Child of the Stones
by Paul McAuley

At night, the past has a stronger hold on London than the present. The urgent beat of
daily business stalls and drifts backward. The city's inhabitants lock themselvesin
the prisons of their homes and the vacant streets stretch away in every direction
under the thin orange glow cast by long, regular lines of street lamps, their silence
haunted by echoes of the dramas of past generations. But some of London's streets
are never quiet. Queensway; Hyde Park Corner; Old Compton Street in Soho; the
streets around Victoria Station; the Embankment; Upper Street in Islington: people
are drawn to these places at night, and it isto these unsleeping streets that many of
the dead are also drawn, by habit, hunger, and forlorn curiosity. Lately, it was where
| spent most of my nights, too, walking amongst the living and the dead.

Although the matter of the dead has been my businessfor aslong as| havelivedin
this great and terrible city, during those nocturna rambles | was interested not in the
ghosts, imps, and other ordinary revenants | encountered, but in what they might
attract. Six months previoudly, | had discovered that there were new and terrible
things awakening into the world. Things that preyed on the dead, and drew strength
from them,; things that were beginning to prey on the living. Lions and tigers and
bears. The unslegping streets where the cities of the living and the dead intersected
were beginning to draw the attention of these new predators, just as a watering hole
in the African veldt draws the big cats that prey on the buffalo and zebra and gazelles
that come there to drink. It was while | was mapping this strange new bestiary that |
discovered that not only monsters were awakening in these strange times, and a door
onto my past opened and an old enemy stepped through it.

Islington, Upper Street, summer, two hours past midnight:

A bare-chested young man with a bright green Mohican haircut, his arms ropy with
tattoos and track marks, was sitting in the doorway of an estate agent's office and
sharing a can of lager with ayoung woman in aragged black dress and army boots.
Imps clustered around their eyeslike tiny scorpions, pale, articulated, and fat with
the venom of heroin dreams.

In another doorway, a man slept jackknifed under afilthy blanket, guarded by a
starveling mongrel who looked at me calmly when | dropped a couple of pound



coins beside his master's head. The man, an old acquaintance, stirred and without
waking mumbled, "Mr. Carlyle. Take care."

It was good advice, and | should have taken it. For the past three nights, | had been
intercepted by a pair of men in an immaculately restored blood-red Mark 1 Jaguar.
Each night, the big car had purred up to me as | was making my way home, and the
man in the passenger seat had leaned at the open window and spoken to me about a
book in my possession, arare volume his employer wished to buy. Each night he
had offered more money for the book, and each night | had refused his offer. | knew
that sooner or later he would try another tactic—maost probably some kind of
violence. | had not yet seen the Jaguar that night, but | was certain it would appear
before | gained the safety of my house, and anticipation of that encounter was like an
electric itch at the back of my neck.

A club was closing alittle way down the street. People stumbled past two
black-suited bouncers into the night. A woman in a short white dress hunched on the
kerb, crying. Another woman in an even shorter white dress had an arm around her
shoulder and was trying to comfort her, unaware of imps clustered in her friend's
hair, thick asfleason asick cat. A woman pulled away from aman in agrey suit,
tried and failed to hail a passing taxi, and walked away unsteadily while he shouted
insults at her, angry black sparks jumping around his face. Three men in football
shirts, arms linked around each other's waists, walked past me with the mechanical
stagger of the very drunk. When | stepped aside to let them pass, the outermost gave
me aflat stare that suddenly clouded with confusion when | pinched out the jagged
little thing that had prompted his hostility.

Even as| completed the gesture, something caught my eye on the other side of the
road. A small, scant figure slouched in the doorway of arestaurant, wearing tracksuit
bottoms and a grey top, its hood drawn over a baseball cap. An imp asfat and sleek
as agraveyard rat crouched on his shoulder, the end of itslong tail knotted around
hiswrist.

| felt aprick of curiosity, and walked on for alittle way before crossing the road,
doubling back, and finding a vantage point of my own in the doorway of another
restaurant. An old woman drifted out of the wedge of darkness behind me. She wore
an old-fashioned bonnet and a shawl over aragged black dress, and was so thin |
could see right through her. Cast off long ago by an out-of-work seamstress who'd
starved to death in some nearby attic or basement, this ghost was familiar, harmless,
and occasionally useful to me. | asked her about the figure lurking in the doorway up
the street, but she knew nothing about him, knew only that she was weak with
hunger, if she could only get something to eat she would be asright asrain. |
brushed her aside over and again, as an ordinary man might fan away smoke, and
each time she forgot my dismissal and drifted back, hoping that | was the kind of
gent who might oblige with a penny or two toward the necessary, it had been so very
long since she'd had so much as a crust to chew. At last, the hooded figure stepped
out of his doorway and set off down the street. When | started after him, the poor



little ghost trailed after me for only afew steps before retreating to her haunt.

The hooded fellow was following an unsteady couple who, with their arms around
each other, wove south down Upper Street, pausing to embrace and kiss at the point
of Idington Green's triangle before turning into Camden Passage. He slouched along
with handsin his pockets, stopping whenever they stopped to kiss, pausing at each
street corner to check thelie of the land before moving on. Anyone else would have
thought him no more than an ordinary cutpurse or thug intent on robbery or some
other mischief, for they could not have seen the fat imp squatting on his | eft
shoulder. | wondered if this young cutpurse was possessed by it, or if it was akind
of pet or familiar. And if it was afamiliar, how had he tamed it, and for what
purpose?

With mounting curiosity and more than alittle eagerness, | followed the cutpurse as
he tracked the couple through a street of early Victorian houses that ran parallel to
the Grand Union canal (a man sat on one of the steps of one of the houses, sobbing
over the bloody hammer in hislap; awoman stood at the window of another, her
face amask of triumph and despair as she cradled a baby's skeleton to her breast).
The couple waltzed around the corner at the end of the street; the cutpurse paused
for amoment before following them; | heard loud, angry voices disturb the profound
quiet of the night, and hurried after him, pausing where he had paused, peeking
around the corner. The road crossed the canal afew dozen yards ahead; the couple
stood at the crown of the bridge, confronting their pursuer. A locked gate to one
side of the bridge guarded an access path to the canal towpath, and something
lurked in the shadows there. It was the revenant of something or someone very old
and, once upon atime, very powerful. It was possessed by an appalling hunger, and
its attention was fixed on the imp that squatted on the cutpurse's shoulder.

The girl wastelling him to leave her done, her voice ringing shrill in the night. She
was fifteen or sixteen, wearing a skimpy top and a short skirt that left her belly bare.
Her fists shook on either side of her face. She was angry and afraid. "Just piss off,
al right? It ain't anything to do with you."

Her companion, a shaven-headed, thuggish man in histhirties, took a step forward
and threatened violence, but the cutpurse stood his ground. The imp on his shoulder
vibrated with a sudden eager pulse, like a clockwork toy wound too tight. A nimbus
of spiky black energies crackled around it, as adog will bristle before it bites, while
its master told the girl that she was making a mistake. "Y ou shouldn't be going with
him, Liz. It ain't right." His voice was high-pitched but steady and sincere, and it was
exactly the wrong thing to say.

"Leave her aone, you little freak," Liz's shaven-headed companion said, and took
two quick steps and threw a punch.

The cutpurse dodged the blow and flung out his left arm, like a hawker loosing his
bird of prey. For all its sleek bulk, the imp was quick and eager, and flew straight at
the man's face. But the thing behind the gate was quicker still. It had along smooth



pale neck and a small head with jaws that disarticulated like a snake's, stretching wide
and snapping the fat imp from the air and gulping it down whole. The cutpurse,
connected by the imp's tail to the revenant which had devoured it, yelped with

shock; the girl's companion saw his chance and hit him square in the face. The
cutpurse sat down flat, his hood fell down and his baseball cap fell off, and | saw
that he was a girl, with athin pale face and blond hair unevenly hacked short.

The revenant's ghastly head quested toward her; she screamed and tried to pull

away. The shaven-headed man, completely unaware of the apparition, kicked her in
the side, and would have kicked her again if | had not stepped out, drawing my blade
from my hollow cane.

"Y ou have to be fucking kidding," the man said, staring at the yard of engraved steel
in my right hand.

| stepped up and with a short stroke severed the umbilicus that linked the cutpurse to
the revenant. It lurped up the cut end like alength of spaghetti and turned toward
me. Whatever human qualities it might once have possessed had worn away long
ago, leaving little more than a blind, bottomless appetite. For amoment, as |

menaced it with my blade and tried and failed to dismissit, it stood within my head,
and | was jolted by a sudden, freezing headache. It reared back and stared at me;
then its tiny, wide-mouthed head, like that of some species of deep-seafish al maw
and stomach, whipped sideways and snapped at the cutpurse.

"Your familiar,” | said, countering the revenant's quick, sinuous moves with my
blade. "It wants what's left of your familiar."

The man, still completely oblivious to the drama, believed that | was menacing him,
and said he'd give me aright good kicking if | didn't fuck off. His girlfriend pulled at
his arm and told him to leave it; after amoment, he spat at his feet, said that if he saw
me again he'd make me eat my fucking sword, and, honour satisfied, allowed himself
to be led away.

The revenant lunged at the cutpurse with jaws that were now as wide as a shark's. |
caught her wrist, broke off the knotted remnant of the imp'stail, and threw it at the
monster, which snapped up the trifle and withdrew as swiftly as thought. | ran to the
crown of the bridge and looked over the parapet, saw something faintly luminous
and very long pour into the canal's black water.

The cutpurse sat in the middle of the road, watching me walk back to her. My nose
had started to bleed when the thing had briefly inhabited my head. | mopped up the
blood with my handkerchief, folded it away, and held out a hand, and told the girl
that she had best come with me.



Although she had suffered a bad shock, the girl was blessed with youth's resilience,
and soon began to recover what | had to suppose was her usual sullen defiance.
From her more or less monosyllabic answers to my questions | learnt that her name
was Miranda, that she was sixteen, that she lived with her mother in a nearby council
flat, and that she and the other girl, Liz, were neighbours, and had both been left to
fend for themsel ves because their mothers had gone away on holiday together.

"That bloke she was with only wants her for one thing," Miranda said. "That's why

"Y ou wished to help her. There's no shamein that. To care for othersis an
admirable quaity."

"| was stupid,” she muttered. "I could have got my head kicked in."
"And you lost your familiar, but I'm sure you can find another easily enough."”

She glanced up at me from beneath the brim of her baseball cap. She was small and
skinny and already hardened to the ways of the world; hers was atype that had not
changed since the Romans had first made L ondon the capital of the northernmost tip
of their empire, a child "brought up on the stones,” armoured with soul-scabs and
premature cynicism. "How long have you been able to see things that others
cannot?' | said.

"Don't know what you're on about. Don't even know who you are."

"I am Mr. Carlyle. | have the honour of being a consultant in the matter of the
dead."

"Like abloke that buries people?’
"In away. And something like a private detective, too."

"Y eah, you look abit like what's his name. Sherlock Holmes. Was that areal sword?
Where are we going?"'

"My blade is Damascus steel, and very old. Some say that its kind were quenched
after their final forging by being run through the body of adave, athough | myself
do not believe thisfancy. In any case, it derivesits strength from more than its stedl,
which iswhy | was ableto help you. | won it a hundred years ago—you don't
believe me, but it istrue. Asto where we are going, why, here we are."

We stood at the head of a brief, paved alley. When London had been no more than a
huddle of herders hutsin a clearing on the hill now called Ludsgate, this spot had
been the beginning of a path that had linked two sacred groves. Now it was blocked
by a crooked little house whose ground floor was given over to a café. Warm light
fell from its plate-glass window onto the plastic tables and chairs on the flagstonesin



front of it. A neon sign boasted that it was open all hours.

"I haven't been herefor along time,” | said, "but tonight it's the nearest haven. Even
If you don't want any refreshment, we can at least sit comfortably while we talk."

"What have we got to talk about?"

"| can see everything that you can see. We can talk about that, to begin with," | said,
and stepped inside the café. After amoment, to my immense relief, the girl followed
me.

Fluorescent light shone on worn wooden tables and chapel chairs, the glass-fronted
counter and its polished steel top. A man inagrey suit sat in one corner, toying with
an espresso in adoll's-house-sized china cup; in another, ataxi driver studied an old
copy of the Financial Times, hislaminated license on a chain around the neck of his
short-dleeved shirt.

Rose, the pleasant, round-faced woman of indeterminate age who had owned this
place for more than a century, materialized from the shadows behind the massive
coffee machine. Her silver hair was caught up in abun with a pencil stuck through it.
Her lipstick was bright red. Her smile was wide and warm and welcoming. "Mr. C!
What a pleasant surprise. Will you be having your usual? And what about your
friend? Y ou both look in need of arefresher.”

"Weraninto alittleloca difficulty.”

"Down by the canal, | expect,” Rose said as she bustled behind the counter,
slapping bacon rashers on a griddle, buttering two slices of white bread.

"Y ou know of it?"

"It's been lying low in the Hackney Marshes ever since I've been running this place,
Mr. C., but recently it's been growing bolder, if you know what | mean. Changeisin
theair, isn't it? Yoursisn't the only old face I've seen recently," she added in amore
confidential tone, nodding toward the man in the grey suit as he threw down some
coins and left. "Foreigner, heis, but I've afeeling | know him from way back

when."

| watched him walk away down the little aley. He was unfamiliar, but | could not
help wondering if he had anything to do with the two men in the red Jaguar.

"He's been coming in about this time for the past week," Rose said. "Sitsin the
corner, drinks his coffee, doesn't say aword to asoul.” She smiled at Miranda, who
was staring at the taxi driver. "And what will you be having, dear? A Coke, perhaps.
A little sugar does you good after you've had a shock. Much better than coffee or
alcohol. You'relucky you fell in with Mr. C. Helooks allittle odd, | know, what with
that black suit of his, and his bow tie and his hat and his cane, but he's the best of
us."



| took off my Homburg and executed a small bow. "Why, thank you, Rose."

"Pishposh, Mr. C, | wouldn't say it if it wasn't true. That'swhy I'm pleased to see
you out and about again."

While Miranda sucked on the straw stuck in her can of Coca-Cola, | squeezed
brown sauce from the plastic bottle into my bacon sandwich, stirred three spoonfuls
of brown sugar into my tea, and added a dash of brandy from my flask. | asked her
about the imp she had made into her familiar, where she had found it and how she
had mastered it, but she shrugged off my questions and took out a crushed pack of
cigarettes and lit one. The left side of her face was reddened, beginning to swell from
the blow she'd received. She blew out smoke and said, "Y ou think you're a
character, don't you? What with your fancy words and your funny clothes.”

" Something happened just now, on the canal bridge. Something attacked you."

"If that bloketriesit on again," Miranda said with sudden cold ferocity, "I'll cut off
hisdick. | swear | will."

"Y ou know quite well that | do not mean Liz's boyfriend. Did you seeit, Miranda,
when it took your familiar?'

"Don't know what you're talking about,” Miranda said, but the hand holding her
cigarette was shaking. | saw thin white lines on the skin inside her wrist. | saw oval
white scars.

"Y ou can see imps, and you can make them obey you. Y our familiar was one such.
You found it and trained it to do your bidding. That attachment grew akind of leash
or umbilicus between you and your pet, and it nearly caused your downfall. The
revenant that ate your familiar swallowed the umbilicus, too, and for that reason you
were briefly attached to it. Y ou may not have seen it, Miranda, but | know that you
must have felt its hunger."

The girl shrugged, and would not meet my gaze.

"Y ou tried to use the imp you had captured and trained against the man. He wouldn't
be able to seeit, but it would have scared him away. | believe that you wanted to do
it for agood reason. Y ou wanted to help the girl. Isthat how you always use the
imps you make into your familiars?’

Miranda drew so hard on her cigarette that itstip crackled, and gave me aflat,
challenging stare. She said, "What do they look like to you?"

"They are mostly black, and most of them are no bigger than insects. They are
spawned by discharge of violent emotion, or by delirium induced by drink or drugs.
The one you had tamed was exceptionally large."

"There's a bloke that lives near me. He drinks a lot, and he's always angry at
something or other. Hisflat isfull of 'em. Law courts are good places too. L ots of



fear and anger there. | get 'em to follow me, feed 'em up, get 'em to do what | want.
It ain't so different from training adog." Miranda drew on her cigarette again. "|
suppose you're gonna give me grief about it."

"There are worse things in the world than imps,” | said. "Y ou met one of them just
now."

"| see dl kinds of things. People who aren't really there. Dead people. Ghosts.
There's one over there, reading a newspaper. He's one of the harmless ones. | try to
make them do stuff, too, but they don't listen. How about you? Can you make them
do what you want?"

"Y ou have arare gift, Miranda, and it frightens you. It makes you fedl that you are
different—that there is something wrong with you. Y ou punish yourself because of
it. You cut your flesh with razor blades. Y ou stub cigarettes out on your skin. You
punish your body because you believe that it is betraying you. | understand, because
| have that gift, too. | see the things that you see—"

"Y ou don't understand nothing," Miranda said and crushed her cigarette on the
table's scarred red Formica and stood up. Her can of Coca-Colafell over, spilling a
fizzing dick. "l don't know what your game s, but | want you to leave me alone. All
right?’

| was surprised to discover that | felt disappointed by her rejection. As she turned
away, | said, "If you want to talk to me again, come here, and ask about Mr. Carlyle.
Will you do that?'

She kicked open the door open and walked straight out.

Behind the counter, Rose looked at me and shook her head slightly, but whether in
amusement, sympathy, or disapproval it wasimpossible to tell.

Ever since my parents died and | quit Edinburgh for London, | have spent most of
my life alone, and for most of that time | have lived in atall, narrow Georgian house
in Spitalfields, at the edge of the City of London. It is a quiet, comfortably shabby
place. The only modern improvements are the gas lighting and the gas geyser that,
when lit, with much volcanic rumbling spits a miserly stream of hot water into the
bath. The few ghosts that inhabit the house are harmless; they, and the micein the
walls, are my only company. | make sure that every threshold is well-protected, and |
do not advertise for clients. Anyone in need of my services must find their own way
to me.



The two men in the vintage Jaguar had not yet found my house, but for the fourth
night in arow, as | was making my way home after my unsatisfactory conversation
with Miranda, they found me.

Their blood-red motor car was parked at a bus stop opposite Shoreditch Town Hall.
As | approached it, ready to draw my blade, the passenger door opened and the
man who had accosted me three times before climbed out. He wasin hisforties, tall
and wide, with a seamed complexion and a boxer's broken nose. His cream linen suit
and mauve silk shirt looked expensive, but were rumpled and sweated through. He
was beginning to get a beard, and had a dull, haggard expression. When | stepped
around him, he walked after me. He did not quite dare lay hands on me—not yet.

"Y ou're a stubborn man,” he said, "but my bossis very patient."
"Others might say heisfoolishly persistent.”

"My boss wants that book very badly. He told me to do everything | can to make
you see sense. You understand what | mean, Mr. Carlyle?"

He spoke flatly and mechanically, asif reciting something he had memorised.
"Y ou can tell him that he is wasting histime. The book is not for sale.”

| quickened my pace, but the man easily matched it. The Jaguar crawled alongside
us. | glanced at the driver, but couldn't see his face through the slick of light
reflected from the windscreen.

"My boss is generous with my time," the man said. "He's altogether a very generous
man. And as such, he's prepared to consider any price you care to name. He told me
to tell you that. | warned him, | said the man will rook you, but he doesn't care.
Money means nothing to him. Why don't you get in the motor, Mr. Carlyle? We can
discuss thisin comfort."

"I think not."
"You don't trust me?'

"Of course | do not trust you. Also, | find al modes of modern transport
uncomfortable.”

"I noticed you like to walk everywhere. Dangerous, that. Anything could happen.”

We had reached the junction with the A 10, five lanes of newly laid tar macadam as
black as deep water. A handful of pale ghosts were spaced alongside it, like herons
along ariverbank. | stopped beside the traffic light, and the Jaguar stopped, too. The
light was green; a white van sounded its horn as it swerved past and shot across the
junction.

"Y ou live somewhere near here," the man said. "Why don't we go to your place and
talk about it?"



"Why does your boss send a puppet to talk to me?"

The traffic light above usturned red, and | started across the A10, moving between
the handful of vehiclesthat accelerated away from the junction, racing each other
toward the City. The man started after me, but had to jump back when a black cab
nearly ran him down. | stepped past another black cab into the diesel wind of an
enormous trailer truck and gained the far side of the road.

The man had retreated and was standing impotently beside the Jaguar. He shouted at
me, his voice torn by the brute noise of the traffic. "Well find you where you live!
My boss, he doesn't give up!"

| could not resist lifting my Homburg in salute. | walked for another hour until the
feeling of being followed finally slipped away, and | could turn at last for home.

| wasted the next evening in afruitless search for Miranda. A few of my usua
informants knew of a girl who was followed about by tame imps, but none knew
where she lived. "She spends alot of time down King's Cross," one of them said.
"Chases of f punters with those pets of hers. They cruise up in their motors, looking
for some short-time fun and games, and she leans in and lets them have it. They're al
over the road when they drive off, crying and screaming.”

It seemed that she had been frightening away kerb-crawlers for several months.
When | asked my informant why he hadn't told me about her before, he gave the
equivalent of ashrug and said that | hadn't asked.

"Y ou must know that | would be interested in someone like that."

"Someone like you, you mean. | suppose so. But | see al kinds, Mr. Carlyle,
especially these days. Things are waking up that should be long gone. Hungry
things. | try to keep myself to myself these days, but it isn't easy, even here."

We had met at the edge of a patch of waste ground. On the far side, three men sat at
alittle fire they'd built from scraps of wood and cardboard, passing around a bottle
of jake.

"Poor sods," my informant said. He was as thin as a wisp of smoke and leaned at an
angle, asif bent by ahigh wind. "They'll be joining me soon enough."

| made my ritual offer to put him to rest; he made hisritual refusal. "I'm till
interested in what's goin' on, Mr. Carlyle. Day | ain't, then maybe I'll call on your
services and you can unmake me or whatever it isyou do to make my kind vanish.
But | ain't by no means ready yet."



| steeled myself to search the noisesome streets of King's Cross, had no luck, and
walked up the hill to Idlington. | failed to find Mirandathere, either, and at last gave
up and returned home. It was three in the morning. For once, there was no sign of
the blood-red Jaguar, and when | reached the street where my house stood | knew
why. | went carefully, asif walking barefoot on broken glass, to my house. All the
wards | had set in place were broken, screaming in my mind like common burglar
alarms. | had never felt the need to lock my front door in more than a century, but |
locked it behind me after | had stepped into the familiar gloomy clutter of my
hallway.

The three ghosts that shared the house with me were all in retreat. | drew out the
Huguenot silkmaker, but he claimed not to have seen anything and fled toward the
attic assoon as | released him. | lit acandle and climbed the stairs after him. | was
certain that | knew who had broken into my house; sure enough, several dozen
books of my little library of esoterica had been swept from their shelves and lay
tumbled like the corpses of aflock of lightning-struck birds on the worn Turkish rug
that covered most of the age-blackened oak floor. I lit the gas mantles and after a
few minutes determined that only one book was missing.

It was the book that the man in the red Jaguar had wished to purchase—of course,
the rarest, most valuable, and most dangerous of my collection. | had bought it at a
public auction only twenty years ago, finally completing my recreation of the library
which had been destroyed, with so much else, in the accident that had killed my
parents.

My father had searched out and purchased most of the booksin that library, but in
most cases he had been carrying out my mother's instructions. She had inherited
from her mother my family'sinterest and talent in the matter of the dead, and
although he was as blind to revenants as any ordinary man, my father was happy to
help her in any way he could. He was a small, neat man, and something of a dandy,
famous for his crushed velvet suits and his elaborately carved pipes (I cannot pass
the tobacconist shop on Charing Cross Road without pausing to breathe in the
earthy odour that reminds me of him). Once | was old enough to accompany him on
his rambles about Edinburgh, | quickly learned that he was on first-name terms with
everyone from crossing sweepers to the Provost and knew every obscure nook and
cranny of the old town. Although he had many friends, none were close to him, and
most believed him to be some sort of a poet. He was not, but he was a great writer
of letters, and included Byron and Keats amongst his regular correspondents; almost
every evening would find him in his favourite armchair, wrapped in asilk dressing
gown, atasselled cap on his head, scratching away at aletter on the writing board
propped in his lap, a pipe hanging from one corner of his mouth, a glass of whiskey
at his elbow.

Although | have inherited so much from her, | have fewer memories of my mother.
She was apractical, briskly decisive woman, absentmindedly affectionate, busy with
her clients or in her elaboratory, with its sharp chemical reek, scarred wooden bench



and hand-blown glassware, stained porcelain crucibles, afurnace built of brick and
firestones, and intricate diagrams drawn on one whitewashed wall in black chalk and
haematite. She provided me with a good grounding in the family business, and much
else, giving me formal lessons each morning of my childhood and, when | was older,
allowing me to attend the sessions with her clients. | remember best her sharply
intent gaze and her shapely hands with their bitten fingernails and nicks and burns
and chemical stains.

My mother and my father were as different as chalk and cheese, but they loved each
other more than | am able to describe. They collaborated in experiments to augment
my mother's natural ability; they died together when their last and most elaborate
work released something feral and uncontrollably powerful. They had known of the
danger and had taken the precaution of sending me away to help aclientin St.
Andrews, and so my life was saved. | have dedicated it to their memory ever since.

| had just finished reshelving the fallen books when | heard a sound elsewhere in the
house, arap on the front door only alittle louder than a mouse's scratch. | drew my
blade and picked up my candle and crept back downstairs, unlocked the door, and
opened it a scant inch. Miranda stood there, her pale face set like stone under the bill
of her baseball cap.

"1 know who took it," she said.

She gave up her story over acup of hot chocolate in my kitchen. It was an assured
performance, and even though | was certain that amost everything she told mewas a
lie, even though | could barely control my anger and anxiety, | had to admire her

cool nerve. She told me that the night before she had hung around outside the café
until I had left and had followed me as | had walked homeward. She had seen the
encounter with the Jaguar, and had managed to keep on my tail as| had walked a
long widdershins spiral to shake off any pursuers.

"I am growing careless," | said. "A few years ago | would have discovered you at
once."

Miranda shrugged. She sat at the scrubbed pine table in my basement kitchen, her
baseball cap in her lap, her hood pulled back from her cropped blond hair. There
was a sprinkling of acne on her pale, sharp face, afaint moustache of chocolate
foam on her upper lip. She was working on her third cigarette, stabbing it into her
mouth, blowing thin streams of smoke from the side of her mouth, tapping off the
growing ash with her forefinger into the saucer | had provided.

"I'm good at following people,”" she said flatly, asif stating her height or the colour



of her eyes.
"And tonight you followed me again."

| was angry and anxious, and | was also more than alittle afraid of her. In the wrong
hands, her raw talent could be very dangerous, and | was certain that she had already
fallen into the wrong hands, that she was working for the man who wanted my

book.

She shook her head. "I kept watch right here. | heard what that guy Halliwell said, so
| thought I'd keep alookout."”

"Halliwell? s that the man in the Jaguar? How do you know his name?'

The little minx had her answer ready; she did not even blink. "Donny Halliwell used
to be awell-known face in Idlington," she said, and mentioned afamily that ran most
of the protection racketsin the area.

"| pr