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Part One: Hubble Bubble

Chapter 1

The Everwand Retirement Home for Gentlemen of a Thaumaturgical Persuasion


Erasmus Vane, proprietor and owner of the Everwand Retirement Home for Gentlemen of a Thaumaturgical Persuasion, put down his pen and examined the ledger on the desk before him. The quill spluttered, fizzed a little, and went out. A small popping sound accompanied it.
“Damned thing,” murmured Vane. “Must get a new one.” Vane liked to think of himself as a distinguished-looking man, despite being tall and his hair starting to thin a little on top. If one looked closely at him for a while, one would inevitably conclude that he was an important civil servant of some sort, despite his propensity to talk to himself from time to time. This was unfortunate, for he was neither important nor a civil servant.
He was, however, just over two hundred years old and a vampire. This had no bearing on neither his work or his personality. It did go some way to explaining his apparently bottomless well of patience, however.
Not that his current group of six gentlemen residents would have agreed. To them, he was the head of Everwand, a quiet little house in the Home Counties that ensured each of them had an equitable and definitely non-magical retirement. It was a requirement of residency: all members must have surrendered their practice of any kind of magic before entering the home.
Vane insisted that this was so, having found in the past that if it were not the case, the potential for chaos could be exceptionally high.
The gentlemen guests accepted this without exception, for they were happy to leave the cutthroat world of Thaumaturgy behind them. Most were of advanced age and perhaps not as accurate with their occupational activities as they had been when younger.
Vane stood up from his desk and approached the French windows. Currently, a light drizzle fell upon the extensive gardens, and grey clouds scudded across the sky as if looking for somewhere dry to rain upon. A stiff breeze rattled through the trees, and the bare, wintry tree branches swung back and forth, as if bowing before the gale that disturbed them. Vane glanced at the fire roaring in the grate and rubbed his hands together, a shiver running up his spine as he did so. He reflected that Everwand was most definitely a step up from a draughty coffin in an old graveyard somewhere.
The wind worried at the shutters, rattling them like a persistent creditor, while rain drove with steady fury against the panes of the tall French doors. Vane returned to his desk, and from there he could now see little beyond the blurred grey smudge of the gardens, where branches bent low beneath the weight of the storm and gravel paths ran like thin rivers. The leaden sky pressed heavily against the glass, and the sound of water striking stone and slate was so constant that it seemed to seep into the room itself. A draught toyed with the papers upon his desk, though the fire crackled stoutly in the grate, doing its best to lend a little warmth to an otherwise inhospitable morning.
He had been attending to the household accounts with his usual lack of enthusiasm, his pen moving slowly over figures that matched and added up with ruthless precision. Vane was a man for whom accounts and accounting had been made. Every column had to add up, every ‘t’ crossed, and every ‘i ’ well and truly dotted.
The sound of rain conspired to lull him into a sour reverie. He wondered—not for the first time—why the obligations of estate and staff must so continually demand his attention, but was grateful at the same time that they did. Everwand was the culmination of his life’s work and was, he considered, his true life’s calling.
Vane was not a man for sentiment or nostalgia of any kind, but having been the owner and manager of Everwand for the past one hundred and ninety-four years had made him somewhat overfond of the place. 
Seeing as how he was a fully-fledged member of a uniquely small proportion of the population known colloquially as ‘the undead’, he found the continuing existence of Everwand to be of great comfort to him, not only in a theoretical manner but also in a physical one too. It was always a great joy not to have to hang around graveyards, tombs, and young ladies' bedrooms when instead he could simply retire to his lovely, comfortable room with a warm cup of something whenever he felt like it. Vane was not a typical vampire. He found all the neck-biting stuff to be especially abhorrent, and as for all that flying around as a bat nonsense was concerned, he was far more comfortable retiring early with a warm cup of blood and a Garibaldi.
Likewise, all the sleeping in the coffin nonsense. His room had a perfectly proportioned king-size bed with nice, fluffy pillows and cushions. That the mattress was stuffed with earth especially shipped in from home rather than goose feathers was neither here nor there.
He sat thumbing the amulet of deflection that he wore around his neck all the time. It was a finely honed magical artefact that prevented any of his residents from practising their magic on him. He knew they were retired and had pledged not to use magic in Everwand, but he also knew that old habits were hard to break, and so it was very much an item he could not afford to go without.
It glowed from time to time if someone was trying it on and testing its defences, but an angry glance would usually resolve the issue, and the attempt to bypass the amulet’s protective shield would suddenly cease. This was usually over a trivial matter - whether it was lasagne or liver for dinner, and so on. Its greatest assault had been when one of his current residents had suddenly decided, for no apparent reason at all, that a hot tub was very much required for the garden.
Vane had fought this. As far as he was concerned, hot tubs were more trouble than they were worth, and nothing more than a giant petri dish for germs. They will get a hot tub over my dead body, he had thought, which had made him chuckle at his faux pas for a while.
Eventually, the clamouring for the hot tub died down, and everything returned to normal. This was often the way of it. Vane often thought that the supervision of six elderly ex-magical gentlemen - and he used the terms ‘ex-magical’ and ‘gentlemen’ extremely lightly - was akin to running a child’s nursery. Phases came and went, but Vane prevailed.
It was at this moment, as if summoned by thoughts of his household, that a knock, discreet yet firm, sounded at the office door. The sound was perfectly judged: neither so timid as to invite repetition, nor so loud as to jar against the general quiet of the house.
“Enter,” he called, glancing towards the door to his office.
Mr Crake, butler and manservant of Everwand, stepped inside, as immaculately composed as ever. His appearance was, as always, immaculate. The storm had raged since before dawn, yet despite his daily trip to the postbox at the end of Everwand's drive,  his coat bore not the faintest trace of damp, his shoes showed no sign of mud, and his hair lay in place as though he had just stepped from a portrait. In his hands, he carried the morning post on a small silver salver, the envelopes arranged with thoughtful precision.
"Your mail, sir,” he said, placing it before Vane with a movement so smooth that not a single paper upon the desk shifted in its draught.
“Ghastly weather,” Vane observed, glancing once more towards the rain-lashed doors. “One might almost have expected you to blow away altogether, Crake.”
The butler’s expression did not alter; his countenance was calm, unreadable, the very model of discretion. “Inclement, certainly, sir,” he replied, “though tolerable with the proper precautions.” His tone was quiet, perfectly measured, without so much as a hint of fatigue.
The post box at the end of a very long drive was positioned so for a reason. Everwand considered itself secluded, and no stout man in shorts with a postbag and a post office badge was going to change that. It also had the added bonus of keeping the vast number of rubber bands that postmen shed like a second skin in check. That Crake had to traverse the drive twice a day to retrieve the post seemed not to be a hardship for him. And that he did not seem to be at all wet this morning was of more concern to Vane than to Crake.
Vane leaned back in his chair, looking at him. There were times, such as this, when he felt compelled to study the man in detail, as if some hidden clue might reveal itself to explain what others accepted without remark. Crake never looked untidy, never appeared weary, and never seemed to falter in the endless routine of service. Vane could not recall a single occasion on which he had been absent from his duties, whether his own hours ended past midnight or began before dawn, a matter that Vane always found especially satisfying.
He remembered one winter when he had returned at four in the morning from a local academy meeting, sodden with champagne and smoke. The house had been dark, the rest of the staff sensibly asleep, but there in the hall had stood Crake, with a lantern in one hand and a glass of something red and salty in the other, as if he had foreseen the master’s thirst. Again, on a summer’s dawn, when Vane had trudged back from an impromptu fishing expedition to the river, still mud-stained yet happy with his lot in the warm dawn light. Crake had been present at the door before he could open it, offering a solid breakfast and room in the freezer for the captured fish. It was always the same: he was there before he could reasonably be expected, and remained long after sense dictated he should rest.
Outside, the rain intensified, drumming so hard upon the French windows that it seemed the glass must give way. A shudder passed through the old house as a gust of wind rattled the frames. Vane felt the draught stir his sleeve and wondered—not for the first time—whether Crake was somehow untouched by the elements altogether. The storm that battered the shutters had apparently no claim upon him; he might as well have stepped in from a summer’s stroll beneath a cloudless sky.
Rumours drifted through the household staff, though Vane rarely acknowledged them. One of the footmen once confided, in a fit of nervous chatter, that no one had ever seen the inside of Crake’s room. Sheets were laundered and returned folded, yet no manservant claimed to have made his bed. It was as if he did not actually use the room at all. The door was always locked, and when questioned about the matter, Crake would simply incline his head, neither confirming nor denying. 
Vane dismissed such tales as idle talk, but in moments like this, with the rain hammering outside and the butler standing so calmly within, they returned to him with renewed force. He found himself staring into Crake’s eyes, searching for the faintest sign of weariness, of humanity, any emotion at all,  but finding none. Vane's eyes briefly rested on the small, well-polished bolts sticking out of each side of Crake's neck before his gaze moved swiftly on.
The silence between them lingered, faintly unsettling, until Crake inclined his head with impeccable deference. “Will that be all, sir?”
Vane hesitated. The urge to invent some errand hovered on his tongue—anything to delay the man’s departure, to keep him a moment longer under scrutiny. Yet he merely nodded, as though to do otherwise would be to reveal a childish curiosity.
“That will be all.”
Crake withdrew with his usual noiseless efficiency, his footfalls so soft they might have belonged to the house itself. He closed the door without the faintest click, leaving behind only the scent of polish and a subtle impression of order.
Vane remained seated, staring at the salver of letters. He had not the faintest desire to open them. Instead, his gaze drifted back to the French doors, where rain coursed in rivulets down the glass. 
He shivered, not from cold but from the thought that in a world governed by fatigue, sleep, and the passage of hours, Mr Crake did not quite belong.
The lights in the room suddenly flickered once or twice and then came back on. Vane sighed with annoyance. This seemed to be an increasingly common problem with the electrics these days. It had been the case for a few weeks now, the infrequent flashing lights at first being more of an annoyance than anything. Yet the regularity of these occurrences seemed to be increasing, not by any significant amount, but just enough to remain in the back of his mind as a potential annoyance. I must book an electrician to have a look at the wiring, he thought, though in the back of his mind was a lingering thought that perhaps Mr Crake had more to do with it than he had given him credit for. No matter, he thought. I will work it out. I always do.
Sighing to himself, Vane picked up the letters and began to open them. There were only three letters today, and the first was the usual weekly grocery bill. He perused the column marked ‘biscuits and sundries’, tutted, and decided the consumption of such items needed closer examination. This was not the first time he had made this decision, but he often found his willpower collapsing after consuming his next Garibaldi, so he put the letter back on the table and, sighing, decided to leave the other two letters for later. Standing, he left his office and entered the corridor.
His study was on the ground floor, and the corridor he was in led a short distance past a small broom cupboard to the hallway to his right. The entrance was, he thought, rather grand, what with the black and white stucco tiled floors, and the twin staircases sweeping up to the first floor. A corridor on each side of the stepped staircases led further into the house, with the kitchen located at the back and a dining room before it. In this corridor was his study, which was situated on the left-hand side of the ground floor, but on the opposite side was a large open drawing room, and a library connected both corridors. There was also a small broom cupboard on the same side as his study, closer to the front door. The stairs led up to two additional floors and an attic. Each floor had four bedrooms, and the attic had several  guest bedrooms.
He wandered towards the dining room. It was now nearly 8.30am, and he suspected that breakfast was all but done with. From the direction of the dining room, however, came the sound of several loud voices. He passed by the library door and saw one of his residents standing, thumbing through a thick book on the far side of the room.
“Morning, Montague,” he called, and the man dragged his eyes up from the book and gave him a quick wink before returning to the book. Vane smiled and continued on his way to the dining room. Montague was not the most talkative of men, and although he had been a resident for over five years, he felt he knew the tall ex-wizard less well, as he never revealed much of his past. He was a slight man with a cheery disposition. Although he was often overlooked for his physical presence, he always seemed to have a smile on his face, a smile that to Vane seemed to be vaguely melancholic.
Montague, he found, had a distinct ability to not fill a room, and his entrance to any social space was at best furtive. Vane quite often entered a room in Everwand that he thought of as empty, only to find five minutes or more after he had been standing there that Montague had been there all along. Vane thought of Montague as unobtrusive, but often also thought that was perhaps pushing it a little. Unobtrusive to the point of complete absence was perhaps a little more accurate.
Vane swept into the dining room, around the table of which four men were involved in loud conversation. The table was strewn with several mostly empty plates, which the kitchen staff were quickly and efficiently clearing away.
“Morning, gentlemen,” he smiled.
“Morning,” they all answered, almost in unison.
“Bloody rain again,” said Columbus Manticore from the far side of the table, wiping his mouth with a napkin that he then discarded on the table. 
Columbus was the exact opposite of Montague. He had a thick, bushy grey beard that fell to the middle of his chest, and a constant look of appraisal on his face. Columbus was invariably the loudest man in the room and very much the unspoken leader of the residents. Vane often felt that when he cast his gaze upon him, he was being judged in some way.
“It is rather wild out there,” smiled Vane. “Any plans to go out today?”
“Bugger that,” said the man sitting next to Manticore. “A book in front of the ruddy fire is about as far as I am going today.” There were several grunts of agreement around the table. “In fact, I thought that I would spend a few happy hours perusing that new copy of ‘The Hydromancer’s Guide to Conductive Lightning Rods that you managed to secure for me. Mr Vane.” This was Reginald Bewley, a tall, pale-looking man.
Vane was always keen to secure any books his residents required. It kept the library up to date, and, more importantly, kept the residents quiet. When they were reading, they were not up to mischief. Unless, of course, they ignited their former pursuits with examples and suggestions. He always ensured that when an ordered book arrived, he looked through it for any practical exercises. If there were, he carefully cut them out and disposed of them. Anything for peace and quiet.
Reginald was a distinguished-looking man of medium height. He gave an overall impression of calm when you talked to him, though there was always the suggestion that Vane felt there was something under the surface, something being restrained.
“I have the crossword to complete,” said Morgan. “A nice cup of tea in front of the fire will set me up just fine.” Morgan Prenderghast was an addict of the cryptic crossword, and the more cryptic the better. Vane could not see the point in them, really. He had looked over Prenderghast's shoulder once and found that the answer was something he was never going to be able to discover, purely because he could not even understand the question, which had read:

23 Down)    Bees! (12)

Vane had spent more time than he would care to admit to getting to the answer, but Morgan had glanced at it almost in passing and filled it in. Every day was the same. The Times cryptic crossword usually took him no more than ten minutes, and he was now having to subscribe to a monthly subscription-only cryptic crossword club to satisfy his addiction.
This publication seemed to have satisfied his needs, for he could often be found lurking around the library with a puzzled expression on his face. Still, it kept him quiet.
Vane had, again purely out of curiosity, had a glance at the first issue when it arrived, and was surprised to find that the first issue contained only a blank piece of paper and a blunt pencil. He thought it was probably quite challenging to get more cryptic than that, but Prenderghast seemed to enjoy it.
“What about you, Fenwick?” he asked the last old chap, who was messily wiping his chops with his sleeve, ignoring completely the neatly folded napkin on the table in front of him. Fenwick was a smaller, bald-headed man with a slight grey moustache that bristled beneath his nose, as if it were trying to remain unmoving at all times. Vane had found his knowledge of animals, insects, birds - any creature in fact, to be impeccable, which was not surprising, given his abilities. He indulged Fenwick a little as he was the resident who had been at Everwand the longest, but, like all the other residents, he also kept a very wary eye on him as well.
“I have one chapter left of the rather exciting ‘Barton Mould’s Slug Lumicarium'. I suspect a nice seat in front of the fire will suffice.” 
Vane smiled at him indulgently.
“As long as you remember - no pets.” Fenwick Carston turned a deep shade of red.
“Of course not! Never! Merely a passing interest, that’s all.”
Vane nodded and put his head around the door into the kitchen. Inside, several servants and the chef were conducting what looked like a precision dance competition in which the aim was to clear away all the breakfast items and start on lunch as quickly as possible without bumping into each other. So far, they had been performing admirably.
Most residential homeowners would have been surprised to see the kitchen staff, for although they were all performing the duties of parlour maids and general dogsbodies, they were all men. This was a strict policy of the residential home. There were no female staff members. Vane had instigated this policy upon his arrival at Everwand, for he had noticed that the visibility of female staff members tended to agitate the old gentlemen in a way that he felt reminded them of promises that they could no longer fulfil, or possibly reminders of what they were missing. Neither did very much for peace and harmony, and so male staff only it was.
It had caused a bit of a fuss for a day too, but like most things that seemed to upset the residents, it was soon forgotten when something else caught their attention.
“If I could have a tea?” Vane asked.
“I’ll get it sent to your study,” said one of the staff, and Vane nodded and closed the door. 
“So all four of you are for the library?” asked Vane. All four men grunted that that was indeed the case.
“Where is Costa?” One of the residents was absent, though he noticed a small circle of crumbs around where they had been sitting at the table.
“Gone to the sitting room to continue his research on the compatibility of regulated ‘Y’ space using currant buns as a model example,” said Morgan.
“Sounds interesting,” said Vane, not understanding a word of it.
“It wasn’t. Especially when he began to touch on the possibility of potential rogue elephants.”
“I see,” said Vane, not actually seeing at all.
“We sent him off to the sitting room to get rid of him,” laughed Columbus. “At least I did. All that trumpeting. It was enough to put one off one's breakfast.”
“Excellent,” said Vane, preparing to head back to his office and await the arrival of his tea. “So, all six of you will be in the library then? That should make things easy for elevenses.”
A silence fell around the room as each of the four men performed the following equation:

(A= Chairs in the drawing room right in front of the fire = 4 ) - (B =People in the dining room = 4) - (C = Residents in the drawing room already =1 )

However, Vane knew his residents very well. Wizards - even retired wizards - were not people who would take the easy path when they could complicate it if they could, and knew perfectly well that what was currently going through their minds was probably more accurately expressed as:

[i=1∑A≡Chairs in the drawing room right in front of the fire=4​Ai​]−{B≡People in the Dining Room=4 = might be nowhere to bloody sit.

Wizards, he knew, were never ones to make things simple. In fact, complicating things seemed to come to them naturally. This was one of the reasons why it was never a good idea to engage them in more than a passing conversation about the weather.
Nevertheless, they all clearly reached the same answer, as good as simultaneously, on this occasion. Vane knew. He could see it in their eyes.
There was a loud scraping of chair legs as all four men shot to their feet and ran towards the drawing room, whilst at the same time desperately trying to conceal that they were not actually doing what they were doing.
“Oh dear,” laughed Vane as the room emptied around him. There did seem to be a fair amount of jostling and banging of elbows going on as well.
“Oh dear,” repeated Vane and returned to his study to read his remaining two letters. On the way, he heard a scuffle breaking out in the drawing room and several raised voices. As he passed the library, however, Montague was still in there, standing by the reference section and thumbing through the pages of an especially well-worn book.
“Not heading for the sitting room, Montague?” he asked, and Montague looked up from the book, a moment of irritation on his face that he managed to dispose of very quickly.
“Presently, presently,” he smiled, snapping the book shut. “I may go for a walk into Nether Compton first. I have some errands to run.”
This was the village that Everwand stood just outside of. It was an unremarkable market town in the outer environs of the Home Counties that had various modern facilities, which the residents of Everwand looked upon with fond regard. There was a café, a bookshop, and several phone boxes. Cake shops. That sort of thing.
Vane smiled. Montague Sutherland was an interesting man, but one that most of the other residents of Everwand hardly took into account when a decision had to be made.
Vane was reminded once again just how much Montague was an unremarkable-looking man, to the point that it was not uncommon to miss him altogether. Unassuming, Vane thought, was a good word for him. He wore clothes of a generally neutral colour and lacked any form of flamboyance. There was something in the way he walked, too. Sutherland did not stroll, nor did he trot, amble or strut. It was almost as if he stalked. In observing the man, Vane always felt that he looked as if he were almost about to pounce.
“What are you reading?” asked Vane. Montague looked at the book still in his hand, as if surprised to find it there, and, turning it, looked at the spine.
“It’s the Compendium Phytologicum Hortense”, he said. “An Encyclopaedic Guide to Garden Botany.”
Vane smiled.
“Ah, considering growing sunflowers again, then?” Montague smiled, but said nothing, placing the book on the shelf and returning his attention to the books stacked there.
“Only if you are,” continued Vane, “please remember the height restrictions.”
“I can hardly forget,” grumbled Montague. The previous year, he had grown a bed of sunflowers, which in itself was innocuous enough, but Vane had had to get involved when the plants hit thirty feet and were blocking out the daylight from Mr Bewley’s second-floor window. Bewley, Vane knew, was not one to complain, but Vane had intervened when he realised that although the sunflowers had currently been about thirty feet tall, they had been showing no signs of coming to a halt. 
To this day, he had no idea what Montague had done to the sunflowers to make them grow so tall, but he held a deep-seated conviction that he had done something to them. It was just in the old wizard’s nature. It was as if his character was predisposed to boundless enthusiasm about nothing in particular and everything in general.
“I have decided to deny myself the pleasure of Helianthus annuus this year,” announced Montague as if issuing a royal decree. Vane smiled. This was just how Sutherland was. He knew he meant nothing by it, but when he thought of the man, the word that always came into his mind first was imperious. There were a few others, less complimentary, but imperious was usually first.
“I believe roses are good for keeping busy,” said Vane. Montague snorted loudly.
“Good God, man,” he said, louder than a usual library was happy with, “You’ll have me in a gardening hat with a wicker basket and gardening gloves next. And carrying a pair of… those ruddy… what do you call them? Snippy, snippy things.”
“Secateurs,” smiled Vane.
“Yes. Those. I was looking to grow something more interesting than that. Besides, Reginald is the champion grower around here. You know that. I just like to dabble.”
“How about a Venus Flytrap, then?” asked Vane.
Montague looked shocked and moved forward until he was no more than a few feet in front of him, his face uncomfortably close.
“Are you quite well?” he asked.
“Perfectly,” said Vane, his earlier thoughts of pouncing straying back into his mind.
“Toast,” said Montague and wandered away, heading towards the kitchen.
Vane shook his head and made a careful note to keep an eye out for Montague appearing in the garden looking furtive (a look he did very well). He returned to his study to examine the two remaining letters.
Upon entering the study, he noticed the cup of tea on his desk, and sitting behind the desk, he took a sip. He picked up the two letters and had a quick look at them. He held them up to the light, turned them over, and then sniffed each letter in turn. This was not usual behaviour with mail, he knew, but when managing a wizard’s retirement home, it paid to be over-careful.
The first letter had only the address on the front, so he put that back on the desk to concentrate on the other letter. Turning it over, he noticed with a sinking feeling a small logo and the initials ‘ D.A.R.G.E.’. He let out a loud sigh and carefully opened the letter with his letter opener. Discarding the envelope, he noted that the letter was less than a week old. It had an official look to it, and Vane wriggled in his seat with displeasure. I didn’t realise it was that time already, he thought. It seems to come around quicker every year.
The letter's heading read, ‘Annual Inspection’. He noted the date. March 14th.That was just a week away! He read the inspector's name below and noted that the attached sheet outlined the society’s criteria for judging. The Directorate of Arcane Residential Governance and Evaluation was the official body responsible for monitoring and maintaining residential homes inhabited by retirees with a thaumaturgic frame of mind. Vane sniffed loudly. It was going to be a busy week ahead, getting the place ready and all, there was no doubt about that. He took comfort though, in the fact that he ran a pretty tight ship, so there would be no panic during the week. Most things were up to standard, and those that were not required but a small amount of attention.
He put the letter down and reviewed the briefing sheet to see if there had been any changes since last year's inspection. He was gratified to find that there seemed to be nothing new on that front, which was a relief. He opened his desk diary to March 14th and made a few notes, then worked back a week to today’s page, drawing up a schedule as he did so. As he wrote, his eye was drawn to last year's certificate, which was in a tidy picture frame on the wall opposite his desk. He stood and went to inspect it. The inspector was listed as ‘Murgatroyd Gritz’ last year, but he had heard on the grapevine that Gritz had retired soon after. He returned to the desk to read once again who this year’s inspector would be.
‘Jordan Michelmass,’ he read. Strange name. Still. The society knew what it was about. He made an additional note in his diary. He would need to have a staff meeting this morning to brief them, and a gathering of the residents, too. The latter was not strictly essential, but he liked to keep them in the loop, and so they could also be briefed to be on their best behaviour as well.
Vane found the society to be a little on the strange side. He realised that if he had been running a residential home for non-wizards, the independent Care Quality Commission would have been conducting inspections to assess the home's standards in England. They implemented policies originating with the government's Department of Health and Social Care, which was relatively straightforward. Vane often envied them. If the primary source of care was to ensure old Winifred took her pills at the right time, didn’t fall down the stairs and was properly cared for, then that was uncomplicated and normal.
Residential homes for retired wizards were a different beast entirely. Given that wizards had to sign a form that promised to conduct no more magic upon enrolling, then upholding that was a feat in itself. Vane quite frequently found himself breaking up ‘coin from up your nose’ sessions behind the bicycle sheds at the side of the building, but that was about as serious as he allowed it to get. Vigilance was the key.
He thought perhaps the wizards were to some degree relieved to finally be free of their magical duties. After all, if your entire working life included the possibility of accidentally summoning a fire demon1, being turned into a duck2, or everything you touch being turned to toffee3, then leaving all of that behind must have been something of a relief.
He turned to the second letter.
He slit it open and pulled out the letter. He was surprised to see that it had been written in a fine, flowing hand. It read:

To the Esteemed Master of Everwand,

I take the liberty of writing to you in the hope that you might consider me for residence within Everwand, whose reputation for calm, dignity, and sound governance has reached even my quiet corner of the world. My name is Tallis Woodhollow, and though I hesitate to trouble you with the particulars of my life, I believe it only proper to present myself as candidly as I may, so that you may judge whether I would prove a fitting addition to your household.
In earlier years, my life was marked by restless pursuits and occupations that demanded more of me than I could, in good conscience, sustain. That chapter, I assure you, is now firmly closed. In full accord with the rules that guide Everwand, I no longer practise any such arts or activities that might disturb either my neighbours or the spirit of the house. I seek, instead, a quiet and honourable retirement, lived in modest comfort and with the steady companionship of those who share a similar wish for peace.
What I most desire is not grandeur or privilege, but the simple order of a well-run house: a chamber that keeps out the damp, a hearth that chases away the evening chill, and a window that admits the morning light. If there might be a corner of a garden where I could tend a few ordinary plants, I should be content indeed, for such small labours soothe the mind and give rhythm to the days.
I have been told that Everwand is a place where one may live without intrusion, yet never without kindness; where one may enjoy solitude without falling into loneliness; and where the past is acknowledged, but never allowed to dictate the present. These qualities are precisely what I seek. I have no wish to stir the air with old tales or forgotten habits. I ask only for the chance to dwell amongst others who value discretion, courtesy, and the quiet dignity of a life well ordered.
You may rely upon me to uphold both the spirit and the letter of Everwand’s regulations. I am a person of plain habits now, and my days pass in reading, writing, and reflection. I rise early; I disturb no one, and I am grateful for the smallest comforts. In return for the security and fellowship Everwand provides, I offer my loyalty, my respect for the house’s traditions, and the steadiness of one who wishes to remain undistinguished save for good conduct.
Should you find my application worthy of consideration, I would be deeply obliged for the opportunity to present myself further in person at a date of your convenience.
With the highest regard and every respect,

Tallis Woodhollow.

Vane folded up the letter and placed it within his diary. A charming letter, he thought. Everwand currently had six ex-wizards, but the home had a capacity of eight before it was full. He reflected on a time when there had been one more resident than now. It had been just over two years ago, and had ended with the sad demise of Mr Pringleworth. The poor chap had never got the hang of the coffee grinding machine. A terrible way to go. He glanced back at the letter.
Strange name, too, he thought. Tallis Woodhollow. He might be Welsh possibly. 
Standing, he set a mental time for a staff meeting to inform them of the upcoming D.A.R.G.E. inspection, though it would not take long.
Everwand ran on what some in the trade would probably have described as a ‘concise staff’, and this was true. Apart from the kitchen, cleaning, and general maintenance staff, the house ran itself.
Which suited Vane down to the ground. He had long given up his nocturnal vampiric wanderings, and much to his great surprise, had these days become a pipe and slipper man, or as he thought of it, trying hard not to drink blood anymore.
So far, he had succeeded, something that he was rightly proud of. All of those nightdresses, bare necks (he shuddered slightly at the memory of it, but swiftly repressed it), and moonlight flights had become rather ‘samey’. He sighed as he leaned back in his chair. No, he was very much a Horlicks with a drop of plasma in it and a raw steak from the butcher’s these days. Smiling in a content fashion, he glanced at the letters once again and then decided the staff meeting could wait. He would have a little nap first. 


1.
       This generally happened only once to a wizard.
    
2.
       This is apocraphyl. The duck in question seemed reluctant to answer any questions regarding its transformation other than ‘quack’.
    
3.
       A strange alternative to the usual gold story. This example seems more likely than the others, given most wizard’s obsession with sweet things.
    






  
  Chapter 2 

Montague Sutherland walked into the drawing room, having left the distractions of the library behind him. Nobody noticed him. Nobody ever did. There seemed to be some strange game of musical chairs taking place - a non-musical version, anyway. He sighed and left the room, climbing the stairs to his room and going inside. 
His room was decorated with wall posters of what he considered his most memorable escapes. They were feats of daring escapology, escapes from impossible places and the like. He stopped to look at one in particular. His spectacular success with the buried coffin trick, something that continued to baffle those in the ‘trade’ to the present day. Some of the other residents of Everwand would, from time to time, try to engage him in conversation, trying slyly to prise the secret of how he did it from him. He never told them. The truth was so obvious, he found it almost amusing.
The trick: Montague was bound, blindfolded andsealed in a metal coffin that was then lowered into a freshly dug six-foot deep grave, which was then covered in quick-setting concrete. He was then given an hour to escape, a feat that he never failed to complete. To a person of even average intelligence, it seemed impossible. Montague smiled at the poster as he stood looking at it. He did not consider himself a wizard. An escapologist? Not even that. He thought of himself as a ghost, a shadow. It was evident in every interaction he had with anyone. He was always the man who joined a conversation just as it finished, a man who never asked for his opinion. Montague was extremely good at getting out of things. It was getting into them that he struggled with. He was a man who could slip any shackle, but could not escape loneliness.
He smiled at the poster again. Magic was a strange thing to him. He knew the theory, of course. The pledge, the turn, the prestige. This was not what he did. It never failed to amaze him that anyone of intelligence could not work it out. He ticked the stages off on his fingers:
	Placed in a coffin, chained and bound

	Buried alive.

	Escaped.



He laughed aloud. Perhaps he did use the three stages after all. However, a rational person could surely work it out. To Montague, it was simple. A man cannot escape from a nailed-down coffin if bound in chains. Of course, he could not. The burial in concrete was therefore completely irrelevant. The initial incarceration in the coffin was impossible to escape from. The coin does not appear from your ear or your nose. The top hat is not an ordinary top hat at all. The rest was flim-flam.
The only possible explanation - and this tickled him pink that nobody ever seemed capable of working it out - was that he was never in the coffin.
Simple. Why nobody ever got it, he really could never understand.
He walked over to the chest of drawers on the far side of the room and opened a small drawer. Inside, the drawer was full of sunflower seeds, all dried out and ready to plant. He had never counted them, but he reckoned that there must have been several hundred of them inside the drawer. He had once estimated over four hundred, and he was good at estimating. Very good, in fact.
He took one seed from the door and popped it into his waistcoat pocket, took his coat from the back of the door and put it on. This was followed by a long black scarf and a black trilby with a slightly different shade of black around it.
Montague liked this hat. It was his favourite choice of headwear. He especially liked the different shades of black on the band. He smiled at the thought that most people thought that there were no shades of black. Montague knew better.
He went down the stairs and into the lobby, calling to Mr Vane, who was passing, that he was going on his constitutional. Montague strolled through to the drawing room. Reginald was sitting by the window, eying the turbulent weather outside supiciously.
"I am going out for a constitutional," he announced, provoking nods from several of the residents gathered there. Montague sighed and tapped his foot.  "Reginald?" he asked, and as the man turned to face him, Montague nodded  to the window and the rain that was lashing furiously at the window. Reginald looked at him with one arched eyebrow, until suddenly the penny dropped.
"Ah," said Reginald, with a curious half-smile, "Of course." He waved one hand casually at the window and instantly the rain stopped and the wind dropped.
"Thank you," smiled Reginald, leaving the drawing room and going back to the front door. Outside, the sun was threatening to break through several very confused-looking clouds.
"I am going now," said Montague to Vane, who was hovering by his office door as if he had forgotten how to open it.
Vane did not seem to notice him, which was hardly a surprise, and so he took his walking cane from a stand by the door and let himself out, setting a reasonable pace along the drive and finally out onto the minor road that led into the nearby village of Nether Compton. The gargoyles on the gateposts wailed and looked away from his amulet of deflection as he walked towards the village with a smile on his face. It was now (thanks to Reginald's intervention), a bright, sunny morning, and the trees were starting to show signs of budding once again. It was still cold, though, and he was glad of his scarf and hat. He made  a mental note to suggest to Reginald that a little more sunshine might be good next time, and headed for the nearby village.
Shortly after, he entered Nether Compton, a small village that had grown busier in recent years. More people seemed to be interested in living in the countryside, and real estate in the surrounding area was highly sought after and priced accordingly. 
Montague entered the town square. The bank was on one side, and a small convenience store was nearby. A bookshop was on the left of the square, and a bus stop on the right. This was the terminus for many local bus services, and several people queued at the stop, even though a small single-decker was parked there, presumably heading to a different destination than the people waiting. As Montague watched, it gave a cough of exhaust fumes, made a strange grinding noise, and drove slowly away from the stop.
Montague sat watching the people hurrying about the square, conducting their everyday business. He was a great people watcher and could happily sit for hours watching everyone’s comings and goings. He found it all a little mystifying, but also extremely interesting. 
Across the square, a young man left the bookshop and headed towards the bus stop. His head was down, and he was not paying much attention to his surroundings at all. Montague focused on him: sandy hair, probably in his early to mid-twenties, clothes not quite up to fashionable standards, but not unkempt either. Student, he thought. Standing, Montague followed him as he crossed the square and then headed off into a side street. Montague did not have to pick up his pace to follow the man, nor did he have to hang back to avoid catching
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