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    CHAPTER ONE
  


  
    The soft, blurred light of dawn. A small, lonely island at the mouth of a sheer-sided fjord. A sparkle pierces the muffling sea fret; the flat clang of steel on steel troubles the eerie silence.
  


  
    A small boat bobs at the water’s edge. Two sets of footprints in the sand lead up the beach towards the thin grass. Two men stand facing each other, catching their breath by unspoken mutual consent. Both are exhausted, their hair spiked with sweat. One, gripping a sword, peers nervously over the rim of a hacked and splintered shield; the other leans heavily on the shaft of an axe.
  


  
    Simultaneously they take a step forward, their bodies immediately tense as drawn bowstrings. The swordsman takes a low guard, while his opponent hefts the long Danish-pattern axe and waits, analysing the swordsman’s defence. Presumably he sees something, because he plunges forward and swings the axe round his head and down, pulling the swing a little to one side at the last moment. The bright cannel-ground edge strikes the shield’s rim but skids off, and the axe bites deep into the turf; spotting an unexpected advantage, the swordsman pushes forward with his shield and pivots his right shoulder for a devastating diagonal cut—
  


  
    ‘Hold it,’ grunts the axeman. ‘Offside.’
  


  
    The swordsman checks the stroke painfully in mid-air. ‘It was not!’ he protests.
  


  
    ‘Offside,’ the axeman repeats firmly. ‘Look at where you’ve got your feet.’
  


  
    The swordsman glances down, tries to draw his left foot back.
  


  
    ‘I saw that,’ the axeman says.
  


  
    ‘All right,’ the swordsman sighs. ‘I suppose, technically—’
  


  
    ‘Technically be buggered,’ the axeman interrupts, ‘offside is offside. Free hit to me.’
  


  
    ‘Yes, all right,’ grunts the swordsman. ‘Though if we’re going to be all picky about it—’
  


  
    With a tremendous effort, the axeman heaves the axe-head out of the turf and swirls it round his head in a flashing arc, while his enemy stands perfectly still behind his ruined shield. The axe impacts on the rim, shearing through the steel band and deep into the timber, only just stopping short of the swordsman’s left hand. In reply the swordsman jerks the shield and the trapped axe-head sideways, nearly disarming his opponent—
  


  
    ‘You’re doing it again,’ the axeman points out.
  


  
    ‘What?’ Another quick glance. ‘Oh, snot. It’s ever since they changed the LBS rule,’ the swordsman complains bitterly. ‘I’d only just figured out what the old rule was, too.’
  


  
    ‘There’s nothing to figure out,’ the axeman says coldly. ‘Left foot no more than five inches in front of the shield-boss, or it’s a foul shot. Perfectly simple. A child of four could understand it.’
  


  
    ‘Yes, well.’ The swordsman isn’t happy, but he lets his left arm drop enough for the axeman to dislodge his blade. ‘I can’t see what was so bad about the old rule. If they’d only leave well alone and stop fiddling with it—’
  


  
    ‘Another free hit to me,’ the axeman points out, with a smirk. ‘You aren’t doing terribly well so far, are you?’
  


  
    The swordsman grins back at him. ‘Given that you’ve had six free hits and I’m still standing,’ he said, ‘looks like I’m not the only one. If you ask me, you’re trying to hit too hard. Relax, loosen up, let the axe do the work instead of trying to force it.’
  


  
    The axeman pulls a face and tries again. This time, perhaps because he’s tired and irritated, he manages to miss completely. The swordsman sniggers.
  


  
    ‘While we’re on the subject of rules,’ the axeman replies, tugging his blade out of the turf once more and stepping back into a defensive back-guard, ‘what about rule 46, section 3, no unnecessary talking?’
  


  
    ‘That’s a bit rich coming from you,’ says the swordsman huffily. ‘Talk about your pot and kettle—’
  


  
    Before he can finish his sentence the axeman swings again, bending his knees and drawing the stroke very low as he aims for the swordsman’s ankles. But the swordsman reads the cut perfectly and jumps high in the air from a standstill, so that the blade passes harmlessly under his feet. As he lands, one foot jams the axe-shaft down, ripping it out of the other man’s hands. Almost before the swordsman gets his balance he swings; the axeman rears away, arching his back, and just manages to avoid the sword-blade, but the sudden violent effort unbalances him. He seems to hang in the air for a moment, both hands waving helplessly, before crashing down on his back. As soon as he’s down the swordsman cuts again; the axeman wriggles sideways, almost but not quite far enough, as the very tip of the blade engraves a line across his forehead, about an inch above eye-level.
  


  
    ‘And on a double-wound score, too,’ the swordsman gloats. ‘Now then—’
  


  
    ‘Just a minute,’ sighs the axeman. ‘You haven’t got a clue, have you?’
  


  
    The swordsman scowls horribly, but stays put. ‘Now what?’
  


  
    ‘Rule 27,’ replies the axeman smugly, ‘section 14. Gotcha!’ he adds.
  


  
    The swordsman’s eyebrows bunch together like huddling sheep. ‘Remind me,’ he growls.
  


  
    ‘With pleasure. The back-foot rule.’
  


  
    ‘Oh.’
  


  
    ‘Exactly. When making an offensive stroke at a fallen or unbalanced opponent, the back foot must be in contact with the ground at all times. The ground, please note; not the other bloke’s axe-handle.’ He smiles unpleasantly. ‘Another free hit to me.’
  


  
    The swordsman clicks his tongue. ‘Get on with it, then,’ he mutters. ‘And this time, don’t bunch your shoulders together like that. You want to be careful you don’t chop your own foot off.’
  


  
    With a scowl that’d curdle mercury the axeman starts to get to his feet.
  


  
    ‘Hang on,’ the swordsman objects. ‘Just what do you think you’re doing?’
  


  
    ‘What does it look like?’
  


  
    The swordsman beams like the sunrise. ‘Rule 17,’ he says, ‘section 8. All free hits to be taken from the position the striker is in when the foul shot occurred.’ He licks his lips. ‘Free hit to me,’ he adds cheerfully.
  


  
    ‘It doesn’t say that.’
  


  
    ‘Yes, it does.’
  


  
    ‘Doesn’t’
  


  
    ‘It does.’ The swordsman’s face is a study in baffled rage. ‘Are you calling me a liar or something?’
  


  
    The axeman nods. ‘Yes,’ he says.
  


  
    ‘You take that back or I’ll smash your face in . . . Oh, nuts,’ the swordsman adds. The axeman chuckles, and slowly gets to his feet.
  


  
    ‘Supervening fresh challenge,’ the axeman says cheerfully. ‘Rule 92. The current bout is declared null and void, start all over again.’
  


  
    The swordsman makes a growling noise. ‘You did that on purpose,’ he mutters. ‘Tricked me into a fresh challenge.’
  


  
    ‘Yes,’ the axeman agrees. ‘Perfectly legal,’ he adds. ‘You can check if you like.’
  


  
    ‘When you’re ready,’ grunts the swordsman, icily polite.
  


  
    His opponent retrieves his axe, spits on his hands. ‘In your own time,’ he replies.
  


  
    For a moment the swordsman hesitates; then he darts sideways, feinting a lunge to the other man’s left knee, converting it effortlessly into a rising backhand slash. The axeman parries just in time with the axe-handle, but the swordsman’s blade slices it neatly in two, leaving his enemy gripping eighteen inches of headless shaft. Before the axeman can move or cite rule 38 the swordsman rocks back on his heels and lunges again— —And thrusts his sword deep into a thick patch of swirling grey mist, which instantly dissolves. ‘Oh, for crying out loud,’ the swordsman yells. ‘That’s cheating.’
  


  
    The last few wisps of mist wriggle like maggots in the air and glow briefly with yellow-gold fire, spelling out the words So report me in twelve-inch runes. The swordsman throws his sword on the ground and jumps on it. Then he frowns, stoops down and picks up a handful of fine-grained dirt, which he tosses into the air where the letters had appeared. The dirt flares vividly into sparkling light, revealing the outline of a door or gateway, complete with lintel, hinges and big round doorknob.
  


  
    ‘Right,’ the swordsman grunts; sheathing his sword, he reaches out, grabs the outline of the doorknob and twists it sharply a quarter-turn—
  


  
    —And vanishes, never to be seen in this timeline again.
  


  
    

  


  
    Paul Carpenter was dragged out of a singularly nasty dream - in which he was being chased through a thick, bramble-draped forest by the teddy bear he’d owned when he was six - by a knock at the door. He sat up, opened his eyes and realised that he’d fallen asleep in his chair in front of the TV. That in itself was hardly surprising, since there’s never anything good on in the summer. Who, on the other hand, would want to pay him a visit at this time of night?
  


  
    Paul scrabbled for the remote, hit the standby button, and stood up. There it was again: knuckles on the woodwork. He’d had the television’s sound turned right down, so it couldn’t be upstairs complaining about the noise; and door-to-door salesmen rarely wasted their energy trudging up the four flights of badly lit stairs. As he opened the door with his right hand, he pinched sleep out of his eyes with his left.
  


  
    ‘Hello,’ said a familiar voice.
  


  
    ‘Uncle Ken.’
  


  
    ‘I know that. Can I come in?’
  


  
    The yawn got past Paul’s defences and escaped before he could do anything about it, but Uncle Ken wasn’t the sort to be offended by yawns, or indeed anything that didn’t actually draw blood. He ducked under Paul’s arm (no great feat for a man of his minimal stature) and scuttled like a startled lizard into the living-room. By the time Paul caught up with him, he’d poured himself a large glass of the fine malt whisky that Paul had been given for his birthday two years ago, and was sitting in the only comfortable chair. Paul slumped a little and perched on the other one. ‘Didn’t know you were in town, Uncle Ken,’ he said.
  


  
    ‘I guessed as much,’ Uncle Ken replied, ‘otherwise you’d have locked up your booze and put the chain on the door. Got any corned beef?’
  


  
    Corned beef. Paul thought about that for a moment and shook his head.
  


  
    ‘Oh. Not to worry, anything’ll do, cheese or ham or tongue. Not too much butter on the bread. Oh, and a bit of fruit’d go down nicely.’
  


  
    Paul smiled grimly, went into the kitchen and made two rounds of industrial-chicken sandwiches. On the side of the plate he perched the apple he’d been saving for tomorrow; then, to save himself another trip, he opened the fridge (Sod it, he said to himself, the little light’s on the blink again) and took out the very last can of beer.
  


  
    ‘Cheers,’ Uncle Ken said, pulling the ring with his usual surprising grace. Five feet nothing in his cowboy boots, sausage-fingered and practically circular, Uncle Ken nevertheless managed to do even the simplest thing with the elegant poise of a geisha pouring tea. ‘You not having anything?’
  


  
    Paul shook his head. ‘So,’ he said, trying to sound cheerful. ‘Have you got a gig in these parts or something?’
  


  
    ‘No such luck, son,’ Uncle Ken replied with his mouth full. Paul had known what the answer to his question was likely to be before he asked it. For the last twenty years, Uncle Ken had been pecking out a sparse living doing stand-up comedy in obscure, short-lived clubs and bars up and down the country, with occasional enforced sabbaticals in the construction, catering and retail-petrol industries. Ironic, really; Paul’s mum had chosen him to be her only son’s godfather because at that time he’d been an ineffably respectable actuary, and because he was the most boring man she’d ever met. Whether it was the strain of turning up at Paul’s christening and forking out for a small imitation pewter tankard that’d pushed Uncle Ken over the edge into the nomadic life he now pursued, Paul had no idea. He hadn’t lost much sleep over it.
  


  
    Watching someone else eat the food you’d hoped would tide you over till pay day isn’t the most fun you can have with the lights on, and Paul couldn’t help feeling slightly annoyed. But being small-minded about it wouldn’t bring his bread and sliced chicken back, so he dredged up a smile from somewhere and asked politely after his godfather’s health and general well-being.
  


  
    ‘Not so hot,’ Uncle Ken replied. ‘Did three nights in Peterborough in January, went over very nicely, not a huge crowd, probably the venue getting flooded out by a burst sewer the week before didn’t help. Joined up with with an experimental performance-arts collective for a bit - interesting bunch, there was a bloke who welded bits of angle-iron while his girlfriend sang medieval plainsong and played the zither, and another girl who juggled with razor blades stuck into apples - she left the group at Redcar - and a couple of those living-statue blokes, only they were so good the audience never figured out they weren’t real, and a lad who did barefoot tightrope-walking on an electric fence, and me, of course. We were planning to take the show over to Canada for the Saskatchewan Arts Festival but we couldn’t afford the fare. How about you?’
  


  
    Paul grinned. ‘Oh, nothing exciting,’ he said.
  


  
    ‘Last I heard, you were just about to start a new job.’
  


  
    Paul nodded. ‘That’s right. Been there nine months now.’
  


  
    ‘Liking it?’
  


  
    ‘Not a lot.’
  


  
    Uncle Ken shrugged. ‘Pack it in, then. You’re young, no ties, find something you really want to do and do it. Like I did.’
  


  
    Paul shook his head slowly. ‘Nice idea,’ he said, ‘but I can’t.’
  


  
    ‘Can’t find anything you like doing?’
  


  
    ‘Can’t quit. Long story,’ he added, stifling another yawn. ‘But the bottom line is, I’m stuck there for the foreseeable future. Bummer, but there it is.’
  


  
    Uncle Ken frowned. ‘That’s no kind of an attitude,’ he said. ‘I was the same when I was your age; I’d just finished college, got my qualifications, people had expectations I had to live up to, all that crap. Just meant I wasted the best years of my life, doing a stupid rotten job I hated. You want to get out there, have adventures, strange new worlds and all.’
  


  
    Paul laughed, like a dry stick breaking. ‘Oh, there’s plenty of that kind of thing where I’m working now,’ he said. ‘It’s the adventures and the strange new worlds that’re the problem, not the mindless tedium and stuff. I can handle mindless tedium, it’s—’ He stopped, then shook his head. ‘You don’t want to hear about that,’ he said. ‘So, tell me, this girl who juggled the apples—’
  


  
    ‘You can tell me about it if you want to.’
  


  
    ‘Yes, but I don’t. Did she wear gloves, or did she just have particularly hard skin on her hands, or what?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, you do.’
  


  
    ‘No, I don’t.’
  


  
    Uncle Ken was giving Paul a stern look from behind his enormously thick spectacle lenses. Seen from the wrong angle, they made his eyes look like huge hard-boiled eggs. ‘I’ve known you since before you were born,’ he said, ‘and there’s something you want to tell someone about, but you’re hesitating because you think it’ll sound stupid, or I won’t believe it, or something. I’m right, aren’t I?’
  


  
    ‘Yes,’ Paul confessed. ‘But you don’t want to hear about it. Really. Trust me.’
  


  
    ‘Bollocks.’ Uncle Ken poured himself another glass of whisky and rolled an extremely thin cigarette. ‘I’m a very good listener, me.’
  


  
    ‘Yes, but you don’t want—’
  


  
    ‘Yes, I do.’
  


  
    ‘No, you—’ Paul stopped and thought for a moment. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Stop me when you’re prepared to admit I was right, which won’t take long. And if you’re going to smoke in here—’
  


  
    ‘Get on with it.’
  


  
    

  


  
    So Paul told him all about it: how he’d got a job as a junior clerk with a firm called J. W. Wells & Co in the City, without knowing what it was they actually did; how it’d come as rather a shock to him when he found out that they were one of the top six firms of family and commercial magicians in the UK, specialising in the entertainment and media, mining and mineral resources, construction, dispute resolution, applied sorcery and pest-control sectors; how he’d almost immediately tried to resign, and how he’d found out a little while later that the reason why they wouldn’t let him was that his parents had financed their early retirement to Florida by selling him to the partners of JWW, who wanted him because the knack of doing magic ran in his family to such an extent that it was inevitable that he’d have it too; how he’d briefly found true love with Sophie, the other junior clerk, shortly before she was abducted by Contessa Judy di Castel Bianco, the firm’s entertainments and PR partner and hereditary Queen of the Fey, who permanently erased Sophie’s feelings for Paul from her mind; how he’d learned scrying for mineral deposits from Mr Tanner, who was half-goblin on his mother’s side, and heroism and dragonslaying from Ricky Wurmtoter, the pest-control partner, and a bit of applied sorcery from the younger Mr Wells (before the elder Mr Wells turned him into a photocopier); and how he’d just started learning spatio-temporal displacement theory with Theodorus Van Spee, former professor of classical witchcraft at the University of Leiden and inventor of the portable folding parking-space; oh, and how he’d died, twice (only the second time was an accident) and been put on deposit for a while in the firm’s account at the Bank of the Dead—
  


  
    

  


  
    ‘Told you,’ Paul said. ‘But you wouldn’t listen.’
  


  
    Uncle Ken’s eyebrows had risen so high that they’d popped up above the rims of his glasses, like hairy slugs surfing a really high wave. ‘All right,’ he said, ‘I’m surprised, I’ll give you that.’
  


  
    ‘Surprised,’ Paul repeated.
  


  
    Uncle Ken nodded. ‘And a bit disappointed,’ he said. ‘I thought I’d talked your dad out of that idea when you were born. Not fair on the lad, I told him; just because he can do all that stuff, doesn’t necessarily follow that he’ll want to. But to be honest with you, I never did trust him much.’
  


  
    Over the last nine months, Paul thought he’d more or less lost the knack of being shocked. ‘You knew?’
  


  
    ‘’Course I knew, it’s not exactly a secret in your family.’ He scowled. ‘Only, I suppose your dad kept quiet about it, if he was planning to sell you all along; what you don’t know, you can’t get bolshy about. But I could’ve told him you wouldn’t like it. All down to temperament, see. I mean, obviously you’d have the talent, with your Uncle Ernie being—You know about your Uncle Ernie?’
  


  
    Paul nodded. ‘Oh yes,’ he said. ‘I know all about him.’
  


  
    ‘Well, there you are, then. He was all right, actually, until just before the end. He’d have been proud to think you were carrying on the tradition.’
  


  
    Paul shook his head. ‘No, he’s not. He doesn’t like me very much. Mind you, it’s my fault he’s stranded for ever in the vaults of the Bank of the Dead, so I suppose he’s got grounds for being all snotty about it. But for crying out loud, Uncle Ken. You might have told me.’
  


  
    Uncle Ken shrugged. ‘Not my place to interfere,’ he said. ‘Your mum would never’ve forgiven me. Anyhow, would you have believed me if I had told you?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, but—’ Paul sighed, and slumped back in his chair; a bad idea, since there wasn’t much holding it together apart from force of habit. ‘It just really pisses me off,’ he said, ‘everybody in the whole world turning out to know all about this magic thing apart from me. And nobody telling me,’ he added bitterly. ‘The first I knew about it was when I stayed late in the office one night and nearly got eaten alive by goblins.’
  


  
    ‘No chance of that,’ Uncle Ken said, shaking his head gravely. ‘Contrary to what you hear, they’re mostly not dangerous unless you provoke them. And—’
  


  
    ‘Yes,’ Paul snapped, ‘I know, apparently I’m part goblin myself, and they hardly ever eat family. It’d have been nice if someone had prepared me for that particular revelation, just a bit. Not that I’ve got anything against them particularly - well, that’s not true, they scare the shit out of me, but so do most things in life. But even so—’
  


  
    ‘Never mind about that,’ Uncle Ken said quickly. ‘Tell me more about this bird of yours. Sophie, was it?’
  


  
    Bird, thought Paul; hail to thee, blithe spirit, bird thou never wert. ‘She isn’t, any longer,’ he said sharply. ‘I told you, Countess Judy scrubbed all that out of her mind, and now it won’t come back. So that’s that,’ he said, trying to sound brave. ‘It’s a real bitch, because we still have to work together, and she can’t quit either; another judicious purchase by the partners, you see.’
  


  
    Uncle Ken nodded slowly. ‘Always was your trouble,’ he said, ‘falling in love with anything that stays still long enough. ’Course,’ he went on, ‘it’s not real. It’s because you know nothing’s ever going to come of it, you know that as soon as you start getting obvious, they always burst out laughing or tell you to get lost, so it’s safe - oh, right,’ he added, with a grin. ‘You’re going to tell me it wasn’t like that this time.’
  


  
    Paul had gone a deep beetroot colour. ‘Actually,’ he said, ‘it was going just fine till Countess Judy ruined everything. I mean, we’d moved in together, we were making plans for the future . . .’
  


  
    ‘Bloody hell,’ Uncle Ken interrupted. ‘No wonder you were scared.’
  


  
    ‘I was not scared.’ Well, of course he’d been scared; more so, in fact, than when Ricky Wurmtoter had pointed the crossbow at his heart and pressed the trigger and killed him. ‘It was wonderful. We really loved each other. And then—’
  


  
    ‘And then, at the very last minute, you escaped.’ Uncle Ken raised a hand, before Paul could interrupt or find something to use as a weapon. ‘Didn’t seem like that at the time, I know. It hurt like buggery, I’m sure. Probably you felt just like shit quiche on a bed of wild rice. But really, deep down, you knew you’d got out just in time, before the roof caved in. You can’t kid me, son, I’ve known you too long.’
  


  
    ‘It wasn’t like that.’ Why did it matter so much that Uncle Ken wouldn’t believe him? ‘It wasn’t like that at all. I didn’t want it to end. I’d have done anything—’
  


  
    There must’ve been something in his voice, like a tiny drop of blood in shark-infested water. Uncle Ken smiled faintly. ‘But you didn’t, did you?’
  


  
    ‘I couldn’t, it wouldn’t have been—How do you know about it, anyway?’
  


  
    ‘I don’t. But you’re just about to tell me.’
  


  
    Paul gave in. ‘It was after we’d rescued her,’ he said, ‘and she realised what that evil bitch had done to her. JWW make this thing called a love philtre, you drink it and fall in love with the first person you see. Cast-iron guaranteed, they’ve been selling it for two hundred years and it’s never failed. She offered to drink it, so things’d be back to how they were. But I said no.’
  


  
    ‘You said no. I see.’
  


  
    ‘Because it wouldn’t have been real,’ Paul protested. ‘It’d have been as though I’d snuck up when she wasn’t looking and spiked her coffee with it or something.’
  


  
    ‘You’d have done anything,’ Uncle Ken said slowly. ‘Only you didn’t. You were a chicken standing on the conveyor belt, looking straight at the plucking machine, and suddenly the power goes off. You weren’t about to go jumping up, saying you’d got fifty pee for the meter. Admit it, Paul. That’s exactly how it was.’
  


  
    Paul shook his head. ‘You’re right,’ he said, ‘about how I used to be. But it was different with Sophie, and now—’
  


  
    Uncle Ken laughed out loud. ‘And now you’ve got a bloody wonderful excuse, you’ve got a note from God saying you’re let off PE for ever. Believe me, it doesn’t work like that. Next bird you see that doesn’t look like a garden gnome with warts, it’ll be the same old story all over again. Come on, Paul, be honest with yourself. Remember Mandy Bolsover?’
  


  
    Paul winced. ‘Uncle Ken, I was fourteen. You can’t blame someone for—’
  


  
    ‘Mandy Bolsover,’ Uncle Ken repeated. ‘Big girl, captain of the shot-put team. You spent a whole term drooping around like a poisoned goldfish, then you wrote a suicide note and took four paracetamol. And you’d never said a single word to her.’
  


  
    Paul gave him a look that’d have stripped the Teflon off a space shuttle. ‘Anyway,’ he said. ‘It’s not going to happen ever again, I’ve already seen to that. I mean it,’ he added. ‘Really.’
  


  
    ‘Oddly enough, that’s exactly what I say every time I pack in smoking,’ Uncle Ken said sadly. ‘I did really well the year before last,’ he added, ‘I lasted thirty-six hours, twelve minutes and fourteen seconds. The fourteen seconds were because my lighter wouldn’t work and I had to run to the kitchen for matches, but the thirty-six hours were sheer will-power.’
  


  
    ‘No,’ Paul said. ‘Because, finally, I’ve found a bit of the magic stuff that’s actually useful for something other than making money for the partners. Here,’ he added, opening a drawer and taking out a folded, dog-eared sheet of paper. ‘Go on, take a look.’
  


  
    Uncle Ken shrugged, took the paper and squinted at it over his glasses. ‘What’s this supposed to be, then?’
  


  
    ‘Recipe,’ Paul replied. ‘Or probably they’d call it a formula, but as far as I can see it’s just cooking. I photocopied it from one of Professor Van Spee’s books. It’s the opposite of the love philtre thing. If you drink it every six months, you’re guaranteed not to fall in love.’
  


  
    For once, Uncle Ken seemed impressed. ‘You’re kidding.’
  


  
    ‘Absolutely not. And it’s dead easy to make, all nice simple ingredients, apart from the crème fraiche, whatever that is—’
  


  
    ‘You can get that in Sainsbury’s,’ Uncle Ken interrupted. ‘Delia Smith bungs it in everything. Probably runs her car on it. What’s this, though? Two milligrams Van Spee’s crystals.’
  


  
    ‘Oh, that.’ Paul looked away. ‘Yes, well, that’s a bit unusual. But Professor Van Spee’s got a big jar of it in his desk drawer. I think he invented it or something. Anyhow, I sneaked in one time when I knew he wouldn’t be there and nicked some.’
  


  
    ‘Really. Weren’t you afraid he’d notice?’
  


  
    Actually, the thought hadn’t occurred to Paul before. ‘Nah,’ he said. ‘It was a big jar, and I only took an aspirin-bottleful. And it’s been a week and he hasn’t said anything.’
  


  
    ‘Oh well, that’s all right, then.’ Uncle Ken pulled a face. ‘And you’re actually going to swallow this stuff?’
  


  
    ‘You bet. I’ve mixed up a batch, all except the crème thing, and apparently you add that last, once the mixture’s stood for at least a week. It’s still got a day to go, so if I can get the crème whatever in the supermarket—’
  


  
    ‘You aren’t worried it’ll turn you into a frog or something?’
  


  
    Paul shook his head. ‘No chance of that,’ he said. ‘Completely different sort of magic, turning people into things. And no, I don’t know if the medicine’s safe to drink because, obviously, I’ve never made it before. But as far as I’m concerned, it’s well worth the risk. You were absolutely right about how I used to be. But I’ve had enough of all that crap, and this’ll be an end of it.’
  


  
    Uncle Ken stood up. ‘Where’s the biscuit jar?’ he said.
  


  
    ‘What?’
  


  
    ‘The biscuit jar. Oh, don’t bother, I’ll find it.’ Uncle Ken went into the kitchen and came back munching. ‘Fact is,’ he said, ‘I’ve been neglecting my duty as a godfather. Looking after your moral and spiritual welfare, and all that stuff. You need taking in hand, you do, before you make a right cow of your life.’
  


  
    Paul looked him over, from his worn-out line-dancing boots to his masking-tape-bound spectacles, pausing midway at the bulge in his pocket where he’d helped himself generously to Paul’s chocolate digestives. ‘A right cow,’ he said. ‘Thanks, Uncle Ken, I’m sure that’ll be a real help. Maybe if I get my act together and make a real effort, I could get to be just like you.’
  


  
    Uncle Ken shook his head. ‘You wish,’ he said. ‘But there’s no harm in trying. You couldn’t lend us a fiver, could you? Just till the end of the week.’
  


  
    Paul paid up without a word, and Uncle Ken thanked him. ‘See,’ he added, ‘I’ve only been on the job five minutes and already I’ve made you a better human being. Talking of which, you wouldn’t happen to have any spare socks you don’t need for anything? Only—’
  


  
    ‘Top drawer of the chest of drawers, help yourself,’ Paul said wearily. ‘Uncle Ken, I’m not sure I really want to be a better person after all. Can’t I just stay a mess and—?’
  


  
    After Uncle Ken had gone, Paul made himself some cheese on toast and did a quick stocktake in the kitchen cupboard. His first faltering steps along the road to self-improvement had cost him two packets of biscuits, a jar of instant coffee, the bag of sugar he’d just opened that morning and a big tin of custard powder. Extending the inventory to the bedroom, he found he was morally and spiritually better off by the absence of three pairs of socks, two shirts, three pairs of pants and his nail scissors. On the other hand, he’d somehow managed to acquire a Canadian ten-cent piece, which he found in the empty desert where once several pairs of socks had safely grazed, like the buffalo before Bill Cody came along. He looked at it for a moment, frowned, and dropped it back in the drawer.
  


  
    Crème fraiche, he thought; Sainsbury’s. I’ll stop off there on my way home from work tomorrow, and then that’ll be that done, and one less thing to worry about. Wonder if they also sell lockable biscuit jars?
  


  
    The cheese on toast tasted of plastic and cardboard, and then Paul went to bed. On his bedside table was a book. It had been there for several days, and each night, before groping for the light switch, he’d done his best to read a couple of pages, because Professor Van Spee had told him that it was essential reading if he was to get the hang of the work they’d be doing over the next three months. Unfortunately, the book itself appeared to be an exceptionally powerful magical object, with the power to put to sleep anybody who so much as opened its covers. Time was getting on, and all he’d managed to do so far was read the first page and a half six times. It still didn’t make any sense—
  


  
    Let this visible world, he read for the seventh time, be a biscuit. Above, the immeasurable span of time; below, the limitless possibility of space. Sandwiched between them, the custard filling of elsewhere and elsewhen.
  


  
    The world is in haste, and rushes to its end. The world is narrow, and tapers headlong through entropy towards the sharp point where the angels dance. Only in the eye of the storm, through which a camel cannot pass into the Kingdom of Heaven, is there room to manoeuvre, time to reflect, a remote possibility of doubt. Only in philosophy is there a keyhole in the door of the future, through which one can spy on yesterday.
  


  
    It is our business, therefore, to find room for a fingernail between the upper and the lower inevitabilities, so that they can be prised apart, if only for a little while. To this end, let us consider that all things are formed out of five elements: earth, air, fire, water—
  


  
    Paul yawned. Sheer unmitigated doggy-poo, he reflected, and fell asleep.
  


  
    

  


  
    - Not so much fell; glided, like a leaf drifting down from a tree on a still day, and when Paul reached the ground he was standing beside a single-track road on a bleak moor. On the other side of the road, the ground sloped sharply away to jagged bleak rocks and an angry steel-grey sea. Off in the distance he could hear the scream of many powerful engines, revving high and changing gear. A seagull wheeled overhead, and changed course when it saw him.
  


  
    He wasn’t alone. A small round man with a bald head and glasses was standing next to him, but either he hadn’t seen him or was pretending. Paul was sure that he knew who it was; but it was as though the man had control over that part of Paul’s brain that dealt with recognition, and he wasn’t allowing him to fit a name to the face. Fair enough: Paul could take a hint. He looked away for a moment, the way you do, and when he turned back the man had vanished.
  


  
    Then he saw someone walking towards him, and it was just as well he knew that this was only a dream, brought on by stale cheese untimely eaten, because otherwise he’d have been distinctly nervous about the stranger. He was tall and huge with fiery red hair that stuck out from his head in all directions, like a dandelion clock; he was wrapped in a damp cloak or blanket, and in his right hand he held a sword.
  


  
    Paul groaned. He’d gone off swords, ever since the time when he’d had to share his somewhat cramped living quarters with a huge sword in a stone, an unexplained and unsolicited gift from Old Mr Wells. It had turned out to be a magical key and he’d managed to get rid of it eventually, but not before he’d cut himself several times and pulled a muscle in his back trying to get the thing out through the door on his own. After that, as far as Paul was concerned, swords meant trouble: horrible JWW-based intrusions of weirdness into his free time, which he could well do without. But the man walked straight up to him, just as it began to rain.
  


  
    ‘Here,’ he said, in a strong foreign accent. ‘You’re getting wet. Take this.’
  


  
    Whereupon he swung the sword high above his head, flipped a catch or pressed a button or something, and opened the sword out into a perfectly normal golf umbrella. Paul thanked him but the man walked away without looking back, and then the mist closed around him and he was gone.
  


  
    Never mind, it was better than getting wet. The engines sounded very close now, and Paul peered down the road to see. There was someone beside him, looking over his shoulder; she had long brown hair, slightly frizzy, with golden streaks in it so light that they were almost silver. ‘I’ll give you five to one on the Kawasaki,’ she said, and for some reason he shook his head and replied that it had to be the Norton, and it’d be outright theft to take her money. Then nine motorcycles roared past them, each rider waving as they went by (to the girl, not to Paul). He saw their hair floating in the slipstream as they passed, and the girl next to him pointed out that he owed her five pounds.
  


  
    ‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘but I gave my last fiver to Uncle Ken.’
  


  
    ‘Oh.’ That seemed to be an acceptable reason for not paying.
  


  
    ‘Well, anyway,’ she said, ‘we’d best be getting back, before anybody notices we’ve gone.’ Paul hadn’t looked round at any point, so he hadn’t seen her face. It was rather important that he didn’t, in fact, and he felt vaguely proud of himself for resisting the temptation to peek. Her voice was cold and hard, which more than made up for the fact (he had no idea how he knew this) that she was very beautiful and had freckled shoulders to die for. Great, he told himself, the medicine works, wait till I tell Sophie—
  


  
    And there she was, right in front of him, her hair plastered to her head by the rain, looking small and thin and very, very wet. ‘For crying out loud, Paul,’ she said, very deliberately not noticing the redhead standing next to him. ‘Do you realise, we’re twenty minutes late? Now come on.’
  


  
    He followed her, up a steep hillside towards a ruined tower overlooking a misty grey creek where two small wooden ships lay at anchor. ‘This is the last time I come looking for you,’ she went on, as they dragged up a winding narrow stone staircase - the steps were worn and slippery, and the only light was a grey blur round the edges of arrow slits - ‘and I’m really, really tired of covering up for you, just because you’re too bloody idle to do your reading assignments.’
  


  
    ‘I’m sorry,’ Paul mumbled. ‘But every time I open the stupid book, it sends me straight to sleep.’
  


  
    She sighed. ‘You clown,’ she said. ‘It’s supposed to. Now pay attention—’
  


  
    Then it all burst around him like a flood: so many things he suddenly knew how to do, so many answers and explanations, everything that had been puzzling and bewildering him and driving him to distraction and despair since he’d first joined JWW, all those things that everybody else seemed to know except him, and he really hated that—It was like standing directly under a huge volcano as it burst into furious life, belching out fire and enlightenment and useful practical information, formulae, specifications, procedures, detailed recipes, easy-to-follow step-by-step instructions and a huge cloud of yellow ash that blotted out the sun, as though God had perched a bag of custard powder on top of the door of Infinity as a practical joke, and it had landed kersplat on top of his head. Meanwhile Sophie was yelling, ‘The crème fraiche, don’t forget the crème fraiche,’ and then Paul woke up.
  


  

  
    CHAPTER TWO
  


  
    Nine o’clock sharp - sharper, indeed, than the proverbial serpent’s tooth - and Paul was standing outside the front door of 70 St Mary Axe, waiting for the bolts to be shot back and the wards of the massive, church-door-type lock to be graunched round, so that he could slouch in and start another day. It was less than nine months since he’d stood on this very step, and a single round red eye had glared out at him through the letter box; he hadn’t known about goblins then. It seemed like another life.
  


  
    The door opened, and behind the front desk sat a bewilderingly lovely girl, skin the colour of coffee and eyes like deep, dark pools. He’d never seen her before, of course.
  


  
    ‘Morning, Paul,’ she called out. ‘You haven’t forgotten, have you?’
  


  
    ‘No, of course not.’ He stopped, then shrugged. ‘All right, yes, I have. Forgotten what?’
  


  
    ‘Bastard. Rehearsal, six o’clock tonight. You promised you’d remember.’
  


  
    Mr Tanner’s mother - call me Rosie, she’d told him, but Paul knew it wasn’t her real name - was a thoroughbred goblin of impeccable ancestry, with her species’s unnerving ability to change shape at will, and an even more disturbing habit of developing serious crushes on human males, in particular tall, thin, weedy-looking, feckless specimens like himself. Subtle as an explosion in a fireworks factory, she’d been after him more or less since the day he’d joined the firm. Every day there was a completely different beautiful girl on reception, but they all had the same hungry grin. That aside, Paul minded Mr Tanner’s mum least of all the inhabitants of the office; and when he’d found out a few months ago that he was part goblin himself, she’d asked him, rather touchingly, to be the godfather to her latest offspring, who’d been born a fortnight ago. Now, apparently, she was dead set on holding him to his rash promise. He wasn’t looking forward to the experience, mostly because she’d been dropping all sorts of dark hints about what a goblin godfather had to do at the ceremony. All he’d been able to prise out of her so far was that it wasn’t as dangerous as it sounded.
  


  
    ‘Oh, and our Dennis wants to see you,’ she added, flashing him a smile which, under any other circumstances, would’ve turned his knees to jelly. ‘In his office, five minutes. Don’t ask me what it’s about.’
  


  
    Paul nodded glumly and trudged down the long, gloomy corridors to his dog-kennel office. He didn’t know why Dennis Tanner, the firm’s mining and mineral rights specialist, should want to see him first thing on a Monday morning, but he was sure it wouldn’t be about anything nice. At best, it’d mean a huge great batch of aerial photographs of seemingly identical patches of featureless desert, which he’d have to scry for bauxite deposits. It sounded impressive, but all it meant was running his fingertip across the surface of the picture until he felt a mild electric shock, and then ringing the precise spot with black marker pen. It was one of the few magical talents he’d so far manifested, and as far as unwanted gifts went it was up there in his all-time top ten, along with socks and the latest Martin Amis in hardback.
  


  
    Having sloughed his coat, he checked his desk for memos, yellow stickies, post and other hazards; just one today, a handwritten note from Professor Van Spee—
  


  
    
      From: TCVS
    


    
      To: PAC
    


    
      You have finally read the first chapter of the book I asked you to read three weeks ago; accordingly, you are now in a position to help me with the Macziejewski account.
    


    
      Dennis Tanner will want to see you at 9.05; you will be free again at 9.35. Kindly call at 16 Jowett Street (just off the Charing Cross Road) and collect a parcel for me. You will be back at the office at 11.15; please come and see me.
    

  


  
    Paul read the note twice, then shrugged. Ever since he’d first encountered Professor Van Spee, he’d made a conscious effort not to let this omniscience thing bother him. So far, he’d just about managed, but the strain was getting worse all the time. He was about to drop the note into the home-brew coal seam he called his filing tray when he noticed a postscript he’d missed earlier—
  


  
    PS: Leave now, or else you will be late for your appointment with Mr Tanner.
  


  
    According to Mr Tanner’s mum and various other goblins whose word he was prepared to take on the subject, Dennis Tanner was related to him, something like his fifth cousin thrice removed. The revelation had brought him no comfort whatsoever. Every time he saw Mr Tanner, his first instinct was to run and hide. This wasn’t anything to do with Mr Tanner being half-goblin; he looked mostly human, a bit like a freeze-dried child, with curly brown hair going slightly grey, big brown eyes and his mother’s horrible grin. It was rather more to do with Mr Tanner being an unmitigated bastard—
  


  
    ‘Come in,’ he heard through the chunky panelled door. Mr Tanner was in his usual place behind the desk, wreathed in blue cigar smoke like a tiny, malevolent volcano. On the other side of the desk was someone Paul hadn’t seen before.
  


  
    Paul was on the tall, thin side himself; but he was an obese dwarf compared to the stranger, who was wearing a perfectly ordinary blue suit, shirt and tie but looked as though he’d been poked down the shirt collar like a pipe-cleaner and somehow got stuck. He had a long neck, like a turkey, and his head was absurdly too small for the rest of him. He had tiny round glasses and very short grey hair, like the bristles on a nail brush.
  


  
    ‘You’re here, then,’ Mr Tanner said. ‘Right, I’d like you to meet Frank Laertides. I’m delighted to be able to tell you, Frank’s agreed to join us as our new PR and media partner.’
  


  
    Paul immediately froze, and stared at the newcomer with undisguised trepidation. PR and media had been Judy di Castel Bianco’s department, and three months ago Paul had, after a desperate struggle, succeeded in thwarting her attempt to subjugate the human race to her own people, the dream-inhabiting Fey. When last heard of, Countess Judy had been trapped on the Isle of Avalon, whence (Paul devoutly hoped) she could never return. The reason he was panicking now was that (according to Countess Judy) only the Fey had the innate abilities needed to perform the kinds of magic needed for PR and media work; in which case—
  


  
    ‘Relax.’ It was the newcomer speaking, but it was hard to believe that such a friendly, pleasant voice could’ve come from the strange creature sitting at Mr Tanner’s desk. ‘I know what happened a while back, and you needn’t worry, I’m not one of Judy’s mob.’ Mr Laertides smiled, and his whole appearance seemed to change. Instead of being a cartoon Frankenstein’s monster drawn by L. S. Lowry, he became just a nice man who happened to be rather tall. ‘So you’re Paul Carpenter,’ he went on, steepling his impossibly long fingers. ‘The chap who took on the Fey and won. Got to admit, I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.’
  


  
    The fear started to ebb away, but suspicion remained. At the time, Paul had been left in precious little doubt by the partners that the defeat of Countess Judy, though quite probably the salvation of the human race and civilised life as we know it, had been a nasty blow for the firm, and so far from being pleased with him, they’d only just managed to forgive him for depriving them of the staggering sums of money she’d brought in every year. This Mr Laertides, on the other hand, appeared to think he’d done something clever, and was pleased to meet him—(Well, quite, Paul told himself. If I hadn’t got rid of Countess Judy, Stick-Insect Guy wouldn’t have landed her old job. That’s got to be the reason—)
  


  
    Paul smiled awkwardly, unable to think of anything appropriate to say. Mr Laertides nodded, then glanced back at Mr Tanner, who cleared his throat and looked down at his desk. If Paul hadn’t known better, he’d have thought he was embarrassed.
  


  
    ‘The other thing,’ Mr Tanner went on, in a rather strained voice, not like his usual cheerfully abrasive self, ‘is, we, my partners and I, we’ve been giving some thought to your, um, position in the firm. I take it,’ he added, in a strangled sort of voice, ‘you’re happy here at JWW?’
  


  
    It’d have been rude to laugh; and obviously Mr Tanner didn’t want to hear the truth, or he wouldn’t have asked the question. ‘Yes, rather,’ Paul heard himself say. ‘Absolutely.’
  


  
    ‘Excellent,’ muttered Mr Tanner. ‘Because we, my partners and I, we’re very pleased with the work you’ve been doing for us, we think you’ve settled in very nicely, and -’ here he paused, and maybe he closed his eyes just for a fraction of a second ‘- and so we’d like to, um, promote you, from junior clerk to assistant sorcerer, if you’re happy with that.’ Mr Tanner’s dribble of words finally dried up completely, like the last trickle from a Saharan explorer’s water bottle, and he buried his face in his hands for a moment. To his credit, he managed to pull himself together again in a matter of seconds. ‘It’ll mean more money, of course,’ he said grimly. ‘Plus extra holiday allowance—’ He paused. ‘How much holiday do you get at the moment?’
  


  
    ‘Um.’ Paul thought about it. ‘None.’
  


  
    ‘Ah, right. Well, from now on you can have seven days off a year. Just be sure to clear the dates with me first.’ It was as though some huge, invisible bird of prey was ripping the words out of Mr Tanner’s chest with its talons. ‘Also you get a company car, a proper one this time, and there’s other stuff too, but I won’t bore you with it now.’
  


  
    Oh, Paul thought. Oh well, never mind.
  


  
    ‘In return -’ Mr Tanner seemed to have cheered up just a bit ‘- we’ll be looking for that extra bit of effort and commitment on your part; I mean, it’s not going to be just a job any more, you’re joining the JWW family, if you want to look at it that way, and the way we look at things is, we all pull our weight and do our best and—’ Mr Tanner seemed to go all boneless, as though he simply couldn’t go on any further, no matter what anybody did to him. ‘That sort of thing,’ he concluded. ‘Look, do you want it or not?’
  


  
    If Paul had really had a genuine choice in the matter, it’d have been different. But he didn’t. He knew perfectly well that his parents had sold him to the firm just over a year ago. He even knew how much they’d got for him. Watching Mr Tanner suffer, on the other hand, was the most fun he’d had in ages. ‘Yes, please,’ he said quickly. ‘And thanks. This means a lot to me, it really does.’
  


  
    ‘Mm.’ Mr Tanner nodded. ‘I bet. Well, there you are, then, and I hope you’ll be really happy. Now, you’d better get out of here and go and pick up that parcel for Theo Van Spee, before he starts giving me attitude for keeping you.’ He shuddered, from his toes upwards, and looked away. The tall, thin bloke (Mr Laertides, Paul remembered) smiled pleasantly and nodded. ‘Glad to meet you, Paul,’ he said. ‘I’ll drop in your office later and we can have a chat.’
  


  
    ‘Um, right,’ Paul mumbled, and fled while he still had the use of his legs.
  


  
    He had to go and do Professor Van Spee’s shopping next; but instead, he went straight to the front office, where the lovely girl was lolling in her chair, sharpening her fingernails with a farrier’s rasp.
  


  
    ‘It was you, wasn’t it?’ Paul said.
  


  
    She looked up, frowned a little. ‘Probably,’ she said. ‘What the hell are you talking about?’
  


  
    ‘This promotion thing. You made Mr Ta—your son, you made him do it. The pay rise, the holiday—’ He stopped and looked at her. ‘It wasn’t you, then.’
  


  
    She shook her head. ‘Sorry,’ she replied. ‘Nothing to do with me.’
  


  
    For some reason, Paul felt distinctly uneasy. ‘You sure?’
  


  
    ‘Absolutely. I mean,’ she went on, ‘if our Dennis has given you a raise, I’m really thrilled and of course you deserve it and all that crap. But it’s the first I’ve heard of it.’
  


  
    ‘So it wasn’t just you trying to—’ Paul stopped dead and turned beetroot. Mr Tanner’s mum giggled.
  


  
    ‘Look,’ she said. ‘Yes, if I thought it’d do any good, and if I could’ve made our Dennis do it, that’s just the sort of thing I’d be capable of. But it doesn’t work like that. For one thing, Dennis can’t make decisions like that on his own, he’d have to clear it with the rest of the gang first. And if I asked him to do this one small favour for his dear old mum, he’d tell me to piss off and die in a ditch. If you’ve just got a promotion - well,’ she added, with a grin, ‘maybe it’s because they really like you and they think you’re an asset to the firm. Or there could be some other reason,’ she added blithely. ‘But it’s none of my doing. Hope you’re not too disappointed,’ she added, and her tone of voice had him out of the front office and halfway up the stairs before he realised he was going the wrong way.
  


  
    Annoying. 70 St Mary Axe had no back or side door; to get out onto the street, you had no choice but to go past the front desk, and Paul didn’t want to have to run the gauntlet of Mr Tanner’s mum’s industrial-grade heavy leering again. Trying to explain all that to Professor Van Spee was, of course, completely out of the question, as was failing to obey a direct order from the Great Man. He hesitated, like a rubber ball on top of a fountain, kept in place by the two opposing forces of fear and embarrassment—
  


  
    ‘They make the world go round, you know,’ said a voice behind him. He spun round so fast that he nearly lost his balance and toppled backwards through the banister rail, like an inept sniper in a Western. Mr Laertides, Stick-Insect Guy, had materialised on the step below, and so offensively excessive was his height that he still towered over Paul like the London Eye. Where he’d come from or how he’d got there, Paul didn’t even bother to wonder.
  


  
    ‘According to the songwriters,’ Mr Laertides went on, ‘it’s Love, but that’s just silly. Science would have you believe that it’s the gravitational pull of the sun, but bless them, they’ve got research grants to justify, so we’ll forgive them a little white lie or two. Seven large vodka martinis on an empty stomach will make the world go round for a while, but then you fall over and pass out, so it’s a temporary expedient at best.’
  


  
    Paul stared at him as though he’d just sprouted an extra head; although, after nine months at JWW, he might well have been able to take that in his stride. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘I don’t quite follow.’
  


  
    ‘Embarrassment and fear,’ said Mr Laertides. ‘You were just thinking about them.’ He smiled, and Paul’s bewilderment melted like grilled ice-cream. So what if he didn’t have a clue what Mr Laertides was talking about? It just confirmed that he was a whole lot smarter than Paul, and Paul knew that already. ‘The mainsprings of human motivation. You’re afraid of getting looked at sternly if you turn up for your appointment with Theo without the parcel, but the thought of facing Rosie Tanner turns your spine to jelly. What you need, therefore, is a third option. Right?’
  


  
    Paul felt his head bob up and down, though he couldn’t recall asking it to.
  


  
    ‘No problem.’ Mr Laertides inserted a splayed-octopus hand into the inside pocket of his jacket, and pulled out a big, thick book that couldn’t possibly ever have fitted inside it. ‘Go on, take it,’ he said. ‘It won’t bite. You can have it, by the way. Plenty more where they came from.’
  


  
    Frowning, Paul opened the front cover. It was a book of carpet samples; maybe two dozen of them, with fibre backings and little sticky labels on the undersides telling you what they were.
  


  
    ‘But not the whole truth,’ Mr Laertides said. ‘Bit more to it than that. Three guesses? All right, they’re carpet samples, yes, but carpet samples with a difference. A bloke in Muscat makes them for me. You just use them once and throw them away.’
  


  
    ‘Muscat,’ Paul repeated. ‘That’s in France, isn’t it?’
  


  
    Mr Laertides smiled. ‘Oman,’ he said, ‘on what used to be called the Persian Gulf. Still haven’t figured it out? Fine. They’re flying carpet samples. You just unclip these two rings up the middle, see, and take out one of the carpet squares, and tap it very gently with the side of your left index finger—’
  


  
    Abruptly, the carpet sample lifted into the air, levelled off, straightened out its creases, and hung motionless in front of him, about four feet off the ground. ‘That’s a flying carpet?’ Paul asked breathlessly.
  


  
    ‘Well, it’s carpet,’ Mr Laertides replied, ‘and there it is, flying. Just for once, a great leap of faith isn’t absolutely essential. And before you ask, it’s dead easy. You just stand in the middle of it and say where you want to go; and next thing, there you are. A nice little added bonus is, the carpet zips along so fast, it can’t be seen by the naked eye. Pretty neat bit of kit, though I do say so myself. You’ve just got to be a bit careful about low doorways and unusually tall coffee tables, that’s all.’
  


  
    ‘That’s amazing,’ Paul said doubtfully. ‘But I still don’t see—’
  


  
    ‘Oh.’ Mr Laertides’s left eyebrow shot up. ‘You surprise me. I’d have thought the guy who outsmarted Countess Judy’d have figured it out for himself a while back. Hop aboard, and it’ll whiz you past Rosie’s desk without being seen. It won’t take you all the way to Jowett Street, unfortunately; even the best of them - that’s the beige deep-pile Wilton knock-off with the faint herringbone pattern - its maximum range is only about four hundred yards. That one you’ve got there, the light blue imitation Axminster, ought to get you out the door and fifty yards down the street. Well, don’t just stand there gawping like that, give it a go.’
  


  
    ‘But—’ Paul was going to ask some pertinent question or other. Unfortunately, his subconscious had been trying to work out how far down St Mary Axe from the front door fifty yards was, and a mental image of the bus stop flitted across his mind.
  


  
    Immediately, he felt something jerk viciously at his right wrist, and a shield-wall of air hit him hard in the face as he shot upwards and forward. Fuck, I’m flying, he thought, just like bloody Superman—Then something very hard and chunky slammed into his shoulder, and he dropped to the ground. When he came round after a brief holiday from consciousness, he realised that he was sitting on the pavement next to the lamp-post from which the bus-stop sign hung, and he was holding a small square of light blue carpet in his right hand.
  


  
    ‘That,’ continued Mr Laertides, who was leaning on the lamp-post like an absurdly elongated George Formby (and he looked as though he’d been there all along, waiting for Paul to show up), ‘is why it’s better to start off kneeling or sitting on the carpet, like I told you, only you had to know best. Maybe next time you’ll try it my way. Also, don’t forget the light tap with the left forefinger, it helps slow the bugger down so you don’t get your neck sprained by the slipstream.’
  


  
    Paul looked up to reply, but Mr Laertides wasn’t there any more. Several passers-by looked at him, and one woman made a point of crossing the street to avoid him. He couldn’t blame her in the least.
  


  
    As he stood up (Mr Laertides had forgotten to include unexpected high-velocity flight followed by a sharp blow in his list of things that made the world go round; odd, since it was a doozy), Paul felt something heavy in his offside jacket pocket, and instinctively reached in and drew it out. It was the carpet-sample book, still far too big to fit in any jacket pocket ever made; but when he tried to put it back, it dropped in quite happily as though it was no larger than a matchbox.
  


  
    Gift-horses’ teeth, Paul told himself. Of course, he knew that it couldn’t possibly be real, but on the other hand it didn’t take much imagination to realise that if it did actually work, under certain circumstances it could be amazingly useful. He shrugged. Mr Laertides was, after all, a specialist in what Countess Judy had called effective magic; the point about which was that if you believed something was true, quite often it would be, assuming you’d first made out a sufficiently large cheque in favour of J. W. Wells & Co. He’d sort of got the impression from Countess Judy that he was one of the very few non-Fey who had the innate knack of doing effective magic, which perhaps explained why the carpet had responded so readily to him. The pain in his arm reminded him that sometimes a very strong but completely untrained latent ability could be more of a liability than an asset.
  


  
    What the hell; in any event, he’d got past Mr Tanner’s mum without rupturing any blood vessels through excessive blushing, so that was all right. Paul found a rubbish bin and dumped the used-up carpet square (if only she could have seen him, his mother would’ve been so proud). Now all he had to do was find Jowett Street and pick up the professor’s parcel.
  


  
    When he’d read the memo that morning and seen the words just off the Charing Cross Road and collect a parcel for me, he’d known immediately what to expect. Charing Cross Road was where all the funny little second-hand bookshops were; it was the sort of neighbourhood where eccentricity was the rule rather than the exception, and even a specialist in magical texts and spell books would count as boringly normal. Obviously, therefore, the professor was sending him to collect a book. 16 Jowett Street, however, wasn’t a bookshop at all; in fact, it was a small Italian café. Sensibly he’d brought the memo with him, and he took it out and checked it again, just to be sure. But there it was, unambiguous as a kick in the face: 16, Jowett Street. A little bell tinged as he walked in, and a short, stocky man with a perfectly spherical head, thick glasses and a grin that looked as though it was larger than his face asked him what he wanted.
  


  
    ‘Um,’ he said.
  


  
    The short man laughed. ‘What you want to eat?’ he repeated.
  


  
    ‘Nothing,’ Paul replied; then, quickly, he added: ‘Look, I’ve probably come to the wrong place, but have you got anything for a Professor Van Spee?’
  


  
    The short man’s grin widened so alarmingly that Paul had visions of his face coming unzipped and falling off. ‘Theo,’ he said. Uno momento, per favore.’ He vanished, then popped up again at the other end of the counter holding a white cardboard box, the sort cakes are packed in. ‘Ecco,’ he said. ‘Zabaglione alla Romana.’ He thrust the box at Paul like a fly-half passing the ball. ‘For my good friend il professore. Buon’ appetito.’
  


  
    Zabaglione? That was some sort of Italian bandit, wasn’t it? No, it wasn’t, it was a cake, or trifle or something. ‘Um, thanks,’ Paul said. ‘How much do I—?’
  


  
    The man roared with laughter, as if the idea of paying for something was the funniest thing he’d come across in years. ‘Is on the ’ouse,’ he chuckled. ‘And something for you,’ he added. ‘Any friend of Theo’s is friend of mine.’ He lunged at Paul with some species of choux pastry, chocolate-swathed and gushing cream at every splitting seam. ‘You sit, eat, have a cup of coffee. Plenty of time,’ he said; and Paul, catching sight of the clock on the wall, realised it was only just gone ten, and he wasn’t due to meet the professor till 11.15. Also, he hadn’t had any breakfast, and there are no grey areas or complex moral issues where chocolate-covered cream cakes are concerned. If one presents itself, you eat it. Simple as that.
  


  
    So he sat down with his cake, and the short man brought him a large frothy coffee with cocoa powder on the top, and while he was busy guzzling the choux thing a slice of exquisite-looking cheesecake somehow found its way onto the table just by his elbow, so he ate that too, and time passed swiftly and agreeably, the way it usually doesn’t during the course of the average working day. A small part of him was trying to brew up a degree of indignation at being sent out like some kind of serf to fetch yummy puddings (and him a fully fledged assistant magician), but it was fighting a losing battle, and it knew it. So far, working for Theo Van Spee had been a tense business. Mostly he’d been summoned to the presence, given books to read and been politely dismissed; and each time the process was repeated, the professor would look at him thoughtfully for ten seconds or so and tell him that he wasn’t ready yet. That was fine, in a way; no filing or photocopying or prodding 8 x 4s of assorted bits of Outback or filling in bewildering forms, nothing scary or disgusting or even particularly bizarre. Theo Van Spee was odd, of course, because everyone at JWW was odd; he was tall and thin and elderly and grave, so you hardly dared breathe in his presence, and his room was as dark as a bag (he had a great many ancient manuscripts, he’d explained, which would suffer horribly if exposed to the harsh glare of electric light; so the blinds were drawn, and the only illumination was a single oil lamp and a handful of chubby white candles), and of course he did have that unnerving habit of telling you things about yourself and other people that he couldn’t possibly have known, not to mention his even creepier knack of seeming to know exactly what you’d been doing and what you were about to do, and always getting it absolutely right . . . But when Paul had been assigned to Mr Wells junior, he’d tried to maroon him for ever in a small room with no doors or windows; and Countess Judy had tried to kill him in his sleep; and Benny Shumway had made him fight a
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