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1


Artema Salonoy, 106th Salonoy of the bluest blue blood Salonoys, eldest daughter of 105 eldest children before her and Lady High Professor of Demonology at the Eternal University of Magic in the Eterna Urbo, jewel of the seven cities of Europe, sat in bed chewing thoughtfully on her toast. Something was amiss, and it robbed her of her appetite. The toast tasted of cardboard.  
This was strange as it came fresh from the bakery who spent twenty-four hours lovingly allowing the dough to rise and ferment to produce the perfect combination of chewiness and softness. Chef then toasted it to perfection and slathered it with butter produced by grass-fed cows. Usually it was a perfect accompaniment to her morning cup of hot chocolate, but not today.
She dropped the toast and looked around her room. Her four-poster bed resembled a small island. The posts were the size of tree trunks. Exquisitely embroidered brocade curtains were artfully gathered up with a twisted gold cord ready to be unleashed and swing shut, blocking all light. Not that she did ever close the curtains, but it was a nice optional extra. 
She stepped out of bed and slipped her feet into the softest kid leather slippers money could buy.
‘Your dressing gown, m’lady,’ Giulia said, as she lovingly wrapped her in a heavy silk gown artfully embroidered to resemble a watercolour of a verdant green forest.
‘Thank you,’ Artema murmured to her maid and drifted towards the French windows. 
A footman swung them open before she reached them so that she didn’t even have to slow down as she stepped out onto her balcony. It was an equivalent size to her bedroom, dotted about with clumps of potted plants and stretched away to an edge tastefully decorated with marble statues of toga wearing ancient Romans.
The sun shone down from a cloudless blue sky. It was almost always cloudless because of the height of the supraurbo. Artema knelt on the marble seat that ran the length of the balcony and looked over the edge down to the fluffy clouds below. Far, far below them was the azure blue Mediterranean sea. On a clear day you could see the water, although it was an act of imagination to think you could see the white tips of the waves.
The city stretched for kilometres below her, six to be exact. It was divided into three regions, her beloved supraurbo where the sun shone bright and the air was clear. The mezaurbo, a delightful place for nipping off to listen to some jazz in one of their quaint clubs and the suburbo, a dismal place she’d never ventured into nor cared to visit. 
Those were the regions she could see. But in depictions of the city they always added a globe floating above filled with angels to represent Heaven and a globe below filled with demons to represent Hell. 
It had come as a shock to society when, in the late 21st Century, angels and demons appeared on all the battlefields of earth and proceeded to clobber the living daylights out of each other. They were massive beings with power unseen amongst humanity and their battles shook the heavens, churned the earth and damn near boiled the seas. 
The religious took it as a sign of the end of days. The scientists were stunned into silence. What did this mean? Were they suddenly supposed to accept the existence of a heaven and a hell? A supreme God and his arch enemy Satan? 
Panic reigned, death cults sprang up like fields of dragon’s teeth magiced into life, suicides and murder rocketed. Then, as suddenly as they’d appeared, the combatants vanished.
Nobody knew where they’d come from. Nobody knew where they’d gone. They left nothing, no bodies and no artefacts, just the wholesale destruction from the fighting itself. 
What was humanity supposed to do beyond pick itself up, brush itself off, and try to make the best of it? The religious, who’d been rather enjoying their anticipated but brief moment of glory, were stunned. Where was the return of the dead? Where was the rapture? 
The scientists regrouped and came up with another hypothesis. They postulated that angels and demons were beings from two different planes. That their planes intersected with earth from time to time, but that science was safe. The way scientists had deducted that things worked was indeed the way they worked. The magic everyone had seen wielded by these angelic and demonic beings was simply a science so advanced it looked like magic to anyone who didn’t understand it.
‘Close enough,’ Artema’s ancestor had said at the time. 
He should have known, Artema thought. Their family had been demonologists for centuries already by then. In the old days, they had tapped into the realm known as hell and bargained with demons for power. It was a tricky business and looked down upon by the rest of the magical fraternity. They might even have banned it if it wasn’t for the tremendous power a demonologist could wield.
The Salonoys had turned demonology from a dubious practice to something that had to be respected but left to the experts. Those experts being the Salonoy family. And so had begun a tradition; the eldest child born to the family became a demonologist. They would then train and hand their power on to their eldest offspring.
Salonoys, especially the eldest, were encouraged to marry young and have as many children as possible as quickly as possible. This was because, well, transacting with infernal beings had a life shortening effect. The 105th Salonoy made it to his 50th birthday. On that day they found his laboratory empty save for a greasy black stain on the wall and a bloody handprint in the middle of the floor.
Artema swore then that she’d be more careful. As she’d just made it to 51, she was pleased with how it was going. How she achieved this feat was to avoid demons as much as possible and stick to the more mundane magic that was taught to the undergraduates of the university.
She’d also broken with tradition by not marrying or producing children. This annoyed both her younger brothers, Marco and Alessandro. Marco especially, as his eldest son, Theodore, now stood to inherit. Marco had no wish for his son to get embroiled in the family business.
Artema’s own training had been rigorous and brutal, and she had no wish to inflict it on her nephew. The knowledge was all in her books and in highly encrypted files on the interreto. If they needed it in the future, they could bloody well work it out for themselves. She hoped, though, that they never did.
A burst of song from a nearby thrush drew Artema’s eyes to a rambling rose, smothered in fragrant pink blooms, that crept and tumbled its way up the side of the house. The garden and her sunny terrace was a miracle of modern technology. The top of the supraurbo was at the same altitude as the peak of Mount Everest. They should have been knee deep in snow and blasted by icy winds, but for a state-of-the-art force field that gave them their idyllic conditions.
And now, her perfectly pleasant morning in her perfectly organised life was being disrupted by a niggling doubt. She sighed and looked across at the gleaming dome of her laboratory. It had been built two hundred and fifty years ago and was one of the first buildings to go up in the supraurbo. It had been the pride and joy of Salonoy 86, who must, even for that time, have had visions of grandeur. 
The laboratory was the size of a large hall. It had a glass dome in its centre that lit the room admirably so that there were very few dark corners. Artema suspected her ancestor may have been afraid of the dark, most probably for very good reason. 
The rest of the lab was dwarfed under that dome. It comprised a workaday pentagram laid into the white marble in jet black stone, a couple of storage cupboards and a row of bookshelves magically sealed to prevent theft. 
Books were more a status symbol than a necessity these days, although Artema’s books were ancient and very dangerous. They were best kept from the prying eyes of students who still thought it was a lark to steal a book and summon a demon. The books had always been locked, but the protections on them were increased when, during her father’s time, his favourite student had stolen a book on demon icons. 
A thorough search had found neither Benedito Malbone, the student, nor the book. Artema had taken childish pleasure in giving her father an ‘I told you so’. She’d never liked Benedito, but she’d regretted her recriminations for what they were, petty jealousy, when her father had died a couple of days later.
The only other items of note in the lab were one comfortable armchair and a long workbench that took up the far wall. Artema wasn’t sure what it was supposed to be used for. Most of the components she required for her major spells revolved around large quantities of salt.
Since she could see no useful role for it, Artema had cut out the middle section of the workbench and fitted the computer into it. It was the most sophisticated AI the world had ever known. It was a family heirloom, handed down for generations and upgraded at every opportunity. 
At first it had looked like a bank of flashing lights on row upon row of racks. That was centuries ago. Artema’s iteration of the family AI was a sleek black cube that merely looked like the bench changed colour in that space. Artema ran her fingers along the top of the bench top, and sensed the change in temperature and texture, from warm smooth wood to cold super slick black computer.
Artema used the machine to study probabilities, the least of which was for gambling. It amused her when people assumed she had demonic insight into how a horse would perform, when she’d just been running the numbers. 
Most of her computing power, though, she used for developing and testing predictive models. Others may have put the time the angels and demons appeared on earth into the cupboard of history, but Artema was still trying to work out why they’d come. She wanted to make sure they never came again. Her research revolved around that, although she never spoke of it.
Now she waved the computer to life and a face, much like her own, with sharp angular features, perfectly shaped arched eyebrows and greying dark blonde hair that brushed non-existent shoulders, shimmered into life and floated at head height.
‘Yes, master?’ the AI said.
The rest of the faculty teased her about having an AI that behaved like an 18th century familiar, but she was rather fond of her family’s creation. It was their work that had gone into the creation of her intelligent machine after all and, not that she mentioned this part to anybody, a certain amount of demonic energy. That was there for a reason, but not one she was prepared to explain.
‘You’ve been examining the probability data as I’ve asked, have you not?’ Artema said.
‘Yes, master.’
‘Have you discovered anything?’
‘Several anomalies.’
‘Show me,’ Artema said as the AI switched to screen mode.
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‘Dear God, this looks bad,’ Artema muttered when she emerged from her analysis three hours later.  
With a wave of her hand, she sent an urgent request for the vice-chancellor to come and see her. Then she started going over everything the AI had shown her a second time.
Normando Malto of the Malto blues, not quite as august as the Salonoys, but blue enough, arrived at the laboratory precisely two minutes later. He was a large man, and his flowing robes made him look like an untethered balloon draped with a sheet. His ambling gait made it look like the balloon was drifting slowly across the room.
‘What is it, Artema? I was in the middle of breakfast.’
‘Have I ever summoned you before?’ Artema said and turned to examine the vice chancellor with her cold grey eyes. She always unnerved him, and she intended to put that to good use now.
‘Not that I recall,’ Normando said and wiped a bit of egg yolk from the corner of his mouth.
‘So you must realise it’s important.’
‘It’s why I left my breakfast only half eaten.’
‘And I am really your least troublesome professor in the main, aren’t I?’ Artema said, although she doubted the vice chancellor would agree.
‘Of course you are. Your family funds your department of demonology. A department of one, I might add, with precisely no students.’
‘I do my bit with general teaching.’
‘You hold an annual lecture called, Demonology, why you should never study it. Nobody else at the university works as hard to keep people out of their department as you do.’
‘It’s a very effective lecture,’ Artema murmured, and she had absolutely no intention of changing the lecture either.
‘Pointless.’
‘Not at all. It puts all right-minded young magistos completely off the subject. Those who still show an interest, and ask to become my students, are flagged as particularly dangerous. I keep them on my personal watch list and add all their data to my AI. Nobody in their right mind should ever want to be a demonologist.’
‘You manage.’
‘Only just,’ Artema said. Most people never knew what a strain it was to work with demons and were unlikely to be convinced. ‘That isn’t why I need to see you though.’
‘So what is the emergency?’ Normando said, dragged the armchair over to face Artema and squeezed his vast bulk within the encircling arms.
‘You know my work consists mainly of tracking demon activity on this plane.’
‘Yes, I know that. You then fly in and shut down whatever is brewing.’
‘Exactly. And it rarely presents any great difficulty. I deal with greedy people who’ve been offered deals that are too good to be true, or cultists who know precious little about magic. Either that or I’m stopping a student who has decided they know better and attempted to contact a demon.’
‘And you do it very effectively. So what’s the problem today?’
Artema shook her head and tried to work out how to explain what was bothering her. She decided to keep it simple, at least to start with. 
‘I am concerned because at the moment I have a background noise of demon activity across the suburbo with a spike right in the centre. It isn’t the usual pattern of demon activity. It isn’t focused around a single individual.’
‘Demon activity without interacting with humans?’ Normando said, and he actually looked surprised.
‘That’s what it looks like.’ 
Artema assumed, because of her training and experience, she was also more sensitive to demon presence and that explained her own feeling of unease. There was no need to mention that to Normando yet.
‘Doesn’t the angel-demon accord prevent either group from coming onto our plane without our agency?’ Normando said, scratching his thinning white hair.
‘That’s a common misconception, actually. The demons told us that, but we have no corroboration from the angels.’
‘And demons aren’t known for their affection for the truth.’
‘Exactly. It would be helpful if the angels did speak to us. It would clarify so many things.’
‘But angels never turn up, do they?’
‘None of the summoning rituals used to draw in demons works to call angels. I suspect their two planes don’t connect and they’re not related to each other or to us. Either way, since the Great Inter-Plane War, we haven’t been able to contact angels.’
‘Demons, on the other hand, are all too keen to get in,’ Normando said gloomily.
‘But never, since the war, have they done it on their own.’ 
That fact alone was so unusual that it was troubling to Artema.
‘Are you sure about this?’
‘My analysis has not been wrong so far. But analysis and data collection is pointless without actually going to the source to check.’
‘You want to go into the suburbo?’ Normando said and his pale blue eyes practically started out of their sockets at the mere thought of anyone going to the suburbo. ‘You, a blue blood, want to venture into that cesspit?’
‘What choice do I have?’
‘But they don’t usually mess with the occult. People in the supraurbo do, much to my annoyance. We’ve got all sorts of illegal magical activity in the mezaurbo. But I’ve never heard about anything in the suburbo.’
‘Maybe that’s only because we never go down there,’ Artema said with a shudder. 
She really didn’t want to venture down into the dark of the suburbo. 
‘It’s far too dangerous,’ Normando said, nodding enthusiastic agreement to Artema’s shudder.
‘More dangerous than working with demons? Or leaving a potential demon incursion unchecked?’
‘How would I know?’ Normando said and waved his hand vaguely. ‘I assume you haven’t discussed this with the komitato yet?’
‘As you are one of my komitato, you can consider yourselves updated.’
‘Not good enough, Artema. The komitato keeps all demonologists on the straight and narrow. Before you do anything you need to send all the members a complete report, including what you intend to do next. If indeed you intend to do anything at all. I suppose it’s too much to hope that you will leave it alone?’
‘Believe me, Normando, things will get worse if we ignore it.’
‘All the same, the suburbo! I’m told there aren’t only humans down there. I’ve heard that some people have mutated so dramatically they could be classified as an entirely different species.’
‘Hearsay and superstition,’ Artema said and hoped she was right. ‘At the very least we should go down and explore the place. The more I think about it, the more foolish it seems that we’ve never ventured into the suburbo.’
‘We leave it to the city government. It’s their business to keep control.’
‘And it’s our duty to maintain magical law and order which we have not done in the suburbo.’
‘Because it’s dangerous.’
‘Unchecked magical use is dangerous. Who knows what they’ve been getting up to without our supervision.’
‘By everything I hear they aren’t terribly bright. I doubt they’ve got the brains to figure it out.’
‘That could be the most foolish and dangerous assumption ever made.’ 
Artema suspected it was this prejudice that had deterred previous magistos from venturing into the suburbo.
‘Now steady on, Artema, no need to get nasty,’ Normando said holding out his hands in supplication. ‘If you are determined, then go, but don’t go alone.’
‘You want me to take somebody with? Who? A beadle?’
‘Well… a couple of beadles would be a good idea. There’s none tougher in a brawl, and for raw, battle magic they’re definitely the people to call upon. But maybe what you need is a guide. Rather than going in heavy-handed. You might require some subtlety. Maybe blend in with the natives, see what they see.’
‘You think I should find a local?’ 
The vice chancellor’s suggestion didn’t have instant appeal. How on earth was she supposed to work with someone who was most likely sub-human or, at the very least, grossly undereducated and stupid?
‘That’s it yes,’ Normando said warming to his idea, ‘splendid. Find a suburbo person to take you about.’
‘And how would I find one of them?’
‘Well, good heavens, Artema, how am I supposed to know that? It’s not like we allow those dreadful people into the supraurbo after all.’ 
‘Huh,’ Artema said and ran her fingers thoughtfully through her hair. ‘But if they were to come here, they’d need a pass.’
‘They would.’
‘And one assumes that to get from the suburbo to the mezaurbo they’d need a pass too.’
‘One assumes so,’ Normando said. ‘It’s really astonishing that I’ve never considered that. Would the mezaurbo allow suburbo people in?’
‘Probably,’ Artema said. ‘They’ll want somebody to do the menial work after all. Somebody who isn’t too bright and will do whatever boring jobs the mezas don’t want to do.’
‘That sounds about right. After all, we get mezas to do our fetching and carrying in the supraurbo.’
‘So, it’s just a matter of getting their records from the interreto,’ Artema murmured and looked meaningfully at her AI. It was a being that understood her superbly. But then, as it was practically a part of her, that wasn’t surprising. ‘And then get the names and addresses of any likely suburbo people.’
‘I believe they’re called lowlives,’ Normando said, examining his perfectly manicured nails.
‘There’s a surprisingly large number of them working in the mezaurbo,’ Artema said as the AI flicked a stack of virtual files onto the screen like a set of unending mirror images. ‘I need some way to reduce that number. I need to concentrate on the… lowlives, was it? That are resident in the area I want to investigate.’ 
The AI closed its virtual eyes and said, ‘Sorting.’ A second later it said, ‘More than half these people don’t have a fixed address.’
‘Like I said,’ Normando sighed, ‘They’re savages.’
‘Well then, I’ll have to use their work addresses in the mezaurbo above the area that correspond with the area in the suburbo.’ Artema said. ‘I assume they’ll try to keep their commute to a minimum.’
‘It’s worth a try,’ Normando said. Then he placed his hands on the armrests of the chair and heaved himself decisively back onto his feet. ‘I’ll leave you to your search and return to my breakfast, although it will be cold by now.’
‘Before you run off,’ Artema said and flicked open a virtual file. ‘Look at this. I do believe I’ve found my guide.’
‘That’s a lowlife?’ Normando said.
His surprise was justified. The young man looked like a flawless specimen of humanity, and his pale face projected a calm certainty as it stared out at them.
‘Bona sinjoro,’ Normando said. ‘Any blue blood mother would be happy to have someone like him marry into the family.’
‘I doubt it. Aside from coming from the suburbo he had no fixed abode and his name is… Eladio Thirteen. Thirteen? That’s an odd surname.’
‘Not really, it’s for people without known ancestry,’ Normando said. ‘They’re just given any old surname that springs to the registrar’s mind.’ 
‘Well, his work address is practically right above the point of origin for my investigation so he’ll do.’
‘I’ll bet he will,’ Normando said with a sly smile that Artema ignored. ‘Don’t enjoy yourself too much.’
Artema sighed, no matter how many times she reminded the vice chancellor that she was gay, he always seemed to forget.
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His phone alarm woke Eladio with a jerk. Its screen glowed as it buzzed insistently and he groped towards it, patting along the corrugated metal floor. He stabbed the off button with vindictive satisfaction, then yawned widely. Another day, another imp, he thought and pushed himself upright, blinking and smacking his lips. He flicked the screen on so it glowed brightly enough to see what he was doing in the pitch black.  
His place was too low for him to stand up, so he scooted along on his behind to the bottom of his mattress. He pulled out a clean pair of underpants from the cardboard box that held his essentials and examined his two sets of black shirts and black trousers. It was Wednesday, so time to get one set washed, and put on the clean clothes. He dressed and then wrapped the dirty clothes into a bundle held together by his shirt. He tucked his money into a slit he’d made on the inside of his hoodie and pulled that on. 
Then he put his ear to the door and listened. It sounded like a typical day outside, just the usual hubbub, nothing unexpected or loud. So he carefully opened the door and looked out into the dim surroundings. 
They’d stacked containers in rows of five high along both sides of the street. His was in the middle of the stack. It was a pretty good position because the bottom containers were prone to water seepage from the ground. The upper containers had a tendency to leak from above. 
They were mini containers, just big enough for a person to lie lengthwise and sit upright in, but not much more than that. Some of his neighbours were sharing with partners and a couple, even with kids. He couldn’t imagine how they did it. He slipped down onto the damp path, checked that nobody was too close, and closed the door of his container. 
Its corrugated metal sides were painted an azure blue and huge red letters had been sprayed across it when it had been a full-sized shipping container. Only the letters T and S remained and were a useful marker for finding his way back home.
He shut his robust lock with a click. It was probably the most expensive thing he’d ever bought. Then he double checked it was properly closed by tugging on it and looked around again. 
It always paid to be careful, especially near home. The street was nearly empty, as most people preferred to hang out in the square beyond. Since he worked an unusual shift pattern, he came and went at different times to most of the labourers. Eladio flicked his hood over his head and made for the square.
‘Hey, hey, look who’s emerged,’ a tall skinny man said as Eladio stepped out into the main road.
‘Hello, Benito,’ Eladio said. ‘How are you today?’
‘Still out of work,’ the man said and tipped his cap out, the open side facing Eladio. ‘I don’t suppose you can spare a couple of imps?’
‘Sorry,’ Eladio said. ‘Does anyone ever give you money?’
‘Never happened,’ the man said with a grin. ‘Still, doesn’t hurt to ask.’
‘I suppose,’ Eladio said vaguely. He gave Benito an apologetic grimace and hurried on to the stall across the road.
‘Washing day, is it?’ Felicha said as she took Eladio’s bundle. 
She was a black woman who was so dark she sometimes looked like she’d fade into the shadows all around her, despite the line of light bulbs that hung in a string above the stall.
‘It’s Wednesday.’ 
Eladio smiled at Felicha, even though she was unlikely to reciprocate. They’d grown up together, and Felicha seldom smiled even when they were kids.
‘So it is,’ Felicha said. ‘You’ll be collecting tomorrow morning, will you?’
‘Same as always.’
‘Then I don’t need to tell you I’ll sell your clothes if you’re late picking them up.’
‘No, you don’t need to tell me.’ 
Felicha had been telling him the same thing for the last four years. Ever since he’d started earning enough to pay someone else to do his washing. He nodded goodbye and walked down the lane to the public baths.
The advantage of having a different shift to everyone else was he didn’t have to share the baths with many other people. At this time of day there were just a few parents with their kids, and the temporarily unemployed. Although when they got to being long-term unemployed the money for taking a bath evaporated too.
Eladio took a quick shower. He never liked to leave his stuff in a locker, even if it was robust. He scrambled back into his clothes, brushed his teeth, combed and tied back his hair and headed for the elevators.
Another advantage of his shift was that he was reverse commuting. Most people who went to the mezaurbo worked a day shift. He started at dusk. So he was going up when people were coming down. In the morning, he was going down when everyone was cramming into the elevators to go to work. He passed through the barriers, showed his travel permit to the security guards, and flashed his monthly travel card at the scanner before he made it into the elevator.
It was ancient. The plastic safety wrapping was peeling off all the sharp corners, and it smelled of sweaty people crammed into a small space with inadequate ventilation. There were no seats. Since it was only half full, though, Eladio dropped into a squat, took out his phone and pulled up his study components. 
He had saved sufficient money to sit exams, and they were, after years of waiting, in five days’ time. Monday wasn’t only highlighted in his calendar, it had several red rings drawn around it too. He’d already paid the deposit, and his perfect memory meant he knew everything he needed for the tests themselves. Now he filled his time with supplementary reading around all the subjects. It was a long commute, so he had plenty of time to study.
He was just starting on the literature of ancient English when the elevator came to a shuddering stop and the doors slammed open with a bang. Eladio stepped outside to join another queue at the security booth where their permits to travel were double checked.
Eladio gave the security guard a half smile, as he always did. After so many years of commuting, showing the same man his permit every day, it was odd that the man never acknowledged that he knew him.
Then he was through the main doors of the elevator terminus and out into the mezaurbo. The sun shone brightly up here. It was still a half hour before dusk, which gave him sufficient time to stroll through the park and breathe in the clean air. 
It was said that the supraurbo’s air was as fresh as if no pollution had ever existed. But the air of the mezaurbo was good enough. It smelled of almost nothing at all, unlike air in the suburbo. Here, at most, there was a faint chemical whiff from the aerocars that whizzed the wealthiest of the mezaurbo citizens up, down and across its vast structures. 
Eladio had never been in an aerocar. There wasn’t sufficient room in the cramped quarters of the suburbo for an aero to manoeuvre. It was on his list of things to do, should he ever earn enough. It was an ever-expanding list and included such exotic desires as to eat at a restaurant with waiter service, see a film in an actual cinema and spend the weekend in the mezaurbo. In his more exotic dreams, that weekend stretched to a hotel with its own ensuite bathroom.
He crossed out of the park and to one of the major walkways that interconnected the city. It was busy at this time of day as most people headed for home. But Eladio had no difficulty with the crowds, mainly because he liked to walk along the edge of the hundred metres wide walkway. 
Most of the other commuters stuck to the middle. They did it partly because of the strong winds that swept up the buildings, but mainly because of the drop. It was a long way down. 
When Eladio looked through the tempered glass safety barrier, he felt as if he was looking into the bowels of the earth itself. Thousand story buildings stretched out below and ended in darkness. The darkness was where the suburbo started.
The suburbo was the oldest part of the city and everything had grown up over it, gradually burying the suburbo in a layer of walkways, access tubes, immense girders supporting the new structures and a succession of ever taller buildings. Interspersed with that were horizontal barriers that prevented people from travelling too far should they fall or leap from the astonishingly tall buildings. Here in the mezaurbo, some light still made it in from above. They also had wider gaps between the buildings that let light in from the sides. 
Although, up here, where humanity wasn’t packed as tightly together, they said that a person could freeze to death if they stayed on the shady side of the city. There were some places that never received the warming rays of the sun, even in the mezaurbo. That wasn’t a problem for the place he worked, Doreen’s Coffee Shop. It got the full blast of evening rays, which was one reason Eladio liked it. 
He’d taken a calculated risk coming up here looking for work. He’d saved up enough money for a permit to travel and three return tickets on the elevator. So he had three days to get a job, and he’d squeezed in with the position at Doreen’s on the last day. He’d therefore accepted it with relief and started his life as a commuter.
The job suited his needs. He got better pay than he’d had before, and he worked a night shift that was so quiet he had a chance to study. On top of that, the shop had a piano.
He’d never tried to play music before, but after watching a couple of the customers play, he thought he’d like to try it. His first attempt had been laughable. He just bashed the keys and wondered how on earth you produced anything that sounded halfway like music. So, despite it not being a subject he was supposed to be studying, he added learning how to play the piano to his daily routine.
‘Hello Eladio,’ Maeve sang as he stepped into the shop accompanied by the jangle of the bell on the door. 
She had an annoying sing song voice that the male customers all seemed to like. Either that or they were attracted to curly-haired blonde women. She wasn’t Eladio’s type and thankfully, she didn’t seem that interested in him either.
‘Evening,’ Eladio murmured in what was now a familiar ritual.
‘There’s some leftover cake in the back kitchen,’ Anna whispered conspiratorially as Eladio got behind the counter and pulled on his black apron.
Anna was plain, slightly dumpy, and kept her straight brown hair tied back in a ponytail that was so tight Eladio wondered whether it caused her pain. She liked him and always made sure he got some leftover, past its sell-by-date, food.
Eladio had first suspected she did it because she knew he came from the suburbo. But he never mentioned that fact, and it appeared that their boss, Doreen, hadn’t told the other staff either. He was grateful for that. You didn’t have to spend much time in the mezaurbo to realise that they thought suburbonites were subhuman, ugly and not to be trusted.
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Artema breathed in the cool night air as she made her way across the mezaurbo piazza. The space was filled with immense screens advertising the latest films, the newest perfume and the trendiest clothes. Below those giant boards were the lit up signs of food establishments. Each had an apron of space ringed about with potted plants demarcating their territories.  
Flocks of sparrows fought over the crumbs that littered the mostly empty tables, making good use of the bright lights to forage well after bedtime. Animals’ abilities to adapt to human cities always impressed Artema. 
Because of the late hour, there were few people about and the restaurants had started taking in their tables and chairs. Only a few stubborn groups of after work drinkers remained. The bar owners were trying to move them on. The drunken revellers were making it abundantly clear that they wanted just one more drink. It was this rowdy vibrancy that Artema liked about the mezaurbo.
Artema heard the piano before she saw the cafe. It was old and just enough out of tune to be noticeable, but not too jarring. Whoever was playing it started out with scales.  
Artema was a scholar of perfection, and apparently so was the pianist. It wasn’t just a smooth run up and down of the notes; it was the exact same pressure given to each note and the perfect interval of a millisecond of silence between each one. This was precision in action. Arpeggios followed the scales, executed in the same flawless style.
Artema made herself insignificant with a gesture that was so slight it would hardly be noticed if she was standing under a spotlight. With the spell running, the gesture was all but invisible. She preferred this spell to actual invisibility. It was easier, but she also liked the subtlety of it. She was still visible. People simply didn’t notice her now.
It meant she could stand in front of the plate-glass window of the coffee shop and watch the pianist. It turned out to be a young man. The young man she’d come to meet. 
She hadn’t expected him to be a musician. It was a pleasant surprise. The playing absorbed him. Even without the spell, Artema doubted Eladio Thirteen would have noticed her. 
He switched to playing Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata, and Artema felt a twinge of disappointment. It was perfect, an exact replica of the music as written. Every direction followed without deviation.
Artema had heard many versions of this classic. Her mother had been a music teacher, and music had filled the house when she was growing up. It was standard fare for every aspiring pianist, but most of them played with more soul.
She’d been watching for a while before she realised Eladio had no sheet music. He was playing an exact reproduction from memory. That was more impressive. 
Still, it was the music of a mathematician, not an artist. Eladio’s expression said that too. It was one of concentration, regurgitating back what he’d so painstakingly memorised.
It was a beautiful face, though. If he wanted it, this young man could have all the women of the Eterna Urbo at his feet, and half the men too. His features were regular, if a little too fine for Artema’s tastes. Thick dark lashes framed his blue eyes and his hair was so dark as to be almost black. He’d tied it back, probably because of the hygiene rules of the coffee shop. No doubt when he let it hang loose it looked suitably romantic, tumbling to his shoulders.
Artema slipped inside. Her spell dulled the tinkle of the bell so that it went unnoticed. She selected a table that had a view of the pianist’s profile and settled down to listen. 
She was the only customer, which explained why the barista wasn’t at his post. As she watched, he switched to something Artema hadn’t heard before. It was more complex than the Beethoven, but of uneven quality. 
It seemed not to please Eladio either, who played with a deep frown etched on his face. It was more interesting to listen to but, curious as it was, it wasn’t the reason for her visit and her sense of urgency kicked back in. So as the last notes faded away, Artema dropped her spell and clapped.
‘Bravo!’
Eladio jerked, gave Artema a startled look, and leaped to his feet. 
‘Oh, I beg your pardon, ma’am!’ he said and gave a deep bow. ‘I didn’t notice you come in. What can I get you?’ he said as he hurried behind the counter, looking more rattled than expected.
Artema followed him and since she’d had a long day and was about to have an even longer night she said, ‘I’d like a bullet coffee, please. Make it with a double shot of espresso.’
‘Very good, ma’am,’ Eladio said on another quick jerky bow. ‘Have in or take away?’
‘I’ll have it in.’ 
Artema was particularly sensitive to mood, but anyone could see that this young man was on edge. Her natural curiosity made her wonder if this was Eladio’s usual state. It hadn’t come across in his ID photo, but then it wouldn’t. 
She doubted Eladio would normally be so wary of a late night customer. So she suspected it had to do with her work. Sensitive types, and after meeting him, she classed Eladio in that group, could pick up that something wasn’t right about her. 
Anxious or not, however, he made the coffee with the same precision as he’d played the piano. His work space was also immaculate. He’d laid everything out exactly where needed. No action was superfluous for the production of the coffee. Artema liked that sort of thing.
‘Do you want a drop of emulsifier?’ Eladio said.
‘Emulsifier? Why would I want that?’
‘It’s made from soy, it’s totally natural. It keeps the fats blended into the coffee instead of separating out and floating on top.’
‘I like it floating on top. I enjoy sipping the coffee through it. It’s like sipping it through a layer of cream.’
‘No emulsifier,’ Eladio said, and placed a bowl-shaped mug on the counter. It was steaming gently and had a slick of coconut oil and butter floating on top.
‘Thank you,’ Artema said. 
Eladio obviously expected her to go back to her table. Instead, Artema pulled a barstool up to the counter. Now was the delicate moment of sounding this young man out to decide whether she could trust him as a guide. She opened with a neutral question.
‘Tell me, is it always this quiet in here?’
‘Oh no, this is the quietest time. We’re busy till about midnight and then it picks up at dawn with the morning commute.’
‘So that’s why there’s just one of you right now?’ Artema said and took a first sip of her coffee. It was better than she’d expected. Mezaurbo coffee seldom measured up to what she got in the supraurbo.
‘I cover the night shift,’ Eladio said. ‘The day shift stays till dusk and comes back at dawn for the morning rush.’
‘It sounds like a lonely job.’
Eladio looked disconcerted, as if nobody had ever wondered about his state of mind before. 
Then he gave a quick smile and said, ‘I don’t mind it.’
‘I suppose it gives you a chance to play the piano,’ Artema said. ‘Where did you learn to play? At school?’
‘Oh no, they didn’t teach music at my school.’
That didn’t surprise Artema. It would have been more astonishing to find they taught music in the suburbo. It did, however, make Eladio more intriguing. 
‘So where did you learn?’
‘From the interreto. They have everything on there, including lots of videos of how to play the piano.’
‘So you’re self-taught? That’s impressive.’
Eladio flushed and muttered, ‘Thank you, ma’am.’
‘And very disciplined. I doubt I’d be bothering with scales and arpeggios if I was teaching myself.’ 
Artema knew for a fact she wouldn’t because she’d avoided exercises when she’d learned to play the piano as a girl. Something now, thankfully, far behind her. She had no aptitude for music.
‘Oh no, you have to do the exercises. They help your playing and keep your fingers limber. It’s good practice.’
‘If you say so.’
Eladio nodded, but it was an uncertain gesture accompanied by a lingering, doubtful glance. Clearly he didn’t know what to make of his customer. 
The feeling was mutual. Artema had never come across such an accomplished self-taught musician, nor such a disciplined one. She would have been astonished if somebody from the supraurbo had accomplished such a feat on their own, but someone from the suburbo? No, it was absurd.
Artema examined Eladio more closely. He was of average height, and aside from broad shoulders, he had a slight build. He was wearing black trousers and a black shirt. Artema assumed this was the coffee shop uniform as his apron was also black with the name of the shop embroidered along the top in a trailing cursive. 
His clothes were clean but threadbare. A section over the right elbow had worn out and carefully patched with another piece of black fabric that had faded to a slightly different, greenish shade.
‘How long have you worked here?’ Artema asked.
‘Three and a half years,’ Eladio said with another bob. It might have turned into a proper bow, but he stopped himself.
‘Three and a half years. That’s a long time. You don’t look old enough to have been working so long.’
Eladio gave her an uncertain smile, picked up a mug and started polishing it with his dishcloth. It didn’t need it; it was already spotless.
‘What did you do before that? Were you at school?’
‘No, ma’am.’
‘You weren’t at school? Why not?’ 
Artema was genuinely surprised. She expected everyone in the Eterna Urbo to get a full education. It made Eladio’s musical ability even more surprising. She was rapidly coming to the conclusion that she should have done more research on the young man. Damn her preconceptions.
‘I finished school at grade eight,’ Eladio said, blushing so deeply that even in the relatively low light of the coffee shop it was obvious.
‘You left after grade eight? Good heavens, why?’
‘That’s as far as the state will provide free education,’ Eladio spoke cautiously, as if worried his words might offend.
‘What of your parents, wouldn’t they pay?’
Eladio shook his head, looking steadily more uncomfortable. 
‘I don’t have parents.’
‘What about grandparents then, or aunts and uncles?’
Eladio shook his head. 
‘I’m an orphan.’
Artema wondered why her AI hadn’t imparted this information to her. It might not be pertinent to her investigation, but it was noteworthy.
‘I see… I’m sorry. Didn’t the state pay for you then? Surely they should have? I mean, where were you living?’
‘In the orphanage, but… you have to leave it when you finish with school.’
‘They kick you out?’ Artema said and realised her voice had taken on a shrill, astonished tinge.
It wasn’t lost on Eladio, who gave a half shrug that barely avoided turning into an embarrassed cringe.
‘But what did you do then? You couldn’t have been very old… How old were you?’
‘I was thirteen.’
‘Thirteen? Bona Sinjoro. How did you manage?’
‘I got a job.’
‘Doing what?’ Artema said with a surprised laugh. 
She’d been a useless, layabout thirteen-year-old. She couldn’t image her younger self being able to find a job or even knowing where to start. 
‘I was a street sweeper.’ 
Eladio looked so uncomfortable now that Artema wouldn’t have been surprised to actually see his skin crawling. Still, he held her gaze, as if daring her to laugh.
She wouldn’t have; there was nothing funny about the situation. But Eladio’s refinement and abilities were at odds with what sounded like a more than usually underprivileged upbringing. Considering they chucked the kids out at thirteen, she couldn’t imagine them providing much of an education. This young man had to be very bright indeed to teach himself anything, let alone music.
‘How long did you sweep streets for?’
‘Three and a half years.’
‘That’s a long time.’
‘Yes.’ 
Eladio picked up a dishcloth and started polishing the mirror smooth counter.
Artema wondered if he was trying to look busy so that she’d stop interrogating him. She had no choice but to continue though because she needed a guide she could trust. 
Searching around for a way to dig up more about his abilities, she said, ‘Tell me, in all that time, did you consider getting a genetic test?’
Eladio stopped polishing and blinked in surprise at Artema. 
‘Why would I do that?’
‘Because the genetic test highlights your strengths. If you have particular talents, music for instance, you can get specialised training, bursaries and mentoring. If you come out in the top percentile in certain skills, they’ll promote you all the way into the supraurbo.’ 
Eladio gave a cynical laugh that he smothered in an instant. 
Then, answering in a tone of voice that tried hard not to imply she was a lunatic, he said, ‘The test costs a lot of money.’
‘Does it? I didn’t know.’ Her reply appeared to surprise Eladio more than anything else she’d said. Stupid, she thought, she needed to blend in better. ‘It’s worth it, surely?’
‘Only if I had something notable in my genes,’ Eladio said, gave the dishcloth a flick and moved to the nearest table to give it a wipe.
‘How do you know, if you haven’t taken the test?’
‘Everyone hopes they have something. But nobody I know who’s taken the test has had anything that got them out of their current situation.’
‘So what did you spend your money on?’
‘I bought a pass for the mezaurbo,’ Eladio said, rubbing away at the marble top of the table as if determined to polish it to a shine.
‘A pass for the mezaurbo? Isn’t that where you’re from?’ Artema said although she knew full well it wasn’t.
‘No, ma’am,’ Eladio said, straightened up and gave Artema a defiant stare, ‘I’m from the suburbo.’
Artema wondered what kind of reaction Eladio usually got from that admission, considering how wary he looked now. 
‘Are you indeed? So you got a pass for here so you could… why come here?’
‘Better pay.’
‘And with that better pay, could you not take the genetic test?’
Eladio gave the half shrug Artema had already come to expect and said, ‘I have other things I want to spend my money on.’
‘A pass to the supraurbo?’ Artema said with a grin.
Eladio gave her such a blank look of incomprehension that for a moment Artema wondered whether she’d garbled her words. 
Then Eladio said, ‘No ma’am. I want to take the exam for matriculation.’
‘Even though you never finished school?’
‘I’ve been studying,’ Eladio said in a pained tone of voice and moved to the next table to polish it with the same exaggerated care as he took over the last one.
‘Using the interreto?’
‘Yes, ma’am.’
‘And if you don’t pass?’
‘I will pass.’
‘You seem very sure of that.’
‘Yes, ma’am.’
It was the first admission Eladio looked absolutely confident about. Artema wondered why, but decided against asking about that yet.
‘After the exams?’
‘I will find another job.’
‘One that pays better, huh?’
‘I hope so.’
‘What about university?’
Eladio actually smiled at that. ‘They’d never let me in.’
‘Not even the magical university?’
Eladio’s jaw dropped at that suggestion. Then he shook his head. 
‘I know it exists… I know magic is real, but I’ve never seen it being done. There is more chance of me getting into heaven than into the magic university.’
‘You know, they’re not even sure that happens, getting into heaven?’ Artema said. ‘Either way, you have to die before you can get into heaven.’ 
‘True, but at that moment you have a chance.’
‘So you think the magical university is less attainable than heaven?’
‘Do you know of anyone who has ever been there, or even seen it?’ Eladio said. 
Artema laughed. ‘Don’t you?’
‘They say it is in the supraurbo and you have to be a blue blood or extremely wealthy to get in. So it is well beyond the means of common folk.’
‘That is probably true,’ Artema said and drained the last of her coffee. She slid the bowl like mug across the counter and said, ‘Another one, please.’
‘With a double shot?’
‘Exactly the same as the last.’
‘Are you sure?’ Eladio said, making his way back to the counter and tucking the dishcloth into the band of his apron for safekeeping.
‘I am about to have a very long day. I’ll need it.’
‘Yes, ma’am.’ 
Eladio scooped another serving of coffee out of its foil bag and set the machine to steaming again.
‘I used to be a drinker,’ Artema said. ‘I spent hours propping up bars, talking to the barman. I miss that. I hope you don’t mind that I’m doing the same to you. My advantage here is that I’m the only paying customer, so I have you to myself.’
‘I don’t mind,’ Eladio said. ‘I only get paid when we have customers in the shop.’
‘Is that so? Well, in that case you may as well make me a toasted sandwich as well.’
‘Any particular kind?’
‘I’m a traditionalist, give me a ham and cheese.’
‘Yes, ma’am,’ Eladio said and smiled.
So, Artema thought, I’m finally getting the young man to relax, or at least, to not be so wary of me. This was good because, unusual as Eladio was, Artema had a good feeling about him and usually her feelings were accurate. But she didn’t like to rely solely on instinct, so probing was still required.
‘Tell me,’ Artema said, in her, I’m just a chatty customer voice. ‘What is it you like best about working in the mezaurbo?’
‘The sunshine,’ Eladio said without looking up from the bread he was buttering.
‘The sunshine?’
‘The sun doesn’t get all the way down to the suburbo. I like the dawn and just… seeing the sun. I also like the parks, and the birds. There are no parks in the suburbo.’
‘I suppose not, they’d be hard to maintain without sunlight.’
‘Yes, ma’am.’
‘And what are your favourite subjects? The ones you’re studying for your matric?’
‘I like maths.’
‘Maths? Really? That’s unusual.’
‘It’s a beautiful subject. People think it’s difficult, but it isn’t, really. It’s just… it’s another language. One that makes sense of the world. If people could understand that, they’d like it better.’
The accuracy of the description struck Artema. It was one that tallied with all she knew about magic. But most people didn’t like maths. This Eladio was getting ever more interesting. 
‘Maybe it needs different teachers then. What I remember of the maths I studied was that it was dry as a bone. We just crunched our way through numbers and equations by rote.’
‘It’s like learning grammar. If you do it without a sense of the language you’re learning, it feels a bit pointless.’
‘I suppose you’re right.’ 
His explanation struck Artema as very considered. She was getting the impression that she was dealing with a very bright boy indeed. Maybe it was possible that a genius might be born in the suburbo. But what were the odds that she would then go in search of this genius to be her guide? 
Eladio, oblivious to all her musing, merely placed the toasted sandwich in front of Artema.
‘Actually, it’s rather fortunate me running into you,’ Artema said, deciding that whatever the oddities of the situation it would be better to have Eladio where she could watch him. She had the strange feeling he was somehow connected with her general sense of unease. ‘As it happens, I need a guide to take me to the suburbo.’
‘A guide? Into the suburbo?’ 
Eladio couldn’t have sounded more astonished if Artema had just asked for a guide into the afterlife.
‘I understand it’s a place best not ventured into alone.’
‘Why would you even want to go down there?’
‘I have to find something.’
Eladio blinked at her, apparently trying to make sense of what she was saying. Weirdly, this reassured Artema. She’d have been more worried if he’d just agreed to go along with her without reservations. 
‘Something?’ Eladio asked.
‘I’ll know it when I see it.’
‘The suburbo is vast. Nobody ever gets to know it in its entirety.’
‘But I suspect, as you were a street sweeper, you know it pretty well.’
‘Parts of it,’ Eladio said warily.
‘I will pay you, of course,’ Artema said. ‘Double per hour of whatever you get paid here.’
‘I get the minimum wage.’
‘Good heavens, really? That isn’t very much. No wonder it’s taken you so long to save up your money. And this was still better paid than the street sweeping?’
‘Yes, ma’am.’
‘That doesn’t seem right,’ Artema said, and Eladio examined her as if she was fast dismounting her rocker. She realised she’d sounded weird. ‘I suppose that’s the way the world works.’
Eladio nodded.
‘How about I pay you four times your current hourly wage plus expenses? Would that convince you?’ Artema asked and reflected that no matter how much it cost her, it was still going to be less than what she was willing to spend.
‘What do you mean by expenses?’
‘Travel and food.’
‘All my travel and food?’
‘For as long as you’re helping me, yes.’
Eladio nodded thoughtfully, his gaze fixed on Artema as he considered the offer.
‘Starting from when?’ 
‘From the moment you walk out of this coffee shop with me.’
‘I have to stay till after the morning rush.’
‘I don’t suppose you can leave earlier?’ Artema said, already twitchy about having spent so long sounding Eladio out.
‘There’s nobody else to look after the shop.’
Artema wondered how serious the demon activity was in the suburbo and whether her current unease was because of that or the excessive amounts of caffeine she’d consumed. She wished she could talk Eladio into leaving immediately, but also appreciated that he was the sort of reliable employee who wouldn’t just go off with whoever offered to pay him better.
‘Alright, I can wait.’
‘You do know it’s a two-hour ride down to the suburbo, don’t you?’ Eladio said, watching her closely, apparently still trying to work out what she was up to.
‘Two hours? Really? No, I hadn’t realised it would take that long.’ 
The elevator from the supraurbo was quicker. Since it was approximately the same distance, Artema assumed the elevators were just older but hopefully still safe to ride.
‘But you’re willing to pay for the time the journey takes?’ Eladio said.
Ah, so that was why he’d brought that up. 
‘I am.’
‘And after that?’
‘As long as it takes for me to find… my thing.’
‘Do you at least know where you need to start looking?’
Artema liked the question; it was practical. It made her feel that her instinct to go with Eladio had been the right one. 
‘I have a general idea, yes.’
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Eladio glanced at his night time customer as he churned out the coffee orders that came with the morning rush, checking she was still there. She was, without a doubt, the strangest woman Eladio had ever met. There was something about her that wasn’t quite right, but he couldn’t work out what it was.  
She was definitely the richest woman he’d ever met. The customers to Doreen’s Coffee Shop were mostly city commuters. They wore suits and were groomed and smart, but nothing like the night time caller. 
Her nails were perfectly manicured. Her wavy, coiffured hair was styled to perfection. Her clothes were of a quality Eladio had never seen before. For one thing, they were made from natural fibres. He was pretty sure that one of the intricately layered and beautifully embroidered sections was silk; the rest was wool. Wool! He’d never seen anyone wearing wool, a very fine, tight weave at that. It almost looked like satin. 
And it wasn’t a suit. She was the kind of person who could wear whatever she wanted to work. Which today, happened to be an exquisitely designed jacket in shades of black and grey. 
He assumed the woman was trying to be subtle. Or maybe she thought she was dressing down, but it was impossible to miss the quality. She drew attention even here in the mezaurbo, where the rest of the customers were all casting her surreptitious glances that lingered just a little too long.
But that wasn’t the strange thing. Maybe it was that she’d spent the entire night at the shop waiting for him. That was distinctly odd for someone claiming a chance encounter. 
Her request was also preposterous. Eladio had heard of people who would go down into the suburbo for adventure, or as a peculiar form of tourism. But they’d say that was what they wanted. They wouldn’t be so vague about their purpose.
Still, four times his usual hourly wage was a lot of money. For that, he’d take this odd woman wherever she liked… well, not precisely. He’d take her to the safer places and see if he could work out what she was really up to.
At nine o’clock precisely, Artema stood up and gave Eladio an enquiring, raised eyebrow. 
‘I have to go,’ Eladio said to Maeve and Anna.
‘But, Eladio, we’ve still got loads of customers. Please stay and help,’ Maeve said in her annoying voice.
‘Sorry,’ Eladio said, as he pulled off his apron. ‘But I have another job today.’
‘A day job to go with your night job?’ Anna said as she squeezed past with a couple of coffees. ‘Don’t wear yourself out.’
‘I’ll be fine,’ Eladio said and headed for the door where the woman was waiting.
‘Right,’ Artema said as they stepped out into the morning sunshine. ‘Time for breakfast.’
This surprised Eladio because, although she’d not said it, he got the impression the woman was in a hurry. 
‘You had a toasted sandwich.’
‘That was five hours ago. Besides, I need to top up my coffee. Where do you normally go for breakfast?’
‘Er, the suburbo,’ Eladio said, uncomfortable to have to admit that. This woman might plan on going down into the suburbo, but he very much doubted she’d be willing to eat there.
‘The suburbo? Which, you already informed me, is a two-hour ride away. I don’t want to wait that long. Besides, I didn’t see you eat or drink anything in the coffee shop, so you must be hungry by now. Why didn’t you have anything there?’
‘I have to pay for it.’
‘By which I assume it’s cheaper to eat in the suburbo.’
‘Yes, ma’am.’
‘I haven’t introduced myself yet, have I?’ Artema said and held out her hand. ‘I’m Artema Salonoy.’
Eladio stared down at the offered hand. Then he hastily reached out and maintained his grip only long enough for a single shake before he let go. He felt like he was squirming and Artema Salonoy was smiling cryptically back at him. 
‘I’m–’
‘Eladio Thirteen, yes, I know,’ Artema said. ‘You have a name badge.’
‘Oh yes.’ 
Eladio unclipped his badge and slipped it into his pocket. This woman was disrupting his routine. He usually got rid of the name badge at the same time as he ditched the apron.
‘So where to
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