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        A lost child will uncover old secrets…

      

      

      

      After her triumphant performance as goddess of the night at a royal banquet, Sera is instructed by the Mage Council to stay out of public sight. She is tasked with settling a restless spirit who has been roused by the fate of a descendant. A noblewoman stands accused of orchestrating the sad fate of her daughter, and the ghost will not return to her grave until Sera does something.

      Sera journeys to the countryside in pursuit of evidence to free the woman, but finds a gothic manor harbouring secrets within its walls, and a lord intent on being rid of his troublesome wife. Did the noblewoman truly do away with her daughter, or was a more sinister hand responsible?

      As Sera struggles to reveal the truth, doubts invade her mind. Will her efforts see the mother walk free, or to the gallows?
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      London, Autumn 1788

      

      Like a summer rain drenching parched land, Seraphina Winyard’s magic returned and filled every part of her. She drank up the tingle running from the roots of her hair to her toenails. For all that she worried about depleting herself, she rose from bed each morning more powerful than ever. Just as a regularly exercised muscle becomes stronger, so her magic relished being used and pushed to its limits.

      Not surprisingly, in her correspondence box awaited a summons to appear before the council.

      “I am to be told off, no doubt, for besting their show pony,” she muttered as Elliot held her hat and cloak.

      The council believed Lord Tomlin to be the best and brightest mage in all of England, and Sera had doused his light as he sought to outshine the sun in a recent performance for the king and queen. Not to mention the fighting that had broken out in the city that night, as Londoners argued over what her victory meant to them.

      “If they lock you up, do we still get paid for the whole month?” Elliot asked.

      She dug deep to find a weak smile for him, but no retort came. Worry gnawed at her. While she had no regret over her actions, nor in proving her greater ability, there would be consequences. Only now did she consider what they might be. Harsh words couldn’t harm her—they could yell and bluster all they wanted and it would be but wind blowing at a mountain. But what if they curtailed her freedom?

      By the time she reached the mage tower in Finsbury, anxiety swirled inside her. Mentally, she clad herself in armour, both to protect herself and to confine her temper. Sparks danced along her skin and under her clothing. Her ability was jubilant at being tested and urged her to do it again and again. A seductive voice whispered that the more she pushed herself to the limit, the more powerful she would become.

      The oak she had grown in the courtyard rustled in greeting, and Sera murmured to the sapling. A jolt of excess magic surged through the tree’s trunk and into its root, adding nutrients to the surrounding soil. Before her eyes, it grew at least two inches in girth and six inches in height. At its base, autumn crocuses pushed through the grass and added much-needed colour with their vibrant purple flowers. The appearance of the bulbs proved that once the soil was nurtured, all sorts of things would flourish.

      Sera swept into the council chamber and nodded to the assembled mages. Only Lord Pendlebury greeted her with a returned nod and smile. A grimace was plastered on Lord Tomlin’s face as though he was either in pain or attending the meeting under duress. His complexion had a dull grey cast to it. Sera suspected he had not yet fully recovered from their performance.

      As the clock chimed the hour, the mages shuffled to their seats. Sera’s bottom had barely touched the padded chair when Lord Ormsby, Speaker of the Mage Council, launched his attack.

      “Lady Winyard, your recklessness and inability to follow simple instructions nearly resulted in the death of Lord Tomlin and caused a riot along the banks of the Thames.” To emphasise his point, he thrust out his arm and drew a circle in the air before her.

      Sera drew a slow, deep breath and centred her thoughts. She had anticipated this accusation on the journey to the tower, and had considered a hundred replies. Now the moment had come to choose one. “Lord Tomlin and I were tasked to entertain the king and his honoured guests. From the reaction of King George and the accounts in the newspapers, we achieved our goal in grand fashion. Were the people not entertained?”

      A deep red flush bloomed over Lord Ormsby’s face. The raised arm swung to point at Lord Tomlin. “It would have been on your head if England lost its most powerful mage.”

      “If Lord Tomlin were truly so powerful, how is it he could not best me in the performance?” she asked. “Why, even now, he looks as though you dragged him from his sickbed, whereas I suffered no ill effects.”

      Spluttering came from around the table, and Lord Ormsby’s face turned from red to puce. Lord Tomlin stared at his hands, a tight set to his jaw. This was one unfortunate outcome of Sera’s revealing the extent of her power, then—any overtures of friendship between them were ended for good.

      “Surely, gentlemen, we can now admit we were wrong in our assessment of Lady Winyard’s ability?” Lord Pendlebury said. “She amply demonstrated that she is a force to be reckoned with and the equal of any man at this table.”

      “You perverted my schedule of events to your own selfish ends.” Lord Tomlin’s hand curled into a fist.

      “Night should never triumph over the light. It upsets the natural order of things.” Lord Gresham glared at Sera.

      An odd comment from him, given his preference for wearing black like a storybook evil sorcerer.

      “Why are so many people afraid of the dark?” Sera asked. Light and dark were not inherently good or evil. That was defined by actions. She had enjoyed channelling the persona of the goddess, but yet again, the idea of a powerful and shadowy woman struck fear into the hearts of many. People had rallied to her defence that night—did the council believe they had only swelled the ranks of her dark army?

      The newspapers contained conflicting accounts of her. Some drew comparisons to how Sera’s existence disrupted the order of things for the council and that perhaps a change was long overdue. Others prophesied that, like her portrayal of Nyx, darkness would sweep over England if Sera were not curtailed.

      “In Europe, they confine women mages to institutions of learning. The question has been raised in Parliament that England should follow the example set by our European colleagues.” And with that, Lord Ormsby gave voice to Sera’s worst nightmare.

      She drew a quick, shallow breath and focused on tracing a pattern among the mosaic pieces composing the table’s clock face. Her eyes burned, and she blinked back tears. Never would she cry in front of these men. “I did exactly as tasked by this council. Do not judge me harshly because Lord Tomlin wasted his magic on maintaining illusionary clothing. I had my gown physically sewn, so that it would not drain me during the performance.”

      “An excellent point, Lady Winyard. It was an unfortunate choice by Lord Tomlin.” Lord Pendlebury poured himself a glass of water and the pitcher tapped against the tabletop as he replaced it.

      Lord Tomlin scowled, but seized on the opportunity to save face. “Of course, if I had commissioned a set of appropriate clothing, Apollo would have defeated Nyx as we scripted it. As we all know, it is far easier to extinguish a light than it is to create one.”

      Sera bit her tongue. Let him believe that, if it defused some of Lord Ormsby’s anger.

      “You will be given another chance to follow instructions, Lady Winyard,” Lord Ormsby said. “There are reports of disturbances at Bunhill Fields and an attack on someone passing through. Locals claim the dead are unquiet in their graves. You are to get to the bottom of it and tell the departed to be quiet.”

      “You want me to investigate the dead at the cemetery?” This was a punishment, but it could be worse. She still had her liberty and had not been shut up in a nunnery—or a university.

      “A fitting task for the goddess Nyx, is it not?” Lord Ormsby’s lips pulled back in his grimace-smile.

      Oh, well played, my lord. She harboured a strong suspicion that the men around the table feared both the dark and the dead. Her remarkable performance as the night goddess had given the Speaker the perfect next move in their game. “What of an aftermage who can converse with the dead? Surely they would be more effective at getting to the bottom of the disturbance?”

      “Given that a man has been assaulted, this council believes a mage is required to determine the source of the physical manifestation.” Lord Ormsby spread his arms wide to deflect blame on the other mages for selecting Sera for the task.

      “I am sure it will allay the fears of the common folk if the goddess of the night had a good talk with these restless spirits.” Lord Pendlebury raised his glass to her.

      His words echoed through her and cooled a little of her anger.

      “Given that you will need to be at Bunhill most nights until the matter is resolved, you will not be required to perform any duties during the daylight hours. This council believes it would be best if you spent your days in quiet study and reflection.” A chill look dropped over Lord Ormsby’s face and the grimace widened.

      They removed her from the public eye and shoved her into the dark. If the Speaker thought he had placed her in checkmate, he was in for a surprise. A queen could move in many ways, and Sera would find inspiration in Nyx and claim the shadows as her own.

      “Of course I will do as instructed by the council.” In this instance. “I shall seek my Aunt Natalie’s advice as to the best way to tackle the task you have set me during the long night hours, while maintaining the required degree of propriety.” She added the last as a pointed reminder that they were giving her free rein to prowl the city while everyone else slept. Who knew what mischief she might get up to?

      She might even wear breeches.

      Lord Ormsby thinned his lips to a tight line. “Your aunt is a rather…forceful woman. She refused to admit me when I paid a call after the display. I sought reassurance on this council’s behalf as to your condition.”

      “I apologise for her enthusiasm in her task. I found myself quite inspired after the performance, and was cloistered in my study working on new spells. You had stressed the importance of a mature woman to advise me, one not prone to magical charms. My aunt fills that role rather well, don’t you think?” Sera plastered a sweet smile on her face. At least she had blocked the council’s attempt to force a housekeeper in their pay upon her.

      Lord Ormsby sighed, and the rest of the meeting passed without incident.

      When she returned to her home, Elliot waited in the foyer. Sera handed her hat and cloak to him. “How would you like to join me on another nocturnal adventure?”

      His dark eyes lit up. “About time. What is it?”

      “Apparently the dead are unquiet in their graves at Bunhill Fields and they attacked someone. I am to investigate.” She scratched her nails into her hair and dug out a wayward pin.

      His hand froze in the act of hanging up her cloak on its hook. “You want me to trail you in the cemetery at night with vicious walking dead about?”

      “Yes.” She didn’t think the attack could have been too vicious. Spirits weren’t corporeal, after all. They couldn’t throw a punch or use a knife. Could they?

      He finished placing the cloak and hat on their hooks. “Nah. Thanks. I’d rather go to the pub.”

      She crossed her arms and stared at him. “I thought you were supposed to be assisting me in illicit activities?”

      “I’m not getting involved with the dead. Why don’t you ask Mr Miles? Dead bodies are more his bailiwick.” He waved her through to the parlour.

      Sera didn’t have to wait long to ask the surgeon, as he called on her while she was drinking a cup of tea and paging through a book on ancient magical rites that she had acquired in a small, dim bookstore the previous day. Such books could not leave the hidden library, but the council’s magic had no control over those that had never been entombed there.

      While Elliot fetched a tray from the kitchen for Hugh, Sera told him of her instructions to stay out of the light and wander the cemetery. “I shall have to ask the contessa for tips on how to be a proper vampyre, since I am to adopt the habits of one.”

      Not all the habits, mind you. The contessa didn’t drink wine, and Sera would have to ask if the Italian Unnatural could stroll in her garden while the sun was high in the sky.

      “The council’s reaction cannot surprise you—you have given them a reason to fear you.” Hugh occupied his favourite armchair. With his elbows on the arms, he touched his fingertips together and gazed over them at Sera.

      “Good. At least they will no longer refer to me as that feeble girl.” Sera’s grand performance at the diplomatic banquet had been, in her mind, a complete success. She had proved to the gathered audience that she possessed greater magic even than Lord Tomlin.

      “But in doing so, you have created a greater enemy,” he said in a soft tone.

      Sera fidgeted with the edges of the book in her hands. Frustration bubbled under her skin. Could she not do anything right? “I am either a useless girl or a terrifying witch. Why can I not simply be me?”

      A smile broke over Hugh’s face and crinkled his eyes. “There is nothing simple about you, Sera. You must find a way to put their fears to rest while reminding them of your power and position.”

      Sera tossed the book to the padded seat and threw up her hands. “I do not know how! I will ask Abigail and Kitty to ponder that one. They are far more politically minded than I.”

      The names of her friends Lady Abigail Crawley and Katherine Napier reminded her of something else—a promised engagement. Blast. There were too many commitments to cram into her evenings now.

      “You seem to have recovered from your exertions remarkably well.” His gaze assessed her, and a shiver of delight ran over her skin at the thought of his doing so if she were in a state of undress.

      Sera held out her hand, and a silver flame burst into being, dancing an inch off her palm. “I course with more magic than I did before that night.”

      He selected another small pie from the tray. “Is that a common phenomenon when mages push themselves to such an extreme?” He popped the savoury morsel into his mouth.

      She extinguished the flame by curling her fingers. “I don’t know. The others all wield their magic conservatively, as though they dipped a glass into a bucket that can never be refilled. Yet my magic not only returned, it now overflows. As though my container has grown larger for being emptied. It whispers to me to do it over again, that each time it will increase my ability. Imagine what I could become after draining myself a half dozen times.” Her mind was crammed with images of how powerful she would be. Even if the other mages banded together, they would be no match for her.

      “You might grow in strength, or you might never recover. How do you know when you might stretch yourself to breaking point? Has any mage permanently exhausted themselves?” His words carried a dire warning.

      The only tales she recalled of mages draining themselves to breaking point came from history books, and were men who had to act in times of war or great disaster to save the lives of others. She couldn’t recollect any incidence of a mage doing it deliberately to make their magic stronger. “Possibly. That might be why the others do not cast to the point of collapse.”

      Sera leaned back on the settee and stared at the ceiling. Lord Branvale had told her little of testing her limits, except to warn against it. Lord Rowan had asked if she had tested herself. Had he meant emptying herself completely, or was there some other assessment of her capabilities? “What if my age has something to do with it? When I turned eighteen, I came fully into myself. What if, when a mage pushes to their limits while younger, the magic recovers more fully than if an older mage does it?”

      Hugh huffed and tapped his chin. “An intriguing hypothesis. But again, I must urge caution, at least until you have further information. I would not wish to see you drained with no hope of replenishing your magic, like a well that has gone dry.”

      Neither would she. To be devoid of the magic in her veins seemed a horrible existence, like lopping off a limb and losing a fundamental part of herself. “I will be careful. But I cannot promise never to do it again. It calls to me, Hugh, whispering of the wondrous things I could do.” She leaned forward and wished she could find the words to share what it felt like.

      “Be careful, Sera, please. I do not want to see you harmed.” He held her gaze, worry and affection combining in his eyes.

      “There is something I would ask, if you are brave enough to accompany me. The council is hiding me from view and has tasked me to investigate a nocturnal disruption at Bunhill Fields cemetery.” Sera picked up a cushion and plucked at the braid around the edge.

      “I would be delighted to accompany you. I must admit to some familiarity with the nocturnal activities at Bunhill.” He glanced down at his hands.

      “Ah. I hope you weren’t on one end of a shovel?” Medical schools were notoriously undersupplied with what they needed to teach new doctors in the fields of human biology and anatomy. A few enterprising individuals were eager to earn a few coins by providing what the students required.

      “No, although I admit I never ask too many questions about the origins of the cadavers on my table. I was fortunate to study anatomy under Doctor Husom, who has an amazing and detailed knowledge of the human form. But even in the official anatomy classes, some bodies had a rather distinctive earthy aroma about them that warred with the scent of decomposition and preservative spirits.” He continued eating, while telling her of his dissection studies.

      Sera shuddered at the images his words conjured. She didn’t want to contemplate how students revealed the secrets of a body, even if it were the only way for surgeons to gain the knowledge they needed to help the living. But she agreed with him about one thing. “Grave robbers seem the most likely answer to the disturbances and attacks at night.”

      “The more innovative resurrection men employ an aftermage to assist them, one who can make spirits materialise to terrify anyone who investigates the noises. It keeps all but the most determined watchman from investigating and buys them time to escape.” Hugh rose to his feet.

      “Your company will be much appreciated. I shall start my enquiries during daylight to determine if the phenomenon is confined to one area. I also need to find out more about the attack. Then we shall pay a midnight visit to the cemetery.” Better to determine a course of action in the sunlight, before the cemetery put on her night-time disguise.

      He took her hand and then bent his head for an all-too-brief kiss. “What are friends for, if not to join you on such adventures?”
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      The next day, Sera hired a horse from the mews and rode out to find the sexton at Bunhill Fields. Before she wandered around in the dark carrying a magical light like a figure from one of Mrs Radcliffe’s novels, she wanted to find out exactly what sort of disturbance was upsetting the locals and where it was happening.

      She tied the horse to a stout rail by the gate and trudged along a path to the sexton’s cottage. Birds twittered in greeting from the trees, and a faint breeze stirred the air, bringing the aroma of freshly turned soil. She found the sexton sitting outside in the pale sunlight, sorting through an assortment of shovels and picks used by his grave diggers. He appeared to be putting aside those that needed repairs. Of average height, he had the hearty appearance of a man used to laughing long and often. A cloth cap perched toward the back of his head and exposed a swath of greying hair at the front. He wasn’t at all the sort of person she thought to find in charge of overseeing the burial grounds.

      “I am Lady Winyard, sir. The Mage Council sent me to investigate your disturbance.” She leaned one gloved hand on a post supporting the gate.

      He put aside the shovel in his hands and looked her up and down as though she were applying for a job. “They sent me the night witch?” A hearty laugh came from his barrel-shaped chest, and he rose to his feet to sweep her a bow. “That’s just what the job requires.”

      The compliment and his good humour balanced his insult. Sera would let it pass.

      “The council was somewhat vague, saying only that there was some unrest and an attack. What exactly is occurring?” She hoped Elliot’s jest about the walking dead wasn’t accurate. The dead could not rise from their graves and molest the living. Such things only happened in tales told around a fire at night to terrify children. Unless heinous dark magic was being used. But most likely, it was the resurrection men—those who dug up the recently departed to sell their bodies to the medical schools.

      “Jim was the fellow who claims it attacked him. He lives on the other side of those trees.” He gestured to the northwest, where smoke curled from behind a dense hedge. “Then there’s moaning and lights waving back and forth.” He gestured off into the distance.

      She arched one eyebrow. The answer seemed simple to her. “Grave robbers?”

      He huffed and shook his head. “I’ve been sexton here for over ten years and I’m telling you, milady, I know a grave robber when I spot one. Usually we find the graves they tried to enter the next morning. Whatever is making this commotion doesn’t seem to touch a single grave.”

      Oh. That sounded more intriguing. “Can you show me where these lights and noises are manifesting? Then I shall talk to Jim.”

      “Of course, milady.” He wiped his hands on a cloth and gestured for her to accompany him.

      They strolled along the paths littered with leaves. A sense of peace washed over Sera. Here there was no bustle of the living, only the silence of those in eternal repose. Or at least, they should all be silent.

      “Do you have an aftermage who speaks to spirits, and who comes to the cemetery?” While the council thought the job more appropriate for her, there were others who had an affinity for restless souls due to the generational trace of magic in their veins.

      “Ethel often comes to talk to them. She lives up the hill from Jim. Haven’t heard if she has been out to have a chat with this one.” As he spoke, he pointed beyond the treetops. Sera gathered there was a small community nestled beside the cemetery.

      “This is one of the older areas of the cemetery. The graves here are all about a hundred years old. Shouldn’t be anything to entice the grave robbers, and there’s been no sign of them trying to enter the larger tombs.” He patted a headstone with faded lettering and lichen spreading over its shaded surface. Protective branches stretched over the tombs and the trees created a sheltered glade.

      The sexton had a point. Fresh bodies were best for the medical schools. Why would grave robbers dig up those that were decades old? Or not, since he had just said there was no evidence of any disturbances.

      “The lights were seen over here. Bobbing between the trees and those mausoleums. One of my lads that came to have a look says there was a moaning, like a spirit with something to say. He also heard flapping, like big wings.” He walked to one of the squat mausoleums and laid a hand on the iron door.

      Sera recalled Hugh’s mention that some grave robbers employed an aftermage to convey just such an effect as the moaning, and the wings could have been any night hunting bird, like an owl or a nightjar. “Is the phenomenon seen anywhere else in the cemetery?” Most likely the nocturnal thieves had passed through on their way to more recent burials.

      “No. Just here.” He spread his hands wide and then crossed his arms.

      Sera surveyed the quiet landscape. Late-blooming flowers pushed up through the grass. Dappled light filtered through the surrounding trees. A faint breeze caressed her cheek. Even the stench of London’s streets and chimneys faded, to be replaced by the sweeter scent of earth and grass.

      What about this section attracted lights and noises? She would reach out to each grave and look for disturbances.

      “Where was Jim attacked?” She turned and tried to orient herself to the cottage the sexton indicated.

      “Coming through hereabouts. He was returning home from the tavern and taking a shortcut.” He drew a line with his arms from one side of the cemetery to the vague location of Jim’s home.

      The trees here were gnarled with age, roots jutting up from the soil like arthritic knuckles. In the dark, one might easily catch a boot on such a root and trip, then cry out or groan.

      “Do you need anything else, milady? It’s just that I have three burials to organise today,” the sexton said.

      “No. I shall find my own way back when I am done, thank you.” She waved him away as she approached the first grave. The soil had shifted over the years, and the marker had lurched to one side. The movement caused a jagged crack through the stone. Perhaps the unquiet dead wanted to complain about the sad state of their lichen-covered headstones, or the fact that they no longer received visitors.

      Sera rested her hands on the rough surface of the headstone and closed her eyes. Anchoring her body, she let her magic trickle down through her palms and into the earth. Tendrils burrowed through the soil until they found the remains of the wooden casket. With a gentle touch, she skimmed over the contents to find a woman with skeletal hands clasped over her chest.

      “Hmm. You seem content to slumber on,” she murmured to the occupant. “Rest in peace.”

      Or did the physical form remain undisturbed, but the spirit form experienced some agitation? Before trying to summon the soul of every person in the area, she did a quick tour and took a head count. At least fifty people were in the graves, tombs, and mausoleums. She would exhaust herself trying to contact everyone in the next realm. Better to return at night and see if the phenomena manifested at one particular grave.

      Part of her believed it was a fool’s errand and that the culprit would turn out to be bored youths. But she could not deny that the peaceful grounds made a welcome change from tending to London’s sewers.

      A crow fluttered down and perched on a squat plinth topped with flat stone carved in the shape of an open book. The bird hopped from one granite page to another as it called to Sera. The man who had heard wings might have heard such a bird in the trees.

      “Hello. Are you following me, or did you have work to do here today?” Given its familiarity, she assumed it was the crow that Elliot spoke to. She held out one hand to the bird, and it rubbed its head against her crooked finger. “I will be back tonight if you wish to join me.”

      The crow squawked a brief noise that could have been either acceptance or a polite refusal, then took flight once more. As she pondered her course of action, Sera settled at the base of a large elm. She pulled her knees to her chest and clasped her hands around them. Then she leaned back against the bark and closed her eyes.

      In this relaxed position, she sent out strands of magic. She pushed through the grass and skimmed over the graves, searching for any trace of magical residue that might explain what had happened. In the silence, she stayed alert to any whimper or cry from the supposed unquiet dead. But she couldn’t detect the faintest whisper. Why would the deceased only rouse at night, and how did they know dark had fallen?

      With no immediate answers to her questions, Sera stood and brushed leaves and twigs from her skirts. Around the area, she scattered the dirt with magical spores to plant mushrooms in the dense leaf matter. When they erupted through the soil, she whispered a spell over them. When night fell, they would emit a faint yellow glow and turn red if anyone walked past them.

      On her way back to the sexton’s cottage, Sera sprouted mushrooms along the path. Each received a tickle of magic to make its cap glow once night fell. When darkness blanketed the city, the cemetery would transform. Shadows would claim the paths and headstones would hide from view, and she wanted to find her way back to the troublesome spot.

      She took her bearings once more before heading through the trees to find Jim. They opened up to reveal a cluster of cottages built haphazardly with an assortment of materials. Working-class homes, made from whatever they could scavenge to provide shelter for their families. A lone cottage perched on the hill behind them.

      “Where could I find Jim, who had an encounter with a ghost?” Sera asked a woman pinning clothes to a rope strung between two cottages.

      “The one with a yellow door, ma’am,” she answered.

      The sunny colour made the dwelling easy to spot. On closer inspection, though, she could see the paint was peeling. It reminded her of a sunflower whose seeds had been pecked out by hungry sparrows. Sera rapped with her knuckles and waited.

      A scrabble and cough came from within. Then the door swung open on a man with bleary eyes and a red nose laced with swollen veins and broken capillaries that spread across his cheeks. His shoulders were slumped, his frame gaunt. A whiff of stale sweat and cheap gin tickled Sera’s nose.

      “Jim?” Sera asked as he gazed at her in confusion. “I understand you were attacked in the cemetery? I am here to find out who was responsible.”

      “It was a spirit, I tell you, wanting to suck the life from me,” he said, and held the door open further for her to enter.

      From the state of Jim, any life within him would have proven an unsatisfying morsel.

      The one-room shack contained a single cot pushed against one wall. Two mismatched chairs sat before the hearth. A table with a single chair stood beneath a window on the other wall. Her heart ached for the man. No one should see out their last days in such a place. London needed adequate housing for everyone, regardless of their station in life. At least she could mend the holes in his walls and the leaks in his ceiling.

      “Tell me about that night.” While he cleared his throat, Sera turned a slow circle and sent her magic to find every gap in the walls and roof. One by one, she closed them over and made his home windproof and watertight. At least his winter would be fractionally more bearable.

      “It was late, and I wanted to get home, you see.” He dropped into a chair and his body slumped as though his spine could no longer support his torso.

      “Were you alone?” she asked, taking the chair next to him.

      “Oh, yes. I often cut through the cemetery. That lot don’t mind, do they?” he wheezed.

      “How did you encounter whatever attacked you?” Given it was early afternoon, and he appeared deep in his cups, she wondered that he could have seen anything at all after an evening of drinking.

      He rubbed his jaw. “It was dark and drizzling. I saw a light. Blue it was, and swinging. Like a lantern. I followed ’em, hoping we could share the light.”

      “Then what happened?” Having fixed the roof and walls, Sera sent a gust of magic up the chimney to clean away the soot.

      “I called out, didn’t I? Asked ’em to wait up.” He raised his arm, as though gesturing stop to the unseen figure.

      “Did they?” It could still have been a grave robber, interrupted on their way to find a fresh burial.

      He nodded, and his eyes shone bright. “I walked a bit quicker, to catch ’em. I came through the trees and saw it wasn’t a lantern, but a man glowing all over.”

      “What made you identify it as a man?” Many things could make a lantern’s light distort and appear different, from a reflection in something, to a simple spell teasing out the light given off.

      Jim sucked on his top lip and narrowed his gaze. “I could be blind drunk and still spot another fella. Head, arms, feet.” As he spoke, he mimed the shape in the air with his hands. “Come to think on it, can’t recollect seeing any feet, but he had legs, so there must have been feet.”

      “How did the attack happen?” Sera had yet to be convinced that the assault was spiritual in nature.

      “I called out again. Thought he was being rude not to share his lantern. I swiped at him and my arm went right through him. I stumbled. Then I heard wings and something hit me, clawing at my face. That’s when I realised it wasn’t no man, but a spirit. He screamed at me and I hightailed it back to me cottage after that. Talking to the others round here, some of them have seen the wavering light and all.” He crossed his arms, as though to defend himself against derision.

      “Has anyone else been attacked or injured?” A flurry of wings could certainly have been a disturbed owl. Sharp talons could cause serious damage to a person wandering around in the dark. Especially if the bird was startled by some arm waving. From Sera’s inspection, Jim didn’t seem any the worse physically from the attack.

      “Nah. Just me.” He shrugged bony shoulders.

      “Has this been going on long?” Had a lonely soul been wandering the old part of the cemetery for a hundred years, trying to get a message through?

      “That depends. We get used to the sights and sounds of that lot.” He gestured with his thumb toward the cemetery. “But this one is blue and they ain’t usually. This week has been different. We can all feel it. Gives you a right chill. Those of us what normally ain’t bothered by that place after dark are staying in our cottages.”

      Sera mulled over his words. Those living close to the cemetery had pegged this phenomenon as different from what they usually encountered. What had changed in the last few days? A disturbed grave, perhaps, or another event linked to one of the interred?

      “Thank you, Jim. You have been most helpful. Could you tell me where Ethel lives?” She may as well enquire with the aftermage while she was here.

      He pointed behind where they sat. “Cottage on the hill. But she ain’t there. Saw her leave earlier. Has work at the funerals—there’s three today.”

      Some families found comfort in the presence of an aftermage to pass on any last words from the recently deceased. Sera would have a go at finding the spirit herself, then seek Ethel.

      Taking her leave of Jim, Sera returned to her home. Since Lord Ormsby preferred her to stay out of the public eye, she spent the rest of the day in her study, painstakingly seeking out the Fae runes on the bracelet she’d once worn. She noted each rune on a piece of paper before hunting out the next and hoped there was some order in how they appeared within the engraved tree.

      After some hours of the microscopic work, her eyes complained, and her back ached. Sera stood and stretched her arms over her head.

      “Rosie is dishing up supper,” Elliot said with impeccable timing from the doorway.

      “Brilliant. I am famished.” To emphasise her words, her stomach rumbled.

      After a delicious meal with her odd family, and once night had settled over London, Sera donned men’s garb to wait for Hugh. Elliot shook his head, but remained oddly silent.

      “I saw your friend the crow today,” Sera said as she paced in the parlour.

      “She’s following you. Pay her no heed.” He waved her comment aside.

      Something linked the crow and her footman, but Sera had not yet uncovered what. Elliot avoided such questions except to confirm he was no crow shifter or some other type of Unnatural. “I will not ignore her, not when she is obviously making the effort to converse with me.”

      “Oh? ’Bout time she started talking to you and stopped muttering in my ear.” Elliot leaned on the parlour doorjamb and crossed his arms.

      “I have the feeling there is something she wishes me to know. Perhaps she saw whatever is making the lights at Bunhill Fields.” If she touched her mind to that of the crow, would they be able to talk to one another? Her sparrow friends replied in images, sharing what they had done each day. But she had not tried with a more intelligent creature, perhaps it was time.

    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/shadowschemes1707x2560vellum.jpg
S
TILLY WALLACE





OEBPS/images/signaturelogotw.jpg






