Jonathan Stroud

The Amulet of Samarkand

The Bartimaeus Trilogy, book 1

For Gina



Jonathan Stroud

The Amulet of Samarkand

The Bartimaeus Trilogy, book 1
For Gina

Part One

2

1

Bartimaeus

The temperature of the room dropped
fast. Ice formed on the curtains and



crusted thickly around the lights in the
ceiling. The glowing filaments in each
bulb

shrank and dimmed, while the candles
that sprang from every available surface
like

a colony of toadstools had their wicks
snuffed out. The darkened room filled
with a

yellow, choking cloud of brimstone, in
which indistinct black shadows writhed
and

roiled. From far away came the sound of
many voices screaming. Pressure was
sud-



denly applied to the door that led to the
landing. It bulged inward, the timbers

groaning. Footsteps from invisible feet
came pattering across the floorboards
and

invisible mouths whispered wicked
things from behind the bed and under the
desk.

The sulfur cloud contracted into a thick
column of smoke that vomited forth

thin tendrils; they licked the air like
tongues before withdrawing. The column
hung

above the middle of the pentacle,



bubbling ever upward against the ceiling
like the

cloud of an erupting volcano. There was
a barely perceptible pause. Then two
yel-

low staring eyes materialized in the
heart of the smoke.

Hey, it was his first time. [ wanted to
scare him.

And I did, too. The dark-haired boy
stood in a pentacle of his own, smaller,

filled with different runes, three feet
away from the main one. He was pale as
a



corpse, shaking like a dead leaf'in a high
wind. His teeth rattled in his shivering
jaw.

Beads of sweat dripped from his brow,
turning to ice as they fell through the air.

They tinkled with the sound of hailstones
on the floor.

All well and good, but so what? I mean,
he looked about twelve years old.

Wide-eyed, hollow-cheeked. There's not
that much satisfaction to be had from

scaring the pants off a scrawny kid.[ 1]

[1] Not everyone agrees with me on this.



Some find it delightful sport. They refine

countless ways of tormenting their
summoners by means of subtly hideous
apparitions.

Usually the best you can hope for is to
give them nightmares later, but
occasionally these

stratagems are so successful that the
apprentices actually panic and step out
of the protec-

tive circle. Then all 1s well—for us. But
it is a risky business. Often they are very
well

trained. Then they grow up and get their



revenge.

So I floated and waited, hoping he
wasn't going to take too long to get round
to

the dismissing spell. To keep myself
occupied, I made blue flames lick up
around

the inner edges of the pentacle, as if they
were seeking a way to get out and nab

him. All hokum, of course. I'd already
checked and the seal was drawn well
enough.

No spelling mistakes anywhere,
unfortunately.



At last it looked as if the urchin was
plucking up the courage to speak. |

guessed this by a stammering about his
lips that didn't seem to be induced by
pure

fear alone. I let the blue fire die away, to
be replaced by a foul smell.

The kid spoke. Very squeakily.
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"I charge you. . to. . to.. " Get on with it!
"T-t-tell me your n-name."

That's usually how they start, the young
ones. Meaningless waffle. He knew,



and I knew that he knew, my name
already; otherwise how could he have
sum-

moned me in the first place? You need
the right words, the right actions, and
most

of all the right name. I mean, it's not like
hailing a cab—you don't get just
anybody

when you call.

I chose a rich, deep, dark chocolaty sort
of voice, the kind that resounds from

everywhere and nowhere and makes the
hairs stand up on the back of inexperi-



enced necks.
"Bartimaeus."

I saw the kid give a strangled kind of
gulp when he heard the word. Good—

then he wasn't entirely stupid; he knew
who and what [ was. He knew my
reputa-

tion.

After taking a moment to swallow some
accumulated phlegm, he spoke again.

"I-1 charge you again to answer. Are you
that B-Bartimaeus who in olden times
was



summoned by the magicians to repair the
walls of Prague?"

What a time waster this kid was. Who
else would it be? I upped the volume a

bit on this one. The ice on the light bulbs
cracked like caramelized sugar. Behind

the dirty curtains the window glass
shimmered and hummed. The kid rocked
back

on his heels.

"I am Bartimaeus! I am Sakhr al-Jinni,
N'gorso the Mighty, and the Serpent of

Silver Plumes! I have rebuilt the walls



of Uruk, Karnak, and Prague. I have
spoken

with Solomon. I have run with the
buffalo fathers of the plains. [ have
watched

over Old Zimbabwe till the stones fell
and the jackals fed on its people. I am
Bar-

timaeus! I recognize no master. So I
charge you in your turn, boy. Who are
you to

summon me?"

Impressive stuff, eh? All true as well,
which gives it more power. And [ wasn't



just doing it to sound big. I rather hoped
the kid would be blustered by it into tell-

ing me his name in return, which would

give me something to go on when his
back

was turned.[2] But no luck there.

[2] I couldn't do anything while I was in
the circle, of course. But later I'd be able
to

find out who he was, look for
weaknesses of character, things in his
past I could exploit.

They've all got them. You've all got
them, I should say.



"By the constraints of the circle, the
points on the pentacle, and the chain of

runes, | am your master! You will obey
my will!"

There was something particularly
obnoxious about hearing this old shtick
com-

ing from a weedy stripling, and in such a
foolish high voice too. I bit back the

temptation to give him a piece of my
mind and intoned the usual response.

Any-

thing to get it over with quickly.



"What is your will?"
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I admit I was already surprised. Most
tyro magicians look first and ask ques-

tions later. They go window-shopping,
eyeing up their potential power, but are
far

too nervous to try it out. You don't often
get small ones like this squirt calling up

entities like me in the first place, either.

The kid cleared his throat. This was the
moment. This 1s what he'd been build-



ing up to. He'd been dreaming of this for
years, when he should have been lying
on

his bed thinking about racing cars or
girls. I waited grimly for the pathetic
request.

What would it be? Levitating some
object was a usual one, or moving it
from one

side of the room to the other. Perhaps
he'd want me to conjure an illusion. That

might be fun: there was bound to be a
way of misinterpreting his request and

up-



setting him.[3]

[3] One magician demanded I show him
an image of the love of his life. I rustled

up
a mirror.

"I charge you to retrieve the Amulet of
Samarkand from the house of Simon

Lovelace and bring it to me when |
summon you at dawn tomorrow."

"You what?"
"I charge you to retrieve—"

"Yes, [ heard what you said." I didn't



mean to sound petulant. It just slipped

out, and my sepulchral tones slipped a
bit too.

"Then go!"

"Wait a minute!" I felt that queasy
sensation in my stomach that you always
get

when they dismiss you. Like someone
sucking out your insides through your
back.

They have to say it three times to get rid
of you, if you're keen on sticking around.

Usually you're not. But this time I



remained where I was, two glowing
eyes in an

angry fug of boiling smoke.

"Do you know what you are asking for,
boy?"

"I am neither to converse, discuss, nor
parley with you; nor to engage in any

riddles, bets, or games of chance; nor to

"

"I have no wish to converse with a
scrawny adolescent, believe you me, so
save

your rote-learned rubbish. Someone is



taking advantage of you. Who is it—your

master, [ suppose? A wizened coward
hiding behind a boy." I let the smoke
recede

a little, exposed my outlines for the first
time, hovering dimly in the shadows.
"You

are playing with fire twice over, if you
seek to rob a true magician by
summoning

me. Where are we? London?"

He nodded. Yes, it was London all right.
Some grotty town house. I surveyed



the room through the chemical fumes.
Low ceiling, peeling wallpaper; a single

faded print on the wall. It was a somber
Dutch landscape—a curious choice for a

boy. I'd have expected pop chicks,
football players. . Most magicians are
conform-

ists, even when young.

"Ah, me. ." My voice was emollient and
wistful. "It is a wicked world and they

have taught you very little."
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"I am not afraid of you! I have given you
your charge and I demand you go!"

The second dismissal. My bowels felt as
if they were being passed over by a

steamroller. I sensed my form waver,
flicker. There was power in this child,
though

he was very young.

"It is not me you have to fear; not now,
anyway. Simon Lovelace will come to

you himself when he finds his amulet
stolen. He will not spare you for your
youth."



"You are bound to do my will."

"I am." I had to hand it to him, he was
determined. And very stupid.

His hand moved. I heard the first
syllable of the Systemic Vise. He was
about

to inflict pain.

I went. I didn't bother with any more
special effects.
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When I landed on the top of a lamppost



in the London dusk it was peeing

with rain. This was just my luck. I had
taken the form of a blackbird, a sprightly

fellow with a bright yellow beak and
jet-black plumage. Within seconds I was
as

bedraggled a fowl as ever hunched its
wings in Hampstead. Flicking my head
from

side to side, I spied a large beech tree.
Leaves moldered at its foot—it had
already

been stripped clean by the November
winds—but the thick sprouting of its



branches offered some protection from
the wet. I flew over to it, passing above
a

lone car that purred its way along the
wide suburban street. Behind high walls
and

the evergreen foliage of their gardens,
the ugly white facades of several
sizeable vil-

las shone through the dark like the faces
of the dead.

Well, perhaps it was my mood that made
it seem like that. Five things were

bothering me. For a start the dull ache



that comes with every physical
manifesta-

tion was already beginning. I could feel
it in my feathers. Changing form would

keep the pain at bay for a time, but might
also draw attention to me at a critical

stage of the operation. Until [ was sure
of my surroundings, a bird I had to
remain.

The second thing was the weather.
Enough said.

Third, I'd forgotten the limitations of
material bodies. I had an itch just above



my beak, and kept futilely trying to
scratch it with a wing.

Fourth, that kid. I had a lot of questions
about him. Who was he? Why did he

have a death wish? How would I get
even with him before he died for
subjecting

me to this assignment? News travels
fast, and I was bound to take some abuse
for

scurrying around on behalf of a scrap
like him.

Fifth. . the Amulet. By all accounts it
was a potent charm. What the kid



thought he was going to do with it when
he got it beat me. He wouldn't have a

clue. Maybe he'd just wear it as some
tragic fashion accessory. Maybe nicking
amu-

lets was the latest craze, the magician's
version of pinching hubcaps. Even so, |
had

to get it first, and this would not
necessarily be easy, even for me.

I closed my blackbird's eyes and opened
my inner ones, one after the other,

each on a different plane.[1] I looked
back and forth around me, hopping up



and

down the branch to get the optimal view.
No fewer than three villas along the

street had magical protection, which
showed how wealthy an area we were
in. [

didn't inspect the two farther off up the
street; it was the one across from them,

beyond the streetlight, that interested me.
The residence of Simon Lovelace, magi-

cian.

[1] I have access to seven planes, all
coexistent. They overlap each other like



layers

on a crushed mille-feuille. Seven planes
is sufficient for anybody. Those who
operate on

more are just showing off.

The first plane was clear, but he'd rigged
up a defense nexus on the second—it

shone like blue gossamer all along the
high wall. It didn't finish there either; it
ex-
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tended up into the air, over the top of the
low white house, and down again on the



other side, forming a great shimmering
dome.

Not bad, but I could handle it.

There was nothing on the third or fourth
planes, but on the fifth I spotted

three sentries prowling around in midair,
just beyond the lip of the garden wall.

They were a dull yellow all over, each
one formed of three muscular legs that
ro-

tated on a hub of gristle. Above the hub
was a blobby mass, which sported two

mouths and several watchful eyes. The



creatures passed at random back and
forth

around the perimeter of the garden. I
shrank back against the trunk of the
beech

tree instinctively, but I knew they were
unlikely to spot me from there. At this
dis-

tance [ would look like a blackbird on
all seven planes. It was when I got
closer that

they might break through my illusion.

The sixth plane was clear. But the
seventh. . that was curious. I couldn't see



anything obvious—the house, the street,
the night all looked unchanged—but, call

it intuition if you like, [ was sure
something was present there, lurking.

I rubbed my beak doubtfully against a
knot of wood. As expected, there was a

good deal of powerful magic at work
here. I'd heard of Lovelace. He was
consid-

ered a formidable magician and a hard
taskmaster. I was lucky I had never been

called up 1in his service, and I did not
much want his enmity or that of his
servants.



But I had to obey that kid.

The soggy blackbird took off from the
branch and swooped across the road,

conveniently avoiding the arc of light
from the nearest lamp. It landed in a
patch of

scrubby grass at the corner of the wall.
Four black trash bags had been left out

there for collection the next morning.

The blackbird hopped behind the bags.
A cat

that had observed the bird[2] from some
way off waited a few moments for it to



emerge, lost patience, and scuttled
curiously after it. Behind the bags it
discovered

no bird, black or otherwise. There was
nothing there but a freshly turned
molehill.

[2] On two planes. Cats have that
power.
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I hate the taste of mud. It is no fit thing
for a being of air and fire. The cloying

weight of earth oppresses me greatly



whenever | come into contact with it.
That 1s

why I am choosy about my incarnations.
Birds, good. Insects, good. Bats, okay.

Things that run fast are fine. Tree
dwellers are even better. Subterranean
things, not

good. Moles, bad.

But there's no point being fastidious
when you have a protective shield to by-

pass. I had reasoned correctly that it did
not extend underground. The mole dug
its



way deep, deep down, under the
foundations of the wall. No magical
alarm

sounded, though I did hit my head five
times on a pebble.[1] I burrowed
upward

again, reaching the surface after twenty
minutes of snuffling, scruffling, and
turning

my beady nose up at the juicy worms I

uncovered after every couple of scrapes.

[1] Once each on five different pebbles.
Not the same pebble five times. Just
want



to make that clear. Sometimes you human
beings are so dense.

The mole poked its head cautiously out
of the little pile of earth it had driven

through the immaculate surface of Simon

Lovelace's lawn. It looked around,
check-

ing out the scene. There were lights on in
the house, on the ground floor. The cur-

tains were drawn. The upper floors,
from what the mole could see, were
dark. The

translucent blue span of the magical
defense system arched overhead. One



yellow

sentry trudged its stupid way ten feet
above the shrubbery. The other two
were

presumably behind the house.

I tried the seventh plane again. Still
nothing, still that uneasy sense of danger.

Oh, well.

The mole retreated underground and
tunneled below the grass roots toward

the house. It reappeared in the flowerbed
just below the nearest windows. It was



thinking hard. There was no point going
further in this guise, tempting though it

was to try to break into the cellars. A
different method would have to be
found.

To the mole's furry ears came the sound
of laughter and clinking glasses. It was

surprisingly loud, echoing from very
close by. An air vent, cracked with age,

was set

in the wall not two feet away. It led
indoors.

With some relief, I became a fly.



9
4

From the security of the air vent, |
peered with my multi-faceted eyes into a

rather traditional drawing room. There
was a thick pile carpet, nasty striped
wall-

paper, a hideous crystal thing pretending
to be a chandelier, two o1l paintings that

were dark with age, a sofa and two easy
chairs (also striped), a low coffee table

laden with a silver tray, and, on the tray,
a bottle of red wine and no glasses. The



glasses were in the hands of two people.

One of them was a woman. She was
youngish (for a human, which means in-

finitesimally young) and probably quite
good-looking in a fleshy sort of way. Big

eyes, dark hair, bobbed. I memorized her
automatically. I would appear in her

guise

tomorrow when [ went back to visit that
kid. Only naked. Let's see how his very

steely but ever so adolescent mind
responded to that![1]

[1] For those who are wondering, | have



no difficulty in becoming a woman. Nor
for

that matter a man. In some ways I
suppose women are trickier, but I won't
go into that

now. Woman, man, mole, maggot—
they're all the same, when all's said and
done, except

for slight variations in cognitive ability.

However, for the moment I was more
concerned with the man this woman

was smiling and nodding at. He was tall,
thin, handsome 1n a rather bookish sort
of



way, with his hair slicked back by some
pungent oil. He had small round glasses

and a large mouth with good teeth. He
had a prominent jaw. Something told me

that this was the magician, Simon
Lovelace. Was it his indefinable aura of
power

and authority? Was it the proprietorial
way in which he gestured round the
room?

Or was it the small imp which floated at
his shoulder (on the second plane),
warily

watching out for danger on every side?



I rubbed my front two legs together with
irritation. I would have to be very

careful. The imp complicated matters.[2]

[2] Don't get me wrong. I wasn't afraid
of the imp. I could squish him without a
sec-

ond thought. But he was there for two
reasons: for his undying loyalty to his
master and

for his perceptive eye. He would not be
taken in by my cunning fly guise for one
fraction

of a second.



It was a pity [ wasn't a spider. They can
sit still for hours and think nothing of

it. Flies are far more jittery. But if |
changed here, the magician's slave
would be

certain to sense it. I had to force my
unwilling body to lurk, and ignore the
ache

that was building up again, this time
inside my chitin.

The magician was talking. He did little
else. The woman gazed at him with

spaniel eyes so wide and silly with
adoration that I wanted to bite her.



", .It will be the most magnificent

occasion, Amanda. You will be the toast
of

London society! Did you know that the
Prime Minister himself is looking
forward

to viewing your estate? Yes, I have that
on good authority. My enemies have
been

hounding him for weeks with their vile
insinuations, but he has always remained

committed to holding the conference at
the Hall. So you see, my love, I can still
in-



fluence him when it counts. The thing is
to know how to play him, how to flatter
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his vanity. . Keep it to yourself, but he 1s
actually rather weak. His speciality is

Charm, and even that he seldom bothers
with now. Why should he? He's got men

1n suits to do it for him. . "

The magician rattled on like this for
several minutes, name-dropping with
tire-

less energy. The woman drank her wine,
nodded, gasped, and exclaimed at the



right

moments, and leaned closer to him along
the sofa. I nearly buzzed with boredom.

[3]

[3] A human who listened to the
conversation would probably have been
slack-

jawed with astonishment, for the
magicians account of corruption in the
British Govern-

ment was remarkably detailed. But I for
one was not agog Having seen countless
civiliza-

tions of far greater panache than this one



crumble into dust, I could rouse little
interest in

the matter I spent the time fruitlessly
trying to recall which unearthly powers
might have

been bound into Simon Lovelace's
service. It was best to be prepared

Suddenly the imp became alert. Its head
swiveled 180 degrees and peered at a

door at the other end of the room. It
tweaked the magician's ear gently in
warning.

Seconds later, the door opened and a
black-jacketed flunky with a bald head



stepped respectfully in.
"Pardon me, sir, but your car is ready."

"Thank you, Carter. We shan't be a
moment."

The flunky withdrew. The magician
replaced his (still full) wineglass on the

coffee table and took hold of the
woman's hand. He kissed it gallantly.
Behind his

back the imp made faces of extreme
disgust.

"It pains me to have to go, Amanda, but
duty calls. I will not be home this



evening. May I call you? The theater,
tomorrow night, perhaps?"

"That would be charming, Simon."

"Then that is settled. My good friend
Makepeace has a new play out. I shall
get

tickets presently. For now, Carter will
drive you home."

Man, woman, and imp exited, leaving
the door ajar. Behind them, a wary fly

crept from its hiding place and sped
soundlessly across the room to a vantage
point



that gave a view of the hall. For a few
minutes there was activity, coats being

brought, orders given, doors slammed.
Then the magician departed his house.

I flew out into the hall. It was wide and
cold, and had a floor of black-and-

white tiles. Bright green ferns grew from
gigantic ceramic pots. I circled the
chande-

lier, listening. It was very quiet. The
only sounds came from a distant kitchen,
and

they were innocent enough—just the
banging of pots and plates and several



loud

belches, presumably emanating from the
cook.

I debated sending out a discreet magical
pulse to see if I could detect the

whereabouts of the magician's artifacts,
but decided that it was far too risky. The

sentry creatures outside might pick it up,
for one thing, even if there was no
further

guard. I, the fly, would have to go
hunting myself.

All the planes were clear. I went along



the hall, then—following an intuition—
up the stairs.
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On the landing a thickly carpeted
corridor led in two directions, each
lined

with oil paintings. I was immediately
interested in the right-hand passage, for
half-

way along it was a spy. To human eyes it
was a smoke alarm, but on the other

planes its true form was revealed: an
upside-down toad with unpleasantly



bulbous

eyes sitting on the ceiling. Every minute
or so it hopped on the spot, rotating a lit-

tle. When the magician returned, it
would relate to him anything that had
hap-

pened.

I sent a small magic the toad's way. A
thick oily vapor issued from the ceiling

and wrapped itself around the spy,
obscuring its vision. As it hopped and
croaked

in confusion, I flew rapidly past it down



the passage to the door at the end. Alone

of the doors in the corridor, this did not
have a keyhole; under its white paint, the

wood was reinforced with strips of
metal. Two good reasons for trying this
one

first.

There was a minute crack under the
door. It was too small for an insect, but I

was aching for a change anyway. The fly
dissolved into a dribble of smoke, which

passed out of sight under the door just as
the vapor screen around the toad melted



away.
In the room I became a child.

If T had known that apprentice's name, I
would have been malicious and taken

his form, just to give Simon Lovelace a
head start when he began to piece the
theft

together. But without his name I had no
handle on him. So I became a boy I had

known once before, someone I had
loved. His dust had long ago floated
away along

the Nile, so my crime would not hurt



him, and anyhow it pleased me to
remember

him like this. He was brown skinned,
bright eyed, dressed in a white loincloth.
He

looked around in that way he had, his
head slightly cocked to one side.

The room had no windows. There were
several cabinets against the walls, filled

with magical paraphernalia. Most of it
was quite useless, fit only for stage
shows,[4]

but there were a few intriguing items
there.



[4] Oh, it was all impressive enough if
you were a nonmagician. Let me see,
there

were crystal orbs, scrying glasses, skulls
from tombs, saints' knucklebones, spirit
sticks that

had been looted from Siberian shamans,
bottles filled with blood of doubtful
provenance,

witch-doctor masks, stuffed crocodiles,
novelty wands, racks of capes for
different cere-

monies and many, many weighty books
on magic that looked as if they had been
bound in



human skin at the beginning of time, but
had probably been mass-produced last
week by

a factory in Catford. Magicians love this
kind of thing; they love the hocus-pocus
mystery

of it all (and half believe it, some of
them) and they adore the awe-inspiring
effect it has

on outsiders. Quite apart from anything
else, all these knickknacks distract
attention from

the real source of their power: us.

There was a summoning horn that I knew



was genuine, because it made me

feel 11l to look at 1t. One blast of that and
anything in that magician's power would

be at his feet begging for mercy and
pleading to do his bidding, It was a cruel
in-

strument and very old and I couldn't go
near it. In another cabinet was an eye
made

out of clay. I had seen one of them
before, in the head of a golem. |
wondered if the

fool knew the potential of that eye.
Almost certainly not—he'd have picked



itup
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as a quaint keepsake on some package
holiday in central Europe. Magical
tourism. .

I ask you.[5] Well, with luck it might kill
him some day.

[5] They were all at it—beetling off in
coach parties (or, since many of them
were

well-heeled, renting jets) to tour the
great magical cities of the past. All
cooing and ahhing



at the famous sights—the temples, the
birthplaces of notable magicians, the
places where

they came to horrible ends. And all
ready to snatch bits of statuary or
ransack the black-

market bazaars in the hope of getting
knock-me-down sorcerous bargains. It's
not the cul-

tural vandalism I object to. It's just so
hopelessly vulgar.

And there was the Amulet of Samarkand.
It sat in a small case all of its own,

protected by glass and its own



reputation. [ walked over to it, flicking
through the

planes, seeking danger and finding—
well, nothing explicit, but on the seventh
plane

I had the distinct impression that
something was stirring. Not here, but
close by. I

had better be quick.

The Amulet was small, dull, and made
of beaten gold. It hung from a short

gold chain. In its center was an oval
piece of jade. The gold had been
pressed with



simple notched designs depicting
running steeds. Horses were the prize
possessions

of the people from central Asia who had
made the Amulet three thousand years

before and had later buried it in the tomb
of one of their princesses. A Russian ar-

chaeologist had found it in the 1950s,
and before long it had been stolen by
magi-

cians who recognized its value. How
Simon Lovelace had come by it—who
exactly

he had murdered or swindled to get it—I



had no idea.

I cocked my head again, listening. All
was quiet in the house.

I raised my hand over the cabinet,
smiling at my reflection as it clenched its

fist.

Then I brought my hand down and drove
it through the glass.

A throb of magical energy resounded
through all seven planes. I seized the

Amulet and hung it round my neck. I
turned swiftly. The room was as before,
but |



could sense something on the seventh
plane, moving swiftly and coming
closer.

The time for stealth was over.

As I ran for the door I noticed out of the
corner of my eye a portal suddenly

open in midair. Inside the portal was a
blackness that was immediately
obscured as

something stepped out through it.

I charged at the door and hit it with my
small boy's fist. The door smashed

open like a bent playing card. I ran past



it without stopping.

In the corridor, the toad turned toward
me and opened its mouth. A green

gobbet of slime 1ssued forth, which
suddenly accelerated down at me,
aiming for

my head. I dodged and the slime
splattered on the wall behind me,
destroying a

painting and everything down to the bare
bricks beneath it.

I threw a bolt of Compression at the
toad. With a small croak of regret it im-



ploded into a dense blob of matter the
size of a marble and dropped to the
floor. I

didn't break stride. As I ran on down the
corridor I placed a protective Shield

around my physical body in case of
further missiles.

13

Which was a wise move as it happened,
because the next instant a Detonation

struck the floor directly behind me. The
impact was so great that [ was sent
flying



headlong at an angle down the corridor
and half into the wall. Green flames
licked

around me, leaving streaks on the decor
like the fingers of a giant hand.

I struggled to my feet amid the confusion
of shattered bricks and turned

around.

Standing over the broken door at the end
of the corridor was something that

had taken the form of a very tall man
with bright red skin and the head of a
jackal.



"Bartimaeus!"

Another Detonation shot down the
corridor. I somersaulted under it, aiming

for the stairs, and as the green explosion
vaporized the corner of the wall, rolled

head over heels down the steps, through
the banisters and six feet down onto the

black-and-white tiled floor, cracking it
quite badly.

I got to my feet and took a look at the
front door. Through the frosted glass be-

side it I could see the hulking yellow
outline of one of the three sentinels. It



was ly-

ing in wait, little realizing that it could
be seen from inside. I decided to make
my

exit elsewhere. Thus does superior
intelligence win over brute strength any
day of

the week!

Speaking of which, I had to get out fast.
Noises from above indicated pursuit.

I ran through a couple of rooms—a
library, a dining room—each time
making a



break for the window and each time
retreating when one or more of the
yellow

creatures hove into view outside. Their
foolishness 1n making themselves so
obvi-

ous was only equaled by my caution in
avoiding whatever magical weapons
they

carried.

Behind me, my name was being called in
a voice of fury. With growing frustra-

tion I opened the next door and found
myself in the kitchen. There were no



more

internal doors, but one led out to what
looked like a lean-to greenhouse, filled
with

herbs and greens. Beyond was the
garden—and also the three sentinels,
who came

motoring round the side of the house at
surprising speed on their rotating legs.
To

gain time, | put a Seal on the door behind
me. Then I looked around me and saw

the cook.



He was sitting far back in his chair with
his shoes on the kitchen table, a fat,

jovial-looking man with a red face and a
meat cleaver in his hand. He was studi-

ously paring his nails with the cleaver,
flicking each fragment of nail expertly

through the air to land in the fireplace
beside him. As he did so he watched me

continuously with his dark little eyes.

I felt unease. He didn't seem at all
perturbed to see a small Egyptian boy
come

running into his kitchen. I checked him



out on the different planes. On one to six

he was exactly the same, a portly cook in
a white apron. But on the seventh. .

Uh-oh.
"Bartimaeus."
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"Faquarl."
"How's it going?"
"Not bad."

"Haven't seen you around."



"No, I guess not."
"Shame, eh?"

"Yes. Well. . here I am."
"Here you are, indeed."

While this fascinating conversation was
going on, the sounds of a sustained se-

ries of Detonations came from the other
side of the door. My Seal held firm,

though. I smiled as urbanely as I could.
"Jabor seems as excitable as ever."

"Yes, he's just the same. Only I think



perhaps slightly more hungry,
Bartimaeus.

That's the only change I've noticed in
him. He never seems satisfied, even
when

he's been fed. And that happens all too
rarely these days, as you can imagine."

" '"Treat 'em mean, keep 'em keen,' that's
your master's watchword, 1s 1t? Still,

he must be fairly potent to be able to
have you and Jabor as his slaves."

The cook gave a thin smile and with a
flick of the knife sent a nail paring spin-



ning to the ceiling. It pierced the plaster
and lodged there.

"Now, now, Bartimaeus, we don't use
the s-word in civilized company, do we?

Jabor and I are playing the long game."
"Of course you are."

"Speaking of disparities in power, |
notice that you choose to avoid

addressing

me on the seventh plane. This seems a
little impolite. Can it be that you are
uneasy

with my true form?"



"Queasy, Faquarl, not uneasy."[6]

[6] 'mno great looker myself, but
Faquarl had too many tentacles for my
liking,

"Well, this is all very pleasant. [ admire
your choice of form, by the way, Barti-

maeus. Very comely. But I see that you
are somewhat weighed down by a
certain

amulet. Perhaps you could be so good as
to take it off and put it on the table. Then

if you care to tell me which magician
you are working for, I might consider
ways of



ending this meeting in a nonfatal
manner."

"That's kind of you, but you know I can't
do that."[7]

[7] Not strictly correct. I could have
given over the Amulet and thus failed in
my

charge. But then, even if [ had managed
to escape from Faquarl, I would have
had to re-

turn empty-handed to the pale-faced boy.
My failure would have left me at his
tender

mercy, doubly in his power, and



somehow I knew this was not a good
idea.
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The cook prodded the edge of the table
with the tip of his cleaver. "Let me be

frank. You can and will. It is nothing
personal, of course; one day we may
work to-

gether again. But for now I am bound
just as you are. And I too have my
charge to

fulfill. So it comes, as i1t always does, to
a question of power. Correct me 1f I am



wrong, but [ note that you do not have
too much confidence in yourself today—

otherwise you would have left by the
front door, quelling the triloids as you
went,

rather than allowing them to shepherd
you round the house to me."

"I was merely following a whim."

"Mmm. Perhaps you would stop edging
toward the window, Bartimaeus. Such

a ploy would be pitifully obvious even
to a human[ 8] and besides, the triloids
wait



for you there. Hand over the Amulet or
you will discover that your ramshackle
de-

fense Shield will count for nothing."
[8] Ouch.

He stood up and held out his hand. There
was a pause. Behind my Seal, Jabor's

patient (if unimaginative) Detonations
still sounded. The door itself must have
long

since been turned to powder. In the
garden the three sentinels hovered, all
their



eyes trained on me. I looked around the
room for inspiration.

"The Amulet, Bartimaeus."

I raised my hand, and with a heavy,
rather theatrical sigh, took hold of the

Amulet. Then I leaped to my left. At the
same time, | released the Seal on the
door.

Faquarl gave a tut of annoyance and
began a gesture. As he did so he was hit
square

on by a particularly powerful Detonation
that came shooting through the empty



gap where the Seal had been. It sent him
backward into the fireplace and the

brickwork collapsed upon him.

I smashed my way into the greenhouse
just as Jabor stepped through the gap

into the kitchen. As Faquarl emerged
from the rubble, I was breaking out into
the

garden. The three sentinels converged on
me, eyes wide and legs rotating.
Scything

claws appeared at the ends of their
blobby feet. I cast an Illumination of the

bright-



est kind. The whole garden was lit up as
if by an exploding sun. The sentinels'
eyes

were dazzled; they chittered with pain. I
leaped over them and ran through the

garden, dodging bolts of magic that
sprang from the house, incinerating trees.

At the far end of the garden, between a
compost heap and a motorized lawn-

mower, [ vaulted the wall. I tore through
the blue latticework of magical nodes,

leaving a boy-shaped hole. Instantly
alarm bells began ringing all over the
grounds.



I hit the pavement outside, the Amulet
bouncing and banging on my chest. On

the other side of the wall I heard the
sound of galloping hooves. It was high
time [

made a change.

Peregrine falcons are the fastest birds on
record. They can attain a speed of two

hundred kilometers an hour in diving
flight. Rarely has one achieved this
horizon-

tally over the roofs of North London.
Some would even doubt that this was
POssi-



ble, particularly while carrying a
weighty amulet around its neck. Suffice
it to say,

however, that when Faquarl and Jabor
landed in the Hampstead backstreet,
creat-
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ing an invisible obstruction that was
immediately hit by a speeding moving
van, |

was nowhere to be seen. [ was long
gone.
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5
Nathaniel

"Above all," said his master, "there 1s
one fact that we must drive into your

wretched little skull now so that you
never afterward forget. Can you guess
what

that fact 1s?"
"No, sir," the boy said.

"No?" The bristling eyebrows shot up in
mock surprise. Mesmerized, the boy

watched them disappear under the



hanging white thatch of hair. There,
almost

coyly, they remained just out of sight for
a moment, before suddenly descending

with a terrible finality and weight. "No.
Well then. ." The magician bent forward
in

his chair. "I shall tell you."

With a slow, deliberate motion, he
placed his hands together so that the
finger-

tips formed a steepled arch, which he
pointed at the boy.



"Remember this," he said in a soft voice.
"Demons are very wicked. They will

hurt you if they can. Do you understand
this?"

The boy was still watching the
eyebrows. He could not wrench his gaze
away

from them. Now they were furrowed
sternly downward, two sharp
arrowheads

meeting. They moved with a quite
remarkable agility—up, down, tilting,
arching,

sometimes together, sometimes singly.



With their parody of independent life
they

exerted a strange fascination on the boy.
Besides, he found studying them
infinitely

preferable to meeting his master's gaze.

The magician coughed dangerously. "Do
you understand?"

"Oh—yes, sir."

"Well now, you say yes, and I am sure
you mean yes—and yet. ." One eyebrow

inched skyward musingly. "And yet I do
not feel convinced that you really, truly



understand!"

"Oh, yes, sir; yes, I do, sir. Demons are
wicked and they are hurtful and they

will hurt you if you let them, sir." The
boy fidgeted anxiously on his cushion.
He

was eager to prove that he had been
listening well. Outside, the summer sun
was

beating on the grass and the hot
pavement; an ice-cream van had passed
merrily

under the window five minutes before.
But only a bright rim of pure daylight



skirted the heavy red curtains of the
magician's room; the air within was
stuffy and

thick. The boy wished for the lesson to
be over, to be allowed to go.

"I have listened very carefully, sir," he
said.

His master nodded. "Have you ever seen
a demon?" he asked.

"No, sir. I mean, only in books."
"Stand up."
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The boy stood quickly, one foot almost
slipping on his cushion. He waited

awkwardly, hands at his sides. His
master indicated a door behind him with
a casual

finger. "You know what's through
there?"

"Your study, sir."

"Good. Go down the steps and cross the
room. At the far end you'll find my

desk. On the desk is a box. In the box 1s
a pair of spectacles. Put them on and
come



back to me. Got that?"
"Yes, sir."
"Very well then. Off you go."

Under his master's watchful eye, the boy
crossed to the door, which was made

of a dark, unpainted wood with many
whorls and grains. He had to struggle to
turn

the heavy brass knob, but the coolness of
its touch pleased him. The door swung

open soundlessly on oiled hinges and the
boy stepped through to find himself at
the



top of a carpeted staircase. The walls
were elegantly papered with a flowery
pat-

tern. A small window halfway down let
in a friendly stream of sunlight.

The boy descended carefully, one step at
a time. The silence and sunlight reas-

sured him and quelled some of his fears.
Never having been beyond this point be-

fore, he had nothing but nursery stories
to furnish his ideas of what might be
wait-

ing in his master's study. Terrible images
of stuffed crocodiles and bottled



eyeballs

sprang garishly into his mind. Furiously
he drove them out again. He would not
be

afraid.

At the foot of the staircase was another
door, similar to the first, but smaller

and decorated, in its center, with a five-
sided star painted in red. The boy turned

the knob and pushed: the door opened
reluctantly, sticking on the thick carpet.

When the gap was wide enough the boy
passed through into the study.



Unconsciously he had held his breath as
he entered; now he let it out again,

almost with a sense of disappointment. It
was all so ordinary. A long room lined

with books on either side. At the far end
a great wooden desk with a padded

leather chair set behind it. Pens on the
table, a few papers, an old computer, a
small

metal box. The window beyond looked
out toward a horse chestnut tree adorned

with the full splendor of summer. The
light in the room had a sweet greenish
tint.



The boy made for the table.

Halfway there, he stopped and looked
behind him.

Nothing. Yet he'd had the strangest
feeling. . For some reason the slightly
open

door, through which he had entered only
a moment before, now gave him an un-

settled sensation. He wished that he had
thought to close it after him.

He shook his head. No need. He was
going back through it in a matter of sec-

onds.



Four hasty steps took him to the edge of
the table. He looked round again.

Surely there had been a noise. .
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The room was empty. The boy listened
as intently as a rabbit in a covert. No,

there was nothing to hear except faint
sounds of distant traffic.

Wide-eyed, breathing hard, the boy
turned to the table. The metal box glinted

in the sun. He reached for it across the
leather surface of the desk. This was not



strictly necessary—he could have
walked round to the other side of the
desk and

picked the box up easily—but somehow
he wanted to save time, grab what he'd

come for, and get out. He leaned over
the table and stretched out his hand, but
the

box remained obstinately just out of
reach. The boy rocked forward, swung
his fin-

gertips out wildly. They missed the box,
but his flailing arm knocked over a small

pot of pens. The pens sprayed across the



leather.

The boy felt a bead of sweat trickle
under his arm. Frantically, he began to
col-

lect up the pens and stuff them back into
the pot.

There was a throaty chuckle, right
behind him, in the room.

He wheeled round, stifling his yell. But
there was nothing there.

For a moment the boy remained leaning
with his back against the desk, para-

lyzed with fear. Then something



reasserted itself in him. Forget the pens,
it seemed

to say. The box is what you came for.
Slowly, imperceptibly, he began to inch
his

way around the side of the desk, his back
to the window, his eyes on the room.

Something tapped the window, urgently,
three times. He spun round. Nothing

there; only the horse chestnut beyond the
garden, waving gently in the summer

breeze.

Nothing there.



At that moment one of the pens he had
spilled rolled off the desk onto the

carpet. It made no sound, but he caught
sight of it out of the corner of his eye.
An-

other pen began to rock back and forth—
first slowly, then faster and faster. Sud-

denly i1t spun away, bounced off the base
of the computer, and dropped over the

edge onto the floor. Another did the
same. Then another. Suddenly, all the
pens

were rolling, in several directions at
once, accelerating off the edges of the



desk, col-
liding, falling, landing, lying still.
The boy watched. The last one fell.

He did not move.

Something laughed softly, right in his
ear.

With a cry he lashed out with his left
arm, but made no contact. The momen-

tum of his swing turned him around to
face the desk. The box was directly in
front

of him. He snatched it up and dropped it



instantly—the metal had been sitting in

the sun and its heat seared his palm. The
box struck the desktop and lost its lid. A

pair of horn-rimmed spectacles fell out.
A moment later, he had them in his hand

and was running for the door.

Something came behind him. He heard it
hopping at his back.
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He was almost at the door; he could see
the stairs beyond that led up to his

master.



And the door slammed shut.

The boy wrenched at the doorknob, beat
at the wood, hammered, called to his

master in a choking sob, but all to no
avail. Something was whispering in his
ear

and he could not hear the words. In
mortal panic, he kicked at the door,
succeeding

only in jarring his toe through his small
black boot.

He turned then and faced the empty
room.



Small rustlings sounded all about him,
delicate taps and little flitterings, as if

the carpet, the books, the shelves, even
the ceiling were being brushed against
by

invisible, moving things. One of the light
shades above his head swung slightly in
a

nonexistent breeze.

Through his tears, through his terror, the
boy found words to speak.

"Stop!" he shouted. "Begone!"

The rustling, tapping, and flittering



stopped dead. The light shade's swing
slowed, diminished, and came to a halt.
The room was very still.

Gulping for breath, the boy waited with
his back against the door, watching

the room. Not a sound came.

Then he remembered the spectacles that
he was still holding in his hand. Out

of the clinging fog of fear, he recalled
that his master had told him to put them
on

before returning. Perhaps if he did so,



the door would open and he would be
al-

lowed to climb the stairs to safety.

With trembling fingers he raised the
spectacles and put them on.

And saw the truth about the study.

A hundred small demons filled every
inch of the space in front of him. They

were stacked one on top of the other all
over the room, like seeds in a melon or

nuts in a bag, with feet squishing faces
and elbows jabbed into bellies. So

tightly



were they clustered that the very carpet
was blocked out. Leering obscenely,
they

squatted on the desk, hung from the lights
and bookcases, and hovered in midair.

Some balanced on the protruding noses
of others or were suspended from their

limbs. A few had huge bodies with
heads the size of oranges; several
displayed the

reverse. There were tails and wings and
horns and warts and extra hands, mouths,

feet, and eyes. There were too many
scales and too much hair and other things



n

impossible places. Some had beaks,
others had suckers, most had teeth. They
were

every conceivable color, often in
inappropriate combinations. And they
were all

doing their best to keep very, very still
so as to convince the boy that nobody
was

there. They were trying extremely hard
to remain frozen, despite the repressed

shaking and trembling of tails and wings
and the uncontrollable twitching of their



extremely mobile mouths.
21

But at the very moment the boy put on the
spectacles and saw them, they real-

1zed that he could see them too.

Then, with a cry of glee, they leaped at
him.
The boy screamed, fell back against the

door and sideways onto the floor. He

raised his hands to protect himself,
dashing the spectacles from his nose.
Blindly he



rolled over onto his face and curled
himself up into a ball, smothered by the
terri-

ble noise of wings and scales and small
sharp claws on top, around, beside him.

The boy was still there twenty minutes
later, when his master came to fetch

him and dismiss the company of imps.
He was carried to his room. For a day
and a

night he did not eat. For a further week
he remained mute and unresponsive, but
at

length he regained his speech and was



able to resume his studies.

His master never referred to the incident
again, but he was satisfied with the

outcome of the lesson—with the well of
hate and fear that had been dug for his

apprentice in that sunny room.

This was one of Nathaniel's earliest
experiences. He did not speak of it to
any-

one, but the shadow of it never left his
heart. He was six years old at the time.
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6
Bartimaeus

The problem with a highly magical
artifact such as the Amulet of Samarkand
1S

that 1t has a distinctive pulsating aura| 1]
that attracts attention like a naked man at
a

funeral. I knew that no sooner had Simon
Lovelace been informed of my escapade

than he would send out searchers
looking for the telltale pulse, and that the
longer |



remained in one place, the more chance
there was of something pinpointing it.
The

boy would not summon me until dawn,
[2] so I had several restless hours to
survive

first.

[1] All living things have auras too.
They take the form of a colored nimbus
sur-

rounding the individual's body and are in
fact the closest a visual phenomenon gets
to be-

coming a smell. Auras do exist on the



first plane, but are invisible to most
humans. Many

animals, such as cats, can see them,
djinn and a few exceptional persons
likewise Auras

change color depending on mood and are
a useful indication of fear, hatred,
sorrow, €ftc.

This is why it is very hard to deceive a
cat (or a djinni) when you wish it ill.

[2] It would have been a lot more
agreeable to return to the urchin
immediately to

rid myself of the Amulet. But magicians



almost always insist on specific
summonses at

specific times. It removes the possibility
of us catching them at a (potentially
fatal) disad-

vantage.

What might the magician send after me?
He was unlikely to command many

other djinn of Faquarl's and Jabor's
strength, but he would certainly be able
to whip

up a host of weaker servants to join in
the hunt. Ordinarily I can dispose of
foliots



and the like with one claw tied behind
my back, but if they arrived in large
num-

bers, and [ was weary, things might
become difficult.[3]

[3] Even magicians are confused by our
infinite varieties, which are as different
one

from the other as elephants are from
insects, or eagles from amoebae.
However, broadly

speaking, there are five basic ranks that
you are likely to find working in a
magician's ser-



vice. These are, in descending order of
power and general awe: marids, afrits,
djinn, foliots,

imps. (There are legions of lowly sprites
that are weaker than the imps, but
magicians

rarely bother summoning these.
Likewise, far above the marids exist
great entities of ter-

rible power; they are seldom seen on
Earth, since few magicians dare even
uncover their

names.) A detailed knowledge of this
hierarchy is vitally important for both
magicians and



for us, since survival frequently depends
on knowing exactly where you stand. For
exam-

ple, as a particularly fine specimen of a
djinni, I treat other djinn and anything
above my

rank with a certain degree of courtesy,
but give foliots and imps short shrift.

I flew from Hampstead at top speed and
took shelter under the eaves of a de-

serted house beside the Thames, where I
preened my feathers and watched the

sky.

After a time, seven small spheres of red



light passed across the heavens at low
alti-

tude. When they reached the middle of
the river, they split forces: three
continued

south, two went west, two east. I
pressed myself deep into the shadows of
the roof,

but couldn't help notice the Amulet
giving an extra-vibrant throb as the
questing

spheres disappeared downriver. This
unnerved me; shortly afterward I
departed to



a girder halfway up a crane on the
opposite bank, where they were erecting
a

swanky riverside condo for the magical
gentry.
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Five silent minutes passed. The river
sucked and swirled round the muddy

posts of the wharf. Clouds passed over
the moon. A sudden green and sickly

light

flared 1n all the windows of the deserted
house on the other side of the river.



Hunched shadows moved within it,
searching. They found nothing; the light
con-

gealed and became a glowing mist that
drifted from the windows and was
blown

away. Darkness shrouded the house
again. I flew south at once, darting and
SWOOp-

ing from street to street.

For half the night I continued my frantic,
fugitive dance across London. The

spheres[4] were out in even greater
numbers than [ had feared (evidently



more than

one magician had summoned them) and
appeared above me at regular intervals.
To

keep safe I had to keep moving, and even
then I was nearly caught twice. Once I

flew around an office block and nearly
collided with a sphere coming the other

way; another came upon me as,
overcome with exhaustion, I huddled in
a birch

tree in Green Park. On both occasions [
managed to escape before
reinforcements



arrived.

[4] Search spheres like these are a kind
of sturdy imp. They possess giant scaly
ears

and a single bristled nostril, which make
them particularly sensitive to magical
pulsation

and extremely irritable when exposed to
any loud noise or pungent smell. For
some of the

night I was consequently forced to

bunker down in the middle of
Rotherhithe Sewage

Works.



Before long | was on my last wings. The
constant drag of supporting my physi-

cal form was wearing me down and
using up precious energy. So I decided
to adopt

a different plan—to find a place where
the Amulet's pulse would be drowned
out

by other magical emissions. It was time
to mingle with the many-headed
multitude,

the great unwashed: in other words, with
people. I was that desperate.

I flew back to the center of the city. Even



at this late hour, the tourists in Tra-

falgar Square still flowed around the
base of Nelson's Column in a gaudy tide,
buy-

ing cut-price charms from the official
vending booths wedged between the
lions. A

cacophony of magical pulses rose up
from the square. It was as good a place
as

anywhere to hide.

A bolt of feathered lightning plunged
down out of the night and disappeared



into the narrow space between two
stalls. Presently a young, sad-eyed
Egyptian boy

emerged and elbowed his way into the
throng. He wore new blue jeans and a
pad-

ded black bomber jacket over a white T-
shirt; also a pair of big white trainers
with

laces that were constantly coming loose.
He mingled with the crowd.

[ felt the Amulet burning against my
chest. At regular intervals it sent out
little



waves of intense heat in double bursts,
like heartbeats. I fervently hoped that
this

signal would now be swallowed by the

auras all around.

Much of the magic here was all show, no
substance. The plaza was littered

with licensed quacks selling minor
charms and trinkets that had been
approved by

the authorities for common use.[5]
Wide-eyed tourists from North America
and Ja-
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pan eagerly probed the stacks of
multicolored stones and gimcrack
jewelry, trying

to recall the birth signs of their relatives
back home while being patiently

prompted by the cheery Cockney
vendors. If it weren't for the camera
bulbs flash-

ing, [ might have been back in Karnak.
Bargains were being struck, happy cries
rang

out, everyone was smiling. It was a
timeless tableau of gullibility and greed.

[5] Particularly popular were shards of



crystal that were purported to exude life-

enhancing auras. People hung them round
their necks for good luck. The shards
had no

magical properties whatsoever, but I
suppose in one way they did have a
protective func-

tion: people wearing them immediately
advertised themselves to be magical
ignoramuses,

and as a result they were ignored by the
many factions of feuding magicians. In
London it

was dangerous for a person to have had



even the slightest magical training: then
one be-

came useful and/or dangerous—and as a
result fair game for other magicians.

But not everything in the square was
trivial. Here and there rather more
sober-

faced men stood at the entrance to small
closed tents. Visitors were admitted to

these one by one. Evidently there were
artifacts of genuine value inside, since
with-

out exception small watchers loitered
near each booth. They came in various



unob-

trusive forms—pigeons mostly; |
avoided going too close in case they
were more

perceptive than they looked.

A few magicians wandered about amid
the crowd. They were unlikely to be

buying anything here; more probably
they were doing the night shift in the
gov-

ernment offices in Whitehall and had
come out for a breather. One (in a good
suit)



had an accompanying second-plane 1mp
hopping at his heel; the others (more

shabbily attired) simply trailed the
telltale odor of incense, dried sweat, and
candle

wax.

The police were present too—several
ordinary constables and a couple of

hairy, hatchet-faced men from the Night
Police keeping themselves just visible

enough to prevent trouble.

And all around the square, the car lights
swirled, carrying ministers and other



magicians from their offices in
Parliament to their clubs at St. James's. |
was near

the hub of a great wheel of power that
extended over an empire, and here, with

luck, I would remain undetected until I
was finally summoned.

Or possibly not.

I had sauntered over to a particularly
tatty-looking stall and was examining its

fare when I had the uneasy feeling that I
was being watched. I turned my head a
lit-



tle and scanned the crowd. An

amorphous mass. I checked the planes.
No hidden

dangers: a bovine herd, all of it dull and
human. I turned back to the stall and ab-

sently picked up My Magic Mirror™, a
piece of cheap glass glued into a frame
of

pink plastic and feebly decorated with
wands, cats, and wizards' hats.

There it was again! I turned my body
sharply. Through a gap in the crowd di-

rectly behind me, I could see a short,
plump female magician, a bunch of kids



clus-

tered round a stand, and a policeman
eyeing them suspiciously. No one
seemed to

have the slightest interest in me. But I
knew what I'd felt. Next time I'd be
ready. I

made a big show of considering the
mirror. ANOTHER GREAT GIFT
FROM
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LONDON, MAGIC CAPITAL OF THE
WORLD! screamed the label on its
back.



MADE IN TAIW—

Then the feeling came again. I swiveled
quicker than a cat and—success! |

caught the starers eyeball to eyeball.
Two of them, a boy and a girl, from
within the

gaggle of kids. They didn't have time to
drop their gaze. The boy was in his mid-

teens; acne was laying siege to his face
with some success. The girl was younger
but

her eyes were cold and hard. I gazed
back. What did I care? They were
human, they



couldn't see what I was. Let them stare.

After a few seconds they couldn't handle
it; they looked away. I shrugged and

made to move off. There was a loud
cough from the man on the stand. I
replaced

My Magic Mirror™ carefully on his
tray, gave him a cheesy smile, and went
my

way.
The children followed me.

I caught sight of them at the next booth,
watching from behind a candyfloss



stand. They were moving in a huddle—
maybe five or six of them, I couldn't be

sure. What did they want? A mugging? If
so, why pick me out? There were dozens

of better, fatter, richer candidates here.
To test this I cozied up to a very small,

wealthy-looking tourist with a giant
camera and thick spectacles. If I'd
wanted to

mug someone, he'd have been top of my
list. But when I left him and went on a

loop through the crowd, the children
followed right along too.



Weird. And annoying. I didn't want to
make a change and fly off; I was too

weary. All I wanted was to be left in
peace. I still had many hours to go
before the

dawn.

I speeded up; the children did so too.
Long before we'd done three circuits of

the square, I'd had enough. A couple of
policemen had watched us beetling
around

and they were likely to halt us soon, if
only to stop themselves getting dizzy. It
was



time to go. Whatever the kids were after,
I did not want any more attention drawn

to me.

There was a subway close by. I
hotfooted it down the steps, ignored the
en-

trance to the Underground, and came up
again on the other side of the road,

oppo-

site the central square. The kids had
vanished—maybe they were in the
subway.

Now was my chance. I slipped round a
street corner, along past a bookshop, and



ducked down an alley. I waited a little
there, in the shadows among the dumper

bins.

A couple of cars drove past the end of
the alley. No one came after me.

I allowed myself a brief smile. I thought
I'd lost them.

I was wrong,
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The Egyptian boy wandered off along
the alley, made a couple of right-angle



turns and came out in one of the many
roads that radiate from Trafalgar Square.
I

was revising my plans as [ went.

Forget the square. Too many irritating
children around. But perhaps if I found a

shelter close by, the amulet's pulse
would still be hard for the spheres to
locate. 1

could hole up behind some bins until the
morning came. It was the only option. I

was too weary to take to the skies again.

And I wanted to do some thinking,



The old pain had started up again,
throbbing in my chest, stomach, bones. It

wasn't healthy to be encased in a body
for so long. How humans can stand it
with-

out going completely mad, I'll never
know.[1]

[1] Then again.. maybe that explains a
lot.

I stumped down the dark, cold street,
looking at my reflection as it flitted

across the blank squares of the windows
alongside. The boy's shoulders were



hunched against the wind, his hands deep
in his jacket pockets. His trainers
scuffed

the concrete. His posture perfectly
expressed the annoyance I was feeling.
The

Amulet beat against my chest with every
step. If it had been in my power, [ would

have ripped it off and lobbed it into the
nearest trash can before dematerializing
in

high dudgeon. But [ was bound by the
orders of the child's command.[2] I had
to



keep it with me.

[2] There have been cases where a spirit
has attempted to refuse a command. On

one notable occasion, Asmoral the
Resolute was instructed by his master to
destroy the

djinni Tanna. But lanna had long been
Asmoral's closest ally and there was
great love be-

tween them. Despite his master's
increasingly severe injunctions, Asmoral
refused to act.

Sadly, though his willpower was equal
to the challenge, his essence was tied to



the irre-

sistible tug of the magician's command.
Before long, because he did not give
way, he was

literally torn in two. The resulting matter
explosion destroyed the Magician, his
palace,

and an outlying suburb of Baghdad. After
this tragic event, magicians learned to be
cau-

tious of ordering direct attacks on
opposing spirits (opposing magicians

were a different

matter). For our part, we learned to



avoid conflicts of principle. As a result,
loyalties

among us are temporary and liable to
shift. Friendship is essentially a matter
of strategy.

I took a side street away from the traffic.
The massed darkness of high build-

ings closed 1n on either side, oppressing
me. Cities get me down, almost as if |
am

underground. London is particularly bad
—cold, gray, heavy with odors and rain.

It makes me long for the south, for the
deserts and the blank blue sky.



Another alley led off to the left, choked
with wet cardboard and newspapers.

Automatically I scanned through the
planes, saw nothing. It would do. I
rejected

the first two doorways for reasons of
hygiene. The third was dry. I sat there.

It was high time I thought through the
events of the night so far. It had been a

busy one. There was the pale-faced boy,
Simon Lovelace, the Amulet, Jabor,
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Faquarl. . A pretty hellish brew all



round. Still, what did it matter? At dawn
I

would hand over the Amulet and escape
this sorry mess for good.

Except for my business with the boy.
He'd pay for it, big time. You didn't re-

duce Bartimaeus of Uruk to dossing in a
West End back alley and expect to get

away with it. First I'd find out his name,
then—

Wait. .

Footsteps in the alley. . Several pairs of
boots approaching.



Perhaps it was just coincidence.
London's a city. People use it. People
use alleys.

Whoever was coming was probably just
taking a shortcut home.

Down the very alley that I happened to
be hiding in.

I don't believe 1n coincidences.

I shrank back into the doorway's shallow
well of darkness and cast a Conceal-

ment upon myself. A layer of tightly
laced black threads covered me where |
sat in



the shadows, blending me into the murk.
[ waited.

The boots drew nearer. Who might it be?
A Night Police patrol? A phalanx of

magicians sent by Simon Lovelace?
Perhaps the orbs had spotted me, after
all.

It was neither police nor magicians. It
was the children from Trafalgar Square.

Five boys, with the girl at their head.
They were dawdling along, looking
casu-

ally from side to side. I relaxed a little. I
was well hidden, and even if I hadn't



been,

there was nothing to fear from them now
that we were out of the public gaze.

Admittedly, the boys were big and
loutish looking, but they were still just
boys,

dressed in jeans and leathers. The girl
wore a black leather jacket and trousers
that

flared wildly from the knees down.
There was enough spare material there
to make

a second pair for a midget. Down the
alley they came, scuffling through the



litter. |

realized suddenly how unnaturally silent
they were.

In doubt, I checked the other planes
again. On each, everything was just as it

should be. Six children.

Hidden behind my barrier, I waited for
them to go past.

The girl was in the lead. She drew level
with me.

Safe behind my barrier, I yawned.

One of the boys tapped the girl's



shoulder.
"It's there," he said, pointing.
"Get it," the girl said.

Before I had a chance to get over my
surprise, three of the burliest boys
leaped

into the doorway and crashed down
upon me. As they touched the
Concealment

wisps, the threads tore and dissolved
away into nothingness. For an instant [
was

28



overwhelmed by a tidal wave of

distressed leather, cheap aftershave, and
body

odor. I was sat upon, punched, and
smacked about the head. I was bundled
un_

ceremoniously to my feet.

Then I reasserted myself. I am
Bartimaeus, after all.

The alley was illuminated by a brief
discharge of heat and light. The bricks of

the doorway looked as if they had been
seared on a griddle.



To my surprise the boys were still
holding on. Two of them gripped my
wrists,

while the third had both arms tight round
my waist.

I repeated the effect with greater
emphasis. Car alarms in the next street

started ringing. This time, I confess, I
expected to be left in the charcoally grip
of

three charred corpses.[3]

[3] Despite what some would say on the
subject, many of us have no particular
in-



terest in harming ordinary humans. There
are exceptions, of course, of which
Jabor is one.

However, even for mild-tempered djinn
such as me, there is such a thing as being
pushed

too far

But the boys were still there, breathing
hard and holding on like grim death.

Something was not quite right, here.
"Hold it steady," the girl said.

I looked at her, she looked at me. She
was a little bit taller than my current



manifestation, with dark eyes, long dark
hair. The other two boys stood on either

side of her like an acned guard of honor.
[ grew impatient.

"What do you want?" I said.

"You have something round your neck."
The girl had a remarkably level and

authoritative voice for someone so
young. | guessed she was about thirteen.

"Says who?"

"It's been in full view for the last two
minutes, you cretin. It fell out of your T-



shirt when we jumped you."
"Oh. Fair enough."

"Hand it over."

"No."

She shrugged. "Then we'll take it. It's
your funeral."

"You don't really know who I am, do
you?" I made it sound damn casual, with

a side helping of menace. "You're not a
magician."

"Too right 'mnot." She spat the words
out.



"A magician would know better than to
trifle with one such as me." [ was busy

cranking up the awe-factor again,
although this is always fairly tricky
when you

have a brawny half-wit clasping you
round your waist.

29

The girl grinned coldly. "Would a
magician do so well against your
wicked-

ness?"

She had a point there. For a start, a



magician wouldn't have wanted to come

within a dog's bark of me without being
protected up to the hilt with charms and

pentacles. Next he would have needed
the help of imps to find me under my
Con-

cealment; and, finally, he would have
had to conjure up a fairly heavyweight
djinni

to subdue me. If he dared. But this girl
and her boyfriends had done it all on
their

own, without seeming particularly
fussed.



I should have let fly a full-strength
Detonation or something, but I was too

tired for anything fancy. I fell back on
empty bluster.

I laughed eerily. "Hah! I'm toying with
you."

"That's empty bluster."

I tried another tack. "Despite myself," 1
said, "I confess I'm intrigued. I applaud

your bravery in daring to accost me. If
you tell me your name and purpose, |
will

spare you. In fact, I might well be able to



help you. I have many abilities at my
command."

To my disappointment, the girl clamped
her hands over her ears. "Don't give

me your weasel words, demon!" she
said. "I won't be tempted."

"Surely you do not want my enmity," |
went on, soothingly. "My friendship i1s

greatly to be preferred."

"I don't care about either," the girl said,
lowering her hands. "I want whatever it

1s you have round your neck."



"You can't have it. But you can have a
fight if you like. Apart from the damage

it'll do you, I'll make sure I let off a
signal that'll bring the Night Police down
onus

like gorgons from hell. You don't want
their attention, do you?"

That made her flinch a bit. I built on my
advantage.

"Don't be naive," I said. "Think about it.
You're trying to rob me of a very

powerful object. It belongs to a terrible
magician. If you so much as touch it,
he'll



find you and nail your skin to his door."

Whether it was this threat or the
accusation of naiveté that got to her, the

girl

was rattled. I could tell by the direction
of her pout.

Experimentally I shifted one elbow a
little. The corresponding boy grunted
and

tightened his grip on my arm.

A siren sounded a few roads away. The
girl and her bodyguards looked uneasily

down the alley into the darkness. A few



drops of rain began to fall from the
hidden

sky.

"Enough of this," the girl said. She
stepped toward me.

"Careful," I said.
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She stretched out a hand. As she did so, I
opened my mouth, very, very slowly.

Then she reached for the chain round my
neck.

In an instant [ was a Nile crocodile with



jaws agape. I snapped down at her fin-

gers. The girl shrieked and jerked her
arm backward faster than [ would have
be-

lieved possible. My snaggleteeth
clashed just short of her retreating
fingernails. I

snapped at her again, thrashing from side
to side in my captors' grasp. The girl

squawked, slipped, and fell into a pile
of litter, knocking over one of her two

guards. My sudden transformation took
my three boys by surprise, particularly
the



one who was clutching me around my
wide scaly midriff. His grip had
loosened,

but the other two were still hanging on.
My long hard tail scythed left, then right,

making satisfyingly crisp contact with
two thick skulls. Their brains, if they had

any, were nicely addled; their jaws
slackened and so did their grasps.

One of the girl's two guards had been
only momentarily shocked. He
recovered

himself, reached inside his jacket,
emerged with something shiny in his



hand.
As he threw it, I changed again.

The quick shift from big (the croc) to
small (a fox) was nicely judged, if I say

so myself. The six hands that had been
struggling to cope with large-scale
scales

suddenly found themselves clenching
thin air as a tiny red bundle of fur and
whirl-

ing claws dropped through their flailing
fingers to the floor. At the same moment
a



missile of flashing silver passed through
the point where the croc's throat had re-

cently been and embedded itself in the
metal door beyond.

The fox ran up the alley, paws skittering
on the slippery cobbles.

A piercing whistle sounded ahead. The
fox pulled up. Searchlights dipped and

spun against the doors and brickwork.
Running feet followed the lights.

That was all I needed. The Night Police
were coming.

As a beam swung toward me, I leaped



fluidly into the open mouth of a plastic

bin. Head, body, brush—gone; the light
passed over the bin and went on down
the

alley.

Men came now, shouting, blowing
whistles, racing toward where I'd left
the

girl and her companions. Then a
growling, an acrid smell; and something
that might

have been a big dog rushing after them
into the night.



The sounds echoed away. Curled snugly
between a seeping bin-bag and a vine-

gary crate of empty bottles, the fox
listened, his ears pricked forward. The
shouts

and whistles grew distant and confused,
and to the fox it seemed as if they
merged

and became an agitated howling,

Then the noise faded altogether. The
alleyway was silent.

Alone in the foulness, the fox lay low.
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8
Nathaniel

Arthur Underwood was a middle-
ranking magician who worked for the
Minis-

try of Internal Affairs. A solitary man, of
a somewhat cantankerous nature, he
lived

with his wife, Martha, in a tall Georgian
house in Highgate.

Mr. Underwood had never had an
apprentice, and nor did he want one. He
was



quite happy working on his own. But he
knew that sooner or later, like all other

magicians, he would have to take his
turn and accept a child into his house.

Sure enough, the inevitable happened:
one day a letter arrived from the Minis-

try of Employment, containing the
dreaded request. With grim resignation,
Mr.

Underwood fulfilled his duty. On the
appointed afternoon, he traveled to the
min-

istry to collect his nameless charge.



He ascended the marbled steps between
two granite pillars and entered the

echoing foyer. It was a vast featureless
space; office workers passed quietly
back

and forth between wooden doors on
either side, their shoes making respectful
pat-

tering noises on the floor. Across the
hall, two statues of past Employment
minis-

ters had been built on a heroic scale, and
sandwiched between them was a desk,

piled high with papers. Mr. Underwood



approached. It was only when he
actually

reached the desk that he was able to
glimpse, behind the bristling rampart of
bulg-

ing files, the face of a small, smiling
clerk.

"Hello, sir," said the clerk.

"Junior Minister Underwood. I'm here to
collect my new apprentice."

"Ah—yes, sir. [ was expecting you. If
you'll just sign a few documents. ." The

clerk rummaged in a nearby stack.



"Won't take a minute. Then you can pick
him

up from the day room."
"'Him'? It's a boy, then?"

"A boy, five years old. Very bright, if
the tests are anything to go by. Obviously

a little upset at the moment. ." The clerk
located a wodge of papers and withdrew
a

pen from behind his ear. "If you could
initial each page and sign on the dotted

lines. ."



Mr. Underwood flourished the pen. "His
parents—they've left, I take 1t?"

"Yes, sir. They couldn't get away fast
enough. The usual sort: take the money

and run, if you get my meaning, sir.
Barely stopped to say good-bye to him."

"And all the normal safety procedures
_?N

"His birth records have been removed
and destroyed, sir, and he has been

strictly instructed to forget his birth
name and not reveal it to anyone. He is
now



officially unformed. You can start with
him from scratch."
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"Very well." With a sigh, Mr.
Underwood completed his last spidery
signature

and passed the documents back. "If that's
all, I suppose I had better pick him up."

He passed down a series of silent
corridors and through a heavy, paneled
door

to a brightly painted room that had been
filled with toys for the entertainment of



unhappy children. There, between a
grimacing rocking horse and a plastic
wizard

doll wearing a comedy conical hat, he
found a small pale-faced boy. It had
been

crying in the recent past, but had now
fortunately desisted. Two red-rimmed
eyes

looked up at him blankly. Mr.
Underwood cleared his throat.

"I'm Underwood, your master. Your true
life begins now. Come with me."

The child gave a loud sniff. Mr.



Underwood noticed its chin wobbling
danger-

ously. With some distaste, he took the
boy by the hand, pulled it to its feet, and
led

it out down echoing corridors to his
waiting car.

On the journey back to Highgate, the
magician once or twice tried to engage

the child in conversation, but was met
with teary silence. This did not please

him;

with a snort of frustration, he gave up
and turned on the radio to catch the



cricket

scores. The child sat stock-still in the
backseat, gazing at its knees.

His wife met them at the door. She
carried a tray of biscuits and a steaming

mug of hot chocolate, and straight away
bustled the boy into a cozy sitting room,

where a fire leaped in the grate.

"You won't get any sense out of him,
Martha," Mr. Underwood grunted. "Has-

n't said a word."

"Do you wonder? He's terrified, poor



thing. Leave him to me." Mrs. Under-

wood was a diminutive, roundish

woman with very white hair cropped
short. She

sat the boy in a chair by the fire and
offered him a biscuit. He didn't
acknowledge

her at all.

Half an hour passed. Mrs. Underwood
chatted pleasantly about anything that

came into her head. The boy drank some
chocolate and nibbled a biscuit, but oth-

erwise stared silently into the fire.



Finally, Mrs. Underwood made a
decision. She

sat beside him and put her arm around
his shoulders.

"Now, dear," she said, "let's make a
deal. I know that you've been told not to

tell anyone your name, but you can make
an exception with me. I can't get to

'

know you properly just calling you 'boy,
can I? So, if you tell me your name, I'll
tell

you mine—in strictest confidence. What
do you think? Was that a nod? Very
well,



then. I'm Martha. And you are. .?"

A small snuffle, a smaller voice.
"Nathaniel."

"That's a lovely name, dear, and don't
worry, [ won't tell a soul. Don't you feel

better already? Now, have another
biscuit, Nathaniel, and I'll show you to
your

bedroom."
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With the child fed and bathed and finally
put to bed, Mrs. Underwood re-



ported back to her husband, who was
working in his study.

"He's asleep at last," she said. "It
wouldn't surprise me if he was in shock
—and

no wonder, his parents leaving him like
that. I think it's disgraceful, ripping a
child

from his home so young."

"That's how it's always been done,
Martha. Apprentices have to come from

somewhere." The magician kept his head
bent meaningfully toward his book.



His wife did not take the hint. "He
should be allowed to stay with his
family,"

she went on. "Or at least to see them
sometimes."

Wearily, Mr. Underwood placed the
book on the table. "You know very well

that is quite impossible. His birth name
must be forgotten, or else future enemies

will use it to harm him. How can it be
forgotten if his family keeps in contact?
Be-

sides, no one has forced his parents to
part with their brat. They didn't want



him,

that's the truth of it, Martha, or they
wouldn't have answered the
advertisements.

It's quite straightforward. They get a
considerable amount of money as
compensa-

tion, he gets a chance to serve his
country at the highest level, and the state
gets a

new apprentice. Simple. Everyone wins.
No one loses out."

"All the same. ."



"It didn't do me any harm, Martha." Mr.
Underwood reached for his book.

"It would be a lot less cruel if magicians
were allowed their own children."

"That road leads to competing dynasties,
family alliances. . it all ends in blood

feuds. Read your history books, Martha:
see what happened in Italy. So, don't
worry

about the boy. He's young. He'll forget
soon enough. Now, what about making
me

some supper?"



The magician Underwood's house was
the kind of building that presented a

slender, simple, dignified countenance to
the street, but which extended back for a

remarkable distance in a confusion of
stairs, corridors, and slightly varying
levels.

There were five main floors altogether:
a cellar, filled with wine racks,
mushroom

boxes, and cases of drying fruit; the
ground floor, containing reception room,
dining

hall, kitchen, and conservatory; two



upper floors mainly consisting of
bathrooms,

bedrooms, and workrooms; and, at the
very top, an attic. It was here that
Nathaniel

slept, under a steeply sloping ceiling of
whitewashed rafters.

Each morning, at dawn, he was woken
by the fluting clamor of pigeons on the

roof above. A small skylight was set in
the ceiling. Through it, if he stood on a

chair, he could see out over the gray,
rain-washed London horizon. The house
stood



on a hill and the view was good; on
clear days he could see the Crystal
Palace radio

mast far away on the other side of the

city.

His bedroom was furnished with a cheap
plywood wardrobe, a small chest of

drawers, a desk and chair, and a bedside
bookcase. Every week Mrs. Underwood

placed a new bunch of garden flowers in
a vase on the desk.
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From that first miserable day, the



magician's wife had taken Nathaniel
under

her wing. She liked the boy and was
kind to him. In the privacy of the house,
she

often addressed the apprentice by his
birth name, despite the stern displeasure
of

her husband.

"We shouldn't even know the brat's
name," he told her. "It's forbidden! He

could be compromised. When he is
twelve, at his coming of age, he will be
given



his new name, by which he will be
known, as magician and man, for the rest
of his

life. In the meantime, it is quite wrong

"

"Who's going to notice?" she protested.
"No one. It gives the poor lad comfort."

She was the only person to use his name.
His tutors called him Underwood, af-

ter his master. His master himself just
addressed him as "boy."

In return for her affection, Nathaniel
rewarded Mrs. Underwood with open



devotion. He hung on her every word,
and followed her directions in
everything.

At the end of his first week at the house,
she brought a present to his room.

"This is for you," she said. "It's a bit old
and dreary, but I thought you might

like 1t."

It was a painting of boats sailing up a
creek, surrounded by mudflats and low

countryside. The varnish was so dark
with age that the details could hardly be
made



out, but Nathaniel loved it instantly. He
watched Mrs. Underwood hang it on the

wall above his desk.

"You're to be a magician, Nathaniel,"
she said, "and that is the greatest
privilege

that any boy or girl could have. Your
parents have made the ultimate sacrifice
by

giving you up for this noble destiny. No,
don't cry, dear. So in turn you must be

strong, strive as hard as you can, and
learn everything your tutors ask of you.
By do-



ing that you will honor both your parents
and yourself. Come over to the window.

Stand on that chair. Now—Ilook over
there; do you see that little tower in the
dis-

tance?"
"That one?"

"No, that's an office block, dear. The
little brown one, over on the left? That's

it. That's the Houses of Parliament, my
dear, where all the finest magicians go,
to

rule Britain and our empire. Mr.



Underwood goes there all the time. And
if you

work hard and do everything your master
tells you, one day you will go there too,

and I will be as proud of you as can be."

"Yes, Mrs. Underwood." He stared at
the tower until his eyes ached, fixing its

position firmly in his mind. To go to
Parliament. . One day it would be so. He

would indeed work hard and make her
proud.

With time, and the constant ministrations
of Mrs. Underwood, Nathaniel's



homesickness began to fade. Memory of
his distant parents dimmed and the pain

inside him grew ever less, until he had
almost forgotten its existence. A strict
rou-

tine of work and study helped with this
process: it took up nearly all his time
and
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left him little space to brood. On
weekdays, the routine began with Mrs.
Under-

wood rousing him with a double rap on
his bedroom door.



"Tea outside, on the step. Mouth, not
toes."

This call was a ritual stemming from one
morning, when, on his way down-

stairs to the bathroom, Nathaniel had
charged out of his bedroomin a

befuddled

state, made precise contact between foot
and mug, and sent a tidal wave of hot tea

crashing against the landing wall. The
stain was still visible years later, like
the 1m-

print of a splash of blood. Fortunately
his master had not discovered this



disaster.
He never ascended to the attic.

After washing in the bathroom on the
level below, Nathaniel would dress
him-

self in shirt, gray trousers, long gray
socks, smart black shoes and, if it was
winter

and the house was cold, a thick Irish
jumper that Mrs. Underwood had bought
for

him. He would brush his hair carefully
in front of a tall mirror in the bathroom,



running his eyes over the thin, neat figure
with the pale face gazing back at him.

Then he descended by the back stairs to
the kitchen, carrying his schoolwork.

While Mrs. Underwood fixed the
cornflakes and toast, he would try to
finish the

homework left over from the night
before. Mrs. Underwood frequently did
her

best to help him.

"Azerbaijan? The capital's Baku, I
think."



"Bakoo?"

"Yes. Look in your atlas. What are you
learning that for?"

"Mr. Purcell says I have to master the
Middle East this Week—Iearn the coun-

tries and stuft."

"Don't look so down. Toast's ready.
Well, it is important you learn all that

'stuff—ryou have to know the
background before you can get to the
interesting

bits."



"But it's so boring!"

"That's all you know. I've been to
Azerbaijan. Baku's a bit of a dump, but it
1s

an important center for researching
afrits."

"What are they?"

"Demons of fire. The second most
powerful form of spirit. The fiery
element 1s

very strong in the mountains of
Azerbaijan. That's where the Zoroastrian
faith be-



gan too; they venerate the divine fire
found in all living things. If you're
looking for

the chocolate spread, it's behind the
cereal."

"Did you see a djinni when you were
there, Mrs. Underwood?"

"You don't need to go to Baku to find a
djinni, Nathaniel—and don't speak

with your mouth full. You're spraying
crumbs all over my tablecloth. No, djinn
will

come to you, especially if you're here in
London."



"When will I see a freet?"
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"An afrit. Not for a long time, if you
know what's good for you. Now, finish

up
quickly—Mr. Purcell will be waiting."

After breakfast, Nathaniel would gather
his school books and head upstairs to

the first-floor workroom where Mr.
Purcell would indeed be waiting for
him. His

teacher was a young man with thinning
blond hair, which he frequently



smoothed

down in a vain effort to hide his scalp.
He wore a gray suit that was slightly too
big

for him and an alternating sequence of
horrible ties. His first name was Walter.

Many things made him nervous, and
speaking to Mr. Underwood (which he
had to,

on occasion) made him downright
twitchy. As a result of his nerves, he
took his

frustrations out on Nathaniel. He was too
honest a man to be really brutal with the



boy, who was a competent worker;
instead he tended to snap tetchily at his
mis-

takes, yipping like a small dog.

Nathaniel learned no magic with Mr.
Purcell. His teacher did not know any.
In-

stead he had to apply himself to other
subjects, primarily mathematics, modern

languages (French, Czech), geography,
and history. Politics was also important.

"Now then, young Underwood," Mr.
Purcell would say. "What is the chief



purpose of our noble government?"
Nathaniel looked blank. "Come on!
Come on!"

"To rule us, sir?"

"To protect us. Do not forget that our
country is at war. Prague still commands

the plains east of Bohemia, and we are
struggling to keep her armies out of Italy.

These are dangerous times. Agitators
and spies are loose in London. If the
Empire is

to be kept whole, a strong government
must be in place, and strong means magi-



cians. Imagine the country without them!
It would be unthinkable: commoners

would be in charge! We would slip into
chaos, and invasion would quickly
follow.

All that stands between us and anarchy
is our leaders. This is what you should
as-

pire to, boy. To be a part of the
Government and rule honorably.
Remember that."

"Yes, sir."

"Honor is the most important quality for
a magician," Mr. Purcell went on. "He



or she has great power, and must use it
with discretion. In the past, rogue
magicians

have attempted to overthrow the State:
they have always been defeated. Why?
Be-

cause true magicians fight with virtue
and justice on their side."

"Mr. Purcell, are you a magician?"

His teacher smoothed back his hair and
sighed. "No, Underwood. I was. . not

selected. But I still serve as best I can.
Now—"



"Then you're a commoner?"

Mr. Purcell slapped the table with his
palm. "If you please! I'm asking the
ques-

tions! Take up your protractor. We shall
move on to geometry."

Shortly after his eighth birthday,
Nathaniel's curriculum was expanded.
He be-

gan to study chemistry and physics on the
one hand, and the history of religion on

the other. He also began several other
key languages, including Latin, Aramaic,
and



Hebrew.
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These activities occupied Nathaniel
from nine in the morning until lunch at

one, at which time he would descend to
the kitchen to devour in solitude the

sandwiches that Mrs. Underwood had
left out for him under moist Saran Wrap.

In the afternoons the timetable was
varied. On two days of the week,
Nathan-

1el continued work with Mr. Purcell. On
two other afternoons he was escorted



down the street to the public baths,
where a burly man with a mustache
shaped

like a mudguard supervised a punishing
regimen. Along with a bedraggled posse
of

other small children, Nathaniel had to
swim countless lengths using every
conceiv-

able style of stroke. He was always too
shy and exhausted to talk much to his fel-

low swimmers, and they, sensing him for
what he was, kept their distance from

him. Already, by the age of eight, he was



avoided and left alone.

The other two afternoon activities were
music (Thursday) and drawing (Satur-

day). Nathaniel dreaded music even
more than swimming. His tutor, Mr.
Sindra,

was an obese, short-tempered man
whose chins quivered as he walked.
Nathaniel

kept a close eye on those chins: if their
trembling increased it was a sure sign of
a

coming rage. Rages came with
depressing regularity. Mr. Sindra could



barely contain

his fury whenever Nathaniel rushed his
scales, misread his notes, or fluffed his

sight-reading, and these things happened
often.

"How," Mr. Sindra yelled, "do you
propose to summon a lamia with
plucking

like this? How? The mind boggles! Give
me that!" He snatched the lyre from Na-

thaniel's hand and held it against his
ample chest. Then, his eyes closed in
rapture,



he began to play. A sweet melody filled
the workroom. The short, fat fingers

moved like dancing sausages across the
strings; outside, birds stopped in the tree
to

listen. Nathaniel's eyes filled with tears.
Memories from the distant past drifted

ghostlike before him. .

"Now you!" The music broke off with a
jarring screech. The lyre was thrust

back at him. Nathaniel began to pluck at
the strings. His fingers tripped and stum-

bled; outside, several birds dropped



from the tree in a stupor. Mr. Sindra's
jowls

shook like cold tapioca.

"You idiot! Stop! Do you want the lamia
to eat you? She must be charmed, not

roused to fury! Put down that poor
instrument. We shall try the pipes."

Pipes or lyre, choral voice or sistrum
rattle—whatever Nathaniel tried, his fal-

tering attempts met with bellows of
outrage and despair. It was a far cry
from his

drawing lessons, which proceeded



peacefully and well under his tutor, Ms.
Lutyens.

Willowy and sweet-tempered, she was
the only one of his teachers to whom Na-

thaniel could talk freely. Like Mrs.
Underwood, she had little time for his
"name-

less" status. In confidence, she had asked
him to tell her his name, and he had done

so without a second thought.

"Why," he asked her one spring
afternoon, as they sat in the workroom
with a



fresh breeze drifting through the open
window, "why do I spend all my time

COopy-

ing this pattern? It is both difficult and
dull. I would much rather be drawing the

garden, or this room—or you, Ms.
Lutyens."
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She laughed at him. "Sketching is all
very well for artists, Nathaniel, or for
rich

young women with nothing else to do.
You are not going to become an artist or
a



rich young woman, and the purpose for
your picking up your pencil is very
differ-

ent. You are to be a craftsman, a
technical draftsman—you must be able
to repro-

duce any pattern you wish, quickly,
confidently, and above all, accurately."

He looked dismally at the paper resting
on the table between them. It showed

a complex design of branching leaves,
flowers, and foliage, with abstract
shapes fit-

ted snugly in between. He was re-



creating the image in his sketchbook and
had

been working on it for two hours without
a break. He was about halfway finished.

"It just seems pointless, that's all," he
said in a small voice.

"Pointless it is not," Ms. Lutyens
replied. "Let me see your work. Well,
it's not

bad, Nathaniel, not bad at all, but look—
do you not think that this cupola is rather

bigger than the original? See here? And
you've left a hole in this stem—that's
rather



a bad mistake."

"It's only a small mistake. The rest's
okay, isn't it?"

"That's not the issue. If you were
copying out a pentacle and you left a
hole in

it, what would happen? It would cost
you your life. You don't want to die just

yet,
do you, Nathaniel?"
HNO . n

"Well, then. You simply mustn't make
mistakes. They'll have you, otherwise."



Ms. Lutyens sat back in her chair. "By
rights, I should get you to start again
with

this."
"Ms. Lutyens!"

"Mr. Underwood would expect no less."
She paused, pondering. "But from

your cry of anguish I suppose it would
be useless to expect you to do any better

the second time around. We will stop for
today. Why don't you go out into the

garden? You look like you could do with
some fresh air."



For Nathaniel, the garden of the house
was a place of temporary solitude and

retreat. No lessons took place there. It
had no unpleasant memories. It was long
and

thin and surrounded by a high wall of
red brick. Climbing roses grew against
this 1n

the summer, and six apple trees shed
white blossom over the lawn. Two

rhodo-

dendron bushes sprawled widthwise
halfway down the garden—beyond them
was



a sheltered area largely concealed from
the many gaping windows of the house.

Here the grass grew long and wet. A
horse chestnut tree in a neighboring
garden

towered above, and a stone seat, green
with lichen, rested in the shadows of the

high wall. Beside the seat was a marble
statue of a man holding a fork of

lightning

in his hand. He wore a Victorian-style
jacket and had a gigantic pair of
sideburns

that protruded from his cheeks like the



pincers of a beetle. The statue was
weather

worn and coated with a thin mantle of
moss, but still gave an impression of
great
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energy and power. Nathaniel was
fascinated by it and had even gone so far
as to ask

Mrs. Underwood who 1t was, but she
had only smiled.

"Ask your master," she said. "He knows
everything."



But Nathaniel had not dared ask.

This restful spot, with its solitude, its
stone seat, and its statue of an unknown

magician, was where Nathaniel came
whenever he needed to compose himself
be-

fore a lesson with his cold, forbidding
master.
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Between the ages of six and eight,
Nathaniel visited his master only once a



week. These occasions, on Friday

afternoons, were subjects of great ritual.
After

lunch, Nathaniel had to go upstairs to
wash and change his shirt. Then, at
precisely

two-thirty, he presented himself at the
door of his master's reading room on the

first floor. He would knock three times,
at which a voice would call on him to
en-

ter.

His master reclined in a wicker chair in
front of a window overlooking the



street. His face was often in shadow.
Light from the window spilled round
himina

nebulous haze. As Nathaniel entered, a

long thin hand would gesture toward the

cushions piled high on the Oriental
couch on the opposite wall. Nathaniel
would

take a cushion and place it on the floor.
Then he sat, heart pounding, straining to

catch every nuance of his master's voice,
terrified of missing a thing.

In the early years, the magician usually
contented himself with questioning the



boy about his studies, inviting him to
discuss vectors, algebra, or the
principles of

probability, asking him to describe
briefly the history of Prague or recount,
in

French, the key events of the Crusades.
The replies satisfied him almost always

Nathaniel was a very quick learner.

On rare occasions, the master would
motion the boy to be silent in the middle

of an answer and would himself speak
about the objectives and limitations of



magic.

"A magician," he said, "is a wielder of
power. A magician exerts his will and
ef-

fects change. He can do it from selfish

motives or virtuous ones. The results of
his

actions can be good or evil, but the only
bad magician is an incompetent one.

What
is the definition of incompetence, boy?"

Nathaniel twitched on his cushion. "Loss
of control."



"Correct. Providing the magician
remains in control of the forces he has
set to

work, he remains—what does he
remain?"

Nathaniel rocked back and forth. "Er. ."

"The three S's boy, the three S's. Use
your head."

"Safe, secret, strong, sir."
"Correct. What is the great secret?"
"Spirits, sir."

"Demons, boy. Call 'em what they are.



What must one never forget?"

"Demons are very wicked and will hurt
you if they can, sir." His voice shook as

he said this.

"Good, good. What an excellent memory
you have, to be sure. Be careful how

you pronounce your words—I fancy your
tongue tripped over itself there. Mispro-
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nouncing a syllable at the wrong time
may give a demon just the opportunity it
has



been seeking."
"Yes, sir."

"So, demons are the great secret.
Common people know of their existence
and

know that we can commune with them—
that is why they fear us so! But they do

not realize the full truth, which is that all
our power derives from demons. With-

out their aid we are nothing but cheap
conjurors and charlatans. Our single
great

ability is to summon them and bend them



to our will. If we do it correctly they

must obey us. If we make but the
slightest error, they fall upon us and tear
us to

shreds. It is a fine line that we walk,
boy. How old are you now?"

"Eight, sir. Nine next week."

"Nine? Good. Then next week we shall
start your magical studies proper. Mr.

Purcell is busy giving you a sufficient
grounding in the basic knowledge.
Hencefor-

ward we shall meet twice weekly, and |



shall start introducing you to the central

tenets of our order. However, for today
we shall finish with your reciting the
He-

brew alphabet and its first dozen
numbers. Proceed."

Under the eyes of his master and his
tutors, Nathaniel's education progressed

rapidly. He delighted in reporting his
daily achievements to Mrs. Underwood
and

basking in the warmth of her praise. In
the evenings, he would gaze out of his
win-



dow toward the distant yellow glow that
marked the tower of the Parliament

buildings, and dream of the day when he
would go there as a magician, as one of

the ministers of the noble government.

Two days after his ninth birthday, his
master appeared in the kitchen while he

was eating breakfast.

"Leave that and come with me," the
magician said.

Nathaniel followed him along the hall
and into the room that served as his



master's library. Mr. Underwood stood
next to a broad bookcase filled with vol-

umes of every size and color, ranging
from heavy leather-bound lexicons of
great

antiquity to battered yellow paperbacks
with mystic signs scrawled on the
spines.

"This is your reading matter for the next
three years," his master said, tapping

the top of the case. "By the time you're
twelve, you must have familiarized
yourself

with everything it contains. The books



are written in Middle English, Latin,
Czech,

and Hebrew for the most part, although
you'll find some Coptic works on the

Egyptian rituals of the dead too. There's
a Coptic dictionary to help you with
those.

It's up to you to read through all this; I
haven't time to coddle you. Mr. Purcell
will

keep your languages up to speed.
Understand?"

"Yes, sir. Sir?"



"What, boy?"
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"When I've read through all this, sir, will
I know everything I need? To be a

magician, [ mean, sir. It seems such an
awful lot."

His master snorted; his eyebrows
ascended to the skies.

"Look behind you," he said.

Nathaniel turned. Behind the door was a
bookcase that climbed from floor to

ceiling; it overflowed with hundreds of



books, each one fatter and more dusty
than

the last, the sort of books that, one could
tell without even opening them, were

printed in minute script in double
columns on every page. Nathaniel gave a
small

gulp.

"Work your way through that lot," his
master said dryly, "and you might be

getting somewhere. That case contains
the rites and incantations you'd need to

summon significant demons; and you



won't even begin to use them till you're
in

your teens, so cast it out of your mind.
Your case"—he tapped the wood again

"gives you the preparatory knowledge
and is more than enough for the moment.

Right, follow me."

They proceeded to a workroom that
Nathaniel had never visited before. A

large number of bottles and vials
clustered there on stained and dirty
shelves, filled



with liquids of varying color. Some of
the bottles had floating objects in them.
Na-

thaniel couldn't tell whether i1t was the
thick, curved glass of the bottles that
made

the objects look so distorted and strange.

His master sat on a stool at a simple
wooden worktable and indicated for Na-

thaniel to sit alongside him. He pushed a
narrow box across the table. Nathaniel

opened it. Inside was a small pair of

spectacles. A distant memory made him
shud-



der sharply.

"Well, take them out, boy; th