
  Contents


  
    	Get A Free Short Story


    	Dedication


    	1


    	2


    	3


    	4


    	5


    	6


    	7


    	8


    	9


    	10


    	11


    	12


    	13


    	14


    	15


    	16


    	17


    	18


    	19


    	20


    	21


    	22


    	23


    	24


    	25


    	26


    	27


    	28


    	29


    	30


    	31


    	32


    	33


    	34


    	35


    	36


    	37


    	38


    	39


    	40


    	41


    	42


    	43


    	44


    	45


    	46


    	47


    	48


    	AFTER


    	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


    	MORE BOOKS BY W. V. FITZ-SIMON


    	ABOUT W. V. FITZ-SIMON


    	COPYRIGHT

  

  
    Landmarks

    
      	
        Table of Contents
      

      	
        Cover
      

    

  

  1


  [image: Chapter.Image]


  The glitter of sequined gowns lining the walls of the dressing room became the flicker of ambulance lights in her imagination. Glasses chinking in the dishwasher in the kitchen outside became the screech of tires and the whimpering of frightened pedestrians. The smell of catastrophe filled her nostrils. Dust and burning and the bitter, acrid reek of panic overpowered the fragrance of greasepaint and stale costumes that filled the room. Though Małgorzata Mierzejewska Armitage sat backstage at Bar de Bauche, the glitz and glamor slipped away from her, her mind far away, lost in a future she’d glimpsed in a vision, a future that might crash into the here and now at any moment.


  In the pocket of her Savile Row pinstripe waistcoat sat a card from her telling deck, a stain of darkness nestled in the slick sheen of purple satin. Sixteen months and eighteen days had passed since all the cards in her deck turned black and the same image began to develop on each of them. A terrifying creature—half insect, half rot and decay—loomed out of the black at her repeated a hundred times. She didn’t need a picture to remind her of the creature and the death and destruction it had wrought. She would have done anything to get rid of the image—doused the cards in paint, burned them in the fireplace, buried them in the garden—but damaging them might allow the monster to break free. Instead the cards were locked in a box on the top shelf of her studio, safely away from curious young hands, this one with her, just in case. She’d known pictures to come to life around her and couldn’t risk allowing the moth-like monstrosity any opportunity to do more harm.


  “What’s wrong?” said Johnny at the dressing table, his half-made-up face lit bright by the lighted mirror frame. “You look like you’ve just been flashed by a member of the House of Lords.”


  “I’m sorry.” She rolled her head around to stretch out her neck, happy to be distracted, though nothing seemed to help the dull ache at the base of her skull that had been plaguing her for weeks. “Bad headache.”


  “Want a paracetamol? I’ve got some in my bag.”


  He kicked a sleek cube-shaped bag made of white leather broken up with bright color blocked shapes.


  “Wow.” She picked it up. “Where’d you get this?”


  He dabbed at a container of Gosha’s special homemade makeup with a brush. The recipes she perfected when she first got to London had stood her in good stead for twenty years—a range of cosmetics Crafted to wipe away years and sculpt a face into the most vibrant version of itself—but Johnny’s debut at Bar de Bauche required something more. She’d toiled for weeks in the kitchen, perfecting foundations and paint that would interact with stage lights to highlight Johnny’s performance. The process took her much longer than expected. Her failed experiments littered the kitchen counters.


  “There’s a new boutique up the back of Rafferty’s Yard. You should go down there. They’ve got some brilliant stuff.”


  Gosha still couldn’t leave the boundaries of Cheyne Heath, with George and his flunkies lurking outside ready to jump if she stepped beyond her wards without protection, but the neighborhood had come up quite a bit in the past year and a few trendy boutiques had opened around Morel Market. With the leeway of income from her work for Waterford, Wakefield, Winston, and Whorl, shopping for clothes no longer meant scouring charity shops and the used clothing stalls at the market for deals. Financially, at least, life was good. Challenging—nothing the firm threw at her was ever easy, no matter how trivial it seemed—but good.


  She put the bag back down. Paracetamol wouldn’t help. Not even Elsie’s concoctions had done the slightest good against her headache.


  Johnny dabbed a healthy amount of color onto the bristles and held the brush up to his brow. He’d already spent an hour painting his face and cheeks into an elaborate canvas of shades of blue and purple to match the strange outfit he’d created for the performance. One mistake now applying his eye makeup and all that would be wasted.


  “Wait, wait,” she said before he could cock it all up. “Let me. You know you’ve never been good at doing your eyes.”


  Johnny’s lips widened into a perfect circle of mock outrage as he looked at her in the mirror.


  “How dare you!”


  “Come on.” She reached for the brush, but he snatched it away. “Remember when you had the gig at Café de Paris and you had to get a cab all the way back to Canterbury Gardens twenty minutes before showtime just so I could fix the mess you made? Give me the brush.”


  She held out her hand, demanding it with a wiggle of her fingers.


  “No!” He snatched it away from her again. “I have to do this myself. You’re already helping me enough. How did you get them to let you take photos?”


  She sat back on the rickety chair, ready to leap into action when he inevitably smeared his face. She had her lipstick talisman in her pocket and not in her bra tucked against her skin where she usually kept it. Far too much Influence flowed around the club to allow her to have a good time with her second sight active and at full strength.


  “Alfie and Bowie Blades are drinking buddies now. He put in a good word. I had to agree to only take photos of you. If anyone else appears in the frame, I have to destroy the negatives. Is Adair coming?”


  Johnny and Joel Adair had been an item for almost a year. An employee of the firm of Waterford, Wakefield, Winston, and Whorl, the earthly presence of the Lords of Fate and Fortune, Adair wasn’t an acolyte in the traditional sense. The sphere had no saint or acolytes, no one who had taken an oath of fealty to their lords to gain power. Instead, they manipulated Influence, the supernatural force generated by the psyche of every living person, with strange technologies that Gosha still didn’t understand, even after a year of working closely with him.


  “You really have to learn to call him Joel.” Johnny extended the line of his lower eyelid with a graceful flourish. “After all the time you spend together.”


  “I would, but he’s always so formal. I tried really hard at Christmas, but he just wasn’t having it.”


  Johnny smiled.


  “Yeah, I do love that rod up his arse.”


  She raised a tart eyebrow.


  “What you get up to downstairs in your flat is none of my business.”


  He slapped her thigh with the back of his hand.


  “Ooh, saucy! I would never tell. A girl needs her secrets.”


  “He’s been good for you, hasn’t he? Is he coming tonight?”


  To her great surprise, he traced a long, shapely eyebrow across his forehead with a confident hand. He must have been practicing. A lot.


  Johnny had changed so much in the past year. He used to be such a scrappy, restless young man, an endless fountain of raw energy, jumping from one project to the next. Now he was so much calmer, so much more focused. It had to be Joel’s influence.


  “He can’t. Says they won’t let him in. Can’t let acolytes of another sphere into our hallow.”


  Our hallow? The reference troubled her.


  “He’s not even a proper acolyte,” she said.


  “It doesn’t matter. It’s the principle. Our hallow is a sacred place, a place of power. There has to be respect between the spheres or else there’ll be chaos.”


  An odd thing for him to say, she thought and cocked her head to look at him.


  He laughed a nervous titter and began to paint his other eyebrow.


  She stood to zip the garment bag off his outfit where it hung from a hook on the door.


  “Tell me your new stage name again? Thessaly Disgrace?”


  “Thilady Missgrace.”


  A waterfall of glistening indigo fabric poured out of the garment bag. She fluffed it up and spread it out like a bride’s train.


  “I still don’t get it.”


  “Her title’s in her name. Whenever anyone says it, they’re automatically being respectful.”


  “No, I mean, why have a drag name at all? You should be using your own name.”


  The dress was a blue velvet Morticia Addams sheath with a plunging neckline and sculpted shoulders that arced up in what looked like the mouth of a giant fish about to swallow the wearer whole. Pads beneath the sheath pushed out to alter the shape of the wearer’s body into something unhuman. You couldn’t call what Johnny did drag, exactly, unless it was the drag performed by aliens from a distant galaxy. Or by an apparition from the Shadowlands.


  “The dress is amazing.”


  “Thank you. They made me do the whole thing myself from scratch.”


  She hung the gown on the end of one of the many dress racks packed with glittering outfits that lined the tiny room.


  “They made you?” Suspicions that had been mounting for months ticked over in her mind. So many hours spent with Bonita Fascinante and Bowie Blades, acolytes of Delilah Davina, Saint of Strength. So many hours devoted to this one show. “Johnny, what’s going on? How did you get them to let you perform here?”


  He put the brush down and turned away from the mirror to look at her directly.


  “Can you tell if anyone’s listening?”


  She reached for the door, about to pull it open and see if anyone was outside, but Johnny touched her sleeve to stop her.


  “No, I mean using Influence.”


  She took her lipstick from her pocket. At its touch, her second sight blossomed into life and the room became filled with thick, billowing waves of Influence, much of it flowing off Johnny’s heightened aura, a quality shared by many artists of significant talent. Other than the intensity of the flow, there was nothing out of the ordinary in the room, though she wasn’t sure what a saint or acolyte listening in with High Influence would look like.


  The throbbing at the base of her skull spiked.


  I wonder if I should see a real medical professional, she thought as she touched the satin shoulder of Johnny’s robe.


  “Pezhvatek.”


  A puff of Influence blew through her that dimmed the room and turned the bright colors of the wigs and dresses that lined the walls dull and gray.


  “No one can hear us now,” she said. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing. Nothing’s wrong, but they said I couldn’t tell anyone, and keeping this a secret from you’s been killing me.”


  “What is it? Are you in some kind of trouble?”


  Johnny rolled his eyes.


  “Oh, for god’s sake. What’s that leathery old bat’s name that whisked you off in her roller? The Queen of Secrets? I’m going to start calling you the Queen of Drama in a minute. There’s nothing wrong. I’m not in any trouble. This performance is an initiation. That’s why I have to do everything myself. I’m taking the oath of fealty. I’m becoming an acolyte of Strength.”


  Gosha’s heart sank. Of all the things he could have told her, this she never would have expected.


  “Johnny, why would you want that? You’ve seen first-hand how treacherous these people can be.”


  Yes, Bonita Fascinante and several of the other acolytes of Strength in their mundane alter egos had been the boys’ schoolteachers for a number of years, and La Davina had stood up to defend witches against the Convocation, but the Convocation of Saints was a nest of vipers. Everything bad that had happened to her in the past five years was because of them.


  “The Queens and Kings of London aren’t like that,” said Johnny.


  He reached up to squeeze Gosha’s wrist.


  “The queens and…” Gosha didn’t know what to say. There was far too much self-proclaimed aristocracy among oath-bearers. It made her think fondly of the socialism of her childhood in Poland.


  “They’re good people. They really are. You should see the work they do.”


  “Work? What kind of work?”


  “Bowie works at a homeless shelter for gay teens. Greta and Jimbo are drug rehabilitation counselors. Dusty and Metal Micky work with AIDS patients.”


  “AIDS patients? They’re using Influence to treat AIDS patients? That could only come at a terrible price.”


  No matter how the Convocation might dress up their sorcery with fancy traditions and elaborate rituals, Influence was a product of the human psyche, with all its repressed chaotic darkness. She dreaded to think what sacrifices a person would have to make to use it to be healed of an illness as severe as HIV/AIDS.


  Johnny shook his head. Strands of black hair worked loose from his stocking wig cap.


  “No, no, no. They don’t have that kind of power. Everything they do, they have to fight for. And what they get is all illusion. They’re good, caring people, and I want to be one of them. I want to be like you. I want to help people like you do.”


  “Oh, Johnny.” She crouched before him and cupped his face in her hands, confident that her special recipe of makeup would never smudge. “I’m like this because I have no choice. I was born a witch. I tried to run from it, but I couldn’t. You’re not like me. You don’t have to be mixed up in this. You can have a normal life.”


  Johnny’s eyes welled up with tears. Underneath all the makeup he looked like a boy of seventeen.


  “But I am like you. Ever since Mick was killed, and then all that mess with Tracey Dobbs. There’s so much trouble out there. I want to help like you do. Trust me, I wouldn’t be involved with these people if I didn’t think they were worth it.”


  It was true he wasn’t a child. He’d seen as much of the madness blowing around Cheyne Heath as she had. He knew enough about the true nature of the world to make an informed decision. But she didn’t like it.


  “So you’re taking the oath tonight after the show?” Her voice came out low and husky, her throat constricted with worry. This was exactly what she didn’t need, another thing to worry about.


  “God no.” He brushed the tears from his eyes as Gosha released him and the spell of concealment broke. “This is just the first step. It’s like I’ve enrolled at Uni to become a doctor. I’ve never studied so hard in my life.”


  She stood and smoothed out her black nylon parachute pants.


  “What are they teaching—”


  The door opened and a boyish drag king in a black suit and tie with slicked back hair and a walkie talkie earpiece in one ear stepped into the tiny dressing room. His aura, a shimmering field surrounded by an orbiting comet of sparking Influence, pushed against the heightened sensations that came with Gosha’s second sight.


  “Come with me, please. Both of you.” The drag king pitched his voice low to sound more masculine, causing his voice to crack. “We’re evacuating the building. There’s been a bomb scare.”
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  “Oh my god!” Johnny reached for his makeup bag on the dressing table as Gosha snatched up her camera kit.


  “Leave everything,” said the drag king. “You have to get out now!”


  He grabbed them both by the arm and pulled them out of the dressing room. The service areas of the club were a rabbit warren of offices, dressing rooms, and kitchens secreted around the outskirts of the public club. Kitchen staff shuffled out with them through a back stairway up to the street, where they filed out with a score of other bar employees into the cold October night, Johnny in nothing more than a pair of slippers and a silk robe. Once everyone was out, the drag king closed the door and stood guard in front of it, feet spread wide and hands behind his back.


  “Gosha, Johnny!” Alfie pushed his way through the crowd to get to them, his Brylcreemed curls glistening in the streetlight above clear blue eyes and brow creased with worry. “Are you okay?”


  Johnny was already shivering in the cold in his robe. Alfie took off his leather jacket and wrapped it around his shoulders.


  “They told us it was a bomb scare,” she said as he wrapped his arms around her and rubbed her back to keep her warm.


  “Bloody IRA,” said a middle-aged man in kitchen whites standing nearby.


  Mac, the head bouncer, stepped between the crowd and the back door.


  “Everybody move to the other side of the street please.”


  He waved everyone away from the building.


  A car screeched to a halt outside the front entrance a few yards away, and a handful of acolytes of Strength burst from the vehicle and barreled through the glass doors into the club, their auras merged into a single comet of Influence that swept around them all.


  “Um.” Gosha pulled away from the huddled crowd and edged toward the entrance. “When there’s a bomb scare, aren’t you supposed to leave the building?”


  “Ye-e-es,” said Alfie, he and Johnny following in her wake.


  Gosha tucked her lipstick into her bra.


  “Can you see anything?” said Johnny.


  Johnny was a little unclear about the scope of her second sight, imagining that revealing visions paraded before her at every convenient moment. Sadly, it had never been that reliable. The Influence flowing around the outside of building was just as she would have expected it at 9 o’clock on a Wednesday night. You couldn’t see much through the glass doors to the bar. A sweeping staircase led down from the entrance to the basement where the foyer was, the performance floor on a sub-level even further below.


  “Alfie,” shouted Mac, a veteran bouncer and old friend of Alfie’s from many a long night working security at bars and clubs much less salubrious than Bar de Bauche, as they crossed the street. “Come on, mate.”


  “It’s okay, Mac.” Alfie waved the older bouncer back. “We’re just looking.”


  A high-pitched, blood-curdling scream reached them from beyond the glass.


  “Not a bomb, then,” said Alfie as he, Gosha, and Johnny darted through the door and ran down the carpeted staircase.


  The Influence inside the club was agitated. Choppy like the sea in a storm, it battered against her in a chaotic tumble. The foyer level and the balcony that circled the main floor was empty. They made it to the top of the stairs just as a group of acolytes on the thrust stage spread out, backing away from one of their number, a gorgeous drag queen in a simple, fashionable pants suit reminiscent of an outfit Bianca Jagger might have worn to Studio 54.


  The scream that drew them in came from her. She thrashed around wildly, her wig in one hand as she clutched her head. To Gosha’s horror, the acolyte’s aura frothed with tiny beating wings, the kind of corruption she’d seen coming from Gerhard Dropnick’s disastrous attempts at manipulating Influence for his own gains.


  She grabbed at her field kit in its pouch tucked into the small leather purse slung across her chest and took out a small aerosol tube. She was never without a supply of fathom’s bane these days, though she hadn’t had cause to use it in over a year.


  “Stay back.” She turned back to Alfie and Johnny as they followed her down the steps. “It’s really bad. I mean it!”


  She could have pushed them away with a spell, but since her bout of spellshock last year, she’d been much less trigger-happy. They took heed and hung back as she clambered over the footlights onto the stage.


  One of the acolytes, a broad-shouldered drag king dressed like Elvis Presley—skinny Elvis, not Las Vegas Elvis—grabbed her by the arm and tried to pull her back, but she wrenched herself free.


  “Back away, pretty boy! All of you stay back or you’ll catch what she’s got!”


  Gosha knew how fierce she could look in her thick, dark eye makeup against her pale skin and a head of spiky hair. She didn’t recognize any of the acolytes, but they must have known who she was as they all took two steps back, far enough away from the flittering wings of corruption that effervesced across the poor creature’s aura that they wouldn’t catch the rot.


  “Easy, sweetie.”


  She edged closer.


  “Make it stop,” whimpered the struggling drag queen. “It hurts like knives.”


  Gosha sprayed the fathom’s bane at her and the beating wings froze, stunned into submission by the concoction. There were no windows to the outside, and the club’s ventilation system hadn’t been turned on yet. Gosha hoped the club was large enough that the dispersion spell she was about to cast could work, otherwise she might end up making the problem worse.


  “Collusetoire.”


  A sharp, brisk gust of air blew through the open space of the club floor ripping the drag queen’s aura, corruption and all, away from her, leaving her powerless and freed from a hideous death. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head and she crumbled to the stage, unconscious.


  “Get her out of here,” boomed a powerful voice from the stairs. Bowie Blades, a shining six foot two in his familiar white tuxedo with reddish brown hair and a hint of stubble, rushed across the floor toward them, large black walkie talkie in hand. “Out, all of you. Now!”


  The acolytes scooped up the unconscious body of the drag queen and carried her up the stairs to the main entrance as Blades, acolyte and steward of Delilah Davina, the saint of Strength, bore down on Gosha.


  “And you,” the drag king, jabbed the antenna of his walkie talkie at her, “shouldn’t be in here, any of you.”


  “You’re welcome, Mr. Blades.” Gosha thrust her hands on her hips in defiance, determined not to be turned away, no matter how intimidating this woman in masculine drag might be. “What the hell is going on?”


  “We’re having technical difficulties, Mrs. Armitage. Please leave the premises immediately.”


  “That poor thing was nearly ripped from creation by corruption in her aura, Mr. Blades. We’ve both seen what happens when that’s left unchecked. What are you people up to?”


  Blades shifted to come between her and the red velvet curtain that covered the proscenium arch of the stage.


  “Please, Mrs. Armitage, Alfie. You have to get out of here. La Davina’s having some trouble.”


  “Show me.”


  I could be walking into a deathtrap, she thought and pushed down the fear that creeped up within her.


  Blades hesitated, torn between getting them out and helping his saint, so Gosha took the choice away from him and stormed past. She pulled the stage curtain aside and walked onto an empty stage set lit by harsh work lights.


  “Not you,” said Blades to Alfie and Johnny behind her. “Only her. Get out, the pair of you.”


  Gosha had only the vaguest sense of where she was relative to the warren of service corridors, but a door in the wings looked promising. She strode over to it, hoping she wasn’t about to walk into a broom closet.


  “She’s been acting erratic the past few weeks.” Blades overtook her to open the door and let her through.


  These acolytes of Strength take gender roles really seriously.


  “We all thought it was stress. Ever since the detente with you and your sister witches, the Convocation’s been meeting every couple of days. That always frays her nerves. But now…”


  Something about his tone made her stop and survey the equipment as they walked through the kitchen: carving knives, pots and pans, baking sheets. She’d left her switchblade in her bedroom, not imagining she might need it at a drag show. How foolish of her.


  “Tatlet.”


  She whispered the summoning spell for her switchblade. A questing puff of Influence shot through her and out into the ether. Who knew if the blade would be able to find her deep underground, but a ruddy great carving knife she’d never used in a fight before wouldn’t do her much good.


  She saw what she wanted: a cast iron skillet.


  Go with what you know.


  She took it down from where it hung off a rack of pots and pans suspended from the ceiling and hefted it in one hand. The balance was off from what she was used to, but she could make it work. Blades raised an eyebrow as she spun it round by the handle.


  “Tool of the trade.” She winked.


  Blades led them through a service corridor and up a small flight of stairs to a plain door set in one wall marked only by a red glittered applique star. Blades stopped with one hand on the door.


  “Listen carefully.” He emphasized his point by poking the antenna of his walkie talkie at her. “Most of what you’ll see in there is an illusion, but that doesn’t mean it can’t hurt you.”


  He started to turn the doorknob and paused.


  “Or kill you.”
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  Gosha never could have expected what she found on the other side of the door.


  “Lion and Lady,” whispered Blades at her side.


  A vast cavern hewn out of gray rock so dark it was almost black stretched out around her. A shallow pool spread across the middle of the cavern, fed by a cascade of dripping rainwater in the middle that tumbled down in the center of the pool from a ceiling obscured by mist. To the right, on a pedestal emerging from the mirrored water, stood an oversized throne hewn out of the same rock as the cavern. In front of the cascade stood La Davina. La Davina’s gender illusion was usually immaculate, presenting always as an elegant and aristocratic woman of middle-age in suits and gowns just a shade more glamorous and showy than called for by the occasion. Tonight, the illusion fractured. Dressed in a scarlet gown made of ripped and frayed fabric that stood out like fresh arterial blood against the gray cavern walls, the bust had slipped, revealing a scrawny masculine chest. Her makeup had run into deep grooves down her cheeks, and her hair was tangled. Her ravaged skirts trailed in the rainwater. Against the pale, thin skin of her chest rested an elaborate necklace, a large purple-gray jewel about the size of an egg set in elaborate silver filigree. Bright and strong in Gosha’s second sight, the sweeping orbit of La Davina’s comet shimmered in the reflecting surface of the pool.


  The only saint of the Spheres with a public profile, Delilah Davina had been a fixture of light entertainment in Britain for decades, a forthright, witty presence who could hold her own against any top comedian, and sing and dance to boot. Her true identity was always a mystery, her true gender speculated on constantly, but scandals rolled off her, leaving those who would besmirch her reputation worse off for their attack. To see such a familiar figure in this state shook Gosha deep into her bones.


  “How big is this room in reality?” Gosha whispered to Blades.


  “A twenty foot square.”


  At the edge of the water hovered a trio of acolytes in delicate gowns in varying shades of rust. At their center was Bonita Fascinante, also known to Gosha as Robert Granger, Edmund’s former schoolteacher. The three acolytes looked ready to step across the water to comfort their saint, held back only by their fear of her alarming illusion. Gosha watched intently for any sign of corruption, one hand on her purse where she had stashed her bottle of fathom’s bane, but could find none. Where did the corruption that almost took the acolyte downstairs come from?


  “Can you get everyone out of here?” she whispered to Blades, who looked at her with disbelief.


  “You think you can hold your own against a saint?”


  “Actually, yes. La Davina is far from my first. And I have an immunity against the corruption that’s affecting her.”


  That wasn’t quite a lie. As a witch, with no aura to feed on, the corruption would take a while to find her, or so she hoped.


  “Corruption?” said Blades.


  “Like the tent in Paddington Station.”


  Blades turned pale.


  “It almost took your acolyte back there. I have something that will dispel it.”


  She patted her purse, but the towering drag king looked unconvinced.


  “You’ve seen what I can do,” Gosha whispered, standing her ground.


  How did I grow such an enormous pair of balls!


  Blades nodded. “Tread carefully. Her Grace never responds well to sudden movements.”


  “Bonita,” said La Davina as they edged closer. The saint clutched at her hair, her nails crimson talons. “Bonita, darling. I hear wings. I hear wings wherever I go. A thousand tiny wings. Do you hear the wings?”


  “All I hear is falling water, Divine Grace.” Bonita, a slight and delicate figure in her russet slip of a dress looked desperately from one of her companions to the other.


  “The wings are there,” hissed La Davina. “Behind the water. Behind my heartbeat. In the rushing of blood in my ears. They’re always there.” She sobbed. “They want me. They’re waiting for me to falter. They want me to surrender. I’m trying to be strong, Bonita, but I’m so tired. So tired.”


  “Your Grace, what can we do to help you?”


  “Help? If only you could, sweet Bonita, but the wings beat only for me. They seek to burrow into my brain. They want to change the world and drive me mad. Help me, Bonita. Please help me.”


  As Gosha and Blades reached the three acolytes at the edge of the pond, La Davina staggered forward, arms outstretched, the water soaking up into her skirts to weigh her down. Bonita and the other two reached forward to help, the glimmering comet of La Davina’s aura sweeping round to wrap them in her orbit in the strange merging of auras Gosha had only ever witnessed in the Sphere of Strength.


  Up close, the comet wasn’t its normal ball of crackling energy and shifting ghostly colors. Instead, it was a writhing mass of shifting wings. If it merged with the other auras, they’d all be infected.


  “Puthut!” shouted Gosha without thinking, and all the acolytes, Blades included, flew across the cavern, to strike the wall and fall to the ground in a tangle of limbs, stunned.


  La Davina drew herself up to her full height and turned her bloodshot eyes on Gosha.


  “Who dares enter my hallow and strike down my cherished acolytes!”


  Her eyes began to glow the vivid red of her dress. Her body elongated, her arms lengthening and gaining extra joints, her fingers stretching out to become bloody knives. Ragged wings of ripped scarlet fabric thrust out of her back and beat down, creating waves across the surface of the pond.


  “A witch!”


  La Davina splashed across the water to tower over Gosha on legs that grew into articulated spikes. The ball of corruption swept closer and closer as La Davina stooped over her. Gosha looked frantically between comet and saint. If this gargoyle La Davina had become was only an illusion, the corruption was the greater threat, but Gosha’s brain refused to believe it. She edged back toward the entrance.


  “Is it you?” said La Davina. “Is it you who cursed me? Very clever, little witch. You took your time and made us trust you. You made us think you were a noble creature, protecting her people as any one of us might. But I should have listened to the judge and the bishop and the Queen of Secrets. When they allowed Worsley to return to the Convocation, I thought them such fools to fall to the old weasel’s slippery tongue whispering in their ears about threats to their power, but now I see they were merely prudent.”


  Bishop Worsley is back? After everything he did?


  Grace Kinnaird and Millicent had never mentioned it in their reports. Judge Griffiths and Euphemia Graham must have known the witches would have kicked up a stink and kept Worsley’s pardon a secret.


  “Release me, demon,” said La Davina.


  That’s rich, Gosha thought, given La Davina’s current form.


  “Free me from my torment. What price must I pay?”


  “This isn’t me. Whatever’s happening to you is not my doing.”


  “You lie!”


  La Davina screeched and struck Gosha with a surprisingly solid limb that knocked her to the floor, making her lose her grip on the iron skillet.


  La Davina stooped over her, arm pulling back to ready a slashing blow. The sweeping comet passed inches away from Gosha’s nose.


  “Puthut”


  A wavefront of Influence pushed out in front of her, but instead of knocking La Davina back, it blasted through the sweeping comet. The corrupted Influence exploded in a puff of beating wings. For no more than a second, the cavern vanished, replaced by a cozy room, part French Regency sitting room, part Bohemian boudoir, the furniture pushed about in disarray from Gosha’s spells. La Davina was herself again, dressed in a Margaret Thatcher suit, the elaborate necklace glittering on her breast. The saint staggered back, confused, and rubbed her temples.


  “Bowie, dear.” She turned to the tumble of acolytes only now coming round. “What’s going on? Why—”


  The Influence in the cramped space, still roiling from the churning of the acolytes’ auras and the lingering ripples of Gosha’s spells, rushed toward La Davina, atmosphere returning to fill a vacuum, and the great, corrupt comet fluttered back into life. The dressing room vanished. They found themselves in the gray cavern once more.


  A simple pushing spell like the one Gosha cast should not have had that effect on the aura of a saint. The corruption plaguing La Davina must have compromised hers so severely, its collapse had to be imminent. Gosha hadn’t time to faff about. She gathered herself up and rolled across the floor to the iron skillet. She had to disable the saint long enough to use the fathom’s bane on her and hope the banishing spell would work in this tiny space.


  Before La Davina, once again an elegantly hideous gargoyle—Gosha had to give the saint her due: even in madness, her sense of style was exquisite—could once again succumb to her dementia, Gosha grabbed the skillet in both hands and swung. The skillet connected with La Davina, only to shock the saint back to her deranged senses. The towering monster focused all her attention on Gosha.


  The gargoyle swiped at her with the back of her hand and knocked Gosha off her feet to strike an invisible obstacle, what must have been a piece of furniture in the real dressing room. She tumbled over it and landed hard on her back, winding herself. Her side ached as she tried to catch her breath.


  “Rajequist,” she whispered with the little breath she could muster.


  The warm effervescence of the healing spell calmed the pain in her side and let her breathe.


  “Pezhvatek.”


  The room dimmed as the spell of concealment hid her, and she rolled away from where she’d landed. A wave of nausea fluttered behind her eyes, the result of casting one spell too fast on the heels of another, a warning sign of spellshock she couldn’t afford to ignore.


  Somewhere in the dressing room, obscured by La Davina’s illusion, a pane of glass shattered and a familiar weight flew into Gosha’s hand. Her switchblade.


  Now she was in business.


  Contact with the blade broke the spell of concealment and the cavern grew brighter. The sound of the gargoyle’s screeched outrage filled her ears as La Davina bore down on her. The invisible furniture that had fractured one of Gosha’s ribs seemed no obstacle to the gargoyle, the earth shaking as it stamped toward her.


  Gosha flicked the blade open and aimed the point at the gargoyle’s shoulder, hoping to disable it. She didn’t like wounding someone already struggling with immense pain, but Gosha had the spells to heal her, and if she didn’t, La Davina would die.


  “Pakkat.”


  The blade leaped from her hand with the speed and force of a crossbow bolt, but it shot through the illusion of the gargoyle’s body without leaving a mark.


  Dammit! Stupid mistake.


  The gargoyle was seven feet tall, and La Davina was barely six feet in heels. She should have aimed lower.


  La Davina lunged at her, striking out with a clenched fist, and punched Gosha in the gut, knocking the breath out of her once again, but the healing spell was still doing its work. The discomfort began to fade immediately.


  “Tatlet.”


  The blade flew back into her hand and Gosha slashed it in front of her in strong, wide sweeps, driving the gargoyle back. The blade’s tip sliced the bodice of its ragged gown beneath the gleaming necklace into tatters. Gosha crouched and ran, knocking into La Davina with her best rugby tackle, and knocked the gargoyle to the floor. She climbed onto what she hoped was La Davina’s chest, her brain struggling with competing inputs from the illusion of the monster and the feeling of the body of the saint in the real world beneath her. La Davina struggled, but Gosha had her sufficiently pinned that she could dig into her purse and pull out the bottle of fathom’s bane. The fluttering comet swept around in its aura, drawing perilously closer, but Gosha found the bottle and jumped back in time to get out of its way. She sprayed the entire bottle at the gargoyle.


  The comet froze in place, and the cavern vanished, returning the room to its extravagant coziness. Behind the Louis Quatorze vanity against one wall, a thick gold velvet curtain fluttered in the night breeze. Gosha had only a matter of seconds before the paralyzing effect of the fathom’s bane on La Davina’s aura dissipated. She stumbled to the vanity and pushed it out of the way with all her might. She yanked hard on the curtain, pulling it down from its rod to reveal windows looking out over the street.


  Gosha laid a hand on the frames.


  “Bataraja.”


  It was a spell she crafted with the help of the double-headed dragon before their feud to mimic the effects of a binding spell and a breaking spell cast together on the same object.


  The windows vanished in a cloud of dust.


  “Collusetoire.”


  A violent gust of wind blew through the dressing room, taking with it all the frozen and corrupted Influence. Gosha’s brain turned over in her skull and she gripped the window frame to stop her from falling.


  “Good Heavens,” said La Davina, as calm and collected as if she had come in to find the room laid out for tea. “What do we have here?”
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  Spellshock made the room buck and roll around Gosha. Though the turbulence lessened with every passing breath, it would be a moment before she could let go of the window frame, or even gather her wits together enough to speak.


  “Mrs. Armitage.” La Davina ignored both Gosha’s condition and the gaping hole in the wall behind her. “Such a pleasure to see you. I’m so glad you could attend young Johnny’s debut at our little establishment. He is such a talent. And I hear he’s put so much work into his performance. It’s always a delight to see the young excel, don’t you think?”


  She paused, a polite silence to allow Gosha to respond, but Gosha could barely raise her head to look La Davina in the eye without risking falling over.


  “Bonita, darling,” said La Davina, “Mrs. Armitage looks like she could use a drink.”


  Bonita, with wide eyes and a face drained of blood, scuttled over to a bar cart in one corner, one of the few pieces of furniture unaffected by the lunacy of only seconds ago, and poured unsteadily a tumbler of whiskey from a cut glass bottle.


  “And Bowie, tell me,” La Davina continued as Bonita stepped around the disarray of battered furniture to offer Gosha the drink. “Were we able to get the gentlemen from the William Morris agency onto the guest list? They were so kind after my run at the Palladium.”


  “Ah, yes, Your Grace.” Blades’ brow furrowed, the look in his eyes edging toward crazed as he did his best to shift gears to accommodate this abruptly sane incarnation of his saint. “They reserved one of the large tables stage left.”


  Gosha waved the drink away, her legs more secure beneath her. Bonita and Blades shared a worried look that La Davina ignored completely.


  “What the hell was that?” Gosha finally found her voice, though she kept one hand on the window frame just in case.


  La Davina regarded her with a quizzical smile as if she had no idea to what Gosha was referring.


  “I’m sorry dear, I don’t know what you mean.”


  She ran a finger across the enormous jewel at the center of her necklace.


  “A moment ago, you were about to rip my throat out.”


  Gosha released the window frame, but the room wobbled and she grabbed for it again to stop herself from stumbling.


  “Hardly, dear. I was surprised to see you, but you’ve become a welcome fixture at the club in the past year. And so helpful.” She turned to Blades. “I never would have been able to recover all those beloved heirlooms that miserable old fool stole from the family. Mrs. Armitage is capable of performing miracles, she truly is.”


  “Yes, Your Grace.” Blades stood frozen to the spot, body stiff with tension.


  Bonita stood dumbfounded with the rejected glass of whiskey in her hand. As La Davina turned back to Gosha, Blades waved Bonita and the other two acolytes out of the room. They didn’t hesitate to pick up their skirts and flee.


  “The corruption was the same kind that came off all Dropnick’s experiments,” said Gosha, finally able to let go of the window. “Have you been in contact with him?”


  “My dear, I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re on about. Dropnick? What is that, a German car?”


  “Dropnick! The mad doctor who nearly killed everyone in Paddington Station.”


  La Davina laughed and turned to Blades. “Is that from a film I haven’t seen? I really must get out to the cinema more often.”


  “Oh come off it. The corruption made you deranged. It would have killed you. If I hadn’t blown it out the window, your precious Lady and Lion would have ripped you from existence.”


  La Davina looked at the gaping hole behind Gosha, as if seeing it for the first time.


  “Yes, it is a bit of a mess, isn’t it. Bowie, be a dear and see if that charming young man who did the house in Storrington can fix this, would you?”


  “That corruption didn’t just come out of nowhere.” Gosha raised her voice, beginning to lose her temper. “Dropnick just tried to kill you!”


  La Davina’s face turned stony cold.


  “Mrs. Armitage. I am Saint of Strength and you are in my hallow at my sufferance. I will not be spoken to in that tone of voice in my own private sanctuary. By a witch, no less! Isn’t it time to open the house? Let’s get this show on the road!”


  She turned on her heel and strode out the door.


  Gosha turned on Blades.


  “Aren’t you going to do something?”


  The drag king’s face hardened, his faint German accent thickening.


  “Mrs. Armitage, please return to the foyer. The doors will be open soon and your presence in the backstage areas will only be a disruption.”


  He gestured toward the door, but Gosha refused to budge.


  “Your saint nearly died and could have taken all of you with her. You were at Paddington. You’ve seen first-hand what can happen if Dropnick is allowed to carry on unchecked. We’ve had no sign of him in over a year, and now this. Aren’t you worried how she contracted his corruption?”


  A glimmer of worry flickered across his eyes, but his stony resolve returned in full force.


  “The doors will be open soon. Patrons are not permitted in backstage areas during opening hours.”


  He took her by the arm and escorted her from the room, closing the door firmly behind them. Though he was several inches taller and pounds heavier than she, Alfie had taught her enough about the human body and how to handle it to twist out of the drag king’s grasp with little effort.


  “Bowie, please. We have to do something. She said Bishop Worsley was back.”


  She should have been outraged that the Convocation had readmitted that murderer into their ranks, but the news didn’t surprise her.


  Blades led her through a door at the bottom of the stairs that she couldn’t say for sure had been there on their way up. She found herself on the mezzanine overlooking the main floor of the club.


  “The door staff have instructions to take the rolls of film you use this evening,” said Blades. “We’ll have them developed and the approved negatives sent to your home tomorrow.”


  “That wasn’t our agreement! You said I could develop the film myself.”


  “The deal’s changed. Surrender the film before you leave, or don’t take the photos. Which will it be?”


  Johnny would be hugely disappointed if she didn’t document his performance. And she’d hoped to sneak in a few surreptitious shots of La Davina to see if they told her anything more. Perhaps she could still figure out a way of smuggling a roll of film out of the club.


  “Okay. You can have the film.”


  Blades turned and stepped back through the door before she could say anything more. Concealed by the elaborate flocked wallpaper, the door clicked shut and vanished.


  “Gosha.” Alfie called out from across the mezzanine and ran over. “What’s happening? The staff are all running around with their heads down.”


  Patrons began to file in, the buzz of excitement at the night’s revelry stirring up the Influence in the club.


  “It’s Dropnick. Somehow.”


  “Damn.”


  Down below, La Davina made an entrance from yet another hidden door and began greeting guests, her Margaret Thatcher suit and hairdo transformed into an outfit ripped from a Broadway production of Camelot. Velvet and brocade flowed around her, her torso encased in a corset with a plunging neckline. Her jeweled necklace glittered in the house lights.


  “That one was acting like Lady Macbeth on steroids,” Gosha walked over to the balcony for a closer look, “but once I got her calmed down, she acted like nothing happened. Bowie closed ranks and shut me out.”


  She leaned forward to watch La Davina. The saint’s aura glowed bright and strong, the comet sweeping around as if to embrace everyone who came near.


  “Can you get chummy with your drinking buddy? See if you have better luck figuring out what happened?”


  Alfie frowned. “I’ll do what I can, but probably not tonight. Bowie’s not much fun when he’s at work at the best of times.”


  She wrapped an arm around his waist and kissed his cheek.


  “Thank you. I hate asking you to spy on your friends for me.”


  “It’s okay. I want to know what happened as well.”


  Bowie Blades stepped out from behind a large potted palm on the main floor below them and surveyed the arriving guests. Alfie kissed Gosha on the lips and extricated himself from her grasp to head to the bar, but stopped and turned back at the top of the stairs.


  “You should probably go and see Johnny. He’s a bit of a mess.”
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  Johnny was, indeed, at sixes and sevens. Back in the dressing room, he was doing an impressive imitation of nervous pacing for such a tiny space.


  “Bloody hell, Gosha.” He wrapped his arms around her the second she stepped through the door and squeezed her hard. “What’s going on? No one will talk to me.”


  Gosha thought about what might have happened if she hadn’t dispelled the corruption around La Davina and shuddered. And where had it come from?


  “It’s a right bugger’s muddle, sweetie. Somehow La Davina’s aura became infected with Dropnick’s corruption.”


  “Dropnick?”


  Johnny sat down hard at the dressing table. Even under all that makeup, she could tell his face was pale.


  “But you stopped it, right? You helped her.”


  “Of course. She’s fine.” Gosha thought about how La Davina had acted. Was that putting up a strong front, or was she genuinely oblivious to what happened to her? “Well, not fine. But I got rid of the corruption.”


  Johnny exhaled deeply.


  “Thank god.”


  She watched him through the mirror, a robust figure suddenly shrunk small.


  “I’m making a mistake, aren’t I?”


  He looked back at her through the mirror for reassurance.


  Yes.


  She regretted the thought the moment it popped into her head. Telling him so wouldn’t help him get through the performance. And she needed him up on stage to give her time to figure out what was going on around here.


  “La Davina’s got agents from William Morris in the audience,” she said, the only positive thing she could muster.


  “She does?” Something sparkled deep within Johnny’s dark brown eyes.


  “And you said you’re not taking the oath tonight?”


  “No. It could be a year before they let me.”


  She crouched behind him to put her chin on his shoulder.


  “I’ll be in the audience watching everything. The slightest sign of trouble and I’ll get you out of here.”


  “You will?”


  “Of course. One hint of fluttering wings and I’ll give the signal to shut it all down.”


  The anxiety softened out of his face a tiny amount.


  “What’s the signal?”


  “How about me shouting ‘Get the hell out!’ at the top of my lungs?”


  He laughed.


  “Yeah, that’s a good signal.”


  “Here, let’s get your wig on.”


  She took the mountain of lacquered hair off the head form and held it over him.


  “It’s going to be fine, Johnny. I won’t let anything happen to you. We’ll get through tonight and then I’ll help you figure out if this is what you really want.”
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  She left Johnny in a slightly better mood than the one she’d found him in. The club gave her a table right at the back of the house, as close to the kitchen as you could get. At first she’d been exasperated by them being so controlling and making her job of getting decent publicity shots for Johnny so much harder. Now it meant she had an unobstructed view of the whole club.


  “Here you go.” Alfie passed her the camera bag as she sat. “How’s he doing?”


  She grimaced and nodded her head from side to side to say ‘not great’ as she opened the bag to inspect what she had to work with: her camera, a couple of lenses, and half a dozen rolls of film. Johnny was only performing three songs, leaving her precious little time to get the shots she needed. She unwrapped all her film and laid the rolls out on the table, trying to figure out how she could smuggle one past the front door staff at the end of the night.


  “Careful,” said Alfie under his breath, nodding surreptitiously behind him. “We’ve got a minder.”


  Almost invisible against the wall a few feet away from them stood another acolyte in American Secret Service drag.


  “Bugger,” she whispered.


  How was she to take photos and hide the film with one of them breathing down her neck?


  “Can you draw his attention? Nothing crazy. I just need to take a couple of snaps.”


  Alfie launched into a raucous story of a night of debauchery with an old friend of his on leave from the army, a staple of Alfie’s repertoire he usually trotted out at four in the morning after closing time. An epic tale she’d heard many times before involving voices and pantomime, it gave her the cover she needed to load the camera, focus the lens, place it on the edge of the table, and point it at La Davina. From there it was easy to press the button and wind on the film with one hand while she laughed and egged Alfie on.


  “Lean in like you’re going to kiss me,” she said when the lights went down.


  Alfie turned his body to mask her from the acolyte and drew close, shielding her from view as she wound the film to the end and changed rolls. She slipped the exposed roll into her waistcoat pocket, next to her switchblade. Now she had to devise a way to smuggle the damn thing out.


  She realized the lights had been on for a good ten seconds with no music coming from the stage. The smattering of expectant applause had died away and a distinctly awkward tension arose in the room. Onstage, Johnny stood at the mic, his face glowing in the light of a tight follow spot against the rich dark blue of his gown. His three-piece backing band exchanged nervous glances waiting for their cue, but Johnny, on any other night an aggressive and voracious performer capable of filling any room, looked stunned in the spotlight, his nerve broken.


  “Oh, Johnny,” she whispered as glasses began to chink and a woman’s titter echoed across the room.


  She had the perfect spell to cast that would help him, a simple confidence-booster better than a shot of brandy she’d used any number of times on visitors to her kitchen whose only problem turned out to be needing a good kick up the arse. But would casting it here among all these people get her in trouble? Comet auras swept in glittering circles all over the audience. Oath-bearers, she had deduced over her five years of being a witch, didn’t have second sight and couldn’t see Influence and auras the way a witch could, but would they be able to detect the surge of Influence from a spell shooting out from the back of the crowd?


  Her stomach churned at the sight of Johnny dying onstage. She had to risk it.


  A spell cast at this distance could be problematic. Influence didn’t exactly obey the laws of physics. There was a tendency for the cone of effect to expand over distance, or worse, arc unpredictably. Mind you, with everyone drinking, a sudden boost of energy if the spell veered off course and struck someone else wouldn’t be so bad. Unless she accidently hit an acolyte. The auras of oath-bearers could do strange things to a spell.


  She turned toward Alfie, masking herself from the watching acolyte, and dipped her fingers into the open collar of her purple silk shirt to pull out her lipstick. Aiming it directly at Johnny would help her control the spell’s trajectory.


  “Unapel.”


  The opening the spell created within her to shape and channel Influence should have given her as much a boost as it would Johnny, but nothing happened. The throbbing at the base of her skull blossomed into a spike of pain. Only a thin trickle of Influence flowed from the lipstick into the spell and then fizzled out.


  Now, of all times!


  It wasn’t the first time this had happened. Just as her recipes hadn’t been living up to expectation, every so often a spell would fail. Between that and her never-ending headache, she wondered if she’d caught some witchcraft equivalent of the flu.


  The band started up the opening bars of Johnny’s first song, a cover of “Nightclubbing” by Iggy Pop, but Johnny stood still, unmoved by the heavy, loping beat, and missed his cue.


  She tried the spell a second time, and a third. Nothing.


  In the dark of the audience, she caught in the corner of her eye a glimmer of twilight, the rich purple glow of the edge of descending night as the sun retreated behind the horizon and the fading rays of sunlight deepened from golden to an orange only nature could get away with. It was the glow of the Between, the liminal space at the edge of reality accessible by witches of old that Gosha had been initiated into by Eleanor who, for her efforts, still lay in a coma in Gosha’s bedroom after more than a year, no matter what Gosha and the other witches did to awaken her. Eleanor had shown Gosha how to use the Between to cast spells, something Gosha had found easy while still under the effects of spellshock, but without Eleanor to guide her, the Between was impossible to master.


  She composed her thoughts and wished for the Between to help Johnny, but the Between eluded her. All she felt was a moment of relief, her headache clearing for the first time in weeks.


  Maybe now the spell will work.


  “Unapel.”


  To her relief, when she spoke the word, the spell opened within her and Influence rushed through. Onstage, Johnny perked up, realizing where he was and what was at stake.


  He waved a hand to stop the band, took the mike from its stand and stalked to the end of the thrust stage. His face twisted into a mask of anger and threat as he stared down the crowd, the awkward silence suddenly tense with anticipation.


  He stepped off the stage and into the audience, an alien ambassador meeting the strange inhabitants of Earth for the first time. The irregular bumps under the gown wriggled as he moved, suggesting tentacled horrors beneath. He picked a victim in the front row and leaned in close, nose to nose, staring the delighted man in the eye until he blinked.


  Johnny put the mic to his lips and began to sing. The band jumped to life, but Johnny pulled himself up to his full height and snapped his fingers in the air, an imperious command the band could only take to mean stop playing. Johnny turned and stepped back up on the thrust, holding the crowd’s attention in the palm of his hand for one breath, then a second, and a third. He snapped his fingers again, releasing the band to launch into the song as he shrugged the gown off his shoulders to reveal what lay beneath: sprung sequined wings and tentacles that fanned out around him. Gosha shuddered, recognizing all too well the moth creature that had nearly devoured its way across Paddington Station.


  The crowd went wild.
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  “That was great!” said Alfie as the lights went down on Johnny’s performance and the crowd jumped to their feet in rapturous applause.


  “Let’s get out of here.” Gosha gathered up her things and stuffed them in her camera bag.


  Raucous enough to put bodies between her and the acolyte minding them, the commotion let them slip away before he could take her belongings from her.


  “Quick.” She grabbed Alfie by the hand and pulled him with her as they wove through the crowd and made their way upstairs to the mezzanine.


  “I need to get this one roll of film out.” She tucked herself behind an enormous potted palm so she could take a roll of gaffer’s tape out of her bag and secure the roll to her switchblade.


  She had a plan, but it would need a hell of a lot of luck to make it work.


  Tucking the taped-up roll into the puff of her sleeve, she hugged Alfie’s arm and led him up the stairs to the exit.


  “They’re going to take the film I shot off me so they can screen it. We have to get outside into the open air. Then I’m going to need a distraction, anything to draw their attention away from me.”


  “Got it.” Alfie scanned the mezzanine. Everyone was downstairs, giving them a clear shot to the front doors and the bouncers outside.


  “Blast,” said Alfie. “It’s Bowie.”


  “Mrs. Armitage.” The acolyte stepped onto the stairs behind them.


  “Keep going,” hissed Gosha.


  They made it outside, only to be stopped by Mac and the other bouncers at the velvet rope.


  “Hold on, mate.” Mac held out an arm to bar their way.


  “Mrs. Armitage,” said Blades, stepping into the night. “The film you shot. Mac, if you please.”


  Mac took her camera bag and fished out the exposed rolls of film to pass them to Blades, who put them in the pocket of his tux. She grabbed the camera to wind on and take out the remaining roll, but Mac tried to take it from her. She resisted, forcing him to yank it off her.


  “Oi!” shouted Alfie, seizing the moment to create his distraction.


  He pushed his way between them and got into Mac’s face.


  “Get your filthy hands off my bird!”


  If the moment hadn’t been so tense, Gosha would have laughed. Alfie would never dare call her his ‘bird,’ but his pantomime of outrage was just what she needed. Even Blades was distracted. She slipped the taped-up roll out of her sleeve into her hand, doing her best to aim the tip of the sheathed switchblade high in the sky, away from anything it could crash into.


  “Pakkat,” she whispered under her breath.


  The throbbing at the base of her skull spiked, but this time the spell didn’t fizzle. The bundle of film and switchblade flew from her hand into the distance.


  “Alfie!” she said, making a show of pulling him back and passing the camera to Mac so he could take out the film. “It’s fine. It’s fine. You’ll get them back to me tomorrow?”


  She thrust the camera bag at Alfie and turned to unhook the velvet rope from one of the stanchions.


  “Wait!” Blades stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. “Raise your arms, please.”


  She held them out, and Blades patted her down. When he’d done her legs, he ran a hand around her chest, under her boobs. If under all that male drag, he’d not been a woman, Alfie would probably have decked him.


  “What’s this?”


  Blades stuck his fingers into her bra and pulled out her lipstick.


  Alfie blanched at the sight of it. No oath-bearer that Gosha was aware of had ever laid hands on a witch’s talisman. The moment he took it from her bra, her second sight faded. She had no way of seeing what was going on.


  Fortune favors the bold, she thought and plucked it from his fingers.


  “Darling, you of all people should know the value of a touch up.”


  She winked, popped off the top of the tube, wound up the stick of oxblood pigment, and took her time applying it to her lips.


  “There.” She recapped the tube and slipped it back into her bra. Blades’ aura came back to life in her awareness. “Much better. Can we go?”


  Blades grunted and nodded at Mac to unhook the velvet rope.


  Gosha leaned in and placed a kiss on Blades’ cheek, marking him with an imprint of her lips.


  “Thanks for an exciting evening, darling. You chaps never fail to satisfy.”


  She hooked her elbow around Alfie’s arm and led him away.


  “Bloody hell,” he whispered as they did their best to walk calmly to the car, Gosha thankful the nearest parking spot they could find was round the corner. The sooner they were out of sight, the better. “Where’s the film?”


  “Halfway to the moon by now, I should think.” She looked up into the night sky.


  She stopped when they rounded the corner.


  “Tatlet.”


  The base of her skull throbbed, but the spell to summon back the switchblade didn’t fail her. She stood for several long, tense breaths with her hand outstretched, waiting and hoping the blade hadn’t got stuck in an airplane wing flying overhead, but the bundle whistled back into her hand, icy to the touch.


  “Let’s get the hell out of here,” she said


  They ran for the car.
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  “You sure you don’t want to stay here tonight?” Alfie stopped halfway out of the passenger seat with one foot on the pavement.


  She reached across and kissed him on the lips.


  “I need to develop this film in case it’s got some clue to what happened.”


  “Gotcha.”


  He kissed her again, his lips full and sweet.


  “Thank you for being so patient.” She ran her fingers through the unruly bounce of his hair as he swung his feet back in the car and pulled the door shut against the chill. “I know it’s been crazy at home with the boys and Eleanor.”


  “Nah, don’t be silly. I like it. And I get to have you all to myself when you come over. How is Eleanor?”


  Eleanor had looked twenty when Gosha first met her, though she was really several hundred years old. Now, she lay in Gosha’s bed a middle-aged woman, having traded her youth and vitality to help Gosha and save them all from the moth creature Dropnick had created with his meddling in Influence. Sometimes Eleanor tossed and turned and mumbled as if having a bad dream, sometimes she lay there with her eyes open and unseeing, sometimes she even sat up in bed and spouted gibberish. Eleanor had said she would need to sleep for a few months, but it had been over a year. Gosha worried they’d lost her completely.


  “The same.”


  He caressed her cheek, and she kissed his palm.


  “You and the ladies will find a way to get her back. I’m sure of it.”


  He pecked her on the lips and swung the door open.


  “Last chance.” He stuck his head back in through the open door. “I’ve got a leftover curry in the fridge.”


  “I’ll see you tomorrow. You’re certain you don’t have a problem babysitting?”


  “Course not. I love those little fellas. Night, love.”


  He shut the door and rapped his knuckles on the hood. She watched him make his way up the garden path into the house, his backside hugged by his trousers, and thought how lucky she was to have found a man as understanding and thoughtful as he.
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  She parked the Mini Cooper in the front drive and walked out to the pavement to stand under the streetlight and survey the road. Her head pounded as badly as she’d ever experienced it. If she hadn’t finished her flow the week before, she would have expected the street to be filled with wandering spirits, brought to life by an unfortunate interaction between her menstrual cycle and her gift of second sight, a remnant of her life before taking her Betrayal she hoped would have been wiped away by the oath of fealty she had taken and confounded to become a proper witch, but no such luck. Tonight she searched for more concrete intruders into her peace and quiet: a series of unmarked cars with dark-tinted
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