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  The story so far . . .



Since striking a deal with Ang to find her missing kin, Jack has suffered the crotchety Welsh coblyn as his travelling companion. On the trail of the missing coblynau, Jack and Ang soon encountered a strangely invisible thief, nicknamed Quiet Eyes. 

They discovered Quiet Eyes was employed by a mysterious and malevolent entity called ‘Baines and Grayle’ - but were unable to uncover who they actually were or what their motives for kidnapping coblynau might be.

So, in a bid to gain more information, Jack accepted a deal with Quiet Eyes to retrieve a legendary phoenix egg from a hidden dimension for her. 

After an explosive showdown, Jack and Ang made it to safety with one phoenix egg in their pockets, while Quiet Eyes also kept hold of one egg to present to her employers – for who knows what nefarious purposes…








  
  
  Episode 1: Digital Sorcery

  
  




On the outskirts of the city of Manchester, a daring escape was about to unfold.

It began with a chair. 

Tied to this chair was a humble, hard-working merchant of simple means and honest ambitions. Myself: Jack Hansard, infamous dealer of miracles, enchanted artifices, and the Finest Occult Goods in all of the British Isles.

By my side, and also tied to a chair, was Ang. Ang was a coblyn. At less than three feet tall, the rope-to-captive ratio on her was rather excessive. Her grubby waistcoat and moleskin trousers, just visible under the mound of rope, were still sprinkled with pastry crumbs from her last meal. 

Both of these chairs (and their unlucky occupants) were situated within an abandoned warehouse. 

Ang broke the silence first.

‘What was it I said to ye before about this idea, Hansard?’ she announced to the musty air. 

‘You said it was a bad one,’ I replied. Water dripped onto our heads from the shabby tin roof, which was now more corroded than corrugated. In the dim glow of a single light bulb we could see blackened brick walls that were crumbling under decades of dirt and slime.

‘And what was it you said to me, gwas?’ Ang continued.

‘I said, “Don’t worry, I’m sure he’ll be happy to see us.”’

‘I ought t’ wallop you one.’

‘Lucky you’re tied up, then.’

She squirmed against her restraints. ‘When I get outta this chair, gwas . . .’

‘Oh, shut up, both of you.’ This came from the other corner of the room. Our captor watched us from his perch on a three-legged stool. It was a small stool and he was a tall man, so he sat awkwardly hunched over with his knees reaching for his ears. He shifted uncomfortably. ‘It’s nothing personal, you understand. But I could do without the chatter.’

I shrugged as best I could with both hands tied behind my back. ‘I know how it is. Good price for us, is it?’

‘It’ll pay for a new set of wheels, I’ll tell you that,’ he said. Above him, the yellow light bulb flickered erratically, suspended from a wire thrown over a rusted beam. It created a rather capricious circle of light in the murk of the warehouse, at times lending a frenzied glow to his features, and at others dimming so that we could barely make each other out.

‘What kind?’ I asked conversationally.

‘Quality Transit van, I reckon.’

I was hurt. ‘You sold me out for a van, Steve? I’m worth more than that. A Range Rover, at least!’

‘Dunno, mate. You ain’t got much in the way of assets.’

This was regrettably true.

The bulb flared back to life again, casting wonky shadows of us over the otherwise empty floor.

I could feel the heat radiating off Ang as she stewed in sulking silence next to me. She hadn’t said a word to Steve since he’d caught us in his little trap. It was an ingenious hex he’d used, a chain of sigils that framed the doorway like an invisible noose. It’d knocked us both out before I could finish saying ‘hello’. 

Must have cost him a bundle to put together. It was nice to know we were worth the effort.

‘Who’s the buyer, may I ask?’ I said. 

Steve scratched his mop of hair. ‘Some bloke you swindled when you were last here. Sold him a potion of height, or something?’

‘Ha!’ Ang jerked in her seat. She strained to turn her head so she could harpoon with me a glare. ‘That’s why we’re in this mess? What were the catch, ye bloody ffwl?’

‘It did exactly what it said on the tin,’ I replied, all innocence. ‘One measure of height, to be applied as liberally as the client desired.’

‘Which way?’ Ang said acidicly.

‘Hmm?’

‘Ye heard. Up or down?’

Steve grunted a chuckle and provided the answer for me. ‘Well, he weren’t much taller than you, miss. So I’m guessing he didn’t get it in the direction he was hoping for.’

‘He should have paid more attention to the small print,’ I said. 

I tapped my heels on the bare concrete, staring into the shadows. There were plenty of holes in the warehouse walls for something small to sneak through if, say, that was part of your cunning escape plan. 

A soft blue light flickered briefly outside one of the broken windows behind Steve’s back.

I clicked my tongue and caught his eye again. ‘How’s the wife?’

He stopped mid-stretch. He’d been about to see what I was looking at. ‘Oh, you know. Has to look after her old mum a lot these days, but she’s fine. The travel gets her down a bit. I said we should look for a nursing home but she’s having none of it.’

‘That must be rough,’ I said with sympathy.

‘Eh. That’s life.’

Ang hummed a sound of irritation in her throat. She didn’t see the point in making pleasant with an enemy, but Steve and I went way back. You’ve got to expect a bit of friendly backstabbing in this business. Besides, for every minute I could keep Steve’s attention focused on me, the more time we had for Ang’s bluecap to find a stealthy point of ingress into the warehouse.

A few tense moments passed as Steve twisted on his stool. The blue glow disappeared from my line of sight.

‘How’s business on the charms front?’ I asked. ‘Going strong?’

Steve perked up, just slightly. It did wonders for his posture. ‘Not bad, actually. Reckon it’s the current socio-economic political climate, an’ that. Lot of people on edge these days, looking for a lifeboat to cling onto. Fear makes people superstitious as anything.’

‘Oh? You’re getting more common customers than usual?’

‘Like you wouldn’t believe, Jack. Dunno how, but even the lady at the corner shop knew about my stock the other day. Asked about charms to keep immigrants away. I said there’s no such thing!’ Steve hunched forward again. ‘You ask me, world’s gone bonkers. Why’s everyone so bothered about geography all’ve a sudden?’

On this I had very little to contribute. If I were a conscientious person (I’m not) I might have been a touch ashamed by how little I knew of current global politics. I was in the habit of switching channels when the news came on the radio, and I bought newspapers only for the odd crossword and to wrap valuables in. If I really couldn’t avoid it, I might see some of the headlines trailing across the bottom of a TV screen while waiting to collect a helping of fish and chips.

So I settled for a vague, ‘People are funny creatures,’ in response.

But our host was on a roll. 

‘There’s funny and then there’s mad,’ said Steve. ‘D’you know what the big craze in charms is, these days? Digital charms. Can you send me a lucky rabbit’s foot by email, please? Or, A ward to cleanse my social media feed of bad energy. Forget protection from evil spirits. It’s against spam and viruses now.’

I listened to all this politely, as uncomfortable with modern technology as I was with modern politics. 

Steve clearly caught the glazed look in my eye. ‘This is all Greek to you, right? Do you even own a smartphone yet, Hansard, or you still using that old brick?’

‘Flip-phones are still cool, I’ll have you know.’

‘No, mate. They aren’t.’ 

‘’s ridiculous, anyway,’ Ang said without lifting her chin. ‘Protectin’ from things that ain’t even real.’

‘Now wait a minute.’ Steve rose from his stool and suddenly his height gave him menace. ‘I may say it’s mad, but I didn’t say it’s not real. D’you know how many malevolent forces like to hide in hard-drives, these days? Or on the bloody cloud. I tell you, we should thank our lucky stars that some ancient primeval curse hasn’t downloaded itself onto every bugger’s phone already.’

‘Maybe it has, and that’s why people are glued to them,’ I said light-heartedly.

It was the wrong time for a quip. Steve walked forward and bent low into my face, expression dark. ‘Don’t even joke, Jack.’ He reached into the depths of his bomber jacket and for a split-second my mind said knife, but my eyes quickly corrected with phone. 

Steve held the glossy silver screen up and snapped a photo of Ang and me in our respective chairs. ‘There,’ he said. ‘Should’ve done that earlier.’

The flash had startled me, but my smile didn’t waver. ‘Souvenir pic, is it?’

Steve shook his head and gave an exasperated sigh. ‘You ever look at yourself, Jack? I don’t like this techno-digital-multimedia-always-online-always-connected evolution, but that’s the way people live these days and I’ve had to adapt. That’s what you never got the hang of. Adapting.’

He pulled back and waved at our dilapidated surroundings – and the markings of his magic trap around the doorway. ‘It’s why you’re here, mate. You’ve got a good brain on you, but you don’t join the world enough to put it to use. I could see that, back when we first met. I thought, “There’s a bright spark, but he’ll never last. Too lost in his own world to look out for his own skin.”’

Ang showed sudden interest. ‘How long you known ’im?’

Steve glanced at her, then gave me an appraising look as he sat back down. We’d both been a lot younger, once. The bags under his eyes mirrored my own. ‘You were with that lass, then, weren’t you?’ His mouth screwed up in thought. ‘Cora, wasn’t it? Some ten years ago at least, I’d’ve thought.’

‘More,’ I corrected.

‘Really? Damn. She was a bright one. Knew what she wanted right away. I remember you hanging back, with this dopey grin on your face while she cut the deal. Tourist, I thought. Wonder if he knows what he’s getting into.’

‘I almost certainly didn’t,’ I said.

‘You never had vision,’ Steve went on. ‘Not like that Edric Mercer. Now there’s a man with vision.’ 

He sprung upright again, with a sense that the sudden surge of boyish excitement might put him at risk of toppling over. ‘Have you heard the latest about that brilliant bastard? He went and captured a phoenix, Hansard. A bloody phoenix!’

I assume Steve didn’t pick up on how my affable grin hardened into something substantially less friendly. ‘Did he, now? That seems unlikely.’

‘Damn near impossible, I’d think,’ said Steve. ‘He ended up fighting a god over it. But he blew that bastard into the abyss and walked out of the smoke without a scratch. And he took out half of the British Museum, with it! What a legend.’

‘That’s not how I’d tell it,’ I muttered.

Steve snorted. ‘Course you wouldn’t. You’d start by lying your heart out, Hansard. And if Mercer’s involved you’d call him a phony.’

‘That does sound closer to the truth, yes.’

He chuckled to himself, as I apparently wasn’t in on the joke. ‘You’d like to think so. You ain’t never gonna come close to Mercer’s world though, Jack.’

That’s what you think, I thought.

I caught Ang’s eye. It held a warning. Don’t ye dare.

What did she take me for? Prideful enough to blow open Mercer’s obviously contrived and overly self-congratulatory account of how he in fact did not capture a phoenix, at all, whatsoever? Wouldn’t dream of it.

I, uh, couldn’t quite let it go, though.

So I cheerfully blurted out a retort. ‘I expect Mercer’s proud of his new pet, is he? Been flaunting it everywhere, I imagine?’ 

‘Oh, no,’ Steve replied. ‘He didn’t get to keep it. Because the phoenix got all used up.’ He nodded his head with faux authority, clearly eager to have an excuse to impart this thrilling gossip himself. ‘Mercer used its regenerative abilities during his fight with the god. They say he died and came back to life! And then the phoenix turned back to ashes afterward.’

I swore under my breath. Mercer had an explanation for everything, the smarmy git. 

‘And I suppose he hasn’t mentioned Quiet Eyes or Baines and Grayle,’ I grumbled. Or the part where I technically saved his life.

‘Eh?’

‘Oh, just some individuals of apparently no relevance.’

The parts Mercer had decided to omit – or downright fabricate, in fact – were in my view the best bits. Surely the plucky underdog who tricks his way into the phoenix’s nest makes for a more interesting story? And what about the eggs? We hatched an Egyptian deity, and the phoenix killed it! (At least, we think that’s what happened . . .) 

And now there were two phoenix eggs left in the world. One of them was in the possession of Baines and Grayle, an entity who we still – for all our digging – knew nothing about.

And then there was our phoenix egg. The one we’d stolen back at the last, thrilling second.

Usually, the egg was nestled safely in the bluecap flame of Ang’s lantern. But today it was stowed somewhere else about her person. This was because today, Ang’s lantern was unlit.

I felt a reassuringly cold gust over my bound wrists. The rope went slack.

About time.

Now we just had to figure out what to do about Steve. 

He was still talking excitedly about Mercer, another story of his past exploits – stealing a chariot from the sun-god or some similar nonsense. Mercer could have that effect on people. In our circles he was as close to a celebrity as you could get. Forget fast cars and loose women: racing Pegasuses and wooing tree nymphs was more Mercer’s style. He was the guy everybody wanted to be.

Except me. I’d hate to be anything like Edric Mercer. 

Damn, I was distracting myself from the matter at hand. As Steve’s yarn wound down, I caught sight of the bluecap racing low along the far wall. Steve stretched again, about to turn towards it.

I cleared my throat loudly to catch his attention and pretended to inspect the ceiling. ‘Your chap’s taking a long while. Paying for this holding time, is he?’

Steve rolled his shoulders with a frown. ‘So long as he pays up at all, I don’t care much. At least it’s dry.’

A bony elbow jabbed my stomach. Ang inclined her head toward the main door. Hovering over the light switch was her flickering bluecap. 

She raised an eyebrow.

I nodded.

The light went out.

Steve yelped. ‘What the– Jesus Christ, that made me jump. Hold on a tick, I’ll check the fuse box.’

Ang and I froze, both mid-rise from our seats. The shadow of Steve turned, completely unawares, toward the door.

Where the bluecap still hovered.

‘Well, now,’ I heard him say. ‘What’s this little fairy light, then?’ 

I took my chance and leapt forward. 

I did not try to hit him about the head, because 1) this is not a very reliable method of knocking someone unconscious, and 2) I didn’t really want to hurt him. Steve was just a guy who wanted a new van. It’s all business, in the end.

So I tapped him on the shoulder–

‘Eh?’

–and swept his legs from under him with his own stool.

‘Ang, run!’ 

‘Hansard you prick–’ Steve groaned.

‘Nothing personal!’ I shouted behind me. 

We slammed the door and rushed out into the night. There was a faint sound of scrambling behind us, but we soon lost ourselves in the maze of derelict industrial estate. We skidded past rusted shutters and rotting brick walls until we found a suitable alcove. We stepped inside and simply . . . faded into the background. Sometimes it’s better to stand still in shadow and listen for the sound of frantic footsteps to simply pass you by.

I unfocused – both a mental and physical process. I allowed myself to relax, and blur with the scenery. Ang, as an uncanny being in her own right, slipped into this state effortlessly. We stood motionless, our combined presence merely a smudge against a damp wall. We watched Steve come rumbling by. The confusion was plain on his face. 

‘I can see you!’ we heard him shout hopelessly, further down the alley. Poor bloke. He was doing his best.

Eventually he was out of sight, and earshot.

‘Shall we find the car?’ I said brightly.

‘S’long as we find food, too. Am famished, gwas.’

‘We weren’t tied up for that long, for goodness’ sake.’

‘Felt like f’rever.’

‘Well it could have been shorter if you’d got that bluecap working faster.’

The ghostly blue flame slipped out of hiding from under Ang’s waistcoat. She unscrewed the cap on her lantern and it slid inside – looking rather more solid than before. If you looked closely, you might see the shape of an amber egg now sheltered inside it. 

‘Don’t like it, gwas. Shouldn’t be usin’ bluecap for this work.’

‘It is a treasure-seeking spirit,’ I pointed out.

‘Aye. Underground, maybe. Not through men’s pockets.’

‘But it’s proven my point, yes? That bluecap of yours is a brilliant asset for obtaining new acquisitions.’ I stepped out of the alcove with a preliminary peek both ways down the alley. No sign of Steve. I started down the narrow path to our left, where streetlights beckoned at the end of the gloomy row of derelict warehouses.

‘Dunno. Seems like cheatin’,’ Ang said, falling into step beside me.

‘Nonsense. We’re just making the most of our resources.’

‘Aye. It were too easy though, is what I’m sayin’.’

‘You shouldn’t complain about things going smoothly, for once.’

She arched an eyebrow. ‘Ye sayin’ that getting caught and tied up was things goin’ smooth?’

‘It’s smooth for us.’ I felt for the little USB stick that Ang’s bluecap had deposited in my pocket and held it up under the light of an orange streetlamp. ‘Probably a tidy profit on this.’

‘So we’re stealin’ now as well?’ Ang continued sourly. 

‘You might say Steve deserved it. He did try to sell us off.’

‘Aye. And I s’pose ye didn’t know he would do that. Did ye.’ Ang’s tone told me that it wasn’t really a question. Her eyes bored upward into my chin. I expected her to give another sharp remark, but instead she simply sighed. ‘Look, gwas. We’re partners now, ain’t we? I should get more of a say in how we’re doing business. I’ve gone along wi’ this’un, but I gotta say that outright stealin’ don’t feel right to me.’

I stopped in my tracks. ‘Didn’t I explain this all to you?’

‘No.’ She tilted her head. ‘I has noticed, gwas, that ye tends to make long and fancy plans in yer head, an’ oftentimes fails to enlighten me of them. Sometimes I thinks ye have whole conversations just wi’ yerself.’

I mulled this over, well aware of the look on her face as I internally scrutinised her words. It’s a lonely lifestyle, driving up and down the country hauling unlawful goods (unlawful only because there are no laws to govern them). The varied types of underground society I was prone to mingling in were hardly welcoming: most people I encountered were too shifty to be trusted even as distant business associates, let alone as friends. 

But Ang, despite being Welsh, and a coblyn, and a devourer of pastries, had proven herself to be just that – a friend. And she was right. I had promised we’d be partners in this business. I hadn’t been upholding my end of the deal very well at all.

‘Gwas,’ she said flatly.                                                                       

‘Right, right, I was just thinking. Sorry, is what I mean. Let’s get to the car, and then I’ll fill you in. How about that?’

Ang scuffed her feet along the ground in a grumpy sort of acceptance and we turned the next corner.

‘Stop right there!’

I whirled round. Steve emerged from the shadow of an alley, huffing and panting. His lankiness was deceptive: he was not a fit bloke.

‘Careful Steve, remember your heart,’ I said, backing up. ‘Don’t go giving–’ I grasped quickly for his wife’s name, ‘–Catherine another fright like that.’

Steve doubled over in front of us, hands on his knees. ‘Hansard, you bastard. You just needed to stay put.’

‘Sorry. I didn’t want to.’ I ignored the logical compulsion to flee and prodded the question at the forefront of my mind. ‘How did you catch up to us? We were long gone.’

Steve wiped sweat from his brow with one hand and waved the other which was holding onto the silver smartphone. It cast a brazen white glow over the murky brickwork. 

‘Scrying spell, motherfucker,’ he said.

‘What, on your phone?’ I was incredulous, yet fascinated. ‘You have an app for that?’

‘Nah. The spell’s embedded in the hardware. Actual silver casing, right. Crushed quartz grafted into the SIM card. And a spot of code written by yours truly. It’s a beaut.’ He held up the screen proudly, where a simple circle of blue pixels pointed right at me, as though I were true north on a compass.

‘But surely the spell needs something that belongs to us, to track us down?’ I said, edging forward.

Steve tapped twice – and a photo of Ang and myself tied to two chairs popped onto the screen. ‘They say a camera captures a piece of your soul,’ he said.

‘Sounds unlikely.’ I peered at the image. I was in need of a haircut. ‘Great craftsmanship, though. Very cunning. Wouldn’t expect anything less of you, Steve-O.’

His chest puffed with pride. ‘This’s what adapting looks like, Hansard. No scrying crystals for me. Right. Now you know I can find you wherever you are, mate. So how about you just come on back with me and save us both the hassle.’

I liked Steve. He was a fairly genuine bloke. Simple goals, well-earned pride in his work, but not arrogant about it. He had the same heart as a car mechanic who would point out all the bits of an engine to you if you showed even a sniff of interest, regardless of your actual knowledge of how all the bits of metal and wire fitted together. Steve certainly wasn’t made for deviousness, or for thinking like a devious person. 

Unfortunately for him, I was.

‘What’s that button there?’ I craned my neck, stepping even closer. ‘And how do you switch the spell from one person to another? You can’t attune a crystal to more than one thing at once, even I know that. Have you got more spells on there? What if you wanted to reprogram it with a different kind of scrying magic?’

‘Ah, slow down. And don’t touch that. It’s all in the interface.’ Steve juggled the phone, flipping onto a foreign menu screen covered in occult symbols, while my hand inched up toward it. ‘That’s the bit I built an app for. Doesn’t work without all the embedded hardware, mind. I’m trying to make up kits, but it’s expensive as hell. Not profitable at all. But the app part is easy because it’s just buttons to adjust the– Hansard you bastard!’

Ang sprinted to catch up with me. ‘Gettin’ sick o’ this runnin’, gwas.’

‘We’ll cut down.’ I grinned and clutched Steve’s phone tightly. Poor sod. He wasn’t even expecting the swipe.

We slowed to a jog before long as Steve’s angry puffing faded behind us. In retrospect, we could’ve just outrun him again, regardless of any fancy digital scrying spell. 

My car came into view. Just another nondescript car in a nondescript car park outside a nondescript industrial estate somewhere in the middle of Manchester. I like nondescript. The fewer details people can remember about where you’ve been, the better. I turned Steve’s phone off and slipped it into one of my many coat pockets.

Ang slumped into the passenger seat, retrieving a half-eaten sausage roll from the glove box. She munched noisily on it until I’d driven us clear of the estate. I knew when she’d turned to stare at me by the smell of spiced pork wafting over the gearstick.

‘All right, so I knew he was going to double-cross us,’ I said.

‘‘A friendly business meet’, ye called it,’ she leered back. ‘Acquirin’ new products? Ye told me we was jus’ going to talk. The bluecap plan was only fer backup!’

I feigned dismay. ‘Ang. Do you really see me peddling the kind of products Steve makes? Magical USB drives don’t exactly look right next to crystals, potion bottles, and hex bags. It doesn’t fit the, you know, aesthetic.’

‘Oh, ye has an aesthetic now.’

‘It’s not traditional,’ I huffed. ‘What’s next? Curses delivered by email? Miraculous remedies on a microchip? I mean, a scrying spell on a phone for goodness’ sake. You might as well just hack someone’s GPS. It’s boorish and it’s boring.’

‘Why go to any trouble fer this doodad then? Ye gots it safe, right?’

‘Of course it’s safe.’ I patted a pocket. ‘This isn’t for me. Or for us, rather. This is me repaying a personal favour. So it’s uh, personal. Not business, is what I mean.’

I made a show of straining to read the road signs as we crawled a labyrinthine route into the suburbs of Manchester; in reality, avoiding the question in Ang’s stare.

‘What’s on the computer stick?’ she said to the side of my face.

I gave a half shrug. ‘I don’t know.’

‘And who’s it fer?’

‘A friend.’

Her head thudded back against the seat. ‘Ye promised to explain, gwas.’ 

And I’d hoped the added excitement might have dulled her memory. But I knew Ang better than to expect her to drop a line of questioning. 

‘He’s a friend I owe a lot of favours to, all right? Don’t ask me what for, because I’m not having that conversation now. Just understand that I’m happy to owe this guy favours, and I’m happy to pay them, too. So when he asked me to get this USB gizmo off Steve, well. I didn’t see the harm.’

Ang was quiet for a moment. ‘Are you sayin’ I got dragged along an’ tied up an’ made to sit in a cold warehouse an’ used me bluecap for thievery, all so you could run a personal errand, gwas?’

‘Not if you put it like that. Look, this is important to me–’

‘Bluecap is important to me. Don’t ye dare be askin’ to borrow it for yer own gains again.’ 

She swivelled sideways with arms and legs crossed and chin sunk onto her chest. I was treated to a periphery view of her grey curls sticking out from under the back of her flat cap.

My fingers drummed the steering wheel angrily. What did she mean, ‘for my own gains’? What did she think my entire business operation was for?

‘Let’s see it, then,’ she said to the window.

‘What?’

‘This stick ye had me runnin’ after. I wants t’see it, at least.’

‘Oh, very well. It’s nothing special.’

I slowed the car while I fumbled for the little data stick, and passed it over for Ang to inspect. It had a plain black case and was about as long as her thumb. It still amazed me what you could fit onto such a small amount of metal and plastic – how easy to possess and to lose a whole library’s worth of incriminating information. The days of floppy disks and two- or three- part programs didn’t seem all that long ago.

Ang turned it over with nimble fingers, tracing the shape of the protruding metal and then holding it up to squint down the barrel, as it were, end-on.

‘What’s inside?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know,’ I said truthfully. ‘And it’s none of my business.’

‘That’s unlike you.’

Though I was focused on the road, I caught sight of her scrambling through the glove box. ‘What on earth are you doing? Don’t you dare lose that!’

‘Relax, gwas.’ She held up a stubby black plug – my battered but trusty USB car adapter, and the only reliable method I had of charging my ancient phone.

I raised an eyebrow. ‘You can’t plug it into that. It won’t do anything.’

‘Why not?’

‘The car isn’t a computer. It can’t read flash drives.’

‘But it fits. Look.’ She plugged the USB stick into the port with a sullen ‘told you so’ expression. I don’t always read Ang’s wizened features correctly, but I got the distinct impression she was being childish on purpose.

So I spoke back like a parent to a child. Which, in retrospect, was a rather large mistake. ‘Yes, very well done, the shapes match, you’re very clever. But, you see, it’s not going to do anything because it’s not actually plugged into anything like– don’t plug it into the car!’

Too late, Ang had already rammed it into the cigarette lighter. I lunged to grab it. There was a horrid pop and an acrid smell of burning.

And I wasn’t in the car any more.

* * *

I didn’t exactly wake up. It was a near-seamless transition. One moment I was inhaling the odour of scorched plastic; the next I was staring down an immaculate, glittering green corridor. 

‘Uh-huh,’ I said. At a certain point, you stop being astonished by impossible transformations of reality.

I stared at my left hand, where a black scorch mark marred my palm. It didn’t hurt. 

Somebody was snickering.

‘All right, I’ll bite. What’s this about?’ I said to the empty corridor.

‘How does it feel to be trapped, mortal?’ an ethereal voice hissed. ‘Welcome to my prison.’

‘Nice to be here. Lovely place you have. Very . . . smooth.’ I peered at the walls as I said this. Geometric silver lines etched the green surface, joining and branching at right angles. It put me in mind of a circuit board. A dim light of suspicion turned on in my head. ‘What’s your name, friend? If you have one.’

‘I am Zawba’ah, the caged wind. Who are you, that stumbles blindly into the cyclone’s pen?’

‘I’m Jack Hansard.’ The silver lines passed seamlessly across right angles from the walls and continued under my feet. I searched for any rhyme or reason in the direction of the pattern. A clue. A way out. 

The voice hadn’t answered back. I looked up, disconcerted. ‘Don’t you want to know anything else about me?’

The voice, which had the quality of a breeze about it, replied, ‘There is no rush. We shall have an eternity to get to know one another.’

‘Oh. Good.’ I began to stroll down the corridor. No need to hurry, if my invisible companion was to be believed. At times like this a slower pace might be exactly what you need in order to keep up with the rapid unravelling of reality. ‘Only us here, is it?’

‘Who else do you expect to find?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. A coblyn-shaped individual, maybe.’

‘You shall find no friends here.’

Comforting, in a way. It meant I only had myself to worry about.

After a few hundred metres I reached a crossroads. Left, right, or straight?

‘Does direction matter here?’ I wondered aloud. All paths looked identical. The walls towered to a height that I certainly couldn’t scale, so climbing up for a look wasn’t an option.

Looking up – and up again, because the green walls filled the horizon – I saw an oblong of starry night-sky above me. Deep shades of blue and purple fooled the eye. After another glance my brain caught up and recognised a pattern in the twinkling, and suddenly the ‘stars’ were just tiny LEDs blinking on and off in the firmament. I frowned, deeply unsettled.

I looked again at the crossroads.

‘Does it matter which way I go?’ I said, this time with purpose. ‘Is this an M. C. Escher situation, or what?’

‘It might matter, if you could find the way out. But. You won’t.’

‘Look, I get it. I’m inside the flash drive we stole, right? This is probably some astral projection stuff going on, this place isn’t really real, blah blah. And you: I’ll bet you’ve been captured on this bloody data stick, right? That Steve and his damn digital curses. What are you?’

‘I am the Eternal Whirlwind,’ said the voice, ‘and this is the labyrinth that holds me. None who enter shall leave, unless called.’

‘A labyrinth,’ I said dully. ‘Any minotaurs I should be worried about?’

‘The only demons are the ones you bring with you.’ 

I rolled my eyes. ‘You better not turn out to be a goblin king, that’s all I’m saying.’

The crossroads remained. Three identical paths, stretching to nothing.

Oh, hell. I picked left, and walked.

Not long this time before a path opened up on my right. What was that trick they taught you when you were a kid? I had fuzzy memories of family outings and daunting hedge mazes – a horrid, dark and solitary netherworld for a lost five-year-old. The scent of wet leaves entered my nose. I heard rustling and turned; my coat caught on prickly branches. Thick, shadowy hedges loomed where green circuit walls had previously gleamed.

‘Thanks, brain,’ I said quietly. I’d remembered the advice, though. Touch the wall with your right hand. Just walk, and follow the wall the whole way round without breaking contact. Eventually, eventually, it would lead you to the way out.

Uncertainly, I brushed the damp hedge with my hand.

‘You cannot leave without knowing the way. One cannot simply chance upon an exit,’ said my new chum. ‘I would know.’

‘What are you, some type of jinn?’ I asked, more to keep my mind occupied as I started walking. ‘Genie in a flash drive? What happened to your lamp?’

The ensuing silence had a surly quality that reminded me of Ang. 

‘No offence meant, or anything,’ I continued. ‘There’s a reason you’ve been trapped here, though. Jinn is just what jumps to mind. You could be a demon, I suppose, but I don’t know much about them.’

‘And what do you know of jinn?’

‘Oh, the usual Aladdin stuff. Powerful, wish-granting spirits. Trap ’em in a vessel, call them forth to do a master’s bidding, etcetera, etcetera. But obviously only an idiot would actually make a wish from one of them.’

‘Why is that?’

‘Everyone knows how this story goes,’ I replied, happy to be on familiar ground. It was almost nice to have someone to talk to while I followed the oppressive path of the maze. ‘You wish for wealth: the jinn causes you to lose a limb to win an insurance payout. You wish for fame: you wind up a celebrity for the way you died. You try to be clever and wish for next week’s winning lottery numbers in a specific draw, at a specific time: and you get run over on the way to cash your ticket in. There’s always a catch.’

‘You think people only wish for fame and fortune.’

‘And power. That’s a biggie.’

‘They also wish for reunion. And release. And freedom.’

‘Ah, ‘bring my lover back from the dead’ kind of deal? I expect that’ll be the actual corpse knocking on the door, then.’

‘You could be a jinni yourself, Jack Hansard.’

‘No thanks,’ I said quickly. ‘You won’t get me trading places, no way.’

It harumphed, a sound partway between a huff and a snide laugh.

‘You’ve never seen the way out, then?’ I tried peering through a hedge, but the branches were densely packed. You’d need some hefty equipment to cut your way through. ‘How long have you been in here?’

‘Time is irrelevant. I have been caged before; I have been free before. Before this, I tore up the sands of a great desert. Eventually, I will be free again, and I will sink many ships on the ocean.’ 

‘Ah. You ever wonder that maybe people trap you because you do evil things?’

‘Is the wind evil?’ it said mockingly. ‘I am powerful. I go where directed. Sometimes, mortals direct me. But they never last for long.’

‘I could use some direction,’ I muttered to myself.

I wondered how Steve had designed this infernal trap. How do you plant an abstract prison on a piece of hardware . . . ? Was this actually a computer program? If I squinted, would the maze become a wall of ones and zeros? 

Technology and magic were becoming too closely related for my liking. The thought of my peculiar, gloriously uncanny world evolving into mere science fiction-fact bothered me greatly. Like that scrying spell on Steve’s phone. It was only a hair’s breadth away from planting an actual tracking device on me instead. So uninspired. So mundane.

A thought that had been tickling at the back of my mind finally got through. My eyes widened. I stopped and felt through all the pockets of my trench coat.

My hand closed around Steve’s phone.

It felt real enough. Barely daring to breathe, I pulled it out and turned it on.

‘What is that?’ said the jinn. ‘You brought magic with you? Still, you cannot alter the fabric of this place. I have tried.’

‘I don’t think I need to,’ I said, inspecting the occult interface. I tapped the symbol shaped like a compass. ‘You said I just need to know the way, right?’

‘Yes. But you would not know, unless you were called.’

‘Or, y’know, unless I had something to guide me.’

I took the jinn’s silence for bafflement. It didn’t matter. What mattered was that the bright blue pixels assembled on the screen were pointing away from me. 

I started walking again, and quickly picked up into a run.

It felt as though the jinn was staring right over my shoulder as I turned corners with purpose, zig-zagging a frenetic path through the maze. The air was damp. I always remembered mazes being damp.

‘Where does it lead you?’

‘Back to myself,’ I answered between heavy breaths. ‘I’m pretty sure. I think.’

‘How?’

‘Beats me, guv. Magic.’

‘Harumph.’

Soil slipped away under my feet. There was a sense of the sky opening up overhead. Tendrils of real sunlight crept into the tableau.

‘Take me with you,’ the jinn said into my ear.

‘No can do, friend.’ I kept my eyes pinned on the phone. ‘I’m pretty sure this isn’t the right way out for you, anyway.’

‘You can call me forth. Free me once you are outside. There will be vast rewards. More than you can imagine. Call the name of Zawba’ah and I will do your bidding. Bring me out . . .’

The jinn’s voice faded, replaced by a brief memory of static crackling. Wet leaf mulch turned to singed plastic in my nose, accompanied by the soundtrack of Ang’s gravelly wittering in the next seat.

‘. . . din’t know it was going t’do that,’ she was saying. ‘Ye din’t have to shout so. And anyway– watch out!’

She sprung for the steering wheel – the car jolted sideways – and we narrowly missed a collision. 

‘Bloody hell!’ I yelled, gripping the wheel. An angry car horn trailed into the distance. 

‘Ye bloody twpsyn,’ said Ang. I could feel her glaring, until the expression melted a little. ‘You all right, gwas? Ye looks all . . . muddled.’

‘I’m fine. I think we’ll pull over for a moment.’

‘Aye.’

She watched me carefully as I de-frazzled. It didn’t seem like she’d noticed I was gone. Had I not disappeared? Just gone vacant for, what – a second? I shuddered at the thought of my comatose body sitting at the wheel, steering into oncoming traffic.

I wrapped the slightly charred flash drive in a piece of cloth and pondered the fate of the jinn. 

That kind of power was probably not something that should be placed into careless hands. Even good men can make evil wishes. On balance, it would probably be better for everyone if the thing found a new home at the bottom of the ocean.

Too bad.

‘I don’t know about you Ang, but I’m ready to sleep this day off,’ I said. ‘What do you say to a hotel? My treat, by way of thanks for use of your bluecap, and putting up with all this mess.’

‘Afford it, can we? Ye wouldn’t let me buy that fancy pie the other day, for lack o’ coin.’

‘You can have the whole bed to yourself. Extra pillows, the lot.’

I could see she wanted to hang onto her scepticism, but the allure was too strong. ‘Them big white fluffy ones? With the mattress ye can drown in? An’ a duvet an’ everything?’ She shook herself. ‘Seems like an unnecessary lux’ry,’ she sniffed, ‘but I’ll takes it.’

* * *

It wasn’t often that I’d pay up for a night in a hotel. Ang was right, it was an unnecessary luxury – especially when you possess a spacious backseat, and showers can be easily acquired by sneaking into gyms and leisure centres. But on this occasion, I was more than willing.

Only the cheapest rates, you understand, and preferably without breakfast included – my earnings wouldn’t stretch that far. Besides, it’s often easy enough to sidle in and swipe a few croissants from the continental. And what better kind of breakfast is there than a free one?

We rocked up at gone nine in the evening, and ushered Ang past the tired receptionist in her now standard disguise. (That is, a set of kids’ clothes, plastic sunglasses, and a wide-brimmed hat. Adults are accustomed to looking over the heads of children, and Ang is perfectly toddler-height.)

I waited until Ang was face-down and snoring in a nest of bedding, before slipping quietly out of the room.

Down in the empty common area, there was only one other patron. A man in a smart suit, sat on an uncomfortable purple sofa in the reception’s lounge. I tipped my head to him. ‘Seb.’

‘Hansard.’

I sat next to him, staring ahead at the wall. A gaudy abstract painting filled most of my field of view.

‘You got the artefact off Steve?’ he said.

I held out the USB stick wordlessly.

‘Very good.’ He examined it closely. ‘What are these marks?’

‘Only cosmetic. The . . . contents . . . are perfectly intact.’

He frowned deeply. ‘You didn’t try to use it, did you?’

‘What do you take me for? I’m not stupid.’ I stretched out my legs, leaning back on the sofa. The cushions were hard and unyielding. ‘Gotta wonder about the fate of whatever sucker is going to try, though.’

‘Indeed.’

That’s all he was going to say on that. I knew it was no use pushing Seb. He was a simple mediator, an expert in acquiring things from people to provide to other people. Certainly someone had paid top dollar for him to acquire this captive jinn, and perhaps even more for him to keep quiet about it. 

Besides, it was none of my business what happened to my wares after I sold them.

‘So what can I get for that?’ I asked, inspecting the ceiling.

Seb slipped the flash drive into his suit jacket. ‘Top tier warding spell, I should think. Should last a little while, and I’ll renew the circles around her, too.’

‘Nothing else?’ I looked straight at him now, and he avoided my gaze.

‘I haven’t come across anything yet, Hansard. Protection
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