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CHEETHAM HALL, 1893


Elsie Alston’s running feet hit the grass like pale secrets. During daylight hours she could usually be persuaded to wear shoes, but the day was fading and Elsie had unfastened everything of herself that could be unfastened. Shoes, stockings. Corset strings. The locks of her dark hair, which fell to the small of her back and bounced as she ran. She enjoyed the sensation of it tugging against her scalp, and Cheetham Hall enjoyed her enjoyment where it sang through the soles of her feet.


“I’ll leave you behind,” Elsie called, “see if I don’t.”


“Oh, will you now?”


Jack’s footfalls were stronger, firmer. Not to mention: more shod. He’d followed his sister into the world, and he’d been following her ever since.


Now he stopped dead in the last line of beech trees before the grove opened out to the slope of lawn. The distance between the twins widened, then faltered, as Elsie slowed. She looked over her shoulder. Her brother grinned, teeth white as the tree trunks in the purpling light, and threw cradlespeak: negation, with a private illusion-clause tweak that meant you’re bluffing. He didn’t believe she’d ever leave him behind, no matter what she threatened.


Elsie laughed and cradled a lash of a spell to trip Jack to the ground. The grass caught him soft and held him fond as he cursed, laughed in answer, and pushed back to his feet. And then they were running again, strides nearly matched with the length of their eighteen-year-old legs, up towards the Lady’s Oak. The Hall’s awareness spooled out to follow, hooked burrlike into the magic that surged within its young heirs.


Of the generations of magicians who had called Cheetham Hall home, there had never been anyone like Jack and Elsie Alston.


Their parents, the Earl and Countess of Cheetham, had been properly raised in the oldest traditions. The twins were only a few hours old when they were carried around the Hall and shown to every mirror in every room. Then taken outside into the grey brightness of a winter morning and introduced to the bees. Some of their own blood, pricked from tender heels, went into the soil at once. Not many families would have bothered. The Hall was glad.


This is Elsie Leonora Mary Alston, and she is first of our line.


This is John Frederick Charles Alston, and he will inherit you, one day.


Years passed and no further heirs were forthcoming, but Cheetham Hall and the Alstons were more than content with those they had. The twins were indulged in wildness. They spent their early years roaming and claiming their land, seldom leaving its boundaries. Riding, walking, clambering up trees, swimming in the lake.


Jack was trained in the use of his gifts and taught most of it to Elsie, if only to have someone to share with, play with. When he went away to school, as boys did, Elsie stayed rooted.


Elsie Alston had magic to bring down the wind. She had everything her brother had passed on to her—and more than that, an instinct for wielding the power that dwelled beneath her often-bare feet. She was a girl of dusk and dawn and everything in between.


And tonight she was alight with mischief. Her parents were away in London and her twin was home between terms before Oxford dragged him away again, and they had a secret.


The Lady’s Oak crowned a low hill. Older and taller than anything else on the grounds, it muttered creaks in blustery autumns when it threw acorns to be faithfully gathered by under-gardeners. Now, in summer, it stickied the air and spread its towering leaves beneath the sun.


From the hillcrest gnarled with the oak’s roots, Cheetham Hall’s lands stretched out in every direction. To the south, the Hall itself and the formal gardens were hidden by the birch grove. To the west, human eyes might catch the top of the distant gatehouse, its blocky corners and regular arch standing stark against the dusk-stained sky.


The two men tucked within the shade of the tree didn’t seem interested in Cheetham’s views. They leaned against the oak’s lowest branch—as thick as a normal tree all on its own, it bent at the waist and came down moss-furred to touch the ground before curving up again—and conferred until the noise of Elsie’s arrival had their attention.


“Cousin,” said Elsie primly, and dropped a curtsey. Dirt clung between her toes. “Uncle John.”


Both men nodded welcome to her and to Jack, who arrived panting in Elsie’s wake. “Uncle,” he said. “George. Lovely night for it.”


“Lord Hawthorn,” said George.


Only Elsie recognised the way their cousin George Bastoke spoke the title: with so much respect it was a kind of mockery. The Hall hummed its ready sympathy to her annoyance but did nothing else. These men had guest-right: not part of the household, but family nonetheless. George in particular was rich in the gifts of the dawn, his magic orderly and strong within him, with a brassy-cold and sweetly ravenous edge that the Hall did not trust.


The Alston twins sat on the looping branch. It was a favoured spot for slow summer afternoons bickering in the shade. Of all the places on the estate, this one was the most theirs.


“Now will you say what this experiment is?” said Elsie. “If you’d told us more, we could have practiced.”


“I don’t want you two practicing this where someone with more skill can’t step in if it goes wrong,” said their uncle John. His body beneath the dark overcoat was held stiff, as if fighting a pain somewhere. “There’s a good chance it will be dangerous.”


The twins exchanged a glance of pleasure. Broken bones, countless sprained ankles, and at least one scar on Elsie that not even the best potions could fade were all testament to the fact that danger had never stopped them before. Being careful, the Alstons had agreed almost as soon as they could speak, was for dullards.


“So that’s why we’re doing this when Mother and Father are off to town,” said Jack. “Do you think they’d disapprove?”


“Almost certainly.” John smiled. “I’d have your mother in my ear for months. But I think the two of you are old enough to make your own decisions, don’t you agree? And if it works, it can be a grand surprise when they return.”


“If what works?” Elsie bounced on the branch.


“Transfer.” George, a few years older than the twins, had nearly his father’s height and more ease to his carriage. He spoke as if words were stepping-stones leading him across a brook: steady, deliberate, refusing to be rushed. “We think we’ve found a way for a magician to draw on another’s magic and wield it as their own.”


“That’s impossible,” said Jack. “Everyone knows that. Can’t be done.”


“What if it could?” said George.


Jack, marginally more prone to forethought than his sister, listened hardest to the explanation that followed. Their uncle already knew that the twins had a knack for simultaneous spell-work. He’d asked them, on previous visits, to demonstrate how they could wield their individual magics towards a single end, until it was almost as if a single pair of hands were doing the cradling and a single will directing it.


Almost.


They were doing this on the grounds of Cheetham Hall because, like most magicians with blood-oath binding them to a particular place, the Alstons found magic easiest there. The Hall stirred uneasily when George used a spell to split the finger-skin of each twin in turn, adding a clause against clotting so that their blood flowed to mingle in a small copper bowl. But there was no threat. The twins gave their blood willingly to the spell—and Alston blood spilled in ritual in this place was normal, natural.


Elsie flicked her fingers and a light grew, tinted the blue of robins’ eggs, just above the bowl, which George had set on the ground a yard from her white toes. Jack’s light was the colour of apricots. It brushed against his sister’s as if to tease.


“Now,” said John. “Try to make it one light. One spell. Think of the lights as being your magic, and see how closely you can mingle them. From what I can determine, you must make an oath on it.”


The oath that bound Elsie and Jack to this land had been made on their behalf, by their parents. Neither of them had ever tethered their magic with words. They obligingly echoed their uncle: “As our blood is the same, so let our power be one and the same.”


The two lights wavered, then began to merge, to occupy the same space above the bowl of blood.


Elsie made a face. “Jack, your magic tickles. It’s all bristly.”


“Yours tastes like bad milk.”


They bumped shoulders, briefly much younger and sillier children; their first instinct, as always, to make a game of it. Their magic thickened and darkened and began to take up more space. Soon it was a glowing mist nearly the height and arm span of a man, its colours mingling as if stirred with a spoon.


“Is it working?” John asked sharply.


“I don’t know,” said Jack. “Elsie?”


The light, as if in answer, pulsed. And then pulsed again. The orange-pink and the blue set up a rhythm, one shade threatening to swamp the other entirely—and then the other, at the last moment, becoming overwhelming in turn, like a war of tides on the shore. Like a heartbeat.


And it was a heartbeat. The Hall felt the moment when Jack and Elsie’s own pulses fell into harmony, two young hearts contracting as one. Colour drained from the mist until only the glow remained, near-white, bright as a star.


John’s face lit up with hunger. “At last.”


“Is it . . .?” said George.


The twins, hands outstretched, were still engaged in making faces at each other. The light put out an occasional tendril to wrap around Elsie’s bare forearm or Jack’s shirtsleeve, but otherwise it seemed to have reached an equilibrium.


“They haven’t the maturity to tell,” said John. He cradled a new sharpness, which he applied to the side of his own finger, and knelt awkwardly, one stiff knee at a time. He shook off George’s hand when his son offered assistance. The bowl of blood was inky in the dying daylight, reflecting Jack and Elsie’s spell with a deep scarlet undertone.


John’s blood made new ripples when it dripped into the bowl.


He reached out, moved through a cradle, and spoke, harsh and fast—“By the echo of my blood in the blood of these magicians, I call this power to me, to me, to me—”


And pulled.


The magic writhed at once. Bolts of miniature lightning flashed through the mist; all four magicians flinched their eyes shut. John still had his hands out, fingers clawed with desperation, unmoving even when the smell of burned flesh spilled into the air and every nail on his hands split down the middle with a black line and a curl of smoke. He made a guttural sound and bent at the waist.


“Father—” said George, but he was drowned out when Elsie screamed.


A red hue now curled awfully up from the bowl of blood and saturated the light of the twins’ magic. The cloud of it shook and boiled and shook some more.


Cheetham Hall recoiled. Its own wordless horror grabbed at the roots of its trees and the stone of its walls. Blood they had given, oaths of commingling they had given, but its heirs had not consented to this. Not this agonising, violating drag on their magic, as if by lips clamped greedily on the end of a tobacco pipe.


With a sudden wrench the magic tore itself in half and vanished back into the skins of the magicians who made it. Still red. Still raw, and wrong, and shredding them from the inside.


Jack toppled from the branch to the ground. His back arched and he let out a cry of pain.


Elsie lifted her head at the sound. She too slipped down from the branch and grasped for her brother’s wrist. Now she pulled, and the twisted sharp-edged magic came at her call. All of it. It fled through the contact and scraped itself wholly into the vast potential that was Elsie Alston, the strongest magician that England had seen in centuries.


The Hall threw Danger! unspoken, the warning crashing through the land and reverberating between its walls. But the master and mistress were nowhere where they might feel it. The only people whose blood sang to this soil were right here. One gasping, bereft and dizzy with his gift ripped away from his control; the other burning, eyes bright coals of pain as she said, “Help me.”


She wasn’t speaking to her relatives. She spoke to the Hall, and it answered her.


It didn’t want to; it knew the harm she was doing to herself. But her will was inexorable. Between them, the girl and the land built a fence at her skin, to keep the awful roil of magic from escaping and doing any further damage to Jack.


George swore fervently under his breath. “Father,” he said. “What now?”


John teetered, on his feet now, staring down at the twins. The bowl had tipped sideways in Jack’s initial writhing. Fresher blood flowed from Elsie’s nose, thickened her cough, and brightened her lips as she tried to take hold of the soil for strength. Her eyes had lost focus. Still, the blue of them burned for another few seconds before she crumpled in a dead faint.


Danger! shrieked Cheetham Hall, and Jack gave a jerk.


“No,” John mumbled. “No, no. We were so close. It was going to work—it should have worked—”


“We can’t leave them like this,” said George. And, after a moment, calmly, “You’re more practiced with secret-binds than I am, sir.”


Jack, now shaking his sister’s shoulder and rasping her name, tried to strike out when George took hold of his arms. But he was still weak and dizzy, and George was strong enough to pin him even with no magic at all. John built the bind precisely, drenched in power, even with his spell-burned fingers.


You will speak of tonight to no one.


The red light of the bind slid from the cradle and between Jack’s uselessly tightened lips.


Jack didn’t cry out again as the bind seared itself like a cattle brand onto his tongue. His face formed a dark grimace.


He nearly erupted out of George’s grip with a hoarse cry, however, when John knelt down to slither a matching secret-bind into Elsie’s bloodstained mouth. She didn’t wake.


Deep beneath the foundations of Cheetham Hall itself, tangled with the solid roots of the oldest trees, the ley line was a river swollen with poison rain. It spat the danger down its own channels, reaching in futile hope, but there was no one to feel. No one to witness.


In another year’s time the danger would overboil its banks entirely, lashing out in response to fresh tragedy—or rather, to the inevitable endpoint of the tragedy set in motion today. But that was yet to come.


Jack was released. He glared in hatred at his uncle and cousin.


“I—I re—” he gasped, but the bind was too fresh, and his meaning too close to what it was designed to suppress. The Hall couldn’t revoke guest-right on its own.


It didn’t need to. George took his father’s arm and helped him to hurry away, across the grounds, towards the boundary road where their man waited with the carriage. He cast only one glance over his shoulder as they went.


“Elsie,” Jack said, scrambling to pull her into his lap. “Elsie,” as her breathing shallowed and her pulse, already rapid, became a whisper. The Hall could feel her slipping. Jack reached frantically for his magic and bent at the waist to retch when he found only the jagged edges of where it had been. “Take whatever you need from me,” he snarled. “Save her. Do it.”


The Hall tried. This, too, it hadn’t done for centuries. It found the hooks of its own power, the land’s power, buried deep inside its heir; and it pulled. And pulled again.


This magic was not meant for fine work on human bodies, beyond worm-chewing them gratefully to enrich the soil. It had never tried to mend. But it held Elsie Alston steady. Held her living. And Jack Alston sat beneath the Lady’s Oak with his arms a cage of agony around his sister, his mouth swollen with secrets, and endured.


Away past the birch grove, all of Cheetham Hall’s front windows shattered at once.


Finally, the alarm was raised. People spilled from the Hall like ants from a nest, exchanging cries, growing rapidly aware of those who were missing.


Those who were found, before long, bloodlessly pale and shivering in sleep, curled into each other like dead leaves: but alive, alive, for now.










[image: 2]



SPINET HOUSE, 1909


Jack awoke in the small hours of the morning with his tongue hot in his mouth, a savage twist of a dream fading from his mind, and music in his ears.


The dream was nothing new. The music meant that someone was trying to break into Spinet House. Again.


He muttered a curse and threw back the covers. The music was growing steadily louder—not that it could be described as music, really. It was a single note, unbroken, as if played by a bow drawn ceaselessly back and forth across the world’s largest violin.


Jack tapped the brass guidekeeper on the nightstand without thinking, then slapped the wood with annoyance. He almost never had slips like that. He hadn’t for years. He’d shed the mannerisms of his past, all those actions that came unthinkingly to magicians. He’d burned them out of himself. It had taken time and bloody-minded effort.


And then three months ago an unmagical girl had accosted him on a ship, inserted herself inconveniently into his life, and forced him back into magical society and magical conspiracy. Back into contact with his family and his past.


The point was: Jack Alston had no magic, and Spinet House owed him no allegiance. The guidelight didn’t move according to his unspoken will. It stayed where it was, a softly wavering yellow light like a long-wicked candle. Jack donned slippers and dressing gown, took the pistol from the nightstand, checked it, and slipped it into the gown pocket. His right calf cramped in sharp protest. He stretched and shook it until only a dull ache remained.


His walking stick leaned against the wall by the door, waiting for him, and not because of the pain in his leg. That pain was unpredictable. This—the attempted incursion into Spinet House by anonymous enemies—was, depressingly, less so. They’d all begun keeping weapons to hand.


Only as Jack opened the door and crossed the threshold of the room did his guidelight detach from its keeper and come to hover above his shoulder. The corridor was empty, but he could hear approaching footsteps. His grip on the stick loosened when the stairs disgorged Maud and Violet into view.


“Violet,” called Jack. “Where should we be?”


“Oh, for—shush, Hawthorn, I almost had it!” Violet called back. Jack walked down the hall to join them. Both girls were clad in dressing gowns with their hair plaited back for sleep. Their guidelights illuminated the smooth yellow of Violet’s tresses and the longer, thicker, more mussed brown of Maud’s.


“Ground floor.” Violet held a tuning fork in her hand. “It’s low enough that—oh, Dorothy, there you are. What do you think?”


Spinet House’s senior parlour maid, hurrying toward them down the corridor leading to the servants’ stair, sang in a choir on her evenings off. Aside from Violet, she had the best ear in the house.


“Kitchen entrance, miss,” she said.


Violet struck the fork on her own forearm, held it to her ear, and nodded. “That was my guess. Shall we?”


Maud, being Maud, went to lead the way. She held a small pearl-handled revolver. In a world full of magicians laying siege to their abode and trying to steal something from them, Maud had pointed out, unmagical people could do worse than to carry unmagical weapons.


Her brother Robin had bought her the gun. Jack had taught her to use it.


Now Jack blocked Maud with his stick and raised his eyebrows.


“Hawthorn, really,” said Maud.


“I have your word, and I will make it an oath if you don’t behave,” said Jack.


“He will too,” said Violet. “Stay in the middle, darling, or I’ll have Dorothy shut you in a cupboard.”


“Traitor,” said Maud, with a peek of dimple, but she fell behind Jack and let him lead the cautious way down.


The ache in Jack’s leg was no more than a soft throb by now, though it seemed to pulse along with the persistent note in his ears. It flared tightly when the stairs, with no warning, tilted beneath their feet and turned from flat, carpeted wood to an outright slope. Jack swallowed an unpleasant leap of acid in his throat as Maud—and her pistol—collided with his back. Maud gave a muffed squawk.


“Grab hold!” said Violet.


The entire party took grim hold of the banister with their free hands. Jack concentrated on not slipping any farther down what was now something like a fairground slide, and also bracing himself for any of the women behind him to lose their balance and create an unfortunate human landslide. The soles of his bloody house slippers weren’t exactly designed for grip.


“Violet,” he said through his teeth.


“The poor thing’s skittish. Little wonder. Give me a moment.”


Jack risked a glance back over his shoulder. Violet had her free hand on a wood panel of the wall and her forehead on her hand. She might have been singing, or whispering. Jack couldn’t hear above the music, which was starting to feel unpleasantly as though it were emanating from the centre of Jack’s own skull.


Slowly, the floor beneath their feet tilted back into stairs. Jack got them moving and down to the ground floor before Spinet House’s capricious carpentry could interfere further.


The kitchen was at the back of the house. The floor creaked musically as they made their way through the largest dining room, through the butler’s pantry, and down a short service corridor to the top of two flagstone steps. The dark expanse of the kitchen was still warmed by the ashes of the main cooking fire, which was still used despite the large modern stoves that lined one wall of the kitchen. Hints of moonlight sang off the copper of hanging saucepans.


Jack lifted a hand and paused before stepping down through the doorway. Hair prickled along his arms. The external kitchen door appeared to be closed, and the high windows showed nothing but the dark of night. He should have left his guidelight behind. Nothing to announce your entrance and ruin a reconnoitre like a gleam of yellow light.


Was that a hint of movement in the shadows? And—


Jack jerked back into the shelter of the passageway, treading on someone’s foot. A supple line of red light lashed across the room, bright enough to carve aftereffects in his sight and leave him blinking. It snapped to nothing against the doorframe.


“Violet, shield!” he said sharply.


The golden shimmer appeared like a fishing net flung forward over the whole party. A rather ragged net, unfortunately. Violet was at her best with illusion magic; she was still struggling to improve in other areas. Jack had no way to cram his own dusty education wholesale into her head, and most magic was a hell of a lot more complicated to teach and learn than firing a gun. Jack steeled himself to ignore the darting gaps in the spell. Nothing to be done. You worked with the arsenal you had.


He was about to retrieve his own pistol when a gangly figure darted into full view, both hands raised. Jack leapt down the steps and lashed out with his stick, aiming at one of those hands before it could begin a cradle, and landed a glancing blow.


A youthful yelp emerged. Familiar. Jack hesitated, pulling his second blow—which would have smashed a kneecap—even before the figure said, “Wait! My lord!”


“Oliver,” Jack barked. “What are you doing?”


“Oliver?” said Violet, behind him. The shield blinked out.


Maud and Violet and Dorothy came down into the kitchen. The insistent musical note decreased considerably in volume, presumably because Spinet’s mistress had arrived at the site of trouble.


Jack’s valet, now rubbing his wrist, looked shamefaced. “Mrs. Smith said she’d leave me a morsel of something, my lord. For when I got hungry in the night.”


When, not if. Freddy Oliver was seventeen and not done growing, and Violet’s food bill had probably doubled when he and Jack came to stay in Spinet House.


“Where’s your guidelight?”


“Snuffed it, when I heard—”


A rattle came as the kitchen door shook against its hinges. Leftover sparks of magic flared nervously in Oliver’s hands as if someone had blown a glow from dying embers. So this wasn’t a false alarm created by Oliver’s midnight hunger pangs, then.


“Someone’s trying to break in!”


“Thank you, Oliver. A formidable grasp of the obvious.”


“Pack up your temper, Hawthorn, this is hardly the time. The warding’s holding for now,” said Violet. “I can try something if it falls, but . . .”


“Good. Do that. Maud, Oliver.” Jack jerked his head and pushed his way back into the house. The other two followed him at a run up the servants’ stairs. Apologies tumbled from the boy’s mouth, and Jack shushed him with a wave.


“You’re lucky I didn’t break your fingers. Or shoot you. And you’ll owe Miss Debenham a new guidelight. What in the damned—does this stair go from ground to attic without pause?” The staircase had thankfully remained stairs, but they’d passed two boxed-in landings that should have led out into the house itself. “I want a window overlooking the kitchen entrance.”


“The house must still be skittish,” said Maud. “I suppose we can’t exactly complain that James Taverner was a fiend for security spells, all things considered.”


“These stairs respond best to staff, miss,” said Oliver. He cradled a light spell and let it brighten as he returned to the previous landing, where he rapped his knuckles politely on the wall. After a moment, a panel slid aside, and Oliver beckoned them into a sparsely furnished sitting room.


At Jack’s direction, Oliver cast a curtain-spell that would muffle sound as well as hide them from view, and they cracked open first physical curtains and then the window. Jack peered out and down.


A thinly veiled gibbous moon illuminated the scene below. Two figures, both with their faces obscured by the fog-masks that George’s conspirators seemed to favour. One stood a few feet from the kitchen door, methodically sending bolt after pale bolt of magic against it.


The other man was tucked in against the wall of the house, a spell hovering uncast between his hands. Protection and backup. Neither of them seemed to be making any effort to experiment, or do anything fiddly to unravel the warding, even though they must have realised how sophisticated it was. Blunt power only.


Jack described the scene, mostly to prevent Maud from shoving her own head out.


“Oliver, can you manage a location-fix clause on a fire spell? Or anything that will distract them? Hell, itching would do. You want it to arise in a specific spot, not come in a line from your hands. You’ll need to define the precise distance.”


Oliver gulped. Even at the best of times the boy looked like a cricket stump wobbling in the aftermath of a ball, and his reddish hair had gone hedgelike in the excitement. “Never tried one, my lord.”


“But you know—yes, that’s the clause.” Not quite, but Oliver was strong enough that he could afford some sloppiness in his cradles. “Give it a try, see if you can scare them off. But keeping the curtain up comes first. Miss Blyth can get off a few shots as long as they can’t see her.”


Maud nodded, looking just as excited. Jack felt old and tired. Giving combat orders to young people while heavy with fatigue was like reaching for a guidekeeper: another habit he’d fallen easily back into. He didn’t like it any more than the other.


“If—” Oliver started, but was interrupted by a redoubling of Spinet House’s alarm note.


No. Now it was two notes, an uneven chord.


Jack cursed. “Signal if they break through the door,” he said, and left them to it.


He hadn’t a complete tin ear. The new, prominent note was higher than the first. He found his way to the main staircase and heard footfalls ascending at a run. Violet looked angry and out of breath.


“So,” she panted. “The kitchen’s a diversion, do you think?”


Jack nodded. Violet pointed upwards and Jack let her lead the way. His leg had begun to hurt again. The second note softened to match the first when Violet stopped outside a room on the uppermost floor before the attic level. She hesitated with her fingertips on the door, which had neither lock nor handle.


“We haven’t fully puzzled this one out yet,” she admitted. “It’s one of the queerer ones.”


Many of Spinet’s queerer rooms were those hosting secret passageways to elsewhere in the house, so this didn’t make Jack feel any better about the prospect of a break-in. He had an unpleasant vision of fog-masked attackers creeping out of the wall in the sitting room where Maud and Oliver had all their attention on the window.


Jack leaned his stick against the wall and drew his gun instead. “Stay out of sight until we know what’s happening.”


Violet didn’t argue. Unlike Maud, she didn’t need to be brow-beaten into letting Jack take the lead when they were in danger. Jack didn’t know if it was her history of taking direction on the stage or simply a matter of personality.


She said, “Don’t go too far into the room if you can help it. And—move like a knight.”


Before she could explain further, there was a click as the door catch released. Jack shoved it open and stepped through, gun raised in the other hand.


The room was small. It had no wallpaper, no rugs, not even any cushions or upholstery on the chair at the writing desk. It was all wood. The floor was an unsettling chessboard of dark and light, the same pattern running up the walls all the way to the ceiling. The floor, however, was decorated with shards of broken glass from the main window, and they winked in the light of a small lantern set down near the frame.


A man stood among those shards. He had whirled around when the door opened; his clothes were dark, and a fog-mask obscured his face. There was a soft crunch and skitter as his movement shifted glass underfoot.


“Hands—” Jack started to say, but then his muscles went rigid—he couldn’t even twitch a finger against the trigger—and he almost toppled over. Damn. Easy enough for an intruder to anchor an immobility charm in front of the doorframe, wasn’t it?


“Where’s the cup and the knife? We know you have ’em both. Where are they?”


It wasn’t Morris’s voice. Jack had been half expecting his cousin’s loyal agent to be the one dirtying his hands with his work. A bland, tense city accent. Perhaps somewhere south of the river. Jack also couldn’t speak at the moment to answer the bloody question, so the masked man wasn’t as bright as Morris.


The crackle of a spell washed over Jack. A negation. Violet.


All his muscles relaxed at once. Unfortunately, this meant that he both stumbled a little and dropped the gun.


Jack cursed and bent for it. The masked man dived for the nearest thing resembling cover, which was a tall standing wardrobe. He wrenched the door open as if to use it as a shield, and Jack straightened with the gun in hand, and—


Afterwards, he struggled to remember exactly what he’d seen. Violet would say that the intruder climbed into the wardrobe. To Jack’s eyes, it looked as though something had snagged the man’s sleeve and pulled him in, like a piece of factory machinery. And what happened after that—the way the wardrobe seemed abruptly half its own height, then seemed to become a standing cabinet with elegant gaps and drawers, then back to a wardrobe again—happened so fast, in a dim room, that it could have been one of those bizarre visions the mind threw out when it was trudging up the shorelines of sleep.


The sound was distinct, at least. A bloodcurdling shout, cut off even more alarmingly by a wet noise. And then silence.


Real silence. That musical chord was gone as well.


Violet and Jack looked at each other. Dawn had begun to trickle in through the window. Violet looked bloodless in the soft grey light.


“I’m not touching it after that,” said Jack. “You’re the mistress here, not me.”


Violet swallowed hard and eased her way across the room, following an uneven pattern on the floor. Forward, across—ah. Moving like a knight.


“Maud worked this one out,” she said. She paused again in front of the wardrobe and settled her shoulders, visibly pulling on a persona, then yanked the door open.


And slammed it shut again almost as fast.


“Oh, no. No thank you. Oh fuck buggery hell.” New York shoved into Violet’s vowels when she was being unladylike. She put the back of her hand to her mouth and retched, twice. Jack began calculating a knight-path in case she outright swooned, but Violet straightened with a determined and paper-white expression.


“That can be dealt with later,” Jack said. “Let’s check on the kitchen.”


It didn’t sound as though the man—or what remained of him—was in danger of going anywhere. Nor was the glass on the floor. Jack would send some of the stronger-stomached servants to clean up later.


The kitchen was no longer under siege, and Maud and Oliver had made their way there. Oliver was worriedly clutching a tin of biscuits. Dorothy had vanished, but a kitchen maid was busy scooping coal into the largest stove. Given the hour of the day, the house’s guests were crowding out what would very shortly be a working kitchen. Jack announced that they were moving into one of the parlours, where at least arses could be parked on comfortable chairs.


“Bring the biscuits,” he added to Oliver.


“They didn’t like being shot at,” said Maud to Jack once they’d relocated. “Or having a fire set at their feet. They took off in short order.”


Jack nodded to Oliver, who turned pink at the implied praise.


“What happened upstairs?” Maud asked.


“Someone got in. The house . . . dealt with it.” Violet went to sit next to Maud, who responded to some invisible signal and wrapped an arm around Violet’s waist. Violet dropped a kiss on her hair.


“He must have come down from the roof, to access that window,” said Jack. “You’ll have to strengthen the wards up there, Violet.”


Violet stifled a yawn. Everyone’s guidelights blinked out as the hall clock began to chime six o’clock. The sky was properly lightening now. Jack might be able to snatch a few more hours in bed.


The last strike of the clock melded into yet more music, though at least this time it was a melody instead of a held note. It announced that someone or someones recognised as friendly by the house wards had entered through the Bayswater tunnel.


“Early for a visit,” said Violet. “I hope nothing’s gone wrong on their end.”


“Oliver, bring them through here and then go and dress,” said Jack, giving up on the prospect of sleep. “I’ll be up to wash shortly.”


Soon afterwards, Oliver ushered three people into the parlour. Or rather, he scurried in the wake of Sir Robin Blyth, who was moving with urgent strides towards his sister, and managed to actually do some ushering on behalf of Edwin Courcey and—Jack blinked—Adelaide Morrissey. All three were in full evening wear, including a cloak over a deep red gown and white gloves on Adelaide, and they had the tight-eyed, radiant dishevelment of people who hadn’t touched their beds.


“Don’t you look splendid, Addy,” said Maud. “Oh, it was the Home Office ball, wasn’t it?”


“Yes, and one of the undersecretaries hosted a truly lethal party-after-the-party,” said Adelaide. “When Robin dragged us away there were people asleep in the ornamental fountain.”


“I had a vision. One of the urgent ones. You’re unhurt? All of you?” Robin peered with concern at Maud, who said hastily, “Yes, yes.”


“I see our assistance is unnecessary after all,” said Edwin. He looked particularly pinched. The idea of Edwin Courcey, of all people, attending an all-night social affair that left guests draped over fountainry was bizarre.


Jack settled himself further into his armchair. “You may inspect us for holes, though there might be complaints were I to disrobe. Or perhaps you wish to see if memory holds up.”


He let his gaze catch on Edwin’s. The man’s jaw set and annoyed colour filled his cheeks, but the only motion of his eyes was pointedly down to Jack’s bad leg and up again. An interesting showing of claws. This particular mouse of a magician had changed since taking up with Robin Blyth. He was becoming more fun to tease.


“Shut up, Hawthorn, there are ladies present,” said Robin without much rancour.


“His lordship is more than welcome to make a spectacle of himself. I doubt anyone here is interested enough to comment.” Adelaide’s dark brown eyes did a good line in a skeweringly superior stare. There was a giggle from Maud.


Violet let out a sigh and stretched her arms above her head. “Well,” she said, “I’d better tell Mrs. Smith there’ll be six for breakfast.”
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“Only one battle wound this morning, Hawthorn,” said Violet, when Jack arrived in the breakfast room. “Oliver’s improving.”


The nick on Jack’s jaw itched all over again. He forced himself not to touch it and went to investigate the food instead. Violet’s cook had never met a vegetable she couldn’t over-boil, but she was a genius with anything that had once been part of an animal. Jack was prepared to accept the necessity of living in Spinet House as glorified bodyguard to Maud and Violet as long as the supply of ham was kept up.


“The boy resists the urge to cut Hawthorn’s throat despite being daily presented with the opportunity,” said Edwin. “There should be an award.”


Oliver was in fact a prodigiously skilled valet for his age and took fierce pride in his work. He was still just terrified enough of accidentally cutting Jack’s throat that it made him shaky. He’d settle down to it in another few weeks.


Jack’s old valet Lovett had served him well for years, but Jack was living in a magical household for the moment. He’d sent Lovett with a glowing reference to a man at his club and had engaged Oliver instead.


Or rather: Oliver had been, like greatness, thrust upon him.


“We’re all here now,” said Maud. “Tell us about the vision, Robin.”


There wasn’t a great deal to tell. Robin had been on the verge of nodding off in a corner of the undersecretary’s house when one of his unsummoned visions of the future burst into his consciousness: Jack himself, stick in hand, recoiling from a magical attack.


“It was very quick and crisp, and left me feeling like someone had been at my temples with a pickaxe. That usually means it’s one of the imminent ones. Just didn’t know how imminent.”


“I can only imagine what the cabbie must have thought of us, bundling in in a tearing rush at dawn and demanding to be driven to an Underground station halfway across the city,” said Adelaide.


“Addy used her maharajah’s-daughter voice on the poor man,” said Robin. “He was quite overwhelmed.”


Adelaide grinned and stopped tapping her ring on the table in order to pile the last of her scrambled eggs onto a fresh piece of toast, then piled a large amount of chutney on top of that.


“This is the fourth vision in a fortnight,” said Edwin. “Always when he’s falling asleep, and they always leave him feeling ghastly. I don’t like it.” He and Robin exchanged a conversation of a glance.


“Edwin’s trying to find a way to suppress them for me,” said Robin.


“Is that wise?” Violet set down her fork. “I hate to be a bully, if they’re getting as bad as all that, but . . . Robin, you’re one of the few things we have that the other side doesn’t.”


“The other side does have me.” The sleepless night was suddenly visible in the weight of Robin’s jaw. “I’m still under oath of truthful report to the Assembly, and the more the visions intrude on their own, the fewer spare ones I can manage to bring on at will so that I have something harmless to recite for them.”


“I’ll find something,” said Edwin, grim.


Robin gave him a small smile. “I know you will. Buck up.”


Edwin muttered something into his cup of tea, but his free hand turned over when Robin’s own slid against it, and he laced their fingers together. Edwin had never been comfortable with casual touch when Jack knew him. He gave off a miasma that discouraged it—and when intimate touch was involved, he submitted to it with an intensity that set Jack’s teeth on edge. Jack liked his bed partners to push back, and to laugh. Not every tumble had to be approached like the end of the world.


“Speaking of the fourth time in a fortnight,” said Violet, “I’ll have to start giving Dorothy hazard pay, or whatever it is they gave medieval armies. None of my household staff signed up for a siege.”


“Spinet seems to be holding up well,” said Edwin.


“Yes. Though we’re being credited with either more skill or more luck than we’ve had. The man who got in upstairs asked Hawthorn where the knife and the cup were.”


A vaguely depressed silence reigned over the breakfast table. The Last Contract, physical symbol of the fae bargain that centuries ago left magic in the hands of humans, existed as three disguised silver objects. The coin, which had last been seen in the hands of Edwin’s brother, Walter Courcey. The cup, which Violet and Maud had successfully bluffed their way into keeping, on board the Lyric. Since then their enemies had obviously worked out that they’d been left holding a fake.


And the knife. Which quite possibly looked nothing like a knife at present. And which had belonged to Spinet’s previous mistress, Lady Enid; and had therefore been inherited by Violet herself.


Which would be all very well if they could find the damned thing. Spinet was a more difficult house than the average to search from top to bottom. Not least because top and bottom, as well as the points of the compass and many other aspects of spatial geometry, seemed in several parts of the house to be treated more as guidelines than rules.


Jack had grown up on an old magical estate that adhered to old traditions. Spinet House was a young thing, built by a master carpenter-thaumoluthier and his energetically creative wife.


It was a fortress. It was a musical, magical puzzle box.


It was a fucking headache.


And it was partly Jack’s headache, at least until the business of the Last Contract was over. Every day was one day closer to Jack being allowed to escape back to his own townhouse and his old life, where he could once again pretend that magic didn’t exist.


“We should do some more work on the ley lines,” Edwin said to Violet, breaking the silence.


“I thought there weren’t any near here,” said Violet. “Or have you dug out an even older and dustier map to bore me with?”


“Violet,” said Maud.


Violet’s head turned in an irritated motion, as if she were on the verge of snapping at Maud, too, but she caught herself. “Sorry, Edwin. It’s been a busy morning.”


Edwin accepted the apology with as much grace as it had been offered with: not a great deal on either side. The Blyth siblings had the stubbornness of two people who had each adopted a stray cat with a terrible personality and were determined to have them cohabit. They’d made progress. But nobody could yet describe the reserved Edwin and the deliberately extravagant Violet as friendly.


“There aren’t any ley lines that cross Spinet, no, but we know that the knife will be exerting an effect on those close by,” said Edwin. “And I’ve been experimenting with the major London nodes of the line that runs longitudinally through Sutton—I really do think there’s something there, some trick we’re missing that will allow us to stretch the problem of distance—”


And he was off, his own sleepless night apparently not making a whit of difference now that he’d sunk his teeth into an intellectual problem. Both Blyths were listening to him—one with the same green-eyed interest that she swept over the entire world, and the other with the comfortably besotted gaze that said Edwin could be speaking Chinese, or Old French, or the forgotten language of the fae, and Robin would be just as happy to bask in the simple sound of his beloved’s voice.


Jack was bored to tears by the time words like remote catalyst started marching alarmingly through Edwin’s sentences. He met Adelaide’s eye, and she quirked her mouth at him, but was either too loyal or too involved in demolishing her pile of eggs to show him any more sympathy.


Violet, the supposed target of Edwin’s monologue, was the one who cast Jack a speaking glance. She set down her teacup and cradlespoke help needed at him.


Edwin broke off from one sentence to the next. His hand slipped out of Robin’s. His eyes were on the door, behind Jack’s shoulder.


Jack turned in time to see Mr. Price enter the room with more speed and less calm than usual. Spinet House’s butler had a fussy elegance to him, like an orchestra conductor eternally on the verge of lifting his baton and frowning at the brass section.


“You’ve a visitor, miss,” he said to Violet. “A journalist, from the papers. I told him to stay in the hall, but he didn’t, and he somehow pushed right through—”


Right through the private wards, one assumed. Not something you could blurt out in front of the average unmagical person. The butler let the words die in his throat as this person—probably not even average, certainly much shorter than Price—slipped through the doorway behind him and took a few steps into the room before stopping, gaze dragged to the covered salvers on the sideboard, as if business had been momentarily postponed by the smell of bacon.


Disapproval wafted from every inch of Mr. Price, who cradled a spell before anyone could speak. Jack couldn’t see what it was—perhaps something designed to subdue the intruder for long enough that he could be escorted firmly back to the door.


Belatedly Violet said, “It’s all right, Price, he’s—”


The green spell had already left the butler’s hands like a handful of hornets. The short young man gave a shake of his black hair and a twitch of one shoulder as if he really had been stung, and frowned.


Two green sparks flew back towards Price’s hands. The butler shook his fingers and made an affronted sound of surprise.


In the ensuing pause, Edwin stood, eyes narrowed. Transparently on the verge of saying Do that again, where I can see it properly.


“Unbusheled,” finished Violet with a sort of laugh. “Thank you, Price. We know him.”


“Do we?” said Robin.


The young man in question looked around the breakfast room. He hadn’t changed. He still looked like a graven angel that had stepped down from the entrance to a church, shaken off the greyness of stone, and decided to go about the world clad in restless flesh and dark, dark eyes.


Those eyes slid over Jack in their tour of the room, and the back of Jack’s neck tensed in preparation for an argument.


“How d’you do. So, do you welcome all your morning visitors by hurling magic at them, Miss Debenham,” said Alanzo Rossi, “or only members of the press?”
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If he tried to list every question he had about the more baffling aspects of upper-class life, Alan would run out of fingers, toes, and probably pubic hairs and stars in the sky as well.


Fairly high on the list, however, was: Why breakfast?


If you lived the sort of life where a small army of people was responsible for fetching your food, setting it in front of you, and then hovering near the wall to replenish or replace as needed, what was the point of abandoning that habit for one single meal of the day? Alan could only assume it was a daily exercise in which the rich and lofty entertained delusions that they’d be any use at all if thrown into a world where they had to fend for themselves.


See! one could imagine them saying over the blackcurrant jam and kippers and eggs done three ways. We do retain the ability to transfer food onto our own plates, and carry those plates to the table, and even refill our own coffee cups!


Where does the food come from? Why, it just appears, of course. Like all food. What a silly question.


The spot between Alan’s shoulder blades was still smarting from the zap of pain that the butler had magicked him with. He was standing among magicians. Perhaps their food did just appear.


“Members of the press?” said Miss Debenham. “No. Standard procedure for thieves, though. Oh—no, Price, I’m just making fun. Thank you.”


The butler exited, leaving Alan alone with three people he knew and three he didn’t.


When Alan had written up his fawning, gossipy article about the first-class crossing on the Lyric, he’d described Miss Debenham as a well-born eccentric heiress with a scandalous past and a fair beauty. All of which was more or less true, even if Alan was the least qualified man in London to pass judgement on feminine beauty. Didn’t matter. Anyone well-born or well-moneyed enough was beautiful on paper.


Given the truthful run of his pen, he’d have called Violet Debenham a cautious minx of an actress.


Right now, she looked relaxed. Mistress of the manor and all. Alan managed not to glance at the breakfast dishes again. His stomach gave a gurgle that he hoped went unheard.


“We probably shouldn’t be making jokes about thieves, given everything,” said Miss Blyth. “How d’you do, Mr. Ross. How good to see you again!”


“Miss B.” A more genuine smile for her. Maud Blyth was composed mostly of dimples and idealism. As aristocrats went, at least she made rooms feel warmer instead of colder. It was good to see her again.


It might have been the one and only good thing about the grim situation that Alan currently found himself in.


“How did you do that?”


The question came from one of the unfamiliar men. Tallish, slimmish, looked like he had possibly made the acquaintance of a single sunbeam back before the turn of the century.


“Do what?”


“Whatever you did when Price—” A practiced flick of the hand.


“I didn’t do anything.” He’d assumed it was meant as a warning. Something to put him in his place. It had felt like he’d jerked his neck at the wrong angle and needed to wriggle his nerves back into comfort.


“But it went back to him.”


Alan didn’t speak magic. He shrugged.


“It was the same on the ship,” said Miss Debenham. “I couldn’t get an illusion to stick to him properly.”


“And Price said he got through the entrance wards without being invited,” said the pale one, looking more excited than displeased at this apparent gap in their security. “This shouldn’t be—wait a moment, I think I did read something . . .”


“You’d be Mr. Courcey, then,” said Alan, as several mental notes from the voyage on the Lyric clicked themselves together.


“Pardon? Yes.” Courcey met the gaze of the brown-haired man who looked a lot like Miss Blyth and even more like an advertisement for an athletic nutritional tonic, and muttered pleasedtomeetyou as if it were a word in another language. “Front door or back? Where did you enter?”


From anyone else that would have been a dig about the tradesman’s entrance, but Courcey hadn’t a whiff of snobbery about him: just urgent curiosity.


“Front.”


“Really? Don’t you feel uncomfortable? Like you shouldn’t be here and are desperate to leave?”


Alan had a lot of experience keeping his expression neutral in the face of idiotic questions from his social superiors. He couldn’t quite suppress his tongue, though.


“Now that you mention it, perhaps I do. Why d’you think that would be?”


“Mr. . . . Ross?” said the brown-haired man firmly. “I apologise for everyone’s manners. Why don’t you sit down and join us, if you’re staying. Violet can do the introductions properly.” This would be Miss Blyth’s older brother. The baronet. His posture said he was used to being the highest-born person in a room.


Which wasn’t actually the case right now, was it?


Alan took a seat and finally lost the battle he’d been having with himself since he walked through the door. He allowed himself to glance again at Baron Hawthorn.


The man sat as still as a predator and twice as keen-eyed in one of the gorgeously carved wooden seats at the table. Alan had known Lord Hawthorn would be here. He’d prepared himself, he thought.


He’d been wrong. He’d forgotten the speed with which this hatred rose simmering within him. He’d forgotten that the edges of it crossed boundaries where it stopped feeling like hatred and became something wilder and more dangerous.


Miss Debenham introduced Alan to Sir Robert Blyth, Mr. Edwin Courcey, and the last unfamiliar face: a young Indian woman with humour around her mouth and eyes as dark as Alan’s own. None of these watercolour British looks for Miss Adelaide Morrissey, whom Miss Debenham introduced as Robin’s . . . awkward pause.


“Colleague,” said Sir Robert.


“Typist,” said Miss Morrissey cheerfully. She eyed Alan for a second longer and then pushed the toast rack across the table: the only foodstuff not miles of etiquette away under silver covers. “Do have something to eat, so I’m not the only one still working on my breakfast. Make yourself useful, Hawthorn, pour the man some tea. How do you take it, Mr. Ross?”


Alan was torn between choking on his breath and swearing eternal friendship. She’d shoved Lord Hawthorn into the role of tea lady through sheer aggressive good manners.


“Black, three sugars.”


Hawthorn wielded sugar tongs like he was thinking of using them to pull Alan’s fingernails. Alan helped himself to toast and butter, real butter, huge yellow pats of it just lying around on the table.


Courcey interrogated the others about the specific ways in which Alan was, apparently, an oddity. Alan demolished his toast and his tea. So far nobody had asked him why he’d come to breakfast and walked through some invisible set of Keep Out signs. As far as Courcey was concerned, Alan might as well be a gift from Saint Catherine.


Miss Morrissey caught whatever expression was on Alan’s face and laughed. “Don’t take it personally. Edwin does this with everyone. Magicians. Foreseer. Medium. Whatever you are.”


“And you?” Alan asked.


“I’m ever so dull. No magic at all.” Still cheerful. But she was sitting beside a baronet and stealing toast and mushrooms from his plate, and despite her dark skin she had an accent you could see your reflection in. Alan wanted to fight how much he liked her. He wanted to ask how many servants her family had.


“So he’s not completely resistant to magic—I’ve never heard of that being possible, anyhow—just sends it askew,” said Courcey, once he’d finished grilling Misses Blyth and Debenham. “And are you sure you haven’t seen him in any visions, Robin?”


“If so, it was one of the ones I don’t remember well.”


Courcey snapped his fingers. “Perturbator. That’s what Guignol called it. There are some case studies in one of his collections. But never in someone unmagical. It’s always arisen in a magician, or at least in a magical family.”


“We’re not magic,” said Alan. “We’re Catholic.”


“Sends it askew,” said Sir Robert. “Sounds like this house of yours, Violet.”


“It’s like foresight. Not much known and even less written down. If I could do some experiments . . .”


Alan was used to being looked at like he wasn’t there. Being looked at like a butterfly pinned to a board was a new one.


“Edwin,” said Miss Blyth, laughing. “Leave the poor man alone.”


The word experiments sounded moderately hideous. But it was a way to be useful to them, wasn’t it? Alan sat up straighter and returned Courcey’s look.


“I’d consider it. What’s the hourly rate?”


Lord Hawthorn laughed. The sound climbed Alan’s spine with thoughtful fingers. “Careful, Edwin. This one haggles like a Whitechapel fishmonger.”


Alan turned to glare at him. The cool amusement in Hawthorn’s eyes made him wish he hadn’t.


Alan was dressed in one of his two good work suits: trousers and waistcoat of tough brown material that he’d bought in the hope they’d look sober and smart for a long time and hide the dirt enough not to need washing too often, so the fabric would last. And it had lasted, for a while. Now he badly needed new ones. He needed a new pair of shoes, just like everyone else in his household. Like half of London. Needing new shoes might as well be a permanent state of being, like being Catholic, or having eyes so blue they made goose bumps appear on the arms.


He could always feel the wafting disapproval of his shabby appearance from the editors and senior writers at the Post. And that was nothing to the way he felt here, in this beautiful room in a huge Bayswater townhouse, with an earl’s son looking at Alan as though he were counting every shiny patch and every place where Bella’s neat darning showed.


Lord Hawthorn’s waistcoat had a subtle play of purple thread down the grey panels, and small silver buttons in the shape of knots. His shirtsleeves were blindingly white, his collar crisp. He probably had two pairs of shoes for every day of the week and employed a different bootblack for each pair.


Alan wanted to tear off every single one of those buttons and grind his worn-down heel into the top of his lordship’s foot until he felt the bones crunch. He exhaled.


Hawthorn said, “I’ll wager you’d never heard the word perturbator before any of the rest of us. So which of your many talents are you here to sell, Mr. Ross?”


Shame and anger tangled within Alan. Sainted Mary, he hated being here, having to do this. Guilt tried to send out a black squirming arm to join the fray. He squashed it. He didn’t have a choice.


“You never called on me for help with your silver-seeking quest, Miss B. Thought I’d drop by and make the offer again, if you needed it.”


“What,” said Hawthorn, “is there nothing left to steal in London?”


“Someone told me to stick to peddling pornography.” It was out before Alan could remember that this wasn’t the Lyric. Miss Morrissey was a gentlewoman who hadn’t been party to that heady, ludicrous evening where Alan’s stash of erotica-for-sale had been the entertainment. And Sir Robert—oh, Christ, Sir Robert was the older brother of the girl he’d sold the stuff to.


Miss Debenham gave a delighted cackle. “Going door-to-door with the business now, are you? That’s very enterprising. I hope you brought more samples.”


“Shut up, Violet,” said Miss Blyth amiably. She directed her dimples at Alan. “You’re right, we haven’t needed your services yet, but I’m sure we could find something. How did you know where to find me?”


“I know a bloke writing for Tatler. Got a nose for gossip like a bloodhound.” Alan managed a smile through his tension. “The young and unmarried Maud Blyth is staying practically unchaperoned in the same house as Lord Hawthorn, their debauchery encouraged by the wildly scandalous Violet Debenham. Nobody thinks much of her brother for letting it happen, sir,” he added to Sir Robert, fishing for anything below that affable smile.


It didn’t work. “Nobody ever thought much of me anyway,” said Sir Robert. “But it’s true. People keep telling me that nobody’s going to entrust their daughter’s hand in marriage to someone with so little care for his own sister’s virtue.”


Miss Morrissey hid a spurt of laughter behind a napkin.


“My virtue is in daily peril.” Miss Blyth flicked a crust of toast at her brother. “Robin. I demand you do something.”


Laughter between the two of them. Alan glanced from one Blyth to another and made a rapid decision.


“I’m around and about the city a lot for the Post; they don’t expect me to stay in the office all day. If you have a use for me, Miss B—anything at all—I’d appreciate it. I won’t ask for charity, just work. But my own sister’s husband was injured last month, and he can’t bring in a wage for a while, so things are tough for their little ones.”


Miss Blyth’s face melted at once into concern. “Of course we can find something.”


“I wasn’t joking,” said Courcey abruptly. “We could use a perturbator, and not just for studying. Violet—if he isn’t affected as much by magic, then some of the difficult doors . . .”


“Like a canary in a mine?” Miss Debenham raised her eyebrows at Alan. “You don’t have to agree, Mr. Ross. The thing is, we haven’t found Lady Enid’s knife yet, and this particular house is making the search . . . interesting. It’s not safe or easy work, even before you consider that our enemies are constantly trying to break in at night.”


Alan hesitated. If something happened to him, then what would become of Carolina and Dick and their family—Bella, who had no prospects in her condition—his mother—?


And if he didn’t agree, what would happen to them then?


“No less safe than running around a great ship with a pack of murderers,” he said. “If you think I can help with the hunt, you’ve got me.”


“Well, you can name what you want in return,” said Miss Debenham. “If Dorothy deserves hazard pay, then you certainly would.”


Alan had been turning this one over. Asking baldly for money seemed grubbier and more obvious, here in someone’s fancy dining room, than it had on the Lyric. Not to mention that he felt like a bloody blackmailer, coming back to dip his hands greedily into the same pot.


Besides: no matter how deep the pot, you couldn’t keep coming back to it forever. He wanted something that would sustain him and his for longer than a single payment. What was the saying? Give a man a fish . . .


He forced his voice into its mildest talking-to-superiors form—the one he used on his editors—and turned to Lord Hawthorn. The largest fish here, if Alan could land him.


“Quid pro quo,” he said. “I want a favour.”
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The cab to Westminster wasn’t the most awkward enclosed space Jack had ever been in, but it was muscling its way towards the top spot. Summer had squeezed a muggy morning over the city. Jack’s hairline prickled with sweat, and the heat was already battling Oliver’s best efforts at starching his collar. Ross sat across from him and stared fixedly out the window with discomfort written in the clench of his hands on his knees. Those hands were ink-stained at the edges of the nails and were a shade darker than the olive complexion of Ross’s face. Turned to the side, his sharp profile was shown to good advantage.


Not that he seemed to have any unattractive angles.


Jack could hold a silence with the best of them. And Alanzo Rossi, Alan Ross, was in Jack’s five-day experience of him a pitch-dark room scattered with mousetraps. Almost any topic of conversation could become a fight.


It had been an age since Jack had been in a proper fight. Not many people argued with the Earl of Cheetham’s heir; most of those who did had been at breakfast in Spinet House. He was not yet reduced to the indignity of turning up on his own doorstep and picking a fight with Makepeace, if only because his butler knew him far too well. Makepeace would have the argument, but it would be a kindness, and they’d both know it.


Jack stretched his leg out across the carriage. It wasn’t hurting any longer, but knocking his knee against Ross’s gained him a suspicious dart of the eyes.


If anything was going to be a fight, then Jack could pick his poison, couldn’t he?


“Why the Morning Post?”


“The Post’s readers have been closely following the debate in the Lords over Mr. Lloyd George’s bill,” said Ross.


“That’s not what I meant.”


“Forgive me, my lord. I’m used to spending my time with people who pay attention to the clarity of their words.”


Snap went the trap. Jack almost wanted to snatch back his toes.


“How did you come to work there?”


“How and why are different questions. And I think the words you’re looking for are educated above my station.”


“And here I was going to call you a workhouse brat with delusions of vocabulary.”


That hit something, somewhere. It flashed like a distant lighthouse in Ross’s expression and then vanished. When he spoke again, his accent had dropped some polish and found some geography. There were probably linguists who’d be able to place his origins precisely within one of London’s neighbourhoods.


“I write for the Post because the Post had an opening. I read a month of back editions in an afternoon and wrote the editor a stuffy, bloody-minded column about how hardship is good for the soul and government charity only encourages laziness and breeds sin.” A smile with no humour. “He started me the next day.”


Jack did not take the Post, merely glanced over its front page at newspaper stands, but that was certainly in keeping with their philosophy. They’d probably been delighted to condescend to a working man who fit their ideal pattern of gratitude.


“Writing advertising copy on the side was a step up on the ladder of truth,” added Ross dryly. “And . . .” He looked out the window again. There was a rearranging sort of pause. “And one day I’ll either choke to death on it or get booted aside in favour of someone’s nephew. I need the security of a better position.”


“And for that you need connections.” Thus the quid pro quo. Thus Ross in Spinet’s breakfast room, saying I want Lord Hawthorn’s escort to the House of Lords, and the promise of his help.


Jack steadied himself as the cab took a corner at speed. Ross’s mouth was a thin, unhappy line. On the Lyric he’d tried to hurl every generous gesture of Jack’s back in his face and been forced into acceptance by circumstance. Being here, asking this of Jack, was clearly solidifying his personal dislike into crystal.


“Mr. Shorter liked the society piece I did about the voyage, but I’ll never be invited to the right sort of parties to write for Tatler. He’d take me for the Sphere if I could get a sub-editor position at the Post. Or at least some more prominent stories.”


“Prominent meaning political.”


“Right. The People’s Budget is out of the Commons, now—it’s all about the fight in the Lords. And I can be educated up to the bloody rooftops and talk like it too, but as soon as someone asks about my people, I have to admit that my dear papa was a Clerkenwell ice-cream seller and his parents were farmers who came over from Italy when the alternative was starve to death in the famine. You,” he said, shimmering with loathing, “probably rubbed mud into rugs belonging to half the peers in the House when you were a tiny lordling. I don’t need to be invited to tea, but I want introductions. Contacts. I want a few peers who’ll recognise my name and let me flatter a juicy statement out of them. There.”


Jack faked a yawn. “Tedious. Are you sure you won’t take jewels instead?”


“Oh fuck off, you overbred streak of goat’s piss,” Ross snapped.


The silence was tight as cradling string. Ross’s hand made a motion to cover his mouth before he shoved it back down and kept glaring.


After an enjoyable moment, Jack drawled, “I can’t imagine why you’ve had such trouble making connections in civilised society, Mr. Ross.”


“Let me rephrase.” All the polish came back, cloyingly mocking. “I strongly dislike you.”


“And do you think I enjoy the company of an unrelentingly hostile East End criminal?”


That lighthouse expression flashed again. Jack pulled air over a catch in his own breath. But Ross, out of mousetraps for the moment, didn’t step on Jack’s. Didn’t say: Yes, it’s terribly obvious that you do. Didn’t say anything else for the rest of the trip to Westminster.


The palace and its grounds were crawling with robes and suits, briefcases and bowler hats, as the work of Parliament began for another day. Jack took them through the main public entrance into St. Stephen’s Hall.


Ross seemed determined to be unimpressed by the marble politicians who bracketed their progress down the hall, as well as the robed and wigged flesh-and-blood versions of the present day. His eyes roamed sharply, a faint crease between them, and he gripped his hat to his chest.


By the time they reached the Central Lobby, Jack had already exchanged nods with several people, none of whom had paid any attention to the shorter man at his elbow.


“I can find you some Post-friendly voices, if you think you can resist the urge to erect a guillotine beneath the mosaic of Saint George.”


“I’ve managed not to bite you yet,” muttered Ross. “Can’t hardly get any worse.”


The Viscount Austin, who was nearing eighty and wheezed when he spoke, was in discussion nearby with two equally ancient peers. Jack was on the verge of directing them across to join that group when—


“Hawthorn!”


He turned. Pete Manning had a hand upraised, the other arm full of papers. Only half a head taller than Ross, broad-chested and with a neat, dense beard, Manning made his way across the lobby like a bulldog parting pigeons.


“Damned refurbishments, forcing me halfway round the palace to get to my own office,” he puffed. “You owe me a chat and a pint, Hawthorn. What’s this? Found yourself a proper secretary, have you? How d’you do, boy. Don’t let his lordship bully you, he’s mostly bark, y’know.”


Jack had no idea how that would go down, but a glance showed him that all of Ross’s animosity had been packed away beneath the sharp features.


“This is a journalist friend of mine—unbusheled, Pete—Mr. Alan Ross. He’s interested in the fuss over the budget. Ross, this is the Honourable Peter Manning, Member for some insignificant hedgerow or other.”


Manning’s look of surprise at the word unbusheled gave way to a throaty chuckle. He extended a hand. After a moment, Ross shook.


“How d’you do, sir. Should I congratulate or commiserate with you on the budget passing the Commons?”


“Cheeky sod, isn’t he?” Manning grinned approvingly. His own accent had the Somerset burr rubbed smooth by education. “I’m of Asquith’s party, boy. I’ll take the congratulations. Someone needs to hammer the words public good into those peers of the realm who are screaming like foxes in traps at the prospect of their precious lands being taxed.”


Ross’s hand went instantly to his pocket and emerged with a notepad and pencil. Jack could already see the next day’s fox-based caricature if Ross had worked for a more progressive paper.


“And I heard the Irish Party’s not pleased about the proposed import duties either?”


“Hah. Yes. Glad it’s not my fight any longer. It’ll be a messy business. But I suppose you know that, given how hard Lord Hawthorn here is working to haul it past the screamers and through the Lords.” Manning’s head rose at the sound of the bell for the Commons. “It’s going to be a devilish long day. Best to your family, Hawthorn.”


“And yours. Did I hear Arthur’s doing some work at the Barrel now?”


Manning gave Jack a sharp look from beneath his heavy brows. Their friendship over the past several years, like most connections that Jack had maintained with magicians, had been based in pretending that both of them were as unmagical as the next man.


“That’s right. My son,” he explained, for Ross’s benefit. “Barrister. Trained up in magical law as well, so he stands as dicentis in the Library when he’s called upon. Just got himself engaged to be married too.” He brightened with pride. “Now, if only the wife and I could drag Abigail’s head out of her books and get her to show some interest in the prospect. Ah, well. Time enough. Better be off.”


Jack beckoned Ross towards the Peers’ Corridor. “As he said, it’s out of that House’s voting power now. We’ll try the Peers’ Lobby. That’s where the properly screaming ones congregate.”


Ross, however, showed no sign of moving. He stepped aside to allow for the northward migration of MPs towards the exit to the Commons, and drew Jack, by an impatient tug on the sleeve, to stand in one of the small alcoves beneath a monarch’s statue. The glare was back.


“What did he mean, you’re working for it to pass?”


“Are you criticising the clarity of his words?”


A frustrated hiss emerged from Ross. Jack smothered a smile and leaned against the smooth, ancient wall. Power drenched this place as surely as it did Spinet House, even if it was of a different sort.


“You’ll inherit an earldom!”


“There are several Liberal-affiliated peers in the House. I believe this is how government works.”


“And the supertax clauses—you’re rich as bloody Midas.”


“Well,” said Jack, “I have been trying to give some of it away to the ungrateful poor, but I’ve only had limited success.” He adjusted his cufflinks. Ross followed the action with his eyes, and spots of colour appeared in his flawless cheeks. “Taxation has the appeal of efficiency.”


“You’re—no. I don’t believe it.”


Jack could have pointed out that not once, during the frequent displays of Ross’s anti-aristocratic principles aboard the Lyric, had Jack ever given any indication that he disagreed with them. Instead he shrugged and turned away, striding to the southern exit and down the corridor quickly enough that Ross would have to scurry to catch up. The light of the man’s indignation made Jack feel alive. He could have stood there all day, stirring the embers of it whenever they threatened to dim.


There were certainly enough Conservative-affiliated peers in the lobby that it was easy to steer Ross at a cluster of them, once he’d spent a few seconds transferring his glare from Jack to the gilt decoration above the Brass Gates.


“Not a word about magic to anyone here, or I’ll cut your tongue out,” Jack murmured. “How d’you do, Hunterbury. Morton.”


He introduced Ross in this company as the son of an enlisted man he’d served with—“Good, solid fellow, saved my life in the Boer. I promised to look out for his son, and only just found him. Writes for the Post,” he added, which would be far better currency here than with Manning.


A gleam of grudging approval came through the Earl of Hunterbury’s glasses. Little prompting was needed; the People’s Budget wasn’t far from anyone’s mind at the moment. Ross’s notepad came out to receive a stream of complaint about that frothing socialist Lloyd George and his grasping, unreasonable piece of legislation.


“I’m sure Hawthorn would have you believe Lloyd George cares about the welfare of the British people,” Hunterbury finished sourly. “Stuff and nonsense. He wants to gut us.”


“Do you think the Lords will vote to reject, my lord?” asked Ross. “As you haven’t the power to amend it.”


“Be a piece of damned foolishness not to,” said Hunterbury.


“In which case Asquith has all but promised to take aim at the Lords’ legislative power, if he wins re-election, and that gutting would be done with a rusty fork,” said Jack. “Better to swallow a few taxes now, surely?”


Hunterbury harrumphed. Lord Morton roused himself to say, rather meanly, “No need to spill your sour grapes here, Hawthorn, just because you haven’t a seat yourself and you don’t like the way your father’s voting.” He looked at Ross. “I hope you plan to speak to Cheetham. We’ve a committee meeting later this morning. I’m sure he’s in the building.”


The pause was like missing a step: short, but jarring to the stomach.


“What a good suggestion, my lord,” said Ross.


“Indeed,” said Jack.


Eyebrows rose when he took Ross by the arm and marched him to the other side of the lobby, but nobody expected good manners from Baron Hawthorn.


“Oi,” snapped Ross. He pulled his arm away more showily than he needed to. No doubt Jack could soon add the charge of manhandling the press to his reputation. “Why didn’t you suggest this in the first place? A direct statement from the Earl of Cheetham. Just what I need.”


Jack unclenched his jaw. “No.”


“Quid pro quo.”


“I did not agree to a personal tour of my family tree.”


“Not much of a tree. Barely a branch.” Ross’s smile appeared like a tiger from behind grass. “Any good journalist knows that when someone’s up in arms like this, it’s time to keep pushing for the story. What is it? More than political disagreement. Bad blood? Perhaps he’s not your father at all?”


Jack’s mixture of invigorating irritation and amusement tipped over into real anger. He wanted to put his hand at Ross’s jaw and force up his chin, wanted to dig his fingers in and cause a bruise, and be damned to the fact that they were in public.


“A century ago I’d have called you out for that.”


“We’re a civilised society now.” Ross set his shoulders. “I’m not haggling, my lord. There’s my price. One more introduction and I’ll leave you alone.”


“I agreed to burden myself with you for the day, not to inflict you upon my relations,” Jack snapped, but forestalled the next comment with an impatient wave of his hand. “Very well.”


Ross was right about one thing. Arguing further would only convince him that there was a story to be sniffed out.


Jack had never visited his father’s office in Westminster. He had to collar a House messenger to ask directions, which did nothing to erase the growing curiosity on Ross’s face as they made their way to the fourth floor of the palace.


“Less gold twiddle up here,” Ross murmured, when they were in the right corridor and Jack was counting numbers on doors. “Is it for show, when Lloyd George comes to visit? Pretend that the peerage is crippled by taxation already, and can’t even afford one tiny little tapestry for their office wall?”


Jack’s enjoyment of this hostile East End criminal’s company was certainly coming to an end. He rapped on the door before his urge to hesitate could win out.


“Now what?” came an impatient call from inside.


“Ah,” said Ross. “This would be this good breeding I hear so much about. Can definitely see where you get it from.”


The sooner this happened the sooner it would be over. Jack opened the door and stepped right into the path of the Earl of Cheetham’s glower. Having it delivered from behind a desk was like being hurled back in time. An eight-year-old version of Jack quailed and longed to sidle behind Elsie, whose fault it probably was that they’d deserved the look in the first place.


The thirty-four-year-old version simply cleared his throat. “Sir.”


“Hawthorn.” Cheetham was standing. His hand, holding a sheaf of papers, fell to his side. “Thought you were—never mind. Has something happened?” The lines of his face deepened in worry. “Your mother?”


“No, no. Nothing of the sort,” Jack assured him. He felt too large for this tiny, overwarm office. His father, not a small man either, looked even broader in shirtsleeves. A wig and robe hung on a stand in the corner.


The last time Jack had seen his father had been three weeks ago at the house in Belgravia. The atmosphere had been one of a door gingerly cracked open, through which two men—both of whom no longer knew what manner of person the other was—might begin an awkward conversation.


The time before that had been nearly seven years ago, when the Earl of Cheetham went to his knees at his son’s hospital bedside and outright pleaded with him not to return to the war and risk depriving the countess of her one remaining child.


“Who’s this, then?” His father nodded at Ross, who’d closed the office door behind him.


This time Jack told the truth: that he owed Ross a favour. His father would understand that overcoming both Jack’s personal feelings and his politics.


The introductions hooked a how-d’you-do out of Cheetham, and a my lord from Ross that was twice as sincere as any he’d slid in Jack’s direction. Cheetham checked the clock on his desk and agreed he had time to sit down with the Post.


“I’ll go for a walk,” said Jack. “I’m hoping to have a word with some people myself.”


If he stayed in the room while his father explained in fervent Tory detail the reasons why the People’s Budget was an outrage, then he would argue back. And no matter how much help Alan Ross the perturbator might yet prove to be in the hunt for Lady Enid’s knife, he had not earned a front-row seat to a debate between Jack and the father he’d only just started talking to again.


“People you’ll try to convince to vote against their own interests, no doubt.” Cheetham snorted. “Come back and collect your journalist in”—another glance at the clock—“a quarter of an hour.”


Ross shot a look at Jack that might have had alarm in it somewhere. Jack resisted the urge to inform Ross that his father only slaughtered peasants on Tuesdays.


“Ah. Hawthorn.”


Jack turned.


“Polly’s at the Hall for the rest of the summer. I know she’d appreciate a visit from her only son.”


Trapping him in front of company. His father was a politician, after all.


“I’ll keep that in mind, sir,” Jack said, and escaped.


[image: Paragraph break image]


The Earl of Cheetham’s politics were exactly what Alan would have expected. He could have written the quotes himself.


Though he would have attributed them just as readily to Baron Hawthorn, and he’d have been completely wrong about that. The fact kept trying to sidle to the front of his mind and wave for attention. He had to keep kicking it back.


After ten minutes, someone else in that ridiculous wig-and-robe combination rapped on the door, asking Lord Cheetham to come and discuss an upcoming vote. Ross closed his notebook and rose, assuming he’d be hustled out the door, but his lordship waved him impatiently back into his seat. “Stay here. No point you and Hawthorn playing a parlour game trying to find each other if you’re both roaming the halls.”


“Thank you for your time, my lord.”


“Hm. I’ll have a stern word with Lady Bathurst if you misquote me,” Cheetham said, but by now Alan had begun to feel out what sort of man this was. What had Manning said about Hawthorn? Mostly bark. Cheetham was gruff and brusque, and yes, indignant as the next aristocrat at the idea that someone might remove the smallest stone from his vast monument of power, but one sensed that the fuse of his temper was longer than his impatient manner would suggest.


Alone in the office, Alan flipped to a new page and began an outline for the article. But the novelty of where he was, on top of the fact that Lord Hawthorn was claiming to be a fucking Liberal, drummed in his mind. His focus fell apart.


The window was small and didn’t look out over the Thames, to Alan’s disappointment, though it did provide a new angle on the pale spires of Westminster Abbey. He paced back and forth, resisted the urge to go digging in the solid wooden filing cabinets—he wasn’t that sort of journalist, and to his deep annoyance he found himself wanting to live up to Cheetham’s gesture of trust—and realised quickly that he was in search of magic.


Cheetham hadn’t been told Alan was unbusheled. The topic of magic had not come up during an interview on the People’s Budget. But the Earl of Cheetham was, one assumed, as magical as his son. More so. Alan had only the haziest idea of what had happened to Hawthorn—had been a magician, and now wasn’t? Through choice? Through accident? Something relating to his sister, for which a char of a secret-bind had been laid on his tongue?


Horror spidered between Alan’s shoulder blades as he remembered seeing the bind flare to life. The most disturbing thing had been the sudden and brutal crack in the infuriatingly unflappable Lord Hawthorn’s composure.


Lord Hawthorn. Fighting for the People’s Budget. Alan kept coming back to it, tripping over it: an inexplicable gap in the floorboards of the universe.


Usually it took until mid-afternoon for Alan to feel this abrasive with swallowing his feelings. Despite the Morning Post’s interests, his lowly status there meant that he interacted with mercifully few titles. Now he was surrounded by them. And it had been his own bloody idea.


“When you complained about the lack of gold, I didn’t realise it was because you’d been hoping to steal it. Art’s a little harder to slip into your pockets.”


Alan turned from where he’d been gazing unseeing at a dull pastoral painting. He gave his sweetest and least sincere smile, the one that used to pluck pennies from the purses of softhearted women on the street and direct them onto his mother’s spread-out shawl.


“I’ll settle for the inkstand, that looks worth a few pounds.”


Hawthorn’s mouth didn’t twitch. He’d found that composure again in his brief period out of Alan’s sight. Alan waited to be ordered peremptorily out of the office, and readied himself to make some kind of provocative demand to see the rest of Westminster Palace. He didn’t want to see it. But a fight might at least purge the miasma of aristocracy from his lungs.


Like Cheetham, Hawthorn didn’t hurry Alan anywhere. He closed the door to the office and, rather bewilderingly, did some pacing and gazing of his own. It wasn’t the kind of room a man of Hawthorn’s size could pace comfortably. His stride ate the rug in two gulps. Alan found himself nearly perched on the edge of the desk to give him space.


Fuck it. There was only one weak spot he was sure of.


“So that’s what your pa’s like,” he said. “What about your ma? Polly, was it? Why don’t you visit her more often?”


Hawthorn gave him a look that blazed right through that composure and went for Alan next, like flames leaping from house to house, greedily searching for fuel to consume and hurt. It was even better than Alan had expected.


“My family are magicians. I am not. This fact is equally as distasteful to them as the reminder is to me.”


Alan touched the inkstand. It did look expensive. His fingers left smudged prints against the gold. “Do they know anything about this Last Contract business?”


“No.” Then, reluctantly: “Not so far as I know.”


It had been telling, that instant denial. There was a faith in it. Who was to say that Hawthorn’s parents weren’t involved with the wrong side of this magical conspiracy, given they all knew that his cousin George was likely the ringleader?


A new spider of fear tried to attack Alan’s shoulders. He distracted himself with the next unwise question, managing to make it come out in the same tone of journalistic inquiry.


“Do they know you fuck men?”


Hawthorn took a single step forward. It was a motion in the realm of crowding Alan further back against the desk, and it sent another jerk of hot sensation through him.


He should be more careful with this. He’d been so careful, for so many years. He looked up into Hawthorn’s blue, implacable eyes and felt like hurling stones at the sun.


“Are you trying to blackmail me, Master Cesare?” said Hawthorn. “On what grounds?”


“Reading material.”


“I don’t believe I’ve admitted to even a passing familiarity with whatever filth you peddle.”


Alan’s fine-tuned nerves told him that there was no real threat in this conversation. They were tossing a grenade back and forth, each of them pretending that it was primed to explode, but it wasn’t.


“Then I suppose it’d be hypocritical trying to explain how I knew, wouldn’t it?”


“How did you know?”


“On the ship? I was defending the right of the literate working man to his little pleasures. And I said something about the man who cleans a lord’s windows, and you said”—Alan altered his voice—“that he could thereby experience being fucked by the aristocracy in more ways than one.”


A pause.


“You’ve a good memory,” said Hawthorn.


And that particular sentence, delivered in that deadly drawl, certainly hadn’t played itself over and over in Alan’s mind ever since. No. He shrugged. “I was forced to memorise chunks of Scripture and poetry at school. Weren’t you? Suppose half of yours was in Latin too.”


Hawthorn didn’t take the bait. “Hm. I do remember saying that. You’d made me think of . . . I can’t recall the name.”


“Bootblacks and Groundskeepers.” No power could have stopped Alan’s unwise tongue from filling that in. “There’s a story in that one about the man employed to clean all the windows of a huge country manor. He looks through the study window and sees the master of the house bringing himself off, and . . .”


And is spotted in return, and holds eye contact all through the lord’s leisurely release, and the scene kicks off a series of voyeuristic exchanges culminating in the cleaner being fucked up against one of the largest windows.


Alan found his fingers curled around the edge of the desk, and made them uncurl.


Hawthorn’s eyebrows rose. “There’s that memory again. That was an early one, I believe. Must be nearly a decade ago. Are you a collector as well as a purveyor? Or were you a startlingly precocious boy?”


In a conversation that began with the mention of blackmail, it would be radiantly stupid of Alan to tell him. But his nerves still refused to shout danger. And powerful men were always more comfortable dealing with you if they had something to hold over your head.


That wasn’t the reason, though. Alan wanted to knock that superior look clean off his lordship’s face.


He reached out and touched his fingertips to the crook of Hawthorn’s elbow. The man’s pupils twitched. How had Alan known? For fuck’s sake. This man had wanted for nothing in his life, and had never had to hide how much he wanted a thing when he looked at it. Alan had known from the first time they spoke, even if he had been held at the business end of a pistol at the time.
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