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


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


The blood was from what had come after.


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


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


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


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


“George,” Reggie said. An appeal.


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


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


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


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


But the tree was unyielding, and George was too.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“What is it?”


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


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


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


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


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


Reggie shrugged in complete honesty.


“Where did you last see it?”


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


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


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


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


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


“Not where we are now, you imbecile.”


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


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


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


“Do we—” the other man began.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Is he in?”


“Yes, but—”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Which Minister?”


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


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


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


“I—what?”


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


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


Robin shrugged uncomfortably.


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


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


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


The door opened. “Mr. Courcey, you—”


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


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


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


Perhaps not.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Indeed.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“A what?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


It was.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Sir Robert?”


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


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


“That’s what Courcey said.”


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


“Unbusheling?”


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


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


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


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


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


“You haven’t any . . . magic?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Dora! It’s Win Courcey!”


“Edwin,” said Edwin.


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


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


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


“What’s he done now?”


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


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


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


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


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


“Magical?” Edwin asked.


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


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


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


“That sounds simple.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Yes.”


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


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


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


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


The Gatlings were old magic—not as old as the Courceys, but old enough. The widowed Mrs. Gatling treated Edwin with the distant, pity-tainted politeness that one might use with ailing children, and the pity only thickened when she asked after Edwin’s own mother. The pleasant distraction of the clock having faded, Edwin was itching to leave. He escaped after writing down his address and extracting a renewed promise from Anne that she’d send on any news of her absent brother.


The rain had thickened. Edwin turned up the collar of his coat and dashed as far as Knightsbridge Station, then took the Underground to Leicester Square. He was in the mood to not talk with anyone and, as sometimes happened, felt perversely like surrounding himself with people to not-talk to. As the train rattled along he worried at Reggie’s absence some more, as though at a loose tooth. Having a counterpart as easy to deal with as Reggie had always been a stroke of good luck. Edwin didn’t deal well with most people.


And now he had to deal with Sir Robert Blyth, who had the speech and the manner of every healthy, vigorous, half-witted boy that Edwin had spent his school and university years trying to ignore. A perfect specimen of incurious English manhood, from the thick brown wave of his hair to the firm jaw. Not enough wit to be sceptical. Not enough sense to be afraid.


What on Earth had possessed Edwin to show Blyth one of his own creations?


Come now, Edwin told himself, merciless. You know the answer to that.


The answer was that Blyth, fresh to magic as an apple emerging from a spiral of peel, knew just enough nothing to be a temptation. He didn’t know to sneer at Edwin’s use of the string to guide his cradling, like a child learning hand positions. Before Edwin showed him the snowflake spell, Blyth hadn’t seen anything more impressive than a floating pen.


His face had lit up. Nobody had ever looked at any of Edwin’s spells like that.


Lovely, Blyth had said.


Edwin hadn’t considered the aesthetics of the thing before. It was an experiment in crystallisation technique that had taken Edwin half a year to develop. As far as he knew, he was the only magician in England who could do it. And he still couldn’t manage the cradles without the crutch of string.


Aboveground, Edwin made his way up Charing Cross Road to one of the smallest bookshops, which sat between two larger and grander ones like a boy squashed between his parents on a bench.


“How d’you do, Mr. Courcey?” said Len Geiger as the bell hung by the door gave a rattling peal.


Edwin pulled off his hat and returned the greeting, forcing himself to stop and ask after Geiger’s family even though his feet wanted to drag him straight past the register. The warmth of the shop and the damp of the rain gave the air a greenhouse feel, which vanished as Edwin moved between shelves to the back of the shop. Here the air was as it should be: dry, edged with dust and leather and paper.


The mirror hung on the wall in the shop’s back corner was as tall as a man and spattered with tarnish, dimly reflecting the shadows and spines of books. Edwin touched the mirror’s surface and the illusion winked out in response to what he was. Not much of a magician, but enough. He stepped through into the room beyond.


At first glance this looked like a smaller reflection of the room Edwin had just left. More books, on more shelves. It had the quiet of an unoccupied chapel or the stacks of a library. Edwin set briefcase, hat, and coat down near the mirror through which he had stepped, and exhaled. He came here as other men went to gaming-rooms or brothels, orchestral performances or opium dens. Everyone had their own vice of relaxation. Edwin’s was just considered duller than most.


He browsed for a pleasant half hour, touching the spines of books with a reverent finger, occasionally pulling one from the shelf to check its table of contents. He resisted the urge to shove Manning’s abysmal thesis on visual illusions back into the shadows of other, worthier books.


Midway through the shelf labelled NATURAL SCIENCES & MAGICS, Edwin spotted an indigo-blue cover with the title stamped in gold: Working with Life: Kinoshita’s Sympathies & Manipulations. His breath caught, and he let it out in a low whistle.


Geiger’s face creased around his smile when he saw the book in Edwin’s hand, and he pulled out brown paper and string to wrap it. “Knew you’d appreciate that one, sir,” he said. “Got it in a box of donations two days ago. Thought I’d leave you the pleasure of finding it your own self.”


Edwin next ducked into another bookshop, this one even shabbier in appearance. Here he made an offhand comment about the weather, which was answered with a solemn nod and the slide of a much slimmer book, this one already brown-papered, across the counter.


The Cavendish was serving lunch in the dining room by the time Edwin returned home. He ate and took his purchases up to his rooms, which had been cleaned, with a fire lit in the largest grate. Fresh-laundered clothes hung in the wardrobe and lay folded neatly in the dresser. Edwin could have afforded his own valet, and his rented suite included a modest servant’s quarters, but at university he’d fallen out of the habit of being so closely attended. What he’d fallen into instead was the habit of enclosed privacy and quiet, and he’d no intention of fishing himself out of it. The Cavendish was well staffed and accustomed to catering to the needs of bachelors.


He cracked the window of his sitting room. Rain-washed air refreshed his face. Along with it came the noise of the city, but this was distant and familiar enough that Edwin would stop hearing it within minutes. He made tea and burned his finger on the kettle, and begrudged the amount of magic it took him to heal it and avoid the annoyance of having his cradling string rub against the sore spot for the next week.


The smaller of his two book parcels, when unwrapped, held a thin purple volume that was closer to a glorified pamphlet. Edwin opened it to a random page and read enough for his lips and his cock to twitch in unison, then set it aside and took the book from Geiger’s to his favourite velvet armchair in front of the fire.


Normally he’d have sunk into the dry, fascinating words as gratefully as he’d sunk into the atmosphere of the bookshop itself. He found it difficult today. The bruises from the visit to Reggie’s family were starting to smart: the pity, the familiarity, the blatant mirroring of Edwin’s own disgust at what he was compared to what he should be. Little wonder that the unmagical Reggie, like Edwin, had borne the expense of living outside his family home in London, and visited them so seldom.


And on top of that, tomorrow Edwin would have to go back to Whitehall and deal with Blyth again.


At least that would be a limited irritation. Edwin would explain the mistake to the Minister. Blyth would be given a cup of tea and sent back to his own life. Someone more suitable would be found in the interim. And eventually Reggie would reappear, and laugh at Edwin for worrying over nothing.


Edwin ran his eyes twice more over the page and then, when the words refused to line themselves up and be seen, replaced the sweep of his sight with that of a fingertip, finding pleasure in the tiny roughness of the paper. Edwin’s collection of small enjoyments was carefully cultivated. When he exhaled his worry he imagined it going up in the snap of the fire. He thought about the meticulous cogs of the Gatlings’ clock, and the particular hazel of Sir Robert Blyth’s eyes.


In the gaps between small things, Edwin could feel his quiescent magic like a single drop of blood in a bucket of water: more obvious than it deserved to be, given its volume. He could breathe into the knots in the back of his neck. And he could feel out the edges of the aching, yearning space in his life that no amount of quiet and no number of words had yet been able to fill.


Edwin had no idea what he ached for, no real sense of the shape of his ideal future. He only knew that if every day he made himself a little bit better—if he worked harder, if he learned more, more than anyone else—he might find it.
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The attack came while Robin was thinking about roast beef.


Charlotte Street was full of rattling wheels and scuffing feet as he walked home from his boxing club. The day’s rain had cleared into a sullenly overcast sky. Robin’s wrist ached from where he’d let annoyance and the brain-spinning impact of the day—magic, magic—distract him during his last bout against Lord Bromley. Scholz, the scowling German ex-champion who owned the boxing club, had treated Robin to a heavily accented diatribe on keeping his wrists and shoulders at the correct angle.


Roast beef. With potatoes crisped at the edges and fluffy on the inside, and golden Yorkshire pudding, and a savoury drape of gravy over the whole.


Robin sighed. No doubt the dinner at home would be fine, but the club only did that particular roast on Mondays. On a normal evening he’d have much preferred to join the group of his friends going directly from the boxing ring to the club’s dining room, then head home late enough into the night that he could dodge whatever conversations were waiting for him.


This was not a normal evening. It had not been a normal day, even by the off-balance new standards for normal that had invaded Robin’s life since his parents had died.


“Sir. Moment of your time, sir.”


Robin wouldn’t have looked up, but the rough voice was accompanied by a touch on the back of his hand, and he wondered if his pocket was being picked. He loosened his arms, ready to lash out, and slowed his steps.


That was a mistake. A loop of yarn slid over his hand and tightened on his wrist. Robin thought first and absurdly of the string that Courcey had used to make the snowflake.


“Look here,” Robin said sharply, and would have gone on, but the loop tightened further and the words died in his mouth.


Perhaps his first thought hadn’t been so absurd. The yarn was glowing, yellow-white where it cinched the dark sleeve of his coat. It looked hot, like it might burn the fabric—might burn him. Robin tried to flinch away.


His body refused to flinch just as his voice refused to raise itself and shout. A horrible, numbing warmth drenched him, like the stupor of cosy blankets in early winter mornings, but with none of the comfort. His body hung on him like rags. Unmoving.


Robin had once been knocked to the ground hard enough to drive the wind from his lungs. He remembered vividly the sheer animal fear of lying there in the long, long seconds before he recovered, unable to gasp, trying to force an action that should have been instinctual, his aching throat struggling against the dumb sluggishness of his rib cage.


He was still breathing now. But somehow it felt worse.


Without any guidance from his own will, Robin’s chin lifted and he gazed straight ahead. At least now he was looking his attacker in the face, and—


Robin’s gut lurched with a new horror. The man in front of him—or so he assumed; the voice had been that of a man, at least—had no face. He had a rough shirt and sun-browned hands that gripped the other end of the glowing yarn, and a matching sun-browned neck. At the top of that neck was a head-shaped nothingness: a queasily shifting fog.


“That’s it,” the man said. “Come nice and quiet.”


It was less than an hour off sunset, hardly the inky midnight one thought of as playing host to ruffians. There was enough light for someone to notice if Robin frantically waved his arms. There were more than enough people on the streets to stop and ask questions if Robin yelled for help.


If, if. Robin could do nothing of the kind.


He followed the man, meek as a trusting child. Pulled on the end of a string. Viewed from behind, his captor had a head of remarkably normal fair hair. There was a clear line where the hair became not-hair—became the fog.


Robin’s captor led him off the street and into an alley that smelled of rotting apples. Two more men were waiting for them. They, too, wore the fog masks, and were dressed like street workmen. One of them was heavyset; the other had a thick coating of dark hair on his knuckles. Robin’s brain landed on detail after irrelevant detail as though he were trying to memorise a painting for an exam and expected to have the image snatched away at any moment. His heart was causing a hell of a ruckus against his ribs.


“Right, Mr. Whoever-You-Are. Blyth,” said the man holding the string. “I’m taking this off your hand now. And you’re going to keep nice and quiet, and answer my questions, all right? Because I reckon you can count, and I reckon even a man from Scholz’s saloon knows he can’t hold his end up against three, when we’ve got more than just fists on our side. And we’ve not been told to kill you, but we’ve not been told to not. If you catch my meaning.”


Robin wondered if the man expected him to nod, and how he was meant to go about it. But the yarn was tugged off his wrist without any further ado, and he gasped in relief as his body came back under his own control. He shook out his hands and felt his knees tremble.


“Now—” said the man, and Robin hauled off and popped him in what he assumed was the jaw.


The next thing that Robin knew, he was blinking awake, propped against the wall of the alley. The rotten smell was abruptly a lot closer to his nose, and something damp was seeping through the seat of his trousers. It was not a comforting combination.


“That was a bloody stupid thing to be doing,” said the man. Robin would have liked to see the blood on the man’s split lip—he’d certainly felt his knuckles grind flesh against tooth—but the fog mask kept it obscured.


“Do the other two speak?” asked Robin, nodding at them. He was angry enough that it was keeping him afloat above the fear. “Or are they more in the looming silently line?”


He was ignored. “Mr. Blyth. You’re in Mr. Gatling’s shoes now. You’re in Mr. Gatling’s office.”


“And Mr. Gatling is very displeased?” Robin demanded. “Is that it? He can damn well come back, then. His typist’s upset.” That was an exaggeration. Courcey had seemed upset. Miss Morrissey had seemed . . . miffed.


“Mr. Gatling hid something in his office that’s very important, didn’t he? But it’s proving tough to locate. You’re going to help us.”


Robin found the words Like hell I am in his mouth and tasted them longingly. But he was wary now. These men had tailed him from the office, and then from his club. They knew his name. They weren’t going to be put off easily.


“What is it? What did he hide? And how do you know it’s there? If it’s that important, he’s probably taken it with him, wherever he’s buggered off to.”


The fog swirled a little. A chill chased across Robin’s neck.


“No, the contract’s there,” the man said. “Had that from his own lips, and he weren’t lying.”


“There’s a lot of paperwork in that office” was all Robin could think of to say.


An impatient sound. “Don’t play foolish, Blyth. Gatling must’ve had someone muffle it for him. It doesn’t have the feel of power to it anymore. But it’ll be there.”


“What?”


A pause. “He didn’t tell you any more specifics than he told us, ey? Secret-binds’ll do that. Something hidden, we reckon. Something that doesn’t belong.”


This was turning into one of those dreams where you turned over the Latin paper to find that it had been replaced with Ancient Egyptian instead.


“Not one word of this is making a single bloody ounce of sense,” said Robin. “And—” He managed to bite that back too. Instinct told him that admitting he’d had his first glimpse of magic that very day was more likely to hurt him than help him at that precise moment.


When Robin didn’t continue, his speaking captor gestured to one of the loomers, who knelt down and took hold of Robin’s right arm at the wrist and just above the elbow. The fear flared urgently, but Robin recognised superior strength when he felt it. Trying to pull away would just wrench his shoulder for nothing. His fingers curled into a tight enough fist that he could feel the blunt edges of his fingernails.


It took Robin a second to recognise what the speaking man was doing as cradling: the same thing that Courcey had done, except that Courcey had used string, and had been much slower than this. Robin stared, because for a moment it seemed that there was string there, the same glowing yarn that had noosed him. But there wasn’t. The glow clung only to the man’s fingertips, then gathered in his palm as he upended his hand onto Robin’s forearm and moved it as though smearing paint.


In the wake of the man’s hand a pattern laid itself over Robin’s sleeve. Something like geometry, or a foreign alphabet. Robin barely had time to notice its details before it seeped into the fabric, fading slowly. Gone.


Robin’s arm was released. He cradled it to his chest, but there didn’t seem anything wrong with it. Bones intact. Muscles working fine.


He said, “Whatever you—”


Sudden, excruciating pain captured his forearm as though a cage of red-hot wires had been clasped around it. The pain startled a frantically guttural sound from between his teeth. He’d broken bones in his time, as a boy and an adult. None of them had felt anything like this.


He couldn’t have said how long it lasted. The wires tightened, and then they were gone, and Robin’s throat felt like he’d been yelling for the Light Blues on three consecutive race days.


“There,” said the man. “That’ll give you something to mull over while you’re shuffling all that paperwork in your new office. Keep those eyes peeled. Find the last contract. I wager you’ll be a lot more happy to help the next time we come calling.”


Robin emitted the wheezy opinion that every single one of their mothers had conceived them in congress with pox-ridden barnyard beasts. The knowledge that his parents would have been horrified if they’d heard their model firstborn spitting out words he might have licked up from the gutter slightly made up for the parting kick that was delivered to his stomach as the men walked out of the alley.


After a long count of ten, Robin held his ribs and struggled to his feet.
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On Robin’s arm, the strange symbols no longer glowed. Instead they were as black as any tattoo. Blacker, in fact, and crisper, than those examples of body art that Robin had seen—mostly on sailors in the street but once, memorably, on a fellow scholar who’d found someone prepared to ink a few lines of Horace into the delectable dip of his lower back.


There was no lingering pain. No redness of the surrounding skin. Just the shapes and almost-letters, stark against Robin’s skin. When he stared too long at them they seemed almost to crawl.


Bowden knocked on the door to Robin’s dressing room, and Robin hastily smoothed the shirtsleeve back down.


“Perhaps you didn’t hear the dinner gong, sir,” said Bowden reproachfully. Bowden had been the late Sir Robert’s valet and was doing his respectful best to encroach upon Robin’s own dressing habits. It was equal parts affection and an understandable anxiety to remain employed, even though Bowden’s hair was as white as Robin’s shirt.


Robin submitted to Bowden’s arthritic fingers fumbling his cuff links and helping him into his dinner jacket, and made a mental note to talk to Gunning about a pension for the man.


Robin sat at the head of the dinner table and hated it. If it were left up to him and Maud then they’d have abandoned the whole thing in favour of an informal supper, but the mouths of the housekeeper and butler formed identical moues of disapproval whenever Robin hazarded the prospect of anything less than a proper family dinner, even when the family in question now numbered only two.


At least they were in the small dining room, cosy with wood and memory, instead of the sparkling cavernous room that had been the scene of the late Sir Robert and Lady Blyth’s social triumphs.


“—the entire pond, ducks and all.” Maud was coming to the end of a story about her friend Eliza’s brother Paul, and some exploit involving a runaway bicycle. “And Paul and his friends are going to the Gaiety tomorrow night, and have promised to tell us all about it,” she added, her voice gaining a provocative edge. “Liza says that Paul is arse-over-nose for a blonde in the chorus line.”


“Sounds like fun,” said Robin, taking a bite from a lamb cutlet.


The somewhat awkward silence was that of Maud realising that there was no point in needling the dinner table with unladylike talk, because Robin wasn’t going to leap in and disapprove. It was an empty reflex now, Robin thought. Ingrained. It was all still too fresh for things like that to be unlearned.


Robin glanced up at the painting of their father that stared in benevolent solemnity down from the wall. Unwanted grief rose like acid in his throat.


“I have an announcement” was Maud’s next sally.


Robin smiled. Maud had approximately three announcements per week. “What is it, Maudie?”


“I want to attend Newnham.”


“No, you don’t.”


“I do! I shall die if I don’t!”


“No, you shan’t,” said Robin. “Pass the mint jelly.”


Maud deflated. “I dare say not, but you know what I mean.”


“Why on Earth do you want to go to Cambridge?”


“Why’d you?”


“That’s different and you know it,” said Robin.


Maud lifted her chin and speared a carrot as though it had offended her, an annoyed little shadow in her black crepe-trimmed dress. She’d refused to buy jet jewellery, but hadn’t dared pearls; her neck and ears were defiantly bare. Mourning dress was particularly unfair on eighteen-year-old girls, she’d told Robin. At length.


“Look, ask me again next week,” Robin said.


“You always say that when you’re trying to dodge something.”


“You know what Gunning said yesterday,” said Robin, grasping for a solid excuse. “We haven’t enough money that we can toss it around.”


Martin Gunning was his parents’—now his, although the possessive still felt slippery—primary man of business in London. Robin had guiltily rescheduled until he couldn’t put the man off any further, and had marched into the study to meet with him with the vague feeling of climbing the gallows.


Gunning had stood with frustration painting his face as he reminded Robin about the wills of Sir Robert and Lady Blyth, which were as sparkling and selfless and attention-grabbing as any words they’d uttered in life. They committed the bulk of their liquid assets to various funds and orphanages and projects that would probably do them the favour of immortalising their names—and divided, as an afterthought, the rest between their children. In his more forgiving moments, Robin believed they were the wills of two people in the prime of their life who never honestly thought they could die. They were showpiece documents.


And Robin didn’t even have the luxury of wholehearted resentment, because the irony was that those documents had probably done a lot of good. Orphans and nurses and starving families in the East End wouldn’t care a whit about the character of their deceased benefactors. Charity done out of ruthless self-promotion was still charity.


It only mattered to Robin and Maud that the rest, once the loans had been repaid, fell dismally short of what would be necessary if the two surviving members of the Blyth family were to continue to live as they had always done.


Gunning had uttered a long, stultifying speech about death-duties and how Robin needed to let him take what was left of their family’s capital and invest it sensibly, thinking of the future. Start putting some of it back into the Thornley Hill estate so that eventually it might pull its weight again.


And meanwhile, Robin was still a member of His Majesty’s Civil Service, because his parents’ delightful piece of career whimsy had somehow turned into their family’s most reliable source of income.


From a magical liaison job. Robin stared at a white patch of plate between his creamed spinach and his lamb, and thought of snowflakes, and fog.


“Ten new gowns would be tossing money,” said Maud, steely. “Newnham’s different. The education of women is the promise of the future.”


Robin sighed. “Has that Sinclair girl been dragging you to suffragette rallies again?”


The steely look strengthened; Robin weakened.


“I’ll talk to Gunning again tomorrow,” he said. “There are still plenty of things we can sell.”


“Some of this boring art, to begin with,” said Maud. “And in any case, you’ve got this new job—”


“Working at the Home Office again,” said Robin hastily. “That’s all I’ll tell you about it for now.”


Distracted, Maud turned a look of mingled admiration and hilarity onto him. She clearly thought he’d wrangled himself an intelligence job and was clamming up to protect national secrets. Robin’s grip on his fork faltered with the memory of pain.


Mercifully their talk turned to sport after that, and the investigation into the deadly ballooning accident at the Franco-British Exhibition the previous month, and then the dessert course was done and Robin escaped to the smallest sitting room with a glass of port. He loved his sister, and normally wouldn’t have minded spending the rest of the evening with her. But his thoughts were unspooling and his shoulders were high. He was, he realised, bracing himself constantly for another flare of that hot-wire sensation.


He removed his dinner jacket and settled in a comfortable chair, letting the warmth from the fire soften his tight muscles. His eyes wandered the familiar frames that crowded the walls.


A real curator might have found some rude things to say about the art that adorned this house. It was a cluttered collection with no unifying theme, full of pieces that Robin’s parents had simply wanted to own for their value as objects. The best of the lot was in this sitting room: a John Singer Sargent painting of his mother, completed when Robin was still an infant. The famed portraitist had been freshly arrived in London from Paris, and Sir Robert Blyth had leapt at the chance to commission him just as public opinion began to drag Sargent into fashion.


The artist had captured Priscilla, Lady Blyth. The lightly arch look, and the smile, were exactly right. And as for the shadows encroaching on one side of the face, the hand tucked just behind the skirt, unseen—well. Of those few people who saw the true self of Robin’s mother, only Sargent had dared to put it on display like that while she still lived. The painter must have known that neither she nor her husband would catch the irony, neither of them loving art for itself.


Lord Healsmith had been another of the few to see past the Blyths’ sparkling facade. Sir Robert, usually so canny a judge of character, had made an error when calculating exactly how much flattery could be applied to his lordship before it began to ring false. A cold public snubbing had been revenged, over time, by one of Lady Blyth’s most ice-blooded and sweet-mouthed campaigns of social poison, with the result that Lady Healsmith had fled to their Wiltshire estate to escape the glances that followed her in the street.


Robin had heard the way his father laughed when his mother proclaimed her victory.


Healsmith himself had accepted the warning, bottled up his anger, and let it ferment until it was safe to express his dislike. Robin couldn’t entirely blame the man, but he did wish Healsmith had chosen some other form of expressing it. Buying up advertising space on a block of flats, for example, and papering it with a denunciation of the much-lauded Blyths.


But you didn’t speak ill of the dead.


You punished their son, instead.


A soft knock on the door announced Maud, who crossed the room and perched herself on the arm of Robin’s chair. She gnawed on her lower lip before looking Robin in the eye. “I didn’t mean it, about the art.”


“I know,” said Robin.


“But I did mean it about Cambridge.” His sister’s heart-shaped face was uncharacteristically solemn. It was almost, but not quite, the look of their father in his dining-room portrait.


“You always mean it, Maudie,” Robin said. “That’s your charm. But you’ve never mentioned university before.”


“I wasn’t sure before. Now I am. Look here, Robin, I know what you think, but I’ll still mean it next week. Next month.”


Robin made himself consider the idea seriously. It was like trying to balance an egg on its point. “I thought you wanted a court presentation next year.”


“Maybe I want both.”


“Maudie—”


“Oh, the hell with it, Robin,” Maud exploded, “they’re gone,” and then shut her mouth and cast a stricken look at the half-open door.


Robin’s mind filled in the unsaid words: They’re not here to object. To insist that their only daughter follow the steppingstones of the peerage, schoolroom to social season to marriage, and not soil her hands or her mind with the enlarging independence of the middle class.


Never mind that the baronetcy of Thornley Hill was the barest scrape of landed nobility. Nor that the daughter of a baronet who’d stripped his estates to finance his city life was hardly a gem of eligibility.


“I know,” Robin said, feeling his resistance crumble at the lines between her eyes.


“You’ll think about it?”


“I’ll think about it.”


Maud nodded, bent to kiss his cheek in an uncharacteristic display of softness, and left again.


I’ll think about it. It wasn’t a lie. No more than “working at the Home Office” had been a lie. Robin didn’t lie to his sister.


On any other night he’d have cheerfully tried to smother himself with a pillow or recite Greek verbs in order to escape thinking about it, and about what the blazes he was going to do with the house—art and all—and how they were going to afford to pay their active servants, let alone pension off old ones. He had no idea about any of it. It would probably all work out, somehow, but in the meantime every conversation about the future felt like Robin’s brain was being kicked, and he hated it.


Oh, look at yourself, murmured an irrepressible part of Robin. Portrait of a sulky aristocrat in repose. Someone should paint him, indeed: lounging here among his grand belongings, drink in hand, weighed down by the dreadful woes of having both a well-paying job and a baronetcy.


He let out a soft chuckle at the absurdity of it and ran a hand over his face, then found himself rubbing the base of his port glass restlessly up and down his arm, over the magical tattoo. Or whatever it was. The entire attack had taken on the form of a photograph in his mind: vividly captured, but bled dry of colour. When Robin fumbled after the memory of his own fear, it was elusive. The man’s voice was not. He could hear its rough command.


The contract’s there.


Something that doesn’t belong.


Whatever Reggie Gatling had gotten himself involved in, it had closed itself over Robin as well, like a trap springing shut.


As he often did when fretting over something, Robin pulled his lighter from his pocket and turned it in his hand. He wasn’t tempted to go in search of cigarettes. Half the time he forgot the thing had a useful purpose. It was just a squared lump of gold, a comfort when he ran his thumb over the engraved R on its surface.


It was unpleasantly warm in the sitting room. Robin felt flushed, and small sparks of light danced at the edge of his vision; he tucked the lighter away, then loosened his collar and unbuttoned his waistcoat, but it didn’t settle. His next sip of port had an odd peppery edge to it and seemed to tingle at the edges of his tongue long after he swallowed.


Time stretched like rubber. Robin leaned forward in the chair, and frowned. And then—


It was not like looking at a book, or a canvas, or even like sitting in the front row of the theatre so that the performance stretched to the very edge of your gaze. There was no sense of having a gaze. Or eyes, or any kind of body. There was just the image.


An enormous terraced garden at night, alight with lanterns and alive with a heady profusion of flowers. The skies above had the gentle murkiness of clouds, fading out from the glow of a hidden moon. Statues dotted stone balconies and silhouetted themselves against that glow. A large golden pheasant with a coloured riot of a tail scuttled across manicured lawns and disappeared beneath the shadows of a bush.


The image changed. A cave of some kind, dimly lit. A blond woman in a beaded dress the colour of strawberry fool was crying, her hair tumbling in disarray around her face, her hands moving through the cradling motions of a spell even as tears spilled down her cheeks.


Change. An interior view, up through a ceiling made of clear glass set in intricate shapes within a lead frame, like a huge stained glass window had been bleached of all hue and wedged here on its side. Shoes and shapes of people moved across the glass, busy as the King’s Cross main platform.


Change. A man sprawled across a bed, pale enough that the veins shone bluish through his bare skin, fair hair sticking to a sweat-slick brow and mouth forming unheard words or sounds of pleasure. He slurred one hand across his own face and grabbed vainly at a handful of sheets with the other. His back arched, lifting his chest. His eyes opened and his features cohered.


Edwin Courcey.


Robin jolted back to himself, half out of his chair and breathing like a man at the end of a ten-mile run. His glass of port had fallen to the ground; the rug had saved the glass, but the liquid had created a dark patch. His eyes smarted at the firelight for a few seconds before returning to normal.


He fumbled his cuff link off and his shirt to his elbow. The tattoo was unchanged. He’d half expected it to be moving, or changing colours. He didn’t know anything about any of this.


Edwin Courcey.


Robin shook his head as though he could rid it of the things he’d seen, not to mention the tendril of unexpected arousal that had curled itself around that delirious vision of Courcey: that canvas of sweat and abandon and bare collarbones. Robin rescued his port glass and stumbled over to the decanter to pour himself another. Until the triple-punch of today, he’d managed to get through twenty-five years of life without magic revealing itself to him. Anyone from that world was obviously expert at hiding their real selves when they wanted to, and the real Courcey had made it very clear that he saw Robin as an outsider and an inconvenience; possibly even a danger. Robin didn’t know him at all. He was Robin’s best hope of answers, but he couldn’t be trusted.


Robin drained the glass, hoping it would soothe the kicked-hard feeling of his brain. He would worry about that when he planned to worry about everything else. Tomorrow.
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