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  Dead Man Walking

  
  




Merry birdsong filled the air on that bright April morning when the dead man stumbled into Aunt Amelia’s front hall.

Technically, he was dying, not dead, else he couldn’t have stumbled anywhere; corpses in general being no longer animate. There was just enough time for Maia, passing through the hall on her way to the Rose Parlor for a magic lesson with Aunt Amelia, to drop her books and papers and dash forward, catching the man in her arms beneath the butler’s outraged nose.

“Call a doctor!” she cried, but it was too late. The man’s eyelids fluttered and he breathed a single word:

“Beware.”

Then he sighed and expired.

It was so ridiculously like something out of a dime novel that Maia couldn’t believe it was real. She looked up, half expecting a beautiful foreign adventuress in furs and jewels to next appear in the hall, followed by a leering, greasy-haired scoundrel waving a gun.

All she saw, however, was the sagging jaw and round eyes of Mr. Lorde, her aunt’s ever-so-dignified butler. That, and the limp weight in her arms, convinced her this was no hoax. She’d seen dead bodies before—held men as they died, in her time in France—and recognized the reality of the situation, however absurd it seemed.

“Mr. Lorde,” she said in a soft voice most unusual for her. “I believe you should fetch my aunt. At once.” She set the man down on the polished floor, careful not to disturb him more than necessary. Her decorous side wished to close his staring eyes; her practical side warned her the scene should be as little disturbed as possible.

“Yes, miss,” the butler said, closing his mouth and swallowing hard. “And the doctor, miss?”

“No need for one anymore,” she said, not taking her eyes from the dead man’s face. “The police are more likely—or Domestic Protection—but Aunt Amelia first.”

The butler positively scurried out of the room, a sight which would have delighted Maia at any other time, and Maia set to work. The light was poor in the entryway, thanks to the stained-glass windows above the door preventing sunlight from properly entering, so she murmured a spell to assist her task. Aunt Amelia did not approve of apprentices using magic unsupervised, but Maia had mastered this particular spell before she had even begun her apprenticeship. Besides, this was an emergency.

“Lux fiat,” she said, and a ball of steady silver light sprang to life above her open palm. Maia directed it to hover over the body while she began her examination. Aunt Amelia wouldn’t approve of this either, but some tasks Maia preferred not to entrust to others.

With steady hands, she patted him down, checking his pockets and examining his body. It didn’t take long; he was a short, sturdy man, dressed in middle-class clothing consisting of unkempt trousers and a collared shirt, though missing a coat and tie. No identification on him, no incriminating papers, nothing helpful at all. After she had finished, she sat back on her heels, frowning.

“Finiatur,” she said absently, and the silver light vanished.

In her experience, people who died of illness were not usually waltzing around London immediately before so doing, and there were usually telltale signs of said illness left behind. On the other hand, people who died from violence generally bore the traces of their wound. This man was unmarked and appeared in perfect health, aside from the fact that he was dead.

Maia did not believe in jumping to conclusions. Still, she thought it a reasonable assumption that magic was most likely behind this. After all, he had come to Aunt Amelia’s house to die. Amelia Rawlings was well known throughout Europe—the magical population thereof, at least—as one of the finest magicians of her generation.

The front door swung, causing Maia to jump and search her mind for a defensive spell. She relaxed when the newcomer proved to be a young lady of African descent dressed in the very latest spring fashions, her dark curly hair covered with a chic cloche and her black eyes sparkling.

“Hope you don’t mind,” she called as she sashayed through the doorway. “It was open …” The words died in her throat as she took in the incongruous tableau.

It must have been an absurd sight. The brown-and-gold papered walls of the entryway, Maia in her plain but practical working costume of blue cotton dress with pleated skirt, the second housemaid frozen in the background with her mouth open in a silent scream, and the dead body on the spotless floor.

“Good morning, Helen,” Maia said.

Aunt Amelia, trailed by a still-shaken Lorde, popped out of the Rose Parlor at that exact moment. Old woman and young both opened their mouths and said,

“Maia Whitney, what have you done now?”

It was the “now” that really irritated Maia. It wasn’t as if she made a habit of collecting dead bodies and stirring up general mayhem. True, there had been that one occasion, but that was nearly four years ago, and none of it had been her fault. Well, maybe one or two bits of it, but …

“This is none of my doing,” she said, rising to her feet and striving to keep her voice from sounding petulant. She wasn’t certain she entirely succeeded. “He came in and dropped dead at my feet. Aunt, it’s your house. Do you recognize him?”

Aunt Amelia came closer and peered down at him. “No,” she said. “Mr. Lorde?”

The butler didn’t move. “Madam?” he said. Maia detected a note of pleading under that stiff word.

“Oh, don’t be such a coward, Lorde,” Aunt Amelia said. “Come here and look at the fellow and tell me if you know him. He’s dead, he’s not going to jump up and bite your nose off.”

When Lorde had reluctantly obeyed and disclaimed any knowledge of him, to be thankfully dismissed, Helen approached to take her turn as well.

“You’re not likely to know him,” Aunt Amelia objected.

“You never know,” Helen said. “I made no secret of my intentions to spend the morning with Maia. Maybe it was me he was trying to reach!” She stood next to Maia and looked down. “Is he really dead? He looks so peaceful.” She sighed. “No, I don’t recognize him, either. What do we do now?”

“I think he might have died of a magic spell,” Maia said. “There’s no sign of injury or illness on him.”

Aunt Amelia pursed her lips. “Checked that already, did you?”

“I did,” Maia returned.

Her aunt did not speak, but Maia thought she saw some approval beneath the surface frown. Though it might have been wishful thinking. Her aunt seemed to approve of independent thought and deed in everyone but her niece-apprentice.

Helen backed away from the body a few steps and made a faint noise in the back of her throat. The sparkle in her eyes dimmed. “Sorry,” she said weakly when the other two looked at her. “Don’t mind me. I just … it suddenly struck me that this is real.”

“I know,” Maia said, smiling at her friend with sympathy. Helen was twenty-one, four years younger than Maia, who had lied about her age to get into the VADs when she was seventeen. This was likely the first time her energetic, effervescent friend had ever seen a dead body outside the cinema. “It seemed unbelievable to me at first, too.”

Aunt Amelia turned her frown on Helen. “Why are you here anyway, Miss Radcliffe?”

“The Magicians’ Ball is at the end of the week, remember, Miss Rawlings? Maia and I were going to go shopping for new gowns today.”

When the two ladies had met for tea last week, Helen had said, “Oh Maia, we must get new frocks for the Magicians’ Ball,” and Maia had said, “I don’t think so, Helen,” and Helen had said, “Good, I’ll pick you up Friday morning and we can visit Mme. Julie’s.” Maia had protested that she had lessons with Aunt Amelia every morning, and Helen had waved that objection aside as breezily as she did everything else.

It wasn’t that Maia despised the thought of a new gown, by any means. It was rather that she had entered her fourth year of magical apprenticeship to her aunt and was determined to not let it go into a fifth. She had discovered her magical ability much later in life than most, and while she was deeply thankful to have use of this extra sense at all, she was beginning to chafe under her aunt’s rules and restrictions, especially while people younger and—she had to say it, even if it sounded vain—less talented than she were already journeymen or independent magicians. Somehow, gown shopping for her fourth Magicians’ Ball as an apprentice did not appeal. Helen, however, was determined to keep Maia from “depression of spirits,” as she airily put it, and therefore insisted on regular outings and excursions. Maia appreciated her efforts and at the same time found them maddening.

Aunt Amelia, who never ceased to criticize the fashions of the day and insisted on still dressing as though Queen Victoria sat on the throne, waved her hand. “Yes, yes,” she said. “Excellent idea. Lessons canceled for today, Maia. You girls run along and have fun.”

Maia stared. Aunt Amelia seemed unaware of her niece’s scrutiny as she bent closer to the dead man, but the set of her shoulders told Maia a different story. “Excuse me, Aunt.”

Aunt Amelia looked up, a faint line appearing between her eyebrows. “Maia, I am preparing to cast a highly delicate spell in order to find out what killed this unfortunate man, do you mind not making me lose the threads?”

“Terribly sorry,” said Maia, not feeling particularly sorry at all. “But don’t you think this is the sort of thing your apprentice ought to assist with?”

“Or … I’m sorry, but should we be doing anything about this at all?” interrupted Helen. She did sound apologetic. “Shouldn’t we call Domestic Protection?”

“That useless excuse for a magical police force?” Aunt Amelia said, her bosom shaking with outrage. “In my house?”

Maia was reluctant to hand such a juicy mystery over to the authorities, but she had to admit Helen had a point. “She might be right, Aunt.”

To do her justice, Aunt Amelia was stubborn and set in her ways, but she wasn’t stupid. “Allow me to diagnose what killed him first. That will give us a better idea of who we need to bring in.” She held up a finger. “And you girls may watch, but do not interfere. Especially you, Maia! I have no desire to add a house fire to the list of this day’s calamities.”

It took all Maia’s self-control to keep from blushing. Just because her powers tended to … explode out of her control at times was no call for Aunt Amelia to make a crack like that. It wasn’t as if Maia was continually setting fire to the furniture, after all. She hadn’t had an accident in at least three and a half months.

It was especially galling to have her master poke at her in front of another magician, even one with whom Maia was so friendly as Helen. Masters were supposed to brag about and defend their apprentices from others’ ridicule, not expose them.

Thankfully, Helen ignored Aunt Amelia’s comment except to move a step or two closer to Maia’s side, as if to show she had no fear of Maia letting loose with an explosion. Aunt Amelia turned her back to both of them, raised her hands above her head, and spoke clearly and crisply in Latin.

“Quid occursum est.”

A wave of revulsion so strong it nearly drove her to her knees hit Maia like a fist. Beside her, Helen gagged and doubled over, hands clasped to her mouth. Aunt Amelia stumbled back, face ashen.

“Finiatur!” she boomed.

As though someone had flipped a switch, the revulsion vanished. Helen slowly straightened and pulled her hands back down to her sides.

“What … what was that?” she managed to choke out.

Aunt Amelia examined her own hands, as though checking for contamination. Maia realized that she herself had not only touched that body, but had held it in her lap. Her skin crawled, and she had to resist the urge to scrub at her arms.

“That man died of one of the vilest forms of sorcery I’ve ever come across, and that’s saying something,” Aunt Amelia said. “That body needs to be burned at once.”

“No, we mustn’t,” Maia said, then bit her lip. If it was bad form for a master to criticize her apprentice in front of others, it was even worse for an apprentice to contradict her master.

Aunt Amelia was never predictable. Instead of scolding Maia, she folded her arms across her ample bosom. “And why not? Why should I leave a body leaking the vilest of magics lying in my front hall?”

“We must know where it came from, what happened, who he is,” Maia said. “What if it’s not a spell, but rather a magical plague? Or if it is a spell, surely we must find out who cast it, and why, and bring him or her to justice. We cannot do that if we burn the body and lose all the clues it might contain.”

“Looking for an excuse to play detective, child?” Aunt Amelia said, the sarcasm in her voice sharp enough to cut.

Maia clenched her fist, driving her nails into her palm until the desire to scream faded. She was twenty-five years old, hardly a child. And while Aunt Amelia scorned her fondness for detective novels and occasional ventures into solving puzzles in real life, Maia was proud of her deductive abilities. She and her friend Lennox Davies spent many a happy half hour going over newspaper accounts of various crimes and trying to solve them. Len, an undercover agent for Magical Intelligence, had vastly more experience, but Maia’s attention to detail and logical approach to criminology kept the honors about even between them.

Not that Aunt Amelia knew about those clandestine meetings. Len was perfectly respectable, but Aunt Amelia had a personal dislike toward him and considered him a distraction to her niece’s studies. Their occasional tea at Lyons had to be carried out with ridiculous secrecy.

Maia refused to let her aunt dictate her personal relationships. Apprenticeship only went so far.

Before Maia lost her temper and self-control entirely, Aunt Amelia spoke again.

“Very well, I suppose we’d better call in the authorities.” She heaved an enormous sigh. “I shall never live this down—common investigators, in my house!”

“Miss Rawlings, you know my brother Matthew has just started with Domestic Protection,” Helen said. “If you like, I can summon him. He might be able to arrange things so that your privacy is protected.”

Aunt Amelia eyed her with surprise and rare approval. “That is most thoughtful, Helen, thank you.”

Helen nodded and withdrew into the Rose Parlor to cast the summoning spell which would let her brother know he was needed urgently at this location. Maia and her aunt were left alone.

“This is quite inconvenient,” Aunt Amelia said, staring at the body.

Maia raised her eyebrows. Death and black magic were hardly what she would call “inconvenient.” Deadly, dangerous, and disastrous, yes. A minor irritant, no.

“There is trouble brewing between France and England,” Aunt Amelia continued, answering the unspoken question. “A scandal involving an English magician and a French non-magical nobleman … the Circle and the French Société are at each other’s throats over this. The Circle has been threatening to send me over to discipline our magician lest the French take it into their heads to do it for us, though given the provocation I find my sympathies are entirely with him.”

“That is all very interesting, no doubt, but hardly to be compared with a mysterious dead body leaking some sort of vile spell in your hallway, Aunt!”

“My dear child, it is matters such as this that can lead to wars. Should the French governing body of magicians attempt to imprison or punish an English magician, it would be a breach of agreement between all the magical governments of the world and could splinter us into factions, bringing up long-buried grievances and leading to individual alliances. It could be another worldwide war, only this time between magicians. Compared to that, a dead body in my hallway is indeed a sordid inconvenience.”

Put like that, Maia could understand her aunt’s point of view. On the other hand, as she looked at the crumpled figure and recalled the weight of it in her arms in that moment of change between a living human being and an empty corpse, she couldn’t help but think that though his death might not spark a war, he too was important, and he deserved more.

* * *




Within a short time of Helen’s summons to her brother—either he was highly protective of his sister or her summons had had an extra edge of urgency about it—England’s magical police force had arrived at Aunt Amelia’s residence in all its glory. “All its glory,” in this case, consisted of a worried-looking Matthew Radcliffe and a grey-haired elderly woman with tired eyes who was introduced as Mrs. Taylor, their curse expert.

Matthew was tall and sturdily built, not resembling his sister much beyond the curly hair he tried and failed to tame under a hat, and a shared determination around both their mouths. Where her dark eyes sparkled, his were clouded and grim, and where she seemed to shed light wherever she walked, he seemed under a darkness. Maia suspected it was the nature of his work that did that to him, though he was old enough he might have had a year in the war, as well.

Matthew and Mrs. Taylor gaped in mutual dismay at the corpse. Whatever latent curse Aunt Amelia’s diagnostic spell had triggered had only grown stronger in the time since it had been set off; no one could now bear to go within a five-foot radius of the man.

“This is beyond my abilities,” Mrs. Taylor admitted in a shaken voice.

“Fortunately for you, it is not beyond ours,” said a sharp, ice-cold voice from the front door.

All heads turned as a short, thin man with a pinched face and a tall woman stepped into the hall. Behind them, a man so insignificant as to be almost unnoticeable carefully closed the door.

“Agent Barry, Agent Marsh,” the man said, introducing themselves with a careless wave of the hand. “Magical Intelligence.”

Aunt Amelia shot a glare at Maia, who spread her hands in innocence. If she had contacted Intelligence, which she hadn’t, she would have gone straight to Len. Not this man.

“I don’t recall inviting Intelligence to look into this affair,” Aunt Amelia said, her bosom swelling with offended dignity.

“You didn’t, yet here we are.” Agent Barry glanced around the room, looked down at the corpse, over at Matthew and Mrs. Taylor, and sniffed, the edge of his upper lip curling. “This curse is far beyond the abilities or jurisdiction of Domestic Protection. Clearly this is no petty curse-caster. A spell of this nature could have implications for national security, or could even be part of an international plot.”

“Though we are happy to have the assistance of Domestic Protection,” the third, unnamed agent added. He stood behind Barry and Marsh, his face shadowed. “After all, we are all on the same side.”

Matthew looked unhappy, but he did not resist. The truth was that very few of England’s magicians took Domestic Protection, or Deep, as it was frequently referred to, seriously. For crimes of a non-magical nature, the ordinary police force served the community’s needs, the same as any other citizen. For crimes of national importance or international intrigue, Intelligence rooted them out and enacted justice. If a magical crime succeeded in also breaking England’s laws, Magical Intelligence would send in one of their agents disguised as part of Scotland Yard to “help” solve the case while covering up any evidence of magic from the true authorities.

Domestic Protection was, as Agent Barry had sneered, left to handle the smallest of offenses—someone carelessly using magic where non-magical persons might see it, or casting an unpleasant-but-not-fatal curse against another magician. Grey magic, as Lennox Davies called it. Not serious enough to be evil, but not pure enough to be good.

Maia knew, through Helen, that Matthew was hoping to work with Intelligence at some point, and considered Domestic Protection a first step along that path. He would not want to do anything now to damage his chances later on.

“We’ll take the body to the Deep morgue, as that’s closest, there to be examined by our best curse experts,” Agent Marsh said. “Driver, will you see to it they are informed of where to go and how virulent this curse is?” The other agent nodded and slipped back out the door. “Our special cleansing team is now on the way to purify these premises. If you take the witness statements, Radcliffe, I’ll collect them once you’ve finished.”

“Right,” said Matthew, seeming relieved at being given something to do.

“I suggest you start with me,” Maia said. “Since I was the first on the scene. Helen and Aunt Amelia came in after.”

Matthew opened his mouth, but Agent Barry raised his eyebrows. “Do you generally take orders from civilians, Radcliffe?” he asked in a soft voice. He flicked a quick, dismissive glance at Maia. “Perhaps this apprentice is unaware of protocol, but in MI, at least, we start at the top and work our way down.”

“In any case, I was here only moments after Maia, and my butler saw it all,” Aunt Amelia interrupted. “There is no need to question these young ladies at all.”

Maia pinched her lips together to keep from venting her anger in front of all these people. Did Aunt Amelia think she was going to throw her career away and join Intelligence as soon as she qualified as a magician simply by talking to an agent?

It seemed she did. That was the reason she jabbed Maia so frequently for her role in that four-years’-past affair, and why she strove so urgently to keep her apart from Len. Aunt Amelia insisted Maia’s magical talent was enough to make her a regional governor, or even Head Magician of the Circle, and she had no intention of letting her niece “waste” that talent on something so mundane as Intelligence, nor to let her be even tempted by it through talking with an agent.

“But that’s nonsense, we were right here for the entire thing, and we might have seen something Miss Rawlings missed!” Helen burst out.

Barry ignored her and turned back to the body. “Radcliffe, can’t you even control your sister?” he tossed over his shoulder.

“You aren’t helping things, Helen,” Matthew hissed. He cleared his throat. “Right you are, Barry, Miss Rawlings. Ladies, this is not a fit scene for the two of you. I am sure you are most distressed by the, er, distressing death you witnessed …” The words died in his throat at the identical steely glares the young ladies in question were giving him. Anything less distressed could hardly be imagined. He took a deep breath and tried again. “You can best assist the investigation by going about your business as though nothing were wrong. Er, Helen, weren’t you and Maia going to do some shopping today …?”

“Mr. Radcliffe and Agent Barry are perfectly right,” said Aunt Amelia with a smug expression. “As I told you girls earlier, this is no place for you. Off you go now, shoo.” She flapped her hands at them as though they were chickens, only she was shooing them outside the coop instead of in.

Within moments, Maia found herself with coat, hat, and gloves on, and the two were shut out—literally—from the action.

“Well,” said Helen, straightening her hat and turning away from the closed front door. “I call that positively unfair.”

Maia glanced down at her hands. A magician’s aura—the traces left behind after working a spell or when one’s magic was leaking out of control—was generally invisible to everyone but the said magician. Right now, the glimmers of silver shining through her tan kid gloves were bright enough she was surprised Helen could be unaware of her struggle to keep the magic from bursting free of her control.

If she wasn’t careful, she was going to set Aunt Amelia’s spiraea on fire right here on the front steps for all the neighbors to see.

It wasn’t merely the indignity of being treated as a child—she, who had been running her family’s home since she was fourteen and her sisters had driven away their first housekeeper, who had been a nurse in France during the war, who had stopped a magical conspiracy which would have destroyed England four years ago when she had barely even learned of her abilities.

It was that this Barry seemed to have his own agenda apart from the case. It was that Agent Marsh had something chilling about her, something that unsettled Maia without her being able to articulate why. As for Matthew—well, she couldn’t be too hard on Matthew, he was in rather an impossible position, though she did wish he’d shown more backbone. But Aunt Amelia …!

Did no one involved in this case care at all about the man who now lay dead? They wanted the curse contained, the culprit caught, the world back as it should be. All laudable goals, but none of the people involved seemed to care that a man had been alive and was now dead.

Maia slowly clenched and opened her hands, breathing in through her nose and out through her mouth, focusing on stuffing her magic back down within its proper bonds. It felt, as always, like wrestling a feather mattress back into its tick, and even after it was safely confined, there were a few puffs and feathers of power left floating. Nothing too dangerous, though—nothing that would explode anything or anyone.

Helen, unaware of Maia’s struggle, made her way down to the street and looked both ways. “Shall we do our shopping, then, since we aren’t allowed anything more exciting?”

Maia narrowed her eyes. Ever since she was a child, being told she was not permitted to do something was the surest way to pique her interest in that very thing. “You may, if you wish,” she said. “I have other plans.”

Helen looked back at her and laughed. “You have something devilish in mind, I can tell,” she said. “Whatever it is, count me in.”

Maia’s eyes were generally blue, but under certain light or the influence of certain emotions they shone green. She did not have a mirror handy, but she was fairly certain, given how she felt at this moment, that they were as green as a cat’s eyes. She had spent too many years weighted down with the responsibility of her careless and highly dramatic family, believing she was too dull and staid to ever have an interesting life. Ever since discovering her magic and coming to London to train with Aunt Amelia, she had delighted in proving herself wrong.

“I merely thought I might chat with some of the neighbors, see if any of them saw or heard anything interesting,” Maia said. “That can’t be considered interfering—we are merely gossiping and being neighborly, correct?”

“Just as young women ought to do,” Helen said, fluttering her long eyelashes. She eyed Maia’s clothing. “It is unfortunate that you are wearing that,” she said. “You don’t look at all appropriate for chatting with the neighbors in that ancient skirt and those shoes. I’d glamour you something different—” glamours were Helen’s specialty— “But non-magical eyes can’t see glamours, so it would be wasted effort.”

Maia barely listened to this. She had gotten into the habit of tuning Helen out whenever she dragged glamours into the conversation. They might be fascinating to the other girl, but they held little interest for her. “Never mind, old thing,” she said vaguely. “There’s not much point in talking to the owners of the nearby houses, anyway. Most of them wouldn’t notice an interesting occurrence if it leapt up and bit them on the nose.” Rather like Aunt Amelia. “The servants, however, always know everything. And they won’t care if I am less than impeccably dressed.”

Helen laughed again and sighed. “Oh dear, you really don’t know anything at all about servants, do you?”

“I was on very good terms with all our servants at Stanbury, thank you very much,” Maia said. The ones Mother, Ellie and Merry hadn’t scared off.

Helen waved a hand. “Oh, country servants, old retainers, families who all know each other and all that. Of course they wouldn’t care how you were dressed. I’m sure you were ‘the eldest Whitney daughter’ no matter where you went within the village, and shopkeepers always tipped their hat to you and saved you the best cuts of meat without you even asking.”

Maia couldn’t deny any of it.

“But London servants, my dear! If they think you are dressing beneath your station, they won’t give you the time of day.”

It was Maia’s turn to sigh. Helen was London born and bred and kept her finger unerringly on the social pulse of the city. There was nothing for it.

“Abscondo meum in manifestis conspectu.” She had never revealed to anyone else that she knew this spell. It was one of Len’s favorites, and she’d learned it from him, which alone was a good reason to keep it secret from Aunt Amelia. It did not turn her invisible, but allowed her to blend in with her surroundings. Len called it his chameleon spell, and Maia found it quite useful.

Helen stared, and blinked. She reached out a tentative finger and poked at Maia’s arm, looking relieved to make contact. “I say,” she said in a hushed voice. “Do teach me that! It would be splendid for sneaking out of the house without Mother knowing.”

Maia ignored this. “Wait for me at the corner,” she said. “I’ll sneak in the back door, run upstairs and change, and then join you.”

“Wear that navy suit with the silver embroidery,” Helen ordered. “And heels!”

Maia loathed heels—she was tall enough as it was, and heels made her wobble when she walked—but if she thought of it as a disguise, something Sherlock Holmes would put on in order to hunt down clues, she could just about bear them.

* * *

None of the servants on either side of Aunt Amelia’s had heard or seen anything, or at least would not admit it to Maia and Helen. Maia found herself wishing for Len’s manservant Becket. He was shy but kind-hearted, and servants would be far more likely to talk freely to him than to ladies of gentility. No matter! She had heard nothing from Len to indicate he was off on another mission, so she assumed they would meet for their monthly tea tomorrow as planned. If she and Helen had no luck here, she would ask to borrow Becket and see if he came up with more results.

However, the house across the street yielded her something. The scullery maid, a girl with flaming red hair that made Maia’s look positively muddy, had stepped outside “for a spot of fresh air,” she said, though from her breath Maia suspected she’d gone out to smoke a cigarette, and had seen the entire thing through the railings.

“Saw ‘im plain as day, I did,” said the girl, who went by the improbable name of Angelina. “Swaggered right up to the front door all prim an’ proper, pressed the doorbell, and then ‘e froze, like that,” snapping her finger, “an’ when the door opened, ‘e just keeled over inside. ‘Gent’s got a stomach pain,’ I said to meself, but then Cook called me back inside and I didn’t see no more. Is ‘e dead then, miss?”

“Yes, I’m afraid so,” Maia said. “The, ah, undertaker is taking him away now.” She and Angelina watched as Barry and three other men brought out the tightly wrapped body on a stretcher.

“Poor chap. Were ‘e a friend of the family?”

“Distant relative,” Maia improvised wildly. “Very distant. Thank you for your time.” She pressed a coin into Angelina’s hand and hurried away to where Helen was frantically motioning to her from the street.

“We’ll be seen!” she hissed. “Matthew is coming now. Do that, that not-visible spell you did earlier, quick!”

“Very well, but you’ll have to hold quite still,” Maia said, swallowing her nerves. She’d never done this to cover anyone but herself before. She closed her eyes and sketched a quick shape in the air with her forefinger, something that, if drawn by pencil, might have looked like a child’s rendering of a lizard. Hand motions were not necessary, but they did help focus one’s concentration. Aunt Amelia despised such concessions, naturally, but for this, Maia thought she needed all the help she could get.

“Abscondo meum in manifestis conspectu,” she whispered, and felt the spell tug and take hold. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw that Helen was slowly fading from sight. Maia released her breath.

Matthew and the lesser agents assigned to him scattered and converged upon the neighboring houses, no doubt in search of the same information Maia and Helen had just scrounged. As soon as their attention was engaged, Maia let the spell slowly dissipate as she and Helen backed away and slipped around the corner. Judging they were safe enough now, Maia relayed Angelina’s story to Helen.

The shorter girl nodded. “That’s what the housemaid of the place next to that one said, too. I think she and your Angelina were out smoking together, actually.” Helen waved a hand in front of her face, wrinkling her nose.

Nobody was entirely certain why, but nicotine and magic did not react well to each other, and most magicians avoided cigarette smoke as much as possible.

“What now? It seems as though we’ve few options open to us,” Helen continued. “We can try to hunt down the victim’s identity, but I’ve no idea how to do that. We can try to research the spell that was cast on him, but I don’t exactly know how to investigate curses without setting off quite a number of people’s alarms, including my mother’s. Or,” she finished, brightening. “We can go shopping as we were told to do, and rack our brains for ideas at the same time as we find smashing frocks for the Ball.”
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  A Shot on the Street

  
  




Len had been shot at more times than he cared to remember. It came with the territory of a field agent for Magical Intelligence. Never before, though, had he been shot at in broad daylight while walking down Piccadilly toward the Thamuaturges Club.

To add to his embarrassment, he didn’t even see his assailant—he, Lennox Davies, legendary among agents for his finely honed instincts and sense of danger. The first he knew of it was the sudden blossoming of red on his left coat sleeve, followed by a burning pain in that arm. A lady strolling toward him stopped short, screamed, and swooned into her escort’s arms, and everything turned to chaos.

“You’ve been shot, mate!” announced Gus, the doorkeeper at the club, running to Len and staring in awe at his arm. Len clamped his hand over the wound. It wasn’t bad—the shot had nearly missed him altogether, barely creasing the skin. “I seen it all!”

“Did you happen to see who did it?” Len asked through clenched teeth. He looked around at the rapidly thickening crowd and raised his voice. “Did anyone see who did it?”

No one, it seemed, had. For a moment, Len considered giving chase. But given that he had no idea who he was looking for or what the devil was going on, he abandoned that plan.

The club doctor and a policeman arrived at the same time. The doctor hustled Len inside the club, accompanied by a clearly delighted Gus, while the policeman stayed outside to question the onlookers and search for clues. Len wished him luck.

This was appalling. He had survived working behind enemy lines during the war, had chased down countless enemies of Britain, had outwitted criminal masterminds and foiled their deadly schemes. He had not only been an agent for Magical Intelligence since he was seventeen but also did occasional non-magical work for the Secret Service, now to be brought low by a potshot he hadn’t even seen coming on his home turf.

The policeman took his statement while the doctor examined the injury. Len only wished he had more to offer.

“It’s the rummest case I ever saw, I must say,” the policeman said, tipping his helmet back to scratch at his head. “Can’t seem to get a straight story from anyone. One person says they saw a woman holding a pistol, another says it were a man, another says it weren’t no gunman at all, just someone throwing something at you, and one bloke says everyone’s gone loony and there was no gunman, no shot, and no injury, neither.”

“I can contradict the latter, at least,” said the doctor, finishing off the bandage with a neat flourish.

Len could have told the policeman that five witnesses watching the same scene would have seen five different things, but since this bobby was not known to him—and not one of the magicians on the force, to Len






















































* * *























































* * *












































* * *













































OEBPS/3f3d55f57d663f1f5aa680550b0b22ca34a8de92_smallRaw.jpg





OEBPS/images/ac56bb87c912219fd32a8296a703674b_smallRaw.png
STARDANCE
PRESS













