”


    “Very well,” said Burling gruffly. “But I will have brothers stationed around the perimeter to prevent you from venturing too close to the building.” He went back inside and closed the entrance door with a snap, not waiting for Pavani to stop gaping long enough to reply.


    “Protecting the children,” she eventually said, as Alison guided her along the side of the building. “That’s always the line, isn’t it? Think of the children! Can’t talk about homosexuality in schools. Can’t let transgender people use their preferred bathroom. Can’t open dialogues with the Ethereal Realm—what would happen to the children? It’s disgusting how they use other people like that.”


    “It was strange,” said Alison, not really listening. “Brother Burling used to be really nice.”


    “Oh, well,” said Nita, after a couple of cleansing breaths. “No hope of a calm, respectful discussion with silly old farts like that. They can have their last little tantrum; we don’t need their help. Shall we try over there?”


    There was a kidney-shaped playing field at the rear of the school grounds, adjoining part of the main building and the largest dormitory, with a small herb garden at the far end, just before the unfenced border of the surrounding forest. It was a place where students could go to calm down, if they had spent too long staring at focusing trays and were beginning to see marching ants every time they closed their eyes.


    It was entirely deserted but for Nita, Alison, the Weatherbys, and Shgshthx. True to Burling’s word, monks were keeping all the students indoors. Robed brothers stood in front of every door and window of the building, their fixed, disapproving looks clear even from across the field.


    “Do we have a photographer?” asked Alison, looking around.


    “No, I can do that part,” said Nita, producing a digital camera from her bag. “I thought about it, but I wanted to make absolutely sure we don’t get off message with these. Now, towards or away from the school, do you think?”


    “I . . .”


    “Yes, towards, definitely. The forest’s a little bit too wild; we might accidentally imply that interdimensionals don’t have a place in modern society.” She peered at the monastery through the viewfinder experimentally. “I suppose we can Photoshop out the angry monks.”


    Alison felt a presence behind her that made her hair stand on end. “Hello, Alison Arkin,” said Aaron-Byhagthn.


    She turned quickly to find him standing just an inch too close for polite social discourse. His eyes were wide with sorrow, and one of his face tentacles was gingerly reaching over to pat her on the shoulder.


    “We are very, very sorry that we tried to murder you,” he said, as softly and apologetically as his voice could allow.


    “Oh,” said Alison, trying to resist making an instinctive recoil of horror. “Well, it was completely understandable. Under the circumstances at the time . . .”


    “No.” He shook his head, making his tentacles wave festively. “Trying to murder you was completely disproportionate. I feel very bad about it. At most I should have only tried to concuss you or break your arms and legs.”


    “That’s . . . good, actually,” said Alison, maintaining determined eye contact and nodding slowly. “It’s good that we can clear the air.”


    She noticed that Jessica Weatherby was standing directly behind her brother (or the entity that was partially her brother, or not her brother at all; the matter was yet to be fully clarified as far as Alison understood it), fidgeting and jiggling up and down as if standing in the queue for the lavatory.


    “Jessica, what’s wrong?” asked Alison.


    Jessica pushed Aaron-Byhagthn aside with the rude familiarity of a sibling. “I think you were right about Reaver, I think he might be the Fluidic Killer.” She said all the words in a single rapid exclamation which sounded slightly rehearsed.


    Alison blinked. “You think so?”


    Jessica produced her smartphone, which she had been fiddling with in the pocket of her jeans throughout the conversation. “He keeps sending me weird messages,” she said. “When we arrived, he said he could see us. He described what I’m wearing.”


    “I’m sure there’s a logical explanation,” said Alison as she took the phone. One that immediately leapt to her mind was the fact that Jessica had never worn anything but a dark T-shirt and jeans as long as Alison had known her.


    The phone was slightly warm and sweaty, which gave Alison the same slightly disquieting feeling one gets from sitting on a toilet seat that’s still warm from the last person. She wasn’t familiar with the phone or the operating system, but the messaging program was intuitive enough. She scrolled back over the most recent conversation.


    



    xxreaverxx: I can SEEEE YOOOOOU


    xxreaverxx: Still rocking the dark T-shirt and jeans combo, I see.


    jess: this isnt funny


    xxreaverxx: Yeah, I know. You keep saying.


    xxreaverxx: So that must be Nita Pavani, and that must be your brother Aaron.


    xxreaverxx: Or what am I supposed to call him now, the artist formerly known as Aaron?


    jess: im not gonna respond anymore


    xxreaverxx: Whoops, did I scare you off?


    xxreaverxx: Never mind, I’m used to it. Goes with the territory, you know, since I’m totally the Fluidic Killer and everything.


    xxreaverxx: Fine, stay quiet. I’m gonna keep talking anyway.


    xxreaverxx: Who’s this arriving now?


    xxreaverxx: Ohhh. That’s Alison Arkin. She’s shorter than I expected.


    xxreaverxx: And I see she’s brought me a snack.


    xxreaverxx: Does the Fluidic Killer eat fluidics? Well, I guess I should know, since I’m the Fluidic Killer. Let’s just pencil in that he does.


    



    Alison checked for Shgshthx, but he was still loitering around her ankle like a sleepy hound. Besides him, Nita, the Weatherbys, and the monks in the distance, there was nobody else visible.


    “What does it mean?” asked Jessica, taking the phone back.


    The monks were still watching hatefully, and Alison could also see the faces of students in the windows of the classrooms and dormitories, watching a rare moment of novelty in their routine lessons. They were all too far away to make any kind of surprise attack. On the other side of the herb garden was the forest, quite wild and crammed with hiding places.


    “I don’t know . . .” said Alison distractedly as her gaze tracked across the silent vegetation. “It’s creepy. But he sounds sarcastic . . .”


    Jessica was staring at her phone. She had gone as pale as a ghost, and the light from the illuminated screen did a lot to enhance the effect. “So what does this mean?” she said, turning the phone around.


    



    xxreaverxx: I’m so very close now.


    xxreaverxx: Here I come! :)


    



    Something rustled in the forest behind Alison. She turned and saw a bush as tall as a man innocently shift back into place.


    “Okay, let’s get this show on the road,” said Nita from the other side of the herb garden, adjusting a row of parsley for maximum aesthetic appeal. “I think we’ll start with Shgshthx and Aaron-Byhagthn over here.”


    “Um,” said Alison uncertainly, as Shgshthx slithered across the uncovered space between them, and parts of the forest continued to make rustling noises.


    “All right, let’s have Aaron-Byhagthn perched on this bit of fence, with the school in the background,” said Nita, camera to face. “Try to look rejected. Shgshthx, could you be in front of him with a sort of sympathetic, listening-to-his-problems kind of thing going on?”


    The forest rustled again, more violently. Alison caught a glimpse of a small black object being thrown into the center of the herb garden before there was a flash and a crack of pyrotechnics that made her instinctively cover her eyes.


    When she lowered her arms, she was once again sprinkled with glitter, and Doctor Diablerie was standing right in front of her with legs apart, cloak at maximum billow, and polished shoes causing much distress to the rosemary. He was holding aloft a white tube decorated with arcane patterns.


    “Tremble in the presence of Diablerie!” he commanded, swinging the tube like a conductor with a baton. “The Fluidic Killer strikes again!”


    Nita Pavani made a panicky leap forward and hit him with a handheld Taser. He stiffened and shuddered in time with the electric ticking before promptly collapsing with his face in the basil.


    The stunned silence was broken by Shgshthx. “Do I still need to be wooking sympathetic?”
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    Less than an hour later, Richard Danvers brought his car around to the front of the new DEDA building, then watched Elizabeth Lawrence hobble her way from the front entrance to his passenger door. Archibald Brooke-Stodgeley was just behind her, looking red in the face and with his hands behind his back, so Danvers assumed he must have attempted to help Elizabeth with the steps.


    “All right,” said Richard, after Elizabeth was settled into the seat beside him. “What was so important you couldn’t talk about it over the phone?”


    “Start heading for the monastery,” she instructed.


    Danvers nodded past her. “Is he coming?”


    Elizabeth followed his gaze, tutted, and lowered the window. “Archibald, get in the car.”


    “Oops, pardon me.” Brooke-Stodgeley climbed into the back, taking the center seat and leaning forward like an eager child going on holiday with his parents. “You only said to come with you. Thought you might have meant, just to the car. Didn’t want to make assump—”


    “Diablerie has resurfaced,” said Elizabeth to Danvers the instant the car was in motion. “He appeared at the monastery, made threatening motions toward Alison’s fluidic associate, and declared himself to be the Fluidic Killer loudly enough for everyone to hear.”


    Danvers’s jaw made unconscious chewing movements as he absorbed this information. “That rather clinches his status as prime suspect, I suppose.”


    Elizabeth said nothing.


    “No, of course it doesn’t,” sighed Danvers. “That would be far too straightforward. So after you having named him prime suspect in the first place, you’re now having second thoughts?”


    “He’s made it a little bit too obvious,” replied Elizabeth, staring straight ahead. “He’s got to be hiding something else.”


    “Or maybe he knows that you’d think that,” suggested Danvers.


    “Or he knows I know that he knows.”


    “Yes, well, let’s not board that particular merry-go-round.”


    “Erm, sorry to interrupt,” said Archibald. “But what am I going to be doing?”


    “Alison has recovered a number of artifacts from Diablerie that may be related to runecrafting,” said Elizabeth, only turning her head slightly towards him. “I need you to determine what they are and what they can do.”


    “Oh, yes, Alison, lovely girl,” said Archibald fondly. “Poor thing. That stuff’s probably going way over her head.”


    “Even so, I hardly think it’s necessary for all three of us to race down there pell-mell right this minute,” said Danvers. “Surely the monks can keep hold of Diablerie for one or two more days.”


    “That’s the other issue,” said Elizabeth, in the level tone of a bomber pilot gently groping their release lever.


    It was a tone that Danvers was becoming familiar with. He took a long, slow, calming breath, as Elizabeth waited patiently for him to ask the question. “What happened?”


    “The monks intend to stage a walkout,” she admitted. “All of them are going to resign in protest on the day of the press event. When the school reopens.”


    “Can they even do that? I thought they were pledged—”


    “Their order is pledged to the realm, not to the government. They have the right to defy us. There was an amendment to the agreement. It was intended for emergencies, such as outbreaks of demonic possession at the Ministry.”


    Danvers nodded in resignation. “And I’m guessing the amendment was introduced roughly ten years ago.”


    “Yes.”


    “By you.”


    Elizabeth glanced away, a grimace rising unbidden to her face. “Yes.”


    Danvers emitted another sigh, this one almost turning into a growl. “Perfect. So why now? Why not when the Hand went down, and all their boys in the bunker were let go?”


    “If they intend to actively disrupt the government’s . . . change in education policy, then walking out at this juncture is a fairly effective way to do it. We’re going to need someone else to provide security.”


    Danvers hummed in thought. “We could bring in some local freelancers. Add them to my retinue of agents. There’d still be a lot of holes.”


    “With Diablerie in custody, it may be enough.”


    “I’m more worried about the legion of disgruntled fanatics we now know for a fact are going to be in the vicinity of the school on Saturday.”


    “They’re not a death cult, Richard,” said Elizabeth. “They’re reasonable people. Expressing a view that a lot of the population still support.”


    “Don’t remind me.” He hit the indicator switch with a particularly vicious smack. “And this doesn’t even begin to answer who the hell’s going to teach the kids from next week.”


    “Perhaps you could talk to the brothers. Persuade them to help maintain order for the weekend, at least. They may still respect your name.”


    Richard was dangerously silent for a few moments. “I did wonder how this would start.”


    “I beg your pardon?”


    “Break contact with your father, Richard,” he continued, apparently addressing the steering wheel. “He’s using you, Richard. Don’t let him manipulate you, Richard. Let yourself be manipulated in a more convenient way instead.”


    Elizabeth repositioned herself primly. “I am the chief administrator. If you’re not content to work under me as part of the Department’s senior staff, you are free to resign at any time.”


    “Oh, sure, resign,” grumbled Danvers. “And then what? Consultancy? On wrangling demon hunters and people who can shoot fire out of their eyeballs?” He gave her a sharp look before getting his eyes back on the road. “I’ve been doing this job for nearly eight years. It’s not the kind of skill set that transfers. And anyway, someone’s got to keep order. That’s the opposite of what there’d be if I left it to you and Pavani now.”


    Elizabeth tightened her mouth. “As long as we understand one another.”


    “Much as you’d appreciate a bit of chaos breaking out this weekend, I’m sure,” muttered Danvers. “Give you a chance to say you told us so.”


    Elizabeth said nothing but started slightly when Archibald clapped his hands inches away from her face.


    “Good, well, that’s cleared that up,” he said, rubbing his palms together. “Are we planning to pick up lunch on the way?”
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    As the sun rose on the monastery on Saturday morning, it illuminated a cold and miserable throng of government employees gathered in the entrance courtyard. The crowd had separated naturally into two mutually distrustful groups: on one side, the senior field agents from the Department, dressed in collared shirts and long, dark coats; on the other, the freelance monster hunters, mostly equipped with jeans, camouflage jackets, and poorly concealed hunting rifles.


    As soon as the sun was high enough to be “early morning” rather than “ridiculously early morning,” the front doors opened. True to their word, the monks abandoned the school. They exited two abreast in a single elongated column, hoods down and heads held defiantly high.


    At the very rear of the procession was Richard Danvers, his shirt untucked and his eyes dark and heavy from the last-minute negotiations. He remained on the doorstep for want of a speaking platform and beckoned his agents closer. “All right, now the siege has lifted, we can start the preparations,” he said wearily. “I managed to persuade the monks to at least not actively protest the event, and I think that’s about the best we’re going to get.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “I still have to explain the situation to the student body. While I do that, the full-time agents can go round the back to help Dr. Pavani with whatever she needs, and I’ll have the freelancers securing the perimeter as best you can.”


    “What about the bar?” asked Sean Anderson, mysteriously appearing from the crowd like a crocodile on the surface of a swamp.


    “The what?”


    “Is the bar set up?”


    Danvers frowned. “You mean, a bar for drinks?”


    “No, for the pole vaulting. Of course a bar for drinks, you twat. Do. We. Have. One?”


    “Is it important?” said Danvers, pinching his eyes and steadying himself on the door frame.


    “You ever tried fishing without a hook?”


    Danvers looked to his equally baffled agents for support, but none came. “No?”


    “And you don’t run a press event without a bar. Never mind. I’ve got a few crates of lager in my car. I’ll sort something out.” He stomped off to the grassy verge beside the main driveway, which was wholly unlike the car park it was being used as.


    In the playing field beside the school, Nita Pavani had wasted no time. The moment the monks had left, she had thrown open the double doors to the main assembly hall and begun carrying chairs out onto the grass. There was a set of broad stone steps leading up to the doors that she felt would suffice as a stage.


    “How many things have we killed?” asked Victor Casin, emerging from the hall with a chair under each arm.


    “I have no idea,” said Adam, behind him. “It’s a little bit weird to count things like that.”


    “Over a thousand, do you think?”


    Adam dumped the chair he was carrying onto the field, panting with the physical exertion. “Seems a bit high.”


    “Come on. At least a thousand. There were over a hundred in that werewasp hive by itself.”


    “I still say hive minds should only count as one.”


    Victor dumped his chairs, making no effort to arrange them into the neat rows that were developing on the grass. “Don’t start that shit again. But would you say we’ve killed more things over our career than, say, James Bond? Putting all the films together.”


    “You have, maybe,” said Adam, rubbing his back.


    “Right. And could you picture James Bond helping to arrange the chairs at a school play?”


    Adam straightened up and started heading back for another chair. “I don’t know what you expected,” he said. “You don’t get, like, a certificate after you kill a thousand things, saying you don’t have to arrange chairs anymore. James Bond still has to queue up at the bank and clean his own toilet.”


    “I’m just saying,” grumbled Victor. “Feeling a bit underutilized here.”


    “Oh, aye,” said a familiar voice. “Maybe they could cover you in petrol and find a nice crypt to lock ye in. Would that be playin’ to yer strengths?”


    Adam and Victor turned in unison, like a pair of gears in a clockwork machine, and saw Mike Badger. He seemed strangely underdressed, which is to say that he was wearing exactly the same jeans, jacket, and flat cap as always, but he wasn’t carrying a shotgun.


    “Ay oop, lads,” he said, without humor.


    “What the hell are you doing here?” demanded Victor.


    “Call went out for freelancers; I answered the call. Bit of a drive, mind.”


    “Weren’t you let go?” asked Adam.


    Badger glanced around shiftily. “Aye, well, no one’s tried to stop me so far. Look, I ’eard there were gonna be shogs at this thing. I thought since Davey’s been going around saying he’s the shog slayer, he might show up.”


    “You still haven’t found him?” said Adam.


    “Nah. He’s hiding. Hiding from the bloody good hiding he’s got coming. Anyway, give us a shout if he turns up. And, ye know, warn them shogs, since your lot love ’em so much.” With that, he turned and walked away without another word, as if he had been merely giving his order to the drive-through.


    The two agents watched him go. Adam leaned over until he was within whisper range of Victor’s ear. “Will Danvers want to know about this?”


    “No,” said Victor, accurately. “You tell him.”
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    Compared to the secondary-school facilities, even the dungeons of the primary school were luxurious. There were six secure cells in the basement connected by a narrow hallway, but the floor was carpeted, and the walls were paneled with tasteful mahogany. There were even impeccable portraits of past schoolmasters with stern expressions, possibly to intimidate the prisoners.


    Alison had been surprised to discover that the primary school possessed dungeons at all, although it didn’t take much effort to theorize why, it being a place where young people on heady hormone cocktails could potentially manifest reality-altering powers at any moment. Each cell was equipped with a comfortable bed, adjoining toilet, and very, very thick walls.


    Alison looked at Diablerie through the peephole in his cell door. He was sitting upright on the bed, arms folded in affronted dignity, and apparently hadn’t moved since yesterday. Although Alison noticed the empty wrapper of the cheeseburger she had brought for him, balled up on the mattress nearby.


    It had also come as a surprise that the monks had let her use the facilities like this, but it was only Shgshthx and Aaron-Byhagthn they had cared about keeping away, so presumably it was magic they had the problem with. If that was the case, then it was lucky that none of them had been around when Alison had emptied Diablerie’s pockets.


    She returned to the small desk that was set aside for the dungeon guard on duty and the pile of objects she had removed from Diablerie’s person while he had still been unconscious from the Taser. It probably wasn’t his full inventory, as she had only gotten as far as his fourth set of hidden pockets before he had started stirring.


    Most of the pile looked like a cross between a stage magic kit and a child’s chemistry set. There were enough color-coded smoke capsules and bangers to create an impromptu Olympic closing ceremony. There were corked vials of colored liquid, some of which were suspending what looked like the organs of small animals, and which Alison was disinclined to examine any closer. There was also an absurd amount of glitter in a number of self-sealing sandwich bags.


    All of this she set aside from what really interested her: several loops of string and tape, all carefully adorned with rune sequences, and a smartphone.


    There was only one application on the phone, which launched immediately whenever she turned it on. A list of runic symbols was displayed, and touching one would add it to a bar on the right. Pressing the button underneath the bar would cause the phone to chant the selected symbols in a bored female voice.


    Alison could recognize the dispel sequence that Diablerie had used in Doncaster on the night of the squirrels—it was one of the shortest chants on the phone’s Favorites list—but the purpose of every other sequence was a mystery. Some of them may have been long and complex enough to be a salt-creating ritual, but experimentally activating any of them felt like a catastrophically bad idea.


    The other mystery was the tube that Diablerie had been waving during his dramatic appearance. It was light metal painted white, about a foot and a half long and one inch wide. Symbols had been drawn along its length, but they didn’t seem to be runes; they weren’t on the smartphone app’s list. Alison thought they looked more like Japanese writing.


    She rolled the tube back and forth across her palms. Then she brought one end up to her mouth and blew, but the effect was neither magical nor musical. Then she covered one eye and peered through the tube as if it were a telescope, but saw no effect as she tracked her gaze wildly around the room.


    When she lowered it from her eye, Elizabeth Lawrence was standing in front of her. “I trust I’m not interrupting.”


    Alison hurriedly put the tube down and started when it made an unexpectedly loud clack on the desk. She reached out and straightened it apologetically. “Sorry. Hello, Ms. Lawrence. I hadn’t heard you’d—”


    “Which cell?” asked Elizabeth, gazing straight past her at the six doors flanking the hallway ahead. She was holding a black leather briefcase in her free hand.


    “Erm. Doctor Diablerie’s in room six, on the end,” said Alison, pointing. “Erm!” she added, as Elizabeth shifted her weight onto her cane to start walking.


    She fixed Alison with a stare that in a photograph would have looked expressionless, but which somehow in real life transmitted impatience so fiery that Alison could feel her skin trying to recede up her body. “What is it?”


    “Did you read my account of how he appeared?”


    “I think I have the gist,” said Elizabeth. Alison’s email had required five full-page scrolls to get to the bottom, but she had skimmed the important details. “He attacked you and your fluidic associate and declared himself to be the Fluidic Killer?”


    Alison dropped her gaze. “He didn’t actually have a chance to attack, but yes.” Elizabeth seemed about to move on again. “But . . . it just seems like that would be a weird thing for him to do. If he actually was the Fluidic Killer.”


    “He may have realized that you would think that.”


    “Oh. I . . . suppose so.”


    “You can go now,” said Elizabeth emphatically.


    Alison eyed her briefcase. “What are you going to do?”


    “I’m going to eliminate him from our inquiries.” She glanced at the pile of stocking fillers on the desk. “Mr. Brooke-Stodgeley has set up in the kitchen. Don’t keep him waiting.”


    Alison nodded meekly and stood up. The tube and phone went into her pockets, and she slung the bundle of rune circles over her shoulder. Elizabeth strode past her, walking stick thudding heavily in anticipation.


    At the door to the stairwell, Alison looked back. Elizabeth stood against the opposite wall, holding her briefcase behind her back, making no motion towards the door to Diablerie’s cell.


    It was only after Alison had fully left the room and her slow footfalls on the stairs could no longer be heard that Elizabeth turned and unbolted the door.
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    Nita Pavani peered through the slit in the curtains she had hurriedly affixed over the “stage doors” with masking tape. Two or three journalists were sitting in the makeshift pews—she recognized Pippa Morment—and a considerably larger throng of them was gathered around the long table to the side, where Anderson had arranged the bar. Behind the chairs, the students sat upon the grass, mostly confused but not about to question a free day off.


    Since the age at which magic potential is discovered can vary wildly, the oldest of the “kids” was in their midtwenties. Anderson had even found a couple with bar experience, and they were currently being worked off their feet keeping the throats of the visiting press from getting dry.


    Anderson himself clomped into the assembly hall via the main entrance corridor. “Wollstone and his crew are here,” he announced. “How’s it looking?”


    “Your bar’s certainly the center of attention,” said Nita disapprovingly.


    “Don’t knock it, love. Trust me, those twats will print whatever you want by the time they finish the third crate. What’s the plan?”


    “Don’t worry. It’s all in hand.”


    Anderson made one of his signature moves, stepping into Pavani’s personal space and looming over her, his face a pulsating red dwarf filling the sky of a dying planet. “There’s a lot riding on this not fouling up. I need to know what the plan is.”


    Pavani rolled her eyes. “Speeches first. One from the fluidics, one from Aaron-Byhagthn, then we reunite them with Jessica Weatherby and I interview them about the schools. After that, meet and greet.”


    Anderson glanced at the Weatherbys, who were talking amongst themselves in the corner. “They look pretty reunited already to me.”


    “Not officially. Is that enough, or are you going to keep up the gorilla impression for a few more minutes?”


    He backed off, glaring. “It’ll do. A heads-up would’ve been nice. Gonna have to restock the bar before the meet-and-greet part.” He pointed a finger in her face like he was training a dog not to steal sausages. “Keep it together. If this buggers up, you can kiss goodbye to any more consultancy gigs in this hemisphere.”


    At that, Henry Wollstone entered, followed by the fluidics, neatly arranged into two rows like a selection of gelatin desserts on a buffet table. Wollstone was wearing the same tailored suit he always brought out for television appearances, and at some point he’d taken to wearing contact lenses.


    Anderson underwent a spectacular transformation in the time it took to transfer his gaze from Pavani to Wollstone. He went from the angry red dwarf to a cheerful, companionable grin. He would not have looked out of place dressed as a chimney sweep, singing and dancing next to Mary Poppins.


    “All right, Henry?” he said, stepping over with hand outstretched. “Good to see you again. And who’re your friends?”


    “Erm.” Wollstone made a sweeping gesture. “They’re all called Shgshthx.”


    Anderson looked exasperated for a fraction of a second before replacing his smile and smacking his forehead. “D’oh! Of course they are. Listen, thank you so much for talking them into this. I know you’ve got engagements up the arse.” He shook Henry’s shoulder in a chummy if slightly violent way.


    “A-actually, it was more the opposite,” said Henry, unconsciously brushing his jacket where Sean had touched it. “I wasn’t sure, but the fluidics have been very interested in all this business about—what was it? Double-conscience persons?”


    “Persons of dual consciousness,” said Pavani stiffly.


    “We’d weally wike to meet them,” interjected the fluidic at the head of the procession.


    “All right, well, I’ll leave you in the capable hands of Dr. Pavani,” said Anderson, beckoning for Nita to come over with an urgent finger waggle behind his back. “Nita, do you know if Liz is around?”


    “She went down to the basement a while ago,” said Nita, not looking away from Wollstone’s slightly embarrassed face.


    “All right, catch you all later.” Anderson made a gun-finger gesture and turned away to look for the stairs.


    The fluidics began to spread around the room, exploring the space curiously. Some remained orbiting around Wollstone, and some others took a pronounced interest in the Weatherbys. “I don’t believe we’ve met before,” said Pavani, with very little warmth. “I wanted to say, I’ve taken a great interest in the work you’re doing with the fluidics.”


    “Oh,” said Wollstone, leaning slightly away as Nita leaned slightly in. “Thank you.”


    “They must consider themselves so lucky to have come to you first,” she continued. “They could so easily have found someone who wanted to exploit them for personal gain.”


    “Nita!” called Anderson, whose upper half was peering around the door to the basement stairwell. “I’ll just be downstairs.”


    “I know, Sean.”


    “Good.” The red dwarf flared up again for a moment. “Just thought I’d let you know. In case you started worrying that I wasn’t keeping a watchful eye on everything.” He pointed to one bulging eye, which he kept trained on her as he slid out of the room.
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    It was the first time Alison had seen the monastery kitchens from the other side of the serving window, and like a schoolgirl earning a privileged glimpse of the staff room, she was making the most of the opportunity. She passed fascinated glances over the stacks of plastic trays and stainless steel industrial ovens that dominated the room like the monoliths of a stone circle. Dutiful to a fault, the monks had made a light breakfast for the students and scrubbed the place to a mirror shine before leaving, so the room stank warmly of omelets and bleach.


    Archibald Brooke-Stodgeley was seated at one of the preparation counters, with a pile of Diablerie’s rune circles to his right and his laptop to his left. He examined them in silence for close to ten minutes as Alison paced back and forth.


    “Nope,” he eventually concluded, freezing Alison in her tracks. “Nothing here that could create salt. Not by any method I’m aware of.”


    “So what do they do?” asked Alison, leaning over.


    “I don’t want to bore you . . .”


    “Bore me. Please.” The impatience in Alison’s voice surprised even her.


    Archibald picked randomly through the circles. “This one would start a fire. This one would emulate a basic magnetic field. This one, I think, would create silence . . .”


    “That rune,” said Alison, pointing to the first symbol of the silence sequence. “That rune was on the first circle I showed you. The invisible-wall one?”


    “Oh yes. That’s because it’s . . . erm. Well, I won’t try to pronounce it. If you could imagine the word lunch, but replace the first letter with a vowel—I won’t say which—that’s how you pronounce it. Like you’re biting on an invisible sandwich.” He made some silent mouth movements to demonstrate. “Literally it means push or project, but the actual effect depends on context. The invisible-wall sequence is ‘push upwards physically.’ This is ‘push sound outwards.’ Stop me if this is getting too technical for you, my dear.”


    Alison reached over the pile and pulled out the mysterious metal tube. “And do you know what this is?”


    Archibald took it and turned it over a few times. “This? This isn’t anything.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “These symbols are meaningless. They’re not runes, and in any case, they’re not in any kind of functional sequence or circle. If you’re looking for your magic fluidic killing weapon, this isn’t it.”


    “I see. Thank you for your help, Mr. Brooke-Stodgeley.”


    “Any time, my dear.” He slid the tube into his trouser pocket. “I’ll just hang on to it for now. There are some more tests I can . . . well, you know.” His voice faltered when he realized that she wasn’t paying attention. She was staring at a cheese grater on a nearby drying rack, because behind it was a wall, and beyond the wall was a floor, and under the floor was Diablerie, undergoing Elizabeth’s interrogation.


    Richard Danvers entered, shoving the kitchen doors open with one hand while mopping his brow with the other. His trousers seemed to have been fighting a long, losing battle to keep his shirt tucked in. He grabbed the nearest loose object by the sink—a gravy boat—and filled it with water before collapsing onto a pedal bin.


    “I think that’s enough ‘being visible’ for now,” he said, finally acknowledging the presence of the other two agents. “Anyone seen Elizabeth? Anderson’s looking for her. He’s up to a level-four stomp.”


    “I gather she’s still in the basement with Mr. Diablerie,” said Archibald as the words stuck guiltily in Alison’s throat.


    “Mr. Danvers,” she forced out. “Can I ask you something?”


    He took a long pull of water and smacked his lips distastefully at the faint, lingering flavor of institutional beef. “Hm?”


    “Do you know what the thing is between Ms. Lawrence and Doctor Diablerie?”


    Danvers recrossed his legs, holding his gravy boat close to his chest, and gave this as much thought as he could be bothered to expend. “No.”


    “But you have known them for . . .”


    “They were both already with the Ministry when I started. I was like you. I figured out there was some history there; it’s hard to miss. But I gave up asking about it years ago. She locks up, and he . . . well. He’s him.”


    “It’s just an act, though, isn’t it?” said Archibald, mimicking Danvers’s relaxed pose. “All that Mandrake the Magician business. It’s like he’s trying to seem like he knows what he’s doing.”


    “I don’t know if it is an act,” said Danvers, peering down the spout of the gravy boat. “He’s always seemed to me like someone who’s been through a lot of insanity and found his own way of dealing with it.”


    Alison straightened up. “I need to talk to her,” she resolved aloud.


    “Now?” said Danvers, raising his eyebrows. “Well. Touch the door before you go in. Things might have gotten heated in there.”
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    As Alison passed through the assembly hall and the area that had been grandly rechristened “backstage,” she stopped when she noticed Aaron-Byhagthn and the fluidic representatives. He was standing near the stage curtains with a sheepish look on his faces, waiting for the cue, and the fluidics had gathered around him like a pattern of cowpats in an anomalously popular section of meadow.


    The only other person around was Jessica Weatherby, who was hanging back against a wall with her eyes locked on her phone. From outside, Alison could hear the bustle of mildly merry journalists slowly dying down as Nita Pavani delivered some kind of introductory speech.


    Alison crept over to Jessica, who made no outward reaction to her presence. “Everything going all right here?”


    “Dunno,” said Jessica monotonously.


    “The fluidics are ready?”


    “I guess. They were asking Aaron a whole bunch of questions, but they’ve stopped now.”


    Alison frowned. “What kind of questions?”


    “Dunno. Wasn’t really listening.”


    It was nice to see Jessica back to her usual self, but Alison glanced worriedly at the flashing screen in her hand. “Reaver hasn’t sent any more messages, has he?”


    Jessica finally looked up. “No. I thought Diablerie was Reaver?”


    “Never mind. Talk after the show.” Alison made her way towards the door that led to the basement stairs, but she stopped and looked at the crowd of fluidics. “Shgshthx?”


    “Yesh?” replied every fluidic in the room, bobbing slightly in acknowledgment. It was like someone had turned on a wave machine.


    “Sorry, I meant my Shgshthx. The one I drove here with?”


    Alison had trouble recognizing a lone fluidic as “her” Shgshthx—an understandable issue that she was nonetheless faintly ashamed about—but it was getting easier to spot the difference when she had several of his fellows to compare against. His mass had a slight extra hint of green, somewhere between wallpaper paste and fresh snot. He slithered out of the ranks. “Awison?”


    “Could you come with me for a minute?”


    Shgshthx bobbed indecisively. “We’re hewping with the pwess ewent.”


    “Can’t you spare one individual?”


    The gathered fluidics reacted with a simultaneous fart that was the fluidic equivalent of a surprised gasp. Shgshthx’s bobbing slowed, then gradually intensified. “Indiwidual?”


    “Ye-es?” said Alison, confused.


    “Yes! I will be an indiwidual.” He turned to the other fluidics, which is to say, he didn’t move but directed his audible voice from the opposite side of his mass. “Awl of oo can hewp with the pwess ewent. I wiw go somewhere ewse with Awison because I am an indiwidual.” The other fluidics bobbed and huffed with a mixture of excitement and envy, like a platoon of shelter dogs watching another dog getting adopted.


    “Erm. Right,” said Alison, feeling like the unwitting explorer who makes a deal with a tribe of islanders and somehow comes out of it as the god of their new cargo cult. “This way.”


    Moments after they left, Nita Pavani batted the curtain aside and came in from the stage, amid polite, understated clapping from the audience outside. “All right, now, Shgshthx . . . es. Who would like to do the talking?”


    “Meee!” said a fluidic with a hint of red, like dishwater that had been used to clean a plate of Bolognese. “I will be the indiwidual who does the tawking.”


    “I wiw hewp!” said another resembling an ill-advised cooking experiment involving custard and frog spawn. “I wiw be the indiwidual as wew.” The rest of the fluidics continued huffing jealously.


    “Super,” said Pavani, slightly perplexed. “You remember the sort of thing to bring across? Just say, hello, we’re fluidics, this is Aaron-Byhagthn, they’re like us but different, please treat them like you treat us?”


    “Yesh,” said the red fluidic. Nita pushed the curtain aside to let them slither through.


    The bar was due to be restocked, so most of the journalists had finally taken their seats. Half were watching with open interest, while the rest (the ones that hadn’t gotten as much of the lager) sat with arms-folded cynicism. All were silent as the fluidics approached the microphone, which had already been lowered to knee height.


    “Hewwo,” said the first fluidic.


    “We’re fwuidics,” said the other.


    A ripple of subdued titters ran through the audience.


    “This is Aawon-Byhagthn,” continued the red fluidic.


    “They’re wike us but diffewent,” said the other.


    “Pwease tweat them wike oo tweat us,” they said in unison.


    With that, the two fluidics shuffled back through the curtain. Some experimental soul in the audience started warily clapping, and for want of a better suggestion, the other journalists joined in for another smatter of baffled applause.


    Backstage, Nita gestured to Aaron-Byhagthn, then went back to rubbing her temples.
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    As Alison reached the archway at the bottom of the basement stairs, she heard voices drifting over from the dungeons. She stopped at the corner and listened.


    “Lemurs communicate entirely in rhyming couplets.” That was the voice of Doctor Diablerie, slightly slurred with what could have been pain.


    “What is your name?” said Elizabeth.


    “Heraldry originated on the planet Mars,” replied Diablerie.


    “Your name! Who are you? Where did you come from?” Elizabeth’s voice was slightly edging on angry, which probably meant that she was blisteringly furious.


    “Tweed blazers are a tasty, vegetarian alternative to kangaroo meat.”


    The thud of Elizabeth’s walking stick did a few circuits of Diablerie’s cell. “Ten years ago. The week the shadow came down. Where were you? What were you doing?”


    “The Hand of Merlin was founded in 1969 to celebrate the golden jubilee of King Wobblenob.”


    “Do oo think I should use a diffewent name?” asked Shgshthx, appearing beside Alison’s ankle.


    “Sh!” replied Alison, dropping to a crouch and hovering a silencing hand over Shgshthx’s mass. The voices from Diablerie’s cell went quiet.


    “It would be wess confusing,” said Shgshthx, oblivious. “When I am being an indiwidual. I think I would wike to be cawed Dennis.”


    “You might as well come out, Alison,” called Elizabeth tiredly.


    Alison did so, bowing her head in shame and coming to the open doorway of Diablerie’s cell.


    Diablerie was sitting on the bed with his upper body slumped back so that his head rested against the wall. His neck lolled loosely, and his gaze appeared to be fixed on the ceiling light. Elizabeth stood in the center of the room, looking to Alison with polite inquiry.


    Alison glanced from her to Diablerie, then back to her again, and finally to the briefcase that lay open on the little desk at the back of the room. There was a small cluster of medicine ampoules and a syringe. “Have you . . .”


    “Sodium Pentothal,” said Elizabeth flatly.


    “Truth drug?” asked Alison, after a brief consultation with her memory banks.


    “Indeed. He has responded by reciting blatantly untrue facts. His idea of defiance.”


    “Sea slugs grow in bread bins,” added Diablerie, lolling his head left to look Alison directly in the eye. There was a pleading in his gaze that made her feel ill.


    “But why?” she asked.


    Elizabeth sat down on the chair beside the desk, leaning on her cane with both hands. “Why? He’s the prime suspect for the fluidic killings. I have no more patience for his . . . attempts at obfuscation.”


    Alison drew in a long breath, then let it all out in a sudden puff, squaring her shoulders as she did so. “I don’t think he is the Fluidic Killer,” she said, focusing on getting it out one word at a time.


    A single eyebrow bobbed uncertainly on Elizabeth’s face. “You said that he confessed that he was.”


    Alison looked down. “Shgshthx. Could you tell her what you said to me?”


    Shgshthx, still at Alison’s heel, puffed up the center of his mass proudly. “I would wike to be cawed Dennis.”


    “I meant about the Fluidic Killer,” said Alison, eyes closed.


    “Oh! Yesh. We know oo it is. It’s Shgshthx.”


    “The fluidics seem to think it’s one of their own.” Alison pointed to the bed. “Is that the person you’re talking about, Shgshthx?”


    Shgshthx flexed in thought. “Nope. That’s Mr. Diabwewee. Isn’t it?”


    “You said you saw the killer at the second crime scene, Alison,” said Elizabeth coldly. “Surely you can remember whether or not they possessed arms and legs.”


    “I don’t know what to make of that either. But Shgshthx saw the killer too, through the fluidic telepathy, and if he says Diablerie isn’t the one . . .” She left the implications hanging.


    “The Swordkeeper of the Ministry of Occultism is required to have a scuba-diving license,” offered Diablerie.


    Elizabeth tapped her walking cane in a slow rhythm. “There is also the matter of your stolen credit card. No one but Diablerie could have taken it that day.”


    This was the big one. Alison closed her eyes, balled up all the anxiety that churned in her belly, and envisioned throwing it up her throat and out of her mouth. “I know what happened to my credit card. I know who stole it. They didn’t steal it. I gave it to them.”


    “To whom?”


    “Jessica. Weatherby. I found her right after we found Aaron, but I gave her my card and let her go.” A tense silence dragged on long enough that she felt moved to break it up. “I felt bad for her. Having to go back to the prison school. I’m sorry.”


    “Jessica Weatherby made those purchases,” said Elizabeth, mostly to herself as she concluded that this made sense in a way that previous explanations did not.


    “B-but she’s not the killer either,” Jessica hastened to add. “She leaked the card details online. Anyone could have them.”


    Elizabeth had lowered her head to the point that she was almost resting her chin on her hands. “Anyone?”


    “Yes.” Parts of Alison were starting to ache from her having been bracing them for too long.


    Elizabeth looked up. “Anyone could include Doctor Diablerie, could it not?”


    “Erm. Yes, but . . . you don’t have to . . .”


    “Arkin, perhaps I have taken too casual a tone with you so far,” said Elizabeth, getting to her feet. “As my agent you are of course encouraged to express your concerns, but your leeway has run out. Do not withhold information from me again. Do not question me again. I am now ordering you to return upstairs and forget everything you have seen and heard here.”


    “Marmite is harvested from the tear ducts of chimney sweeps,” said Diablerie.


    Alison caught his gaze again, and a realization seared across her mind as if he had transmitted it telepathically. This isn’t about the fluidic killings.


    There came a loud thundering of heavy feet on the steps. Once again, the noise of Anderson’s arrival preceded him by a considerable distance. “All right,” he shouted. “Who the hell’s down here? Do you think when I said, ‘I want everyone being visible,’ I meant, ‘visible to people with x-ray specs’ . . .” Anderson tailed off the moment he entered the room, and his voice switched smoothly from a jovial bellow to a furious one. “What in the name of buggery-blistered buttocks is he doing here?!”


    Elizabeth calmly followed his pointing finger. “He was captured on the grounds a couple of days ago. I didn’t want to risk moving him without the resources to prevent an escape attempt.”


    “Oh! Of course!” squawked Anderson, his throat becoming a small volcano of foaming spittle. “Sensible! Almost as sensible as keeping the sodding Fluidic Killer within spitting distance of half the country’s fluidics! At a press event to show how safe we’re keeping the sodding things!”


    “The first sign of a telepathy power is the ability to communicate with aquarium goldfish,” said Diablerie, breaking the tension slightly.


    “I apologize for not keeping you fully up to date,” conceded Elizabeth. “I was concerned it may have upset you. With evidently good reason.”


    Anderson drew his chest back in and began to pace the room, his hands clenching and unclenching as if using invisible grip strengtheners. “Yeah. Unfortunately what I want to know and what I need to know don’t overlap much. I don’t want to have to bug you, Liz. Costs a lot of money to keep a scary van parked outside someone’s house. But I’m starting to think I might need to.”


    “Any reason you’re still here, Arkin?” said Elizabeth, making an aside glance.


    “Sorry,” mumbled Alison, turning to leave.


    “Excessive sweating is a low-level sign of magical infusion and considered of little importance,” said Diablerie.


    Alison turned back around at double speed. “What did he say?!”


    Elizabeth reeled at this flagrant breach of lackey etiquette. “I beg your pardon?”


    “About sweating. That wasn’t true?”


    “Of course not,” said Elizabeth. “It—”


    “Hey! I’m trying to dish out a bollocking here!” said Anderson, red faced. “Piss off and make tea. Just keep making tea until I tell you to stop.”


    Alison left at full speed, Shgshthx following at maximum wobble.
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    Aaron-Byhagthn stood just behind the stage curtains as Nita nervously brushed the shoulders of his suit jacket one more time. “You have an idea what you’re going to say?” she said. “Who you are, what life has been like for you . . .”


    “We have an idea,” said Aaron-Byhagthn, staring straight ahead.


    Nita wasn’t reassured. “And you’re not just going to . . .”


    “. . . Not just going to say the things you just said.” He caught her eye. “It’ll be fine, Dr. Pavani. Relax.”


    “I’m relaxed,” she lied. “Good luck.” As they passed through the curtains, she offered a grimace and two sets of crossed fingers to Jessica, who didn’t look up from her phone.


    Aaron-Byhagthn stepped into center stage, not looking away from the crowd as they raised the microphone to mouth level. There was a scattered symphony of clicks and flashes as the photographers did their duty, while the rest of the audience disguised their instinctive revulsion with uncomfortable shifting and subtle coughs.


    “I am Aaron Weatherby,” he began, both his voices taking a sad, thoughtful tone. “And I am Byhagthn. I am both, and I am neither. We are Aaron-Byhagthn. We exist because two minds chose it to be so. Perhaps we all have that in common, at least.”


    The audience was silent, each member waiting for someone else to decide how they were supposed to be reacting.


    “We know what you think of us,” continued Aaron-Byhagthn dreamily, one tentacle idly stroking the top of the mike stand. “You look at us, and you see an alien creature taking over the body of an impressionable young man, deleting his mind. We don’t fully understand our nature ourselves, but there are some things that we am certain of. We know Aaron is still here. Because Aaron can think in ways that Byhagthn cannot. Thoughts of wonder, of sadness. Of joy.”


    He turned his gaze upwards. “When we remember Byhagthn’s world, the cold brilliance of the formless colors arcing across space, it is Aaron who feels wonder. It is Aaron’s sadness, when we think of the eternal conflicts of the Ancients, the reasons for their animosity long forgotten, and how pointless it all seems from the safety of our existence here. And through Aaron, Byhagthn knows joy. Joy at the simplest things of this earthly realm. Like the unquestioned love between a brother and sister.”


    At the back of the seating section, standing in the buffer zone between the journalists and the students, Victor Casin made an unimpressed little puff, audible only to Adam Hesketh. “I wish he’d lay it on a bit thicker. My heart’s only grown two sizes so far.”


    “Sh!” hissed Adam. “Don’t tell me you’re not finding this interesting.”


    “Yeah, I could’ve gotten possessed and then I could’ve started doing Beat poetry as well. Once Ifrig was done burning everyone.”


    “Less of the muttering,” said Richard Danvers, sliding neatly into the space between the two agents. He kept his gaze trained on the stage as he spoke through the sides of his mouth. “Everything fine out here?”


    “All quiet so far,” said Victor.


    “Oh, except, we did run into Mike Badger,” whispered Adam quickly.


    Danvers boggled. “Where?”


    “Just here, before the show. I don’t see him now.”


    “I’ll look around. Keep this quiet and be prepared for anything.” He began to awkwardly sidle away. “Badger. Jesus. Did you deliberately tell me this now because you knew I wouldn’t be able to shout?”
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    Alison burst into the kitchen at full sprint, making Archibald Brooke-Stodgeley freeze, with a cup of tea in his hand and a biscuit pressed guiltily to his lips. She grabbed the edge of the preparation table for want of an emergency brake. “Whozessivesweatimean?!” she blasted out urgently.


    Archibald’s lips moved uncertainly around the edge of the biscuit for a moment before he lowered it. “What are you trying to say, my dear?”


    Alison took a deep breath, waved a hand in a rhythmic motion for a few seconds, then tried again. “What does excessive sweating mean?”


    “Alison, why don’t you take a seat and calm down? I’m sure whatever is distressing you—”


    She pulled out the chair beside Archibald with a loud scrape and plonked herself down with a violence she would be feeling in her tailbone for the rest of the week. “Please. What does it mean when someone sweats too much?”


    He looked around, an embarrassed smile threatening to cross his face. “That they’re anxious? Or embarking upon strenuous exercise?” He made a mollifying gesture as her head dropped in exasperation. “Oh, I see. You meant in a magical context. Well, supernatural sweating is a top-priority infusion signal.”


    Alison brushed the hair out of her eyes. “Seriously?”


    “Oh, yes. If a person is sweating to the point of implausibility, in that they’re producing more sweat than their body should realistically be able to produce, then that’s manifestation. Creating something from nothing. One of the most powerful categories of infusion.”


    “Seriously?” repeated Alison, unable to think of a better response.


    “Well, I’m sure it’s being created from something.” Archibald scratched his head. “It’s probably drawing matter from the ether or from subatomic particles or some such. Actually, there’s a wizard in Zurich who did an experiment—”


    “But it’s just sweating,” said Alison weakly.


    Archibald frowned at her blank expression, then tutted tolerantly. “Oh dear. We’ve gotten the usual wrong idea about magic infusions, haven’t we? It’s not like there’s a lottery machine in the sky handing out specific powers like in your X-Men comics. Infusions are an evolving thing.” He repositioned in his chair to put himself in professorial mode, chubby hands pressed together to wave around and thrust for emphasis. “These odd restrictions that infusion powers seem to have. Like that Casin fellow only being able to create fire. Most of them are psychosomatic. With the right training and conditioning, there’s no reason he shouldn’t be able to freeze things as well, or create electrical charges. It’s all energy manipulation.”


    Alison considered the possible results of Victor having that level of power to play with and shuddered. “I see.”


    “Course, retraining gets harder the older you get,” continued Archibald, sensing her line of thinking. “I assume fire happened to be the first trick he figured out, so he fixated on it. Built too many pathways in his brain by now. It’d probably take years for him to pick that apart.”


    Alison stared into space. “I had no idea. They never told me this at the school. Here, I mean.”


    “Mm. Infusion control is very much secondary-school turf,” said Archibald, nodding. “The obvious next stage for a supernatural sweater would be water elementalism. But again, with training, that can become any power from the manifestation spectrum. If what they’re producing is actually sweat, chemically speaking, then they could also manifest everything else that makes up sweat, like—”


    The realization sank from Alison’s throat and landed in her bowels with a clang. It swung back and forth like a pendulum that dug into the sides of her gut with her every thudding heartbeat. “Salt,” she concluded, sweating quite copiously herself.
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    When Alison returned to the backstage area, Aaron-Byhagthn was still onstage, describing Byhagthn’s colorful memories of the Ethereal Realm to an enraptured audience. To Alison’s partial relief, Jessica was still there, waiting near the curtains with eyes on phone.


    Elizabeth and Anderson had risen from the basement and were watching the speech through the small gap in the curtains. Both stood with arms folded and lips pursed, like a couple refusing to talk after an argument. Nita Pavani stood stiffly between them, hands before her mouth as if in prayer, eyes glued to Aaron-Byhagthn. The three of them resembled a statue of a Christian martyr between two Easter Island heads.


    Alison confirmed that Shgshthx was still hanging around the door to the basement stairs, relishing his independence, then crept up to the group. “Where are the other fluidics?” she whispered.


    “Green room,” muttered Anderson.


    “Some litter was laid out in the entrance hall for them to eat,” elaborated Elizabeth. “They’re there with Wollstone now.”


    Alison glanced back at Jessica, who still hadn’t moved. Reassured, she inwardly chanted the words casual friendly not suspicious in her head as she made the long, terrifying walk across the room. “Jessica?”


    She glanced up. Her usual blank look was now, to Alison, the emotionless stare of a ruthless killer. “Hm?”


    “Could I borrow you for a moment?” Alison put one hand on her hip in an attempt to stop them nervously jiggling from side to side. “I just need to talk about something. In private.”


    Jessica glanced towards the stage curtains. Aaron-Byhagthn’s powers of speech seemed to have momentarily faltered, perhaps running low on Ethereal Realm anecdotes. “I think we’re supposed to get reunited soon . . .”


    “It’ll only take a minute. Promise.”


    Jessica shrugged and followed Alison to the basement stairs. Within moments, she had brought her phone out again and was staring at it as she walked. Behind them, Aaron-Byhagthn found a second wind, and their eldritch voice continued to float across the silence like a boat on a calm sea.
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    In the dungeon, Alison held open the door to cell 5. “Just in here,” she said. “I need you to . . .”


    On the way down the stairs she had come up with a cunning lie to get Jessica into the cell that she was quietly proud of, so she was slightly disappointed when Jessica wandered straight in without so much as a glance up. But Alison wasn’t about to raise a fuss about it. She slammed the door closed and fumbled for the deadbolt. When her shaking fingers had finally slid it home, a blanket of relief settled on her so heavily that her legs very nearly gave out.


    That was the easy part out of the way; the fluidics were safe. Things would only get tricky again when she went back upstairs and had to explain to her colleagues that they were going to need a new main event on the fly.


    She looked over at the door to cell 6, where Diablerie was still contained. Well, she thought, still buzzing from adrenaline. Now that we’re in, might as well be in all the way. She slid back the bolt on cell 6.


    Diablerie had been sitting on the side of his bed with his arms around his stomach, hunched so far forward that his cheeks were resting on his knees. He looked up when the door opened and an instant later was upright and posing impressively. Then his neck began to loll, and he promptly collapsed into Alison’s arms. “Aha,” he slurred, muffled by her shoulder. “What futile torments am I to defy now, lackey of Lawrence? Peanut butter can be used to counteract biological weapons.”


    She was able to smoothly pivot on one foot and prop him up against the door. “It’s all right,” she said. “I know you’re not the Fluidic Killer. Jessica Weatherby’s the Fluidic Killer.”


    He squinted, struggling to focus on her face. “Is she.”


    “You already knew, right?” said Alison, leaning exhaustedly on the door frame. “ ‘The Fluidic Killer strikes again.’ That’s what you said when you showed up here. But you weren’t talking about yourself.”


    “That’s certainly one interpretation,” said Diablerie warily.


    “And we talked about her sweating back in Doncaster. You know that that can lead to salt elementalism, right?”


    “What an intriguing logical path you seem to have taken.” Diablerie straightened up into his condescending pose, keeping one hand on the wall to steady himself. “But presume not to dictate to Diablerie what Diablerie knows, girl. The full extent of what Diablerie knows would overflow that cavernous mind of yours with thorns and blood. So you seek to enlist Diablerie in the mending of this affair?”


    “No, it’s all right,” said Alison, sliding to the floor. “Everything’s sorted out now. I’ve already got Jessica in the next cell. The fluidics are safe.”


    “Well. As long as the mildew stains are safe.” He tottered past her, keeping one hand on the wall as he went, and pressed his eye against the peephole in door 5. “Hm,” he said, after a pause. “This affair may not be as fully mended as you imagine it to be, girl.”


    Alison tensed. “What?”


    “There’s nobody in there.”


    Diablerie politely stood aside as Alison rapidly rose and flew to the peephole as if she were being drawn in by a high-powered winch. “Yes, there . . .” she began when she saw Jessica standing in the middle of the cell, but her words swiftly died. Now that Diablerie had planted the seed of doubt, the illusion began to break. The edges of Jessica’s image flickered and lost focus, like there was a drop of water on the peephole, or . . .


    . . . or like one of Aaron Weatherby’s illusions. The image of Jessica promptly vanished; either Aaron-Byhagthn had somehow realized that the game was up, or becoming aware of the trick had reinforced Alison’s senses against it.


    There was something inside Diablerie’s mind that blocked telepaths and drove them insane. Did that same something make him immune to illusions? If a fire power can be retrained into an ice power, then telepathy and illusions were probably from the same group as well. And back when they had first encountered Aaron, hadn’t Diablerie walked straight into the room of blood without a care in the world?


    She turned away from the peephole. “Are you . . .” she said, before discovering that Diablerie had vanished. From above her, she heard a faint round of applause.
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    Onstage, Aaron-Byhagthn was hugging Jessica, to the delight of an applauding audience. It soon became clear that they were intent on keeping the hug going for as long as the applause did, and the audience were showing no sign of letting them break off.


    Several photographers were on their feet, competing for the best shot of the moment. One of them, in the fourth row, looked at the screen on the back of his camera and saw that the picture he’d taken appeared to be of Aaron-Byhagthn standing alone in the middle of the stage, arms embracing empty air.


    He glanced up, confused, and made eye contact with Aaron-Byhagthn over Jessica’s shoulder. There was a flash of something indistinct in Aaron-Byhagthn’s discolored eye, and the photographer felt the sensation of a weight settling onto his brain, as if he’d suddenly risen from a hot bath. When he looked down again, the picture was as it should have been, of the Weatherbys hugging. It seemed the color and lighting had been slightly corrected, too.


    The Weatherbys disentangled, and Jessica came to the microphone stand. “Thank you,” she said, as the crowd quietened down. There was a subtle strangeness to the sound of her voice. It was perfectly audible, but at the same time, somehow seemed to be coming from a long way away. “I just know, with all the people here today, we can make the right kind of impact.”


    The curtains flew apart and Alison Arkin leapt onto the stage, cracking Aaron-Byhagthn around the head with an iron ladle she had hastily grabbed from the kitchen. He went down, tentacles fluttering like the tail of a comet, and the Jessica phantom disappeared from the senses of every person present.


    Alison looked up, panting, and met several hundred shocked gazes. “Erm, sorry,” she said, unconsciously hiding the ladle behind her back. “She wasn’t actually real.”


    An arm like a greasy side of beef appeared through the curtains, fastened around her neck, and gently dragged her back inside. Moments later, Nita Pavani appeared and helped the dazed Aaron-Byhagthn crawl out of sight. “Please don’t go anywhere!” she called, before disappearing herself.


    “What on earth are you doing?” asked Elizabeth, backstage, as Anderson held Alison as inescapably as a roller coaster safety harness.


    “That wasn’t Jessica!” gasped Alison, pulling herself up until her mouth was free of Anderson’s bicep. “Aaron was creating an illusion!”


    “She’s right, you know,” said Archibald, who was peering around the stage curtain. “I saw her disappear when the boy went down.”


    “So?” said Nita angrily, checking Aaron-Byhagthn’s pupils as he sat against a wall. “Just because she’s got a little stage fright, that’s not an invitation to start braining people!”


    “Where is she?! She’s the Fluidic Killer!”


    That gave everyone pause. Anderson’s arm untensed and Alison dropped to the floor, red in the face.


    Elizabeth knelt beside her. “Why do you think that?”


    “She sweats,” sputtered Alison, before taking a vast gulp of air and trying again. “Mr. Brooke-Stodgeley told me. She’s got the sweating power, and that means she can create salt.”


    “What?” said Archibald. “Is this what you were so worked up about? She can’t be the Fluidic Killer if she’s still at the sweating stage.”


    Alison looked up at him as she felt several angry looks intensifying in her direction. “But . . .”


    “I’m sure if our man is a salt elemental, they must have been a sweater at one point, but they’d have left that stage behind long ago. It would take years of practice to have the kind of fine control the Fluidic Killer has.”


    “A-are you sure?”


    “Absolutely. I’d stake my reputation on it. There’s no way a sweater could be manifesting like that right out of school.” His expression suddenly changed, brows dropping and mouth pouting thoughtfully. Everyone present kept their eyes on him as they sensed an unless speeding towards his lips. “Unless she’s possessed, of course.”
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    xxreaverxx: Well, it’s been fun, but I’m afraid this is where we part ways.


    jess: good


    xxreaverxx: Much as I’ve enjoyed the pleasure of your company, all these lovely fluidics that have been laid out for me is too good an opportunity to miss.


    xxreaverxx: I’ve been very good at cutting down my murder diet since the first two, so I think I’ve earned a cheat day.


    xxreaverxx: Oh, hell, let’s go mad and treat myself to a few in a row. Why not? I’m celebrating.


    jess: just go away


    xxreaverxx: Hm?


    xxreaverxx: I don’t think you’ve quite grasped the logistics of the situation, dear.


    xxreaverxx: Look down. Look at the bottom of the screen.


    xxreaverxx: See those thumbs working away at the keypad? They’re yours. Your thumbs are typing this.


    xxreaverxx: They’ve always been typing this. But now I’m bored of the joke. There are so many more important things I could be accomplishing with these thumbs.


    xxreaverxx: And the rest of you, of course.


    xxreaverxx: What’s the saying? Change comes from within?


    xxreaverxx: I think I speak for all your internal components when I say it’s time for a change. Your digestive system is going to scream if it has to process one more delivery pizza.


    xxreaverxx: I take it from your silence that you agree.


    xxreaverxx: What’s that? You think I should take over on a permanent basis?


    xxreaverxx: How unexpected. I’m so honored by your gracious offer. I can only promise to be worthy of it.
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    “. . . can only promise to be worthy of it,” read Alison from the smartphone she had found among the half-digested garbage covering the floor of the former “green room.” A room which was mysteriously devoid of fluidics, but suddenly abundant with tense civil servants, as well as several clumps of magically conjured salt.


    “Interesting,” said Archibald Brooke-Stodgeley, peering over Alison’s shoulder. “I don’t believe I’ve ever seen possession like this. I’ve seen the imaginary-friend scenario in children a few times, but never in young adults. Indictment of the generation, perhaps. No offense meant, my dear.”


    “Take her brother into custody,” commanded Elizabeth.


    “No!” said Nita, protectively moving between her and Aaron-Byhagthn. “They didn’t know about this!”


    “All she told me was she wasn’t feeling up to coming onstage,” said Aaron-Byhagthn. The human side of his voice was full of innocence and protest, but the other side had the measured tone of a wary gangster in a police interview room.


    “We only have his word for this,” said Elizabeth.


    “And another thing,” said Nita, placing her hands on hips. “Why is it, just because we’ve found out Jessica has a dual consciousness, you’ve all taken this as confirmation that she must be the killer? I think there’s some prejudice being laid bare here.”


    The entrance doors flew open and Richard Danvers entered, with Casin and Hesketh trailing behind like baby ducks following their mother. Several other Department agents were visible in the courtyard outside, asking each other if they knew what was going on. “I’ve just been informed,” said Danvers, with military urgency. “Any sign of where they went?”


    “Not yet,” said Elizabeth, nodding meaningfully to Hesketh.


    Realizing his cue, Adam took on the slightly idiotic squint that meant he was turning his extra senses up to full power. “Got something. Definitely the same signal I was picking up back at the mine.”


    “Where?” asked Danvers.


    Adam looked confused for a moment, his eyes following the curves of an invisible shape, before his gaze settled on a nearby broom cupboard. He walked over, nodded meaningfully to Victor, then threw the door open.


    Henry Wollstone was as firmly sealed within a column of magically conjured salt as an expensive action figure in plastic packaging. He was suspended a foot off the ground in the midst of a cluster of glistening white spikes and cylinders, all his hands and feet fully encased. The crystals that held his neck in place extended around to the front of his face and filled his mouth entirely. His eyes were wide and frightened, and he was attempting to bellow through his nose.


    Victor clapped his hands to dispel the flames he had prepared. “Someone’s gonna need a glass of water.”


    “Now this is what I call fine control,” said Archibald admiringly, rubbing the end of an extruding salt stalagmite between his fingers.


    “Hey, Liz, just to let you know, I’m willing to take command of the situation,” said Anderson, hands behind back. “If you don’t think your lot are up to it.”


    Alison realized that her time with DEDA had made her more cynical, because she picked up on the subtext of the offer even before he waggled his eyebrows. Elizabeth gave him a brief blast of her most scornful look, then turned to Danvers. “Send agents with Hesketh. Follow her trail and stop her.”


    “If it is her!” added Nita.


    “Take Casin, Black, and Rawlins,” said Danvers to Adam, pointing to the relevant agents like a conductor. “Tell everyone else to shore up the perimeter on the grounds. Don’t let anyone in or out. And if you find the girl with the fluidics, do whatever you have to do to protect them.”


    “If they need protecting!” said Nita, stepping forward as Hesketh’s party turned to leave. “In fact, make sure to open some kind of dialogue before you do anything. And consider the larger societal context of her actions.”


    “Use your discretion,” translated Danvers.


    “Got it,” said Victor as the agents left, squeezing a surprisingly large amount of sarcasm into two words.


    Danvers turned to Elizabeth. “I’ll go outside and supervise the perimeter. What are you going to do?”


    “I’ll stay with the brother,” she replied, offering Aaron-Byhagthn a brief look that made his tentacles draw up like the legs of a defensive spider. “There may be further insights to be gained on Jessica’s condition.”


    “Then I’ll help you,” said Nita sharply, stepping up until she was almost chest to chest with the other woman. “In case you . . . forget to write them down.”


    “As you wish.”


    Danvers cocked an ear. The distant murmur from the crowd in the playing field had been growing in volume and was starting to graduate from a murmur to a rumble. “Someone’s going to have to distract the media.”


    Anderson clapped his hands with a noise like sudden thunder. “Ah! The call of destiny. Leave it to me, big man. This is my specialty.” He snapped his fingers towards Alison. “You. Ladle girl. Find the nearest off-licence and bring back six crates of the first thing you can find with a German-sounding name.”
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    Alison bounded down the steps from the entrance door into the monastery courtyard, keys at the ready. But when she was halfway to her hired car, she was stopped in her tracks by a familiar smell, one reminiscent of a goat throwing up over a pile of grass clippings. She followed her nose and saw a brown trail leading north from the monastery.


    The school was largely protected from prying eyes by wild forest, but on the north side there was only a few hundred yards of rolling, grassy hills before the rocky Devonshire coastline crashed spectacularly into the Bristol Channel. Alison could see a fluidic making its way up the first slope. A fluidic she had now learned to recognize as “her” fluidic.


    Shgshthx could slither at a decent pace, so by the time Alison had entered conversation range, he was close to the top of the hill. “Shgshthx!” she called.


    He continued slithering, showing no sign of acknowledgment. There was an anxious quiver to his movement. Alison had to jog alongside him to keep up.


    “Dennis?” she tried. If anything, he started moving even faster. She ran ahead a few steps and planted her feet firmly in his path. “What are you doing?”


    Dennishthx finally stopped and began to cringe and fold himself the way a human would fidget with a crumpled tissue while trying to explain why they’ve been crying. “I been wewy bad,” he said.


    “What do you mean?”


    “I was being an indiwidual and now I’ve wost the others.” He attempted to move around her, but she sidestepped back into his path.


    “The others have been taken by the Fluidic Killer!”


    “Yesh, I know.” He made another failed attempt to slip past, then tried to go between her legs, but she smartly snapped the heels of her trainers together. “I should get taken by Shgshthx too. I been wewy bad.”


    “It’s not Shgshthx, it’s Jessica Weatherby,” insisted Alison.


    Dennis finally stopped, and curved the center part of his mass up and back until it was as coiled as a question mark. “Weally?”


    “Yes!”


    “How do oo know?”


    Alison produced Jessica’s phone. “Look. She’s been talking to her Ancient without realizing it. It’s got salt elemental powers. It must have been taking over her body to do the murders.”


    Shgshthx cocked his mass curiously. “Why’d she give oo her phone?”


    “She didn’t . . .”


    Her statement was sidetracked by a blossoming thought. Why had Jessica dropped her phone? Alison had seen plenty of films and video games where characters left trails of devices and diaries, all conveniently displaying the most recent, most relevant contents for the benefit of pursuers, but people didn’t actually do that.


    “She deliberately left the phone,” she said, partly to herself. “She left it for us to find?”


    Shgshthx wobbled. “Why?”


    She followed through on the thought out loud. “She wants to be found. Maybe she’s trying to stop herself. Maybe Jessica’s still got some control. Maybe she’s trying to fight back. But . . .”


    But if Jessica and her Ancient were currently wrestling each other for control of the body, then a very fast way of resolving that conflict would be to let Victor Casin loose to atomize first and ask questions later. Under that kind of threat, the “real” Jessica would probably be scared off for good.


    Alison glanced back and forth between the monastery and the hills to the north. The professional thing to do at that point would have been to go back to Elizabeth and Danvers and Pavani and Anderson, express her concerns, and then hope that they would rethink the situation, discuss options, and come up with a new course of action that everyone could agree upon. And additionally hope that they could manage all of this before Casin and Hesketh found Jessica.


    She turned to Dennis. “You know where the other fluidics are?”


    “Yesh,” he replied, pointing his mass northwards.


    “Can you take me to them? Quick enough to get there before a pair of professional hunters do?”
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    “You know, we are occasionally referred to as professionals,” said Casin, standing with arms folded. “It wouldn’t hurt to live up to it once in a while.”


    Hesketh’s senses had led the party east, through the forest, then a little way north, then back west, then sharply to the northeast. So far they had found no fluidics, but a few traces of their slime trails and a great deal of salt. Adam was crouching beside a mass of the stuff that was creating a huge, crescent-shaped dent in the vegetation.


    He sat back on his haunches. “What’s the matter now?”


    “This is taking way too long,” said Victor. “How long are we gonna keep diddling back and forth?”


    Adam straightened up. “For as long as they did, I guess.”


    “Great. And in the meantime she’s probably making fluidic slushies as we speak. Can’t you get some general idea of where it’s all leading?”


    “I don’t tell you how to burn things,” said Adam testily. “The signal’s gotten spread around too much. All I can do is follow the line through the fog.”


    Victor punched his palm. “Christ. She’s toying with us.”


    Adam began to walk northwest, the direction indicated by the curve of the salt barrier. “Or she was toying with them. You know. Herding them.”


    “Herding them where?”


    “To the sea?” suggested Black, following behind Victor just ahead of Rawlins. He was a young man, younger than Casin or Hesketh, with a pinched face that looked like he was constantly trying to determine the source of a bad smell.


    “No one asked you, kid,” said Victor, on immediate reflex. “Bet you’re feeling pretty stupid about all this, hm?”


    “Me?” said Adam, not looking back but keeping his eyes on the invisible trails. “About what?”


    “You know. Buying into Weatherby’s bollocks about how demonic possession is misunderstood and how they’re really kindred spirits having a great big cosmic cuddle inside one body.”


    “That was Aaron. Last I checked we’re looking for his sister.”


    “I said, I’m pretty sure she was herding them towards the sea,” said Black.


    Victor made a sharp exhalation, spitting the air out of his mouth. “You don’t seriously think they’re not in cahoots on this one? I knew he was laying it on a bit thick. Ooh, the wonderful music of the spheres in the Ethereal Realm, hippie-dippie happy-clappy, keep the dumb twats distracted while the sister’s striking names off the list.”


    “You could have mentioned your suspicions at the time.”


    “I did! Why’re we stopping?”


    The forest had cleared around them and transitioned into the grassy hills north of the monastery. Adam pointed towards another mass of salt in the grass ahead: a wall of spikes, like the teeth of a vast, monstrous jawbone emerging from beneath the ground.


    “North?” said Victor, interpreting the curve of the wall.


    “Mmm,” said Adam, inspecting the horizon. “I think she might have been taking them to the sea.”


    Black opened his mouth.


    “Why would she do that?” interjected Victor.


    Adam shrugged. “Lots of salt in the sea.”


    “What, you think she needs to stock up? She’s a salt elemental. She’s not wanting for salt.”


    “I don’t get it either, but it’s the direction they went. Maybe she’s doing, like, a symbolic thing?”


    “Casting them into the sea?” Victor mulled it over. “They do seem to like poetry. Had to listen to her brother’s for half an hour.”


    “Oh god, I get it,” moaned Adam, resuming the walk. “You weren’t taken in, and you still hate possessed people. Good for you. I’m sure you’ll have a lovely time hurting this one.”


    “Yes, I’m sure I will,” spat Victor. “Won’t you?”


    “Actually, no, I won’t.”


    “So why do you hate fluidics so much?”
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    On the coast directly north of the monastery, the last hill descended into a slope of smooth black stone that coarsened into a rocky beach as it reached the water. White waves slithered rhythmically in and out of the labyrinth of cracks and funnels between the stones, the occasional burst of spray adding a light percussion to the calming hiss of surf.


    The physical aspect of Jessica Weatherby stood on a large rock at the point where the tide met the land, watching the tongues of foam licking at the unyielding stone below her. Her feet were together and her hands were gathered behind her back as she looked to the horizon and took a deep, invigorating breath.


    “All right, troops,” she said. The Ancient’s presence had given her voice a high-pitched metallic ring, in contrast to Aaron’s booming, demonic tones. “Don’t draw this out. The water’s not getting any warmer.”


    She lifted one leg like a flamingo and spun on her heel, keeping her balance effortlessly. A vast horseshoe of conjured salt dominated the beach, its arms reaching all the way to the ocean. A patchwork quilt of shaking fluidics occupied the space in between, pressed together to escape the touch of the salt and the seawater. With each slap of the waves against the horseshoe’s mouth, they squeezed each other more tightly, emitting a squeaky collective fart.


    “Oh, don’t be such babies; we all have to learn to swim sometime,” said Jessica’s mouth, as the rest of her bobbed on her ankles in anticipation. “The best way is to jump right in at the deep end, I find. It gets easier very fast.”


    “Jessica!”


    Alison was on the grass at the top of the slope, silhouetted against the sky. She broke into an anxious run and, as she took in the scene below, awkwardly reduced it to a slow advance, hands splayed forward calmingly.


    The Jessica entity replied with a loud throat noise reminiscent of a stock wrong-answer game show buzzer. “Have another guess.”


    “Reaver?”


    Jessica’s index finger scratched her temple. “Mm, not bad. You’ve got ‘not bad’; that’s safe. But if you get this question wrong, you won’t go through to the final round. Who am I really?”


    “Shgshthx,” said Dennis, from the long grass just behind the rise.


    Jessica’s arms stretched wide. “And the cowpat has won tonight’s star prize! A beach full of dead friends! Take another step forward, Alison Arkin, and he’ll get them express delivered.”


    Alison had already slowed to a stop at the edge of the beach as she took in Jessica’s new appearance. Her dark T-shirt had become black from the moisture that seeped constantly from the pores in her gray flesh. Parts of her face had swelled and become gelatinous and semitransparent, revealing her veins and a few stark lines of bone.


    “The fluidics were once part of an Ancient named Shgshthx,” recalled Alison aloud, barely conscious of her own words as her eyes scanned Jessica’s face. “We assumed Shgshthx wasn’t still around. We were wrong.”


    “I’m not giving out extra credit, but yes, you were,” said Jessica-Shgshthx, doing a fashion model’s twirl on the rock.


    The tide came in again, and a burst of saltwater sprinkled across the crowd of fluidics. Each droplet left a small hole ringed with black crust, and the recipient would flinch and press even harder against the mass. Alison didn’t know if fluidics could feel pain as humans understood it, but they were picking up terror like naturals.


    Fluidics came here as refugees, she remembered. Why didn’t anyone ever ask what they were seeking refuge from?


    “Why are you doing this?” she asked.


    What little of Jessica’s face could still express normal emotions gave her a condescending look. “Come on, silly tits. If your left leg broke off and declared independence, you’d want to make an example of it before your right leg got ideas.”


    “They’re sentient.” There was another squeal as the tide pushed in again, shaving a narrow strip off the leading fluidic.


    Jessica’s face shook with anger, making the swollen parts jiggle like molded jelly. “What is it with corporeals and sentience? It’s not that special. You think you’re an entire dimension of Chosen Ones, don’t you. Swanning about in your hairy pink suits, waving your wrinkly parts for everyone to see. Let me tell you what being sentient means: getting as shat on as everything else, but having to be aware of it. That’s all.”


    Alison took a single step forward, palms still outstretched. “I understand,” she lied. “But I still have to stop you.”


    Jessica’s left eyebrow lolled upwards. “You’re welcome to try.”


    Alison tried to take another step forward, but her foot refused to move. She looked down and saw it disappearing into a miniature garden of white crystals that was bursting from the cracks between the pebbles. She pulled harder, and the end of each spike divided into pretty fractal patterns, expanding to encase her entire lower leg. The growth swiftly spread to her other foot, crossing over the top of her shoe and tightening like crystalline laces.


    “What a tense, climactic showdown that was,” said Jessica-Shgshthx dryly, if such a word could still be applied to anything she did.


    “Jessica,” said Alison, pronouncing the word clearly and firmly. “I want to talk to Jessica. Not Reaver and not Shgshthx.”


    Jessica-Shgshthx’s back stiffened, her arms falling loosely by her sides.


    “I know you’re still there,” continued Alison. The salt had stopped growing after both of her knees were held in place. “And I know that you don’t want this. You can fight it. Jessica.”


    Jessica-Shgshthx swayed on her rocky perch for a moment, her eyes unfocused, before she cocked her head and put her hands on her hips. “Okay, that was embarrassing. Is that really how you think this works? Do you think, in my head, there’s, like, a little Jessica and a little Shgshthx fighting over the microphone?”


    She jiggled her head, and the salt crystals that encased Alison’s legs grew explosively. In seconds they had risen to engulf the right side of her torso, surrounding her arm and clamping it into place more rigidly than her cloak of squirrels had managed.


    “Jessica’s dead,” advised Jessica-Shgshthx. “Shgshthx is dead. All Shgshthx’s wayward kids are coming along for the ride. I . . .”


    Her brow resembled a wet sponge being wrung out as it furrowed with confusion. She sniffed the air as vapor began to rise from the sea around her. The gentle hum of the surf was slowly joined by a liquid thundering that grew in volume like advancing war drums. She looked down and saw that the water around her rock was boiling violently. The tide drew back to reveal softening rocks glowing yellowly with heat.


    “Don’t let me interrupt,” said Victor Casin, who was standing atop the rise, one hand outstretched and trench coat billowing impressively in the cool coastal breeze. “You were saying something about being dead?”


    Jessica-Shgshthx’s head snapped upwards with a shower of viscous droplets. “Stay where you are,” she said, all levity vanishing. “I’ll kill them all.”


    Victor strolled nonchalantly down the slope, outstretched arm bouncing mockingly with each step. “Kill them all, and I’ll roast you alive. Isn’t debating fun.”


    The rock beneath Jessica-Shgshthx shifted as it began to melt. She crouched, no longer confident in her balance, and glanced around like a nervous gazelle, seeking escape. The tide came in again and threw up sheets of steam the instant it touched the glowing shingle.


    “Victor!” yelled Alison. “The tide!”


    Victor looked away from his prey and saw the seawater rush toward the mass of fluidics again. He threw out his free hand, and a scar of red heat tore across the mouth of the horseshoe. The salt water evaporated completely before it touched any part of the fluidics’ cringing mass. “Adam,” he barked. “Get them out of there.”


    Adam Hesketh appeared from behind his partner and galloped wobblingly ahead, descending the slope at a sprint that seemed to be threatening to turn into a catastrophic fall all the way down. He practically collapsed against the wall of the salt horseshoe and began pulling at it with his hands to make a gap.


    Victor froze, which was probably ironic. “Where’s she gone?”


    Adam looked up. The steam had cleared to reveal that Jessica-Shgshthx’s perch was little more than a misshapen orange lump, rapidly cooling in the surrounding water, but she herself was nowhere to be seen.


    He switched on his enhanced vision and immediately pointed to a spot in the ocean several yards to the right of where she was last seen. “She’s under the water. There!”


    He was indicating quite a large swath of the Atlantic Ocean, so Victor erred on the side of caution. A section of sea floor the size of a modest car park began to glow. Bubbles soon rose to the surface, followed by a number of dead fish.


    Jessica-Shgshthx exploded from the water on a narrow ridge of salt, clinging to its top with all her limbs like a motorcycle rider. Her mutated face was twisted with fury, and she focused it all on the first enemy she saw, which happened to be Adam Hesketh.


    A thick line of salt burst from her perch, extending all the way from the sea to the top of the beach, slicing through the horseshoe like the line through a cent symbol. Adam dived aside, and the fluidics separated into two groups to avoid it. Two of them weren’t quick enough and were lifted high off the ground, shriveling rapidly at the salt’s deadly touch.


    Victor melted the salt directly underneath Jessica-Shgshthx, and the ridge collapsed, sending her tumbling into the sea along with several gobbets of molten salt that burst and spat violently as they touched the water.


    Stunned, she was dumped unceremoniously onto the beach by the tide, where she lay coughing into the shingle. The pale and semitransparent parts of her exposed flesh had turned raw pink from the heat. Victor began to advance towards her, aiming both hands squarely at her head.


    She saw him coming and threw a hand towards him. Salt crystals materialized between his splayed fingers, and an instant later, both his hands were trapped inside textured spheres resembling giant golf balls. As he inspected them, bemused, a third growth of salt crystals ensnared both of his feet. Her arm slapped back down, exhausted, and she hung her head with relief.


    “Pyrokinetic,” said Victor.


    She looked up again, blinking in the sun. “Wha?”


    “I’m a pyrokinetic. I start fires with my mind.”


    Jessica-Shgshthx glanced around, trying to figure out the punch line. “I know what pyrokinetic means!”


    “With my mind,” repeated Victor, emphasizing each word. “Not with my hands.” He punctuated his sentence by making the salt around his feet glow, then burst as he hopped out of it before it could burn his legs.


    Jessica-Shgshthx made an animalistic growl and pushed herself away from the rapidly heating stones beneath her. She crab walked back into the shallows, throwing out wild conjurations of salt behind her that Victor melted leisurely as he sloshed towards her, leaving a trail of bursts and sputters where molten salt reacted with the water.


    Finally her strength gave out and she flopped down onto her back, only her face breaking the surface of the water. Victor seized his chance and closed the distance, standing directly over her with one of his salt mittens over her head.


    “Please,” said Jessica-Shgshthx, between gasping breaths.


    Victor didn’t move. Alison tensed, waiting for Jessica’s skull to be vaporized at any moment, but it never happened. She peered at Victor as best she could and saw that an internal conflict seemed to be raging in the battleground of his furrowing brow and twitching mouth.


    A blunt column of salt erupted from the sea between Victor’s legs and buried itself in his crotch with a sound like a sack of flour hitting a concrete floor.


    He bent double just as Jessica-Shgshthx sat up, grabbed his coat by the lapels, and pulled him into a somersault that left him lying on his back in the shallows. She conjured a solid belt of salt around his midsection before he could react, pinning him to the sea floor.


    He growled and started melting the salt, but an incoming wave smashed across his face and went up his mouth and nostrils, killing his concentration. By the time he had shaken that off, Jessica-Shgshthx was walking ponderously back up the beach, shoulders squared. “Hey!” he yelled. “We’re not done!”


    “Salt elemental,” replied Jessica-Shgshthx, not looking back.


    “What?”


    “I’m a salt elemental. I create salt. I don’t create shits to give.”


    Victor growled again and made another attempt to melt the salt that held him in place. He had made a small piece of it glow before the water came in again and cooled it rapidly. Something painful and fast moving burst off and stung his cheek, narrowly missing his eye socket.


    Adam had been able to clear a space in the section of salt prison nearest the water, and three fluidics had already squeezed through to safety. Jessica-Shgshthx threw up an arm without slowing her pace, and another ring of salt appeared, turning the circle of salt and seawater into more of a Venn diagram, enclosing all the fluidics anew. The salt bank sprouted a few small extensions that encased Adam’s hands and feet.


    When everyone was secure, Jessica-Shgshthx half collapsed onto the nearest bank of salt, resting her arms on her knees and hanging her head. Heaving great breaths rocked her entire torso.


    “Why are you doing this?!” asked Adam, struggling against the crystals that held his limbs.


    “She already asked that,” panted Jessica-Shgshthx, jerking a thumb towards Alison before her arm fell back down loosely.


    “Sum it up for the latecomers?”


    Something in Adam’s voice made her look up. The grassy rise above the beach had become decorated with several new silhouettes, some holding cameras to their faces.


    “Hey, guys,” she said, pointing at the nearest cluster of fluidics, who cringed away from her hand in fear. “You know not to come any closer, right? Yeah, you do. You’re smart.” Her head dropped again, the effort of speaking exhausting her anew.


    “So why?” pressed Adam.


    “You didn’t think to ask these questions before boiling me alive?” she said quietly. “You’d have looked very silly if I’d had a sane reason.”


    “Well . . .”


    “Well.” She straightened up and almost fell backwards off her perch before a slab of salt rose up behind her, turning her seat into an armchair. She leant comfortably against the backrest and eyed the row of journalists. “Saw you listening to Aaron-Byhagthn’s set back there. Do you want to hear about the big detail he left out?”


    There was a flutter of cameras being readjusted and recording devices being checked, the equivalent of the enthusiastic tail wag of a dog being promised a treat.


    “It’s shit,” said Jessica-Shgshthx, after an appropriately dramatic pause. “The Ethereal Realm is an entire dimension of shit. No stars, no planets, no cities, no Interstellar Bum Pirates. Just shit. Great drifting masses of shit. Solid shit, liquid shit, shit clouds, all the colors of the rainbow and beyond, but it’s still shit. And it’s the worst kind of shit—shit that’s gotten smart enough to think that it isn’t shit.”


    Her gaze dropped again. Everyone else was utterly silent. Even the noise of the surf seemed to have quietened, although the fluidics emitted another nervous fart each time the tide brushed close. A confused look was doing the rounds among the journalists.


    “And when all there is is shit, shit is the only thing that matters,” continued Jessica-Shgshthx, apparently addressing the floor. “All those vast cosmic minds, and all they do is fight over shit. For no reason. Tear enough dingleberries off the others, and maybe you’ll build up enough to be King Shit of Turd Mountain for a while, but sooner or later the others pull you apart and you’re back to square one. It’s like building shit castles on quicksand. Made of shit.”


    She seemed to notice for the first time the fluidics huddled at the foot of her salt throne. “Yeah, you’re all a bunch of little shits, too,” she said. “But you were my shit. And when shit’s the only thing you’ve got, you can’t afford to get a reputation as someone who can’t hold their shit.”


    “Jessica, please, just let them go,” said Alison, three of her limbs still immobilized. “I know you’ve still got some control.”


    Jessica-Shgshthx jumped up as if her chair had become electrified, and it immediately dissolved into granules. “Ugh. I thought the Corporeal Realm was a bit lighter on the shit, but your skull must be full of it. We went over this.”


    “But I know you do.” Alison’s last remaining free hand waved a smartphone. “You left your phone for us to find. So we would know what was going on. Right?”


    Jessica-Shgshthx patted her pockets, rolled her eyes, then walked over to Alison, carelessly treading on fluidics as she went. The salt in the tread of her shoes left black footprints on their quivering forms. “Must’ve dropped it. Thanks for bringing it back.”


    “You dropped it to send a message. You wanted to be found. And stopped.”


    Jessica put her face an inch from Alison’s, snatching the phone rudely from her hand. “Duh, I wanted to be found. What’s the point of all this if no one sees it? I just assumed stealing all your favorite turds would be enough to make you come looking, not because I forgot my . . .” She looked down. “Wait. This isn’t mine.”


    “Aunch,” went the runecrafting app on Diablerie’s smartphone. “Aunch. Aunch. Aunch. Aunch.”


    Baffled, Jessica-Shgshthx held the device at arm’s length until the sound of the chant grew slurred and distant. Both she and Alison felt pressure descend upon their shoulders like a thick blanket, and a ringing in their ears as millions of magical particles were drawn in like the slow inhalation of a sleeping dragon. The two of them made eye contact, then simultaneously looked down.


    The Aunch rune was a simple one, consisting only of three interconnecting lines. A conflux of angles that recurred several hundred times in the crystalline salt clusters that Jessica-Shgshthx had created. Every single one of those recurrences was now intensifying, distorting their surroundings with an effect similar to a heat haze.


    Something very loud and very violent happened.
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    After these events, when Alison was in a combination of recuperation and quarantine, Archibald Brooke-Stodgeley visited her and explained precisely what had happened at that moment, while helping himself to about twenty of the grapes Shgshthx had brought.


    “As I’m sure you’ll remember, the Au . . . ah, I won’t actually say it, but you know, that rune you incanted, it means push. There’s a very good reason why sensible runecrafters would only use it as part of a sequence. Push is very interpretive. You need to specify ‘Push upwards this or that distance’ to create the wall, or ‘Push sound outwards’ to create silence. What you were doing, my dear, in casting it by itself, was, in layman’s terms, saying, ‘Surprise me.’ You were telling each magic particle to decide for itself what you meant, in terms of what to push, where to push it, and with what force. And that’s broadly why you’re now in a hospital bed, and why the video of your experiment has hit several million views online.”


    It was only from watching the news footage of the incident later that Alison determined the precise events, as all she knew at the time was that something confusing and painful happened. Her salt restraints had shattered instantly, sending both her and Jessica-Shgshthx spinning into the air like rag dolls, before they had both landed with wince-inducing force.


    Alison had deliberately kept the volume of the chant low to keep the effect as local as possible, but even so, a crater half the size of a tennis court appeared in the shingle. Salt and stones went flying, and the fluidics caught in the radius were all instantly flattened into half-inch-thick pancakes, to no long-term ill effect. Some commenters attested that the tide momentarily ran in reverse.


    Pain fluttered through Alison’s back from a thousand different starting points as she writhed in the pebbles, keeping her eyes shut while she felt around and determined that all her limbs and organs were in their appropriate places. When she finally looked, she was staring straight up the slope to the top of the rise, where, among the blurry silhouettes of onlookers, she could see the blurry silhouette of a man in a top hat.


    He threw out a hand, as if in greeting, and Alison felt a length of something light drop onto her chest. Still woozy, she squinted at it and saw the familiar symbols of the dispel sequence. It was the same rune circle Diablerie had used to pacify the squirrels back in Doncaster.


    Her focus shifted to Jessica-Shgshthx. She was a few yards ahead, sprawled against the side of one of her salt barriers, struggling to lift herself onto her elbows.


    Alison made to get up. Her joints registered several wobbling complaints immediately, but she was able to get enough of her limbs onboard to start moving. She half staggered, half crawled the short distance and threw the rune circle around Jessica-Shgshthx, almost collapsing on top of her with the effort.


    Diablerie’s runecrafting phone was lying a few feet away, silent and deactivated. Evidently the push command had also been applied to the mute button. Alison picked it up and, with her fingers stiff and shaking, arduously keyed in the dispel sequence.


    Jessica-Shgshthx had gotten as far as supporting herself on one elbow. She looked back with difficulty, the gelatinous tissue around her eyes clouded with blood. “A . . . lison?”


    Alison held out the phone like a police detective presenting their credentials as the eerily calm voice began to chant.


    At first, Jessica-Shgshthx just stared, jaw hanging in bafflement as she tried to focus on the tiny screen. Eventually she scraped together enough thinking power to draw a connection between the phone talking and terrible things happening shortly afterwards, but by then it was too late. She was able to drag herself a princely two inches before the magic took hold.


    The chant began to sit thickly on the ear canals. The symbols on the circle darkened and deepened. Jessica’s body flopped down as if an invisible elephant had stepped into the middle of the rune circle. Her body shivered in spasm, then went limp.


    The semitransparent regions of her mutated flesh clouded over like milk being dropped into water. Her skin tone slowly shifted from gray white to a conventional human paleness, embellished with red grazes and purple bruises. Only then did Alison turn off the chant.


    She collapsed where she stood, landing in a sitting position, and stared at the ground between her knees. The runecrafting phone hung loosely from her hand.


    Adam coughed. “Erm. Before you get comfortable? I think Victor might be drowning.”
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    Soon, Alison added another new experience to a day full of them: the experience of not being able to remember something. She had freed Adam, then sat down again as he had splashed off into the tide to free Victor, and everything after that was lost. She must have blacked out, unless someone with a teleportation power had been passing by.


    The next thing she knew, she was lying in a hospital bed in a warm, lemon-colored room, with sunlight streaming in between flower-patterned curtains. There were three other beds, two vacant. With her mattress tilted forward and a generous pile of pillows propping up her head and shoulders, Alison could do nothing but stare at the occupant of the opposite bed.


    It was Jessica Weatherby in hospital pajamas. Not Jessica-Shgshthx—the swollen, gelatinous flesh had been replaced with the slight puffiness of bruising.


    “Jessica?” said Alison.


    Her eyes were open and she was breathing, so it was probably safe to assume she was alive, but there was nothing alive about her vacant stare or the way she drew air in and out of her lungs as mechanically as a machine. She had even more pillows than Alison, probably to stop her neck from lolling too far.


    Alison was helpless to do anything but take in Jessica’s appearance for what felt like an hour, before the door briefly opened to admit Richard Danvers, along with the sound of bustling nurses and orderlies in the corridor outside. “Oh good, you’re awake,” he sighed. “That’s something, at least.”


    His choice of words did nothing to dull her growing sense of impending woe. “Mr. Danvers . . .” she said, but something caught in her throat and she interrupted herself with a cough.


    “Focus on resting for now,” he said, coming to her side. Again, his choice of the words for now undermined his advice. “You’re in a private hospital that the Minis . . . I mean, the Department has an arrangement with.”


    “Is Jessica going to be all right?”


    Danvers looked at the opposite bed, then to the floor, then back to Alison. “First let me say that I completely understand what you were trying to do.”


    He was zero for three on reassurances so far. “What happened?”


    “You thought by using that magic-canceling device, you could pacify her, right? Perhaps even reverse the possession.” He shrugged. “Archibald’s coming down soon to run some tests, so he’ll be able to explain it better. But as I understand it, it’s like a cancerous organ. You can’t take out the cancer without taking the organ with it.”


    Alison couldn’t stop staring at Jessica. The vacant stare seemed to take on an accusatory note. “She’s been brainwashed?!”


    “More . . . wiped than washed, really,” said Danvers. He winced at Alison’s expression. “For what it’s worth, it might have been the best option. She might have killed all those fluidics at any moment.”


    “Yeah,” said Alison, pretending to be convinced. Internally, she appended the words but she didn’t. “What happens now?”


    Danvers hugged his torso and blew out his lungs, as if he were trying to squeeze the air out of himself with his hands. “I really don’t know. Anderson set up a meeting with Elizabeth first thing in the morning. I know because he did so at full volume.”


    “Do you think he’ll shut down the Department?”


    “Personally, I think things could have gone a lot worse,” said Danvers, with a politician’s skill for simultaneously dodging and answering the question. “There may be some changes in store.” He scrutinized her. “You were originally hired for secrecy reasons, yes? Is there any reason you couldn’t go back to your family now?”


    This was it. This was the moment Alison had been dreading from the moment the Ministry had become the Department and abandoned all secrecy. Every morning for the first few weeks she had woken twisted with anxiety at the thought that today might be the day that Elizabeth or Danvers or someone else asked her the killer question: why are you still here? After months of running from office to filing room to coffee machine, she thought she had become essential enough a part of the Department’s background noise for the matter to be closed.


    Danvers read her expression. “Family,” he said, sympathetically. He looked away as anger brought a hint of a twitch to his upper lip. “Like I said, just rest for now. There’ll be updates soon.”


    Alison made no response but continued mimicking the blank stare of her roommate. Danvers sighed, got up, and went to the door. “Visitors for you,” he announced as he slipped past them and away.


    The visitors were Adam Hesketh in his usual black ensemble, pushing Dennis the fluidic in a wheeled plastic conveyance, apparently for hygiene’s sake. There was a plastic punnet of white grapes sitting on top of the pile of Dennis.


    “We bwought gwapes,” he said, needlessly, as he passed them into her hands with an adept shifting of his upper mass. He had evidently made an effort to avoid digesting the gift, but there was a thin film of dampness over it regardless. She tactfully placed it on the bedside table.


    “I was checking on Victor,” said Adam casually. “Ran into Shgshthx in the hall, so I thought I’d tag along and see how you were doing, you know, while I’m here.”


    “Oh,” said Alison distantly.


    Adam’s casual tone dropped instantly. “I mean, not that I wouldn’t have come to visit if Victor hadn’t been here too, I just wouldn’t want you to think . . .”


    Alison came to the rescue as he began to stammer. “How’s Victor?”


    “Good. He didn’t drown.” He chewed on his lip for a moment, thinking of what else to reveal. “They’re keeping him under observation for a bit. He’s got ‘heightened-possession risk.’ ” He made finger quotes.


    Alison frowned. “I thought you and he couldn’t get possessed anymore?”


    He waggled a hand. “You can get back on the Ancient’s radar if you use too much power in one go. It’s not likely at all, but it has happened. Actually, that’s a big part of why the Ministry was formalized in the nineteenth century. Some people were trying to exploit magic users to get an edge in the Industrial Revolution, and things didn’t turn out very well.” He trailed off when he noticed that she was struggling to look engaged. He hummed briefly to fill the silence, rocking on his heels. “Lots of journalists saw what happened on the beach, didn’t they. It’s not looking good for dual-consciousness rights.”


    He seemed to be sincere. He and Alison both stared at Jessica’s mindless form for a moment, until her face reminded Alison of something. “Adam?”


    “Hm?”


    “Did you ask Victor why he didn’t kill her? I really thought he was about to.”


    Adam smiled nervously. “He said she wasn’t worth it. I said we’ve killed lots of much weaker things that he seemed to think were worth it. That’s when he started getting crabby, and the nurses asked me to leave. You might’ve heard the smoke alarm going off.”


    “He saw Aaron-Byhagthn’s speech, didn’t he.”


    “Yeah, and he spent the rest of the day going off on one about it.” He scratched his temple. “Anyway. I should let you rest. Before we find out how badly we screwed everything up for interdimensional relations. Shgshthx?”


    The fluidic expanded, forming himself into an upside-down pear shape with a basic smiley face in the middle, two dots and a curved line. “Thank oo for saving us awl,” he recited.


    Somehow, it was this that finally let loose the emotions that Alison had been collecting like a rain barrel in a storm. She felt a surge behind her eyes as inevitable as the spray of juice from an orange in a slow hydraulic press. She made to hug the fluidic, and almost immediately regretted it.
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    Anderson had instructed Elizabeth to report to his office on Downing Street at six o’clock in the morning. She assumed that he had intended this as another show of dominance, but it would fall flat, as Elizabeth slept less than most people anyway. It was something of a relief to get up so early, interrupting the usual dreams.


    She arrived at ten minutes to six fully expecting to be kept waiting at least half an hour, so it came as a slight surprise to be told that Anderson was ready for her. A wolfish young man with a disquietingly intense stare showed her through a narrow but grand corridor, slightly twilit to emphasize the disapproving grimaces of lords and prime ministers that lined the walls, to a quiet office with its own fireplace and tall windows that looked uselessly out onto the side wall of the building next door.


    Anderson was seated behind a dark desk that stank of rich mahogany and looked to Elizabeth like it was designed by a student of gothic architecture. Even Anderson seemed comparatively normal sized behind it, although he was sipping from a coffee mug that Elizabeth fancied she could have fit her entire head inside.


    “All right, Liz?” said Sean, as his assistant showed her in and closed the door behind her so quietly she almost didn’t notice. “You gonna sit down or insist on standing as usual ’cos you think it makes you look hard?”


    She answered his question by stepping in front of his desk, leaning her weight upon it just to the point that it started to creak. “Since you’re in a good mood, I take it you’ve decided the fate of the Department.”


    He smiled thinly up at her. “Maybe I’m just happy to see the bright, shining face of a respected colleague,” he said. “You’ve got me wrong, Liz. I don’t like playing executioner. Yeah, there’s a short-term catharsis that comes with a fresh kill, but I’d love to live in a world where no one cocks up. Could spend a lot more time with the girls.”


    “When you’re ready,” said Elizabeth, unmoved. “I imagine we shall both have plenty to do today.”


    He rolled his eyes. “No, we haven’t decided the fate of DEDA. There’s one more factor that hasn’t quite come to light yet.”


    “What?”


    “Should be coming in any moment now. Ah!”


    On cue, the wolfish young man knocked once, entered, and laid a bundle of newspapers on Anderson’s desk like an Aztec priest laying a fresh human heart before the statue of his god. Elizabeth wondered if a performance was being put on for her benefit.


    Anderson produced a switchblade and attacked the strap that was keeping the papers together. “Early editions,” he explained as he worked. “Time to find out what the great British public, through their representatives in our noble media outlets, thought of the little show your lot put on.”


    The strap broke, and front-page headlines were vomited garishly across the desktop. Elizabeth and Anderson stared down like a pair of commanders examining a questionable battle plan.


    “Not quite what I was expecting,” said Anderson. He carefully pulled one of the broadsheets out of the pile and turned to the first page.


    Elizabeth looked up. “I accept responsibility,” she said. “But you have to let me meet with Shield Solutions before the changeover. There are certain essentials they must know if they mean to keep the paranormal in check.”


    Anderson didn’t seem to be listening. He was leafing rapidly through the pages of his chosen newspaper, scanning each page quickly. When he reached a dense page of small, varied stories, he slapped a fat index finger onto a column in the upper right. “Ha! Page seventeen!”


    Elizabeth inspected the story and found little relevance. “What is it?”


    “Yesterday, someone noticed that the health minister’s wife works for the company that was catering for St. Mary’s the day everyone came down with food poisoning,” said Anderson with conspiratorial chumminess. “We were dreading that getting around, but look. Page seventeen. They might as well’ve put it in a bag of kittens and threw it in the canal.”


    “And the Department?”


    “Oh, yeah,” said Anderson, bored, glancing at the other headlines. “There’ll be an official dressing down, the PM’ll insist the minister show up at the office once in a while.” He shook his fingers at her dismissively as he continued reading. “You can get back to wrangling the bogeymen or whatever you’ve got planned.”


    Elizabeth spread the other newspapers apart in case Anderson hadn’t yet seen them all properly. “You’re not shutting down the Department? After this, and all your threats?”


    He closed the newspaper he was reading and met her gaze, amused. “I’ll let you in on a little government secret, Liz. A department that occasionally makes massive public cock-ups is slightly more useful than one that’s just generally crap.” He cocked his head towards the pile of sensationalism. “We’re gonna be getting away with some crazy shit while you’re dominating the cycle.”


    Elizabeth regarded his self-satisfied grin for a moment, then turned smartly and made for the door.


    “What’s the plan going forward, then?” asked Anderson conversationally, before she had limped half the distance. “Since you’re more employed than you anticipated.”


    Elizabeth stopped and spoke over her shoulder. “Restaffing the school is the major concern.”


    “I thought Pavani was on top of that?”


    “As I said, it’s the major concern.”
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    Dad,


    



    I am writing to let you know that I am safe, but that I can’t tell you where I am. It’s better this way. I know I have done things that you can never forgive me for. I know you’ve never been proud of me. Maybe never seeing me again will make up for it.


    It was my fault that you lost your job with the Ministry. When the fluidics showed up and Henry Wollstone talked about someone hunting them, I told an internet forum that it was my dad. I suppose I wanted to impress people. They didn’t believe me, so like an idiot, I gave them proof. Someone must have passed it on to the newspapers. When you lost your job and you told me you couldn’t afford the phone upgrade I wanted, I realized I’d done wrong, and I’m sorry.


    I can’t really explain why I made that video. I know Dr. Hill said I didn’t have an anxiety disorder but I checked the list of symptoms online, and I know he was wrong. It made me stop thinking straight. I suppose I thought it would help you. Maybe I thought it would give you something to investigate so you didn’t lose your drive. Or that I could draw out the real Fluidic Killer and you could get the credit. Everything got out of control when the government sent its own agents, and I suppose I panicked. Please don’t blame Mr. Cockburn. He thought he was helping both of us.


    Know that I am safe and comfortable and sorry for everything I’ve done. Please don’t try to find me. I could be on the other side of the world by now.


    



    Your son,


    David Badger
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    “That’s when I realized he was hiding out at his mate Scotty’s house,” said Mike Badger, clad in his most formal outfit: a white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbow, black jeans, and braces. “So I went down there, dragged him back, gave him a clip round the ear, and cut off his bedroom internet for the next decade.”


    “I see,” said Richard Danvers. The two of them were in his office in the Department building. The door was wide open, as Danvers preferred, admitting the reassuring hum of office workers still adjusting back to routine.


    “I was gonna ground ’im, but you know kids these days. They ground themselves pretty much.”


    “Under the circumstances, it seems the matter is fully resolved,” said Danvers, deadpan. “Will you be bringing him with you to your new job? You’ll be a long way from home.”


    “There’s things to be said for it,” mused Badger. “His mum can be a bit soft with ’im. But, nah. I’m enough bad influence, I reckon.”


    There was a soft knock on the outside wall near the door, and Richard invited Nita Pavani to enter with a wave of his hand. She stepped forward confidently until she noticed Mike sprawled across the guest chair, then tottered uncertainly to a stop. “Richard?”


    “Dr. Pavani, may I introduce Mike Badger?” said Danvers. “He’s the new headmaster for the school.”


    Pavani froze in the act of extending a hand to shake, so Mike had to lean forward and awkwardly wobble her unresisting arm up and down.


    She looked to Danvers. “Correct me if I’m wrong . . .”


    “Yes, he was hunting fluidics for the Ministry, before he realized they were friendly,” said Danvers smoothly. “An honest mistake that many made, including me. The media can be very unfair on people, can’t it?” He deliberately leaned back and moved his elbow to draw attention to the newspaper on the desk in front of him.


    “Y-yes, it can,” said Pavani, staring at it.


    “But then, I’m sure you know more about the media than I do,” said Danvers, carefully holding eye contact. “I saw you talking with the journalists. After that fiasco on the beach. You seemed to be getting along very well.”


    Pavani had gone quite stiff. She clasped her hands behind her back and tried not to visibly quake. “I made some recommendations of my own for the school.”


    “Yes, which we’ll mostly implement,” said Danvers, splaying his hand across a nearby printout. “Many of the teaching staff will be former freelance agents with magical infusions, and Mr. Badger has already worked alongside some of them.”


    “Aye, Chris is right up for it,” offered Mike. “Says he’s gonna put a stop to the microchipping, first thing.”


    Danvers gave him a brief, confused look, then turned back to Pavani. “And Aaron-Byhagthn will be there to represent the dual-consciousness perspective.” He let her boggle at him in silence for a few seconds. “I know you nominated yourself as headmistress—”


    “Headmaster,” corrected Pavani sharply.


    “Headmaster, but after giving it some thought, I prefer there to be a balance of viewpoints.”


    Nita took two steps forward until she was directly under the ceiling light and loomed over his desk, staring him down through the deepened shadows of her face. She spoke low enough that only he could hear. “If Elizabeth thinks I’m going to—”


    “Elizabeth wanted you to have the job,” muttered Danvers, matching her for pitch and volume.


    She blinked. “Excuse me?”


    “She has some changes in mind for the Department. Changes that you wouldn’t be able to influence in Devonshire.” He intensified his glare a little. “Again, I prefer a balance of viewpoints.”


    She backed off, straightening her blouse and clearing her throat. “You have experience dealing with young people, Mr. Badger?”


    “Oh aye, got a lad o’ me own,” said Badger happily. “Not too ’ard, is it? Clip round the ear usually sets ’em right.”


    She looked to Danvers. He returned a pained smile.
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    Alison woke up an hour later and lay for a while on her side, facing the wall with her eyes tightly closed, but it was no use. She could feel the cold, accusing stare of Jessica Weatherby in the opposite bed. If anything, the atmosphere in the room had only gotten colder since yesterday.


    She risked a look. To her relief, she was spared Jessica’s gaze. That relief disappeared when she realized that this was because Elizabeth Lawrence was standing in the way. She was at the foot of Jessica’s bed, scrutinizing the motionless girl with her hands clasped behind her back.


    Alison sat up and pulled the sheets to her neck, embarrassed by her hospital-issue pajamas. Elizabeth turned at the sound of fluttering bed linen. “Alison.”


    “Ms. Lawrence, I’m sorry,” said Alison reflexively. “I didn’t know—”


    “You didn’t know the significance of Jessica Weatherby’s supernatural sweating,” said Elizabeth helpfully. “You didn’t know that a dispel ritual would erase her entire personality. You didn’t know how dangerous meddling with runes can be.”


    Alison stared down at her hands as they wrung fistfuls of bed linen and wondered if she could will the mattress to absorb her.


    “None of which you should have been expected to know,” said Elizabeth sadly. “I take responsibility for this, Alison. It was foolish of me to make you an effective field agent before you were fully trained. God knows I shouldn’t have expected Diablerie to fill in the blanks. I suppose, in the excitement, I allowed myself to get carried away.”


    If Elizabeth had ever been carried away with excitement in Alison’s presence, then it boggled the mind to imagine what she was like when she was being unusually quiet and reserved. She’d probably be declared dead. “You really think so?”


    “You have made more progress with uncovering Diablerie’s agenda than any previous attempt. We know now that he has a capacity for runecrafting, which confirms that he’s not merely an imbecile. This is a thread I want to continue pulling.”


    Alison’s instinctive anxiety at the thought of spending any more time around runes was quashed by the blossoms of hope. “So I’m not being fired?”


    “Why should you be fired? You’ve done nothing.”


    “But I—”


    “You withheld information and endangered the fluidics,” continued Elizabeth, emotionless as always. “You also identified the killer and stopped them. One failing, one success. That puts you at nothing. Zero.”


    “Ms. Lawrence, thank you so much,” said Alison, emotion beginning to gush out of her again. “I promise, from now on—”


    “You and Diablerie will keep a lower profile,” stated Elizabeth, making no acknowledgment of Alison’s half of the conversation. “I’m starting a new investigations branch to which I mean to attach him. And when I debrief you about his activities, I shall endeavor to also answer any questions you have. About magic, the Ministry’s history, or whatever you choose. You must be brought up to speed somehow, and this would be a fairer exchange.”


    Alison felt like her elation was making her hover at least an inch above the mattress, but one last outstanding issue penetrated the glittering mist. “So the Department isn’t being shut down?”


    “Apparently not. Anderson’s main concern was the reaction of the press.” She produced a bundle of newspapers from behind her back. “And it seems it was not the Department most of it chose to focus on.”


    She threw the papers across Alison’s legs, revealing the headlines: mind wiped for being different. deda warlock makes vegetable of unarmed dual consciousness. rogue agent delivers brutal justice.


    Alison lifted the first page of the nearest newspaper and read part of a paragraph underneath. “. . . Arkin was reportedly expelled from DEDA’s training program for the magically infused after having been found to have falsified her credentials . . .” She slapped the page back down and recoiled as if from a scorpion.


    “As I said, a low profile,” said Elizabeth. She stood by the window and moved the curtain aside to inspect the scene in the car park below. She blinked in mild irritation as a camera flash went off and moved the curtain back into place. “They tell me you’re clear to check out at your leisure. I advise you to do so by the rear exit.”
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    In the depths of Hampstead, an old magic shop sat on the corner of two twisting, narrow streets, displaying aged tricks and novelties that appeared deformed through the misshapen windowpanes. The shop had been there for years, and if any of the local residents had noticed that it had a curious lastability for a shop that never seemed to be open, then none of them had said anything.


    Diablerie’s idiosyncratic car pulled into the narrow alley behind the shop, and Diablerie gave his cloak a slap so that it would billow impressively as he emerged from the driver’s seat. After posing heroically for a moment, for the benefit of no one, he let himself in the rear door and up a narrow flight of steps to the rooms above.


    If Alison Arkin had observed Diablerie’s lodgings, she would have thought that they were utterly unsurprising. The walls were painted jet black, while the carpets and drapes were blood red and patterned with pseudomystical symbols of no genuine power or relevance. A small study was dominated by a high-backed leather armchair beside a wall of shelves loaded with dusty grimoires and specimen jars. The bedchamber was beyond what looked like a stage curtain and contained a grand four-poster bed with hundreds of skulls carved into the frame.


    White candles had been placed wherever they could fit, and Diablerie patiently lit each one with a taper, stalking the perimeter of his rooms. When this task was complete, he went to the bookshelves and reached behind them, producing a rune circle on white tape.


    The sequence of runes was a long and complex one. The runes had been drawn so small and cramped together that, from a distance, they resembled a solid black stripe running along the middle of the tape. He laid the circle on the floor with a flourish, sat cross-legged in the middle, and fished his runecrafting smartphone from his pocket. Alison had dropped it on the beach after passing out, but it functioned perfectly well despite a few drops of moisture and salt.


    He set the device to play the longest chant from the app’s Favorites list, then set it down on the floor just outside the circle as it began to incant. He closed his eyes and rested the backs of his hands on his knees.


    It took a full twenty minutes for the phone to repeat the chant enough times for the magic to take hold. When it did, Diablerie’s eyes flicked open, and he shot a hand out to stop the chant.


    The man who rose was not the same man who had sat down. The intense glare and permanent sneer had faded from his expression. He seemed smaller for his clothes, as he was no longer throwing his shoulders back in defiance.


    Stepping out of the circle, he systematically removed his top hat, his cape, his tailcoat, his scarf, and his waistcoat, laying them across the back of the armchair, before finally removing his gloves. In his shirtsleeves and tie he would have gone completely unnoticed in virtually any urban environment.


    When he sat in the high-backed armchair, he seemed small enough to be consumed by it. He laboriously turned the chair to face the bookshelves, leaned forward, and spun the entire middle two shelves around to reveal a secret compartment containing nothing but a laptop computer.


    He tapped the laptop’s space bar to wake it up from sleep, and a web browser appeared, displaying a chat window. Above, the title roleplay dungeon appeared in golden medieval lettering. He pulled the laptop closer and typed.


    



    Thief: Ready for session?


    



    The reply came within ten minutes.


    



    Priest: Am now.


    Thief: Here’s the summary of the last campaign.


    Thief: My character was mistaken for the evil salamancer by Acolyte A and Priestess P and taken to the dungeons of Empress E.


    Thief: Acolyte A discovered the true identity of the evil salamancer and released my character.


    Thief: My character passed a stealth check and was able to hide while the evil salamancer completed their plans.


    Priest: I think my character knows the rest from the news reports.


    Priest: The evil salamancer was defeated, mind wiped by a dispel ritual in public, and now tainted ones have gained even more sympathy than before.


    Priest: How’d it get so fouled up?


    Thief: My character’s hope was that the evil salamancer would kill Acolyte A.


    Priest: Of course it was.


    Priest: I asked myself, what would be the worst, most inhuman thing a person could possibly want from all this? And that was it. You never disappoint.


    Priest: Still, I see the logic. Dead pretty girls are always good publicity.


    Thief: Whereas all we have now is a not-quite-dead, not-quite-pretty girl that has worked just as effectively against us.


    Thief: My character lost control of events. That’s always the risk when trying to nudge them in secret.


    Priest: How did A get hold of your character’s dispel circle?


    Thief: She must have taken it from my character while he was imprisoned.


    Priest: Are you sure about that? You said Doctor D was gaining respect for her.


    Thief: No, I said that D was leading her to believe that.


    Thief: In any case, he’s too rudimentary to overrule my decisions.


    Priest: As long as you’re certain.


    Priest: I mean, YOUR CHARACTER is certain, pardon me.


    Priest: In summary, everything was going swimmingly until it all backfired at the last minute.


    Priest: Can’t wait to see how you top this. What’s your next evil scheme?


    



    The man leaned back, allowing his head to sink into the chair’s backing for a moment as he scrutinized the ceiling in thought. After a full minute, he returned to the keyboard.


    



    Thief: I’m getting the team back together.


    Priest: Are you.


    Priest: And how will it be different this time?


    Thief: We have a new purpose.


    Thief: The new DEDA cannot act without public scrutiny. We don’t have that restraint.


    Priest: You’re actually serious.


    Priest: You really think being back at full force will make it any easier to nudge events?


    Thief: I’m done with nudging. It’s time for something stronger.


    Priest: How much stronger?


    Thief: I’m thinking a push. A very hard push.
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PRAISE FOR YAHTZEE CROSHAW:

“Mogworld is a huge success, and a fantastic debut ... [Croshaw
has] used his knowledge of video games to make a novel that perfectly
satirizes video game fantasy-lore and culture, while providing some
refreshingly original and interesting characters, a fully-developed
‘mythology, all wrapped up in Yahtzee's trademark humor. Any gamer
who has wasted hours, days, weeks, months, possibly even years on
World of Warcratt, should feel right at home with Mogworld’s
excellent satire. " —Game Informer

“Hilariously insightful.” —Slashdot

“Yahtzee consistently makes me laugh, and even though I dig
computer and electronic games, he has cross-genre appeal to
anyone who enjoys a sharp wit, unique sense of humor and plenty.
of originality—not purely gaming fans. " —The Future Buzz

“Mogworld s a triumph of storytelling and humor that just so
happens 1o be perfectly keyed in to the wild world of video games.
Tcannot stress enough, however, that it can also be enjoyed by those
‘who have never logged in or picked up a controller in their Ife.”
—Joystick Division





