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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 snow-drops 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 busybody 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 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 light-headed 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.


“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 enquiries, 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 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 had 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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Bright and cheerful the company was indeed as Maud entered the first-class dining saloon for dinner that evening. The huge room was abuzz with people. One long edge of the saloon had doors leading out to a deck promenade, and at this dark hour of night the windows were nothing but a canvas reflecting the brightness within. Electric lights and table candles fought one another for prominence, illuminating the greens and reds of the carpet and the darker green upholstery of the chairs.


A few groups of richly dressed people still lingered standing, like clusters of jewels hung from a woman’s throat, but most were seated. The steward who’d opened the door for Maud cleared his throat meaningfully.


Maud had meant to be early, and now she was late. She was not accustomed to dressing for formal dinners without the assistance of a maid, and some of the buttons on her evening gown had proven fiddly. The dress had won the battle with Maud’s shortening temper; one button had come off entirely in the struggle. She’d thrown a wrap around her shoulders to disguise it.


“Shall I sit . . .?”


“Wherever you fancy, miss. Only the captain’s table requires an invitation.” The steward nodded across the room to where the gilt trim of the captain’s hat caught the light as brightly as the polished glasses and silver place settings.


Maud skimmed her eyes over the throng. There were empty seats scattered at various tables. She’d never attended a dinner where her place at table was not predetermined. She’d never been asked to choose. She was filled with the sudden conviction that if she chose wrongly, the hubbub of conversation would turn at once to a stony silence and every eye would find her.


Maud clutched the strings of her evening bag tightly in one gloved hand, willing that hand not to shake, and turned her head in unthinking response to a laugh too loud for propriety.


At a nearby table sat a woman with simply dressed yellow hair and a dark-blue gown cradling the creamy skin of her shoulders, which shook with the aftermath of that laugh. She was taking a gulp of champagne. To her right, a middle-aged woman was staring at her with a look of mixed horror and pleading, which manifested as a mouth clenched tight enough to crack walnuts.


To her left was an empty seat. Maud realised this in the same moment that the blond woman lowered the glass from her lips, revealing the firm and striking profile that adorned the middle pages of Robin’s notebook.


Maud’s heart gave a pound.


The next moment, she was on the move. She trod without shame on the foot of a portly gentleman with a monocle, who had clearly espied the blond woman and was just as eager to fill the empty seat, and slid herself triumphantly to lay a hand on the chair’s back.


“Good evening.” She dimpled at the table at large. “Is this seat spoken for, or may I intrude?”


Seven pairs of eyes landed on her. The first person to speak was one of the only two men at the table, seated directly across from Maud’s purloined chair. He looked around Robin’s age, with heavy brows and brown hair pomaded back but beginning to curl rebelliously behind the ears, and a serious but not unkind expression.


“By all means.” The North sang baritone in his words. “I’m sure we’d be glad of your company.”


Maud deposited herself in the seat before anyone could gainsay this welcome. As if it had been a signal, another steward appeared and poured a shallow inch of champagne into her glass, and suddenly there was a flock of the men, like magpies in a flower garden, beginning the dinner service.


Maud shrugged off the wrap. Her back was to one of the pillars; she could probably risk it. The air was close and warm and alive, the scent of food mingling with the perfumes of hundreds of ladies.


Well. No time like the present to begin an investigation.


Before her gloves were even removed, Maud discovered through polite questioning that the Northern gentleman was called Mr. Chapman, and the majestic pile of furs and diamonds seated beside him was a Mrs. Moretti. To Maud’s left were two women with the same nose: a pair of married sisters from Boston who left their husbands at home and did this trip every year, to go to London and Paris for the fashions. Maud murmured her admiration of the sumptuous beading of Mrs. Babcock’s dress and the drip of emeralds from Mrs. Endicott’s ears, after which the sisters turned back to each other and ignored her entirely.


Maud inhaled a determined breath to ask the blond woman if she was travelling alone, and was struck with the conviction that Champagne would bolster her courage. She took a quick gulp from her glass.


Unfortunately, she’d forgotten that she was still inhaling.


It was entirely typical of how this day was going, Maud thought in wheezing despair, that her first encounter with the mysterious blond woman from Robin’s visions—who was almost certainly meant to help her in this dangerous and magical adventure—was said woman handing Maud a fresh napkin to dab at the now-soaked front of her dress while Maud coughed around a flurry of cold bubbles in her nose. Maud was probably bright red too. She always went red when she coughed.


“All right?” American, cool and bemused.


“Yes.” Wheeze, splutter. Maud wanted to die. “Th-Thank you. Goodness. I’m so sorry.”


“Not in the least. I like a suitably dramatic opening number. Have you considered taking to the stage? I could introduce you to all the least reputable producers in New York.”


“Violet,” wailed the walnut-mouthed woman. “Please, my dear.”


“But that would require me to know your name,” the woman prompted Maud.


“Oh! Maud. Maud Cutler.”


“There. Violet Debenham.” She turned in her seat and held her hand mannishly out to Maud. Yet more self-conscious heat filled Maud’s cheeks as she shook. Miss Debenham had a firm grip. Her eyes were a pleasant grey, and they sparkled.


Miss Debenham was travelling with Mrs. Caroline Blackwood—fair, fussily dressed, and with a figure that put Maud unfortunately in mind of chicken bones—and this lady’s son, Clarence, a young man desperately in need of a portion more chin. Clarence nodded at Maud with his eyes fixed somewhere below her neckline.


“And what brings you to England, Miss Debenham?” Maud asked.


“Money,” said Miss Debenham.


A pained noise escaped Mrs. Blackwood. Miss Debenham’s eyes gained even more sparkle, as though the attention of the table were a spotlight and she wished to relish its illumination.


“A distant relative of ours recently passed away and named me as her heir. A rich relative. So my dear, concerned aunt and cousin took it upon themselves to come to New York and deliver me from treading the boards in that pit of dissolution known as the Bowery, and restore me to the bosom of my loving family. I am eternally in their debt. Or so”—with a rich laugh—“they hope.”


Mrs. Blackwood gave a small twitch at the word debt.


“Don’t speak rot, Violet,” said the young Mr. Blackwood. “Practically had to drag you out of that place by the hair.”


“Clarence,” snapped his mother.


“Clarence, you couldn’t drag a kitten out of a bag,” said Miss Debenham. “The money did the dragging.”


“Violet,” her aunt assured the table, “is an English gentleman’s daughter—”


“He has five of us, I doubt he missed one.”


“A gentleman’s daughter, brought up in comfort and propriety—”


“And now upon the stages of the Bowery?” Mrs. Moretti looked to have scented blood. “That must have been quite the scandal.”


“Indeed it was.”


“Violet,” moaned Mrs. Blackwood.


“It was three years ago. I fancied a change of scenery, and so”—a shrug of those fine shoulders, where a simple necklace of gold filigree sat draped over her collarbones—“I packed up and got on a ship.”


“All on your own?” said Maud, who felt rather as if she were observing an energetic game of badminton.


“On my own.” Miss Debenham smiled. Her accent was stronger than Maud would have expected for someone who had only divorced herself from her native shores for a handful of years. It wasn’t the genteel tones of the Boston sisters either. It was a smoky, brash twang that Maud had heard often enough on the streets of New York but never in its parlours.


“So you are an actress, Miss Debenham?” Thrilled questions jumbled themselves up in Maud’s mind. In her parents’ circles, any woman on the stage could be assumed to have the loosest of morals.


Maud had voiced her intention of becoming such a woman, once, when she was sixteen. Her mother had flashed a look of heated poison with those green eyes—so exactly like Maud’s own—and Maud had gloried in a moment of attention. Then Lady Blyth had given one of her mild, buttery company-laughs, and said, “What strange fancies you do get into your head, Maud.”


And removed her attention, again.


“I am a performer.” Miss Debenham sparkled even harder. “Most of what appears on a concert-hall stage isn’t exactly Shakespeare, you know.”


“Did you ever do any magic?”


The pause was not long. Maud kept her expression innocently hopeful; Miss Debenham’s didn’t change, but there was another subdued twitch from her relatives. Ah. Good.


“Magic?” said Miss Debenham.


“Isn’t stage magic popular in America? It’s all the rage in London. My friend’s brother took us to see Mr. Houdini perform once, and before he came on there was a mentalist who named every single member of a woman’s family, and another man who made objects disappear. Mr. Houdini is an American, isn’t he? Though perhaps,” Maud mused, diverted, “he came to England because the Americans care less to see that sort of thing.”


Miss Debenham’s expressive mouth was twitching. Maud noted it with the part of her mind that wasn’t now busy wondering if Mr. Houdini was in fact a magician. She felt vaguely cheated by the idea.


“My theatre did engage some stage magicians, yes.” Miss Debenham hadn’t moved her glittering grey eyes from Maud’s.


“Sadly, there are some frauds in this world who call themselves mentalists and spiritualists in order to fleece a gullible public,” said Mrs. Moretti. “It does nothing but make life difficult for those of us who are truly gifted in that regard.”


The spotlight of the attention’s table turned. Maud’s stomach rumbled and she realised that she had been neglecting her dinner. She hastily took the opportunity to get down a few large mouthfuls of herbed carrots and fish in white sauce.


“Indeed, ma’am?” said Mr. Chapman.


“Oh, yes.” Mrs. Moretti stroked her fur. “Amongst my own circles I am a famed medium, and I was consulted in New York by such ladies as—well, I shall respect their privacy,” she said impressively, “but rest assured you would gasp if I named them. I am extremely sensitive to the spirits of the departed. In fact . . .” She leaned forward. A corner of the fur began to collect gravy. “Did you hear that a passenger on board the Lyric has already died? Oh, yes. Barely out of port. I heard some of the stewards discussing it, but of course I already suspected something of that nature had happened. My senses are so attuned. Oh, don’t be afraid, my dear.” She directed her impressive look at Maud, who was attempting valiantly not to laugh around a piece of carrot. “There is no negative or malevolent energy aboard. Quite the opposite. I’m sure the saintly departed will be watching over us and ensuring our safety throughout this voyage.”


“How reassuring,” said Mrs. Endicott faintly.


For a ludicrous moment Maud wondered if she could get away with pretending the death had nothing to do with her. But sooner or later someone at the table was going to ask what brought Maud back to England, and then it would look suspicious that she hadn’t spoken up now.


So she swallowed her carrot and said, “It was Mrs. Navenby who died. The woman I was travelling with.”


General gasps and murmurs. Mrs. Moretti looked displeased to have lost the spotlight. Maud kept her eyes open for reactions as she gave a slightly expanded version of the explanation she’d given the master-at-arms. This one contained the necessary falsehood that she was a distant cousin of Mrs. Navenby’s, and had obeyed the summons to America to act as the snappish old woman’s companion because she had no prospects in England and felt herself a burden on her brother.


“My family is not as well off as we once were,” she finished, which had the advantage of being true.


“And now the old lady’s died, I suppose you’re holding out expectation of being left something in the will, for your pains?” Mr. Blackwood laughed at her. Maud, who had been mocked by experts, felt only the mildest sting and brushed it away like an ant at a picnic.


She lowered her eyes to her plate. “No. I have no such expectation.”


“At least you had the chance to cross the Atlantic. Twice! Look on it as an adventure, then,” said Miss Debenham. “Clarence, I know you can’t help being such a toad, but perhaps the next time the urge strikes you to open your mouth, you could shove some bread into it.”


Mr. Blackwood did in fact open his mouth. Then he jerked, shot a look at his mother, and closed it again.


“Your dress appears to be of a remarkably fine make, Miss Cutler,” said Mrs. Endicott.


“Thank you,” said Maud, “I—”


“Yes, I had one just like it made up for my daughter.” A sweep of unimpressed gaze down Maud’s body and back up again. “Several years ago.”


Maud having now been mentally filed in the role of poor cousin, the majority of the table seemed content to ignore her. She chewed over this problem, along with a slice of rare roast beef, while Miss Debenham gestured for more champagne and then flirted outrageously with the serving steward, to her relatives’ rigid discomfort. It didn’t matter what anyone thought of Miss Maud Cutler, who didn’t exist, except that Maud needed people to talk to her. She needed information.


During the dessert course the captain of the Lyric gave a short speech of formal welcome. This first night’s dinner was a special affair included in the price of first-class passage; most nights, as with the luncheon service, the dining saloon would function as a restaurant. The captain explained that the final night before they arrived in Southampton would again be a formal event of this nature, but closer to a ball, with an early dinner and a lottery followed by an orchestra performance and dancing.


The captain then introduced the musical entertainment for the evening: the celebrated mezzo-soprano Miss Elle Broadley, fresh from an opera company in New York City, who had been engaged to perform on the Lyric during her own relocation to England to seek further fame and fortune in the Old World.


Miss Broadley was a Black woman with a stunning set of jewels winking at her ears and a red dress with darker layers of gauze and beads. Her white satin gloves shone against the dark hue of her skin. Her posture was immaculate as she gestured her readiness to the accompanist at the grand piano in the corner.


And for the next quarter of an hour, Maud forgot that she’d choked on champagne; forgot that Mrs. Navenby was dead and the contract piece gone; forgot that any magic existed except this. The opera singer had a voice like running one’s hand first the wrong way and then the right across an expanse of velvet. The music carried the throb of yearning and the twist of agony, and something hotter and darker, which sat low in Maud’s body.


When the music ended, Miss Broadley bowed low to applause and made her sedate way out of the saloon. A disharmony of spoons on plates filled her absence.


“You enjoyed the music, Miss Cutler,” said Mr. Chapman.


Maud, still struggling up from the warm depths of her enjoyment, simply nodded.


“She’s superb,” said Miss Debenham. “I bet she’s being paid a third of what she’s worth.”


“Perhaps Miss Debenham could contribute to the ship’s entertainment budget by donating her services for an evening,” said Mrs. Endicott.


“Splendid idea,” said Miss Debenham. “There’s a trouser act I did last year that would do nicely, though I suspect some of the lyrics would—Aunt Caroline, kicking Clarence beneath the table may shut him up, but I’m not afraid of a few bruised shins.”


Mr. Chapman hastily volunteered that he saw no shame in money coming from hard work, and that his own family’s wealth was in cotton mills. He had been to America to learn more about the state of the cotton industry there, and to consider the purchase of some modern machines for his father’s factories.


“There certainly is some very new money aboard.” Mrs. Babcock appeared to decide that if everyone else planned to indulge in the vulgarity of this conversational topic, she wasn’t going to be left out. “Did you see that red-faced gentleman at the captain’s table? And that woman beside him wearing a prince’s ransom in rubies? That’s Mr. and Mrs. Frank Bernard. He’s an industrialist. They’ve two daughters with them—clearly hoping to marry them off in England. Fancy themselves grandparents to a duke or a viscount, I’m sure. England’s full of gentry families who act like they’ve just come from tea with the king but haven’t two pennies to rub together.”


Maud briefly imagined Robin’s face if she befriended and brought home an heiress for her brother to marry. The entire table was now engaged in attempting not to look like they were staring in the direction of the captain’s table, while staring as hard as they could.


“Looks like they’ve begun on the right foot,” said Mrs. Moretti. “Someone told me that young gingery one is the son of a marquess. And Mrs. Bernard’s simpering at that other gentleman, so he must be worth something.”


There was a pillar in Maud’s line of sight. All she could make out was one shorter head—gingery, yes—and one taller one, dark.


“I say, mater,” said Mr. Blackwood suddenly, “isn’t that—”


Another invisible kick was delivered. For some reason, both Blackwoods now looked at Miss Debenham as though she were a barrel of gunpowder rolled perilously close to a flame.


“Vi,” said Mr. Blackwood, too loudly. “Tell us more about—”


But Violet Debenham’s eyes had widened.


“Oh, look. It’s dear Hawthorn.”


Maud clenched a hand in her napkin. “Lord Hawthorn?”


“Are you acquainted?” asked Mrs. Blackwood, sharp. The whole family now watched Maud with the same wary interest as they had when she’d mentioned magic.


“No, not for myself. I believe a friend of my brother’s knows him slightly.”


“At one time, he and I were very close indeed,” said Miss Debenham.


Maud wondered if Mrs. Blackwood was going to wear out the toes of her shoes.


“Violet, my dear,” the woman said between her teeth. “I believe Clarence was asking you—”


But Miss Debenham pitched her performer’s voice effortlessly above the interruption. “What my aunt and cousin are so desperate for me not to mention, Miss Cutler, is that before scandalously ruining myself by running off to become a concert-hall performer in New York, I first ruined myself in a much more conventional way.” A broad, leonine smile. “With Lord Hawthorn’s able and thorough assistance.”


One of the Boston sisters choked. Maud blushed, incredulous, and then found her eyes trying to simultaneously swivel to inspect Lord Hawthorn and to remain where they were, pinned to the satisfied mouth of the woman who’d just dropped that explosive little fact at a table full of strangers.


“I still think of him fondly. In fact, perhaps I’ll see if he has any interest in renewing our acquaintance. It would be only polite to greet such an old friend.”


“Violet!”


The girl pushed back her chair, collected her wineglass as an afterthought, and was on the move: a tall, slim figure like a dash of blue ink on the page, golden head erect as she shimmered across to the captain’s table.


The Blackwoods were now matching shades of mortified puce. The Boston sisters had their heads together, whispering in scandalised cadences.


Maud waited for the blush to settle in her cheeks. She had never met anyone like Violet Debenham. How did one attain that kind of confidence, and that ability to not so much prod one’s relatives with sticks as hurl an entire armful of javelins in their direction?


Why had Maud never found the courage to ruin herself and run off to a New York concert-hall?


“Miss Cutler?” Mr. Chapman was doing the polite thing and turning the conversation elsewhere. Maud sidestepped some queries about her life in England by chattering vaguely about the sights she’d enjoyed in New York, but her attention kept leaping across the way.


Lord Hawthorn. So Robin’s visions had been entirely correct on that score.


Maud made her excuses and left the dining saloon before any of the captain’s party rose from the table. She made her way quickly to her own cabin, where she retrieved an item from her trunk and then left again, trying to walk as Miss Debenham had walked: head high, with purpose. As if anyone questioning her would be made to think themselves a fool.


And so the truthful Maud Blyth, brought up in comfort and propriety if not much love, made her way in the dangerous hour of the evening to baldly lie her way into Lord Hawthorn’s bedchamber.
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The steward who escorted Maud to Lord Hawthorn’s cabin was not, alas, the young and impressionable Rogers. Instead he was a cool-mannered man called Jamison, with sleek hair and overlarge teeth, who pocketed Maud’s American dollars with alacrity. He thawed somewhat on the journey as Maud asked breathless questions about the ship, most of which she already knew the answers to from her exploring earlier in the day.


Some of it proved useful though: once he had the money in hand, Jamison informed her of the presence of a directory, displayed in the first-class elevator foyers, which would save her the bother of asking after an acquaintance’s room number in the future.


“Is there a similar list for the second and third classes?” Maud asked.


A full list of her suspects and their cabin locations would be something. Although it still wouldn’t include the ship’s staff, would it? On the other hand, did she really believe that a murderous magician would go to the trouble of gaining employment as a deckhand or steward?


Well—she was playing at being in service, of a sort. No reason to think someone else wouldn’t. And they might have better access—


“A full passenger manifest?” Jamison interrupted Maud’s thoughts. “Not on display. I suppose the chief officer would have one. Begging your pardon, but why would you want to see such a thing?”


Maud hastily dropped that line of questioning and moved on to showing an interest in Jamison’s own career with the White Star Line. A new frisson of nervousness had alighted upon her, alone in his company, now that she’d moved the entire crew of the Lyric into the category of “possible killer.”


“You’re near as bad as that journalist we have on board, miss,” said Jamison after a while. “Here we are. His lordship’s expecting you, you said?”


“He’s a family friend.” Maud deployed her dimples. “I had hoped to surprise him.”


Knocking produced no answer, and Jamison shrugged an apology. “He mustn’t be back from dinner. The gentlemen often retire to the smoking lounge at this hour.”


Maud had been counting on the fact that Lord Hawthorn might be that sort of gentleman. “Then I shall wait for his lordship in more comfort than this corridor is currently affording. Open the door, please.”


A blink. “I can’t do that.”


“Nonsense,” said Maud briskly. “Of course you can.”


He frowned. “If you’re a friend of the family, why don’t you—”


“Oh, dear.” Maud put a hand to her mouth and gave a silent laugh. “Look, perhaps I wasn’t quite honest about why I’m here. You see, someone told me the most intriguing story about Lord Hawthorn at dinner. And I would very much like to find out for myself if that story was true.” Maud’s tongue wanted to rattle on, loose with nerves, but she forced herself to bite down on it and give what she hoped was a suggestive smile.


She’d have been the last person to call herself a believable coquette. But Jamison’s eyebrows shot up, and for a moment he looked almost paternal, as if he were going to demand that she produce a relative or chaperone who could hustle her away from this potential den of sin.


Maud thought of what Robin would say if he saw her in this situation and swallowed a hysterical gurgle of laughter.


“Do you think his lordship will object to finding me in his room, under these circumstances?” she added. “More to the point, do you think I could possibly do him any harm?”


Jamison’s face admitted that he thought this doubtful, but he shook his head.


“More than my job’s worth, letting anyone into the parlour suites who shouldn’t be there.”


Maud didn’t want to stand here arguing while the other occupants of this hallway began trickling back from dinner. She tugged the earrings from her ears. Each long teardrop pearl fell from a cluster of smaller ones set in gold. They were Mrs. Navenby’s, and she felt sure the old woman would have approved of the use to which they were now being put.


“Please,” she said, and held them out.


Jamison’s eyes locked onto the lustre of gold and cream.


“If his lordship objects,” said Maud, “and makes a report to ship security, I’ll say it was someone else who helped me. Is there someone you’d like me to name? Some unpleasant bully among the ship’s staff, perhaps?”


A different light entered Jamison’s face. “Galloway. Service supervisor. He’s lazy and a drunk, and he always blames the new hires when his sloppy work’s discovered.” He looked startled to have said it, and eyed Maud warily, as if she’d done a magic trick.


She hadn’t, of course. There was always a bully.


“There you are, then.” She jiggled the earrings in her palm. “And if you’re prepared to give up half the fee for the satisfaction of seeing Mr. Galloway dismissed, you could always plant one of the pearls in his belongings, and it’ll be more evidence that he accepted it from me.”


Jamison’s mouth opened, then closed. “And what if, as you say, his lordship doesn’t object?”


“Then pretend another passenger reported the pearls missing,” Maud said impatiently—really, did she have to do everything herself? “Or, if you’d prefer, steal it back again. Now, do you think we might hurry this along?”


Jamison let her into the cabin. Maud threw her most approving smile at him through the closing door.


Lord Hawthorn’s parlour suite had a large sitting room, with a view through an open doorway to the smaller room containing the bed, another door that probably led to the bathroom, and—Maud drifted over, delighted—the round porthole was set in a door leading out to a piece of private deck enclosed by glass, like a pretty little patio. The sitting room contained a proper plush set of sofa and chaise longue and armchair set around a low table, a writing desk tucked next to a credenza with gorgeous marquetry, and a higher table with two sleek, narrow-backed chairs. In the centre of this table stood a brassy vase of which the twin handles were diving women, their arms outstretched.


All in all, it was far grander than the stateroom allocated to Mrs. Navenby and Maud. Luxury was to be expected: the man was the only son of the Earl of Cheetham, and bore a courtesy title of his own. He had a dead sister, an uneasy relationship with his parents, and an even uneasier one with the society of magicians within which he’d been raised. And he had lost all of his own magic, as far as anyone knew.


Those were the plain facts within the briefing on the Baron Hawthorn that Edwin Courcey had given Maud before she left London. The more colourful facts boiled down to this: Lord Hawthorn, in Edwin’s firm opinion, was an arrogant, insulting, self-absorbed bastard.


Robin, who’d only met the man once, had agreed with this assessment.


“Though at least,” he’d added, “he’s the kind of bastard who wears it on his sleeve.”


The Blyth siblings had exchanged a look of perfect understanding. Honest unpleasantness was to be chosen, every time, over hypocrites and liars.


Thanks to his visions, Robin had been certain that Maud would encounter Lord Hawthorn on one of her voyages. Most likely the return one, as Hawthorn had been in America since the previous autumn. For his part, Edwin had reluctantly admitted to enough faith in Hawthorn’s character that he could be trusted not to be on the side of the murderous villains.


“Go to him if you’re in trouble,” Robin had told Maud. “He might not have magic, but he knows it, and he has more than enough of the ordinary kinds of power.”


“It sounds as if he’s likely to laugh in my face and tell me to go away.”


“Probably,” Edwin agreed.


“Maudie,” said Robin, with a grin for his sister, “can be remarkably persistent when the mood takes her.”


Maud ran her fingers over the polished blond wood of a chair’s back. Yes. She could. Now that she was alone and in the quiet, the bubbling energy of improvisation that had carried her through the conversation with Jamison was ebbing.


Voices sounded on the other side of the door, and there was the first clack of key in lock. Maud took a deep breath, preparing herself, and then froze. Voices. Plural.


She’d planned to have a private conversation with Lord Hawthorn and refuse to leave until he agreed to help her investigate Mrs. Navenby’s murder. She had not planned for anyone else to be present.


There were no large, Maud-friendly wardrobes in this room; nor was there a convenient floor-length tablecloth. The quickest route of escape was through the doorway and into the bedroom. She took it, just as the cabin door began to open.


“How impressive,” said the non-Hawthorn voice, female and abruptly clear. “Does it come complete with someone to fan you with palm fronds, as well?”


Maud bit very hard into her lip, leaned against the tiny space of wall available between the doorway and the boxy frame of the bed, and shook with laughter. The manic energy was back, as if she’d reached out to metal after walking on wool.


It was Miss Debenham. Of course it was.


Lord Hawthorn, when he spoke, had a deep voice that didn’t sound as though it had ever been excited about anything in its life. One dressed it immediately in broad shoulders and a slight sneer.


“Keep it up if you must,” he said, “but is there a reason you’re insisting on that ghastly accent, Violet? Or do you simply enjoy tormenting my ears?”


Violet Debenham laughed. When she spoke again, her voice was entirely different. Now she sounded like the English lady her aunt had desperately described her as, though with vowels that had passed under the flattening iron of America.


“It wasn’t you it was supposed to torment.”


“Delighted to hear it. I’m having a drink.”


A spike of panic hit Maud until she remembered that she’d seen the decanter atop the credenza, not in here with her. Glass clinked on glass.


“Oh,” said Miss Debenham.


“Did you want something?” said Hawthorn.


“I don’t remember you being so obtuse, your lordship. When an old friend goes to the trouble of practically groping you at the dinner table and then asks if you’d like company for the evening, it’s not exactly a subtle signal.”


“We are not friends.” Not quite hostile, but an audible warning. “And I’d no idea if you planned anything more than leaving the dining room visibly attached to my arm. You may help yourself to my sitting room. Leave after whatever you think is a suitable time period. For my sake, you might make it at least half an hour.”


“I thought we could amuse each other.”


“What did you have in mind? Chess?”


“I hate chess.” She paused. Maud hoped that Miss Debenham would take the man’s amused disinterest as a cue to leave now, but instead she added, curious: “If you didn’t think I was offering to go to bed with you, why did you let me in?”


“Have I hurt your pride? I thought you were here because you had none.”


“Oh, up your arse, Hawthorn.”


Now it was Hawthorn who laughed: a short gunshot of a hah! that reminded Maud for a painful moment of Mrs. Navenby. “I agreed for the same reason I agreed three years ago.”


“Three years ago,” said Miss Debenham, “you told me that you don’t fuck virgins or people who don’t know what they’re asking for.”


There was a girl whose first adventure into obscenity had definitely not been mere hours earlier. Maud mouthed the word to herself, trying to make it comfortable, like doing determined circuits of the house in a pair of overstiff new boots. Fuck. Her teeth caught in her lower lip, satisfyingly, at the start of it.


“Yes. And you didn’t,” said Hawthorn. “But I added, if I recall, that I had no objection to being used as a pair of sharp scissors if you were so desperate to shred your reputation. And that, Miss Debenham—it is still Miss, I’m assuming?—still stands.”


There was a longish pause. A slight rustle of fabric. Maud bit her lip again, not in service of any words this time.


“Though I admit,” Hawthorn went on, “I’m curious whether any pieces of your reputation remain intact enough that you’re once again in need of my services.”


“I’m not, really,” said Miss Debenham. “Well, the prospect nearly gave Aunt Caroline a fit of apoplexy—that’s something. But I’m curious about what I missed out on by being too virginal and too naive for your tastes. I approached you because of your reputation, after all. And I have several points of comparison now.”


Another untranslatable near-silence. Maud had the twin longings to be anywhere else in the world, and to be one of the flying bats she’d heard of when attending a lecture on natural history: they could send out invisible bursts of sound and know, from sensing their return, the exact shape of what was happening in front of them, even if they couldn’t see it.


Perhaps there was a spell that allowed that to happen. She’d have to ask Edwin.


Hawthorn sounded even lower and more amused now. “I haven’t any pride either, girl, so you needn’t go trying to pique it. Just ask, if you’re going to.”


“Oh, for God’s—” Miss Debenham sighed. “Lord Hawthorn. I’m bored and intrigued, you are an extremely attractive man, and I wish—for my own reasons—to cause as much scandal as possible. So I’d consider it a favour if you would fuck me.”


Maud wondered morbidly if there were a limit on how many times one could blush in a day. Perhaps at a certain point it would become permanent.


Miss Debenham was still talking, as if making a list for a shopping expedition. “Nothing that could get me pregnant, and I’d prefer to avoid any diseases. Other than that, I’m game for whatever you fancy.”


“I very much doubt that,” said Hawthorn. “But we won’t dwell on it. You set sensible conditions. I see this is how you’ve gathered these points of comparison without finding yourself in trouble.”


“I can’t say I avoided every kind of trouble.” Miss Debenham’s laugh was almost too light, as if it took effort. “But yes.” A beat. “That, and fucking women more often than men.”


Maud’s cheeks overflowed; the heat rushed into every far crevice of her, to the end of each finger, to where her feet now felt in their shoes as though they would ignite if she moved them.


Robin had described how it felt to have one of his visions imposed on him from nowhere. Something like this, Maud thought. She didn’t have her brother’s clairvoyant gift, nor his artistic imagination. But her mind was a train hurtling down tracks without her consent, insisting that she consider Miss Debenham’s words and attempt to put images to them.


It was not enormously successful. Maud’s knowledge of sexual acts was purely academic. She felt like a musician trying to reproduce a sonata by ear, when it had been heard only once, underwater.


Now she could hear soft, breathy sounds from the adjoining room, as well as the rustle of fabric. Oh God. Miss Debenham had asked, and Lord Hawthorn had obliged. Sooner or later they would move proceedings to the bed—surely?—and as Maud was not a magician and could not turn herself invisible, she had a vanishing window to put a stop to this herself before she ended up looking like not only a sneak-thief but also like . . . the sort of perverted voyeur she clearly was.


The sooner the better, she told herself. Just do it.


She screwed her eyes half-shut, pushed herself away from the wall and around through the doorway in one awkward motion, and came to a stumbling halt in front of a tableau that was—even viewed through her trembling lashes and the haze of mortified nerves—not academic in the slightest.
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Violet had learned at an early age that there were different levels of scandal that it was possible for a young woman to achieve.


Among the Debenham sisters, these levels had been measured by how many inches their father could be induced to lower the newspaper at the breakfast table, and how high their mother’s voice rose as she related whatever gossip she was anxious for her daughters to imbibe as a cautionary tale.


Running off unmarried to ruin oneself with the Earl of Cheetham’s dissolute son was already teetering at the end of the scale that might lead the newspaper to be begrudgingly laid entirely aside. Violet often wished she’d been present to hear how shrill her mother’s bewailments had been, when their too-tall, too-difficult middle daughter had so thoroughly exploded their little world and left its dust to settle without her.


Writing her first and last letter to Alice from New York City, informing the family that she was alive, tolerably well, and had now found employment in a theatre, had been no more than gilding the lily. The screeches of dismay must have been heard halfway across the county. Violet had kept herself warm with the thought of that, all through her first New York winter in a tiny, damp room in a tiny, damp boardinghouse, grimly learning to cradle warmth-spells with enough precision that she could manage them with the magic left over at the end of the day.


Violet might have to invent a whole new section of the scandal-scale for being caught with her dress and petticoat tugged up above her waist, and with the dissolute and obliging Lord Hawthorn’s hand both inside her drawers and then two knuckles deep inside her.


“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, stop,” said the young woman standing in front of them. She’d flung one hand across her eyes. The parts of her face visible below that were a radiant blushing red.


The dress of sunset-hued taffeta and the nut-brown hair, however, identified her immediately as Miss Maud Cutler.


Violet wasn’t easy to embarrass. She nonetheless felt herself turning a matching shade of scarlet. It was the embarrassment radiating off Miss Cutler that did it, as if the girl had brought enough to spare for the whole room.


Hawthorn slid his fingers out of Violet in an unhurried motion that sent a last flurry of sparks down her legs. Her body hadn’t caught up to the situation yet. It had been building its leisurely way towards one of the better orgasms of the last twelve months, and now it hung suspended and confused between pleasure and its opposite.


“We have,” said Hawthorn, in a voice dripping authoritative ice, “stopped. You may remove your hand from your eyes. And then, whomever you are, you may expect to be removed from this room.”


The girl dropped her hand. Her defiant and mortified gaze flicked from Hawthorn to Violet and then back. There was certainly a lot of Hawthorn to look at. Even apart from the harshly handsome features and the solid bulk of his thighs, Violet appreciated a man who could exceed her in height. The Bowery hadn’t exactly been swimming with them. Something to look forward to, in returning to the bosom of the well-nourished English gentry.


“Her name’s Miss Cutler. We met tonight at dinner.” Violet wrestled petticoat and dress back down over her hips. “She’s a magician.”


“Actually, no.” Maud Cutler’s hands formed decisive fists at her sides. She was staring right at Hawthorn. “I’m not a magician. And my name is Maud Blyth. I’m a friend of Edwin Courcey’s.”


The name rang only the faintest bell of familiarity for Violet. Hawthorn’s expression darkened further, scorn deepening the crease between those brilliant blue eyes.


“Christ,” he said. “Halfway across the bloody ocean and I still can’t escape his persistent fucking prying. If you’re hoping to impress him, I can inform you with some authority that Courcey is never going to marry you. Or fuck you. Or are you here because you’ve worked that out, and you, too, wish to avail yourself of my apparently well-publicised prowess?”


It was an attack; and with that mercilessly cold tone wielded as a weapon, it was a vicious one. Most well-born girls would have dissolved beneath it.


Miss Cutler—Miss Blyth—solidified instead. Her rosebud mouth, which would have had her cast as everything from Juliet to Innocent Shepherdess, gained a look of absolute stubbornness.


“Edwin came to see you with my brother, Sir Robert. Perhaps you remember, my lord? He had”—she gestured to her own gloved forearm—“a curse.”


Hawthorn stood in silence a moment longer. Then he looked at his fingers, muttered a colourful oath, and wiped them on his trousers. Violet bit her lip. Hawthorn crossed to the decanter to refill his glass with a generous dose of amber spirits, drank off half of it, and then looked between the two of them with thunderclouds in his face.


“Sit,” he ordered Miss Blyth, pointing to a chair, and she did so. “Violet—”


“Stay,” said Miss Blyth quickly. “Please.”


“Appearances notwithstanding, Miss Blyth,” said Hawthorn, “I am not going to beat you or ravish you if left unsupervised.”


“I want Miss Debenham to stay.”


“Miss Debenham,” said Violet, “will make up her own mind on the matter, thank you very much.”


Violet’s body had given up all hope of an orgasm. It had chosen instead to burn with curiosity as to what this girl was doing aboard the Lyric, under a name not her own, accompanying a woman who had just died, and speaking of magic as if she knew it.


Violet went and poured a drink of her own. Then she sat. She gave Hawthorn a look that inquired whether he intended to beat her. He returned it witheringly and turned back to Miss Blyth.


“So. You’ve gone to the extreme of chasing me down mid-Atlantic, and I can see that unless I throw you overboard—don’t tempt me—I’ll have no peace at all. Talk.”


“I will.” Miss Blyth dug in her beaded bag and pulled out a small candle. “Once I’m sure I can trust you. Do you have a lighter? Oh, and a penknife or a razor?”


“Explain,” directed Hawthorn.


“This is a truth-candle. Edwin explained it—something about an imbuement on the wax, and then another used to soak the wick. He’s trying to find a way to power it without requiring the participant’s blood, but no luck so far.”


“It detects the truth?” said Violet. “I’ve never heard of anything like that.”


“Edwin is very clever.” Said with pride. “Will you go first, Miss Debenham?”


It was testament to the increasingly bizarre momentum of this evening, and also to Miss Blyth’s brisk and dimpled charisma, that Violet came within a hair’s breadth of agreeing. Then good sense slapped her back.


“I’m not putting blood into a spell I don’t know.”


Miss Blyth set down the candle and removed her evening gloves. “I’ll do it first. If you haven’t a lighter, how about a matchbook?”


“I can give you a light, but not a finger-prick.” Violet didn’t trust her control over the knife-spell she knew. She’d only wielded that particular spell once, and she swallowed a wash of nausea at the memory.


Hawthorn did have a knife, sharp and well kept. Violet cradled a flame and lit the candle. Miss Blyth clutched it in one hand and held out the other for Hawthorn to nick the side of her finger, then let a drop of her blood mingle with the small pool of melted wax already forming at the wick’s base.


At once the flame rose eerily high and turned a vivid green.


“My name is Maud Blyth and I really do need help, and I’m going to tell you the truth about why,” Miss Blyth said rapidly. It was burning down faster than a candle should. “And, er, I’m wearing a purple hat.”


The candle responded to that last with a fierce leap of the wavering flame, which turned bloodred. Miss Blyth blew the candle out and looked at Violet.


Curiosity won out. Violet removed her gloves. She was wearing Jerry’s wooden rings on her thumbs beneath them, both habit and reminder. She closed her eyes rather than watch her blood join the wax, and the flame nipped at her finger.


Miss Blyth said, “Miss Debenham. Were you responsible for Elizabeth Navenby’s death?”


“No.” The flame stayed steady and green.


“Are you associated, in any way, with Walter Courcey and the group of people trying to find the last contract in order to use it?”


“I—no.”


Green. Miss Blyth extinguished the candle again.


“Walter Courcey?” said Hawthorn.


“Yes.” Miss Blyth held out the candle to him. “I will explain.”


Hawthorn impatiently answered the same questions in the negative, after which only half the candle remained. Miss Blyth tucked it away in her bag.


“The ingredients are expensive, and it burns down fast. Especially if you lie.”


And then, as promised, Miss Blyth explained. It took nearly enough time for a normal candle to burn down; time enough that Violet finished her drink, and then wanted another, and then forgot to want another.


Maud Blyth’s equally unmagical brother, Robin, had been unbusheled last year by accident, and cursed by men who thought he was working against them. The curse had been removed—with no help from Lord Hawthorn—by the man called Edwin Courcey. Between them, Edwin and Robin had uncovered what their enemies were seeking: three items that had been discovered and removed from a church, midway through the previous century, by a group of lady magicians who called themselves the Forsythia Club. The unofficial leader of whom had been a woman called Flora Sutton, who had been killed for her part in hiding one of these items. And whose diaries, in code, Edwin had inherited.


By the time Edwin’s brother, Walter Courcey, appeared in the narrative, Violet had managed to brush the mental dust from the name Courcey itself. A magical family, more powerful than her own, though not as wellborn by the standards of unmagical English society.


The items themselves—coin, cup, and knife—had long ago been separated and disguised and hidden again by the women who found them. Because they were the physical symbols of the Last Contract, the bargain made centuries ago between the departing fae and the magicians of Britain, that magic would be left in the hands of humans in exchange for their stewardship of the land.


“What,” said Hawthorn flatly.


Miss Blyth, whose bright voice was beginning to fatigue, waved a yes-I-know sort of hand and sped them onward.


As magic was contract, any magician from the bloodline of the families who had made that bargain could now have their magic drawn upon, used without their direct consent, if the contract was manipulated in the correct way. Walter Courcey was part of a group of magicians who wanted to do just that. Who had begun their search for the contract with the blessings of the British Magical Assembly, but who were now almost certainly operating by their own rules.


At some point, Miss Blyth herself had become involved in this adventure. When Edwin’s efforts to trace the other members of the Forsythia Club had led them to the émigré Elizabeth Navenby, Miss Blyth had travelled to warn the old woman that there were people trying to recover the contract, and to use it, in the way that the Forsythians had decided it should never and could never be used.


On hearing of Flora Sutton’s death, Elizabeth Navenby had dressed herself in impeccable mourning, packed her bags, and informed Miss Blyth that she would be returning to England to see this business through. She had kept her own piece of the contract a secret still.


“Why didn’t she leave it in America?” Violet asked. It was by no means the least of her questions, but the first she’d managed to shoehorn into Miss Blyth’s rapid narrative.


“Edwin says the people on the other side are learning to locate the pieces through magic. We don’t know if they could find it in America, but it’s possible. And if she’d left it, she wouldn’t be there to protect it.”


Though she wasn’t there to protect it now. Or to steal it back, as it had apparently been stolen from her room aboard the Lyric. There was only Miss Blyth.


And, Miss Blyth hoped, the two of them. Violet and Hawthorn. One theatre magician, trained largely in tricks and splendour; and one ill-tempered aristocrat whose own magic had deserted him years ago, under circumstances that Violet had heard only the worst rumours about.


“There are three hundred first-class passengers on the Lyric,” Miss Blyth added. “Just over one hundred and fifty in second class. A thousand in third class. And three hundred crew.” She might have been reciting from a pamphlet. “I can’t investigate them all on my own, let alone get Mrs. Navenby’s piece of the contract back again.”


“You want our assistance to identify, from within these hundreds of people, a dangerous magician who may have killed someone, and recover from them some stolen items,” Hawthorn said. “One of which may be a physical representation of the Last Contract, which is a story for children.” His soft, ruthless tones were as much a pushing-away as his initial descent into obscenity had been—and had the same lack of effect on the dauntless Miss Blyth.


“Yes. This children’s story has killed several people already. It nearly killed my brother.”


The Last Contract.


Before Violet’s father had resigned himself to a lack of sons and was still prepared to humour his horde of girls, he’d told them stories of a magic far less tame than that used in their household: of fairies, of magicians in the wild times, of quests and bargains and spells large enough to alter the world. Violet had absorbed them like a parched lawn and retold them over and over for her sisters.


Then, when her father’s wellspring had run dry, she began to invent her own. She did the low voices of forest spirits and the regal one of the fae queen, and performed the squabbling of the three sisters who founded the Three Families, until Alice and Julia fell across the bed laughing, and Ellen and Meg nudged each other in the doorway, where they hovered pretending to be too old for stories.


Violet had never been too old. She had sought stories, always. The Debenhams had been invited exactly once to Cheetham Hall, the seat of Hawthorn’s father: a grand old place where magic stuck to the skin like cobwebs and made you shiver, and where Violet had felt uneasy throughout the whole gathering. Afterwards she had kept her sisters awake with stories of ghosts, and of Lady Elsie Alston, who’d gone mad and leapt from the roof.


She’d felt bad about that, later, when she was old enough to know about the pressures that could be put on a girl. And the shapes that a girl could turn beneath those pressures.
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