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1 His state of affairs


[image: image]


Cecilia Adams is a delightfully urbane young lady with a propensity to act more like an elderly woman who no longer has the life remaining to care about what people think. She is not, to Kian’s knowledge, a practitioner of an immortal discipline, but it’s part of her local charm that no one is sure just what discipline she practices; she could well be an elderly woman who no longer cares about what people think (though she very obviously has life remaining).

Kian, however, has been in rather closer quarters than most of late, and is therefore almost positive that her discipline lays in the language department, owing to the quality of her wards. Language, despite having been one of the most enduring facets of the human experience, is so utterly changeable and subjective that immortality had never quite caught on: and Cecilia’s wards are the primary reason Kian had chosen her as his patron. That, and the fact that she had no hesitation going against the grain of the larger magical community’s feelings purely to spite everyone else, as well as being known for having a lust for the forbidden.

All in all, it makes her estate, though dangerous, somewhat less dangerous than anywhere else right now — at least as far as Kian is concerned.

Somewhat.

She’d left him rather abruptly to answer a phone call, urgent enough that she hadn’t even gone far enough from his gilded cage to be out of earshot.

“Yes, all right,” she says from around the door-jamb, sounding annoyed. Kian cannot, unfortunately, hear whoever is on the other end of the phone. “Tomorrow, then. Yes. Fine.”

Quietly Kian eases away from the door and the wards on it which would alert her to the fact that he’s left his wing, and goes back to his living-room. He doubts she’ll be back before tonight. That sounded like the call he’s been waiting for.

His prison is small, tower-like, because Cecilia has some rather specific kinks; well-furnished, at least. It’s still a far cry from the one in his estate in Ireland, but beggars can’t be choosers, and no necromancer has the power to travel so far on shadows alone.

Lately Kian’s wondered if it would be possible, with the memory of the Tower of London thrumming under his skin — but there’s no deathspring here, and he doesn’t have his violin besides. Cecilia, unfortunately, is not an unintelligent woman, and learned enough to know better than to let a necromancer have musical instruments. Not that it matters; one whit of magic would call the wards down on him. The only people allowed to use magic on these grounds are Cecilia and the handful she chooses, of which he is not one.

Fortunately, intelligence isn’t a safeguard against hubris. The quality of Cecilia’s wards means that security cameras are directly counter. Cameras observe the past; Cecilia’s wards seek to contain the present. As long as Kian toes the line, he’s had a remarkable degree of latitude. Part of the appeal of the danger, he supposes — he’d tested them early on, while she was still enamoured, when the thrill of the ‘risk’ of him killing her was foreplay rather than threat. He has to wonder whether she genuinely thinks he would — he’d have to murder half the mages in the United Kingdom to get them to stop pursuing him, and then the other half would almost certainly start.

Dinner arrives, catered, as it has been this past month, and Kian dines at the window, apparently gazing out across the grounds to watch the dusk fall and Cecilia’s guests proceed up the drive for their far more ostentatious meal. More importantly, this time alone gives him the chance to observe his escape route, such as it is. The wards which keep people out are just as well-designed for keeping people in.

He hadn’t had much of a choice. The initial aftermath of the Tower’s raising had angered no small number of mages with wealth and power. Some of them, Kian’s fairly sure, aren’t even from the United Kingdom. There’s one assassin in particular who’s been terrifyingly persistent, all the more for the fact that Kian hasn’t yet seen their face. Availing himself of Cecilia’s sensibilities had seemed like a good idea after being harassed to the point of unsleeping for three days. It bought him time.

Everything he’s done in the last two months has done nothing but buy him time. He’s starting to run out of tricks, and he still doesn’t have a reassuringly solid plan on how to make them stop.

This is why people don’t try to save the world, he thinks bitterly. Do something a large enough demographic doesn’t like, and it doesn’t matter how many people you saved — your life is forfeit.

He doesn’t know that he’d have done anything else. He knew this might have been the result. He hadn’t consciously thought about it — but he’d known.

Cecilia arrives, tipsy and giggling, sometime long after dark and far after the driveway has become a string of lights and flashy cars making a parody of a fashion show’s runway. Two weeks ago she’d have dressed him up and put him on her arm, flaunted him in front of all her guests, no small number of whom would have been pleased to put daggers in him. The dangerous tension was titillating, but only to her.

Tonight she flings her arms around him to kiss him possessively where he’s standing by the window, sending him lurching back against the glass. There had been people leaving — he’s fairly sure she’s hoping someone will look. Proof of ownership, a final flaunt? Maybe.

“Missing the outside, are you?” she murmurs in his ear.

“Not as much as I’m enjoying avoiding being buried in it,” he answers dryly, and she laughs throatily to tug him toward his bedroom by his shirt-collar.
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CECILIA IS MORE ANIMATED overnight than she’d been in at least a week. Kian obliges both willingly and skillfully, and plays the hunted man resting on his laurels. An Irish nobleman, down on his luck, down into the dirt — six feet under, if he’s not careful — who thinks he’s safe from the wolves outside her doors, unaware of the ones within. There’s one thing to be said about his sense of style: it makes people think he’s unwilling to give it up.

He’s safe enough for the night, sleeps deeply; wakes up before dawn, as he usually has, and untangles himself from her with some brief intimacies that speak of affection, as if he still thinks she’s his saviour. Cecilia watches him through lazy slitted eyes as he rises.

“Mmm, you’re so fastidious,” she murmurs drowsily, and closes her eyes again.

“One can never be too clean in the morning, my dear,” Kian says with a self-deprecating smile, and escapes into the bathroom at a nude saunter, as he’s done every morning. It’s no longer odd to her; she no longer watches to make sure he’s not going to do something to evade her. Intelligent, yes, but sadly unaware of the value of habits, and what they say about people. He’d known the end was coming when she neglected him for three days in a row, when she stopped teasing him about handing him over in the morning; when she started visiting only to ‘talk’, and not to indulge. She has all the delight in the glamour of being a modern pirate, and none of the grim necessity that underpins the actuality.

Kian performs his most necessary morning ablutions, not trying to be quiet, and jimmies the window open under the din of the toilet flushing, gurgling loudly in the old quaint pipes these mansions seem to prefer. He sets the shower running and activates the recording on his most recent burner phone. It’s not good for anything other than making phone calls and a handful of non-internet apps, and she’d tagged the phone function but otherwise left it in his hands. As a taunt, most likely. See how close the outside world, which you cannot have ...

The phone goes on an out-of-the-way ledge in the shower so the water distorts his recorded singing just enough to hide the fact it’s coming through electronic speakers, and Kian goes to the window. He has no clothes; the staff would have found anything he tried to stash for this eventuality in the bathroom. He’d done nothing to telegraph that he might attempt to run, or make such preparations. He’d made them before he ever entered the estate.

So he’s lacking even a stitch when he pulls himself through the window into the pre-dawn darkness, where shadows are soft and movement might be anything from a bird to a window.

It’s been getting colder in the mornings, and the ivy is prickly. By the time Kian gets to the bottom he’s scraped at least three limbs; but at least he’s down, and there’s no one shouting, and not a ward alerted. The perimeter wards on his wing had only been internal, scribed on the lintels, to confine him to his rooms. Kian doesn’t have enough knowledge of wards to know whether that was a judicious oversight or a limitation in their complexity, but he’s taking advantage, regardless.

The sky is greying, the grass is wet with dew and freezing to his bare soles. Kian leans against the wall for a moment to catch his breath and reorient to the path he’s seen from above. The strongest wards are on the house, and they’re the ones meant to keep people in: the wards on the walls are meant to keep people out. There’s the main gate, which he will avoid, and a more personal gate next to it: and in the far corner a gardener’s door, frequently left open for someone’s rendezvous every evening, and which Kian has chanced to see in action.

Perhaps not chanced. There’s not much else to do but read, plan and watch the goings-on of the estate in the corner he can view.

The erstwhile suitor will be leaving soon, so once Kian has made sure everything is as calm as it habitually is, and should be, he sets off across the lawn at a pace which one would call ‘purposeful’. It’s not a run — a run would draw attention. A purposeful walk, at a glance, might be an early-rising gardener, or someone in need of fresh air. At a distance, not looking, the fact of no clothes would only occur after, or at second glance — he hopes. If anyone looks.

The gate is cracked open, the latch not set, and Kian slips out and gently returns it to where it had been before. It’s unlikely the couple in question will mention anything. Nothing will look out of place, and they’ll convince themselves this can’t have been his escape: and Cecilia Adams, like many people, doesn’t cultivate honesty as a culture in her household.

No vehicles drawn up on the verge, more’s the pity, so the visitor hadn’t driven. A nuisance, but not one Kian had relied upon. He moves down the road to the corner, where there’s a sign grandly proclaiming the estate and a garden-bed below it. Kian shivers as he digs into the damp earth behind the sign. It smells like mulch and rust, and slightly mildewed soil ignored due to not being in the easily-accessible part of the garden.

There’s a few minutes where his hands find nothing, and he’s starting to have to seriously contemplate the idea that Verna had chosen not to help, when he finally strikes canvas. The bag comes free in a splatter of dew and a cascade of grudging soil, and Kian takes it, and himself, across the road and into the copse across from the mansion. By this time his feet are numb and he’s shivering without a pause, and it takes some work to shake debris off the bag enough to find the zipper.

Inside is another bag, wrapped in plastic tarp, and inside that is, finally, clothes. Kian dumps the first bag, shaking dirt off his hands, and pulls on the clothes as quickly as he can manage with his fingers turning blue. Briefs, jeans, T-shirt, sweater, socks, boots — none of them new, all of them warmer than his skin.

There’s a second set still in the bag. That was nice of her. A burner phone, with her number already programmed in, and a wallet with a significant amount of cash; and under the circumstances Kian isn’t too proud to admit to near-choking gratitude. A map, which will be helpful, and a dossier of everything that’s been said and happened in his relation over the past month he’s been locked in Cecilia’s tower. No passport: passports hadn’t been the issue, when he’d tried to cross on previous occasions.

And, finally, a slip of paper with the date scrawled on it, when the entire package had been stowed away. It’s been waiting for him in the ground for over ten days. Hopefully Verna hasn’t had cause to regret her generosity in the intervening time.

He’ll look at the dossier in more detail later. Kian packs it all away again, in easy reach, and then gets to his feet to get moving while he has the time. The house won’t be roused for a little while yet — Cecilia enjoys sleeping in, and the security of knowing her hostage will soon be out of her hands ... Kian wishes he knew who had won the auction. It would tell him something about who he can afford to manipulate.

They’ll be expecting him to try for the coast. He already has: three tickets off this bloody island, all of them come to nothing. Kian can think of no better place than to go than where they expect, which is all he has left, and sets off through the trees in the general vicinity of London.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

2 Group support
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Perhaps the largest change from her life two months ago, Rosemary reflects dryly, is that she goes to meetings now. Regularly. On purpose.

It’s nothing so formal as a council or a board, but every couple of weeks, a number of healers and other mages — mostly those with a vested interest in the community, such as witches — get together for a sort of status update on the interwoven webs within London and the surrounding towns. They meet in whatever space they can find that will let them use a room for an hour or two — commonly churches who don’t mind a little bit of extra income, though never the necromancers’. Pubs, Rosemary has been told, used to be common, but not while the world is still adjusting to the existence of magic.

The revelation that magic walks in the world has had its toll. Personally, Rosemary doesn’t feel like the shifts have affected her all that much — the set of her patients who were purely mundane can now be treated more efficiently, when they’re not averse to it — and she’s had some additional traffic directed her way. Connor doesn’t need to put his hood up as much. But the flow of talking points over these meetings tell Rosemary these are symptoms, not the greater underlying issues.

Most healers are seeing an uptick — not necessarily of people looking for magical healing, but in people affected by the stray violence created by those suddenly losing control, and seeking to exert it on those weaker than them. The witches — most specifically the Wanderlight Coven, but the outliers dropping in as well — report that they’re abruptly swamped with women who have nowhere else to go, a surprising mixture of mundane and mage alike.

Rosemary listens more than she contributes, but puts her name forward where resources need to be diverted. Her clinic space is up and running again, and traumatic injuries are after all her specialty; there’s no reason she can’t take new patients, either wholly new or those her colleagues need to find different care for.

The place where she does not put her name forward is when the trouble of representation comes up again. One of the first governmental responses had been to ask for representatives from the magical community to help them understand the new truths of the world in detail. And to draft appropriate laws. The response from mages has been, to Rosemary’s observation, underwhelming. There’s a reason there isn’t really a magical government in the first place, only the underlying code of ‘keep your word and your word shall keep you’. Anyone who does step forward to say they represent mages as a whole will be, unfailingly, the subject of deep scrutiny and annoyance from other mages; most of the sensible ones, Rosemary finds, are happier simply living, without the attention and responsibility.

This particular issue, however, has been coming up for two months, and thus far without fail has gone unresolved. Healer Merringold’s name comes up more than a few times— it did last meeting, as well. They’ve mostly been video-chatting in to these arrangements, still in the act of putting themself back together, and each time they’ve demurred, but there aren’t many other options. Healer Merringold is old, even for a mage; old enough no one’s sure how old, but practitioners of the immortal disciplines reach a point where it simply isn’t spoken of. And a healer, the closest thing to a staunchly neutral party, would be a good fit.

And the longer they go without something, the more nervous the non-magical people get about the unknowns, and the more hysterical the reactive among them. Even Rosemary has to recognise that they can’t continue as they were, and she still feels the most out-of-place in the community.

The sticking point she’d expected on that front was her involvement in the debacle of two months ago. Fortunately, no one she’s met seems to have any concept of her role in — well. There are any number of names for it; Rosemary’s heard all sorts of portentous things like the Revealing, the Unveiling, the Rising, and so on, but she really can’t bring herself to use any of them. In the privacy of her mind she calls it ‘Kian’s very bad day’, but that will hardly fly on a worldwide scale.

Kian has become rather infamous in short order. Rosemary has, mercifully, dodged that brush and remained the healer of Lloyd’s Avenue to everyone. With the exception of two people: Healer Merringold, naturally; and, almost inexplicably, a handsome witch who answers to the name Persephone. Rosemary isn’t sure about the latter — but there’s definitely something in the way the witch had spoken of acting for the good of the community, and had never been particularly bothered by the issue of Kian’s status as a wanted man.

Perhaps it’s just that he’s a necromancer, but Rosemary doesn’t quite believe that reasoning either. An expert in community must surely know that every part of it has some role to play.

She has half a mind to actually talk to Persephone about it, and ask so she can make a solid connection and have done; but this particular evening, by the time it occurs to her, Persephone is already gone. Rosemary rises from her seat to take a quick look around the mages filtering out singly and by pairs, just to confirm, but even on a second check there’s no sign.

Is it worth following up with the Wanderlight Coven on an instinct and a mild annoyance? Rosemary wonders. For now it’s a moot point; she puts the thought away for later and edges out, intending to collect her companion from the far corner and go home.

Connor has been more or less delightfully patient the whole while, and for the sake of the issues of drawing attention didn’t argue when Rosemary tugged his hood up this evening. Close enough, though, there’s no hiding the skeletal grin or the green fire behind his eyes, the one that speaks of intent and intelligence.

“Ready to go,” she says, and Connor unslouches himself, tucking his hands into the kangaroo pocket of his hoodie where his knife rests. “I do appreciate your patience.”

A shrug, pulling with unnatural angles at cloth tugged over bone with no intervening flesh. Rosemary can intuit as well as anyone that Connor would far rather have something concrete to do rather than just sit and wait, but he’s borne with it admirably enough. Still, she finds herself wishing more and more often that Connor had gone with Kian; she’d be willing to forgive the lease for that.

They are where they are. Rosemary breathes out her worries, puts her blandest face on, and heads for the door.

Halfway there, as she passes the chairs where some people are still sitting, someone catches her — a cane taps at her shin, and Rosemary stops short, frowning. She doesn’t have to wait long for clarity; as she turns toward those few mages who still remain, the slight redhead with the cane raises a hand. “Come over here a minute, Ingram.”

The voice is on the edge of familiar, and the easy way they address Rosemary gives her the rest of the clue. Blandness softens to a genuine smile in barely a moment, and Rosemary steps out of the paths between chairs to a more conversational distance. “Healer Merringold. You made it.”

Healer Merringold tilts their head from side to side, frowning in a way that isn’t really directed at anyone in particular. “I rushed the legs,” they grouse, “and you wouldn’t believe how many buildings in this city aren’t up to accessibility codes.”

Rosemary would, unfortunately. “It’s good to see you regardless,” she says, because it is. Healer Merringold is an unexpected bastion of solid familiarity; and more than that, they seem to have decided that Rosemary needs extra shepherding. “Have you changed your name?”

“I did settle on Avery,” they say, leaning back comfortably and drawing the cane across their lap. “Mx Avery Merringold, Verity Merringold’s grandchild who’s been traveling for years.” There’s a droll sort of a smile tugging their mouth up. “Although I suppose in seventy years or so I may not even need to bother with that much.”

“I would like to see mundane laws account for that,” Rosemary says, leaning her hip against the empty chair next to her.

“Perhaps I’ll be stuck in bureaucracy for ten years.” Healer Merringold shrugs lightly. Their gaze drifts to Connor, and then, without apparent reaction, back to Rosemary. “As nice as it is to catch up, I have something for you.” They pat the bag next to them. “How is your living situation these days, Ingram?”

That’s an interesting set of sentences together. “My flat’s livable, and I’ve moved back in,” Rosemary says, eying the bag. “The smell of smoke is gone. The clinic is usable, even for operating, but the waiting room is rather more bare bones than it used to be, shall we say.”

Healer Merringold snorts, nods toward Connor. “You don’t say.”

Unintentional, but the hazard of being followed around by a skeleton: suddenly every reference to bones is a joke. Rosemary bites back the faintest of sighs. “Well. Something like that, anyway.”

Healer Merringold nods, flips open the bag. What they pull out is a roll of cloth, tied into that shape with two undyed cords. “It’s past time,” they say briskly, “but you had the construction to deal with, and — well. No need to recap what you were there for. Here.” Their hands shake perhaps a little as they offer the roll to Rosemary.

She makes no comment of it as she takes the cloth, turns back the corner just enough to confirm that it’s what she thought it was: the particular weave of ornate coloured patterns that identifies a trauma specialist. It’s an old, old tradition — or so she understands. The first healing mages were weavers, after all.

What she doesn’t expect is the way her eyes sting with prickling dampness. Rosemary smooths the weave back out into its roll and settles it into the crook of her elbow. “Thank you.” Her voice comes out soft, but not by intent. Carefully Rosemary clears her throat and squares her shoulders. “I’ll take care of it.”

“Cloth is replaceable,” Healer Merringold says comfortably. “Don’t fret too much. Although if you could abstain from lighting it on fire ...?”

What would have made her flinch in any other circumstance just makes Rosemary laugh this time, a little watery. “Yes. I’ll try to restrain myself.” She hesitates there, suddenly self-conscious — she hasn’t seen Healer Merringold in person in nearly a year, and there’s been a revelation and Healer Merringold’s re-growth in between then. Still the same person, naturally: but they look different, and the weight of their gaze is somehow different too, and Rosemary can’t quite tell if those things are related.

The physical parts of people are sometimes much less complicated. “I shouldn’t keep you,” Rosemary says briskly, collecting herself. “Unless there was something else?” A pause. She doesn’t know how extensively Healer Merringold has been having trouble with their legs. “Do you need a hand?”

“That was it,” they say, closing the bag and setting the foot of their cane on the floor. “For now, at least. I’ll text you if there’s anything else.” Rosemary knows that’s a promise; Healer Merringold was very, very serious about ordering her to keep in touch during the recent debacle, and they’ve followed through accordingly. “Go on, Ingram. I’ve been doing this since before your mother was born, you don’t need to worry about me.”

Rosemary smooths out the line of her mouth where it wants to pull down, and steps back. “I’ll see you later, then,” she says, her grip tightening automatically on the weave, and at Healer Merringold’s nod Rosemary goes in earnest, Connor trailing behind her.
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BY TACTICAL ARGUMENT Connor still wears a hood when he’s on the bus with Rosemary — closed quarters and people who still might panic at sight of a skeleton are not a good combination — but as soon as they’re out into the night air for the short walk between bus stop and clinic, Connor shoves it back. He falls into his accustomed place just behind Rosemary’s shoulder, and he’s hung around her long enough that at this point she doesn’t bother looking back to see that he’s following.

She can feel the warmth of his magical presence when she tunes her attentions that way, in any case. She’s gotten better at that. Rosemary would have liked to refine her sense for death magic around Kian, for a wide variety of reasons, but she hasn’t heard from him in the last two months.

Not that she can blame him for fleeing what would have been his murder. Still: she misses him, from dry humour to quiet company to provoking thoughts. Hopefully no one has actually succeeded at murdering him. Rosemary would be ...

Upset. To say the least.

She takes the stairs down and unlocks the clinic’s front door, steps over a clean floor with no sign of blood or ash lingering. The light isn’t worth groping for the switch when she can just open her irises a bit, and of course Connor doesn’t bother about the limitations of physical eyes. The place doesn’t feel like hers yet, and every time she passes through the not-quite-finished spaces on the way in or out is another jarring recollection of what it was before. Eventually it will be hers again. Eventually she’ll feel like part of the magical community without having to think heavily about it.

The stairs up to her flat are at the back. This time she ushers Connor ahead of her, and he bounds up the stairs two at a time, unrestrained. Rosemary laughs gently and locks the door behind her before following more sedately. Her things have to be dropped off in her bedroom — Rosemary takes another several moments to appreciate the weave, this time in private where she can have a feeling or two and not worry for any observation of it.

It really was kind of Healer Merringold to see to this. And it isn’t the same thing, of course, for all that the pattern and colours are functionally identical; but it’s a piece of her home made new. That’s enough to be getting on with.

A clattering and short yelp from the kitchen draw Rosemary out of emotions in a hurry. She presses her sleeve across her eyes just in case, and then makes quick work of the distance between bedroom and kitchen, where she finds her skeleton and her brother having a stare-off over a tea kettle.

This. There was no way any of this could have been predicted based on data from three months prior. “What are you two arguing about?” Rosemary demands.

Two heads turn toward her, one markedly skeletal, the other with the sharp-edged features and almost-colourless palette that their mother had passed down to both of her children. “He can’t have the kettle,” Rowan protests. “He doesn’t drink tea.”

Rosemary presses her mouth flat again and takes a deep breath. She still maintains that it’s for the best Rowan doesn’t know anything about Connor other than the public story — but it’s really very awkward when her brother starts to argue with the shade of Cú Chulainn, bound in bones and the shard of the Gáe Bulg he carries with him always.

Beyond awkward. Perhaps alarming.

“Both of you,” she says, more sharply than she intends. “Rowan, Connor is perfectly capable of making tea even without drinking it. Connor, please stop startling Rowan in the kitchen.” It isn’t the first time that’s happened; Connor’s footsteps are lighter than average, and kitchens are loud.

Rowan eyes Rosemary in the way he has of trying to figure out how much he can get away with. He’s closer to her eye-level than he was when he left for France; Rosemary shudders to think of the day she will no longer be able to stare pointedly down at him. For now, however, it works well enough, and Rowan grumbles before passing the kettle over. “Fine, fine, go ahead and burn the tea.”

She can’t hear Connor — he has no voice to hear — but sometimes she swears the impressions in his posture and the soul-fire behind his eyes are loud enough to make up for that. Pride, and loftiness, and oh, dear, this is either going to be the best or the worst tea she’s ever tasted.

It would be wiser to clear the kitchen, but for now Rosemary lingers, watching Rowan cook, taking the time to appreciate the simple fact of her brother having come home. And she hopes —

Wherever Kian is, she really does hope he hasn’t injured himself again.
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3 The eyes on him
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Kian takes his time getting to London, mostly to allow a beard to grow in before he winds up in front of someone capable of recognising him before he wants them to — which, in this case, seems to be most of the nation. It’s the first chance he’s had to see the news himself in a month, such as he can when he’s relying upon TVs in pubs and hostel commons. He’s too old to pass as a travelling student — but looks just young enough to be a travelling young professional, or would be, if he weren’t letting himself go quite so much.

For the most part, people leave him alone, which is what he wants; and as he can he peruses newspapers and watches the TV from his corners, and compares them to Verna’s collected information. Two months is long enough for pubs to put sports back on, apparently. Not long enough for the newspapers to have let things go, however; nor for gossip to have ceased. Most of Kian’s current information, such as it is, comes from print and listening.

It’s not a hoax. It’s definitely a hoax. Oh? What about this neighbour, or that neighbour? Yes, okay, it’s not a hoax.

Further from London, the topic of conversation seems to be more of a novelty than a threat: eccentric neighbours suddenly ‘outed’ by their eccentricity, or experiences only available in the country suddenly seen in new light. Kian’s fairly amused to hear Cecilia’s mansion described in fitting detail as a candidate for ‘one of them’ — people aren’t, individually, stupid as a rule. Merely collectively so.

In one memorable instance Kian’s sitting in the corner when one of the well-known local gardeners comes in to the friendly accusation of using magic on his vegetables, only to cheerfully confess to being a plant-mage. The record-scratch is nearly audible; but by the time Kian slips out the door, he’s fairly sure that particular mage’s well-endowed garden will fund him for years.

On the whole, outside of London people don’t seem to care much on a practical level, at least as far as Kian has seen. Mostly, they seem to care more about the mages over there than the mages right here; the mages in London, who might be doing God-knows-what to their national leaders; or the wealthy landowners who don’t live in the area, but must be one of them — almost surely. The locals, the ones close-by, are just friendly neighbours, and clearly exceptions.

It’s the basic mental gymnastics required to not upset the status quo while gleefully accepting the fodder to lambaste any given demographic. The words flow freely and unwisely, and if the subjects were around to hear them and possessed of a mage’s sensibilities, there would be trouble: but for the most part they aren’t, and in the case of the gardener, too cheerfully by-passed to create much havoc. For now. Only for now. That clash is no doubt pending, once those who live in the country begin to discover that words matter.

The closer Kian gets to London, the more suspicious people become. Twice he’s refused entrance to a motel; and though no doubt that has more to do with his current bedraggled appearance than any belief of magic, it’s also almost certain that the fear of magic is the pretext.

That particular night, he sleeps on a park-bench — badly, and waking early with the vice-like certainty in his chest that something is coming; and leaving before someone can try something ill-advised. It’s not the safest place to be lingering, when he’s not sure who might be liable to come to violence. He still doesn’t know how that one assassin kept finding him ... or even if they’ve lost the trail. It might be easier, in London. Certainly the flow of information is more acute.

His face is still featured regularly if not overwhelmingly; there is more attention paid to the Tower itself. Honestly, don’t they have anything better to do than recap a dinosaur attack? It was two months ago. Are journalists that starved for subject matter?

Apparently so. One evening’s broadcast was filled with interview of random residents. Once again, the medley of it’s a hoax, it’s not a hoax; it’s the end of the world, it’s a miracle. Opinions are as diverse as the people questioned, and even the reporters can’t seem to keep their feelings out of it. Some of them approach those who believe like they’re due for a medical exam: others have the vibrant zest of journalists covering a major world shift.

And then, of course, there’s the tragedies, which the news so delights in covering. The violence, the riots, the innocent on-air wondering how long it might be before a terrorist mage makes themselves known (he already has! is the answer, for some). One enterprising channel actually interviews a mage — or believes they are — or is simply attempting to highlight the absurdity of the idea. It’s hard to tell. Likewise, there’s an air of sceptical disbelief as someone else covers the notion that paganism might suddenly be on the rise; in another article, an air of fraught terror at the very thought of it, as if pagans aren’t already in existence. Just by watching the news, one would think the world is coming to an end.

Please. Society still exists, and so do people. It isn’t as though mages are less integrated with their locations than they were before people knew about them.

In short: it’s very, very messy, and Kian would just as soon have his face out of it. At least the mainstream news seems content to focus on the chaotic aftermath and questioning everything they’ve ever known, with only occasional revisits to the actual day; but when Kian manages to get hold of a library computer to glance at the links Verna had provided two weeks ago, he discovers the very worst of results:

Internet notoriety.

He doesn’t groan. Mostly he just sighs, and rests his head in his hand as he clicks through. Here, his face is everywhere. These people are even more starved for material than the journalists. Condemnation features heavily; so does veneration, which is nearly as bad.

— That cannot be a fan-site.

... It is. And it has a ‘wild sightings’ section.

Kian massages the bridge of his nose, debates with himself the merits and drawbacks of investigating that site more thoroughly — ah, but he doesn’t really have a choice. If they’re out looking for him, he has to know whether or not they’ve found him. No doubt someone out for his head is following exactly these kinds of sites. Unenthusiastically Kian searches through the site until he’s sure no one has positively IDed him in his current guise and location, notes down the link to glance at again later in case of future dangerous observations, and then sends Verna a message to update her on his status while he has the chance. Finally, he has some additional research to perform, very quickly.

After that his time on the computer is nearly up, so Kian picks up his bag and leaves to find a place to stay for the night, wondering irritably why everyone has so much time on their hands as to be obsessing over a little public magic. Has no one pointed out yet that the alternative was a zombie apocalypse?

Well, yes. The problem is that so many of them are armchair conspiracy theorists, and ‘zombie apocalypse’ has been around in the public consciousness for so long, that no one’s giving the idea any merit, even when coming from someone with genuine credentials.

At least Rosemary’s name hasn’t been mentioned anywhere that Kian could find. On that, Persephone may have been justified, even if she may also have stoked the fire that keeps coming for Kian.

His phone vibrates in his pocket, just a block away from the library, and Kian fishes it out. He almost doesn’t look at the number, because he had, after all, only just sent Verna a message; but at the last moment habit wins out and he glances —

Pauses. That is not Verna’s number, and Verna is the only person who should have his.

Kian keeps walking, and answers. “Hello?”

“Kian,” says Geddo gravely into the phone. “I’m delighted to find you still alive.”

Ah, this is unfortunate. “Out of pure curiosity,” Kian says dryly, “how did you get this number?”

“We have seers in Egypt.” Of course they do. “Under the circumstances, I am somewhat surprised to be calling you, rather than the other way around. I offered you sanctuary, I hope you recall.”

“I recall.” And Kian had considered it, very thoroughly and very seriously, six weeks ago. But while the mage community, as a whole, is not as cruelly depraved as pop culture seems to think, it is ... odd ... for someone to have made such an offer pre-emptively. True, if their seers are very good it’s possible Geddo had known Kian would need the help. True, offering to return a favour with a specific act is far less nebulous than a generic ‘favour for a favour’. And yet. “I didn’t think I could make it to Egypt alive.”

“We could have made sure of it,” says Geddo.

Bother, he is insistent. Kian was so hoping the offer had been an act of pure altruism ... but now his back is prickling, and he keeps his gaze on the people across the street, and every alley he passes. “I have one question, before I accept or decline.”

“Go ahead.”

“What name are you going by now?”

There’s a pause, and then a soft jackal-like laugh on the other side: staticky over continents, and one that raises all the hair on Kian’s body. “Oh, well done.” Geddo’s tone shifts then, imperious and regal, and coming clear through the phone as if the sound of it transcends mere mortal technology. “I am the new incarnation of Inpu, Lord of the Sacred Land, Guardian of the Scales.”

Kian shudders, and hopes that Lord Inpu does not, in fact, have the capacity to tell from his end. “I’m flattered.”

“You ought to be. Kian.” There’s a glide in the name that ought not be there, wasn’t there when Kian and Geddo first spoke; and it occurs, very suddenly, that Kian doesn’t actually know what Lord Inpu’s human alignment had been. “Won’t you join my court?”

Ah, so flattering, and in the worst way. But there’s no command in that, at least; even though Kian is sure Lord Inpu could. Elfs hold power in names, and fae can: but the latter generally prefer for people to make their own choices. Just to the benefit of the fae, of course. Lord Inpu, being of Egypt, would be more than capable; but the Guardian of the Scales would not command. He’d be far more likely to let someone hang themselves.

Kian swallows through a dry mouth. “I’m afraid I’m not prepared for that kind of commitment yet,” he says, as tactfully as he can.

“You will be.”

The connection clicks off and Kian lowers it from his ear, shuddering. He texts Verna to let her know he needs a new phone, and then dumps it in a public bin as he passes, his hand itching and heart pounding off the inside of his ribs. He had meant to find a cheap hotel to bunk down and attempt to figure out who, exactly, was representing the mages here in London, and how many of them he could afford to approach, but now he’d like something more secure.

If he were still in Ireland, he could have gone to an ollamh and been done with it — but he isn’t in Ireland, and London’s network of influential mages is rather different. At least there’s always healers ... but Kian is loathe to involve Rosemary. Protecting the healers, after all, had been Persephone’s motive; approaching Rosemary risks making enemies of people who could still be judicious allies.

Yet, any one of the others won’t be obligated to help: the healers here don’t have the same structure and expectation of the ollamh in Ireland. Besides, Kian already knows at least one healer in London who had felt his death a worthwhile sacrifice, and Kian doesn’t bloody know who it is.

He could always attempt the church ...

But both the English and the Irish church have condemned his actions and distanced themselves, so he can’t expect much aid in those quarters. Necromancers don’t habitually train or hire assassins, but that doesn’t mean they’ll help him stay alive.

In the end, there’s only one immediate name Kian can bring to mind, and he takes a roundabout route to get there — just in case someone’s paying attention. By the time he reaches Askelon’s store it’s mid-afternoon easing on toward evening, and there’s already a ‘closed’ sign on the door, one which does not at all match the opening hours. Kian glances in the window. In a corner, on a piece of scrap paper, reads: ‘Around the back.’

Kian goes into the alley nearby, squeezing past a dumpster, and scares a cat off down the lane from an open door.

“You took your time,” says Askelon, rising from his seat on the stoop with a half-empty bowl of milk in hand.

“That isn’t good for cats, contrary to popular perception,” Kian observes dryly.

“It’s cat milk from the pet store,” Askelon says, unperturbed. “I rather got used to having Thomas around, you know.” Mr Saxon-Hughes’ cat, Kian recalls after a brief moment, in which Askelon moves inside and Kian takes advantage of the tacit invitation of the open door. Askelon’s home is as narrow as it had seemed in the back-room of the store: but long, for the most part. “You look rather horrible, Cleric,” Askelon notes as he moves into the kitchen to drain the bowl and rinse it. “Notoriety taking you poorly?”

Kian laughs, a short harsh bark of a sound, and swallows it before it can become more. “Something like that,” he acknowledges. “I need a favour.”

“You weren’t awake enough for me to mention this when we last saw each other,” says Askelon as he moves to the tea to pour it, “but I already owe you one. So, pending details, I am at your disposal.”

The kettle is already perked, Kian notes dimly. He might get very tired of clairvoyants. “I may need several,” Kian admits.

“That may require a fee. Please sit.”

Kian glances around the narrow kitchen, finds a seat which seems to be more of a perch cut out between the wall and the counter, but is oddly cosy and unseen and safe. He sweeps the cat-toy out of it before settling and leaning into the hollow, and is vaguely startled by the way his body sinks against all the nearest surfaces. He hadn’t quite realised he was this tired ... even his eyes have closed without his consent.

But then, he’s been on the move for the last three or four days; and before then, been surviving in a snake’s nest. Ah, bother; he still needs to determine his priorities. The knowledge that he’s being tracked by Lord Inpu has frayed any kind of objective list he’d had in his head beforehand, and trying to rearrange it is like trying to find all the pieces of a puzzle amidst a dozen others.

He hears Askelon set down a cup and a saucer in the clink next to his ear, and the scrape of a chair being drawn up nearby. “I don’t suppose you know how to divert the eyes of a god?” he asks without opening his.

“I admit, that’s not what I expected you to ask,” Askelon says, sounding very nearly surprised; but mostly contemplative. “I suppose if anyone could, it would be a clairvoyant warlock.” Naturally. Most gods are, inherently, a communal concept; no witch could conceal someone from one god without the aid of another. “May I ask why? I didn’t believe that skeletal friend of yours was that much danger.”

Bother — again. Kian forces his eyes open, reaching for the tea-cup somewhere next to his head. “I didn’t realise you’d Seen him so plainly.”

“He’s difficult to miss, in person,” says Askelon dryly, “and only a shadow — and no, I cannot tell who he is. There’s too little of him. But he’s not who you’re worried about.”

Until this tea, Kian hadn’t realised he was so cold. He doesn’t answer at first, too busy warming his hands and his insides; and when the tea-cup is empty, Askelon wordlessly rises to pick up the pot and pour him another.

“No,” Kian says as he does, feeling suddenly wearier than he had been, as if the prospect of setting things down is enough to make it set in. Irritably he shakes himself, and sits up; trusting that Askelon has no motive to murder him is not the same thing as feeling safe. “It turns out that, in Egypt, a mage reaching the age of faehood means deification. The incarnation of one old, specifically.”

Askelon’s eyebrows rise as he sets down the pot. “That’s alarming,” he says, looking not at all alarmed. “Who?”

“Anubis.”

Ah, and there at last is a reaction: a sudden and intense knit of brow. “Additionally alarming,” says Askelon, “and if that
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