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Introduction:

 


The following five stories comprise some of the matter surrounding the life of Lady Abigail Irene Garrett, Th.D., sometime Crown Investigator. They are previously uncollected. One is new; the others were only previously available as bonus chapbooks with the limited editions of various novellas.

Because of the fragmentary nature of the narrative, I’ve provided a timeline of all the so-far extant New Amsterdam stories. It’s below, for your convenience.

 


A New Amsterdam Chronology:

 

*The Tricks of London: London, April 1879

The White City: Moscow, January 1897

*The Body of the Nation: New Netherlands, April 1897

~Lucifugous: Over the Atlantic,
March 1899

*Almost True: New
Netherlands, 1900

~Wax: New Amsterdam, April 1901

~Wane: New Amsterdam,
March 1902

~Limerent: New Amsterdam,
October 1902

~Chatoyant: Boston,
December 1902

~Lumiere: Paris, December 1902-January 1903

The White City: Moscow,
May 1903

Seven for a Secret: London,
1938

*Underground: Paris, April 1941

*Twilight: London, 1941

ad eternum: New Amsterdam, March 1962

 

~collected in New Amsterdam, Subterranean Press, 2007

*collected in Garrett Investigates, Subterranean Press, 2012

Italicized titles are published as stand-alone novellas


 

 

Garrett, of course, was inspired by Randall Garrett’s “Lord Darcy” stories; she was named after him, and after Irene Adler.


  

Introduction to “The Tricks of London”

 


Even Detective Crown Investigator Abigail Irene Garrett was young once. This isn’t quite that—but it is an outside view of her from early in her career, when she still had a great deal to prove. Set in London, it shows far more of the inner workings of the Enchancery than any of the other stories, including those collected here and those available in other volumes.


  

￼The Tricks of London

London, April 1879

 


One foot up and the other foot down

That’s the way to London town

—Nursery rhyme




 


“That’s the third damned dead whore in seventeen days,” Detective Inspector Rupert Bitner said, his educated tones incongruous to his choice of words. He slurped tea loudly from the chipped enamel lid of a vacuum flask. Before Detective Sergeant Sean Cuan could warn him of the narrow figure approaching through the shadowy line of uniformed constables behind, Bitner continued, “And why we’re out here in the rain because somebody’s doing us a favor, can you explain that to me?”

“Hello, Crown Investigator,” Cuan said, louder and sooner than necessary. He pushed past Bitner, the wings of his greatcoat brushing the senior investigator’s legs, and dropped his hastily capped fountain pen into his own coat pocket. Cold rain dripped from the rim of Cuan’s tipped umbrella and somehow worked past the brim of his bowler to trickle down his collar. He firmed his jaw to hide the flinch and extended his right hand.

“This is DI Rupert Bitner. I’m DS John Coen. We’re with CID.”

Introducing the DI first wouldn’t mollify Bitner enough—nothing would sweeten his mood after an encounter with one of the Crown’s Own, especially this one—but it might help blunt the edges. Unfortunately, reciting their ranks made it a little too plain that the newly established Criminal Investigations Division was modeled closely on the Crown Investigators—and that Garrett ranked them.

Cuan cleared his throat and finished, “We’re certainly relieved to see you.”

Someone leaning out one of the lamplit windows two or three stories above catcalled. Someone else hollered at him to shut up. Cuan didn’t look up to mark from which rooms the noises issued. The Detective Crown Investigator squinted at his hand as if unfamiliar with the appendage, but after a moment she transferred her blue velvet carpetbag to her left hand and laid her dainty glove across his palm before withdrawing it just as quickly.

She didn’t carry an umbrella, as if impervious to the rain, but Cuan noticed her dress was sturdy, warm wool rather than silk or organdy. Her back was straight in her corset and her expression never flickered, even when Bitner snorted and slurped more tea, deliberately discourteous.

“DCI Garrett, Detective Sergeant.”

Of course Cuan knew it. She was the sole woman in her service, possessed of a notoriety that outstripped both her beauty and her expertise—neither of which was inconsiderable. As evidenced by the way Cuan’s voice caught in his throat on a stammer when she arched the smooth eyebrow over one alert pale eye. He looked away quickly, but not quickly enough to miss noticing how the corner of her mouth curved now as it hadn’t before. Apparently, his discomfiture was more amusing than Bitner’s rudeness.

Perhaps that was something to build on.

She turned, her walking dress mud-stained and swaying soddenly at the hem. He watched with some approval as she neatly sidestepped whatever filth some vagrant hurled from an unrepaired window above. She might seem serene, but her awareness was honed to a fine enough edge that the missile barely splashed her hem.

“I do hope you haven’t dripped tea on my crime scene,” she said tiredly to Bitner, then crouched in polished boots as if heedless that her navy skirt puddled on filthy stones. She set the carpetbag down beside her. It made more noise on the cobbles than her boots did, and Cuan wondered how she managed that. Maybe the same way she managed to move like a sylph, despite corset bones.

“Begging your pardon, ma’am,” Bitner said. “But there’s no sign of thaumaturgical interference in these cases. You’re rather wasted here.”

“We do mundane crimes too, when they’re unusual,” she said. Her voice stayed mild and light. Cuan wondered how much practice went into that, and if it were more or less than had provided her perfect posture. “Did he leave any footprints before the rain got to them? This is a lot of blood for there to be no traces.”

Bitner blew across the top of the tea, still steaming despite the patter of raindrops on its surface, and slurped ostentatiously before leaning over to Cuan and mouthing by his ear, “You know, they say she slept her way into the service.”

When Cuan moved away, he didn’t follow. Nor did he move to prevent Cuan from stepping up to the Crown Investigator’s shoulder.

She turned her head enough to let him know she’d seen him there. “Coen?”

Cuan said, “There were footprints in the muck by the back wall, but no sign he scaled the building, and they stopped abruptly. Near sheer brick, not by the gutter. In the rain—” He shrugged, shoulders hunching against the cold.

She turned away. “Ah. Get a look at the size?”

“About average for a man,” he said. “Big for a woman.”

She flexed her fingers, rubbing her palms together as if the gloves had not kept the chill out of her bones, either. Then, as Cuan had expected she would, she drew a twisted blown-glass rod from her sleeve, touched it to the draggled fur of her raincape collar, and said, “Shield your eyes.”

He placed the flat of his hand between his eyes and the DCI, hearing a shuffle behind him as Bitner pointedly turned his back. There wasn’t much of Bitner to turn—he must have been scraping his feet pretty hard to make as much noise as that. Fortunately, his coat collar and the hand beside his face let Cuan hide his smile as well as his eyes.

As he had known it would, the first flare of stark blue light from the DCI’s glass rod outlined the bones of his hand. But then the brightness moderated, brighter than moonlight but the same cold color, casting the same relentless shadows. A rumble of voices rose from the uniformed officers and the bystanders leaning from their windows, dropping away as did the intensity of the glow.

When Cuan looked up, he saw the DCI silhouetted, runnels of water trickling from her hat sparkling like sapphires as they caught and refracted the rays. She wedged the tip of the rod between stones and rose on the balls of her feet, one hand outstretched for a moment as if she expected it to fall. But it stayed, shining through the falling droplets, illuminating the blood-and-rain-washed alley with uncomfortable clarity so that Cuan could see clearly what he had previously observed only by lanternlight.

Blood on the cobbles was the least of it. The body lay under a heavy oiled canvas tarp, though the weight of the rain was such that he could see the victim’s outflung arm and doubled-under leg as if nothing but a wet sheet draped her. The rain wouldn’t be doing the trace evidence any good, though Cuan had fitted sieves across the gutters on the faint chance that they might catch something important before it washed away. If it hadn’t all washed away before the patrol officer even found her.

Cuan’s fingers itched in their gloves when he watched the DCI brace her hands on her hips and slowly turn to take in the scene. He wondered what she was seeing, besides the puddles of blood clotted to seaweedy strings in the rain, besides the rain itself, bucketing down to make every inch of the job harder. He wanted to see it too.

The DCI interlaced her fingers before her mouth and nodded, exactly as if someone had asked her a question. She said, “Detective Sergeant? Lift the canvas, if you please.”

He could have protested that what lay under that cloth was no sight for a lady, but somehow he thought it probably wasn’t the first time she’d heard that caution. Without turning to see if Bitner was paying attention, Cuan closed his umbrella, hooked it at his elbow, and bent down to expose the body. The DCI’s steely conjured light gleamed sickly on the glossy exposed surface of the victim’s liver, the swelling pearls of subcutaneous fat. Someone in a window squeaked; someone else moaned. Cuan heard the unmistakable sounds of vomiting.

“Somebody’s canvassed them?” the DCI said, without looking away from the grotesque display of flensed meat and spilled organs.

“Constables have been around,” Bitner said, surprising Cuan with how close he’d slipped. “They have names, for what they’re worth. A pair are still taking statements, and we’ll bring the likeliest back to the station house for further interrogation. You can’t do anything unobserved in a place like this, but anyone who heard her scream and looked, and is willing to talk to us, only saw a slender figure in a cape and helmet, vanishing into the dark. At least one said he looked like a peeler, in that helmet, but I don’t know of any policeman who’d come into a rookery like this alone. It could be worth your life.”

Now that something was actually happening, Bitner was either warming up to the DCI’s presence or his curiosity was getting the better of him. Not only was he speechmaking, but he’d crossed behind Cuan and came up on the opposite side from the DCI. Cuan let the slick, weighty canvas slip from his fingers. It folded up at his feet like a collapsed fan.

Cuan said, “What are you going to do now, ma’am?”

“I’m going to make another examination for evidence. And before the body is released to the coroner, I’m going to try to reproduce the weapon,” the DCI said, shaking a lank pale strand out of her eyes.

She’d bobbed her hair like an actress, so it swayed across the nape of her neck and stuck to her cheeks in waterlogged locks. Cuan found himself resisting the urge to push it off her face.

“Curse this rain,” she said. “I could believe it follows me. Your brolly, please, Detective Sergeant?”

Cuan laughed, and opened the black oilcloth device in such a manner as to flick water away from both the crime scene and his fellow investigators. He used it to shelter the DCI while she rummaged in her carpetbag, so he could sneak glimpses of what she fetched forth. Paraffin, he thought, watch-glasses and forceps, a tiny camelhair brush that she grimaced at and returned to its loop on the inside of the bag.

“Right,” she said. “Detective Sergeant, please bring the umbrella over the victim.”

Some of her performance seemed no different from what Cuan and Bitner had done already. Some of it was alien to CID’s procedures, but comprehensible. And some of it was utter arcana. Cuan itched to ask her the purpose of her muttering and the passes in the air she made over the body with a black-handled dagger, but he also thought breaking her concentration might be a rather perilous proposition. So instead, he held the umbrella open over her hands and working area as best he could, and tried not to breathe down her neck.

For her part, the DCI seemed to ignore him. When she sat back on her heels, though, she caught his eye. “Thank you, Detective Sergeant.” She packed away her tools, dousing the glass rod with a pass of her hand. The brilliance of her light extinguished, Cuan noticed that the sky was graying around the rooflines.

DCI Garrett stood as easily as if she were drawn erect on a cord, and turned to Bitner. “Your scene, Detective Inspector. Gentlemen, I’ve served my purpose here. As far as I’m concerned, you may release the victim to the coroner whenever you’re finished with her. I should have a report for you within twelve hours. I assume I may rely on you for copies of the witness depositions?”

Bitner looked up from screwing the chipped lid back onto his vacuum flask. “Absolutely, ma’am,” he said. Arms folded over his chest, he held her gaze until she nodded thoughtfully, turned and walked away. Cuan came up beside him, his shoulder level with Bitner’s ear, and tried not to let the umbrella drip on the DI’s head.

Bitner turned slightly to sneer at Cuan from the corner of his mouth. “Goddamned toady.”

Cuan sucked his lower lip between his teeth, tasting the salt of nervous perspiration, the soot flecks washed out of the London smog. The DCI had already disappeared into the lightening morning. “You think she’s really His Highness’s mistress?”

“Bit old for it, isn’t she? Got to be thirty, thirty-five if she’s a day.”

Cuan glanced over his shoulder. “I don’t care if she’s fifty. You think those grow on trees? I was just asking what you thought of the gossip.”

Bitner spat out of the corner of his mouth. “Why? You fancy your chances?”

Cuan snorted. The rain had slowed to a mist; he snapped the umbrella shut and shook it off. “And what if I do?”

“Women and Irish,” Bitner said. “Taking over society, if you ask me. It can’t end well.”

 

***

 

It was closer to fourteen hours than twelve before Cuan managed to present himself at the gray stone Enchancery to deliver transcripts of some dozen depositions to DCI Garrett, but he hadn’t slept in the interim. He had managed a change of clothes, and shoes and socks that did not squelch, and that was a boon—as was the approximate gallon of hot tea with sugar and lemon with which he’d washed his insides since the night before.

The Enchancery’s doorman might have been chosen to look the part. A tall man who hunched like a question mark, he wore his lank dark hair combed across a freckled pate, a crisp black suit buttoned over a spare midriff. “Good afternoon,” he said, with a glance at the sky.

Cuan, not tall and at a disadvantage due to the doorstep, craned his head back. “I’m expected,” he said, fumbling inside his coat for a visiting card. “Detective Sergeant Coen, for DCI Garrett.”

The doorman extended a gilt tray for the card. Cuan laid it gently across the concerned-seeming face of an embossed Narcissus and stepped through the door as the doorman stood aside.

“Please wait in the receiving room,” the doorman said, indicating the appropriate doorway with a white-gloved flourish.

Cuan stepped through, and stood just inside the threshold with his elbows cupped in the palms of his hands. The receiving room was not large, but it was comfortably appointed, with militarily pleated drapes that reminded Cuan of coffin velvet. He could sit on one of the needlepoint chairs, but that seemed like an unnecessary risk.

He was still standing when Garrett appeared in the doorway.

Cuan had expected the doorman again, someone come to usher him deeper into the bowels of the former mansion. The sorcerer herself, clad now in a plain blue dress with sleeves that buttoned to the elbow, came as something of a shock.

“DCI—” he stammered, heat spilling across his face. “I—”

“You didn’t need to deliver those personally,” she said, extending a pale hand. “A messenger would have sufficed.”

He slipped the documents in their oilcloth case out from under his arm and handed them to her. “I chose to assume the responsibility. I wanted—”

Her eyebrows rose, her thumb slipped under the flap of the case but hesitated before she lifted it. Though she said nothing, he read her regard as skeptical.

“I wanted to speak to you away from the DI,” he finished, limping. Groping after anything else to say, he added, “Did you have any luck with the knife?”

She’d been freezing over, a chill spidering through her manner like frost elongating toward the center of a pool. Whether despite or because of its awkwardness, his question broke that ice. She smiled faintly, the appling of her cheeks making more evident the bruised shadows under her eyes. “As a matter of fact,” she said, “I’ve had some exceptional success. Come along.”

She turned, black boots that vanished under the hem of her skirts clicking on marble until she mounted the heavy figured runner in the hall. She moved like a whippet, so Cuan hurried to match her, almost breaking into a trot before he drew up alongside. His heart thumped hollowly, but it wasn’t the woman or the exertion. It was the place.

He was here, in the Enchancery itself, on official business. He kept his eyes front and his expression professional, but there was a twelve-year-old inside him who hung on every sound, every image, every scent.

The long hall smelled of tobacco smoke, nitre, and saffron. The walls on both sides were hung with portraits of men in plain frames, each dark beveled rectangle chased with a narrow thread of silver. The oldest were in oils or tempera; the newer ones silver-process on tin. Each one bore a plaque beneath with the name of one of the Crown’s Own, and the circumstances of his death in the line of duty.

By the time Garrett and Cuan came to the far end of the hall, there were no more portraits. But the smell of saffron lay musty and heavy on the air, leading Cuan to speculate that dinner was likely to be curry.

The stair Garrett led him to was wide and plain—not a grand stair, but not a servant’s runway either. He thought they would climb, but she turned downwards, still wordlessly, and so they descended together. Cuan’s palms sweated badly enough that he wished he could ball his fists in his pockets.

The emotion filling him up was a peculiar one, a ribbon snarl of melancholy and longing he was more accustomed to associate with unattainable women than with government offices. He was here, finally, inside these gray walls and walking these worn floors—but he was not here as a Crown Investigator, or even as a hopeful supplicant.

At the bottom of the stair, Garrett unlocked a second door and swung it wide. Cuan expected the dankness of a London basement, but they entered into a bright cool space floored in granite, the low beams overhead knobby with glass spheres aglow with incandescent light.

The perimeter of the basement was divided into bays, each one open toward the center and containing a table, metal shelves covered in equipment, and paraphernalia half of which Cuan could not identify. “We don’t research or experiment here,” she said. “That’s carried out at London Bridge, just in case anything blows up. But there are facilities for forensic work. Last bay on the left, please.”

He went on ahead while she was locking the door behind, and paused by the opening she had indicated. A light still burned over the long slab table, a length of white toweling spread beneath it. Something black and slender lay diagonally across the cloth, dull enough even under intense light that Cuan could not make out its detail.

Garrett cleared her throat at his shoulder, and he jumped. While he was still gathering himself, she said, “Coen is really Cuan, isn’t it, Detective Sergeant? Sean Cuan? Do I miss my guess?”

The slow banging of his heart accelerated with panic. “DCI?”

She shook her head. “You’re Irish. Aren’t you?”

He could lie, of course. But changing your name wasn’t a crime. Lying about the reasons to a Crown Investigator, however…

“I’m Irish,” he said. “But I’m good at my job.”

She smiled. “Never fear, Coen. I’d be the last to throw you to the wolves. I know your partner dismisses it, but do you think your killer is a bobby?”

He shrugged. “I haven’t ruled it out, but—that’s a lot of ground for a policeman to cover, unless he’s off duty nights. And why would you slip on a cape to cover your uniform, but leave your helmet on?”

“You could plan to come back and mingle with the crowd of police at the scene,” Garrett offered. “Here’s your knife—or the shape of it, anyway.” She reached out and lifted the object, turning to offer it across her hand.

Cuan accepted the model, finding it lighter and warmer than he expected. He’d thought it would feel like glass, heavy and chill, but it barely weighed his hand. When he held it close enough, angled to the light, he could pick out the features of the blade.

“Dip it in whitewash,” she said. “It’ll give it a little more texture. But for now, you should be able to see—”

“It’s a Frontiersman,” Cuan said. A hunting knife, jagged along the back, sharply pointed and sporting a heavily beveled edge. “We don’t see a lot of these in London.”

She nodded. “I thought it was significant. There’s more; look at the hilt.”

He brought his eye down to the same level as the hilt and looked along it, consciously adjusting his focus to sweep the length. “There are scratches on the hilt. That’s pretty damned weird, DCI.”

“They look like fingernail scratches,” she said. “But those would have to be peculiarly long fingernails.”

Whatever passed between them when their eyes met, it was Cuan who looked aside. It was easier to talk with his shoulder to her. Spit it out, Cuan. “How did you get to be a sorcerer?”

She lifted her chin, framing a savage response. And then something in his face must have softened her fury, because the corner of her eyes twitched and she said, “I attended university.”

Cuan bit his lip, knowing she noticed. “And the admission requirements?”

“A basic liberal education,” she said. “There’s an examination, of course. And a practical. The examinations are more stringent at Oxford than on the continent, with three or four exceptions.”

“The Sorbonne,” he said.

The flat line of her mouth curved upward. It must have been the note of pure longing in his voice. She said, “But if you want to join the Crown’s Own”—she touched her dress over her breastbone—“you need the red sigils.”

Sorcerers received the mark of their profession upon graduation. Mostly tattooed over the breastbone in black ink. The red sigils were from Oxford, Paris, Wittenberg, Rome, or Kyiv—the great universities of the profession. “No point in studying anywhere else, then.”

“You’ve a spark?”

He nodded.

She lifted the model knife from his grip and turned back toward the work table. With her free hand, she swept up the length of toweling. “Show me.”

He spread his fingers as if they ached. “I haven’t anything to work with.”

Garrett laid the objects in her hands on a steel shelf. When she turned back, she held a shallow brown-and-cream glazed bowl in her palm. She laid it on the table before Cuan and cupped her hands around it. She leaned over it, looked down, and breathed, “Where do you think you are?”

Between her hands, the fine white grit that filled the bottom of the bowl shifted slightly. “That’s sand and glass. Can you sift them?”

Cuan swallowed. “A little. I’m not strong.”

“Talent isn’t half of it. As long as you’ve enough to go on with, brains and determination mean more.” She hesitated. “You know neither Oxford nor the Crown’s Own would take you under an assumed name. There are oaths. And they have means by which to tell. Can you face that?”

He swallowed. “I don’t know.”

She stepped back and Cuan stepped forward. He cupped his hand around the bowl. “Do you have a glass rod? Or a piece of quartz?”

Smiling, she let a lens of rock crystal slide to the table from where she’d palmed it. Cuan touched it with his fingertips, slid it around until it centered between his body and the bowl.

He closed his eyes.

The blood in the lids filtered the bright light pink, but he could still see it. Against that glow, he pictured the bowl of white grit, the tabletop, the crystal, his hands. He imagined the grit sifting itself, sand and powdered glass, indistinguishable to the eye. He tried to feel the flush of energy moving through him, the tingle of his fingertips, but all he felt was an ache at his temples, the throbbing in his throat.

“Enough,” Garrett said.

Cuan opened his eyes in time to see her draw a finger across the dust-dulled surface of the lens, leaving a shiny swath behind.

“Not strong,” he said again, apologetically. Embarrassed, feeling the heat in his cheeks.

She touched one of them with that selfsame finger, so he imagined he felt the sand grit against his flesh. “Irish,” she said, and shook her head. “Huh.” And then she winked. “Well, if a girl can do it…”

 

***

 

Bitner thought the American knife meant the killer was a colonial. Cuan couldn’t argue the possibility, but he thought Bitner’s conviction betrayed a certain unsettling air of relief. Not one of ours. Something other, something else. It’s comforting to alienate the monsters.

So Bitner built his fairy tales and sent the Bobbies about asking after rough-hewn colonials, while Cuan imagined him picturing the killer in fringed buckskin and a wolverine cap, and had to cover his mouth with his hand. It was wasted time, but Cuan knew better than to argue. So he nodded and agreed, and conducted his own investigation in the interstices of Bitner’s. It meant he ate out of cookshops still draped in black bunting to mark the period of formal mourning for the Prince-Consort, and it meant he slept in snatches, propped against walls, but neither thing mattered. There was no one waiting at home.

He asked Bitner’s questions—insubordination wasn’t useful—but Cuan also made sure to asked his own, less-leading ones first. Not that it garnered him much; the murderer might as well have vanished into the yellow fog. Might as well have been the yellow fog, for all the traces he left.

They waited only three days for the next victim.

Cuan was catching a nap when the bell rang, doglegged on the burgundy divan which jammed one corner of his office. He started awake in darkness slatted with what dim light fell through the blinds from the hall and pushed himself to his feet before he really knew what was transpiring. Shoving a hand through well-greased hair to rake it into some semblance of order, he opened the office door and leaned through it, one hand on the knob, the other braced heavily against the frame. “What’s all this?”

Bitner was shrugging into his coat. He might be too attached to pet theories, but Cuan couldn’t fault his work ethic. And when he looked up and caught Cuan’s eyes, Cuan didn’t ask any more stupid questions. He fumbled his coat off the back of his chair and threw it around his shoulders. The boots were under his desk. He jammed his feet into them one at a time, hopping as he caught up to Bitner. “What have we got?”

“A double,” Bitner grunted, as Cuan stomped his heel into his second boot. He could button them in the carriage. “Come on. It’s Jacob’s Island; we’re going where the whores and Irish reside.”

“Bloody hell,” Cuan said tiredly. “Bloody hell.”

 

***

 

Jacob’s Island was an island no longer, the man-made Folly Ditch that delineated it having been filled in decades before. But it remained one of the worst rookeries in Bermondsey, the reek of tanneries doing nothing to cover a charnel stench. Shaggy tenements leaned shoulder to shoulder, hunched over ineradicably filthy alleyways littered with crusted oyster-shells and bloated animal corpses.

It was down one of these, off Jacob’s Street, that a uniformed officer led Cuan and Bitner. Bitner held a handkerchief pressed to his face. It was impossible to tell by the sickly light of dawn if his color was as queer as Cuan’s stomach, but Cuan wouldn’t doubt it. Gray morning caught a clotted sheen off the cobblestones and the muck between them.

Cuan stepped carefully.

They had to pass through a warped and rotten gate to reach the bodies, which lay in an enclosed courtyard within—or between—tenements. There, the squalid stones lay concealed under a fading red wash, and two women tumbled in each other’s arms.

Or rather, Cuan realized as he drew up at the edge of the puddled blood, one had pulled the other into her arms before she died. The younger lay spread-eagled, the cavity of her abdomen gaping through a rent bodice, gray and yellow organs losing luster before his eyes. Under her crouched an older woman, one leg bent, her slashed throat soaking her dress and her arms hacked about the forearms.

“Sweet Christ,” Bitner said, and turned from the drone of flies. He made a show of examining the gate, the rotting iron fence—some twelve feet high—that separated the yard from the alley, and the stones of the tenement to either side. “There’s no sign this was climbed,” he said. “You couldn’t climb something this rusty without making noise and leaving signs.”

“Was it locked?”

“The gate and the door from the tenement, too. And the hallways are full of Irishmen.” Bitner’s jaw worked. “The girl was no better than she had to be. I think we’ll find she got money from most of them. None of them saw anything, of course. Unless somebody got inside all over blood, stepping over sleeping men without waking one of them, he didn’t leave that way.”

“Maybe the blackguard sprouted wings and flew.” Cuan turned back to the dead. He swallowed bile and leaned over the blood, careful not to trespass its margins.

“She fought,” Cuan said, and realized only when he heard his own voice that he’d spoken aloud. “DI, come look at this.”

Bitner gagged, but didn’t retch. He squared himself beside Cuan and squinted through the gloaming, arms folded over his chest. “He attacked the young one first.”

“She’s just a girl,” Cuan said. Agony and death didn’t help the process of determining her age, but by her sloped nose and the plumpness of her cheeks and jaw he made her out to be no more than sixteen. The older might be thirty, though she looked half a crone. Women aged fast in poverty. “Her mother or sister or friend came to her defense—”

He glanced from side to side, brow itching as it furrowed. There was less blood behind the body—a slope had pulled it chiefly in one direction—and so he circled to approach from that direction. He crouched there and lifted one of the older woman’s arms. Her garments were worn, stained. There was too much blood and muck on them to tell if they had been clean before she fell.

“These are wounds from defense,” he said. “There’s blood under her nails.”

Bitner handed him a penknife and an envelope. “Maybe some of it is his. And he might have cuts—she must have fought like a tigress.”

Having scraped her fingernails into the envelope, Cuan laid her hand gently down from where he had lifted it. He patted the dead woman’s matted hair. “I hope you got your claws in him, love,” he said. “Good for you.”

 

***

 

When Cuan arrived at the Enchancery, it was half eight, hammered light making the old city glint like copper and pewter under a ragged sky. He didn’t expect DCI Garrett to see him at all. He certainly didn’t expect her to meet him in her dressing gown and slippers, eyes red-rimmed and strands of bobbed hair twisting out like twigs around a pallid face. The doorman sniffed with patent disdain as he left them alone together, but Cuan was honestly more concerned with the grayness of her cheeks and the smell of bourbon on her breath.

“Late night?”

She rolled her eyes at him exactly the way Bitner might have, so he choked back a bark of laughter. She caught it, too, to judge from her hollow-backed smile. “Do you have a sweetheart, Coen?”

He shook his head.

“You’re better off without one. What have you brought me? You’re holding that parcel like you had a dead rat by the tail, so I imagine chocolates are too much to hope for.”

Cuan chuckled under his breath and held out the brown paper package, which he had indeed been dangling from a fingertip thrust through the twine. “Nothing nice, I’m afraid.”

She lifted the box with both hands, cradling it six inches before her bosom. “It never is. There’s been another killing.”

“Two. In the small hours of the morning.” He was hovering, he realized, giving her a covert stare like a wishful hound. He should explain himself, excuse himself, and go. “Those are scrapings from under the fingernails of one of the victims.”

“Fingernails,” she said.

Cuan nodded. “She fought.”

That turned the DCI’s empty smile real. “Good for her. Good job, Coen. Maybe we’ll make a Crown Investigator of you yet.”

It shocked him to hear her state his secret hope so baldly, as if there were no embarrassment in it. He stood as if poleaxed. She moved away, as if to retreat deeper into the bowels of the Enchancery, and Cuan settled his bag more firmly on his shoulder, grateful to be tacitly dismissed.

Until she stopped in the doorway, turned back over her shoulder, and said, “What are you waiting for?”

 

***

 

The stairs down were the same stairs, and the laboratory below them was the same laboratory. Cuan followed as Garrett swept precipitously across the stone floor, the skirts of her dressing gown flaring about ankles that flashed distractingly white in the brilliant lighting. Another of the Crown’s Own was hard at work in one of the bays, bent grumbling over some process involving retorts and alembics. He glanced up as they came parallel to his table, but didn’t return Garrett’s civil nod. Cuan felt the sorcerer’s stare boring between his shoulder blades as they passed.

“You have time to dress, DCI,” he murmured, as she led him into the same end bay as before.

She set the parcel down on the table and flashed him a wink that made his heart skip a beat, in despite—or perhaps because—of her dishabille.

“They don’t bother.” The jerk of her chin indicated the anonymous Crown Investigator sharing the basement, and all the Enchancery beyond. “I had to fight like a cat to be allowed rooms here. It’s most unsuitable, you know.”

Her grin was infectious. Cuan found himself sharing it as she continued: “You can be certain I mean to use them exactly as the men do. Now tell me, Detective Sergeant, is there anything about this fourth murder scene that you noticed in particular, other than the presence of more than one body?”

“The gate,” he said promptly, and blushed. He looked down, but continued, “The yard was gated. With a fourteen-foot fence of wrought iron.”

“And the previous murder was in a tenement yard as well,” she said, and frowned. “Where did you say these murders took place?”

“I didn’t. Sorry, the instinct is to withhold information from potential interview subjects.”

From her sideways glance as she lifted a pair of bandage scissors with which to cut the twine, she understood that instinct very well.

Cuan finished, “But it was Jacob’s Island.”

She rubbed the corners of her red-rimmed eyes with the hand that didn’t hold the scissors. “I suspected you were going to say that. Remember the footprints at the first scene?”

“The ones that ended in a wall. The ones we thought the rain must have washed away.”

“It didn’t.” Having laid the scissors aside, she drew the snipped twine free and coiled it about her fingers. That done, she began folding open crackling paper.

“He didn’t scale that wall,” Cuan protested. “Not without sorcery.”

She folded the paper, too, and set it aside with parsimony that struck him as quite out of character for an aristocrat. “He didn’t scale the wall,” she agreed. “He jumped.”

Of course Cuan knew what she meant. It was London legendry, the stuff of penny dreadfuls and bedtime tales. Murders and assaults in Whitechapel, in Southwark, in Jacob’s Island.

Even an Irish boy heard about the boogeyman. But—“That was forty years ago!”

She opened his box and lifted his little morbid stack of lidded watch-glasses free, dealing them out upon the table in a line. As mildly as if inquiring if her preferred milk or lemon in his tea, she asked, “What’s forty years to Spring-Heeled Jack? More or less, I mean. We never knew why he stopped before, so it’s no mystery if he’s started up again.”

“He didn’t kill!”

Garrett licked her lips. “Forty years is long enough to learn to use a knife.”

 

***

 

Whatever other errands she ran after retiring up the stairs, Garrett was still the first Crown Investigator to appear again in the hall, though the Enchancery’s housekeeper assured Cuan that soon there would be more. Cuan’s experience had prepared him for many things, but the sight of DCI Garrett in navy trousers and a coat like a man was not one of them. She had swept her bobbed hair up under a bowler and buttoned all four buttons on the jacket rather than leaving the bottom three open to flash her waistcoat, and still he found he couldn’t look at her directly. His discomfort seemed to amuse her, however, especially when he blushed and turned his head when she bent to lift her carpet bag.

“Can’t fight devils in a dress,” she said, facing him.

Cuan extended a hand, ready to take her bag, but she shook her head and shouldered it. He stepped back, still tasting the bitter coffee the housekeeper had poured him. In the street before the Enchancery, he heard the rattle of many hooves and the whir of steel-shod carriage wheels on the stones.

He said, “So how do you catch a devil?”

“We didn’t catch him last time. We only ran him off. If we had anything to do with it.”

“And now he’s back.”

Stairs creaked, Garrett’s and Cuan’s heads pivoting as one. Two more sorcerers paused their descent at the first landing, one a tall man with grizzled hair and a moustache that draped his upper lip in luxuriance, the other shorter, stouter, and sprightly of step despite curls shot through with silver and a powder-blue coat gone shiny at the elbows.

“DCI Rice,” Garrett said, nodding to the taller before turning her attention to the man in the worn suit. “Commander.”

Cuan caught himself correcting his posture. So this was Sir Nigel Lain, Commander of the Crown’s Own. As he descended, Cuan could see that he was not a big man, neither tall nor broad across the shoulder. But he wore the unmistakable cloak of authority, which neither his genteel manner nor the careless manner of his dress could diminish. He extended his hand, and Cuan hurried to accept it, stammering as he tried to remember if the proper form of address was Commander Lain or Sir Nigel.

“Commander,” the Commander offered, with a disarming smile. “The Crown’s Own reserve titles for social occasions; it confuses the issue otherwise. Don’t you agree, Lady Abigail Irene?”

“Of course, Commander,” she said with an amused smile. “DCI Rice, Commander Lain, this is Detective Sergeant Coen. He’s been cooperating on the prostitute murders.”

Rice winced when Garrett said prostitute, and Cuan would have had to be a blind man to miss his disapproval of her mode of dress and the casual banter Commander Lain offered her. Cuan squelched—hard—any unworthy speculation on how exactly it was that DCI Garrett had come to be the only female among the Crown’s Own. Perhaps Sir Nigel had been a friend of her family; there was only so much peerage, after all.

“Excellent work, Detective Sergeant,” Lain said. He had a cool, dry handshake, papery but still strong. “I’ll be sure to put in a good word with your superiors.”

Ouch, Cuan thought. But out loud, he said, “Thank you. May I ask what our next course of action is?”

Three more sorcerers had appeared at the landing while he was shaking the Commander’s hand. The men filed down, arranging themselves against the hallway wall. By the tilt of his head, Commander Lain appeared to note their presence, but he didn’t turn. “To start? DCI Garrett has turned the tissues you recovered over to a team of technical sorcerers, who will be providing us with locator amulets. Once that’s done…”

“We put a lot of men on the street,” Garrett supplied. “Station the Crown’s Own near every neighborhood affected—then or now—and then we wait for him to emerge.”

 

***

 

A mustard-colored blend of coal smoke and London fog, thick as gravy, licked the windows of the carriage and trailed across the street in tendrils that seemed firm enough to touch. Cuan balanced awkwardly on the bench seat beside Garrett, trying not to stare as the drape of her trousers resealed the outline of her knee. He hunched over the amulet cupped in his palms, watching a needle of light flicker in the jewel at its center. A real cat’s-eye would have maintained its orientation, but this one spun lazily as the needle of a demagnetized compass. When Cuan sighed, his breath blew across it, and—impossible as that was—seemed to set it spinning the harder.

“He won’t appear until sunset,” Garrett said.

She had bent her head and was picking something from her coat sleeve; the wiry russet hairs of a dog, if he didn’t miss his guess. “Terrier?”

She smiled obliquely and flicked the fur out the window. “You have a good eye.”

“I like dogs. You keep it in your rooms?”

“You may as well take some rest.” She looked away and drew her legs up onto the cushion, wedging herself into the corner opposite. When Cuan looked up in surprise, she reached for the lap robe that hung beside the door.

She must have read his face accurately, or perhaps it was merely the wisdom of long experience with slightly raw recruits that led her to continue, “We have to be out amidst the city, it’s true. But nothing will happen until nightfall, and one of the most vital skills of a Crown Investigator is sleeping in carriages, Detective Sergeant. By all means, take the bench opposite.”

“Thank you,” he said. “I think.” He held onto the amulet while he swung across the cabin of the carriage. There was another robe; he reached for it and snuggled himself into the corner opposite. Garrett seemed to drop off as soon as she shut her eyes, her breath leveling out and her head rolling softly on the long neck. Cuan did not find sleep so easy, with broad daylight outside the windows and the close, unchaperoned proximity of a woman, but he let his head slide to the side anyway, cupping the amulet where he could watch it without turning. If it flickered with anything resembling purpose, he would see.

He didn’t expect to doze, but the late night and his gritty-eyed lack of sleep quickly won the day. When he awoke, it was to Garrett’s touch on the back of his wrist.

“Sunset,” she said. He could see the slanted orange light—still fog-muffled—for himself.

He sat up, rubbing his eyes as much to obscure the sleep-mussed visage across the dim carriage as to clear the sleep away. “You told me so.” He’d been dreaming, pentagrams and frankincense, and it almost seemed the cloying scent of resin still hung all around them. The amulet must have slipped from his hand in his sleep, because Garrett held it now, balanced lightly on her palm. “Any movement yet?”

She bent over it briefly and shook her head. “It’s still slow spins.”

As if her frown had conjured it, a whipsnake tendril of dream-memory skimmed his awareness. Conjured. Cuan shuddered. “Do devils just summon themselves?”

A slow blink, as Garrett raised her gaze from the amulet cupped in her palms. “A conjured spirit,” she said. “Possible, though why you’d go to all that trouble just to murder a soiled dove or three—” She shook her head.

“Well, fiddlesticks,” he said. “I was hoping against hope that I might have developed a facility for clairvoyant dreams.”

“Maybe we should bring in a Spiritualist,” she offered. When he winced, she patted his knee and continued, “Whether or not your dreams are prophetic, it doesn’t mean you’re incorrect. Or…”

She paused, and for a moment he imagined he saw her counting on her fingers. “What does now have in common with forty years ago?”

“Well, I wasn’t here then,” Cuan said, to see her smile. “Same Iron Queen,” he said, opening his hands helplessly. “Though only just barely a Queen on that end. Long may she reign.”

He must not have scrubbed his voice sufficiently, because Garrett gave him a soft, ironical smile. “I’m sure Alexandria Victoria will be comforted by your approval.”

Cuan touched the brim of his hat and wondered if he dared to kiss her. She was too old for him, and an adventuress, and rumor would have it that her lips were not innocent of men’s kisses—and that one of those men was the son of the woman he had just obliquely maligned.

He looked away. “It’s been forty years since Spring-Heeled Jack was last in London. Forty years exactly?”

“Near enough,” she answered. “When last he appeared, he terrorized women from ’37 to 1840 and was never captured. He was described as thin, tall, clad in white oilcloth and a flowing cape, with a pointed beard and pop-eyes. His claws were made of iron, and were freezing cold to the touch. He scampered over rooftops and leaped hedgerows and walls with mighty bounds. This time he seems more violent, however—then he only murdered a few of his victims. The rest were groped, clawed, or interfered with—but again, in the intervening years he’s learned to use a knife, and that seems to increase his lethality.”

When she spoke, she was as cold-blooded as any copper. Cuan felt as if he should withdraw, find it unseemly. Bitner no doubt would. Instead, it made him easier with her.

When she spoke so, she was just a colleague.

She continued, “He vanished after something very like this—the Crown’s Own blanketed the city, interrupting his every attack. Eventually, he must have given up, his purpose—whatever it might have been—thwarted.”

“So what gave him the idea for the knife, if he only used claws before?”

She shook her head. “It would be natural to blame this on a copy-cat.”

“But you don’t think it is?” He leaned forward on his seat to push aside the curtains and peer out the window. Nothing lay beyond except the city, the press of its streets, and the gloaming. A woman in a ragged dress caught his eye and swung her hips. Cuan bit his lip on a sigh. Even if she knew someone was hunting her, there wasn’t much she could do if she were going to earn a few pennies for her liquor and her bed.

Here at the edge of Whitechapel, theirs was the only carriage in sight. Not even hansom cabs found commerce here.

“I tested the scrapings,” Garrett said. “They weren’t from anything human.”

Cuan let the curtain fall. “Did you say ‘interfered with’?”

“Raped,” she amended dryly.

“No sign of that this time. He’s taking the direct route.”

It fell like a stone into still water between them, Cuan struck dumb while his mind ticked over the implications. Garrett stared back. “DS,” she said, finally, “I do believe you’re right. Do you wish me to inform your supervisor as well as my own?”

“DI Bitner? Yes, if you know what’s going on.”

She reached up to rap on the carriage roof. “I think we can manage that.” She handed Cuan the amulet before leaning out the window to confer briefly with the coachman. By the time she sat down again, Cuan had finished lighting the lantern that would allow them to see each other though the last light faded from the sky. “I think he’s using the—the life force, the generative force—of his female victims to stay manifested in London. I think he needs that anchor, or he falls back into whatever hell he came from. And the Queen’s reign is his gateway. Then, she was young, new to the throne. Now she’s recently widowed. A woman in transition. He connects himself to the Queen’s life-giving energy the same way you sorted the sand from the glass.”

“Because all women share a symbolic continuity,” Cuan said. “Just like all bits of quartz.”

Garrett nodded. “Just like all men.”

Cuan glanced down at the amulet, expecting only more lazy spinning, and had to look back twice to confirm what his eyes registered.

The needle of light pointed west, shivering like a bird dog on point.

He held it up. Garrett, after only a wide-eyed glance, lunged for the window to call out to the coachman again.

 

***

 

The coach lurched heavily through packed streets, jostling and slewing so Cuan was obliged to wedge himself in the same corner he’d slept in and cling for dear life to the vertical rail beside the door.

“St. Giles,” Garrett said, as the needle’s course plunged them along the roads that still described the path of London’s ancient walls. “We couldn’t have guessed much more wrong than Whitechapel.”

Cuan gritted his teeth, grateful for missed meals, and held on until the carriage shook to a halt a mere three miles but nearly half an hour later.

“We’re not the first,” Garrett said, pushing the curtain aside. She swung the door open as she stood and kicked the stairs down. One hand extended to whoever waited below, the other burdened with her carpet bag, she descended without regard for the railing. Cuan followed at slightly less breakneck speeds, though still in haste.

As he fell into step beside her, she spoke without looking at him. “I’ve made up my mind to write you a letter of recommendation to Oxford.”

He would have stammered thanks, but she silenced him with a wave. Full dark had fallen while they raced the breadth of the city proper, and the coal-oil stinking yellow fog rolled in. Despite streetlamps and carriage lanterns, everything had acquired an air of indistinctness, or unreality.

However the transfer of information had taken place, five carriages clustered at the base of the pillar marking the intersection called the Seven Dials. Fifteen or twenty men milled among them, the bright edge of human chatter dulled by the fog. Along the perimeter of the lamplight loomed the vague-edged silhouettes of helmeted and uniformed officers, some clutching their truncheons like children clutch poppets.

As Cuan found his footing, DI Bitner detached himself from the crowd and stumped over. That didn’t surprise Cuan, but he was a little taken aback to realize that the overcoated shape striding along in Bitner’s wake was Detective Superintendent Mattingly, second-in-command of CID. He hastened forward, intending to smooth over the introductions, but Garrett was already warmly greeting Mattingly.

The Detective Superintendent seemed less enthusiastic, but he wasn’t giving her the brush-off, a friendliness which Cuan perceived to be the source of Bitner’s frown.

“What have we got?” Garrett asked as Cuan drew up. Across the square, fog swirled around the pumping legs of Commander Lain, his silhouette unmistakable as he hurried to join them.

Mattingly cast a searing look over his shoulder at the rookery as Lain inserted himself into the circle. “The Met have the rookery surrounded,” he said, nodding to the truncheon-wielding crew. “They’re not letting anyone pass.”

“With all due respect, sir,” Cuan said, “he’s already in there. And if we’re talking about a jumping devil, well, a lot of peelers aren’t going to slow him down a bit.”

Mattingly harrumphed through his moustache. “St. Giles is a warren, DS. We don’t have enough men to maintain a perimeter if we go in after him.”

“We can go in,” Lain offered, gesturing to another carriage now drawing up, the arms of the Crown’s own emblazoned in gold on the black, glossy door.

Cuan winced, but he hadn’t the rank to say what needed saying. Bitner, too, was swelling full of unpronounced arguments. Fortunately, Mattingly interceded.

“Do you want to imagine the carnage we’d get if we sent a dozen stiff-limbed elderly sorcerers on a room by room search of that?”

Lain bridled, but Mattingly rolled right over him.

“Even a wizard can be bashed over the head, sir, and they would be. No, thank you, Commander Lain. It would be a far superior use of your resources if your men would consent to be stationed among the bobbies. A stasis-wanding is our best chance to capture this sprite.”

“I think I know what he’s after,” Garrett said. Every set of eyes swiveled, and she colored. “It’s…indelicate.”

Lain tilted his head. “We are all scientists here, DCI.”

“A feminine principle,” she said. “Before, he raped for it, and when we kept him from his prey for long enough, he was forced to return to whatever Hell he came from. Now, he simply eviscerates. DS Coen gave me the idea—”

“Did he now?” Bitner interrupted, raking Cuan with a peculiar look.

Mattingly said, “That gives us a potential strategy for starving him out. But it doesn’t answer the question of which terrier can drag this particular badger from his sett.”

Cuan felt Garrett drawing herself up. “Send us,” she said, pointing from Bitner to Cuan. “The three of us, and a couple of bobbies, if there’s one or two who will volunteer. These two gentlemen have revolvers, I imagine, and I’ll have my wand. They can protect me quite effectively—and it won’t be a house to house search. We have the amulets, thanks to DS Coen. And I am hardly elderly and stiff-limbed.”

“I’m not sending a woman into danger,” Mattingly said, with a glance for support at Lain.

Garrett took a step forward. Her pointing finger made an arc, taking in the bobbies and their lanterns, the hellish silhouettes their lights cast on the fog. “There’s a woman in there now, Detective Superintendent, who—if she has not already been molested and horribly killed—is already in grave peril. You’re not sending me into danger, sir. I’m going to get my sister out.”

The sweep of her neck, the lift of her chin, were magnificent. Cuan held his breath, thinking of Mattingly’s fond disdain, the dismissive comments of investigators. From across the circle, Bitner caught his gaze, one eyebrow rising.

Lain spread his hands. “I know better than to come between DCI Garrett and anything she might have set her will on.”

Mattingly shook is head. “Bitner? Coen?”

“We’ll do it,” Cuan said, as Bitner’s mouth was opening.

It might be insubordination, but—whatever he’d been about to say—once the words were out of Cuan’s mouth, Bitner rocked back on his heels and folded his arms. Superior officer or not, he’d back his partner up.

“We’ll do it,” Bitner agreed, more slowly. He turned to Garrett. “The plan is to flush him out onto the Crown’s Own? Do you think he’ll run when confronted?”

She looked as if she’d like to bite her lip, but was too much a lady. Instead, a shiver spread through her delicate cheek. “He did before.”

 

***

 

The alleys stank of feces and rotting trash. No light filtered in from outside—the gaps between buildings had long been bridged with shoddy construction that sifted filth on their hats—and Cuan tried not to think too hard on what the beams of their lanterns illuminated through the crawling smog. Any heap of rags might be a filthy vagrant, a rotting corpse, or just a stinking heap of garbage. Cuan would be as glad to get through the night without having to determine which was which.

Few folk were abroad. Cuan would wager that word had spread of the peelers surrounding St. Giles and everybody who had shelter was taking it. So they moved like ghosts through the fog, unopposed but not unremarked. Cuan felt as if he could sense the hostile gazes blistering his skin from every angle. If he could not see the people, he could hear them, the scrape of iron on stone within the ratty dwelling-places, the screams of more miserable babies than could be counted.

Garrett had the amulet. Her footsteps clicking at his heels, she called directions at each intersection. Behind her, Cuan heard the scrape of Bitner’s boot, his ragged breathing. Two bobbies—Burns and Jamison—brought up the rear, big doughty men clutching their truncheons.

Cuan’s palm sweated into the grip of his revolver. He was obliged to pause at each corner, flatten himself against whatever passed for a wall—some no more than flimsy barriers of planking and bits of crate, the interstices wedged with rags—and peer ahead into the gloom, alert to ambush.

Nevertheless, the knowledge that somewhere ahead a woman could be in peril of her life kept him moving faster than caution would dictate. “We must be getting close,” Garrett said. “The amulet is brightening.”

As if her words had been permission, the ambient sound of too many people living pent too closely in tiny rooms and corridors was rent by a woman’s cry. With a glance over his shoulder, Cuan broke into a run.

It could be a trap, of course, and it could be that he was charging headlong to the devil. But he told himself he wouldn’t be himself if he could listen to a shriek like that and take no action. The pounding footsteps of the others echoed around him, telling him he was not alone. Garrett kept up quite handily, the silver tip of her wand flashing in the lanternlight as she drew up alongside. And Bitner, long-legged and slight, swung wide to charge past them, drawing ahead.

Cuan watched the jiggling beam of his lantern and drove harder, hopping rubbish piles and sliding in drifts of refuse. One of the bobbies blew his whistle, sharp and shrill, a sound that set Cuan’s teeth to vibrating in his skull. They broke out into a courtyard ringed in squalid shanties, loomed over by soot-blackened brick. The darkness shattered and broke around blades of light, the erratic sweep of lanterns nauseating in trembling hands. Bitner had drawn up a little before them, squinting the length of his extended arm. The beam of the lantern in his left hand illuminated a lumpish black shape Cuan at first mistook for a shanty draped in ragged black oilcloth.

He could hear the woman whimpering, the sort of tiny mewing sounds made by someone too terrified or hurt to get a breath. He stepped forward, flanked by the bigger of the two bobbies, meaning to join Bitner in forming a wall between Garrett and the source of the sound.

Then the thing stretched, and rose, the draperies flaring with its movement, and Bitner saw it unveiled from within the flapping cloak—a bone-white figure as spindly as if lashed together out of broom handles, its eyes bugging out of a face like a Pulcinella mask. One skeletal hand was still knotted in the hair of a woman who sprawled before him; the other folded stiffly around the hilt of a hunting knife.

Spring-Heeled Jack.

The woman’s dress was ripped from collar to navel. Shiny darkness spotted the edges of the gash, but the bright steel of her corset busk glinted between ragged edges of cloth, and it sharpened hope in his breast. The wounds might be superficial.

“Throw it down!” Bitner demanded, his voice ringing with authority. “Throw down the knife!”

The thing snarled, and in a blur of black cloak and pale limbs yanked the woman’s head back by her hair. The knife-hand darted. Flames leaped from Bitner’s revolver, and a sound so loud that Cuan felt its concussion through his chest shook the air. Cuan felt his palm sting, saw the curl of blue smoke from the barrel of his revolver, and realized that he’d fired as well.

At least one bullet must have struck the thing. Cuan saw its body jerk, the shudder that rippled its cloak. The knife scythed away through darkness when its arm flung wide, and struck something solid enough to thump.

The woman screamed, her terror combining with the shrilling of police whistles to drown the ringing in Cuan’s deafened ears. Garrett appeared on Cuan’s right, a slim ebony wand wavering in her hand.

The devil snarled and leaped for Bitner, a jump so fearfully swift Cuan could not track it with his gun. Bitner shouted as he went down, his revolver discharging hopelessly into the air. His lantern shattered on the stones, splashing fire like water from a dashed cup. The beast fell on him, cobalt flames jetting from between its lips, its pinwheeling hands showing dark at the tips.

Cuan raised his gun before he realized he could not shoot, and instead threw himself on the creature’s back, his fingers burrowing deep in the folds of its cloak, seeking purchase on its scrawny throat.

The cloak felt warm, oily, like filthy human skin. He clawed; his fingernails caught, bent, and what they caught on tore. Spring-Heeled Jack shrilled, more alcohol-blue flames billowing from his mouth. The devil reared up, arching backward. Cuan yanked, slick heat flooding over his hands, burning his skin. If it was blood, it splashed his cheek and burned like fire.

He held his grip. He yanked again.

But the burning blood was as slick as a man’s, and his hands slipped and slid. Spring-Heeled Jack twisted in his grip, still wailing, and then—more eerily, cursing fluently like a man. It leaped, the living cloak flaring on every side, but Cuan’s weight flattened its leap and they smashed together into the brick tenement. They crashed into a shanty roof that splintered beneath them, and Spring-Heeled Jack staggered up, wobbling free of the debris, and leaped again.

Cuan slid from its back and skidded along the filthy stones. When he tried to stand, thorny heat spiked the length of his shin. He yelped and fell, realizing as he groped for it that he had lost his gun. One of the bobbies closed on him, truncheon dangling, and Cuan waved the man back.

Across the pavement, Bitner pushed himself into a sitting position and dragged himself away from the burning pool of lantern oil. “Where is it?”

Garrett spoke out of the darkness. She must be moving toward him; Cuan found himself blinded by the beam of her lantern. “Look over by the far wall. I think I got it with my wand.”

“I can’t. My leg is broken. Constable Burns?”

The policeman—Burns—wavered, his expression only a pale blur through the dark, but he turned away. His lantern now illuminated a crumpled shape sprawled across the dented tin roof of a lean-to. “Might be,” he said. He glanced over his shoulder. “DCI—”

She leveled her wand again and gave it a little flick, with no visible result. “I reinforced the paralysis,” she said. “Collar it. Where’s Constable Jamison?”

“Here, ma’am.” He came forward, supporting a staggering woman. The victim, Cuan realized, who was well enough to hold the ragged edges of her dress together at the front. “I’ll go for stretchers if you feel safe enough here with Constable Burns.”

Garrett smiled and slipped her wand up the tight sleeve of her jacket. “We’ll manage. Oh, DI Bitner, please do me the courtesy of sitting down until somebody can look at your injuries?”

“I’m fine,” he said, drawing wide his coat to display the blood-spotted tatters of his shirt, the scorched but not blistered area on his throat and cheek, the sizzled hair. “He scraped me up, is all. His claws aren’t all that sharp. Like dog claws. I guess that explains why he used the knife.” But he plunked down beside Cuan nonetheless, and drew up his knees. “Thank you, old man.”

Something rattled in Bitner’s pocket as he reached inside his coat.

Constable Jamison led the woman over and drew his coat off for her to sit upon. “Here, miss, just sit down by the Detective Sergeant, would you?”

She as much collapsed as sat. Cuan pulled off his own coat and draped it around her shoulders. She huddled into it, wide-eyed and unweeping, peering at him over clutching fingers. Her eyes almost vanished behind her tangled locks.

“It’s not moving,” Constable Burns reported. “How long will this last?”

“Until I take it off,” Garrett answered. She swayed, standing over them, but kept herself erect. Across the court, Cuan heard the sounds of people stirring, the rattle of nests of newspapers pushed back, the grind of propped-up doors slid aside as the denizens of the rookery emerged. “Drag it over here, would you, and then relax. We may have a bit of a wait.”

Someone called “Suzy?” It must have been the woman’s name, because she flinched a little, but she didn’t answer, just huddled tighter in her coat.

“She’s here,” Cuan said. A shape emerged from the night, framed by two others. Women, all of them, blowsy and dressed in tatters, reeking of cheap gin.

“Is she—?”

“Alive,” Cuan said, and turned his face aside as Suzy was helped up and led limping away. He should retain her as a material witness—but he found he didn’t care. They had the suspect in custody, though what they’d do with it, he had no idea. Thank God that wasn’t his department.

Bitner nudged his arm. When he looked down, he saw the open mouth of a metal flask. “This’ll take the edge off the leg.”

He let Bitner slip it into his fingers, and paused. “There’s something you should know before I drink this.”

Bitner waited. Cuan felt the stir of Garrett’s coat-tail against his shoulders as she turned, scanning the darkness.

He drew a breath and said, “The name I was born with was Sean Cuan.”

“Why are you telling me that?”

“Because I want your recommendation when I apply to read sorcery at Oxford.”

“You’re Irish.”

“That’s what I’m telling you,” Cuan said. “You’re a university man. With your letter and DCI Garrett’s, they might consider me anyway.” He extended the flask, untouched, back to Bitner.

Bitner turned and looked him in the eye. “Christ, man, I thought you were going to tell me you had the pox. Drink the damned gin. Of course you’ll get your letter, man. And then maybe you can write me a report on exactly where that thing came from.”

“Hell,” Cuan answered, the sharp fumes of gin filling up his sinuses, making his eyes sting. The pain in his leg dimmed a little, veiled behind alcohol burn. “I can tell you that without an education.”


  

Introduction to “The Body of the Nation”

 


In retrospect, I kind of wish I’d used a different solution for the mystery in “The Tricks of London.” Rather than something frankly supernatural, it might have been more fun to let the current iteration of Spring-Heeled Jack be an impostor using some sort of mechanical and thaumaturgical device. Although what exactly he’d hope to accomplish still eludes me…which is why you wound up with a demon thing instead.

Now, on to the next story.

“The Body of the Nation” is the original story in this collection, never previously published. It’s absolutely Mark Twain’s fault: I was reading Life on the Mississippi while trying to come up with a plot for this story, and suddenly it sort of wrote itself.

This story takes place after Abby Irene has come to New Amsterdam, but before she’s met Sebastien.


  

Body of the Nation

New Amsterdam, April 1897

 


Under moonlight, the North River Day Line steamboat The Nation seemed to rest on the glassy river like an elaborate toy on the mirrored surface of a drawing-room display. If it were not for the long sculpted lines of smoke hanging above her twin chimneys she might have seemed motionless; the paddleboxes enclosing her side wheels disguised their revolution as the moonlight disguised the brilliant colors of her woodwork. Detective Crown Investigator Abigail Irene Garrett knew The Nation must be fighting the tidal swell up the Hudson Fjord to hold her position, but the paddle boat was like a swan: what rose serenely above the great river’s surface reflected no hint of the steady striving beneath.

The little stern-wheeled tug that bore Garrett toward The Nation could not have been more of a contrast—skittering toward the stately passenger-and-freight vessel like an overexcited water bug.

Garrett shifted her gloved grip on the railing and lifted her face to the wind. Night was no more than a courtesy. The moon’s shining face would have provided sufficient light to navigate by, especially reflected as it was by the river. But in addition, the lights of New Amsterdam lined the right-hand bank, those of New Jersey the left—and The Nation herself gleamed at the center, bedeviled by gilt and shining with lanterns.

As she gave no sign that her magnificent languid grace upon the water was the artifact of concealed frenetic activity, she also gave no sign that within her elaborately painted and gilded bulkheads, there lay a dead man. But that was why Garrett was coming to her on this brisk spring night, a sharp wind lifting the hairs at her nape and blowing her long skirts around the shape of the blue velvet carpet bag she braced between her boots. It was only the presence of a dead man that had stayed The Nation on her route upriver to Albany even this long.

Garrett stepped back from the rail as they came up alongside. She crouched to pick up her carpet bag, avoiding being poked by her stays as she dipped with the expertness of long experience. The stiffness of her wand rested in its sheath along her left forearm—a minor reassurance.

A moment later and two members of the tug’s crew were steadying her on the rail as she lifted her bag up to the waiting hands of The Nation’s roustabouts. They lifted her after, dark hands and pale supporting her with surprising gentleness as she jumped up and was caught. The tug’s bumpers grated against The Nation’s oaken side; neither vessel ever quite stopped moving.

Despite their care, Garrett’s temporary lack of self-determination nauseated her with apprehension as the paddleboat’s crew hauled her over its higher rail and onto the deck. They made a point of bundling her skirts tight about her legs. Their expertise was no surprise. Steamers didn’t stop at every landing along the route between New Amsterdam and Albany. If there were only a passenger or two, a few bales of cargo—they’d be tossed on or off board while the vessel was still moving, to shave a few minutes off the route time.

The crewmen set Garrett on her feet and—once she had twitched her skirting smooth—handed over her carpet bag. She lifted her chin and was about to go in search of the vessel’s master when a cultured tenor interrupted her. “D.C.I. Garrett, I presume?”

“Captain O’Brien,” she replied, after a pause to adjust the cuffs of her gloves that was really a pause in order to collect herself. “So, who’s dead?”

The brim of O’Brien’s hat tilted along with his head. Despite the name, he had no brogue—his accent clearly said Connecticut, and the coast of it. “I would have expected you to have been briefed.”

She smiled. “I was pulled from my supper and told that I must report here. That it was a matter of utmost delicacy and urgency. And that The Nation could under no circumstances be further delayed, despite the fact of a murder, and so I would have to do my work enroute. But the name of the victim, or his apparent manner of destruction? No, these things were not considered essential to my performance. And so I am here before you, with barely the tools of my trade and the clothes I stand up in, ready to detect, to investigate, to draw conclusions, sir.”

He contemplated her for a moment before nodding. “Very well,” he said. “How about if I let you draw your own conclusions, then, since you’re here already? I’ll be happy to share my…” He weighed several words “…observations with you once you feel they will no longer be pejorative.”

“Can you at least tell me if it’s a thaumaturgical case?” Normally, she would only be called for those—or ones where there was a suspicion of black magic…or where the victim was a person of sufficient import that their death interested the Crown. In a symbolic but by no means unreal manner, Garrett was the King’s own hand and eye turned to justice for his people. It was her duty to protect his interests, and to serve them.

“I am afraid I am not qualified to judge that,” O’Brien said. “But the Duke specifically required that you be involved in the investigation before he’d allow us to leave New Amsterdam’s jurisdiction.”

That was interesting. And it would be very like Duke Richard not to find a way to alert her to his suspicions or desires. He’d just expect her to know, through sorcery…or telepathy.

O’Brien didn’t look down, and despite herself, she felt the corner of her mouth curve upward. She had come here prepared to wrestle politics and permissions. Confronted with this plain-spoken and obviously weary working man…she felt a spark of hope.

Captain O’Brien was slim and wore his modestly creased uniform with—nevertheless—elegance. A blond fringe peeked out below the sides of his cap, and his small hands seemed dainty in white kid gloves. For all his unassuming aspect, Garrett was not fooled. It took something for a man of Irish descent to rise to captain a paddle boat that happened to be the pride of the North River Day Line—and the O’Briens were descended of Brian Boru, High King of Ireland…and draoi. Druid, an English speaker would say.

Not that that meant that O’Brien would inevitably be a sorcerer—but wizardry, like scholarship, had a tendency to run in families.

Garrett extended a hand. O’Brien took it. Their eyes met; she was the taller. It did not seem to trouble him.

Beneath her laced boots, the decks shivered as the great paddle wheels drifted to a halt, then began more vigorously to turn in a forward direction, taking advantage of the inflowing tide to push The Nation fast and hard for Albany. And Garrett was alone aboard her with a corpse, a crime, and the unknown factors of the crew and captain.

 

***

 

In a civilized nation, no vessel with a murdered man aboard would have been permitted to flit casually from the docks, waiting with bad grace and—figuratively speaking—restive stamping for the presence of the Crown’s Own. But the Colonies were not a civilized nation, with civilized checks on the behavior of powerful men. At least two of those men—Duke Richard, the highest aristocratic authority in the New Netherlands, and Peter Eliot, Lord Mayor of New Amsterdam—had a vested financial interest in the North River Day Line’s monopoly and operations.

If a messenger hadn’t raced on his velocipede directly from the offices of Robert Cook, president of the North River Day Line, to the offices of Peter Eliot as soon as the murder was reported…Detective Crown Investigator Garrett would eat her carpetbag full of the tools of the forensic sorcerer.

As Garrett followed O’Brien’s narrow shoulders along the port side rail, she trained her investigator’s awareness on the vessel. The Nation was at the top of her line, a broad-beamed behemoth strung everywhere with glittering lanterns that reflected from bronze and red and violet paint and from gilt on every surface. Garrett thought she must have used The Nation’s twin sisters in her own occasional trips upriver, though she could not recall having been on this particular vessel previously.

The Nation’s wood finishings were ornate, scrolled and pierced with jigsaw work like the latest style in houses. Deck passengers milled among the cargo piled and lashed in tidy stacks, and the air of excitement led even those who had booked cabin passage to join them. Normally, these more well-heeled passengers would avoid the dirt and poverty of the decks. There would be a main cabin where they might mingle, and at either end of it a salon for the ladies and a saloon for the men. As The Nation was normally a day line ship, and should already have been approaching the safety of her berth in Albany, she did not book out sleeper cabins. And Garrett thought the level of excitement vibrating through the passengers was well beyond what the salon (or saloon!) or even main cabin could have contained. Garrett wondered what the captain had told them, and what additional rumors might be sparking like wildfire from one passenger to the next.

They’d be up all night at this rate.

Well, so would she.

Captain O’Brien paused before a stateroom door, beside which stood a crewman in a dirty-kneed uniform. Mostly, passengers traveled the day line boats on deck, or in the salons—but there were a limited number of cabins available for the shy, or overly moneyed, or those who did not care to mix even with the middle class patrons amid the silver and mirrors in the cabin.

“Here,” he said. He produced a key from his pocket—it was on a numbered fob—and unlocked the door. With no signs of a flourish—only a drab practicality, which—Garrett had to admit—seemed largely appropriate to the somber circumstances—he drew the panel open.

The space within was lit by a single lantern, but that was more than adequate. It was a little room, essentially—more a closet than a chamber—with an easy chair and a shuttered porthole. The curtains had been drawn against the inside. There was a good rug on the floor—anywhere else, it would have been a runner for an entryway—and atop the rug there was a dead…woman.

A book had fallen beside her, and a china teacup figured with cherries lay miraculously unbroken beside her splayed hand. She wore a gown of silk noile of the sort with differently colored warp and weft, so at the peaks of folds it caught the light and reflected back dark burgundy, while the valleys were shadowed and black. Her dark hair was sewn with rubies. More glinted at her neck and ears, amid diamonds and gold.

There were no obvious signs of violence upon her, and no blood upon the floor.

“She’s dressed for a ball,” O’Brien said. “And as you’ve seen, while The Nation’s a sharp boat, she’s not the sort of boat that hosts balls. She was traveling under the name Mrs. Abercrombie.” He shrugged. “Whether it’s her own—”

“Did she come aboard in Albany?” Garrett crouched beside the body, careful of the hem of her own dress and the possibility of contaminating the body with foreign fibers or hairs.

“She purchased passage and immediately embarked when we docked at the Battery,” O’Brien said. “She entered her cabin, called for tea, and was not seen again. We’re all rather distracted—we have a boatload of botanists going upriver for some sort of international conference on stamens and pistils or something, and as a result the holds are full of perishable goods on ice. We wouldn’t have found her before Albany, except one of the stewards—Carter—heard her fall when he arrived with the tea-tray.” He gestured to the fellow beside the door.

Carter was of average height and build, trim in his white coat, his mousy hair thinning despite obvious youth. His face looked pinched.

“You unlocked the door?” Garrett asked him.

“I had to run for the mate,” said Carter. “Stewards don’t have keys to guest cabins, ma’am.”

“But you saw the body? Through the window?”

He shook his head. “The porthole was covered. She didn’t answer a knock.”

“I see.” Garrett returned her attention to O’Brien. “And no one saw anyone enter or leave this cabin, of course?”

“We are interviewing the deck passengers,” he said. “They aren’t as helpful as one might wish.”

Garrett sighed. She needed a dozen uniformed officers to deal with a potential witness pool this large, with time this limited. What she had was an interfering captain who was trying to be conscientious…unless he was trying to cover his tracks. “That is the nature of eyewitnesses, Captain. Please continue interviewing them.”

Some would be over-eagerly helpful, some pompous, some irritated to be disturbed. All of them, by now, would be deeply unhappy that The Nation had been so delayed.

“It might be helpful that she embarked in New Amsterdam and suffered such an immediate fate,” Garrett said. “It suggests that her killer—if she was killed, and is not merely the unfortunate victim of a brainstorm—might still be aboard. You didn’t return to the shore to ask assistance?”

“We have a wireless,” O’Brien said. “Six months ago, we would have sent a boat to shore; as it was, we radioed a coded transmission.”

Garrett did not comment on the fact that the ship would have left its berth early in the morning, for the first tide and a fast run upriver to Albany. The North River’s estuary reached hundreds of miles inland—the tides pushed up it as far as the mountains. Into Iroquois Nation country, in fact—where the war magic of the Native tribes had stopped the westward expansion of the Colonies. There was a guarded peace now, and trade…but the border hadn’t always been friendly.

Garrett estimated that perhaps twelve hours had been lost while politics were wrangled…

Gently, Garrett touched the woman’s hand. She had expected it to be stiff, the fingers wooden and room-temperature. The flesh was tepid to the touch…but plastic, soft and flexible. While such things varied a great deal from case to case, a woman who had been dead since breakfast should have showed signs of rigor mortis, and should not yet be relaxing again.

Garrett called for the lamp, insensible for the moment that it was a ship’s captain she ordered around. When she remembered, the lantern had already been set beside her.

“Do you need her lifted?” O’Brien said.

“Not yet.”

It was hard to tell in the poor light, but as she lowered her head toward the floor and lifted the dead woman’s hand, something else struck Garrett’s attention. There should have been pale patches on the backs of her curved fingers, marking where they had pressed the floor. Around those, there should have been liver-red rings. The marks of dependent lividity showed how a body had laid as the blood settled, and could outline anything that pressed that blood from capillaries near the skin.

Garrett humphed and unbuttoned the dead woman’s sleeve. Her flesh was slack and inelastic—more like Plastiline than human skin and muscle—but there was no sign on any surface of the marks of lividity. Nor did they mar her face, already marred as it was by staring, clouding eyes.

She appeared, in other words, fairly freshly dead—except for the fact that warmth had fled her.

“A physician examined her?” Garrett asked.

“Dr. Fenister,” O’Brien said. “He’s the ship’s surgeon. His opinion as of this morning was that she was freshly deceased, although he noted the coolness of her temperature as unusual…you may, of course, speak with him yourself.”

“He didn’t turn her?”

“It was obvious she was beyond help.” O’Brien shifted uncomfortably. “If that’s real,” he said, with a wave to the victim’s ring, “we’re looking at a diplomatic incident.”

“I’m not a jeweler,” Garrett replied. “But it looks real to me. Is that why you stalled the vessel?”

O’Brien’s mouth opened and closed like a fish’s. He glanced aside. “The owners would have preferred the body remain undiscovered until Albany.”

She didn’t drop her eyes. He didn’t raise his.

He shrugged and finished, “Time tables are sacred. And we have perishable cargo and wealthy passengers aboard. Neither take well to delays.”

“Humph,” Garrett said.

Garrett lowered the dead woman’s hand again. As her fingers grazed over it, she examined the ring more carefully. Two heraldic lions supporting a quartered field, on which a red lion and a blue panther alternated with more abstract red-and-white designs.

Before she became a forensic sorcerer, Garrett had been Lady Abigail Irene Garrett, heir to a minor nobility. Those days were past, but she still recognized the arms of the Kingdom of Bayern.

D.C.I. Garrett closed her eyes and sighed. “I assume there’s no shortage of coffee aboard a paddle boat?”

O’Brien cleared his throat. “I shall have young Carter here fetch you some. Cream and sugar?”

“Black,” said Garrett. “I don’t plan to enjoy it.”

 

***

 

The book had plain red boards and a spine curlicued with gilt but otherwise unmarked. When Garrett lifted it, she found beneath it a fountain pen with a shattered nib. Ink daubed the wooden floor, the edge of the carpet, and the printed pages. A glance at the page head told her it was a German-language edition of The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon.

“Washington Irving,” Garrett muttered to herself.

She was reminded of O’Brien’s presence when he answered from the door, “Reading up on the local culture, I see.”

Garrett grunted in the most unladylike fashion she could manage. Years of deportment lessons she’d never quite shaken rendered it into a delicate huff. Pity she never made it as far upriver as Sleepy Hollow and Tarrytown.

Garrett looked for the gouge in the floorboards or the spot on the rug where the pen nib might have struck—and for the broken bits of the nib itself—but without success. She was still frowning and weighing Das Skizzenbuch in her hand when a clatter by the door alerted her to the arrival of her coffee. Carter set up a silver tray on a folding stand and poured. The beverage had arrived accompanied by a fat, tempting slice of coconut cake, by which Garrett knew that the ship’s cook was attempting to butter her up. The curls of fresh coconut, the rich aroma, and her own interrupted supper suggested she would allow herself to be courted.

It was probably bad form to eat standing in the doorway of a chamber where a dead woman lay. Nevertheless, she drank left-handed, balancing the book upon her right, and blew on the pages to turn them.

Cut edges fluttered; someone had done a meticulous job with the paper knife. Here and there were cryptic notations in a brown-black ink matching the color of that splashed on the floor and dabbing the dead woman’s fingertips.

“I’ll need access to a room with a table and good lighting. And some privacy.” Garrett frowned at the cut pages and set her empty cup aside. “Where’s her handbag?”

It might contain a clue to her true identity. Or where she had been coming from, first thing in the morning, dressed as if she had danced the night away.

Captain O’Brien did not step across the threshold into the stateroom. He hunkered with his hands upon his knees and leaned in, though, angling his head to peer under furniture. “Let me speak to the baggage master,” he said. “I’ll soon find her luggage.”

“It hasn’t been retrieved yet?” Garrett asked. “Never mind, of course it hasn’t. You were no doubt waiting for instructions?”

O’Brien paused in his leaving and shrugged apologetically. “If I owned the ship, things would be different. As it is—”

“Indubitably,” Garrett said. “Well, she didn’t pay her passage without a handbag, unless they’re sewing concealed pockets into evening gowns these days.”

“A pathetic motive for murder,” O’Brien said, with obvious, real disdain.

Garrett felt the thin fragility of her own smile, the ease with which it cracked when she spoke. “There are good ones?”

O’Brien shifted, his hands behind his back.

Garrett took pity on him. “Who’d lift a handbag and leave a head coiffed in rubies?”

“Considering the overturned cup—I imagine you might be thinking of poison? Even suicide?”

“It could be suicide,” Garrett said. “An imaginative detective might hypothesize that she first tossed her handbag over the railing, to confound scandal.”

O’Brien raised his eyebrows. “It’s better to be murdered than a suicide?”

“It is if you’re a Catholic,” Garrett said, after a brief pause. Well, there are Protestant Irish. And probably atheistic ones. “Or if you wish to conceal the reasons for your suicide.”

“That is imaginative.”

Garrett’s knees still hurt from crouching on the deck. Every year left her a little less nimble. “And imagination is not always a friend to the homicide investigator,” she said. “Too often, the reasons and means of murder are monotonously tedious. But my point is, the staging of this death could be consistent with either self-poisoning, or poisoning by another. The locked stateroom suggests the former; the lack of handbag the latter.”

She set the book on the edge of the coffee tray and picked up cake and fork. The boiled frosting was too sweet, but that was the nature of boiled frosting. The cake itself was excellent. “Except—it’s just as one would expect. And any time I see a crime scene that’s just as one would expect, it makes me suspect that it could be just that: staging. Dead people usually don’t look as the layman would think they must.”

 

***

 

“Mrs. Abercrombie,” it turned out, had loaded a steamer trunk—and the purser from whom she’d booked passage at the last minute clearly recollected her handbag, because it had seemed exceedingly out of place with her costume.

It was well-made, the purser said, and obviously expensive—but suitable for day, not an elegant evening out. “I assumed she was leaving her husband,” he said, “having caught him…” He hesitated, with a glance at Garrett. Garrett restrained herself from rolling her eyes. O’Brien frowned encouragingly, and the purser continued. “Angry women in last night’s clothes aren’t unheard of as paddleboat passengers, is all I mean.”

“I imagine not,” said Garrett. She picked an invisible and exceedingly uncomfortable bit of lint from her sleeve.

“I remember her in particular because at first I turned her away, and she seemed quite distressed. But she returned an hour later, offering more money—we would not, of course, put another passenger off for her convenience. But there had been a cancellation. A Mr. Eugene Sisters, who I recall because of the peculiar beauty of his name.”

Garrett was coming to conclude that the purser—a Mr. Manley—was accustomed to making excuses for his excellent recall of his passenger lists. “Did Mr. Sisters rebook for later?”

He shook his head. “He sent a telegram. It had his code number on it, which is how we prevent pranks in such matters.” Manley rocked awkwardly in his chair. “Shall we go check the holds for that trunk?”

“Oh, yes,” Garrett replied, with a tired glance to O’Brien. Not that he wasn’t a suspect, but at least she liked him. “Let’s do.”

 

***

 

The steamer trunk, of course…

…was missing.

Quite ostentatiously missing. Although the passenger’s half of its claim tag could not be found—perhaps it was with “Mrs. Abercrombie’s” handbag—the tag number was in the baggage master’s book; however, its assigned berth in the hold lay innocent of contents. The deck where it should have lain was lightly scratched, but that signified very little—the deck throughout the hold was much-abused, scratched and gouged and furrowed from the steel-shod feet and corners of years of joyously mishandled luggage.

“Curiouser and curiouser,” Garrett said. A chill crept up her spine; closer inspection revealed that it was just the radiant cold from some sort of large crate that seemed to contain something perishable packed in ice and sawdust. “Well, I suppose the contents of a trunk are as good a motive for murder as the contents of a handbag.”

“Indeed,” said O’Brien. “If only we could find either, we might be that much closer to the murderer.”

 

***

 

O’Brien set the crew to searching The Nation—stem to stern, quite literally. It was a less than ideal situation, as any one of them could have been involved in the murder, and so Garrett specified that they must work in pairs—and that the mate would choose who paired with whom, rather than relying on crew members to sort it out. Garrett needed to begin interviewing the remaining crew and the passengers—but she was painfully aware that there were close to three hundred people aboard The Nation, and that she had less than eight hours remaining in which to find the one who was a murderer.

Garrett had done the obvious thing first, and laid out the dead woman’s pen on a clean handkerchief to see if it could be thaumaturgically encouraged to point out the direction of its missing piece. But it lay there without even a shiver, blithely ignoring the principles of affinity and sympathy. Which didn’t mean that the broken-off piece didn’t exist, of course. But if it were far enough away that the spell didn’t offer at least some direction, it was a safe bet that it wasn’t on board The Nation.

Perhaps the pen had been broken before the dead woman came on board. But if that was the case, why had she had it out to make notes in a book when she died?

Garrett needed a starting point. Any starting point. Even a bad one. Flipping through the pages of the dead woman’s short story collection was not providing the needed inspiration. Her annotations were cryptic—shorthand in a foreign language—and there wasn’t even a name scribed on the flyleaf.

She was about to pick a direction of questioning at random, on the ancient axiom of police investigations: some action is better than no action. Until she glimpsed a shorter edge of paper tucked between the pages of the book, and flipped back page by page until she found it again.

It was a newspaper article, on fresh, greasy newsprint. Garrett could still smell the cheap ink. A column clipped from the pages of The New World Times, penned by one “Josh,” apparently a “Master Riverboat Pilot” by trade. It was a humorous tall tale of travel on the North River between New Amsterdam and Albany, focused in particular on the perils of sea monsters and the opportunity to view “extinct saurisceans” in the canyons below West Point.

Garrett frowned at the thing. “O’Brien.”

“Ma’am?”

“What’s the name of your pilot?”

 

***

 

The pilot’s name was Clemens. Garrett did not stand as he was brought into the captain’s office, which had been hastily cleared to serve as her interview room. Instead, she sat behind the powdery pale wood of the desk and assessed him. He was a man neither tall nor short, whose eyes glittered sharply over a luxuriant moustache. His once-ginger hair was fading to the color of strawberry milk, but his posture remained as crisp as it ever might have been. He did not seem put off by her sex or her spectacles, which could be good or bad.

He radiated an aura of wit and focus that led Garrett to suspect immediately that while he might be a charming interview, he would not be an easy one. She longed for a gin just looking at him.

He had removed his cap upon entering and stood now with it tucked jauntily under his arm. The ring it had left depressed his curls, a small flaw she found comforting, like a chink in the otherwise flawless armor of his uniform. Dammit, Garrett thought. I’m the one who’s supposed to be making him feel this way.

“Mister Clemens,” she said. “Please sit.”

A ladder-backed chair had been drawn up to the blank side of the desk. Clemens folded himself into it as the door shut and latched behind him—the invaluable and nearly invisible Carter, yet again—and spoke in a cultured Virginian accent. “Detective Crown Investigator.”

“Do you know why you’re here, Mr. Clemens?”

“I imagine you are interviewing the ship’s officers regarding the death of Mrs. Abercrombie, as that was why you were brought aboard.”

A good enough answer. Noncommittal, and not full of conversational openings. She resisted the urge to say, I see you have fenced before. “How did you come to New Amsterdam?”

“My wife Olivia’s family is settled in Elmira. It was because of her that I came to New Holland.”

“But Captain O’Brien tells me you were already an experienced riverboat pilot when he hired you, though but newly arrived?”

“Ah,” he said. “Yes. I learned my trade out West. The Red Indian Nations of the fertile Mississippi valley issue charters for a limited number of steamboats. The trade in lumber and furs had enriched them greatly, and as they’ve learned of the steel plow and seed drill from Europeans, certain tribes have become producers of trade quantities of cotton and sugarcane, which they sell through the cooperative colony of La Nouvelle-Orléans, which the Chitimacha call Chawasha, the Raccoon-Place, with as much success any white businessman. The Mississippi, I must say, is a far superior river in every way to the North River—much slyer, madam, and far more full of tricks.”

Garrett had found, over the years, that the most revealing interviews often resulted from following seemingly blind trails. Whatever people wished most to conceal inevitably weighed upon their thoughts and affected their habits of speech. It became a fascination, a sort of obsession, and they could not control the indications of interest that leaked out into their daily discourse. No one, Garrett thought, was more interested in anything more so than themselves—unless it was attention paid to themselves, even if they were the anonymous center of a manhunt. If she had a shilling for every time she’d brought a murderer to justice only to find a cache of newspaper clippings relating to the crime in his or her papers—well, she was sure she’d have at least a guinea.

She had a hunch, in other words. And she was pursuing the hunch when she said, “You seem to be rather a partisan of the Indian Nations, for a white man.”

Clemens had laid his cap upon his knee when he sat. Now he folded his hands over it.

“When I was a young man, I was an Imperialist,” he said. “I believed in the Westward expansion of the Colonies; the inevitable conquest and beneficial civilization of the backwards native tribes.”

“Something changed your mind?”

“Getting to know them,” he said. “Working as a foreigner in their nations. Watching them adopt the best of our technologies and sciences while refining their own on the lathe we call ‘civilization.’ It has been…an education, madam.”

She regarded him. He tipped his head to the side.

Garrett made a note in her case book. “If you are no longer an Imperialist, then what have you become?”

His words were apologetic, but the smile ruffling his moustache was something else. “I’m afraid I’ve become a Republican, Crown Investigator.”

“Well,” she said slowly. “That’s not…illegal.”

“It’s not encouraged,” he retorted.

“Do you speak out against the Queen?”

“Iron Alexandria? There is no queen in all the world more fit to rule England than she.”

Garrett’s lips twitched. She pressed them together to prevent the smile. Clever man. “But not the Colonies?”

His shoulders rise and fell. “I think it would be to the benefit of Crown and Colonies both if the Crown were willingly to release us,” he said. “It is my right in common and statutory law to express that opinion.”

“In certain limited ways,” said the Crown’s Own.

“I have never called for revolution, or wished any harm upon the queen or her representatives.”

He seemed earnest, leaning forward persuasively. Garrett swept aside the newspaper that covered the copy of Washington Irving.

“Do you speak German, Mr. Clemens?”

His eyes flicked to the book, but lingered longer on the newspaper. It was The New World Times, which carried the column by Josh the riverboat pilot. She watched him force his eyes back to the book. “Was that Mrs. Abercrombie’s?” he asked. “If you need someone to translate it for you…I’m afraid my attempts would be rather crude.”

“What leads you to believe it might have been Mrs. Abercrombie’s?”

His bushy eyebrows rose. Garrett had seen a lot of dismissals in her life, but this one rivaled the occasional more-in-sorrow-than-in-anger stares of her elderly ragmop terrier. “She was Prussian?”

“Bavarian, actually. But it’s an easy mistake to make. Although considering the long-term political tensions between those two nations, were she alive she’d probably have a bone to pick with you over your error.”

Clemens huffed into his mustache. “In any case, she spoke German; she is dead; the book is in the possession of a homicide investigator. It seems a natural supposition.”

Garrett opened the book to the page she had previously marked and extracted “Josh’s” clipped-out column on the cryptozoology of the North River Fjord. She extended it between gloved fingers. “I don’t suppose you know who writes under this pseudonym of ‘Josh’?”

He didn’t extend his hand to take the trembling slip of paper. “That would be your humble correspondent, madam. She clipped it, I gather? It’s so gratifying to have a fan.”

 

***

 

After the pilot, Garrett began interviewing the ship’s other officers. She was just about finished with the mate when a hesitant rap on the door paused him mid-sentence. She was reasonably certain he hadn’t been about to produce anything functionally useful, but she gestured him to continue anyway. When he paused, she raised her voice and called, “Enter!”

O’Brien leaned in the door to give her a look Garrett wanted to interpret as shared amusement over the irony of the captain of a vessel tapping on the door of his own cabin.

“Captain?”

“Mr. Manley found the trunk.”

 

***

 

It hadn’t got far. Just across the hold, stacked atop a bay otherwise half-full of sacks of sugar. A cargo net had been tugged aside and inexpertly refastened; O’Brien said that error had been noticed by one of the roustabouts. He also said that no one had touched the misplaced trunk since it was discovered.

Garrett examined it first in situ. It was hard to tell which of the dents in the sugar sacks might have been made by feet, but she measured a few for safety’s sake. Then, she confronted the trunk.

The best procedure would have been to clear every potential subject from the hold. But the best procedure would have had her here twelve hours ago, and the ship never leaving the waters of New Amsterdam.

And look how swimmingly and in accordance with her authority—and the Crown’s—all that had been carried out! Alexandria Regina should consider herself lucky that the Colonies still bothered paying their taxes. For a moment, Garrett closed her eyes and allowed herself nostalgia for London, when she had had the full power and the authority of the Enchancery and the Crown behind her every investigation.

Well, she’d made her decision to try her luck in the Colonies. It wasn’t as if she could take it back.

“Well,” said O’Brien, who had been observing curiously but silently, “we know he’s strong enough to drag a loaded trunk the width of the hold.”

“Assuming it’s loaded,” Garrett said. The box was blue, steel-strapped, and had an intrinsic lock rather than a padlock. She wondered if she’d have to witch it open. “You don’t think it Mrs. Abercrombie could have done this for herself?”

“Would a woman be strong enough?”

It was a big trunk. Garrett thought she might have dragged it, fully laden with clothes. Not books. Lifting it up the pile of sacks without tearing one, however—

She touched the latch with gloved fingers, depressing the catch. To her surprise, it sprang open.

She glanced at O’Brien, to find him gazing with pursed lips at her. “Do you suppose it will explode?”

He smiled tightly and would have stepped forward to assist her with the lid, but she gestured him back. Balanced precariously on the sacks—her tidy little boots were never meant for this kind of escapade—she checked the trunk for residue of sorcery or explosives. Both came up negative.

Surely if there were a booby trap, it would have gone off when the catch released?

“Well,” she said. “Here goes nothing.”

She flipped up the lid.

—nothing. In fact, there was nothing at all inside. The sanded interior was smooth and plain.

Garrett blew a lock of hair out of her eyes. She stood back, so O’Brien could peer over her shoulder. She said, “I think a woman would be strong enough to manage that.”

He replied, “So—it looks as if ‘Mrs. Abercrombie’ may have been smuggling something. Do you suppose whoever relieved her of it was an accomplice? I’m surprised he didn’t toss the trunk overboard when he had emptied it.”

“Tossing steamer trunks overboard by day is rather noticeable,” Garrett replied. She thought—but did not add aloud—that there was also the possibility that the suspect might not be listed on the passenger manifolds. Which meant he would not be free to move around the ship, unless he could find some means of escaping notice.

If that was the case, though, it mean that Garrett was and had been looking in all the wrong places for a killer. And outside the portholes, the long night was wasting.

 

***

 

Garrett sat behind the Captain’s desk, the dead woman’s book open on the blotter before her, the broken pen laid next to it. The ink matched—she’d checked that carefully—and now she lifted the pen and turned its barrel with her fingertips.

The empty trunk had given Garrett her first real hint of means and opportunity, though motive—and thus perpetrator—still floated amorphously somewhere outside of her ability to define. The comprehensive search had turned up no evidence of sabotage or stowaways, but Garrett was convinced—a hunch, an induction, a leap of logic she could not yet adequately defend—that her as-yet unidentified suspect was not a member of the crew.

She didn’t exactly feel that her time spent interviewing them was wasted, however. There was something about Clemens…

In any case, she needed a fresh and effective tack. And she needed it now.

Failing that, she’d settle for a desperation move.

She set the pen aside, rose, and went to the door. Having opened it, she leaned out and made sure Carter was there. She dismissed him to his other duties—over his protests, but she was sure she was easier work than whatever else he might have been detailed to accomplish.

At last, he stepped away, shoulders square. As if the thought had just struck her, she called after him—“Steward?”

He paused and turned. “Madam?”

“Does this boat have a library?”

“The Captain’s books are right there—”

“No,” she said. “A library for passengers. Fiction and such. Improving literature.”

“Of course,” Carter said. “It’s in the main cabin.”

“Thank you, Carter,” she said. She shut the door. And then, on a whim, she turned to O’Brien’s book shelf and pulled down a selection of reference tomes that would, she imagined, have been exquisitely useful to the captain of a top-of-her-line luxury steamer. She did wish he had a copy of a recent edition of Registered Wizards and Sorcerers, but she had to admit that was rather a specialized taste.

 

***

 

Now that The Nation was underway and a meal was being served, those who had paid for more than deck passage had largely retreated to the main cabin. As Garrett approached, its broad glass windows sparkled with light and fluttered with the motion of people bustling within. Garrett caught glimpses of the white coats of stewards through beveled panes, the shimmer of silver as they held their trays high. She picked out the balding back of Carter’s head as he sidled through the crowd and wondered at the length of his workday. Under the circumstances, none of the crew would have slept. She spared them a moment of pity, then collected herself and paused outside the doors of the main cabin.

She raised her eyes to the moon, to the light that scraped down the high cliffs to either side and The Nation’s own gilded superstructure. Veils of mist swayed above the river like a ghost bride’s petticoats, and trees just softening with young leaves lined the clifftops.

Some of the passengers would know who she was—Garrett was no stranger to innuendo and scandal—and they would certainly know why she was here. She must appear in command of the situation as she entered, and she must never let that appearance of control lapse.

With the captain at her left hand, she swept into the main cabin, pausing with the reflexes of a lady as every eye turned to her. Silence spread in ripples, lapping over one another, making snatches of conversation audible that should have lain beneath the general murmur of words. “…a dead woman…” “…said she was poisoned…” “…missing my daughter’s—” “…botanical conference.”

She recognized several of the ship’s crew, including Mr. Manley, the purser with such exceptional recall. She caught his eye and he came toward her. Having glanced at O’Brien for permission, he said, “D.C.I.?”

Garrett rode the moment, feeling it like the swell of a wave beneath The Nation. When her well-honed sense of society told her attention was beginning to waver away from her, she lowered her voice and said to Manley, “Sir, is there anyone in the cabin who you cannot put a name to?”

He turned once, slowly, and then shook his head.

Garrett frowned. She turned to O’Brien as if he had said something amusing and permitted herself to laugh. He caught her gaze, frowning, but seemed to understand that she was dissembling. His hand on her elbow moved her forward, and Manley fell in beside.

“We could search everyone in Albany,” she whispered. “When they disembark. Although anyone with sense would have divested themselves of anything that might have identifiably belonged to ‘Mrs. Abercrombie’ by now. A handbag would be a lot less obvious going over the railing than a trunk. And there would be political implications.”

“I know you’re a special friend of the Duke’s,” O’Brien replied. “But he’s in business with Mr. Cook. And with any number of my passengers. Are you…that special of a friend?”

“No one is that special of a friend,” she answered. “Except possibly the Duchess. And she owns the New Netherlands.”

Around them, conversations were slowly resuming. Garrett walked the length of the main cabin with the captain, watching silver glitter as it worked against china plates.

The “library” was a set of shelves beside the doors to the saloon, opposite the women’s drawing room. After spending a few more moments with O’Brien, Garrett turned away. She moved toward the shelf—not ostentatiously, but with purpose. Manley hovered between her and the captain as if held in place by the stretch of invisible tackle, obviously torn with regard to whose orbit to maintain.

Garrett was lifting the ship’s English-language copy of The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon from the shelf—it was filed under C for Crayon rather than I for Irving, which made her wonder whether the person doing the filing had somehow missed that Crayon was a pseudonym, or if he had a sense of humor. She had asked O’Brien to keep an eye on the passengers as she removed the book. But as her finger settled into the notch of the spine she felt her own awareness vibrating as she stretched it to notice if anyone reacted to her choice of literature.

If they did react, she failed to catch them. Because she looked at the leather of her glove and the leather of the binding, and realized what a ridiculous, foolish oversight she had made.

Garrett hefted Irving in her hand and turned quickly to O’Brien. He seemed to be at parade rest, patiently awaiting her return, but she saw how his eyes flickered about the room, belying his impassive expression. She said to Manley, “Have you been in the saloon tonight?”

He shook his head.

“Mr. Sisters, who cancelled his berth so conveniently—or perhaps so tragically—for Miss von Dissen. Would you know him by sight?”

“I would not,” Manley said. “His arrangements were made by a representative. It’s not uncommon; Mr. Lenox doesn’t book his own travel either.”

Garrett rubbed her thumb across the leather binding of the book. “Take me into the saloon.”

Manley’s chin came up in shock.

She rolled her eyes and turned to O’Brien. “Captain? Take me into the saloon.”

“D.C.I.—”

“Yes,” she said. “D.C.I. I am an officer of the crown, Captain O’Brien. That I am also a woman is not now under the microscope. You will—please—accompany me into the saloon.”

To his credit, he pressed his lips thin and took her arm. While a room full of passengers—and Mr. Manley—held their breath, he guided her to the door and held it open. She passed into a miasma of smoke, and he was at her heels so when the bartender rounded on her what he saw was the Captain’s level gaze.

She scanned the room. Men, of course—a double handful of them, leaned over glasses full of amber fluid and ashtrays full of smoldering cigarillos and cheroots. The haze of smoke from their toxic emanations. The eye-stinging vapors of the whiskey and gin, which made Garrett’s mouth water with tired desire.

“I thought it was the book,” Garrett said out loud, as every eye in the room turned to her. She held up both copies of The Sketch Book, the one in German and the one in English. “I thought the book had significance. I have been pulling the damned thing apart trying to find whatever secret was concealed in it, assuming that that secret must be linked to her murder.”

She watched faces as she spoke, the flicker of attention, the creases of puzzlement and concern, of hostility and curiosity. She wasn’t certain exactly what expression she was looking for, but none of those were it. She smiled.

Behind her, she heard the rattle of the doorknob as O’Brien summoned whatever crewmen might be standing nearby into the saloon. Cigars and cigarettes smoldered unattended. Ice melted in drinks. Sweating nervously, Carter and three other stewards filled the door.

If nothing else, she had their complete fascination.

“But the book had nothing to do with it, did it?” Ah. There was the expression she’d been searching for. On the face of a middle-aged man she’d never seen before. He was dark and slight, with thinning dark hair and a prosperous little paunch under his green brocade waistcoat. A pair of wire-rimmed spectacles perched very far down his nose, as if he used them only for reading. He sat with another man—a bigger, gray-haired one with muttonchop sideburns, who looked chiefly confused.

Garrett honed her gaze on the face of the balding man in the green waistcoat—the presumptive Mr. Sisters. He stared right back. She wondered if he were forgetting himself in the face of confrontation, or if he were making some misguided attempt to appear unafraid. If so, it was too bald-faced.

She leaned over to O’Brien and hid her mouth behind the German edition of Irving as if it were a fan. “The man in the green waistcoat. Who is he?”

“I’ve never seen him before,” O’Brien whispered back. “I’ll find out, shall I?”

Garrett lowered the book and intoned, “If the book had had a single thing of importance to reveal about the murder, it never would have been left behind. Not by a man so careful that he absconded with the victim’s handbag. One who swept the floor to remove evidence that could have linked him to the killing.”

Behind her, Carter rocked on his heels. Garrett turned so she had her back to the bar, and could see both him and the man in the green waistcoat clearly. Carter’s face had gone pale and was dewed with sweat.

“One of the chief suspects in any crime, Mr. Carter, is the person who discovers the body. Especially when the discovery of a body causes some desirable effect, such as for a will to be read, or an insurance policy to be paid out—” she could not keep the grin from her cheeks “—or for a steamship to be delayed.”

O’Brien had realized her intent, she saw. As Carter ducked his face and backed away, green with nausea, O’Brien stepped forward and collared the bigger man, lifting him to his toes. “You little—”

“Captain,” Garrett said. “Carter did not kill your passenger. Think: if he had poisoned her, would he have left the cup? No, we were meant to think she died of poison…but then where was the saucer?”

O’Brien did not release his grip. “You just said—”

“Her name was Gisela von Dissen, and she did not die upon The Nation. The scene of her death was staged intentionally to delay the ship. And while Mr. Carter was in the employ of the man responsible for her death, he did not kill her. In fact, she was dead before she embarked upon this vessel.”

There. That silence, heady as liquor. Damned satisfying. All eyes were upon Garrett now, and she took up her role like a queen’s ermine. “My first clue was the condition of the body. As the ship’s doctor had noticed, it was unusually cool to the touch from the very first. Additionally—and even more unusually—there was no rigor mortis, and no signs of livor mortis, the discoloration caused by the pooling of blood at the lowest points of the body. The first item suggested that Miss von Dissen had been dead much longer that anticipated, the second that she had not been dead long at all—or that she’d passed away long enough ago for the rigor to have passed. But a dead woman doesn’t drink tea, or annotate a book, or walk aboard a ship under her own power. And the third item…was the most curious, as it suggested that she was not dead at all.”

Now Carter looked confused, and the man in the green waistcoat had grown very still. Some of the other passengers and crew—Garrett was gratified to notice the bartender, and O’Brien, who had set Carter more-or-less back on his feet, among them—looked captivated, but the majority radiated boredom and irritation.

One bearded and prosperous fellow—Garrett noticed his silk-lined suit and platinum watch chain—levered himself from a leather-upholstered chair. “Madam,” he said, in a tone that suggested he didn’t mean ‘madam’ at all, “I don’t know the meaning of this circus—”

“Mr. Frick,” O’Brien said, “Please. Trust that all will be made plain in time, and for now choose to enjoy the entertainment.”

“Next time,” Frick said, “I shall buy a riverboat.” But he settled himself into his chair again, crossed his legs, and folded his hands over his knee—leaving Garrett more than a little impressed with O’Brien’s charisma and authority.

Frick said, “So you have a little mystery on your hands, Miss Garrett?”

“Had,” she said, ignoring the slight. She was by rights perhaps Lady Abigail Irene, Doctor Garrett, or Detective Crown Investigator Garrett.
Miss, for a woman in her forties, implied a bluestocking dismissal and no recognition of her accomplishments. Well, she’d remember him. “It’s quite solved now, I assure you.”

“Please,” said Frick. “Enlighten us. How does a dead woman embark upon a ship?”

“While it is not my duty to the crown to educate millionaires, Mr. Frick, I shall be glad to. You ask how a dead woman travels, except in a stout-sided box. The answer, of course, is necromancy. And the sorcerer who is controlling the corpse? Well, he must stay close, of course. So the simplest expedient is to have himself shipped.”

Now she had them. The murmur of side conversations faded; even the table playing euchre at the back set down their cards.

Garrett reached into her sleeve and drew Gisela’s pen from its temporary place beside her wand. O’Brien, having consulted briefly with one of the Mr. Manley—who was not holding Carter’s sleeve—came back and whispered behind his hand, “He’s not a listed passenger. A stowaway, and in plain sight! Bold as brass.”

“Well,” Garrett whispered in return. “Mr. Sisters couldn’t very well stay in the trunk once he was breathing again, could he?” She raised the pen and said, “This is Gisela von Dissen’s fountain pen. You cannot see this, because of the cap, but the nib is broken. I had at first suspected that she might have stabbed her assailant with it, and that I might be able to use the connection between pen and nib to locate her killer. Alas, it was not to be…but then I realized what I could do. Because someone—I assume it was Mr. Carter—took her handbag. And while I imagine that theft was only to confuse the issue…it seems likely that a traveling woman’s handbag contained a vial of ink. It might not be too much to hope that that would be the same ink used to fill this pen. And that Mr. Carter might have handed the bag and its contents off to his employer.

“A dead woman would not have been entertaining herself with a book in her cabin—but a man staging a death might very well have laid a book and pen about the place, to go with the overturned cup of tea. And a man who had intended to delay a steam ship, and who found a better way to do it than some act of sabotage, might very well sacrifice his own booking on that vessel in order to conveniently smuggle a corpse aboard!”

She was looking directly at the man in the green waistcoat—and he was looking directly back. Now she lectured to him alone. “The principal of sympathy states that two portions of the same object will sustain an affinity for one another. So the ink in the pen and the ink in the vial, though contained in separate reservoirs, remain—thaumaturgically speaking—the same object…”

She laid the pen flat across her palm. For all its reticence on the previous attempt, now it shuddered and tumbled from her hand, bouncing on the carpeting before rolling toward the man in the green waistcoat as if drawn on a string. He started from his chair, backing away from the pen as if from a snake—

“Grab him!” O’Brien shouted.

Garrett yelled, “Eugene Sisters! Stop in the name of the Queen!” and fumbled for her wand, but Sisters was too nimble. He shouldered past the steward and two passengers, ducked O’Brien, and vanished through the saloon door as Garrett was still struggling silver-tipped ebony from inside her sleeve.

She might have shouted, “After him!” but the door was already jammed with crew and passengers giving chase.

 

***

 

Sisters obviously intended to swim for it, as he pushed his way through the startled main cabin passengers toward the stern doors with O’Brien and two stewards in pursuit. He had the advantage of surprise, however, and there were too many people in the way—jostling her, shoving one another aside, shouting in confusion—for Garrett to use the stasis spell in her wand.

She waded into the chaos anyway, her wand brandished overhead in case she got a clear angle on the fugitive. If worse came to worst, she’d cast the spell into the crowd. Divided between subjects, it wouldn’t do more than stun and disorient—but that might slow him down enough for O’Brien to lay hands on him. Of course, there were the innocent bystanders to consider: nobody really wanted to be on the receiving end of a stasis spell. They were normally harmless enough, but Garrett has stood for enough of them during her training to know how unpleasant it could be to feel one’s heart grinding in one’s chest. And if Sisters were to plummet into the river while stunned…well, the odds of saving his life would not be high.

Still, allowing him to escape—the rising mist would hide him. If he was a strong enough swimmer to survive a plunge into the spring-frigid North River…he’d be away clean before a boat could be launched to look for him. The sky might just be graying with dawn, Albany only an hour or so upriver…but the mist would cancel any advantage of the light.

Garrett was still debating her options when Sisters reached the door and plunged through it into the soft night beyond. As he turned to check the status of his pursuit, and Clemens the riverboat pilot stepped into the frame and cold-cocked him.

The man in the green brocade waistcoat went down like a pile of laundry, leaving Clemens standing over him and—wincingly—shaking his hand.

“Much obliged, Mister Clemens,” Garrett said, as she came up to him. “By the way, you’re under arrest.”

“Oh,” said Clemens, “I don’t think you’re going to want to do that, once we’ve had another chance to chat.”

 

***

 

Mr. Clemens smelled of black coffee, and Garrett didn’t blame him one bit. He sat in the chair across from the captain’s cleaned-off desk, and she sat behind it, and he said, “I’ll need to be in the wheelhouse when we come into the dock in an hour.”

“You’re not an agent of the crown,” Garrett said.

“Because I’m an anti-imperialist?” he answered. “Some people choose to work for change from the inside. How about if we trade, Doctor Garrett? Questions and answers? If you like, I’ll go first.”

“Can I trust you to be honest?”

“As much as I can trust you.” His eyebrows went up. “So how did you know Miss von Dissen’s name?”

“Who is Whom,” she said with a smile. “I assumed the ring was real, and there was a limited number of people she could be. Are you an agent of the crown?”

“No, I am not an agent of the crown. I am a sort of…free agent, if you will. But I am on the side of the angels and America, never fear. How did you know Miss von Dissen was…not herself?”

“An evening gown with no gloves?” She shook her hair back. “No woman would make that mistake.”

He winced. “Of course. Even if she were running away from something personally embarrassing. Your question, madam.”

“Who do you work for?”

“Robert Cook,” he answered. “Any other tasks I perform are strictly on an amateur—on a volunteer basis. But in this matter, I have been acting on behalf of a union of concerned individuals.”

“You work for the Iroquois Nation!”

“That is an unfounded allegation and it’s my turn to ask a question. So our Mr. Sisters was a necromancer, and he smuggled himself aboard in his comatose state while controlling Miss von Dissen. Why not just keep her mobile to the destination, if he was smuggling himself?”

“Because the point was to delay the vessel. Sisters had a reservation. He cancelled it so Miss von Dissen could have a berth; the ship was full. He must have originally planned something more personally risky, but the opportunity to use a dead foreign noblewoman—and one who must have personally discommoded him—was too good to pass up. He might even manage to embroil the Bavarian crown in a spy scandal, if all went well.”

“Ah,” said Clemens.

“I am correct in my guess that Mr. Sisters is working for the Prussians?”

His smile was much less tight than she would have expected. “So we believe. It is, of course, a guess.”

“Of course,” Garrett agreed. “But who else would have an interest in preventing a trade deal between Bayern and the Iroquois?”

That made his smile grow broad. “I thought you’d have to use a question for that.”

“I’m tricky,” she said. “I did ask a question.”

“So you did. The English?” he asked, then waved it away. “I choose to assume that that was speculation, and not a trade question. If it was, my guess is yours for free. Call it lagniappe. So why delay my boat? What good could twelve hours have done them?”

“Now I am reduced to speculation,” Garrett said. “But it’s possible that there was a Prussian agent on another boat with a juicier offer?”

Clemens’ curls moved softly as he shook his head. “Unlikely.”

“I find your coyness frustrating,” she said. “But I won’t ask you to elaborate. All right, then, it has something to do with something in the hold. Something perishable. Packed in with the ice and the botanical samples. Am I closer?”

Clemens brought his hands together thumb to thumb, inverted them and spread them. A gesture of innocence.

Garrett let it stand. “Of course, if it looked like a Bavarian princess died under curious conditions while on a secret mission to the Iroquois, that alone might be enough to derail the deal. Bayern is unlikely to forgive such carelessness. But she wasn’t even supposed to be on the boat, was she?”

“Is that your question?”

Garrett shrugged. “Explain a few things to me. The book was a recognition symbol, wasn’t it? That’s why your column is tucked into it. Something that would not happen by chance, and so must be recognized if she were to walk through a drawing-room or the lobby of a hotel with such a thing in her hand, perhaps the top of the column protruding. It would give her an obvious and natural reason to speak to you—if she were an appreciator of your humor, and if she approached you with a pen. You were meant to meet her ashore last night, but she never made it to your rendez-vous. Sisters got to her first, while she was still dressed for whatever intrepid young ladies do to entertain themselves in a foreign city.”

Clemens sat back in the chair. “You are…distressingly clever.”

“And I suppose he either did not recognize the significance of the column, or didn’t notice it, or thought it might lead to your being suspected.”

“It did,” he said.

“Indeed,” said Garrett. “But it turns out you’re not a murderer after all. Just an agent of a foreign power.”

“I am an American,” he reiterated. His face tightened as he tried to conceal his concern. “And…I helped catch your murderer.”

Garrett stood. She placed her hands flat on the blotter, staring down at Miss von Dissen’s tortoiseshell pen and her copy of “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.” Garrett could not—quite—make herself look at Clemens. “Dammit.”

“What?” he asked.

She lifted the book. She weighed it in her hand, and then she tossed it to him. “Go and sin no more,” she said.

He caught it, pages a-flutter. His column did not slip loose. He stood too, and faced her. “What will happen to Sisters?”

“Oh,” Garrett said. “He’ll hang.”


  

Introduction to “Almost True”

 


Chronologically, “Almost True” falls in the middle of the book—but it was the first Abby Irene/New Amsterdam story I ever wrote, and I was still very much feeling my way around the character.


  

Almost True

New Netherlands, 1900

 


An unsettled hush hung over the New World colony of New Holland in the autumn of 1900. After a winter and a summer of hard drought that had dropped the Hudson fifteen feet before it ever reached thirsty New Amsterdam, the weather turned wild enough to render travel a chore. Even Detective Crown Investigator Garrett might have cancelled her much-anticipated engagement at the Earl of Westchester’s country house if social excuses had not become so rare now, with the colonies on the verge of being drawn into the Empire’s war on France and the rebellion of the southern Iroquois shaman-sorcerers likely to sweep them into another Indian War.

A war on two fronts. It didn’t bear considering. And Garrett had been doing more than considering for some time now, because that war’s fruition was all the excuse the secessionists needed to break with the Crown. It was with that Crown that Garrett’s duty lay—through the auspices of Richard, New Amsterdam’s Duke. So she had grown accustomed to sleeping in carriages and eating standing up.

It was a relief to dress her role as Lady Abigail Irene and leave D.C.I. Garrett tucked into her blue velvet carpetbag with her warrant card and her sorcerer’s tools. The prospect of three days away from the city in the company of her Lord the Duke—albeit with the Duchess—had drawn Garrett to the Earl’s estate despite threatening weather. She arrived on Thursday afternoon, due to train schedules and a return from Boston.

Most of the other guests, including Duke Richard, were not scheduled until Friday evening and even at Thursday’s dinner cancellation telegrams were arriving. Which was all to the good, because otherwise she would never have been bored at dinner with only the Earl and his son Roderick to entertain her. She would not have been toying with her wineglass while the wind moaned down the chimney and freezing rain spattered the diamond-paned glass in a dozen tall windows.

She would likely have noticed the cost of the plate and the luxury of the rugs, and she might have wondered if the Earl had more in inherited money than most of those relegated to the colonies. But she would not have stared into the leaded crystal goblet and perceived the odd, spiraling way the candlelight from a dozen sconces struck off Coriolis ripples spread across the surface of the wine.

Illegal sorcery, she realized. Weather-witching. Illegal for a reason: a sunny day in Hartford could mean blizzards from Providence to Charleston.

Garrett hadn’t become a Crown Investigator by failing to follow her curiosity. Casting salt in the parlor later, after she thought the household in bed, she realized: not witching the storm away. The white crystals fell on the thick Persian carpets in unmistakable outline; Garrett scuffed her evening boot through the pattern, destroying it. Summoned. Summoned here, with malice aforethought.

But why? To keep me here? To keep someone else away?

She had fetched her carpetbag from her room. As she bent over to fit her tools back into their places, she didn’t hear the rustle of the big man’s clothes as he came across the piled-up carpets and caught her arm. “Lady Abigail,” the Earl’s son said in cultured tones. “May I assist you?”

“Abigail Irene, Lord Roderick,” she corrected, lifting her pointed chin. She had been heart-stoppingly lovely once, long ago and an ocean away, and unafraid to use it. DCI Garrett cultivated finishing-school manners and a nerve of steel. “I don’t believe so. There has been sorcery cast here, and I shall have to open an investigation.”

“Surely that won’t really be necessary.”

“I am the crown’s servant. The Duke and Duchess of New Amsterdam will be here soon, unless their visit is cancelled. It is my duty to protect them, and to investigate crimes of magic.”

She twisted away from him, but he held her stoutly. Garrett was a tall woman, but the Earl’s son could have rested his chin on her head. She could no more break his grip than bend steel.

“I think,” Roderick said, as two of the household’s men came into the room, “that you will be more comfortable as our guest for a little while, Lady Abigail.” He smiled. “And I suspect, as long as you are attending our little party, we can count on the Duke.”

A chill settled into her as she understood the storm, the invitation extended her, the source of the household’s riches. She would not lower herself to futile struggle, so she held quiet while they searched her and took her dusty-blue velvet carpetbag, went quietly when they locked her into a powder room. Sitting on the divan, Garrett contemplated the door hinges, but that would be difficult to manage quietly. And she could hear the occasional creak of the floorboards under thick rugs as a guard paced beyond the door.

Garrett tossed the small retiring-room, cursing under her breath to the sound of the rain. She peeled up the carpets, examined the narrow window—too much of a drop—and rummaged through the drawers in the gilt, mirrored vanity. She contemplated breaking an ornately carven leg off the padded stool in front of it, until a moment later she pounced on something forgotten in a drawer corner. Her captors had failed to realize that a buttonhook could be bent into an effective lockpick. Or weapon.

But then, Garrett mused as she anointed the possibly-creaky hinges with a greasy hair pomade, I may be more resourceful than most women are permitted to become. Even here on the outskirts of civilization.

Garrett crouched down before the inward-opening door. A moment, and she had the lock disengaged. Holding the pins out of the tumblers, she turned the crystal door handle by fractions. Once the bolt slid back, she drew the door open a silent quarter of an inch so the bolt rested against the plate. She removed the buttonhook and checked the straightened point: still adequately sharp. Then, heart squeezing inside her breast, she peered through the keyhole and the tiny crack between the hinges.

Her guard had apparently gotten bored with pacing the hallway and was leaning against the far wall, watching lightning flicker in the darkness. Garrett’s timepiece was in her reticule. She wondered how long remained until dawn. She wondered whether the Duke and Duchess would arrive in the morning or the evening.

She wondered, more personally, how Roderick or more likely his father had known enough to try to use her presence to ensure that the Duke would attend despite the storm. The set-up must have taken very careful orchestration indeed.

Garrett stood, caught up a towel from the brass rack beside the door to contain the blood in case she did have to stab someone, and kilted her beaded powder-blue skirts tightly so they would not rustle. Holding on to the cold crystal knob to prevent the lock from clicking, wishing her foxfur were an oilcloth, she edged the door open and slipped into the hall.

Don’t turn. Don’t make me kill you, she thought, aware of her own bravado. Because she couldn’t kill him fast enough to keep it quiet, and if he raised the alarm….

No-one would prevent the Duke from walking into the trap. Whatever its purpose.

The guard didn’t turn, and Garrett reclosed the door in silence, still clutching the straightened buttonhook underhand. Moving crabwise, sure he could hear the pounding of her heart, she scurried down the hall and around the corner, out of sight.

And where is my carpet-bag? she thought. I need to make it to the road and stop Richard—stop the Duke’s carriage. Damn it!

She chuckled when she realized exactly where her things would be. The Earl’s son was a sorcerer. How could he resist?

She headed for the servants’ stair.

Roderick snored heavily. She heard him from the hallway. He also left his bedroom door unlocked, and she emerged a few moments later, fur still wound tightly around her throat, triumphantly clutching her carpet-bag.

Moonlight and gaslight glittering off the seed pearls on the yoke of her gown, Garrett slipped back into the stairwell.

 

***

 

Dawn found the Detective Crown Investigator crouched in a drainage ditch, rainwater matting her faded blonde hair. She ducked as hoofbeats squelched on the muddy road above. Abigail Irene, she thought, would you ever have come to America if you understood how much squatting in filth would be involved?

Listening carefully, she estimated five horses. When they had passed, she sighed and tugged the edge of her wrap higher, hunkering under the soaked grass of the overhang. The water was up to her ankles and rising, cresting the tops of her boots and turning her evening dress into a weighty encumbrance. Straw and sticks shoaled against her calves.

Garrett opened her velvet carpetbag under the cover of her ruined foxfur, propping it on her knee to keep it out of the rising water. She extracted a short, silver-tipped ebony wand and a double-edged, black-handled dagger with a blade outlined in pure elemental silver. The first one she tucked into the cuff of her glove; the second she slipped into her bodice, where she could get at the hilt with a gesture. The bent buttonhook was already thrust into her waistband.

Shutting the bag, she curled back under the embankment, practicing warding cantrips until the horses should be well past, along with a few subtle spells for good fortune. When that fails to further amuse you, Abigail Irene, you can always reminisce about dead lovers.

The wait was long and cold. When she thought it might be safe she crept free of the undercut bank and followed the sickly rivulet downhill, hoping it would lead her to the brook that ran along the roadside.

Hours slid by as miserably as the cold rain sliding under her fur and down the back of her neck. She wished she could risk a spell to warm her hands, but she wasn’t the only sorcerer in Westchester and the other one was hunting her. She satisfied herself with tucking her hands into her armpits as she slogged, crouching, through the ditch. Twice along her painful progress, hoofbeats halted her. One fingertip fretting the smooth tip of her wand inside her glove, she willed herself small and still.

She recognized a voice among the second party. “She can’t have got far. An old woman on foot in this mud—we’ll find her.” Lucky, she thought, and smiled as she made another sign for it.

Garrett concentrated on her wardings and hidings, mumbling blood-slick words at the back of her throat. Old woman, she thought. If I were so old and craftless as you think, you wouldn’t be out here in this mud trying to find me, Roderick, would you? A grim glow of satisfaction warmed her.

“Lord Rod…. Captain, I mean, night is coming.”

“And this is significant how, James?” Cool, questioning. As if the rain wasn’t dripping down the back of his neck, too. A white-hot cramp spiked through the hip Garrett had broken in a tumble from a polo pony more than twenty years before. She clamped her teeth on her tongue, losing her place in the litany of hidings. Above, one of the horses stamped.

“There are rumors, Captain….” James fell silent. Garrett grinned, having heard some of those rumors. Criminals, especially the wealthy ones, never want to believe that their own mistakes are what put them in jail. No, it’s Garrett consorts with demons, Garrett deals in blood sorcery, Garrett’s lovers and partners always seem to messily die….

The grin vanished. Well, there’s a grain of truth to that last one. But not this time. The cramp eased, but she didn’t dare take up her whispered litany of sorcery again. If Roderick hadn’t noticed her stopping, he’d notice her starting again. “She’s still out here,” he said over the creak of saddles. “I can smell her magic. And we’re going to have a little conversation, when this night’s work is done, on how she managed to lay hands on her witch’s suitcase again.”

“Lord….”

“Captain,” Roderick corrected. “The Duke’s groom must survive the attack tonight, remember. When we’ve scalped the Duke and Duchess, he has to have seen and heard a company of Mohawk accompanied by French uniforms. Mistakes, and we don’t get our war.”

Tonight. Garrett stilled her breath, willing the big man to say more. When? When do the Duke and Duchess arrive?

She had to make the road quickly. Better still would be to intercept the carriage on the highway, but she didn’t think she could make that run in the dark and the rain, across unfamiliar country and clad in soaked and dragging skirts.

She wished she had a weapon, even a fowling piece. Her wand, like a derringer, was useless much beyond ten feet. The knife’s soft edge was never meant for fighting: it was a spellcasting tool.

Cold rain slithered between her shoulder blades, plastering silk to her skin. Garrett stifled a sneeze, listening to the stamp of the horses. If she could get her hands on one, she could tear her ruined dress and ride astride. If only one of the men separated from the others. If only….

“All right,” Roderick said. “We need to head back. She can’t have gotten far, and there’s no way she can make it across country unmounted. If we’re lucky, she’s broken a leg and drowned in a mud puddle.” She heard him spit. “The only thing worse than a plod is a woman plod.”

Harness jingled as the party reined around.

 

***

 

Three even wetter and muddier hours later, Garrett worked her way along the hedgerow on the north side of the road. She’d hacked off the bottom two feet of her dress with the silver-edged knife and wadded it into a ditch, and was colder but moving more freely. The low heels on her boots were not helpful, and thorny canes tore her face and arms in the darkness.

She headed east toward the highway, hoping she had come onto the road further away from the manor house than the “French and Mohawks,” and hoping as well that they would have stayed to the flatter south side of the road. She doubted it, the way her luck was running, but the only other option was sitting down in the mud to cry. Limping on a twisted ankle, rain washing the blood from thorn-scratches down her face, Garrett pushed on, her guide the inconstant lightning.

She almost walked into the flank of one of the horses before she heard it moving in the concrete-thick darkness. Fading back into the bushes and dropping her bedraggled carpetbag, she assayed a quick count by sound. There were seven of them on this side of the road; she guessed there would be as many on the far side.

In the darkness between lightnings, she drew her wand out of her glove and lay down in the mud. She sliced thorn canes and bittersweet vines with the soft edge of the knife, wrapping them in the towel so they did not cut her hands.

The “French and Mohawks” weren’t talking, just waiting, although she saw a flask passed from hand to hand during a gleam of lightning. Roderick’s on the other side of the road, then.

Clutching her fistful of raspberry canes, Garrett belly-crawled forward, wriggling through the fluid earth. She counted the seconds between flash and thunder, judging how far sounds of a struggle would carry over the howl of the wind. Mud stung her scratched face and blinded her as she wormed forward. She stopped alongside the nearest horse and rolled on her back, covered in and indistinguishable from the slime. Carefully, she raised and sighted along her wand. The gelding stamped, a hoof larger than a big man’s fist grazing her temple, showering her in mud. She shut her teeth on a scream and whispered the command word, using the bulk of the gelding to block the wand’s flash. The rider went slack in his saddle.

She rolled under the restive gelding and dropped the bundle of canes between his feet, hoping they might foul his stride later, and that it might matter. His hind hoof caught her in the shin as he thought of dancing away, half-spooked but still responsive to the unshifting weight of his rider. Garrett mastered the pain, slow breaths through her nose, and leveled her wand again.

She didn’t try the rolling-under-the-horse trick twice.

Instead, upon standing, she caught the second animal’s reins and dragged them free of the rider’s numb fingers. She peered over the mare’s withers as the animal sidestepped into her and then stopped, comforted by the pressure of a human body.

God bless well-schooled animals, Garrett thought. The third rider, perhaps noticing something in a lightning strike, turned. Garrett counted for the thunder: two, three, four, five. Steadying her wand across the pommel, she silenced him and slid under the mare’s neck, throwing the reins into the thornbush. Please, please, please snag there and hold her.

The third rider was caught off-balance. His mare started to prance backwards, snorting, as he fell forward across her neck. Garrett thrust the wand between her teeth and ran two agonizing steps on her wrenched ankle to catch him by the waist. Over the hiss of the storm, she heard iron-shod hooves rattle on the cobbled road.

No more time.

There was a pistol in the third man’s hand. Garrett grabbed at it as she threw him out of the saddle, wet fingers sliding off the grip. Muffled by the bit of ebony between her teeth, she cursed and bent down, snatching the weapon. Her other hand stayed on the saddle; the mare spooked, dragged Garrett back.

Garrett let her, hopping on her good foot until she managed to let go of the saddle and catch at the rain-slick, soapy-feeling reins. Someone shouted. Lightning flashed.

Garrett threw herself belly-flat across the saddle, almost sliding under ironhard hooves. Somehow, she got one leg over the animal but lost her wand as the mare reared and kicked out, displeased with the unkind tug on her reins. The saddle felt greasy with rain. Garrett threw her weight forward to bring the animal down, kicked her feet into stirrups set too high for her, skirt riding up around her waist. The iron on the right side split her bruised shin open before she shoved her foot in.

Two of the remaining four riders whirled on her. The other two, not yet aware—in the rain and the darkness—of their companions’ fate, broke cover and charged the road, to meet the ambuscade coming from the south. A flash of lightning outlined them among the thorny canes. Garrett leveled her captured revolver and shot them in the backs.

The gunshots rang out clearly through the storm as the first of the riderless horses burst onto the road, fighting tangled reins, and skidded on the wet cobblestones. Garrett’s mare stood firm, although her ears flickered at the gunfire. God bless this horse. A moment later, Garrett heard the hoofbeats of the carriage horses accelerating from trot to full-out run.

And then she almost lost her grip on both the pistol and the saddle when the closest remaining rider reined his mount into hers and struck her hard on the shoulder with the butt of his rifle. The arm holding the reins went numb from neck to elbow. Garrett brought the pistol up as he grappled her in the storm-slick darkness and shot him point-blank, under the chin.

The carriage rattled on, seven riders shouting in pursuit.

They have rifles, Garrett thought, drawing a bead by sound on the final opponent in the thorn break. Lightning revealed him raising his. All they have to do is shoot the damn carriage-horses. But Richard’s warned, and he’ll have at least one guard.

She fired in darkness, heard the last man drop. Two bullets left. She felt about her saddle, found a shotgun slung by her knee. No time to look for more weapons. She raised the reins. The mare, deft in the soupy footing, jumped forward.

Garrett heard gunfire ahead, the rattle of metal-rimmed wheels on the stones and shouts of anger. There’s nowhere to go but the house, she thought, and that’s no haven.

They raced through bitter darkness. Garrett clung to her rain-smoothed saddle grimly; leather split her stockings and burned her thighs. The carriage could overturn at any moment, or the Earl’s son’s men could get a lucky shot on a carriage horse in a flash of lightning or the light of the lamps. She saw the glitter of weapons in the blackness, heard a scream and a thud that could only be one of the Earl’s men shot and falling.

She grinned around desperation. Mud washed from her dress by the blinding rain slicked down her, squelched under her, loosening her grip. But her mare was gaining on them, running on the rain-dark road, knowing the path with long familiarity even if Garrett didn’t. She was willing, and her rider let her have her head and just hung on. Don’t fall, she thought. Just don’t go down, and I’ll buy you and put you out to pasture, girl.

Lightning shattered in chains. Garrett, closing, heard the crack of a rifle, saw the near-side carriage horse fall skidding across the cobblestones on his knees, fouling his team-mate. The coach tottered, wobbled, and spilled sideways with a splintering crunch, falling in the path of another of Roderick’s horsemen, lanterns bursting fire. Garrett shouted, kicked her mare, firing wildly at the largest of the horsemen as she charged into their midst. She dropped the reins, waving the much-beleaguered foxfur wrap like a flag.

Two shots. Horses startled, scattered. She hurled the empty pistol in Roderick’s face as he swung around to face her; she kicked out of the too-short irons, grabbed a double fistful of his French officer’s jacket and dragged him, too, down to the hard stones among the iron hooves of panicked horses.

He fell on top of her. She buried her face in his chest, balling up, using his body to protect her from the blows of his own fists and the dancing hooves. His knee came up solidly into her groin and she cried out but didn’t let go. Screaming horses stamped all around them, and she heard shouting voices and gunfire. The fight wasn’t 
 over yet.

She felt more than heard a thud like a meat hammer and Roderick’s body went limp, grinding her into the rounded stones. Three more gunshots pounded her ears, before the thunder.

A moment later, and someone was rolling the weight off of her, gently helping her to her feet.

“Inspector Garrett.” A familiar, dry voice, the voice of Richard, Duke of New Amsterdam. “I’m afraid the carriage is a loss, and my groom and footman a greater one. I suppose you will be able to explain this banditry once we reach the house?”

“Not the house. The Earl and his son are behind it all,” she said, and would have fallen if he hadn’t caught her.

 

***

 

Early the next day, Garrett stood by the tall, diamond-paned window, holding aside the red velvet drapery. They had returned with soldiers, and although she had not yet rested or bathed, the Earl had been arrested. The sky was brightening slightly, although the rain still fell.

The Duke of New Amsterdam came up behind her and lowered a brandy snifter over her shoulder, his sleeve brushing the pearl-embroidered silk of her ruined gown. “Abby Irene,” he said in her ear, “you’ll catch your death standing in the draft.”

She accepted the glass as she turned to him, favoring the ankle. Dank silk still clung to her abused body. She hadn’t kindled the fire, although it was laid. “Richard.” She let her lips twitch toward what might have been a smile and gulped a third of her brandy. “Thank you.”

“Thank you,” he said.

She studied his careworn face, reached out to brush away the bark-colored hair dried stuck to his forehead. “Duty and all that.” He wasn’t much older than she, but the distance between them could never be spanned for more than a moment. “Of course.”

“Of course.” An easy smile that broke her heart in the same place every time. “I knew that was your motivation.” He looked around the lavish dining room. “They’re never as clever as they think they are.”

“It’s not inherited money, I take it? What was he doing?”

The Duke shrugged. “State secrets.”

“I understand,” Garrett set her glass aside on a sideboard.

“No,” he said. “I meant state secrets. To the French, and the secessionists. Getting you and me out of the way would weaken the Crown in the colonies as well.”

“Ah.” Somehow, they had drifted together. His eyes, green and golden-brown, wouldn’t quite meet hers.

She stepped forward and pulled his head down, gnawing at his lips as if starved. They clung together for a moment.

Then he stepped back. “The mud,” he said. “My clothes.”

She drew him to her again. “Tell your wife I fainted. Tell her you caught me.”

A long, hungry silence followed, and was broken. She looked away, toward the unlit fire and the failing storm. He held her upper arms tightly, one in each hand. “Abby Irene. I was going to end this, this weekend.”

She chuckled, shook her head, took a step back against his resistance, raising her chin to meet his hazel eyes with hers. “I’m going to end this every weekend. I hope you don’t think I’m proud of myself.”

“Proud? No. Not quite that either.”

“You were born here, Richard, weren’t you?”

“Yes,” he said. “I love the Americas.”

A pregnant pause, which she did not fill.

He continued. “And what brought you here, loyal servant of the Crown? Whose wife did you offend?”

“No-one’s.” She glanced at her mudstained boots. “I chose to come here. It was…further from the memories.”

Disbelief in his eyes. “Chose to leave London?”

“It’s almost true,” she said, meeting his gaze. “Nothing’s changed.”

“Nothing at all.” He stroked her snarled hair once quickly, before she stepped away.


  

Introduction to “Underground”

 


This is one of the two New Amsterdam universe stories that does not have Abby Irene in it at all—except as a background presence. It is, in many ways, her actions that brought this state of affairs to pass…

“Underground” is set in the waning days of the Great War, which—in this universe—takes place somewhat later and under very different circumstances than in our own world, and incorporates some of the genocidal excesses of our own Second World War.


  

Underground

For Nisi Shawl 

 

Paris, April 1941

 


Mary Ballard was the daughter of an indenture. She had been at various times the housekeeper of a forensic sorcerer, une Parisienne, and a private detective before the War…and a member of the Resistance during it. She had seen magic black and white; she had seen demons and monsters; she had seen women raped and starved and men torn apart by the Prussians and their guns. She had seen torture: all these things and more.

Now, she stood in a dingy cellar room—sparsely furnished with a battered stool, a paint-stained table, a salvaged cot—and opened a battered blue-painted steamer trunk, thinking that this was not even the first time she had seen blonde girls of eighteen or so packed alive into luggage. She’d seen more, in fact, than she had ever expected to.

But none of those had smelled of musk and rank damp beast in addition to the animal sourness of fear and close confinement.

The girl in the trunk wore a motheaten cardigan of gray wool, her knees drawn up beneath a full skirt, her head tucked down between her knees. Her hair escaped its braid in sweat-matted strands; her shoulder blades stood out beneath the sweater like incipient wings.

When the light fell across her, first she scrunched tight, drawing her knees to her face as if the squinch of eyes and mouth exerted a gravitational pull. There was no flesh upon her bones. The veins on her hands and wrists intertwined the tendons like serpents in Eve’s tree. And then she relaxed, joint by joint, breathing so deeply that Mary could see the bony ribcage swell.

Mary stood upright, pulling the lid stays straight. The girl turned her face up, still blinking in the electric light, squinting, so Mary moved to shade her with her body. The face was familiar, yes, but when Mary had seen it last, it had been in a newspaper photograph: not so gaunt, so bruised under the eyes, and balanced atop the stiff gray uniform of the Prussian Sturmwolfstaffel, adorned with black Wolfsangeln.

“Hauptsturmführerin,” Mary said. Extending her hand, she continued in English, stiff and awkward on her tongue. “Come out of there.”

Mary had expected a Sturmwolf to flinch from contact with her own brown hand, but the only hesitation in the girl’s movements was that of stiffness, disorientation, and pain. When Mary touched her, she grabbed and squeezed, the desperate human need for contact that seemed even more touching when neither of them were human.

The girl’s fingers were even colder than Mary’s. No wonder, that: it was a bitterly chill, dank April in Europe, as if spring itself were in mourning for the dead. And there would be more dead before long: too many hungry, too many displaced, and too many farms harrowed under the marching boot, the chewing tread.

“Ruth,” the girl rasped, and started coughing.

Mary helped the girl sit up and wrapped an arm around her shoulders, cradling her through the spasms that wracked her gaunt body. Mary had no warmth to share, but perhaps the support would be enough.

Eventually, the paroxysm ended. The girl wiped a hand across her mouth, leaving no blood behind.

She took a rasping breath and said, “Please just call me Ruth. Ruth Grell.”

“Ruth,” Mary said. “I’m Mary Ballard. You’re in Paris. I’m with the Resistance.”

The Resistance. It was funny how some things became archetypal of their kind. As if they could have other, lesser cousins, but this was the one that mattered.

Ruth hugged herself as Mary helped her to stand. She might be starved to the bone, but there was still strength in her body—far more than there should have been.

“You’re a wampyr,” Ruth said.

“Guilty,” Mary admitted, assisting her out of the trunk.

Ruth wobbled as her feet, puffed out by two sets of stockings, settled onto the clean-swept cement floor. She hobbled the two steps to an oval braided-rag rug and stood there as if that had been the end of her strength. Mary winced, imagining the cramps of such long confinement on living flesh.

Mary bent to fetch Ruth’s shoes from the corner of the trunk where they had been crammed.

She continued, “And you’re an Ulfhethinn. But I’m trying not to hold it against you.”

Ruth laughed; it sounded worse than the coughing. When she had her breath back, she said, “And I’m the one climbing out of the coffin.”

“Do you need a toilet?” Mary asked, setting Ruth’s shoes down for her.

“I’ve nothing in me to get out again,” Ruth admitted with a flush. “You said Paris? Is it liberated yet?”

“Not yet. Here, this stool—” Mary draped threadbare shawls and afghans around the girl’s shoulders until she resembled a moss-hung boulder more than a young woman. “I’ll fetch you tea.”

“Not yet,” Ruth echoed hoarsely, while Mary boiled water over the camp stove. “I’m sorry, I’m—” another painful, gasping laugh “—behind on the news.”

“Berlin is under siege,” Mary said. “The Russians and the Iroquois. Pavelgrad is liberated. Prague.”

Ruth lifted her head on a neck made longer by lack of flesh, eyes burning. She had beautiful bones, even recoiling. “I knew about Prague.”

Of course she would have. They’d brought her out of the death camp at Terezin through Prague.

Some griefs were too deep to be eased through conversation. Mary had her own—so many friends, sisters, courtiers lost to the Prussians…

She did not allow her tone to shift. “Kyiv. Stockholm. Warsaw. The Fascists have been overthrown in Spain. The Prussians still hold London and Paris, and the Russians and Americans are mopping up units all over the countryside, but—” she shrugged. “—you have cut the head off the snake.”

Huddled under her wraps, head drooping, Ruth didn’t answer. Mary didn’t know if she was conserving her strength, or if she was not ready to hear praise for an act of murder. In the interests of picking at open wounds as little as possible, she lifted the boiling beaker from the flame and poured in silence.

There was honey for the tea. Ruth cupped the chipped cup in her palms for a long time, breathing in the steam, before she tasted it. As she swallowed, her gaunt face lit in gratitude. “It’s sweet.”

“You need it,” Mary said. “We haven’t a lot of food. But more than you’ve been getting, to look at you.”

Ruth’s voice was improving with use and tea. “Anything would be more than I’ve been getting. So if Paris hasn’t been liberated, why did your people in Prague send me West instead of East?”

There was no easy way out of it. “Because the Russians want you as a war criminal. You and all the Sturmwolfstaffel.”

Ruth didn’t raise her eyes from the steaming tea. Her face betrayed no surprise, no fear. Only the calm acceptance of someone who had been pushed so far past the boundaries of her strength that she no longer even fought to regain them.

“And if they catch me,” Ruth said with dry irony, “I suppose they will send me to a labor camp.”

“It seems likely.”

Ruth nodded. She sipped her tea and said, “Of course.”

 

***

 

“Food,” Mary said, when they had sat in silence for a little while. “We have turnips and salt pork—”

“Pork,” Ruth said resignedly.

Mary winced. She knew—they all knew—Ruth had been raised Jewish, before she became an infiltrator. But Mary was no longer accustomed to thinking in terms of the necessities of human diets, except inasmuch as the smells of food now nauseated her.

“I am so sorry—” she began.

Ruth shook her head. “It’s all right. I’ve been eating what the Prussians ate for years now. God will forgive me one more meal of trayf faster than He would forgive me wasting food in a time of famine.”

You are very brave, Mary thought, but her time in service had left her acutely aware of the moods of others, and she didn’t think—just now—the comment would 
 be welcome.

 

***

 

The girl was too exhausted to stay awake—especially with a lined belly—and too traumatized, still, to sleep as heavily as her body demanded. Mary wondered what scars her skin would have displayed, if she were not a supernatural creature.

Caring for her—just being in the same room with the weight of her despair and exhaustion—was a crushing thing. When Mary, dressed now for skulking, slipped out of the dingy cellar room at sunset, leaving Ruth dozing fitfully in a salvaged infirmary cot, she felt relief. And guilt—but it was guilt at the relief, not at leaving. She’d become accustomed to being her own creature, to bearing no responsibilities except the ones she picked up willingly. To be responsible for the care of another galled a little.

But she had the necessary skills, and the superhuman abilities to keep safe a superhuman refugee.

We are ugly creatures, she thought, ascending the stairs in near-darkness, for Paris. There were other tenants in the flats she passed, but very few would poke their heads out of doors in such times. Some were her brothers and sisters in the Resistance, quietly keeping watch over her while she expedited Ruth on her way.

Others had merely learned under the occupation not to invite notice. Like mice when the hawk swings over, people were going to ground.

She paused in the small lavatory—it had no bath—to attend her makeup and her hair, which she kept in an Eton crop modeled on that made famous by another black American who had made Paris her home and the Resistance her calling. The mirror was of no use to her, but the bathroom had a small kerosene burner in the corner, and she used that to heat her comb. Over the years, she’d gotten adroit at attending her toilette by feel.

At the top of the attic stair, Mary picked the lock—a skill her old employer might be surprised to learn she had acquired. She had always been a slender—a skinny—woman, and it was but the work of a moment more to let herself out the window onto the steeply canted roof.

She lifted herself into the cold wind of the rising night, staying low so as not to silhouette herself against the clouds streaked with blood and amber in the west, the twilight sky that glowed a radiant periwinkle elsewhere. L’heure bleu, the French called it: when there was light, but no sun. Slates gritty and chill against her fingertips, Mary tasted the coming night on the air. In the street below, there were few pedestrians: only the eternal Prussian patrols, and even those seemed somehow tentative.

Paris was Mary’s city, as no other had ever truly been. She had lived in Philadelphia and New Amsterdam, but the City of Lights had been her home for nearly forty years—and those other places had belonged to someone else. Mary had only inhabited them. In Paris she had been able to submerge herself in the community she’d always craved—a curious culture of expatriates and wanderers who found in each other what they could not find at home.

Paris was hers, and she would fight for it.

As much as anything in her city, Mary loved its Mansard rooftops. The greatest gift of her nascent immortality was the strength and agility that let her treat those roofs as a highway, that let her go skimming across their slates and shingles alongside the city’s axiomatic clowders of cats.

She watched the light fade out of the sky. When it was safely dark—or a little before—she rose to her feet and ran. The night smelled of frying onions, of wood smoke, of the exhaust of cars, of the wind that swept over everything, that bound it together and pulled it apart.

Mary smiled as she leaped fearlessly among the chimneys.

This was freedom.

This was worth anything.

It was over too soon. She could have run all night, and sometimes she did. But someone was waiting for her, and so she flitted south along the Rue Saint-Denis. The trees were hazed with tiny leaves and blossoms as if in defiance of the cold, though it was too early for the heavy scent of the famous chestnuts.

Here, there was foot traffic. The street below had been famed since medieval times as a haven for the sex trade, and no mere crumbling Prussian occupation could keep the force of nature that was a Parisian whore indoors. Their catcalls and solicitations floated up to Mary, who paused a moment to wish them well. She had nothing but respect for them, the demimondaines making their way in the world in defiance of its expectations. Many, like Mary, were women from other places who had come to Paris for a better life; some were Parisiennes born and bred, whether their ancestors had originated in the province of Île-de-France or in the Sahel of Tunis.

Over the decades, Mary had numbered more than two or three among her court.

She had found, over those same decades, that she had little use for men, and Frenchmen less than most. She had no need of them, and she found it distasteful to coddle their egos and debase herself before their expectations. It was also possible, if she were honest, that her work as a private detective before the War had exposed her to a little too much human nature. Especially since she had so often been working for those same women of the demimonde, and the subjects bringing them grief had so often been those same Gallic cockerels.

She supposed it hadn’t been much of a stretch for those who had recruited her to the Resistance to know that she would be a safe choice. Her race, her associates, and her supernatural nature had all argued in her favor. She believed she’d been an asset. She’d even done her share of recruiting—and now, for Paris, for her fallen comrades, she would perform this one last task as a secret soldier before taking her retirement.

When she reached the Seine, she descended. Another night she might have mingled with the sparse foot traffic across the Pont au Change, but this evening brought only drilling Prussians to the bridge. They lined the road before the occupied Préfecture de police on the Île de la Cité beyond; a display of force that demonstrated only how insecure the Prussians knew their position to be.

So Mary crossed the river below the lip of the bridge, in the shadows on the span, on the strength of her fingertips and balance. Beyond, she scaled a wall and took to the rooftops again. It amused her to leap silently the cramped medieval width of the Rue de Lutéce over the heads of the enemy. Even if they saw her, they had no hope 
 of pursuit.

And they never saw her.

She did not need to descend again. The route she followed led to the Pont Saint-Michel, a bridge even more cramped and medieval than the Rue de Lutéce. If the Rue Saint-Denis was one of Paris’ most ancient roads, the Pont Saint-Michel was one of its first bridges, and the broad stone thoroughfare had only been replaced once. Alone of the bridges of Paris, it still held its two rows of medieval houses, blocking the view of the water on either side—unless you were lucky enough to dwell in one.

“Lucky,” perhaps, being a relative term, as some of them were unplumbed even now, and there were said to be no colder houses in Paris. Comfort, however, was not an issue for everyone. These houses leaned together like spinster aunts, their wattle-and-daub walls stained tea-brown between the timbers. The walls bowed and bulged with a weight of years that Mary, still in her first century, found somewhat incomprehensible—and oppressive to contemplate.

On the fifth sharply peaked roof from the Île de la Cité, Mary stopped. There were no trees here, but the dark and chill cloaked her. After glancing both ways to be sure she was unobserved, she lowered herself from the roof-edge to a narrow balcony overhanging the river. Her feet touched lightly; she turned to knock on the frame of the curtained window beyond. The frame, because she was haunted by a vision of the ancient leading between the tiny diamond-shaped panes shredding at the first tap.

She didn’t actually need to rap. The curtains twitched back at the first sound, and the opposite casement swung wide. There were no candles or lamps within to silhouette the woman who held the window open, but Mary’s eyes gathered starlight like a cat’s. She saw a round, pleasant face like an egg in a nest of red curls, and the white shift with its low, ruffled neckline—a nightgown far from warm enough for the season.

Not that this woman could any more feel a chill than Mary could. Which was only one of the reasons that Mary had brought her, too, into the resistance. Another of Paris’s resident expats who would fight for her past that last breath.

“Mary,” Alice Marjorie said, in her gentle Scottish burr. “Come in before you catch your death, my dear.”

 

***

 

A candle did burn, but in the front room, where its light would be seen lighting the curtains with a warm glow from the street. For Mary and for Alice, this was light enough.

Before the war, the house might have burned bright with electric lamps from Dr. Tesla’s broadcast power. But Telsa had mured himself up in his booby-trapped generator tower like a wizard in a storybook and he’d not been seen outside its walls for years. It was anyone’s guess what the old man was eating in there.

On the subject of eating, the lack of such things as cups of tea and plates of biscuits robbed wampyr society of many of the little niceties by which humans persisted. In their place, Alice brought Mary within and led her to the front window in which there was no candle. The façade of the old house leaned out over the bridge’s stone thoroughfare, so when Alice drew the curtain back and Mary leaned her face alongside, she could see all the way into the Île de la Cité.

“Did you come that way?” Alice asked.

Mary nodded.

“And no trouble?”

“No one so much as looked up.”

“You were fortunate the breeze was blowing from the West.” Alice’s words were cold on Mary’s ear. She had no breath, as such: her lungs were just a bellows for her speech. That, more than anything, had taken Mary some getting used to. “Do you see the three young women there, in their grey uniforms, talking with the S.S. officer?”

“Oh.” Indeed, Mary could hardly miss them now that Alice had pointed them out. Mary could not see the barbed and crossbarred hooks of their insignia from here, but she hardly needed to.

“Indeed,” said Alice. “Ruth Grell is not the only wolf in town.”

“They’re hunting her.”

“Of course they are,” said Alice. “They are fanatical warriors, and she killed the man they were oathbound to protect. Also, there was word on the shortwave this evening: the Russians will be in Paris before the week is out.”

Mary did not state the obvious. Ruth must be gone before the Russians arrived. The Prussians were distracted by survival: the Slavs would have nothing on their minds but vengeance. She only nodded once more. “I am open,” she said, “to suggestions.”

“Letters of transit,” Alice said. “You must steal them from the Prussians. They will keep you and Miss Grell safe behind Prussian lines until you can reach Calais. I have heard that the Americans are not yet in Calais. Nor is it blockaded. Prussian officers have taken ship there for South Africa and Argentina. That’s Miss Grell’s best hope for freedom. And even if she is taken on a ship in the Atlantic, it’s likely to be into American or Iroquois custody—”

She might live. Oh, she would stand trial: assassin or not, she had been an officer in the Prussian’s most elite corps of shock troops. But the Americans did not wear the scars this war had left upon Mother Russia, with two-thirds of her young men dead and most of her young women now under arms as well.

Mary Ballard believed most deeply that the woman with the German Chancellor’s blood on her hands deserved to live. To go free, preferably. But most of all, to live.

“I’ll need plans of the Préfecture de police.” She had been there, on one midnight raid or another. But a cautious spy did not trust too much to memory. And so a cautious spy lived to spy another day.

“You’ll have them,” said Alice Marjorie. “And I would suggest that with three Sturmwölfe on the prowl, you find a more discreet route home.”

 

***

 

Mary took the Metro home, too aware of curfew looming to enjoy watching the other passengers. Far less fun than running the rooftops, but it brought her beneath the feet of any hunting Ulfhethnar. They would not be hunting her—at least, she hoped not—but that did not mean it would be wise to draw their attention. And walking at street level did allow her to stop for groceries at a boulangerie, and at a café that would allow her to carry a hot chocolate away in a paper cup—an innovation of the occupation, which the lower-ranking Prussians had encouraged mightily.

The basement flat had a door that led into the area, below street level. When Mary let herself back inside, Ruth was sitting up in bed. She looked less pallid, as if the blood were coming back into her body. She also looked—and smelled—uncomfortable.

“Where did you go?” she asked, as Mary locked the door.

“It’s best if you don’t know that,” Mary answered, setting the food aside, on top of the trunk in which Ruth had arrived.

Ruth nodded. She slid her feet, still in their doubled stockings, over the edge of the cot and tested them against that rug. “You mentioned a toilet.”

“Just up the stairs. We share it with the ground-floor flat, which usually isn’t an inconvenience for me.” Mary shrugged self-deprecatingly. “There’s no tub, but I can give you a washcloth and soap. You can heat water on the burner.”

The relief on the girl’s face was palpable. Mary, looking at her, tried to see the storm trooper, the soldier, the assassin. She could recognize nothing in Ruth except the countenance of a weary child.

She crouched hastily, breaking eye contact. There were rags for washing in the chest beneath the cot. She extracted a couple, and a cracked cake of soap that had once been scented with lemon verbena.

“Sorry,” she said, offering the soap. “It seems to have been there longer than I thought.”

Ruth’s fingers brushed her palms. The nails were long and transparent and faintly smoky, filed to a tidy oval shape. The color put Mary in mind of the mica lantern-panes of her youth.

Ruth swallowed audibly. “Can you—”

“Of course,” Mary said, and with a hand on her elbow, stood her up and steadied her toward the stairs.

Ruth managed the climb better than Mary had expected. Her strength and steadiness were improving with the superhuman rapidity one would expect. More food, Mary judged, would be the cure.

Mary stood guard outside the toilet while Ruth refreshed herself. When she’d finished, Mary escorted her back downstairs, gave her some fresh underthings, and brought her the slightly-stale bread and the lukewarm chocolate. While Ruth ate—with exquisite manners, for a starving wolf—Mary explained the situation as Alice had explained it to her.

“…so,” she finished. “Tonight in the wee hours, I will break into the Préfecture de police and steal letters of transit. We shall forge them for you. One of my friends will make sure that a staff car is waiting for you outside Paris, with sufficient funds in gold to see you safely away. We have faith that, so-armed, you will be able to reach a ship in Calais.

“Surely,” Mary added with a ghost of a smile, “You can manage to impersonate a Prussian officer.”

Ruth raised a hand, chewing her current mouthful hastily. She swallowed with a pained expression. “Have you ever been inside the Préfecture de police?”

“Yes,” Mary said. “They keep a lot of interesting files in there.”

“Fine. Have you ever fought an Ulfhethinn?”

They crossed glances like a fencer’s exchange. Ruth’s expression argued for inclusion; Mary’s was adamant.

Mary ended it—she thought—by saying, “You’re not strong.”

Ruth looked up at her through gleaming eyes, a smudge of chocolate on her nose. “I’ll be strong enough.”

 

***

 

Curfew was long past when they took to the high road again. Ruth was not exactly dressed for rooftop skulking, in her full skirts and cardigan, but it didn’t seem to inconvenience her. She managed the tiles at a lope, her feet nimble in their soft shoes, and seemed to have no trouble following anywhere Mary might lead.

Curfew or no, the streets were not deserted, and there was no sign that the Prussians were enforcing it. They were probably busy packing, Mary thought with grim satisfaction.

Once, as she paused to measure the gap of a leap, Ruth drew up beside her. Mary could not resist: “I didn’t know wolves could climb.”

“Women can.” Ruth’s hands, half-covered by a motheaten pair of mitts Mary had found for her, twisted in her shirts as the wind rose. Ruth turned her face into the wind. “Do you smell that?”

Mary turned, too, and breathed deep. “No.”

“Sturmwolfstaffel Hauptsturmführerin Katherine Ressler,” Ruth said. “Fortunately, she’s upwind. A kilometer or so. Somewhere in the 8th Arrondissement, I’d say.”

Mary gazed at her with an unaccustomed emotion. Wonder, she decided. She had become too accustomed to the supernatural strengths of wampyrs, and the frailties of humans.

“You’re familiar with Paris,” Mary said.

“I was here with the Chancellor’s guard several times. We studied the plan of the city.” Ruth paused. “I’d be more confident if I could scent the other two. Are you sure there were only three?”

“My friend and I only saw three,” Mary said. Ruth’s tone was too casual, and her casual identification of the other Sturmwolf by name was indication of how tight-knit the group had been. Of course Ruth knew whoever had come to kill her. “I do not know the names. I am sorry.”

Ruth nodded. “I hope one’s not Adele,” she said tiredly.

“She’s very skilled?”

Ruth shook her head. “Katherine is better.” As she stepped back from the roof-edge to measure her leap, she said, “Adele was my lover.”

 

***

 

The Préfecture de police was guarded—roof and street and courtyard. To Mary and Ruth, human guards weren’t much more than an inconvenience. They slipped within like shadows, breaching a window with no more sound than the whisper of the hinges, and found themselves in a fifth-storey hall, dim at this small hour. Ruth shut the casement tightly, so no alerting draught could herald them.

“Well?” Mary gestured along the hall. Emergency bulbs glowed faint red at each intersection: more than enough light for the dark-adapted eye. The Prussians had covered the floors with luxurious Oriental runners—looted, of course—that would have hushed the sound of their footsteps if their footsteps made any sound.

“Letters of transit,” Ruth said. “They’ll be in the commandant’s office. This way.”

She led with a confident stalk, her gray skirts whipping about her calves. Mary glided behind, black jersey trousers not even whisking as she walked. Together, they rounded two corners, slipping into doorways when Ruth’s senses—which proved even more acute than Mary’s—warned her of approaching sentries.

Other than the sentries, the hallways were far more deserted than the streets. Whatever restless energy charged the streets, it had not reached the Prussian command.

“Ulfhethnar?” Mary asked, as they were paused inside a men’s washroom.

“If there are,” Ruth said, “walking softly will not hide us.”

But one more corridor brought them to the office. Here, Ruth paused with her hand in its fingerless mitt upon the doorknob. She looked at Mary, brows rising.

Mary nodded. The scent of Ulfhethnar hung around the doorway, but it was cold. Well, the commandant would have wanted to meet with the hunters. Somebody in Prague must have talked. “Three means they’re pretty sure they know where you are, do you think?”

“There were only six of us in my class to wear the Wolfsangel,” Ruth said. “They did not send Adele.” She delivered it as a report, emotionless, which alone was enough to reveal to Mary how much emotion she was hiding.

“Who did they send?”

Ruth cocked a pale eyebrow over one eye that glowed like flame with reflected light. For a moment, Mary thought Ruth would shake her off with a question—“What does it matter to you who they are?”

But the Ulfhethinn said, “Besides Katherine? Beatrice Small. And Jessamyn Johnson.”

Ruth’s hand whitened on the knob. Bitterly, she scoffed: “Wolfsangel. The wolf-hook. You know the Prussians pretended it was an ancient Aryan symbol? It’s not even a real rune. Like everything else they stole, they lied about it.”

Mary blinked, although her eyes did not require moistening, and because Ruth seemed to need it, she allowed herself to be drawn in. “What is it?”

“Heraldic device. A kind of brutal medieval wolf-trap.” Ruth wiped a hand across her mouth, hard enough to blanch the flesh for a moment. “Ironic, no?”

Yes, for the women trapped in it. But Mary couldn’t say that in the face of Ruth’s distress. She caught Ruth’s gaze, forcing a distraction. “Can you take them?”

Ruth drew herself up. Her chin lifted, showing the tendons of her throat, her larynx in stark relief. Then she looked down at herself, her painfully thin hands that still trembled slightly.

She said, “No.”

“Move your hand,” Mary said. “I need to pick the lock.”

 

***

 

It wasn’t so much the commandant’s office itself that interested them as the secretary’s antechamber, with its wall of filing cabinets. They selected the ones that were locked: Mary picked them open and allowed Ruth to do the unpleasant work of examining the contents. She’d seen enough death warrants over the course of the war to last her an (eternal) lifetime. The Prussians had made fifteen copies of everything; the Resistance had sometimes obtained the sixteenth one.

Both women worked in silence, one ear tuned to the door.

“Here,” Ruth whispered, over the whisk of the lockpick and the rustle of paper. A further, more irritated rustle followed. “There’s only one left.”

“Of course,” Mary answered. “The rest of them are in the pockets of staff officers. Who are likewise on their way to Calais.”

“I cannot take this,” Ruth said, the edge of the paper crumpling in her fist. “What about you?”

“I never planned to leave Paris,” Mary said. Her assistance to Ruth was becoming less a job than it had been, and more a labor of affection. She felt a pang, she admitted to herself, when she thought of Ruth leaving.

But if the Prussians couldn’t drive her from Paris, the wolf-hook of a mere pang certainly wouldn’t pull her out of it.

A sound in the corridor kept her from embarrassing herself by continuing. Ruth had heard it too. It was not the scuff of a foot, so much as the whisper of wood in an ancient joist as a person’s weight came on to it.

Neither one spoke. As one they stood, turned—Ruth stuffing the precious papers into her cardigan—and moved to the window.

…an instant before it burst inward in a storm of shattered glass and shutter splinters. A woman in the gray woolens of the Sturmwulfstaffel landed lightly, crouching, in the litter.

Mary might have recoiled, but the door ripped from its hinges at the same instant. Her head snapped around: two women, that way, light on their feet and moving like predators. Ruth didn’t bother to look back.

She lunged.

Mary had seen a thousand-year-old wampyr move in exigency. That was weightless. Floating, abstracted, inexpressibly light…and too fast for the mind to register, even if the eye could follow.

The Ulfhethinn was something entirely different: a hundred and forty pounds of furious meat launched without a sound, without a snarl, directly at the throat of the woman who blocked her path to the window. She hit the other woman with all the force of her leap. Mary heard the thud as flesh connected to flesh; she heard the thump as flesh connected to the wall.

She didn’t see what happened, because she was not looking. Instead she spun and reached, grasping the corners of the nearest filing cabinet—which was wooden, and four drawers tall, and full of papers—and ripping it from the safety bolts that moored it to the wall.

She couldn’t quite lift it and toss it, though she was sure Alice, being older, could have. But she heaved.

The thing tumbled on its side, sending the nearer of the rearguard Ulfhethinn skittering back towards the door. From the next cabinet, Mary simply ripped a drawer and threw that, whipping it about from the handle as if for the hammer-toss.

It shattered on the fists of the Ulfhethinn who had not dodged back, showering papers to every side. Blood ran from her knuckles, the seaweedy tang sharpening Mary’s focus and her teeth. Mary edged back toward the fight behind her, eyes fixed on the Ulfhethinn who crouched and without lowering her gaze from Mary’s groped among the flinders of the drawer for a two-foot-long spike of broken wood.

She wore a revolver at her hip but did not reach for it. Apparently she knew this would be more effective.

From the floor came a grunt of effort—the first Mary had heard—and a kind of windy groan. A crunch, and silence.

The Ulfhethnar from the door advanced, one covering the other’s flank, stalking like wolves. “This isn’t about you, bloodsucker,” said the one with the stake. “Let us have our sister, and you can go.”

“Mary,” Ruth gasped. “The window.”

A hand was on her wrist—strong, long-nailed, slick with blood. A jerk, a running step half-backward…and they were falling, the cold air rushing around, and just enough time for Mary to twist in the air, bring her feet under her, and let the force of the landing pull her from Ruth’s grasp and roll her to the ground and over her shoulder and up again. She spent the last of the momentum in two running steps and whirled to see if Ruth had made it.

The Ulfhethinn came up running. Blood streamed down her face, long ribbons of flesh peeled from her cheek where the other woman had scratched her. She limped until she reached her stride, then seemed to measure an even pace by grim force of will.

“Run,” she panted, as Mary fell in beside her. “They won’t stop.”

Ulfhethnar were berserkers, Mary remembered. Wolf-shirts, bred of ancient Norse war-magics.

Mary did not need breath for running. Dead flesh was tireless. “How is it that you stopped?”

“I’m not. Like other. Ulfhethnar.”

“The river,” Mary said, hearing the thud of someone striking earth behind them.

“Ew,” Ruth gasped. But she followed. Across the river walk, with two sets of footsteps driving hard behind them. Up onto the parapet wall.

“Go under,” Mary said. “Swim with me.”

“Dead lady, I hope you have a plan.”

The Seine didn’t reek—not by the standards of the East Kill or the Thames. Mary opened up her dead lungs, drew them full of air. She found Ruth’s wrist with her hand and locked it there, a literal manacle.

Their eyes met.

As one, they dove.

There was no more ice floating in the river. That was the only mercy. They struck it hard, hard and too flat. Mary’s grip didn’t break, and neither did Ruth’s arm. But the force of the impact swept their hands back and knocked their bodies together. The stark bones of Ruth’s wrist rattled against the stiff flesh of Mary’s hand.

Ruth must have kept her breath, though—how, exactly, Mary couldn’t imagine—and as Mary tugged her through the turgid water she seemed to orient herself and begin to swim. Mary released her wrist and struck out downriver at an angle, trusting Ruth to follow.

Behind them, two objects struck the river in quick succession—each with a heavy splash—followed a few seconds later by a third.

That didn’t kill her? Mary thought, amused that she felt more outrage than fear.

She stroked faster. Ruth kept up despite the drag of her skirts, thirty feet, fifty—and a tap on Mary’s shoulder. She turned to Ruth; through murky water and the blur of darkness Ruth jerked a thumb up. A slow trickle of bubbles rose from her nostrils. The streamers of her blood faded into the moving water all around.

Mary put a hand on Ruth’s neck, a hand on her belly, and pulled her down.

Ruth’s eyes widened. For a moment, Mary thought she would struggle. But Mary pushed gently against her diaphragm, and Ruth, after a moment’s resistance, breathed out. Mary raised that hand to Ruth’s shoulder and pulled her close.

She fitted her lips to Ruth’s, and filled Ruth’s lungs with the air she had hoarded.

It was enough to get them to the destination—a sewer outflow channel—that Mary had used before. She clung to the brickwork, supporting Ruth, with only their eyes above the channel until the Ulfhethnar—two swimming strongly, and the straggler—swept past on their way downriver. Then she hauled Ruth—dripping and shivering—up into the mouth of the arched masonry tunnel. There was a grate; Mary simply loosened the bolts that had long ago been replaced by cunning hands and lifted it aside.

The Prussians might rule the streets above. The catacombs belonged to the Resistance.

“I hope you’re not afraid of the dark,” she told Ruth.

Ruth snorted through her shivers. “I hope the ink on these letters is waterproof.”

 

***

 

They walked in darkness, their footsteps plashing in sorcerously decontaminated filth until they came up the trunk to a walkway. The trickle of water sounded and rebounded all around them; the noise was such that they leaned their heads together to talk in low tones. The echoes might carry, but as far as Mary was concerned, if the Ulfhethnar could track them by sound through this noise, they deserved to eat them.

She might, she allowed, be a bit tired.

By scent and familiarity, Mary led them as far as a cache of electric torches and batteries wrapped in a rubberized sheet and thrust into the back of a niche. The second torch she tried worked, once she inserted the batteries by feel. Even a wampyr’s eyes were no use when the darkness was total.

She shielded the torch with a fold of her shirt, so it cast only a dim and indirect glow, and looked up to find Ruth regarding her.

“Thank you,” the Ulfhethinn said.

“Thank you,” Mary responded. She should look down, she knew, but it wasn’t happening. And Ruth wasn’t looking down either.

“You’re wondering,” Ruth said, “why it took me three years to assassinate the bastard.”

“I had assumed you had to work your way close to him.” No answer, not immediately. Mary turned away. “Let’s walk.”

“Lead on, Valjean.”

She could feel Ruth stewing, though, and she wanted to give the girl an opportunity to spit out some of the poison so obviously corroding her soul.

“Killing him doesn’t make you a monster, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“My worst fear,” Ruth said bitterly, striding alongside so her wet skirt slapped, certain of her footing in the halflight, “was that someone else would find a way to turn the tide. To break the Prussian war machine. And then everything I’d endured, everything I’d done would have been in vain. So yes: you ask if I think I am a monster? If nothing else proves it, doesn’t that?”

They passed through an archway of rough stone, into a narrower side-channel. The echoes were less here, or at least more attenuated, and the floor was dry except for a foul, slender trickle. Mary trailed her left hand along the rough cemented stone, feeling for a gap you could not see. Here, they were constrained to walk single-file.

“Sweetheart,” Mary said. “What it proves, if anything, is that you are most exquisitely human.”

Ruth fell silent again. Mary felt her fingertips skip on air. “Ah,” she said. “Follow me.”

She turned into the stone, and she knew from Ruth’s perspective she vanished as if she had walked into the wall. But she felt nothing, not even a tingle, as she passed.

“Careful,” she called back as she found her footing on the raw clay floor of a catacomb. On every side, skulls stacked like fruit between the layers of a torte composed of cords of human arm and leg bones glowed warmly in the filtered radiance of the torch. “There’s a step.”

A moment later, Ruth’s head leaned in the ragged gap that could be seen quite plainly from the inside. “Illusion,” she said, as if one encountered that sort of thing every day. “It won’t hide our scent.”

“I was relying on the sewage for that.”

The Ulfhethinn leapt lightly down. Her nose wrinkled. The scratches on her face had crusted, the edges pink already with healing.

“It will help,” Ruth admitted. “The sewers connect to the catacombs?”

“All under Paris, there’s a labyrinth,” Mary said.

Ruth reached out and gently brushed the back of her nails against a dead man’s bony cheek. “A labyrinth has only one path through.”

“Like life,” Mary answered. “No matter how many twists and turnings it takes, you can’t retrace your steps, and it always leads to the center.”

“Yes,” Ruth said, as they started forward again—through a columned gallery, “I’ve been thinking about that.”

Conversation was paused by a brief squeeze that had them on their bellies. Water dripped down Mary’s neck, and she dreaded to think what the damp was doing to her hair. She rolled her eyes at herself: whatever damage it might have caused, the plunge in the river had already anticipated. And it wasn’t as if Ruth looked any less a fright.

On the other side of the squeeze, rising to a crouch, Mary said, “Please continue.”

“I don’t want to go to South Africa.”

“Ruth,” Mary said. “The Russians—”

“I’m not suicidal,” Ruth said.

“Good,” Mary said. “Because the Prussians are packing. And even if I hadn’t come to be fond of you, for saving my city you deserve to live.”

“Fond of me?” Ruth asked.

Mary snorted.

They came to a set of Brobdingnagian stairs, a dozen or so waist-high slabs which they climbed as much with their hands as their feet.

The silence must have weighed on Ruth far more than it did on Mary. “If what I did was right, I shouldn’t have to flee like a…like a criminal. And if it was wrong…” Ruth’s breath sounded as if she were crying, but Mary smelled no tears. “I should not fear judgment.”

“Really? And here I just spent the last twenty-four hours of my life killing myself to keep you away from the bloody Russians. Are you ready to throw that away?”

“No,” Ruth said. “What I owe you, I owe you, too. But…the hour and the place of my demise are determined. It’s upon me how I meet it.”

“Hah.” Mary clambered up another stair, this one slumped and angled. Gravel skittered from her feet over the edge to vanish in the blackness below. It plinked like water, which made her realize that the echoes of the water were now only a distant hiss. She transferred the torch to her other hand, extending the right one to Ruth.

Ruth accepted the assistance gratefully. Ulfhethinn or no, she was still a recovering invalid. Mary burned fuel; she would need to feed when this was done with, but she did not become weary. Ruth’s near-white hair hung in grimy strings; her breaths came slowly, but heavily.

“Spoken like a true Ulfhethinn,” Mary said. “At least that’s where I assume you get the Norse fatalism.”

“The Norse don’t have a lock on fatalism,” Ruth answered. She leaned down and put her hands on her knees. “How much further?”

“Less than half as far as we’ve come,” Mary replied.

“Oh thank God.”

“Yes.” Mary seated herself on the edge of the next higher step. “Do you believe in God?”

Ruth shrugged. “Ask me again in a year.”

“Fair enough. So if you’re not suicidal—”

“I’m not suicidal.” She straightened, pushing her hands into the small of her back. “But I killed seven men, Mary. And I’d have killed more if I could have laid hands on them.”

“How much blood did those men have on their hands?”

“That’s irrelevant,” Ruth said levelly. That amber-red flame glossed her pupils again. “I can make excuses, and be no better than they are. Or I can trust in the law to judge me, and live or die as a…it sounds stupid, even inside my head.”

“A righteous woman,” Mary said.

Thin-lipped, Ruth nodded.

Mary pinched the bridge of her nose. Not the Russians. She wouldn’t do it. She couldn’t do it, any more than Ruth could blithely sail away to South Africa or South America.

And then, like moonrise, the answer dawned on her. “We’ll get you to the Iroquois.”

Ruth’s head had been turned away, giving Mary the privacy to think. Now it swiveled back. “Iroquois?”

“Or the Americans. It doesn’t matter. You have a chance of surviving that trial.”

“Americans,” Ruth said, as if it hadn’t crossed her mind. “I could live with that.”

“And where there’s life, there’s hope.”

Mary stood, and prepared herself to face the chair-high steps again. Only one or two more to the next passageway, and from there, the surface was not far. If they didn’t beat the sunrise, well, they’d be spending the day in a cathedral’s crypt. There were worse fates.

“Anyway,” she said, hoisting herself up. “It’ll be easier in the long run. The Prussians will be expecting you to make for Calais.”

Ruth laughed bitterly. It echoed.

The sound gave Mary strength anyway.


  

Introduction to “Twilight”

 


If we’re very lucky, at the end of our lives, we get to have and keep the thing we wanted most—if we can figure out what it was.


  

Twilight

London, 1941

 


The woman on the doorstep had drawn her black hood to a dripping peak that shaded her face. Dark gloves concealed the long hands that tugged her oilcloth cloak tight under her chin. Behind her, the night glistened and rang with rain.

The wampyr knew her by her smell, though the storm and something else had left a cool edge on it. One without the hissing allure of living blood moving beneath warm skin.

“Mary,” he said, and held the door wide. “Come in.”

“Don Sebastien.” She mounted the threshold. Careful of the rugs, she shed her dripping oilskin. She had a firm step for one he would have expected to find bent with age, tottering on a cane.

But she was as tall and straight as she had ever been, her medium-brown skin and mulatto features uncoarsened by age. Some gray stroked her temples—her wiry hair had grown long, and she wore it pulled back in a tight oiled bun now rather than caught up under a kerchief. Laugh lines showed at the corners of her eyes, but that was all.

He shut and locked the door behind her. When he took her coat and gloves, her hand was cool and soft.

Ah. So.

“No servants to open the door, Don Sebastien?” she asked, her eyes sparkling. The years had not amended her American accent, though the demure pink seed pearls at her throat spoke of money and Parisian pre-war fashion.

The wampyr had heard she’d done well for herself in France. And then the curtain of Prussian occupation had fallen across Europe, and he had heard very little more.

“Jason and Mrs. Moyer are abed,” he said. “And in any case, it does not trouble me.” He smiled. “I was awake.”

She nodded. Shed of her cloak, she stood revealed as a spare, tall woman clad in sensible black-and-white tweed, her heeled shoes laced over the arches. The seashell color of her blouse matched the pearls. It might have been silk, but Sebastien thought it rather one of the new synthetic fabrics. It smelled faintly of chemicals.

“You heard,” he said.

“More, I bring news you won’t have. Is she awake, then?”

“She sleeps not much more than I do, these days. She’s old, but she’s a sorcerer. She may live ten years yet. If you have come to see her, you’ve come in plenty of time.” Sebastien thrush his hands into his pockets, squeezing the hard flesh of his thighs with his hands. It was too late to say it, but he could not hold his tongue. “Mary. You know that this decision you have made will eventually leave you unstuck in time. Drifting. You will lose everything.”

“Sebastien,” she said. “I lost everything long before I entered Lady Abigail Irene’s service.”

He looked at her. He did not say to her, Your definition of ‘everything’ will change.

“If you need me,” he said, “I am ever your friend. Remember that in centuries to come.”

 

***

 

Garrett lay across her bed, drowsing irritably. There was no sleep to be had. She wondered if her body’s last rebellion against the long sleep to come was to abandon all the little ones.

So when her bedroom door cracked gently, even the softness of a wampyr’s approach alerted her. She didn’t need her spectacles to identify the slender frame silhouetted through the crack.

She pushed herself up on her elbows, which was enough effort to set her heart racing. How far we have fallen. “Well, don’t just stand there like Patience on a monument. I heard the voices. Who’s here?”

“Mary Ballard.”

She would have rubbed at her ears, if she hadn’t been using both hands to haul herself upright. It was a name she had not heard in years. “Mary?” she asked, despising her own querulousness. “My Mary?”

By the movement of his silhouette, he nodded. She groped on the nightstand for her spectacles and balanced them on her nose, fumbling with the arms because her fingers trembled. When she had them set to her satisfaction, she blinked to clear her vision. “I must see her at once.”

“She is not,” Sebastien said, delicately, “as she was. But I will fetch her for you.” He paused then, already turning, and looked back over his shoulder.

 

***

 

Never had Garrett so disdained the wheelchair to which her infirmity now largely limited her. She allowed Sebastien to help her dress, to brush her hair, to fit socks and house-shoes over her horny feet. The arthritis curled her toes in on themselves; when she walked at all, she hobbled like a spavined horse, and she did not walk far.

Even with his help, it took twenty minutes to struggle into her clothes. And then she had to nerve herself—it was as well Sebastien was pushing her, because she was not certain she could have made herself roll down the hall into the drawing room. Mary, alive. Mary, undead.

Mary, a wampyr.

All down the long hallway, she wondered if Sebastien would have done that for her. She thought of his children, the members of his court—the ones she had met, the ones she had watched die. Was it worse for him, she wondered, when children (inevitably) left him, or when courtesans aged and died?

Or was it worst of all when the children burned before your eyes?

Her hands knotted with fear and anticipation as the wheels whirred and squeaked down the long wooden boards of the hall, into the drawing room with its sprigged wallpaper, upright piano, and low shelves of books.

Then they entered and Mary stood to meet them, and all Garrett’s worry fell away. Mary crossed the room in three quick strides, her calves flashing under the hem of her skirt—Garrett would never get used to women’s legs made so plainly visible—and bent to encircle Garrett gently in her arms. She held her with such fragility that Garrett almost wanted to pound on her back and demand a better hug than that, but a wampyr’s strength was nothing to mock.

Instead, she put her crabbed and spotted hands on Mary’s fine shoulders and set her back so she could regard her better.

Mary disentangled herself gently from Garrett’s grip. “The war is over. The occupation of Paris is ended. And I hear through the grapevine that it’s you I have to thank?”

“Mine was only one small part of it,” Garrett said. She glanced at Sebastien. He steepled his fingers and leaned one elbow on the marble mantel, doing his undead best to impersonate a stick of furniture. A hat rack, perhaps. A very narrow armoire.

It had been his doing more than hers, the death of the Prussian Chancellor at the hands of one of his own berserker Ulfhethinn
guards. For all his determination to leave politics alone, Sebastien’s courtesans had a way of drawing him into the world.

That Mary knew about Ruth Grell and her long-planned assassination told Garrett a good deal about how Mary had spent her war. “You were in the Resistance in France, I gather?”

“Once a detective, always so,” Mary said. Her diction had grown more polished; Garrett imagined it was the result of much effort. “Thank God it’s over now. The worst of it. There’s still the hungry to be fed and governments and industry to rebuild, of course…”

“I lived to see it end,” Garrett said. “And look at you.”

Mary smiled. It made no dimples in her thin cheeks. “I’ve kept up on your exploits. You’ve had a busy forty years.”

“And I have heard so little of yours,” Garrett replied, “that you must now tell me everything. Sit, please. I’d ring for tea, but Mrs. Moyer is in bed.”

“It would be wasted on me.” Carefully, tucking her skirt with her hands, Mary settled again on the cream velvet divan opposite. “Tea, I miss.”

She offered it up like an admission, a confidence, and Garrett accepted it the same way. “Who was it—” she glanced at Sebastien, not sure if what she was about to ask was a terrible breach of etiquette among the blood. Sebastien’s face remained impassive. “Who made you?”

Mary smiled. “Alice Marjorie,” she said. “A friend of Sebastien’s.”

“Tea, I can make,” Sebastien said, and evaporated from his corner as if a wampyr could in fact sublimate away to a bank of mist. Garrett barely heard the door close behind him.

She did not miss the ease with which Mary said Sebastien’s name, dropping the title he was no more entitled to than the name itself.

“But that must have been before the Prussian invasion,” Garrett said. “You look—no more than ten years older, I should say, than when I saw you last. And I cannot imagine those bastards would have been kind to you.”

Her fierceness did not surprise her, but Mary blinked.

“Doctor Garrett—”

“Abby Irene,” she said. Of course Mary would remember what she had lost, when she fled America, and would not call her by the Crown Investigator’s title that had been stripped from her. “Please. If you can stomach it. If we are not old friends…” She sighed. “I cannot imagine calling you Miss Ballard, though I will if it makes you more comfortable.”

“Abby Irene.” Mary smiled. “Maybe I should get my business out of the way before you make any such decisions. I come with an invitation. On behalf of the King. He wishes you to be present when he returns to English soil.”

“King Phillip?” Garrett’s hand pressed to her breastbone, to the cloth that covered the faded remains of her sorcerer’s tattoo. “He asked for—me?”

“For you,” Mary said. “And for Sebastien—John Chaisty, I should say, though he knows that is an alias. And for your friend Mrs. Smith. Apparently his ministers are well-aware of the actions of the English Underground, and how directly they led to his reinstatement. And I think he knows too, of your relationship with his uncle.”

Phillip II’s uncle, Prince Henry—Garrett’s once-lover—had died in the Fall of London. Henry had been instrumental in spiriting the young Phillip—newly King of England on his father’s death, neither yet crowned nor consecrated—onto the aeroplane that had borne him, in an unprecedented midnight flight, across the wide Atlantic to Iceland and from there to the safety of New Amsterdam.

Garrett would have braided her fingers together, but it hurt, so she settled for clasping one hand inside the other. “Don’t you have a telephone in that shiny modern palace? Or did the Prussians take them all with them when they fled?”

“I do.” Mary smiled. “But it seemed too late to ring you.”

 

***

 

Garrett waited in the drawing room with Mary while Sebastien went in to wake Phoebe. Phoebe must have been roused by the conversation, however, because it wasn’t long at all before she had joined them downstairs—a vigorous little white-haired lady with a stoop, clad in a green knit dress and support stockings that hid most of the spider veins in her calves. She swept into the drawing room a few steps in advance of Sebastien, pulling him along like a toy bobbing in her wake.

“Miss Ballard,” she said, not batting an eye. “What a pleasure to see you again.”

Mary stood, as she had stood for Garrett, and smiled. Her surprise when Phoebe offered her a hand was palpable, but she took it. “Please,” she said. “Call me Mary.”

“Then I am Phoebe,” Phoebe said—and that being settled, and Sebastien having brought the promised tea, she sat herself down beside Mary and began cheerfully quizzing her about her adventures since they all had parted ways in Paris, so many decades ago.

“Sebastien has brought me up to date,” she said. “But you must tell me how on earth you wound up running errands for the King-in-Exile.”

“It’s a funny story,” Mary said, frowning at the tea with obvious longing. Garrett grimaced. Perhaps she should have forestalled Sebastien, so as not to tempt their guest with what she could not have. But then, it was Garrett’s experience with the blood that they found most food odors nauseating. “You see, after I left your company in Paris, I could not see myself taking up work as a domestic again. The intrigues and adventures of living in your house—” she smiled at Garrett “—quite spoiled me.”

Garrett leaned forwards. “So what did you do?”

“Ah,” said Mary. “Thereby hangs the tale. For you see, it occurred to me that in Paris I was the exotic. And I thought, I must learn the language, beyond the little you had taught me, and learn it quickly. So I put aside the severance package you had paid me, and I found work…” Her smile was enigmatic. “I found work in a bar.”

“I cannot picture you a barmaid,” Garrett said.

“I was a good one,” said Mary. “But not for too long. Only a couple of years, until I could make myself understood, and understand most of what was said to me. Then, I fear, I truly capitalized on my prior employment.”

“You became a detective,” Sebastien said, from his place by the mantel.

Mary grinned, showing tea-stained teeth in a broad smile. “You are ahead of me.”

“I beg your pardon,” he said, making a pretty bow of apology.

Garrett blinked. Was Sebastien flirting with her former housekeeper?

…and indeed, if he was, what of it? “Please,” she said, “Mary. Continue.”

“I fell in love with Paris. I could have stayed there forever, had the city herself but proved as unchanging as my love. In any case, I did not want for work, though mine was of a more prosaic sort than yours. I sought out cheating husbands and deadbeat debtors, not sorcerers and monsters in the night. But it was a living, and from observing your methods I developed my own.

“Eventually, my former employment with you led to the most interesting of cases. Do you remember Dr. Tesla?”

Garrett felt her eyebrows rise. “How could I forget him?”

“He hired me to track down a thief. This was a case that resulted in some notoriety, and guaranteed me steady business until the war came to us, in ’22.” She looked down at her hands. Garrett thought if she were alive, she would be weeping. “Paris,” she said, “is not what it was.”

“You joined the Underground,” Phoebe said, stirring her second cup of tea. Brightness was returning to her expression.

“I did. And there I met Alice Margorie, who took me in as her courtesan and eventually made me what I am today.” Mary looked directly at Sebastien now. “Grandfather.”

Sebastien looked down at his hands. “It suits you.”

“I am grateful to you for showing me that our kind are not monsters, but erratic beings of good and evil, love and hate—like any human thing.”

Sebastien bowed in silence.

“In any case, I was well-established within the Resistance by the time London fell. And I was one of the ones sent to spirit Phillip away during the invasion—although of course I could not risk the plane.” She curled her fingertips into the flesh of her leg. It was still soft, Abby Irene noticed, and the divan dented under her weight as it never would when Sebastien sat there. Mary was dead, but young. “I met him again in America, since I was a native there, and I have been with him—protecting him—ever since this summer.”

“A wampyr? In America?”

“Things have changed,” she said. “They do not burn the blood on sight there anymore, Sebastien.”

He licked dry lips with a colorless tongue. He had lost one child to colonials, and nearly his own life too. But that was long ago, half a lifetime by humanity’s mayfly standard, when America still languished under English rule.

Now it was an independent nation, in no small part due to Sebastien’s efforts, and things were bound to be different.

Garrett cleared her throat. She should have drunk more tea. “And you came back with him.”

“In advance of him, more precisely. It is not generally known,” Mary said. “But he flies in before dawn. Tomorrow afternoon, there will be a fanfare—but he wants a few hours to feel the earth of Albion beneath his feet beforehand.”

With uncommon gentleness, Phoebe said, “It has been thirteen years.”

Mary nodded. “And he understands, as one who…who also considers one of the blood his friend…that afternoon is not the best time to meet with you.”

Sebastien would have held his breath in shock, did he breathe. Surely, she was not implying—

“After His Majesty’s formal presentation to his people, there will be a reception at Greenwich Palace. His Majesty would like to see you there. You, Lady Abigail Irene. And you, Mrs. Smith. And you most especially, Monsieur Amédée Gosselin.”

Sebastien smiled, but it was a cool smile, and Garrett could tell already that he was unsettled. “This new King Phillip has no objection to wampyrs?”

“Oh, quite the opposite,” Mary said, with a small, pleased catlike smile. “I think you’ll find.”

He was too old and experienced to be surprised that someone he had known as a servant in apron and kerchief could be so very bold. She’d always been a woman of uncommon bravery, as one must to accompany Lady Abigail Irene Garrett anywhere.

But for a wampyr to seduce the King of England? That took a certain kind of gall.

Don Sebastien de Ulloa, ancient of his kind, was impressed.

 

***

 

Mary had brought a car—a Prussian staff car, it happened, with the Teutonic eagle crudely painted over on its grey doors and a gold lion stenciled in its place—and so it was not necessary for Sebastien to wake Jason, the household’s driver. Instead, he left a note for Mrs. Moyer the housekeeper, and helped Mary’s driver load Abby Irene’s wheelchair and bag into the boot while Mary saw to Abby Irene herself.

The drive to the palace was uneventful, London’s roads deserted at this cold and rainy hour of morning. Though the curfew of the Prussian occupiers was finally lifted, the habit of early retiring had not yet entirely broken its hold on London. The streets were not safe in the absence of law and the presence of shortages.

In a quick crisis, Sebastien had noticed, people became more altruistic. But over the long term they began to sneak and hoard—and England has been under siege for over a year. The rule of law must be reinstated, and quickly, before the sort of people who preyed on others realized how secure their position had become.

The palace itself, however, was quietly alive. If Sebastien had expected bustle and fuss, he was disappointed—but electric lamps burned in nearly every window of the long white facade, and the long sweep of drive had been raked and swept. Through the colonnaded walkways and across the courtyard, he glimpsed the dark sparkle of the Thames.

As he got out of the car, he paused to look at the flagpole, naked of standards in the rain and the dark, and imagined the Union Jack snapping there. The palace had not been a royal residence since before the reign of Alexandria, serving in the interim as a military hospital. But the Prussians had claimed it as a command center, and now—apparently—Phillip II expected to make it the center of his reign.

The symbolism was strong. Phillip’s grandmother had been born here, and many a King and Queen of England before her. It was here that Geoffrey II had taken the surrender of the Portuguese, and here that his great-great grandson had received the emissaries of Holland-in-Exile when they signed their colonies over to English rule.

It was an auspicious place for—not a coronation, for Phillip had been crowned in exile in the Americas—but a triumphant return to an England newly washed clean in the blood of her enemies. Except Sebastien was uncertain that any amount of blood could truly wash something clean.

But it was the nature of nations, he had observed, to act as if their existence had some objective, intrinsic value and meaning. And corporations, that relatively new colonial excrescence, did not bode to develop any better.

The driver had run around to open Abby Irene’s door, and Mary—with as much familiarity and ease as if forty years had not gone to dust in the interim—was helping her into the wheelchair she despised. It was a side effect of sorcery, it seemed, that allowed those of its practitioners who did not die young and violently live to unprecedented ages. But sorcery could not prevent the infirmity that came with age. Just as vampirism could not prevent the loneliness.

Together, the two old women and the two immortals proceeded towards the palace doors, as the car glided away into the night. Mary and Sebastien must carry Abby Irene’s chair up the steps between them, and Sebastien feared her response—but Mary had the wit to make a joke of it. And so Abby Irene angled her black umbrella like a parasol, and nodded gravely to each side as any Eastern queen in a palanquin.

Her weight was nothing to two of the blood, and the pause to situate her again on the landing gave Sebastien time to examine the façade of the great door, hewn with unrepaired scars on the pale wood where the Prussian eagles had been prized loose.

They set her down before that door as it swung inward, and an East Indian man resplendent in a footman’s uniform bowed low beside the frame. “Honored guests,” he said. “We were expecting you.”

A palace was a residence. Sebastien hesitated at the threshold.

“Please,” Mary said, directly to him. “Come inside.”

The wheels of Abby Irene’s chair squeaked over dished flagstones. The Prussians had taken the carpets, as well.

 

***

 

Garrett had seen photographs.

But nothing could have prepared her for the actual face of the man who awaited them in room the footman bowed them into, the first fully-furnished room they had come to. He was of slightly above-average height, his hair glossy black and curly enough that no amount of hair wax could tame it. A sprinkle of gray hairs at the temple loaned him a certain air of dignity, and his eyes were creased at the corners, as if he spent a good deal of time in the sun.

He wore an unassuming gray suit of excellent cut, and his only jewelry was a red stone in gold on his right hand, and a wedding band on the left.

Henry, Garrett thought. But Henry was dead, had died saving this man.

“Your Majesty,” she said, as Mary and Phoebe curtseyed to either side, and Sebastien bowed at her back. “Forgive me if I do not stand.”

“At your ease,” he said. “Please. Lady Abigail Irene, Don Sebastien. Mrs. Smith. Mary.”

At his gesture, the footman shut the door behind them and withdrew. All around Garrett, her companions rose, and stood somewhat uncertainly in their places.

The King of England moved to a blue velvet chair in the corner and seated himself. He gestured to a marble-topped sideboard—once ornate, now somewhat banged around but serviceable—with a liquor service on top. “Help yourselves to brandy. Those of you who can. And please, take seats.”

Sebastien, ever the gentleman, poured two snifters and brought one each to Garrett and Phoebe, before settling himself beside Phoebe on a fainting couch. Mary stood by the door, her long arms folded over her belly.

The king raised his eyebrows at her. She nodded. I am content to stand.

No, joining the ranks of the blood had not changed Mary overmuch.

“Thank you for coming,” the king said. It was a needless pleasantry—they were on his soil and so his to command, for all they had each risked their lives to win that soil back for him. Garrett prickled, wondering if she should take offense at the hypocrisy or pleasure that he treated them as equals.

But the others were waiting for her to speak. “Your Majesty,” she said. “What we did we did not for reward, but because we could not bear the Prussian boot on English soil.”

She glanced at Mary. Mary’s eyes were forward, her face set in the stone dispassion of the professional servant. No help there.

She wondered, if Mary had to pick sides, which side she would fall upon.

“A reward you shall have nonetheless,” he said. “It is through your offices that the Chancellor fell; it is through your efforts that we sit here, in our great-grandfather’s palace. Dr. Garrett, you have not always been the truest friend of the Crown—”

Phoebe made a sound of protest, quickly throttled. Phillip gave her a slight, sideways glance, but she did not blush or look down.

“—but,” he continued, “you have been a good friend to England. Except inasmuch as the Crown is England.”

“It presents a complication,” Garrett agreed. She folded her hands over her lap-robe, the brandy resting in the topmost. By the aroma, it was excellent. She mourned that, given her age and the degradation of her senses, its excellence would be wasted on her.

“I would like to offer you a stipend,” he said, dropping into an informal—and personal—mode of speech. “Though my resources are not what they should be, and though the Prussians made off with the Crown Jewels as well as everything else of value on this island—it seems the least I can do.”

And if you will put me on the shelf, Garrett thought, 
at least you will set someone to dust around me. But what else could he do with her? She still had her mind, and her wit, and her sorcery—even in a failing body, those remained strong.

“You will of course be pardoned fully, and invited to participate in the return of the Enchancery’s library to the Crown.”

And there was the true hook in the bait. She had preserved those books, and the archives of the Crown Investigators, all through the long years of occupation. It had not been an endeavor without risk—but even that was not enough to win Phillip’s trust.

She would die Lady Abigail Irene, or Doctor Garrett. And the thing she had fought to win and retain the first fifty years of her life, the title and work of Crown Investigator, would remain beyond her reach.

She would have liked to spend her last years teaching the next generation of forensic sorcerers. Instead she was to be packed away like a wedding goblet, like Gwenevere in her cloister.

“Thank you, your Majesty,” she said.

“The library,” he said, “will be catalogued and archived.”

She cleared her throat. “Excuse me, your Majesty.”

Raising his eyebrows at her, he nodded. “Speak your mind.”

“Will the library not be returned to the Enchancery? It was for that purpose that I preserved it—”

“That remains uncertain,” he said. “Frankly, there are not enough of your former colleagues remaining—”

She felt Phoebe shift beside her. Sebastien was too well-practiced to give so much away. “Your Majesty,” Garrett said urgently. “Allow me, if there is no other.

“Lady Abigail Irene. I will take it under consideration.” He turned his attention to her right. “And as for you, Mrs. Smith, I should like to create you Dame Commander of the Order of the British Empire, and offer you a full pardon for whatever was done during the late war with the colonies.”

“That is very gracious,” Phoebe said.

The king said, “Don Sebastien, I am afraid that there is little service I can do you in return, but you have my word that so long as I am King, you and your kind will be welcome on British soil, and subject to the same laws as any of my subjects.”

Garrett glanced over her shoulder in time to catch the quirk of Sebastien’s smile. There was a hook there, of course: for his kind to reproduce required a murder. But he nodded, and seemed about to speak when the door opened without so much as a knock and a ginger-haired woman in an elegant cream silk dress entered. She might have been in her mid twenties, a little more than half the king’s age, and modestly pretty—but she was doing everything possible with that prettiness.

Her clothes and hair were impeccable, her matching shoes pristine to the soles. She extended a hand with the nails painted shell-pink and curtseyed to the King.

“Darling,” she said, in cultured American tones. “Pardon me for interrupting. But a supper—or perhaps a breakfast—or some sort of food in an hour usually reserved for sleeping—is being served.”

He cocked his head at her, but smiled. “And you could not send a page?”

“It was faster and more forceful to do it myself.” She waved his concern for protocol aside, and turned to Garrett and her companions, much animated by mischief. “Besides, it was my opportunity to meet Mary’s friends.”

The king stood, and so perforce did Phoebe and Sebastien. “Ladies,” he said, as Mary stepped away from the door and dropped a curtsey. “Gentleman. My royal wife, Queen Sofia.”

 

***

 

Sebastien recalled from his tabloid reading that the Queen was a distant relative of the royal family of Holland, a descendent of the Dutch peerage left behind when New Holland had been given over to England during Holland’s tenure as a French subject state. Phillip had married her in his exile, when it seemed possible that he would never reclaim his throne. Now, seated across from her at a breakfast table set with mismatched porcelain and silver that had obviously only just been polished until it shone, Sebastien thought that perhaps he had brought home a better Queen than anyone could have anticipated, from such a hasty love-match.

She seemed a sort of between thing, in a manner that Sebastien found fascinating. She was neither slender nor heavyset, but had a good Dutch sturdiness about her. Her hair was neither a carroty vermillion nor the ember-red of the Swedes, but a soft ash-and-cinnamon color that matched the powdered-over freckles on her cheeks. She was a Queen, but her American informality and impatience with protocol made it seem a role—a job—that she picked up and put down at need.

Now, as they sat at table, she was playing her part to the hilt—keeping the conversation smooth and fast-flowing, like light flashing on a brook. But Sebastien did not miss the sly smiles she turned on the king now and again, as if to say, See how clever I am?

It endeared her to him as no self-serious monarch could have managed.

He and Mary did not dine, which gave him more opportunity to observe his tablemates. The king ate with the manners of one bred and born to the public table and the state dinner. Abby Irene mostly pushed food around on her plate, though he saw her pick her way through most of a crab salad. Her appetite heartened him. The queen had a heavy hand with the salt shaker, though Phoebe seemed to find the food perfectly seasoned. And Mary, being Mary, turned a teacup on a saucer and frowned down into the brown liquid within.

He wondered if it was still strange for her to sit at table with kings and queens and her former employer. She seemed at ease, if pensive, which led him to thinking of the change in perspective for one who had spent so many years as a servant, to become one of the blood, a social outcast—or a social entertainment—in a completely different fashion.

There were salons that gathered around his kind, after all, people who would meet with them for sheer exoticism. And Mary, a Negro American, was more exotic than most.

She caught him staring, and gave him a look that said she’d read his mind. He smiled.

They were blood together, and she was his grandchild.

She smiled back.

When the meal was over and Sebastien and his companions had been excused from the Presence, she came to him in the hall. Phoebe was pushing Abby Irene ahead: they would remain here until after the triumphant ceremony scheduled for that afternoon. Mary had already sent a footman to retrieve appropriate clothes from Mrs. Moyer, a kindness for which Sebastien, incapable as he was of dignified travel by daylight, was most grateful.

As they walked, he lowered his voice. She had a predator’s hearing; she would pick out words the mortal women a few steps ahead would not notice.

He cleared his throat and whispered, “It was your idea, wasn’t it, to have Phillip summon us? He wouldn’t have done that on his own.” Sebastien would have spat on those bare scarred flagstones to clear the bitterness, if he’d had the moisture to spare. Abby Irene’s loyalty and service to the Crown had never, in particular, been returned. And how different is that from the manner in which any Crown treats its servants?

She did not look at him. “If anybody can figure out what’s wrong with his wife, it would be you and your friends.”

“Wrong with his wife? She seems delightful to me—”

“Oh, for sure,” Mary said. “But her blood tastes of poison, and though the best doctors in America can find nothing wrong with her, despite all of their efforts, she does not conceive. And the king—” she sighed “—now that it matters, the king is under pressure to set her aside. And then there’s the matter of me—”

“Of course,” Sebastien said. “Who would want a king who seemed to be under the thrall of a wampyr?”

“Thrall,” she said. “If only it were so easy. I’d have him give Abby Irene her Enchancery back, with a big bow stuck to the slates.”

 

***

 

In addition to sending for clothes, Mary had requisitioned quarters in the half-assembled palace interior where Phoebe and Abby Irene might nap until they were required to dress for the gala. She had her own duties as the king’s advisor—and whatever other roles she served for both the royals.

But this left the wampyr himself at loose ends. Mary addressed this by showing him into a library whose shelves the Prussians had somehow not entirely stripped, and bid him make himself comfortable. He could have waited—a few hours was nothing for one whose experience stretched back before the Black Death—but there was no percentage in it. Especially in a room full of books, a few dozen of which he found he had not even read before.

But he had just settled himself—well back from the thankfully heavily-curtained window—when long-ago familiar footsteps paused in the hall, and a long-ago familiar scent filled the room as the pocket door slid open again. Sebastien laid his book—a collection of American ‘tall tales’—upon the table, allowing his fingers to stroke its rich leather binding in reluctance before he drew his hand away.

And then he smiled and turned and stood, to greet a man he had not seen since before the war.

Dyachenko was a decade or so younger than Abby Irene. When Sebastien had first met him, he’d thought him fiftyish. A closer acquaintanceship had taught Sebastien that the then-Imperial Inspector was barely forty, but the worry lines were evidence of a life lived hard. And here he was now, seventy-eight if he was a day, stooped and white and—judging by the row of medals pinned to his tailcoat breast—dressed in Ambassadorial finery.

He had been dressed by a valet. Sebastien had no doubt of this: Dyachenko was not in the least rumpled, and the creases in his handkerchief and trousers were knife-sharp. There was no way the old man could have managed that on his own. As a young man, he had been an idiosyncratic—and sloppy—dresser.

—Yuri Danylevich, Sebastien said in Russian.—Of all the pleasures I did not anticipate in this palace, your presence is chiefest among them.

“Sebastien,” the man answered, in nearly-impeccable English. “As soon as I heard you and the ladies had survived the war in England, I knew I could not wait to greet you.”

He came across the little distance between them; Sebastien held out his arms. Dyachenko thumped his back with surprising strength—or perhaps not so surprising, for a man who had survived the death of the Tsar he served, a people’s uprising, Prussian conquest of half of Russia, and the pogroms that followed the Tsar’s daughter’s return to power and the crushing of the Prussian invasion in the aftermath of the Chancellor’s death.

“How did you wind up here?” Sebastien asked, gesturing Dyachenko to a chair while he, himself went to fix his old friend a drink. There was no vodka on the sideboard: they would have to make do with cognac. In Sebastien’s experience, Russians excelled at making do.

“Rankest cowardice,” Dyachenko said. “When Tsar Aleksandr fell, I was sent to serve a prison sentence in the military. But the Prussians invaded, and those of us serving our labor there were told that if we fought willingly, at the end of the war we would be pardoned.”

He shrugged and sipped his cognac. “But by the end of the war, the Undying Tsarina had seized command of the government. So I was pardoned out anyway and stayed on as military police, with the rank of Major-General. Eventually, I found myself in the political corps.”

“And here you are.” Sebastien resettled himself in the less comfortable chair opposite. His bones would not mind the stiffness as Dyachenko’s would. “You were a good detective.”

Dyachenko swatted Sebastien’s arm with the spotted back of his hand. “I still am.” He frowned at the fluid in his glass as if it were a scrying pool, twisting the garnet-set ring on his left hand in evident discomfort. “You have heard, of course, that Irina Stephanova did not survive the war.”

“I had not heard,” Sebastien said. “But I am not surprised.” She, too, had been of his court in Moscow. She had been a revolutionary and an artist and the lover of Jack Priest, his then-protégé.

“She died of tuberculosis,” Dyachenko said. “It is ironic, because she was one of snipyeri zhenshin—the women snipers—and she had been sent to Pavelgrad, where the siege was worst. But she died of something a little sorcery or antibiotic could have cured.” He drank, tossing his head back. “I am sorry you must hear it from me.”

“It is a pity.” Sebastien reached out and laid a hand on Dyachenko’s knobby wrist. His pulse fluttered under Sebastien’s fingertips like a trapped and frantic animal. “But I am glad to see you again. So tell me, Yuri—the Undying Tsarina. Is it true what they say of her? Or do you serve her out of love?”

“Which part?” Dyachenko shook his head. “That she was a sickly child, inbred and haemophiliac? That is true. That she has worked some sorcery for a cure, and seems forever twenty-one and inhumanly lovely? That, too, is true. That she has hidden her heart in a needle, in an egg, in a duck?” He smiled, for the cognac more than for Sebastien. “You would have to ask the duck. But yes, she is a sorceress. And not a tame one like your Abby Irene.”

Dyachenko set his glass aside with his free hand, then reached out and placed the palm against Sebastien’s throat. The fingers curved to embrace his neck, thumb stroking the corner of his mouth. “I thought it would be hard,” he said. “Getting older while you stayed young.”

Sebastien leaned forward to kiss him. The man was old, but his heart beat strongly under the skin. Their lips brushed, and Sebastien smelled the cognac on him, the sweetness of blood beneath. When he leaned back again, Dyachenko’s eyes were closed, his breath caught with his lip between his teeth.

“Oh,” he said, when that breath came out of him.

“And is it?” Sebastien asked.

Dyachenko shook his head. “What amazes me is that any of you survive beyond a hundred years. So much room for mistakes in a life so long. So much room for mistakes, and the pain of living with mistakes. How do you have time for anything else?”

Sebastien could not miss the flush of embarrassment and distress that colored Dyachenko’s features.

“You were never a mistake,” Sebastien said, and stood to latch the door before Dyachenko could contradict him.

 

***

 

For the gala, Garrett dispensed with her lap-robe. She doubted she’d be cold within the expected press of bodies, and if it came to the worst her beaded gown was equipped with a convenient burnt-velvet shawl. She didn’t need it to keep her shoulders free of drafts—her dress had sleeves long enough to tuck her wand inside of, which incidentally concealed the ropy, striated flesh of her upper arms. She might be an old wreck but she wasn’t an old fool, though gone with her commission was her right to be armed in the presence of the king.

She couldn’t do anything about the fact that in her chair, her head was navel-height to most of the crowd, and she couldn’t see a damned thing around whoever she was talking with at the moment. And she wanted badly to get another long look at the queen, given what Sebastien had whispered in her ear as he sent her and Phoebe off to bed.

The queen is under a spell.

Sebastien had left her with an old—and unexpected—friend, the Russian police investigator for whom she’d often consulted when they lived in Moscow. Yuri Dyachenko was still spry enough to push her chair around on a flat floor, for which she was envious and grateful in equal measure, because the press of bodies and Garrett’s burgeoning deafness in noisy crowds made navigation difficult for her.

Dyachenko was pleased enough at her company to not complain too much when she asked him to find her a place near the dance floor, where she might observe the royal couple when they arrived. Fashionably late, of course, because it would be impolite in the extreme for anyone to arrive after them, and so they would give stragglers every chance to avoid embarrassment.

The queen is under a spell.

There was plenty of warning when the royal couple arrived. They could all hear the cheers from outside, where Phillip addressed his people one last time. They could hear the band strike up a processional. They arranged themselves in tidy lines, and footmen took hold of the handles on the great double doors.

Even Garrett, who considered herself entirely too old for this sort of theatrical nonsense, felt the thrill of tension in her chest. Dyachenko reached over her shoulder and put his hand against her collarbone. She reached up and squeezed—a feeble squeeze, but she hoped a comfort nonetheless.

The king would pension me off. He thinks nothing of me. But the queen is under a spell.

And then the doors swung wide, and Garrett saw Henry’s face over Phillip’s shoulders, his wife sturdy and smiling at his side. And she cursed herself for an old fool after all, and did not hear a word of the pretty speech King Phillip made.

 

***

 

Sean Cuan found her later, by the table where Dyachenko had parked her before going off to fetch champagne and pastries. He cleared his throat; she glanced up, surprised to find herself staring at a face that should have been familiar if it wasn’t so damned old, and framed by a neat white beard.

“DCI Garrett,” he said, and his voice was all the clue she needed.

“DCI Cuan,” she said. She would have started to her feet, but it was beyond her. So instead she waved to a chair beyond the one Dyachenko had claimed. “Sit. My god, it’s been a long time.”

He glanced over, but did not sit. He had never had what she thought of as a classically Irish face, and the years had stretched it long and gullied it with hard-work lines.

“It’s good to see you,” she said. “But it’s not DCI anymore.”

“Ah,” he said, distress creaking through every word. “I’m an idiot, ma’am.”

“You’re a man,” she said. “You came back with the king?”

He smiled. “Not exactly. I was in Africa, fighting the Prussians there. But I came back because of the king. You know we’re shy of Crown Investigators now.”

He’d been a skinny kid when she met him, a skinny knob-eared Detective Sergeant with the newly established Criminal Investigations Division. She had been the only woman among the Crown’s Own. He’d impressed her on a jointly-worked case, and she’d written him a letter of introduction to the Dean of Sorcery at Oxford University.

They’d remained fast friends until her flight to America. And this was their first reunion since.

She waved him impatiently at the chair until he relented and sat.

“I understand you saved some of the Library,” he said.

“The Enchancery still stands,” she said, not as tiredly as she felt she should. “But how many of the Crown’s Own live?”

“Four or five,” he said. “The youngest in his fifties.” He pressed his hands together, palm to palm. “Maybe one or two more in hiding somewhere on the Continent who has not yet found a way to contact the King. And the King is not eager to let us back in to the Enchancery. As if it could be broken by so simple a thing as a few squads of Zauberers.”

She closed her eyes. It did not keep her from seeing the revelers moving around her. “Less than ten of us. That’s not enough.”

“And so many of the younger students may be corrupted by Prussian ideals…” He let his voice drift off. He shrugged. “There will have to be significant intervention. And they will need to be closely observed.”

Garrett lifted her chin as if he had challenged her. “Have we traded one police state for another?”

Before he could answer, the Russian ambassador, war hero, and once-homicide detective reappeared at Cuan’s shoulder. He set a glass before the Crown Investigator, a second before Garrett, and kept the third for himself after setting down the plate of pastries that had been balanced across its lip.

He extended his newly-freed hand to Cuan. “Sorcerers are always hungry, aren’t they?”

“And thirsty,” Garrett said, picking up the vodka tonic Dyachenko had set before her. “Yuri, please meet DCI Sean Cuan. Sean, this is Ambassador Yuri Danylevich Dyachenko. But don’t let the fruit salad on his breast pocket fool you; when I knew him he was a homicide dick like any other.”

Dyachenko extended a hand. “Always nice to meet another old copper. Did you think we’d live to see this day?”

Hesitantly, Cuan returned the clasp. “As an Irishman, I have somewhat mixed emotions about English rule,” he admitted. Garrett leaned forward, unwilling to reveal just how much of this conversation she was navigating by lip reading. “But I will grant King Phillip this, sight unseen. It would take a damned lot of work to be worse than the Prussian bastards.”

“Even if he wishes to disband the Enchancery?” Dyachenko asked. He looked down at his drink, as if the question had burst out of him unconsidered.

Garrett rocked back in her chair, wicker creaking with the suddenness of her movement. If they had heard of the new King’s intentions via the grapevine…

“Would he?”

Dyachenko shrugged. “There are rumors,” he admitted. “Perhaps it is too damaged to preserve? Perhaps he distrusts sorcerers—just a little?”

She tilted her head and squinted at him. Something about him seemed off. Was he lying?

But he stared out at the dance floor over the mouth of his glass, and she could not read his expression. If an expression he could even be said to wear.

 

***

 

The royal couple danced one dance together, for display, and then parted to spread their attention among the eager guests. The room was awash in pale English faces—weak-chinned, snub-nosed, framed in fine waves of fair or auburn hair.

They didn’t really all look alike, Sebastien reminded himself. It just seemed that way when you took a lot of them together without having made their individual acquaintance first.

Despite the hundreds of people swirling through the palace’s great ballroom (and in this room, at least, every attempt at fitting furnishing had been made), Sebastien managed to keep some fragment of his attention on both Phoebe and Abby Irene, while reserving the bulk of it for the king and queen. Mary, he noticed, shadowed one or the other at all times. She was acting as a bodyguard, but anyone who noticed her would see only a tall Negro woman, dressed impeccably, and perhaps wonder if she was an Algerian diplomat.

After some time observing, Sebastien contrived to come near her when she crossed the room. He touched her arm, as if in a chance encounter, and waited for her to turn her ear to his lips. He spoke softly.

“Abigail Irene has agreed to examine the Queen,” he said. “But it cannot be done without the Queen’s participation.”

Mary’s cheeks creased around her frown. “I will see what I can do,” she said. “She is American.”

And Americans were notorious for their distaste for all things magical. It was, Sebastien thought, the Puritan heritage.

He nodded, though, and withdrew to seek Phoebe or Abby Irene.

Phoebe was in intense discussion with a gentleman novelist who Sebastien recognized from his book-jackets, so he joined Abby Irene. She held court at a table near the dancers, Dyachenko and another white-haired gentleman seeming to hang on her every word. But she looked up as he approached, and smiled to welcome him.

Introductions were quickly accomplished, and so Sebastien learned that the new gentleman—Sean Cuan—was one of the Crown’s Own. “If,” he said, “there are even going to be such things in the long run.”

“Don’t be foolish,” Abby Irene said. “We’re British. When have we ever let a tradition die?”

“You mean like burning witches?” Sebastien offered.

Dyachenko touched his throat, where the high collar concealed it. Sebastien could not avoid his gaze. Nor the flash of understanding in Cuan’s expression as he looked from the ring glittering on Dyachenko’s gnarled finger to the one that Abby Irene wore.

As for Abby Irene, she glared at Sebastien, but she could not maintain it for long. “As if there weren’t fools in white robes dancing around Stonehenge every May Day, without even consulting the lunar calendar for the proper alignment,” she scoffed.

He covered her hand with his. “Touché.”

Whatever he would have said next was interrupted, as Mary bent down between them. “The queen,” she said, “requests your presence, Lady Abigail Irene. And that of Don Sebastien as well.”

Dyachenko looked up, stretching out one hand as if to stop them. But then he put his hand down and smiled.

“Your pardon,” Abby Irene said, as Mary took charge of the handles of her chair.

 

***

 

Garrett was unsurprised to find that the queen had not gone far. Mary led them just a few feet down the hall, to a little retiring room with a quite medieval character. The stone flags here were softened by rush mats, and the furniture was solid and simple and dark. If it had not started that color, centuries of polish and oxidation had sufficed to change it.

Garrett imagined it was stuff that had been stored under the palace in some forgotten cellar, spurned by the Prussians, until the returning king’s household had found a use for it in desperation.

In any case, the young queen—she could not be more than twenty-five, considerably her husband’s junior—sat behind a small table, her hands folded on its surface as if she were a partner at some firm, reviewing a miscreant employee.

“Come in, please,” she said, when Mary held the door for Garrett and Sebastien. “Mary tells me I need to speak with you.”

She glanced at the wampyr as she spoke; Mary stepped into the room and made the door shut with a definitive sound. “Your Majesty,” she said, deferentially. “We have reason to believe that some sort of hex has been laid upon you. Probably without your knowledge. Most likely by people who do not mean you or your royal husband well.” She gestured with one hand to Garrett. “Lady Abigail Irene believes that she may be able to identify the nature of the sorcery, and perhaps lift it.”

Queen Sofia looked at Garrett steadily. Garrett met her gaze, aware that she did so with the rheumy, clouded eyes of the ancient, and that the queen would be well within the realm of reasonable responses to laugh in her face and say, This old wreck? What can she do?

But after a long and doubtful moment, the queen nodded. “Will you need sorcerer’s tools? We might be able to find some around the palace. I think there’s a wizard or two who’s followed my husband home.”

“Thank you,” Garrett said. “I’ve brought my own.”

She reached under the seat of her wheelchair and drew forth the threadbare blue velvet bag that dwelt there, its hinges cracking, its clasps the worse for wear. She should have replaced it years ago, she knew, but she kept thinking it was likely to hold out as long as she did, and it would be a waste to replace it with something new when she’d get so little use out of it.

“Mary,” Garrett said to the queen, “has noticed that you have an unnatural hunger for salt.”

Queen Sofia looked at Mary in surprise. Mary nodded. “It does seem,” the queen admitted softly, “that no chef, of late, can season worth a damn.”

“That may be a good sign.” Garrett began laying out her tools upon the table, starting first with the black bag of crushed sea salt. “If you have any thaumaturgy in the family—if you have a spark, as we say—you may be instinctively drawn to a substance that protects you from some aspects of the sorcery. Salt is a common cure for curses.”

“Oh,” said the queen. “What shall I do?”

“Hold still,” Garrett said. And laboriously, feeling the horrid pain of her crabbed and gouty feet pressed against the floor, she grasped the table edge and hauled herself out of her chair.

Mary rushed to support her elbow; Garrett would have waved her back, but the look that Mary gave her silenced any protest. Sebastien stood back, guarding the door, one hand resting on the inside of the knob as Garrett cast her circle round, painfully hauling the table out of the way to do it.

It was not perfect, but it did not need to be. It closed Queen Sofia and Garrett within, and the blood without, and that was the thing that mattered. “Is that quite safe?” Mary asked. “You’ve shut yourself up in there with whatever comes out of her.”

Garret shugged. “I have to be able to touch it.” Besides, it was unlikely to be any worse than the last exorcism 
 she’d attended.

Leaning heavily on on the table, Garrett fumbled her ebony wand from her left sleeve. The queen’s hazel eyes widened, showing chips of green. “You were armed in my presence?”

“I swore once to defend you,” Garrett said. “Or to defend the Crown. And you are one half of the Crown, your Majesty. I have never been released from that vow, though the Crown’s to me was abrogated.”

The queen sat still in her magic circle. Her back straightened. She was no fainting flower, then. “Do what you will, magician.”

It was consent. Garrett lifted her wand and began to trace the spirals in the air, first chasing the negative energies away from the queen and then pinning them against the barrier of salt to disentangle and dispel them. It was slow, painstaking work, exhausting, requiring great care because the energies were intricately linked with the queen’s own body and generative force. It was a booby-trap of sorts, in its intricacy: hasty work would have ripped the queen’s own life-force to shreds, with results that could range from an explosive event to the reduction of the queen to a mewling idiot.

Garrett thought it was nice work. The effort of only a half-hour, however, for her to disassemble.

Before she was quite finished, someone pounded on the door. It could have been disastrous, because she was engaged in a particularly delicate manipulation, fingers crabbed and forehead slick with pain, but she kept her concentration on the work at hand, and trusted Mary and Sebastien with her back. And indeed, when the door knob rattled, it rattled against Sebastien’s iron grip, and Sebastien held it firm.

Garrett unwound the last bit of barbed and chancrous energy from the Queen’s person, and ground it out against the slender line of salt upon the floor.

“There,” she said. She scuffed the circle open with one pain-stabbed foot, and heavily made her way back to her chair. “That was hairy. But that should repair things. Sebastien, let that in, whoever it is.”

Unceremoniously, the wampyr removed his hand from the door. Mary moved to intercept whoever barreled through; the arm her hand closed on was that of Yuri Dyachenko.

“Abigail Irene,” he gasped. “You must not touch that sorcery—”

“It’s trapped,” Garrett said calmly. “I know. Journeyman work, but quite solid. I dealt with it.”

Dyachenko gasped. He leaned back against the doorframe. “I thought we were all dead of backlash,” he said. “I came as soon as I realized what you intended.”

“But why would anyone poison the Queen of England? Except the Prussians,” Mary amended. “Are you a sorcerer? How do you know that?”

Dyachenko sighed. “I know it,” he said, “Because I am the Tsarina’s emissary, and sometimes diplomats know things. Like where to grow the best plants, for example. Did she send it herself?”

“I didn’t recognize the sorcerer’s energy signature,” she said. “Your Tsarina?”

The Russian nodded, lips thinning. “She’ll kill me now.”

Sebastien reached out a hand and laid it on Dyachenko’s arm. “Only if you go home.”

 

***

 

When she was no longer pale and shaking with release, and the cold sweat had been dabbed from her brow, Queen Sofia took Mary and left Garrett and Sebastien alone with Dyachenko while she went to speak with her king. When she returned, Phillip was with her. Mary remained at their side.

Phillip paused within the door, crowding the little room with the weight of his presence. He held his wife’s hand in his own white-knuckled one. When he came before Garrett, he bowed, shocking her.

He glanced at the queen. The queen nodded.

“Lady Abigail Irene. Once again, at great personal risk, you have been of service to us.”

She slipped her wand into her sleeve, aware that his eyes followed the gesture. But he said nothing about it, just continued, “Mary explained what you accomplished here tonight. You have saved my queen, and quite possibly my kingdom. And it seems to me that I have been churlish in my appreciation of your prior acts, when they have prevented my kingdom being passed to a collateral relative.

“You have also kept safe our royal libraries once housed in the Enchancery. We understood this before, but we did not understand fully what it implied. We are given now to understand that those books you preserved are priceless and irreplaceable relics of the Crown’s Own. For this great service, we commend you. And furthermore we find that the position of Crown Investigator was unduly stripped from you, and we would reinstate you to that organization, under the rank of Commander of the Crown’s Own.”

“Your Majesty,” she said, startled. But she found her feet fast enough. “I’ll need DCI Cuan. Someone has to be my feet.”

“Welcome back to the Crown’s Own, Commander Garrett,” the King said. He looked at Mary, who folded her arms. “I have a sense that history will long remember what you do next. And may God preserve us all from the machinations of the meddling undead.”

“Your Majesty,” Mary said, mock-stiffly.

He waved her away, and turned back to Garrett. “Somebody’s got to bring law and order back to this land,” he said, gruffly. “I don’t see why it can’t be you.”
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