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ONE

Late in the reign of Queen Victoria . . .

 

 

Lucinda stopped a few feet away from the dead man, trying to ignore the fierce undercurrents of tension that raged through the elegant library.

The constable and the members of the grieving family were well aware of who she was. They watched her with a mixture of macabre fascination and barely concealed horror. She could hardly blame them. As the woman the press had once featured in a lurid scandal and a tale of shocking murder, she was not welcome in polite society.

“I do not believe this,” the attractive, newly minted widow exclaimed. “Inspector Spellar, how dare you bring that woman into this household?”

“This will only take a moment,” Spellar said. He inclined his head  toward Lucinda. “If you would be so kind as to give me your opinion, Miss Bromley.”

Lucinda was careful to keep her expression cool and composed. Later the family members would no doubt whisper to their friends and associates that she had appeared as cold as ice, just as the newspapers and the penny dreadfuls had portrayed her.

As it happened, the thought of what she was about to do actually did chill her to the bone. She would far rather be home in her conservatory enveloped by the scents, colors and energy of her beloved plants. But for some reason that she could not explain, she found herself drawn to the work that she occasionally did for Spellar.

“Certainly, Inspector,” she said. “That is why I’m here, is it not? I think we can safely say that I was not invited for tea.”

There was a gasp from the widow’s spinster sister, a severe-looking woman who had been introduced as Hannah Rathbone.

“Outrageous,” Hannah snapped. “Have you no sense of the proprieties, Miss Bromley? A gentleman is dead. The least you can do is behave in a dignified manner and leave this household as quickly as possible.”

Spellar gave Lucinda a veiled look, pleading silently with her to watch her tongue. She sighed and closed her mouth. The last thing she wanted to do was jeopardize his investigation or cause him to think twice about requesting her advice in the future.

At first glance one would be highly unlikely to guess Spellar’s profession. He was a comfortably stout man with a benign, cheerful countenance, a voluminous mustache and a thin ring of graying hair, all of which served to distract others from the sharp, insightful intelligence in his blue-green eyes.

Few who were not well acquainted with him would guess that he possessed a true talent for noticing even the smallest clues at a murder  scene. It was a psychical gift. But there were limits to his abilities. He could not detect any but the most obvious cases of poisoning.

Fairburn’s body lay in the middle of the vast floral carpet. Spellar stepped forward and reached down to pull aside the sheet that someone had drawn over the dead man.

Lady Fairburn burst into a fresh cascade of sobs.

“Is this really necessary?” she cried brokenly.

Hannah Rathbone gathered her into her arms.

“There, there, Annie,” she murmured. “You must calm yourself. You know your nerves are very delicate.”

The third family member in the room, Hamilton Fairburn, set his well-modeled jaw in grim lines. A handsome man in his mid-twenties, he was Fairburn’s son by a previous marriage. According to Spellar, it had been Hamilton who insisted on summoning a detective from Scotland Yard. When Fairburn had recognized Lucinda’s name, however, he had been aghast. Nevertheless, although he could have refused to allow her into the mansion, he had not done so. He wanted the investigation to go forward, she thought, even at the cost of having such a notorious female in his house.

She walked toward the body, bracing herself for the disturbing sensations that always accompanied an encounter with the dead. No amount of preparation could entirely dampen the disorienting sense of utter emptiness that swept over her when she looked down at the figure on the floor. Whoever and whatever Fairburn had been while he was alive, that essence was gone.

She knew that traces of evidence that might provide clues to the manner of his death still clung to the scene, however. Spellar would certainly spot most of them. But if there was any indication of poison, it was her mission to detect it. The psychical residue of toxic substances remained not only on the body but on anything the individual had touched in those last moments.

There was often other, very unpleasant and much more obvious evidence, as well. In her experience most people who died after ingesting poison became violently ill before expiring. There were always exceptions, of course. A long, slow, steady diet of arsenic did not usually produce such dramatic results at the end.

But there was no indication that Lord Fairburn had suffered from bouts of nausea before he died. His death could have been attributed to a stroke or a heart attack. Most families who moved in elevated circles, as the Fairburns did, would have preferred to accept such a diagnosis and thereby avoid the publicity that inevitably attended a murder investigation. She wondered what had made Hamilton Fairburn send a message to Scotland Yard. Clearly he had his suspicions.

She concentrated for a moment on visual cues but they told her little. The dead man’s skin had turned a stark, ashen shade. His eyes were open, staring at nothing. His lips were parted in a last gasp. She noticed that he had been older than his wife by at least a couple of decades. That was not an unusual circumstance when a wealthy widower remarried.

Very deliberately, she stripped off her thin leather gloves. It was not always necessary to touch the body but direct physical contact made it easier to pick up nuances and faint traces of energy that she might not notice otherwise.

There was another round of shocked gasps from Lady Fairburn and Hannah Rathbone. Hamilton’s mouth tightened. She knew that they had all seen the ring on her finger, the one the sensation press claimed she had used to conceal the poison that killed her fiancé.

She leaned down and lightly brushed her fingertips across the dead man’s forehead. Simultaneously she opened her senses.

At once the atmosphere of the library altered in subtle ways. The scents that emanated from the large jar of potpourri swept over her  in a heavy wave, a combination of dried geraniums, rose petals, cloves, orange peel, allspice and violets.

The colors of the roses in two tall, stately vases intensified dramatically, exhibiting strange hues for which there were no names. While the petals were still bright and velvety, the unmistakable reek of decay was clearly detectable. She had never understood why anyone would want to decorate a room with cut flowers. They might be beautiful for a short time but they were, by definition, in the process of dying. As far as she was concerned, the only suitable place for them was in a graveyard. If one wished to preserve the potency of a plant or bloom or herb, one dried it, she thought, annoyed.

The sad-looking filmy fern trapped behind the glass front of the Wardian case was dying. She doubted the exquisitely delicate little Trichomanes speciosum would last the month. She had to resist the urge to rescue it. There was scarcely a household in the country that did not boast a fern in the drawing room, she reminded herself. One could not save all of them. The fern craze had been going strong for several years now. There was even a name for it, Pteridomania.

With the ease of long practice, she suppressed the distracting energy and colors of the plant life in the room and concentrated on the body. A faint residue of unwholesome energy slithered across her senses. With her talent she could detect almost any type of poison because of the way the energy of toxic substances infused the atmosphere. But her true expertise was in the realm of those poisons that had their origins in the botanical kingdom.

She knew at once that Fairburn had, indeed, drunk poison, just as Spellar had suspected. What stunned her were the faint traces of a certain very rare species of fern. A cold chill of panic trickled through her.

She took a moment or two longer than necessary with the body, pretending to concentrate on her analysis. In reality she used the time  to catch her breath and steady her nerves. Stay calm. Do not show any emotion.

When she was certain that she had herself under control she straightened and looked at Spellar.

“You are right to be suspicious, sir,” she said in what she hoped were professional tones. “He ate or drank something quite poisonous shortly before he died.”

Lady Fairburn gave out a shrill cry of ladylike anguish. “It is just as I feared. My beloved husband took his own life. How could he do this to me?”

She collapsed into a graceful faint.

“Annie!” Hannah exclaimed.

She dropped to her knees beside her sister and removed a dainty vial from the decorative chatelaine at her waist. She pulled out the stopper and waved the vinaigrette under Lady Fairburn’s nose. The smelling salts proved effective immediately. The widow’s eyes fluttered.

Hamilton Fairburn’s expression hardened into grim outrage. “Are you saying that my father committed suicide, Miss Bromley?”

She closed down her senses and looked at him across the vast expanse of the carpet. “I never said that he deliberately drank the poison, sir. Whether he took it by accident or design is for the police to determine.”

Hannah fixed her with a seething glare. “Who are you to declare his lordship’s death a case of poison? You are certainly not a doctor, Miss Bromley. Indeed, we all know exactly what you are. How dare you come into this household and hurl accusations about?”

Lucinda felt her temper stir. This was the annoying aspect of her consulting work. The public was consumed with a great fear of poison, thanks to the sensation press, which had developed a morbid infatuation with the subject in recent years.

“I did not come here to make accusations,” Lucinda said, fighting to keep her voice even. “Inspector Spellar requested my opinion. I have given it. Now, if you will excuse me, I will take my leave.”

Spellar stepped forward. “I will escort you outside to your carriage, Miss Bromley.”

“Thank you, Inspector.”

They left the library and went into the front hall, where they found the housekeeper and butler waiting. Both individuals were steeped in anxiety. The rest of what was no doubt a very large household staff remained discreetly out of sight. Lucinda did not blame them. When there was a question of poison, the servants were often the first to come under suspicion.

The butler hurried to open the door. Lucinda went out onto the steps. Spellar followed. They were met with a wall of gray. It was midafternoon but the fog was so thick that it masked the small park in the center of the square and veiled the fine town houses on the opposite side. Lucinda’s private carriage waited in the street. Shute, her coachman, lounged nearby. He came away from the railing when he saw her and opened the door to the vehicle.

“I do not envy you this case, Inspector Spellar,” she said quietly.

“So it was poison,” Spellar said. “Thought as much.”

“Unfortunately nothing so simple as arsenic, I’m afraid. You will not be able to apply Mr. Marsh’s test to prove your case.”

“I regret to say that arsenic has fallen somewhat out of favor of late now that the general public is aware that there is a test to detect it.”

“Do not despair, sir, it is an old standby and will always be popular if for no other reason than it is widely available and, if administered with patience over a long period of time, produces symptoms that can readily be attributed to any number of fatal diseases. There is a reason, after all, why the French call it inheritance powder.”

“True enough.” Spellar grimaced. “One can only wonder how many elderly parents and inconvenient spouses have been sped on their way to the Other World by that means. Well, if not arsenic, what then? I did not detect the smell of bitter almonds or notice any of the other symptoms of cyanide.”

“I’m certain that the poison was botanical in origin. It was based on the castor bean, which, as I’m sure you know, is highly toxic.”

Spellar’s forehead creased. “I was under the impression that castor bean poisoning produced violent illness before it killed. Lord Fairburn showed no indication of that sort of sickness.”

She chose her words with great caution, anxious to give Spellar as much of the truth as possible. “Whoever brewed the poison managed to refine the most lethal aspects of the plant in such a way as to produce a highly toxic substance that was extremely potent and very fast-acting. Lord Fairburn’s heart stopped before his body even had a chance to try to expel the potion.”

“You sound impressed, Miss Bromley.” Spellar’s bushy brows bunched together. “I take it that the skill required to prepare such a poison would be uncommon?”

For an instant his talent for keen observation sparked in his eyes. It disappeared almost immediately beneath the bland, slightly bumbling façade he affected. But she knew now that she had to be very careful.

“Extremely uncommon,” she said briskly. “Only a scientist or chemist of some genius could have concocted that poison.”

“Psychical genius?” Spellar asked quietly.

“Possibly.” She sighed. “I will be honest, Inspector. I have never before encountered this particular blend of ingredients in any poison.” And that, she thought, was no more or less than the absolute truth.

“I see.” Spellar assumed a resigned air. “I suppose I shall have to start with the apothecary shops, for all the good it will do. There has  always been a lively underground trade in poisons carried on in such establishments. A would-be widow can purchase a toxic substance quite easily. When the husband drops dead she can claim that it was an accident. She bought the stuff to kill the rats. It was just unfortunate that her spouse accidentally drank some of it.”

“There are thousands of apothecary shops in London.”

He snorted. “Not to mention the establishments that sell herbs and patent medicines. But I may be able to narrow the list of possibilities by concentrating on shops near this address.”

She pulled on her gloves. “You are convinced this is murder, then? Not a suicide?”

The sharp gleam came and went again in Spellar’s eyes. “This is murder, all right,” he said softly. “I can feel it.”

She shivered, not doubting his intuition for a second.

“One cannot help but observe that Lady Fairburn will look quite attractive in mourning,” she said.

Spellar smiled slightly. “The same thought occurred to me, as well.”

“Do you think she killed him?”

“It would not be the first time that an unhappy young wife who longed to be both free and wealthy fed poison to her much older husband.” He rocked on his heels once or twice. “But there are other possibilities in that household. First, I must find the source of the poison.”

Her insides tightened. She fought to keep the fear out of her expression. “Yes, of course. Good luck, Inspector.”

“Thank you for coming here today.” He lowered his voice. “I apologize for the rudeness that you were obliged to endure in the Fairburn household.”

“That was in no way your fault.” She smiled slightly. “We both know that I am accustomed to such behavior.”

“That does not make it any more tolerable.” Spellar’s expression turned uncharacteristically somber. “The fact that you are willing to expose yourself to such behavior in order to assist me from time to time puts me all the more deeply into your debt.”

“Nonsense. We share a common goal. Neither of us wishes to see killers walk free. But I fear you have your work cut out for you this time.”

“So it would seem. Good day, Miss Bromley.”

He assisted her up into the dainty little cab, closed the door and stepped back. She settled against the cushions, pulled the folds of her cloak snugly around her and gazed out at the sea of fog.

The traces of the fern that she had detected in the poison had unnerved her as nothing else had since the death of her father. There was only one specimen of Ameliopteris amazonensis in all of England. Until last month it had been growing in her private conservatory.
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TWO

THE COLORFUL POSTERS IN FRONT OF THE THEATER heralded him as The Amazing Mysterio, Master of Locks. His real name was Edmund Fletcher and he was well aware that he was not particularly amazing onstage. Give him a locked house and he could slip inside, as undetectable as fog. Once on the premises, he could locate the homeowner’s valuables, no matter how well concealed. Indeed, he had a talent for the craft of breaking and entering. The difficulty was that he had once again decided to try his hand at making an honest living. The attempt, like all previous efforts in that direction, was faltering badly.

He had opened to sparse audiences and the crowds were only getting thinner as the weeks went past. This evening nearly three-quarters of the seats in the tiny theater were empty. At this rate, he would be obliged to return to his other career very soon in order to come up with the rent on the first of the month.

They said that crime does not pay but it was certainly a good deal more profitable than the illusionist’s profession.

“In order to satisfy all those present that there is no trickery involved, may I have a volunteer from the audience?” he said in a loud voice.

There was a bored silence. Finally, one hand shot up.

“I’ll volunteer to make sure ye don’t cheat,” a man in the second row said.

“Thank you, sir.” Edmund gestured toward the stage steps. “Kindly join me here in the spotlight.”

The beefy man, dressed in an ill-fitting suit, made his way up the stage steps.

“Your name, sir?” Edmund asked.

“Spriggs. What do ye want me to do?”

“Please take this key, Mr. Spriggs.” Edmund presented him with the heavy chunk of iron. “Once I am inside the cage, you will lock the door. Are the instructions clear?”

The man snorted. “Expect I can handle that. Go on with ye. Get inside.”

It was probably not a good sign that the volunteer from the audience was giving directions to the magician, Edmund thought.

He moved into the cage and looked out at the silent crowd through the bars. He felt like an idiot.

“You may lock the door, Mr. Spriggs,” he said.

“Right ye are, then.” Spriggs slammed the door and turned the old-fashioned key in the big lock. “You’re locked up good and tight. Let’s see ye get out of there.”

Chairs squeaked. The audience was getting restless. Edmund was not surprised. He had no idea how those watching him perceived the passage of time, although the number of people who had walked out  was some indication, but from his perspective the performance seemed interminable.

Once again his gaze went to the solitary figure in the last row. In the low light of the wall sconce he could see only the dark silhouette in the aisle seat. The man’s features remained veiled in shadows. There was something vaguely dangerous, even menacing, about him, however. He had not applauded any of Edmund’s escapes but he had not booed or hissed, either. He simply lounged there, very still and very silent, taking in everything that happened on the stage.

Another little flicker of unease went through Edmund. Perhaps one of his creditors had become impatient and decided to send someone extremely uncouth around to collect. Another, even more alarming thought had also occurred to him. Perhaps some unusually insightful detective from Scotland Yard had finally stumbled over a clue at the scene of Jasper Vine’s death that had led to him. Well, this was the reason even the lowliest of theaters provided convenient backstage doors that opened onto dark alleys.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he intoned. He made a show of adjusting his formal bow tie and palmed the sliver of metal concealed there. “Watch very carefully. I will now unlock this door with merely a touch of my fingers.”

He elevated his senses and simultaneously brushed his hand against the lock. The door of the cage swung open.

There was a lackluster smattering of applause.

“I’ve seen fancier tricks from street magicians,” a man in the second row shouted.

Edmund ignored him. He bowed deeply to Spriggs. “Thank you for your gracious assistance.” He straightened, withdrew a pocket watch and dangled it in front of Spriggs. “I believe this belongs to you.”

Spriggs started and then snatched the watch out of Edmund’s hands. “Give me that.”

He hurried back down the steps and stomped out of the theater.

“You’re nothing but a well-dressed pickpocket,” someone shouted.

The situation was deteriorating. Time to close the show. Edmund moved to the center of the stage, making certain that he was in the middle of the spotlight.

“And now, my friends,” he said, “it is time to bid you all adieu.”

“Good riddance,” someone called out.

Edmund bowed deeply.

“I want my money back,” a man yelled.

Ignoring the jeering, Edmund gripped the edges of his cloak, raised them high and then drew the black satin folds closed, concealing himself from the audience. He heightened his senses again, generating more energy, and executed his final astonishment.

The cloak crumpled to the floor, revealing an empty stage.

There was, at long last, a gasp of amazement from the audience. The hissing and booing ceased abruptly. Edmund listened from the other side of the tattered red velvet curtain. He needed to devise more of such flashy, attention-grabbing tricks. There were two problems, however. The first was that elaborate and suitably dramatic stage props of the sort that would truly impress a crowd were expensive.

The second problem was that showmanship was not in his nature. He preferred to go unnoticed. He hated the spotlight and all that went with it. It made him decidedly uneasy to be the center of all eyes. Face it, Fletcher, you were born for a life of crime, not the stage.

“Come back out here and show us how you did that,” someone shouted through the curtain.

The murmur of startled amazement that had rippled across the audience promptly metamorphosed into grumbling disgust.

“One halfway decent trick,” a man complained. “That’s all he’s got.”

Edmund started backstage toward his dressing room. Murphy, the owner of the theater, loomed in the shadows. His plump little dog, Pom, was at his feet. With their broad heads and squashed-in noses, the two bore an uncanny resemblance. Pom bared his teeth and uttered a high-pitched growl.

“Difficult crowd,” Edmund offered.

“Can’t say as I blame ’em,” Murphy said in a voice that sounded a lot like Pom’s. His ruddy face tightened into a sour scowl. “Any magician worth his salt can escape from a locked cage or a pair of handcuffs. That last trick of yours isn’t half bad but it’s hardly unique, now, is it? Keller the Great and Lorenzo the Magnificent both make themselves disappear on a nightly basis. They make a lot of other things vanish, as well, including attractive young ladies.”

“Hire an attractive young lady for me and I’ll make her disappear for you,” Edmund said. “We’ve discussed this before, Murphy. If you want fancier astonishments, you’ll have to invest in more expensive props and pretty assistants. I certainly cannot afford them on what you pay me.”

Pom snarled. So did Murphy.

“I’m already paying you far too much,” Murphy snapped.

“I could make more driving a hansom. Get out of my way, Murphy. I need a drink.”

He continued down the hall to the tiny closet he used as a dressing room. Murphy bustled after him. Edmund heard Pom’s claws clicking on the wooden boards.

“Hold on, there,” Murphy said. “We’re going to have a talk.”

Pom yipped.

Edmund did not slow his pace. “Later, if you don’t mind.”

“Now, damn it. I’m closing down your engagement. Tonight was your last performance. You can pack your things and leave.”

Edmund halted abruptly and turned on his heel. “You can’t sack me. We have a contract.”

Pom skidded to a stop and hastily retreated. Murphy drew himself up to his full height, which brought his large, bald head even with Edmund’s shoulders. “There’s a clause in the contract that says if the nightly receipts fall below a certain minimum for three performances in a row, I am free to terminate the agreement. For your information, the receipts have been below the minimum for over a fortnight.”

“It’s not my fault you don’t know how to advertise and promote a magician’s act.”

“It’s not my fault you’re a mediocre illusionist,” Murphy shot back. “It’s all well and good to unlock safes and make a few items disappear and reappear, but that’s very old-fashioned stuff. The public wants new and more mysterious astonishments. They want to see you levitate. At the very least they expect you to summon a few spirits from the Other World.”

“I never claimed to be a medium. I’m a magician.”

“One with only a couple of tricks up his sleeve. You’re skilled with the art of sleight of hand, I’ll give you that. But it’s not enough for modern audiences.”

“Give me another few nights, Murphy,” Edmund said wearily. “I promise I’ll come up with something suitably spectacular.”

“Bah. That’s what you said last week. I’m sorry for your lack of talent, Fletcher, but I can’t afford to give you any more chances. I’ve got bills to pay and a wife and three children to feed. Our contract is finished as of now.”

So it was back to a life of crime, after all. Well, at least it would be more profitable, if somewhat more dangerous. It was one thing to be let go because of a poor performance on the stage; quite another  to be sent to prison because one had been caught robbing a house. But there was a certain thrill to the art of breaking and entering, a thrill he could not seem to come by in any legitimate fashion.

Deliberately he heightened his senses, charging the atmosphere with a whisper of energy. Murphy did not possess any noticeable degree of psychical talent but everyone, even the dullest and most irritating theater owners, possessed a little intuition.

“I’ll be gone by morning,” Edmund said. “Now go away and take your little dog with you or I’ll make you both disappear. Permanently.”

Pom squeaked in alarm and ducked behind Murphy.

Murphy’s whiskers twitched and his eyes widened. He took a hasty step back, managing to step on Pom. The dog yelped. So did Murphy.

“Now, see here, you can’t threaten me,” Murphy stammered. “I’ll summon the police.”

“Never mind,” Edmund said. “Making you vanish would require more effort than it’s worth. By the way, before you remove yourself and the beast, I’ll have my share of the receipts.”

“Haven’t you been listening? There was no profit tonight.”

“I counted thirty people in the audience including the man who came in late and sat in the back row. Our contract specifies that you will give me half of the total you took in at the box office. If you propose to cheat me, I’ll be the one summoning a constable.” It was an empty threat but he could not think of anything else.

“In case you didn’t notice, a good percentage of the crowd left before you finished,” Murphy insisted. “I had to refund a great deal of money.”

“I don’t believe that you refunded so much as a penny. You are far too shrewd a businessman.”

Murphy’s face reddened with outrage but he reached into his  pocket and removed some money. He counted it out very carefully and dutifully handed over half.

“Take it,” he grumbled. “It’s worth it to be rid of you. See to it that you clear out all your things. Anything left behind becomes my property.”

Murphy picked up Pom, tucked the dog under one arm and stalked away toward his office at the front of the theater.

Edmund went into his dressing room, turned up the gas lamp and calculated quickly. There was enough to buy another bottle of claret and still have something left over for food tomorrow. There was no question, however, that his career as a member of the criminal class would have to resume immediately; tomorrow night at the latest. He would pack and go out of the theater via the alley just in case the unknown man in the last row was waiting for him in front.

He hauled his battered suitcase from under the dressing table and swiftly tossed his few possessions into it. The dramatic satin cape was still on the stage. He must not forget it. Not that he would be needing it any longer. Nevertheless, he might be able to sell it to some other struggling magician.

A knock on the door stopped him cold. The man in the last row.  His intuition was strongly linked to his talent. It never failed him in situations like this.

“Damn it, Murphy, I told you I’d be gone by morning,” he said loudly.

“Would you happen to be interested in another engagement?”

The man’s voice was low and well educated. It resonated with cool control and raw power. Not your typical debt collector, Edmund thought, but for some reason he did not find that especially reassuring.

He elevated his senses, picked up his suitcase and cautiously opened the door. The man standing in the hall somehow managed  to remain just beyond the reach of the gas lamp’s weak glare. There was a lean, hard, predatory quality to the shadowy figure.

“Who the devil are you?” Edmund asked. He prepared to execute a little diversion.

“Your new employer, I trust.”

Perhaps the return to a life of crime could be postponed for a time, after all.

“You wish to hire a magician?” Edmund asked. “As it happens, I’m open to an offer.”

“I don’t need a magician. Magicians use sleight of hand and props to achieve their astonishments. I want someone who truly does possess a preternatural talent for slipping in and out of locked rooms.”

Alarm shafted through Edmund.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

“You are not a stage magician, Mr. Fletcher. You do not depend upon fakery, do you?”

“I don’t understand what you mean, sir.”

“You possess a most unusual psychical ability, one that enables you to feel your way through the most complicated locks. It also allows you to create small illusions that distract the eye of those around you while you go about your work. You cannot actually walk through walls but one could easily believe that you are capable of such a feat.”

“Who are you?” Edmund demanded, trying to conceal his astonishment.

“My name is Caleb Jones. I recently established a small investigation agency, Jones and Company, that handles inquiries of a most private and confidential manner. I am learning that upon occasion I require the assistance of consultants who possess particular talents.”

“Consultants?”

“I am presently conducting an investigation that requires your  unusual abilities, Mr. Fletcher. You will be well compensated, I assure you.”

“You said your name was Jones. That rings a very loud bell. Any connection to the Arcane Society?”

“I can assure you that there are days when the connection is a good deal closer than I would like.”

“What is it you wish me to do for you?”

“I want you to help me break into a securely locked and well-guarded building. Once inside, we will steal a certain artifact.”

In spite of everything, Edmund felt his pulse quicken.

“I had rather hoped to avoid a life of crime,” he said.

“Why would you want to do that?” Caleb Jones asked very seriously. “You have a talent for the profession, after all.”
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