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One

Henry got up early on the day that changed his life. He was making a cardboard sculpture and he’d left it the night before for the glue to dry out. All he had to do now was add a toothpick shaft and some decorations and the flying pig was finished. Three weeks’ work, but today he’d turn the handle and the pig would take off, flapping cardboard wings. Pigs might fly. That’s what it said on the base.

He was out of bed at seven, dressed by three minutes past and testing the set of the glue just one minute after that. It was solid. What else would it be when you left it overnight? That was the secret of cardboard models never hurry. Take your time with the cutting out. Proceed stage by stage – which was what it said in the instructions: proceed stage by stage. Leave lots of time for the glue to set. Just do those three things and you ended up with cardboard sculptures that were as solid as the Taj Mahal. He had seven in his room already, including one that really was the Taj Mahal. But the flying pig was his best yet. It had a mechanism inside, made up from cardboard cogs and shafts. The mechanism raised the pig from its base and caused the wings to flap.

At least that’s what it said in the instructions. Henry was about to find out.

Using a small nail, he bored a tight hole and inserted the toothpick. It was the last thing he had to do, if you didn’t count the decorations. But it was tricky getting the toothpick seated just right. Trouble was, you couldn’t tell until you tried it. And if you tried it and it wasn’t right, it could wreck the mechanism. There was a red warning about that in the instructions. Get it wrong and you were back to square one. But get it right and you were king.

He thought he had it right.

Henry looked at his handiwork. The base was a black cube with nothing on it except the handle and the wording Pigs might fly. The pig itself crouched on the top, all pink and porky. Its wings were so cleverly folded you couldn’t see them. The model was finished except for the last few stupid decorations. But he might even forget about those. The decorations didn’t have anything to do with the mechanism. This was the real moment of truth.

Henry held his breath, reached out and turned the handle.

The pig took off smoothly on its pillar, onwards and upwards, unfolding cardboard wings. As it reached the end of the pillar, a hidden cog fell into place so that it stayed aloft, flapping. It would stay there until you turned the handle backwards. But Henry didn’t turn the handle backwards. He kept the old pig up there, flapping, flapping.

Pigs might fly.

‘Yes!’ Henry exclaimed, punching the air.

His mum was in the kitchen, sitting at the table staring into a cup of coffee. She looked wretched.

‘Morning, Mum,’ Henry said cheerfully. He headed for the cornflakes cupboard. ‘Got it working,’ he said as he shook cornflakes into his yellow bowl. He carried it back to the table and reached for the milk jug.

His mother dragged her eyes out of the coffee cup and let them settle on him, large, liquid and entirely vacant. ‘What?’ she asked.

‘Got it working,’ Henry said again. ‘Flying pig. Got it working. Never thought the machinery would hold up – cardboard machinery, give me a break – but it’s cool. I’ll show it to you later, if you like.’

‘Oh, yes,’ his mum said, but in that dreamy, distant tone that made him wonder if she still didn’t know what he was talking about. She forced a smile and said, ‘That would be nice.’

Martha Atherton was a good-looking woman. Even Henry could see it. Her hair was starting to go grey, but the FBI and the Spanish Inquisition would never get her to admit it. To the world she was brunette with auburn highlights. Her build was curvy – not exactly plump, but enough to stop her looking starved. Henry liked that, even when she looked like death. Who didn’t look like death first thing in the morning?

Henry spooned cornflakes into his face. ‘Where’s Dad?’ he asked. ‘Did he come home last night?’ Sometimes Dad stayed over when he was working late. He wasn’t back last night when Henry crashed. But then Henry crashed early last night. He’d been so tired out by Mr Fogarty that he’d hardly managed to glue the last bit of the flying pig together.

For a second he thought he saw something in Mum’s eyes. Then it was gone and so was the vacant look and she was saying casually, ‘Oh yes. I expect he’ll be down in a minute.’

Henry expected so as well. His father had his train to catch and hated to rush. ‘What you got planned for today, Mum?’ She was headmistress of the local girls’ school, but it was closed for summer holidays.

‘Nothing much,’ his mother said.

Henry wondered if he’d turn into a zombie every morning when he was his parents’ age. He finished his cornflakes and shook out some more, then reached for a banana from the fruit bowl. He had another busy day with Mr Fogarty. Slow-release carbohydrates were what he needed.

He heard his father’s footsteps and looked up in time to see him on the landing headed for the bathroom. ‘Hi, Dad!’ Henry called and was rewarded with a grunt. As the bathroom door closed, he tilted his chair and reached into the drawer for a knife. He cut his banana into chunky slices – weird how the size made a difference to the taste – then cut in an apple as well. ‘We got plenty of bananas?’ he asked his mother.

‘What?’

‘Bananas, Mum. Have we got plenty?’

She stared at him for a moment, then said, ‘Yes, I think so.’

‘Mind if I have another one?’ Henry asked, wondering what was wrong with her. This was way beyond her usual Morning of the Living Dead.

Her eyes drifted up to the landing. ‘Have as many as you like,’ she said in that offhand way he usually interpreted as disapproval. But why make a big deal about a lousy second banana? He felt the familiar flash of guilt, but took the banana anyway and cut it in as well. Then he got up and headed for the fridge to see if there was any strawberry yoghurt.

He was doing justice to the mixture when his father came out of the bathroom, showered, shaved and dressed in his natty blue-grey business pinstripe. Something suddenly occurred to Henry. When the old man had been heading for the bathroom, he wasn’t coming from his and Mum’s bedroom – he’d been coming from the direction of the spare room.

Or had he? Henry frowned into his cornflakes, trying to remember. He thought Dad had been coming from the spare room, but he wasn’t sure. Why would the old boy want to sleep in the spare room anyway? Unless he got back so late Mum had already gone to bed and he didn’t want to wake her. Except he’d been home late lots of times and that had never worried him before. Maybe Henry just got it wrong. He’d only caught a glimpse after all.

‘Hi, Dad,’ he said as Timothy Atherton walked into the kitchen. ‘I got my new model working.’

There was something wrong and Henry couldn’t figure out what it was.

‘Will you be late again tonight?’ This came from Mum, without preliminaries and sort of sharp. Maybe she was freaked because Dad came home late last night.

‘I’m not sure,’ his father said. ‘I may well be.’

‘Tim, we need to – ’ She stopped and Henry could have sworn it was because his father threw a warning glance in his direction.

‘I’ll phone you, Martha,’ his father said tightly.

It wasn’t what they were saying, since they weren’t actually saying very much. It was more the tone of voice. Not just Mum, but the two of them. Henry frowned. Maybe they’d had a fight last night, after Dad got home. Henry was fast asleep by then:
they could have shouted the place down and he wouldn’t have heard them. His mind went back to something he’d thought earlier. Maybe Dad really had slept in the spare room. Maybe Mum sent him there. Must have been bad – far as he knew, they’d never slept apart before.

Out of nowhere Henry wondered if his father had another woman. Lots of businessmen did: they slept with their secretaries. Maybe that’s what the row was about. He felt a sudden chill. Other women were bad news. Couples got divorced because of other women.

Henry glanced surreptitiously at his father. He was looking thinner and older lately, with lines of strain across his forehead and around the eyes. If he really was sleeping with Anaïs, it wasn’t making him any happier. But he couldn’t be sleeping with Anaïs – not Dad. He just wasn’t the type.

His mother said, ‘Aren’t you going over to see Charlie this evening?’

For a beat, Henry didn’t realise she was talking to him. Then he woke up and said, ‘Yes. Yes, I thought I would.’

‘Mrs Severs will probably feed you – she usually does.’

‘Yes, I thought –’

But his mother had already turned back to his father. ‘I thought perhaps if you could get back a little early, we could have something to eat together, maybe go out somewhere. For a meal, I mean. Aisling won’t be back from Pony Club until the weekend. Henry’s going out. There’d just be the two of us.’ She swung back to Henry. ‘You wouldn’t mind that, would you? If you’re having supper with the Severs?’

‘No,’ Henry said. ‘I could stay over if you like.’ He often stayed over at the Severs’s, but she ignored him, which presumably meant she didn’t want him to. Hey-ho.

He saw his father glance at the clock. He had half an hour to make his train. ‘I think that would be an excellent idea. I’ll ring you later.’ His voice was strained.

Tension had spread over the kitchen like a rug. Henry tried to defuse it. ‘Wow, another nice morning!’ he exclaimed brightly, looking at the sunshine through the window. ‘Pity I have to go to Mr Fogarty today.’

‘I thought we might talk,’ Mum said. ‘About ... things.’

Dad closed his eyes briefly, then said, ‘I’d better go now.’

‘You haven’t had your breakfast,’ Mum said at once.

‘I’ve had coffee,’ Dad said. Which was true, although only one cup.

‘I’ll make you something,’ Mum said. Her chair scraped on the tiles as she stood. ‘You’ve plenty of time.’

‘I don’t have plenty of time,’ Dad said flatly. ‘If I don’t leave now I’ll miss the train.’ He stood up. For just the barest instant they faced each other, very close together. Then Dad looked away and muttered, ‘Better go.’

‘Can you drop me off at Mr Fogarty’s, Dad?’ Henry asked quickly. He purposely avoided looking at his mother – for some reason he had a guilty feeling he was taking sides.

‘I thought you weren’t going to Mr Fogarty’s until this afternoon,’ his mother said sharply.

‘No, this morning, Mum,’ Henry said, still without looking at her.

‘You haven’t had any breakfast either.’

‘Yes, I have.’ He gestured at the empty cornflakes bowl.

‘That’s not enough.’

‘I put bananas in it, Mum,’ Henry said. ‘Anyway, I can have something with Mr Fogarty. He likes the company.’

‘Mr –’

‘You’ll have to come now if you want a lift,’ Dad cut in.

‘Bye, Mum,’ Henry said. He ignored the stricken look and kissed her on the cheek.

Dad left without kissing her at all.

‘What was all that about, Dad?’ Henry asked as he clicked his seatbelt.

His father said nothing, but pulled out of the drive far too fast and without really looking. Henry noticed Mum wasn’t standing at the door to wave them off as she usually did.

Henry sat in the passenger seat feeling nervous. He hated it when his parents fought. You could cut the tension with a knife and now Dad was in a mood. They didn’t do it very often which made this one all the more worrying. Henry told himself it was probably nothing, but that didn’t stop the worry. He knew five kids at school whose folks were divorced.

His father said something, but Henry missed it. He dragged his attention back from his thoughts. ‘Sorry, Dad?’

‘This Mr Fogarty – what’s he like?’

‘Old guy. You know ... ’ Henry shrugged. He didn’t want to talk about Mr Fogarty. He wanted to find out what was wrong between his mum and dad.

‘No, I don’t know,’ Dad said shortly. ‘Why don’t you tell me?’

He was uptight because of Mum. Henry said, ‘Pensioner. Seventy, eighty – I don’t know. Old guy. His house is a mess.’

‘And you’re cleaning it for him?’

If this had been Mum, the question would be followed by So how is it you never clean your room?, but with Dad what you saw was what you got. Or sort of. They’d been through all this before. But Dad was clearly hassled because of Mum. He was driving too fast, for one thing. ‘Sort of,’ Henry said. ‘I clean up a bit, but some of the time he just wants to talk.’ And some of the time he didn’t. Mr Fogarty was weird, believed in ghosts and fairies, but he wasn’t about to mention that. Weird or not, Mr Fogarty paid on the nail and Henry was saving for an MP3 player.

‘About what?’

‘What?’

‘Talk about what? You said some of the time he just wants to talk. Talk about what?’

‘This and that,’ Henry said.

All his father’s pent-up frustration suddenly exploded. ‘Oh, for God’s sake, Henry, has he made you sign the Official Secrets Act? I just want to know what sort of thing you chat about. You’re my son. I take an interest.’

Henry said, ‘You wouldn’t slow down, would you, Dad? You’ve got the heir with you.’

His dad glared at him for a moment, then grinned for the first time that morning and the tension in the car suddenly lifted. ‘Sorry, old son,’ he said softly. ‘I really shouldn’t take it out on you.’ He eased his foot back off the pedal.

Henry sat back in his seat and watched the trees and hedges whizzing by.

Mr Fogarty lived in a small two-up, two-down at the end of a cul-de-sac on the edge of town. Henry’s father pulled in on the corner. ‘There you go,’ he said. ‘Don’t work too hard.’

‘You too,’ Henry said. He reached for the handle, then stopped.

Dad said, ‘Might see you this evening, son. Before you go off to Charlie’s.’

Henry said, ‘Are you having an affair with Anaïs, Dad?’

The silence was so deep it seemed to overcome the ticking of the car’s engine. Henry sat quite still, his hand still on the door handle, looking at his father. He thought his dad would be angry, but instead he just looked distant, as if he was in the hot seat on Who Wants To Be a Millionaire?

Are you having an affair with Anaïs?

A. Yes.

B. No.

C. Not any more.

D. We’re just good friends.

One of those answers is worth £64,000, Mr Atherton. But the drop’s a bit steep if you get it wrong.

After a while, Dad said, ‘If you don’t go now, I’ll miss my train.’

‘Come on, Dad,’ Henry said. ‘Don’t you think I have a right to know?’ He stopped himself adding, You’ve plenty of time to make your train, knowing it would sound too much like Mum. What he did add was, ‘If you are, I won’t tell Mum.’ As he said it, he felt about six, promising not to tell the teacher.

Dad still didn’t say anything. When the silence stretched further than he could bear, Henry opened the car door. ‘OK,’ he said.

His father said something as he climbed out. Henry was closing the car door at the time and didn’t catch it. He opened the door again and bent down.

His father said quietly, ‘I’m not having an affair with Anaïs. Your mother is.’



Two

The teashop was in a converted mews-house situated in a warren of side streets so narrow that Henry’s father had to pull the car half on to the kerb to park.

‘Have I left you enough room there?’

Henry opened the passenger door cautiously. ‘Loads of room, Dad.’ He managed to squeeze out, if only just. As his father was locking the car he said, ‘Aren’t you going to miss your train?’

‘Stuff the train,’ his father said.

Three steps took them down to a cosy, carpeted room with chintzy tables, only a few of which were occupied. The smell of frying bacon met them as they entered. His father led the way to a table tucked beside a door marked PRIVATE, well away from any of the others. Henry sat down underneath a window that looked out into a tiny, empty yard. There was a menu card propped up in a plastic holder in the centre of the table. ‘Fancy bacon, egg and sausage?’ his father asked without looking at it.

Henry felt his stomach tighten. ‘I’m not hungry.’

His father sighed. ‘I’m going to have the lot – I need it. You sure you don’t want something? Scrambled egg? Toast? Cup of tea?’

‘Cup of tea,’ said Henry, smiling weakly, just to shut him up. He wished he’d never asked about Anaïs. His father’s sudden change was positively scary. Henry didn’t want to know about Anaïs. He’d only asked so Dad could say, ‘Anaïs? Of course not – don’t be silly.’ Which was what Dad did say, more or less. Except Henry didn’t want to hear his mum was having an affair either. His mum having an affair was just as bad, maybe worse. And who was she having it with? Henry had never seen his mother look twice at any man except his dad. Maybe Dad was just plain wrong. Maybe it would all turn out to be a misunderstanding.

The swing door swung open and a young waitress hurried out carrying two plates of eggs. ‘Hi, Tim,’ she said as she walked past.

‘Morning, Ellen,’ Tim said shortly.

Henry blinked. Looked like his dad came here quite often. For some reason that felt just a little spooky. There seemed to be too much about his parents that Henry didn’t know.

The waitress Ellen came back, tugging a notepad out of her apron. She was a pretty brunette, maybe eight years older than Henry, wearing a tight black skirt, a white blouse and sensible shoes. The shoes reminded him of Charlie, who kept saying she preferred comfort to looks and always would, even when she grew up.

‘Usual, Tim?’ she asked cheerfully. When he nodded she glanced at Henry and grinned. ‘Who’s the hunk?’

Henry blushed. Tim said, ‘My son Henry. Henry, this is Ellen.’

‘Hi, Henry, you want a heart attack as well?’

‘Just tea,’ Henry murmured. He was aware he was blushing and that made him blush more.

‘Got some nice scones,’ Ellen said. ‘Fancy one?’

‘Yes, OK,’ Henry said to get rid of her.

It didn’t work. ‘Plain or raisin?’

‘Plain,’ Henry said impatiently.

‘Butter or clotted cream?’

‘Butter.’

‘Strawberry jam or marmalade?’

‘Strawberry.’

‘Gotcha,’ Ellen said. She closed her notebook and went off at last.

‘Nice kid,’ Tim remarked.

‘You come to this place often, Dad?’

Tim shrugged. ‘You know ...’ he said vaguely.

Henry looked out through the window. ‘You want to tell me about Mum, Dad?’

The bacon, eggs and sausages must have been waiting in a bain-marie because Ellen carried them right back through the swing door. She had a teapot in her other hand. She set the plate in front of Tim. ‘Your scone’s coming,’ she told Henry.

They waited in silence as she bustled away and returned immediately with a scone that shared its plate with a pat of butter and a tiny plastic tub of strawberry jam. Henry stared at his father’s breakfast, thanking heaven he hadn’t ordered the same. The bacon was fat and the eggs were hard. With absolute revulsion he noticed there was a kidney lurking behind the fried tomato. This was his father’s usual?

Ellen gave him his scone and laid out cups and saucers. ‘Milk’s on the table,’ she told them as she left.

Tim glanced at his plate, then at Henry. ‘You sure you don’t want some of this?’

Henry shuddered and reached for a knife to cut his scone. The sooner it was started, the sooner it would be over. ‘I want you to talk to me, Dad.’

‘Yes,’ his father said, ‘I expect you do.’

Tim Atherton so didn’t want to tell his son anything. But he talked. He poked at his breakfast and talked and once he started, he couldn’t seem to stop.

‘You know your mum and I have been having ... problems ... don’t you, Henry?’ Henry didn’t. At least not before this morning. He opened his mouth to say so as his father said, ‘Of course you do, you’re not stupid. And you’re not a child any more. You must have seen the signs – God knows they’re obvious enough.’

They hadn’t been obvious to Henry. To his profound embarrassment, a tear oozed out of his father’s eye and rolled down his right cheek. The worst of it was Dad didn’t even notice. Since he couldn’t think of anything else to say, Henry waited. Eventually his father said, ‘I don’t know if you’re too young for this, but our ... relationship started to go downhill a couple of months ago. Well, maybe a little more than a couple of months. She ... she just seemed to change. It got sort of obvious her heart wasn’t in the marriage any more. You ... you can tell. It’s not hard. That’s when I started to get irritable with you and Aisling. I’m sorry about that, but I couldn’t help it.’

Well, you asked for this, Henry thought. He hadn’t noticed his dad getting irritable with him and Aisling, at least not any more than usual and only when they deserved it mostly. He kept his eyes on his plate.

‘So,’ his father said. ‘You see.’

That was it? So. You see. Henry said quietly, ‘You have to tell me about Mum’s affair, Dad.’

His father sighed. He looked wrecked, but curiously relieved. ‘Hard to believe, isn’t it? I still can’t get my head round it.’ He straightened up in his chair and pushed the plate away. Henry noticed he hadn’t eaten one of the congealing eggs, or the hideous kidney.

Henry took a deep breath. ‘Who’s the man?’ he asked.

His father looked at him blankly. ‘What man?’

‘The man Mum’s having an affair with.’

The intensity of his father’s stare was almost frightening. ‘I told you, Henry. Didn’t you hear me? It’s not a man. Your mum’s having an affair with my secretary Anaïs.’

The words lay there, stretched out across the air like a shroud.

His father offered to drop him off, but Henry said he’d walk. He took to the back streets and they were all so empty it was spooky. He walked and thought. He felt he was moving on an island a yard or two across and the world ended right outside it. On this island (that moved right along with him as he walked) he kept replaying the conversation with his dad.

Henry said, ‘You’re telling me Mum is having an affair with another woman?’

The distress on his father’s face was pitiful. ‘Yes. I know it ... it ... it’s ...’

Henry said, ‘But you and Mum – I mean, she’s had children. Aisling and me. If she’s ... you know ... that would make her a lesbian. Dad, that doesn’t make any sense!’

His father shifted uncomfortably. He was obviously finding all this even more painful than Henry. ‘It’s not as simple as that, Henry. A lesbian isn’t something you’re born as. At least it can be, but not always. And it’s not all or nothing either. People can go for years not realising they’re attracted to their own sex.’

It didn’t sound likely to Henry. ‘Yes, but Mum’s had children!’ he said again.

His father managed a wan smile. ‘Having children isn’t all that difficult,’ he said. The smile disappeared. ‘I’m afraid there’s no doubt. Martha and Anaïs ... Martha and Anaïs ...’ He looked as if he might be about to cry again.

Henry pushed it. ‘How can you be sure?’

His father told him.

In business you could set your watch by good old Tim Atherton. If he said he would be in at nine, he was in at nine. If he said he was going out for half an hour, you could be certain he’d be back in thirty minutes, not a minute more, not a minute less. Yesterday he’d said he would be back at five, but his appointment got cancelled due to some emergency. There was no reason for him to stay away from the office and he got back a few minutes before three.

The office itself was in one of those tall buildings developers put up all over Britain in the 1980s. Tim’s company had all of the third floor. The doorman snapped a salute, a ground-floor receptionist gave him a nice smile. If you were a casual visitor, you had to be issued with a name tag that acted as a security pass, but Tim headed straight for the lifts.

It took a while for one to come down, but when it did, he had it to himself. The ride to the third floor took perhaps fifty seconds. He stepped out into the Newton-Sorsen company reception and said hello to Muriel who told him his wife had just called and was waiting for him in his office. He wasn’t expecting Martha, but sometimes she popped in when she was shopping. Anaïs would tell her he was out until five of course – he hadn’t bothered to phone in to say the meeting had been cancelled – but maybe he’d catch her before she left again.

He walked down the carpeted corridor to his office. Jim Handley came out of a door and collared him about the new presentation. By the time he’d finished with Jim and walked the rest of the way, it was seven minutes after three.

To reach his own office, he had to walk through the smaller office of Anaïs Ward, who guarded him the way most secretaries did their bosses. He was a little surprised to find Anaïs wasn’t at her desk, but only a little – there was a coffee machine down the corridor or she might have slipped off to the loo. He was more surprised that Martha wasn’t there either. He’d have thought he would have bumped into her if she’d left in the lift. But maybe she’d gone down the back stairs: she did that sometimes for the exercise.

He locked his office when he wasn’t in it – some important documents in there – so he pulled his keys from his pocket as he walked across Anaïs’s room. He had the key in the lock and the door open in maybe a second, two at the most. His wife and his secretary were both inside. They were startled, breaking apart at the sound of the door. They’d been kissing.

‘Maybe it was just ... you know, a friendly thing,’ Henry suggested, sick to his stomach. ‘Women kiss each other all the time.’

‘It wasn’t just a friendly thing,’ his father told him firmly.

After a while, Henry said, ‘You only found out yesterday?’

They were bound to divorce. He couldn’t see any way out of it after what his father had told him. The funny thing was Dad never said a word about divorce. Or leaving. Or separating or anything like that. But that could change tonight after he had his talk with Mum. Obviously he couldn’t just ignore what had happened. Unless, of course, he was hoping Mum would get over it. Did you get over being a lesbian? Henry was so far out of his depth he felt he was drowning.

For once Mr Fogarty opened the door so fast you’d have thought he was standing behind it. ‘You’re late,’ he said. ‘And you look like shit.’

‘Sorry,’ Henry mumbled. ‘I had to do something for my dad.’

‘You want to talk or you want to get started?’ Mr Fogarty had a wiry, old man’s frame, no hair at all and on wet days his right hip hurt like hell. But his face looked as if it was cut from granite and his eyes were so sharp they were almost scary.

Henry’d had enough talk for one morning. ‘I’d like to get started,’ he said. ‘Seeing as I’m late.’

‘Suits me,’ Fogarty said. ‘I can’t get into the garden shed any more. Bin the crap and tidy up the rest. But don’t touch the mower.’

Mr Fogarty’s garden was a stretch of dusty-looking lawn with a tired buddleia bush and little else, all surrounded by a high stone wall. The shed was a ramshackle wooden affair that had seen better days. The old boy had pushed three empty wheelie bins outside. It looked as if he was expecting Henry to throw out a lot of rubbish.

Henry straightened his back. It was going to be heavy, dirty work, but he wasn’t sorry. Heavy dirty work would take his mind off things for a while. As he pressed the latch of the shed door, a small brown butterfly detached itself from the buddleia bush and fluttered briefly on to the ledge of the tiny window before dropping to the ground. Mr Fogarty’s fat tomcat Hodge appeared out of nowhere to grab it.

‘Oh, come on, Hodge!’ Henry exclaimed. ‘Don’t eat butterflies!’ He liked cats, even Hodge, but hated it when they killed birds and pretty insects. The trouble was, once they got hold of something like a butterfly, you couldn’t take it from them without killing it yourself. ‘Drop it, Hodge!’ he shouted firmly, but without much hope.

Then he saw the thing struggling in Hodge’s mouth wasn’t a butterfly.



Three

What Pyrgus Malvae valued most in all the world was his Halek knife. Since the fight with his father, he’d had to work for every little thing and the crystal blade had cost him six months’ pay on a bet.

The hideous expense was the fault of the Halek. They refused to make more than ten knives a year, and eight of those were replacements for old blades broken or beyond their use. The new blades were cut from cold spires of rock crystal in the Halek homeland, then polished to a blue, translucent sheen. Blood grooves were sanded down each side and the blade bonded to an inlaid handle. Then the knife was charged and dedicated by a Halek wizard.

The result was a weapon guaranteed to kill.

There was no such thing as a minor wound from a Halek blade. Once it entered a living body – and it would pierce any known skin, hide or armour – fierce energies coursed through the victim, stopping his heart. There was nothing it wouldn’t kill, neither man nor beast. But there was a chance the blade would shatter. When that happened, the energies flowed backwards to kill the man who held it. Thus Halek blades were more often used in threat than anger, but they were always comforting to have when times got tough.

Pyrgus fingered the handle of his now. He had a feeling there was someone nasty watching him.

It was a weird place to get that sort of feeling. He was on Loman Bridge, the vast, creaking structure with its ancient shops and houses that spanned the river north of High grove. Day or night, the bridge was always thronged. It attracted bumpkins like a lodestone. They wandered slack-jawed past the shops and houses, waylaid by trulls, thieves, cut purses, pickpockets, huggers, muggers, card sharps, thimble-riggers and assorted lowlife, not to mention the packs of greedy merchants who were the worst of the lot. Goods of every description were on sale, but you had to learn to haggle – and recognise rubbish. Each merchant was as expert at extracting gold from a purse as any thief.

"Ware!’ someone shouted from above. Pyrgus stepped nimbly sideways to avoid the curdled contents of a chamber-pot slopped out from a high window. The move took him underneath the awning of an apothecary’s cart and the feeling of being watched grew stronger. Pyrgus glanced cautiously around. He was surrounded by a thousand faces, most unwashed and none familiar.

‘A little chaos horn?’ the apothecary stallholder whispered.

Pyrgus glared at him so fiercely he took a step backwards. ‘Sorree,’ the stall holder said. ‘Pardon me for breathing.’ Greed caught hold again and his expression softened. ‘Something else then? Gold attractors? A purple humunculus?’

Pyrgus ignored him and stepped back into the heaving throng. His instincts were screaming at him now and he trusted them. He quickened his pace, elbowing his way through the crowd. A burly man with a shaven head cursed and tried to grab his jerkin, but Pyrgus dodged aside. He pushed and shoved and shouldered, ignoring all the protests, until he reached the far side of the bridge and left the river. There were fewer people here, but he still felt he was being watched. He headed towards Cheapside, neck hairs crawling as he waited for the hand on his shoulder.

He knew what it was about, of course. Pyrgus had been caught leaving Lord Hairstreak’s manor at an unsociable hour. Well, not caught exactly, but certainly spotted. The fact he was leaving by an upstairs window was probably what made the guards suspicious. Or it could have been that he was carrying Black Hairstreak’s golden phoenix. Hairstreak wasn’t the type to let anybody get away with that. He wasn’t the type to go to court about it either. If his men caught up with Pyrgus now, he’d pay for the phoenix in broken bones and blood.

Pyrgus wasn’t sure if he was safer among people or alone. The trouble with crowds was that you could never tell friend from foe. Not until it was too late. And Hairstreak’s men could leave him pulped before anybody found the courage to intervene. Cheapside was crowded – it was a warren of stews and music dens that attracted the best and the worst of the city – and his instinct told him he’d be better somewhere he could see an attacker coming. He moved like a crab into Seething Lane, which was nearly always empty now on account of the smell. He hurried down the narrow street, then stepped quickly into the shelter of a doorway and waited.

He could see the head of the alley and the milling crowds of Cheapside. Nobody had followed him and he was just starting to relax when a broad form silhouetted at the junction. The man looked huge, but the other three who joined him looked larger still. Together they began to saunter down the alley.

There was a chance they weren’t looking for him, but Pyrgus wasn’t about to bet his life on it. He began to wonder if Seething Lane was such a good idea. There was no way he could get past the four men and back to Cheapside. But if he made a break south, he was running towards a dead end. Not so long ago the lane led into Wildmoor Broads, but since Chalkhill and Brimstone built their new glue factory there was no way through.

A thought occurred to Pyrgus. In all the best adventure stories, heroes trapped in doorways pushed the door and found it open. Then they went inside, charmed the pretty young daughter of the household and persuaded her to hide them until the danger was over. Maybe he should try that now. He pushed the door and found it closed.

Shoulder to shoulder, the four men filled the entire width of Seething Lane. Their movements appeared casual, but they were carefully checking every doorway they passed. In minutes they would be checking his. Pyrgus knocked softly, silently praying the pretty young daughter of the household had good ears. After a moment, he knocked again more loudly. The four men were so close now he could hear their breathing, which meant they could hear his knocking. They quickened their pace. Pyrgus kicked the door violently. When it failed to splinter he turned and ran.

‘That’s him!’ one of the big men shouted. All four broke into a lumbering run.

Pyrgus was fast, but that just meant he reached the dead end quicker. Since Chalkhill and Brimstone built their smelly factory, Seething Lane ended in high metal gates, lavishly decorated with fierce warning notices about guards and lethal force. Why they needed that sort of security in a grotty glue factory Pyrgus had no idea, but Chalkhill and Brimstone were both Faeries of the Night, a notoriously suspicious breed. Besides which, they made a great fuss about the secret process that produced their glue. He grabbed the gates and found them locked. Behind him the running footsteps drew closer.

There was a speakhorn fastened to the gate above the lock, but Pyrgus knew better than to get into conversation with some gluehouse guard. Without bothering to glance behind, he jumped on to the gate. The combat shirt and breeches he was wearing underneath his jerkin made him look like some great, green insect as he climbed.

Despite the fierce notices, the only thing on the other side of the gate was a spacious sweep of cobbled yard surrounded by the factory buildings. Although the place was new – opened no more than a month or two ago – it somehow managed to look old. Grime clung to every surface. Beyond the office buildings he could see the squat glue-oven chimneys belching foul black smoke. Chalkhill and Brimstone Miracle Glue would glue anything to anything.

It would be only a matter of time before his pursuers reached the gate. He didn’t think they’d climb over, but they might bribe a guard to let them in. In any case, he couldn’t afford to hang around. He was about to make a dash across the yard when a fat rat darted from one of the buildings. It had got no more than six feet when a cobblestone exploded.

Pyrgus froze as chips of stone and bits of rat rained down on him. Chalkhill and Brimstone had laid mines around their factory? He shivered. He’d been about to run across those cobbles.

What were Chalkhill and Brimstone trying to hide? A minefield was more than Faerie-of-the-Night suspicion, way more than anything you’d do to protect a formula for glue. What was going on in the factory?

A uniformed guard emerged from a doorway, fastening his trousers. Pyrgus was in plain sight and too terrified to move, but the man was looking towards the crater in the courtyard where the mine had exploded. All the same, it was only a matter of seconds before he’d look in Pyrgus’s direction. Where to go? What to do? With Hairstreak’s men in Seething Lane, he could hardly climb back over the gate. But if he tried to cross those cobbles he risked blowing himself to rat-sized bits.

The speakhorn blared suddenly.

‘Coming,’ the guard shouted sourly, but without turning round. He reached the crater and stared down into it as if he hoped to find some clue as to what had triggered the mine. He was moving without any great haste.

There was no way Pyrgus could stay standing where he was. Once the guard turned, he’d be spotted. He wasn’t sure which would be worse: Chalkhill and Brimstone’s fury at finding someone trespassing in their factory or Hairstreak’s men exacting rough justice for the missing phoenix.

The speakhorn sounded again, louder this time. ‘All right! All right!’ the guard called out impatiently.

A scary thought occurred to Pyrgus. Not every cobble was a mine. The rat had run at least two yards before it got blown up. If he ran too, he might get lucky.

Or he might not.

Another scary thought occurred to Pyrgus. Suppose he didn’t run. Suppose he jumped. Suppose he bounded like a kangaroo. That way he wouldn’t touch so many cobbles and so cut down his chances of triggering a mine.

He glanced around and estimated he was about thirty feet from the nearest doorway. If he covered six feet with each leap, he’d touch down on just five cobbles altogether. How many cobbles were mined? There was no way he could know, but surely it wasn’t likely Chalkhill and Brimstone had booby-trapped one cobble in five.

Or was it?

No, of course it wasn’t. If he only touched five cobbles altogether, he had a chance – a very good chance, a very, very good chance – of reaching the doorway in one piece. The rat must have crossed at least ten cobbles before it got blown up. And even then it probably wasn’t a very lucky rat. A lucky rat could have crossed fifteen, twenty, maybe even thirty cobbles safely. Pyrgus had to ask himself, was he a lucky rat? He also had to ask himself, would the door he was aiming for be locked?

The speakhorn blared and kept on blaring. It was the perfect time to move – the noise would cover any sound he made. Pyrgus leaped.

The world went into slo-mo so he watched with terrified fascination as his leading foot approached a cobble, then gently touched the cobble, then slammed down hard on the cobble. He winced, but the cobble failed to explode.

Then he bounded off again and watched with horror as his foot landed full force on a second cobble ... which also somehow failed to explode. In the middle of his third leap he saw the cobblestone beneath him was a different colour from the others and closed his eyes as he approached it. He landed, stumbled, trod on three more cobbles – three! – but somehow bounded off again.

Then the slo-mo stopped, everything blurred and seconds later he was standing in the doorway. The guard was headed for the gate, amazingly not caring where he stepped on the cobbles, his muttered complaints suddenly audible as the speakhorn silenced.

Pyrgus pushed the door. It opened.

He was in an empty whitewashed corridor. There were doors along the right-hand side and, with the first one he tried, his luck changed massively. He found himself staring into a cupboard lined with uniform white coats, the sort issued to glue-factory workers. He noticed that the coats were tagged and suddenly realised why the guard could walk safely through the minefield. The tags had to stop the mines exploding. It was the only thing that made sense – there would have to be something so the ordinary factory workers wouldn’t get killed. He grabbed one of the coats and shrugged into it.

Pyrgus closed the cupboard door and took time to have a little think. Tag or no tag, he wasn’t going back the way he came. He’d have to find another way out.

He was still looking for it when he stumbled on the secret of Chalkhill and Brimstone’s Miracle Glue.

With his white coat and tag, Pyrgus discovered he could go anywhere in the factory and nobody showed the slightest interest. All the same, he was careful to keep to himself, and do nothing that would arouse suspicion. Mostly he walked with a confident air as if he knew exactly what he was doing, where he was going. The trouble was he didn’t really have a clue and, far from discovering an exit, he found himself wandering deeper and deeper into the maze of factory buildings.

Eventually he wandered into what must have been the production plant.

The heat was horrendous, the stench hideous: it was all he could do to stop throwing up on the floor. But he controlled himself and looked around.

The floor space was packed with evil-smelling vats of bubbling liquid and criss-crossed with encrusted pipes. Banks of heavy machinery drove pumps that strained to push the viscous fluids to a giant stoup set inside an enormous open oven at the south side of the chamber. Inside the stoup, a yellow-greenish mass of something ghastly roiled and boiled. The room was packed with workers, their uniform coats stained with residues and sweat. Some of them tended the machinery, others stirred the liquids in the bubbling vats. A hardy few hovered by the open oven, their faces ruddy from its glow.

Fighting back the urge to gag, Pyrgus moved forward cautiously. There was an observation gallery about fifteen feet above the main floor. A few guards lounged on the railing, staring down with bored expressions, but most of those on the platform were inspectors using the high vantage point to check the fluids in the vats. One or two workers threaded among them, part of a constant stream parading up and down the metal stairway near the oven. With a surge of relief, Pyrgus noticed there was a door towards the end of the gallery prominently marked EXIT.

Pyrgus moved forward into the swarm of workers, confident the few bored guards would never notice him. With a purposeful expression, he made his way towards the metal stairway, stopping from time to time as he pretended to adjust machinery or inspect the contents of a vat. No one paid him any attention.

As he approached the stairway, the heat from the open oven reached such a peak that he began to pour with sweat. By the oven itself, some of the workers had taken off their coats and were working naked to the waist. He noticed a cage hanging close by. It was not a great deal larger than a birdcage, but inside was a small cat patiently nursing five sturdy little kittens.

Pyrgus stopped. He liked animals – Hairstreak’s men were after him because he’d rescued Hairstreak’s phoenix – and while it was nice to see Chalkhill and Brimstone had adopted company mascots, the kittens were far too close to the oven to be comfortable. He hesitated for a moment at the foot of the staircase, then walked over to one of the oven workmen.

‘It’s too hot here for those cats,’ he said bluntly, nodding towards the cage. ‘You should move them further from the oven.’

The man turned towards him with a sour expression on his face. He wiped sweat from his brow with the back of his arm and eyed Pyrgus’s clean coat. ‘You new here or what?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ said Pyrgus. ‘What about it?’

‘Then you won’t know, will you?’ said the workman.

‘Won’t know what?’ Pyrgus demanded impatiently. It looked as if he’d picked the village idiot. The man had the dull, smug expression of a child pulling wings off flies.

‘Won’t know that it doesn’t matter if they’re a bit hot now, ‘cause they’ll be hotter in a minute, won’t they? at least one of the little ones will be.’

Something about his tone set off an unpleasant tingling near the base of Pyrgus’s spine. ‘What are you talking about?’

The man smiled slyly. ‘That’s the secret ingredient, ain’t it? That’s what puts the miracle into Miracle Glue.’

Frowning, Pyrgus said, ‘What’s the secret ingredient?’

The man’s smile broadened. ‘Kittens!’ he told Pyrgus expansively. ‘Kitten a day sends the glue on its way! Didn’t they tell you that one when you joined? Chuck in a live kitten and it makes a batch of glue stick better than anything else on the market. Nobody knows why. Mr Brimstone found it out by accident when he was drowning a litter and couldn’t be fagged to go down to the river.’ He leaned forward and tapped the side of his nose. ‘’Course that’s a secret. Lot of people wouldn’t use the glue if they found out it was made from kittens.’

There was a distant commotion behind him near the door where he’d come in, but Pyrgus ignored it. ‘You ... put kittens in the glue?’

‘One a day,’ the man said proudly. ‘There’s one due to go in about now, so you can see it if you like. Mother cat’s quiet now, but she howls for hours afterwards. Keeps calling the dead kitten, stupid little toad. It’s a great laugh.’

The commotion behind was nearer and louder. Pyrgus glanced over his shoulder and saw to his horror a team of guards pushing purposely towards him through the workers. He looked up the stairway. There was nobody between him and the exit door.

‘Tell you what,’ the workman said. ‘You can throw the kitten in, seeing as you’re new and all. Best fun you’ll have here all day.’

Pyrgus hit him in the mouth. The man stumbled backwards, more surprised than hurt, but as he flailed to keep his balance, he set one hand firmly on the glowing surface of the oven. ‘Yoooow!’ he howled in sudden agony.

Pyrgus pushed past him and grabbed the hanging cage. For a moment he couldn’t get it free, then it came away from the chain. The mother cat looked up at him warily but continued to feed her kittens. Pyrgus spun round and discovered a burly guard between him and the staircase.

‘Oh no you don’t!’ the guard said, grinning. He spread himself to block Pyrgus’s way.

The target was too good to miss. Pyrgus kicked him hard between the legs and leapfrogged over him when he bent double.

Then, still carrying the cage of cat and kittens, Pyrgus sprinted up the staircase towards the door marked EXIT.



Four

Silas Brimstone locked the door. He had a grin on his wizened old face and a book in his wizened old hands. The book looked even more ancient than he did, a massive, dusty parchment tome bound between heavy boards. Brimstone’s wizened old fingers stroked the faded gold leaf of the inlaid title: The Book of Beleth. 

The Book of Beleth! He could hardly believe his luck. The Book of Beleth! Everything he’d always wanted was between those heavy boards. Everything.

He was in his attic room, a gloomy, poky, low-ceilinged chamber with few furnishings and more grime than the glue factory. But it had everything he needed. Oh yes, it had everything he needed. Brimstone giggled to himself and scratched a scab on his balding pate. Everything he needed to bring him everything he wanted.

Brimstone carried the book to the single, grubby window and opened it beneath the light. On the title page there was a heavy black sigil made up of curls and loops like the doodle of an idiot child. Below the sigil some long-dead scribe had written six stark words:



Beleth holds the keys to Hell.



‘Yes,’ chuckled Brimstone. ‘Yes! Yes! Yes!’ His rheumy old eyes glittered with delight.

Everything he’d always wanted and the book had cost him nothing. What a bonus that was. What an unexpected pleasure. What a strange, deep turn of fate. For years he’d searched for Beleth’s book, fully expecting to pay out a small fortune when he found it. But when it came to him, it came so easily – and at no cost whatsoever! Well, no cost worth considering. A pittance to the bailiff who threw the widow from her home and seized her pitiful possessions in lieu of rent.

What fun that had been. Brimstone stayed for the eviction. He tried to attend all his evictions. He enjoyed the way the tenants begged and pleaded. The widow was no different from the rest, except a bit younger and better-looking, which added to the pleasure. Her husband was just three hours dead. Tripped and fell into a vat of glue, the clumsy cretin. Ruined the whole batch. But then he’d always been a troublemaker – one of those bleeding-hearts who wouldn’t boil the necessary kitten. Brimstone hurried round to tell the widow – he loved bringing bad news – then asked her about the rent while she was still in shock and crying. Just as he suspected, she couldn’t pay now that her husband was dead. He had the bailiff round in twenty minutes.

It was an exceptionally entertaining eviction. The woman wailed and screamed and fought and howled. At one point she even threw herself at Brimstone’s feet, begging and pleading and scrabbling at his trouser-leg. It was as much as he could do to stop himself giggling aloud. But he maintained his dignity, of course. Gave her his more-in-sorrow-than-in-anger lecture about fiscal rectitude and the responsibilities of the tenant. God, how he loved giving that tight little lecture. The bailiff knew the form and didn’t drag her off his leg until he’d finished. Marvellous. If it hadn’t been for her little dog, it would have been his best eviction ever. Her little dog peed on his shoe.

The bailiff’s men brought her possessions round to his office. Not that she had very much, but he liked poking through his tenants’ belongings and destroying anything that might have sentimental value. The young widow was much like the others – a few shreds of pitiful clothes, a handful of well-mended pots and pans, one or two cheap ornaments. But there was a wooden chest that looked far better quality than anything else she owned. It was bound with metal bands and padlocked.

‘What’s this?’ Brimstone asked the bailiff’s man suspiciously.

‘Dunno,’ the man said dully. ‘She said we shouldn’t take it because it wasn’t hers. Keeping it for an uncle or some such. But we took it anyway.’

‘Quite right,’ Brimstone told him. He fingered the padlock with sudden interest.

That padlock gave him a lot of trouble when the bailiff’s man left. It was too well-made to pick and the metal binding round the chest wasn’t iron as he’d thought at first, but something far stronger. There was even a security charge running through the wood that made it impossible to smash open unless you wanted to risk considerable injury. Brimstone had to drain it off before he tackled the chest seriously. By then, of course, he knew it had to contain something valuable. Nobody took that much trouble just to store their washing.

When the chest resisted all other attempts to open it, he invested in a piece of firestone that turned the lock to molten slag while leaving the remainder of the chest intact. It was nearly half an hour before it had cooled down enough for him to touch and by then his heart was thumping with excitement. What was it the widow had been storing? Gold? Jewels? Family secrets? Artworks? Whatever it was, Brimstone wanted it. But before he threw back the lid, he had no idea how much he wanted it.

As he stared into the chest, he simply could not believe his eyes. The book lay on a bed of straw. It was bound shut with an amber ribbon, but he could still read the faded lettering: The Book of Beleth.

Brimstone’s hands shook as he reached inside the chest. He took several calming breaths. It might be a forgery. Heaven knew there were enough of them about – he’d even bought two himself from dealers who turned out to be no better than thieves. But when he slid off the ribbon and opened the boards, he knew at once this was the real thing. The parchment was brown and foxed with age. The hand-drawn lettering was archaic in style, the ink authentic in its fading. But most important of all was the content. Brimstone knew enough about magic to recognise the ritual as genuine. He’d found it at last! He’d found The Book of Beleth!

For three days and three nights, Brimstone studied the book. He refused all food except for a little gruel and declined all strong drink. For once he allowed Chalkhill to run the business affairs without interference. The idiot wasn’t likely to lose too much money in so short a time; and even if he did, Brimstone would soon make it up now he had The Book of Beleth. It was the portal to Hell, the key to riches. The man who had The Book of Beleth had all the gold in the world. What a fool that widow was. If she’d only known what was in her safekeeping, she could have paid the rent a thousand times over. She could have owned Chalkhill and Brimstone. She could have overthrown the Purple Emperor himself! But she hadn’t known and her stupid dead husband hadn’t known and now the book belonged to Silas Brimstone.

In the attic room, he prepared to put it to use.

Brimstone left the book by the window and shuffled over to the cupboard in the west wall. From it he took a bag of coffin nails, a hammer and the dead body of a young goat. It smelled a bit since it was more than four hot days since he’d sacrificed it, but nobody would notice once he started to burn incense. He set a bucket to one side to catch the remains, then drew his dagger and began to skin the goat.

It was sweaty work, but he was good at it. He’d been killing animals all his life and in his younger days he’d skinned most of them. When the pelt was removed, he threw the naked corpse into the bucket, then set about cutting the kidskin into narrow strips. Using the coffin nails, he fastened them to the wooden floor in the form of a circle. The noise of the hammer echoed through the attic room, but he’d given orders he wasn’t to be disturbed and the servants knew it was more than their lives were worth to disobey. The circle had to be nine feet in diameter. He banged in the last nail and stepped back to admire his handiwork.

The ring of kidskin had a sinister look. In places it seemed almost as if some rough beast was oozing up out of the floor. Brimstone grinned and cackled. It was perfect. Perfect. Beleth would be pleased.

After he’d rested for a bit, he went back to the bucket where he cut open the stomach of the goat and carefully drew out its intestines. The book hadn’t specified what guts he should use, but waste not, want not: it was cheaper than going out and killing something else. He used the last of the coffin nails to tack the intestines in the shape of an equilateral triangle just outside the circle of skin in the south-east corner. It was good. It was very good.

He went back to the cupboard and brought out the energy equipment he’d had made to the specifications in the book. It consisted of three metal lightning globes, each set on top of its own steel tower and linked by cables to a small control box. Everything was ridiculously heavy, but the cables were long so he managed to drag it a piece at a time. He set a tower at each point of the triangle, with the control box between the triangle and the circle. Fabrication of the gear had cost him more than five thousand gold pieces, a hideous expense and a huge nuisance since every penny had to be embezzled from the company and the ledgers cooked so his partner wouldn’t find out. But everything would be worth it when he called up Beleth.

Brimstone was getting antsy now, anxious to begin his ritual, but he knew the preparations were important. One wrong step and Beleth might break free. Not good. There was nothing as much trouble as a demon prince on the rampage. They ate children, blighted crops, created hurricanes and droughts. Much more trouble than the skinny little big-eyed demons he was used to. Besides, a freed demon never granted wishes. Carefully he checked the circle and the triangle. Both were equally important. The triangle was where Beleth would actually appear, but the circle was Brimstone’s protection if the demon got out. It was growing dark in the attic – there was a storm brewing outside as often happened with a demon evocation – so he lit a candle to make the examination. There were no breaks in the circle. The intestines outlining the triangle glistened wetly in the candlelight, but there were no breaks there either.

Brimstone went back to the cupboard and collected the rest of the things he needed – charcoal, a metal brazier, a large bundle of asafoetida grass, a rough haematite stone, several wreaths of verbena, two candles in their holders, a small bottle of Rutanian brandy, camphor and, most important of all, his blasting wand.

It was a beauty – fully eighteen inches long and carved from premium bloodwood polished to a high sheen so that the tiny veins were clearly visible. A Northern Master – now long dead, curse his greedy, grasping, black little wizened heart – had graciously accepted an enormous fee to carve the microscopic runes that acted as channels for the energies. It had been attuned to Brimstone’s personal harmonic by the Virgin of Ware. All very expensive, but worth it. Especially since the cost was hidden in the company ledgers.

The Book of Beleth was the last thing he carried into the circle.

Brimstone checked to make sure he had everything. Once he started the operation, there’d be no going back for something he’d forgotten. When you were calling demons, you stayed inside the circle until they were safely gone if you knew what was good for you. So you made sure you had everything to hand before you started.

When he was certain there was nothing missing, he took the haematite stone and used it to inscribe a second triangle, inside the circle this time, touching the circumference at all three points. Then he put two large black candles in their holders and set one to the left of the triangle, one to the right. He surrounded each with a verbena wreath before lighting the wick with a brief touch of his wand. Going nicely, going very nicely.

Thunder rumbled distantly as he inscribed the protective lettering. He used the haematite stone for that as well, leaning cautiously over the edge of the circle to write the word Aay on the floor in the east. Then he moved to the bottom of the internal triangle and wrote JHS along its base. As he finished the ‘S’, the lettering of both words began to glow slightly, a good sign.

Next he filled the brazier with charcoal soaked in the Rutanian brandy. It lit with a whoosh when he applied the blasting wand. Once the flames died down a little, he added the camphor and a heady smell began to fill the attic room. He took a deep breath. He was ready to go!

Brimstone took up The Book of Beleth, drew himself to his full height and closed his eyes. ‘This incense of mine, Oh Great One, is the best I can obtain,’ he intoned in a voice that sounded like the rustling of dead leaves. ‘It is purified like this charcoal, made from the finest wood.’ He waited for a moment, then went on: ‘These are my offerings, Oh Great One, from my deepest heart and soul. Accept them, Oh Great One, accept them as my sacrifice.’

In his hands, The Book of Beleth began to glow softly.

Brimstone droned on about the Great One for some time, even though the Great One had never done much for him that he could remember. But The Book of Beleth insisted so he supposed he should pay lip service, just to be on the safe side. When he’d ploughed through all the prescribed prayers and added more camphor to the brazier, he got down to the real business.

‘Prince Beleth,’ he intoned, his eyes wide open now so he could read the conjuration directly from the book, ‘master of the rebel spirits, I ask thee to leave thy abode, in whichever part of the world it may be, to come and speak with me. I command and order thee, in the name of the Great One, to come without making an evil smell, in fair form and pleasing face, to answer in a loud and intelligible voice, article by article, what I shall require of thee – ’ How to get more gold, for a start, he thought. How to get more power. I command and oblige thee, Prince Beleth, and I vow that if thou fail to come at once, I shall smite thee with my frightful blasting wand so that thy teeth shall drop out, thy skin shall wrinkle, thou shalt have boils on thy bottom and be subject to night sweats, ringing in the ears, falling sickness, flaking dandruff, arthritis, lumbago, uncontrollable dribbling, deafness, runny nose, ingrowing toenails. Amen.’

So far it was all standard stuff. Not word for word, of course, but the sort of evocation he’d used to call up a dozen lesser demons at one time or another. What came next was different. Oh yes, very different.

Brimstone held his breath. After a moment, the first spark crackled from the head of the furthest globe. Almost at once, trapped lightning arced from globe to globe, creating a triangle above to match the triangle below. A heady smell of ozone filled the air and the equipment crackled and roared.

‘Come, Beleth!’ Brimstone shrieked above the racket. ‘Come, Beleth, come!’ The book was glowing fiercely now and trembling in his hands. He’d read somewhere the tome was what made all demonic invocations work, whether you had it with you or not. So long as it existed somewhere, the road to Hell was always open to a man who knew the spells.

He stopped to listen. Behind the crackle and roar of the lightning, there was the faint sound of a distant orchestra, then a shimmering within the triangle. Brimstone swung his blasting wand to point it like a musket. ‘Come, Beleth!’ he repeated.

The music grew louder and the shimmering turned into a hooded form that gradually became more solid before Brimstone’s eyes. The creature in the triangle was more than eight feet tall, broadly built with staring, bloodshot eyes. It threw back its hood. There were powerful ram’s horns growing from its forehead.

‘Enough!’ Beleth roared.

Brimstone swallowed. There was something about Beleth that made him nervous. Well, actually everything about Beleth made him nervous. He’d called up demons before, but they’d all been small fry. This was the first time he’d managed a prince. He licked his lips. ‘Oh mighty Beleth,’ he began, ‘I beseech – no, I command thee to remain within thy triangle of goat guts for such time as I –’

Beleth growled. ‘Command? You dare to command me?’ He had a surprisingly piercing voice for something that rumbled like the thunderstorm outside.

‘C-c-command thee to remain within the triangle of g-guts for such time as I determine and – ’ Most demons blustered. You had to be firm with them otherwise they’d try to walk all over you.

‘Quiet!’ Beleth thundered.

Brimstone shut up at once. He hoped the monster couldn’t see he was trembling. It occurred to him that maybe this whole business hadn’t been such a bright idea. You were always hearing horror stories about how difficult the larger demons were to control. Of course, much of it was Faerie of the Light propaganda, but there was obviously a grain of truth. To his horror, Beleth leaned forward so that the upper half of his body loomed over the boundaries of the triangle and even impinged across the edge of the circle. This wasn’t supposed to happen. This wasn’t supposed to happen at all. He swung the blasting wand to point at Beleth’s head.

The demon stared at the weapon and smiled.

‘Beware, Beleth,’ Brimstone said tightly, his jaw clenched to stop his teeth chattering. ‘For I shall so smite thee with my frightful blasting wand that thy teeth shall –’

Beleth’s smile widened and a curious discordant ringing sound began to fill the attic room. It crawled into Brimstone’s head to fuzz his thoughts and cause an eerie blood-red veil to rise behind his eyes. The wand in his trembling hand began to droop, then melt. Even in his terror, Brimstone set up a howl of protest. The money!

Beleth watched as the wand dissolved completely, then raised his gaze to Brimstone’s face. ‘You don’t have to threaten me.’

‘I don’t?’ Brimstone said.

Beleth shrugged. ‘A simple contract of sacrifice will bring you what you want.’

Relief flooded through Brimstone like a balm. Every demon asked for a sacrifice. ‘Doves? Cats? Dogs? Nice little sheep?’ he asked. ‘You don’t want a bull, do you?’ Bulls were expensive. Not to mention tricky to kill. A sudden thought struck him. ‘Wait a minute – it’s a rare breed, isn’t it? Something on the endangered list?’

‘No, nothing like that. I just want you to sacrifice the second person you see after you leave the circle.’

Brimstone’s eyes widened. ‘You mean a human sacrifice?’

‘Exactly!’ Beleth rumbled.

Brimstone released an explosive sigh of pure relief. ‘Piece of piss,’ he said.

There was a knock on the attic door as Brimstone was intoning the ritual licence to depart. He had his contract now, properly signed in blood by both parties, but Beleth still hovered in the triangle.

‘I told you I didn’t want to be disturbed,’ he shrieked. ‘Go away! Go away!’ He dropped his voice and went back to mumbling the licence: ‘...adjure and conjure you to leave this place, fully and without hesitation, returning whence you came, there to remain until – ’ A part of his mind was wondering how he was going to turn off the lightning box now his blasting wand was destroyed.

‘Something out here you should see, dear boy...’ It was the voice of Jasper Chalkhill.

Brimstone abandoned the licence and tossed a handful of asafoetida on the fire. Beleth popped like a balloon as the smoke rolled over him. Asafoetida always did for demons, commoner or prince. The stench was so foul it made burning sulphur smell like perfume. ‘Coming!’ Brimstone called. He snuffed the candles hastily and stepped out of the circle fumbling for his key. Behind him the trapped lightning hissed and spat from globe to globe, but he’d find a way to switch it off later. He unlocked the door and opened it a crack. The first person he saw was Chalkhill, grinning broadly. He’d been doing something to his teeth so that they fizzed and sparkled in the light.

The grin died as Chalkhill sniffed. ‘Have you been dismissing demons?’

Brimstone ignored him. ‘What is it? What do you want me to see?’

Chalkhill gestured with his head and the grin returned. ‘A handsome young man,’ he said. ‘We caught him skulking in the factory.’

Brimstone opened the door a little wider so he could see who Chalkhill had brought with him.
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