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      London, August 1788

      

      “Lady Winyard, Mistress of Drains.” Elliot read the headline aloud as he carried the newspaper into the room. He dropped it at her elbow on the desk, where Seraphina Winyard sat regarding the street out the window.

      She placed her pen in its holder and pushed the newspaper away. “I cleared three drains and now I’m the sorceress of sewage.”

      The footman snorted. “There was a lost opportunity for the newspaper. I’d like to see sorceress of sewage across the front page. What was blocking the latest one?”

      “A thigh.” She watched the children outside bouncing a bright red ball among themselves. Had the owner of the leg once raced around with his friends without a care in the world or an inkling of the fate that awaited him?

      Elliot leaned against the wall and crossed his arms. “A thigh with nothing else attached?”

      “From the knee joint to the hip ball. I was told it’s not unusual to find body parts down the drains in that part of London.” Three times now the Mage Council had sent her out to aid the poorest area of the city, and she didn’t imagine that was a coincidence. Since she had thwarted their attempts to retain control of her, they dispensed horrid jobs with a petulant glee. Kitty’s father and his supporters were doing their bit to overturn the amendment to the Mage Act, but until the Mage Council was defeated in Parliament, she lived under a cloud.

      Elliot raised his eyebrows. “Makes you wonder what goes on behind some doors. It’s not like a fellow just loses his entire upper leg.”

      A rap at the door saved her from having to speculate on the origins of the body parts liberated from the narrow channels sweeping waste out to the Thames.

      A familiar murmured voice came from the hall and Elliot reappeared, followed by the surgeon Hugh Miles. He clutched a battered leather satchel in his hands. On seeing her, he dropped it to the floor and slid off his hat.

      “Good morning, Sera.” His tongue stuttered over her name, which, unlike Lady Winyard, was still unfamiliar territory to him. Sera thought Lady Winyard sounded like a dour old matron who never smiled.

      “Good morning, Hugh. What a pleasant surprise. Elliot, do see if Rosie can rustle up a tea tray for us.” She waved at the footman.

      Elliot grinned behind Hugh’s back, then the impertinent man puckered his lips and made a kissing motion. Sera moved to the settee and wriggled her fingers, sending an invisible smack to the back of Elliot’s head. A muffled oath from the footman made Hugh turn and frown.

      “What brings you to this neighbourhood?” Sera asked, distracting her companion from the antics of her staff.

      “I was visiting a patient nearby and thought I would call on you. You must be relieved to no longer have the accusation of murder hanging over your head.” He took the armchair before the fire, as had become his habit.

      “The accusation has been withdrawn, but the taint remains.” Some would always believe she had supplied the poison to Jake Hogan, even after Lord Tomlin had unexpectedly come to her defence and said a gifted apothecary might have brewed it.

      “You proved wrong those who accused you. Do you think the Mage Council will accept you now?” He leaned on the arm of the chair and fixed his warm gaze on her.

      She heaved a sigh. How she wished it were as simple as proving a few stuffy men wrong, and being left to live her life as she pleased. Unknown secrets whispered over her skin and darted at the corners of her vision. Their plan is abhorrent… She would unearth what truth lay behind those few words.

      “I always wondered why the Mage Council let me live, when for centuries they quietly disposed of any girl mage. I used to have to perform at mage tower while they sneered at my attempts. As though parading me about as an inferior specimen somehow justified their horrific actions in the past.”

      Hugh rose from his chair and the settee sagged as he sat next to her. He took her left hand in his and rubbed his thumb over the fading scar left by the magical bracelet that had been the cause of her humiliation. “No one who ever met you could think you in any way inferior. You crackle with power and potential.”

      The magic flowed freely through her veins now. But for many years, the river had been dammed and strangled to a mere trickle. “The pretty bracelet I wore for all those years suppressed my magic. I would know why. Branvale did not act alone. Someone instructed him.” She met his gaze. “I found an ensorcelled page he used to correspond with someone, and on it was written, Keep her with you, however you can. To ensure her safety, the council must believe her feeble, with little power, and of no consequence.”

      She found it easy to confide in him, with his solid and comforting presence. He would no more reveal her secrets than a snow-covered mountain would. She still puzzled over the last part of that secret message, which made no sense to her.

      There cannot be another Nereus.

      “That sounds as though someone has been trying to protect you. But why put you through what you have endured when they could have acted openly?” A frown pulled his brows together and his thumb stilled on her skin.

      That was just one of the many secrets she sought to uncover. “I don’t know. Perhaps it is someone not in a position to speak against the council?” An ordinary concerned citizen, perhaps? No. Branvale would never have listened to a busybody. For him to follow instructions, the person had to possess magic, power, or wealth. Or possibly all three.

      Hugh cleared his throat and clasped her hand between both of his. The furrow remained on his forehead, but his eyes brimmed with concern. “Do you think there is someone within the council who might try to move against you? Even though you have proven your worth?”

      “I am convinced of it. There are layers of secrets here that stretch back to when I was born. That afternoon in Jake’s rooms, his last words to me were, ‘You don’t know, do you? How deeply you’re caught in his web.’ They thought me a feeble girl, but I have shown them a competent woman. That might prove my undoing. But I am not afraid of them. I will know the truth.”

      For most of her life, an unknown hand had placed her on a game board. She had shaken free of that grip, and would make her own moves. If only she knew the identity of her opponent. They kept themselves hidden in the shadows.

      The name Lord Ormsby flew to the front of her mind, but was he too obvious a candidate? The Speaker of the Mage Council barely hid his contempt for her. At least with him, Sera knew exactly where she stood. No, the greater risk came from those who murmured quietly and sharpened their knives behind her back.

      “I would assist you in your search for truth and will do anything you require of me. You have only to ask.” The worry at his brow lessened a little, but he did not dissuade her from her path. How wise of him.

      A clatter from the hall preceded Elliot’s return with the tray. “Scones fresh from the oven.” He didn’t need to tell Sera—the delicious, warm aroma enticed her nose and she leaned towards the tray.

      Hugh’s eyes widened, and Sera wondered if he had eaten yet. She dropped two fat scones on a plate and handed it to him, inviting him to help himself to the clotted cream and jam, both gifts from country clients. Then she poured tea.

      A rap on the front door elicited a sigh from Elliot. “Who is it now?” he muttered as he left the room to perform his actual duties.

      Muffled voices came from beyond, then Elliot returned followed by two men wearing the purple and gold livery of the Mage Council. Each man clutched the rope handle of a wide, flat crate hoisted between them.

      “Delivery for you, milady,” Elliot murmured, sounding almost like a real footman.

      Sera rose from the settee, and Hugh leapt to his feet, clutching his plate in one hand and half a scone in the other. She wrapped the tea tray in magic and lifted it out of the way. “Place it on the table, please.”

      The men lowered the object to the low table, and Sera resettled the tray on her desk. Then she turned her attention to the delivery. It stretched two feet long, a foot and a half wide, and several inches deep. The men bowed and shuffled out without speaking.

      “Talkative fellows,” Elliot remarked.

      She only half listened, her attention on the crate. Sera laid both hands on the rough wood. A spell tickled across her hands. An enchantment ensured that only the intended recipient could open the lid. Anyone else would receive a nasty shock. She picked at the spell, trying to find the point where it would unravel, rather like possessing a bunch of keys but not knowing which one fitted the lock.

      “Have you thought about adding some sparks while you’re working, or swirly colours? Or some light music for those of us watching? It’s all a bit boring,” Elliot said.

      Sera cracked open one eye and sent an arc of harmless blue sparks towards the footman. He jumped back and glared at her. Hugh grinned and ate the remaining half of his scone in one mouthful.

      The lid emitted a crack, but otherwise the crate appeared unchanged. Sera grabbed it and levered it away to reveal a tightly packed mass of straw.

      “Bedding for a donkey?” Elliot tugged a flake of straw free.

      “Nothing quite as stubborn.” Clearing away the straw, Sera found a large book with a worn leather binding. In the middle of the cover was stamped the number six in faded gold. The number corresponding to her seat in the council chamber. “The mage genealogies.”

      After she lifted free the book, Elliot and Hugh took a handle each and removed the crate, depositing it by the door. Sera set the book on the table and knelt on the floor before it. She rested her hands on the cover. Once, this had belonged to her predecessor, and like his magic and seat, it now became hers.

      She opened the book and flicked through to the more recent entries. At the top of each page was written the name of a mage, and underneath, their date of birth. Below, the book kept track of the mage’s offspring. Once a mage was born, and except for their own children, the five generations that followed, called aftermages, were touched by magic and inherited different gifts. In some, like her friend Lady Abigail Crawley, magic manifested in a gift for music. No one knew what form the gift would take, only that it appeared the strongest in a mage’s grandchildren—the third generation. Then it faded, until the seventh generation barely possessed any magic at all. After that, it disappeared entirely and a mage never reappeared in that family line.

      Near the middle of the book she found her name. Apart from three younger mages born after her, the rest of the book was blank, its pages yet to be filled by mages and their progeny.

      

      
        
        Seraphina Elizabeth Winyard

        15 July 1770

      

      

      The parents of a mage were never recorded. History deemed them unimportant.

      “How does it work?” Elliot peered over one shoulder, Hugh at the other.

      “A magic so old, I don’t think anyone knows how it came to be. The book knows when a mage is born, marries, or their children produce an aftermage. Their names simply appear on the page. When a book is full, twelve new copies appear in the library—one for each living mage.” She turned back a few pages and found Lord Branvale. The date of 15 July 1788 was now recorded under his name as his date of death. Crisp black lines led from his name to those of his two children and a scattering of grandchildren.

      “What if it’s wrong, or out of date, or a child dies?” Hugh leaned closer, his words scented with jam.

      “As long as a child draws a single breath, their life is captured in the book, and it is never wrong.” With a fingertip she traced a line from her former guardian to his newest grandchild. A girl who, according to the book, could see the dead.

      Hugh’s sleeve brushed her shoulder as he reached out, but he stopped short of touching the magic paper, perhaps lest he leave a buttery smudge. “Something there has been rubbed out.”

      “What?” Sera followed the line of his finger.

      He gestured sideways. “The way the light hits the book from here, I can see a line going to the right of Lord Branvale’s name.”

      Sera stood and carried the book with her to the desk. Setting it down in front of the window, she picked up one side and angled the page. Sure enough, a faint line and the impression of letters appeared to the side of Branvale’s name.

      “That’s impossible.” With the book laid flat, the erasure was invisible. A horizontal line meant a marriage, or was used to denote the mother of a mage’s child. Such things were never undone. Was it as simple as a mistake by the book? Or had Hugh stumbled upon one of Branvale’s secrets?

      “How many hundreds of years has the book been recording all gifted mage descendants? Is it that surprising it made one mistake out of thousands of entries?” Hugh gestured to the page.

      Elliot held his silence, and took the opportunity to pocket a scone from the plate. Sera rolled her eyes at him, and the footman discreetly slid out the door.

      “I will consult the book held in mage tower. It’s the original genealogy—these are all its copies. Or descendants, I suppose. It is not impossible that in duplicating the entries, an error might have been made, but I have never heard of such a thing before.” Sera closed the book.

      Hugh picked up the last scone and cast a longing look at the one with a small nibble out of it on her plate. “Do you think this is one of the secrets that Lord Branvale’s valet referred to?”

      Sera tore off a piece of scone and popped it into her mouth. They were too delicious to let the surgeon eat them all. “I don’t know. But that still doesn’t explain why the book recorded something and then erased it. It’s not like we can submit corrections or alterations to it.”

      The clock in the hall chimed ten times, and Hugh grew taller as he stood to attention. On the last chime, he grabbed his hat and bag. “Blast. I have a meeting with Lieutenant Powers at half past. I am sorry, Sera. I did not mean to linger so long.”

      “Rosie’s scones are quite the temptation.” She followed him out to the hall.

      He clapped on his hat with one hand and paused on the doorstep. “I meant it. Anything you need of me, you have only to ask.”

      “Thank you, Hugh.” Then an idea occurred to her. “If you like, I could ask Contessa Ricci if you could join us for our monthly dinner?”

      His eyes lit up, whether at the thought of a well-laid table or a chance to examine the elegant vampyre, she did not know. Likely both. “I would not wish to impose, but neither could I decline if such an invitation were made.”

      After she closed the door on his broad back, Sera returned to the parlour. The faint line next to Lord Branvale’s name in the mage genealogy was a puzzle for another day. There were two other names she needed to pursue first.

      Sera opened a drawer in the desk and pulled out a square of paper. She rotated it between her fingers, sliding it along her palm on one edge and then flicking it over to the other. Two names and a place name were written in the middle of the square. Enough for her to start a journey of discovery. But did the people want to be found?

      When she turned eighteen, Sera had requested the names of her parents. Lord Pendlebury had supplied the details on one of her visits to the tower. Taken from her mother at age five, she had few memories of the woman who had borne her, and none whatsoever of the man named as her father.

      

      
        
        Nora Jones.

        Benjamin Cohen.

        Oswestry, Shropshire.

      

      

      The people had different surnames. The most likely explanation was that her father had died, and her mother remarried. And yet…the hollow in her stomach made her wonder if there was another reason. One tied to why her parents hadn’t bothered to contact her since she’d come of age. Nor had they stayed in touch. Some parents kept up a steady correspondence with their magical offspring. The Mage Council removed a young mage at five to begin their training, but in one aspect at least, they weren’t monsters. Mothers and fathers could write, and receive replies. That decision lay entirely in their hands.

      Why had her parents remained silent?

      Sera knew little about Shropshire except that it bordered Wales and had, at times, changed hands between the two countries. An ancient area, steeped in magic—with a portal to the Fae realm. Currently, time did not allow her a trip to the area to knock on her mother’s door. Instead, she had made a request of Mr Napier, father of her best friend, Kitty, to ferret out any information he could about the couple.

      With one last look, she returned the paper to its drawer. Kitty’s father had sent a man to Oswestry a week ago. Surely that was ample time for him to discover whether her parents were alive or dead?
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      Sera dashed off a quick note to Kitty using her ensorcelled paper, asking if she might visit. The Napier family carriage collected Sera just before noon and deposited her outside the Mayfair home of her friend, next door to the house in which Sera had grown up. Sera strode up the path and through the door, opened with impeccable timing by the family’s butler.

      “Lady Winyard,” he murmured. Onward she swept to the front parlour.

      “Any news of my parents?” Sera asked, hope a clenched fist in her chest.

      Kitty set aside her book and shook her head. “Nothing yet.”

      Sera’s posture slumped. “What is taking so long?”

      “It’s been thirteen years, Sera. People might change location in search of work. Your parents might have moved elsewhere. Give Papa’s man a little time to find them.” Kitty patted the settee next to her.

      Sera dropped onto the brocade seat as instructed. “Yes, that must be it.”

      Or possibly her parents didn’t want anything to do with their magical offspring and had relocated so they couldn’t be found. Or a roving band of pirates might have kidnapped them, and they now scrubbed decks out on the ocean, wondering what had happened to their child.

      Or they were dead.

      “Stop being so miserable, it will not do. You have Papa and me—we are your family.” Kitty nudged her with her shoulder.

      “You and Abigail are both like sisters to me.” She possessed friends and family, and considered herself blessed in them. But at night, when she lay awake in bed, the small voice in her head wanted to know about her origins. What songs had her mother sung when she couldn’t sleep? Had she a favourite toy or game, or any siblings? Did she resemble her mother or father? Why did her parents have different surnames?

      “Has the council not found another blocked drain that requires your delicate touch to keep you occupied?” Kitty murmured.

      Sera straightened with a snort and stared at her friend. “Et tu, Brute? It’s bad enough the newspaper is calling me mistress of drains, and Elliot, my footman, prefers sorceress of sewage. But to answer your question, no, they have not. Due to my efficiency, I have the sewers all cleared and the Thames is flowing up and down them as it should.”

      “They are certainly making you earn your stipend. Speaking of which, Father left some papers for you to read.” Kitty rose and collected from the sideboard a deep red folder tied with a black ribbon.

      Sera took the folder and plucked at the bow with one hand. She couldn’t concentrate on financial matters at the moment, apart from worrying about how to find an income source to supplement her entitlement from the Crown. She’d made a deal to supply Contessa Ricci’s brew for free, so that wasn’t going to fund her plans for the future. “I’ll read these tonight.”

      She spent a pleasant hour talking with Kitty, then her friend moved to the rosewood writing desk to work on her correspondence. Sera tried to read, but found the novel lacklustre and the heroine somewhat insipid. Dropping the book to her chest, she lay back on the chaise and stared at the ceiling rose. To amuse herself, she sent a gentle waft of magic to animate the plaster vines and flowers as though a breeze stirred them. Then she added a fat bumblebee droning from one creamy bloom to another.

      “Whatever is bothering you?” Kitty folded her letter and selected a stick of wax.

      “I received an invitation to a ball this week. Queen Charlotte says I must attend.” Sera wasn’t sure what bothered her more—the fact she would have to behave, or that so many eyes would be watching and judging her every move. After her faux pas at Abigail’s musical evening, she worried about making such a mistake again. The rest of the ton were far less forgiving than her friend.

      “If the queen commands, then you must obey.” Kitty held the wax to a candle and melted a drop onto the letter. Then she stamped it with her seal. “What event is being inflicted upon you?”

      Sera sat up and slipped off her shoes to tuck one foot up under her. “The Duchess of Edgecombe’s ball.”

      Kitty walked to the bell pull by the door and gave it a tug. “Cheer up. We all have to go to that one—even Father and I are invited. Apparently the duchess is hosting on behalf of the king and queen. It’s a diplomatic thing for some Austrian nobles and we all need to put on a good show.”

      The footman entered and bowed. Kitty handed over her letters and he left again on silent feet. Then she dropped to the chaise next to Sera and pointed to the silver pot on a tray. “Could you warm what’s left, please?”

      Sera rolled her eyes. Her one true calling in life. The witch of warm beverages. She wrapped a tendril of magic around the pot and soon steam puffed out of the spout. Kitty murmured her thanks and poured the remaining brew into their cups.

      “I thought you didn’t like balls?” Sera plucked her cup from the tray and cradled it between her hands.

      Kitty picked up her cup and took a tiny sip. “I have nothing against balls. What I dislike are the nincompoops who, emboldened by the size of Father’s fortune, drool over my hand. Honestly, it simply confirms their idiocy. They can’t figure out that, due to our comfortable position, I have neither the need nor the intent to marry.”

      “Not at all?” Sera leaned on the rolled arm of the chaise to regard her friend. Kitty had never expressed any desire for marriage, unlike Lady Abigail, who was duty bound and pressured by her parents to marry well. Sera was ambivalent about the subject. She supposed marriage might be tolerable with the right person. But if the council pushed the subject, she would dig her heels in and live a scandalous life as a merry spinster. Or she would take lovers and possibly produce her own unmagical offspring. If men could do it outside the sanctity of marriage, then so could she.

      Kitty blew out a snort. “I suppose if I found a man who could hold an intelligent conversation, and who had the good sense to know he would never get his hands on Father’s money…then I might consider an offer.”

      Sera’s sentiments exactly. Not the fortune bit, since she lacked one of those, but a partner who stimulated her mind. “The evening will be bearable with all three of us there.”

      “Do say you will dress here and go with us.” Kitty’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “I hate the way everyone stares at these things, but if you accompany us, no one will notice me.”

      Sera laughed. “I am a mere penniless mage. How can the mistress of drains compare to the embodiment of the magnificent Napier fortune?”

      Kitty’s brows pulled together in a serious expression, but her lips twitched with suppressed mirth. “If you weren’t holding hot chocolate over my favourite chaise, I would smack you with a pillow.”

      With a wave of magic, Sera sent her cup to sit on the table so she could grasp Kitty’s hand. “You do yourself a disservice, Kitty. You have a loyal heart and a keen mind. Any man who cannot see that is, as you observe, too dense to appreciate you. Also, I shall turn any man who offends you into a toad.”

      Kitty tapped a finger on her chin. “Perhaps we could circulate that rumour in advance. It might save my best gloves from all those sweaty hands. Some of them squeeze my hand so hard I am sure they are trying to make coins pop out my ears.”
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      The next day, Sera worked at her desk. The papers Kitty gave her contained information of those who would vote against the amendment to the Mage Act and her plan slowly took form. A faint scratching caught her attention, as though a bird struggled to find a foothold against the brick outside. Leaning forward, she glanced out the window to find not a bird, but a hooded figure on the doorstep.

      “How intriguing,” she murmured. There being no sign of Elliot, she rose and opened the door herself. “May I help you?” she asked the woman in the soft green cloak.

      “Lady Winyard?” a timid voice enquired. The uncertainty matched the hesitancy of the knock.

      “Yes. Why don’t you come inside? My parlour is small, but private.” She stood aside to let the visitor enter.

      In the hall, the woman pulled back her hood. Dark brown hair was knotted at her nape. Hazel eyes regarded her from under dark brows. The woman twisted her hands together, and Sera noted a wedding ring. “I am Lady Noelle Tinwald and an acquaintance of Miss Napier. She always speaks of you with the highest regard.”

      “Any friend of Miss Napier is welcome here. Might I take your cloak?” Sera held out a hand and wondered where Elliot had gone. Not sensing him nearby, she set off a ding in the kitchen to alert Vicky and Rosie to the fact that they had a visitor. Hopefully one of them would boot the footman up the stairs.

      “Oh. Um…yes.” Lady Tinwald undid the clasp and passed it over, all the while staring through the parlour door and along the short hall.

      Elliot finally appeared at the top of the kitchen stairs. He stopped on seeing Sera with someone and smoothed two palms over his hair. “Tea, milady?” he murmured with a quirked eyebrow.

      “Yes, thank you, Elliot.” Sera gestured to the small parlour. “This way.”

      Curiosity gnawed at her insides as to what had prompted the noblewoman to seek her out. How she wanted it to be some scandal or intrigue. From her appearance, her visitor didn’t appear much older than she, perhaps somewhere in her mid-twenties. The gown under her cloak was plain, but well made and of an expensive fabric.

      Sera took one of the worn leather armchairs and left the equally aged settee to her visitor.

      “This is a rather modest home for one of your station, is it not, Lady Winyard?” Lady Tinwald couldn’t help staring with wide eyes.

      Little had changed in the weeks Sera had lived in the terrace house. She’d rather spend her money on books and food than furnishings. “It suits me for the time being.” Folding her hands in her lap, Sera decided how to discover whatever had driven the other woman to her doorstep. “I suspect you sought me out for a particular reason, Lady Tinwald. How might I be of assistance?”

      Lady Tinwald produced a lawn handkerchief and twisted it around a finger. Whatever bothered her, Sera suspected it would involve tears. “I have been married some five years now. Lord Tinwald is a kind man and I am content with the match. But, there is something…that I fear requires…a helping hand.”

      Sera couldn’t even guess at what the other woman needed. It could be an embarrassing rumour she wanted suppressed or a cloaking spell to smuggle a lover into the house. “I might be young, Lady Tinwald, but I can assure you of the utmost discretion. I worked beside Lord Branvale for many years in creating potions and salves for his noble clients.”

      The other woman nodded and her lips moved, but nothing came out, as though she were rehearsing her lines in advance. “My husband will inherit the title of earl one day from his father. As his wife, it is my duty to provide an heir to continue the family name. But…our endeavours so far have not been…fruitful.” She whispered the last word and then blushed furiously. Her gaze dropped to her hands.

      Ah. Mother Nature could be fickle in whom she blessed in that regard. Sometimes those who wanted a child the most were left with empty arms, while some poor woman who craved a moment of quiet to herself birthed a dozen in quick succession. A fertility potion and the cooperation of Mother Nature would assist in populating the Tinwald nursery. “I can brew a tonic for you that will enable you to conceive.”

      A sigh heaved through Lady Tinwald. “Thank you. But I fear that is only one part of the possible problem. Lord Tinwald—he…ummm…sometimes cannot—” With one hand covering her now beetroot-red face, Lady Tinwald held out her other hand, wriggled her pinkie and then the little finger…drooped.

      Sera had heard of such an issue among men. Especially those who liked a few drinks before retiring at night. The footmen used to tease each other that their members were incapable of performing the act under discussion when they had consumed too much ale on their rare nights off. “I can provide a potion for both of you that will be tailored to the particular needs of each.”

      Lady Tinwald heaved a sob. “Thank you, Lady Winyard. To fulfil my duty would bring me the greatest joy. I have not been able to seek any assistance in this matter. Our doctor and the local apothecary are both men, and I would never mention such an issue in their company. Further, Lord Tinwald refuses to discuss it, and has stated most vehemently that there is no fault on his side.”

      Sera bit her tongue. If his lordship’s flag was never raised (a euphemism she had learned below stairs), then the fault most definitely could be laid at his door. “Once they are ready, I could deliver the items to Miss Napier and you may collect them from her without anyone’s knowledge. The potion will need to be drunk on a regular basis, and anything to assist Lord Tinwald will need to be taken before he retires for the evening.”

      Her guest perked up. She dabbed at her eyes with the handkerchief before tucking it away in her reticule. “Oh, I always take him a coffee on my way to bed. It’s our little ritual. I can do it then.”

      “Excellent.” How easy to be a poisoner, if people were so eager to slip a magical remedy into someone else’s cup.

      Jake. Her guardian’s former valet appeared in her mind. Did you act alone, or did someone instruct you to pour poison into Lord Branvale’s nightcap? Those events still bothered her and unanswered questions kept her awake at night. Not to mention the secrets that proliferated like lazy flies during a humid summer.

      Lady Tinwald leaned forward and her eyes simmered with happiness. “I will pay most generously for your assistance, Lady Winyard. Shall we sweeten the pot? If I conceive in the next three months, I believe a bonus would be in order.”

      The job at hand would improve Sera’s finances and perhaps she could buy a new settee after all. Especially if she delivered the desired result for Lady Tinwald and was paid a bonus. That made Sera wonder how many other ladies had problems of a delicate nature they couldn’t discuss with their family physician or local apothecary. Nor would they go to one of the male mages with feminine issues. An exclusive niche opened before Sera. All she needed were some satisfied clients to spread the word, and she’d soon increase her bank account and holdings.

      Elliot appeared with the tea tray and paused in the doorway. Sera waved him forward and changed the conversation to less personal matters. “You must tell me, Lady Tinwald, how long you have known Miss Napier?”

      “Oh, many years. My mother was a dear childhood friend of Mrs Napier and she has kept watch over Mr Napier since his wife’s passing. He in turn was a strong shoulder of support when Papa died three years ago.” She perched on the edge of the settee, her back ramrod straight in a manner Sera often tried, and failed, to emulate.

      Sera tightened her grip on the teapot’s handle. Kitty’s mother had died when she was a child and her father had raised her alone. A sad story and yet one that resonated with love and devotion for his wife. Was it time for him to loosen his hold on grief and find someone with whom he could enjoy his remaining years?

      “You must tell me of Mrs Napier. I am sure your mother had many stories of their time together.”

      Lady Tinwald let out a sigh. “I heard so many tales, I often don’t know which were true and which Mother embroidered to entertain me.”

      “Pick the most outlandish.” Sera poured and decided that yes, it was time for Mr Napier to find someone who would ease the ache in his heart.
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      Later that afternoon, Sera journeyed out to mage tower at Finsbury Fields. In the barren outer ward stood a young oak. She reached out to stroke a vibrant green leaf. The oak continued to thrive and its vitality rubbed off on the grass planted below it by previous mages. The once brown blades grew lusher and greener under the protection offered by the sapling, and from the amendments Sera had made to the soil.

      “Keep growing, my friend,” Sera murmured to the tree. Its base grew thicker as its roots drove deeper into the soil. The spell Sera had crafted nurtured the dirt and encouraged worms to return. Unseen by the mages walking back and forth above ground, bit by bit the earth would repair itself. She imagined the area around the tower transformed into a glorious green space of trees and shrubs. Fat bumblebees would fly from one bright flower to another, and perhaps in time she might add a water feature to lend a peaceful air.

      Inside the tower, Sera took the stairs down to the library nestled deep in the ensorcelled earth. The tower was home to two very different libraries. One was freely accessible to enquiring minds and frequented by young mages, students of magical phenomena, or other interested parties wanting to read the histories held by the mages.

      The other library was kept secret. Only those mages who had proven their worth by growing a blade of grass—or in her case, a tree—in the desolate yard were allowed to enter. Here, the shelves held books and scrolls on innumerable magical topics, the mages’ shadowy history, and the hand they had taken in world events. And dark enchantments used in times of war.

      A metal gate some eight feet high and wide guarded the entrance. In the very middle of the gate was what at first glance appeared to be intricate knotwork three feet in diameter. Only on closer inspection did it reveal itself as two snakes—one silver and one brass. Their bodies wound around each other as they grasped the ends of their tails in an eternal cycle of being eaten and reborn.

      The snakes created an effective lock and the gate could not be opened without their co-operation. The next part of the process unnerved Sera. She stood before the gate and extended her hands, palms stretched towards the joined snakes.

      “I seek entry,” she murmured.

      The silver ouroboros came alive and let go of its tail. Its tongue tasted the air and flicked close to her palm. A sibilant hiss filled the corridor as it communed with its sibling. A brass head broke free of the central panel to brush against Sera’s skin. Two snake heads swivelled to commune with one another, then they unravelled their bodies to allow the gate to swing open.

      “Thank you,” she said as she walked through.

      Behind her, the door swung shut and metal rasped over metal as the snakes’ bodies knotted together once more and locked her inside.

      She had two missions on this visit. One was to find the recipes for the potions needed for Lord and Lady Tinwald. The other was to examine the original genealogy ledger to see if the faint line appeared next to Lord Branvale’s name on the master copy.

      Just inside the entrance of the library, with a softly glowing lantern suspended above, was a podium bearing a map of the library. Areas were marked by different colours depending on the umbrella topic. Yellow for history. Red for war. Black for the dark arts. Green for issues relating to the human condition. Purple for books about other creatures.

      Tapping a green area with a fingertip, she glanced up to orient herself and determine a direction. With the location in mind, a green strand appeared in the air, and she followed it along the stacks and down an aisle to a far corner. She ignored the anatomy texts and read spines looking for anything about reproductive concerns—a topic that appeared to be poorly represented in the otherwise well-stocked library. After a while, a title stopped her finger’s exploration.

      “Ah! For the Bearing and Birthing of a Child.” She pulled the book free and a cloud of dust puffed out and made her sneeze. The book looked as though no one had consulted it in over a hundred years. Would the advice be of any use to Lady Tinwald, if some crusty old man had penned it centuries ago?

      A glance at the author’s name restored her faith: one Goody McTavish. No wonder the tome had languished on the shelf for decades—a woman had written the advice it contained. She wondered if the gender of the author had kept the book on the shelf, or the fact it was about feminine issues. Clutching the heavy book in her arms, Sera walked back to the study area. A single long, narrow table with padded chairs on either side sat beneath pendant lights shaded in amber glass. A few armchairs were scattered for more casual reading. The middle of the table held baskets containing fresh writing supplies.

      Setting the book on the table at one end, Sera pulled out a chair with a deep red cushion and sat. Opening the book, and leaning away from the resulting dust cloud, she began. The author proved to have a well-organised mind and the contents were set out in a logical fashion. Somewhere towards the middle of the book, she found a section about what to do when an otherwise healthy woman failed to conceive.

      “A brew to nurture conditions of the womb,” Sera murmured as her finger moved along the old text. Most of the ingredients were familiar to her, such as black cohosh and chaste berry. She would need to gather the supplies necessary to make the potion, but it was easily within her abilities, and she could add her own magical touch. From the thorough approach of the book and the pragmatic advice it contained, Sera guessed that in life, Goody McTavish must have been a gifted aftermage who practiced midwifery.

      “How many women and babies did you save, I wonder?” Motherhood was the most fraught journey a woman could undertake, and sadly many did not survive. Why did mages not use their skills to discover ways to ease childbirth for mother and babe? Instead, they focused on ways to make cannon more accurate or bridges less likely to collapse.

      Ideas circled in her mind as Sera copied the recipe on a clean sheet of paper. For too long women had no voice on the council. She could change that. She vowed to do something to address the conditions that affected women and children, whatever their station in life.

      With one brew recorded, she considered the second half of the problem—Lord Tinwald. It wouldn’t surprise her if the hidden library contained an entire section devoted to the male member, and most likely not a single word would mention its failure to perform. With a snort, she imagined all the poetry books and sonnets proclaiming the marvellous properties of that piece of flesh. Probably with embellished illustrations.

      “Do not fail me, Goody McTavish.” Sera pulled her mind back to her task and continued to read.

      Thus far, the book provided detailed coverage of many aspects of conceiving and birthing a child. Along the pages she scanned, picking out key words and phrases. She was
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