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Reginald Gatling’s doom found him beneath an oak tree, on the last Sunday of a fast-fading summer.

He sat breathing rapidly and with needle-stabs at each breath, propped against the oak. His legs were unfelt and unmoving like lumps of wax that had somehow been affixed to the rest of him. Resting his hands on the numb bulk of them made him want to vomit, so he clutched weakly at grass instead. The tree’s rough bark found skin through one of the tears in his bloodstained shirt. The tears were his own fault; he hadn’t started to run in time, and so the best route of escape had appeared to be through a tangle of bramble-hedge that edged the lake here in St. James’s Park. The brambles had torn his clothes.

The blood was from what had come after.

“Look at him panting,” said one of the men, scorn thick in his voice. “Tongue out like a dog.”

The best that could be said about this man at present was that he stood partly between Reggie and the glare of the sun, which was dipping slowly through the afternoon sky, cradled in a tree-fork of blue space like a burning rock pulled back in a slingshot. Hovering. Waiting. At any moment it could be released and come flying towards them, and they’d all be brightly obliterated.

Reggie coughed, trying to banish the nonsense simmering in his mind. His ribs spasmed with renewed pain.

“Now, now,” said the other man. “Let’s at least be civil.” This voice was not scornful. It was as calm and uncaring as the sky itself, and the last shreds of courage in Reggie shrivelled up to hear it.

“George,” Reggie said. An appeal.

The calm-voiced George was facing out into the park, presenting Reggie with a view of the silken back of his waistcoat and the white of his shirtsleeves: cuffs rolled up fastidiously, but still speckled with blood. He was surveying the open green space at the foot of the slight incline crowned by the oak tree. On this summer Sunday, St. James’s was busy with humanity taking their last gulps of fine weather before autumn closed over their heads. Herds of children shrieked and ran, or fell out of trees, or tossed pebbles at the indignant ducks. Groups of friends picnicked, couples strolled with aimless leisure, ladies bumped parasols as they passed one another on the paths and used the excuse to adjust the fall of their lace sleeves. Men lay dozing with boaters tipped over their faces, or nibbled on grass blades as they reclined on an elbow and turned the pages of a book.

None of these people looked back at George, or at Reggie, or at the other man; and even if they did, their gazes passed on without focus or concern. None of them had so much as glanced over when the screaming had started. Nor when it continued.

Reggie could only just glimpse the pearly whisper of uneven air that signified the curtain-spell.

George turned, stepped closer, and hunkered down, careful with his trousers, brushing a speck of dirt from the polished toe of his shoe. Reggie’s entire body, wax-legs and all, tried to flinch back from George’s smile. His nerves remembered pain and wanted to press the body itself into the rough bark, through it—to dissolve somehow.

But the tree was unyielding, and George was too.

“Reggie, my dear boy.” George sighed. “Shall we try this again? I know you found part of it on your own, and thought you could get away with hiding it from us.”

Reggie stared at him. The sharp, surprised wail of a child who’d likely scraped his knee rose somewhere in the distance.

“What earthly good did you think it would do you?” George asked. “You, of all people?” He stood again—the question clearly rhetorical—and made a curt gesture to his companion, who took his place in front of Reggie.

Get on with it, thought Reggie, squinting at the uncovered ball of the sun. Hurl yourself at us. Now would be ideal.

“You found the thing. You snatched it. Now, tell us what it is,” the man demanded.

“I can’t,” said Reggie, or tried to. His tongue spasmed.

The man brought his hands together. There was no finesse to his technique, but by God he was fast; his fingers flickered through the crude shapes of the cradles and came alive with the white glow of his spell before Reggie could so much as inhale. Then he took hold of Reggie’s hands. His grip was inescapable. His heavy brows drew together and he frowned down at Reggie’s palms as though he were about to read Reggie’s fortune and tell him what his future would be.

Short, thought Reggie hysterically, and then the white crawled over his skin and he screamed again. By the time it ended, one of his fingers stood at an awful angle where it had twitched itself out of the man’s grip.

“What is it?”

This time, the bind sensed Reggie’s desperation to comply and answer the question. His tender, throbbing tongue now felt as it had when the spell had been laid in the first place: branded and sizzling. He whined around it, clutching at his face. The sound he made seemed to crawl in the air, and yet it affected the park-idyll not in the slightest. The people around them could have been figures in a painting, blissfully unaware of a small child throwing a tantrum on the gallery’s marble floor, safe on the other side of the frame.

“Fucking hell,” the man said. “You bloody little worm. M’lord. Look.”

“Damn and blast” was George’s comment, staring down at Reggie’s tongue. The symbol of the bind must have been glowing there. It felt like it. “He didn’t do that to himself. Still, there are limits to a secret-bind. Ways to wriggle around its edges.” He frowned. “What is it, Reggie? Play a game of charades, if you must. Write it, draw it in the dirt. Find a way.”

A scrap of hope rose in Reggie at the idea. When he tried to move his hands, they burned with a flash of reproving heat, then went as stubbornly unresponsive as his legs. No. It wasn’t going to be that easy for any of them.

George’s eyes were narrowed. “Very well. Where is it now?”

Reggie shrugged in complete honesty.

“Where did you last see it?”

The pain of the bind gave a wary pulse, and Reggie didn’t dare test his voice. But this time his hands lifted when he told them to, and he waved them frantically.

“Ey,” said the other man. “Now we’re getting someplace.”

“Indeed.” George looked out over the park again. He shifted his gaze north, then kept turning, a slow circle like a man lost and seeking landmarks. When he had rotated fully on the spot, he began to build a spell of his own, with the elegant mastery of a jeweller laying minuscule cogs.

George flung his magic-brimming hands wide and a map appeared in the air in front of Reggie, as though a small tablecloth had been shaken out and hung over a line. Blue lines glowed in the air against a background of nothingness. The thickest line formed the familiar snake of the Thames, and the city spilled out around it.

Reggie jabbed at the approximate location of his office. Nothing palpable met his fingers, but the map changed at once, showing a much smaller portion of London. The river formed the eastern and southern borders, and it stretched out to Kensington in the west and followed the northern border of Hyde Park. It was a lovely spell. Reggie wondered what level of detail he would discover, if he kept jabbing and jabbing.

“Not where we are now, you imbecile.”

This time, Reggie managed to indicate the building itself: ironically, yes, a bare stone’s throw to the east from where they were, though Reggie’s finger fell closer to Whitehall than the St. James’s end.

“Your office?” For the first time George sounded surprised.

Reggie managed to nod before the dormant bind seared up in punishment. He barely noticed when the map flickered into nothing. He kept his tongue thrust out as though he could somehow shove the pain away, and tears ran down his face. The two men were looking across the park in the direction of the building.

“Do we—” the other man began.

“No,” said George. “And that’s all we’ll get past the bind, I expect. It’s enough. Finish up.” George didn’t look at Reggie. “We’re done here.”

Again, the man in the cap moved fast. The second-last thing that Reggie saw was the tide of white, cobwebbing up to cover his entire body. The last thing he saw, as he took his last breath, was the sun glinting off the top of George’s walking stick as George strolled through the curtain of his own spell and down the hill, unhurried, a man with nowhere in particular to be.
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Robin was definitely going to punch someone before the day was out.

Currently topping his list of ideal candidates were his family’s estate steward and the chap who’d managed to stab Robin’s foot with his umbrella on the front steps of the Home Office this morning. And although Robin would never hit a woman, the frayed edge of his mood was unravelling further with the incessant tapping of his typist’s ring against her desk.

Robin gritted his teeth. He was not going to set himself up as a tyrant and snap at the girl over trifles, not on his very first day in this job. He would hold out for the prospect of going to his boxing club and venting his feelings with a willing opponent.

The ring-tapping halted as footsteps heralded someone entering the outer office. Robin sat up straighter behind his desk and moved one ragged pile of paperwork a few inches to the left in a doomed attempt to make the whole thing look less like a hurricane had blown through a library. This would be his nine o’clock meeting, then.

Hopefully the other person would have a bloody clue what they were meant to be meeting about.

“Mr. Courcey!” came Miss Morrissey’s voice. “Good mor—”

“Is he in?”

“Yes, but—”

The footsteps didn’t halt, and the speaker strode right into the room.

“What have you been doing, I was—” Silence snatched the man’s words away as his eyes landed on Robin. He stopped dead a few steps inside the door, which was also a few steps from Robin’s desk; it was a very small office.

Robin swallowed. For less than a second, there had been relief in the newcomer’s voice and rather a charming smile on his face. They had vanished with such abrupt, chilling totality that Robin could almost convince himself he’d imagined them.

The man shifted a leather folder from one hand to the other. He was slim and pale, with fair, colourless hair and a face currently folded into an unpleasant expression that suggested he’d stepped in something on the street and its odours had only just reached his nose.

It was, Robin reflected wistfully, an eminently punchable face.

“What the bloody hell is this? Where’s Reggie?”

“Who’s Reggie?” It had already been a difficult morning. Robin was not above returning fire with rudeness where rudeness had been offered. “Who are you, come to that?”

A pair of blue eyes narrowed. They were the only mark of colour in the man’s countenance—indeed, in his entire appearance. His clothes were neat, expensively tailored, but all in shades as unremarkable and drab as his dishwater hair.

“I’m the Queen of Denmark,” he said, coldly sardonic.

Robin clasped his hands on the desk to prevent himself from clinging to the edge of it. He was the one who belonged here, much as he wished otherwise. “And I’m Leonardo da Vinci.”

Miss Morrissey appeared in the doorway, possibly having sensed the likelihood of blood being drawn if the edges to their voices got any keener. Robin managed not to stare at her as he’d done when they’d first met, barely a quarter of an hour ago. He had met Indians before, of course—and even come across some lady civil servants, rare creatures though they were. But he’d never expected to have an example of both categories calmly introduce herself as Miss Adelaide Harita Morrissey, his sole subordinate, and fire a series of reproachful comments at him about how the Minister really could have found a replacement sooner, if Mr. Gatling had been moved into a new position, and she was sorry about the mess on the desk but maybe they could get a start on it after his first meeting, which was in—goodness, five minutes, go ahead and take a seat and should she fetch some tea?

Now Miss Morrissey laid a hand on the Queen of Denmark’s arm. “Mr. Courcey,” she said hurriedly. “This is Sir Robert Blyth. He’s Mr. Gatling’s replacement.”

Robin winced, then cursed himself for it. He’d have to get used to hearing the damn honorific sooner or later.

“Sir Robert,” she went on, “this is Mr. Edwin Courcey. He’s the special liaison. You’ll be working mostly with him.”

“Replacement.” Courcey looked sharply at her. “What happened to Reggie?”

Reggie, Robin had gathered by now, was Gatling. If he and Courcey had been on friendly terms, and Gatling hadn’t bothered to tell his colleague that he’d moved on—or been moved on, His Majesty’s Civil Service being what it occasionally was—then that would explain his surprise, if not his generally unpleasant demeanour.

Miss Morrissey didn’t look pleased. “Nobody’s told me anything. I did try to tell the Secretary’s Office—and the Assembly—that vanishing without word for a fortnight is odd even for Reggie. And on Friday I received a curtly worded note, saying that a replacement would be here on Monday. And here he is.”

Courcey directed his look at Robin. “Sir Robert. Who are you related to that I’d know?”

“Nobody in particular, I’m sure,” said Robin through his teeth. Perhaps that wasn’t entirely true; his parents had been well known. They’d made sure of that. But barefaced snobbery made Robin feel contrary.

“Oh, for God’s—” Courcey cut himself off. “I don’t suppose it matters. Thank you, Miss Morrissey.”

The typist nodded and swept back to her own desk, closing the door behind her.

Robin shifted in his seat and tried not to feel trapped. It really was a cramped office, and dark to boot. The sole window lurked awkwardly near the ceiling as though to say it was there on sufferance and didn’t intend to provide anything so pleasant as a view.

Courcey installed himself in the chair across the desk from Robin, opened his folder to a blank piece of paper, pulled a pen from a pocket of his waistcoat, and laid them both on the desk with the air of someone not prepared to have his time wasted.

“As she said, I’m the liaison for the Minister, which means—”

“Which Minister?”

“Hah,” said Courcey sourly, as though Robin had made an unfunny joke instead of a desperate enquiry.

“No, I mean it,” said Robin. “You’re going to give me a straight answer. I can’t sit here all day pretending I know what the blazes I’m meant to be doing, because I don’t. It took me an hour to find this place this morning, and that was mostly by knocking on doors. Assistant in the Office of Special Domestic Affairs and Complaints. And this is it! The entire office! I don’t know which department or commission it falls under! I don’t even know who I report to!”

Courcey raised his eyebrows. “You report directly to Asquith.”

“I—what?”

There was no way that could be right. This nothing position, so lowly that nobody had heard of it—and yet, muttered part of Robin’s brain, he had his own typist, instead of access to a room of them—had been given to Robin because his parents had managed to make an enemy of the wrong person, and Robin was wearing the consequences. Healsmith wouldn’t have looked so smug if he was handing Robin a job that reported directly to the Prime Minister.

Courcey’s mouth looked lemon-ish now. “You really don’t even know what the job is.”

Robin shrugged uncomfortably.

“Special affairs. Special liaison.” Courcey did something with his hands, moving his fingers together and apart. “Special. You know.”

“Are you some kind of . . . spy?” Robin hazarded.

Courcey opened his mouth. Closed his mouth. Opened it again. “Miss Morrissey!”

The door opened. “Mr. Courcey, you—”

“What,” said Robin, “is your pen doing?”

There was a long pause. The office door closed again. Robin didn’t look up to confirm that Miss Morrissey had prudently kept herself on the other side of it. He was too busy gazing at Courcey’s pen, which was standing on one end. No—it was moving, with its nib making swift loops against the uppermost sheet of paper. The date had been written in the top-right corner: Monday 14th September, 1908. The ink—blue—was still drying. As Robin watched, the pen slunk back to the left margin of the paper and hovered there like a footman who was hoping nobody had seen him almost drop the saltcellar.

Courcey said, “It’s a simple enough . . .” and then stopped. Perhaps because he had realised he was applying the word simple to something that was anything but.

Perhaps not.

Robin’s mind was oddly blank, as it had been sometimes at the end of a particularly fiendish examination, as if he’d scooped out its worthwhile contents with his fingers and smeared them grimly onto the page. The last time he’d felt this way was when he found out that his parents were dead. Instead of surprise, this. An exhausted, wrung-out space.

Robin waved his hand between the pen and the ceiling. Nothing. No wires. He didn’t even know how wires would have worked to create such a thing. But the action seemed necessary, a last gasp of practicality before acceptance flooded in.

He said, with what he could already tell was going to be a pathetic attempt at levity: “So when you said special . . .”

Courcey was now regarding Robin as though Robin were an unusual species of animal, encountered in the wild and possessing a large mouth full of larger teeth. He looked, in short, as though he were bracing himself to engage in a wrestling match, and was wondering why Robin hadn’t pounced yet.

They stared at each other. The room’s weak light caught on the pale tips of Courcey’s lashes. He was not a handsome man, but Robin had never been inspected this closely by other men except as a prelude to fucking, and the sheer intimate intensity of it was sending confusing signals through Robin’s body.

“You know,” said Robin, “I’m beginning to suspect there’s been a mistake.”

“How astute of you,” said Courcey, still with that lion-tamer tension.

“I might be lacking one or two vital qualifications for this position.”

“Indeed.”

“I suppose your pal Gatling could conjure pigeons from his desk drawers with a snap of his fingers too.”

“No,” said Courcey, the syllable drawn out like toffee. “This position’s still part of the Home Office, it’s not a magician’s job. I’m the liaison to the Chief Minister of the Magical Assembly.”

“Magical. Magician. Magic.” Robin glanced at the pen again. It continued to hover, serene. He took a long breath. “All right.”

“All right?” The humanising note of exasperation was matched by something flaring in Courcey’s face. “Honestly? You expect me to believe this is the first time you’ve come across any kind of magic, and you’re sitting there without so much as—and the best you can muster is all right?” The blue eyes searched him again. “Is this a joke? Did Reggie put you up to this?”

It seemed late in the day to be asking that question. Robin wanted to laugh. But Courcey hadn’t asked it with anything so normal as hope. The light in his face had retreated, as though someone holding a candle up to glass had taken a few steps backwards. It was the resigned expression of someone on whom jokes were often played, and who knew he was expected to laugh afterwards even if they were more cruel than funny. Robin had seen the candle-flicker of this expression at his parents’ sumptuous dinner parties, when the person making the joke was most often Lady Blyth herself.

“It’s not a joke,” he said firmly. “What else do you want me to say?”

“You aren’t going to suggest that you must be going mad?”

“I don’t feel mad.” Robin reached out and touched the pen. He had expected it to be immovable in the air, but it allowed him to take hold of it and move it around. When released, it floated without urgency back to hover near the margin of the paper.

“How does it know what you want it to do?”

“It’s not sentient,” said Courcey. “It’s an imbuement.”

“A what?”

Courcey took a deep breath and clasped his hands together. Robin, who had suffered under long-winded tutors at Pembroke, recognised the symptoms and braced himself.

Sure enough, the words quickly stopped making sense. Apparently magic was as inherently fiddly as Latin grammar, and required the same sort of attention to detail even when constructing what Courcey described as a minor object imbuement.

The pen, apparently seized with the desire to be helpful, transcribed everything Courcey was saying in a neat, spiky hand. It didn’t make any more sense written down. Robin’s eye caught on the phrase like a legal contract as Courcey was explaining how British magicians used a shorthand of gesture called cradling in order to define the terms of any given spell, including those that rendered an innocent pen capable of darting fussily back and forth across the paper.

“Does the pen sign the contract itself?” said Robin, struggling to stay afloat. This won him another of the suspicious, flat-mouthed looks that meant Courcey thought he was trying to be funny. “Show me something else,” Robin tried instead. “Anything.”

A corner of Courcey’s lip tucked between and drew out of his teeth. He pulled something from the same pocket that had housed the magical pen, and glanced over his shoulder as if to reassure himself that the door was closed.

Excitement crawled over Robin’s scalp. He didn’t think Courcey actually meant him any harm; the man was far too prickly. If he’d been trying for charm Robin might have been worried.

What Courcey had pulled from his pocket was a loop of plain brown string, which he wrapped around both of his hands. He then held them about a foot and a half apart, pulling the string taut.

“Like scratch-cradle,” said Robin. And then “Oh” as the light dawned. “Cradling.”

“Yes. Now be quiet.” The lip did its disappearing act again. Courcey’s fair brows drew together.

Scratch-cradle was an activity for pairs: one person to hold the strings, the other to pinch them and twist them into a new position. Courcey was doing it alone, and the complex pattern forming as he hooked his fingers, moving loops of string around with his thumbs, bore no resemblance to the soldier’s bed or the manger or any of the other figures that Robin remembered from playing the game in nursery days.

Robin’s own hands, resting on the desk, began to feel as though he were holding them over the cracked lid of an icebox. He could almost imagine that his breath was beginning to mist as it did in winter, and that Courcey’s was doing the same.

It was.

The mist became a single dense cloud between them, a white clump the size of a walnut. Courcey’s fingers kept moving like supple crochet hooks. After nearly a full minute, something emerged, glittering.

Robin had never been the sort to pore over the proceedings of the Royal Society, and had never personally applied his eye to a microscope. But he knew what this shape was. The snowflake was only the size of a penny, but the light caught on it, showing up tiny complexities and flashes of colour. It was still growing.

Something more than scorn was seeping into Courcey’s expression now, like watercolour applied with the very tip of a brush to a wetly swept piece of paper. Concentration. Satisfaction. He kept his eyes on the growing snowflake and plucked at a single part of the tangled web of string with his forefinger, again, again, keeping up a steady rhythm.

When the snowflake had reached the size of a small apple, Courcey moved his fingers more quickly, and the snowflake sagged and dripped into a puddle of water on Robin’s desk.

Some sort of reaction seemed expected. Robin didn’t know what to say. He’d felt a pang when the snowflake, so carefully built, had melted. He was quietly, startlingly charmed that for all his curt, practical manner, Courcey had chosen such a pretty kind of magic to show Robin. He wanted to say that it reminded him of a snow painting by the Frenchman Monet, sold just last year at one of his parents’ charity auctions, but he felt awkward about it.

“That was lovely,” he said, in the end. “Can anyone do it? If it’s just a matter of—making contracts, and learning what to do with your hands.”

“No. You’re either born with magic or you aren’t.”

Robin nodded in relief. The whole thing was still strange and fascinating and barely credible. But here he was, credulous, and nobody was going to expect him to make some sort of meticulous contract with an intangible force by waving his fingers around, so it seemed like something he could live with.

“But if this is a job for people who aren’t,” he said, “surely you’ve got to be used to explaining about the whole—special—nature of it.”

“Usually the Chief Minister advises on the appointment. Someone’s cousin. Someone with no magic, but who knows magic.” Courcey frowned. “Secretary Lorne is a friend of the Minister’s, he’s always understood . . .”

“Oh,” said Robin. “No, it wasn’t Lorne. He’s on a leave of absence. Something with his wife’s health. It was Healsmith who gave me the job.”

Courcey shook his head, frown deepening. “Don’t know him. And if he doesn’t know—devil take it, what a mess. And none of this explains where Reggie’s gone and why the position’s available to begin with.” He stood, tucked both pen and string away, picked up his folder, and turned to leave.

“Wait,” Robin blurted. “Aren’t we meant to be . . . meeting?”

“Dealing with an unbusheling is enough for one day. I don’t have time to walk you through the job as well. Ask Miss Morrissey—by the sounds of it, she’s seized the reins anyway.” He tapped the folder. “This can wait until tomorrow.” The hints of emotion were gone again. This look said that Courcey wouldn’t be unhappy if he returned to find that Robin had disappeared from this office with the same suddenness with which he’d appeared.

Courcey left. Robin drew his fingertip through the small pool of water on the desk, streaking it.

“Sir Robert?”

“Miss Morrissey.” Robin pulled a smile onto his face. Simply having it there made his shoulders relax.

His typist closed the office door and leaned on it. “Mercy, what a mess.”

“That’s what Courcey said.”

“I didn’t know you didn’t know.” Miss Morrissey’s version of the lion-tamer look was, alarmingly, more fearless than Courcey’s. She looked as though she were calculating the going rate for lion skins. Robin was calculating the odds that she’d had a glass pressed to the door during the last few minutes. “I’ve never been part of an unbusheling before. What did he show you?”

“Unbusheling?”

“We are man’s marvellous light? Oh, no, you wouldn’t—the English slang’s biblical, obviously, and the French say déclipser. Their idea of a pun. In Punjabi it’s got nothing to do with light, it’s either a snakeskin being shed or the tide going out, depending on where you are—”

“Stop,” said Robin. This really was like being back at university. “I beg you, Miss Morrissey. Pretend I’m very stupid. Small words.”

“Unbusheling. A revelation of magic.” Miss Morrissey looked apologetic. “Perhaps I’ll fetch that tea?”

“Tea,” said Robin with relief. “Just the thing.”

Fifteen minutes later they’d demolished the pot between them, as well as a plate of shortbread. Robin had learned that Adelaide Harita Morrissey had sat the competitive exam to work for the General Post Office, then was poached out of a junior supervisory role by Secretary Lorne himself, because her grandfather was a member of his club and had dropped her name right when Lorne was digging around for someone—“Like me,” she finished, through biscuit crumbs. “Like Reggie—Mr. Gatling.”

“You haven’t any . . . magic?”

“Not a drop,” she said cheerfully. “All went to my sister. Now, let’s get you properly settled in.”

The position of Assistant in the Office of Special Domestic Affairs and Complaints, Robin discovered, was a bewildering mixture of intelligence analysis, divination, and acting as a glorified messenger boy. He was to comb through complaints, letters, and hysterical newspaper stories, working out which of them might represent real magic. Anything suspicious he was to collate and pass on to the liaison. Courcey.

In exchange, Courcey would tell him of anything upcoming that might be noticed by ordinary people, or that the magical bureaucracy thought it necessary for the Prime Minister to know. At two o’clock on a Wednesday, Robin would deliver a briefing.

To the PM. In person. It was quite mad.

One of the hurricane piles on the desk was mail; some was addressed to Gatling by name, and unopened. Those letters directed to the office itself had been gutted with a letter opener then conscientiously re-stuffed.

“I’ve been doing most of it for weeks, really,” said Miss Morrissey, running her finger along the furred edge of an envelope. “Reggie rather dumped me in the midden, even before he disappeared. He’s been running all over the country. Chasing reports, so he said. He was acting like he was on the track of something very important and mysterious, but I thought he was just bored.” She turned the ring on her second finger, pensive. “He’s never been very suited to sitting patiently behind a desk.”

“You do realise this has all been an absurd mistake,” said Robin. “How am I supposed to pick what’s—your lot—and what’s sheer nonsense? I’ve not grown up with this. I’ll be stabbing in the dark.”

Miss Morrissey’s look may as well have accused Robin of tipping her back into the midden.

Robin weakened. “But I’ll help as much as I can, of course. Until Courcey talks to his Minister and gets this all ironed out. Until someone suitable can take my place. I’m sure it’ll only be a few days.”
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It was raining when Edwin left the Home Office. A smell of petrol fumes rose from the wet streets, cut with damp wool and something rich and startlingly organic, like a bed of soil freshly turned. Edwin noticed it with the part of his mind that held him back from stepping in the paths of carriages and motorcars. The rain tapped gently on his hat and coat, and beaded the leather of his briefcase.

He was on a street corner when he stopped, hand abrupt and white-knuckled on the wet metal of a lamppost, and took a few deep breaths with his eyes closed.

He should have stayed in the bloody room. Leaving a complete stranger alone in the wake of an unplanned unbusheling, even in the hands of a girl with as much common sense as Adelaide Morrissey, was foolish. And Edwin Courcey wasn’t a fool. It was the one thing he had to pride himself on.

He certainly couldn’t congratulate himself on his pluck. Given even a morsel of courage, he would have made an attempt to know Reggie better. He would have taken Reggie up on the offer to tag along on that useless ghost-chasing trip to North Yorkshire a month ago. Or even offered to meet Reggie for drinks, or a show, or whatever it was that thousands of young men did with their friends.

Maybe then Edwin would have some idea of the fellow’s haunts, beyond his home address. Edwin hadn’t been able to wrangle any details out of Reggie’s landlady since the first day he’d been there. Mr. Gatling had not been home, as per the usual pattern. Mr. Gatling was going to find himself behind in the rent if he didn’t show himself someday soon.

Which left Edwin with this. He’d been avoiding it, but today he didn’t have much choice. The word replacement rattled inside his skull. This wasn’t another of Reggie’s irresponsible jaunts. If Reggie had been replaced, then someone had given up on expecting him to return.

The walk to Kensington took nearly an hour, and the rain neither vanished nor intensified to the point where Edwin would have surrendered and hailed a cab. His destination was a house in Cottesmore Gardens, a forbiddingly crisp concoction of gleaming windows and washed brick. The Gatlings’ butler took Edwin’s name and had barely vanished with it for a minute before Anne Gatling appeared. She beckoned Edwin into the front parlour and paused in the doorway to raise her voice down the hall, flicking a stream of raw red sparks from her fingers, clearly a private signal between sisters.

“Dora! It’s Win Courcey!”

“Edwin,” said Edwin.

Anne blew the last sparks from her fingertips and came fully into the room. She couldn’t have been many years off thirty and was only recently affianced, despite sharing in her family’s impeccable dark good looks. Having the unmagical Reggie as a brother was a count against the Gatling girls, in their circles; who knew if their own power could be trusted to breed true?

“Hullo, Win,” she said amiably. Edwin thought about correcting her again. He discarded the idea before she took breath to add, “How’s Bel? I haven’t seen her in an age. The wedding? No, it must have been since then.”

“Bel’s doing fine. Anne, I’m here about Reggie.”

“What’s he done now?”

“Do you know where he is? He hasn’t been to work in a fortnight.”

“Work?” said Anne. “Oh, that’s right. Not to worry. Someone once told me you have to stand on a table in frilly drawers spouting outright treason before anyone can be bothered to fire you from government service. I’m sure he’ll get back to it when he’s bored enough.”

“So you haven’t heard from him? He’s not spent a single night in his rooms; I’ve checked.” A band of dull pain was forming around Edwin’s temples, and it tweaked itself tighter as a sudden muffled sound, like a ripple of music, intruded on the room from a nearby cabinet.

“That blasted clock,” said Anne, following his gaze. “I thought Dora was going to put it in the linen cupboard. If it weren’t a family heirloom I’d have tossed it out of an upstairs window by now.” She went and fished a large object, bundled in cloth, from the cabinet. It had stopped emitting music by the time it was unwrapped, and proved to be a handsome standing clock, the boxy casing a deep reddish wood and the face a mosaic of coloured nacre.

Anne said, “It kept perfect time until last month, when it turned whimsical. Now it announces the hour three times in an afternoon, or else four times in ten minutes.”

“Magical?” Edwin asked.

Anne nodded. “Doesn’t need winding, supposed to last for centuries. But nothing runs forever, I suppose. I asked Saul to look at it, but he didn’t want to prod for fear of breaking something. And there’s only one thaumhorologist in London, so of course the man charges a prince’s ransom.” She gave the clock a rueful look. “We’re hoping it runs out of power before we run out of things to wrap it in.”

“May I?” Edwin brought it over to the low table where the light was good. The back panel was imbued to click neatly open with a finger-stroke down the seam. The clock’s insides were still ticking; Edwin felt like a surgeon operating on a pair of breathing lungs. Cogs and gears were set around a polished sphere of what looked like more wood, held in a silver bracket. Hung on small hooks around the clock’s inner walls, like coats in a dollhouse, were a series of objects: a twist of dried grass, a silver ring with a triangular dent in it, a red ribbon, a broken grey chain link. Edwin didn’t touch anything. He watched the moving cogs for a little while, then replaced the back.

“I think it’s an oak-heart mechanism,” he said. “I’ve read about them. Properly treated oak will absorb a large amount of power and release it slowly, like wound-up springs. And you’re right, it won’t run forever. Someone needs to pour a lot more magic into the heart, that’s all. Like watering a plant, if the plant only needed water every hundred years.”

“That sounds simple.”

“It is and it isn’t. The imbuement still needs clear parameters. Most trained magicians with a certain level of power could do it. Do you have paper . . .?”

What looked like household accounts emerged from one of Anne’s skirt pockets, and she indicated the back of the page for his use.

“Saul’s your fiancé? English-trained?”

Anne nodded and Edwin wrote down a rough sheet of instructions for the man, making the annotation for the cradles very clear. His pen’s scribe imbuement responded only to voice. For the first time he wondered about how one would go about linking it to the actions of one’s hands. Or sound—could it take down music on a stave, as played aloud? There’d be limitations on speed and complexity, but perhaps—

“Pity you can’t do it for us yourself,” said Anne.

Edwin’s hand paused. “Yes.” He finished the last lines: Take care to avoid the device’s other components when applying imbuement to the wood. This appears to be a delicately arranged system.

“Oh, I didn’t mean to be rude. But surely you—”

“Yes.”

“In any case, this was easier than calling in some stuffy old expert!” said Anne. She looked at the paper. The annotations would mean as much to her as written Chinese, but any magician trained in the English system would be able to follow them. “What do we owe you for your services, Win?”

It was clearly a joke, but Edwin said, “Send me a note if you hear anything from Reggie. I’ve got rooms at the Cavendish.”

For the first time, Anne appeared to actually focus on Edwin’s face. She frowned. “Honestly, I’m sure it’s nothing. But let me ask Dora and Mama.”

She rang for a maid, who was dispatched to fetch the other members of Reggie’s family to the parlour. Both confirmed that neither of them had heard from him for over a month. Transparently, they didn’t find this unusual. Even more transparently, they were finding it an effort to dredge up any kind of real concern for his well-being.

The Gatlings were old magic—not as old as the Courceys, but old enough. The widowed Mrs. Gatling treated Edwin with the distant, pity-tainted politeness that one might use with ailing children, and the pity only thickened when she asked after Edwin’s own mother. The
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Elizabeth Navenby was known for three things: needlework, talking to the dead, and an ill temper at the best of times.

These were not the best of times. Seasickness had taken rough shears to the edges of that temper. And being subjected to well-meaning jabber about the stateroom’s furnishings, and how the handkerchief-waving crowds lining the New York docks as the Lyric pulled away looked exactly like a flock of doves—didn’t she agree?—had hardly helped.

So Elizabeth had ordered the talkative Miss Blyth, who had truly disgusting amounts of energy for a girl her age, off to explore the ship.

“Finally,” said Elizabeth to the empty interior of the cabin. “I could do with some quiet.”

It was not truly quiet. But the buzz of the ship’s engines was no more difficult to ignore than the normal noise of a Manhattan afternoon. And the stateroom’s furnishings, now that she turned her attention to them, were . . . adequately luxurious. If rather modern. Green glass lamps like mildewed snowdrops hung from the brass arms of the chandelier. The chairs were upholstered in a paler green. Dorian’s cage sat upon a low bureau whose drawers had inlaid patterns of tulips with long, looping stems.

“I suppose you’d approve of that, Flora,” said Elizabeth. “You always did like your outdoors to decorate your indoors.” 

Another wave of nausea was joined by a dull ache like something had taken her knee between blunt-toothed jaws. Elizabeth had serviceable dry-land knees. They weren’t used to exerting themselves to steady a body against the sea.

She wobbled to sit in the nearest chair and cradled a warmth-spell. The yellow light of it shimmered dimly, reflected in the polished wood of the bureau, then vanished as she applied the magic to her knee. Heat seeped into her bedevilled old joint.

“And I won’t hear a word about how I should be using a stick,” she said.

One of the senior stewards had descended simperingly upon them as soon as they set foot off the gangplank. She’d suspected him of wanting to make calf’s eyes at Miss Blyth, but instead he’d given Elizabeth some damned condescending twaddle about how difficult the crossing could be for the elderly and infirm, and how the White Star Line prided itself on its little comforts for first-class passengers, and if she had any need of extra pillows—some warm broth or ginger tea to soothe her stomach—a walking stick—

At which point Elizabeth had called him an imposing busy-body and strode past, leaving Miss Blyth making apologies in her wake. Pointless. Men would never learn to behave if you apologised at them.

“Infirm!” she muttered now. “The cheek.” 

“Cheek,” said Dorian.

Though it sounded more like cheat, which Elizabeth had taught him to say after she caught that boring old fart Hudson Renner trying to wear wooden rings at her poker table. There was no excuse for using illusions at a civilised gambling party, no matter how much of your fortune you’d frittered away on investments that anyone could have told you were foolhardy bordering on idiotic.

Elizabeth creaked to her feet. Her knee felt better. Her stomach did not.

“I simply didn’t expect to be making voyages in this stage of my life. Though I will allow,” grudgingly, “the last time I crossed the Atlantic, I remember the seasickness being even worse.”

The last time had been in the other direction, when she and her husband left England behind in search of a different life in America. That ship had been far smaller. Nothing like this enormous liner.

Elizabeth snorted in reminiscence. “Poor Ralph. He spent the first day rubbing my back and emptying basins before I was well enough to remember that I had packed one of Sera’s stomach-calming tonics, and that dried chamomile from your garden—”

Grief’s jaws were not blunt of tooth. They snapped shut like a poacher’s trap.

Elizabeth stood with her hand clenched around her silver locket and kept painfully behind her teeth the urge to curse the dead for dying. She wanted to hurl magic at those green lamps for the pleasure of watching something shatter. Memory plagued her, gutted her, snarled at her heels. Flora had wrapped magic like gossamer around her chamomile as it grew. She’d whispered to it until even the flowers’ subtle scent on the edge of a breeze was a soporific charm, like fingers laid on the eyelids.

Slowly Elizabeth’s grip on the locket loosened. She checked her palm, as if she might have pressed the pattern of sunflowers into her skin.

Surely the size of this pain was out of proportion to all reason. She and Flora had spent the latter halves of their lives on different continents. They were old enough that death might well be expected to come knocking.

None of that made any difference to the way Elizabeth had been scooped out, left desolate and raging, when Miss Blyth had first shifted her feet on the carpet and blurted out the news of Flora’s death.

Their age made it worse. It was absurd. Elizabeth was too old to go around avenging murders.

She would do it anyway, of course. Even if her bones felt too brittle to hold the anger that drove her forward.

“I know, I know,” she muttered. “As long as I’ve life, I can choose what to do with it.”

Elizabeth Navenby talked to the dead not in the general, but in the particular.

More than that, she had talked to her particular dead person since long before the descriptor applied. Ever since leaving England, she’d talked as if Flora Sutton were there—as if the locket linked them in more ways than the metaphorical. As if they’d found a way to overcome the limitations of magic at vast distances, and any words that she spoke would truly be carried back across the ocean and into Flora’s ears.

She’d refrained in front of Miss Blyth. Her tongue felt crammed full of things that had been building up unsaid. Now that she could let them out in peace, the weightiest ones were rolling forward.

“I thought I would know the exact moment,” said Elizabeth Navenby to her absent dead. “I truly did. I thought—oh, I’d sit up in bed with my heart aflutter. Be stopped in the street by a moment of dread. No—I had to be told to my face, months after you were in the ground. Had to sit there gaping like a fish, and realise that even after—even—nobody thought I might appreciate a damned telegram—”

Another surge of angry grief. As if sensing it, Dorian gave a long croak of a sigh.

No. The wretched bird was not empathetic, merely passive-aggressive; he resorted to the pathos of croaking as a hint that he wanted attention. Or lunch.

Elizabeth removed the bowl from his cage and filled it with fresh water. Hopefully Miss Blyth would remember, during her exploration, to ask the stewards about food for him. Unlikely. The girl was magpie-brained. They’d be lucky if she remembered her way back to the cabin.

“If you were here, you’d be telling me not to trust the girl at all.” A laugh tried to huff its way out. “You always were a paranoid creature, Flora. Never fear. Not a word has passed my lips about my piece of the contract. We don’t tell—not until there are no other options. We promised.”

She replaced the brimming bowl. Dorian nipped her finger in approval as she withdrew.

They’d promised. And yet the paranoid Flora herself had by all accounts given her part of the contract to her unmagical great-nephew—had laid secret-bind on him, sent him to his death, and taken her own life in turn to keep from betraying it—because there were no other options.

Because after all these decades of keeping the Last Contract safe, keeping its three pieces separate and unable to be wrought into a weapon that would pull power from every magician in Britain, a net was closing on the Forsythia Club. On the women who’d been arrogant and curious enough to drag that weapon into the light in the first place.

“Hubris,” said Elizabeth, as if the word were a charm. It tasted bitter on her lips.

She shook herself. Never any point dwelling. Look to the next thing.

Something to quell this nausea, perhaps. She’d sewn a helpful charm into a shawl for a niece suffering a difficult pregnancy—couldn’t recall the exact spell she’d used, now, but piecing it together would be a distraction.

Her sewing kit was in one of the trunks. On her way to rummage, the ship gave a particularly queasy shift. Elizabeth gritted her teeth.

After a few moments she admitted the futility of trying to beat sickness with stubbornness and went to retch unpleasantly over a basin in the stateroom’s small bathroom.

Someone chose that idyllic moment to knock on the cabin door.

Elizabeth gripped the basin edge and refused to answer. Let them think her asleep. She would not be coddled by stewards. She’d conjure a nest of thorns and hurl herself into it before she accepted an offer of broth. She would deal with this herself.

Once her stomach stopped trying to clamber up the inside of her lower ribs.

The lock clicked. The main door creaked gently open. Miss Blyth, then, already bored with exploring. Elizabeth scowled at the porcelain and waited fatalistically for the flood of bright chatter to resume.

Nothing.

And into the nothing, footsteps. Too heavy to be Miss Blyth’s. Too slow. Cautious.

Alarm flooded in. It managed to shove aside some of the nausea. Elizabeth straightened. The bathroom door, swung ajar, hid her from the main room.

The stunning-spell she prepared was one of Flora’s, built with a single hand and a firm will—leaving the other hand free to hoist a nice solid candlestick, they used to jest, in case the spell missed. Magic filled her palm like snow.

Elizabeth took a deep breath.

She shoved at the bathroom door with her free hand. The damn thing creaked, robbing her of a chance at surprise. A curse slid between her teeth. She had only a brief glimpse—a man, lifting his head sharply from where he was bent over the dresser, pawing through her effects—before she flung the spell at him.

The creak had been enough warning. He dodged. And—oh, hell, he was cradling himself, now. A magician.

She had to try again. Another spell, fast. Blast her stiff old hands. She could hear Flora telling her, as if finally picking up her half of the conversation: You still rely too much on those cradles, Beth, I’ve always said so.

Flora was right. Damn her, Flora was always right. But Elizabeth was bound by her own weaknesses now. The spell struggled to form between her shaking fingers.

I’m sorry, Flora. I did so want to kill them for you.

Her heart shook even more, bounding half out of her chest with fear and fury. It rendered her lightheaded and shaken even before the moment when hot-smelling magic sprang from the man’s hands and engulfed her senses like the crash of lightning.

I’m sorry.
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Maud knew Mrs. Navenby was dead as soon as she opened the door.

She wasn’t sure how she knew, precisely. She’d never been in the same room as a corpse before. It was not a situation that a baronet’s daughter might frequently expect to encounter in the course of her life.

Nevertheless, certainty hit her like a pail of flung water.

Mrs. Navenby lay sprawled on the floor. Her eyes were open and the look on her waxy, unmoving face was not something that Maud wanted to look at for more than a few seconds.

“Oh my heavens,” Maud heard herself squeak, and sagged back against the door.

She felt a ludicrous pang of disappointment. Firstly, that she had squeaked. Secondly, that she hadn’t seized the opportunity to say Fuck. She’d never been game enough on any lesser occasion, and surely this was the most obscenity-deserving situation she would ever find herself in.

“Whaaaat?” said Dorian.

A giggle like a mouthful of vinegared wine spilled from Maud.

“My thoughts exactly,” she told the parrot, and that broke the cold bind that held her paralysed against the door.

Maud flung herself across the room. She promptly tripped and caught herself on one knee as the floor shrugged and one shoe caught in her skirt. Her sea legs hadn’t returned yet, and the captain had told them to expect a choppy start to the voyage.

She felt for a pulse. She had no idea if she was feeling in the correct place. There were no marks on the visible skin, and no blood—Maud winced, feeling gingerly at the back of the dead woman’s head—in the hair. She could have died of a sudden apoplexy. Her heart could have given out.

But a few hours ago, Mrs. Navenby had been hale and well. And magic didn’t have to leave marks when it killed.

At a Suffragette meeting in London, Maud had once met a Miss Harlow, who was studying medicine at the Sorbonne and who told vivid tales of gory injuries and learning anatomy from examining the dead. Maud, much as she longed to attend university, did not think her stomach was lined with the exact sort of grit required of a physician. Miss Harlow had passed around a human skull. Maud had run her fingers along the sockets of the eyes and wondered what colour those eyes had been in life, and then she’d felt queasy and passed the skull on to Liza.

And when her parents died, it was in a motorcar accident. There had been no question of Maud being asked to identify the bodies. Robin had done that, while Maud shut herself in her bedroom so that nobody would see her failing to cry. All their lives Robin had done the unpleasant things so that Maud didn’t have to worry about them. All their lives he’d protected her and had never failed her.

And now she’d failed him, at the one enormous vital thing she’d sworn to him that she could handle.

Mrs. Navenby was dead, and that meant someone on this ship knew that Mrs. Navenby had an object of immense and dangerous potential power in her possession, and they wanted it.

The old woman had refused to tell Maud which of her belongings was her piece of the spell-made-solid known as the Last Contract. Safer that way, she’d said, in her snappish no-argument tones.

And now Maud had a corpse at her feet and a full six days of the Atlantic crossing ahead of her, trapped on a boat with at least one magician willing to kill, when Maud had no magic of her own and no idea what she was protecting, or even if it had already been taken—

Maud rubbed her hands over her face. Stupid, stupid.

She made herself focus as she looked around the room. She’d partly unpacked Mrs. Navenby’s luggage while they were still in the harbour. The room didn’t look as though it had been searched, but enough things stood half-open that it would be hard to tell.

Maud inspected the dresser through a pinkly acidic pulse of panic. Boxes of brooches and rings. Knickknacks. What was missing? Anything? There was a parlour game: one stared at a tray of objects before it was taken away, adjusted, and placed back in front of one’s eyes. Some things added. Some things removed.

Robin was excellent at that game. Maud was . . . not.

But she’d set everything out on the dresser that very day, and then spent a good quarter-hour adjusting things according to the old woman’s finicky taste, and—

The mirror. There had been a silver hand mirror in a matching set with a hairbrush, both heavy and ornate. They were missing.

Recognition calmed Maud’s heartbeat. She managed to pick out some more missing things: a bangle of beaten silver featuring elephants in an Indian design. A small silver bottle like a gentleman’s hip flask, which contained one of Mrs. Navenby’s favoured scents.

Silver. Silver. The first piece of the contract to be recovered—and then lost—by Robin and his partner, Edwin, had been three silver rings that became a single silver coin. Maud hadn’t asked if the cup, Mrs. Navenby’s piece, was made of the same substance.

Silver.

A single glance confirmed what had prickled at the back of Maud’s mind when she was lifting the corpse’s head to feel for blood. The locket was gone. Heavy and oval-shaped with a design of sunflowers on the front, Maud had never seen Mrs. Navenby without it hanging on a chain from her neck. She had noted the woman’s attachment to it and had already begun to form some private suspicions.

So. A few silver items missing, and plenty of valuable jewels left in plain sight.

It was murder, and by someone who knew precisely what they were looking for.

“Fuck,” said Maud.

“Fuck,” agreed Dorian.
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“Are you sure we can’t fetch you some water, Miss Cutler?” asked the master-at-arms. “Or a cup of tea?”

“No, thank you, Mr. Berry.” Maud smiled weakly. “But it’s so kind of you to offer.”

The head of security for the Lyric had a sturdy figure and a kind face with a reddish moustache that was doing its best to engulf his upper lip, as though he’d inherited it from a larger relative and was waiting to grow into it. He eyed Maud with the familiar alarm of a man unsure if the girl in front of him was about to burst into tears.

He decided to err on the side of assuming that Maud was too upset and too feminine to know what she needed, and directed the nearest steward to bring a cup of tea at once.

Maud concentrated on keeping her expression neutral. “What will happen to her now?”

“I dare say it may seem morbid to a young thing like you, Miss Cutler, but the White Star Line is well prepared for tragic occurrences of this nature. This isn’t the first time one of our elderly guests has passed out of the mortal world and into a better one during the course of the voyage.” Mr. Berry touched the point between his collarbones where a cross might sit on a chain beneath his shirt and uniform jacket. “We’ll see to it she’s treated with respect, and kept where she won’t—forgive me—spoil.”

“Oh, goodness. I hadn’t thought of that.” Maud bit her tongue on asking if they had a secondary ice room set aside specifically for dead bodies, and if not, if the first-class passengers were aware that the ice used for their desserts was also being turned to such a purpose. Mrs. Navenby would have found that amusing.

Mr. Berry looked solemn. “Was her passing . . . very unexpected?”

As a matter of principle, Maud hated to lie. She was aware that to a young woman currently travelling under an assumed name and about to embark on an undercover detective investigation, this principle was as much use as a pincushion in a boxing ring.

Nevertheless. The truth was a flexible reed of a thing. One could weave it into all sorts of shapes, depending on what one needed it to be.

What Maud needed was for nobody else to be conducting a murder-robbery investigation in any official capacity. That would stir up alarm and get in her way and put Maud’s enemies—who at this moment were likely congratulating themselves on their success—on their guard.

Besides: Maud read detective stories. She had discovered the body; if there was a whiff of foul play in the air, she would be questioned, and she was, after all, travelling under an assumed name. If someone started doing inconvenient things like telegraphing back to New York or on to London with inquiries, there was a risk of said someone discovering that Mrs. Navenby’s distant and impoverished cousin, Miss Maud Cutler, was a complete fabrication.

“Mrs. Navenby was . . . very aware of her age. She wanted to come home, to England, as a matter of some urgency.”

Mr. Berry nodded. He’d seen illness in the shape of those sentences, and it suited him.

“Even so.” He patted Maud’s shoulder. “No matter how expected, losing those close to us is always a blow.”

Maud’s eyes filled with hot tears. It was a waste. It was a bloody stupid waste, and she had failed her brother, and Mrs. Navenby should be alive. People should not be allowed to kill other people simply because they got in their way, as if they were no more than things.

The master-at-arms opened his mouth and was interrupted by an outraged squawk. The returning steward had bumped Dorian’s cage in passing. Everyone present winced. Dorian gave another squawk, this one softer, and went to the floor of the cage to plunge his head indignantly into his water bowl.

“Mrs. Navenby was very attached to her bird,” said Maud in apology.

“Charming creature, I’m sure,” said Mr. Berry. “Now, perhaps you’d like to retire to your own room and have a lie-down. I’m sure we can arrange—ah, there we are, the tea. Rogers, send word to the kitchens that Miss Cutler will take her meals in her cabin for the next few days.”

“No,” said Maud quickly.

Eyebrows rose. To cover, Maud took a fortifying sip of the tea. Now she needed to truth-weave her way out of any expectation that she would stay languishing in her room when what she needed was to be out looking for answers. And murderers. And the stolen piece of the Last Contract.

“That is—thank you for your concern, but I think some bright, cheerful company will do me good. Distract me. I must confess, Mr. Berry, I didn’t know Mrs. Navenby very well. I’d spent only a short time as her companion, and she was not the easiest of employers.” Maud gazed down into the saucer, where some tea had sloshed. She called up not Mrs. Navenby’s short temper and acerbic tongue, but a memory of her own mother. Whose tongue had never been anything but sweet, even as the words that dripped from it settled in your mind and choked there.

Maud said, “You must think me awfully callous.”

“Not at all,” said Mr. Berry at once, and the hovering steward made a distressed noise of assent. Maud peeked up at him from beneath her lashes. Rogers was not much older than herself, with a prominent neck and a spotted chin, and he turned pink when he met her eyes.

“Thank you both so much,” she said meekly. “I shall go and lie down until dinner.”

Her adjoining room was smaller than the main chamber, with a narrow bed tucked against the wall and less distinguished furnishings. Many of the staterooms had such arrangements, for families with children or for those travelling with personal servants. Maud’s own role of companion was a step up from servant, but not by much.

She closed the door between the rooms and leaned against it. In the sudden quiet, the lack of eyes upon her, the sway of the ship found her again. This time Maud planted her shoes and imagined herself an anchor lodged in the sand of the seabed, among the weeds.

She had failed. She was alone. But she would not return home to her brother, in six days’ time, and have that be the story she told him.

Maud went to her trunk and retrieved the notebook from where it was wedged between two books near the bottom. She flicked through the pages scattered with short paragraphs in Robin’s careless writing, with occasional annotations in Edwin’s neater hand. At the centre of the book was a sketch of a woman’s face: a long nose and a decided chin, the fairness of her hair obvious in the dearth of pencil lines in the top half of the page.

There were some advantages when one’s older brother had visions of the future.

Maud grasped her anchorness. She would make things right. She would find the magician—or magicians—on this ship and discover which of them killed Mrs. Navenby. She would get those stolen objects back, every one of them. She would find those people who didn’t yet know that they were her allies, and she would enlist their help.

And she would step off the ship in Southampton in triumph, and Robin would be proud of her, and it would be the first important and worthwhile thing that Maud Blyth, baronet’s daughter and baronet’s sister, would have done in her entire short useless life.
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