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Lennox Davies was thoroughly happy with life. He was as far from the stultifying life of a country gentleman as he could be without actually renouncing his family name. He lived in a superbly comfortable flat in London, had his whims catered to and anticipated by a friend and manservant whose worth was above rubies, was engaged in work that was both satisfying and meaningful, and he spent nearly every day with a woman whose very existence filled him with delight.

Now that his magic, drained out of him entirely last April, was getting stronger every day, Len couldn’t think of a single thing that would make life better. He grinned as he sorted through the post Becket had brought him alongside his breakfast, stifling the temptation to break into song.

Zest for living was all very well and good, but accompanying one’s eggs and bacon with tra-la-la-ing was carrying things a bit too far.

He tossed his tailor’s bill to one side and picked up the next letter, addressed in his mother’s distinctive hand. What was the mater up to now? She did not generally write without a reason. 

Len neatly slit open the envelope and pulled out the missive, hearing in his mind his mother’s crisp tones with their Scottish lilt as his eyes skimmed over the black, decisive loops and swirls of her script.

My dear Lennox,

I trust you are well and that your work as a private detective is satisfying your ever-present urge for adventure and other similar foolishness. Some mothers might have expected their sons to have grown out of such desires by now, but I have always known your ’satiable curtiosity was here to stay. Had you been born a hundred years earlier you likely would have been an explorer of the turbid Amazon or a howling desert or an uninhabited island on the shores of the Red Sea, so I suppose I should be thankful you have taken up something as relatively harmless as detecting.

So. I shall be traveling to Stirling shortly to visit Pippa and Cameron and my new grandson, and I have a mind to come first to London to do some shopping—linens and teaspoons and such, you know. Would it put Becket to too much work if I were to stay at the flat? I will arrive Thursday 8th October, and leave the following morning. If this is inconvenient for you, you have only to write and tell me so. I can always stay at my club.

I have an ulterior motive for wanting to see you, besides Becket’s incomparable muffins and an old woman’s natural desire to spend time with her only son. I am not at all easy in my mind about young Charles Norris. He is not half the man his father was, and I fear that letting him take over the lease of Glyn Manor after old Mr. Norris passed was a mistake. He has fired Mackenzie for some trifling reason and hired a new steward, a Mr. Ames who slouches about and knows nothing at all about draining fields or rotating crops—and seemingly cares less. I myself have spoken to Mr. Ames about his management of the estate and received nothing but a sneer for my pains. There are also rumors that Norris is turning off some of the workers, and even talking about making some of the cottagers leave so he can put in people of his own choosing. 

I do try not to interfere with the managing of the estate, and I would not dream of mentioning this to you were it not for the fact that you have not visited us in well over a year and therefore can only know what is happening here when someone else informs you of it. Mackenzie would not think it his place to write to you, I know, and I am sure Norris hasn’t seen fit to tell you of any of these changes, so the unpleasant task is left to me.

If you have anything you wish me to carry to Pippa or your new nephew, have it ready by my arrival and I will be happy to take it with me so long as it is nothing unreasonably large, such as a rocking horse or a life-sized toy cannon or any of the other ridiculous things doting uncles seem to find necessary to shower on helpless babes. Until then, I remain,

Your loving,

Mother.

Much of Len’s sense of wellbeing had drained away during the course of the letter. Not so much his mother’s thinly-veiled disapproval of his lifestyle: she might wish he would settle down in his father’s place at Glyn Manor, the Davies family estate for countless generations, but she had always understood his need for broader pastures, and even encouraged him to stretch his wings. Nor did he mind her jab about the inconvenience of putting her up for a night—that was her way of making a joke, as was referring to herself as an old woman.

No, it was her comments on Norris that concerned him. When old Mr. Norris died, it seemed the easiest thing in the world to allow his son to take over the tenancy agreement and continue to run the place. Mother was settled for life in the Dowager House by the manor gates and could keep an eye on things from there, and Len had no reason to mistrust Charles.

But this business of firing Mackenzie and hiring a new steward without even telling Len about it ... no, he did not like the sounds of that. Mackenzie was a good, solid man—he had been the steward for as long as Len could remember, and the estate had always thrived under his care.

Nor did Len like the rumors of workers turned off the estate and cottagers thrown out of their homes. By thunder, that wouldn’t do at all! He frowned. No good writing to Norris until he had more than the mater’s word to go on. While Len trusted her wholly, it would be too easy for Norris to dismiss her concerns as those of a foolish old woman clinging to the old ways. Ridiculous—Mother was one of the most forward-minded women he knew—but best not to give Norris even that much of a leg to stand on if he chose to argue the matter. 

He would write to Mackenzie, Len decided, as well as to old Amos Greer, the former head groom, given one of their finest cottages upon his getting too old to keep working with the horses. Once he had their responses, he would know better how to approach the matter with Norris.

First, though, would be to reassure Mother.

Len cleared his throat. “Oh Becket,” he called.

His manservant popped out of the small kitchenette, drying his hands on a spotlessly white towel as he did. “Sir?”

“Would you be so kind as to fetch me my writing gear? Oh, and m’mother will be here next Thursday.”

“Very good, sir. I will make sure to air the good linens for the spare bed on Wednesday.”

“She’s dropped a few hints about your muffins as well.”

“I would be disappointed if she hadn’t, sir.”

After Becket set his stationery before him, Len thought for a few moments before picking up the fountain pen. His mother wasn’t difficult, but she did require ... careful handling. Finally, he filled the pen from the inkwell, set nib to paper, and began to write.

Dearest Mamma,

Of course you may come to us on the 8th—what’s more, I’ll come to Piccadilly Station myself to collect you while Becket bakes up a batch of the freshest muffins possible with which to greet you. Which is more than he ever does for me when I’ve been away, let me tell you.

Here Len paused. What next? He decided to skip entirely the conversation about his detective work, as he could not think of any way to respond to her comments without sounding defensive or overly frivolous. Let Mother make of his silence on the topic what she may.

I am much obliged to you for the information about Charles Norris, especially when it comes to firing Mackenzie. He’d better have a thundering good explanation for doing so without telling me! I have been shockingly lax in my visits to the old place, I know, but it is easy to let matters slide when I have you there to keep me up-to date on all the happenings.

Did that sound too much like flattery? He read it over and decided that it did sound like flattery, but as it was the plain truth, it would have to stay.

Still, that’s no excuse. I am writing to Mackenzie as well, and you may be certain I shall overwhelm Norris with my wrath once I’ve heard old Mac’s side of the story. And here’s a promise for you: if need be, I’ll come down there myself and straighten matters out. There now! I can’t say fairer than that.

Len shuddered. The last thing he wanted to do was leave London even for a few days to return to the dreariness of the family estate, but duty was duty. He hoped he would not be called upon to make good his promise.

You can carry my love to Pippa and Cam when you go, and I suppose I shall have to find some bauble or other to go to my nephew. Pity Pippa didn’t inherit our other sense; a color-changing ball would be just the thing. Alas, I shall have to pick up something more mundane.

Len wondered if the newest Cameron would grow up to show any magical abilities. It did not usually happen that a youngster developed the talent when neither of his parents had it, but magic was strong on his mother’s side of the family, and it was just possible it might have skipped Pippa and gone right to her son. That was how it had worked for Maia, after all.

Len grinned foolishly, thinking of the other half of the Whitney and Davies detecting agency, with her tall stature, her reddish-brown hair with that hint of curl, her wide, well-formed mouth and determined chin, her eyes that looked either green or blue depending on her mood, her rich laughter and keen mind ...

He wrenched himself back to the business at hand.

I remain, as ever, your devoted son,

Lennox.

He blew on the ink to dry it, folded the letter, and slid it into the envelope, picking up a wafer of wax to seal it the old-fashioned way.

He held his breath for a moment. Despite the nearly six months since he had, with Maia’s help, regained the use of his magic, he still felt a frisson of doubt every time he prepared a spell. What if it didn’t work? What if the only reason it had been working all along was because Maia had lent him some of her magic to begin with? What if that was used up now? What if ...

He shook his head, impatient with himself. Though he still couldn’t do big magic, or several small spells in a row, his magic was getting stronger every day, just as an injured limb regained its strength through regular, cautious exercise after the initial wound had healed. He might never regain fully his old strength, but there was no reason to fear it would be gone again for no reason.

“Califace cera,” he said, his voice a bass rumble.

The wax promptly softened into a warm puddle on the envelope. Len grinned and combed his fingers back through his hair. Ha, see, he knew he could still do it. No need to fear at all.

Before the wax could harden and he needed to go through it all over again—this time with less power at his command, as it would take some time to recover even from that small use—he twisted his signet ring around and pressed it into the wax, leaving behind the clear imprint of an ear of wheat inside a three-cornered shield. 

While he had his stationery to hand, he might as well get the other letters written and out of the way as well. If by some miracle a cracking good case had come to Maia or Gwen overnight, he didn’t want to have any unpleasant personal tasks hanging over his head and preventing him from investigating fully.

Stifling a sigh, he picked up a fresh piece of stationery and began the next letter.
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The instant Len walked through the door of The Glass Spoon, he knew something had changed. Maia was, as usual, sitting at the small corner table they had come to think of as “theirs,” but unlike most days, when her face was set in lines of patience and a frustration she wouldn’t allow herself to feel, today her eyes sparkled greenly and her wide, generous mouth was smiling.

Len crossed the floor and nodded a greeting to the proprietor—Albert Weatherby, a minor magician who specialized in kitchen magic. His small restaurant was a favored haunt of most of London’s magicians, and Len and Maia had taken to meeting there at least twice a week to discuss if any possible cases had turned up for them. 

Len seated himself casually in the chair across from Maia, and smiled into her eyes. He had known from the start this would be a good day!

“Let me guess: we have a client.”

Maia nodded. “We do indeed.”

“Murder?” Len asked, trying not to sound too hopeful. Murder was dreadful, of course, but far more interesting than hunting down lost dogs or finding missing jewelry for too-rich society ladies.

“Not yet,” Maia said. “I’ll let our client give you the details. Here she comes now.”

Len slid around in his chair to see a petite Anglo-Chinese woman entering the restaurant.

“Gwen?” he said, frozen in the automatic act of rising to his feet.

Gwen Zhang was the third member of their small detective agency. Once a junior member of Domestic Protection, England’s magical police force, Gwen had happily exchanged the promise of a dull career of writing up minor magical infractions for something more exciting and active when Maia had proposed the switch to her. During this six-month stretch where they had had so few cases, she had been starting to show signs of restlessness. Len was hoping that a properly juicy case would help settle her back down. He hadn’t expected her to be the one bringing the case.

“On behalf of Saint Dorothea’s,” Gwen said, sitting in the third chair at the table that Len pulled out for her and smoothing her rose-pink skirt over her knees.

Now Len was truly startled. He reseated himself thoughtfully. Saint Dorothea’s, or more properly The Scholars of the College of the Blessed Saint Dorothea, was an experiment that seemed to be succeeding, despite the doubts of more traditional magicians in England. It was a college for up-and-coming magicians, hidden inside the larger Cambridge University. Len didn’t pretend to understand how it worked, but somehow it did. Gwen had been a member of its first graduating class two years ago. If she was a sample of the magicians Saint Dorothea’s was turning out, Len thought the college had a fine chance of holding its own well into the future. He couldn’t imagine why they would need the help of Whitney and Davies.

“A few days ago, Gwen received a letter from a fellow former student at Saint Dorothea’s,” Maia said, then nodded to Gwen for the young woman to pick up the tale.

“Charlotte was at Saint Dot’s with me,” Gwen repeated. “She was training to be a healer, while I, as you know, wanted to join magical law enforcement. We had some supervisions together, and became friends. After we were graduated, I started work for Domestic Protection and then for you. Lottie didn’t make it as a healer; instead she stayed at Saint Dot’s, working in administration. I haven’t heard from her since I left Cambridge, until she sent me this letter two days ago.”

She cleared her throat and began to read.

“Dear Gwen,

“So you’ve moved from public work to the private sector, have you? Well done! We all knew you were too good for Deep. Has the detection business proven glamorous? Lots of adventurers and handsome lords coming to beg your aid?

“Betty and Sarah have become governesses to two wealthy families with magical brats. Too ghastly, but really, with their abilities, what more could they hope for? Charles has started out in the lowest level of the Circle and talks as though he were part of the inner ring already, poor thing. I suppose it’s too much to ask him to recognize that he can’t possibly hope to ever achieve more than what he has now. Wait and see, in a few years time all we’ll hear from him is how nobody recognizes his great talent and if it weren’t for the jealousy of other magicians he’d be much higher in rank. Pathetic, but what can one expect? Babs has managed to wheedle her way into a position as assistant to the Governor of Dorset! She always was good at sucking up. She is no end puffed up about it all, it’s disgusting to hear her talk.

“As for little old me, I’m still here at dear old Saint Dot’s. Administrative work sounds dull, but the amount of work it takes to keep the only magical college in England operating smoothly while still hiding it from the university itself ... well, my dear, be thankful detectives don’t have to keep up with the amount of paperwork I go through on a daily basis! Not that our status depends on me alone, of course, I’m not like Babs or Charles, thinking I’m the most important magician in England, but still: even the littlest cogs in the wheel are necessary to keep it turning, and despite what Pelham—she’s too good for “Jenny” these days, it’s Pelham or Miss Pelham, thank you very much—seems to think, even silly old Charlotte has her uses.

“And don’t think my life is devoid of excitement and danger, either! There’s been a rash of thefts here at the school—nothing of mine has been stolen, of course, I’ve always been so careful of my belongings—but others have lost items. I’ve told the victims they should report it to the Magistra—surely this is a matter for Deep—but so far everyone is too afraid of ‘causing unpleasantness’ to do anything about it. I wish someone would do something, though. So uncomfortable, wondering if the person you work next to on a daily basis is really a THIEF. 

“Still, I’ve kept my head down and tried to carry on as usual, but then I started receiving the most disgusting anonymous threats in the post—trash, but too creepy for words. I was going to report them to the Magistra myself, but everyone in the office laughed at me when I suggested it, and said I was blowing things out of proportion. I never want to cause trouble, as you know, so I decided to keep it to myself. I wouldn’t want Doctor Bingham thinking I was putting myself forward in any way.

“Then last night, as I walked to the school from my lodgings—a mere worker bee like myself doesn’t qualify for rooms in the college itself, you know, so I board in a dreadfully small and dingy place, with a horrid old nosy landlady, but what else can one afford on my salary?—I crossed the bridge and paused for a moment to admire the River Cam, as I always do, and would you believe it, someone shoved me in the back so hard I went right through the railings—they were old and rotten anyway—and landed in the river!

“Oh, I was in no danger of drowning, as the water levels are so low in that spot, but I confess I was unnerved. Humiliated and angry, as well. I had to go to work sopping wet or risk a scolding from Pelham. She has no sympathy whatsoever toward other people’s troubles! No one there seemed to think it was an incident even worth noting—I heard some of the other girls giggling about it in the cloakroom at dinner—but I can’t help but feel uneasy. As luck would have it, no one else had been near the bridge at the time—my path to and from home and college isn’t one of the more attractive ones, so it is sparsely traversed at the best of times—so I have no idea who could have done such a thing.

“Now, who do you suppose would want to do harm to harmless old Charlotte? Or am I exaggerating things? You know I’m not imaginative, not like Sarah and her flights of fancy (one does hope she doesn’t start imagining herself a Jane Eyre or something of the sort at her new post). Perhaps I am making too much of it, but still, it’s the sort of thing that does make one nervous.

“I shall have to learn some defensive spells if this goes on! I don’t suppose you know any good ones?

“Ta, darling,

“Lottie.”

“Curious,” Len said.

“That’s only the start,” Maia said.

Gwen re-folded the letter and replaced it in her handbag. “I wasn’t sure whether to worry or not when I received this—I couldn’t imagine something truly sinister going on at Saint Dot’s, not without the Magistra knowing about it and putting a stop to it—but I thought that since we didn’t have any cases on hand at the moment, I might take a couple of days to visit Lottie and make sure she was all right. I sent her a note that evening, through magical means so it would arrive immediately, but I didn’t hear anything back. When there was still no response by teatime yesterday, I started to feel nervous, so I contacted the college to ask to speak to her directly.” Gwen leaned forward in her chair. “They couldn’t find her anywhere in the buildings or the grounds, and neither the front nor the back gate porter had let her out. Several people had seen her arrive, but then sometime between the start of the day and when I contacted them, she had vanished.”

“And there’s no other way out of the college except through the gates?” Len asked.

Gwen shook her head. “No, not even a convenient tree near the wall.” She dimpled unexpectedly, her smile mischievous. “Trust me, I would know.”

Len drummed his fingers on the table. “Curious,” he said a second time.

They were interrupted then by Albert bringing over their coffee and a plate of shortbread.

“Did I hear you talking about Saint Dot’s?” he said, his accent pure Cockney to match his sharp-featured face. “Me cousin thought about attending there when she finished ’er apprenticeship, but blimey, no one in our family has ever gone to university, and ’ow would me auntie explain that to the neighbors? Save the college for folk like you, that’s what I say, and us common folk’ll stick with the old ways.”

Gwen’s smile faded as Bert favored them with a cheery nod and went on his way. “That’s just the trouble, the lower classes think uni is too posh for them, and the upper classes think a departure from tradition is too risky, and so how can Saint Dot’s thrive?”

Len cleared his throat. “Very true.”

Gwen blinked, shook her head, and added some milk to her coffee. “Sorry. No one was too concerned about Lottie, and Jenny—Jenny Pelham, who is the head secretary—was inclined to dismiss it all as nonsense even after they searched the college twice and couldn’t find her, but the Magistra said it was peculiar enough that she would appreciate it if we would make the trip to Cambridge to see if we could decipher the puzzle. I didn’t think either of you would object, so I said yes.”

Len began to understand why Maia’s eyes were sparkling. “A veritable locked room mystery,” he said softly. How could a woman disappear from within the walls of a magical college? Not only that, but this was an excuse to visit Saint Dorothea’s, and learn more about how it worked. So long as he was back in time for his mother’s visit, he was pleased to exchange the dreariness of London in October for the charm of Cambridge. 

He looked across the table to meet Maia’s gaze. “When do we leave?”

“As soon as Becket can pack your bags,” she answered. “I’ve secured us four tickets for the afternoon train.”

“Jolly good,” Len said, finishing his coffee at one gulp. “To Cambridge we shall go, then.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two

[image: ]


[image: image]

The afternoon train from London to Cambridge was not crowded, and Maia was pleased when the four of them were able to claim an otherwise unoccupied first class carriage for themselves. Not only would it make the journey far more comfortable and mean that Becket could ride with them without raising eyebrows, it allowed them to discuss the case—and any other matters that might arise—without fear of listening ears. Maia had been a magician for just over four years now, and she had yet to master the art of publicly discussing magic in such a way as to sound innocuous to anyone within earshot. She could cast a spell to make their voices sound like buzzing to listening ears, but that only worked if the listeners were at sufficient distance that they wouldn’t expect to hear a conversation clearly.

Len, of course, was an expert at saying one thing and meaning another, but that was only to be expected given his former line of work. When they had first met, Maia had believed him entirely frivolous and insincere, but it hadn’t taken long before she started appreciating the depth of character he hid beneath that flippant exterior. By now, she had come to think of him as one of the finest men she knew—though she did still sometimes wish he would be a touch more transparent. Four years was not quite long enough to allow her to read what he was truly thinking and feeling under his “jolly good show” attitude. She could guess, but there was still an element of doubt, and it did occasionally make her more reticent to speak of her own deeper thoughts.

Not that either of them were particularly given to heartfelt speeches to begin with. They were, after all, English. Maia sometimes envied the American soldiers and nurses she had met during the war, both for their ease of communication and their “can-do” mindset. Not that she wanted to be American, naturally not ... but there were times when she wished she could throw off the weight of convention and speak her mind—and heart—freely.

For example, all this talk of Saint Dorothea’s had stirred up the faintest breath of regret in her heart. Oh, she didn’t regret her apprenticeship to Aunt Amelia, who, if stubborn, sarcastic, and set in her ways, was still one of England’s finest magicians, and had given Maia a firm grounding in the basics of magic. Nor did she regret choosing a less-than-conventional path for a journeyman magician. Rather than setting her ambition high, to become an administrator of the magicians in a county or even to join the Circle, the governing body of magicians for the British Isles, Maia had decided to use her abilities to help those who were most often overlooked by society, both magical and not. Becoming a private detective had seemed, at the time, the best way to achieve that goal.

Aunt Amelia had been thoroughly disgusted by her niece choosing such a pedestrian career and the idea of Maia becoming a “general magician” rather than specializing, but at the time, Maia had had no doubts as to the rightness of her choice.

There were days, especially recently, however, when she did wonder. So few cases had come to them over the last six months that Maia was beginning to wonder if there really was such a burning need for their particular brand of justice after all. And now, learning about the opportunities she might have had if she had chosen to attend Saint Dorothea’s after completing her apprenticeship ... there was a seed of doubt. She would have appreciated talking it out with Len, but that would involve more raw honesty than Maia was entirely comfortable with, plus what if he thought that meant she was regretting their partnership? No, it would never do.

Besides, she didn’t really regret her choice. Especially now, with what seemed like a perfectly smashing puzzle awaiting them at the end of their train journey.

“Tell us more about Miss Carlyle,” Len invited Gwen. “And more about how Saint Dorothea’s operates. It is as well to go in prepared,” he added, bringing a deliberate pomposity to his voice.

Gwen chuckled obligingly, then began. “Lottie, like me, was one of the first graduates from Saint Dot’s.” Her face changed, becoming animated as she switched tracks. “Did you know that in 1919, for the first time ever in our history, Britain was faced with the reality of more apprentices than there were masters to train them? The War changed life for all of us in England. So many master magicians were killed during the war, along with many journeymen who might have gone on to achieve mastery. Doctor Bingham had been pushing for a school like Saint Dot’s for years, but it was that crisis that forced the Circle to accept that they needed to look at new ways of training and accepting magicians.” Her dark eyes sparkled as she tucked an errant lock of hair back under her hat. “The magic and creativity that went into starting up a brand-new college within the university system, one that is only discoverable by magically adept prospective students yet is still a functioning part of Cambridge itself, was phenomenal. It would have made Dr. Bingham a master magician if she hadn’t already been one. To attend Saint Dot’s is to be a Cambridge student, yet no one who is not a magician is aware of the college. I can say to another Cambridgian, ‘Oh, I went to Saint Dot’s,’ the way someone else might say they were at King’s, or St John’s, and even though they don’t specifically know the college they know that it’s part of the university. It’s fascinating.”

Fascinating indeed. Maia could not fathom the knowledge that went into those spells. It served to remind her that despite her recent advances in the world of spells and sorcery, she was still very, very new to all this.

“And you and Miss Carlyle were among the first to be part of that,” Len prompted.

Gwen nodded. “We were the experimental ones, the students who were willing to try something few others would. There were only a dozen of us, and mostly female—and didn’t that cause a rumpus throughout the university, a co-ed college where women were awarded degrees! Only the fact that they couldn’t put their finger on what exact college we were prevented them from banning us altogether. The whole thing gave us all an extra bond of friendship, even the men, whether our personalities were compatible or not.”

“Are you saying you and Miss Carlyle wouldn’t have been friends under normal circumstances?” Len asked, his eyes shrewd.

Gwen picked at the pleats of the skirt of her fashionable dove-grey traveling suit, spread neatly across the blue plush of the seat. “Lottie is a lovely person, really. She is diligent, hard-working ...”

“She was a nice, bright girl with no men friends,” Len murmured softly. “Gwen, we need more than what people tell the newspapers about a missing person. What is Charlotte Carlyle really like?”

Gwen sighed. “She is diligent and hard-working, but ... not much else. You must have gathered from the letter, she doesn’t have strong friendships with anyone, nor even strong enmities, and she has always found it difficult to get people to take her seriously. She wanted to be a healer and settled for a glorified secretary, and even now she’s clinging to the past—dredging up all our college chums and their lives—than moving forward. I think she stayed at Saint Dot’s because she was too afraid to move on.”

“A complaining plodder, eh?” Len asked.

Gwen winced, but nodded. “That does sum her up rather well.”

“She can’t be that much of a plodder if she was willing to go for something as new and different as Saint Dorothea’s,” Maia said, surprised at the sharpness in her own tone. Why should she feel so irritated and—yes, defensive, that was the emotion poking her—at that simple description of a woman she’d never met?

She felt more than saw Len glance quickly at her, but Gwen seemed oblivious to the edge in Maia’s words.

“That’s a good point,” the younger woman said, tilting her head as she considered it. “I think, though ... I rather think she came to Saint Dot’s because she felt she might have more of a chance to distinguish herself through a new path rather than the traditional one, except she found it was more difficult than she anticipated. She was always ready to try something new, Lottie was, but whatever she tried, there was always some excuse for why she failed at it.”

Maia’s opened her mouth for another sharp remark, then closed it through sheer force of will. There was no reason, absolutely none, for snapping at Gwen. Whatever was causing Maia to feel so defensive about a stranger, it wasn’t Gwen’s fault. To keep her tongue still, she focused her attention on the scenery flashing past the window, the fields yellow with harvested stubble and the trees beginning to change color and shed their leaves.

With another side glance at Maia, Len smoothly picked up the conversation. “So Miss Carlyle has remained at Saint Dorothea’s as a secretary, and within the last month or so became concerned about a rash of petty thefts at the college, which led to some minor attacks on her person, followed by her complete disappearance in an impossible fashion yesterday. Well, well, well. A very pretty case.” He leaned back against the train seat, tapping his fingertips together in the approved Sherlock Holmes fashion.

“Why, does it make sense to you?” Maia asked as she turned from the window, amused despite herself.

Len smiled at her. “Not in the least. That’s what makes it so pretty.”

Maia stifled an unladylike snort. When Len started talking like a book detective, there was no hope of getting any more sense out of him.

That might have been the end of the conversation, but Becket surprised them all by speaking up next.

“It would seem that the thefts must have been more important than they first appeared, or else why would the thief go to such lengths to silence
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