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[1]

The first time I met her, I remember thinking that her eyes were the colour that emeralds ought to
be. Which is how you know you’re in trouble; when you start wanting the world to be other than

what it is because you like the way somebody looks.

This was some hours into a dusty night at an art gallery sitting just on the wrong side of the
kernel of the city center, shabby enough that the rent wouldn't cut too deep into anybody's
profits, not so shabby that the patrons would suffer anything more than the impression of

venturing into the wrong part of town.

The patrons in question were - well. Young rich people, who else. People who'd been forming
their first words in the last days of the revolution, people with the appearance of money and
poise and the easy shrug you needed to have a good time there, or anywhere, outshining
whatever was hanging on the walls by a wide margin. Students, of one stripe or another. It was a

university thing, of course they were there. There was an open bar, so of course I was there too.

I'd been in the city long enough to know all this, but not so long that I didn't get a kick out of
knowing it; of recognizing the limp, hanging waves between theatre students, their stiff collars
and appraiser's stares, and knowing too the furtive name dropping of the photography class, or
the chain-smoking magic students, their faces forever drawn like they'd just been let in on a
disappointing secret. It didn't occur to me to consider how much I was giving away, standing

there in coat and tie, looking like I had my face pressed to the outside of a window.
The face I was giving all and sundry away to, on the other hand, was a distractingly good one.

I’d seen her smiling distantly at something in stained-glass, and she was upsettingly beautiful,
and even more upsettingly she’d accepted my offer of a drink. And there was girl with the
emerald eyes — which were green, really, and nothing like emeralds, not even under the forgiving
gallery lights— taking the paper cup from my hand, bringing it slowly to her face and quickly
away again.

“What do you think this is?” she asked, mouth quirked in distaste.

“House red,” I said, swigging mine with an enthusiasm I couldn’t account for. “It’s from a good

year.”
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“Oh yes?” said the girl, her gaze moving past my shoulder to take in some fresh, new, art. “What
year was that?”

“Well I tried to ask him,” I said, jerking my thumb in the direction some freshman shanghaied
into bar duty, “but he said that time was an arbitrary system attempting to forestall death, and
that dating conventions were in bad faith.” “Really?”

“No,” I said. “But wouldn’t it have been nice?”

I took another swig of the foul, free wine, and noticed I was leaving wine stains on the cup’s rim.
The girl with the emerald eyes laughed, lightly. It was a nice laugh, probably the nicest thing in
the room, I thought, looking around at the half-hearted artists talking about their half-hearted art
— blown-up portraits of rotund boys in whiteface, children’s swing sets turned into gallows, some

black-and-white photos of a security estate.

“I think I might hate this,” I said, turning back around in time to see that the girl was on her way
to the door. She probably had a name, but I didn’t want to trouble her for it right then; instead I
watched her go, dark jeans, darker boots, and a jacket that was a generation out of date. There
had been a dark-blue shirt, too, with stars or polka-dots or something, but I had been too busy
with the eyes to notice, and now the girl was past the glass doors and with the small furtive

crowd outside, hunting for a cigarette.

Have you ever known a beautiful person to have to hunt for a smoke, or anything else, for long?
After a while loveliness gets to be an imperative, like a tide or like gravity — pulling in lovers and
catastrophes and cigarettes as a matter of course. In this case the cigarette came along with a
young black guy in an old black jacket, and white v-neck; he grinned at the girl, and in the gloom
of the narrow street behind him, I could just make out his teeth and his shirt. It was then that I
realized that I was watching the girl with more intensity than I could excuse, and so turned away,

pushing through some gently bleating patrons to get at the bar.

I set my cup on the cloth table, and waited until I caught the bartender’s eye. This took no more
than the usual amount of ice ages.

“Can I help?” he asked.

“The house red,” I said. “What year is this?” I asked, bringing the cup up to my nose.

“What are you, a time traveller? It’s 2015.”
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The drinks were free, so I moved off, leaving the appropriate tip.

I did a few of laps of the gallery, greeting people I didn’t especially recognize and trying to see
the value in a photo of an artist taking a photo of her parents, but the art was bad, and so were the

people, so I went outside, where the girl and the eyes and the cigarettes were.

Stepping outside, it dawned on me that there were other things there, too; the wind, for one,
which threw dust at my face in fistfuls, and didn’t stop. And the man in the jacket for two. Which
was plenty. I popped a cigarette in my mouth.

“Sam!” said the green-eyed girl, pushing through a small circle of people to grab at my elbow. “I
was about to come looking for you.” My heart did the appropriate things, and I let myself be
guided past the same furtive smokers, to the tall dark etcetera that I’d had seen earlier. The
green-eyed girl stepped back, and smiled. “This is Damien.”

“Hey,” said a deep voice. “I like your waistcoat.”

“Christ,” I said, then “sorry, hi. Sam. I got grit in my eyes.”

“Don’t worry about it,” said the man in the jacket, putting out a dry, wiry hand. I took it,
squinting, and clicked my lighter.

“Christ,” I said. “Sorry. Again. Wind. Christ.”

“It’s the south-easter. It depresses everybody,” said the girl.

“Let me get that for you,” said Damien.

I clicked my lighter.

He stepped back, a practiced smirk already getting carved into his face as he worked through a
series of convoluted hand movements, other smokers backing up to give his wild contortions
space. He stopped abruptly, and a thin blue flame sprang up from his thumbnail. Two young

men, shivering in leopard-print vests, applauded.

Damien brought the flame of his thumbnail — which didn’t seem to react to the wind at all — to

my cigarette, and then to his own unlit smoke, which had appeared in his mouth.

I inhaled. “Huh,” I said, regarding my cigarette.
“Don’t worry about it,” said Damien.

“Oh, sorry. I’'m grateful for the light, thank you, it’s just — do you know that these things taste
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like burnt hair when you light them like that?”

“What?” said Damien, extinguishing his thumb with a flourish and a small puff of smoke.

The green-eyed girl broke in. “Well — I mean, you’re using Loyola’s Second Order Flame, right?
It’s fueled by your skin, so it smells a little like burning flesh.”

I took a drag, shook my head, flicking the half-smoked thing into the road. “Sorry. Not my
thing.”

Damien narrowed his eyes, rolling the smoke in his mouth. “I stopped taking magic back in high-
school, so I suppose —*

“Sure,” said the green-eyed girl, “your technique’s a little off, the flame’s meant to be orange.” I
smiled at her, then. She smiled back.

“Anyway, thanks for the light.”

“No problem,” said Damien, before turning to somebody else.

“I didn’t know you did magic,” I said to the green-eyed girl. A monumentally dumb statement, in
hindsight, but there you are.

“Among other things,” she said, and the fact that I let that slide ought to be indication of just how
fun she was to look at. Be looked at by. I made the gamble — the desperate, lose-the-farm
gamble.

“I’m headed home. Do you want to come?”

“Okay,” she nodded.

We moved off to the street, the girl pausing to wave at the crowd, or at Damien, all faces
obscured by the lights in the gallery, while I found a cab willing to take us the five minutes

across town.

Later, when she had her shirt back on, she was gazing out of my window, at the portion of view
allotted to us. The fog had come in, so she was looking out at a soup punctuated by distant,
moving lights. Somewhere, a band was playing.

“I think that’s my cab,” she said.

“Stay,” I said. Spoiling things by being honest. “You’re drunk,” said the girl, pushing the
curtains closed. I had curtains then. And she was right; the room was swinging. “And I have to
do some work tomorrow.”

“Lies,” I said.

She stretched in the darkness. “I can send you a dream, if you’d like?”
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“I don’t even know what that means,” I said.

“I told you. Twice. I’m studying oneiromancy — dream magic. I can’t stay the night, but I could
sort of — have you dream that I did? If you’d like?”

“Fine,” I said, rubbing my face. The angry child dealing with compromise. And then I said, “I’d
like that,” because I suppose I did.

“Sam,” said the girl.

“Yes?”

“What’s my name?”’

I stared for a second, and knew then that it was too late to make the face that I’d need to make to
salvage matters, and so simply dropped onto my back.

“Does it matter?” I asked the ceiling, which rotated slowly in response.

The girl laughed, and looked out the window again. “No. But wouldn’t it have been nice?”” She
pulled on her jacket, slipped over to the bed and kissed me lightly, quickly enough to evade my

arms. Then she was gone.

I lay in the dark for a time, trying to listen for the sound of a car pulling off, feeling vague guilt
for a number of small lapses and trying to remember whether or not I was required to do
anything about them now, before allowing myself a mental shrug and succumbing to alcohol,

and silence, and the cavernous embrace of my bed.
And then I dreamt of her.

Later I would learn that her name was Emily; that her eyes were flecked with brown, that she left
toothpaste in the basin, that she didn’t like my drinking. And once we had done the appropriate
amount of damage to one another, she left, and I arranged my schedule to keep from seeing her,

or her friends, or friends of her friends.
I mean I didn’t leave the house much.

The dream kept happening, though. The dream of her staying the night. And sometimes,
shamefully, that’s what I wanted — she was gone, and I wanted to keep owning some lingering
part of her — but mostly I woke up to a world different to the one I’d spent the night in, and that

meant starting my days with a knife-deep hurt, which was...it wasn’t great.
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And I don’t want to say that that’s where my troubles started, because those are roots you can
trace as far back as you have the will to go — but I began to have a dream of a girl with eyes that
weren’t the colour of emeralds, and there my troubles began to take a new and interested

pleasure in their work.

Because the last time [ saw Emily Hardwick before she died was in that dream, or one very much

like it.

[2]

I paid a magic-school dropout handsomely to make the dreams stop. Well. I say handsomely.

Not-too-bad-lookingly, anyway. You-wouldn’t-say-no-in-a-darkened-room-ly.

The thing to understand is that memory scrubbing is very illegal, which is to say very expensive,
and while I had some funds trickling in here and there, I wasn’t in a position to cover that kind of
project. And I had the name of a freelance sorcerer tucked into a book somewhere in my
apartment, so when the dreams became unbearable, I had dug it out and drawn out the runes for

getting in touch with ‘Oliver Starnes, Freelance Magicks.’

I’d met Ollie, god, I don’t know. Maybe about a year before that? Odd relationship. I could
usually count on being able to contextualize somebody within two or three connections — I slept
with your cousin’s former schoolmate, you went to my ex-girlfriend’s exhibition, whatever. But
Ollie knew nobody, or knew nobody that my bodies knew, which amounted to the same thing.
We’d met at a bar. He’d hit on me, and to make up for his embarrassment or discomfort, he’d

given me a business card.
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So I explained my situation, in broad strokes, and eventually he came to my place with a box of
cheap yellow chalk and a second-year textbook on Icelandic wards that he’d copied pretty much
verbatim in the process of securing my bed from dreams and other nasties. It looked like a cheap
hack job, but what did I know? And anyway it was supposed to be cheap, and it had worked,
until very suddenly it didn’t.

Because after a couple of weeks of — let me not call it blissful sleep, but bearable sleep; the effect
of the runes was to scrub my mind of any dreams at all, to the extent that I’d collapse on my bare
mattress and let the tide of booze carry me off into the dark, and then jerk my eyes open hours
later without any sense of timing have passed, except that now the sun was up. All the way up.
And obviously my waking hours weren’t much improved — but I could go to sleep without fear
of being assaulted by the various absences poking into my life. For maybe half a season, things
weren’t terrible. And then, as is the way with these things, they were again; one grim evening,
when autumn was beginning to let itself be known in the quality of light punching through my
filthy windows, I fell asleep from a long day of avoiding doing or thinking much of anything,
and found myself holding, being held by, Emily Hardwick.

And so natural was it for me to be in that position, so easily did I fall into the old patterns of
touching and of being touched, of kissing cold lips that gradually grew into something else, that
it didn’t occur to me to be unhappy. At the time.

But dreams end. We take this as a point of faith, I think. Dreams end, and so I found myself in
my underwear, face wet with tears I hadn’t been awake for, my terrible single-room apartment lit
up by bland yellow light barging in without concern for the knives twisting behind my eye-
sockets, or the tide-lines of liquor ringing my throat. And then somewhere the noon gun went

off, to let me know how much of the day I’d squandered.

It wasn’t a happy beginning to the day. And so, very much in need of something other than
myself to be unhappy at, I dug around in last night’s discarded jeans for the cheap, dented thing

that served as a phone in those days, and called my extortionist magician.

“Hello? S’Ollie,” he said, picking up after the eleventh ring and absolving me of any guilt over
having woken up in the middle of the day.
“Hey, Ollie,” I said. “It’s Sam.”
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“Oh,” said the deadbeat, his voice dropping another octave. “Hey. What’s um, what’s up?”

“I dreamt a dream last night,” I said, moving away from the window to pick out a shirt. It seemed
important to sound busy.

“Oh, sweet.”

“Not really, Ollie. You told me this kind of thing wouldn’t happen anymore.”

“Oh. Yeah?”

“Yeah, Ollie. And I quote: ‘Once I’ve put these dudes in, this shit will not happen to you any
more.” Ollie Starnes, almost exactly two months from today.” I was lying, about both the word
choice and the date, but that seemed beside the point.

“Ah, shit.”

“That’s what I said when I woke up this morning, Ollie,” I told him. “And since I’'m still under
your warranty...”

“Shit,” said Ollie again, sounding more or less awake now.

“When can you come over?” I asked, phone pressed to my shoulder while I wriggled into jeans,
for no reason other than the fact that I liked to multi-task when conducting business.

“In like an hour, I guess?”

“Great. I’ll put the kettle on.”

“You have a kettle now?”

“Don’t be crazy. See you in an hour.”

When he showed up two hours later, I’d had the time to do all those morning ritual things that
seem important when you’re young and wanting to look attractive to everything. I’d even had the
time to stare gloomily out my apartment window; the place was terrible, but it had something of
a view - half of it obstructed by some tall blue-glass monstrosity that nobody had had the heart to
demolish yet, but the rest looking over the gradual curvature of the coast. It wasn’t the worst
thing in the world to look at, right then. I’d thrown up, showered, exfoliated, and dressed, feeling

very nearly like a million dollars. By which I mean, feeling spent.

So; I'unlocked the security gate outside my front door, which I never quite managed to get used
to, and stepped aside to let Ollie Starnes stoop under the threshold. He had his backpack slung
over a thin shoulder, which slipped to the ground when he tried to brush his hair out of his face,

surveying the room and exposing his ongoing attempt at facial hair to the afternoon light. 1
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greeted him, and blue, heavily-bagged eyes gazed back at me with a look that only the wilfully

naive could interpret as fatigue or myopia.

“I like what you’ve done with the place,” he said, staring past me at the indifferent kitchen table,
half-made sleeper and filthy window without seeming to notice anything in particular.

“Nothing, you mean?”

“Well, sure. The renovation that does not seek to renovate. Very zen.”

He grinned like a dog that had done something clever.

“I’ll tell my decorator. Shall we get to it?”

“Absolutely,” said Ollie, “got no time to waste on pleasantries. Early birds, worms, saves nine.”
“You’re a credit to your profession,” I said, walking over to the bed. I gestured vaguely at the
pattern scrawled around it, and then placed my hands on my hips. Then I noticed that [ had my
hands on my hips — I was always doing that, noticing things I did — and I jerked my arms around

my chest, all assertive and in control.

“Alright,” said Ollie, standing next to me. He stared the runes for a time. “What am I looking
at?”

“Damned if [ know. You’re the magician.”

“I’'m a designer,” said Ollie, who was neither designer nor magician, having flunked out of both
courses in his final year.

“You told me this would cut the dreams out,” I said, and walked over to the kitchen table to pull
out my one chair and sit on the edge of it. “And it worked fine until last night.”

“Did you mess up the chalk, maybe?” asked Ollie, his gaze drifting past me and slightly to the
left of a small collection of empty bottles piled next to my trash can.

“I checked,” I said, “nothing looks smudged. And I’ve had them for a couple of weeks, so I'm
used to stepping over them.”

“A guest, maybe?”

I sighed. “Please, leave being coy to the people who know how to do it. Take a look, see if
anything seems wrong, would you?”

The big dog-face frowned, set his bag on the floor beneath the window, and started walking
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around the bed, muttering to himself as he moved from symbol to symbol. You know how this
goes - his voice changed, slightly shriller, the cadence almost songlike. It’s always strange
hearing people do magic. Even when they’re bad at it. By the time he finished his circuit, I was

nodding along to the words, and when he stopped I discover that my heart was racing a little.

“Um,” he said, and cleared his throat. “It, uh. It seems okay. | mean — you’re sure you were
sleeping inside the circle?”

Insufferable, I looked around the apartment, from the corner where my suitcase was crammed to
the two-meter strip of unoccupied floor in front of my doormat. “Pretty sure,” I said.

“I don’t — hang on,” said Ollie, reaching for his backpack and pulling out a battered textbook. I
recognized the title with a slight wince; Jones & Schuster’s Magic and Society. There’d been a
copy in my apartment not too long ago. We’d integrated our bookshelves. But, indifferent to my
distress, Ollie flipped through it, muttering again, and — finding the desired page — walked
around my bed.

“You know you nearly look the part,” I said, reaching across the table for a pack of smokes.
“Long, glossy hair, spellbook in hand.” Ollie ignored me, wisely, checking between symbols in
the book and symbols on the floor. When he eventually finished, he snapped the thing closed and
looked up at me with something approaching triumph. “Look, it’s exactly the same as in the
textbook.”

“Hell,” said I. I lit a cigarette, took a slow, bored drag, and watched the blue smoke turn golden

in the afternoon light. You learn to take pleasure in that kind of thing when you’re hermitting.

I scowled at him, and his book, and his magic that had let me down. “Surprised you haven’t tried
to sell your textbooks on to some freshmen. Spread the disease.”

Ollie ran a thumb over the thing’s spine, and returned it to his bag. “I would’ve,” he said, “but
they came out with a new edition last year. Nobody’s buying these anymore.”

“What’s in the new edition?”

Ollie shrugged, which was a complicated process to watch. “So far as I can tell, it has a different
cover and more colour pictures. Otherwise it’s the same deal. The dream wards wouldn’t be any

different, anyway.”

10
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I tapped at the kitchen table, twice, then stood up abruptly, moved to a shelf with big clear
bottles and little clear tumblers. “I’m making a drink. What’ll you have?”

“Isn’t it a little early in the day?”

“Are you going to have a drink, or just tell me things you hear people say on television?”
“I’m fine. Maybe some water.”

“Well. It’s 7am somewhere.”

“I feel like I’ve heard you say that before. Alright. Fine, whiskey, if you’ve got it.”

“I’ve got it,” I said, pouring out a couple of jiggers into two not-entirely-filthy tumblers and
setting them on the table. Ollie came over to take his; we did the thing with the eye contact and
the clinking, and we drank.

“Christ,” said Ollie, choking.

After a breath, I replied: “I didn’t say it was good whiskey.”

“Well no, that’d make you a bloody liar. Jesus.”

I smiled, then frowned. Flexible face, those days. “So what - am I immune to this thing now? Did
I build up a resistant to dream blocking?”

Ollie shook his big dumb head, both to clear away the taste and to disagree.

“That is the exact opposite of how this works. It’s not a wall that separates your dreams from
yourself; it’s sort of a — it directs all the psychic build-up from your dreams outwards, instead of
letting it circle around in your brain. It makes you feel a little low, but if you’re dreaming stuff
you don’t want to dream...”

“Sure,” I said.

I’'m lying about this, by the way. I don’t know what exactly he said, since any discussion about
how magic worked tended to bore me more or less instantly, and I don’t know how much of the
mechanics he really understood. Dream magic wasn’t his thing, though I’m not sure what was. I
looked this stuff up, because it seemed important to know, afterwards, and maybe these were

things that Ollie knew. He wasn’t a complete idiot; not really. This part really happened, though:

I had poured myself another finger, and dodged Ollie’s attempt at covering his tumbler and

poured him another finger too. He was talking:

11
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“So I mean there’s no way to build an immunity to it, it’s like a sewage valve. So long as the
thing’s in place, it’s a one-way stream. Your retaining dreams in that circle is like plumbing
going backwards.”

“And hitting me in the eye?” I said, regretting the image and the words.

“I guess,” said Ollie. He sipped his whiskey. “Gross.”

We sat there for a while, with our thoughts.

The question, when it came, was inevitable. “So what did you dream, anyway?”

“I didn’t know you did divination too,” I said drily, because that’s the sort of thing you can only
really say drily.

“Call it professional pride,” he said. “In there,” he gestured at my bed, “dreams shouldn’t be able
to happen. It’s meant to be a vacuum. So I’m a little curious about what can survive in a

vacuum.”

I sipped at my whiskey. It really wasn’t very good; I bared my teeth for a moment at the taste
and at the sunlight. Then, eyes still focused on the world outside, I told Ollie the failed designer

and failed magician about my dream.

12
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[3]
How much of the dream I explained to Ollie, I don’t know.

I mean, I had to have told him something substantial, enough to trigger the realization that his
little circle of runes hadn’t glitched, that I wasn’t suffering from a recurring sex dream that some
half-drunk magician had put in my head and neglected to remove, that someone was trying to get
a message to me. [’d like for it to have been the case that I didn’t say too much: talking about sex
and talking about dreams are both terrible in their own ways, so I can only assume that talking
about sexy dreams doubles up. I’d like it if I reminded him that Emily-of-the-green-eyes had

studied dream magic, and that it was this that made him sit up, and snap his fingers, and say,

“Oh, Jesus, I’ve had some serious problems with the oneiromancy students; there was this one |
met at orientation week who, for like the whole of that first semester, would get shitfaced and
fire off drunk sendings into my dreams. I’d be in my childhood bathroom trying to stop the tub
from overflowing with teeth, or you know, dream stuff, and then there’d be fucking Arman
yelling ‘My man Ollie! Wake up and come to Finn’s, bro, there are some fine things out tonight,’
scaring the shit out of me, waking me up, and reinforcing my desire to never go to that terrible
bar again. And he’d keep doing this, three or four times a week. Everyone hated him. And the
only way to block out sendings was to stuff your ears with this foul-smelling eggy dough with
rosemary worked into it...the guys in the department got really good at that very quickly. Except
for the one vegan guy, who couldn’t follow any recipes with animal stuff in them, which made
him, first, a continuing target for Arman’s drunk-dial sendings, and second, a really shitty
magician.” Here Ollie paused, and poured back the last of his whiskey, which had numbed
enough of his mouth to be consumed with something like pleasure. “Although I think he’s a
lecturer there now. So there’s that. And Arman switched to music, and met his boyfriend pretty

soon after, so I suppose things did sort of work out.”

13
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And I responded, a little buzzed, “It’s probably for the best that I don’t know how to do that. Not
working things out part — I mean, sure, I don’t know how to do that either — but the thing with
calling people in their dreams. I’d have a whole new way to make a fool of myself at three in the

morning.”

Ollie, slumped forward a little against the table, shook his head.

“It’s actually pretty hard to do, even when you’re not drunk in some terrible, loud, bar. There
isn’t a recipe or anything, you’ve got to sort of visualize a sequence of runes, and visualize them
strongly enough to, I don’t know, register as dream stuff. All very hippy-dippy, and what,
‘essentialist’? Old-fashioned. It’s a little hard to articulate. Hard to teach, hard to learn.” He
laughed. “Which is why practically nobody does it. Arman was a goddamned prodigy, and even
he didn’t stick with it — because, and I think I quote, he wanted ‘nothing further to do with the

patriarchal colonization of the symbolic order.” Christ, what an asshole.”

“Emily stuck with it,” I said, wincing a little. I didn’t want to get any drunker, but my body
tensed with an empty want when I said her name, so stood up to open a window, swayed and sat
down again.

Ollie laughed at this, and I laughed too, after a little while; I think about half of my smoke
burned out without my drawing on it, so funny was the fact that I had jumped straight back into
being drunk. It was a good, unfamiliar feeling, laughing like that. It’s not the kind of thing you
could do in bars in the city, because it’s vulgar to show your teeth or to be having too good of a
time without some irony to lace it with, or the kind of thing you could do alone, because at some
point you’d notice and worry that you were crazy, but in an apartment with someone who wasn’t
too shitty, a little drunk, there was room for that. I laughed until my sides hurt, and it was a

different hurt from the retching.

Ollie wiped his eyes and stood up, slinging his bag on his shoulder. “Go back to bed, you’re not
going to get anything done today. Go to sleep, wake up early, shower, and meet someone nice.
Bring them to this bed — maybe after changing the sheets — and see if that doesn’t fix your dream
thing.” He looked askance at my mattress, smiling a little, and I began to feel that I didn’t
terribly want this dog-faced boy picturing me and whatever ‘someone nice’ looked like to him,
doing whatever he thought we did, in there. I looked down at my cigarette, and started figuring

out which words would make him leave the quickest and still do the thing I wanted him to do.

14
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“Oh, shit,” he said, and I looked up quick, ready to accept the flustered apology and defuse the
discomfort that would follow, by murdering him if necessary, but he was looking past me and
saying, “we’re so fucking dumb.”

“What?” I said, “You’re dumb.”

“This is a new low,” he said, dropping his bag to the floor.

“This is the same low as always.”

“No, listen here — your dream. That was your girlfriend trying to call you. That’s why it got
through; the chalk suppresses stuff coming from your brain, but nothing from the outside. Her
thing boosted the signal beyond what the runes could dampen, so you had the regular dream, but
she slipped her sending in there. Like Patrick with the teeth. You just didn’t notice the difference
because you were dreaming of her already.”

“So — you’re saying she drunk-dialled me?”

“I’m saying the runes work perfectly, and my reputation as freelance sorcerer is untarnished,” he
said, grinning. I started to smile back, then stopped, quick.

“Oh, shit,” I said.

“What?”

“She’s calling me, man. I don’t love that.”

“Oh, is this new shit going to interfere with your life of getting drunk and not writing your
thesis?”

“Be nice,” I snapped, and tossed my burning cigarette filter into his whiskey tumbler.

“This is probably good for you,” said Ollie, pacing the room, still excited at the evidence of his
magical adequacy. “The Cold War is over, communication between East and West can resume,
with closure for all.” He paused. “Was that insensitive? Are you from Berlin?”

“Munich,” I said, “and not so much insensitive as wildly uninformed. About everything. Can’t
you give me the recipe? The fennel and columbines or what have you.”

“It’s rosemary. And — are you sure you wouldn’t rather just work out your issues with her?”

“I don’t have any issues,” I said, and cut off whatever knee-jerk and entirely accurate rebuttal he
had in store by adding, “and I'll pay.”

“Well fuck,” said Ollie. “Suit yourself.”
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And he pulled out his textbook, looked the thing up and scribbled down a fairly straightforward
recipe — egg whites, flour for the binding, rosemary, to be mixed in a bowl while singing a short
Slavic chant — and I thought about arguing over payment, because all he’d known was where to
look for the recipe, instead of actually knowing it, but I conceded that knowing where to look for

a thing counted for a lot. And I wanted him to leave.

So we solved the mystery of the recurring dream, and I had a way to block out Emily’s sendings,
and he left, and I had the rest of the day to myself. Probably to go and buy rosemary. Success for

everyone.

But it didn’t go like that. Not quite, anyway; yes to Ollie’s story, yes to the booze and the
laughter and the epiphany. But the only reason the epiphany happened at all was because I

realized the dream from the night before hadn’t been the recurring dream, or not exactly.

And I only noticed that difference between the sending dream and the thing Emily had put in my
head that first time because I was describing the dream to Ollie. And in terrible detail. Out of
spite or fear or a need to get it off my chest, I spelled out, with close attention to choreography,
how the dream-Emily and I had made love, or fucked, or both. And in the telling, Ollie hunched
over and looked interested in a way that both revolted me and spurred me on, I realized that the
dream I was recalling wasn’t quite the same as the others; that by the time we were nearly done
she was crying. And even in the strange underwater calm of dream logic I knew that this was
wrong, and took her in my arms and asked her what had happened. And she looked at me, and
smiled a little tightly, and said, “I was calling to see if you could come get me; I’m in a little
trouble tonight, and I needed your help.”

“Come get you?” I said, because I didn’t think I needed to be clever in dreams, “I’ve got you.
You’'re right here, with me. Where you belong.” I said those words.

“No, Sam,” said the girl in my dream, hardening, pulling away. She brushed hair out of her eyes.
“I’m across town, with some — some bad people. And you’re lying shitfaced on a mattress in Sea
Point; you’re not going to wake up for hours. It’ll be — anyway. You can’t help me.”

“What? I — I’'m sorry,” I said, hearing the familiar crack in my voice, “just tell me what I can
do.”

“Just lie there, Sam,” she said, “you’re good at that.” And she looked at me for a few seconds

longer, her face folded in a way [ hadn’t seen before; one second furious, and then resigned,
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staring glassily past me at where I suppose I had dreamed the window of my apartment. The
newness and the cruelty of the dream threatened to tip over into the fever of nightmare, but then
something in the light changed, and the girl in my dream moved against me again in the old

familiar pattern, and the sounds she made were no longer words.

And it was this information — the changing of the contours of the dream — that had led Ollie to
figure out that Emily had been trying to get in touch with me; that made him scribble out a recipe
for his rosemary-egg-paste. And it was this information that had him call me, a week later, when
the newsletter had gone around to everybody connected to the university that the body of Emily
Hardwick, final-year magic student, beloved daughter, well-liked by all etcetera etcetera, had
been found in a hotel back alley in the city, with injuries consistent with a fall of ten to twenty
meters, and bloodwork suggesting complications arising from a large intake of alcohol and
heroin, with condolences to her parents in some small town up north followed by some truly
unbearable words about drug culture and stress at university and office hours for state-funded

counsellors — that had Ollie call me, and ask, “what are you going to do?”
And then, because he had asked, I had to answer.

I couldn’t just lie there. Even though I was good at that.

[4]

I mean, the newsletter wasn’t how 7 found out; this is just how I figure Ollie did, and what

spurred him into contacting me.

I found out maybe two days after it happened; a friend of Emily’s, whom I’d thought I could
reasonably rely upon never to contact me again following an extensive mutual analysis of what a

stuck-up bitch she was and how far up my own asshole / was, called me.

Back then, there were a half-dozen different ways of remotely getting in touch with another
person at any given time; the usual fistful of electronic routes, and since I still travelled in circles

populated by disaffected magicians, among other disaffected things, there were the things you
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could do with mirrors, or with shadows, or with smoke. Unless you went out of your way to be

out of touch with someone, you were always a little in touch.

Yes, I still called people, but that’s because I was a walking bag of affectations calling itself a
personality. I might as easily have used a typewriter, or given myself a kooky haircut. I called
people, and they, in turn, sent smoke signals and sendings and familiars to me. That way, I got to
remind them that their small black electronic devices containing the sum of all human knowledge
were actually for talking with, and they got to remind me that they didn’t care. It was a mutually

beneficial relationship.

So I was already on my guard when my phone started humming at me. Have you ever received

that call that starts with “I’m not sure how to tell you this”?

I don’t even know what I was doing when the call came. Smoking at the horizon? Moving dust

around my apartment? [ mean I knew I was home.

So Hannah, or Anna — I’'m joking, I know perfectly well that her name was Aynur —called, with
the opening “I’m sorry to have to get back in touch with you in this way,” at which point I was
already sitting down, blood pumping loud enough to nearly muffle the sound of Aynur telling me
that she wasn’t sure how to tell me this, but Emily had “passed” the night before, that they’d
found her in an alley behind a hotel, five stories beneath the window to room she was staying in,
that they didn’t know if it was the fall that did it or the drugs in her blood — she neglected to
mention what Emily had had in her system, and my jaw was locked, so I neglected to ask. She
said that she thought I’d want to know, and I think I managed to prise my teeth apart enough to

mutter “thank you” before she hung up.

No, I didn’t dive for the gin just then. Hand to god. Alcohol was the last thing I — well, no.
Alcohol was the first thing I wanted, but I was aware that if I started drinking just then, I
wouldn’t stop drinking until either the world ran out of booze or out of me. To have started

drinking right then would’ve been to agree to kill myself, even if it took a week to do it properly.

I don’t know why I didn’t, exactly. Things weren’t looking great for me right then. The weather
was a little shitty, rent was due in two weeks — it was a great time to speed up the downward

spiral. Maybe it would have been too obvious? Too expected. Girl dies from some kind of
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overdose, her ex-girlfriend kills self a week later; I’ve heard that story before. I’ve heard
someone start that story and sighed with relief knowing that I wouldn’t have to pay attention to

them for a full minute.

And she’d asked me for help. Emily, I mean. Or, she’d wanted to ask me for help; she’d been
lucid enough to get into my head, and talk to me, and talk to me without yelling or sticking

anything through my gut or reminding me of the damage and I don’t know a soul in the world
that can get high and not talk about their hurt. That didn’t fit right; that didn’t gel with the girl

whom I had come to care for.
Whom I had loved, I suppose.

May I just pause here to state what a fucking relief it is that postmodern magicians have
destroyed the notion of a truth spell? Not that I have any particular intention of lying to you, you
understand — more, I’d be terrified about having to confront the fact that I might be lying to
myself about these things. I’ve been reading some extracts from Ginzburg, about the werewolf
trials they had in Italy around the fifteenth century, and there’d be these mostly harmless
peasants strapped to a chair, swearing wildly that they were the hounds of god, that every full
moon they’d turn into wolves and do battle with hell’s agents to ensure the fertility of their crops,
or whatever — and in would come the official, ecumenical Magus, and he’d set his stuff up on a
nearby table, light those horrible candles — I think they keep a couple in the Vatican archives —
and make them go over their entire sworn testimony again, aloud.

And if the candles went out, he’d look up, and smile, and say, “No, sorry, you’re not a werewolf,
you’re just an insane peasant.” Except, you know, in medieval Italian.

The poor bastards would be let go, made to do a couple of Hail Marys for being insane, and sent

back to their backwater hamlets, their lives suddenly less meaningful.
Which is frightening.

Granted, they had a better time of it than the real werewolves, obviously — I’m just saying it
would be upsetting if I found myself talking about loving some girl, and had to watch the candles

go out and prove me wrong.
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She was big on that, Emily. The death of objective truth and what that meant for magic — now
that there was no longer an intrinsic relationship between muttering certain words in High Old
Aramaic and causing there to be light, now that there was no more room for Major Arcana, for

the Great African Magic, where did that leave the practicing thaumaturge?

‘Thaumaturge.” Sorry. It’s like calling yourself a scrivener if you write — horrible, pretentious,

but not necessarily untrue.
But I’'m padding.

Even after resolving not to drink myself to death immediately, I kept my head down low after
Aynur’s call — not wanting to face the news cycle as it started its cannibalistic dance, smearing
walls and streetlights with headlines like WOMAN CAUGHT BY HEROIN DEATH-TRAP, or
STUDENT CLAIMED BY DRUG WAR, or, I think my favourite, FLEDGLING WITCH
PLUNGES TO DEATH; not wanting to catch my own reflection in store windows or car doors
after months inside living on a diet of nicotine, booze and despair; not wanting to run into people

I had once known, who would hurl their sympathy at me at the first available opportunity.

All of which was cowardice, but not imprudent, given the unpleasantness that followed once I

finally did leave the house.

What motivated that particular exit was the appearance of a starling on my window-sill. It was
fairly early in the morning, the light getting to my apartment was still of that yellow, self-
indulgent quality — the kind that you enjoy whether you’re up and out and in the world already,
or still stretching off the night before abed, because either way you think everybody else is a
sucker. So the starling, usually kind of unsettling between the beady eyes and harsh beak, was
honestly kind of a nice thing to look at — its plumage looking like stained glass, the ocean behind
it. It wasn’t exactly a Snow White moment, since I was standing there in boxer shorts with a
cigarette in one hand and coffee in the other, but it was as close as I got. It seemed like a good

way to start things.
Then the bird started screaming at me.

Or not — screaming, exactly. Hissing? It opened its mouth, emitted a series of harsh, syncopated

sounds like a microphone suffering from reverb, bashed my window twice with its beak, and
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then screamed again. Loudly, impossibly loudly, it seemed, for a bird that size, with a street

beneath it gradually beginning to fill up with morning traffic.

The morning light began to become just regular light, its beady eyes becoming beadier still, and

the terrible screams remained terrible screams. I didn’t have curtains. I really wanted curtains.

I moved to the kitchen to see if I could find a broom, or something; when I got back there were
two starlings, both screaming and tapping the window. They were shortly joined by a third; the
three birds would scream and strike my window twice, each emitting somewhat different sounds,

and hitting the window at slightly different intervals.

Did you see the Hitchcock? It’s fine, you don’t need to see the Hitchcock. But know that I saw
the Hitchcock — and my feeling here was that either these birds were going to pile up
indefinitely, break in, and kill me for that one time I tossed a rock at a seagull on the promenade,
or else they would carry on doing this for a while and then get bored and fly off. Either way,
something interesting would have happened, and I wasn’t likely to be able to stop it. So I went

back to get my coffee, and waited.
Another bird came, and started screaming too, but that was the last one.

It took maybe a minute for the birds’ glass-knocking to synchronise, when they’d all tap my
window twice at the same moment; then they’d fall out of sync again, tapping and screaming
horribly — I think I heard an upstairs neighbour cursing at them, but maybe she was just kissing

her kids awake — and it’d be another minute or so before they lined up again.

When they screamed together, I could make out a voice; not too easily, and I had to squint a little
to be sure that it was saying what I thought it was saying, but by the third time around it seemed
clear enough:

“What are you going to do?”

Human vocal chords are far, far more complicated than the apparatus given to most starlings.
You need to either modify their throat pouches — difficult, and painful — or use about a half-
dozen of them in concert to communicate a sentence articulately; they’re dumb, common birds,
though, so they’re a common vessel for experimental voicework around magic campuses.

Usually they’re abandoned by third or fourth year, acknowledged as being less reliable and more
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expensive than trying to talk with tin cans and string, but there are still a couple of users in the
city — die-hard fans, who acquire whole flocks to do their talking for them, and underachieving
magic drop-outs, who never learned how to dominate the will of anything smarter than a gutter

bird.

“Alright,” I said to Ollie’s ridiculous, screaming menagerie. They stopped their routine at once,
their breasts rising and falling by accelerated heart-rates or rapid breathing, or something — I
don’t know how bird chests work.

I scratched my neck.

“I’'m going to head to campus today for the memorial, ask around a little, and see what sticks.
You can’t come — you need to rest. Because tonight you’re going to help me break into her
apartment.”

The birds stared, first at each other, then at me, their little raptor heads bobbing back and forth. I
shrugged, and moved to the kitchen where I had some kind of roll pastry thing a drunker version
of myself had thought worth purchasing. I cracked open my window, dislodging paint and filth,
and lobbed the pastry out; the four starlings took off after it, hung around in the alley where it

landed for a couple of minutes and then flew off, presumably in disgust.

It would take Ollie at least an hour to figure out what his reduced choir was trying to
communicate to him. This gave me some small satisfaction as I moved off to the pile of clothes I

called my wardrobe, and got ready to return to the world.
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[5]

I walked to the university. I didn’t have to, there were cabs running along that whole route,
shuttling folks in and out of the city bowl, and I wasn’t so broke that they were beyond my
means — but it was a clear morning, and I was on the way to a room full of grieving people, so |

wanted to walk in it a little.
And I had a stop to make along the way.

It’s not too long, or too bad, a walk, all told. I gather the ebb and flow of gentrification means
there’s probably been some rearrangement, but at the time the stretch from my place to the city
centre was nearly enjoyable; the old stadium to my left, the mountain to my right, hands jammed
in coat pockets, cigarette in my mouth, oversized shades to block out the sunlight bouncing off
the stream of cars flowing into town beside me — all of this was practically pleasant. Granted, the
coat and the shades were also there to make bearable the gauntlet of mangled pleas for alms and
catcalls and low-browed stares that walking in that city entailed, but this was, I think, largely
taken as a given. It was understood that being out in the world meant allowing myself to be eyed
by the gargoyles that perched outside chic cafes, smirked at by youths being driven to school,
hailed by beggars who seemed okay with spoiling their chances of guilting me into losing some

change in their direction if they could make unimaginative gestures in mine. This was all fine.

I mean I remember trying to be this philosophical about it at the time.
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So; past the shuttered-up church where they keep the golems and that gay bar where you could
drink all night because the cops were terrified of coming off homophobic, past the expensive deli
and the coffee shop built over the slave burial ground, punctuated by maybe a half-dozen little
altercations — the truck driver whistling through a gap in his teeth, the guy in a suit giving me a
long stare over his macchiato, me ducking behind a pair of dog-walking moms in tights to try
and divert attention, and probably catching myself staring at the dog-walking moms, so where

does that put me?

Or something like that — I mean naturally I can’t remember exactly how I was made to feel like
less than a person on that particular morning, it was years ago, and those are the kinds of

memories one tries to suppress. But that is the kind of thing that happened. Happens.

My stop was at an Ethiopian place on Shortmarket that I’d once liked to go to, Dabtara. It was
enough of a hole-in-the-wall that taking people there bought you instant street credibility, but not
such a hole that your clean, new clothes and clear — not to say pale — skin made you stick out. I'd
taken Emily there once, when things were starting to unravel. She’d had the wat, I’d had the
kitfo; then she said something and I said something, and she left to stay at a friend’s apartment.
At which point Mammo, the place’s jowled owner, shuffled out from the kitchen with a bottle of
vodka and two glasses; naturally, he’d heard everything. Not that we’d been shouting, the place
was just that small.

Maybe I’d been shouting.

So we’d bonded over vodka and heartache, Mammo having left a wife and two kids back in
Addis Ababa, or anyway near there, who had decided they didn’t want to come down and live
upstairs of a hole-in-the-wall restaurant, and I guess I’d told him about Emily studying magic,
probably en route to calling her — well. A rude word. And he told me about the stint he did
working for the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, which I hadn’t even known was a thing, exorcising
folk and curing livestock and offering inventive explanations for unexpected pregnancies all up

and down the countryside —

No. No I suppose he isn’t exactly central to the events as they played out. But I knew him, and I
liked him. Mammo was chubby, and had glum eyes, and he gave me vodka. Never learned his

surname. And he’s probably dead now. Not from anything special — not from anything to do with
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me. With any luck he just got old and died, without getting any more or less wrapped up in my

story. People can do that.

Anyway. Since Mammo had been ordained, however unofficially, however temporarily, by the
EOC, he’d figured he could set up a racket on the side selling minor magics to those folk who
needed it — nothing too fancy, nothing too expensive, just a bible verse in your pocket and a
splash of blood on your head to keep you warm on a cold night, or to take the edge off of a bad
withdrawal. There wasn’t much research going in that direction, since all of the EOC guys were
still deep in their Old Time Religion and didn’t want to admit that they had anything to do with
magic, which was either pagan or decadent or anyway wasn’t holy in the ways they wanted to
be, the Modern Magic researchers didn’t want anything to do with spiritualism or ‘traditional
practices’ that didn’t conform to models of magic they’d already put together, and the
department of African Magicks didn’t want to play with any traditional spells that had been
‘corrupted’ by colonial or missionary motives. The upshot being that prayer scrolls and
indigenous talismans were largely ignored by the academy, which meant there wasn’t much
regulation, which meant Mammo could make a decent living on top of the hole-in-the-wall-

business.

I knocked, hard, on the hole-in-the-wall’s door. A street-sweeper, the only other person on the
block, looked up and grinned at me, and said something in Xhosa that I didn’t understand — a
greeting, a come-on, a polite observation about the weather, I don’t know. We looked at each
other, puzzled, for a beat, then the guy’s gaze slid over to the sigils scratched next to the door
where I was standing, and turned away, resuming his work. I knocked again, and the restaurant’s

door opened, but not by much.

Mammo stared down at me; he looked exhausted, but maybe that’s just how his face went. What
little I could see of the room was dark behind him.

“What do you want, Canada?” he asked, deep and nasal. I gather I’d told him I was from
Montreal, without really thinking about it.

“Morning,” I said, and lit a cigarette; I held the pack out in his direction which he accepted,
squeezing around the half-closed door and into the light. He looked around, blinking and tugging
at his worn cotton apron, my lighter dwarfed in his hands. He sat down on his restaurant’s front

step, bringing us nearly eye to eye, and handed me my cigarettes, minus one.
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“What you want?” he asked, bleeding smoke.

“I need to hide my face for a couple of hours,” I said. “Nothing too strong — just so that nobody
who sees me today can be entirely sure that they saw me. Do you know what I mean?”
Forehead creased and eyes on the paving before him, Mammo nodded, inhaling thickly.

“If they’re just seeing, they won’t see — but if they’re looking? You want to stop that too?”
“Out of my price range,” I said.

He nodded again, and stood up, turned towards the door. “Okay. Wait here.”

“Hold up,” I said. “How much?”

This split his face open like a Rorschach; what I had yet to learn at this time was that the way
you haggled with Mammo was he says a high price, and you say a low price, and he says the
same high price, and you say a slightly less low price, until eventually you’re saying the price

that Mammo first offered, which he condescends to accept.

I ended up agreeing to — well. It was a lot of money for the kind of person who relied upon

government grants to keep her in her cups.

He went back inside, and I stood on the curb trying to look bored and interesting while people
with jobs and lives walked past; after a couple of minutes Mammo returned, and I pulled out a
moneyclip and counted out enough notes to make me feel sick, and handed them over, watched
them vanish in the folds of his apron; he handed me a small square of paper, Bible-thin, folded

three or four times.

“Put that in your pocket,” he said. I did. “Six, maybe seven hours. Burn it when you’re done.”

“Okay,” I said, and now he was reaching into his apron again, pulling out a small, opaque jar.

He nodded his head to one side, gesturing at his cheek; I leaned my head forward, and Mammo
reached out and dabbed at my face with his thumb, smearing it with something cold and slick.
Immediately there was the dulled underwater sensation that comes with masking spells — the
slightly giddy disorientation that comes of not being entirely yourself anymore. It’s a hard thing
to balance out right: mask someone too well and they practically forget who they are,
unrecognizable even to themselves — but try and be too subtle about it, and they end up attracting

more attention than they normally would’ve, for looking terribly familiar but difficult to place.
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God alone knows how many people they lost trying for absolute invisibility, that holiest of

holies, back in the Cold War.

This was all running through my mind that morning as I stood, neither looking nor feeling quite
myself outside some hole-in-the-wall in the city centre. Mammo brought me back to where I
was:

“Canada. You patch things up with the girl?” he asked.

I don’t think he knew, and I didn’t feel like telling him just then, so I grinned, or showed my

teeth, and said, “I’m working on it.”

And then I was off and faceless in the awakening city.
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[6]

Up and through the gardens, along the road where they sell the tourists peanuts to attract pigeons,
and squirrels mutter to themselves as they tend to their errands, and bums rest shattered on
benches either side of you, and statues of dead white men shift slightly every time you look

away, while before you the mountain does whatever it is that mountains do. Looms, I guess.

It was a good kind of day day; clear, almost warm, a handful of couples sitting on the lawns, a
couple of buskers — not many, though. Whatever noise-reducing spells the Dutch had laid down
umpteen years ago still worked for the most part; nobody knew exactly how, or why, but sound
just doesn’t really travel, there in the old Company’s Gardens. And the place feels like a
greenhouse, even when your thermometer and your shivering muscles tell you that it’s cold, your
brain says otherwise; a lot of folk end up dead there, in the winter. About a dozen PhDs had been

written on the topic at the time, and I imagine there are more now. More dead folk, too.

So, feeling clammy and hungover for no good reason, I came up to the big stone lionesses that
perched alongside the campus gates; way, way back in the day they’d used to ask incoming
students riddles to get that Grecian academy feel, but when one drunk undergraduate too many
got himself eaten, the powers-that-were had to pour some time and money into turning them
back into regular statues. I didn’t mind too much; they were nice statues.

Even so, I mouthed “Rumplestilskin” when I passed them.

At the time, campus security was lax enough that the light face-blurring spell I was carrying
wouldn’t set anything off — they had various wards and things built in, but the threshold was
pretty high; they had to be, otherwise every undergraduate rapidly trying to prepare for a
practical they hadn’t studied for would have the alarms going off. I nodded at the security guard

perched on a chair next to the lions, who ignored me, and walked in.

You learn how to do the nod pretty quickly — the one that doesn’t so much acknowledge people
as imply that you’re consenting to their presence there, like they’re an idea you don’t necessarily
disagree with. The old money nod. Learn how to do a thing like that, and people are unlikely to

question your right to be anywhere.
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I entered into the large forecourt where those students and lecturers who could afford cars put
cars; it was about half-full. You know how that goes - magicians, like the actors and artists, tend
to be poor, so the people who want to become magicians, and actors, and artists, tend to come
from families where they don’t really know what poor is. A row of beat-up old machines in
colours that don’t get sold anymore, interspersed by a few newer, shinier things with bumper

stickers and dented doors.

To my right was the little theatre that the acting students used to blackmail friends into going to,
until the ceiling collapsed, to my left was the thing they called the Egyptian Building for reasons
I could never really figure out, and ahead of me was the big hall with the high ceiling and the
windows looking out over the parking lot; normally I felt exposed in front of windows like that,
watched through glass with a history that I didn’t especially like. But that day the windows were
open, and I could pick up the muted echo of speeches being made. They’d started with the

memorial.

Well, obviously you’ve been to funerals. I’'m sorry, maybe that’s a little indelicate — but I mean
you know how it generally goes. Friends and family throw a body in the ground, or in a kiln, say
a couple of words, maybe pray some, maybe cry some, grab a drink at somebody’s house,
promise to see each other again soon, then drive home exclaiming over how fat everybody got.

Or maybe that’s just how it goes for me.
In any event: this wasn’t like that.

Big hall, like I said — a stage up against those oppressive, open windows, and a woman in a suit
on that stage making a backdrop of the gardens and the mountain behind those, and the sky
behind that. Seated before her were tight-packed rows of — what, spectators? Mourners? People,
anyway. And behind those were the people who couldn’t find chairs but wanted to be there
anyway, shuffling a little when their feet got tired, but mostly keeping still. A couple of

convulsions that looked like people sneezing before I saw the tears.

I sidled in towards the back, near the windows, where there was a view of the stage, and enough
people to keep my obscured face from snagging anybody’s attention; in a crowd, everybody’s
face is half-blurred anyway. A tall, teary kid next to me blew his nose on a handkerchief, and

folded the thing back into his pocket. Nobody seemed to mind.
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About two hundred people were there for the public mourning bit - not all of them in black, so
maybe they’d just heard there was a reason to skip class. I wasn’t wearing black either, mind.

Not on the outside, I mean.

The woman on stage I recognized as — somebody. Head of the faculty, performer turned
administrator, strong jaw-line, faint freckles shining through smooth mahogany skin, dark hair
close-cropped but showing signs of grey along the sides, apparently pulled in the kind of salary
that got you tailored suits. She was reading a list, the same list they trot out every time this kind
of thing happens, though this was the first time I’d heard it; the names of every aspirant actor or
painter or sorcerer or playwright or sculptor who’d gone to that school and ended up as so much
unrealized potential buried in a pinewood box. Some of the names I recognized — either because
I’d heard about their work, or, more often, I’d heard about their not working anymore — but most
of them were unfamiliar to me. It was a long list, and beyond the occasional sob floating up to
echo dully against the ceiling, they let her get through the thing without interruption. When the
woman — who, [ now know, was named Maya Reddy, was forty-seven and would go on to a
decent political career — got to Emily’s name, the only reason I noticed was because her voice
shook a little. It sounded out of place to me, having Emily’s name in that list full of strangers, in
that room full of people who were unlikely to recognize me, even without the obscuring spell;

like she was part of some story that had nothing to do with mine.

Which, I don’t know. Maybe that’s how it could’ve played out, if it hadn’t been for guilt, or

anger, or something.

Reddy walked off the stage, the room loud with the noise of people reminding themselves not to
applaud, to be replaced by a brace of Emily’s fellow magicians — the guy from the night we met
at the studio, Damien, Aynur, a chubby blonde kid named Steph who looked mournful even on

good days, and Miriam, who’d been her roommate for a while.

There followed the speeches, and the tears, and — because this was a school full of people who
made things, or wanted to make things — the poems, the interpretive dance, the sad boys with
their acoustic guitars, the magical light shows, the video clips. I don’t know how I felt about that;

I assume I was angry because I felt like they were taking some girl’s death and making it an
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opportunity to perform, to be seen, but maybe I was feeling kinder than that, and I thought they

were just mourning in the only way they knew how.

And then again, these were people who had put in hours of work, years of money, into
developing a set of skills that maybe one in a hundred would ever be able to make a living out of;
the rest would have to put other people’s drinks on bars and other people’s plates on tables, and
maybe teach their hopeless foreign craft to another batch of naive would-be-magicians in
between the crises and climaxes of being a person, conscious of the fact that they could be
training the one-in-a-hundred that they were slowly coming around to realizing didn’t mean
them. And after a while of that, most of them would switch to a career where the family dime
would be of more use — those who didn’t have a family dime would go silent, and be asked after
at parties in bewildered tones — or marry, or both, and they’d have handsome children with the
best magic instructors money could buy, so that when the well-heeled offspring aced their first
sorcery exams in prep school they could warm themselves with the thought that, after all, the gift
was clearly in the blood. Some of those kids would end up at schools like these, so the great
wheel could keep turning. Their parents, now in their autumn years, would look back on the two
or three times in their lives when they really got to let loose and cast a spell, you know?, and so

of course the funeral was a big day for them. They needed all the fond memories they could get.
I don’t know. Either way, the service got great reviews.

After the penultimate act — a prose poem with some kids doing back-up harmonics — four figures
shuffled onstage in some kind of group hug, two men in the black suits and black ties, two
women in dark dresses and veils, plain-looking enough to make all the other mourners look
gauche in their choice of colours. I stared at the four for a moment, trying to figure out if they
were actors or singers, and then I recognized a shade of green in the older woman’s eyes and a
hardness in the younger man’s jawline that made me jerk upright, catching some irritated mutters

from the people behind me before their attention slid away again.

When I’d asked Emily about her family — at a bar, where else — she’d smiled into her wine,
brushed her hair out of her face, and said: “They don’t like that I’'m here, they don’t like that I’'m
studying magic, and they don’t like that I’'m gay. I don’t talk to them, and I don’t talk about

them, are you sure you want to order another round?”
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So they didn’t come up much after that. Maybe because the excommunicated runaway song felt
like it had been played out, maybe because I didn’t have room for anybody’s sob story that
wasn’t my own, maybe because I respected her desire to keep my nose out of it. Your pick. But
still — she had photos of her younger brother and sister, and conversations about home came up

here and there, before she’d go quiet and change the topic.
And this was the topic she veered away from hardest: Old Man Hardwick.

A tall guy, standing a good head above his wife and daughter, slender, close-cropped hair, tanned
in that way that most people have to pay a lot of money for, jaw line and cheekbones standing
out like rocks in the sea and eyes so blue and pretty you’d think they got the assembly
instructions wrong. He had his hands on the shoulder of his kids, his almost-as-tall son looking

like an ox in a pantsuit and his daughter thin, red-headed and sharp-angled.

Emily’s sister’s — Laura? Lauren? — face was set. Not exactly mourning, but clearly not having

the best of all possible days.
Which I mention because her parents and surviving sibling were smiling. Grinning, practically.

Old Man Hardwick — Jonas — leaned down a little to get his face near the microphone, and

started his spiel:

“We would like to begin by thanking you all for your beautiful offerings here. In Emily’s
memory. It has been truly a blessing to see the talent and the effort that was available to her

while she was here. It has been a kindness. Thank you.”

A pause here while he, then his family, then the entire hall break into a brief, confused round of
applause. Hardwick’s eyes twinkled, and if I were of a more cynical frame of mind it would be
because he’d tricked a room full of people into self-congratulatory applause at his daughter’s
funeral within ten seconds of taking the stage.

He had a good voice; sturdy, deep. A vaguely European — German? — inflection, but not enough

to lose any vowels over.

“I think — anything that can be said about Emily’s time here, and her effect here, has already

been said. But I would like to take a moment to consider what’s happening to Emily right now.”
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A glance over in his wife’s direction. Madeline, I think.

“For a long time we’d been afraid that our baby daughter was lost to us — taken away by poor
choices, distancing herself from the true ways. She had gone astray, and those of us on the path
of the righteous were afraid that she was out of reach, beyond our help — but through her own
desire for purity, or divine intercession, or just luck, our daughter has rid herself of her soiled
earthly frame, and rejoined with the great, cosmic conflagration, to be reborn in fire and resume

again the journey towards enlightenment.”

He grinned, his knuckles tight on his children’s unprotesting shoulders, and it’s a testament to
the man’s charisma that nobody made a sound then, nobody made eye-contact with anybody

else.

“Our Emily is being born into a new body as we stand here; she’s been given another chance, to
inspire this kind of beauty in a purer environment, and we could not be more grateful. Thank you

so much.”

He grinned again, looked at his family, bowed to the audience, and walked off, his wife and kids

trailing behind.

Maya Reddy hopped onstage to remind us to applaud the apparently mourning family, which we
did, some of us with the slightly hesitant timing of a person realizing that they’re applauding

madness.

I think about this every now and then — about why it was that Emily never mentioned that her
family came from a reincarnation cult, why she’d taken active steps to keep that kind of insight
into her background from me. Because, sure, it’s a difficult thing to unload, a difficult thing to
ask somebody else to carry, but we’d lived together, we’d spent time playing you-show-me-
yours-I’l1-show-you-mine with our various cruelties and softnesses and rough edges. Why not
this? Initially I’d thought it was a betrayal, on her part — that she was keeping parts of herself
closed off, in spite of promises to the contrary, and that this, and maybe explained the way I
closed myself off from her later, with the drinking and the silence and the absence. But that was
because I would’ve done anything to excuse myself there. Now I think of Em’s silence as a

kinder, if more damning thing. I think she decided that I’d run off if I found out about the world
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she’d come from, and that she didn’t want that to happen, so she kept thing hushed up — choosing
a relationship where there was some withholding over no relationship at all. I can’t be sure she

was wrong to do that.
Not that it matters. Easy enough to concede an argument to a dead girl.

For a last act — because it was still in part an act — they had the drama students do a choral
performance, a slow funereal dirge that sped up into some kind of gospel medley as they led a
procession out of the hall, a couple of magic kids throwing up phantasmic birds and flashes of

light every few beats.

We started walking out. The sad handkerchief carrier caught my eye before I could put it
somewhere else, and, falling into step beside me, asked, “Did you know her?”

“A little,” I said, trusting my voice to be unremarkable.

He snuffled. “We took an English seminar together.”

“Do you know how it happened?” “Bad choices,” he said, his eyes far away — and then suddenly
very near. “You look familiar. Did we — where are you from?”

“Stockholm,” I said, and stepped past some teary lecturers and away from him.

There was a photo of Emily by the door — I’d missed it coming in, and I wished I’d missed it
going out. Some professional shot, her leaning against a balcony, laughing, city lights blurred
behind her and to her right. She looked happy. She looked like a memory, already. Whoever had
taken the thing had opted for a black and white print, so I had to fill in the green eyes myself; I
found that I couldn’t exactly. Maybe that was for the best — letting the room full of hurt people
grieve together, in one big push, so that they could get it out of the way and start the healing, or

the forgetting. Part of me would’ve liked that, even as it would’ve felt like a betrayal.

Up ahead, Emily’s father seemed to be joining in with the magic procession — throwing up great
big gusts of fire above and before him in huge arcs, the shapes of birds and snakes just fleetingly
visible in the white-hot glow before they burned themselves into the retina and ghosted into

indistinct greens.
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Given the way folks flinched away from Emily’s family, the flames were real, and military-
grade; normally there’d be a disapproving security guard swooping in on this, but hey, you get a

free pass when your daughter dies, right?
Even if you don’t seem too unhappy about it.

I saw Aynur a couple of feet away — Aynur who, if she didn’t exactly look like she was keeping
it together, was still doing a better job of it than her immediate company. Wincing a little at

having to stride quickly through the procession, I sidled up alongside her.

“Hi,” I said, voice low, using the dirge as cover.

She looked up, quickly; confusion shifted into annoyance once her gaze pierced through the
cheap blurring spell I was wearing, and then settled into sympathy. It took three slows steps of
the procession before she settled on an approach.

“I’'m glad you came,” she said, which was an olive branch of sorts, so I grabbed it quick before
she beat me over the head with it.

“Thanks for calling me. That must’ve been hard.”

Two steps.

“It’s been a hard few days. For everyone.”

She was good; she was too good to let a minor thing like broad-spectrum disgust let her be petty
at a funeral. I looked at her, in her taken-in-at-the-hips cotton dress, and sensible shoes, and
tightly-coiled dark hair, and wondered what that was like. Being good, I mean.

“Who was she buying from?”

Two steps.

Two steps.

Two steps.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Don’t bullshit, I want to know where she was getting dope from.”

Two steps.

“The booze isn’t cutting it anymore, Sam?”

Two steps.

“Well, if it was good enough for her...”

Aynur snapped her dark, dark eyes in my direction, then snapped towards the back of the boy in
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front of us, looking unsurprising in tweed. She shook her head. “You’re fucking unbelievable.”

“Sometimes I have a hard time swallowing it too. Just give me a name.”

“And wearing that thing at her fucking funeral.”

Her voice caught a little there, and I realized that I’d torn something more than I’d be able to
patch up later, but it was a realization that I’d become accustomed to.

“Tell me who it was, and this thing and I will leave her fucking funeral to you and your good
tastes.”

Two steps.

“You know Krishna’s?”

“Not biblically.”

“There’s a mirror in the bathroom — you order it there. Ask for Terrence. I’d tell you that you
shouldn’t mess with him, but right now I’d rather like you to try and mess with him.”
“You’re a prince,” I said.

She said some very rude words, and I quit the line of mourners, heading back to the building
we’d left; one or two pairs of eyes flickered towards me and my exit, but they were like the
drifting gaze of bored commuters, soon refocused on new frames of scenery. Behind me, the

movement of the walkers continued, and the sound of fire, the smell of ionized air.

The crowd would pool together at the parking lot, where they would release balloons and sing
and cry and then come back to the hall for coffee, biscuits, and a return to normalcy. They
looked like nice enough kids, rude words and insanity notwithstanding. I was glad that they were
there; I was glad that there were enough faces around that seemed to care about this dead person

I hadn’t known as well as I should have.

But there was a face I hadn’t seen in the crowd, or on the stage — a face I’d wanted to see the way
you want to see a shark in the water; so you’d know where it was. And since it wasn’t there, |
ducked back into the main hall to take another look at the photo that didn’t quite look like the

girl I dreamed of every night, and then I went upstairs, to the office of the man who’d taught

Emily how to build herself a house in my head.

[7]
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“The Irma Stern Gallery’ is what they call a smallish house in the middle of Rosebank, perched
on the base of the mountain separating it from the art and magic campus. Which is, in its way, a
little unfortunate. Stern was one of those painter-magicians of the Blake tradition, when you
could be good at more than one thing in the same lifetime, and probably the majority of her
magics and portraits were on display there, hidden between a football field and the southern

suburbs’ main road.

In all likelihood, the place was hidden for a reason — Stern’s stuff was good, but it wasn’t nice: a
lot of skinny naked Eves with contemporary ideas about body hair, Salomes with abundantly
Jewish heads on platters, thick-lipped black men and woman in leaves hanging out in the
background. She was German and working in the middle of the twentieth century — her work
probably wasn’t the worst thing going at the time, but it reminded people of the other bad stuff
that was going on then, and nobody liked that.

The magic had its own problems: the big yellow studio with windows that always looked out into
the garden in high summer light, no matter what the weather was actually like, was remarkable,
but sometimes shadows lingered at the edges that worried the eye. If you opened the windows,
what you saw was just the garden as it was — some municipally funded art installation, crabgrass
— but the glass kept showing something else. Most of the wooden carvings in the house had been
animated to run through a series of gestures, and one or two would follow your movement
around the room — which was politically a little tricky, since most of these had been carved by
indigenous tribes. We don’t know which tribes, because Stern didn’t seem to discriminate when
she collected the stuff, and archiving the acquisitions of a lesser-known German sorceress is
understandably low on the post-liberation to-do list — but still. The little paste-board write-ups
next to the carvings, which had probably been put there in the seventies, talked about the pieces
as if they were found objects that Stern had turned into art by working a little Kabbalist
animation spell into them, regarding whatever existing magics the carvings might possess —
insect repellent, fertility, protection from enchantment — as the quaint superstitions of a less
developed people (and I quote,) if they regarded them at all. Between the grim and grimly
familiar politics and the stuffy ventilation and being off the beaten path, people didn’t visit it
much. It was unsettling, and unsubtle — but still. Stern had died half a century before and her

magics were still running. There was something there.
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I’d left the main hall with the rest of Emily’s mourners, but zigged where they zagged, heading
up a flight of stairs instead of down; nobody had called after me. There were two doors on the
landing, one marked as a restroom, the other as a supplies closet. I’d opened the door to the
latter, stepped inside, and arrived in the back office of the Irma Stern Gallery, maybe five

kilometres away.

It was a small room, as the rooms in that place went, but it still had the high ceiling, the light
coming in from sources that weren’t there. The walls were covered with art — mostly portraits of
surly kids, their faces daubed with greens and reds that could’ve been makeup, and could’ve
been bruises. On either side of the room were clawed glass cabinets stuffed with books, and
before me a desk stacked high with various official-looking and unopened documents, a small
armada of coffee cups — and behind these, a man sat working his jaw and writing at something.

“Hello, Patrick,” I said.

Nobody likes the Narnia thing. It’s unbelievably expensive, it’s inconsistent, it makes time flow
funny and it’s easy to hijack. If you want to get from point A to point Z while skipping some of
the intermediate steps, better to use mirrors, or stone circles, or a no-nonsense twinned portal, my

chalk circle to yours. Best of all use a car.

But, tasteless and unreliable as it is, the Narnia gateway is sexier than all of the above. Which is

why Patrick Hoffmann had one leading to his office.
“Love what you’ve done with the place,” I added.

Watery blue eyes looked up at me over half-moon glasses, and then rapidly away. Patrick
grimaced, or maybe that’s just how his face went. “Would you close the door behind you,
please? We’ve been having leakage problems.” His voice was hoarse to start with, but slid into
something smoother once he got going — the rolling cadence of someone who was used to
lecturing, whether he had a willing audience or not.

I kicked the door with my heel, and was gratified to hear it click shut.

“Thank you,” said Patrick. “And hello. Would you like a seat?”

“I’'m fine,” 1 said, less because of any particular distaste than because the two sagging chairs
before his desk were covered in dust and papers.

He nodded, and put the sheets before him aside, making no discernible difference to the chaos of
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his desk. He was a short, slightly pear-shaped man, skin cracked and wrinkled by some mixture
of alcohol, sun, magic and time — in which order, I’m not sure. His short, curly hair, and short,
curly beard did what they could to hide the damage, but there were limits.

“You’ll have come from the memorial, then,” he said.

“Yes,” I said.

He scratched at the side of his ear. “I don’t mean to be indelicate, but could I ask you to take off
the glamour you’re wearing?”

“Oh,” I said, “right,” and began working at the patch of blood on my face.

“No offense, it’s just quite rough magic, which’ll play hell with the exhibit we’ve got upstairs.”
“No, it’s fine,” I said, “I just didn’t want to get made on the way here.” The blood came off, and
with it, the glamour — I was surprised, again, at the sudden clarity of my senses. The smell of the
place, the temperature, the light, the vanilla smell of old books had all been things I was aware
of, but distantly, like a friend had told me about them once — with the glamour removed, I got to
know them firsthand. It was like coming up from underwater — which, it suddenly struck me, was
a damned vulnerable place to be in. I took a step back, zooming back into the situation at hand in

a hurry, but Patrick didn’t seem to have moved, just sat on his high-backed chair, watching me.
“It’s been too long, Samantha,” he said.

I said nothing, just watched him back — then looked beyond him, at the wide, tall canvas behind
his desk, one of Stern’s bigger works. Undulating blue-green hills spread across it, punctuated by
old, collapsed stone buildings too dilapidated to guess at their original purpose; a path was
moving between them, a little overgrown but still discernible, and a figure walked along it in
simple asexual dress, holding a stick, or sword. Behind everything, mist, and the jutting
silhouette of what could be a mountain, could be a face. Maybe both. Dreamscape XVII was

scribbled on a card pasted beneath it.

“Care to smoke?” said Patrick.

“It’s not gonna hurt your pictures?”

“No, it’s fine,” he said, leaning back in his chair to get at one of his drawers; “we’ve got
preservation charms working on all of these, on top of whatever she did to them.” He pulled out
a fat, brightly-coloured carton and tossed it across the desk.

“Um,” I said.
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“Try them, they’re Indonesian — nothing idiotic, they just have cloves, and they’re a little thicker
than regular smokes.”

I picked up the box; within the curlicued frame and beneath what I took to be the brand label was
a green-faced, red-lipped lion, with a cigar in its mouth. What the hell, I thought. “What the
hell,” I said.

I took one of Patrick’s smokes and lit it before tossing the carton back to him.

He lit up too.

“Well now,” he said. “You’ve told me where you’ve come from, you’ve taken off your little
glamour, and you’ve accepted a gift — so if you’re trying to Hero’s Quest this thing, you’re off to
a poor start.”

“You’re shooting a little high there,” I said, “try it again.”

He shifted in his chair, and we both ignored the sound of his weight on the leather surface.
“Well. You’re here to see about avenging your lady love, right?” He was sweating.

I drew on the cigarette, and said nothing. It was a little sweet.

“So, one imagines that this is the story of the grieving lover, visiting her dead paramour’s
mentor, teacher, the one who set her on the arcane path — because even if he’s not precisely the
agent of her destruction, or self-destruction, he is the vector by which she reached it. This big,
bearded fellow had over the dead girl a power that her lover could not help but resent, and
mistrust. And how right she was to mistrust it. So she goes into that monster’s cave, equipped
with her cloak of invisibility, and she’s supposed to do the thing that people do to monsters.
She’s not meant to tell him where she’s coming from, she’s not meant to smoke his cigarettes,
she’s just supposed to avenge.”

Patrick’s cigarette had acquired about an inch of ash; he tapped at it convulsively, and let the

grey dust settle on his desk.

I sighed, and sat down on the arm of one of the sagging plaid chairs.

“Any particular reason you’re the monster in this situation, Patrick?”

He smiled, and didn’t meet my eye. “Who else?”

I smiled too. “Of course. God forbid that Emily ever do something without it being, ultimately,
because of you.”

Patrick shrugged. “Clearly you blame someone — or why else would you be here?”
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I sat back, and smoked. “Can we go outside?” I said.

He sighed, spun a little half-circle in his chair, and said: “Fine.” He rose with a grunt. “It isn’t
much of a cave, anyway.” I stood too, and let him lead out of the smoky office, past the shifting
paintings of naked women and carefully dressed men, and out to the small, unremarkable back
garden where Stern’s magic seemed to have dried up. Weeds sprang out against the security
fence, and I was for the first time aware of the sounds of heavy vehicles trundling by, folk calling
for cabs and cabs calling for folk, or each other, or just calling. Patrick, who spent most of his
time in the museum and its hermetic layers of insulation, flinched at this, but said nothing. The

light was thinner outside, too. We stood and smoked.

I waited for the sound of a truck to fade before I asked, “So why weren’t you at the service?”
He scratched at his face. “Part-time staff don’t have to attend official university functions. We’re
not trying for tenure.” He blew a smoke ring, scowled, and wrecked it with his hand.

“Alright,” I said. “Why weren’t you at the memorial service for the only student you’ve had this
year?”

“It’s my turn first,” he said. “Did you ever know her to take drugs?”

I shrugged, and looked at the end of my cigarette while I cast back over memories I’d been
avoiding. “She drank. Smoked a little pot, but it made her feel stupid. Some of her friends were
into hallucinogens, but she could get the same returns with dreams with less damage. Nothing
else while we were together.”

Patrick nodded. “She wasn’t a junky.”

“You’d know,” I said.

“Yes.”

I put my smoke out on the heel of my boot so I wouldn’t have to look him in the face. While I
did that, he continued; “to answer your question: I didn’t go to the service for much the same
reason you went wearing a mask — I didn’t want to get folded into some kind of public act of
mourning. The bright, promising young woman that they’re currently busy toasting across the
city is not the student I taught, or the girl you loved. Not exactly. I understand that not being
there must look bad, but ...” he shrugged. “I’ve looked far worse, far more often. What are you
here for?”

“Guilt,” I said, “and anger. Like most people. Do you know why she died?”
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“No,” he said. “If you find out someone was responsible, are you going to do anything about it?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

I know this must sound naive, now — nobody plays the question game anymore, not really.
There’s no way to be certain of honesty, or to ensure reciprocity — easy to cheat, easy to get
cheated by. But at the time there was a kind of ritual to it, and people took it seriously. Lying

didn’t come up as an option.

We stood outside for a minute or two longer, our ears buzzing a little, and then Patrick turned
back towards the house.

“Drink?” he called over his shoulder.

“I’m off the sauce for a little while,” I said, following him inside into a small kitchen, off to one
side of the hallway that connected office, studio and entrance hall.

“Well, I’'m off the sauce for the rest of my days — or else I risk dramatically reducing the amount
of days I have, so we’re in similar boats there. Tea?”

I said sure.

We sat on either side of a low, oppressively modern kitchen counter, and watched steam rise
from delicate porcelain cups that I’'m fairly sure had been Stern’s. It was the least charming room
in the house: linoleum floor, tiny fridge with a tiny kettle on top of it, all visible by light coming
in through the window that accurately indicated the weather outside. And the air smelled like
other people’s cooking.

“How’s business going?” I asked, because what the hell else do you ask of a curator at a
suburban gallery? Other than what crimes they had committed, to end up where they were.

“Oh, the same as it ever was,” he said, rotating his cup on its saucer; “less visitors than we need
to turn a profit, but still, more visitors than I want.” He quirked his mouth a little, and flashed his

eyes up at me.

The nausea came from two directions at once — disgust, and grief. The grief was the more
nebulous, and the more easily suppressed. I knew, in that moment, that where I sat, Emily had
sat, probably not more than a week before, discussing whatever oneiromantic projects she’d been
working on. I’d been to the Stern museum with her exactly once, and I’d waited outside, but still

— the awareness of the fact that I was sitting in a void that she’d left nearly wrecked me just then.
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I swallowed a mouthful of near-scalding tea; it helped keep the thing down. I wasn’t ready to

mourn her just then — and I wouldn’t mourn her there.

The disgust, on the other hand, I was happy to let loose — because of course, not only had Emily
sat where [ was, but Patrick had sat where he was, leaning over the table to look at her the way
he was looking at me now.

The man was flirting.

“Christ,” I said, and pulled my coat more tightly around myself.

“What?” said Patrick, setting down his cup delicately. They looked expensive — bone-coloured
things, with simple blue patterns running along them — but among my many pretensions, learning
how to judge china never really came up. I put mine down like I’d just emptied it of bourbon so I
could see him flinch.

“How the hell did you end up here?” I asked. “I know Stern did dream stuff, and Emily had her
own reasons for wanting to take that further, but what’s your justification? Curating a room full
of aggressively imperialist art, without even a gesture towards social utility, or an apology. Do
you even let school groups in here?”

He frowned at me, leaned back a little to adjust to my interrupting whatever strange ritual of

mourning he’d been trying to involve me in.

“Where did you say you studied again?” he asked. “Emily must’ve told me, but...”

“Quebec,” I said.

“Ah, of course,” he said, which offered me some small relief. “Then you’ll know that magic,
probably more than any other creative art, took a huge knock when the linguistic turn happened.”
I nodded, because that was expected of me.

“Those heady times some thirty years ago when that horrific contingent of — excuse me — French
scholars had gotten together and, following Wittgenstein, shown that language was arbitrary; that
there was no inherent link between this cup,” he said, pointing, “and the word cup, either on a
page, or in my mouth.” He took a sip, and began speaking again before he’d done swallowing.
“Which was fine for the poets, who were already insignificant, and for the novelists, who were
more concerned with money than with meaning, and for the visual artists, who didn’t care what
language was so long as they could still put on exhibitions. And they could. But the magicians!

Ah, the magicians. Those who practiced the art, not only of representing the world, but of re-

43



Bachelor of Magic - Liam Kruger

writing it — those who knew the true names of things, and had power over them for that reason —
what were they supposed to do, now that they knew the true names were just arbitrary symbols?”
He had to stop for breath, so I jumped in — just to let him know that I was still in the room —

“magic still works, though. It’s not like it went away because of Saussure.”

Patrick nodded his head side to side in a way that had probably looked thoughtful when he was a
younger man, with less to his neck.

“Yes, and no. The signs and words that summon light still summon light — and at this he ran
through three short gestures and said a word in deeply accented Aramaic; I knew this trick, so
had time to duck my head away and close my eyes — even so, my retinas went pink for a second
while deep white light filled the room, blaring from Patrick’s upturned palm. I came up blinking;

the room looked moonish and pockmarked in the suddenly grim afternoon light.

Patrick sat there, apparently unperturbed. “But they summon light in quantities that no-one can
control. I used that spell when I was on my gap year and wanted to see to put up my tent; now
it’s nearly military-grade. Other spells have grown weaker. That doesn’t make any sense to me.

Why should magic change? Not our understanding of it, but the thing itself.”

He looked at me then, his expression no more or less manic than I had come to expect of an
unhappy, middle-aged magician, the motion of his hands still leaving ghost impressions on my

vision, and it occurred to me that the question wasn’t entirely rhetorical.

I shrugged. “Don’t you read the papers? Magic’s always in crisis. Same as the economy, the
novel, and human rights. It’s one of those punches you’re meant to learn how to roll with.” I
sipped my tea, and waited. Patrick was a bore, but he was also a well-spring of information, if he

didn’t know you were pumping him. Which is a metaphor he’d have particularly enjoyed.

“You’ve got a bad analogy,” he said. “The economy is driven by ongoing expansion; novels
need crises to work, and human rights... That isn’t quite my area of interest. But they’re all
dynamic, in flux by their very nature — and magic was our one stable resource, the one true thing
in a changing world. And now...presto chango, as the lady said.” He paused. “But the lady said
something else, too: that magic is the art of representing the world to itself in a way that it can’t

ignore. Actually, she called it, ‘on parle au monde dans le temps impératif,” but if De Beauvoir

44



Bachelor of Magic - Liam Kruger

had said it in English she’d have said it my way. And that’s getting close to Wittgenstein again,
because after he’d proven to the world that language was arbitrary and that we were trapped in
our own skulls, without direct access to reality for the rest of our existence — he changed his

mind.”

“Risky,” I said. “They were bad about tenure, even then.” But Patrick had gotten onto his
hermetic line of thought by this point, and so ignored me; that way I didn’t feel too bad about
lighting a cigarette in his dingy kitchen.

“He wrote his Philosophical Investigations; and he proved that language was still arbitrary, and
we still didn’t have access to the real world through it, but we had access to each other — that
indeed, language only existed if there were two more intelligences between which it could
operate. So we were all still horribly alone in the world, but at least we were alone together.” He
looked at me, or the space I seemed to occupy for him, and delivered the lecturer’s grin. “Which
means that if magic is a language, and it’s being spoken by the magician or sorcerer or whatever

— it has to be spoken to someone. But to whom?”’

I didn’t have any training in philosophy. Christ, no, that makes it sound like some kind of boot
camp where people might actually have gotten something done: I mean, I never studied
philosophy. Enough of it trickled through in the course of my extended undergraduate career that
I could bullshit well enough in coffee houses and grant applications, but having genuine
conversations about it bored or distressed me. So I didn’t really know, or care, where Patrick was
going. I was hoping for some nugget about Emily, but the goose was looking sort of stopped up,

just now.

The goose was also staring at me silently, because I’d failed to make any response to his leading
question; I knew how to field these, again thanks to the collegial etcetera, but I was tired and
Patrick’s chairs were of that unbearable wicker variety, so instead I stood up, and said, “I hadn’t
taken you for the religious type.”

“I beg your pardon?” said Patrick, which, in hindsight, was as close to a reconciliation as we
were ever to come.

“You’re setting up magic as some kind of prayer, right? God, or something, being the intellect

that magic is spoken to?”
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“Oh,” he said, and then “no,” and tried laughing, but he wasn’t used to making that kind of sound
and had to stop. “Not god — not really. Stern thought she was tapping into the collective
unconscious, you see? Like a — a shared dream space, which she could enter into, and depict.
Some of her letters suggested that she drew her talent, or inspiration — and this for the paintings
and the magics — from that collective unconscious. I had thought that perhaps that’s where the
language of magic was being addressed to — the zeitgeist, the communal dreamscape. I wrote my
PhD in the mid-nineties, when the powers-that-were on campus were asking us to accept the
arbitrary nature of magic and at the same time promote the intrinsic value of African magic in
particular as a site of struggle and colonial resistance. I didn’t have the mind to do that, so I
wrote the thing on Stern and Dream Magic, and that got me a job teaching half the year, and
pretending to do research here the other half. I didn’t really believe it, but I liked it, and some of

my students bought into it quite seriously.”

I nodded. “Emily?”

“Emily for instance, yes.” He looked at me. “Didn’t she tell you this?”

I shrugged. “We didn’t really talk about her work.”

“What did you talk about? I’'ve wondered.”

I smiled nastily, by which I mean to say, I smiled. “Me, mostly. It was all we seemed to have in
common.” I knocked back the last of my tea, and looked at my bare wrist. “I should get going,
there’re errands yet to run.”

Patrick nodded slowly. “No problem — we’ll just need to set up a scrying pool to make sure the
coast is clear back whence you came.” He led me out in the hall, and we were wrapped, again, in
the comforting warmth of an afternoon from many years ago.

“It’s fine,” I said, “I’m meeting a friend for drinks on this side of the world. I’1l get a cab back to
mine later.”

“Will you?” he asked, the raised eyebrow already implied in his voice. He looked me over,
again, in a way that I could not help but feel soiled by. It took me a second, before I could
respond. “Well, you know. Have to get back on the horse some time.” I slapped him on the

shoulder with someone else’s grin on my face and strode past him to the front door.

There was stuff for sale there, amongst the neglected visitor’s guest log and the home-printed

posters for other, even smaller galleries and studios; monographs, tacky calendars, post-cards

46



Bachelor of Magic - Liam Kruger

and coasters lay in indifferent assortment. I stared at a poster of a boy on a tyre-swing without
really seeing it while I waited for Patrick to catch up with the keys. It was overpriced and grainy,
and I only noticed that it was strange after Patrick said, “It’s a bit of a freak painting, isn’t it?”
“Is 1t?” I said. I looked closer; the boy looked normal, young, his face hidden by longish hair,
bony shoulders and arms, red shorts hiked up a little by the swing - but reminding us of
prepubescent sexuality was one of the biggest tricks in Stern’s bag, so I didn’t look at that too
closely. The tyre itself was strange, lopsided. Looking closer, I could make out a snake’s head,
biting its own tail at the meeting of the boy’s thighs. The rope looping it against a tree was
intricate. Covered in faces or made up of tiny people, I couldn’t tell, but it was made to look
more complex, somehow more painful, than regular rope binding; it swelled around the young
boy’s grip. The tree was just a tree; behind it though, the mountain’s flat-topped silhouette was
just a black absence, and the stars beyond it were less stars then than they were pairs of eyes,
glaring past mountain tree and boy to look at me. “Yeah,” I said, “freak painting. Was this one of
the zeitgeist pieces?”

Patrick pulled open the door, and regarded the poster; the disconnect between the warm light
within and the darkening haze outside hurt to look at. “Yes,” he said, “although I think I read
someone argue that all Stern ever did was break into the dreams of the boys and girls in the
neighbourhood and paint what she saw there; but the only evidence they could come up with was
a high incidence of mental diagnoses in kids who grew up here around the mid-40’s. Still, it’s a

nice theory.”
Yes, the word he used was nice.

“Thanks for the tea and the smokes, Patrick,” I said, and stepped past him, out into the world. I
heard traffic, and felt cold, and was comforted.
“Absolutely,” he said, “come any time. Not that many people are still interested in this stuff

anymore.”
I sighed. “Can you blame people for getting bored when you talk about your dreams, Patrick?”

He said nothing, just stared at me from his strange, enchanted little cul-de-sac, backlit by an
ambience stolen from a dream of Vienna before the rot started to show. I yanked at the corner of

my mouth, waved, and walked away, down to the sounds of the main road.
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[8]
Rondebosch Main Road was not then, nor has it ever been, a happy place.

Understand — it was in the afternoon, because Patrick, and Emily’s thing, and, my own
fecklessness had whittled away most of the day, which meant that to even start with I had the
shadow of Devil’s Peak getting thrown over everything; the day wasn’t exactly shortened, it was
just suddenly cold, dark. The mountain squats there like someone sitting on your chest after

you’ve lost a fight. You try and keep your head down, try to keep the your hackles from raising,
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but those big floating islands of rock bob up and down above it and drag your gaze right back up
to that big, dull rock.

This was, maybe, ten years after Khois had tried to flatten the mountain altogether. They were
this guerrilla art group, hanging outside Parliament in khaki suits, editing billboards so it looked
like they were advertising for call girls instead of gyms, that kind of thing. Mostly small scale,
but then they tried the thing with the mountain and now you get Khois calendars. Surprise. The
group very nearly got locked up for that stunt — the bigger names managed to hightail it up to
Namibia, and off the continent from there, once they’d figured out that the spell had gone wrong,
and the jig was up. Jinx. Whatever. The German arts and culture outfit that had funded the
project without knowing that it was going to be — what did the folks at prosecution call it, ‘eco-
terrorism on a monumental scale’ — got kicked out of the country as a matter of course, and
German artists were still having a hell of a time getting papers to work there a decade later. This
was at least partially because of the ongoing, obvious, visual reminder of Khois’ shenanigans.
The mountain was still intact, but the supplies they’d built up with German funds were potent
enough to tear out a couple of mansion-sized rocks, and hurl them into the sky — where they
stayed. Five, six, gigantic boulders, some with trees and bushes on them, floating in that once-
familiar skyline...well, you can imagine the postcard people weren’t too pleased about it.
Obviously they’ve made do since, with the bridges and the guided tours, but people were
unhappy about it at the time. 7he New Yorker had a thing with some of the former members a
while back, where they said that the real ‘point’ of the thing had been to disrupt the demographic
division that had been reinforced by apartheid-era urban design, which — I don’t know. Maybe?

Maybe they were just angry kids with an obvious target.

Anyway. Rondebosch was being loomed over, and walked on. I hit the main road and turned
right. The crush of minivans and beat-up cars filled with beat-up people flowed in the other
direction, an ongoing avalanche back to the city, back to the sunlight, back to where, indecently,
I lived, but I had to go look at a dead ex-girlfriend’s apartment in the crummiest neighourhood in
town before I could join them. Well, not the crummiest, exactly, just the most depressed and
irritable. Something in the poured-concrete buildings and the shade and the eroding tide of rush-
hour traffic cutting through the middle of it has everybody who lives there looking raw-faced and

sour. | practically blended in.
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Patrick’s thing about scrying had me feeling a little exposed, but there wasn’t a hell of a lot I
could do about that except keep walking. Magically spying on a moving object is almost as
difficult as it is illegal — if he knew I was headed to Emily’s, and wanted to keep an eye on me,
and knew how to bring it off, well. So be it. I was prevented from thinking about this too deeply
by the ongoing syncopation of cabs bopping their horns at me and screaming their destinations;
you’d have to be the worst kind of asshole to say you find that birdsong soothing, but it kept me
out of my head as I walked. That was actually kind of nice; I could take in the surface of dog-
walkers and home-goers, students and joggers and bums and kids in restaurants. For however

long it lasted.

Even so. The shadow of the mountain was bleeding out all over the place as the sunlight began to
shift to a nicer part of town — an uneven bleed, though. I couldn’t see it from where I was, a bad
twenty-four diner to the left of me and overstuffed graveyard to my right, but that mountain light
bent a little around the far eastern corner of Rondebosch, of Salt River and Woodstock. Just the
slightest refraction, like looking through the suggestion of a window, the light bending in
different directions as it fell on different neighbourhoods, under the influence of old boundary
spells — solid, long-lasting Teutonic wards that were laid in fifty years before by efficient state
magicians who had been tasked with keeping certain neighbourhoods in a semi-permeable
bubble — in the event that economics and brute force wouldn’t keep be enough to keep the
undesirables out. Or in. Obviously, by the last decade of the century, obscene amounts of money
had been poured into dismantling or disabling the wards, with some success. In any event, they
didn’t actively prevent entry or exit. The big rune-etched mehnirs were still there, marking the
boundaries someone had once drawn on a map, and then on the world, but they were filthy,
covered in graffiti, built around, like old gallows in the middle of town squares; they didn’t keep
people out anymore. But they still bent light strangely, and filled my nose with the smell of
atmosphere whenever I went through them, and sometimes stray garbage could be seen piling
around the outlines of old circumferences; and the white neighbourhoods hadn’t gotten any less
white, and the previously ‘non-white’ neighbourhoods weren’t terribly previous. It was a swell

old time. I watched a bum stoop behind a gravestone to try and get a joint to light in the wind.
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I don’t know why they couldn’t quite get the wards to switch off. The magicians who’d put them
together were mostly dead, or mostly unwilling to offer comment at this time, but their magics
kept going. Like Stern’s stuff; like the Dutch gardens. The fact that nobody had any idea why, or
for how long, a spell would operate past the lifetime of its caster bugged me more than any of the
stuff Patrick had been riffing about. Some ceased at the moment of death, others gradually
decreased in strength for years, before becoming practically undetectable; others kept going.

Why? Who made that rule?

Which, let me be honest, wasn’t really what I was worried about — bigger existential questions
like that I tend to leave on the side of my plate. More immediate to me was this: Emily was dead.

How long would her spell echo in my head for? And what would I do if it stopped?

By the time I’d run through that circuit of thought enough times to get tired of seeing my own
footprints, I’d passed the stadium, and the pools, and the houses had become more expensive and
further apart, the neighbourhood underwent a name change, and became, if not more bearable,
then at least differently unbearable. There was a shopping mall here; there were bad people in

nice cars.

It was still a little while before I’d need to start getting in touch with Ollie, and I hadn’t eaten, so
I found a little place where they let me do that. Time passed, and I didn’t have anything to drink,
but I still flirted with the waitress. Her name was Kerry and she wanted to go to Thailand; my
name was Catherine and [ was a teacher, new in town. Kerry liked photography, and music
played by sad bearded young men with guitars, and the way the city got all quiet on Sunday
afternoons so you knew it wasn’t really a city, just a big town. Catherine liked whatever Kerry
liked. I don’t know; maybe I could have stuck with the lie and lived out my quiet Sundays in the
company of Kerry or, once that went sour, people like Kerry, and things would’ve turned out
fine and easy. I knew that was a lie, but it was a comforting one, so I took my time picking over

runny eggs while I thought about it.

There was a bar across the way — well-ventilated and clean, mostly frequented by retirees and
suburban mothers getting sauced on chilled wines to make the day go by faster; later would come
the pre-made meals and the silent recriminations and the weather report. A leathery old guy in a

foul tunic sat outside on the curb and played some tunes on a beat-to-hell reed flute, while a
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couple of squirrels danced a little jig at his feet. It was a neat trick; probably the squirrels weren’t
delighted about having their wills dominated, but they twirled and bowed and made rapid
figures-of-eight pretty smartly. Every now and then the old guy would call out to passers-by, or
try and catch one of the retiree’s eyes — looking for money, or food, I couldn’t tell through the
window. He gestured to the squirrels once or twice; maybe he wanted nuts. The point became
moot pretty quickly though, once the bar’s bouncer— a big, vein-necked type, shoulders bulging
out of the oxford shirt they had him wear to try and get him to fit in with the establishment a
little more — noticed the old man. The heavy didn’t even bother shouting at the flautist, just
strode over and laid into him — an open-handed blow at first, but when the old guy was slow to
make tracks, he got landed a kick in the ribs that would’ve made people look away, if they
weren’t already looking away. Scowling, the guy limp-ran away, yelling predictable slurs over
his shoulder. The bouncer yelled after him, then just stood there for a while, looking tough.
Kerry caught me looking at him while I dug out some money to throw at the table.

“Those people are terrible, hey?” she said. I couldn’t decide which ones she meant, and I

couldn’t decide which ones I wanted her to mean. I over-tipped, and left.

Outside, most of the squirrels had run off too, except for one pair that had been dominated a little
too heavily — they kept on dancing in a tight circle on the side of the road, tiny squirrel chests
moving up and down too fast. Cars rolled by and missed the show. I stayed and watched for a

little while.

Maybe too long a while. By the time I got to Emily’s apartment building, Ollie was leaning
against the gate, shoulders hunched like he was a teenager again, broad-spectrum scowl visible

from a block away.

The building was squat, slate-grey, hidden between the kind of building that probably housed a
real-estate agency and some species of brand-consulting firm, and an old house that had been
turned into a medical practice. The road was a good one, as semi-suburban roads go; enough
blocks away from the main thoroughfares to keep the sound out, or at least at bay, most of the
streetlights looking functional, a strip of old, thick trees tall enough to start threatening the power
lines. Two such trees jutted in front of Emily’s old place, hiding the apartment from the world
and the world from the apartment.

“Hey, guy,” I said, drawing close, and nodding.
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“Running a little late there,” he said, but nodded back all the same.

“Don’t you live around here?”

“Does it matter?”

It didn’t. I stepped past him, feeling around the mail box for the corner where Emily used to tape
her spare keys — which took a little longer than I’d have liked it to, since the thing was
glamoured to blend in with the metallic surface.

“Doing okay there?” asked Ollie, over my shoulder.

“Great,” I said, coming up with them. “How’re you and the birds?”

“Yeah, so-so. It took me a while to figure out your message, so my mother’s not too happy with
me — but maybe I’ve myself to blame for that.”

I slipped the key into the front gate, fiddled it open. “Not a fan of birdsong in the suburbs?”’

He moved past me, shrugging. “Well, sure, birdsong can be nice. Birds screaming slightly
criminal instructions a little bit less so. Birds screaming criminal instructions repeatedly while
crapping all over my mother’s car still less.”

“Ah,” I said, mounting the staircase with a pang of — not nostalgia, exactly. I hadn’t been there
often enough for nostalgia. But when I saw Emily there last, I’d known that things were over, or
pretty much over, and so had taken the time to drink in the thick layer of filth that coated the
once-white walls, for the ridiculous smell of the linden trees at the parking lot out back, the
flyers advertising sushi, fertility, and credit, drinking these things in as if they were sad and
precious and important, as if paying close attention to the new state of affairs would somehow
make up for the indifference that had brought them into being in the first place. Magical
thinking, I know, but I figured it was worth a shot; all that really happened was that I found I had
few tangible recollections of what things were like when we were together, but an eidetic
recollection of the building she’d left mine for.

“Ah indeed,” said Ollie, jarring me out of whatever reverie I was indulging in. “Is there any

particular reason you want me here for this?”

I considered the question. I had, in fact, already considered the question at some length; all told I
probably didn’t need Ollie for muscle, of which there was none, or for his magic — I already had

the key. What, then?
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“An extra set of eyes couldn’t hurt,” I said. “As a look-out, if nothing else.”

He stiffened, gaining another couple of inches on me. “Are we expecting company?”’

I shook my head. “The family’s in town, and they might have a key, but they aren’t too likely to
show up after dark — grim prospect. But neighbours might hear somebody in the dead girl’s
apartment and raise a ruckus, which I’d need you to look out for.”

“Ruckus?” he said, as we came out on the second floor.

“Whatever,” I said. We reached the third door, avoided each other’s eyes while I went through

the muscle-memory procedure of opening a lock that had once been more familiar to me.

We stepped into the cool, dry air of the apartment where my ex-girlfriend had been living until

recently.

What I had told Ollie was nearly convincing — convincing enough for him to stick around,
anyway — but still a little ways from being the truth. The neighbours wouldn’t raise a ruckus;
they wouldn’t raise an eyebrow. Emily had maintained the natural relationship that tenement
neighbours have with one another, that one where they pretend not to notice one another’s
existence. Her absence wouldn’t be a blip on the radar, and neither would our presence. I don’t
know. Moral support, maybe? Now mostly I think I just wanted an extra set of eyes on me — so

somebody would know that I was reacting to the death, was doing something about it.

Some years later, quite drunk, I would ask a friend what it was that he looked for in lovers;
whether he topped, or bottomed, that kind of thing. Joking, but only half-joking, he’d told me, “I
just want to be looked at.” I think this might have been something like that.

I dropped the keys on the kitchen counter, and stepped past it into the open-plan living room-
cum-bedroom. The curtains were open, and it was starting to grow dark outside; it was with

some difficulty that I resisted the urge to close them.

Ollie picked up the keys and brought them up to his face.

“This is actually pretty neat work — it’s meant to go nearly-invisible when you put it down on
stuff, right? Which would’ve been a bitch if you’re out drinking, but still.”

“It was,” I said, pacing along the bookshelves. “There are whole families of spare invisible keys
to this place floating around the city, mostly in bars and bathrooms. She lost them the way you

lose lighters. So she got very good at the spell, with all that practice.”
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“Security-conscious?”

“Not really,” I said, pulling out a copy of Fowles’s The Magus. Birthday gift. Sentiment on my
part, and nothing at all to do with the task at hand — which I had only a vague idea of — but I
decided to let myself be that person just then. “She just sort of liked the idea of a magic lock. For
a while you could only get in by whispering ‘friend’ into her front door lock.”

“Oh, nice,” said Ollie, and turned to go look at the formerly magical orifice before turning back

to look at me. “So what are we doing here, exactly? Other than memory-laning?”

“Not much memory to lane,” I said, putting the book back where it belonged. “She moved here
after we split up.”

“Oh,” said Ollie, coming to stand beside me. “Then how did you know where to find the key?”

I smiled, not at him. “What, you’ve never had a relapse?”

“Oh,” he said, again, in a different voice. After a few seconds he walked back to the kitchen, and

started opening cupboards.

I had wanted — well. Any number of things. To find this place bare of ornament, bare of any
signs of a life lived without me, the way it had been those two or three times I’d come here — let
me not pretend to be inexact. I’d been there twice before; the first time to drop off her heavier
stuff — work-desk, side tables, bookshelf, which god knows why she wanted to keep them,
beyond not wanting me to have them, because they were without any charm at all, literal or
figurative — with a pick-up I’d convinced a vague acquaintance to loan me. Well, coerced. Well.
Blackmailed. Emily had been loud with her ignoring me, arms crossed as I hauled the things onto
the chalk circle she’d scrawled on the parking lot floor; if she’d done this in my apartment she
could’ve had them shifted to her place directly, but my floor was, and two of my walls were, still
littered with glass from the last time she’d been there, so that was out. Among other things.

“Be sure to step over the line,” she’d said to me as I dragged the second, off-white side table
over; this would have been the first thing she’d said to me that day, past telling me where to find
the key, and where I could park.

“I would think that by now,” I’d said, still not quite able to look her in the face, “you’d know that
I can be relied upon to step over the line.”

In hindsight, she was more or less obviously setting me up for the joke; at the time it felt like I

was bravely poking at some freshly healed scar tissue.
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If I caught a flash of something other than concentration in those green eyes while she walked
around the small pile of furniture, chanting it out of the circle of runes (Hittite, in this case) and
into the matched circle drawn in the middle of her new apartment, well — then I didn’t recognize
it. The pile of shitty, unremarkable furniture that used to live with me shrank into a horizon that
wasn’t there, only completely vanishing when Emily’s sing-song circumlocution broke my line
of sight; when she passed, it was gone. I looked at the magic circle, the lines of it blurred a little
now that it had been used, and at some length I looked up at Emily. She was in an old, bad, grey
t-shirt and denim dungarees covered in paint and chalks, and her hair was done up messily. I say
this like that would matter; still with the cheekbones and still with the eyes. That hurt a little,
though, so I looked back at the circle, jangled some stranger’s keys in my hand, and made to go.
“Would you like some water?” she asked.

I stopped hard, turned, and looked at her, then found myself saying “Sure, that’d be nice,” before
she had the chance to take it back or I had the chance to really think about it.

We’d gone up; the apartment was bare, dusty, no curtains, nothing on the walls, a calendar two
years out of date stuck to the fridge that had come with the place. The stuff she’d just teleported
up stood in a pile in the middle of the open-plan space, her new mattress still unwrapped in the
corner by the window, suitcase beneath it. When she moved to the cupboard, she had discovered,
or realized, that she’d only taken the one cup, with a cat on it. She had shrugged after a second,
and passed this to me, so I could fill it at the kitchen tap. The closing of the cupboard door had
echoed in that new space, and the plumbing moaned and filled the cup with rust-flavoured water.
I thought then about the place I’d be going back to, where you could see ocean, and talk without
hearing your voice echo, and for a second I forgot about the glass and the smell of someone I
was no longer entitled to smell, and thought that I’d come off the better of the two of us, that I
would have somewhere happier to go to. I’d rinsed the cup and stacked it upside down beside the
basin, turned to face her, dust motes dancing around her in afternoon lighting that I can’t be
certain wasn’t deliberate, and said,

“Do you need a hand moving the furniture?”

“It’s fine, thanks,” she’d said, looking at the space that would, shortly, become home for her.
“I’m having — some friends over tonight who’ll help me with it. Ayn’s better at the physical
magic, so she won’t mind rearranging things if they don’t work.” She smiled a little at that; this

seemed too casual, too reasonable a comment to me, because I wanted the awkwardness and the
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pain and sensitivity still, that would tell me that there was still something living between us. The
ease with which she could assemble a pained formality, like we were friends or something —
anyway.

“Alright,” I"d said, “then I’'m gonna go. Let me know if you...anything, I guess.” I shrugged.

“I might do that,” she said, and was kind enough not to bother disguising the lie. She had fished
her new keys out of a front pocket, and opened her door; she had offered a sort of one-armed hug
as I moved past, the kind you save for fresh acquaintances. The only thing crueller that I could
think of, other than ignoring it, was returning the gesture like this was the natural way of doing
things; like we were strangers now. The old knife-twisting one-upmanship game. And then as I
made to pull away and win, her other hand, muscled and calloused from moving in directions
and over surfaces that weren’t always entirely real, had closed around my back, and drawn me
close, so tightly it hurt. It would’ve hurt anyway. And she’d smelled of paint and dirt and of
herself, and her lips were dry, at first, and our bodies knew what to do, in the short term anyway,

and we didn’t even take the wrapping off of her new mattress.

Afterwards, she was the first to speak; not looking me in the eye, she’d said, “You should
probably go now.”

And I’d let myself sigh, and said, “Yeah,” and started pulling on clothes, trying at once to move
quickly and look like I wasn’t trying to move quickly. I left a bra there, though, and was wearing
one of her socks when I got home, so I guess that didn’t work too well. I didn’t look back as I
walked out; I nearly t-boned a taxi coming off Strand, and I don’t remember how I got the car
back to the guy who owned it. I went home, let myself cry a little, let myself drink a little, then

sat and read until my eyes blurred over, from either the crying or the drinking or both.

The second time was maybe a month later. So far as I can tell that was just sex. Not much to say

about that.

The place looked different now, but not different enough; clearly a life had been lived here that I
hadn’t been directly part of — there were pieces of paper, books, photos of mountain hikes that
meant nothing at all me — but the end table, and the work desk, and the bed were all still there,
still the ones I remembered. I’d hoped for either a rush familiarity or complete estrangement and

was disappointed twice over.
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I shrugged, at nothing in particular, and headed to her workdesk, where sat the glittering tools,
rings and knives of Emily’s line of work. “Looking for dope, first and foremost. Obviously you
don’t need to have used before to OD, but — it would make the thing a little easier to believe,
y’know?”

I looked over my shoulder; Ollie remained in the kitchen, staring at me.

“Beyond that — anything out of the ordinary. If this wasn’t just a creative kid doing something
catastrophically dumb, then why would anyone try and make it look that way? For which I guess
your particular familiarity with magic and stuff could be handy.”

“You flatter me,” said Ollie, opening the undecorated fridge door.

I dug around. I had, obviously, snooped through Emily’s stuff before, so I had an okay idea of
what to expect — and what to be surprised by. The ginger root with strange knots tied around it,
the notched ring, the compass with an inexplicable third leg jutting out to one side, the bobby
pins, the hazel sticks, the knife, the mirrors, the clay, the numerical chart that went by no
progression a mathematician would recognize, the quills, the ink, the jars of things, the lumpen
notebooks, the stale bowl of nuts, the tiny vial of brandy, the neat raw of quartz, a small leather
bag, a bronze magnifying glass — I don’t know if they were the standard-issue tools of every
sorcerer’s apprentice, or if they were just what she worked with, but when I think of a magician’s
work bench, hers is the one I think of. I didn’t understand them any more than I understood
internal combustion engines, but | knew how they were supposed to look.

Or I mean, so I thought. The table was thick, heavy, padded with rubber along the surface, and
scored with any number of cuts and burns, either from boredom or neglect; I moved my hand
along its surface, trying to pick the odd thing out. In the background, Ollie seemed to be making
a sandwich; upstairs, I think I could hear sex, disappointingly brief. I had no idea what I was
doing; I shrugged, and picked up the ring, which was heavy, and warm to the touch —
surprisingly so. So surprised was I by this that I didn’t notice the window behind me exploding

inwards, showering my back and hair with glass, nor the sound of something caught fire.

I say ‘something’ because I don’t know what caught fire first — the rug, the desk, the couch. Not
that it matters; while I stood there, feet glued to the spot by adrenaline or something, the whole
back of the room went up in flames. No, I’m sorry — what happened was that flames went up the
whole back of the room. The fire didn’t look magic, for whatever that’s worth; it didn’t have any

particular smell, or colour, or shape that set itself apart from regular fire. But it was there —
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everywhere — and hot, and sputtering all around me. The broken window meant that the smoke
wasn’t too bad, but it gave the fire plenty of air to work with, so it spread rapidly, eating up a
couch I’d had sex on, a coffee table I’d bumped shins on, and a carpet I’d spilled drinks on

without stopping to notice.

This is going to be hard to explain, I thought, while something snatched at my arm; I turned
slowly to see Ollie, his eyes wide with panic and red with smoke, saying something I couldn’t
hear, and dragging me towards the door.

“But we didn’t find anything,” I said. He pulled again, and I tasted burnt carbon somewhere at
the back of my throat. “Hang on!” I shouted, jerking my hand free and slapping at the kitchen
counter until I found the key. I grabbed it, and ran, Ollie right behind me. I slammed the door the
second he was out, locked it, and looked around. A middle-aged woman with fog-blue hair had
peeked her head out of her kitchen window to peer down the hall at us. I waved, and she turtled
back in, rapidly. Despite the noise we’d made getting out, and the building roar of fire in the
room, nobody else made an appearance. I offered a silent prayer of thanks to suburban

indifference, and started down the stairs, gesturing to Ollie to follow.

In the distance I could hear a siren, but if that was for us for some other small catastrophe, I

didn’t know. We ran.
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[9]

In my defence, I hadn’t taken Emily’s ring with any intention of using it. I hadn’t even taken the
thing because it was important, or familiar; I’d taken it because it was something of hers. Then
again, | hadn’t taken Emily’s ring with any intention of triggering a self-immolating booby trap,
either, and intended or not, her apartment was by that time a charred cube burnt out of the side of

a building. So that’s what you get for sentiment.

And rings of power are — well. The one I’d pulled from Emily’s place wasn’t as bad as it could
be. It sapped your strength and will to live for as long as you wore it with the little notch pointing
inwards; it’s a hell of a thing if you’re depressed already. Turn it outwards once it’s charged up,
though, and you have a couple of minutes of immense strength, speed, and general will-to-
power. Which, obviously, sets you on a deeply unhealthy pattern of highs and lows if you get too
attached to your speed and nastiness, to the extent that you’re willing to endure months of dulled
existence in exchange for a few hours of superhuman vitality — and, equally obviously, it was
dumb of me to swipe the thing and dumb of me to have it on my person. When you carry a
hammer everything looks like a nail, and when you carry a ring of power, everything looks like a
good excuse to indulge in a damaging power fantasy.

Which isn’t to say that hammers don’t have their moments.

Ollie and I had run from the apartment block, smoke already venting visibly out of the second
story — and then realizing that this was the kind of neighbourhood where running without looking

like you were doing it for fitness was to solicit suspicion, we walked. Briskly.

He stayed in a cottage not too far from where Emily’s apartment was — or had been, I guess,
depending on how efficient her arson spell was — but not so close that the fire would be on
anybody’s radar. Maybe it would show up in the village newsletter a week later and people could
fret about the real estate market over coffee, but ripples didn’t get too far in a neighbourhood like

that, where there was old money for breakwater.
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It was one of those places right up against the street, with the cheery fountain and the brightly
coloured street numbers by the door, only faintly distorted by the three or four layers of security
spell wrapped around it. The lights within were dim.

“Nobody home?” I asked, because we hadn’t spoken since the thing with the running away from
a fire, and I wanted to see how shook up Ollie was.

“Nah,” he sighed, “Mom’s at her coven pretty late most nights.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” I didn’t know what to do with that one, which is fine because then he said, “Listen, wait

out here for a moment, I’1l be right back with some stuff.”

I mean — I had no overwhelming yen for hanging outdoors alone, with the darkness coagulating
about me, but Ollie had slipped around the side of the place before I could say anything about
that.

I sighed at nobody in particular, found a clump of shadows beneath the ivy growing along the

neighbouring place’s wall, and stood there, waiting.

Three guys walked past while I waited, two pretty clearly rushing to get trains home, or in the
direction of home, the last maybe looking for something else. I don’t know. I stayed where I was,
out of sight — at that moment I didn’t have the will in me to navigate whatever maze of
interpolation and doubt these evenings threw up. You’re taking a walk in the night and some
figure looms out of it to speak to you; is it a threat, a plea for alms, a meaningless gesture, a thirst
for human kindness? Everybody’s got a thing, and half the damned time you’re wrong. I stood in
the shadows and Ollie came back a couple of minutes later with a broom, and two helmets, one
on his head. “Alright. Let’s grab a drink?” he said, when he saw me, flashing some teeth. He
looked stupid, but not more than usual.

“Sure,” I said, looking down the road where the men had disappeared while I hid against a wall.

“You want to try Krishna’s?”

I thought about giving Ollie a hard time about the broom — at least mention that in the good old
days, or anyway the old days, witches used to fly around with the brooms backwards, with the
handle shoved somewhere uncomfortable (no mention of where wizards put it) — but I was tired,

and he was tired, and again with the burning apartment building. I pulled on the goofy helmet,
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waited for him to get the thing hovering around waist height, which took a few tries, then swung

my leg over behind him, grabbing onto his hunched shoulders as we lifted off the ground.

It was uncomfortable. Of course it was uncomfortable; they — who even makes brooms anymore?
Spalding? ‘They,” anyway — bend the handle as best they can, try and charm it into feeling a little
more like a cushioned surface, but all that means is a slightly numb set of inner thighs while you
try not to clip any power lines or birds, or get swept into a building by the wind. Nobody buys a
broom for the comfort — or even the speed. People buy brooms because it’s the easiest way to tell
someone you’re a magician without coming out having to actually say the words. Painters wear
filthy overalls, actors wear sweatpants, and magicians carry brooms. Writers — well, with writers
you have to look for the jaundice around the eyes. Actually, if you want to spot a writer worth a
damn when you’re out on the town, you can tell someone’s a writer because they’re not there —
they’re at home in their caves, writing. So are the real painters, and the real actors, and the real
magicians — but the people who want to /ook like magicians, they’re the ones with the brooms.
Sure, broom owners will tell you about the carbon emissions and the convenience, about how
great it feels to be looking down at the city under your own steam late on a summer night — but
it’s posturing. They never talk about the blisters, or the interference from strong magical fields,

or what the hell they do when it’s raining or windy, which it is a little over half the year.

Sorry, venting. I didn’t say any of this to Ollie that night. The trip was a short one; past
Rondebosch, lit up now with the headlights of folk coming home from the city, past Mowbray,
grim in the absence of its daytime foot traffic and street stalls, and veering mercifully off of the

main jag and into Observatory.

Observatory. That would be where astronomer-cum-astrologer Sir John Herschel had hit upon
the meal ticket of casting horoscopes for cities, ensuring civic funding for at least one decent
telescope and viewing station in every two-bit town in the hemisphere. That had been some two
hundred years prior, but the old stargazing rig was still there, if hopelessly old and nearly blinded
by the surrounding city lights. Some of the local art kids did make use of it from time to time,
casting nativities or playing shenanigans during the solstices — I don’t know how much of that
was from genuine interest and how much of that was portfolio-building by kids who wanted to
take advantage of the Royal Society’s John Herschel Scholarships. It was an odd situation;

nobody really cared about astrology, or genuinely believed in astrology, beyond the need to be
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aware of a couple of celestial positions for the timing and inflection of specific spells — but
whoever had set up the funding for the Herschel scholarships iad believed in astrology, which is

why the university still taught it, sort of, and why students still kept it up. Sort of.

Ollie set us down gently enough outside of Krishna’s without too many heads turning around. It
was a little place just off the main strip of bars and — well. There must have been other places
there, too — bookshops, maybe, one or two of those shabby corner stores with the bruised fruit
and the neon-packaged potato chips and the unkind lighting, probably a backpacker’s or two —
but mostly my memory’s flagging bars. It wasn’t a part of town Emily and I had spent much time
in, back when we were still spending time. Not because we didn’t know anyone in the area, not
because we couldn’t deal with the rougher edges of the place — the girlfriend who could set
things on fire with her hands was a great leveller, there — but Christ. I was a soundly middle-class
sociologist with the wrong accent and the wrong interests; she was from a hick town in the
middle of the country and was learning school magic. We were squares. People would talk
revolution without rolling their eyes, about the suppression of African spiritual traditions, about
the history of violence that underwrote the Western magic of the past two centuries, about the
witch trials that still took place up north without any noise from the government because they
were the wrong kinds of witches, and they would look to me or to Emily for input — and we’d
suggest another round or try for an urbane change of topic, and that would fall apart, and pretty
soon I’d be scratching at the back of her hand, suggesting we go to a little place we liked, closer
to home. Arm in arm, tails tucked where they belong, we’d flee to the city centre, where we
could be the liberal ones waxing postcolonial, where the windows were too high for the bums to

watch us through, and we didn’t have to scrutinise ourselves with too much honesty.

This is either background information, or an apology for failing to describe a neighbourhood
which has since been facelifted beyond all expectations by the rising tide of the gentry. Your

call, there.

We went inside; it was just a little after dark, so it wasn’t too busy — just a smattering of regular-
looking types perched around the bar, and at one of the tables a pair of just-out-of-the-shower
blonde girls talking around a pair of waistcoated kids, passing a joint around. The girls were
either Scandinavian or, more likely, from the parts of America that Scandinavians had gotten to

first and hardest; the boys looked local. I couldn’t tell whom was baiting whom.
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The manager’s wine-dark face didn’t change any when Ollie asked if he could stow his broom
behind the bar, which I was grateful for; I bought the first round, ensuring that there would be

more rounds, and we took a seat near a window where I could burn my lungs some more.

I drank the drink and smoked the smoke and looked through my reflection at the better-looking
silhouettes traipsing past towards their better-looking nights. I wasn’t trying to resent them, but
that’s sort of my metier.

“So,” said Ollie, after a little while.

“So,” I agreed.

“So are you going to tell me what exactly happened just now?”

“What the hell do you think happened?” I asked, not because I was angry, or even that faux
angry that hides a guilty conscious, but because I had the impression that I was going to be
apologizing to Ollie a lot in the next few days, and I didn’t want my mouth to get tired of
forming the words ‘I’m sorry’ too soon.

He looked at the table, angrily. This is a thing with pushovers; even when they get good and
mad, legitimately mad, they push it on to something else. It’s fine when there’s a handy table
around, but I worry about innocent bystanders some times. When I’m not bystanding myself.

“I think that you might have fucked up, a little bit. I think that you walked into that apartment
like an old lover snooping, and not someone suspecting actual foul play — that you were just
jumping at the chance to dig over her old junk, now that she’s gone. To rake over the ashes.” He
took a drink. “I think that you jumped without really considering where you, or anyone else,
might land.”

I know, I think I’d suspected him of just being another pretty face too.

“If you’re going to insist on being honest with me,” I said, “I’m going home.”

This didn’t get me the laugh I felt it deserved, so I pressed on. “Fine,” I said, “I don’t know what
happened, except that it happened because I wasn’t careful. Alright? I know to be careful now.
I’1l be taking better care all the way home; especially for this next part.”

“What next part?”

“Honest and obvious, do less of both. Where do you get your drugs from, Ollie?”

Let me skip past the denials and the bullying, they bored me even then. On top of the weed — and
does marijuana even count as a drug anymore? — Ollie kept up a pretty tidy supply of

tranquilizers. To take the edge off, he said. The edge off of what, you ask? Everything.
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Something that Emily and I used to argue about now and then, when we were in a place where
arguments could be held without any collateral damage: the relationship between art and
suffering. I figured if you were actually suffering, you’d be too busy doing that to make anything
worth a damn; she thought that if you were happy, you’d be off doing the things that make you
happy, instead of making art. So it goes. What we eventually sort of managed to agree on,
though, was that it’s ridiculous to suggest that suffering is a necessary component to art; that’s a
lie that unhappy people tell themselves in an attempt to make their unhappiness seem worthwhile
—ignoring that many of the greats would only ever approach the pen, brush or wand with a smile.

Although I guess if you’re going to suffer, you might as well use it for something.

Whatever the relationship, it would be disingenuous — more to the point, it would be wilfully
stupid — of me to ignore the high incidence of depression, self-harm, eating disorders, alcohol
abuse and suicide amongst magic students. I know, what’s my excuse, right? Because sure, this
mixed bag of symptoms was a pretty common feature of any postgraduate student’s curriculum
vitae — but the magic kids, by virtue of irregular hours or indifferent supervision or a slightly

more nuanced will-to-self-destruct, were the gold medallists for ‘antisocial behaviours.’

So I mean obviously drugs came up a lot; there were bored kids in the city singled out by the
ability to twist the weft and warp of reality, leaving them cut off from mundane society, bound
together in company they wouldn’t have chosen, theoretically in touch with the very roots of the
world and yet unable to get even an internship at a mediocre alchemy firm. Substance abuse, in

this substantially disabused demographic, can’t be a surprise.

For what it’s worth, there were a couple of spells that could induce altered states of mind. A
Malay Dutch cantrip that needed four contrapuntal singers would leave three giddy and energetic
as if they’d taken amphetamines, without the risk of death or dreary comedown, though the
fourth would be passed out for the next few hours; both Greek and Latin versions of the chthonic
initiation rites had been shown to generate mild, pleasant hallucinations, even when performed
away from their the stygian contexts; there persisted a range of medicinal and magical herbs
which weren’t controlled, and which could, with even an undergraduate herbology textbook, be
used to cook up a range of mild uppers, downers and anaesthetics; and the ring I’d swiped from

Emily’s had a little kick to it.
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But the Malay cantrip took an hour and was written in Arabic; the Dionysian rites took months
of preparations and an audience; nobody took undergraduate herbology if they could help it, and
what would they do with a cauldron full of Fancy’s Brew anyway? And the ring had its own
complications. It was always easier to speak to one of five or six men in the city, slap them some

notes, get some pills in return, and proceed with the night.

At the time, I had a drunk’s contempt for drugs other than alcohol — which was, I suppose, a
rather obvious attempt at misplacing contempt for myself. Em, who never quite managed to
shake the sense of sin her upbringing had left her with, her fear of somehow corrupting a soul
she didn’t entirely disbelieve in — well, she never used. Not while I knew her. So not until the

very end.
Still, you hear things.

“So what, are you looking to get high? Is that the next part of your big plan?”

“Don’t be — I paused, to think about it “no, I’'m not planning on getting high. There’s a guy
operating out of here who mostly deals to the art kids - [ want to see if he knows anything about
brown getting sold to recently deceased witches.”

Ollie winced. “Are you sure these are the kind of people you want to try and pump for
information? Usually you give him stuff, and he gives you stuff, and then you leave feeling
grateful for not having your teeth kicked in. Even assuming this guy and Emily’s guy are the
same guy.”

“Please, catering to the medication of nervous middle-class is a small slice in a bigger racket.
Most of that trade’s happening in the city centre and along the coast; if there’s anybody peddling
anything harder than hash in these godforsaken suburbs, they know about each other and they’re
working from the same supply.”

“I don’t get it.”

“Surprise. I mean that either she OD’d by accident on her first go-round, more or less sober, or
the stuff she took was messed with — stepped on a few times too many, at some point along the
line. Or something else.”

“What do you mean, like — suicide? Death by lethal injection?”

“Not like suicide. Like — I don’t know, something that would make her ask me for help. So

something desperate. So I'm going to call the guy.”
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Ollie drew back. “I don’t know, Sam. These are — this is a serious guy. There are toes you don’t
really want to step on.”

“Huh,” I said. “I’ve been a little heavy on my feet lately, I’1l give you that.”

“More than a little.”

“So you can call him for me?”

“That’s not what I said! I’m not going to interview your dealer for you —

“You just need to set up a meet! Come on, you know how to call him with the mirror, right? And
we both know you’re more charming than I am with stuff like this.”

“I’m not really...” he started, leaning back, trying to pull out the downward spiral, so I scooted
my hands across the table and said “C’mon, Ollie, I wouldn’t ask you to do this if I thought there
was another way. This is all I’'ve got.”

Frowning at the stained wooden table top, at my hands on top of it, Ollie started nodding. Christ,
but the truth can be a weapon sometimes.

“Fuck,” he said. “Okay. Like — tonight? You want to talk to him tonight?”

“This very night. Ask for Terrence. Tell him I’m looking to buy off the brick, set up a meet, and
we’ll go from there.”

“What? If you go in telling him you’re buying —

“I’ve got the money for it, if we have to buy. And then you’ll have something to play with. But
we need face-time with this guy.”

Notice the ‘we.’

“I’m regretting this already,” he said, standing up. “Could you cover the bathroom door for me?”
He walked over to the restroom, pulling a squat piece of chalk from his pocket. I followed, and

stood outside with my back to the door.

I’ll say this for the Observatory crowd; if you tell them they can’t use the bathroom because your

friend’s busy in there, they’re very understanding.

A couple of minutes later, Ollie came out, pale and sweating. More than usual, I mean.

“All okay?”

“Yeah! Yeah. Uh let’s sit tight for another drink or so, okay? He wants to meet at the river in
about half an hour.”

“How Dickensian.”
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“What? Listen, you need to be sure you have the funds for this. And don’t — don’t try and be
smart at him, okay? That’s — this isn’t the place for that.”
“I’ll let you do the talking,” I said.

We sat around for a little while longer, trying out small talk and finding it a poor fit. We were
saved from too much in the way of silence by a biggish troupe of folk coming in to celebrate an
opening night, or a closing night, or some other thing that wouldn’t make it into the papers. Ollie
was tense, and I was tired. I played with the little ring, and he tried unsuccessfully to catch the

eye of a girl whom neither of us would later have been able to describe.

After enough of this, Ollie drained his drink, looked at his watch, and said, “Let’s get going.” We
got going.

The wind had started to pick up, gently nudging us along our parabolic path towards the river;
where it came through Observatory there was a little smear of green called a park where some
folk went running, or dog-walking, and other folk found a place to sleep on the warm summer
nights. And still other folk picked up product. We walked in silence, our footfalls echoing on the
quiet suburban streets and squelching on the damp riverside grass. It was chilly out, which meant
that I couldn’t be sure if my slight shivering was a consequence of cold, or fear. Didn’t have to

be sure.

I scanned the slow, muddied water for signs of disturbance; there was just enough light coming
in from Pinelands to the east that I could make out the wavering reflections dancing on small,
windblown ripples. I’d assumed that our guys had us meet at the banks so they could make the
Lady in the Lake appearance, popping out of the surface with a single brick held aloft — but this
is because I had spent far too much of my time in the company of magicians. Magicians aren’t

practical.

Drug dealers are practical. Two figures emerged from the north, from the shadow of the freeway,
from the industrial expanse beyond it; they walked quickly, and quietly, slowing a little as they
approached, but not so much that you’d think they were here for us, like we were just a stop on a

longer trip. Which we probably were.
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The one in the lead was short, with close-cropped hair stubbling around his head and face; his
clothing was loose, a little scuffed, but didn’t look hand-me-down. His boots had nasty metal
toes, which, while equally unlikely to have been handed down by anyone, had visibly handed out

some kind of punishment. He nodded at Ollie.

“Alex,” he said.

“Hey,” replied Ollie.

The one talking — whom I figured for Terrence — didn’t look at me; his friend did, though, if only
briefly. The friend was — well. Big, wide, dark and bored-looking. For a second I thought maybe
it was that thing where fighters size each other up without looking like they’re sizing each other
up — but I think maybe I’d be genuinely bored too, if I had to run chaperone to take some stupid
white kid’s money.

“You’re looking to buy,” said Terrence.

“That’s what we’re here for,” said Ollie.

I turned the little ring around, so the notch faced inwards. Terrence nodded, and said a number.
And here, I think, we see one of the consequences of a society with deeply entrenched divisions
of class; anybody with even a crash course in magical artefacts would’ve picked up on the
rotation of a ring as a threat no less overt than pulling out a knife. But magical artefacts are
expensive, and tightly controlled — which means that those who can afford to pick them up on the
black market go for the big, obvious magics, the burning gloves, the cloaks of darkness. Little

things like a ring of strength doesn’t really register on that radar.

I stepped forward and punched the lackey in the face, hurting my knuckles and snapping his
saddlebag neck back like he’d accelerated too fast; I had time to watch his legs crumple beneath
him while I gently slipped inside Terrence’s grabbing right arm, took him by the throat and
slammed him into the ground once or twice. Or more; you lose focus a little when the ring’s on.
His left hand grabbed at my face; I took it away. I knelt down and pinned the man by the neck,
my free arm swatting away renewed attempts to claw me. Ollie was talking, but I was listening
to the river, and how the flow of cold dark water resembled the steady thrumming of blood in my
eardrums, and how different that was from the weak, frightened pulse I felt flagging beneath my
thumb and forefinger. I could change the course of that river and I could change the course of

that pulse, and -
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“SAM!” shouted Ollie, trying to shove me aside and succeeding only in slipping and muddying
his jeans. And in getting my vague attention.

“What?” I said, then “oh, sorry. Hi, Terry. I need some information from you.” I loosened my
grip slightly, so the gasping, writhing thing in my hands could start breathing again. Even before
his lungs were half-inflated, he tried to choke out,

“Kill you.”

“Ah, no Terry. Not only is that inaccurate information, but it’s not the information I want.”

He used some sexist language then, which gave me the excuse I wanted to pull him up by his
shirt, spin him around, and twist his right arm up and high behind his back.

“Please stop hitting the drug dealers,” moaned Ollie, behind me; I told him to go attend to the
lackey, so that he’d have something to do.

Terry and I looked out over the Liesbeek; or at least Terry was facing that way. It’s a nice view,
in the dark; there was a floodlit field some way behind us, so our shadows cast over the gurgling
river, and the sparse trees were turned into a forest of greys, behind which the starry night was a
series of pinpricks against a comforting dark.

“Every second I spend doing this is a second gone from my life, Terry,” I said. “I would rather
be doing literally anything else in the world than this. So let’s be quick. Have you been selling to
anybody new lately?”

He tried to ram the back of his shaven head into my face and swear again, but I tightened my
grip on his wrist until there was a cracking sound — my knuckles or something else, I don’t know
— and he stopped.

“I won’t hurt you any more if you tell me what I want to know. I promise.”

“Fucking WHAT,” he said, in a rush of released air, voice whining. Annoying.

“Have you been selling brown to anybody new?”

“I get a lot of customers —

I squeezed again. “Stop acting like this is a situation where you have room to negotiate. Have
you been selling to anybody new?”

“Man, fuck — just my usual guys, the old junkies, street work, some music types. Nobody’s
taking it up if they haven’t already. Fuck.”

“No new kids? Art students, magic types?”

“What? No, man, they buy coke and molly, if they buy anything. They’re looking to party, not,
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you know, chill.”

“No green-eyed girls?”

“Fucking what are you talking about?”’
“Sam,” said Ollie from behind me.
“No names,” I said.

“He doesn’t know.”

“I don’t know!”

I took a step back, scowling, Terry’s wrist still in my grip. “Fine,” I said. “Ollie, you take care of
the extra?”

“He’s out.”

“You’re going to want to scrub his brain.”

“What? That’s — that’s insanely illegal, jesus-*

“We’re hanging out with drug dealers! We’re past the limits of legal. Or do you want him to find
you?”

“I can’t — where do I put his memories? I can’t get picked up holding them.”

“The river?” I suggested, regretting the upwards intonation.

“That’s insane, the river spirit would kill us both. Or just me.”

“Just pull out the memories, I’ll deal with them.”

Ollie stomped off. I watched him for a second, then returned my attention to TG.

“Hey, know what arms and promises have in common?”

“Huh?”

“Both astonishingly breakable.” I jerked up and to the left, and the man’s arm cracked midway
between shoulder and elbow. He squealed, once, and fell, jerking slightly.

“Although obviously promises are easier to make,” I added, to the suddenly empty night. And
since there was nobody else listening, while Ollie whispered the short, damning nursery rhyme
that would burn away the last twelve hours from some stranger’s memory, I muttered to myself,

“get that fucking ring off,” and obeyed.

I looked down at the trembling man at my feet and wondered what had happened, and why. A

warm brass ring lay in the palm of my hand.
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Ollie was right, of course. Memory-wiping was more-than-the-usual-amounts of illegal, the right
to autonomy of recollection deeply enshrined in the constitution as a consequence of some nasty
gaslighting played by the old regime on political prisoners. Some reparations had been
attempted, but there were still a couple of dozen men and women, not all of them that old, who
didn’t know who they were or what they had done, because their names had proven inconvenient
for some white men in hats and coats. So if we were in the kind of place where the constitution

protected everybody equally, we’d be in considerable trouble. But.

Once Ollie was done with Terry, he held the small black clots of memory out to me; he was right
about the river spirit, too. River guardian. People didn’t actually know what it was — we largely
assumed dragon or something, but nobody had seen the thing and survived the incident, or
survived the incident and felt inclined to talk about it. About three years before, some ambitious
young idiot had tried to conduct a study correlating the relationship between the river’s relative
acidity and the behaviour of river’s guardian, and vanished for six months, before showing up on
the far shore looking like an old man, prone to weeping. He lost his funding from the national

sorcery council, and switched to library sciences.

So not knowing what else to do, I balled up the warm, damp memories, and swallowed them,

retching once, but managing to keep from vomiting them up again.

“Bloody Christ,” said Ollie.
“Shut up,” I said, steadying myself on his shoulder for a second, and then standing up.
“Are you alright?”

“Shut up,” I said, and headed in the direction that we’d come from.

The memories, [ knew, would take a while to filter into mine — and since they consisted of
maybe an hour, two hours of lives not my own, I probably wouldn’t suffer any psychotic breaks.
Even so, [ was already conscious of the numbness of trauma tingling along my chest and spine,
as I began to recall broken bones and contusions not my own. But let me not overstate that - they
were not my lacerations, and to speak for other people’s suffering as if it is your own is a strange
and new kind of awfulness I would rather not explore. And anyway, if I had hell to pay for it, I
wouldn’t be paying for it that night.
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We went back to the bar. He needed to wash up and get his broom; I needed to sit down for a

little while.

I leaned against the inside of the bathroom door handle, pushing back every now and then
against would-be visitors, while Ollie scrubbed at his hands and jeans under the harsh fluorescent
lighting, pausing every now and then to wash away the tell-tale marks of chalk scrawled against
the mirror glass. Catching my eye in it, Ollie muttered, “I can’t fucking believe you.”

“It wasn’t that bad.”

“It wasn’t that ba — Christ, Sam, you just went ballistic on a pair of strange, bad men who know
how to reach me, because of a hunch.”

“They don’t know how to reach you anymore — we took care of that, remember?”

“Yes, and for what? All you know is that the dealer line’s a dead end, which we could have
figured out without risking lives and limbs.” He spat into the basin.

“Bullshit,” I shot back, “he and every other idiot with two ideas to rub together think they can
Scheherazade my time away — and I will be goddamned twice over if I’'m going to run through
the ‘what do you know, what’s it to you, seamus’ spiel with every dealer in the city. And now we
know that whoever Emily got her stuff from had to have been someone familiar to —

“Would you please stop it with Emily for a moment, okay? This wasn’t fact-finding, this was —
this was you self-destructing and bringing me along with you. Again.”

He shook his head, and went back to washing hands that were already clean.

“Look, they’re going to wake up on the side of the river, hurt and confused, but with their junk
and their money intact — and no way to trace this back to you. You’re clear, so long as you don’t

talk to anybody about it. Which you won’t. And I won’t.”

The problem with Ollie was that he lacked imagination. He wasn’t even that bad of a magician,
as [ hear it, so long as the situation at hand exactly resembled the situation described in a
textbook — but since most of his textbooks were written in East Anglia half a century ago, he
couldn’t help but fall apart when he was faced with the new and particular cruelties the world has
come up with since then.

Me, though, I’ve got imagination spilling all over the floor. There’s no unkind deed I can’t put

together a reasonable argument for. Then again, there’s no kindness I haven’t been able to find a
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mean and nasty motive for either; not so imaginative I can think of a sword that doesn’t cut both

ways.

I waited for him to poke a hole in my little story, and it didn’t come. He turned around.

“So do you want to tell me about with that ring?”

“Ah,” I said. I took the thing out of my pocket. “The ring of power. An old Hardwick heirloom
that Emily gave me maybe a month into our thing and reclaimed when things fizzled out. Due to
the ambiguous nature of its ownership, I grabbed it when we were in her apartment.”

Ollie’s forehead creased. “But you returned it to her though. How is the ownership ambiguous?”
“I thought we might need it later. Which made it ambiguous enough for me.”

He stared. “You only needed it because you took it along. Jesus fuck, Sam,” he said, “those
things are — they’re insanely addictive, and insanely damaging. You know that, right? That’s
common knowledge. Lives and homes and careers have been ruined with those things. Last year
that guy in New Zealand —”

“I know! I know. And I’'m not planning on using it again — [ mean, hey, I’m no stranger to
ruining lives with addiction, right? But it worked out okay this time.”

“Says fucking you,” said Ollie, pushing me aside to wrench the door open, into the warmer light

of the bar.

I followed shortly on his heels, grasping for — I don’t know, absolution, or something.

“Look you’re right, okay? I messed up. Come out with me tomorrow, and we can talk it through
— figure out how to do this right.”

He ignored me, and walked up to the bar. “Can I get my broom back?” he said to the guy
working it.

I put a hand on Ollie’s arm while he reached over to pick the thing up. “Hey,” I said, “I’m sorry.
You’re right, that was stupid. That’s why I need your help on this, alright? I’m not looking at this
straight. You’re maybe the one person I can trust on this.” I gave the scrawny forearm a little
squeeze, and watched Ollie look away quickly. What, you think I don’t recognize a crush when |
see one?

I took my hand away — the same hand I’d been strangling some guy with a couple of minutes

earlier — and waited.
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Ollie sighed. “Shit. I'm not happy about this, alright? This is — this was bad. Let me go clear my
head or something. I’ll let you know about tomorrow.”

“That’s more than I deserve,” I said.

“Good night, Sam” he said, and walked out, hefting the broom and frowning at the middle

distance, man’s best friend.

The bartender watched him go. “What’s his problem?” he asked.

“I think he was trying to intimidate me.”

“Huh.”

“Yup.”

“I can see how that wouldn’t work,” he said, polishing a glass that remained filthy. “Anybody
walks in here with a broom on their shoulder has revoked their right to be intimidating,”
“You’re not wrong.”

“And the face?”

“What? Oh,” I said, leaning over to the bar mirror; I had a gash on my cheek, a purple mark on
my jaw and a split lip. Ring of strength, not a ring of invulnerability. “You know how whenever
folk get themselves beat up they say you should see the other guy?”

“Yeah?”

“Well I’'m the other guy.”

That got a laugh. See, I'm still a good person.

“Can I get you anything to drink?”

“One of everything,” I said. Smaller laugh for that.

The night went on.

[10]

I took a cab home. I’d stayed for another drink, so it took a couple of tries to get my key in the

door; “I swear to god this never happens to me,” I muttered at an empty passageway. Eventually
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the thing swung open, and I swung inside, and the thing swung closed behind me — though I
wasn’t too concerned with that, on account of the chest-high dog made of shadows standing in

front of me. Well, shadows and teeth.

Here I would really like to tell you that I said something pithy and acerbic, something about
whether or not Tommy had fallen down the well again, or if it was looking for the Baskervilles
or — I don’t know, something. But I don’t like dogs from a distance, and I don’t like dogs bearing
down on me indoors, so black and so close it might as well be a snarling cataract, so instead I
said “son of a bitch,” which was probably half-right, and jerked back to grab the door handle. I
missed on the first try, because I had my eyes tied up watching Fido’s jaws open wide,
impossibly wide, it was going to swallow a car in a corridor of teeth wide, and I didn’t get a

second try because then they closed.

And then I was floating in a dark, cold, damp space, my movement not restricted so much as
suppressed. I couldn’t make my arms want to flail, my nails to claw, my lungs to scream; all I
could do was float in that void for however long I was there for. It wasn’t much worse than my
apartment, but it didn’t have the comfort of home, so it was with some relief that I eventually
found myself ejected onto a dark hardwood floor in a bright, high-ceilinged room. I forced
myself to stay down for a breath or two, and stood up as slowly as I could — a little shakily,

because the adrenaline was only now free to start coursing through my system.

“Samantha Tiptree. I thought we should have a talk,” said someone behind me — a woman’s
voice, an older woman’s voice, and a familiar older woman’s voice, but I was focussing on
keeping my breathing regular. [ was in a foyer, facing the inside of a front door with a stained
glass patter inlaid; there was a light on just beyond it, and as I swayed a little on my feet, bubbles
of green and red twinkled vaguely at me. There were fading photographs of strange people
hanging to my left, riding horses and playing pianos and alienating labour. The house was cold

and quiet and smelled of pine.
The shock began to fade and I stopped needing to notice things so badly, and I turned around.

Before me stood Maya Reddy, her hair lining silverly against the blown-glass chandelier lights
behind her, her hands clasped in front of her, gold metal glinting at her fingers. A small black

dog, practically a silhouette, crouched at her feet, mingling with her shadow.
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She looked older than she had on stage. Her hazel eyes still twinkled, but from far deeper in her
skull than I’d expected, the scrutiny of her stare not needing the thin lines of kohl that
underscored it. She was very lightly made up — the lines of her face muted, either by kind
lighting or kinder years. Reddy wore a pale cotton blouse, charcoal slacks, flats and a cigarette;
on the last point, at least, I felt underdressed. But then I figured she had the home advantage, so

it counted for less.

“Did your dog just spit me up?”’ I asked.

“No, not quite. Sendings don’t have mouths to speak of.” She smiled down at the black dog on
the floor, where it curled into the shadows at her feet.

“I feel like you could’ve just sent me a note or something,” I said.
