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A man that looks on glasse,
On it may stay his eye;
Or if he pleaseth, through it passe,
And then the heav’n espie.

From “The Elixir”, by George Herbert

 

I had good teachers, bad teachers, terrible teachers and
wonderful ones. Don’t we all? This book is dedicated to
all my good and wonderful teachers.
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Part One

DOUBLEDEALING


“Well what am I?”

asked Tamrin.

No one could have called her tidy at the best of times, and when she was cross, which was a lot of the time now, she looked more dishevelled than ever.

She waited for Vengeabil to answer. Either he didn’t hear her or he was pretending he didn’t, and she knew that he heard everything.

“I mean it,” she said. “What am I?”

Vengeabil put a piece of thread in his mouth. He was sewing up a stuffed dragon that had fallen from a high shelf and come undone. It was a Small Tortoiseshell, very rare, about the size of a cat, with a tail that ended in three points. He pointed to the thread and shrugged his shoulders, indicating that he couldn’t talk.

Tamrin jabbed her pen on her exercise book. The nib splayed out, ink sprayed over the page and on to her hands. When she brushed it away she just smeared it more.

“Blotting paper,” said Vengeabil.

“Hah!” she pointed her pen at him. “I knew you could talk with that thread in your mouth. What am I? Really. I mean it.”

“I know you mean it,” he said, taking the thread out of his mouth now that it no longer protected him from talking. “But I don’t know what you mean. They’re not the same thing.”

Tamrin had ink up to her elbows now and a smear of it on her cheek.

“I’m not a real apprentice, am I?” she said. “Not really.”

Vengeabil put the last stitch in and tied up the end. He examined the stuffed dragon from every side.

“And I’m a twin,” she continued. “But I don’t know what sort of twin and I never see my twin. I never even met him until a year ago, and then he was gone almost as soon as he was here.”

“This dragon,” said Vengeabil, “is the only one ever seen anywhere by anyone.”

“How do you know?”

“Because the book of dragons says there are seventeen varieties of dragon and eight of them have never been seen by anyone, and the Small Tortoiseshell is one of the eight.”

Tamrin peered across the kitchen at it.

“How did you get it?”

“There’s a story attached to that,” said Vengeabil.

Tamrin rolled her eyes. With Vengeabil there was a story attached to everything.

“That’s what I mean,” she said. She clenched her fists and knuckled her forehead. It was difficult to sort things out in her head. “You never teach me anything, not really. You just tell me stories. Not proper lessons, like in the college.”

The kitchen they were sitting in was in the cellars of Canterstock College, the oldest, biggest, and, if you really admitted it, the only college for wizards. Above their heads nearly two hundred pupils were studying magic. Tamrin had been one of them once, as a little girl, but it hadn’t worked out and she was sort of expelled and she sort of just left. After a while, Vengeabil took her on as his apprentice, to make her a wizard that way.

“Stories are how you teach an apprentice,” he said. “It’s how my old master taught me.” He stroked the dragon and looked into the distance. “Flaxfield. There was a wizard for you. He never went to the college. Proper wizards don’t; they pass it on to their apprentices. Your people upstairs, they’ll never be the sort of wizard he was. Not the sort of wizard I am. Not the sort of wizard you can be.”

This was Vengeabil’s story. Tamrin loved to hear him tell it. Every time it was just a little different. Every time there was just a little something new that he hadn’t told before. Every time she understood something better than she had the last time.

She pushed her books aside.

“Tell me,” she said.

Vengeabil moved across and sat next to her. He looked at her work. Despite her complaints about only hearing stories, Tamrin had filled many exercise books with notes and diagrams and drawings, lists and recipes, maps, names of herbs, and tables of figures. The pages were creased and blotched. The corners buffed and ragged. The covers, and more than the covers, were smeared with butter and wax and soot and grease. Any teacher upstairs would have refused to mark them, they were such a mess. Vengeabil marked them though, and he never found a mistake in the spelling or the calculations or the facts. Never. Tamrin had cried once because she couldn’t be neat and Vengeabil had said, “I remember Flaxfield saying to me something about the comfortable tidiness of the small mind.”

A bell rang high above them. Hundreds of feet thudded down the corridors.

“Lunch time. Lessons are finished for the morning,” said Vengeabil. “And it’s gloomy in here.”

He leaned over and pulled a candle towards them. He pinched the wick between his finger and thumb, and a flame was born, tiny, then small, then strong and blue with a yellow beating heart.

“Shouldn’t really,” he said. “I should get a light from the range, but there you are, there you are. Are you ready?”

Tamrin nodded.

“I was Flaxfield’s apprentice,” he began. “All in the proper way. Left home at six years old and went to learn from him. Signed my indentures when I was twelve. It was all going smoothly. And then there was the incident.”

This was the part that Tamrin wanted him to talk about. Sometimes he called it an event, sometimes an incident, once he called it a disaster, sometimes it was a chapter of occurrences.

“Anyway, after the – incident – everything changed.”

“What was it?” she said. “The incident.”

Vengeabil sighed. “You know, Flaxfield told us all never to talk about it. He said if we forgot all about it then we might be safe.”

“And did you forget? Is that why you never tell me what it was?”

“No. No, I never forgot. Still, after it happened, nothing was the same and I had to leave Flaxfield and come here.”

“Did you hate it?”

Vengeabil looked shocked. “Hate it? No. Not at all. Part of me wanted to come here. You have to remember, it was a different sort of place then. We had a good principal. A very good principal.”

Tamrin couldn’t stop herself from hitting the table with her knuckles, which hurt, but was worth it.

“I know,” he agreed. “Not like now. And I was apprenticed jointly to Flaxfield and to someone here. First time it’s ever happened. I didn’t go to lessons. Just learned,” he gave her one of his looks that made him look like a naughty twelve‑year‑old, “by stories. So I’m sort of half an apprenticed wizard and half a college wizard. Just like you.”

“Who was your master here?” she said. Not for the first time.

“So you see, to answer one of your questions – who am I? – you’re my apprentice and I like to think that’s not a bad thing.”

Tamrin felt ashamed.

“It’s a good thing,” she said. “I love it. But there are the other questions.”

She didn’t like to say that a question she hadn’t said out loud to him was, “And what are you?” She knew whatever answer he gave it wouldn’t be enough of an answer. And if she didn’t know what he was how could she know what she was?

“There’s someone coming,” said Vengeabil.

They paused and listened.

“I’d better go and see what they want,” he said.

Tamrin waited for him to leave the kitchen, then as she usually did, she followed him, silently.

“Mr Masrani,” said Vengeabil. “What can I do for you, young sir?”

Tim Masrani grinned at him.

“Did you want a new pair of shoes?” the man asked.

“No. Er, no, thanks.”

“No?”

Vengeabil lifted the counter top and stepped out to stand next to Tim.

Vengeabil’s storeroom supplied everyone in the college with books, uniform, equipment and ingredients for experiments and spells, paper, ink, games, toys, bandages, rubber bands, pens and anything else he thought they might need. He was the storekeeper, which was just about the lowliest job in the college. The pupils treated him as a bit of a joke. The better ones felt sorry for him. The others would have made fun of him if they weren’t just a little bit scared of the scruffy old man who lived in the dark passages under the college.

“No,” said Tim. “I haven’t come for new shoes.”

“Well you ought to. Look at the state of them. They’re all scuffed and dusty.”

Tim looked down at his feet. His shoes weren’t really in any worse state than the rest of his uniform – trousers baggy at the knee, jerkin just too small, with a hole in the left elbow and reminders of meals down the front, hair not combed for a week. He brushed himself down with his hands, achieving no improvement at all, and said, “I’ve come to take Tamrin to Professor Frastfil. He wants to see her.”

“What if she doesn’t want to see him?” said Vengeabil. “What if she’s not here?”

A jerkin slid down from the counter and wrapped itself around Tim’s leg, turning into a small octopus and winding itself round him.

“Oh, not that again,” he complained, shaking his leg. “Why do you always do that? It’s wet, and slimy.”

“I’ll go and see him,” said Tamrin, stepping out from the shadows. “What does he want?”

Vengeabil nodded to the octopus and it slithered off Tim’s leg and turned back into a jerkin.

“Don’t know,” said Tim. He grinned at her. “You don’t think he’d tell me anything, do you?”

“Come on,” said Tamrin.

“Come straight back,” Vengeabil called after her. “You’ve got work to do.”

They climbed the stairs and made their way along the corridor toward the principal’s room.

Tamrin looked up at the globes that bobbed above their heads, casting dim light on the corridor.

“This place is sick,” she said. “Look at them. They should be bright as day. We crouch around in here, dodging from place to place, never doing anything useful. It’s rotting.”

Tim gave her a worried glance. She knew he quite liked her and she knew he was quite frightened of her. Not as frightened as the other pupils. To them she was a half-hidden secret, the girl who didn’t belong, the girl who had been thrown out of college and never left. Not a pupil, not a servant, not a cook or a cleaner or gardener. She was nobody. Just a girl who’d been left at the college by some poor tailor. Except when she was with Vengeabil in his storeroom, as his apprentice. But no one knew that either. As far as they knew he had just given her somewhere to live after she’d been expelled, and she tidied the stores and helped around the place in return. Her magic was still there, but it was uncontrolled, untutored.

They reached Frastfil’s door and Tim gave a hesitant knock. Before anyone could call them to come in Tamrin banged her fist on the wood, turned the handle and stomped in. She closed the door on the boy’s astonished face.

The three faces that looked at her now were even more astonished. Frastfil himself, the principal, was sitting behind his desk. His thin face, hooked nose and dishevelled clothes made him look more like a shopkeeper who sold damaged goods than the head of a great college.

“That door had a locking spell on it,” he protested.

Tamrin smiled.

“Did it?” she said, in a voice that made it clear she was not telling the truth. “I didn’t notice.”

“You must have done. You’re lying.”

The accusation was made by the other adult in the room, Dr Duddle, recently appointed as vice-principal. Tamrin was turning thirteen and Duddle was not much taller, though a lot heavier. And he had a fat smirk. As though he liked you, when Tamrin knew that the smile really meant that he liked himself. He carried his little round tummy in front of him, smiling all the time at how pleased he was to be Dr Duddle.

“If Professor Frastfil put a locking spell on the door, I wouldn’t have been able to open it, would I?” she asked Duddle. “After all, he’s a powerful wizard and I’m just, well, I’m nothing, am I? Either he’s not good or there was no spell.”

The third face in the room sucked its cheeks in at this. Smedge nodded and looked from Duddle to Frastfil and back to Tamrin. Tamrin saw him considering the third possibility, that she could break any spell Frastfil set. Tamrin glared at him.

“What are you staring at?” she said.

“You see?” Smedge said to Frastfil, and the man nodded.

“See?” said Tamrin. “See what? What do you want me for?” She raised her voice and confronted Frastfil, determined to show him that she wasn’t frightened of him. She’d watched the way the others treated him with respect and obedience, and she wasn’t going to do it. He might be the principal, but she wasn’t a pupil. There was nothing he could do to her.

“Are you all right, Smedge?” Frastfil asked. “Don’t be nervous.”

Tamrin felt a moment of fear. Smedge coughed and hesitated. Tamrin waited for something bad to happen.

Smedge spoke quietly at first and Tamrin couldn’t believe what he was saying.

“I’m frightened of her,” he began, “but not while you’re here, sir, and Dr Duddle.”

Frastfil tried to look strong and protective. Tamrin thought for a moment he needed to go to the jakes until she realized he was being important, and she laughed.

“You can’t laugh,” said Duddle. “This is serious.”

“Serious?” said Tamrin. “This is stupid. Look at him.”

She pointed to Smedge. There was a momentary ripple in the air, just for a second, and then it was gone. For that one moment Smedge appeared to Frastfil and Duddle as he usually did, another pupil at the college, the same age as Tamrin, just a little taller. He was the neatest boy in the place. His uniform always clean and tidy, his hair combed, his shoes shined. His face always wore an expression of eager helpfulness and amiability. Except for that one second. Hidden from the two men, but clear to her, his face took on a look of such empty, stupid hatred that she wanted to run out of the room. And then it was gone, and he was the obedient schoolboy again. She couldn’t work out whether she’d imagined it or if it was real, and if it was real had he done it on purpose, to show her what he was like, or had a mask slipped?

By the time she recovered her thoughts a conversation had been going on around her and was coming to a close.

“And I will not tolerate bullying,” said Frastfil.

“What?” she said.

“Smedge is frightened of you. You’ve made this boy’s life a misery,” he concluded. “You will have to leave.”

“He’s a liar,” she said.

“That will do.”

“I’ve never done anything to him.”

“Do you deny that you locked him in a block of ice? For an hour?”

Tamrin’s answer was shouted out before she had the time to control herself.

“He was taunting Westrim,” she said. “Making him run stupid errands and confusing him. And when Westrim got things wrong Smedge magicked up ants to bite him all over and sting him. Westrim was crying. I only locked Smedge in the ice to stop him and teach him a lesson. Ask Westrim. Ask any of the little boys. Smedge makes their lives a misery.”

“We have asked Westrim,” Duddle smiled at her. “Smedge said you would make up lies about him. So we’ve asked the other boys and girls. They like him. They look up to him.”

Tamrin saw Smedge’s look of triumph and she understood that this was a plan he had set in place for some reason.

“And so we have asked your guardian to take you away from the college,” said Frastfil. He stood up, put his hands in his trouser pockets and jingled the coins in there. “You must wait here until he arrives and leave with him immediately. We can’t have you upsetting anyone else.”

“I’m not going with him,” she said. “I can’t. I don’t know him. I don’t remember him. I’ve always been here.”

Tamrin had been left at the college when she was a tiny girl and no one had ever visited her. Her fees were paid in advance, and Frastfil had never said that she wasn’t actually in lessons any more.

“I’m sure you’ll be well looked after,” said Frastfil. “You would never have been happy as a wizard. You don’t have the discipline for it.”

“You stupid man,” she shouted. “You don’t even know what a wizard is.”

Duddle and Smedge exchanged glances of satisfaction.

A hesitant knock at the door brought silence. The knock was repeated.

“Come in,” said Frastfil.

Tim poked his head around the door.

“Person for Tamrin,” he said. “Name of Shoddle. He’s a tailor. Says he’s come to take her away. He’s waiting in the porter’s lodge.”

“You’d better go,” said Frastfil. ||


Tamrin was out of breath

but she kept running. Her feet slapped against the slabbed surface of the town square. She dodged errand boys pushing handcarts, dogs, an old woman with a heavy shopping basket over her arm, she swerved at the very last moment, only just managing not to knock over a baker with a tray of pies on his head. He staggered. His white apron fluttered and covered her face, blinding her.

“Hey!” he yelled.

He fell back, the tray tilting beyond the point where it must fall. Tamrin dragged the apron away, caught his arm, pulled him upright, waved her other hand at the tray. It grew eagle’s wings, flapped, settled itself back on the baker’s head and the wings folded away into nothing.

“Sorry. You all right?”

The shoppers cheered. Tamrin grinned. A pie slipped off the tray and flew round into her hand. She sprinted away, snitching an apple from a stall, across the square, round a corner and down a small alley that she knew led to the main gate of Canterstock. The last sight she saw was the baker, small against the huge grey stone of the college, counting his pies and complaining.

It had all happened so fast. And she had caused it.

One moment Tim was at the door telling her that a man had come to take her away, the next moment Frastfil was cowering under his desk, screaming for mercy, Duddle was climbing out of the window and Smedge looked on, fearless because there was nothing to fear and the magic hadn’t touched him.

Tamrin acted before she thought. She flicked Tim into silent absence. He stood smiling at whatever peaceful picture had flooded his mind. She conjured up a creature from her nightmares. A mixture of snake and rat, with pointed yellow teeth and foul breath. As big as a horse, yet quick and sly. Both Frastfil and Duddle believed it was looking straight at them, though they stood on opposite sides of the room. So they took cover and tried to escape.

Tamrin looked at Smedge.

“You’re not afraid,” she said.

“I’ve eaten worse things than that.”

And she believed he had.

“You won’t escape,” he said.

He sniffed and a smaller creature appeared, crawling out of his nose. A beetle. Black as fear, smooth as lies. It dropped to the floor and headed for her.

So she ran. Out of the room. Out of the building. Round the quadrangle, taking care to skirt the edge to avoid being seen. The tailor was in the porter’s lodge. She ducked down, through the wicket gate and out, out into the square.

And now she passed through the other gate, the tall, broad gate of the town.

She didn’t stop running until the road met a lane and she turned down that and still ran. Ran until the lane forked and she took a smaller one, to a path across a field, to a break in the hedge, to a dip in the ground, to the slope of a riverbank, to a slow-flowing stream, wider than the passageways in Canterstock College, and there she stopped and panted and drank and cried. ||


When Tim came round

from his reverie he couldn’t work out what had happened. Smedge was tugging Frastfil’s arm and trying to get him out from under the desk. Duddle was half-in half-out of the window, stuck because his backside was bigger than the rest of him and it wouldn’t go through. He was flailing his arms and screaming in panic. There was no sign of the nightmare. It had never been there anyway.

“Where’s Tam?” asked Tim.

“She’s gone,” Smedge said.

Frastfil emerged from his hiding place with a jingling of coins and a stupid smile.

“Wasn’t frightened,” he said. “Dropped something. Just picking it up.”

“Gone where?” asked Tim.

“Run away.”

“Run away?” said Frastfil. “That’s very inconvenient. Oh dear.”

Smedge frowned, pursed his lips and blew towards the window. Duddle squeaked and wriggled, the window expanded and he dropped back into the room with a bump and a moan. Tim smiled.

“What shall we do about Tamrin’s guardian?” asked Frastfil.

“You’d better send him up,” Smedge told Tim.

Duddle heaved himself to his feet, panting.

“I’ll just go,” he said.

“No, I want you here,” said Frastfil.

Tim was interested. They were frightened. Of the tailor?

“Go on,” said Frastfil. “Hurry up.”

The tailor didn’t look that frightening when Tim collected him at the lodge. He was thin and quick, like a needle. His clothes were made of good cloth, but old, worn so that it shone. Tim decided to take no chances, so he didn’t tell him that Tamrin had run away.

“What’s your name, boy?”

“Tim. I’m a friend of Tam’s.”

“Who?”

“Tam.”

“Oh.”

The tailor had a way of walking too close that made Tim nervous. There was something scary about him after all. Not obvious straight away.

“Were you visiting Canterstock on business or have you come specially to see her?” asked Tim.

“I’ve come,” said the tailor, “because she’s mine. All right? She’s good for business. She can be useful. I’m tired of waiting for her to be trained up by your sort.” Tim was glad when they reached Frastfil’s office.

“Thank you,” said the principal. “You can go now. I’ll see Shoddle out when we’ve finished.”

He closed the door in Tim’s face, but not before the boy could taste the anxiety there, and not before he wondered why Smedge hadn’t left as well. He was torn between listening at the door and going straight to Vengeabil to let him know that Tamrin had run off.

He put his ear to the door.

“You fool,” said the tailor. “You’ve let her go.”

“She took us by surprise.”

“Call yourself a wizard. And you were supposed to look after her.”

“We’ll get her back.”

“And then what?”

“Then she’ll regret it.”

“She’ll wish she’d never seen me.”

Tim moved silently away and sought Vengeabil to tell him the news.

“I’ll take Mr Shoddle and get him something to eat before he leaves,” said Smedge.

“I don’t want anything,” said the tailor. “Not here. Not from you lot.”

Smedge nodded.

“I’ll see you to the gate,” he offered.

“I can find it myself.”

Smedge noticed that Frastfil couldn’t look Shoddle in the eye.

“As you wish,” said Frastfil.

Duddle rubbed his back where he had hurt it struggling with the window.

Smedge left them to it and walked behind the tailor.

“I don’t need you, boy,” he said over his shoulder.

Smedge ignored him and kept following.

The tailor stopped and stared at him.

“I’ll show you the back of my hand,” he threatened.

Smedge didn’t smile or flinch.

“I wouldn’t try,” he said.

The tailor thought about it. He fumbled in his waistcoat pocket and produced a thimble. It was iron, dull and worn. He put it on his left forefinger and stroked it. Smedge recognized that it was a trick to give the tailor time to think.

“Do you see this?” asked the tailor, showing Smedge the thimble. “I’ve had this longer than you’ve been alive.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure of that,” said Smedge.

The tailor tapped the thimble against his thin cheek. He spoke so softly that Smedge could hardly hear him.

“Oh, that’s the way of it, is it?” he said. “That’s very interesting. Do you think we might be of use to one another?”

“I think we may,” said Smedge. “Shall I show you to the gate?”

“You know,” said the tailor, “I might be hungry after all. Shall we eat?”

“I can get you some food from the kitchen,” said Smedge.

“No. No, I don’t think so. Not in here. I don’t want to talk in here. Let me buy you something in town? Are you allowed out?”

Smedge leaned forward and whispered, “I can do anything I like here.”

“Good boy,” said the tailor. “That’s what I thought. Come along. We’ll have some food and you can tell me all about Tamrin.”

“And you can tell me about her, too,” said Smedge, under his breath.

You can’t cry for ever, and Tamrin wasn’t even sure why she was crying.

She scrambled back from the river and lay on the grass, her hands behind her head, face up to the blue sky. The air carried the cool, fresh smell that promised rain soon, and the leaves of the trees blew upwards. A hawk circled.

She was a creature of passageways and corners, small rooms and books. Breeze and sunshine were, if not strangers, then distant acquaintances.

What made her cry like that?

She chewed the question slowly.

Distress. She left without saying goodbye to Vengeabil. She might never see him again. No, she would never see him again.

“I’m not going back,” she said out loud.

Her voice sounded odd to her, without a listener. But it was better than not hearing a voice at all.

Distress. She had been called a bully and she wasn’t.

“I’m not,” she said. With more confidence this time.

She thought of the times she had done things to Smedge. Looking back, there were quite a lot, but never, ever without reason. She’d never picked on him but she had stopped him hurting the littler ones. Thinking about it made her want to cry again. She’d stopped him hurting people and he was calling her a bully.

She actually was crying again now.

“This is stupid,” she said.

Distress, then. No. Not distress. Or not just distress. She was angry. The tears came because she was so angry she couldn’t stop them.

She jumped up. This was no good. You can’t just lie looking up at the sky when you’re as angry as this. She jumped up and down, looking around. She had no idea where she was. Her only intention in running away was to go further and further from roads and people, taking ever smaller routes and tracks.

She looked around her, not even sure which direction the college lay in. She didn’t want to find herself back there.

“Which way do I go?” she asked.

“Where do you want to get to?” came the answer.

Tamrin clenched her fists and tried to work out where the voice had come from. ||


“He said she was a bully?”

“That’s right,” said Tim.

He had never seen Vengeabil angry before. He had never seen much of him at all, in fact. Until recently Vengeabil had kept himself hidden in the storeroom. A year ago Tim discovered that the man also looked after the library, or seemed to. It didn’t make much difference. They were both locked with strong spells that no one could break. Not that anyone would want to go into his kitchen.

Most of the time Vengeabil popped up at the counter in the storeroom as soon as anyone arrived. Some days, if he wasn’t around, there was nowhere else to find him. Other days there was a small passageway that led to the kitchen.

“You can only find it by following the smell,” everyone said. “Old vegetables.”

Tim had found it today. He wrinkled his nose as he brought Vengeabil the news about Tamrin. A stink of stale cooking drifted out to him. The floor was filthy and looked as though your feet would stick to it as you walked across. A scrap of old sack was thrown on the little table, half-covering piles of dirty plates and pots and dishes. Dark, dirty and damp.

“You’re making this up,” said Vengeabil.

“No. Promise.”

“Come in.”

“What?”

Vengeabil smiled at Tim’s confusion. No one was allowed into his kitchen. No one wanted to, anyway. Very few got as far as Tim and were able to put their head round the door to give a message.

“Come in.”

Tim held his breath and stepped through the door.

“Sit down,” said Vengeabil.

Tim stopped.

Vengeabil scowled at him.

“Don’t stand there gurning like a losel. Sit down.”

Tim took a step back, out of the door, stared, stepped forward again and stared harder.

“It’s not a dance,” said Vengeabil. “This is the last time I’m telling you. Sit down.”

“I always felt sorry for Tam, living down here with you,” said Tim.

“I know. You were supposed to.”

Tim pulled a chair away from the table and sat down. Tamrin’s books were in front of him and Vengeabil shuffled them away before Tim could look at them properly.

The kitchen was light, airy, and filled with the scent of freshly baked bread.

“Where does the bad smell come from?” asked Tim.

Vengeabil raised his head and sniffed.

“Smells all right to me,” he said.

He took a big knife from a drawer in the table, tipped the loaf of bread on its side and sawed off the crust.

“Do you like crust or inside?” he asked.

“Either. Sorry. Didn’t mean it was a bad smell now.”

“I know what you meant.”

Vengeabil spread a generous layer of butter on to the bread.

“Jam or lemon curd?”

“What sort of jam?”

Vengeabil raised an eyebrow.

“Lemon curd, please.”

“I make it myself,” said Vengeabil. “Come and look at this.”

Tim followed him to a door. Vengeabil let him through and he found himself in a wide, high, stone-flagged glasshouse, with plants he had never seen before, including a row of five lemon trees, full of fruit.

“Where are we?” he asked. “I’ve never seen this place.”

“You may never see it again,” said Vengeabil. “But now you know the lemons are fresh.”

They went back, Tim sat at the table and bit into the thick slice of bread. The crust was crisp. The inside was soft and springy. The butter was yellow, salty and cool. The lemon curd made his mouth water with a sharp, instant bite, then released a wave of sweetness that made him smile.

“Thought you’d like that,” said Vengeabil.

“Everyone thinks—” began Tim.

The man waved his hand.

“I know what everyone thinks,” he said. “Smelly old Vegetables, the storeman. In his stinky kitchen, with his sad little friend, Tam, the college dunce. Thrown out for being too naughty to learn. I know.”

“I wasn’t going to say that,” said Tim.

“Why not? It’s what everyone thinks. You think I don’t know what they call me? You think that smell comes from nowhere? Eh? I don’t want people knowing how I live here. I don’t want scruffy schoolboys pestering me for bread and treats. So I keep them away.”

Tim finished his bread with a sense of such loss that he wanted to cry.

“I won’t tell,” he said.

“I know. That’s why you’re here. Now, what’s happened to Tamrin?”

As he asked the question a small stream of stars fell from his fingertips and bounced on the floor. Tim looked at him, looked down at the stars. Vengeabil was waiting for Tim’s answer. He hadn’t seen the stars tumble from his hand. Tim was trying to decide whether to tell Vengeabil what had happened when a small, skinny cat, old and slow, only about as big as a mouse, appeared round the table leg and began to lick up the stars.
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More voices followed. Louder, harsh and coming closer fast. Tamrin pulled a face. Her lonely place far from the road was quickly becoming as busy as the market square in Canterstock.

“Quick. This way.”

A hand seized Tamrin’s arm and pulled her into a thicket. Thorns dragged across her skin, cutting into her arms, her cheeks, her legs.

A face stared at her and a hand went to her lips. Tamrin obeyed. Something about the woman who had grabbed her made her pay attention.

The woman inclined her head to the left and Tamrin nodded. The voices approached.

“Gone.”

“Not gone.”

“Gone.”

“Can’t have gone.”

“Where?”

“Can’t see.”

“Stop.”

Four figures. No, five. Six. At least. Red and booted. Leather-clad. Thick-bodied, with spindly legs. No faces. They had hoods drawn over their heads, masking them. Tamrin looked more closely. No. There were no hoods. They had no faces. Just shiny shells with eyes. And that wasn’t leather. It was them.

Tamrin looked to her companion for help, for an explanation. The woman put her finger back to her lips.

She mouthed silently to Tamrin: they’re chasing me.

“Look.”

“Where?”

“Bushes.”

“River.”

“Not going on water.”

“No. Not water.”

“Bushes.”

They spread out, scything their long arms, beating down undergrowth. Three were moving away from Tamrin, two were heading straight for her. The woman’s face pleaded with her.

Tamrin nodded. She closed her eyes, pursed her lips and blew. When she opened her eyes again she and the woman saw a mist blossom out and cover the whole thicket where they crouched, frozen for silence. Tamrin hoped that the figures would see a tree, old and wide, obstructing their path.

“Not here.”

“Here.”

“Followed her.”

“Run off.”

“No.”

“Can’t.”

“Must have.”

“Follow?”

“Go back.”

“Go back.”

“Find later.”

“Later.”

“Kill.”

“I kill.”

“Finder kills.”

They disappeared, arguing still in brittle voices.

Tamrin couldn’t move. The woman took her arm, gently this time, and drew her close.

“It’s fine. They’ve gone.”

Tamrin was shaking. The woman put her arm around her and waited.

“What were they?” Tamrin asked when she could breathe normally again.

“Shall we get some sun?” the woman asked with a smile. “I’m getting cold.”

Tamrin tried to smile back. She blew hard and the mist in the thicket faded and died. They crawled out and she screwed her eyes up against the suddenness of the sun.

“What were they?” she asked again.

“What are you?” asked the woman. “Making that mist to hide us.” She smiled again. “I’m Winny,” she said. “You saved my life.”

“What were they?”

Tamrin knew that Winny wanted her to say what her name was and she wasn’t ready for that.

“I don’t know. I don’t know if they’ve got a name. Or where they come from. I saw them kill a man. Back there.”

The world outside the college was becoming as unpleasant as the life inside.

“They weren’t men?” she said. “In armour or something?”

“No.”

Winny untied her scarf and dabbed Tamrin’s cheek.

“That’s just making it worse,” she said. “Let’s get some water.”

They found a still section of the river where the water pooled. Winny wetted the scarf and cleaned the blood from Tamrin’s face and arms.

“Those were terrible thorns,” she said. “I was just on the road over there. Collecting. I heard the noise of the things and I hid in the hedgerow.”

“Why?”

“What?”

“Why did you hide?”

“You heard them. You heard their voices. Wouldn’t you hide?”

Tamrin took the scarf and started to clean the blood from her legs. The scratches weren’t deep. They’d soon heal.

“You’re not scratched,” she said.

“No?” Winny examined her arms. “Well. Old skin,” she smiled. “It’s tougher.”

Tamrin looked carefully at her.

“You’re not old.”

Winny’s face was smooth enough. Small creases framed her eyes. She had taken the sun a little. Her arms were browner than her cheeks. Her hair was short enough to be a man’s, but cut like a woman’s.

“What do you mean, they killed a man?”

“They were carrying him above their heads. They’re very strong. They tossed him one to another and swung him round. He was screaming and his legs looked broken. One of them threw him very high and, just as he was about to catch him, stepped aside and let him fall to the ground. His back snapped and his head thudded on the road.”

“He was dead?”

Tamrin hated the story. Didn’t want to hear it. Needed to know how it finished.

“No. Nearly dead. They just fell on him and started to eat him alive. Then he died. Not soon enough.”

Tamrin moved away from Winny. She dipped the scarf in the pool to rinse it out. The blood swirled red around it.

“I must have moved too quickly,” said Winny. “Trying to get away. To get further out of danger. They heard me and chased me. You know what happened next.”

Tamrin was cold now. Even in the sun. Her face and limbs damp from washing.

Winny stood up.

“Thank you for saving me,” she said. “I have to go. You can keep the scarf.”

She strode away, sturdy boots beneath a long green skirt, upright and slender.

“I’m Tamrin,” she called. “Please don’t go.”

Winny stopped.

“Are you sure?”

“People call me Tam,” she said.

Winny came back and sat down.

“Nice to meet you, Tam. What are you doing out here? And how do you make mists?” ||


Smedge looked at the tailor

and the tailor looked at Smedge and they understood something about each other. Dark knows dark when it sees it.

“I want her back,” said Shoddle.

“She’s trouble,” said Smedge. “Always will be. You’ll be better off without her.”

“She’s got magic,” said Shoddle. “That’s why I sent her to the college. To learn how to use it properly.”

Smedge pretended to eat the stew that Shoddle had bought for them.

“Why?”

“Why do you think? Magic’s useful.”

“For a tailor?” asked Smedge.

Shoddle rapped his thimbled finger on the table.

“For anyone. There’s no business won’t do better with some magic behind it.”

“What if she won’t work for you? You can’t make her.”

The tailor tapped his cheek.

“Yes, I can,” he said. “I’ve got something she wants.”

“Have you? What’s that?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?”

There was a single red rose in a clay vase on the table. In his annoyance, Smedge touched it and it turned black. The tailor shifted in his seat and eyed Smedge.

“You’re a sharp boy,” he said.

Smedge looked at the rose.

“Turn it back,” said the tailor.

“I don’t want to.”

The tailor’s grin wasn’t pleasant and Smedge knew he had discovered a weakness and would prod at it. The tailor feared magic.

“You can’t,” he said.

“Tamrin’s trouble,” said Smedge. “She’s always in trouble at the college.”

“I’ll soon sort that out.”

“What good is she to you?”

“She can make me money. And there’s always other things you can get with magic.”

Smedge wanted to hear more so he said nothing.

“Besides,” added the tailor, “I found her, so she’s mine and no one else can use her.”

“You found her?”

The tailor cast a look around the room. Other diners had looked at them when he rapped the table, but only briefly. No one was listening.

“She was extra,” he whispered.

Smedge stopped pretending to eat and listened, wanting to hear what the tailor could tell him about where Tamrin was from, who she was.

“I want her back,” the tailor said. “And if I can find her, I can make her come back and work for me, can’t I?”

“Yes,” said Smedge. “I think you can. If you can find her. Perhaps if you told me where she came from?”

The tailor sniggered and shook his head.

“Will you help me?”

“Go home,” said Smedge. “I’ll look for her.”

The tailor shook his hand. He paid the bill and walked off. Smedge watched him flex his fingers and rub his hand on his jacket as he walked away.

“I’ll look for her,” he said to himself. “But I won’t bring her to you.”

He ducked round the corner and into an alley. Sidled up along the wall with slow, deliberate steps. The cobbles were slippery where people emptied their chamber pots. He didn’t bother stepping aside to avoid anything. Round another corner, into a small courtyard with a pile of bones and meat scraps from a butcher. Three crows were pecking at the offal. Smedge, on silent feet, drew closer. He pounced. The crows cawed and flapped. He seized one by the wing and dragged it back. In a single movement he snapped its neck, pulled off a wing and stuffed it into his mouth. A slow, stupid grin, decorated with black feathers, crept over his face.
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When you’re running away from one road you’re always running towards another. Tamrin was surprised to see how close they were to the road Winny had been travelling when the creatures had appeared.

“This is mine,” said Winny.

She dragged a handcart out from behind the hedgerow.

“Those things were so stupid they either didn’t see it or didn’t bother about it,” she said.

Tamrin gave her a hand.

“What is it?”

“What does it look like?”

It looked like a handcart, half-laden with old pans and kettles, iron hinges, a wheel rim, part of a harrow, the door from a kitchen range, and smaller bits of iron and other metals.

“It looks like rubbish,” said Tamrin.

“That’s what it is. It’s rubbish. Unless you’ve got a use for it. Then it’s something.”

The cart was back on the road now and Winny grabbed the handles.

“Right,” she said. “Your college is that way.”

“Is it?”

“It is. I’ve just come from Canterstock. That’s where I got this old oven door. So, you don’t want to go back that way?”

“No.”

Tamrin made her fight-you face. The one she used a lot at the college.

“Steady on,” laughed Winny. “I’m not taking you anywhere you don’t want to go. You can just walk off on your own, can’t you?”

“Sorry. Yes.”

“Right. This tailor of yours, the one who came for you. What do you know about him?”

“Nothing.”

“But you want to find him?”

Tamrin had told her story, or part of it. She had not told Winny about the aching need she had to find out who she was and where she had come from. She had not told her how much she missed Vengeabil.

“I’m curious,” she said.

“Then let’s find him.”

“How can we do that?”

“You learn a lot when you’re pushing a cart, taking away scrap metal. You see a lot. You hear a lot. You know what I mean?”

Tamrin bit her lip.

“You mean you know him? You know where he lives?”

Winny began to push the cart along the road towards Canterstock. Tamrin didn’t follow. An unpleasant, sick sensation in her throat stopped her. She wanted to stay with the woman, but she wouldn’t follow her to Canterstock.

“I know the direction he came from,” she called. “There’s a fork in the road up ahead. One way to Canterstock, the other towards wherever he came from. That’s where I’m going. Want to come with me?”

Tamrin sprinted after her and took hold of one of the handles of the cart.

“That’s the way,” Winny smiled. ||
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