
        
            
                
            
        

    





Heart of Perdition
By Selah March
As the nineteenth century draws to a close, James Weston, Earl of Falmouth, is dying along with it. Despite living in an age of airships and automatons, even London’s finest physicians cannot cure the young man’s ailing heart. His last hope lies in retrieving a powerful artifact from the remote island home of an eccentric scientist’s daughter.
Elspeth Shaw prefers her solitary life to the tragic results that come from mixing in society. Elspeth is cursed: every mortal being who forms an attachment to her dies a horrible death. Yet when the doomed Lord Falmouth arrives in search of the very artifact that blights her, she hasn’t the will to refuse. But the price for cheating death may be more than any human can pay…
22,000 words








Dear Reader,
It’s hard to get excited about the month of March. The weather in this part of the world isn’t quite spring, and if it’s still cold, can make a long winter feel even longer. There are no fun holidays to look forward to except the green beer, corned beef and cabbage of St. Patrick’s Day, and the school season is at a point where the kids are starting to whine about having to wake up in the morning and go.
That’s why I’m excited about our 2012 March releases at Carina Press. The variety and excellence of the stories give us a reason to anticipate and enjoy the month of March! The rich diversity of these books promises a fantastic reading month at Carina.
Kicking off the month is mystery author Shirley Wells, returning with her popular Dylan Scott Mystery series. Joining her book Silent Witness at the beginning of March is BDSM erotic romance Forbidden Fantasies by Jodie Griffin; Christine Danse’s paranormal romance Beauty in the Beast; and a romantic steampunk gothic horror that’s like no steampunk you’ve ever read, Heart of Perdition by Selah March.
Later in the month, fans of Cindy Spencer Pape will be glad to see her return with another paranormal romance installment, Motor City Mage, while Janis Susan May returns with another creepy gothic mystery, Inheritance of Shadows. Historical romance lovers will be more than pleased with A Kiss in the Wind, Jennifer Bray-Weber’s inaugural Carina Press release.
I expect new Carina Press authors Joan Kilby, Gillian Archer and Nicole Luiken will gain faithful followings with their books: Gentlemen Prefer Nerds, an entertaining contemporary romance; Wicked Weekend, a sexy and sweet BDSM erotic romance; and Gate to Kandrith, the first of a fantasy duology that features wonderful world-building. Meanwhile, returning Carina authors Robert Appleton and Carol Stephenson do what they do best: continue to capture readers’ imaginations. Grab a copy of science-fiction space opera Alien Velocity and hot romantic suspense Her Dark Protector.
Rounding out the month, we have an entire week of releases from some of today’s hottest authors in m/m romance, as well as some newcomers to the genre. Ava March kicks off her entertaining and hot m/m historical romance trilogy with Brook Street: Thief. Look for the other two books in the trilogy, Brook Street: Fortune Hunter and Brook Street: Rogue, in April and May 2012. Erastes, who can always be counted on to deliver a compelling, well-researched historical, gives us m/m paranormal historical romance A Brush with Darkness, and science-fiction author Kim Knox makes her debut in the m/m genre with her sci-fi romance Bitter Harvest. KC Burn gives us the stunning m/m contemporary romance First Time, Forever. Joining them are new Carina Press authors Dev Bentham, with a sweet, heartfelt m/m romance, Moving in Rhythm, and Larry Benjamin with his terrific debut novel, m/m romance What Binds Us.
As you can see, March comes in like a lion but will not go out like a lamb. All month long we offer powerful stories from our talented authors. I hope you enjoy them as much as we have!
We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.
Happy reading!
~Angela James


Executive Editor, Carina Press
www.carinapress.com
www.twitter.com/carinapress
www.facebook.com/carinapress
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Chapter One
22 September 1899
All through the final months of the century, Elspeth read signs and omens in the skies above the main island of St. Kilda.
Birds careened overhead in mad, unnatural patterns before dashing themselves against the cliffs and falling broken into the restless sea. Clouds spelled out warnings in ancient Greek, and hailstones sharp as darning needles forced the village folk into their houses and down to their knees in frantic prayer. In August, the crazed winds whipped an early fall of snow into a seething, crystalline god of wrath. The North Atlantic threw another of her prolonged fits of temper, and St. Kilda—situated some forty miles west of the Hebrides and a hundred miles from the Scottish mainland—bore the brunt of her rage. Conditions grew hostile to human survival.
Elspeth, who alone on the island possessed both an understanding of ancient Greek and the time to note the behavior of suicidal seabirds, knew she was somehow to blame.
“The ground’s froze solid,” said Mrs. MacGillvrey, her middle-aged peasant’s face a study in accusation, “and it’s only just September. The men don’t dare fish these rough waters, and hunting’s a lost cause. What few crops were saved won’t be enough to last the winter. There’s babes goin’ hungry—”
“I’ve already said yes, Mrs. MacGillvrey. By all means, take as much from the pantry as will fit in the handcart.” Elspeth refused to meet her housekeeper’s gaze, staring instead into the cold, empty fireplace on the other side of the library. Beyond the windows, the storm’s inhuman howl all but obliterated the tinkling of her father’s wind chimes.
“I’ll be gone ’til Friday next,” Mrs. MacGillvrey warned her. “How will ye feed yerself? And what will ye do if one o’ them blasted contraptions takes it into its head to murder ye in yer sleep?”
Elspeth shrugged, an unladylike mannerism she’d picked up from her father sometime in her first five years life and hadn’t ever been able to lose. “I am as able as you to brew tea, toast bread and simmer porridge, and I see no evidence that my life is in imminent peril. But I do thank you for your concern.”
She lifted her eyes in time to see her housekeeper make a sour face. Mrs. MacGillvrey had never liked her, not from the moment they’d met. It was why Elspeth had hired her in the first place. The woman’s instant antipathy made her the perfect candidate for the position—that and her ability to speak a decent version of the Queen’s English in addition to St. Kilda’s Gaelic dialect. Although it made for an exceedingly lonely existence, Elspeth knew it was better this way.
For both of us.
“Then I’ll take meself to bed, if ye don’t mind, and be up and out at first light.”
“Yes, of course,” Elspeth said. “And do take care, Mrs. MacGillvrey.”
A contemptuous sniff was the housekeeper’s only reply.


In the library of the great house built into the side of the highest hill on the island, Elspeth sat at her father’s abandoned desk, her white hands folded on the unblemished green blotter. In three quarters of an hour, the other servants—those Mrs. MacGillvrey called “blasted contraptions”—would assemble in the main hall for their daily maintenance, a necessity that never failed to remind Elspeth of her solitude here among her father’s creations. Nevertheless, she would wind their clockworks and pump their bellows and oil their joints, and keep her distaste for her charges to herself. She owed her father that much loyalty, at the very least.
Outside, the wind gnashed its teeth. Inside, Elspeth sat perfectly still. She breathed in and out to the muffled ticking of the clock on the otherwise empty mantel, and braced herself for whatever might come next.
* * *
Far away in London, September was turning out to be bad month for breathing altogether. At any rate, his lordship, James Henry Weston, fourth earl of Falmouth, had good cause think so.
“You’re certain there is no hope?” James addressed the question to his physician, a Dr. Colgrave.
Colgrave tugged at his beard in a mournful fashion. “I quite expect Mr. Shaw to expire before morning.”
James pulled the lever that forced a rush of compressed air to the engine of his wheelchair. The chair rolled forward several feet, bringing James to the great bank of windows. On the horizon, the late afternoon sunlight lit up a small squadron of dirigibles, making them glow like gold bullion. Beneath them, the London streets lay in shadow.
“Just ten days ago, Shaw insisted we were close to a breakthrough. Another fortnight at most, or so he said.” James shot a glance over his shoulder. “Without him, further progress is impossible. You’re absolutely certain…?”
“I am, my lord. The disease has destroyed Mr. Shaw’s kidneys. He will not rally this time.”
James sucked in a wheezing breath. His defective heart thudded irregularly in his chest. Beyond the windows, the dirigibles grew smaller as they set a course for the continent. They might as well have been receding forever, for James had been assured he would never fly in one. Even with the recent improvements in pressurizing the berths and cabins, his heart would not stand the strain, or so his team of doctors insisted.
But they are a passel of old mother hens. Perhaps I shall attempt the experiment in spite of them. If nothing else, it would be an original manner in which to die.
He let his gaze drop. Some forty feet below, a ragged boy of no more than six huddled in the window well in what was surely a vain attempt at keeping out the damp autumn air.
When I was that age, I was too busy climbing trees and making mischief to feel the cold.
Not so long ago, really. He’d celebrated his twentieth birthday before the flaw in his heart chose to make itself known. Ten years later, he was still better off than most of the citizenry of London. He afforded the beggar child one last glance and, stifling his regrettably human tendency toward self-pity, rang for his manservant.
“Is there anything I ought to be doing?” James asked the doctor, pivoting from the view of the now all-but-invisible airships as he spoke.
“Doing, my lord?”
“You tell me a man is about to meet his end in my home. Surely there must be some protocol. Shall I send for a vicar, perhaps? Or see about informing his next of kin?”
Colgrave frowned. “Shaw has made no such requests, although I believe he has a daughter—”
He was interrupted by the appearance of the servant. “You rang, m’lord?”
“Belkins,” James said, “please do something about the child in the front window well.”
“If you please, m’lord, what would you prefer?”
James paused in his progress toward the door to gaze bemusedly at his servant. “Whatever you deem the least bother, naturally.”
“Very good, sir.”
“And while you’re about it, see that the doctor gets his tea.” James continued toward the exit. “If you’ll excuse me, Colgrave, I’m going to squeeze what I can out of Shaw before he shuffles off this mortal coil.”
“I fear Mr. Shaw is beyond rational discourse,” replied the doctor. “The morphine will have put him out of his head.”
James grimaced. “I pity him, as I would any man in his circumstance, but I’ve spent far too much time and money on his wild promises to let him go without some small amount of satisfaction.”


“Of course, my lord.” Was that a hint of condescension in Colgrave’s voice?
Damn him to hell, then. Damn them all to hell, every quack and pill-monger who couldn’t help me.
James grasped the lever on the side of his chair, gave it a firm yank and shot forward into the corridor.
* * *
Colgrave was not incorrect in his prediction. Aurelius Shaw was in no state to discuss his experimental treatment for James’ infirmity, nor could he answer questions regarding the tests he’d been performing in the makeshift laboratory he’d created in James’ wine cellar.
In the end, James merely sat by the older man’s bedside and listened to him rave.
“It was Constantinople, you know. Georgiana didn’t want to go…didn’t want to have the baby abroad. She said an English child should be born in England. I told her she was being shockingly provincial. She surrendered in the end, of course. If only I hadn’t bullied her into it…”
Shaw shifted his bloated form on the mattress. He lifted a disfigured hand in James’ direction, and James flinched away. The leprosy—which, according to the several physicians they’d consulted, had attacked Shaw’s body with inexplicable and heretofore undocumented speed and ferocity—had not responded to standard treatment, or to any treatment at all. The result was the decimation of Shaw’s once distinguished face and form, rendering him unrecognizable from the man James had met only two short years ago.
“It’s not her fault, you know, it’s mine,” Shaw slurred. “She’s not to be blamed, not for any of it.”
“Who is not to be blamed, Shaw? Are you speaking of your late wife?”
“No, not my wife. My…my daughter, Elspeth.” Shaw winced, as if uttering the name caused him pain.
“Shall I send for her? Would you care to see her before…?” James let the last of the question trail away. No need to remind the poor man of his speedily approaching demise.
“No, she can’t come here. She mustn’t leave the island. It would be madness, I tell you.”
As Shaw struggled to pull himself upright in the bed, James attempted to soothe him. “There, there, old man. Don’t strain yourself. If you don’t want to see the unfortunate girl—”
“And she is an unfortunate girl,” Shaw gasped. “Wealthy as Midas since I’ve left her every penny, but cursed nonetheless. Though to be sure, if she’d been born a boy, I’d have raised her to resemble me in every detail, and we’d have suffered less. But as it is, it’s all my fault.”
“So you’ve said.” James sat back in his wheelchair, wishing he could cover the cloying scent of illness with the smoke of a good cigar. “Why don’t you settle yourself and tell me what you mean? You spoke of your daughter’s birth in Constantinople?”
Shaw nodded and flopped again onto the bed. His breathing had grown labored and his eyes glassy. James was no medical man, but even he could recognize the signs of imminent death.
“We were staying with a French family in the European part of the city. I’d heard of a certain Greek monastery on an island off the coast—Halki, it was called. There were rumors of an artifact, ancient in provenance. It was said to have an aura of power about it.” Shaw groaned, his agony evident in the way his body twisted on the mattress.
“And you wanted this artifact?” James asked, if only as a means of distracting Shaw from his torment. “Did you seek to purchase it?”
“I did, heaven help me. The monks were reluctant to part with it. Said a curse was attached to the thing. I offered a ridiculous sum.”
“They were willing to sell?”
“Not at first.” Shaw gulped for air. The misshapen stumps of his fingers twitched restlessly on the coverlet. “The head of the order, Brother Vasilios, refused. He said his conscience would not allow such an abomination to be released upon the world at any price.”
“But he relented?” Now James was genuinely curious.


“No,” Shaw said, “but another monk…damned if I can recall his name, or even his face…agreed to see me after evening prayers. I left Georgiana with our hosts and returned to the island by moonlight. The monk met me in a small garden at the back of the monastery. It was there that we made the transaction. I gave him a sack of coins, and he gave me a lifetime of guilt, shame and grief in a box carved from ebony and linden wood.”
Shaw sounded quite lucid for a man soaked to the gills in morphine and on his way out. James squinted at the older man and saw how the whites of his eyes had gone yellow, and the way his lips had shriveled away from his teeth like that of a corpse already many days dead. Had he been in such a state when James entered the room just an hour ago?
“The bastard ought to have been more convincing in the way he explained the curse,” Shaw spat. “How could I believe such an outlandish tale? He ought to have forced me to see how we’d suffer.”
“You and your wife?”
“My wife?” Shaw laughed, a dead-leaf rattle. “No, Georgiana was well out of it before I finally understood the truth of the matter.”
“Which was?”
Shaw shook his head. “You won’t believe it. But do believe this, my lord—when I returned to our hosts’ home, I found Georgiana about to give birth, though she was a full month from the expected time of her confinement. The baby came quickly, small as it was, but the damage was already done. Georgiana died not ten minutes after Elspeth drew her first breath.”
James cleared his throat. “A tragedy, no doubt, but hardly evidence of the supernatural.”
Instead of answering, Shaw groaned again and lay still, his eyes fixed on the ceiling. James counted to sixty, and counted again. Then he wheeled himself to the edge of the bed and leaned over it, intending to examine Shaw for signs of life. When he drew close enough to gag at the scent of putrefaction, Shaw reached up and grasped his neck with one claw-like hand.
James fought, but Shaw held him fast with the strength of a drowning man. “Don’t struggle so, my lord,” he croaked, “for however much you may regret the large sums of cash you’ve paid me to search out a cure for your ailment, you may yet find salvation at my hand.”
James stilled, his heart beating in an uneven patter against his chest wall. “You have my attention.”
Shaw’s face flexed with a cold smile that bespoke the flintlike hardness of his personality even now, in his final extremity. “Look through my writings on the subject of the artifact,” he said, his breath stinking of rot and poison. “You’ll find the necessary particulars beneath the heading ‘Xaphan.’”
“And then?”
“You must travel to the house I’ve built for my daughter on the main isle of St. Kilda. You’ll find the artifact there, in a hidden room adjacent to the basement laboratory. The notes will explain how to use it to save yourself.”
“Is there more?” James asked, eager to end the conversation and his too-close contact with the dying man.
“Only this,” Shaw slurred, his speech degenerating once again into the messy slush of consonants it had been when James first entered the room. “Do what you can to avoid my daughter. Spend as few moments in her presence as possible. Do not observe her too closely, nor converse with her at length. She’ll be the death of you, otherwise. Not her fault, you understand.”
“Yes, I understand.” James gave a mighty heave and broke Shaw’s grip on his neck.
Shaw fell still a final time. His eyes drifted shut, and his chest ceased to rise and fall.
James rang for Belkins and readjusted the sheet to cover Shaw’s face. Though he suspected it was a futile endeavor, he muttered a quick prayer for the repose of the man’s soul before wheeling himself out of the room.
He met Belkins in the corridor and informed him of Shaw’s death. “See to it the body is removed first thing in the morning. I believe burial arrangements are already in place.”
“Very good, m’lord. Will there be anything else?”
“No…yes. What have you done about that street urchin?”
“I gave the parish priest a ten-shilling note and asked him to look after the boy. The man seemed willing enough, but the child threatened to balk. I expect he’ll have taken to the streets again by this time tomorrow.”
“I see,” James sighed. “Well, we’ve done what we can, haven’t we?”


“Indeed, sir. Not every man in your position would bother.”
“Good night, Belkins.”
“Good night, m’lord.”
But as his wheelchair shot down the corridor with a rude expulsion of compressed air, James felt not altogether at peace with himself. Certainly it wasn’t Shaw’s agonized death that plagued his conscience, for he’d done his best for the man in providing access to his troop of personal physicians and a soft bed on which to expire.
Can it be Belkins’ account of the little beggar boy that pricks at me so?
It hardly mattered. James had more pressing concerns.
Three months, at most. I may not survive to see the turn of the century. Shaw’s artifact is all that lies between me and the pathetic, contemptible death of an invalid.
By the time the lift arrived to ferry him to Shaw’s laboratory in the wine cellar, James had forgotten all about the ragged little boy in the window well.






Chapter Two
7 October 1899
On the day the news of her father’s death reached St. Kilda, Elspeth woke to find Mrs. MacGillvrey’s gray tabby sniffing at her hair.
“Scat!”
The animal ignored her and rubbed its chin against the crown of her head. Elspeth sighed and lifted the cat into her lap, meaning to carry it to the door of the bedroom and toss it into the hall. Instantly, the beast nestled itself in her arms and began to purr. Elspeth froze.
“Never should have allowed you in the house. Far more trouble than you’re worth.” But she sat on the edge of the bed and let the tabby knead at the bodice of her nightdress with its outstretched paws.
Mrs. MacGillvrey had sworn they must have a cat for the mice in the pantry. And no, a mechanical creature selected from a catalogue, built in a factory and shipped by dirigible simply would not do. Elspeth, for her part, had promised herself to make a point of treading on the animal’s tail once or twice, for surely it would avoid her as a result. But she hadn’t been able to bring herself to do it, and now…
With a resolute shake of her head, she swung her legs over the side of the bed, marched to the door, opened it and dropped the cat at her feet. With a twitch of its tail, it stalked to a spot some three feet away and sat. Then it turned, lifted its hind leg and began cleaning itself in a most unseemly manner.
Elspeth laughed. “I comprehend your meaning entirely, and wish you well in spite of it.”
The sun lingered below the horizon, but she stripped off her nightdress in the pre-dawn dimness, determined to greet the day with good spirits…or, at least, stoic resignation. She fumbled with the laces of her corset, the twisted crinoline, the proper placement of the bustle. She might not pine for Mrs. MacGillvrey’s company, but in the absence of a proper lady’s maid, the older woman’s nimble fingers were sorely missed. Worse, the housekeeper’s month-long sojourn to the village—twice the agreed-upon interval, by the by—and the resulting near-perfect silence of the house had begun to wear on Elspeth’s nerves.
A rap sounded on the bedroom door. Without waiting for the command to enter, the house-servant called “Chloe” burst in and made its creaky way across the floor to the windows. Elspeth watched as it yanked on the drapery cord with far too much force, snapping it in two. The servant’s shoulder joint gave an alarming screech, and Elspeth could see where a seam at the back of its gray-and-white-striped uniform had given way. Chloe’s inner workings would need adjustment before the machine pitched itself down the stairs again.
Undoubtedly another case of rusted gears caused by this excessively salty sea air. I’ll have to dismantle its workings entirely and—
A shaft of yellow light pierced the gloom, breaking the line of Elspeth’s thoughts and drawing her irresistibly to the windows.


Below, the icy crust of snow that had covered the ground for weeks had melted overnight to slush and mud. The grass remained brown and dead, but the sky was a pale, arid blue unmarred by a single cloud. In the village at the foot of the hill, people moved to and fro, not so small as ants but certainly no bigger than field mice from this vantage point. As Elspeth watched, a medium-sized dirigible floated into view over the sparkling bay—the first such transport to reach the island in many weeks.
Brimming over with delayed letters and packages, no doubt.
All at once, Elspeth was seized with the desire to breathe fresh air. Such a rare day was not to be squandered, after all, for who knew when the weather might turn again? And she could use the opportunity to inquire after her wayward housekeeper.
Her mind made up, she went about the distasteful business of selecting Chloe’s key from the cluster she wore at her waist in Mrs. MacGillvrey’s absence and inserting it in the keyhole at the back of Chloe’s neck. She gave it a brisk turn to the right, and the servant slumped forward, folding itself in two. The hiss of air seeping from its mouth made Elspeth grimace.
“You’ll be fine here till I get back,” she whispered and gave Chloe’s back a pat, knowing full well such niceties were both unnecessary and bordering on unhealthy. Then she fetched her boots, bonnet, cloak and gloves from the closet in the front hall and prepared herself to leave the house for the first time since the close of summer.
* * *
“Really, my lord, I must protest this potentially deadly whim. You do not comprehend the possible consequences!”
“A sudden, irreparable irregularity in the rhythm of my heart, followed by instant death—is that not the general idea?” James checked his appearance in the mirror, pausing to tilt his black bowler at a rakish angle. His yellow curls bristled from beneath it, subtracting substantially from his dignity. “A damn sight less objectionable than choking out my last days in bed, wouldn’t you say?”
Colgrave grimaced. “You see fit to jest, but I—”
“Will be out your yearly retainer and much the sadder for it, I’m sure. Don’t fret, old man. I’ve left you a little something in my will.” James turned from the mirror to regard his physician. “Let us be on our way. The break in the weather over St. Kilda may last another day, at most, and my business is urgent.”
“As you wish, my lord.”
James insisted on walking the few yards past Colgrave and the ever-patient Belkins, through the front door and down the steps. The rising sun gave the empty street an otherworldly glow. He moved to the waiting carriage, only to find the coachman had abandoned his post and was threatening a small child with his raised crop.
“I say, what are you about, Deavers? Have you lost your mind?” James took a moment to lean against the closed door of the carriage and catch his breath.
“Blasted brat was tossin’ cinders at the horses’ legs, m’lord.”
James insinuated a hand beneath his topcoat and pressed it firmly against his misbehaving heart. He focused his gaze on the brat in question. “You, young sir,” he wheezed. “Yes, you. Present yourself, if you please.”
The child complied, and James gazed down into his smudged face. “Why do you assault my horses?”
The boy grinned, gap-toothed and insolent. “Wanted to see if they was mechanical, is all. The cinders make a lovely noise when they strike on the iron legs.”
James frowned. “Why, any soul with two good eyes can tell a genuine beast from its automated brother.”
“Beggin’ yer pardon, sir,” the boy replied, his smile somewhat dimmed, “but me peepers ain’t what they used to be.”
With some effort, James bent at the waist for a closer look. True enough, the boy had a dreadful squint. James straightened and made a gesture that brought Belkins down the front steps and to his side.
“Is this the same urchin?” he asked the servant. “The one you delivered into the care of the parish priest?”
“He is, m’lord.”


“Hmm.” James tapped a finger against his chin and leaned more heavily against the door of the coach. He’d need to get off his feet soon, or risk collapsing in the street. “Summon the junior member of Colgrave’s practice and have him see to the boy’s eyes. A pair of spectacles will likely make all the difference.”
“Of course, sir.”
“Then find him some occupation in the stables and a place to sleep.”
“Yes, m’lord.”
James turned again to the child. “You’ll do an honest day’s work in exchange for regular meals and a warm bed, or you’ll be turned out upon my return. Do we have an understanding?”
The boy somehow managed to appear sly and ingratiating in the same instant. “If you say so, m’lord.”
James watched as Belkins led the child away. Then, with the assistance of both Colgrave and coachman, he climbed into the carriage and took his seat.
“Allow me to commend your generosity,” Colgrave remarked when they were well on their way. “But why didn’t you ask the boy’s name?”
“His name?” James let his head fall back on the seat in exhaustion. “Why the devil would I care to know that?”
* * *
Elspeth stood at the side of the muddy street. Ignoring the bustle of villagers headed home for their afternoon tea, she reread the letter from her father’s solicitor.
“Regret to inform you…on the second of October 1899…sole heir…will contact you again regarding disposition of personal effects…”
She looked up and blinked into the late afternoon sky. The sun was on its way down on the western side of the island, leaving the street in shadow. Nearby, the church bell tolled half past four.
Now I am well and truly alone.
She waited for some surge of emotion to overtake her—sorrow, or despair, or perhaps even relief—but she felt nothing beyond the strange sense of foreboding she’d been experiencing for months.
Which only goes to prove Father right. I am unnatural.
“Miss Elspeth?”
The sound of her own name startled her, and the two letters she held fell from her hands into the mud at her feet. She bent to retrieve them. When she straightened, she found herself face-to-face with her housekeeper.
“Mrs. MacGillvrey, how good to know you’re still among the living.”
The older woman had the good grace to flush an ugly, mottled red. “I thought it best to keep to the village till the weather cleared.”
“Of course. And are you prepared to return this evening?”
“I am.” The grim lines of the older woman’s face bespoke her reluctance. “But I’d ask a favor of ye, if I might, miss? Nothing too extraordinary, you understand.”
Elspeth wasn’t accustomed to such a conciliatory tone from the housekeeper. “Yes?”
“I’d take it as a kindness if I could bring along my sister’s youngest, Agnes, to help in the kitchen. She’d draw no pay, of course—”
“Mrs. MacGillvrey—”
“Beggin’ yer pardon, miss, but the little half-wit’s gone and got herself in a fix, and her father’s thrown her out. She’ll starve if I don’t take her in hand—she and the mite inside her.”
Foolish. Pathetic. Utterly beyond my realm of concern.
“You will agree to be responsible for your niece?”
“Oh, yes, miss.”
“And she will be gone from the premises well before her period of confinement?”
Mrs. MacGillvrey’s mouth turned down, as if she’d tasted something intolerably bitter. “If you insist, miss.”
“I do.” Elspeth refolded the letters in her hand. “You should know that my father has died.”
“Oh, miss, such a shock! I am sorry.”
“It changes nothing, although it seems we are to have visitors to commemorate the occasion—his lordship, the earl of Falmouth, and a physician by the name of Colgrave.”


“Bless us, another shock. And when will these visitors be arrivin’?”
“If the weather holds, perhaps as soon as tomorrow.”
A cold wind picked up along the now deserted street, howling through the narrow spaces between the houses and tearing at their skirts and bonnets. Elspeth shifted her gaze to the eastern sky whence the gale blew and shivered against a thrill of apprehension.
“Or perhaps that is their vessel approaching the island now.”






Chapter Three
“I beg your pardon, Miss Shaw,” James began as the servant set before him a plate heaped high with mutton and boiled turnips, “but am I to understand you’ve been living in solitude on this island for the better part of ten years?”
At the far end of the dining table, Miss Shaw lifted her water glass to her lips. Her small stature, plainly coiffed dark hair, and black mourning gown—easily twenty years out of fashion—lent her the air of a miniature daguerreotype come to life. James did his best not to stare as he awaited her reply.
“Yes, my lord. I’ve lived in this house for almost ten years.”
“Without any sort of chaperone or companion of your own class?” Colgrave sounded positively scandalized by the idea. “Quite, quite alone,” he continued, “save for your housekeeper?”
“Quite.” The word was clipped short, plainly marking an end to Miss Shaw’s patience with the topic.
Colgrave appeared not to notice. “My dear woman, it’s a miracle you haven’t run mad!”
Miss Shaw regarded Colgrave down the length of the table, her dark eyes unreadable. Although she said nothing, her fingertips whitened where they gripped the stem of her glass.
“You must forgive the good doctor,” James interjected into the tense silence. “Our journey from London was not an easy one, and his manners appear to be somewhat worse for the wear.”
This much was true, as far as it went. The very fastest train from London had taken no fewer than five hours to reach Glasgow. Then had come the bother of disembarking, traveling by hansom cab to the airfield and seeing one’s luggage loaded onto the ship. Another two hours in the air had done nothing to soothe the perpetual agitation of James’ heart, though even Colgrave admitted he’d fared better than expected.
“’Twas the last bit that was worst,” Colgrave said with a tipsy grin, and now James observed that the doctor had drained his wineglass for the second time and was reaching again for the decanter. “I’ve never been carried in a handcart before this evening. Is it true there are no horses or other beasts of burden on the island?”
“Not a one,” said Miss Shaw. “The islanders accomplish all transport of goods and visitors through sheer brute strength. As a people they are well-known for their physical endurance.”
“Astounding. And they keep no cattle for beef? Do you truly subsist solely on fish and mutton?”
Miss Shaw shrugged—an unusual and somewhat manly gesture for such an obviously well-bred woman. “And the occasional seabird, though I prefer observing to consuming them.”
The conversation lagged again, and James could only be grateful for the reentry of the servant. At first glance, he’d been shocked at the appearance of the automaton—its obvious lack of human features, its stiff and graceless manner of movement, the audible creak of its joints and whirr of its gears. Such a machine had been the best of its kind a decade ago or more.
“You employ a large mechanical staff?” he asked, for lack of a better topic.
Miss Shaw blessed him with a tight smile. “Rather an army, my lord, although most of them are in poor repair and virtually useless for anything more exacting than beating the odd carpet. I do send to London for replacement parts, but they’re so dear for the older models, you know.”
This was quite the longest speech they’d had from their hostess, and James was struck by the lilting melody of her voice.


Like a waltz in a minor key.
He shook his head to rid himself of fancies. “However do you keep up with the news from London?”
“Oh, our intrepid dirigible pilots bring us reports from the world at least once a month in good weather, although I sometimes doubt their accuracy.”
“Do you? Why?”
Miss Shaw inclined her head. “We’ve heard the queen has been replaced by a mechanical waxwork, and the heir to the throne is syphilitic and of less than average intelligence. Can you verify these rumors?”
James answered the twinkle in her eye with a smile of his own. “I must defer to Dr. Colgrave on the matter, as I don’t get out as much as I’d like.”
She laughed—no silly, girlish giggle, but a deep, provocative chuckle that sounded too large for her trim figure—and James’ heart gave a great, twisting heave. He pressed his fist against his breastbone and reached for his water glass.
“Do what you can to avoid my daughter… Do not observe her too closely, nor converse with her at length. She’ll be the death of you, otherwise.”
The echo of Aurelius Shaw’s words reverberated in James’ head, drowning out the irregular thud and lurch of his heart. He sipped his water and coaxed himself to breathe at a slower pace.
Superstitious tripe. I’ll not let myself be governed by the ravings of a dying man.
“Are you unwell, my lord? Shall I have one of the servants see you to your room?”
He looked up to see his hostess regarding him with what appeared to be genuine concern. He forced the frown from his brow. “Quite the contrary, Miss Shaw. Indeed, I look forward to exploring more of this grand and unusual house before I retire for the night.”
* * *
An hour later, James stood before the library windows, his breathing steady and his heart quiet for the moment. The eastern sky had darkened to the color of ripe plums, and smoke rose in dusty blue plumes from the peat fires that heated the villagers’ homes.
Colgrave had begged off further entertainment at the close of the meal, pleading exhaustion and headache. James left the doctor in the clearly capable hands of the housekeeper, and allowed his hostess to propel his wheelchair as far as the drawing room, which was dominated by a grand piano of uncertain age.
“Do you play, Miss Shaw?”
“No, my lord,” was her abrupt answer, but James knew a lie when he heard one. He chose not to press the point.
They moved to the library, which proved to be twice as large as any room he’d seen so far in this great, gloomy house. Its shelves were stuffed with all manner of books, scrolls, crumbling newspapers, pamphlets and atlases—a jumble so confused and out of order that it made his fingers itch to put it right.
A gust of wind brought a musical tinkle to his ear.
“Are those bells I hear?” he asked without turning from the window.
“Wind chimes, my lord. They are made of brass, which—like salt and iron—is said to have the power to both drive away evil and constrain its influence. My father had the chimes hung at every corner of the house for just that purpose.”
James noted the matter-of-factness in her tone, as if such things were commonplace topics of conversation all the world over.
More superstition. And what better place for it than this house, protruding as it does from a hillside like a mausoleum?
“I understand the ancient Vikings called these isles Ultima Thule—the end of the world.”
“Yes. A fitting name, don’t you think?”
“Indeed. One wonders why your father chose to make his home here.” When his hostess did not respond, James continued. “I fear I’ve been remiss in not offering my condolences. Your father was a fascinating man. The world of technology and invention has suffered an acute loss with his passing.”


He turned away from the window to find Miss Shaw standing before the fireplace, regarding him with a blank expression. Lifting his gaze to the mantel above her, he spied what appeared to be a clock draped in a length of black muslin. He could hear its muffled ticking from beneath the fabric. An unfamiliar mourning custom, perhaps?
Odd. So many things about this house and this daughter of Aurelius Shaw’s are so very…odd.
“My lord, please don’t think me rude, but—”
“You wish to know why I am here.”
“Yes,” she said simply, and clasped her hands behind her back, mimicking a pose James had seen her father strike a hundred times. “Your visit, while not unwelcome, has surprised us. We see so few Londoners beyond the occasional group of tourists.”
James gripped the arms of his wheelchair, lowered himself into it and swung about to fully face Miss Shaw. “I shall not insult your intelligence by blithering on about some nonexistent desire to see the isles of St. Kilda. Indeed…may I state my purpose in the bluntest of terms?”
“I do wish you would.”
James drew a deep breath. “I have traveled so far, at great inconvenience and in a shameful breach of the sanctity of your mourning period, in order to beg a favor—a very great favor, in fact. One that may save my life, if your father was correct in his hypothesis.”
Miss Shaw stared at him, her eyes so dark as to appear black at this distance. “I do not comprehend your meaning.”
But this was another lie. She showed it in the fidgety way she shifted her weight from one foot to the other and back again, and in how her pink tongue darted out to moisten the pretty bow of her mouth.
“I have in my possession a copy of your father’s last will and testament,” James continued. “As I’m sure you know, you are his sole heir.”
“So I’ve been informed, although I must admit to no understanding of what this means in practical terms.”
Was that a tremor in her voice? He’d thus far seen no show of grief from this strangely self-possessed young woman…save, of course, for the black crepe adorning her frock and her lack of jewelry or other ornamentation. But was she truly so stoical?
“It means you own this house, including the hidden room adjacent to your father’s laboratory and its entire contents.”
Here James paused to watch Miss Shaw’s face. Yes, there it was—the telltale pallor, the tightening of the lips.
She knows about the artifact. Now let us see what we shall see.
“The favor is simply this—allow me to search this chamber for a certain object, and to take this same object away with me. As I’ve said, it may save my life.”
Her small, white hands still clasped behind her back, Miss Shaw began to pace before the hearth. Again James was put strongly in mind of her father. Again his heart gave a lurch in his chest as he watched her and pondered the strange and poignant attraction he’d begun to feel for her heart-shaped face and tiny, black-clad form.
If I were a whole and healthy man, what might I risk to make her mine?
Finally, she stopped and faced him. “I will not pretend ignorance of this object you seek, but I will be so bold as to caution you in the strongest terms to avoid it.”
“Why is that, Miss Shaw?”
“Because the object is cursed, my lord, and the proof of it stands before you now, begging you to leave this house of damnation and never return.”






Chapter Four
She could not bring herself to be surprised when Lord Falmouth disdained to believe her.
“Yes, your father spoke of a curse attached to the artifact. I assumed his statements arose from the wanderings of a dying mind.”
“On the contrary, I assure you the curse is very real, along with the evil that generates it.”
“You surprise me, Miss Shaw. After all, we are on the cusp of the twentieth century.” His smile was charming enough to eradicate the resolve of a lesser woman. He must practice that one in the mirror.
“I’m well aware of the date, my lord. Your point?”
The smile faded, replaced by an expression of defiant determination. “My point is that I am a student of science and technology. Your father’s notes have led me to believe the artifact in question may end my quest to repair the defect in my heart, but I have no interest in this so-called curse. I abhor superstition.”
“And if I could convince you the curse is not mere superstition?”
Falmouth sat back in his wheelchair and smiled again, this time with more smug superiority and considerably less charm. “You have my permission to try.”
She’d expected no less—not from a man trapped in a body that betrayed his strength of will with every wheezing, broken breath. Not from one who might have been startlingly handsome if not for the sickly cast of his skin, and the gaunt contour of his face. Not from one so plainly in love with life, and just as plainly losing his grasp on it, inch by agonizing inch.
Oh, Father, why did you send him here? Had you never any conscience, any sense of right and wrong, even to the very end? And how am I to persuade him to leave empty-handed when you’ve poisoned his mind with hope?
No matter. She had to make the effort, if only to redeem her father’s sin.
“Allow me to acquaint you with the facts of my existence, my lord.” She planted her feet on the floorboards before the hearth, too aware of the hateful, muffled ticking of the clock above her head. “Perhaps it will surprise you to know that every mortal creature who has ever felt the even slightest attachment to me has died a horrible death.”
Falmouth stared at her for a long moment. “You speak of your poor mother, I suppose.”
“She was the first, but certainly not the last.” Elspeth moved to a wing-backed chair and perched on the edge of its seat. “Did my father tell you how my mother died? Did he tell you how her heart burst inside her ribcage, and she bled from every orifice?”
Falmouth winced, undoubtedly unaccustomed to hearing such a vulgar turn of phrase from a woman of Elspeth’s station and upbringing. Inwardly, she claimed the small victory and continued.
“Some years ago, my father sat across from me at tea one hot, dry afternoon in a café in Athens and told me the story of my birth, and why I was not meant to live like other young women.”
“Miss Shaw—”
“He told me of my mother, and then of the first wet nurse he’d employed immediately after her death. Her name was Afet. She lived with us four days. On the fifth day, she was found dead in her bed, her body black and swollen from multiple stings of a horned viper.”
“Miss Shaw, please!”


“The second nurse lasted nearly three months. I understand her own newborn infant was sickly, and I imagine she had neither the time nor the inclination to form an attachment to me. But the other child died.”
“And?” Falmouth’s tone was reluctant, as if he asked the question in spite of himself.
“A week later, there was a mishap with an oil lamp. I will spare you the gruesome details.”
“I beg you, Miss Shaw, to spare me the entirety of this madness, for you shan’t convince me—”
“My lord,” Elspeth rejoined in her sharpest tone, “you have already given your permission, and I cannot allow you to retract it till I’ve had my say.”
Falmouth pressed his lips into a thin line and, with a gesture of one elegant hand, bade her continue.
So Elspeth told him of her father’s two further attempts at employing nurses, and how each ended in fatality. She told him of how her father took over her care entirely, and how they traveled the length and breadth of Europe and Asia, a solitary man and his small daughter, till the day they made the acquaintance of a young Viennese widow by the name of Mrs. Olga von Schmeltung.
Her father had thought to marry again. A wife, a mother for his child—why should something so elemental be beyond his reach? Mrs. von Schmeltung lacked any sort of fortune, but possessed both beauty and sweetness, and was not adverse to the idea of a stepdaughter. Yet her father avoided introducing the six-year-old Elspeth to his fiancée…avoided it so long, in fact, that the good woman began to suspect the girl was either deformed, or had some obvious defect of intelligence or character.
And so Aurelius Shaw had banished his apprehensions and brought them together, woman and child. Elspeth, who had no memory of her doomed nurses, clung to the lady shamelessly from the moment of their meeting.
“She carried the scent of roses in her hair, and when she read me fairy stories, I believed her to be an angel sent down from heaven to care for me.” Elspeth paused and cleared her throat. “She was just eight and twenty—no older than I am now. When she died, I saw the fear in my father’s eyes. Fear and hatred for what I was. For what I am.”
The fire had burned down to embers, and the shadows in the corners of the room pooled like brackish water. Lord Falmouth sat erect in his wheelchair, the lamplight filtering through the mellow gold of his curls and casting one side of his face into darkness. The dark circles beneath his blue eyes resembled thumbprints pressed into clay.
“You are formulating a response, are you not, my lord?” she asked him. “You seek out the weak spots in my story—the places where logic does not hang together.”
His eyes narrowed, but he did not answer, plainly ready to wait till she’d finished her tale before offering his arguments.
But I won’t finish it. Not completely. That wound is still too fresh, and I’ll not be forced to relive it unless I must.
Instead, she folded her shaking hands in her lap and goaded him. “You will say a mother dead in childbirth, a few foreign nursemaids who met untimely ends, a prospective stepmother drowned in her own bathtub—”
“Really? In her bathtub?” he repeated, as if this, of all things, were the most improbable.
“You will call these occurrences tragedies, and commiserate with our very bad luck. Then you will ask if I’ve ever kept a pet.”
“Have you, Miss Shaw?” He sounded eager, and she knew she might as well have pulled the thought directly from his mind. “Have you ever kept a pet?”
Elspeth shook her head. “There was a mongrel spotted dog that came ’round to our villa in Rome, begging for scraps. I would meet him at the kitchen door with the remains of my breakfast, and after just a few days of this treatment, his tail would wag when he saw me.”
“And what became of him?”
She sighed. “One day, he simply wasn’t there. I consider it a blessing that I never knew his fate.”
“But hardly conclusive proof of his death.”


“Perhaps not. And now you will point out the greatest flaw in my tale of woe—the long and varied life of my father.”
Falmouth nodded. “Even you must admit it a rather conspicuous chink in your armor.”
“Only if one assumes my father harbored even the slightest bit of affection for me.”
“Oh, come now, Miss Shaw—”
“Did he speak of me warmly, my lord? Did he call my name on his deathbed, or ask that you send me word of his fond regard?”
Falmouth shifted in his chair, his discomfort plain in the scowl on his brow. “He left you everything. This house, all his money and belongings. He might have willed it to the Institute for Technological Advancement, or any of the other great organizations of scientific minds.”
Elspeth shrugged. “Aurelius Shaw was a man of science, but he was first a creature of duty. He would not fail to ensure a lifetime of security and comfort for his only offspring.”
“And you?” Falmouth asked, his bright eyes pinning her to her chair. “Are you a creature of duty, as well?”
“Why do you ask?”
“Because it was your father’s dying wish that I travel to this island to find the artifact of which I’ve spoken. His dying wish, Miss Shaw.”
The killing blow. Father was too clever by half, and this earl of Falmouth is a match for him. He has known me a handful of hours, and already he has taken accurate measure of my nature.
Elspeth held his gaze. A clot of ashes fell onto the hearth with a soft thud. On the mantel, the clock tolled the hour.
“Do you cheat at cards, my lord?”
He gaped at her. “What an extraordinary question.”
She waited, for now that he’d defeated her, she had nothing but time and patience at her disposal.
After a moment, he smiled. It was neither the charming grin, nor the condescending smirk, but something altogether different and perhaps even genuine. “I have been known to be creative when dealing a hand of cribbage.”
Elspeth nodded, unsurprised. “You and my father must have got on famously.”
She rose and moved to the door, only to turn again and address her guest in a tone she hoped would brook no argument. “You will allow me to assist you with the stairs to the laboratory, my lord, for I’m sorry to say this house is not equipped with a lift.”
She exited the library, followed by the sound of Lord Falmouth’s laughter, and the rude expulsion of air as he engaged the engine of his wheelchair.






Chapter Five
Miss Shaw refused to allow him to hunt for the entrance to her father’s hidden room.
“As Father made a point of papering over the entire western wall and then lining it with the heaviest and most cumbersome pieces in his collection, I can only assume we’ll find the door there,” she told him. “You will only harm yourself in attempting to assist in the search, my lord. Please, indulge me in this matter, if in no other.”
Guilt made him comply. Using her father’s deathbed wish against her had left a sour taste in his mouth, so he sat quietly on a stool in the corner and watched as four of the household’s mechanical servants carried the largest crates to the other side of the room.
The laboratory was as jumbled as the library. Containers of all kinds stood cheek-by-jowl with fantastical equipment James could not hope to name. The air was murky with dust when Miss Shaw dismissed the servants and began moving the smaller pieces. After several moments, James broke the strained silence with a question.
“You have not shared your entire tale of woe, as you call it. There is more, is there not?”
Miss Shaw froze in the act of transferring an outsized microscope from one marble counter to another. “What difference could it possibly make now? You refuse to be persuaded.”
“Which does not mean I am uninterested.”
She let the microscope drop with a thud. Her hair was disordered and her bodice covered with cobwebs. Although it was both cold and damp in the basement laboratory, her face glowed pink with exertion.
“I have shared all I intend to on the subject, my lord.” Her words held a note of glum finality that challenged him. If she would not discuss this imaginary curse—and why should she, after all, when it was wholly imaginary and not a fit topic for any but the inmates of an asylum?—then perhaps he could draw her out on a related subject.
“What do you know of the actual artifact to which this supposed curse is attached?”
This time she did not freeze, but the lines of her body grew tense. When she spoke, her voice had a flat quality that fell harshly on his ear.
“The object is Sumerian by provenance, and therefore quite ancient. The lore surrounding it suggests it is the distilled essence of the demon Xaphan, a fallen angel whose breath fans the flames of perdition.”
James stifled a sigh. “Yes, I’ve read your father’s notes. I am interested in the artifact’s actual, physical form. You’ve seen it, I assume?”
“No, my lord. My father always kept it packed away, lest it fall into the wrong hands.”
Wrong hands? If the object is the vessel of such potential power, then whose hands are the right ones?
He shook off the phantom voice of doubt and applied himself again to the task of drawing out his hostess while she searched. “If your father’s final invention proves itself viable, his name will be on the lips of every medical man in Europe.”
Miss Shaw lifted another crate and set it aside. “What a shame he isn’t here to enjoy the fruits of his labors,” she replied distractedly.
“Are you not interested in this invention of his? The one that may save my life?”
“If you wish to divulge my father’s secrets, feel free, my lord. I will listen with an avid ear.”
He suspected she was mocking him, and didn’t care. “Are you familiar with electrochemical theory as it applies to the workings of a zinc-carbon battery?”


“I am. Zinc and carbon provide negative and positive terminals, respectively. The zinc erodes in an electrolyte paste, resulting in the flow of electrons and the production of electricity.”
He blinked at her. “I say, very good!”
She didn’t trouble herself to hide her laughter. “Did you truly think me so feeble in understanding? I am Aurelius Shaw’s daughter, after all.”
James’ ears burned, and he knew he deserved her scorn. “Forgive me, good lady, for underestimating you. It shan’t happen again.”
They regarded each other a moment, the air between them charged with something James recognized as animal attraction—not so different from the electrical variety, ironically. Then Miss Shaw appeared to remember herself, and turned again to her work.
James cleared his throat. “What your father has proposed is the use of this artifact—this distilled essence or whatever it may be—to replace the electrolyte paste in a dry-cell battery. This battery will then power a clockwork device of his invention that will regulate the rhythm of my heart.”
“You will carry this device within your chest cavity?”
“That is the general idea, yes.”
She shook her head. “I’ve seen a dry-cell battery, my lord. I’m certain what you’re suggesting is impossible.”
Warming to his subject, James rose from his stool. “The advantage of the newly formulated electrolyte paste is that it magnifies the voltage even as it slows its conduction. If your father’s theory is to be believed, a battery the size of a thimble would be sufficient to last one man several lifetimes.”
For some reason, Miss Shaw looked appalled. “By what mechanism is this magnification accomplished?”
“Your father’s notes were unclear on the particulars.”
Miss Shaw’s face appeared to draw in on itself. For the first time she looked all of her eight and twenty years.
A high-pitched cry made James turn toward the door of the laboratory. A moment later, a gray tabby cat sauntered into the room, moved directly to Miss Shaw’s side and began to rub itself against her skirts in an obvious bid for attention.
Fully aware he was broaching a closed topic, James couldn’t help but comment. “Look at that beast. The proof your curse is a sham, Miss Shaw, is purring at your feet, for how can you say he does not adore you…and yet he lives?”
She bent and fetched the cat up in her arms. It instantly began kneading the bodice of her dress in a most provocative way.
“I’ve asked myself the same question. But one must recall that a cat, like a shark, is the perfect predator. Unlike a dog, for example, it is doubtful they feel affection outside their species.”
“That animal certainly feigns it well.”
“He knows the going price for a warm bed and a bit of fish.”
“You are cynical.”
“I am a naturalist.” With a final pat, she set the cat down. “Keep your cogs and wheels and levers—and electrochemical equations. Give me leaves of grass, the birds of the air and the fish of the sea. Give me a tree, my lord.”
“I would happily do so, but there were none in evidence where we landed.”
“True enough. No trees grow on St. Kilda. The climate won’t allow it.”
“Life here is harsh.”
“There are compensations.”
“Such as?”
Rather than answer, she insinuated herself between the far corner of the laboratory and a tall, narrow crate. She gave the container a singularly vicious shove. Its front panel dropped away and crashed to the floor. A human skeleton followed, its yellowed bones falling in pieces at their feet. The skull rolled some distance and came to rest near the stool upon which James had been seated.


Miss Shaw appeared unaffected, too busy examining the patch of wall revealed by the crate’s displacement to notice James’ sudden recoiling. As he watched, she reached out and rapped on the wall. The sound produced by this action had an unmistakably hollow tone.
“I believe I’ve found it.”
* * *
The object rested on her father’s desk in the library, drawing Elspeth’s gaze again and again, despite her intention to ignore its existence. Lord Falmouth sat at the desk in his wheelchair and examined the item in question.
“Such an odd shape,” Falmouth said, the note of wonder in his voice betraying his excitement. “Twelve surfaces, with each surface having five sides, and each sporting a five-pointed star.”
“It’s a dodecahedron,” Elspeth said, compelled to share what she knew despite herself. “An ancient symbol for the totality of the world, known and unknown. The stars are likewise symbols of the occult. The box itself appears to be made of ebony and the scorched wood of a linden tree.”
“Hmm. Well, the container is certainly of less import than its contents.”
He fumbled with the tarnished brass catch. The box sprang open in his hands, revealing a bed of mold-spotted red silk surrounding a small vial made of pitted green glass. Falmouth lifted it from the box and held it up to the lamplight. The vial, in turn, contained a fine-grained black powder.
“Looks remarkably like coal dust,” Falmouth muttered. “Shouldn’t open it now, I suppose. Should wait till I get it in the proper environment, where it can be studied. But I see clearly what your father intended—the ease with which this substance will be made into a paste fit for the conduction of electricity.”
Elspeth rose from her chair near the fireplace and crossed to stand before the desk. Falmouth dragged his gaze away from the vial and looked up at her from his seated position, his brows raised in a silent question.
“I implore you, my lord, to listen to reason. The manner in which you propose using this…this artifact is reckless in the extreme. I fear it may mean the end of you.”
In response, he replaced the vial in the box and snapped shut the latch. Then he wheeled himself ’round the desk till he was close enough to touch her. Without warning, he reached out and grasped her hand, pulling her forward till her palm rested on the center of his chest.
“Do you feel that, Miss Shaw? That is the off-tempo spasm of a dying heart. You fear I will meet my end if I am reckless. I know I will meet it if I am not.”
She disengaged her hand and stepped back. “But are there not worse things than death, my lord? My father never feared offending the Almighty with his hubris, but can you not see the folly?”
Falmouth laughed. “You believe in the Almighty?”
“I believe in a Creator, and I believe we owe Him some sense of duty, not unlike that which we owe our earthly parents.”
“But you do not feel the warm embrace of that Creator, do you, Miss Shaw? Your faith in His existence does not bring you comfort?”
Elspeth pivoted away from him and began to pace. “What do all the great religions have at their core, after all?” she asked him as she tread the perimeter of the room, dodging in and out of the shadows. “A simple credo—if you would love your god, love others first.”
He made an assenting noise, and she turned to face him. “But my experience of love has been nothing short of catastrophic. It is only natural that I distrust the entire notion.”
“Surely the only natural thing in this place,” he murmured, scarcely loud enough to be heard. She saw his gaze drawn back to the object on the desk, and knew the desperation of imminent defeat.
I am losing him. He has his prize. Now he’ll go away forever, and I’ll never know what becomes of him.
This thought, even more so than her fear for his life, moved her to try again.


“You are correct, my lord. I am unnatural, my father always said so.” She crossed to stand between Falmouth and the desk, blocking his view. “A woman is built to be loved—to be a wife, a companion and a helpmeet. In that regard I am now, and ever will be, a failure.”
“You speak as if there were no hope.”
“None whatsoever.” And never before had she felt the lack of it so keenly as she did in this moment.
He inclined his head and offered her a crooked smile. “Perhaps the domestic bliss you envision isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. The uncle who raised me always said the only difference between a wife and a whore is the fee for services rendered.”
It was a shocking and wholly inappropriate comment—one he would never make in the presence of London’s debutantes, wives and spinsters. Elspeth knew she ought to be offended, but she could only laugh. They laughed together, in fact, their voices loud in the dim room.
Falmouth reached for her hand again. This time, he merely gave it a gentle squeeze and let it fall. “Tell me, Miss Shaw, the rest of your tale, for I know there is more. Do not let it fester within you like an infected wound. I will listen with careful attention, for I should like to know you better.”
Before she could reply, his face twisted in pain and he pressed his fist to the center of his chest. When she exclaimed in alarm, he waved her off with an impatient gesture. She crossed to the cold, ash-filled fireplace and waited there till his spasm passed, using the time to collect her thoughts and reinforce her resolve. Above her head, the clock on the mantel tolled four times.
When Falmouth had recovered, Elspeth said, “The hour has grown from late to early. If you are to embark for London on the next airship, you will need rest.”
“But—”
“I insist, my lord. But before I see you to your room, I should like to make a final attempt to convince you of the danger you face in testing my father’s theory of the artifact.”
Without waiting for his answer, she reached up and yanked off the length of black muslin in which the clock was draped, exposing its face to the dim lamplight. Even knowing what to expect, she recoiled at the sight of it.
“Hideous,” Falmouth whispered. “Extraordinarily so. Who built the thing?”
“A clockmaker in Switzerland, I believe. When my father acquired it, it did not appear as you see it now.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, my lord, that my father removed a small amount of the substance from that vial,” she said, pointing to the object on the desk, “and used it in fashioning new inner workings for this clock. Since then, the thing never runs down. It never needs winding, and its gears never need a draught from the oil can.”
“Perpetual motion? Impossible.”
“Do you believe I would lie to you at this juncture?”
He looked from her to the clock and back again. The clock stared down at them with its grotesquely humanoid face, smugly superior and ravenously hungry by turns.
“You say he only replaced its inner workings? He didn’t alter the exterior in any way?”
Elspeth nodded. “He set it on the mantel, and within twenty-four hours its appearance had transformed into what you see now.”
“And it has no other special properties?”
“Oh, it’s always run ten minutes fast, no matter how Father tinkered with it,” she said. “I refuse to touch the thing. My solution is to set all the other clocks in the house at times that vary by several minutes in either direction. When I walk among the rooms, I call it time travel.”
He gave her an odd look, as if he weren’t quite sure whether she was joking. “I can’t say I blame you for covering the thing. Why don’t you get rid of it altogether?”
“Because it is my father’s creation,” she replied. “Not unlike the automated staff, and the house itself. Not unlike me.”
“See there? That is not the behavior of a merely dutiful daughter,” Falmouth said, his tone accusatory. “You loved him.”


“And if I did? Much good it’s done either of us. He died in the house of a stranger, and I will die here, alone.”
“Entrapped by your own superstitious fears.”
Elspeth whirled to face him. His sorrowful expression, as if he were mourning the prospect of her lonely death, forestalled her angry retort. She drew a breath, took a moment to compose herself and asked him, “Are you familiar with the sixteenth century philosopher and physician Paracelsus, my lord?”
He quirked an eyebrow at her. “He’s been denounced roundly as an alchemist and a sorcerer.”
Elspeth nodded. “A thoroughly disreputable fellow, no doubt. Father used to quote him at length. ‘The dose makes the poison,’ was his favorite of Paracelsus’ axioms.”
“What is your point, Miss Shaw?”
“Only this, my lord—it took but a few grains of the powder in that vial to transform the face of an innocent household clock into the visage of a monster. If you insist on following through with this mad scheme of yours—”
“Miss Shaw, given your own peculiarities, I’ll thank you not to cast my very well-laid plans in such an insulting light.”
“—then I must caution you in the strongest possible terms to use only the absolute minimum necessary to accomplish your ends.”
“Message received, Miss Shaw.”
“Excellent, my lord. Perhaps, as we have reached an understanding, you will allow me to escort you to your room.”
The air between them had gone so frigid that Elspeth half expected to see her breath forming puffs of steam around her words. They stared at one another through the flickering lamplight till Falmouth’s shoulders slumped on a sigh.
“Let us part as friends, Miss Shaw.”
“I have never had a friend. I wouldn’t know where to begin.”
The admission sounded pathetic, and she wished she could retract it—more so because it wasn’t entirely true.
I had a friend. I watched him die. You don’t want to be my friend, James Henry Weston, Earl of Falmouth.
But when he struggled to stand, she moved to help him, steadying his few tottering steps away from the wheelchair with a firm grip on his arm.
“We will begin by addressing each other by our Christian names,” he said, his voice a shade weaker than it had been just a moment before. “Highly unusual after fewer than twenty-four hours of acquaintance, but surely under the circumstances…”
He ducked his golden head, almost as if he were embarrassed by his own scandalously forward behavior.
“How do you do? I am called Elspeth.” She offered her hand.
He took it a third time, and held it tightly in both of his own. “A pleasure to meet you, Elspeth. I am James.”
Oh, Father, why did you do this? To send such a sweet natured, intelligent, handsome young man to this place, for this reason…it is an abomination.
“How I dearly wish you would listen to reason!” she cried. The outburst took her by surprise, but she would not retract it.
“Hush.” He pressed a finger to her lips for just the barest instant. The touch sent an unfamiliar tingle of heat down the length of her, and she gazed up at him, dazzled to silence by his beauty.
“The world moves on without us, Elspeth. As you were built to love and be loved, I was built for adventure and conquest. If my body were only half as strong as my mind, I would bend the world to my will, and change its shape forever.”
He whispered this like a schoolboy sharing unsavory secrets, and the warmth inspired by his touch dissolved into a chill of foreboding. Elspeth slipped her hand from his grasp.
“As I see my warnings will not move you, I shall trouble you no more.” She started toward the door.
“Is there nothing I can do for you in return for what you’ve given me, Elspeth?”


She heard his approach—the uncertain footsteps, the wheezing breath. She slowed, but did not turn. “There is nothing. I must leave you now.”
“Surely you will allow me to assist you with that dreadfully long row of buttons, at the very least.”
Astonishment at this entirely inappropriate suggestion made her pause at the threshold. True enough, the buttons that ran down the back of her mother’s mourning frock—a musty and moth-eaten creation of black silk and crepe, but the only such garment available on short notice—were almost impossible to navigate without the help of a second pair of hands, but she’d hardly expected a gentleman to notice or comprehend the difficulty.
“Does that harridan of a housekeeper serve double duty as a lady’s maid, or must you shift for yourself?”
Elspeth turned, finally, and found him standing only a few feet away, looking winded and more than slightly pained by the exertion of traversing the width of the room.
“Mrs. MacGillvrey is a godsend, and I’ll not hear a word against her.”
“Oh, undoubtedly. Come now, spin ’round and let me at ’em. I assure you my fingers are very nimble.”
She blushed to the roots of her hair, but did as he commanded.
After all, I shan’t ever see him again. And if he goes back to London and tells tales of my loose and unladylike behavior, what of it? I shan’t see London again, either.
She felt the tug of each button as it slipped through its hole, and shivered.
“You know,” he whispered, his breath warm on the exposed skin of her upper back, “if I were a whole man, the world is not all I would bend to my will.”
Elspeth stepped over the threshold and into the corridor, out of reach of his hands.
“And if I were a frightened governess in a translucent nightdress, I might tremble at the thought.” Her words echoed in the pitch-blackness. “But we are neither of those things, are we?”
She left him behind and stumbled into the more familiar embrace of darkness.






Chapter Six
Dear Miss Shaw,
I write this letter at the request of his lordship, who is far too ill to accomplish the task himself. He has asked me to inform you that further analysis of the substance he retrieved from your father’s laboratory has yielded few results. Nevertheless, the surgery to install what his lordship refers to as a “pace-keeper” in his chest cavity is scheduled for Thursday next.
Miss Shaw, please believe me when I tell you that I share your extreme misgivings regarding this course of action, but I do believe his lordship will expire without its intervention. I fear he will expire despite it, and perhaps as a direct result of it, as well.
In short, his lordship is well aware he may not live out the week, and wishes me to pass along his fond regards, as well as his deepest appreciation for your kindness and concern.
Sincerely,
 Thomas Colgrave, M.D.
 13 October 1899
19 October 1899
Elspeth crumpled the letter in her fist and threw it at the library wall. Then she rose from the chair behind her father’s desk, retrieved the wadded ball of paper, smoothed it on the blotter and read it again. After which she tore the thing to bits, tossed it like confetti onto the cold, empty hearth and went in search of her housekeeper.
“Mrs. MacGillvrey, we’ll need a fire in the library.”
“Yes, miss.”
“And I see someone has covered the clock again. I thought I was clear on that point.”
“Yes, miss, but Agnes won’t go near the room with it glarin’ at her like that. Says it looks like it wants to gobble her up whole.” The housekeeper brushed past Elspeth on her way from the sink to the pantry. “And I can’t say I blame her, not likin’ the looks of the thing meself.”
“Nonsense. It’s a clock, Mrs. MacGillvrey—a common household item with an uncommonly ugly face. There has never been any indication whatsoever that it possesses the ability to harm any person.”
“If you say so, miss.”
Elspeth paused on her way out of the kitchen. “Whatever became of that tabby cat? I haven’t seen it lurking in nearly a fortnight.”
“It was looking poorly last time I saw it, miss. It likely went off somewhere to die.”
Elspeth’s feet felt weighted with lead as she made the trek back to the library.
“The surgery is scheduled for Thursday next.”
She glanced at Colgrave’s letter, dated 13 October, and made a quick calculation.
Today. The surgery is today.


Aurelius Shaw had been a nonbeliever of the highest order, shunning all manner of religious observance. As a result, Elspeth had never seen the inside of a church. And so it was purely on instinct that she bowed her head and offered up a fervent prayer for the soul of his lordship, the earl of Falmouth.
When she finished, she lifted her head and opened her eyes. The clock on the mantel grinned down on her in malicious glee, and she knew her efforts had been in vain.
* * *
When the surgeon attached the leads connecting the pace-keeper to James’ heart, James returned to consciousness with a jolt.
He found himself surrounded by the cloying scent of ether matched in its unpleasantness only by the sickly, greenish glow of the surgery’s walls. He promptly closed his eyes again.
What a vile color. Where have I seen its like before?
Through the haze produced by the anesthetic, the pain of the incision was inconsequential—a minor bite from a small dog. More alarming was the way his pulse had slowed and at the same time strengthened, as if his blood had thickened in his veins and his augmented heart must toil that much harder to circulate it through his body.
The surgeons continued their work. They spoke little, and only in whispers, and never to James.
Can’t the fools see I’m awake?
But his eyes were closed, after all, and when he tried to move…
Damn.
Now a second odor assaulted him. Sulfur, sharp enough to override the sweetness of the ether, and with it…was that a voice? Deeper than the surgeons’, it sounded as if it originated at the bottom of a vat of treacle.
“Embrace the unholy dark,” it burbled. “The profane other, the fallen and corrupted.”
No, not a vat of treacle…a lava flow in the bowels of hell. Or just the bowels of my own drugged mind?
“You have called out to us, and we have answered. Take, eat and be made whole.”
Instinctively, James flinched away from the blasphemous twisting of the familiar communion prayer. He tried to open his eyes and could not.
Dreaming. That’s it—just a dream. Colgrave said the ether might cause unusual fancies. No need for alarm.
The voice continued, growing more persuasive but never losing its congested, vaguely inhuman quality.
“Know us, be one with us. We ask so little in return—nothing but the worthless remnants of your humanity in exchange for life everlasting.”
Life everlasting? Now there’s a prize. What more could anyone desire but to evade death?
From another corner of his mind came the rustling of petticoats. For a moment, Elspeth Shaw’s remembered question filled James’ head.
“But are there not worse things than death, my lord?”
He could not reply. The other voice had fallen silent, and even the surgeons’ whispering faded. He understood the moment had come to make his choice—to die with his humanity intact, or to live on forever.
“…pulse is far too slow…”
“…losing him…”
A wrenching pain tore through the center of James’ chest. With a heroic effort, he opened his eyes. He peered into the center of the sickly glow and finally recognized the particular shade of green—like olives left to ripen too long in the sun. A breath passed over him, and with it came again the stench of sulfur. James tried to speak.
“Give…me…life.”
He felt his lips move, but heard no sound. The room spun around him, and the men clustered about the table seemed to grow farther away with each revolution. Only the glow of the green glass vial remained, enveloping him even as he welcomed it into his body, into his mind, into his soul.
Then, only darkness.


* * *
Dear Miss Shaw,
I write once more on behalf of his lordship, who wishes you to know that he has survived his ordeal and is—at the time of this communication and despite my grave misgivings—healing with remarkable speed.
Indeed, if you will forgive the hyperbole, I must relay that his lordship’s recovery is nothing short of preternatural. Yesterday evening, only seventy-two hours post-surgery, he eschewed the broth I’d prescribed for his dinner and instead consumed an entire chicken, albeit slowly and with numerous pauses for rest. His chief complaint was that the bird was too well done for his tastes. For tonight’s meal, he has ordered beef and has commanded that it be served to him rare and without excessive seasoning. I take this as a sign of his imminent return to good health.
The next missive you receive from this household will undoubtedly spring from the pen of his lordship, and so I bid you adieu, my good lady, in hopes that my news has brought you the satisfaction of knowing you have assisted in saving the life of another.
Sincerely,
 Thomas Colgrave, M.D.
 22 October 1899






Chapter Seven
5 November 1899
“Shopping, my lord?” Colgrave asked, his voice coated in its usual veneer of skepticism. “Out amongst strangers on the crowded city streets, to be jostled and shoved and exposed to all manner of communicable diseases? Do you think it wise?”
James declined to answer for the moment, too busy enjoying the sunlight streaming through the drawing room windows. He stretched like a waking cat, reveling in the sensation of steadiness on his feet and the lack of a feeble, irregular pounding in his chest.
True, the trauma of nearly expiring on the operating table had taken its toll. He occasionally felt as if some other being shared this newly strong and vigorous body with him. He imagined this other being shifting inside him, brushing against his organs and rearranging his thoughts to suit its own. Even in sleep the sensation remained, as if someone were observing his dreams from inside his own head.
Perhaps I should take up writing penny dreadfuls for the masses. Might as well make a profit from such unregulated rubbish.
He left off contemplating the view and turned to face his physician. “No time like the present, my man! The weather may yet turn unfriendly, and then what will become of the parcels I wish sent to St. Kilda?”
“Ah,” replied the doctor, skepticism transformed to an equally irritating smugness before James’ very eyes. “If only virulent pestilence made allowances for the holiday spirit.”
“Perhaps it does, Colgrave,” James replied, covering his surge of annoyance with the widest grin he could muster. “Or perhaps the holiday spirit is proof against your nasty little bugs. Either way, I am off to the shops. Of course, if you don’t wish to accompany me—”
“No, no, let it not be said Thomas Colgrave lacks the proper sentiments. But I will insist you wear a woolen muffler, my lord, as well as a pair of gloves and sturdy boots.”
As they departed the drawing room, James idly wondered how Colgrave would look with a woolen muffler knotted inextricably ’round his blasted throat.
* * *
11 November 1899
The month had dawned cold but clear on St. Kilda. Elspeth gazed out from the library windows at the way the pure light painted the landscape in icy blues and grays. An airship had landed in the village that morning, but she’d felt no need to meet it. There would be no letter from James.
And that’s as it should be. I should be content to know he’s healthy and whole, and well away from me, who can only bring him harm.
“Miss Elspeth, there’s a man from the village at the kitchen door with a pair of parcels and a letter from London. He says the lot of ’em are addressed to you.”


Mrs. MacGillvrey sounded amazed at this unprecedented turn of events, and Elspeth didn’t blame her for it one whit. In the last two years of Aurelius Shaw’s life, Elspeth had received from him not so much as a note inquiring after her health. She possessed no other family or friends from whom she might receive correspondence, and she’d ordered no items from the mainland recently…though she’d considered and rejected as extravagantly wasteful the idea of purchasing a pair of mourning gowns in the latest style. Who would see her in them, after all?
“Have him bring in the parcels and set them on the desk, Mrs. MacGillvrey.”
“Very good, miss. I’ve the letter right here, if you’d care to read it now.”
Elspeth did not fail to notice the look of disapproval on the housekeeper’s face when her mistress practically skipped across the room to snatch the missive from her hand.
My dearest Elspeth,
I must apologize for not writing sooner. Suffice to say my return to glorious good health has ruined my manners and made a cad of me—a cad who is not beneath buying your forgiveness with shiny gifts purchased at the most popular shops in London.
You’ll find the music box to be especially entertaining, I hope. I suppose it’s a trifle scandalous, but the automated burlesque shows are all the rage now. Truly, it’s quite the spectacle—you can scarcely tell the mechanicals from the human performers.
As to the corset—yes, I know, it’s highly impertinent and altogether unacceptable to send an unmarried woman such a personal gift, but I could not help but notice how convenient is this article of clothing compared to your own, with its laces in front and offering independence from the formidable Mrs. MacGillvrey.
I do hope you’ll not be offended, but you’ll have the opportunity to tell me so to my face, as I arrive on St. Kilda on the twenty-first of November with the intention of staying through Christmas to the first of the year. We shall see the new century in together, my great, good friend!
Most affectionately,
 James Henry Weston, Earl of Falmouth
 5 November 1899
P.S. I suppose you’re wondering why I don’t bring the gifts with me and save the shipping expense, but I think you’ll find I’ve become quite the impatient fellow since last we met. Indeed, Colgrave insists I’ve grown positively villainous in my lack of self-restraint. I can only hope your placid demeanor will have a gentling effect on my newfound restlessness.
 JHW
The strength ran from her legs like water. She sat down hard on the edge of a chair and reread James’ letter. The second perusal was no more enlightening than the first.
Perhaps it is an idiosyncrasy of the aristocracy to invite oneself to the home of an acquaintance for the holiday season?
In any event, she had only ten days to prepare. She looked up to find her housekeeper regarding her with suspicion.
“Mrs. MacGillvrey, what would you say if I suggested a lavish Christmas dinner with all the trimmings?”
“I say I’d like to know what ye mean by ‘lavish,’ miss.”
Elspeth laughed. “Well, first we must discover if the airship has already left the island. If it hasn’t, I would ask you to send a message to its captain and request a shipment of the following items…”
It was a long list, and grew longer as Elspeth contemplated the luxuries to which a man like his lordship must be accustomed. But not even Mrs. MacGillvrey’s longsuffering sighs could dampen her spirits.
When the housekeeper departed with her orders, Elspeth fell upon the parcels with all the anticipation of a child long denied a reward for good behavior. She discovered the gifts were all James’ letter had promised and more.


The music box, which played an unfamiliar waltz in a minor key, featured the tiny, bronze figure of a woman who danced in circles and removed layers of clothing—her hat, gloves, shawl, outer skirt, bodice, crinoline and bustle, all fashioned from bronze—till she paused in the middle of the song dressed in nothing but her undergarments. The figure then curtsied, and began to dress itself again in time to the music. It was a wonder of imagination and execution. Elspeth had never seen its like, though she could scarcely watch it without blushing.
The contents of the second parcel, however, gave her pause. Crafted from black silk, velvet and the sturdiest whalebone, the corset was clearly intended to be worn in a manner that revealed its fine detailing. But who wore their underthings in such a way? Had fashion truly changed so much in the past decade?
And what does James expect in return for such extravagant and unconventional gifts? More to the point—what am I willing to surrender?
She pondered this, trying desperately to ignore the other problem at the forefront of her mind, though she knew she’d lose that battle. For if Mrs. MacGillvrey was correct, and the tabby cat had gone off somewhere to die, then the effect of the demon Xaphan’s curse was still very much in evidence.
But perhaps James doesn’t really care for me. Perhaps this is just a show of gratitude for my assistance in saving his life.
A show of gratitude that included an extended visit over the holiday season? She knew better. Her only choice was to write and tell him not to come.
It was the correct thing to do, knowing what she did of the probable consequences. It was the generous thing to do. But Elspeth had made the error of falling in love, and now it was the one thing she could not bring herself to do.
I am weak. I am horribly, unforgivably weak and selfish. I am my father’s daughter.
She pressed her face into the fabric of the corset and, beneath the poisonous gaze of the clock on the mantel, cried tears of wretched self-loathing.
* * *
18 November 1899
From the window of his study, James watched the moon rise. He did not turn when his manservant entered. “Yes, Belkins?”
“The boy is here, m’lord.”
“By all means, show him in.”
Colgrave looked up from his copy of the London Times. “I don’t understand your sudden interest in this child. If you’re feeling some species of guilt for all your wealth and good fortune—”
“I’m not,” James said, his voice sharper than he’d intended. “But if one is to do a thing, one may as well do it correctly. Now that I’ve begun rescuing the little brat from the horrors of his existence, I intend to see it through.”
Belkins entered the drawing room with the boy in tow. “M’lord, this is Tobias. He prefers to be called Toby. He has no other name.”
The child in question looked substantially different from the last time James saw him. For one thing, he wore a pair of thick spectacles that distorted his brown eyes to the point of grotesquerie. For another, he was no longer dirty, nor dressed in rags, and he looked as if he might have gained a pound or two in the bargain.
“Well, Toby, what do you have to say for yourself?”
The boy shrugged, putting James instantly in mind of Elspeth, and thereby sealing his fate—for nothing that reminded James of Elspeth could ever be anything but marvelous.
Belkins gave the boy a none-too-subtle cuff to the head. “His lordship asked you a question.”
“I like the stables, m’lord, but I’d like ’em a mite better if the ’orses didn’t shit upon the floor.”
James laughed so long and hard that the newly healed incision in his chest gave a twinge in warning. “Yes, I imagine you would,” he said when he’d recovered. “Well, how would you like to sleep in the house?”
“In the kitchen?” Toby asked with a world-weary air, as if this were the best that could be expected.
“If you prefer, but I was considering giving you a room of your own.”


Toby glared at him, suspicion plain upon his face. “And why would you want to be doin’ that, m’lord? Yer not thinkin’ of interferin’ with me, are ye?”
This earned him a second, harder cuff to the head, but Toby did not back down.
“I’ve ’eard of that sort, ye know—ones what likes little boys a bit more than is ’ealthy.”
On the other side of the room, Colgrave snickered. James sent him a reproving glance and turned again to the boy. “Toby, I swear upon my honor that so long as you live under my roof, no harm will come to you.”
Toby’s expression didn’t change, but he seemed to relax ever so slightly. “Mr. Belkins says yer goin’ away on a journey.”
“That I am. I’m flying in an airship to a wonderful place called St. Kilda. Would you care to join me?”
Now the boy’s face brightened. “I would, sir. I would, indeed.”
“Make the arrangements, Belkins. And see to it that Toby has the proper wardrobe for travel.”
“Of course, m’lord.”
Belkins ushered the boy out, and James faced Colgrave, who regarded him with a skeptical eye. “Miss Shaw does not seem the maternal type.”
“Careful, Colgrave. There are few topics I will not allow to be broached in my home but—”
“But the shortcomings of one Elspeth Shaw are most definitely among them,” Colgrave interjected with a roll of his eyes. “Yes, I understand. Consider the topic closed.”






Chapter Eight
21 November 1899
“Colgrave sends his regards,” James said as he poured himself a second glass of claret. He glanced at Elspeth, who was watching Toby stuff a chunk of boiled mutton into his mouth. A scowl marred her customarily unreadable expression.
“Hmm,” she replied, still plainly distracted by the presence of the child. Luckily, Mrs. MacGillvrey chose that moment to make an appearance.
“Dear madam, would you be so kind as to take my small friend into the kitchen with you for the remainder of the meal? I believe he’ll be more comfortable there.” James offered the woman a smile—the one he’d practiced in the mirror since the age of thirteen—and she dissolved beneath the glow of it, just as he’d intended.
A few moments later, with all distractions removed, he faced Elspeth’s wrath unaided.
She turned on him. “Knowing what you do, why in the name of all that’s holy would you bring that boy into this house?”
James sighed. He’d hoped the success of his surgery and his continued excellent health had disabused her of her mad notions. He said as much, and watched the color drain from her face.
She set her fork on her plate and pushed her chair back from the table. “Come with me, if you please.”
He followed her, half expecting her to lead him into the library. Instead, he found himself standing in the drawing room. The grand piano in the center of the room glowed in the fading light.
“Please have a seat, my lord.”
“I thought we’d dispensed with formalities.”
“And I thought you had better sense than to endanger the life of an innocent child.”
“Toby is many things, but he’s hardly—”
“Sit down, my lord.”
“Call me James.”
It was an impasse, and he would not surrender. He waited, arms crossed over his chest, bringing to bear every ounce of autocratic arrogance he could muster.
“As you wish. Please sit down, James.”
He sat. The chair he chose was too small for him—a problem he encountered more often now, as he’d begun to gain weight and possibly, though Colgrave insisted it was an illusion, to grow in height, as well. Still, he made himself as comfortable as possible whilst Elspeth rifled through a drawer in the large secretary on the opposite wall.
“Here,” she said at long last, and dropped a faded daguerreotype into his lap. Then she retreated to stare from the window, though the view was of nothing more interesting than the twilit path leading down to the village.
He looked at the image. It was of a young man dressed in the uniform of a soldier. A sudden and wholly unexpected jolt of white-hot jealousy shot through James, and he gripped the daguerreotype with enough force to crease its corner.
“Am I to understand this is a beau of yours?”
“Not a beau. A friend—as we are friends, my…James.”
This did nothing to comfort him. “Yes, and…?”


“And he died.”
“He was a soldier. They do tend to fall with tragic regularity.”
“He survived the war in South Africa. It was only after he came here, to this island—”
“Elspeth—”
“No, James, you will listen.” She turned from the window with damp, red eyes. “His name was Philip, and we were correspondents. I had foolishly hoped, you see, that if I constrained my friendships to paper, the curse could not steal them from me. I hadn’t counted on my father’s interference.”
“What did the old man do this time?”
Elspeth shrugged. “Philip contacted him, asking for permission to visit me and bring along his sister as a chaperone. Father gave it, gladly.”
“Vicious of him. I’m amazed he wasn’t arrested on the spot.”
“Yes, by all means, make jokes.”
“I apologize. Please continue.”
She crossed to him, and he realized for the first time that when standing at her full height, she was scarcely taller than his seated form.
Yet she grips my very soul in the palm of her hand…
“Philip and his sister, Antonia, arrived here on a Saturday by way of one of the very first airship transports to the island. I met him in the village. We shook hands for the first time not twenty yards from where the vessel landed.”
James swallowed, all at once inexplicably nervous. “And?”
“And it was a windy day, like every other day on St. Kilda. A crewmember had too tightly secured one of the lines tethering the airship to the ground, and the line broke in a strong gust from the east.”
“Elspeth—”
Her breath had begun to hitch in her chest. “There were fifty people gathered in the landing area. Villagers, mostly, but also the crew and a few of the first tourists…a crowd, you see. But, as I said, the line broke—snapped in two with such force that the crack could be heard a mile away, or so I’ve been told.” She was babbling now, and staring at him intently, her dark eyes alight with grief and anger. “It snapped, and the weighted end shot out and—”
“Don’t, please—”
“—took off Philip’s head at the neck. The airship’s captain swore Philip never felt it. Never saw it coming, I did, however.”
“Oh, my poor darling.” James rose from the chair.
Elspeth stepped back, warding him off with a raised hand. “I had a frock made from sky-blue silk especially for the occasion. A terrible extravagance, but young women will be silly, will they not?” The corners of her lips lifted in a tremulous smile. “It still hangs at the back of my wardrobe, with Philip’s blood in long, rusty streaks down the front of it. I couldn’t bring myself to burn it.”
She gulped and laughed, sounding entirely mad. “His sister…his poor sister…I still hear her screams in my sleep…”
“Hush now,” James whispered. “We shan’t speak of it again.”
He reached for her. When she again evaded him, he felt a delicate tendril of anger uncoil itself from somewhere in his chest and rise up to wrap itself around his throat.
“Don’t touch me.” She spat the words at him, as if she’d come to hate him as much as she clearly loathed herself. “Can you not see I’m poison? Death in a bustle and hairpins? What an arrogant, selfish fool you were to come here. You must take that child and go, and never return.”






Chapter Nine
Elspeth stood outside the drawing room door and listened.
“So the lady’s ill, m’lord? Does that mean we’re to go back to London, then?”
“I cannot say for certain, Toby. I ask that you be patient with us. Adults are often strange, unpredictable creatures.”
“Don’t I know it.”
“Very well, off to bed with you. Thank you, Mrs. MacGillvrey.”
As they exited, Elspeth dodged into the shadows, hiding herself from her own housekeeper and the small boy that clutched the woman’s hand.
Coward. You are a disgrace to your father’s name, Elspeth Shaw.
But for all her self-recrimination, her fear remained, lying rank and slimy in her belly and coating her throat so that she was forced to clear it away with a cough before entering the room.
From his perch on the piano bench, James turned to greet her. In the low, gritty pitch of his voice, Elspeth heard the first faraway rumble of a catastrophic storm.
“At the risk of inciting your rather filthy temper,” he said, “may I ask how you’re feeling?”
“Your tone does not become you, my lord.”
“Forgive me. I am not accustomed to being called an arrogant, selfish fool. It does tend to put one in a sour mood.”
“I apologized for my outburst.”
“Indeed you did, but I believe I require some form of recompense.” He gestured to the spot on the bench beside him.
“I’ve told you I do not play.”
“Yes, but I know it for a falsehood. Do not insult me further by repeating it.” In the dim light of the drawing room, his eyes blazed, their green irises clashing harshly with the new ruddiness of his face.
But his eyes are blue, not green.
He gestured again to the bench. She hesitated and watched as his frustration became obvious in the curl of his fists and the darkening of his brow.
Quite the impatient fellow, indeed.
Elspeth sighed. “If you insist.”
“What a gracious hostess you are, Miss Shaw.”
The keys were cold beneath her fingertips as she fumbled her way through a minuet, too keenly aware of James’ proximity to concern herself with accuracy. The warmth of his body seemed excessive, as if his garments enclosed a furnace instead of a man. She wondered if his touch would blister her skin.
“Something else, if you please,” he requested in a softer tone.
Elspeth closed her eyes, lifted her hands to the keys and played the tune she recalled from the music box—a waltz in a minor key. This time her performance was unerring. When she finished, she opened her eyes and found James staring at her. The look of hunger on his face alarmed her, more so because it was strangely familiar.
He leaned closer and brought his lips to her ear. “What would you do if I forced myself upon you? Tell me, what would you do?”
“I would fight you.”
“But not very hard, I’ll wager.”


“Perhaps not. I will not deny my feelings for you, James, but you must understand how those very feelings create even more danger.”
“Yes, from this imaginary curse of yours. Damn your father to hell for putting such terrors in your head.”
Elspeth shook her head in amazement. “Even now, after I’ve told you about Philip? You still cannot see the truth when it is laid out before your very eyes?”
…which used to be blue, but now are a glassy green, so much like the color of a certain vial…
“The truth is what we make it, Elspeth.”
“Spoken like a true disciple of Aurelius Shaw.” She rose and moved to a nearby chair. “Shall I tell you when first I heard my father say those very words?”
James turned on the bench to face her. “Another tale? You do seem to have an abundance of them.”
“This one is short, I promise you. I’ve already told you how my father broke the news of my…shall we say…extraordinary circumstances.”
“Over afternoon tea in Athens. I remember.”
Elspeth nodded, perversely pleased that he recalled the details of her personal horror. “I asked him how this curse came to be attached to me.”
“And he told you?”
“He did. To his credit, he told me the truth, even though it painted him in a wholly negative light.”
James leaned forward, that same hungry expression marring his features. “And now you will share it with me?”
“Only because you’ve forced my hand. Frankly, I’d rather not let it be known that Aurelius Shaw was such an utter failure as a human being.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean the monk who sold my father the artifact told him it came with a price far beyond mere monetary compensation.”
“Yes,” James said, “he mentioned it on his deathbed. It seemed to prey on his mind quite a bit.”
“I suppose I should be comforted by that piece of information.” Elspeth shifted in her chair. This part was the most difficult—more so, even, than relaying the story of Philip’s death, for it proved that she came from tainted stock. Her father truly had been a man without conscience. “The monk explained the curse, then told my father he had a choice. He could carry the curse on his own soul, in which case—because he was male—it would cause the death of anyone he allowed himself to love.”
“Or?”
“Or he could shift the curse to his firstborn.”
James’ expression darkened again. “But naturally he didn’t believe this cartload of rubbish.”
“Not enough to reconsider his purchase of the artifact, but—”
“Enough to choose to shift the curse to you.”
Elspeth nodded. “He’d counted on a boy, you see, as men so often do. He never imagined I wouldn’t be a son, and in that case the curse wasn’t quite so severe. A man will love or not where he chooses, after all—”
“But women are built to be loved.”
“Precisely. Because I am female, the curse causes the death of anyone who…harbors warm feelings for me.” Elspeth cleared her throat. “I have no choice. I am merely the catalyst between the curse and its victims. My only power lies in avoiding contact with all mortal creatures.”
“How appalling.”
Elspeth shrugged. “Has it not been ever thus? We women have little power in matters of the heart. Not like men.”
“But that sort of thinking is changing. Women have more power now, and more choices. Modern ways of thinking must prevail.”
“And how much do modern ways of thinking matter to an ancient Sumerian demon, do you suppose?”


He gazed at her another long moment. Then he rose from the bench, crossed to her, grasped her shoulders and lifted her from her chair. “It isn’t real. My good God in heaven, woman—it isn’t real!”
“I am sorry, James. I cannot afford to believe that. And neither, frankly, can you.”
“You mean to say you truly believe that I’d die if I made love to you?”
“No, I truly believe you’d die if you genuinely cared for me.”
“But I do care for you. I’ve traveled by airship in the dead of winter to let you talk madness at me, woman—what more proof do you need?”
He caught her hand in his and pressed his thumb against the underside of her wrist. She knew he felt her tremble. As she watched, resolve hardened his face. He drew her into his arms.
“I will prove this curse of yours to be a figment of your very creative imagination.”
He kissed her. He murmured filthy, scandalizing nonsense in her ear. His words left invisible trails along her skin. The harsh texture of his voice turned her inside out like an oyster ripped from its shell.
She did not fight him.
His hands were heavy on her, and Elspeth wanted them heavier still. When he took her, forcing her down to the floor and tearing her skirts and undergarments aside, she called out his name, heedless of any who might hear. The winding pull of pleasure and the sudden shock of pain…their breathing, point and counterpoint, growing quick and tangled and tight, and breaking, finally, as the surf broke against the cliffs on the far side of the island.
As the bodies of seabirds break before they fall into the sea…
She pushed the ugly thought away and lay quietly in his arms, her sharp edges sanded down to smoothness. James looked at her with hooded eyes, satisfaction in the flush of his cheeks and the pout of his lips. They dozed, and woke to the sunrise streaming in through the large bay window.
In a drowsy voice James asked her, “How old were you when your father filled your head with this curse nonsense?”
Elspeth quenched her instinctive urge to debate his definition of nonsense, and answered simply, “Thirteen.”
“So young?”
She propped herself on one elbow to face him. “I’d not yet put up my hair or let down my skirts.”
“How unkind.”
“There was a method to his cruelty. A child of thirteen, having known no man but her father—and most especially a child like me, for whom my father had been my entire world—was not likely to question such a tale.”
“And if he’d left it for later?”
“Not even Aurelius Shaw could alter my romantic nature. If he’d left it for later, I might have encountered an attractive young man and been reluctant to believe my father’s story.”
“He knew you well.”
“As he was my world, I was his.”
“Yet you insist he did not love you.”
“If he did, he hid it well. I have never known what it is to feel the affection of another for more than a few, fleeting moments, and I expect I never will.”
James lifted his eyes to hers, and she watched as the unpleasant shade of green faded into the bright blue she remembered. He reached out and brushed a tendril of hair from her face, then dropped a kiss on her nose. “Never is such a long time, my darling.”
His face creased with a puzzled frown. A moment later, he clutched at his chest and fought to breathe. Elspeth’s lazy, rumpled joy evaporated. She rolled away from him and stumbled to her feet, covering herself with the torn remnants of her gown.
“Do you see? Oh, James, now do you see?”
He curled into a ball upon the floor, plainly racked with pain.


In the library, the clock on the mantel tolled the hour. Never before had it sounded so loud, and so filled with gleeful perversity. Clutching her bodice to her bosom, Elspeth ran from the drawing room into the library, snatched up a poker and proceeded to dash the clock from its perch. She beat upon it till it lay in splinters on the hearth. Still, its unholy tick-tock would not be silenced—proof that Elspeth had no more power to destroy the clock’s inherent evil than she did to save James from his own folly. She fell to her knees upon the Persian carpet, pressed her fists against her ears and wept.
A quarter of an hour passed, during which time Elspeth attempted to restore both her composure and her mourning frock to their proper states. When she returned to the drawing room, she found James likewise fully dressed and seated at the piano, apparently recovered from his attack. He rose at her approach and opened his arms, as if he expected her to walk into his embrace a second time and watch as death stole him away.
Instead she told him, “I am neither good nor courageous enough to be the heroine of a popular novel. If you press me, I will relent—but please know it will be against my will. I do not want you here, James.” She cringed to see his face fall, but continued nonetheless. “You are mortal. If you stay and love me, you will die.”
After a long moment of silence, he dropped his arms, nodded and offered her a smile, crooked and genuine.
“I think you are more than a little mad,” he said. “This persistent solitude would drive anyone insane. But this is your domain. I cannot preach change and choice to you, and then force you to accept my love. I am a better man than that, Elspeth.”
She watched him take his leave and wished he were not quite so good, after all.






Chapter Ten
1 December 1899
She loved him; it was indisputable.
She loved him as if it were some new manner of breathing she had invented. In his absence she found herself lost in a grief black enough to be the opposite of starlight. It seemed unlikely that anyone could experience such pain and remain among the living. She waited for death to unwrite her from the story of the world.
It did not. She continued to breathe, and to love.
December wore on. The weather remained unusually placid.
One day soon, I will not be here to see the change of seasons.
But today was not that day, for today she received a letter from her lover.
Dear Elspeth,
I write to inform you that I will be undergoing further surgery. Colgrave is against it, but I believe what I am doing is right, for if such a small amount of the substance from your father’s artifact has made me so strong and healthy, what might a larger amount do? Indeed, what might all of it do?
I believe in my heart of hearts—if you will forgive the unfortunate turn of phrase—that it is my duty as a man of science to discover the limits of your father’s discovery. Or perhaps this is merely the lie I tell myself.
In any event, I have updated my will, and although the title and family estate will pass to my third cousin’s son, I’ve bequeathed to you all my remaining worldly goods, save for a few odds and ends.
I ask that you see to Toby’s education, and treat him well. He’s a good boy beneath all his bluster.
Yours fondly,
 James Henry Weston, Earl of Falmouth
 25 November 1899
2 December 1899
“My lord, what you have done is an affront to everything for which the medical profession stands,” Colgrave declared, his expression grave. “I absolutely refuse to condone it. In fact, I am disgusted by it.”
James dismissed the doctor’s objections with a sneer. “Look at me. I’m fit as I’ve ever been—more so, in fact, and after only a few days’ recuperation. The surgery was a complete success.”
“Be that as it may, its performance was an ethical failure. If I’d known you’d simply buy yourself another set of surgeons—”
“What, Colgrave? What would you have done? Poisoned their minds against me, as you did the last batch?” James stared at the steak knife where it lay on the clean, white linen before him. If he concentrated, he could imagine how it would look protruding from Colgrave’s left eye socket.


Or perhaps he’d turn the good doctor into a work of art—slice his skin into ribbons and let him taste his own blood before he expired. Of course, the screaming would attract notice, and that was never a good thing. A dinner napkin stuffed into Colgrave’s blathering hole would save that bit of trouble.
But there was the issue of Elspeth. She would never condone such behavior. It was crucial she not know how much of himself he’d traded away for the excellent health he now enjoyed. Eventually, he’d have to tell her, but for now—
“Have you heard anything I’ve said, my lord? Or have those fine, healthy ears of yours gone deaf to good sense?”
As if from a great distance, James watched his own hand close around the handle of the knife.
Sometime later, his manservant entered the dining room.
“M’lord?”
James jolted awake. “Yes, Belkins?”
“I see you’ve made something of a mess, sir.” The servant gestured toward what appeared to be a bloodied bundle of rags in the corner of the room.
“Indeed, it appears I have. Will you be so good as to clear it away? Discreetly, of course.”
“Of course, m’lord.”
Never before had he been so glad that Belkins was built of gears and cogs and levers. Like dead men, machines told no tales.
* * *
9 December 1899
Elspeth received another letter. At first, she thought it had been sent by someone else writing on James’ behalf, for the handwriting was unrecognizable—bolder strokes with jagged edges punctuated by blots of ink that resembled blackened faces staring out at her from the page.
She was mistaken.
Dearest Elspeth,
A quick note to impart sad news: Toby is no longer with us.
He lost a tooth yesterday. I watched him worry at it till it came away in his hand, leaving an empty space. I forced him to show me the bloody socket. His small face felt fragile between my palms as I examined the wound, as if I could crush his skull with no more force than that which is required to break a walnut in the jaws of a nutcracker. But I did not harm him. This I swear, with Belkins as my witness.
However, it seems I frightened him, for he fled in the night. The note he left is most apologetic, if somewhat illegible.
It is for the best. I believe I would have been compelled to send him away before he angered me, as Colgrave has angered me.
As for myself, I have never experienced better health or spirits. I do not sleep, and am never tired. I eat at almost every hour, and yet I am always hungry. There is a constant agitation within me that will not be soothed, abiding side by side with a stillness that is like living beneath a pool of cool, clear water, deaf and blind to the world around me.
In this stillness, there are no voices, no cacophony of discord telling me what is right, what is wrong. There is only what is possible. There is only the blood, and the breath, and the spark.
Finally I know what it is to live.
Yours always,
 James
 3 December 1899
P.S. Colgrave, likewise, is no longer with us.
 JHW


Elspeth burned this letter. Watching the last scrap of paper curl and blacken, she wondered if she could pretend she’d never read it…never even received it. She did not want to know that poor Toby preferred the deprivations of a life on the streets to abiding in the same house with whatever Lord Falmouth was becoming…or had already become.
But I cannot turn from this, for am I not the catalyst of this transformation, just as surely as the contents of the green glass vial?
She did not want this. She’d rather James be dead than—
Liar, the voice in her head whispered. At times it was the voice of her father. On other occasions, she thought Mrs. MacGillvrey had entered the room unseen and profaned her to her face. But Elspeth was always alone.
Now the seabirds came regular as clockwork to dash themselves not against the cliffs, but against the library windows. Each evening, Mrs. MacGillvrey and her niece gathered the bodies. They cooked them in stews, and roasted them over open flames, and never questioned how or why the bounty came to be.
Word arrived from the mainland of deadly phenomena in London. Three dirigibles had exploded into flames over Kensington Palace, killing all aboard and several on the ground. An alarming number of butchered bodies—reports of as many as seventy in a day—were appearing on the shores of the Thames, turning the water red with gore. A trio of swine was found slaughtered on the steps of Westminster Abbey, their entrails shaped into a single word: Xaphan.
On St. Kilda, the mild weather continued.
One afternoon, Mrs. MacGillvrey returned from the village with further news. Lord Falmouth’s London townhouse had burned to the ground, along with an entire city block. It was assumed all inside had perished, although the earl’s remains were not found. The fire was said to have burned unnaturally hot, consuming even the bones of the horses in the stables and those of what few human servants Falmouth had retained.
“I’m so sorry, miss,” Mrs. MacGillvrey told her. “I know ye was fond of his lordship.”
Elspeth rounded on her in a fury. “I am fond of him. He lives on, and we shall see him again.”
“Just as you say, miss.”
As the woman turned to leave, Elspeth grasped her arm. “Do you think me mad, Mrs. MacGillvrey?”
“That’s not for me to say, miss.” But as she left the library, the older woman made the sign of the cross.
Elspeth spent the night recalling the faces of those who had loved her, and whom she had lost. She refused to number James among them.
* * *
17 December 1899
An ashen-faced Mrs. MacGillvrey left the final letter on the library desk without comment. The seal on the envelope had been broken.
My darling,
I am no longer the man I was—or, if I am, he is not all that I am.
My mind moves more quickly than the fastest locomotive. I am stronger than any ten men. But my urges are deadly, my love, and the world makes easy prey. I do not trust myself without your steadying presence to guide me.
I know you will tell me that we must not be together, but it no longer matters if you are mad or sane on the subject of your infernal curse, for I am no longer mortal.
I have abandoned England forever, and am moving swiftly in your direction. All of Scotland lies before me like a maiden sleeping in a grove, unarmed and unguarded. But I will not dally. Together we shall toast the birth of the 20th century and bend the world to our will.
The time grows short, my love. Soon…very soon…and then forevermore.
Tenderly,
 James Xaphan, Earl of Falmouth
 11 December 1899


Without the clock on the library mantel to tell her the time, Elspeth could not know how long she sat and thought. When she could endure the stillness no longer, she rose from behind her father’s desk and made her way to the kitchen, where she filled a small lamp with oil and lit it. She carried the lamp downstairs to the laboratory.
The door to the hidden room remained sensibly shut, but the wallpaper around it hung in shreds, evidence of James’ drive to obtain the artifact once she’d located her father’s hiding place.
Quite the impatient fellow even then.
She approached the door with slow steps, knowing too well what lay behind it—darkness, thick enough to produce a greasy residue on the fingertips, bitter enough to leave an ugly aftertaste on the tongue. She dug a small tablet from the pocket of her apron and made a note with the stub of a pencil.
Iron bolts, three inches in circumference—at least four of them. Five would be better.
She pushed open the door and stepped inside. The stench of sulfur was not so overwhelming now, nor was the oppressive heat that had emanated from the room for weeks after James had removed the artifact from the premises. Still the atmosphere was close and unpleasant, and without windows to let in fresh air, it might remain so.
Beeswax candles, and dried herbs scattered in the corners. Several good lamps. Shelves for books, a chair for reading.
She lifted the lamp to inspect the walls, and recalled how astounded James had been to discover her father had lined the entire room with rusted bands of iron crisscrossing each other at two-inch intervals.
“Even the ceiling?” he’d muttered. “Such a shameful waste of expense and effort for the sake of superstition.”
Elspeth reached out to the orange, pitted surface of an iron band, then touched her fingertip to her tongue. As she’d expected, it tasted of salt.
A seawater scrub for the walls, and more salt piled along the outside of the door. A small table and a pair of chairs. A large store of canned and dried foods, cutlery and china. Several barrels of fresh water. A bed, large enough for two, made up with the finest linens in the house. We shan’t need a source of heat, I expect.
She turned and surveyed the room a final time.
Iron shackles bolted a foot deep into the wall above the mattress, just as a precaution.
She shoved the tablet and pencil into her pocket, adjusted her grip on the lamp and exited the laboratory.
* * *
31 December 1899
She woke Mrs. MacGillvrey at dawn and told the housekeeper to pack her things and abandon the premises.
“Be gone within the hour, and take your niece with you.”
The woman refrained from commenting on such unjust treatment, just as she’d refrained from asking questions regarding the alterations to the small room adjacent to the laboratory. She’d toiled in silence to refurbish the room to Elspeth’s specifications, and never once complained—not even when Elspeth forgot to wish her a happy and blessed Christmas.
Now Elspeth suspected she was relieved to go. Only when the moment of departure was at hand did she pause at the kitchen door, not quite meeting Elspeth’s eyes as she spoke.
“Ye could come with us, miss. Ye needn’t stay alone. We take care of our own on St. Kilda.”
“But I’m not one of your own, am I? And in any event, I will not be alone much longer, as I’m certain you know.”
Elspeth looked past the housekeeper to where her niece stood waiting with the handcart. The girl’s eyes were wide with fear. She spread her hands over her swollen belly as if to shield it from Elspeth’s gaze, sending a thrill of foreboding to the depths of Elspeth’s soul.
“Go,” Elspeth told them, “and no matter what you hear or see, do not return to this place.”


When they were gone, she went to each corner of the house and removed her father’s brass wind chimes. She looked out over the village and watched the smoke from the peat fires drift with the breeze, and wondered how hot a blaze was required to consume the bones of a horse.
When twilight arrived, she raced from room to room, throwing open the doors and windows. The blue-black darkness seeped inside, and she let it, ignoring the lamps and the fireplaces to revel in the shadows. She sat at the piano and played the music-box waltz to guide James home.
At a quarter to midnight, she stood on the front steps of the house, her breath fanning out in great swaths of steam and vanishing into the icy air. The scent of sulfur grew sharp, like a threat…or a promise.
His skin will taste of smoke and blood beneath my mouth.
A reddish, roiling ball of light appeared in the eastern sky. Elspeth could not tell whether it was the moon rising late, or the sun come too early, or something else entirely. All she could do was wait, empty of fear, beyond hope.
The winter would grow fierce again, no doubt. But neither hostile weather, nor lethal curses, nor a thousand suicidal seabirds could threaten their love—not safe inside their nest of salted iron bands, with a soft bed, and food and books enough to last till spring.
And after that? How will we manage?
Elspeth shrugged. There was time enough to construct a plan. She was the daughter of Aurelius Shaw, after all, and sole heir to both his fortune and his scheming turn of mind.
She watched as the stars flickered in and out of the coasting clouds. She kept alert for James’ footfalls on the path; she listened for her name upon his lips.
And when she heard it, she smiled.
 
To be continued…
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