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Welcome to Ring of Troth…


 


This story is a shorter adventure from the
tales of the King’s Watch and takes place alongside the main narrative.

 

To be specific, this story takes place about one half  way through Eight Kings, Sixth Book of the King’s Watch.

 

You don’t need to have read any of the
  Books to follow this story.

 

 

All the characters mentioned here, and all the special
magickal terms are explained in the Who’s Who and Magickal Glossary
on the Paw Press website:


 


www.pawpress.co.uk


 













1 — The God of Beginnings


[image: Swastika]

 


 


Was I pleased that Conrad had
proposed to me? Of course I was.


When he got down on one knee (with an alarming crack
from his joints), I was the happiest girl in the world. I still am. I’m sure
that he’s the happiest man in the world, too, even if he doesn’t show it by
dancing in the streets. Or dancing at all, come to that. Which is probably for
the best. I have seen him dancing, and you have not, so believe me when I tell
you that it is not a pretty sight.


His proposal also caused our first serious argument. Really
serious, as in he almost asked me for the ring back.


The row happened after we got back from the temple in south
London and a visit to my favourite priest, Mr Joshi. It was only right and
proper that when I asked for Ganesh’s blessing on our engagement – our
betrothal, to use the old word – that we should make that prayer with Mr Joshi
to help us.


Mr Joshi did not know it, but there was far more at stake
than a ritual blessing. Every time I think back to that night at the Clarke’s
Well when Conrad proposed, I think about how my heart wanted to burst. And then
the shadow falls. The shadow of Pramiti. A long, low snake shaped shadow,
slithering around our feet.


Ganesh has many Spirits who serve him. One of them was a
Nāgin, a snake-woman called Pramiti, and it was her who opened a door for
me: literally opened a door. She used magick on my friend’s cell when I was
banged up in prison, and that open door may have saved my life. For that service,
a debt is owed. A debt that became due the moment that Conrad got down on one
knee and proposed to me. If I want Ganesh’s blessing on my marriage and on our
children, that debt must be paid.


It started just after we got back to the flat in Notting
Hill. I had worn suitable Indian dress to visit the temple and I was half way
through getting changed for a more English night out when Conrad said, ‘Do you
think Ganesh will pass on the message to Pramiti?’


I do not have Pramiti’s number, and neither does Conrad.
‘I’m sure he will. Ganesh is most meticulous when it comes to balance sheets.
He is the god of accountants as well as artists. I’m sure that he adopted
mobile technology years before your Allfather.’ I was rambling deliberately

because I had no top on. I could see an argument coming and didn’t want to
start at a disadvantage. ‘Is this kurti too long for the pub?’


‘No. It’s fine. Isn’t it a bit heavy?’


He was right. The weather was unusually warm – by the
standards of an English bank holiday weekend. Our favourite gastro-pub would be
heaving tonight and we hadn’t reserved a table because we were supposed to be
going to visit someone. They had cancelled, but I am getting ahead of myself
and trying to avoid what happened next. I slipped off the kurti and replaced it
with a red cotton dress. ‘Better?’


‘Gorgeous. Like you.’


He does talk rubbish sometimes.


I put my hair in an Alice band and went through to the
living room. ‘Ganesh will give the message to Pramiti, Conrad, but Pramiti will
be in touch with me, not you.’


‘Eh?’


We were coming to the crux of the matter. ‘It is me who owes
the debt to her, Conrad, not you. It is me that must repay it.’


He was shaking his head before I’d finished speaking. ‘She
made it very clear that she was going to collect from me. You weren’t there,
remember?’


‘Yes. I was in prison. I’m not going to forget that, am I?
It doesn’t change anything. I prayed for help. I was given help. It is me who
owes the debt, not you.’


‘Technically, I suppose. It doesn’t matter, though. So long
as it’s paid.’


I went to stand nearer the open window to get some air.
‘Pramiti has been told in no uncertain terms that she deals with me. Not you.’


‘How? When? If you don’t have her number…’


‘I met her. Remember?’


Earlier in the summer, the Mages of Salomon’s House had
conducted a summoning at the well. They had been after Conrad’s ancestor,
Thomas Clarke, and their Summoner, Li Cheng, got Pramiti as a bonus.


Before that day, when the slippery Nāgin had
doorstepped Conrad, she was attacked by a dog and seriously wounded. She had
taken refuge in the well and reappeared when that poor man had used all of his
magickal energy to summon Spectre Thomas. See what I mean? Pramiti stole his
energy to heal the wound in her side. It took Li Cheng days to recover.


‘Of course I remember,’ said Conrad. ‘You gave her a piece
of your mind and threatened dire consequences if anything happened to me.’


I nodded my head. ‘Mmm. About that.’


He narrowed his eyes. That’s the first warning sign with
Conrad. 


‘What about that?’ he said. And that was the second sign:
his voice goes flat. The third warning sign is that his hands go to his sides,
within easy reach of his guns.


‘I spoke to Pramiti in Gujarati and Hindi. I may not have
translated it accurately.’ When you are trying to get him used to a new idea,
it’s best to take it slowly.


‘So what did you really say?’


‘I told her that she was to deal with me and only me, and
that I would tie her in a sack with a giant mongoose if she tried to contact
you.’


‘A giant mongoose.’


‘Yes. I know that you’ve heard of Rikki-Tikki-Tavi, so don’t
pretend you haven’t.’


Keep him off balance. Also a good idea. Unfortunately, he
showed last week that he can still ride horses and fly helicopters. His sense
of balance is not so easily disturbed.


‘And where would you get a giant mongoose? In snake form,
Pramiti is fifteen feet long. Even Rikki-Tikki-Tavi would baulk at that.’


‘Import one from India. If there are giant snakes, there
must be giant mongooses. Mongeese. Whatever.’


He nodded slowly. ‘Quick thinking, love. I’m all in favour
of extravagant threats.’ He isn’t. I’ve never known him make a threat that he
wouldn’t happily carry out. He smiled in a brave attempt to disarm what he was
about to say. ‘You lied to me.’


And that was the real problem.


Before he ever became involved in the world of magick, I
made Conrad promise never to lie to me. I had good reasons at the time.
Honestly. And because his family motto is A Clarke’s Word is Binding, he
has stuck to it.


Now that we are betrothed, I am beginning to see that such a
one-sided arrangement isn’t necessarily a good thing for the long term, and I
am a firm believer in the long term. I could make the same promise myself, but
I’d never keep it.


‘I had a good reason to lie,’ I said. ‘You had just learnt
that your ancestor was part of terrible events that are causing even more
trouble four centuries later. You didn’t need any more problems.’


He pulled his lip. That’s usually a sign of moral
uncertainty. ‘I proposed to you because I was ready to take on Pramiti. If
you’d told me the truth, I might not have proposed at all, and I definitely
wouldn’t have proposed without talking it through first.’


Damn. He was being reasonable. I hate it when he does that.
I nodded my I agree with you nod. ‘I was going to talk it over with you
next week,’ I lied. ‘Before we go back to Pellacombe for the royal election.
You took me by surprise. It was a beautiful surprise. I didn’t want to spoil
it.’


He turned away and his hands reached for his pocket. Not his
gun, the pocket with his cigarettes in. Then he remembered that he couldn’t
smoke in here. This was to my advantage. ‘Things have changed,’ he said. ‘You
have your Ancile now. We’ll take it on together.’


I took a deep breath. ‘No. This is something I have to do on
my own.’ His eyes narrowed again. I didn’t give him a chance to respond. ‘This
is my debt in every sense, Conrad. I cannot have you risk your life over it. Or
your reputation.’


‘My reputation?’ He’d swallowed the bait. Good.


‘If we were dealing with a Dragon or an angry Mage, I would
stay well away and leave you to it, but we are not. We are dealing with a
serpent. The lowest snake. An Indian cobra.’


‘What’s Pramiti’s ethnicity got to do with anything? In
particular, what has it got to do with my reputation?’


‘It has everything to do with your reputation. You swallowed
that story she gave you hook line and sinker.’


Pramiti is missing a jewel. A special jewel. She told Conrad
that it was stolen from her while she slept. Hah.


‘Why would she lie? Vicky said that she was seriously
weakened.’


The jewel is crucial to a Nāgin’s life-cycle. ‘I don’t
deny that she has lost her Mānik,’ I replied. ‘What do you know about
them? How much research have you done?’ He shrugged. ‘I thought so. I have been
looking into the race of Nāgin for weeks now, with help from Dr Somerton.
You cannot steal a Mānik, any more than you can steal someone’s liver. I
think she gave it away or traded it.’


‘What? You can’t be serious.’


‘I can. I may need to steal it back. You cannot be involved
in that.’


‘Nor can you! You’ve only just been given an appointment
with the magickal court. If you get arrested for theft, you’ll be fired and
lose everything you’ve worked for.’


‘I might. I wouldn’t lose you, though. You cannot risk
getting involved with Pramiti.’


He pulled his lip. ‘It’s too dangerous. I know you’ve got
your Ancile, but you have no other magick at all. I barely get by as it is, but
at least I can do some magick.’


I planted my feet apart and put my hand on my hip. ‘Too
dangerous! Says the man who took on a Dragon single handed. What’s sauce
for you is sauce for me, Conrad. I may be short, but I am no one’s little
woman.’


‘I know. Believe me, I know. You’re worth more than I am. If
you try to go after the Mānik on your own, I’ll withdraw my proposal.’


Damn. I wasn’t expecting that. ‘What if I don’t want to live
together? What if I want marriage?’


His head drooped. ‘Then I’d let you go. I’d rather lose you
than see you hurt trying to marry me. I’m not worth it.’


Double damn. My heart surged with love and my shoulders
slumped with despair. All at once. To add to my misery, Scout appeared from the
spare room. He whined and sat next to Conrad, who naturally bent down to
comfort him. Since Conrad’s bond with his Familiar was upgraded, that dog knows
far too much about our business.


I tried to look positive and open. ‘But I won’t be alone.
Vicky has agreed to help me.’


‘Oh no you don’t. You can’t drag Vic into this.’


‘I am not dragging her anywhere. She jumped at the chance to
get involved. You trained her too well, Conrad. She is a Watch Captain in her
own right now and she can make her own judgements.’


He gave one of his mega-shrugs, and his hand reached to his
cigarettes again. It was time to go in for the kill.


‘Ganesh is the god of beginnings,’ I said. ‘This is the
beginning of our future. I promise two things, Conrad. First is to listen to
Vicky. If she tells me, at any point, that it’s too dangerous, then I will
withdraw. Second is this: if we return to Clerkswell with Ganesh’s blessing, I
will release you from your promise not to lie to me.’


He blinked. ‘Where did that come from?’


‘It would be wrong to start our betrothal like this. You
should not be under a one-sided obligation, and I cannot be restricted in
choosing what to do.’


‘I’m not going to stop you, am I?’


‘Not this time. Not any time.’


‘Then give me a kiss.’


We kissed. We kissed for a long time. ‘I’d better go and
do my makeup,’ I finally said. ‘If we don’t go out soon, there will be no
room left at the pub.’











2 — A Snake in her Lair


 


Pramiti sent me a message on
Sunday afternoon: About time he proposed. Come round and see me later.


The message arrived just after Dean Hardisty’s barbecue, and
we were about to leave for an important cricket match in Clerkswell on the bank
holiday Monday. I replied: Sorry. I’m busy tonight. How about Thursday
afternoon? Text me your address.


All I got back was one word: Fine. The address didn’t
arrive until Thursday, and was a mews house in Chelsea, which is a long way
from the Tower of London and was very annoying: I had been round the corner
from Pramiti’s house most of the day for an important shopping expedition with
Conrad’s new little sister, Sofía. I had to take her back to the Tower so that
he could escort her to Salomon’s House and so that I could rendezvous with
Vicky.


Vicky was the one who introduced me to the world of magick.
I like her a lot, even if she can be a bit gloomy sometimes. I blame it on the
northern winters. Growing up in Newcastle not only gives you a most strange
accent, I’m sure it gives you the voice of doom. I base this on a scientific
sample of one: Vicky is the first Geordie I’ve known properly.


‘Are you sure you’re ready for this?’ I asked when we had
settled ourselves into the Uber. Vicky has only just returned to duties after
suffering a punctured lung in the line of duty. The enforced rest made her a
very grumpy housemate sometimes. On the plus side, she used the time
constructively to address important issues such as leg waxing and eyebrow
plucking. If you think I am being superficial, bear in mind that you didn’t see
the before version. The thing I miss most about prison is 24/7 access to
qualified hairdressers.


Vicky grinned. ‘Aye. I’m champion, thanks. Are you
sure you’re up for it?’


I nodded. There was no more to be said.


Vicky was there when Pramiti first appeared. She had a good
look at her, and nothing I’ve learnt since has made Vicky think any differently
about the creature. Now that we’re on our way to meet her, it’s time I let you
know a bit more of what we’re dealing with.


One of Conrad’s allies at the Invisible College is the
Keeper of the Queen’s Esoteric Library, Dr Francesca Somerton. She is a very
wise old woman and has the history of magick at her disposal, and I took every
opportunity I could to pump her for information. The first thing I learnt was
the right name. The mundane world knows these creatures as shapeshifters.
That is not only inaccurate but considered insulting. The correct term is dual
natured.


Like their mundane counterparts, werewolves have been
extinct in England for centuries, and much of what Dr Somerton told me related
to them rather than the Nāgin. The principle is the same, though, and the
same magick applies to the dual natured wherever you find them.


I have not seen Pramiti change with my own eyes. When she
stops being a fifteen foot Indian cobra and becomes a woman, she sprouts arms
and legs and all the other parts of a human and slowly rears into an upright
position. It is similar in reverse. So where does the snake go when it becomes
a woman?


I cannot do magick, but I can understand the theory. For all
its craziness, magick obeys the law of conservation of mass: where does twenty
stone of snake come from and go to? The answer is another plane of existence.
Vicky has been to the Forest of Arden, which exists in the middle of the
Warwickshire countryside. All the oaks and other trees exist on a different
plane of energy, and you have to change your own energy state to get there. It
is the same with Pramiti.


She has two bodies, one human body and one serpent body.
They both occupy the same physical space but have different energy levels. The
Mānik is a crucial magickal Artefact for swapping between bodies. If you
want to be pedantic, you could say swapping your consciousness between
bodies and changing the bodies’ energy states.


Some of you will be scratching your heads and saying, ‘But
how do you exchange consciousness? And how does she drag the other body around
with her?’ I know you will be asking those questions because I asked them, too.
This is what Dr Somerton said. ‘The bodies each have their own cerebellum, but
the rest of the brain is singular. It’s more a question of plugging a different
body into the same brain. As for moving two bodies around, we haven’t got time
for that, dear. It involves manipulating the Higgs Boson.’


Fine. I left it at that.


I got the Uber driver to drop us off round the corner from
Pramiti’s house. It had been raining when we left the Tower. The rain itself
had stopped, but the clouds were low and grey. I could see Vicky’s hair visibly
going into a frizz. Mine would not dare.


I adjusted my bangles and my smoothed out my dress. Vicky
hitched up her jeans. We were ready for action.


We walked up the close and Vicky stared around at the
converted coach houses, now known as mews. She is househunting at the moment
and asked the obvious question. ‘How much do you think these are worth?’


‘I checked. That one over there, the one that looks like it
needs new windows, it went for £3.5 million in February.’


‘Noooo! You’re kidding me.’


‘I wish I was. Would you swap that for three Elvenham
Houses?’


‘I’d like to have the choice. Is Pramiti renting?’


‘Yes. It’s that one, with the blue doors.’


‘Nice. It’s got three storeys, too. After you.’


I rang the bell and stood back. I assumed that Pramiti would
keep us waiting on principle, but the door was opened straight away by a thin
young woman of South East Asian heritage. She barely looked up enough to see
who was at the door before lowering her head and standing back. She was wearing
a cheap black shift and leggings and had no makeup on. That would be a
deliberate policy, I assumed: Pramiti would not want the help looking more
glamorous than her.


The mews house may have been high, but it wasn’t very deep.
There was room for a small kitchen on the left, with a cloakroom, then you were
straight into the living room, which also included the staircase.


The underlying decor was still a tasteful mix of water
themed blues and whites, just visible if you looked beyond the riot of colours
that Pramiti had dumped all over the furniture and walls. Vibrant red and green
throws covered the sofas with gold cushions on top. Two mosaics with scenes
from the Hindu epics in metallic tiles glittered in the lamplight. Crammed into
a corner and sitting on top of a chest was an altar to Ganesh. As you might
expect, our hostess was absent.


‘Sit down, please,’ said the maid. ‘I make tea.’


‘Bit gloomy in here,’ said Vicky. ‘What’s wrong with
daylight, eh?’


I made Namaste to Ganesh and chose one end of the larger
sofa. Vicky took the other. While we waited, I asked where she had been looking
for houses. A safe topic. We both knew that Pramiti would be listening – we
could hear her moving about upstairs and even opening drawers. She waited until
the maid had finished bringing in the tea before she descended the staircase.
We both stood to greet her and give her the respect she is owed as a creature
of my lord. She deserves that much. She will have to earn the rest.


‘You will not believe how hard it is to get servants in
London,’ said Pramiti. ‘No men will work inside at all except eunuchs, and no
Indian girl will do it either. I had to have this Cambodian or a Bengali. It
took me a week to show her how to make tea properly. Sit down, please. You may
pour now.’


Vicky leaned in to whisper, ‘Eunuchs? Seriously?’


‘I’ll tell you later.’


We made ourselves comfortable again, and while the maid was
serving, I took a good look at our hostess. Pramiti should not be considered
human, because she isn’t. When she visited Elvenham, she turned into a snake
because that is her natural form, and the Wards protecting the house made her
change. I had to force myself to remember this when I looked at the image from
a temple carving made flesh and sitting opposite me.


She is taller than me, but not much, and Conrad was being
very polite when he described her as curvy. That doesn’t do justice to
her figure, and I have seen her naked so I speak from experience. The word I
would choose is ripe. Her breasts are large and defy gravity, her hips
are broad and well padded, and her waist is pinched. No real woman ever looked
like that without spending an epic amount of time under the knife of a deranged
cosmetic surgeon.


The most galling thing about her is that despite the
improbable body shape, she looks completely natural. Next to her, I look like
undeveloped child. Unfinished. I don’t know how Vicky feels because I am scared
to ask.


The maid finished serving, and Pramiti dismissed her. ‘Do
not disturb us,’ she said. My arm throbbed with magick and the servant brought
her hand to her chest. ‘I have put a Silence on her,’ said Pramiti. ‘We can
talk freely now. Please, enjoy your tea.’


The maid had served proper Indian tea: milky, sweet, strong
and spicy. And hot. Vicky burnt her mouth on the first sip and looked at the
glass as if it contained poison. Chai can be an acquired taste; I do not serve
it to the others at Clerkswell.


Our hostess was dressed in the most expensive, luxurious
sari, more extravagant than most Indian women would dream of for their
weddings. Silk, of course, and bright red, with gold embroidery. She adjusted
it and switched to Hindi to address me.


I kept a straight face and turned to Vicky. ‘Pramiti has
asked when the man is going to arrive.’


Vicky laughed her big Geordie laugh and said to Pramiti,
‘That depends on whether you ordered one, pet. What time do they normally
deliver men in Knightsbridge?’


Pramiti’s face darkened like approaching thunder. I quickly
stepped in. ‘Perhaps it would be quicker if we stuck to English, Pramiti-ji. I
am sure that you have been practising a lot.’


Very powerful people, or snakes, will never acknowledge
criticism. She did, however, stick to English. ‘Where is Conrad?’


I bowed my head. ‘Watch Captain Robson has graciously agreed
to assist me. I am very lucky to have such a powerful Mage on my side.’


‘I don’t want her, I want the Dragonslayer, as they all call
him.’


I had warned Vicky not to rise to the bait. She kept her
lips pressed together and only opened them to drink more tea.


‘Conrad is unfortunately detained elsewhere,’ I said. ‘He
sends his apologies and begs your forgiveness.’


‘That is very kind of him, I’m sure.’


‘Perhaps we could focus on your Mānik, Pramiti-ji. How
was it you came to lose it?’


‘It was stolen from me. By an English Mage.’


I nodded. ‘A very powerful English Mage. More powerful than
any that I have heard of to have been able to perform the … what did you call
it, Vicky?’


‘The biplanar disentanglement.’


‘Aah. That’s it. Human Mages have never succeeded in this
before. You must have been very unlucky that the first one to do so was
wandering along the Ganges while you slept.’


Pramiti’s chest flushed almost as red as her sari. ‘What are
you saying?’


‘I am saying that we cannot help you unless we have a
clearer idea of what happened.’


Pramiti stared at Vicky. Hard.


Vicky finished her tea and put the glass down. ‘Cheers for
that. I’ll tell you what, there’s so much sugar in there that you don’t need
biscuits, do you?’


Pramiti turned back to me and sniffed. Her hair is huge,
bouncy and wavy and flows about her like a cloak. I would love to have my hair
like that. And enough time in the day to do it. Or magick. She shifted some of
the locks away from her arms and said, ‘My English has improved a lot since I
first came here. Especially after I spent so long in that well of Conrad’s. It
stank of those creatures. Thomas-ji told me that the English word for them is Fae.’


I blinked, but Vicky couldn’t control herself. She took a
sharp inbreath and then swore. ‘In India? There’s no Fae in India.’


‘And for that we must be thankful,’ said Pramiti gracefully.
‘It also explains why one of them was able to trick me.’


‘What was she even doing there in the first place?’


‘He. It was most definitely a he, and don’t start to quibble
with me. I know a man when I see one.’


This is not the place for a long detour into the sex life of
the Fae. ‘No one would know better, Pramiti-ji,’ I said. ‘The other question is
still one that troubles me: what was one Fae doing in India?’


‘Have you heard of the Delhi Durbar of 1903, little one?’
she asked me, naturally assuming that Vicky hadn’t heard of it.


I bowed my head. ‘There is a photograph in my father’s house
of Paradaada-ji attending the Durbar. I saw it earlier this year. It is still
there.’


‘Gujarat, isn’t it?’ said Pramiti.


‘North west of Vadodara. Not far from the river Mahi.’


She bowed her head in acknowledgement. ‘I have never been.’
She looked at Vicky and then at me. ‘Tell her. It will save time.’


I spoke rapidly. ‘When Edward the Seventh became king of
England, he also became Emperor of India. There was a mega ceremony to proclaim
him in Delhi. It was massive. The Governor was very upset that Edward didn’t
turn up himself.’


Pramiti took over. ‘He sent his younger brother, Arthur,
Duke of Connaught.’


Vicky’s eyes lit up. ‘Didn’t he have a spell as Duke of
Albion?’


‘I wouldn’t know,’ said Pramiti. ‘Or care. If he did, he had
abdicated by 1903. The actual Duke of Albion came along with him and there was
a parallel, magickal Prana-Durbar. I attended as one of Lord Ganesh’s agents.’


Vicky and I looked at each other and smiled. Agent
was a word that could cover a multitude of sins. Pramiti pretended not to
notice.


‘One of the aristocrats from England was the Earl of Kerry.
His son was Lord Butler.’ She paused.


‘Nope,’ said Vicky.


‘I am afraid that I have never heard of either of them,’ I
said.


‘No matter. The son was a changeling. A Fae Count. I believe
that’s the correct term.’


‘A Count?’ said Vicky. Pramiti nodded. A Fae Count is a
noble in their world. He/She serves a Fae Prince.


‘Yes. He said that his lord was considering setting up a sídhe
in India, and had sent him out to explore the possibilities.’


‘Ooh,’ said Vicky. ‘That’s a bit naughty.’


‘The British Empire in India is history for you. I lived
through it. I saw much, much worse.’


‘Sorry,’ said Vicky.


Pramiti nodded to show that she accepted the apology and
moved on. ‘I have met several of the Fae here in London. They are all much the
same. Thomas-ji said the English expression was They think they’re God’s
gift. It sums them up, I think.’


‘Aye, you’re not wrong there. Do they give you the creeps
’an all, because they do to me.’ Vicky added a shiver to show what she thought
of them.


‘If only that were true,’ said Pramiti with a sigh. ‘Far
from “giving me the creeps” as you put it, he gave me the Rapture. I have never
experienced anything like it before or since.’


‘It works on youse?’ said Vicky with surprise.


‘Youse? What is that?’


Vicky gave her a hard stare. ‘The plural of you. I
thought Rapture only worked on humans.’


‘Am I not human?’


There was no answer to that. If she really thought she was
human, who are we to argue?


Pramiti moved her feet around on the couch and adjusted her
sari again. She was getting to the difficult bit. ‘He took me in the form of a
serpent. Both of us. I have never known anything like it.’


Vicky’s delicately shaped eyebrows went into orbit. ‘How…?’


‘No matter, how. He tricked me into offering him my
Mānik. He said that I wouldn’t miss it and that he was suffering terribly
from shifting to the Spirit realm.’ She looked down. ‘I never saw him again,
and within an hour I was nearly dead. Our Lord answered my prayer and made this
mark.’ She touched the red dot, the bindi, on her forehead. ‘It kept me alive,
but it is not the same.’


Vicky nodded sympathetically. ‘He definitely tricked you,
did he?’


‘As Ganesh is my witness.’


‘How can I put this? Are you sure it wasn’t just a gift that
you regret?’


‘Would you give your heart and accept a mechanical pump in
its place?’


Ugh. What an image. Vicky didn’t like it much, either. ‘Fair
enough. I asked around, and if the Mānik was tricked out of you, we can
get it back under English magickal law. That might not make a difference to
you, but it does to us. The only problem now is finding the creep who did it.’


‘I believe that I can help you,’ said Pramiti, rising like a
volcano of silk from the couch. She crossed to the altar and took out a small
wooden box from the chest underneath. It was a beautiful example of Indian
artisanal work, intricately carved and brightly painted. On the lid, Lord
Ganesh was being pulled in a chariot by a team of monkeys. She weighed the box
in her hands and then placed it carefully on the coffee table. She didn’t sit
down again.


‘One thing about him I could tell was his real name. It is
written on parchment in that box.’


Vicky withdrew slightly and looked at me. I looked blankly
back. She addressed our hostess. ‘You mean his Quicksilver name? His true
name?’


‘I do. Take the box. And may Ganesh guide you.’


There was a shiver of magick, and Pramiti shouted for her
servant.


I bowed my thanks and within seconds we were blinking in the
daylight and reaching for our umbrellas. The rain was back.


 










3 — A Fae Encounter


 


‘What now?’ I said. ‘There were large parts of that I didn’t
understand.’


‘That makes two of us. Come on, let’s get out of the rain.
We’ll get a black cab. There’s always loads round here.’


‘Where are we going?’


‘Salomon’s House.’


‘All the way back to the City? Do we have to?’


‘Yes. I do not want to spend a single second longer than I
have to with this burning a hole in me bag.’


She pointed to where she had secreted the little box and
then started walking quickly out of the mews court.


I caught up with her. ‘Is it really so dangerous?’


‘Shh.’ She was right about the black cabs. One was coming
towards us and she stuck out an arm to pull it over. ‘No talking in the cab,
alright? Not about this. Tell me more about Raven. Is she really that tall?’


‘You have no idea.’


I started a monologue about the enormous Witch called Raven
who was part of a mission in Cornwall that Conrad and I are on. I’d said most
of it already, and it soon became clear that Vicky was scanning the traffic

like a spy in a film. She got worried at one point and ordered the taxi driver
to take a detour off Fleet Street. She was even beginning to worry me. Surely
that box couldn’t be so dangerous?


The taxi was still moving when she jumped out on to
Ironmonger Lane and dived into the back entrance of Salomon’s House, something
that should not be possible in a black cab.


‘Bloody hell,’ said the cabbie. ‘The safety locks have
failed.’


I knew that Vicky had used magick, because I’d felt it. I
improvised. ‘I think my dress may have caught in the door when we got in and
jammed the lock.’


‘But…’


‘She won’t be long. It’s been a tiring day. We’re very
grateful. If you don’t mind waiting?’


He got the hint: shut up, there’s a big tip on the way. I
sat back and asked him what he thought of the England cricket team’s
performance this summer. I was in luck – he actually likes cricket. We were
deep in conversation about whether Jimmy Anderson’s days were numbered when
Vicky reappeared.


She was looking much happier and told the cabbie to go to a
road I had never heard of and drop us outside a pub that I had no idea existed.
The City of London is a very different place to what I call real London. I
think it was the biggest tip I’ve ever given a taxi driver.


It was quiet inside the pub. Some City of London pubs have
been there since the Great Fire of 1666 (and some haven’t cleaned the toilets
since the Blitz. Ugh); others are temples of glass and chrome that mirror the
skyscrapers which surround them. This pub was in the latter category.


‘I wouldn’t have thought this was your kind of place,’ I
said. ‘I thought Mages preferred haunts were just that – haunted. The only
ghosts here are the reflections in the mirrors. Do these City types really love
themselves so much?’


‘Yes they do. I think I need a proper drink. Merlot?’


‘Please. Californian if they’ve got it.’


I found a table in the corner where I could keep an eye on
the doors without having to look at myself in the process. Vicky came back with
the drinks and relaxed another level. ‘Cheers, Mina. You’re right about haunted
pubs. Generally speaking, the older the better for most Mages. The trouble is,
we’re very close to Salomon’s House here. All the really nice pubs are also
popular with the tutors. That can really put you off your stroke, that can.
They wouldn’t be seen dead in here. Another bonus, the guys are much better
looking. Desi and I used to come in at six and never had to buy a drink.’


I thought of her best friend, Desirée Haynes, pillar of the
evangelical church choir, and tried to imagine them being chatted up for free
drinks. ‘Mmm, Vicky, I am struggling with that concept. You, I can see as a
cheap tart, Desi not so much.’


She roared with laughter. ‘Tart I may be, but I’m never
cheap. Nothing but champagne if I’m not buying.’ She leaned forwards and I
really tried to imagine it. I only met her once before she was formally
partnered with Conrad. Before she died and grew up.


I tried to imagine a carefree, twenty year old Victoria
Robson in a short skirt perching on the bar stool. ‘Fair enough,’ I said. ‘You
I can believe, but I’m still struggling with Desi.’


‘Just you wait and see what happens when we get our own
place.’ She took in a big breath and held her hand to her right breast as she
did so. ‘No pain from me wound. Good. I did wonder how it would cope with being
stressed.’


‘Why were you so worried?’ I asked. ‘What was in that box
and why couldn’t we even talk about it in the taxi?’


She had sat next to me at the table rather than the more
natural position opposite. She wanted to watch the doors as much as I did.
Being around Conrad has that effect on you. She scanned the bar again and
lowered her voice. ‘You’ve met Niði, the Dwarf. Even without magick yourself,
could you feel something … I don’t know. Something wrong about him?’


‘There was very little right about Niði. Not that I didn’t
like him.’


She shuddered. ‘Every time I think I understand you, Mina,
you say something like that.’ I didn’t take offence. I am used to being
misunderstood. She continued, ‘Dwarves have a part-silicon biology. No human
really understands it, and it’s the same with the Fae. Not silicon, but
mercury.’


‘I have heard something about it. I focused on snakes, not
fairies, when I spoke to Dr Somerton.’


‘Shhh! Never use the F-y word! Fae, yes, the other one, no.
Never.’


She was deadly serious. And wound up. Conrad uses it when he’s
particularly pissed off, and I shall have to find out what the problem is. Not
today, though. ‘You were saying,’ I said. ‘About mercury.’


‘Aye. Well. It’s very toxic to humans. Very, very toxic. To
the Fae, it’s crucial. As far as we can tell, it has a place in the brain, and
it definitely has a place in their magick. Being alchemists, we obviously use
the old word for mercury – Quicksilver.’


‘Aah. You said something about a Quicksilver name.’


‘I did. And that’s what’s in the box. The Fae have their own
language, only ever used in the sídhe, and they have secret names. That’s one
bit of the legends that’s true: if you know a Fae’s Quicksilver name, you have
a hold over them.’


‘So what’s the problem?’


‘It’s dangerous. Their first reaction is usually to kill you
rather than let you pass it on. I don’t know, because I didn’t open the box,
but if Pramiti wrote that name down on Parchment, it will have sounded like a
fire engine to any Fae around. We were lucky to get all the way across London
without being intercepted.’


‘Couldn’t you hear it?’


She shook her head. ‘It broadcasts on a different frequency
to my magickal potential. I might be making a fuss over nothing. Anyway, it’s
safe in the Esoteric Library.’


‘Won’t they try to break in?’


‘There’s a vault and a treaty. I put the name in there
without looking, and they leave it alone. Long story.’ She took a sip of wine.
More of a gulp. ‘Before we go on, I just wanted to say that I thought you were
brilliant in there. You had Pramiti wrapped round your little finger.’


I looked down at my wine and let my hair come forward. I
don’t like compliments, not even ones from Vicky, who is as genuine as anyone I
know. ‘I had a forked stick,’ I said.


‘Eh? Forked stick? What are you on about, man?’


I looked up. ‘Before they invented long pincers for picking
up snakes, they used a forked stick. My grandfather used to do it.’


‘You what? Your grandfather was a snake charmer? I thought
he was some sort of lord of the manor.’


I frowned. ‘He was. He still is. He only stopped dealing
with the snakes when his arthritis got bad. Someone has to deal with them. They
try to come in during the monsoons, especially when you have an open house.’


Her eyes bulged. ‘You are kidding me.’


‘No.’


She shivered. ‘I am not visiting your family. Ever. At least
that explains why you weren’t so scared of her as I would have been.’


‘I was respectful of her. I just did what I had to and then
let her go, which is what Daada-ji did. He used to throw them over the wall
into the cotton fields.’


She chuckled. ‘What was she talking about eunuchs for? Was
that a metaphor for the uselessness of men?’


I turned my wine glass around. ‘Pramiti is the servant of
Lord Ganesh. My Lord. I want to pay the debt and get his blessing, but we have
a problem.’ I looked up. ‘If we succeed, and restore her to her powers, she
will be dangerous. The Nāgin keep slaves. That poor girl serving her. She
will not be receiving any wages.’


‘Oh.’


‘Precisely. And don’t forget that there are Nāgas, too.
Male versions of Pramiti. They do breed.’


‘Shall we cross that bridge when we get to it?’


‘Yes. And tell me about the Rapture. Does it have to do with
sex?’


‘Usually, but not always. It’s a special power of the Fae
and a few other creatures. It’s the magickal equivalent of heroin. Total
pleasure overload. It’s very addictive, or so I’ve heard.’


There was something in her voice. ‘Have you?’


She shook her head. ‘Nearly. I once knew someone who did.
She was nearly lost completely. It’s not without its risks to the Fae, so they
don’t use it a lot. I could name a very popular entertainer from our dad’s era
who could use it on a whole auditorium.’


I was about to push her for more details when something made
us both look at the doors. A man had come in, and he was looking our way. My
heart missed two beats, the first because he was drop-dead gorgeous and the
second because he had a hunger in his eyes that raised hackles on my hackles.
Whatever they are. It was spooky. That’s the word I used when I am creeped out by
magick. Spooky. And the spookiest thing of all was the man who held the door
open for him: our cab driver. How????


‘Incoming Fae Knight,’ said Vicky. ‘I thought it wouldn’t be
long before we had company.’


‘What do we do?’


‘Try not to panic.’


‘Helpful.’


‘Oh, and if he offers to shake hands, check your ring
afterwards.’


He went to the bar and peeled off five twenty pound notes.
He pointed to our table and the barman nodded. When he came over, I realised
that I was holding my breath. His hair was tightly curled and jet black, his
jaw was chiselled and his shoulders broad under a fine silk suit jacket. He was
just too good to be true in all departments. That didn’t mean that I couldn’t
enjoy the view, though, did it?


When he got closer, just before he was about to pull out a
chair, he stopped and frowned for a second. ‘This, I did not expect,’ he said.
‘A Captain of Nimue’s Guard and her well protected friend.’


Nimue’s Guard is the Fae name for the King’s Watch.
They don’t like saying the word King.


I made namaste and he bowed in return. He studied us for
another second and held out his hand. ‘I am the Knight of the Silver Field,
also known as Jon Ashford, in the service of the Duke of Ashford. It’s a
pleasure to meet you.’


Vicky shook and said, ‘Watch Captain Robson. Vicky. Off duty
at the moment.’


It was my turn. My arm tingled as his fingers wrapped around
mine. I felt warmth and strength in his hand, but nothing else. ‘And I am Mina
Desai. Also off duty.’


He released my hand and I couldn’t help checking that my
engagement ring and my favourite gold bangle were still there. From now on,
Vicky was definitely in charge.


The barman arrived with three champagne flutes and an ice
bucket with a bottle of Taittinger, my favourite Champagne, chilling nicely.
‘Will you join me?’ said the Knight of the Silver Field.


Do they really go around calling themselves things like
that? I was in agreement with Pramiti: they really do think they’re God’s gift.
I shall refer to him as Jon.


‘It would be a pleasure,’ said Vicky. ‘As we’re on common
ground.’


Jon hesitated with his hand over the ice bucket. Vicky had
made it clear that we would only talk to him under a flag of truce. Technically
that meant we were joint hosts, but there was no way I was paying for champagne
at these prices.


‘Very well.’ With a swirl of magick, the cork was out and
the glasses were full. ‘Good health and long life,’ he said.


We joined the toast and waited for him to make the first
move. Naturally, he picked on me.


‘I can’t say I’ve heard your name before, Miss Desai, yet
here you are with an Ancile on your skin and a very special ring. Your fiancé
wouldn’t be a Gnome by any chance, would he?’


I smiled and sipped my champagne. Vicky nearly choked on her
bubbles.


‘Howay, man, what do you take us for? Your boss’ll tell you
sharp enough. Mina is the Peculier Auditor, and she’s here on her own account,
not her fiancé’s.’


He gave me a searching look and reluctantly turned his
attention to Vicky. You might say that his reluctance was because he saw me as
the weaker one and wanted to press his advantage. I prefer to think that he
found me more attractive. In an exotic way, of course. I’ll let you decide.


‘You were lucky that I was nearby,’ he said. ‘Even so, I had
to run to get here. Don’t worry, we won’t be disturbed.’


I tried to keep my mouth shut. I really did. And I failed.
‘Who would disturb us?’


Vicky knows me too well to be upset. ‘Other Fae,’ she said.
‘He’s put a marker down. A bit like when Scout leaves a puddle. Unless a very
big one turns up, of course.’


Jon’s whole attitude changed in a second. The security
cameras wouldn’t show anything, but right here, round the table, I could feel
the temperature drop and his charm clicked off like Vicky had thrown a switch.


‘Why were you parading my master’s name through the streets
of London like the Lord Mayor’s Show, and where is it now?’


‘That answers one question,’ said Vicky. ‘It was definitely
Enscribed on Parchment in an unprotected box.’ She put her glass down. ‘Cards
on the table, eh? We were given your master’s name by someone he once dealt
with.’


‘Really?’


‘Really.’


He frowned. ‘Does that person know what they’ve done? Do
they realise how serious this is?’


Vicky looked at me. ‘Mina?’


‘I think she knows exactly what she did.’


Jon rubbed the stubbly beard that added extra mystery to his
face. Stop it Mina! Focus on the job.


‘Where is it now?’ he said.


‘In a safe place,’ said Vicky. ‘The Esoteric Library. Fairly
and legally deposited.’


He nodded. ‘And you would take an oath that you did not read
it?’


‘I would.’


He sat back. ‘Much as I’m enjoying your company, why are we
here?’


‘Pour us another glass and Mina will tell you.’


It was my turn to choke on the fizz. I gave her my you
could have told me look and tried to pull my thoughts together. A large
glass of merlot, followed by Champagne, all on an empty stomach, isn’t the best
preparation for negotiations with supernatural creatures.


Jon poured the drinks with an effortless flick of the wrist
to make sure there was no spillage. ‘Would you like to make the toast?’ he said
to me.


Perhaps it was the wine. ‘To mutual satisfaction,’ I said.


‘I’ll always drink to that,’ he said.



‘Your master was in Delhi in 1903,’ I said. ‘He travelled
under the name Lord Butler.’


‘If you say so.’


‘I do. And he brought back a souvenir. You know what it’s
like these days, all those former colonies wanting their art and treasures
back. Perhaps the Duke of Ashford might consider restitution.’


‘Is that so? I’m sure my lord has many souvenirs.’


‘Get your phone out. I’ll message you an image. I’m sure
it’ll jog his memory. You can go outside and bring him up to date.’


We made contact and I sent him a new-agey picture of a woman
and a snake twined together. It would get the message across.


He stared at his phone. ‘Are you serious? A snake?’


This young Fae knight was clearly wet behind the ears. I got the feeling that this would be the one and only time I would feel older and wiser than one of them.
‘You’d better send it quickly,’ I said. I also had to resist the urge to pat his arm.

When I got up this morning, I did not envisage feeling like an older woman looking for a toyboy. Tempting, though.


‘Fine.’ He picked up his glass and took it outside.


‘We’d better take it in turns to go to the ladies,’ said
Vicky. ‘You go first.’


We both went, and both got back. The Knight of the Silver
Field was still outside. We could see him nodding and almost bowing through the
smokey glass walls. ‘Looks like we’ve hit pay dirt,’ said Vicky. ‘What’s your
next step?’


‘Unlike the British government, I am a firm believer in
always leaving No Deal on the table.’


‘Hey! You know the rules. No Brexit discussions.’


I grinned. Vicky gets very sensitive about these things. ‘It
was a metaphor. If this Duke of Ashford doesn’t want to play ball, we’ll text
the location of his sídhe to Pramiti and she can deal with him.’


‘You wouldn’t.’


I nodded firmly. ‘You could sell tickets. It would be quite
a show.’


Vicky’s complexion is perfectly adapted to a climate where
no sun shines from September to May. To say that she went white would be to say
nothing. She did swallow hard and lick her lips nervously.


Jon came back to the table with his phone still glued to his
ear. ‘Is she in the country?’ he said to me.


I gave him a smile and blinked at him.


‘She won’t say,’ he said into the phone. He listened and
said, ‘Probably … Of course, my lord.’ He held out the phone to me. ‘I’ll put a
Silence around this corner.’ he said. I accepted the phone and he stood up.


‘Hello. Is that the duke?’


‘Yes, I am Lord Ashford, Miss Desai. What an honour. I
believe that you are not only the new star of the Cloister Court, but you’re
also engaged to the Dragonslayer. My congratulations.’


The voice was rich and throaty with a hard edge. If this Fae
had ever gone into the movies, he would have played the gang boss in a crime
story.


‘The honour is mine, Lord Ashford,’ I replied. ‘I am only
here in a private capacity, and Vicky is a personal friend. None of this need
go any further.’


‘Good to know. I doubt that Conrad Clarke would be happy if
anything happened to you.’


‘Why should it?’


‘Indeed, Miss Desai, indeed. None of us wants an awkward
situation to turn into a crisis, do we?’


I thought his question was rhetorical, but he clearly
expected me to buy into this. ‘We do not. Let’s all work together to resolve
it.’


‘Good. I want to help, and I will help, but there’s a
problem. I gave the ruby away. A long time ago.’


‘That really is awkward.’


‘But not the end. If I remember correctly, your … friend?
Client? Compatriot?’


‘We’ll stick with client. It’s closer to the truth.’


‘As you wish. If I remember correctly, your client can be
quite volatile. I’m sure she hasn’t changed. If you keep my identity from her
until tomorrow morning, I will undertake rigorous enquiries overnight.’


‘That is no problem. I have an engagement tonight anyway.
Might I ask how long ago it was when you last saw the Mānik?’


‘The ruby? During Edward VII’s time, and that’s another
problem. I gave it to my Lord Prince. He mounted it in a ring so that humans
could use it, and he gave it to a princess. A human princess from one of those
little German places. The human princess was married to the Duke of … It
doesn’t matter. He was very much a member of the British royal family. Another
reason for keeping this quiet. Thank you for your forbearance, Miss Desai.’


‘And thank you for the time, Lord Ashford. And the
champagne.’


‘Give Sir Jonathan your number and I’ll call you. Until
tomorrow. Goodbye.’


Vicky had been listening hard. ‘I don’t know whether to be
terrified or encouraged. Pramiti hasn’t exactly hidden herself. He could be
organising a pre-emptive strike against her.’


‘I only promised to keep his identity secret, not his
existence. I shall give Pramiti an update. I’m sure she’ll take appropriate
measures.’


Jon (who looks nothing like a Sir Jonathan) cancelled
the magick and sat down. I returned his phone and gave him my number.


‘If you’ll excuse me,’ he said, ‘I need to be going. I’ll
leave what’s left of the bottle for you. Good to meet you.’


We shook hands and he left. I started to message Pramiti,
and Vicky checked her own phone.


‘Look at this!’ she said. ‘Conrad’s invited me for dinner
with youse tonight, and both his sisters.’


She was right. In a separate text to me he said that Rachael
was less likely to explode if Vicky were there. I couldn’t argue with that and
told Vicky that I thought it was a lovely idea.


‘I need to get changed,’ she replied. ‘I can’t go like
this.’


‘And me.’ I checked the time. ‘I don’t think we can get to
both our flats and the restaurant. Shall we split up, or can you lend me
that dress you wore to the garden party?’ I added a smile.


Vicky gave me a dark look. ‘You mean the one me Mam said was
too tight and too short?’


Her mother was right. I wasn’t going to say that, though. ‘I
thought it was a lovely colour, that’s all.’


‘Go on. If Rachael’s paying, it’ll be worth going. And I
want to see how she gets on with Sofía.’ She poured the last of the Taittinger.
‘Talking of getting on, how did you find Sir Jon? As a person.’


‘Rather handsome, actually. Smoother than I’m used to, but I
could be persuaded.’


‘Aye, and that’s the rub. He’s only a knight. Barely a
teenager in Fae terms, but that’s what they do in person. They radiate
desirability. You’ll notice he turned it off sharp when he didn’t get his own
way.’


I thought back. ‘You’re right. He did.’


‘Watch out, is all I’m saying. You can’t stop them doing it,
but you can control the way you respond.’


I tilted my head. ‘And if I didn’t want to control it? For
argument’s sake?’


She shook her head and looked down. ‘You wouldn’t regret it
until afterwards. Shall we go?’












4 — All Kinds of Family


 


We had no idea what time Lord
Ashford would get in touch, so Vicky and I agreed to meet at the Regent’s café
in Regent’s Park. It was roughly half way between her place in Islington and
ours in Notting Hill. Conrad was spending the day sorting out the flat with
Sofía, ready for her moving in permanently now that she was going to be a
student at Salomon’s House.


It was a brighter day, but still not bright enough for
Vicky’s enormous shades. ‘I’m out of practice,’ she said.


‘At drinking? Not from what I’ve seen in Clerkswell.’


‘No. General debauchery. I’m sure there was more cream in
that starter than I normally eat in a week. I need coffee. Preferably
intravenously. And pastries.’


‘Lightweight.’


We were deep in a discussion about why Vicky had offered a
room in her potential new house to Alain Dupont when I got a three word
message: Farthingale and Daughter. What? I showed the message to Vicky. 


‘Bloomsbury,’ she said. ‘I’ll book an Uber.’


She got the driver to drop us at the back of the British
Museum. I have always liked this part of London: serious and solid, unlike the
chaos of the West End or the cutthroat cleanliness of the City. ‘Where are we
really going?’ I said.


‘Biggest human dealers in magickal Artefacts in Europe,
that’s where.’


Somewhere in the back of my brain an alarm bell was
sounding. I must have been more hungover than I thought because I had no idea
why it was ringing.


We headed round the corner and Vicky said, ‘There’s quite a
few dealers round here. If I’m in town when Sofía starts at the Invisible
College, I might take her on a tour. We won’t be going to Farthingale’s
though.’


‘Why not?’


‘Right out of my league. When it comes to Artefacts, I’m an
IKEA kind of girl. Farthingale’s are like Sotheby’s, Bonhams and Christie’s all
rolled into one. It’s down here.’


This area is full of little parks and squares – Tavistock,
Woburn, Russell. Vicky turned off one of them and into a short no-through road
with a large house on the right. It was a stunning property, all white and
pillars with a huge front door up the steps. If Conrad were here, he’d be
telling me that it was neo-Georgian or post-Gothic or something. Whatever it
was, I was looking at lots of zeroes in the price, and that alarm bell in my
head was now ringing so loudly that I couldn’t ignore it. Vicky was about to
cross the road until I grabbed her by the arm.


‘Vicky, would this be a good place to buy a necklace of
Moondrops?’


‘You what? Where did that come from? How have you even heard
of Moondrops?’


‘Would it?’


‘Hell, aye. If they haven’t got one, they’ll know where to
get one.’


‘Then we can’t go in dressed like this. I need to change.’


‘What! Is my dress not good enough for you now?’


It was unfortunate. In the fug of early morning, I’d put
Vicky’s dress back on after last night and couldn’t be bothered to change it
when I woke up properly. She had taken a dim view of that when we first met.


‘I need a disguise. I don’t suppose you can put a spell on
me?’


She shook her head. ‘I keep telling you. They’re not spells,
they’re Works, and no, I can’t. Not one that would get us up the steps.
What’s the problem?’


I already had my phone out and was retreating down the road.
‘Angels costume hire. It’s only round the corner. A couple of corners. Come
on.’


It was more than a couple of corners. It took more than five
minutes, which is Vicky’s limit for walking, and she was starting to moan like
a toddler when we got there. ‘For the love of Pete, will you tell me what the
flamin’ hell you’re up to, Mina?’


I stopped outside the small shop front, currently filled
with a tribute to Alice in Wonderland. ‘I’m not going to tell you in case I’m
wrong.’


When we emerged from the shop (or the third floor of the
shop, to be accurate), Vicky announced, ‘I am not walking around London with
you dressed like that. We are taking a cab, and that’s that.’


‘Quite right,’ I said. ‘Princesses do not walk. And don’t
forget my name.’


‘No, Rani.’


It had started as a joke in prison: I shared a Bollywood DVD
and they got hooked. A lot of the girls started calling me Rani, after
Rani Mukherjee, star of my favourite film. When I got out of jail, the
Clerkswell girls realised that Rani also means Princess, and kept it up
for some reason. I should point out that although the young Ms Mukherjee is the
same height as me, she has a much smaller nose and much better jaw line. And a
better figure. Conrad says I have nicer eyes. Aah. Bless him.


‘Good,’ I said. ‘You call the cab.’


‘You’re pushing it now, pet. I’m supposed to be your friend,
not your servant.’


I put on the accent. ‘I am not understanding your strange
English ways.’


‘Give over. Talk normal or they’ll twig straight away.
Besides, the driver’s more likely to stop for you than me on account of you
being dressed in neon yellow.’


It was the most princess-y of their Indian costumes and the
only one that fitted. It would do. I got the cab (she was right about that),
and we were soon back outside Farthingale and Daughter.


‘You do realise,’ said Vicky, ‘that if they have an Indian
on the staff, we’re up shit creek.’


‘They don’t. Trust me on that.’


‘Fine.’


Vicky went up to the Conrad-sized double doors and pressed
the bell. Underneath, a brass plate said Farthingale House. And that was
it. The world of magick does not advertise.


A young (English) man answered the door and ushered us in.
Vicky had told me that they would know straight away I had no magick of my own,
but that the engagement ring should conceal my Ancile. Even though I was
clearly a princess, the young man welcomed Vicky, not me. She is the Mage, and
that’s all they really care about.


‘How can we help?’ he said. He’d already taken in Vicky’s
street-casual outfit and decided not to call anyone important.


‘My friend would like to talk about Focuses for Divination,’
said Vicky.


He turned his attention to me. I made an elaborate namaste,
and he bowed. ‘This way, Miss…?’


‘Rani Mukherjee,’ I said.


‘And I’m Ralph,’ he replied, leading us through the most
exquisitely furnished hallway and down a short corridor to a comfortable small
sitting room. He pronounced his name Rafe. Typical. There was freshly
brewed coffee waiting for us.


Conrad’s father would also tell you something about the
furniture in here. It looked old and valuable, which is all I can say. I miss
my mother every day, even though we didn’t speak for years and she only dragged
me back to her death-bed to shout at me. Even so, a little part of me is soooo
glad that Conrad and Alfred do not have to go round to the old family home in
Ealing. It made the Indian makeover of Pramiti’s mews house look the height of
sophistication. When it came to interiors, my mother had no taste whatsoever.
None. There. I’ve said it.


‘How did you two become friends?’ said Ralph.


‘Amelia is the daughter of our London housekeeper,’ I said,
trying not to look at Vicky. ‘We grew up together until she became a Mage.’ I
lowered my head modestly. ‘It is thanks to her that I met my fiancé. I am lucky
enough to be marrying the mundane son of a very magickal family. From Austria.’


‘Oh, really?’ said Ralph.


‘Yes.’ Before he could ask who they were, I pressed on.
‘Obviously there is a big problem with the dowry gifts.’


‘I see.’


‘Could we start with a selection of Tarot decks? Enchanted,
of course.’


‘Of course. I won’t be a moment. Please, help yourselves to
more coffee.’


When he’d left the room, Vicky leaned towards me and
whispered, ‘Rani, listen.’ She pointed to the other side of the room.


I leaned towards her and tilted my head. There was an
explosion of pain as she flicked my ear with her fingernail. I’m sure she added
magick to make it really hurt.


‘We will finish this conversation later,’ she whispered.


I haven’t been flicked on the ear since primary school. Not
even in prison. Ouch.


I composed myself, and Ralph returned with a tray that made
me gasp. Not even my mother’s family (who are much richer than my father’s)
could have afforded such a thing. It was hardwood, inlaid with rosewood and
mother of pearl to pick out the highlights of a geometric design. It also had
three wooden boxes on it. I ignored them.


‘Forget the cards,’ I said. ‘I’ll buy the tray.’


‘I thought you’d like it,’ said Ralph. ‘I’m afraid that it’s
not for sale.’


‘Such a shame. Amelia, would you mind looking at the cards
for me?’


‘Nothing would give me greater pleasure,’ said Vicky. I
moved my foot so that I could tread on her toes. She was way too sarcastic.


Vicky grimaced and squeezed her eyes closed. Luckily Ralph
was too busy opening the boxes and spreading out the silk squares that
contained the cards. ‘This one is very old,’ he said, pointing to a badly foxed
pack of black and white woodcut cards. ‘Genuine Bavarian. A real rarity.’


‘Too fragile,’ I said. ‘They have to be robust. His little
sister has only just come into magick, and needs something she can fiddle about
with.’


‘How about these? Enscribed in Ireland. The Celtic designs
will make them a talking point in … Austria, was it?’


‘The Tyrol. Yes.’


He pointed to the cards. ‘Amelia, please take a closer
look.’


Vicky hesitated, then picked up one of them. Then more. She
took the whole pack and ran them through her fingers. They looked beautiful, if
your idea of beautiful is those anaemic redheads they seem to go in for over
there. There were rather too many half-naked women for my tastes.


‘These have got some real heft,’ said Vicky. ‘A lot
of Works in them. They should be a real challenge for little Waltrout.’


At least she was getting into the spirit of the thing. Where
did Waltrout come from? Ralph didn’t think it was unusual. ‘Fine. I’ll
take them,’ I said. ‘You do understand that I’ll have to settle on mundane
terms.’


‘Of course,’ he said smoothly, wrapping the decks away.
‘Obviously we don’t take credit cards. How would you settle?’


‘How much for the cards?’


‘Twenty five thousand. Guineas.’


What???? I tried to wave it off. ‘We can discuss the
price later. When we’ve got the more important items. I got my phone out and
checked one of the documents on it. I fixed Ralph with my most regal gaze and
said, ‘I need something for my future mother in law. I’d like to get her a
Moondrop necklace, but I don’t think she’d use it much.’ The look on Ralph’s
face told me what I needed to know, and I pressed on. ‘She is a Necromancer,
I’m sorry to say. What do you have in the way of Triangle Censers?’


‘Triangle Censers?’ said Ralph. He couldn’t quite believe
it. Had I overplayed my hand? When you’re lying, you should never go back.
Press on. Double down, as they say.


‘Brass, preferably,’ I added. ‘And while you go to check,
you should give Hledjolf a call. I bank with him.’


‘I’ll be as quick as I can,’ he said. He left the Gaelic
Tarot cards on the coffee table in their box and took the tray away with the
rejected ones.


Meanwhile, Vicky had been texting. She nudged me gently and
pointed to my phone. A new message. From her. She clearly expected the
Farthingales to be listening to everything we said. This was the message (and
my reply).


Vicky: Have you gone mad????? You’ll be lucky if they
don’t call the King’s Watch. And WTF is this about Hledjolf???? BTW, if my
foot’s bruised, you’re in even more trouble.


Me: Don’t panic. They’ve bought it. I know what I’m
doing. And please address me as Your Highness.


Her reply was full of emojis, two of which were obscene. I
won’t reprint them.


I was full of confidence on the surface. It’s a good job
that Vicky couldn’t see my crossed fingers. I was starting to panic when the
door opened and the senior management appeared, in the form of a woman in her
thirties. Instead of a sharp suit, she wore a floaty summer dress and had her
hair down. There was something about the cut of that dress… 


I stood up to make namaste. ‘Congratulations,’ I said. ‘When
is it due?’


She beamed and shook hands. ‘Thank you. Not until the
spring. I’m Danika, also known as DeeDee.’


‘Aah,’ said Vicky. ‘You’re the Daughter’s Daughter –
DeeDee.’


‘That’s right.’ She shook hands with Vicky. ‘And you’re
Amelia?’


I could see Vicky about to dig herself a deep hole. ‘That’s my
nursery name for her,’ I said. ‘I promised that I’d give her family, and my
fiancé’s family, complete privacy.’


She turned back to me. ‘And you’re Rani Mukherjee, but not the
Rani Mukherjee.’


I nodded enthusiastically. ‘Correct. My mother was an
Ambani. You can ask Ralph to look us up when he’s finished talking to
Hledjolf.’ I gave her the smile I give my opponents in bridge when I’ve made an
outrageous bid: I dare you.


‘I’ll do that. You do appreciate that if you go ahead and
purchase these items, they are strictly for export only.’


‘Of course.’


‘Then excuse me.’


We sat down again, and I said, ‘Do you think a dress like
that would suit me? Could I wear it to open the village fete next year?’


‘No. You’re too short.’


‘Ouch, Amelia.’


‘Shh. They’re coming back.’


I uncrossed my fingers when DeeDee wafted back into the room
with Ralph in her wake. He had the same tray, but this time there were three
incense burners on it, made of brass. I uncrossed my fingers and breathed a
sigh of relief. Vicky, meanwhile, was trying to climb over the back of the sofa
and get away. Almost. She was definitely not keen on the goods. Ralph was now
wearing white gloves with black Alchemical symbols stitched into them. He put
the tray down very carefully and left us to it.


‘Don’t worry, Amelia,’ I said. ‘I won’t be asking you to
examine them.’ I got out my jeweller’s loupe and leaned forward.


Vicky made a little mewing noise and DeeDee drew in a sharp
breath. I may not know much about architecture or European furniture, but I
know my bling. I squinted at the carvings on the side of the censers (making
sure not to touch them), and took in the detail. There were human figures,
naked, with every hair of their locks realised in metal. There was a Dwarf with
diamonds for eyes, and a Black Unicorn with rubies. I’d seen enough without
looking for the Fae.


I put the magnifier slowly back in my bag and got out my
business card. I made sure that DeeDee couldn’t see the logo. ‘What’s your
starting point?’ I said.


‘We don’t negotiate on these items. The price is twelve
point five. Million.’


‘Interesting. How much will Clan Flint see of this?’


Her English Rose cheeks went a much angrier colour. ‘Who are
you? Who sent you?’


I passed her my card, holding it high over the table. I’ll
tell you something, posh English girls can really swear. Much better than Vicky
can. Ralph slipped back into the room and looked very alarmed.


My arm started to tingle and Vicky put her hand to her
chest. She pressed on her Artefacts and undid the Work she’d put about her
Badge of Office. ‘Easy, Miss Farthingale,’ she said. ‘Let’s calm down, shall
we?’


The magick stopped, and DeeDee stared at us.


I coughed. ‘Shall we start by removing these rather dreadful
things?’


‘Take them away, Ralph, and tell Mother we have visitors.’
She held up my card and Ralph plucked it from her fingers. He put it in his
pocket and took away the tray. Both DeeDee and Vicky relaxed a little. I wonder
if Conrad would have felt anything.


If you’re wondering, those little censers – Triangle Censers
– are a set used in the summoning of more powerful Spirits. I have no idea what
they do, but they are one of the items that went missing as part of the Flint
Hoard case which is currently before the Cloister Court.


‘I’m not saying anything until Mother has called our
attorney,’ said DeeDee.


‘This is not an official visit,’ I said. ‘I can’t ignore
what I’ve just seen, of course, but it’s a question of whether I call Iain
Drummond now or later. You will have to give up a lot of what you’ve got, I’m
afraid.’


‘What about the Triangle Censers?’ she said, staring at
Vicky rather than me.


‘What Triangle Censers?’ said Vicky. ‘I didn’t examine them
closely enough to swear in court.’


‘I did,’ I said, ‘but I don’t think that Judge Bracewell
will take my word for it.’


‘Then what do you want?’ said DeeDee. ‘I presume this
pantomime was staged for a reason.’


‘The Ashford Ruby. Where is it?’


DeeDee put her hands on where her bump will be in a few
weeks. ‘Now that I was not expecting. You really will need to see my mother.’


Right on cue, an older version of DeeDee joined us. Her
mobile phone was out, ready for action. Her daughter rose gracefully and left
the chair vacant. ‘Panic over, Mum. They’re not going to call in Drummond over
the goods I showed them.’


‘But they are going to call him?’


DeeDee patted her mother’s arm. ‘The balloon’s gone up, as
Gran would say. I told you we should have shipped the whole lot to America.’


‘What do they want?’


‘To know about the Ashford Ruby. I’ll go and start a
stocktake, shall I?’


Mrs Farthingale didn’t answer. She looked at us, and I
bowed. She didn’t return the gesture or offer to shake hands.


‘Is that Chanel?’ I asked. She was wearing what I can only
describe as a formal peasant outfit, all layers with a big belt. I think she
should have covered up her arms, but the rest of it worked well enough.


‘Dior. Let’s sit down, shall we? What’s your interest in the
Ashford Ruby, Watch Captain?’


‘Best not to ask,’ said Vicky. ‘This is Mina’s mission, not
mine. I’m just here as a consultant. And bodyguard. Your daughter was going to
use magick after Mina had identified herself. You don’t want that going
in a report to Merlyn’s Tower either, do you?’


She looked from Vicky to me and back again. ‘I can’t work
out whether this is a double-bluff by Lord Ashford with Miss Desai as a decoy
or whether you’re working for the creature who originally owned the jewel.’


I gave a nod. ‘A good question, Mrs Farthingale. As I said
to Conrad last week, a Nāgin does not own her Mānik, any more than I
own my own liver. It was part of her. It still is.’


She barked a laugh. ‘I don’t know whether to be relieved
that Ashford has nothing to do with this or whether to alarmed about having a …
what did you call her?’


‘A Nāgin.’


‘About having a Nāgin on our case. Very well. Did Lord
Ashford tell you about the ring?’


‘He did. He said it went to a human princess.’


‘That’s right. She left the mortal realm when the Prince of
Richmond became the Queen of Richmond.’


‘She’s a Fae,’ said Vicky. ‘Lord Ashford is of her family.’


‘I see. I think.’


Mrs Farthingale waited for me to process that before
continuing. ‘The human princess left it to a cousin on her mother’s side. That
cousin was a Pike.’


‘A pike? A fish?’


Vicky leaned in. ‘The Pikes of Norfolk are an old family. A
bit like a poor man’s Hawkins or Mowbray.’


Mrs Farthingale was finding this amusing. If it helped her
relax, so much the better. ‘The Pikes were big fish in those days,’ she said.
‘If you’ll forgive the pun.’


‘No, but carry on anyway.’


‘They fell on hard times in the 1920s, and the ring came
into our possession.’


‘Something similar happened to my father’s family.’


She smiled. ‘Would that be the Mukherjees?’


I frowned. ‘No. The Desais. My actual family. They had to
sell off the jewels. They kept the land, though.’


‘As did the Pikes. That’s why they’re still around. We kept
the ring for a few years and then my grandmother swapped it in 1932. For this
place.’


She looked around her. I wonder if Pramiti would consider it
a fair exchange: her Mānik for the majesty and location of Farthingale
House. It was not a question I planned to ask her. ‘You swapped it with …?’


‘The Easterbrooks of Suffolk.’


‘That must have hurt,’ said Vicky. ‘The Easterbrooks?’


Mrs Farthingale nodded. Vicky said to me, ‘The Easterbrooks
replaced the Pikes as the big noise in Anglia.’


Mrs Farthingale stood up. ‘And the Easterbrooks still have
the ring. I don’t know if they use it or not.’


I stood up and bowed. ‘You have been a most gracious
hostess, Mrs Farthingale. I hope that when we meet again, you will understand
how much I appreciate that.’


‘Why should we meet again, Miss Desai?’


‘May I?’ I held out my phone, open at the list I’d consulted
earlier. She took it and frowned. Then she got some reading glasses from a
pouch at her side. A pouch I hadn’t even noticed existed. She scanned the list
and scrolled it.


‘Where did you get this, and what is it?’


‘The Clan Flint appendix to the report I wrote for the
Cloister Court. It’s a public document now. I’m sure you’ll be going through it
with your lawyer. And Iain Drummond. We shall no doubt meet at the Old Temple.’


She stared again. One of the items highlighted on the list
was: Three Censers in Triangle Configuration. Dwarven make (Niði). Fae,
Dwarf, human & Hellhorse carvings. Jewelled. Unique. She passed the
phone back to me.


‘You have been kinder than we deserve,’ she said. ‘Safe
journey.’


We managed to hold it together until we got out of the
street dominated by Farthingale House. Then Vicky took a swing at me and I
tried to stamp on her foot again. We both missed because we were too busy
laughing. The taxi driver nearly didn’t stop, because he thought we were drunk.


‘Angel’s costume hire,’ I said.


‘Then take me to the Boards,’ added Vicky. ‘I’ll get the
drinks in while you get your deposit back. It’s not far.’












5 — The Things we do for Love


 


The Boards is 100% a haunted
pub. Of this I have no doubt. It was late on a Friday lunchtime, during a warm
September, and the place felt like a winter chill was about to reach down and
pinch your arm. I shivered in the sleeveless dress and was very glad I’d added
leggings before leaving the house. Vicky already had two glasses of wine on the
table and was looking at the menu. ‘Hungry?’ she said.


I shook my head and picked up my glass. ‘Thank you Amelia.
You were brilliant.’


She lifted her hand and made to point her finger at me, then
she swatted the air and laughed. ‘Where did Amelia come from?’


‘When I was four, my best friend at nursery – who was called
Faith – announced that her name was Amelia. Funny how things stick in your
mind.’


‘A bit of warning would have been nice. And talking of
warnings, if you ever cast me as your servant’s daughter again, I will do a
damn sight more than flick your ear.’


I put on a serene face. ‘What can I say? I was in role. It
came naturally.’


‘A bit too flippin’ naturally. I’ll forgive you this once on
account of you were awesome. On a serious note, I know you hadn’t planned this,
’cos you had to hire the outfit, but how did you convince Hledjolf to lie for
you?’


I buried my nose in my glass. ‘I didn’t and he wouldn’t. I
really do have an account with him in the name of Rani Mukherjee, but for Ganesh’s
sake, don’t tell anyone. Please. And before you ask, Conrad already knows.’


‘Why?’


I flicked through my phone until I found an old picture that
was taken by my late husband, Miles Finch. It was a side view of my left,
unmangled side and full length. In it I was wearing a thick rollneck jumper,
body con dress, leggings and boots. Every stitch was black. I showed it to
Mina.


‘Your hair’s even longer,’ she said. ‘Almost to your waist.
When was this?’


‘During my money-laundering phase. I’ve changed since then,
Vicky. A bit. I’m still good at hiding money, though. Before that, don’t forget
I was an accountant.’


She zoomed the picture. ‘Wedding ring. Why did you stop
wearing it? If you don’t mind me asking.’


I weighed her up. I put down my glass. ‘The Mina who married
Miles died with him in the snow. I was reborn, thanks to Lord Ganesh. And
Conrad. I will never forget Miles, but this person you see is not Miles’s
widow.’


She locked the phone and passed it back. ‘I know what you
mean, pet. It took me a while to figure out that the Vicky who woke up in
hospital wasn’t the one who’d died on the hillside.’


We gave the moment the silence it deserved. The pub door
banged open and we both jerked our heads automatically to look. It was nothing.
Time ticked again, and we moved on.


‘What is this place?’ I said. ‘And why is it called the
Boards?’


The street door was squeezed between two shops on the edge
of Soho. From there, you went downstairs into the dark and the gloom. A few
lucky customers were near the fire.


‘It’s what’s left of a Mage theatre. It was outside the old
London city walls. Mages are welcome, so long as we behave ourselves. You could
call it a safe place. And it’s a bit too far from Salomon’s House for tutors to
come.’


‘Perfect, if slightly creepy. Where do we go from here?’


‘I have no idea. The Easterbrooks are big in Cambridge and
Suffolk, I know that. Nowhere near on the same scale as the Mowbrays or the
Hawkins, but big enough.’


‘Do you think that Mrs Farthingale will tip them off?’


‘No way. The Farthingales will want to keep their
involvement strictly off the record. That’s our only advantage.’


‘And you don’t know the area?’


‘Sorry. I know the Watch Captain for Anglia, obviously. Guy
called Fergus Macarthur. He was too new for me to learn much from him before I
met Conrad, so Hannah sent me elsewhere for training. I can start asking around
this afternoon.’ She looked uncomfortable. ‘Do you get the impression that we
might not have much time?’


‘I do. Pramiti will do anything to get her Mānik back.
If she doesn’t think that we’re making progress, she’ll start to interfere. She
was happy to wait while Conrad plucked up the courage to propose, but now the
game is afoot…’


‘She’s got the patience of a five year old on Christmas Eve.’


‘Quite. I could try dropping a few questions in tonight.’


‘Why where are you going?’


‘The rearranged dinner with Chris and Tamsin Kelly.’


Vicky sat back and gave me that look again. The same look
that everyone gives me – or Conrad – when the issue of Chris Kelly’s domestic
arrangements comes up. Even Chris’s mother stopped speaking to him until Conrad
intervened (Conrad and Vicky met Oma Bridget on a case that was nothing to do
with Chris; I believe they’re speaking again).


‘What is it, Vicky?’


She didn’t answer directly. ‘Did the Dean know you were
going when she asked Conrad to endorse her election campaign?’


‘She did.’


Vicky shrugged. ‘Fair enough. I’m sure you’ll have a nice
time.’ She tried to lighten the mood. ‘Are you going as Mina or Rani?’


‘Mina. What is it, Vicky?’


She looked away. ‘None of my business. It’s probably just a
rumour put about by Heidi Marston. She’d enjoy that sort of thing. I’ll get us
another glass, shall I?’


I left it there. We’d grown closer over the last few days,
but Vicky clearly has some sort of line about this, a line she didn’t want to
cross. What could it possibly be about Chris and Tamsin that everyone frowned
on? That she was a criminal? That she was born a man? Maybe even that she was a
Fae? It does happen, though where they would get three children under five from
is another matter.


Vicky came back with the wine and shared the picture she’d
taken of me in my Rani Mukherjee costume. ‘Is that the sort of thing I’ll be
wearing at the Bollywood party?’


‘Sort of. Cheers.’


 


 


Chris and Tamsin Kelly live four
miles south of where I grew up in Ealing, and a whole world away. That’s London
for you.


The district of Richmond is rich indeed, in all sorts of
ways. The world famous Kew Gardens is there, to the north, and to the south is
Richmond Park, home of the Queen of Richmond, the Fae to whom our friend Lord
Ashford owes allegiance. Chris and Tamsin live between the two in a mansion on
the river. I asked Conrad how they could afford it, and he said that it came
with the job.


‘Which job?’


‘The Earth Master of Salomon’s House isn’t just a teacher.
He’s also the Inspector of Ley lines for England and Wales. There’s a massive
junction under his back garden and a tunnel under the Thames that goes back to
pre-Roman days. Hledjolf dug it, apparently. The Earth Master sits on top of it
to protect it and keep an eye on the flux.’


‘I’ll take your word for it.’


It was a lovely evening. We’d caught the train to Richmond
and we didn’t want to be early, so Conrad had asked the taxi driver to drop us
on Water Lane. The clouds had blown away, and we were sauntering along the
River Thames like many other couples. We even had a dog: Scout was on his lead
for once.


A couple of runners swerved round us and I checked their
height. Conrad saw me and said, ‘Chris won’t be out tonight. He’ll be chained
to the kitchen sink. Or bathing the kids. Probably the latter. From what I can
tell, he’s very much a hands-on dad in the evenings.’


I had been bringing Conrad up to date on our quest for
Pramiti’s gem. He was being very good: he’d promised to stay out of it, and
apart from a few (sensible) questions, he’d done just that.


He leaned on the railings, worked out which way the wind was
blowing and lit a cigarette. ‘Do you know East Anglia?’ he said.


‘No. Do you?’


‘Spiritual home of the RAF. Thousands of my predecessors
made their last flight from East Anglian airfields during the last war. Tens of
thousands. There’s a huge American base still at Lakenheath. I’ve been there a
few times, and the RAF one at Mildenhall. And Cambridge, of course, for fun.’
He smiled. ‘And don’t forget that Spectre Thomas was born there and ran the
Esoteric Library. Shall we go, before this champagne gets warm and the flowers
wilt?’


We held hands and cut through an alleyway to a private road
that curved away from the river. Earth House (boring name) was behind a high
brick wall with heavy iron gates. In true Mage style, there was a shrubbery
behind the gates to hide the house itself.


While Conrad sent a text (no entryphones here, and he doesn’t
have the magick to open it himself), I looked across the road. The houses
opposite were red brick and nice. I am going to guess Victorian. A middle-aged
couple were gardening in front of one of them and I’m sure that the wife was
trying not to stare at us. I’m used to that.


The gates clanged unlocked. Conrad pushed them open slightly
and let me through before closing them behind us. We could have gone left or
right, but Conrad didn’t even think about it. He went left and I followed.
Navigation is his thing. I’m still working out what mine might be. If I have a
thing at all.


Chris had told us that Scout was more than welcome to
explore the grounds and catch up with us later, so I slipped his lead and let
him run off in search of smells.


‘Go on,’ I said. ‘What sort of house is that?’


‘Georgian. You can tell by the windows, the plain brick and
the symmetry. Very nice. These shrubs could do with a trim.’


‘You’re an expert on gardening all of a sudden?’


‘I’m an expert garden owner. There’s Chris.’


There are two features about Chris Kelly that everyone
notices – his height and his gleaming bald head. He is even taller than Conrad.
He also runs everywhere and is whip thin. He has kind blue eyes and a tanned
face that make it hard to judge his age. Late forties?


He shook hands with Conrad and beat me to an alarming
namaste. When someone bows at you from such a height, it can be scary. ‘Come
in. Let me take those. Ooh, Champagne. Nice.’


The hallway was as elegant as the exterior, with Farrow and
Ball painted panels and chessboard tiles. Conrad loves Gothic, which is
convenient because his house is Gothic. I love Elvenham, too, but I could be
seduced by this.


Chris put the gifts on a table by the door and closed it
quietly. ‘Kids have just gone to sleep,’ he said. ‘I hope you didn’t mind
coming later. Much less hassle that way.’


I heard the sound of high heels on floorboards approaching,
changing to a percussive click on the tiles, and the secret of Tamsin Kelly’s
position became obvious: Chris had married the au pair. Or a student from
Salomon’s House. I was wrong, as it turns out, but forgive me if the real
answer wasn’t as obvious as Tamsin’s extreme youth.


She had long, light brown hair down her back and a sparkly
black dress over black tights and killer patent heels. I wouldn’t last all
evening in those, and it was an outfit much better suited to a Christmas party
than a summer supper.


Her smile was as broad as her makeup was thick. I wouldn’t
say plastered, but certainly the product of much labour, a labour designed
to make her look older than twenty-one, which is the oldest she could possibly
be. The children asleep upstairs couldn’t possibly be hers, could they?


‘Tammy, this is Conrad and Mina.’ He was clearly worried and
devoted in equal measure. ‘You guessed that, didn’t you?’


I was nearest, and went to bow until Tamsin came and gave me
a most familiar hug and kiss. ‘It’s so good of you to do this,’ she said. I
could feel the unspoken agenda hovering over us like Conrad in a helicopter.


She felt the material in my kurti. ‘Your dress is gorgeous,’
she said. ‘Is it silk? That blue really suits you.’


‘How do you do,’ said Conrad, offering a hand to shake and
offering nothing by way of social support. This was getting heavy, and it was
about to get heavier. In the distance, I heard a bark, then the skitter of
doggy claws. Scout bounded into the hallway from the back of the house and
started barking at Tamsin. Conrad put a hand to his temple. He was getting
Scoutgram about something. 


I reached down and grabbed his collar. ‘Hush boy. You’ll
wake the children.’


He stopped barking but didn’t look happy. ‘I’m sorry,’ I
said. ‘He doesn’t usually react like that.’


Tamsin was looking very uneasy. Chris stepped in. ‘To be
expected, I suppose. In the circumstances.’


Conrad was giving Tamsin a very strange look. A Scoutgram is
non-verbal, but it gives something to Conrad’s magickal senses.


‘What circumstances?’ I said.


Suddenly it went very quiet. Tamsin looked very distressed
and started to wring her hands. Chris looked from Conrad to me and back again.
‘Don’t you know?’ he said.


‘No,’ I said.


‘Shit!’ said Tamsin. ‘You told me they knew!’ She gave her
husband a shove that didn’t move him at all and pushed her backwards. She
turned and ran deeper into the house, tears already flooding down her face.


In the stunned silence, Chris cocked an ear upstairs. When
he didn’t hear toddler screams, he shook his shoulders and went to the door.
‘Shall we step outside?’


 


Conrad lit a cigarette as soon as Chris had closed the doors
behind him. ‘Did no one say anything?’ said Chris.


‘Too polite,’ said Conrad. ‘And we’re talking Mages here.
They don’t share as a rule.’


Chris blew out his cheeks. ‘Tammy was a rare thing. An
Imprint Healer. Sort of like a psychiatrist,’ he added for my benefit. I don’t
think Conrad had much more of a clue. ‘She helped young – really young – Mages
to adapt to their powers. You were lucky, Conrad. You got your Gift in one fell
swoop from the Allfather. Us born Mages have to cope with puberty and
magick powers.’


There was a yawning gap in my head between the Tamsin he was
telling us about and the near-child who’d run sobbing from the hall. Was
tonight’s version his daughter? Please, Ganesh, no. That would be
unthinkable.


‘She used to cycle everywhere,’ he continued. ‘As fanatical
as my running.’ He sniffed and looked away. ‘We’d been married twelve years.
She was thirty-seven and she’d just found out she was pregnant. She was dealing
with a really horrible case, a mix of anorexia and Displacement. The girl took
an overdose of the remedy Tammy had given her. A fatal overdose.


‘Tammy had just left their house after a visit when the girl
did it. Her parents rang Tammy, and Tammy turned straight round and pedalled
furiously back to the house. She didn’t see the lorry, and the lorry driver
certainly didn’t see her. It was instant.’


He breathed in a lungful of air that seemed to go on forever
and let it out in a whoosh. ‘In her head, Tammy was on her way to rescue
the girl, and that intention carried her Spirit on. She was only round the
corner. When her Spirit arrived, the girl was dead. Tammy merged herself with
the girl and woke up enough to take aspirin. That was the antidote.’


Conrad and I stared at each other. In case I hadn’t
understood, I let him ask the questions.


‘Tammy’s Spirit performed a full Erase and Merge?’ he said.
I’m glad he asked. That question sounded right to me, but I didn’t have the
jargon.


‘She did,’ said Chris. He paused for a while. ‘The big
problem was the girl’s parents. Her mother was a Mage, and she blamed Tammy. Brought
the wrath of the law down on us. Magickal and mundane.’


‘Mundane?’ That was me.


‘Told the police I was interested in her fourteen year old
daughter. Reported Tammy to the King’s Watch and to the Provost of Salomon’s
House.’


‘What did they do?’


‘Social services intervened after they had a fight. A real
fight. With blood. Tammy went to a foster home and we wrote letters to each
other for a year until she was sixteen. We got married on her eighteenth
birthday. The mundane consequences were bad enough. The magickal ones were
horrendous.’


‘What happened?’


‘The King’s Watch weren’t interested. I don’t know what
Hannah would have done, but she wasn’t the Constable then. The Provost took a
different view.’


I looked at Conrad, who explained by saying, ‘Gregory Parrish
is the Provost. No wonder he hated me when Chris stood up for me at the Inner
Council. The Provost enforces the Statutes of Salomon’s House.’


‘He does,’ continued Chris. ‘And Tammy was banned from there
for life.’


I nodded. ‘What was her crime?’


‘Dereliction.’


‘How? The girl had taken an overdose after she left.’


Chris went quiet, and Conrad answered. ‘I’m guessing that
she should have discharged herself in trying to bring the patient back.’


Chris nodded. ‘She told them it was too late, but that’s not
the point. The consequences for Tammy were not good.’


‘How so?’


‘A teenage new Mage needs help to master their power. Tammy
was barred from Salomon’s House, the Daughters of the Goddess, all the
sanctuary schools. Her mother did her best, but she wasn’t much of a Mage. And
she died two years ago.’ He could see that we still didn’t get it. He tapped
his head. ‘Mage potential is innate. I was born a Geomancer, and so was Conrad.
He just didn’t have the other powers to go with it or develop it until Odin
stepped in. The old Tammy was born an Imprint Healer. The new one was born a Plane
Shifter. They’re as different as archery and marathon running.’


It went quiet.


‘I’ll leave you to think it over,’ said Chris. ‘You know
where we are.’ He nodded to us and slipped back through the front doors.


Conrad pointed to a bench at the side of the house and we
wandered over. From here, we could see the mighty river at the end of the back
garden. Earth House was higher than its neighbours, the plot raised up about
eight feet. Presumably because of the subterranean workings. Handy in a flood.


We sat down and held hands for a moment. ‘Are you thinking
what I’m thinking?’ said Conrad.


‘I rarely know what you’re thinking,’ I said. ‘Except at
mealtimes. You get more like Scout every day.’


‘Arff,’ said Scout when he heard his name. He looked hungry.
It was getting late, and starting to get chilly in the shade.


‘I’m thinking that the girl had a name,’ said Conrad. ‘And
I’m wondering why Chris didn’t use it once. That’s what I’m thinking.’


‘Me too.’


We sat for a moment.


‘Do we stay or do we go?’ he said.


‘I hate to say this, my love, but it’s up to you. Chris
Kelly is not important in the Cloister Court. You have to work with everyone
else. I don’t.’


He pulled his lip. Hard. ‘If Vicky had told you this
afternoon what had happened, would you still have come tonight?’


Conrad is very good at difficult questions. Asking them,
that is. I looked at him and made a judgement. I have serious reservations
about what Tamsin Kelly had done. I would have made an excuse if Vicky had put
me in the picture. Conrad wouldn’t. It was time to lie. ‘Elvenham is the home
of freaks and outcasts,’ I said. ‘We could start a branch at Earth House. Cora
has no problem with you being on visiting terms with Chris, and Hannah would
certainly have warned you off if she wanted you to stay away. I say we go
back.’


‘Good. I’m starving. Scout, find Tamsin.’ His Familiar gave
him a funny look and shook himself, then bounded towards the river.


The back side of Earth House had a big terrace with an
awning and a table already laid for food. Scout went through some modern
bi-fold doors and into a huge kitchen. And I mean huge. They would never have
got Listed Building consent for that in a mundane house. Tamsin was standing by
a marble-topped island, drinking white wine and crying. She blinked at us, not
quite believing that we had come back.


Chris appeared from the hall and we faced off, not quite
sure how to defuse the emotion. I wanted to hug the poor girl/woman, but her body
language was tight and defensive. Conrad looked around the kitchen as if he
were an estate agent. What’s he up to? He grabbed two empty glasses from a
selection on the side and sloshed wine into them. Without speaking, he put them
in front of Chris and stepped back.


Chris hesitated, then pushed them towards us. ‘Please accept
our hospitality,’ he said stiffly.


We picked up our glasses and Conrad spoke. ‘With pleasure,
as I hope that one day you will accept ours.’


We all managed a sip before Tamsin started crying again and
ran off, shedding her heels on the way. I heard footsteps on the stairs.
‘Where’s your room?’ I said.


‘Top of the stairs on the right. Tammy has a dressing room
off to the west.’


I picked up her heels and climbed the stairs. The top floor
was just as well appointed as the downstairs and featured soundproof carpet. I
won’t tell you how jealous I felt when I saw the master bedroom and Tamsin’s
dressing room. It was all brand new. Overcompensation by Chris? Probably. She
was sitting in a big chair looking very small.


‘Here’s what we’re going to do,’ I said. ‘You’re going to
clean your face up and find some flat shoes while I show you something.’


She blinked and didn’t move. There was a pile of re-usable
makeup wipes on the dressing table. Home-made by someone. I picked two up,
along with the cleanser that I couldn’t afford, and put them in her hands. ‘Go
on,’ I said.


She started to wipe the thick foundation off and I turned my
back to slip out of my kurti. I am going to have to stop doing this. Or start
wearing blouses with buttons. I don’t mind showing off my swastika tattoo, but
it means I have to show off everything else as well. Or lack of
everything else. If you see what I mean.


I could see from the mirror that she was well on with the job
and turned around. ‘My scars are on the surface,’ I said.


She did what no one else has dared to do. Not even Conrad.
She reached out a finger and touched my skin, tracing the lines of the
swastika. I couldn’t feel it, because that skin is mostly scar tissue.


‘Thank you so much,’ she said.


I got dressed and she finished cleaning herself up.
Underneath, she looked even younger. She put on some mascara and eye shadow,
and lipstick, while I asked a few questions about the house and her children (a
three year old and eighteen month old twins, all girls). I also discovered that
she will never ride a bicycle again. Ever.


‘I’m keeping the heels,’ she said. ‘Sod the pain. I barely
come up to his chest without them.’


We went back down the stairs together and found the boys
admiring a load of coats of arms that I hadn’t noticed before because they were
hidden by magick. Believe me, they added nothing to the room and I was going to
ignore them until Conrad insisted that I admire the last pair. Because Tamsin
is a Mage, she gets to have hers up as well as her husband’s. There has never
been a female Earth Master.


‘Have a look at what’s in Chief,’ said Conrad.


‘What are you on about now? What chief?’


‘The Chief is the top part of the shield. It’s a homage to
Tamsin’s family.’


‘The fish? It looks evil.’


‘It is. Pike are a very evil fish. Tamsin grew up in
Norfolk.’


I looked at her. ‘Have you heard of the Ashford jewel?’


‘Have I ever. The Easterbrooks haven’t stopped crowing about
that since 1932.’


I tilted my head. ‘Would you like to get one over on them?’


‘Not half.’


I nodded. ‘Make sure I get your number later, and don’t tell
Chris.’


‘Oy,’ said Chris. ‘I’m standing next to you.’


‘I noticed. You’re a hard man to miss. Is there food
anywhere?’


We sat with boys on one side of the table, girls on the
other. Unusual, I know. Their choice. When I saw them in the kitchen, working
to stop the dinner being irretrievably ruined, it hit home that they couldn’t
have a mundane or a magickal social life. Tamsin acts like she’s
Conrad’s age, but she looks the same age as his half-sister. Together, Chris
and Tamsin look like father and daughter. That’s why they didn’t sit together
at dinner, or afterwards when we were all very drunk and lounging on the
sitting room sofas.


This beautiful house was a safe space for them. Either of
them on their own wouldn’t attract attention outside, but together, heads would
turn. Especially if they kissed each other.


It was well after midnight when the cab arrived. We’d been
there about four hours altogether. The Richardsons must have been waiting all
that time.


Chris and Tamsin came to wave us off from a side gate near
their garage. It led on to a short lane and Chris said the cab would be waiting
at the end. When we emerged, flashbulbs went off and cameras sounded.


Conrad shoved me back and took a position in front of me, in
a squat with his gun already in his hand. He had drunk a lot less than
me. A woman screamed. Scout started barking and dancing around.


Chris was standing dumbstruck, but not Tamsin. She raced as
fast as the alcohol and her heels would let her towards the source of the
lights.


‘Fuck off. Fuck off and leave me alone,’ she screamed. And
those were the least offensive things she said.


Now my eyes had adjusted, I could see a middle-aged couple
across the road. The husband was filming Tamsin as she shouted and screamed at
his wife. Chris shook himself and loped across the road. He didn’t touch his
wife, nor talk to her. Instead, he used his loud voice to shout, ‘Where’s
Conrad and Mina’s taxi?’


The use of our names stopped Tamsin in her tracks. She
looked back and saw Conrad still covering the couple with his gun. Her hand
flew to her mouth and she looked horrified. She started walking backwards, away
from the couple, and Conrad holstered his gun. He also called Scout to heel.
The woman saw that, and used it as a signal to counter-attack.


‘You murdering bitch! You murdered my Melody and now you’re
flaunting yourself like the cheap tart you are.’ Then she said something about
Conrad and me. Something I won’t repeat here because it was as offensive to the
Pakistani community as the Indian one. It made my blood boil and I pushed past
Conrad to intervene. Tamsin was about six feet from her at this point, and
still trying to back away. What happened next happened very quickly.


The woman slashed at Tamsin’s face with a knife. Chris
grabbed the husband’s arm. Tamsin dodged the knife and fell over on the
cobbles, twisting her ankle as the high heels took their toll. I started
running and did what I’d do in a close cricket match where we’d gone for a
dodgy second run – I dived forward, stretching myself out and landing on top of
Tamsin. While I was in the air, Scout shot past, aiming for the woman’s ankles.


I landed as the knife came down. Scout made contact and the
knife tore through my kurti, striking the cobbles. I owe that dog a big treat.


By the time I rolled off Tamsin, Conrad had the woman face
down on the ground with her right hand up her back and Scout baring his teeth
at her face. Chris had taken the husband’s phone and shoved him over. ‘Tamsin?
Are you OK?’ I said.


By way of an answer, she threw up. Well, I had just landed
on her stomach, hadn’t I? I checked myself for blood, and then checked Tamsin.
Finally, I picked up the knife.


‘Meet the Richardsons,’ said Chris. ‘Everyone’s favourite
stalkers.’ He looked at Conrad. ‘Were you seen coming in?’


‘The couple opposite the gates saw us,’ I replied.


Chris swore. ‘They must have told them we had visitors.’


‘What do we do now?’ said Conrad, ever the practical one.


‘I’ve got their phones,’ said Chris. He was frowning, as if
trying to think of two things at once. ‘We’ll just let them go. Don’t worry,
you won’t have to face videos of you surfacing on YouTube.’


‘Too late for that,’ said Mrs Richardson. ‘It’s backed up to
the cloud already.’


‘No it isn’t,’ said Chris. ‘I blocked the signal when the
flash went off. I still am.’


Aah. Only now did I realise that a very low level of magick
was in operation.


Conrad lifted the woman to her feet. Her eyes had glazed
over as if her brain had overloaded.


‘Where is the taxi?’ I said.


‘We sent him away,’ mumbled Mr Richardson.


‘I’ll get Tamsin back inside,’ I said. I wasn’t retreating
and leaving the men to sort it out, but so long as Tamsin was still on the
scene, a peaceful resolution was unlikely, especially now that she’d finished
vomiting and looked like she might still be up for a fight.


I took off her other shoe and helped her to her feet. Foot –
she’d definitely twisted her ankle. ‘Lean on me, Tamsin,’ I said, pulling her
arm over my shoulder and encouraging her to move. She started to turn back for
a last word. ‘Don’t,’ I whispered. ‘They didn’t deserve Melody. Racists like
that don’t deserve to be parents.’


She nodded and we hobbled down the alley to Earth House. I
installed her in the downstairs cloakroom and went to see the boys. I could
just make out Conrad, down by the river with Scout. The glowing end of his
cigarette was a giveaway.


‘We’re staying the night,’ he said. ‘What with one thing and
another, it’s easiest. That was a brilliant jump, love. You timed it to
perfection.’


I passed Scout a large piece of venison from the fridge.
‘You saved my life, you little horror,’ I told him.


‘Arff.’


‘What shall I do with this?’ I held up the knife.


Conrad passed me the sheath. ‘Keep it or chuck it in the
river. I’d keep it. It’s a good one. None of your Chinese rubbish.’


I took the sheath and made the knife safe for now. ‘I think
it’s knocked you more than it knocked me,’ I said.


He took a deep breath. ‘The last time I saw hatred like that
was on the face of a failed suicide bomber. The regular Taliban were soldiers,
more or less, fighting for what they saw as the best interests of their
country. I wouldn’t want to live in that country, especially if I were a woman,
but it was their country in the end. That hatred, though…’ He shuddered. ‘She
must have seen Melody – Tamsin – growing over the last five years. When she
slashed at her face, she was slashing at the image of her own daughter.’


‘It explains a lot,’ I said. ‘No wonder they are ostracised.
Cora Hardisty wouldn’t want to confront the Richardsons, would she?’


‘No, she wouldn’t.’ He looked as if he were about to say
something else and changed his mind. ‘A nightcap and then we’ll sample the
guest suite.’


‘They have a guest suite?’


‘Oh yes. Lord Mowbray has stayed there. Chris told me that
he’s the only Mage who doesn’t give a fuck about the Richardsons.’


‘Then we’re in good company. Come on, Conrad. It’s freezing
out here.’


He put his arm round my shoulders and we turned to go back. ‘I
put Mrs Richardson right about one thing,’ he said. ‘I made sure she knew your
family are from India, not Pakistan.’


For once, I let him have the last word.












6 — Ladies in Waiting


 


  The big bed was empty when I
finally decided that I could face the day. Conrad has always been an early
riser, and now that he has Scout to look after, he’s even worse. I dimly
remembered him saying, ‘There’s been a delivery for you.’


There was a delivery – of clothes. A selection of Tamsin’s
athletic leisure wear, to be precise, with brand new underwear and a brand new
pair of trainers from the local supermarket. In my size. Impressive. All on top
of several fluffy towels and directions to the big bathroom. There was also a
pack of aspirin and a bottle of water. Most welcome.


A strange sight greeted me from the windows. There were
to-die-for views of the Thames and a lot of lawn. All beautiful. The strange
part was a toddler and two barely walking infants playing hide-and-seek in the
shrubbery with Scout. Does that dog have no end to his talents? I went to run a
bath (epic) and checked my phone.


At some point last night, when full of a very fruity
Chateauneuf du Pape, I’d messaged Vicky a picture of Chris and Tamsin posing by
their kitchen island. I’d also told her that Tamsin had inside knowledge of the
Easterbrooks. She’d replied this morning, while I was asleep: I may need to
hold my nose about this. Not happy seeing that picture. Is it just me????????
Call me when you’re sober. Vic. XX.


No, it wasn’t just her, but Conrad and I had crossed a line.
There was no going back. I would have to find a way to make it work. It
wouldn’t be the first time.


The twins had got bored of playing hide-and-seek when I got
downstairs and they’d wandered back into the kitchen for juice and were now playing
with blocks in the nursery. Outside, their older sister was trying to drag a
hairbrush through Scout’s coat in the way that only truly determined three year
olds can do. He was putting up with it so far. Tamsin was sitting on a sofa
with her foot in the air and an elastic bandage round her ankle.


‘Thank you for the clean clothes,’ I said. ‘How’s the foot?’


‘Not too bad. I heal quickly. They fit then?’


‘Lycra covers a multitude of sins. Not my first choice, but
better than wearing that kurti. Where is it?’


‘At the dry cleaners and menders. It’ll come back like new.’
She sat up properly. ‘I don’t want to keep going on, but thank you for last
night. All of it.’


She was so pathetically grateful that all I could do was
smile.


She stood up and tested her ankle. ‘Getting there. I can
cook sitting on a stool. Is an omelette okay?’


‘That would be lovely. Where are the boys?’


‘Downstairs in the Junction. Chris is showing off.’


We made the omelette together, with me passing the
ingredients while Tamsin cooked. It was delicious. ‘You have to excuse me,’ I
said. ‘I am like a blind woman in the world of magick. I have to go by hearsay.
Conrad said that Lord Mowbray is both a Geomancer and a Plane Shifter. Are they
related, and can Chris do it, too?’


She looked very sad. ‘They’re not related. Mowbray is
twice-gifted, that’s all.’


‘Conrad’s half-sister is your biological age,’ I said.
‘She’s just enrolled at Salomon’s House. It’s not too late for you to get
further instruction, is it?’


She looked away. ‘The window closes a bit more every day.’


I cleaned my plate with some home-made sourdough bread and
said, ‘Where’s the dishwasher?’


While I stacked for her, I wondered how to approach Tamsin.
She clearly hadn’t opened up to anyone other than Chris for a while. I was
going to mention losing my own mother when my phone buzzed. I glanced at the
screen and grabbed it quickly before it went to voicemail. When the Duke of
Ashford calls, you take it. If you know what’s good for you.


‘Good morning, Miss Desai. Can you talk?’


‘I can, my lord.’


‘I’ve been straight with you. It’s time for you to be
straight with me. Why are you helping Pramiti?’


He knew her name. There was an edge to his voice that would
have had Conrad reaching for his gun even over the phone. ‘I am repaying a
debt,’ I said. ‘A personal one that means a great deal to me. That is my only
connection to Pramiti.’


‘Good to know. One other question: why have you teamed up
with Victoria Robson and not your fiancé? Not that Miss Robson doesn’t know
what she’s doing.’


‘Captain Robson was awarded the Military Cross for a good
reason. Conrad is staying out of this one, and Vicky is only doing it as a
friend. Nothing official.’


‘Also good to know. You need to know something. Pramiti has
crawled out from under her rock in Knightsbridge and has started asking around.
She’s figured out that I’m not in the Queen of Oxford’s line.’


‘Sorry. You’ve lost me.’


‘We are very loyal to our Queen. And vice versa. Otherwise,
we Fae are as territorial and competitive as humans. Now that she knows whose
line I’m not in, she’ll work on the Queen of Oxford’s nobles to find out who
Lord Butler has become. It makes me nervous. It makes me wonder if the world
wouldn’t be a better place without her.’


‘You may be right, Lord Ashford, but there’s something you
should know. Until she is reunited with her Mānik, she is under the
protection of my lord. Ganesh. On that basis, she will refrain from making the
first move against you, and I would strongly advise you to do the same.’


‘I’m glad I called, Miss Desai. This has been a most
informative conversation. I don’t forget people who help me.’


‘Nor I, my lord.’


‘Then good luck in your search.’


‘Was that who I think it was?’ said Tamsin.


‘If you think it was the Duke of Ashford, then you were
right. We have a problem. Excuse me one moment.’


I sent a message to Vicky: Things more complicated. Can
you face Earth House? I promise to tell no one you’ve been here. Pretty please?
XXX.


I got a message back straight away: Uber ordered. See you
in an hour. I expect lunch as an absolute minimum.


‘You might need to send out for more food,’ I said to
Tamsin. ‘Vicky Robson is coming over for a conference.’


‘There is so much food in that fridge, we could feed all the
joggers for a week. Unless you’d rather go out. There’s a great riverside pub
that’s family friendly.’


I looked down at my black vest, pink top and union jack
leggings. ‘Like this? I don’t think so. Nor am I keen to meet the Richardsons
again.’


She went red. ‘They don’t bother us in mundane locations.
There’s a court injunction to prevent her coming near me. They only pester us
if they think we have magickal guests, and only if they think we’re
vulnerable.’


There was a cry from the nursery. One of the twins had hit
the other one with a brick. ‘Who’s the victim?’ said Tamsin.


It hadn’t escaped me that she rarely used her children’s
names. Instead, it was The Tank for the older girl and The Fighter
and The Blonde for the twins.


‘Charlotte,’ I said. That would be The Blonde.


‘Can you get her before she screams the house down and bring
her here?’


Charlotte wailed even louder when the strange dark woman
picked her up and dumped her on the couch. Tamsin wrapped her daughter in her
arms and kissed her head. No lack of maternal feeling there.


‘What about Beth?’ I said.


‘She’ll be fine for a bit. Worst case scenario, she goes looking
for Daddy and doesn’t find him.’ She ruffled Charlotte’s hair. ‘The fighter
gets jealous when she’s been naughty, doesn’t she?’


I made myself comfortable in an oversized armchair. ‘Tell me
something, Tamsin. Do you feel like a different person, or just the same but in
a younger body?’


I had a right to ask, and she knew it. Her daughter had
become quiet, and Tamsin stared out of the doors at the sunlit garden. ‘I am a
different person. That’s why I made Chris call me Tammy, not Tamsin. I see the
world differently. Literally. I’m a much better cook, for some reason. Stupid
stuff.’ She turned to look at me. ‘The biggest difference is inside. I have
never, ever been this hormonal or cried so much for no reason.’


I did wonder if there might not be a trace of post-partum
depression in there, too. Who am I to say? I was choosing a different approach
when the inevitable happened outside: Amanda tried to ride Scout like a horse
and he objected. At least I didn’t have to collect her: she ran to Mummy
complaining loudly about the Bad Doggy. Tamsin went up in the Mina Rankings
when she said, ‘He’s not a bad doggy. You were mean to him. You can say sorry
in a minute.’


Amanda looked outside and suddenly her face lit up.
‘Daddyyyyy!’


 


 


By common consent, we steered
clear of Pramiti and all her doings until after lunch. Vicky was very uneasy in
their company, despite Conrad being the one who greeted her. I could see him
giving her a pep talk as he escorted her to the house. I had forgotten that she
had been Chris’s student less than two years ago, and not a very good one at
that. Geomancy is not Vicky’s speciality. She called him sir twice when
she wasn’t thinking about it.


She was better with Tamsin than I’d anticipated. I found out
why when we were setting up the patio furniture for a conference.


‘I always worried that she might be a hybrid,’ said Vicky.
‘But there’s no trace of that lass in there.’


‘Melody,’ I said. ‘Her name was Melody.’


‘Aye, well. Not anymore. Identity is a complex business, and
I think she’s got it about right. There is no Melody any more, but what we see
coming out with a stick, right now, is not Tamsin either. She’s Tammy. Maybe
Chris loves her so much because she doesn’t have any of Tamsin’s irritating
habits.’


‘How do you know Tamsin had irritating habits?’


‘Bound to.’


As I said, you can always rely on Vicky to see the negative
potential in any situation.


Chris settled his wife on the couch and took the children
(and Scout) to play in Richmond Park. ‘We might not get any more days like
this,’ he said. I think he wanted to give Tamsin the space to be herself and to
have some plausible deniability if we planned anything naughty. Naughty? Why am
I saying that? I’ve clearly spent too long around small children.


Conrad had no qualms about joining us. Up to a point. He sat
well away with his ashtray and listened carefully.


I brought Tamsin fully up to speed with the situation and
what had happened so far. ‘So you see,’ I concluded. ‘We have a stand-off. So
long as Pramiti is separated from her Mānik, no one gets hurt. At the same
time, she is denied her true nature, and I am denied Ganesh’s blessing. We have
to upset this balance and run the risk of triggering a war.’


‘And of upsetting the Easterbrooks,’ said Tamsin. ‘They may
not be able to take you – us – to court, but they won’t be happy if we nick
their prized possession.’


‘Let’s start with the obvious,’ I said. ‘Where is their
place of power, and where is the ring likely to be?’


‘Tuddenham Grange,’ said Tamsin. ‘Not far from Bury St
Edmunds. It’s completely integrated into the mundane world, and they have open
days four times a year. The rest of the time, it’s pretty well Warded, as you’d
expect. That’s not where they keep the ring, though.’


‘Oh? Why not?’


‘It’s not stable. Hasn’t been for fifty years. If it’s not
being used by a person, it starts to disappear unless it’s in a strong flow of
Lux. They only bring it out for special occasions. To show off.’


‘So where is it?’


‘Angel House.’


‘Bloody hell,’ said Vicky.


I had heard of Angel House. It was in a footnote to the
Flint Hoard papers. ‘Where is that?’ I said. ‘What is that?’


‘Cambridge. It’s the home of the Cambridge Collective.’


I sat back and grinned. ‘Then I have a plan. If you’re up
for it. We will have to act quickly. Before someone at Farthingales lets slip
some gossip.’


Vicky looked at me. ‘Like now? Well, you’re certainly
dressed for action, Mina.’


I gave her a hard stare. Like Conrad, I think she may be
developing an immunity, because she burst out laughing. She turned to Tamsin
and said, ‘Do Indian superheroes wear Lycra, do you reckon?’


Tamsin wisely ignored that and said, ‘Do you want me in on
this, Mina? Can I help?’


‘You are crucial to the plans. As are you, Vicky. And Conrad
has a supporting role. We will act on Monday, because today is Shabbos and I
need to talk to someone. Also, I must find Mr Joshi.’


Vicky became alarmed. ‘You’re not gonna rope the Boss in,
are you? That’s never gonna happen.’


‘Not Hannah. Her sister. I need Ruth on the case. Another
reason is that it’s mid-afternoon and I need to go home to change. I will be
appearing as a superhero on Monday, but not in Lycra.’


Vicky looked at Tamsin again. ‘Has Tammy met Rani
Mukherjee?’


‘Who?’ said Tamsin.


‘Mina’s alter-ego. A real Indian princess. That’s how she got
into Farthingale House. She didn’t tell you that bit, did she? Do you want to
see a picture?’


‘Careful, Vicky,’ I said. ‘I have pictures of you as well.’


It was too late. ‘It suits her,’ said Tamsin.


‘Too well,’ said Vicky. ‘You don’t know the half of it. So?
Is it Bollywood time?’


‘Oh no,’ I told them severely. ‘I shall be dressed as the
most powerful character of all. A part I was born to play. I shall be going as
an auditor.’


Vicky snorted and laughed, until she saw the look on my
face. ‘You’re joking, aren’t you?’


‘She’s not,’ said Tamsin. ‘That’s her scary face. I saw it
last night, right before she saved my life.’


‘Right,’ said Vicky. I wasn’t finished with her yet.


‘And an auditor needs an escort,’ I said. ‘Who will be
wearing her uniform. Dress or combat. Your choice.’


‘No,’ said Vicky.


‘Yes,’ I shot back. ‘I shall be on official court business
and you will be my escort and magickal resource.’


‘Eh? No way. What about Fergus Macarthur? It’s his patch.’


‘Precisely. He may be implicated.’


Vicky levered herself upright and turned to round to face
Conrad. ‘Here, you, is this your idea? Do I have to?’


He glanced up from the newspaper. ‘No and yes. You’re
representing the King’s Watch to the Cloister Court. Call Saffron and talk to
her about it.’


I stood up. ‘Come on Vicky. I want to show you Tamsin’s
dressing room and walk in wardrobe.’


‘Ooh,’ said Vicky.


‘What!’ said Tamsin.


I pushed her gently back down. ‘You rest your ankle. Vicky
and I will choose something suitable for my intern to wear.’


‘Intern?’


‘The perfect disguise. You are my intern who dropped out of
the Daughters at Glastonbury to study accountancy.’


 


When we caught the train back to Waterloo, Conrad had one
suggestion that I was reluctant to accept at first.


‘Look on it as a circuit breaker,’ he said. ‘If it looks
like Vicky might have to compromise her office, you might need a way out. Don’t
forget why Vicky’s doing this.’


I stopped the answer I had ready and thought about it. Vicky
has become a good friend. I think. And then I thought about the uniform she was
going to don on Monday, to play a part I had stopped Conrad from playing. I was
now going to put her in a position where her career might be threatened.


He saw the uncertainty on my face and said, ‘What do you
think the real reason I got her promoted was?’


‘Didn’t she deserve it on her own account?’


‘Yes. But probably not quite yet. I wanted her away from me.
Ever since I brought her back from the dead, she’s wanted to balance the
scales. I was afraid she’d do something stupid trying to save my life. Or
yours, given how much you mean to me.’


‘Oh.’


I sort-of knew that. What I hadn’t done was put it in such
brutal, basic terms. He was right. He often is. Especially when he listens to
me. It was time to do the same. ‘Make the call,’ I said.











7 — Into the Lion’s Fen


 


‘That car is too grand for an
intern,’ I announced. ‘Vicky can drive it. Let me see your outfit.’


Tamsin got out of the jet black Volvo XC90 and pursed her
lips. Black trousers, white blouse, black jacket, flat black shoes. All present
and correct.


‘Good. Have you got my briefcase?’


Tamsin nodded nervously and cheered up a great deal when
Vicky emerged from the station with a tray of coffees and she saw the uniform.
Vicky had opted for combat over dress, because who would wear that skirt if you
had a choice?


‘Nice beret,’ said Tamsin.


‘Don’t you flaming start,’ said Vicky. ‘Rani’s already had a
go at us. She says that Saffron bleedin’ Hawkins has had her combats custom
tailored. I ask you.’


‘You should consider it,’ I said. ‘And don’t call me Rani
again until we’re finished.’


Tamsin finally turned her attention to me. ‘Nice suit. If a
little severe.’


Vic and I had caught the train to Cambridge while Tamsin
drove from Richmond. Trying to meet up would have added an hour to the journeys.
We were in one of the parking spots at the station reserved for police
officers. I did see a Transport Police officer look our way, then change his
mind when he saw Vicky’s uniform and the fact that we were three women.


We stood round the car for a couple of minutes, drinking our
coffee and running through the details again. I finished with a warning.
‘Remember, the priority is to make sure we do nothing, and I mean nothing
that the Cambridge Collective can complain about. The only injured party must
be the Easterbrooks. It’s a shame that Flora Easterbrook is the Treasurer.’


‘Stuck up cow,’ said Tamsin. ‘She’ll be even worse if she
gets to be Chair.’


‘Says the woman who lives in a mansion by the Thames.’ That
was Vicky.


I looked down my nose at Tamsin. This was only possible
because I was standing on the curb and wearing heels. ‘Remember, Amelia, you
are not a sophisticated mother of three from Richmond any more. You are Amelia
Ryan from Bristol and you are a geek with no social skills.’


‘Hey,’ said Vicky. ‘That’s Geekist.’


‘Do I look like I care? Put her hair in a Goddess braid and
let’s get going.’


 


 


Cambridge is not very car-friendly. At least the university
term hadn’t started yet, so we weren’t swamped by cyclists. I had been cruel to
Tamsin for a reason. She grew up near here. The first time. I wanted her in the
moment, not regressing, and that’s why I gave directions.


‘Are you sure you know where you’re going?’ said Vicky when
I hesitated at a junction.


‘Of course. I came to Cambridge on a university open day.’


‘Did you not fancy it then?’ There was a smile behind the
words, challenging me that my exam results hadn’t been good enough.


‘No,’ I said. ‘I got the feeling they were eyeing me up for
their diversity statistics not my enormous potential as a financial genius.
Besides, I got sponsored to go to London and train on the job. Turn left by
that church. It’s a very narrow lane.’


‘Little St Mary’s,’ murmured Tamsin.


Our target (as Conrad would no doubt say) was down a
typically Cambridge lane between the church and Peterhouse College. The lane
was a dead end, and devoid of parking, which was why I’d insisted that Angel
House reserve me a spot. ‘Turn through those gates.’ Vicky edged the car
carefully through a tight turn. ‘Over there, where the traffic cone is. Amelia,
get out and move it, will you?’


As soon as the door slammed, Vicky said, ‘Go easy on her,
will you? This must be hard for the poor bairn. Woman.’


‘She needs a bit of ordering around. It’ll do her good.’


We gathered in front of what looked like an old chapel,
because that’s what it was. Part of the inside was still consecrated, but most
of the building was now given over to an exclusive Mage’s club called Angel
House, owned and operated by the Cambridge Collective, an organisation even older
than Salomon’s House and the King’s Watch.


‘You go first,’ I said to Vicky. ‘I’m sure the door will be
locked or something.’


It was both locked and Warded. A young woman dressed like a
waitress answered the door. ‘Oh! Erm, it’s Watch Captain Robson, isn’t it? I’ve
seen you around the House.’


And that’s what all my elaborate plans were for. This girl
was a student at the Invisible College, doing a summer job. Even though Vicky’s
never been to Cambridge, the world of magick is very small. Today, Vicky and I
had to play ourselves.


‘That’s right,’ said Vicky. ‘Sorry, I don’t know your name,
but this is Mina Desai, the Peculier Auditor and Amelia Ryan. We have an
appointment with Flora Easterbrook.’


‘Sorry. Come in, come in.’


The ground floor of Angel House is offices and assorted
rooms, lit by magickal light. After all, they do have a surplus of Lux here,
and that’s the reason for their existence. She took us along a very masculine
corridor (all red walls and portraits) and up a grand staircase to the Club
room.


This was a different matter entirely, still masculine but
worth it because the Club room used the airy, open space of the old chapel and
was flooded with light from the Gothic windows. They had kept the decoration to
a minimum but gone overboard on the soft furnishings. You could choose from
leather club chairs, chintzy sofas or ladder backed dining chairs round games
tables. Today it was almost empty, with only four Mages in residence.


Two were sitting by a fire, reading the paper. They were
both very old men and looked like they came here to get some peace and quiet.
The back wall of the room was its biggest feature, given over to bookshelves
with gleaming leather spines. A short, stocky woman in a maternity top was
surrounded by books at one of the library tables. She wasn’t that
pregnant. Not really. She probably just wanted to cover up.


The fourth Mage had already got up to greet us. Flora
Easterbrook was dressed like a Lady of the Manor rather than an executive. I
think the dress may even have been hand-made. You can’t get three-quarter
sleeves very easily, and the length was perfect. She was in her early forties
and had sharp blue eyes in a rather guarded face. Then again, she had a lot to
be guarded about.


There was a quick round of handshakes, and she wasn’t even
looking at Tamsin when they shook. I relaxed my shoulders a little and Tamsin
faded into the background behind us. ‘It’s a lovely room,’ I said. ‘I haven’t
had the privilege of visiting the Invisible College yet, but I have been to Newton’s
House. I think this is much more elegant.’


‘Thank you. We’re very lucky here. Have a seat. Coffee?’


‘Perhaps later,’ I said. ‘We had one not long ago.’


Flora had been staring at Vicky. I’m sure she was itching to
ask why she was in uniform. She resisted the temptation and smiled at me when
we’d sat down. ‘What brings you to Angel House?’ she said. ‘Not that you’re not
welcome, of course, but this isn’t a social visit, is it? Oh, and you do know
that Watch Captain Clarke is a hereditary member?’


I gave her a smile and a nod. ‘I had heard that. He’s
looking forward to coming with me next time. Vicky is here today because I need
a magickal adviser and she was free. Have you been following the Flint Hoard
case in the Cloister Court?’


She didn’t flinch. What she did do was adjust the skirt on
her dress. ‘As Collective Treasurer, it’s very much part of my job. I confess
that I haven’t gone too deeply into your report yet. It’s rather dense, I’m
afraid.’


‘Perhaps you should take advice.’


I left it hanging there, to see how she’d respond.


‘Do we need to?’ she said.


‘I would recommend it. There are a lot of loose ends in the
report. I am here to follow some of them up. To see where they lead.’


‘Oh. Why?’


I rested my elbow on the sofa’s arm. ‘I’m due back in
Cornwall this week to finish a job with the Wessex court.’


‘Yes. I heard about that. Quite a drama, wasn’t there?
Something about the Eldest Daughter being flown to hospital by Conrad Clarke.’


‘Yes. She’s recovering well, I believe. While I was there, I
had a long talk to Lord Mowbray.’


Her eyes narrowed. She didn’t like the sound of this. Quite
right, too. Especially as I was lying – all this information had come from
Chris Kelly, but I wanted to keep his name out of it.


I nodded to her. ‘Lord Mowbray has nothing to do with the
Flint Hoard. Too big a fish. What he told me was that the only place in England
where Isaac Fisher, also known as Ivan Rybakov, could have operated was here, using the Cambridge Collector.’


She blinked unconsciously and straightened herself up on the
sofa. ‘It’s a shame he isn’t here to deny it. Ivan did superb work for the
Collective, and especially on maintaining the Collector for many years. As far as we know, everything he ever did was above
board. We consider his loss a regrettable tragedy.’


‘I was there when he died. If you’d like the details.’ She
looked away. ‘Fisher had a lot of questions to answer, which is why the King’s
Watch arrested him. He may have gone, but the questions remain.’


‘What do you want?’


‘Two things. To inspect the Collector floor and to take an
inventory of any secure storage lockers you have here.’


‘Out of the question. We are an independent, chartered
company. Our members expect us to maintain the highest standards of privacy.
Besides, Fergus emptied Ivan’s lockers the day after he died.’


Tamsin was out of Flora’s eye line with my briefcase.
Exactly where I wanted her. I didn’t need the case now, because the one piece
of paper I needed had been couriered to King’s Cross Station this morning. I
took it out of my bag and passed it over.


‘This is a warrant from the Cloister Court. It allows me to
check the names of all the registered keepers of lockers against your
membership list and open those specifically named in the warrant.’


‘I see.’


She scanned the warrant. I could tell from her face when
she’d got to the list of names. Her eyebrows shot up. ‘I have never heard of
these people. They aren’t members.’


‘Then they won’t have lockers, will they?’


She could feel the net closing. She decided to stop
struggling. ‘Very well. What do you want on the Collector floor?’


‘Captain Robson wants to conduct a forensic examination.’


‘It’s at your own risk, Miss Desai.’


I half stood up and snatched the warrant off her lap.
‘You’ll be with us, Mrs Easterbrook. I can’t have you sneaking off and changing
your records, can I?’


‘It won’t take long,’ said Vicky, standing up and adjusting
the belt on her uniform.


Flora stood up as well. ‘Why don’t you do the lockers first,
then I can leave you to it?’


We couldn’t do that because my plan wouldn’t work if we did.
I had to improvise. ‘Because Fisher might have left his stash in the Collector.
Then we won’t need to see the lockers.’


‘Then let’s get on with it.’


We returned to the ground floor and then took the staircase
down to the old crypt. The modern door at the top was locked with a mundane
key, and the ancient one at the bottom was secured with three layers of magick
(according to Vicky). Tamsin trailed along behind everyone with her head down.
I hadn’t seen a single person give her a first glance, never mind a second one.
Except the pregnant woman in the library.


The Cambridge Collective exists to manage and maintain the
Cambridge Collector. If you’ve ever wondered where the Lux comes from that
flows through Ley lines, the answer is Collectors. Lux is everywhere – like
electricity. And like electricity, it can be concentrated. It is produced in
certain chemical reactions, especially ones in living creatures and most of all
by human brains. The function of a Collector is to siphon off just a little of
that Lux, and where else do you get a bigger concentration of human creativity
than a university? The Cambridge Collector was the first to be built after the
Romans left.


Like most magickal institutions, the Collective Council is
proud of its history and independence. In other words, they didn’t admit women
until they were absolutely forced to.


Flora Easterbrook heaved back the door, with some
difficulty, and held out her hand to let us in first. ‘After you,’ I said.


She was miffed that I didn’t trust her not to lock us in.
Her problem. She stepped into the old crypt and stood to the side.


What can I say? At this point, Conrad would give you a
description of the intricate flow and web of Lux that seethed in the room. I
can’t, because I couldn’t feel a thing. Zip. Zero. Nothing. All I could see was
an empty church crypt with pillars, Lightsticks and a lot of painted marks on
the stone floor.


The scar on my arm doesn’t sense Lux as such. What it senses
is humans making magick, so it didn’t react until Vicky started scanning the
floor with her Sorcerer’s Sight and her sPad, an enhanced iPad. She also took
out a torch. When she tried to juggle the two, she nearly dropped them and
said, ‘Amelia, could you hold the torch for us, pet.’


Tamsin walked over and put the briefcase down, seemingly at
random, and took the torch. There were a lot of pillars in the crypt (which was
much bigger than the footprint of the old chapel), and when they disappeared, I
said to Flora, ‘We need to keep them in sight.’


‘What for?’


‘So that you can give evidence in the Cloister Court that
Vicky didn’t use magick to plant evidence.’


‘And why would I do that?’


I moved to keep an eye on them and lowered my voice.
‘Because Isaac Fisher was a criminal. His associates, his partners, tried to
kill my fiancé. One of them ran over a Watch Captain. They sacrificed their
mundane helpers. Another one stabbed Vicky in the chest. And next week Fisher
was going to contract a bigamous marriage. I’d start distancing myself if I
were you.’


Of all of Fisher’s crimes, she picked on the least
important. ‘A bigamous marriage? Who to?’


‘Carole Thewlis. She had a lucky escape. I can let you have
a copy of the wedding licence application if you like.’


Her eyes flicked from me to Vicky and Tamsin. ‘Did he really
create all that Alchemical Gold?’


‘He energised it. Here.’


She licked her lips. ‘Do you know if he had any help from
Angel House?’


‘Not to my knowledge. I can add it to Conrad’s to-do list if
you want.’


‘We’ll handle it,’ she said. ‘I’m glad I didn’t send that
letter now.’


‘Oh?’


‘Irina Ispahbudhan’s lawyers wanted Angel House to say that
Isaac was a pillar of the magickal community.’


‘Over here!’ said Vicky.


We gathered in the dimmest, darkest corner of the crypt,
something that puzzled Flora. ‘Why are the Lightsticks not working?’ she said.


‘He turned them off,’ said Vicky. ‘And there was a Glamour
to make it look like there was a wall here. That’s faded since he  last came. Have
a look at the floor.’


She took the torch from Tamsin and shone it at an angle on
the stone floor. Flecks of gold glittered in the LED light. ‘Use your Sight,’
said Vicky to Flora.


The Angel House Treasurer held out her hands, as if she were
warming them at a fire and went white with anger. ‘The duplicitous bastard.
Right under our noses. I’ll swear to that in court. No problem.’


I had no idea what they were on about, nor did I care. I
made sure that photographs of the gold were taken, and swept some into an
envelope with a makeup brush to keep as evidence. When I said we were done,
Flora Easterbrook turned and marched out, court shoes clattering.


‘Have you got what you need, Amelia?’ I said.


She nodded and grinned at Flora’s back. Good.


We went straight from the Collector to the safe deposit
suite. Flora was now very eager to co-operate. Through another locked door on
the ground floor, a twisting set of short, narrow corridors wound round like a
maze. They were like this to maximise exposure to the Lux leaking up from a
deliberate fault in the Collector. A bit like having a private tap at a
reservoir.


The corridors were lined with doors, some full size, some
just the size of a standard locker. None of them had numbers. Some had coats of
arms, some had names printed on card.


‘I will personally guarantee most of these,’ said Flora in
the first couple of corridors. ‘They are all well-established members whom I
know. In fact, I know all the members.’


‘That’s good,’ I said. ‘Lead the way.’


On the second turn, Tamsin dropped the torch and put the
briefcase down to pick it up. Flora was already round the next corner and
didn’t notice that Tamsin had left the case behind when she re-joined us and
passed the torch to Vicky.


Flora quickly found a small door with a card and said,
‘Never heard of this person. I think they were on your list.’


I double checked it against the warrant. She was right.
‘Vicky?’


Vicky tried the door. ‘It’s a non-linear lock. No chance
without a key.’


‘Flora? Angel House must have a master key.’


‘Not as such. We do have a process, but it takes
time. Quite a lot of time.’


‘Seal it, Vicky,’ I said. ‘We can come back with more help
and do them all together.’


‘Right.’


Vicky took a roll of tape from her pocket and sealed the
door. It wouldn’t stop someone with a key, but it would do something magickal
that would record evidence of tampering. We pressed on. We found two more round
the corner, and I looked in my bag. ‘Amelia? Where’s the Jepson report?’


‘In the case. Sorry. It was heavy.’


‘Go and get it, please.’


Tamsin scurried off and I started to waffle. ‘We think these
lockers contain goods purchased with credit from the Flint Hoard. A sort of
money laundering. You may not have heard, but Farthingale and Daughter were in
touch with the court this morning. They want to make a statement at the next
hearing in October.’


Flora drew in a breath and started asking questions. It took
Tamsin less than two minutes to reappear with a report and announce, ‘I’ve
found it.’


Yes!


‘Shall we move on?’ I said.


We did, and found most of the lockers I was after. I would
need to come back and do the job properly in the near future, but for now it
was enough.


‘Would you like to stay for lunch?’ said Flora, our new fan.


‘Next time,’ I said. ‘If we hurry, we can get this back to
Judge Bracewell. She’ll need to issue new warrants. Thank you so much for your
co-operation. Damn. I’ve left my scarf somewhere.’


‘I’ll nip upstairs and check the sofa,’ said Tamsin. She passed
the briefcase to Vicky and we walked slowly to the front door, chatting about
Cambridge. Flora had only just opened the door when Tamsin rushed back. ‘Did
you even have a scarf?’


‘I don’t think you did, you know,’ said Vicky.


‘Come to think of it, you didn’t,’ said Flora. ‘I remember
admiring your jacket. And your engagement ring. It’s a beauty.’


As we were saying a cordial goodbye, we moved aside to let
the pregnant woman from the library get past. When the doors closed behind us,
everyone’s phone pinged at once. They’re old-school in Angel House: strictly no
Wi-Fi or mobile signals allowed. We started checking them as Vicky unlocked the
Volvo.


‘Grantchester,’ I said. ‘At the cricket club. Turn right at
the end of the lane, Vicky. They’re waiting for us.’


‘Gotcha.’


She waited until she was on the main road, and until I’d
finished putting the destination into the Satnav before she asked. ‘Go on then,
Amelia, how did you do it?’


Tamsin was sitting in the back, cradling my briefcase. She
leaned forward and pulled my hair. Hard.


‘Ow! What was that for?’


‘Vicky’s driving, so I can’t do it to her. If she calls me Amelia
again, I will do it even harder. I learnt that trick from my daughter.’


Vicky snorted with laughter. ‘It’s ’cos you played the part
so well, Tammy. I still can’t see why you didn’t tell us what you were doing.’


‘That’s because you needed to look innocent,’ I said.
‘Conrad is right: you are a terrible liar, Vicky.’


All we had told Vicky was that she had to drop the torch in
the Collector and ask for help. And to otherwise ignore Amelia. ‘Do you
want to tell her?’ I said to Tamsin.


‘It was your plan,’ she replied. ‘And I need to monitor this
case.’


‘Very well. Tamsin has talent as a Plane Shifter.’


‘Ooh. Neat,’ said Vicky. ‘Go on.’


‘I discovered from research that Pramiti’s Mānik exists
on two planes simultaneously. That’s why it’s so powerful.’


‘I’ll go to the foot of our stairs. Wow. No wonder the Duke
of Ashford wanted to nick it in the first place.’


‘Quite. Once I knew that, I just asked Tamsin how we could
get it out. She went to Chris and got that briefcase.’


‘I wondered why I hadn’t seen you with it before. Not
stylish enough for you, Rani.’


I ignored that remark. ‘It has an Alchemical cage of some
sort. Proper Geomancers use them in the field.’


‘I know that. No wonder she kept leaving it around, and that
explains why it weighs a ton.’


‘It does,’ said Tamsin. ‘And I had to charge it in the
Collector.’


I took over again. ‘When we got to the safety deposit suite,
Tamsin stopped outside the Easterbrook’s room. She knows their crest. Then,
when I sent her back, she used the stored Lux to go onto the next plane.’


‘And walk through the door. Brilliant. Is it in the case
now?’


‘Oh yes. That was the only way of disguising it from Flora.’


In case you’re wondering why Plane Shifters haven’t stolen
the Crown Jewels from the Tower of London, that’s because the Crown Jewels only
exist on this plane. They, and most of the Tower, are invisible on a
higher plane. But not the Mānik. Tamsin was able to pluck it out of its
box, and all it took was a little manipulation to bring it back through the
door and drop it into the case.


I had a feeling that recovering the gem was going to be the
easy part. A feeling confirmed when we left the city and my phone rang. The
number was programmed into my phone, but I hadn’t spoken to this person before.


‘You’re definitely being followed,’ she said. ‘Black Mercedes
4x4 with tinted windows. Can’t miss it.’


‘Thanks.’


I disconnected and told the others.


‘Who the flip was that?’ said Vicky.


‘One of the Merlyn’s Tower Irregulars. Roberta Woodhouse.
The Peculier Necromancer. That was her in the Club room.’


‘No! You’re joking. She looked pregnant.’


‘She is. That business with the scarf was so that Tamsin
could tip her off that we were leaving with mission accomplished.’ I checked
the Satnav: only five minutes to Grantchester. ‘Pull in to that car park and
swap places. From here it gets very tricky.’











8 — Not Cricket


 


Vicky swerved into the car park
and swapped places with Tamsin. I noticed that she didn’t cradle the briefcase
with quite the same enthusiasm. Tamsin pulled out on to the main road,
helpfully waved on by a flash of headlights from a big black Mercedes with
tinted windows.


‘Everyone ready?’ I asked. Vicky was very much clued in to
the next part of the plan.


‘Aye.’


‘Yes.’


‘Go.’


Tamsin is a terrible driver. Perhaps she always was, or
perhaps Melody was destined to be one. She screeched round the turning to
Grantchester and nearly crashed into a tractor on the smaller road. As if my
nerves weren’t shredded enough already.


‘In two hundred yards, turn right. Your destination is on
your left,’ said the Satnav.


The car rocked on its suspension as Tamsin threw it into the
turn. It’s a good job that the cricket club wasn’t hosting a conference or
something. She did a big U-turn and stopped in the middle. Conrad was already
half way to our vehicle. Tamsin clicked the central locking and I jumped out.
While we were driving, I’d take the chance to swap my shoes for trainers. I
held the door for Conrad and he jumped in. Vicky was also out and closed her
door. Tamsin accelerated away and disappeared.


‘Where is she?’ said Vicky. ‘And by the way, this briefcase
really is heavy. How did she carry it?’


‘She has three children. You develop muscles. Pramiti will
be sitting in the shade, and that must be her car round there.’


‘You’re not joking. A Bentley. Well, what else?’


We walked over to the sleek black luxury car. The back of my
neck prickled and I had to fight the urge to look round. No doubt the Mercedes
was now in a position to watch us.


Pramiti uncoiled herself from the Bentley as if she were
already a snake. For all she’s dangerous, she is a remarkable creature. I would
love to see her dance one day. From a safe distance, obviously.


‘Do you have it? I can’t feel it?’


She was desperate. You could tell that because she had
ignored Vicky’s uniform and my tights-and-trainers combo, something a relaxed
Pramiti would not let pass.


‘We do,’ I said. ‘It is sealed in this case.’


‘Let me feel.’


Vicky held up the case, and Pramiti brushed her hair back to
lean down and sniff it. When she did so, I could smell the spices and gin on
her breath. Conrad had taken her for an early lunch while they waited for us to
turn up.


A beatific smile came over Pramiti’s face. ‘Yes. At last.
Take it out.’


‘We have company,’ I said. ‘That car on the road. The Duke
of Ashford is inside it.’


‘All the better. I am reunited with my Mānik and I can
take revenge on the creature who stole it.’


Vicky looked alarmed at that prospect. I don’t blame her. I
was feeling alarmed, too. It was my job not to show it.


‘Would that be wise?’ I said. ‘You will be weakened. Severely
weakened while you adjust. The Duke of Ashford is far more powerful than he was
when you last met.’


Her eyes flicked over my shoulder. Uncertainty crossed her
face. Not an expression she was practised at. Her race are used to certainty
and command, not doubt and dependency. I gave it a couple of seconds more to
sink in.


‘We need to get to a safe place,’ I said. ‘We can take you
there if you let me deal with him.’


She narrowed her eyes. Something yellow flickered in them.
The Mānik was affecting her already. ‘How will you do that? Are you in
league with him?’


‘My debt is to you and Lord Ganesh. I could discharge it by
leaving the case and walking away.’


Vicky put the case down. ‘I need to get to the gym more,’
she said.


Pramiti looked at the case. The doubt was back. ‘Go.’


‘Would you mind, Vicky?’ I took my jacket off and folded it
carefully before placing it on the case. Then I jogged across the car park and
out on to the road where the Mercedes was waiting. I went to the back because
Dukes rarely drive themselves, and he wouldn’t be alone. The tinted window was
descending before I got close.


‘Namaste, my lord.’ I had to suppress a shudder when the
aristocratic power of Lord Ashford hit me.


He looked like a film star and had a film star’s presence
and aura, all wrapped in a mature, silver haired craggy-jawed ruggedness.
Imagine James Bond two years after retirement. It is a long time since I’ve gone
weak at the knees like that, and I wanted to faint into his strong arms. I
planted my feet firmly on to the ground and tried to stiffen my spine.


‘Miss Desai,’ he said. ‘A pleasure to meet you. I believe
that congratulations are in order.’


I had to work hard to swallow before I spoke. ‘Thank you, my
lord.’


‘Captain Robson is a better Sorcerer than I gave her credit
for if she spotted us. I thought this car was well shielded.’


‘Alas no, my lord. Vicky and I are not the only ones on this
job. Your vehicle may be magickally shielded, but it does stick out rather. The
rest of the team were tracking you. And Sir Jon. He could at least have worn a
Glamour.’


Lord Ashford is tipped for big things amongst the Fae,
according to my sources. I could see why when he laughed. A lot of Fae would
have stamped their feet at what I’d just said and scorched me in a petulant temper.


‘It seems we have something to learn from Nimue’s Guard
after all. And you, Miss Desai. Would one of your team be the elusive Squadron
Leader Clarke? And his famous gun.’


I bowed again. ‘Conrad has done me the honour of supporting
me in my little venture. As have others. He was rather alarmed when his bullets
didn’t work on one of your kind, so he’s brought that great menace of a sword
the Gnomes gave him. Just in case.’ I gave him my best Indian nod. ‘All of that
is a detail, my lord. Surely no one actually wants a confrontation.’


He nodded graciously in return. ‘If only that were true.
Pramiti definitely wants one.’


‘She wants her Mānik more. Sadly, one cannot trust the
word of a serpent under any circumstances, so a promise to leave you alone
would be worthless. What if I could get her both out of the way and get
her to lose interest in you? Would that not be a better outcome? I would be
happy to perform that service.’


‘A service, eh?’


I have had a crash course on the Fae, and not just their
innate desirability. Unlike the Nāgin, their word can be trusted in
certain circumstances. And they never forget a favour. Owed or given. The key
word was service, which was why Lord Ashford had repeated it.


‘Yes, my lord. If my service is satisfactory, everyone will
be content. If not… I’m sure you can handle yourself. Away from the limelight.’


He rubbed his stubbly jaw and I felt something rubbing
inside me. The power in those hands…


‘I doubt the Easterbrooks will be content. I’m surprised
they aren’t even hotter on your tail than I was.’


‘They don’t know the jewel is gone. When they do find out,
they won’t have a clue who took it.’


I was keeping my fingers crossed when I said that. I had
left Flora Easterbrook with enough paperwork and headaches to keep her well
away from her storeroom for a long while.


‘What’s your plan?’ he said suddenly.


I bowed again. ‘An old Indian trick, my lord. I shall use a
forked stick and throw her over the wall into the cotton fields.’


He grinned. A very carnivorous grin. I half expected his
canines to grow longer. ‘That’s why I like dealing with the mundane world. It
shows respect without fawning.’ He nodded. ‘I think Pramiti is getting hungry.
Very well, I shall leave you to it. May fortune smile on you, Miss Desai.’


‘Thank you, my lord. I shall be in touch.’


The window rose, the engine fired and I shivered. My dress
has no sleeves, and without Lord Ashford to warm me, it was very cold.


Did I just say that? Did I really just say that? I
think I need to see someone about preventative measures before I meet Lord
Ashford again. A jog back across the car park would soon warm me up.


Vicky had placed herself between Pramiti and the briefcase.
‘Let’s go,’ I said, grabbing my jacket and bag. ‘The cricket club is too
public. I know a quiet place only ten minutes’ drive away. I’ll put the
location into the Satnav.’


Pramiti dragged her gaze away from the case. ‘One of you
will drive.’


‘With respect, Vicky must look after the case, and I must
call Conrad to give him instructions on following Lord Ashford.’


‘Is that where Conrad has gone?’


I already had the front passenger door open. ‘The sooner we
get going, the sooner you will have your Mānik.’


She bustled back into the car and started the engine. I
slipped into the front seat and watched Vicky perform a quick Work at the rear
of the vehicle to dissolve the Glamour that Pramiti had put on the number
plates. Then she got in and sat behind me, as far from Pramiti as she could
get. In a Bentley, that’s quite a long way.


It’s a good job they drive on the left in India. Most of the
time. When they’re not in the middle of the road avoiding the bicycles and the cows.
It meant that Pramiti didn’t think about what she was doing, she just drove
north out of Grantchester, towards the motorway. All she could think about was
her Mānik.


As soon as I’d finished giving a coded message to Conrad,
she started to press me. ‘Where was it and how did you get it?’


‘There are many Fae in Cambridge. We had to do to them what
Lord Butler did to you and trick them out of it. Would you like the whole
story?’


‘Did they rage and scream?’


‘Oh yes.’


‘Then tell me.’


I proceeded to give her an adapted version of a well-known
Bollywood fantasy movie. She drank it in like wine as we joined the motorway.
Two junctions later, she barely noticed as the Satnav sent her off again and
onto the A14, a wide road but nowhere near as busy. I was now keeping the
fingers of both hands crossed and constantly glancing at the wing mirror. I
breathed a sigh of relief when the blue lights appeared.


Pramiti wouldn’t demean herself by using her mirrors unless
she had to, and she had no idea that two police cars were behind us, all lights
flashing. One of them overtook us and cut in. The other one started its siren.


‘What do you think they are doing?’ said Pramiti, mystified.


‘They want you to pull over,’ I said. ‘Over there. Where the
big slip road is.’


‘How tiresome.’


She slowed and stopped. The police cars boxed us in. My arm
started to throb. Vicky dumped the briefcase and shuffled over to sit directly
behind Pramiti. Front and back, I could see police officers getting out. The
ones in the passenger seats had been carrying their automatic rifles.


‘Sorry to bother you, pet,’ said Vicky. ‘Can I remind you
that using magick to undermine the rule of mundane law is an offence. I will
arrest you if you try it.’


‘What on earth are you talking about?’ said Pramiti.


‘Stop using magick, or I will subdue you.’ To reinforce the
point, Vicky got out her Badge of office and touched the Badge itself. Pramiti
wavered and nearly slumped forward. Vicky let go, and my arm stopped tingling.
I leaned across and lowered first Pramiti’s window, then my own.


We had a policeman each, with their hands on their sidearms.
The ones with bigger guns stood back. I turned to mine and said, ‘Thank
goodness you’re here, officer. I think the driver has been drinking. You can
smell it on her.’


The other officer, the one on Pramiti’s side, had heard me
and sniffed the air by the window. Without taking his hand off his belt, he
said, ‘Is this your vehicle, madam?’


‘Yes.’


‘It was reported stolen on Saturday. Have you been drinking,
madam?’


Pramiti started to colour, spreading up from her chest. ‘Not
much. Not at all, really.’


‘Could I see your driving licence?’


‘I don’t need a driving licence. I have diplomatic immunity.
Talk to your chief of police. My name is…’


She gave the name she’d travelled under. And yes, when
Pramiti arrived in the UK, she was travelling on a diplomatic passport. This we
found out on Sunday from Ruth and Mr Joshi. He still has connections at the
Foreign Office.


She’d said her name very quickly. Slowly, the police officer
called over a fifth member of their party. My my, what a response. The newcomer
had a tablet computer and showed it to Pramiti.


‘Forgive me, is that how you spell your name?’ said the
patrol leader.


‘Yes. Of course. Now can we get on?’


‘I’m afraid not, madam. Officers from the Metropolitan
Police raided your premises this morning on suspicion of offences against the
Modern Slavery Act. A young woman was rescued.’


Pramiti finally turned to me and switched to Hindi. ‘What is
this nonsense? What is he talking about? What is this modern slavery?’


‘I don’t think the officer’s finished with you,’ I replied.
In English.


‘You were declared persona non grata this morning,’
he announced. ‘That means you have to leave the country, and I’m afraid that I
can’t let you drive because you’ve been drinking. Would you like me to call
your embassy, or would you let Squadron Leader Clarke drive you?’


Pramiti was bright red now, and my arm started to tingle
again. The officer with the computer stepped well back, and Conrad replaced the
leader at Pramiti’s window.


‘If you don’t calm down, your Mānik will be buried with
you, debt paid,’ he said. ‘Go quietly, and your Mānik goes with you.’


I was quite proud of that. I’d written his lines for him.


He reached into the car and opened the driver’s door. He
pulled it wide and stepped back. I did the same and held open the passenger
door. After re-programming the Satnav for Heathrow Airport


Pramiti replaced me in the passenger seat, and Conrad got in
to drive. We had a police escort all the way to Heathrow. There was total
silence in the car for one hour and forty minutes, except when Vicky asked to
stop for a comfort break. We all needed one. Even the police drivers.


We took turns, with Vicky escorting Pramiti into the ladies
after Conrad and I had finished. We had an audience, so Conrad restricted
himself to blowing a kiss before lighting a cigarette.


‘You were brilliant,’ he said. ‘One hundred per cent
brilliant.’


‘Only a hundred?’


‘A thousand. A million.’


‘Better. I love you, Conrad. Have we really done it?’


‘Nearly there, love. Here they come.’


 


 


I couldn’t believe it when
Conrad drove into the Border Force compound. That was the scene of my
humiliating return from India in the summer, and I was sweating profoundly when
he led us to the same interview room where I had arrived in chains. Literally
chained to an Indian Mage.


The timing was tight – the Air India flight to Mumbai had
already been called when the police escort took up position outside the room.
The plane wouldn’t leave without us, but Conrad would be in serious trouble if
the flight missed its slot on the runway.


Vicky heaved the briefcase on to the table with a massive
thump and rubbed her arms.


‘This. Is. Not. Right!’ said Pramiti. ‘That creature stole
from me, and you are on his side. He will get away free. Where is your justice
now?’


She was looking at Conrad. He and Vicky stepped back, and I
moved in front of her. ‘If he stole from you, lodge a complaint and follow it
through the courts. I know a lot of lawyers. I could recommend one. If you gave
it to him on a promise, then take your Mānik and get on the plane.’


She still wasn’t happy and was winding up for another go.


‘You can have it now,’ I said softly. ‘Right now.’


She had to have it now. If she tried it on the plane, the
consequences would be fatal for everyone. We knew the Alchemical cage was
discharging rapidly, and the smell of it would be driving her mad.


‘Very well. Give it to me.’


Vicky stepped forwards and opened the briefcase. Inside was
a robust iron cage, like a lobster pot but with gold medallions and scroll work
all over it. A red glow spread out through the holes. Vicky touched one of the
gold seals and stepped smartly back.


Pramiti fell on the cage and threw open the lid. She took a
deep breath and grabbed the Mānik. The red glow was like a fire, blowing
the lights and bathing us all with a blood-red sheen. She slowly lifted the
jewel and placed it on her forehead.


Her form flickered. A woman, then a snake, then a woman,
then both together. The room blacked out and there was a slap of flesh on the
floor. Conrad switched on a torch and shone it down. A naked, human, Pramiti
lay on the floor. The bindi on her forehead was now diamond shaped.


‘Thank the gods for that,’ said Vicky. ‘I thought she might
freeze in snake form. That would be hard to explain.’


‘I’ll get the stretcher,’ said Conrad. ‘It should be
airside.’


It was. Through the door that led to the aircraft, a trolley
stretcher and two security guards were waiting. We got her on to the stretcher
and bundled her clothes on top of her, under the blanket. Vicky volunteered to
escort her to the plane because, and I quote, ‘You’re carrying that effing
briefcase from now on, Conrad.’ My last sight of her was when they loaded her
into the ambulance.


We hugged and kissed for a long while, and he told me again
that I was brilliant. That’s always nice to hear from the man you love. Who
needs Lord Ashford when you can have Conrad Clarke all to yourself?


‘We’d better go,’ he said eventually. ‘There are still two
counter-terrorism units outside who need to be stood down. And don’t mention
the lights. They can figure that out for themselves.’


I let Conrad deal with the police while I got three takeout
coffees and a sandwich for Vicky from the cafeteria. The coffee had improved
slightly since last time.


We had to wait for Vicky in the car park. Conrad had
volunteered to return the Bentley to the Met Police in London. I wasn’t
complaining.


‘What now?’ I said. Conrad being Conrad, he was leaning on
the Bentley smoking. 


‘A few loose ends to tie up. We’ll have to report all this
to Hannah tomorrow. And your shoes are still in Woody’s car, if you’re
bothered.’


‘I am bothered! Those are my lucky Audit shoes, and they
cost a lot of money. Do we have to go back to the fens to get them?’


‘No. She’s coming to town tomorrow. And we’re all going out
tonight to celebrate. In Richmond.’


There was something in his voice. ‘What?’


‘Vicky’s going to make her own way to Earth House for eight.
Tamsin is meeting us in the pub at seven thirty. Or just one of us.’


‘What’s going on?’


‘I’ve got something to show you when we get back to the
flat. Here’s Vicky. Don’t mention it to her. She thinks that you and I are
driving to Richmond because we want to go straight to Clerkswell tomorrow.
Which we do. We need to get ready to go back to Cornwall.’


Vicky almost loped across to the car. ‘The plane was taxiing
to the runway before they’d pulled the staircase away,’ she said triumphantly.
‘She’s gone.’


I gave her a hug, a kiss and my deepest thanks.


‘Pleasure,’ she said. ‘It was a bit hairy in Grantchester,
but you’ve done it, Mina. You can get married now. When’s it gonna be? Please
don’t tell me you want a long engagement.’


‘I hope not,’ said Conrad.


‘Next year,’ I said. ‘In the spring. At Elvenham.’


‘Good. Is that my sandwich? I could eat a scabby horse.’


Conrad unlocked the car and we slipped out of Heathrow with
smiles on our faces.











9 — A Debt Repaid


 


Tamsin had got to the pub before
me. She was waiting nervously with a glass of wine for me and two gin glasses
for her. She’d already finished one of them. She’d chosen a table by the river,
and I wondered if she’d used magick to get it. All the others were full. Maybe
she’s just lucky.


I had one of my big bags with me. Big enough to hold the
papers inside. The ones that had been waiting for me in Notting Hill. I’d brought them because I needed them. As evidence, and for Tamsin to make a decision.


I’d collected them when Conrad had poured me a drink after we’d got back that afternoon. He’d given me my drink and pointed
to the table.


‘What’s that?’ I’d said.


‘Something Chris said the other night rang alarm bells,’ he
replied. ‘While you were comforting Tamsin, he said that he hadn’t gone to the
inquest.’


‘So? Did he need to?’


‘No, but it was the fact that Tamsin had asked him not
to go that got me worried. I Googled the accident, and the driver was never
prosecuted. I asked Ruth to get the post-mortem report. You should read the
page with the tab on it.’


I picked up the folder. ‘Did she really die in a crash?’


‘Oh yes. Multiple injuries. Ruth also checked the driver’s
statement. He said that Tamsin more or less threw herself under his
thirty-eight tonne articulated lorry. Another driver’s dashcam footage
confirmed it. Read the report. I’m going to start packing.’


Conrad had already removed the post-mortem pictures.
Thankfully. I turned to the page with the tab. I had to read it twice.


Tamsin Kelly had not been pregnant when she fell under the
lorry. What she did have was stage IV uterine cancer. With a lot of secondary
tumours. I took it through to the bedroom in a daze, the pages still open in
front of me.


‘When did you get this?’


‘This morning. I kept it back from you until now because
people could have died if your plan hadn’t worked. If that was wrong, then I’m
sorry.’


‘No. Thank you. I mean, thank you for following through and
telling me at all. What are you going to do?’


‘Chris doesn’t know. He has no idea. That’s why Tamsin
wanted him away from the inquest, and I’ll bet she kept the Richardsons busy,
too. It’s not my place to tell him. If you don’t want to see her again, then
I’ll tell her tonight and leave it up to her to explain to Chris why we’ve
suddenly gone off her. I don’t like doing this, but it’s up to you. Tamsin did
you a massive favour today. Did us a massive favour. If you throw that in the
bin and forget about it, so will I.’


I sat down on the bed and cradled the report on my lap. ‘I
don’t know, Conrad. I really don’t know. I think I’m going for a walk.’


I did go for a walk, and got some strange looks. Short
Indian woman in an expensive dress and trainers, with a bright blue scar on her
arm. Not surprising, really. When I’d got back to Conrad, I told him that I was
going to see her on my own. He nodded and carried on folding my sari. Not an
easy job. I had been going to wear it to celebrate. I chose something else
instead.


Tamsin had a shopping bag with her at the pub. A
sustainable, jute one with the logo of a wholefood shop. ‘Your kurti,’ she
said, placing it on the table.


I took the bag off the table and replaced it with a totally
unsustainable, non-recyclable old Tesco carrier bag. ‘Your autopsy report,’ I
said.


She flinched and blushed and squirmed like the teenager her
body was telling her to be and shivered in her short summer dress. ‘How?’ she said.


‘Conrad. Like his dog, he follows a scent to the end. No
matter where it leads. He is very good at that. Deadly, in fact.’


‘Where was Scout this morning?’ She must have been in shock
if that was the first thing that came into her head.


‘He is too volatile near non-human creatures. We put him in
doggy-daycare. What happened, Tamsin? I’m giving you a chance to explain.’


She started shaking her head and crying. Sobbing. I took a
gulp of my wine, just to give me something to do while I waited. I’d wait until
closing time if I had to.


She’d gone easy on the makeup tonight, so there weren’t too
many streaks when she got the tears under control. ‘It wasn’t murder,’ she said
eventually. ‘I couldn’t do that. I wouldn’t do that.’


‘Then what was it?’


‘Double suicide. Of sorts. She called me first. I kept her
talking while I turned the bike round. Then I told her to shout out to her
parents. I don’t think she had the energy left, so they found her with the
empty bottle and called me. I was already on my way back by then, and I knew it
was too late for her.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Too late for Melody. There.
I’ve said her name. Melody was already dead when I threw myself under that
lorry. Yes, I knew what I was doing, but Melody was already gone when my Spirit
found her.’


Did I believe her? I don’t know. Was it my place to act as
judge and jury? No.


‘What are you going to do?’ she asked.


I pushed the carrier bag over the table. ‘Take that. I want
to enjoy tonight, Tamsin. I want to say thank you properly to you, to Chris and
to Vicky. I owe you all a debt. I will repay you tomorrow morning, and after
that it will be up to you. Tonight, I can look at you and Chris and forget what
I know. I’ve had a lot of practice at that. Tomorrow, I will not. You tell him
after we’ve gone or you’ll never see me again. Or Conrad.’


‘Thank you. I think. I’m not sure I can do this.’


‘Yes you can. Drink your gin while I get us more drinks.’


She knocked back the second gin while I was at the bar. When
I got back, I leaned in and said, ‘You’ve been doing it every day for five
years, Tamsin. One more night won’t be a struggle. Let me tell you about Scout.
He’s barred from doggy-daycare.’


‘How? Why?’


‘He herded all the other dogs and made them jump over
things. One of the owners described their little Pooh Bear as being
traumatised.’


‘No! You’re kidding!’


‘I wish I was. I am only grateful that he hasn’t hit puberty
yet. The consequences could have been disastrous. Drink up.’


 


My headache next morning was
epic, especially as it was only eight o’clock when we left Earth House to go to
Richmond Park. Vicky was still asleep, Conrad was on breakfast duty and Chris
was looking after the kids. Tamsin, resplendent in neon Lycra, was itching to
run until I told her that I only run in twenty-two yard bursts.


‘Why?’


‘That’s the distance between the wickets. Any further is
pointless.’


She slowed down then, but there was no slowing Scout. He was
off and away. Far enough away that any park wardens wouldn’t think he was with
us.


‘Why do we have to come here?’ said Tamsin after a few
minutes of gossip about last night.


We had arrived at one of the woods after a steep climb. I
whistled Scout and whispered into his ear. He shot off into the trees and
Tamsin gave me a worried look when I set off after him.


‘You know where we’re going, don’t you?’ she said.


‘I do.’


We walked in silence, following a barely visible path
through the trees, egged on by Scout. In the densest part of the wood, my arm
started to itch, and Tamsin came to a full stop. We were there.


‘Why?’ she said.


‘I couldn’t have got the Mānik back without you,
Tamsin. Or only at a great cost. The Duke of Ashford was also grateful, as was
his Queen. She is willing to take you as a student. One of her Counts will
teach you. No one is better at Plane Shifting than the Fae. Apart from the
gods, and they don’t give lessons.’


She was terrified. I could see her eyes starting to fill
again. ‘What if I don’t come back?’


‘You can study as a day-pupil. You will only meet the Queen
twice, I should think.’


‘I haven’t got a gift to give them. I can’t walk into the
sídhe without a present.’


I fished a Jiffy bag out of my back pocket. ‘Here. Conrad
accumulates Artefacts that he can’t sell on to the Dwarves.’


‘Accumulates?’


‘Plunder. This one should tickle her royal fancy.’ I thrust
the bag into her hand. ‘And there’s a Merlyn’s Tower Irregulars badge in there.
Conrad insisted you have it.’


‘But what about Chris and the kids?’


‘Conrad is telling him where you are now. You can decide
what to tell him about Melody tonight, when we’re long gone.’


I gave her a big hug, and the waterworks really started.


‘I don’t know,’ she said.


‘I do. I really hope to see you again, Tamsin. There’s a
Bollywood party in three weeks, if you fancy it. You could combine it with a
visit to Chris’s mother. She’s only half an hour up the road. Now go.’


I gave her a symbolic push into the woods. She put her hand
to her chest and started to shimmer. She took two steps forward and disappeared
into the Fae realm.


I turned round and started to walk down the hill. When I got
to the edge of the wood, I gave Scout a whistle. He bounced up and barked, and
I grabbed his collar to slip on the lead.


‘Come on, boy. It’s time to go home.’


 







Mina’s Story continues in the Books of the King’s Watch, all available
  from Amazon.


 











Author’s Note


This novella was a detour from Mina’s main story, as told
  in the Books of the King’s Watch, and I hope you enjoyed it. Mina has been pushing to tell some of her own story in her own voice, and this was the first real opportunity to do so. I did consider including what happened to her in India, and I decided against it when she told me exactly what happened. It wasn’t  family entertainment.

 


As ever, thanks are due to the brilliant Rachel Lawston for
designing the cover and to Anne for reading the first draft.


Finally, Ring of Troth is a lonely little story.
Please cheer it up by writing a review on Amazon, Goodreads or anywhere. It
makes a huge difference.


Until the next time,


Mark Hayden.
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