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          Chapter 1

        

        Paris, autumn 1889

      

    
    
      "Ah, Mademoiselle Holloway, Monsieur Fitzroy. I have been expecting you. Please come in. Sit." The matron's accent sounded like a cat's purr with its rolling Rs and softly tumbling consonants. Her kind smile rippled across her face and reached her gray eyes. Eyes that looked at me with as much wonder as I had looked at Paris through the coach window.

      "Thank you for seeing us," Lincoln said, holding a chair out for me.

      "Would you mind continuing to speak in English," I said. "I'm afraid I know very little French." Since docking at Calais several hours ago, I'd learned the words for yes, no, thank you, please and hat, after it blew off in the wind. I'd also discovered that a pâtisserie was heaven in a shop.

      "Not at all." The matron clasped her knotty hands on the desk in front of her. "You look like her. Your face, your chin, nose, hair. So pretty."

      A blush crept up my throat and threatened to engulf my cheeks. I was acutely aware of Lincoln sitting beside me. I didn't need to see him to know that he watched me. His warm gaze made my skin tingle.

      "Thank you." In an effort to shift the focus off me, I leaned forward. "Please tell me about her, Matron."

      "I will try."

      The matron of the St. Madeleine orphanage in Paris had sent Lincoln a letter after he'd learned that I'd been adopted from that institution as a baby. She had provided him with brief details about my mother, and she now repeated these facts. Ellen Mercier had been unwed when she gave birth to me. She was educated and most likely from a good family but had perhaps been cast out when she became pregnant. She'd been gravely ill and had given me to the orphanage in desperation. She'd asked them to find me a nice home, so when the English vicar and his wife inquired about a child to raise as their own, I'd been handed over to them and whisked away to London. The woman I'd grown up believing was my mother was now dead, buried in Highgate Cemetery, and the man I'd called Father had disowned me when I'd raised her spirit at the age of the thirteen. Despite calling myself Charlotte Holloway, I was not a Holloway. Nor was I really a Frankenstein, after my real father. I was Charlie. Just Charlie. That was enough—for now.

      "I would like to have known her in happier times," the matron concluded. "She had a quick…what do you English say? Witty?"

      "Wit," I said. "A quick mind."

      "A quick mind, yes, and a good heart. She had two pair of shoes, and gave her spare to a girl here. A poor girl, so thin and cold with no shoes. Ellen, your mother, insist. She was kind." But instead of smiling at the thought of my mother's kindness, she frowned and shook her head. "Perhaps that is why she find herself in trouble."

      "Did she tell you anything about my father?"

      "No. We begged her to tell us. We would write to him, you see, and ask that he give you his name, or money if he had any. But she refuse, most strongly. I do not think he was a good man."

      "I met him," I told her. "He's dead. And you're correct—he wasn't a good man."

      Her eyebrow inched up her forehead, but I didn't elaborate. Victor Frankenstein was dead, and I didn't want to waste my breath on him. He may have been my real father but he didn't care for me as a father ought. He only wanted me for my necromancy and to fulfil his mad medical dreams.

      "Is there anything else you can tell me about her, Matron?"

      She sighed. "That is all, I am sorry to say. But!" Her face folded into a map of crinkles. "I have something for you. Something she wanted you to have."

      "Your letter to Linc—Mr. Fitzroy—mentioned it." I felt myself rising from the chair in anticipation and firmly clasped the chair arms to ground myself. "What is it?"

      She flattened her hands on the desk, and that's when I noticed an envelope sealed with a plain red wax seal. She handed it to me.

      The envelope bulged in one corner. "Thank you," I heard myself murmur. I stared at the envelope. It was the first thing I'd held that my mother's hands—my real mother—had also touched. It was such a small thing, so insignificant, but it felt more wondrous than all the artifacts in the British Museum.

      Lincoln touched my arm. "Charlie?"

      "I'll open it at the hotel." I clasped the envelope tightly in my gloved hand and rose. My legs felt unsteady but I stood without assistance. Lincoln moved closer, as if to support me if I stumbled. "Thank you, Matron," I said. "You've been very kind. Thank you for your care all those years ago, of both my mother and myself. It is very much appreciated."

      She came around the desk and took my hand. "You are welcome, mademoiselle. It is a joy to see you grown and in good health. It fills my heart to know that we gave you to a good family."

      I didn't correct her. She didn't need to know about the cruel words Anselm Holloway had flung at me as he forced me out of the house I'd called home. She didn't need to hear how he'd almost killed me in an attempt to 'cure' me of my necromancy. Besides, my adopted mother had been good to me. She, at least, had loved me. Of course, she hadn't learned of my strangeness during her lifetime.

      "We will be in Paris for a few more days," Lincoln said in his brisk but bland tone. "Would you mind drafting a letter stating that Charlotte Holloway, now of London, was left here as a baby eighteen years ago by Ellen Mercier and given to Mr. and Mrs. Holloway."

      "Whatever for?" I asked.

      "It may be required for legal reasons."

      "What legal reasons?"

      His gaze turned cool. The topic was not up for discussion. Or so he thought. I would finish the discussion out of the matron's hearing.

      "Bien sur," she said.

      "Send it to Le Grand Hôtel, on the Boulevard des Capucines."

      Her eyes flared ever-so slightly at the salubrious address. "I'll write it today. Goodbye, monsieur et mademoiselle. Good fortune to you both."

      She escorted us through the orphanage's labyrinth of stone corridors to the front door, but Lincoln paused before passing through the giant arched doorway. "Do you know where Ellen Mercier went after she left here?" he asked.

      "I am afraid I do not," the matron said. "She was too ill and would not have survived long." She gave me a pitying look.

      "Why did you ask that?" I whispered to Lincoln as he escorted me down the orphanage steps. "Do you want to make sure she's dead?"

      "Yes."

      His bluntness shouldn't have surprised me. He was, after all, not only here for me, but as the leader of the Ministry of Curiosities. The file on Ellen Mercier was open. Until we had proof of her death, he couldn't close it.

      Lincoln spoke to the coachman who'd waited for us and paid him. I took Lincoln's offered hand and climbed into the hackney. Our fingers lingered longer than necessary, the touch sending a tiny shockwave through my body.

      "Why did you ask for a letter of…?" What was such a letter called?

      "Authenticity?"

      I swear the corners of his mouth kicked up in a smile, even though his lips didn't seem to move at all. I laughed. "I suppose it could be called that. But why?"

      The contours of his face changed, and a small line appeared between his brows. "Holloway made it seem as though he is your real father. When he brought you to England as a baby, he pretended you were their natural child, born in France. As far as English law is concerned, he is your legal guardian. A letter from the matron will go some way to proving that you are not his legitimate child. You do not wish him to be your legal guardian, do you?"

      "No, certainly not. But he has disowned me. Surely any legal claim on me is now irrelevant."

      "What if he decides to no longer disown you? What if he exerts his legal right, perhaps in the hope of curing you?" His jaw hardened. "I can't risk it."

      "I see," I murmured. "Do you think the matron's letter will stand up in court, if it came to that?"

      "If not, I will bring the matron herself to England to testify on your behalf."

      "Failing that?"

      His gaze shifted to the window. "I will do anything in my power to insure you are not under that man's guardianship."

      I didn't ask how he would accomplish that; I didn't want to hear the answer. Hopefully, it could be settled legally and without violence. "Unless Holloway demands I return home with him, there is no need for my guardianship to become an issue at all. And I cannot imagine he wants me near him now. I'm quite sure I terrify him."

      Lincoln frowned again. "Charlie, I don't think you understand."

      "I do. I understand that he can exercise his legal claim over me, but only for three years. Two, in fact. I will be nineteen soon. But why would he? I have no fortune and nothing of value for him to take from me. If he wishes to remove my freedom, I will simply run away again, and you can hide me. Besides, he's in jail. He can do no harm from there."

      The coach rolled to a stop outside our hotel. Instead of alighting, Lincoln leaned forward and grasped my hand in both of his. His dark, earnest gaze penetrated mine. "Charlie—"

      He was cut off by the driver's barked order. With a pursing of lips, he got out and assisted me down the step. The hotel porter gave me a friendly smile and asked, in terrible English, how I had enjoyed Paris.

      "Very much, thank you, but I have not seen a great deal yet. Hopefully tomorrow."

      "You did not see my beautiful city?" He clicked his tongue. "But you must!"

      "We had an errand to run this afternoon."

      "It is late. Mademoiselle is tired, oui?"

      "Oui. It's been a long day."

      He went on to recommend some eateries to Lincoln in French, giving me an opportunity to admire the Boulevard des Capucines in the late afternoon. Despite the shadows, it was a pretty thoroughfare with its slender trees, now bare of leaves, and grand buildings with bright awnings. People walked quickly past, wrapped in furs against the cold wind, and coaches, omnibuses and carts jostled one another in their hurry to reach their destinations before dark.

      Before Lincoln and I left London, my traveling guide told me that Paris was the city for love and lovers. A city "bursting with vibrancy," he'd said. "A delicious confection that teases, is never coy, and is always fresh." Considering my traveling guide had been Seth, I probably should have known his perception of the city would be influenced by his roguish escapades with the ladies of Paris.

      While the city wasn't quite as he'd described, it wasn't like Lincoln's version either. When I'd asked him for his impressions of the city, as we waited for the boat to depart at Dover, he'd told me it was "much like London" and left it that. He'd not been overly talkative, and it wasn't until we settled on the boat and his jaw turned green that I remembered why. Seasickness kept him in his cabin the entire crossing, and it wasn't until we were an hour into the train journey from Calais to Paris that his color returned. He refused to discuss his wellbeing with me, despite my numerous questions. It would seem the topic of his weakness, as he thought of it, was off-limits.

      I took his offered arm and we entered the hotel together. My mother's letter felt like a lead weight in my reticule, and I could hardly wait to reach my room to open it.

      "Sit with me," I urged Lincoln at the door to the small sitting room that adjoined my bedroom. "I might need your support as I read it."

      He followed me inside and stoked the coals in the grate as I sat at the table by the window for the light. I opened the envelope with shaking fingers and peered inside.

      "It's a necklace." I tipped out the silver chain and pendant onto my palm. The pendant consisted of two circular rings, one inside the other, which could swivel independently. A spherical orange-brown stone was inset into the smaller ring. It could also swivel on its axis, like a globe. "It's quite pretty."

      Lincoln held out his hand and I laid it on his palm. "It's amber." He turned it over, rubbed his thumb around the sphere, and held it up to the light. "No inclusions. It would be worth a small sum." He handed it back to me. "Is there a letter?"

      I checked inside the envelope and my heart leapt into my throat. I removed the piece of paper and my heart dove a little. "Will you read it? It's in French."

      He sat and took the paper. The letter wasn't long, but he took some time reading it first before he translated.

      
        
        "'To my dearest daughter.

        It is my greatest regret that we will never meet again, but I hope this letter will in some way give you comfort as you grow into a woman. Matron assures me you will be given to a good family, and I pray that you are greatly loved, as I love you.

        I cannot write much as my body is too weak. I will die very soon, but I go to my afterlife in peace knowing you are in good health and with good people at the orphanage. Do not be sad. Death is nothing to be sad about or to fear, as you may know.

        My daughter, I write this letter to you to tell you what I can about who you are and where you come from. My family name is Mercier, from Normandy. They will not welcome you and will only blacken my name. Forget them.

        I will not tell you your father's name. He is a dangerous man, and does not love you, or me. I made a mistake to trust him and give him my heart. He only wanted me for my power over death.'"

        

      

      "I suppose she means necromancy," I said lamely. I felt somewhat numb listening to her words, written so long ago. It must have felt quite strange for her too, writing to a baby. Her baby. I swallowed past the lump in my throat. "Please go on."

      
        
        "'I will keep his name from you to protect you, Daughter. If he learns of your existence, he will pursue you relentlessly and use you in his experiments as he tried to use me. If you have not yet discovered your power over death, then I don't want to frighten you, but I must warn you. Like me, you are a witch who can raise the dead. When a spirit leaves its lifeless body, you can see it and speak to it, and even tell it to re-enter its body. Do not fear this power, but do not tell others. Most will not understand. They will fear you and perhaps harm you.

        The necklace I am giving to you will protect you from your father and others who wish to harm you. Wear it always and when you are in danger, hold the orb and summon the imp with three words: 'I release you.'"

        

      

      "Imp?" I echoed.

      "That is the closest English word," Lincoln said.

      "Do you think it's an actual, living…thing?"

      "It's unclear. She could simply mean a childlike spirit."

      "I don't see how a spirit could help me if I am in danger, but I quite like the idea of being protected." I slipped the necklace over my head and tucked it beneath my bodice. "Does it say how she came across it?"

      "No." He continued to read:

      
        
        "'The imp will protect the wearer from evil. I have not used it, and I caution you to only summon the imp if necessary. As with all witchcraft, be careful.

        And now, dear Daughter, I grow too weak to continue. If you need to know more, call my spirit. It will be my greatest joy to meet you again. I will be at your side in a moment, but be assured, you are always in my heart. Always.

        Your loving mother,

        Ellen Marie Mercier.'"

        

      

      He folded the letter and handed it back to me without a word.

      I tucked it into my reticule and blinked away hot tears. It was a long time before I found my voice again, and he didn't try to rush me. "That was quite an experience," I murmured.

      He reached across the table and took both my shaking hands in his. The gentle rubbing of his thumbs over my knuckles soothed my jangling nerves, but not my thumping heart. "Do you require a strong drink?"

      I smiled. "No, thank you. Your presence is fortifying enough."

      "I assume that's a compliment."

      I squeezed his hands. "Most certainly." We stayed like that for an age, as I thought through the contents of the letter. I only let him go to inspect the pendant again.

      "May I have it?" he said. "To keep it safe."

      I closed my fist around it. "My mother wanted me to wear it for protection."

      "I'm here to protect you now, you don't need a device." He nodded at the pendant. "Its power is unknown, perhaps dangerous itself if unleashed. Until we learn more about it, it should be locked away."

      I studied the orb. It felt warm, as if it had been sitting by the fire. Then it throbbed.

      I gasped and quickly unclasped the necklace. I thrust it toward him. "I think…I think it's alive."

      Lincoln held it up to the light. "Amber sometimes has dead insects trapped inside from when it was a sticky tree resin. This one appears to have something very small in the center, but I can't make it out with the naked eye."

      "I felt it beat, like a heart."

      He tucked it into his inside jacket pocket. "We'll see what we can learn about it when we return home."

      I stared out the window at the street below, where the lamp lighter climbed his ladder to light the nearest streetlamp. My mother's words tumbled through my mind, and while it was wonderful to have that connection with her, I wanted more. I couldn't hear her voice; I wanted so desperately to know its timbre and to see what she looked like. I had only matron's description of her. It wasn't enough.

      Lincoln's hand on my cheek startled me. He'd not displayed much tenderness toward me since the kiss in his room back at Lichfield, so his gesture was a surprise, though not an unwelcome one.

      But instead of kissing me, or stroking my cheek, he withdrew. He began to pace the small room, his hands at his back.

      "I know what you're thinking," I said, also rising.

      He stopped and looked at me. "You do?"

      "You think I'll raise my mother's spirit. And since she's a necromancer, she might know the same spell that Estelle Pearson knew and override my power. You're worried she'll escape and I won't be able to send her back."

      The memory of Estelle Pearson's decaying body getting away from me in Highgate Cemetery still haunted me. I'd gone against Lincoln's wishes and summoned her, but she'd been a witch and spoken a spell to override my commands. Knowing that she could have caused great harm to others still sickened me. I wouldn't summon a spirit again unless I knew they had been powerless in life.

      "No," he said quietly. "That is not what I was thinking."

      "Then what is it?" I touched his face as he had touched mine. He'd shaved that morning, but dark stubble already shadowed his jaw and roughed my palm. I stroked the smooth skin above it with my thumb. "What troubles you?"

      He placed his hand over mine and drew it away. He kissed my wrist, but not passionately, and let me go. "Now is not the time. You're tired and your mind is occupied with thoughts of your mother. I'll have some supper sent up for you. Goodnight, Charlie. Tomorrow we will talk."

      "But we're meeting Monsieur Fernesse, the decorator, tomorrow."

      "After that." He kissed my forehead. "I will not be far away."

      "Will you come to me if I have bad dreams?"

      "Of course."

      I smiled. I thought he'd be more concerned about someone seeing us. It was one thing to come to my room at night at Lichfield, where it was only us and our three friends, but now we were in public at an exclusive hotel. Perhaps being in a strange city, surrounded by strangers, eased his conscience. I was glad of it. I liked that he didn't care about propriety. Liked it very much.

      

      Monsieur Fernesse occupied a gallery sandwiched between a wine shop and a cabaret on a sloping Montmartre street. Seth had told me all about the artists’ corner of Paris before we left, describing its freedom, creativity and madness as if those three things could not be separated. On a frosty November morning, however, there was no sign of the previous night's revelries. Aside from a few souls braving the icy wind that swept down the hill, we were the only ones about.

      "I hope he's in," I said to Lincoln as we waited for his knock to be answered.

      He knocked again, and this time a man dressed in a long purple and gold smoking jacket unlocked the door. He barked out a string of French words I suspected weren't terribly welcoming, from the way Lincoln went very still beside me. He spoke back to the man in that quiet yet commanding tone he used when he was angry, then handed him Seth's letter of introduction.

      The Frenchman read it. Then he burst out laughing and ushered us inside. I lifted my brows at Lincoln, and he held out his hand for me to go ahead of him. Seth must have been quite popular with Monsieur Fernesse to change his response from savage to solicitous with a mere letter.

      It was just as cold inside the gallery as out, thanks to its cavernous nature and high ceiling. A staircase at the back led up, and an alcove beneath the stairs was occupied by a table covered in swathes of colorful fabrics, sewing tools, and a lamp. The rest of the gallery was set up like a crowded drawing room. Sofas, armchairs, wing chairs, tables, cushions, vases and artwork filled every space, allowing only a narrow path for walking. Each piece was unique and displayed to exquisite perfection. A flash of gold beading, a delicate tassel, a heavy strip of elaborate embroidery…nothing looked ordinary, simple.

      "Come, mademoiselle," Monsieur Fernesse said, taking my hand in his long, slender fingers. He led me through the maze to a sofa. He plumped the cushions then insisted I sit. "I will warm your cold hands, mademoiselle. Please, a moment."

      He set about lighting the fire. Once it blazed to his satisfaction, he summoned Lincoln. "Help me, young man. My knees, you know, they are old, like me."

      Lincoln assisted him to his feet, and the little man gave him a small bow of thanks. He stroked his hands over his gray hair but it remained a tangled mess that fell to his shoulders. He had a beard to match, and it was difficult to tell where beard ended and hair began. He rather resembled an aging lion with a mane of gray.

      "You are friends of my boy, Seth, eh?"

      His boy? "He's a very dear friend," I said. "When we told him we wanted to redecorate and were coming to Paris, he insisted we seek your advice. You're the best decorator in the world, he claimed." Those weren't quite his words, but close to it.

      Monsieur Fernesse glowed. His grin split his face. "Ah, that boy. Always the sweet one, always so good to old Fernesse. Of course, I was not so old when I lived in London, not so gray." He stroked his beard. "They were good days, very good, but good days must end, no? How is my boy?"

      "Seth's very well and sends his fondest regards."

      "Fond?" He chuckled. "I do so wish to see him again, but alas, I do not like to travel now. You tell him, mademoiselle, to come to Paris and see me. Tell him I long to see his beautiful face again."

      "I will."

      He insisted on making us tea because, "You English cannot do a thing without tea first." Lincoln and I took the opportunity to inspect the items in the gallery.

      "I do hope he's not too expensive," I whispered as I ran my hand along the curved back of a chair.

      "The expense is not important."

      I'd been brought up never to discuss money. My mother had claimed it was vulgar to speak about the cost of things or how much a man earned. I'd never asked Lincoln who paid him or where he got his money from. I assumed the ministry itself had funds. If that were the case, he must be in charge of finances, because he had not asked the committee's permission to spend it. They weren’t even aware we were in Paris.

      Monsieur Fernesse directed us to sit again and handed us a cup each, served with airy little cakes that were as delicious as anything Cook made. We spent the next two hours choosing furniture, curtains and lampshades, to drag Lichfield's parlor and drawing room into a modern era. While I wanted to keep the parlor cozy, I allowed Monsieur Fernesse full reign in the drawing room. It currently stood empty and unused, but I wanted to turn it into a spectacular showcase. Lincoln was a gentleman, and the son of someone important, and he ought to take his place in London society. This could help launch him. All we would require would be some visitors other than the committee members. I wasn't yet sure how to go about encouraging callers, or if any would come to Lichfield, but there would be time to think about it back in London.

      Monsieur Fernesse certainly had a lovely eye, and he was an excellent artist. He drew his plans for the rooms based on the dimensions Lincoln gave him.

      We had everything settled for the two rooms when Lincoln suddenly said, "We also require the ballroom to be transformed."

      "We're going to hold a ball?" I asked, unable to keep the excitement from my voice. I'd never been to a ball before, and the thought of hosting one was both thrilling and dreadful.

      "In time," was all he said.

      Once everything was settled upon, right down to the last tassel, Monsieur Fernesse assured us he would place orders for things he couldn't make himself and have it all shipped to England as soon as possible. We thanked him and left after promising to pass on his regards to "his dearest boy."

      "He seemed very fond of Seth," I said as we walked away from the misty-eyed Frenchman.

      "Very." Lincoln tucked my hand into the crook of his elbow.

      "They must have been great friends, despite the age difference. I wonder why Seth warned me not to believe everything Monsieur Fernesse told us. Do you think he worried that his friend would regale us with the wild parties they attended together when Fernesse lived in England?"

      "Perhaps."

      "Considering we know many of the escapades Seth got up to, and still does, his concern is baffling. What could they possibly have done that Seth is too embarrassed for us to find out?"

      "I suggest you don't ask him for fear of offending him."

      "Oh."

      After a moment, he added, "The curiosity is going to torture you, isn't it?"

      I glanced up to see mischief dancing in his eyes. "I'll manage, thank you. And if not, I'll see what I can learn from Gus. They tell one another everything."

      I was about to ask him for his theories when he suddenly stopped and turned to me. We were outside the bulky stone gate of a cemetery. Why did cemeteries always seem to feature in my life?

      "We need to finish the discussion we began last night." He sported a peculiar look on his face, one that I'd never seen before. It was a mixture of earnestness and something I couldn't identify.

      "Yes, of course. Go ahead."

      "Charlie…" The fingers of one hand tapped against his thigh and the other rubbed his thumbnail over and over.

      I caught the tapping hand in mine and he stilled. Swallowed. Was he nervous? "Lincoln, what is it? What's wrong?"

      "Yesterday, when we were discussing your legal guardianship, I don't think you quite understood the implications of Holloway retaining that power over you."

      "What more is there to understand? I have no possessions to hand over to him. I suppose I ought to give him a portion of the wages you pay me, but since I'll no longer be a maid at Lichfield, what does that matter?"

      "He can control more than your financial matters. He can legally separate us."

      Is that what worried him? Being separated? The thought warmed my heart. I liked that he was worried about losing me. "We won't let that happen. If necessary, I will go into hiding until I turn twenty-one. He can't force me to live with him unless he finds me, and then he'll have to lock me in my room. I doubt a lock has ever defeated you."

      "Two years is a long time. Two years and a month, if I'm not mistaken." He opened his hands and pressed his palms to mine. "I don't want to wait that long. It's torturous enough."

      I narrowed my gaze. Was he referring to intimacy? "What do you mean?"

      "Do I need to spell it out to you?"

      My face heated. "I, er, no. But…we don't need to wait until I'm twenty-one to do that." I looped my arms around his neck. My blood throbbed when he enveloped me in return and held me close. I touched my lips lightly to his. "We can begin tonight," I murmured against his mouth.

      He pulled back, leaving me with pursed lips, kissing the air. "No, we cannot. And don't ask me to take you out of wedlock again."

      I choked on my gasp. "You're talking about waiting for marriage? Lincoln, do you mean to marry me?"

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    
    
      Lincoln's brows crashed into a frown. "I thought I made that clear before we left London. I remember the conversation in your room the night we freed Buchanan from Bedlam."

      "It wasn't entirely clear to me." My voice sounded more rigid than I intended. I was thrilled, and yet…was this real? It felt like something I'd dreamed up. "I thought that night you were talking about me becoming your mistress."

      He bristled. "You…think that of me? That I would destroy your virtue?"

      "I…no. I suppose you wouldn't. You're an honorable man."

      He grunted. "If it were honor that drove me to propose, then I would have asked many women to marry me out of concern for their reputations. I haven't. Only you."

      I arched my brow. "Many?"

      "Don't change the subject. I thought you knew I meant marriage."

      "No. You have not asked me to marry you."

      His frown deepened. "You require a formal proposal."

      "That is generally how these things happen, so I'm told. Otherwise, how am I to know that it's what you want?" Where did I get such audacity? My heart hammered so hard that I felt like my entire body throbbed. I should be a trembling, blubbering mess. He wanted to marry me!

      "Do you not know how I feel about you?"

      "Lincoln…" I drew in a deep breath in an attempt to settle my raging blood. It didn't work. "You are the most complicated person I've ever met, and you usually hide what you're feeling. It's almost impossible to know your thoughts at any given time."

      "It is?"

      I thumped him lightly on the arm. He caught my hand and drew it to his lips. He kissed only my glove, but I felt his warmth through to my skin.

      "You understand me more than anyone I've ever met, Charlie." His dark gaze locked onto me, trapping me as thoroughly as his hand trapped mine. "You care for me when no one else does. You saw the good in me when I couldn't see it myself. You make me a better man."

      "You do that all on your own."

      He shook his head. "My life changed immeasurably when you tumbled into it, with your big eyes and fierce determination."

      Those were hardly qualities that led to love. Indeed, he did not mention love at all. Perhaps it was too soon for him to express it. He had, after all, never known it in his life.

      "I tried to fight my feelings," he went on. "I tried to set them aside, but it couldn't be done. You have occupied my thoughts almost constantly since then. You have changed how I work, what I think and do. You've changed everything. You have affected me in ways you may never know. The thought of giving you up or of seeing you with another man…" He shook his head and his deep, dark eyes shuttered but did not close. "I'm afraid of what will become of me if you're not there."

      I stroked his cheek and wished I could say something, but my throat ached and no words came out.

      To my surprise, he continued on. The man who was usually so reluctant to express himself, seemed to have a lot to say, all of a sudden. "I no longer have it in me to resist you or my feelings." His lips kicked up into a crooked smile. "Besides, I want the world to know that you're mine. And I want to know you, in every way. So you see, there is nothing to be done except marriage. It's the only solution."

      It wasn't the most romantic proposal. It certainly wasn't the way it had unfolded in the countless imaginary proposals I'd dreamed up. But it was honest and raw, and I couldn't tease him about it. He appeared anxious enough as it was, waiting for me to respond.

      Anxiety. Yes, that was the expression I'd not been able to identify in his face when we stopped. He was worried that I would turn down his proposal, or perhaps mock him. That could be why he hadn't actually asked me directly, but decided for me.

      I cupped his cheek, to capture that uncertain look, and stroked the tiny line bracketing the corner of his mouth until it smoothed away. "Yes, Lincoln. With all my heart, I will marry you."

      "Good." He took my hand in his so hard that I sucked in a breath. He loosened his grip and said, "Good" again. "We'll purchase a ring after luncheon."

      We strolled on, hand-in-hand, and I began to wonder if we would walk all the way back to Le Grand Hôtel. Perhaps walking was a good idea. I had dozens of things to say and the cold air helped clear my head so that I could make sense of them all. Yet, I suddenly felt shy. Too shy to say what was on my mind. We'd gone from the occasional stolen kiss to engaged in a matter of moments, and I'd not seen it coming. I felt like I'd been swamped by an avalanche.

      His grip tightened on my hand, anchoring me at his side. "You wish to ask me something?"

      "I…yes." I cleared my throat. "Forgive me, I'm somewhat stunned. I wasn't expecting this."

      "It will take some getting used to. For both of us." His thumb stroked my hand. "Charlie…if it's not what you want—"

      "It is!" I hauled him to a stop. "Oh, Lincoln, yes it is what I want, very much. But it has come so soon after you declared you wouldn't marry anyone. That's why I thought you wished to take me as your mistress."

      He flinched, as if my words stung him. "I'm prepared to take a risk and see if marriage agrees with me."

      A laugh bubbled out of me, even though I didn't find his words amusing. He was prepared to take a risk? It was hardly a convincing argument. I supposed I should be glad that he thought me worthy of a risk at all. "Perhaps we should wait for you to become used to the idea of us being together."

      He circled his arm around my back and drew me to his side as we continued to walk. It was very intimate, but I'd noticed the French cared less about such things than the English. I'd seen many couples walk together in this manner, and even seen them kissing without a care who saw them. If cities were people, then Paris was a dancer where London was a vicar's wife.

      "I've waited long enough," he said. "As soon as we get permission from Holloway, we'll wed. I don't care where. I'll leave the arrangements to you. Leave Holloway to me."

      The steely undercurrent in his tone chilled me. "I'm sure he'll give his permission," I said quickly. "He'll probably be glad to hand me over to someone else."

      "Let's hope it's as simple as that."

      We caught a hansom out of Montmartre almost back to the hotel, but alighted on the Rue de la Paix. We dined inside, at the Café de la Paix, since it was too cold to sit at one of the pavement tables.

      The realization that I would marry Lincoln finally sank in after I finished the last of the delectable pastries. I felt positively giddy with the notion. Or perhaps that was the two glasses of champagne taking effect.

      "Seth, Cook and Gus won't believe it," I told him, unable to hold back my grin.

      "They will when they see the ring."

      I stared at my fingers. I'd never worn a ring before, or jewelry of any kind. "Will we purchase one this afternoon?"

      "If they have any in stock that fit and you like, otherwise we'll order it. I'm sure you'll have it by the end of the week, unless the diamond you want is too large."

      Diamond! He wanted to give me a diamond ring!

      "Expect some resistance from the committee," he said.

      I blinked until his words sank in. "Oh, yes. I imagine they'll oppose the marriage quite vehemently."

      He reached across the table and took my hand. His touch was warmer without gloves, and more thrilling. "They have no real power over me, Charlie, or you. If we want to marry, it's nothing to do with them."

      "Not directly, I suppose."

      The committee members considered me a danger. They claimed evil people would want to use my power, and although I hated admitting it, they were right. Twice now, mad scientists had tried to capture me and use my necromancy. But it wasn't only my attraction to those people that the committee feared. It was the amount of time and effort Lincoln had wasted to keep me safe. It was my distracting influence on him they didn't like. As the leader of the ministry, he couldn't afford such a distraction. It didn't help that part of me agreed with them, and I worried about that very thing too.

      "Charlie." His quiet purr coaxed a small smile from me. "I'm in charge and always will be while I am alive. They have to accept my decisions."

      "Can they remove you from the leadership?"

      "They wouldn't go against the prophecy. There may be consequences. Supernatural ones."

      I'd forgotten about the prophecy. A seer who lived many centuries ago foresaw Lincoln would become the ministry's leader. When the man in the prophecy was linked to baby Lincoln, he'd been taken in by General Eastbrooke and given tutelage in a wide range of subjects as he grew up. Now that I thought about it, the committee had invested quite a lot in him without really knowing how he would turn out. Clearly they were very certain they had the right person.

      "You've told me so little about the prophecy," I said. "Now that you are to be my husband, will you tell me more?"

      He glanced toward the window and the street beyond, where well-heeled Parisians hurried between shops to get out of the cold. "I'll tell you everything I know, but not here and not now. The weather is turning. I'd like to see the jeweler then return to the hotel. You don't have a warm enough coat to be out in this."

      "I'm used to the cold." I'd survived bitter London winters in clothes so thin they were worn out in places and with one coat to share between a dozen boys in my gang. We'd huddled together in our bunker for warmth and somehow survived. At least some of us had. Those days had passed, thank God.

      At my shiver, he rose and held out his hand. "You'll never be cold again." He drew me into his side, where it was warm and safe and felt so very good. So right.

      He paid for our meal before we headed back outside and strolled along the Rue de la Paix to a fine jewelry shop. I ordered a diamond—diamond!—ring, and Lincoln insisted I also needed a sapphire necklace and earrings "to match your eyes." He wanted to take me back to the hotel, but I insisted we finish our shopping today to leave us the rest of the week for sightseeing. We continued on to Worth's, where I was measured and prodded until the small army of modistes were satisfied they had enough to assemble a new wardrobe of day gowns, riding habits, evening dresses and a fur-lined coat.

      Upon our return to Le Grand Hôtel, I flopped onto the sofa and removed my boots. "Is this real?" I murmured to the ceiling as I lay back on the cushions. "Surely I'm dreaming."

      Lincoln's face appeared above me. He stood behind the sofa, his arms resting on the back. One dark, twisting strand of hair tumbled forward, having escaped from the tie. The muscles in his face relaxed so that he no longer looked like the formidable gentleman who'd had the modistes running hither and thither with a mere look.

      "Are you tired?" he asked.

      "Not at all. I feel like I could climb that new tower I keep seeing everywhere I turn."

      "Eiffel's Tower, they're calling it. We'll visit it tomorrow, weather permitting."

      I sat up and caught the front of his shirt as he went to move away. He'd discarded jacket and waistcoat already and looked delectably casual. "Kiss me," I murmured.

      He cupped my face in both hands. His long fingers teased the hair at the nape of my neck, and his lips touched mine in a light, lingering kiss that promised more would come.

      But it didn't. He drew back and let me go with a heaving sigh. "I need to exercise."

      I caught his hand before he could pull away from me entirely. I rose to my knees on the sofa and tugged him back. He offered no resistance. Only the sofa back separated our hips, and nothing but a few layers of fabric separated our chests. My heart thudded against his, strong and erratic.

      I went to kiss him, and whispered against his lips. "Lie with me."

      The muscles around his mouth tightened and the sharp focus of his eyes returned. He drew back. Shook his head.

      "I don't see why we can't," I said, holding onto his shoulders so that he wouldn't walk away. "We're engaged now."

      "Charlie." My name rumbled from the depths of his chest. He unclasped my fingers and held them in front of him the way an uncle would his niece. It was all very civilized, when I wanted to be anything but. "Don't."

      "You're a cruel man."

      "You're the cruel one for teasing me like this when you know I want you." He walked off toward the door that led to his adjoining room.

      "Then take me!"

      "You can be sure that I will," he tossed over his shoulder. "When we are wed."

      I slumped down onto the sofa, my nerves twitching and jangling. He was being unnecessarily and unfairly protective of my so-called virtue. It was ridiculous, considering my background. While I might be a virgin, I was no innocent flower. I knew there were ways of pleasuring one another that didn't involve actual coupling.

      I padded over to his door and flung it open, only to stop dead upon seeing him entirely naked. I'd already seen his body, back when he thought I was a boy, but now all of him was on display as he faced me. And he didn't bother to cover himself up. He merely stood there with his feet a little apart, his hands by his sides. Only his impressively muscular chest rose and fell with his heavy breathing.

      "You should have knocked," he said, as calmly as ever.

      My face flamed, but I couldn't look away from his, er…masculine parts. "I'm rather glad that I didn't. I'm sure you'll admonish me now, but I really don't care."

      His low chuckle rolled around the bedroom. I dragged my gaze up to his face to see what he looked like when he laughed, and was rewarded with a flash of white teeth and a gleam in his eyes. I'd never seen him look so happy. I lowered my gaze again. Nor had I seen him look so magnificent.

      He prowled toward me with the powerful grace of a lion. If I really were a virtuous woman, I ought to run from the room, or at least avert my gaze. I had no intention of doing either.

      He closed the gap between us and kissed me. Thoroughly. Completely. It was the sort of kiss we'd shared in London—heated and possessive and more intoxicating than champagne. He scooped one arm around my waist and I clung to him, one hand on his shoulder, the other shamelessly grasping one muscular buttock. Part of me couldn't believe I was touching him there. The other part of me couldn't believe how silken his skin was and how firm the muscle.

      He suddenly let me go. It wasn't until that moment that I realized he'd lifted me up and deposited me on the other side of the door. I'd been too distracted to notice.

      "Out, vixen, before I break my vow and give in." He stepped back, smiled the most wickedly delicious smile, and shut the door in my face.

      "That wasn't fair!" I called out, hands on hips.

      "That's the pot calling the kettle black. You haven't played fair since the moment you walked into Lichfield."

      "I never walked into Lichfield. I was dragged there, kicking and screaming, right after you almost suffocated me."

      As soon as I said it, I regretted it. Lincoln's methods to capture me and keep me at Lichfield still troubled him, even though I'd forgiven him, and he didn't like talking about it. When he didn't respond, I worried that I'd offended him. I didn't want him thinking I still harbored a grudge.

      "Lincoln?" I said to the door. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have brought that up. It was a silly joke and—"

      The door opened and he stormed past me. "Don't apologize." He dragged the sofa to the window and moved one of the occasional tables to the wall. "Go and change. It's time to resume your training."

      "Here? Now?"

      "Yes."

      "You were going to tell me about the prophecy."

      "I will, after training."

      With a sigh, I headed to my bedroom and changed into my exercise clothing of loose men's pants and shirt. We exercised together until my skin became slick. Lincoln didn't look like he'd lifted a finger, whereas I had to gulp in every breath.

      "Good," he said, with curt indifference when our session ended. "But you require more practice. We'll set aside time every afternoon."

      "Even while in Paris?"

      "Why waste the opportunity?"

      "But I want to see as much of the city as possible. I may never come back here again."

      "If you wish to return, we'll return." He strode to his bedroom and shut the door. The lock tumbled.

      After I washed and changed into evening clothes, we headed to the hotel dining room where I felt quite under-dressed. The French ladies all wore gowns in the height of fashion, with jewels dripping from their ears, fingers and throats. My blue and white striped dress was reasonably pretty but quite ordinary by comparison, and I wore no jewelry.

      Lincoln asked for a secluded table and we were led to an unoccupied corner. After ordering wine, he brought up the topic of the prophecy without prompting. "You know that I was chosen to be leader because the timing of my birth was right, and because of who my parents were," he said with a lift of his brow.

      "Yes, but I know little about them except that your mother is a gypsy seer and your father is someone important. Is he a nobleman?"

      "He is more than that."

      "More?"

      "Do you remember that night I went to the ball?"

      "Very clearly. You were in a foul temper when you returned." We'd argued, but not about anything in particular. He'd wanted to pick a fight, and I'd simply been there at the wrong time.

      His gaze shifted to the white tablecloth. "I was drunk and angry after seeing him there."

      "Your father?"

      "I only know that my mother is a gypsy because of that pendant she gave me. Like you, I researched it and discovered the eye was a symbol the gypsy clans use to ward off curses."

      "What pendant?" I said weakly.

      His gaze narrowed. "I know you found it in my desk drawer, Charlie. I also know you read all about it in my books."

      "You do? Why didn't you tell me you knew I'd seen it?"

      "I hoped you would come to me of your own volition and ask me about it."

      "Oh. Right." I cleared my throat. "I…I suppose I should have, but I didn't want to be chastised for it."

      His silence drew my gaze up to his. He was watching me with unnerving intensity. "Was I that bad?" he murmured.

      I reached for his hand and gave him what I hoped was a reassuring smile. "That's in the past. Let's move forward."

      His fingers clutched mine. "The point I'm trying to make is that I knew my mother was—is—a gypsy. I'd learned her name from my file in the ministry archives and learned that she still lives. The night of that ball, I had not seen my father in a long time, and never up close. When Julia told me he would be there, I couldn't help myself. I had to go. Not because I thought I'd get close enough to speak with him, but because I…" He shook his head. "I suppose I just wanted to see what he was like."

      I remembered Lady Harcourt had manipulated Lincoln into going to the ball so that he could meet eligible young ladies. Knowing he hated balls, she'd needed another incentive to get him there. But I couldn't recall who she mentioned would be attending in particular.

      "What I learned about my father that night is the reason I returned home angry. He knew my mother, his lover, was a gypsy. He must have known. And yet he disparaged them cruelly to his friends that night, all for a few laughs."

      "What did he say?"

      His eyes turned hard, cold, and not even stroking his hand chased the dark shadows away. "He said the women were all whores and the men their minders."

      I winced. What a horrid thing to say, particularly since he must have cared for one of the women enough to bed her. Or…perhaps he hadn't cared for her at all. Perhaps he'd tricked her by pretending he had. Or perhaps he'd raped her.

      I felt sick. "Oh, Lincoln. No wonder you were furious." His emotions must have been boiling over by the time he got home and he was too inexperienced to suppress them, and so he'd simply let them out.

      "I'm sorry I wasn't able to confine my anger to him. I should never have made you suffer."

      Our wine arrived and we let go of one another's hands and waited for the waiter to leave again.

      "Our mothers had something in common," I told Lincoln. "Both got themselves into trouble with men who didn't love them." I sipped my wine and watched him over the rim of the glass. I was very aware that he had not yet told me his father's name. It couldn't have been a committee member if he needed to attend a ball to see him. "Who is he?" I asked, setting my glass down.

      His fingers tightened around the wine stem. "Albert Edward Saxe-Coburg-Gotha."

      "Bloody hell," I said a little too loudly. One of the ladies three tables away shot a flinty glare my way. I lowered my voice. "The Prince of Wales!"

      He nodded.

      "Are you sure?"

      "It was listed on my file in the archive, and the prophecy states that the leader of the order would be the son of a king. He'll be king when his mother, the queen, dies."

      "That's why your name is Fitzroy." It was so obvious now. I couldn't believe I hadn't put the pieces of the puzzle together before. "It means son of the king. Who named you?"

      "The committee. Lincoln after Lincolnshire, the county where General Eastbrooke lived as a child, and Fitzroy for the reason you stated. When I saw his name on my file, I confronted the committee and they told me it was true. I was the son of the prince, but I wasn't to tell a soul."

      "I suppose a scandal like that would undermine the monarchy."

      "I'm not so sure it would be much of a scandal now. The Prince of Wales is well known for his philandering. His relationship with my mother—if it could even be called that—occurred before his marriage, when he was only your age, but that is no excuse to speak of her or her people dishonorably. I was extremely disappointed that night. I'd hoped he'd loved her—or at least cared for her. After hearing him say that, and worse, I knew he hadn't."

      "How did the committee members learn about you?"

      "I suspect they had spies watching the prince. From the dates in the prophecy, they could be quite certain he would father the ministry's future leader. It was only then a matter of watching the women he consorted with. Being with a gypsy seer would have certainly raised their interest. It fits with the prophecy."

      I digested his news as we ate, but by the time it came to return to our rooms, my mind still reeled. Royal blood flowed through Lincoln's veins—and he wanted to marry me.

      "If he acknowledged you as his son," I said as we approached our suite, "you would be accepted into the highest, most exclusive circles."

      "You know that doesn't interest me."

      "But it's your birthright, Lincoln."

      "The ministry is my birthright." He opened the sitting room door and followed me inside.

      "You would be introduced to powerful people from all over the world. Opportunities would come your way that you could never gain otherwise."

      "I want none of those things." He frowned and closed the door. The click sounded loud in the heavy silence. I turned away, but he caught my arm and gently pulled me against him. "Charlie, I know that look. Tell me what's wrong."

      "You're a prince, Lincoln."

      He grunted. "I am nothing of the sort. The man who fathered me is a prince."

      "But it changes everything!"

      He stroked my hair back. "It changes nothing. I've known for some time, and decided after the ball, that he's not a man I want to get to know better. Even if he did acknowledge me, it still changes nothing. I will always be the leader of the ministry and you will be my wife."

      "But…I'm a gutter rat."

      "You are my gutter rat."

      I spluttered a watery laugh and lay my head against his chest. He enveloped me in a hug and kissed the top of my head. "You're overwhelmed," he said. "The journey was long and tiring, and we've been busy since our arrival."

      "Not to mention I got engaged to the man I fell in love with some months ago."

      "I'd like to remind you that we've been engaged since the evening we rescued Buchanan from Bedlam."

      "Not to my mind."

      I felt him smile into my hair. "We'll slow down, now that everything is settled."

      "Does that mean no more training?"

      "Your training will continue in the afternoons. The way your saddle was cut worries me, and I want you to be as prepared as possible for whatever may come when we return." His arms tightened. "Finding who cut it will be my priority."

      "Our priority. You do not work alone."

      "You won't be helping if your life is in danger."

      I sighed. I'd been expecting that response ever since he'd found the strap on my sidesaddle had been cut in the days before we left London. While the sabotaged strap had been easy to spot, it didn't mean the attacker wouldn't try again. Although Lincoln hadn't mentioned it since, I suspected it had been playing on his mind. Returning to London would see a return of the steely ministry leader who'd all but disappeared since arriving in Paris.

      He pulled away first and set me at arm's length. "Goodnight, Charlie."

      "Not even a goodnight kiss?"

      He considered this for a moment then leaned in and pecked my cheek. "That will have to do."

      I sank into a curtsey and lowered my head. "As you wish, your highness."

      "I wondered how long it would be before you mocked me."

      I straightened and squared up to him. His lips quirked but did not break into a smile. "If only the others knew what a good sport you were."

      "They wouldn't believe you. Besides, I wouldn't allow anyone but you to mock me."

      "I feel so fortunate."

      "Goodnight, Charlie."

      I caught his hand as he walked off and he stopped, brows raised, that mischievous smile still playing on his lips. He'd never looked more handsome. Relaxation suited him. "I do feel fortunate, Lincoln. I am the luckiest girl in the world."
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      Seth, Gus and Cook were pleased to see us. At least, they were pleased to see me. They embraced me, in turn, with brotherly hugs and broad grins. They merely nodded at Lincoln, or muttered a half-hearted "Welcome back, sir." Despite knowing him for longer, they did not yet feel altogether comfortable with their leader. My fiancé.

      "We are engaged," I blurted out before we'd even reached the front steps of Lichfield Towers. I thrust out my hand to prove it.

      "Blimey," Gus muttered, inspecting the diamond from all angles. "That'd be worth a sum."

      Seth jabbed him in the ribs. "A gentleman never discusses money. It is quite impressive, Charlie, but I think you could have held out for a larger one." We were out of earshot of Lincoln who was assisting the driver to remove our luggage, but Seth leaned closer to me anyway. "He would have given you Everest if you'd asked for it."

      "She ain't that kind of lass," Cook snapped, putting his meaty arm around my shoulders and kissing the top of my head. "I be pleased for you, Charlie. But…" He glanced over his shoulder at Lincoln. "Are you sure? He be difficult."

      "I know that as well as anyone, but I love him anyway." I kissed his soft cheek. "Thank you for your concern."

      We all looked to Lincoln. The hackney that had brought us from the station drove off, leaving him glaring at his men, the bags at his feet.

      "I think he wants your assistance," I whispered.

      Gus trotted back down the steps, but the other two walked with me into the house.

      Seth took my cloak and hung it on the coat stand. "One of us ought to pull Fitzroy aside and have that discussion with him."

      "What discussion?" I asked, unpinning my hat.

      "The one where we threaten him if he doesn't treat you well."

      I laughed. "I'd like to see that discussion."

      "Ain't be me," Cook said, folding his arms.

      Seth shot a glance through the open door, where Gus and Lincoln were climbing the steps, cases under each arm and in each hand. "I nominate Gus."

      "For what?" Gus said, edging sideways through the door.

      "Later," Seth muttered through a clenched-teeth smile for Lincoln's benefit. "Congratulations, sir. Charlie is a fine choice for you."

      I slapped my gloves into his chest, forcing him to take them. "I am not a horse, nor am I for sale."

      "Take Charlie's luggage upstairs," Lincoln said coolly. "Cook, prepare tea to be served in the parlor. We're having a meeting."

      "All of us?" Cook asked.

      "All of us."

      I followed Gus up to my rooms and pulled out my new clothes once he'd gone. After freshening up and changing into a smart dark green day dress and a matching fitted jacket with brass epaulettes on the shoulders, I returned to the parlor where the four men in my life waited for me. Three of them smiled at me. Lincoln did not, but his sharp gaze followed me until I sat on the sofa. He had not smiled since leaving France. I'd not seen him at all on the boat as he battled seasickness, but even when we'd touched land, he continued to look a little ill and had been quiet. When I'd asked him on the train back to London what was the matter, he'd simply said he was being vigilant. It took a moment for me to realize he was worried about someone attacking me.

      Lincoln handed me a cup of tea and a slice of cake then sat beside me. "Eat. Drink. It's been a long day."

      "I'm not tired." I drank the tea until the cup was almost empty then set it aside with a satisfied sigh. I'd not had a decent cup of tea since leaving England. The French did food, wine and fashion better than us, but they didn't know how to brew good tea.

      "Does our news surprise you?" I asked, since no one had begun a conversation. I felt rather conspicuous in my new dress with the diamond on my ring finger. It was as if they all saw me differently now, like a grown woman and not the girl who'd first disrupted their lives. Or perhaps that had more to do with how I felt than how they saw me.

      "Yes," Seth said as the other two muttered, "Aye."

      "It does?"

      While Cook's already florid complexion flushed more, the other two averted their gazes. "We didn't think you would, er, formalize your relationship," Seth said.

      Lincoln set his cup down with a loud clank in the saucer. He blinked at each of them in turn, but since they were studying their slices of cake with great interest, none noticed. I resisted the childish urge to utter, "See, it wasn't just me," to him. I simply cleared my throat and smiled into my teacup.

      "Tell us how you liked Paris, Charlie," Gus said, smiling. He had a rather gruesome smile, with his broken teeth and the scar that made one eyelid droop, but it warmed my heart to see it. I'd missed him. Missed them all. "Were it like you expected?"

      "Better. It's a beautiful city. We saw everything there is to see, and ate the most delicious dishes. Except for the snails." I pulled a face. "Your friend Fernesse sends his warmest regards," I said to Seth. "He wants you to visit him."

      "I'm unlikely to travel to Paris in the near future," he mumbled.

      When he didn't continue on, I added, "He's quite well."

      "I'm pleased to hear it." He turned to Lincoln. "You'll be wanting a report, sir?"

      "Did something happen in our absence?" Lincoln asked.

      "Nothing out of the ordinary. We've had no callers, not even committee members."

      "I informed them all that I would be away until further notice."

      "Will you send word tonight that we're back?" I asked.

      "I prefer to wait until the morning."

      "I prefer you never tell them, but I suppose it must be done." I stroked my thumb over the gold band of my engagement ring. "They will be surprised."

      "They'll be bloody shocked," Gus said. "It ain't goin' to be a fun meetin', that one."

      I gave Lincoln a grim smile. "Thank you for waiting until tomorrow. I'm not sure I can face them after such a long day."

      "You don't have to face them," he said. "Leave them to me."

      "It involves both of us. We'll do it together." I held up my hand when he protested. "Together, Lincoln, and that's final."

      I wasn't aware of how forceful I'd sounded until I saw Gus's eyes widen in alarm, and Seth's worried gaze shift to Lincoln.

      Lincoln, however, didn't bat an eyelid. "I'll summon them to a meeting tomorrow afternoon. That gives me the morning to speak with Holloway."

      "Holloway!" Gus frowned. "He's in prison. What you want to speak to him for?"

      "They need Holloway's permission to marry, dolt." Seth rolled his eyes.

      "But he ain't her real father. Can't the courts place her under your guardianship, sir?"

      "They may, but the process will take time." Lincoln seemed disinclined to elaborate, so I explained to them that Holloway was my father in the eyes of English law because he'd pretended I was born to his wife in France all those years ago. "We have a letter from the matron at the orphanage stating that he isn't my real father. If we need to go to court, we have that in our favor as well as his conviction. The courts move slowly, however. If we can get Holloway's permission now, we won't have to wait." I closed my hand over Lincoln's. "We don't want to wait."

      Cook cleared his throat. "I hate to say it, but who'll be doin' maid's work now?"

      Gus groaned. "I ain't cleanin' out the fireplaces no more. Soot gets into everything. Last time I was wipin' it out of the creases of my eyelids for days."

      "Soft," Seth muttered.

      "We'll place advertisements in the morning, one for an experienced housekeeper and another for a butler," Lincoln said. "Once those positions are filled, they will hire other staff as required."

      "You're not worried about them learning ministry secrets?" Seth asked.

      "All ministry documents will be locked away. Any meetings will be held with the door closed. No one will mention the ministry, our work, or supernaturals except in private."

      Gus and Cook exchanged glances. I understood their concern. No matter how careful we were, a nosy maid could discover secrets if she wanted to.

      "I will make it clear to the staff that there will be consequences if they are not discreet," Lincoln went on.

      "Try not to use your threatening voice," I told him.

      "My threatening voice?"

      "Or that look."

      "What look?"

      "The one you use when you're trying to scare people into doing your bidding. I know now that it's just a look, and doesn't mean anything, but newcomers won't. We don't want to frighten the poor maids away before they even start."

      Seth bit his lip but it didn't stop his smile. Fortunately Lincoln was too busy staring at me to notice. "I will not use my threatening voice or look." He said it without moving his jaw which made me think he hadn't understood what I meant at all.

      "Seth, will you help me word an advertisement later?" I asked. "You must know how these things are done."

      "My mother was in charge of the staff," he said. "But I'll do my best. In fact, I know an experienced butler in need of employment. He was our butler for almost two decades, until Mother fired him."

      "Before or after she ran off with the second footman?" Gus asked with such an innocent expression that I had to smother my giggle.

      Seth stabbed Gus with a pointed glare. "She fired him for drinking his way through my father's cellar. It was after Doyle left that everything fell to pieces. I had no idea how much he kept the other staff in order until the second footman moved into Mother's bedchamber the same day Doyle departed. By the time the new butler arrived, the damage had been done."

      "Perhaps that's the real reason your mother fired Doyle," I said. "And not because of the drinking."

      "Undoubtedly. Shortly after that, we lost everything to pay my father's gambling debts, and Mother left the country altogether in defiance." He flattened his tie and stretched his neck out of his collar. "Speaking of my mother, I received a letter from her."

      "Is this relevant?" Lincoln asked.

      "I'm interested," I said.

      "The second footman died," Seth went on. "Mother is returning to England on a permanent basis."

      "Oh? Her re-entry into society will be…interesting."

      Gus snickered.

      "That's not why I'm bringing it up." Seth cleared his throat. "She has requested to stay at Lichfield until she can secure herself a more permanent residence."

      "Of course," I said at the same time that Lincoln growled a protest. "She's welcome to stay as long as she needs."

      "Thank you, Charlie. Her stay will be brief, I'm sure."

      "She doesn't have any money or possibility of an income," Lincoln said in the boldest fashion. "How will she secure herself a house?"

      "She receives an annuity from her father's estate and still has friends in London. She'll persuade one of them to take her on as a companion. You'll find she's very good at getting her way," he muttered into his cup.

      "Hire your butler tomorrow," Lincoln said. "As to your mother, she can stay here as long as she doesn't get in the way."

      "Thank you."

      "When do you expect her?" I asked.

      "In two weeks."

      "Speaking of mothers," Gus said to me. "Did you find out more about yours?"

      "A little. The matron told me what she remembered, but it wasn't much." I relayed what the matron had said, and it wasn't until Lincoln's fingers closed over mine that I realized how forlorn I sounded.

      "You didn't raise her spirit?" Gus asked.

      "No."

      "Why not?"

      "I'm reluctant, after what happened with Estelle Pearson. My mother was a necromancer, so she may know the same spell to overrule my control. We can't risk that happening again."

      "She won't do that to her own daughter," Gus said.

      I shrugged. "That's not something we can know beforehand."

      "Summon her," Lincoln said quickly. "Speak to her spirit but don't allow her to leave Lichfield and enter a body."

      "I'm not sure," I hedged. "What if her powers can be used in spirit form?"

      "She's your mother, Charlie," Gus said. "She won't cause you problems like the Pearson woman did."

      "Mothers don't always put their children's interest above their own," Seth grumbled into his chest.

      "Summon her," Lincoln said again with a nod.

      I blinked at him. "Now?"

      "Whenever you're ready."

      "I…I suppose I'm ready now." I looked at each of them and met only encouraging nods. It would seem my mind had been made up for me. If they all thought it was safe, then perhaps I was worrying over nothing. I blew out a deep breath, but my nerves still felt tighter than bow strings. "Ellen Marie Mercier, I call your spirit to me. Ellen Marie Mercier, please return to the world of the living to—"

      The mist rushed toward me from the corner of the ceiling and rolled to an abrupt stop near the table where I'd set down my cup and plate. With what felt like an excruciatingly slow pace, the white cloud formed into the shape of a face.

      A face remarkably similar to mine, yet hollow in the cheeks and eyes from illness.

      I gripped Lincoln's hand hard as the ghost said something in French. "Do you speak English?" I whispered. "Mother."

      Her slender brows drew together. Two ghostly arms stretched forward, as if to embrace me, but went right through. "My little girl?" she said in a musical English accent.

      I nodded. It was all I could manage with my full eyes and tight throat.

      She bit her wobbling lip, and I noticed that I was doing the exact same thing. It made me smile. "My name is Charlotte. My friends call me Charlie."

      She glanced at the others in the room before her gaze settled on my hand linked with Lincoln's. Her small frowned deepened. "And your family?"

      "I have no family," I told her. "They're…gone." It seemed easier to let her think they were dead. Easier and kinder. She had, after all, been desperate for me to be given to a good family. It would be cruel to disturb her afterlife with the truth.

      "Have you been happy, my daughter?"

      I nodded and smiled. "Yes. I am happy."

      She didn't seem to notice my use of the present tense, but Lincoln did. His thumb drew little circles on my knuckle.

      My mother approached and knelt in front of me, the way one does to speak to a small child. "I have waited for you to call me and now you are grown. How old are you, Charlotte?"

      "Almost nineteen. I only learned about you after visiting St. Madeleine's in Paris this week."

      Shock rippled through the mist, distorting her features before they came together again. "Why?"

      "The couple that took me from the orphanage as a baby didn't tell me anything about my past. I have only recently learned that they were not my real parents."

      Her fingers brushed my throat, but I felt nothing. "The necklace?"

      "Matron gave it to me a week ago. It's in safekeeping."

      "But you must wear it!"

      I glanced at Lincoln. His fingers squeezed mine, but he didn't ask me to repeat my mother's words. "Why must I wear it?" I said for his benefit.

      "To protect you from him. From your father."

      "Victor Frankenstein is dead. He can no longer harm me."

      Her hand clasped her throat. There were no ghostly tears in her eyes, no trembling fingers. "Good," she spat. "I hope he is in hell."

      I wanted to ask her about their relationship, but it felt too awkward and personal, particularly with the others in the room. "He tried to use my necromancy to reanimate his creatures," I told her. "He was unsuccessful."

      "Thank God. That man…he tried to use me too. He tricked me. I'm glad you are not sorry he is dead."

      "I'm not."

      "Even so, you must wear the necklace. The pet will keep you safe."

      "Pet?"

      She waved a hand in a typical French gesture. "I do not know the correct English word."

      "Lincoln translated it as imp, a sort of mischievous creature."

      "That is as good a word as any." Her gaze shifted to our linked hands again then slid back to me. "Where is the necklace?"

      "Lincoln has it."

      "Why?"

      "We were unsure of its power. We were going to research it, but since you're here, is there anything you can tell us?" Perhaps I should have asked my mother more personal questions, but I couldn't bring myself to do so. Somehow it seemed easier to speak about the necklace.

      "It holds an imp that is released when you speak three words while wearing it." She frowned. "I paid a French witch to make it, and the words are French. You must have the accent just so. Try for me please: Je libère toi."

      "Je libère toi."

      "Good. Now put on the necklace today, now, and remember those words. The pet will help you when you call it, but you must not call it unless necessary. It likes mischief, and may run away if there is no present danger."

      "How can an uncontrollable, mischievous creature save me?"

      "I don't know. I did not create it. Be assured, it will save you. But if you call it without reason, it will go in search of excitement."

      "How do I get it back into the amber?"

      "It tires quickly. After it saves your life, it will want to go back to sleep in the amber. At such times, it is easy to control. At others it is not so easy. You must catch it and order it back."

      "It sounds unpredictable."

      "Magic often is."

      "Do you know many supernaturals? Witches," I added when her brow creased in confusion.

      She shook her head. "So few remain, and most do not wish to be found."

      "Was your family magical?"

      "My mother was a necromancer, but she died when I was very small. My father remarried to a devout woman. She detested me, feared me. Do not go to them. They will not treat you as a granddaughter ought to be treated."

      I knew enough about devout people to know the horrible truth in her words. "I won't seek them out," I assured her.

      "I am sorry, dear Charlotte, but you are all alone now that your adopted parents died, yes?"

      "Not at all. Lincoln and I are recently engaged."

      Her wispy form shimmered, as if she were cold. "I see." She studied him carefully, drifting around his head twice, before settling once more in front of me. "He looks strong."

      "He is."

      "There is another English word." She clicked her tongue as she searched for it. "Int… Intimid…?"

      "Intimidating." I suddenly felt awkward discussing him like this while he was in the room.

      Lincoln must have known that I was talking about him because he once again squeezed my hand.

      "You think he loves you?" my mother asked.

      "I know it."

      She stood and smoothed her ghostly skirts. "Charlotte, it is my duty as your mother to warn you that men are not like us. They do not have soft hearts. To them, love is a way to get something else they want."

      "You're wrong, Mother," I said very firmly. "I'm sorry your experience was unfavorable, but I know some very good, kind men. The ones in this room, for example."

      "You are a young woman," she said gently. "And sheltered too."

      "Not as much as you may think."

      "You must listen to me when I tell you to be careful. I am your mother and I wish you to be happy. Find a man who is not so…strong. Find one less intimidating, who will do your bidding."

      I pressed my lips together. This meeting was taking a turn in a direction I didn't like, yet I didn't have the heart to continue to disagree with her. "I will consider your advice. Thank you, Mother. Mama. May I call you that?"

      "Of course." Her sweet smile momentarily filled out the hollowed contours of her cheeks and chased away the dark shadows circling her eyes. "That is a word I hoped to hear one day from your lips. I wish I were alive to hold you, dearest daughter, but this spirit form must do for now."

      "We'll see one another again, won't we?" I asked, my tears once more close.

      "Of course. You may summon my spirit whenever you need me. I am here for you, Charlotte. Always."

      I nodded, no longer able to speak through my tears.

      "Promise me you will get your necklace from him." She angled her head at Lincoln. "If he refuses, steal it. Listen to me, your mother, not him. I know what is best for you. You are always in my heart. Do you understand?"

      I nodded again.

      "Bon. Now, we must say farewell." She kissed her fingertips and held them up. I kissed mine and touched them to hers, although I felt nothing.

      "Goodbye, Mama," I whispered. "I release you."

      She slipped away, gliding up to the ceiling then disappearing altogether.

      "She's gone?" Lincoln asked.

      I nodded.

      "Well?" Gus prompted. "What did she say?"

      "Gus," Seth hissed. "That's private."

      "I was askin' about the un-private bits."

      "She spoke about the amber pendant," I told them. "She said I should wear it at all times." I mentioned how she'd commissioned it, and why, and how to release the imp from the amber. "The words must be spoken in French while I wear it."

      Lincoln withdrew his hand from mine. "The creature sounds too unpredictable. We can't risk it escaping."

      "She wanted me to steal it back if you didn't return it to me."

      He refilled my teacup and handed it to me. "Research it further. There might be something in the library."

      "You've read every book in the library and you have a fantastic memory. Do you recall reading about an imp?"

      If he heard the challenge in my voice, he gave no indication. "All sorts of creatures are mentioned, but nothing trapped in amber. Perhaps that's a new technique."

      "Very well, I'll see what I can find." I didn't tell him that I would have it back, one way or another. If my mother thought it important then I would wear it. I didn't want to argue with Lincoln. Not when everything was so lovely between us.

      

      Lincoln finally gave in and allowed me to go to the prison with him after I caught him at a rare weak moment—he was in the middle of kissing me.

      With my back to his door, his hands on my waist, I gently pushed him away and simply told him I was going too. With a resigned sigh, he said, "I suspected as much."

      What followed was a list of rules, most of them boiling down to staying vigilant and staying close to him. I did as told because his commands were entirely sensible—and he said please.

      The entrance gate of Surrey House of Correction rose out of the landscape like a grim, austere medieval castle presiding over its subjects. Lincoln and I were shown into the governor's office in the heart of the complex. The prison was designed like an octopus with four tentacles; the central office windows overlooked each yard between the tentacles. A smattering of prisoners huddled in the corners out of the wind, but otherwise the yards were barren.

      "He's in the infirmary," Governor Crease said upon our inquiry. "You can't visit him." He was a tall, imposing man with impressive muttonchops and moustache but no beard. Small, round eyes peered back at us with intense focus that seemed to be searching our souls for our crimes.

      Lincoln passed a fat envelope across the desk. Crease peered inside and, without so much as a blink, opened the top drawer of his desk and dropped it inside. He locked the drawer with a key that he slipped into his watch pocket.

      "I'll have one of the guards escort you."

      A few minutes later we were shown into another building that reminded me of the wards at the Bedlam asylum. Men dressed in shapeless, drab prison garb lay on beds divided into two rows. There were no blankets to cover them and no nurses to tend to them. Some watched us warily, but others were either asleep or too sick to open their eyes.

      Only one guard stood at the door. He directed us to the bed three down on the left. It took me a moment to recognize the figure lying there, curled over and clutching his stomach. Holloway was so changed. He'd lost weight and the usually neat man had grown a patchy beard. Without Macassar oil, his hair hung loose and lank past his nape. The blue spidery veins on his closed eyelids stood out alarmingly against pale, glistening skin.

      "Holloway," Lincoln said. "Are you awake?"

      The man I'd affectionately called Father for thirteen years, and less affectionately for another five, cracked open his eyes. Whatever ailed him clearly didn't affect his mind because he took us both in then grunted.

      "The devil child." His voice was as fragile as the rest of him. "Come to take me to the pits of hell?"

      "You're not dead yet," I said, feeling bold now that I saw how sick he was. I thought I'd feel anger and hatred, but I felt neither of those. Indeed, I felt nothing for him except a small kernel of nostalgia that took little effort to quash.

      "What do you want?"

      The prisoner in the next bed began coughing uncontrollably. The warden and other prisoners took no notice.

      "Sign these papers." Lincoln produced a folded document from his inside jacket pocket. He'd come prepared.

      "What papers?" Holloway asked.

      "Charlie is going to wed."

      Holloway pushed himself up on his elbow with effort. I stepped forward to help him, but he flinched and gave me a look of such horror that I hung back. "She needs my consent." He chuckled and lay down again. "How ironic."

      "Sign it," I said, "and I will be out of your way forever. You'll never have to see me again."

      "No."

      I exchanged a glance with Lincoln. He looked like he wanted to thump Holloway. "Why not?" I asked. "Why do you care what I do?"

      "Marriage is a sacred endeavor in the eyes of God. I cannot allow a creature like yourself to enter a house of God and speak vows meant for good, Christian folk. What sort of vicar would that make me? What sort of man?"

      "A forgiving one. A kind one." But the more I spoke, the more I saw how hopeless it was. Holloway wasn't the sort of man who feared death, or Lincoln, or me. He thought he was in the right, and nothing could sway him.

      "I tried to save you," he said to me. "I tried to remove the devil from you—"

      "By digging it out of me with a knife!"

      "If I were in better health, and not confined to this hell, I would try again. Now it's up to you to fight the devil alone. If this man you wish to marry truly loved you, he would help you fight it." He sighed and seemed to sink further into the bed. "Be gone, Devil. Get away from me."

      I moved off, but Lincoln did not. He leaned down to the figure in the bed and whispered something in his ear. Holloway's eyes widened. His Adam's apple bobbed.

      "What did you say to him?" I asked as we followed the warden back to the governor's office.

      "I told him that he will die soon, and that he'd better hope his treatment of you does not go against his God's wishes. I may have recited a few lines of the testament that counsel compassion to everyone."

      "How do you know he'll die soon? He might recover."

      We arrived in the governor's office and he didn't have a chance to answer me. Nor did he respond as we drove off, and I didn't ask again. Neither of us mentioned Holloway or his refusal to grant his permission.

      I knew from Lincoln's rigidity that he was seething. His black fathomless eyes stared out the window, and the muscles in his jaw stretched taut.

      "We'll speak with a lawyer," I said quietly. "It will all work out, Lincoln. You'll see." A small, cold place inside me hoped that Holloway would die, handing over my guardianship to the state, but it was not the sort of thing I could admit out loud.

      Seth drove us to the newspaper offices of The Times, where we placed our advertisement for a housekeeper, then drove home. I felt flat, restless, and it only grew worse as the hour for the committee meeting approached. As the first arrival rolled along the drive, I began to regret my insistence that I face them too. While I wanted to present a united front with Lincoln, I was in no mood for their snobbery and, in the case of Lady Harcourt, jealousy.

      The first to arrive was General Eastbrooke with Lord Marchbank close behind. They eyed me with curiosity as we sat in the library and waited for the others to arrive. I folded my hand over my engagement ring to hide it until they were all present.

      "What's she doing here?" Lord Gillingham asked before he'd even fully entered the library. "Get rid of her."

      "Charlie is staying," Lincoln said blandly.

      "Why?" Lady Harcourt asked, with a defiant tilt of her chin. She looked lovely in a lavender gown, cinched at the waist to show off her feminine figure, her hair arranged in a style that must have taken her maid an age to do. "Are you still insisting we call her your assistant? That's all well and good, but Lichfield needs maids for now."

      "We've placed an advertisement in The Times for a housekeeper."

      Her face froze. "We?"

      "Where did you go, Fitzroy?" Lord Gillingham cut in.

      "On holiday," Lincoln said.

      Gillingham snorted a laugh but when no one else joined in, he said, "To where?"

      "That is none of your affair."

      "It damned well is, man." Whenever Gillingham grew angry, his face turned the same reddish hue as his hair. He was well on the way to that color already and the meeting had only just begun.

      Lincoln said nothing. He stood by the fireplace, a severely drawn frown on his brow. I sat in the only vacant armchair, and he switched to the other side of the hearth to be closer to me.

      "You're the ministry's leader," Gillingham went on. "It's your raison d'être and ought to be your priority. It's not work from which you can come and go. It's your life."

      I took a breath to counter him, but Lincoln put his hand on the back of my chair. I would stay silent if he wanted me to—for now.

      "Gilly is correct," Eastbrooke said. The general's physical presence always commanded attention when he entered a room, but it was his military authority that made him the unspoken leader of the four-person committee. That and his age. At sixty-odd, he was the eldest. "Holidays are not for the likes of you, Lincoln. Do not disappear like that again."

      "Stop it, both of you," Lady Harcourt hissed. "Of course he should be allowed to get away, from time to time. As long as it's not in the middle of an investigation, or for long, what's the harm in it?"

      "What's the harm?" Gillingham echoed in a high-pitched voice. "Julia, in light of what's happened in his absence—"

      "What happened?" Lincoln snapped.

      "Two supernaturals are dead."

      "Murdered," Lord Marchbank added.

      I gasped. "How?"

      "You don't ask the questions," Gillingham sneered.

      "Both shot." Marchbank was the least talkative of the lot, but when he did speak, his words had far more impact than anyone else's. "It appears the killer was the same man."

      "Or woman," Lady H added. Why did she look at me when she said it?

      "How do you know they were supernaturals?" Lincoln asked.

      "They had files in our archives."

      "You've memorized the names on file?" Disbelief edged the blandness.

      She stiffened. "I looked through them during the investigation into my stepson's disappearance in the hope a name from my late husband's journal would match one on file. I remembered Reginald Drinkwater, since it's an unusual name. When his death was reported in the papers, I checked the address and it turned out to be the same one in our files. The second victim, Joan Brumley, died in the exact same way as Drinkwater, and it was the newspapers that linked the two deaths as having been committed by the same killer. If it weren't for that, we would never have realized she was a supernatural too."

      "What was Drinkwater's magical ability?" Lincoln asked.

      "It's listed as levitation, but we now believe it was something more."

      "According to the police and the papers, Drinkwater was a scientist," Eastbrooke said, folding his hands over his considerable girth. "He was involved in the area of mechanics. Specifically, mechanical limbs for people who've lost them through accident or birth defect."

      Another scientist in the medical field. My stomach rolled.

      "His devices were very good, apparently," Lady Harcourt said. "They worked well, but only while Drinkwater was in the room. Based on that information, we think he was using his magic to make the mechanical limbs work like real ones, seemingly of their own volition."

      "The man was a charlatan," Gillingham said. "The limbs never could have operated without him present. They needed his magic."

      "Indeed." Eastbrooke nodded. "Very devious practice, if you ask me."

      "He hadn't sold any," Marchbank pointed out.

      "I'm sure he would have, if he hadn't died first."

      "Perhaps that was why he was killed," I said. "Perhaps one of the trial patients found out that the limb didn't really work and was so angry that he killed Drinkwater."

      "Your opinion was not sought, Charlotte," Eastbrooke intoned. "If Lincoln insists that you're an assistant now, and not a maid, then make yourself useful and fetch the tea or take notes instead of espousing on things you know nothing about."

      Lincoln's cool fingers skimmed the hot skin at the back of my neck. "You'll refrain from speaking to Charlie in such a manner in this house."

      Eastbrooke spluttered a protest, but the rest was cut off by Gus and Seth's arrival with trays.

      "The second victim, Joan Brumley, was an historian whose opinions were often controversial," Marchbank went on, setting his teacup aside.

      "Why?" Lincoln asked.

      "She claimed to have spoken with the spirits of historical figures in person."

      "Bloody hell," Gus muttered, earning a glare from all four committee members. He went back to serving tea then sank into the shadows near the door.

      "It was a recent claim," Lady Harcourt added, "and not made in one of the respectable academic periodicals. She was soundly ridiculed of course, and there was even discussion of having her committed to Bedlam."

      "But we believe her," Marchbank said.

      My chest constricted. My heart stilled. A woman in communication with dead historical figures could only be one thing.

      "She must be a necromancer." Lady Harcourt turned hard, glittering eyes onto me as she accepted a cup from Seth.

      I arched my brow at her in what I hoped was defiance, when all I felt was cold through to my bones. A necromancer…dead. And someone had tried to kill me too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    
    
      "Stupid woman," Gillingham muttered. "Joan Brumley could have caused panic on a grand scale with her claims."

      "Not to mention drawing attention to herself," Eastbrooke said. "There are enough madmen in this country who would believe her and try to use her necromancy for their own ends, as they tried to do with Charlotte."

      "It's just as well she died then." Gillingham sipped his tea, oblivious to my shocked gasp and Lady Harcourt's quiet chiding.

      Lincoln shifted his weight from one foot to the other. "Aside from them both dying in the same manner, and both being magical, did you discover any other links?"

      "What more do you need?" Eastbrooke asked. "They both have the potential to use their magic for harm."

      "But did they?"

      "That isn't the point."

      "I think it is."

      "The point is," Eastbrooke ground out, "that if they fell into the wrong hands, they would have been very dangerous tools."

      Like me, he could have said. The look he gave me from beneath his bushy eyebrows implied he was thinking it.

      "What were they like?" I asked suddenly.

      "Pardon?" Lady Harcourt said.

      "It seems to me that neither of them were doing anything harmful. Giving working limbs to those who have none is charitable, and historical research is benign enough. Drinkwater and Brumley don't sound like people who want to use their magic for ill. No one can force them."

      "We don't know that for certain," she said. "Everyone has a price."

      "Not everyone," Lincoln said.

      She bristled. "And if money fails, then blackmail or a threat to a loved one will work. Even a saint can turn bad if the right sort of pressure is applied to the right place."

      She sounded ruthless. Knowing her background as a dancer, I almost understood why, except that she continued to want to climb higher up the social ladder and grow richer, despite being rich and powerful now. She'd even admitted as much when she claimed she couldn't marry Lincoln. Even though she knew he was the son of a prince, she also knew that could never be publicly acknowledged. Lincoln was a step down from her previous husband, and she wouldn't have that.

      "We've seen what can happen," Gillingham said with a nod at me. "The girl was kidnapped for just such a reason."

      "I helped neither Frankenstein nor Jasper," I snapped. "Nor would I, under any circumstances."

      "Do you think so?" Lady Harcourt's flinty gaze slipped to Lincoln. "What if they'd captured someone you love?"

      I swallowed. There was no winning against that argument. Everyone in that room knew I would do anything to save Lincoln, even if it meant jeopardizing others.

      His hand rested on my shoulder, but it wasn't very reassuring. "Leave Charlie out of this."

      "We can't," Eastbrooke said. "It's as simple as that. Which brings me to my next suggestion."

      "No." Lincoln growled the word with all the force of a blunt hammer.

      "You must go somewhere safe, Charlotte. Somewhere that no one will look for you. I know just the place. Leave it to me."

      Lincoln's fingers dug into my shoulder. I wasn't certain he knew how hard he was holding me. "She's not leaving."

      "We're being extra vigilant," I said. "Once this killer is found—"

      "There will be another," Gillingham said. "Then another and another. There will always be someone after you."

      "He's right," Lady Harcourt said, in a tone that was a little too silky to be genuinely sympathetic. "Let us find you somewhere safer to live. London is too—"

      "If Charlie leaves Lichfield then so do I," Lincoln growled. "We're engaged."

      Dense silence filled the library. Seth and Gus exchanged glances, but otherwise, nobody moved. It was as if time had ceased, trapping us in that moment.

      "What!" Eastbrooke's explosion shattered the eerie quiet.

      "We are to be wed." Lincoln's voice was all calm authority, with a hint of steel that perhaps only I noticed.

      "You bloody fool," Gillingham sneered.

      Eastbrooke's hand curled into a fist on the chair arm. "We cannot allow it."

      "Agreed."

      "It's not up to you," Lincoln said.

      "Think, man," Gillingham said. "Think what you're doing. You'll ruin yourself."

      "Then I'll be a happily ruined man."

      I touched Lincoln's hand at my shoulder and smiled up at him. His troubled gaze watched me intently, perhaps for signs that the tirades upset me. They did not. I didn't care what these people thought.

      "You can't," Eastbrooke stated with an emphatic shake of his head. "We forbid it."

      "You have no power to forbid me to do anything."

      "You're the head of the ministry and we're the committee—"

      "I'm the leader because of the prophecy, not because you chose me. The committee has no power over Charlie or me."

      Eastbrooke hauled himself to his feet and took a step toward us. I felt Lincoln's fingers tense again. "I raised you," the general snarled. "I took you into my home and treated you like a son, and this is how you repay me! By going behind my back to court this…this…"

      "Tutors raised me, and occasionally the housekeeper. Granted, you provided a roof over my head, for which I am grateful, although I hold no illusions that you did it out of the goodness of your heart. You never treated me like a son, General. Don't pretend otherwise."

      Eastbrooke sat down heavily. He stared at Lincoln, his mouth ajar, his chest heaving with his deep breaths.

      "This is outrageous," Gillingham said. "I knew we should have gotten rid of her as soon as the matter with Frankenstein ended. None of this would have happened if you'd all listened to me."

      "That's enough, Gilly," Marchbank said. To us, he added, "Your mind is made up?"

      "It is," Lincoln said.

      "Then we must live with it, I suppose, although I agree that there are some concerns."

      "She's safer here with me to watch over her."

      "I'm not referring to her safety, but to the ongoing effectiveness of the ministry, and yourself, Fitzroy. Hear me out. Say she is kidnapped again and forced to raise a witch with the power to overrule her commands. Say the only way to send the witch back is to kill Charlie. Will you do it?"

      "That is an unlikely event."

      "But not impossible."

      "There will be other ways to send the witch back, we just don't know what they are yet."

      Gillingham snorted.

      Marchbank turned to Lady Harcourt. "Julia, what do you think?"

      She had gone very pale. She hadn't moved a muscle or uttered a syllable since our announcement. It must be quite difficult for her to accept our relationship, since she believed Lincoln still loved her until quite recently. Her gaze shifted from Lincoln to mine then back again. "Do you have consent from her father?"

      "Not yet," Lincoln said.

      "If he doesn't give it, you'll have to wait until she's of age.

      Lincoln said nothing. It would seem he wasn't going to tell them about our plan to get Holloway's guardianship overturned.

      "Ha!" Gillingham slapped his hand down on the head of his walking stick. "Good point, Julia. It's unlikely he'll give it."

      "He's ill," Marchbank said. "So Governor Crease from the House of Correction tells me. Perhaps he'll die."

      Gillingham used his walking stick to push himself up and approached us. I steeled myself for more insults. Lincoln tensed. "This will pass, you know," he said to Lincoln. "What you think is love is just a passing…urge." He looked pleased with himself for choosing that word. "You're still young and ruled by your cock, but—"

      Lincoln let me go, stepped forward, and punched Gillingham in the nose. Gillingham fell to the ground, clutching his face and choking out the vilest obscenities. Nobody went to his aid.

      "Really, Lincoln," Lady Harcourt chided. "Was that necessary?"

      "Get up, Gilly," Eastbrooke said. "It can't be that bad. He pulled back."

      "I'm bleeding!" Gillingham lurched to his feet, one hand covering his nose, the other pulling out a handkerchief from his pocket. A trickle of blood seeped through the cracks of his fingers.

      "Seth, Gus, show his lordship to the door." Lincoln held out his hand to me and I took it. "This meeting is over."

      

      "Bloody…minded…arses." Cook interjected every word with a severe chop of his knife through an onion. "Don't listen to them, Charlie. Their hearts be cold."

      "I don't care what they think," I assured him. "As Lincoln pointed out to them, they have no power to send me away. They'll grow used to our marriage, in time."

      "Wish I'd seen Fitzroy clock Gillingham."

      "It was rather satisfying." I smoothed my hand over the book in front of me on the kitchen table. It was a hefty tome about supernatural creatures, mostly demons. I'd found nothing yet on imps captured in amber, but I hadn't given up.

      Lincoln had gone out after the meeting, taking Seth and Gus with him. They were hoping to learn more about the murders from the police, neighbors and other witnesses. I'd decided to read in the kitchen for company. I probably should have tackled some housework but it was almost dinnertime, and I really wanted to know more about the imp.

      I'd found the necklace in Lincoln's desk drawer. It wasn't stealing, since it was mine anyway. I didn't put it around my neck but set it beside the book.

      "Any luck?" Cook asked with a nod at the book.

      "None." I sighed and slammed it closed.

      "It be a pretty piece."

      "It is, albeit somewhat peculiar with the creature inside. You can hardly see it with the naked eye, but it's in there."

      He wiped his hands on his apron and picked up the pendant. He held it to the lamplight and squinted. "You should wear it, for safekeeping."

      "It'll be safe in Lincoln's drawer."

      "Not the imp's safety, yours. If your mama wants you to wear it, you should listen to her."

      "She also said it was unpredictable and mischievous. I shouldn't risk it."

      "Wear it, but don't let it out." He shrugged. "I don't see no harm in that. Your mama wouldn't give it to you if it be dangerous."

      "No-o, I suppose not." I took the necklace and placed it around my neck, leaving the pendant exposed against my dress so that Lincoln could see it when he returned. I wasn't going to try and hide my actions from him. "He probably won't like it."

      "If anyone can convince him it ain't a problem, it be you."

      I smiled. "Thank you, Cook."

      "Just don't tell him it were me who suggested it."

      "I suppose there's no way of releasing it accidentally. I don't speak French, and I'm hardly about to say 'I release you' in a foreign language when I don't—Oh!"

      The pendant glowed a bright orange and its warmth seeped through my dress above my breast. I fumbled with the clasp and threw the necklace on the table as if it were a spider that had fallen in my lap.

      "What have I done?" I whispered.

      "You weren't to know it be bilingual." Cook picked up his knife and raised it to strike at whatever came out of the amber.

      A sudden blast of yellow light blinded me. When my vision returned, a small creature blinked back at me from the table. My rapidly beating heart calmed a little when the creature didn't move, and I was able to get a good look at it. It resembled a hairless cat, with long pointy ears and slanted green eyes that followed me as I edged around the table toward Cook.

      "Do you understand me?" I said, speaking slowly.

      It tilted its head to the side and the catlike mouth opened. A small mewling sound escaped as if it were trying to talk to me.

      "I see why my mother called it a pet."

      "It looks like a plucked chicken."

      "I think it's rather adorable, with those eyes and the way the skin wrinkles above its nose like it's frowning at us."

      "Touch it," Cook said.

      "No! You touch it."

      "I ain't going near that thing."

      "Big baby." I shifted closer, smiled at the creature and made cooing sounds. I'd befriended alley cats when I lived on the streets. They were good at keeping the mice away. Perhaps the imp would respond to my soothing voice. "Come here, little one. Go back into your amber."

      "It ain't moving."

      I reached across the table, but it shifted back, out of my reach. Those large green eyes didn't leave mine the entire time. "Perhaps we should feed it." The alley cats had become more friendly if we spared them some of our food. "Pass me some beef."

      "That be dinner!"

      "This is an emergency, Cook. If Lincoln finds out I released it, he'll be furious with you."

      "Me? Why me?"

      "Because you didn't allow me any beef to coax it back into the amber."

      He wiped his shiny brow and bald head with the back of his sleeve. "It can have some meat, but I ain't feeding it. It be your pet, you do it."

      "Very well."

      He chopped a slice of beef into small pieces and handed three to me. I put them down on the table and stood back. The imp crept on all fours to the beef, sniffed it, but didn't eat. It tilted its head and looked at me as if it were waiting for something.

      "Go back into your amber," I urged. When nothing happened, I tried a different command. "Return, imp. I send you back."

      It mewled again.

      "It don't look magical," Cook said.

      "What does a magical creature look like?"

      "Don't know, but if I be a magical creature, I'd make meself prettier for a start, and bigger, with fur. Lots and lots of fur everywhere."

      I kept my gaze strictly averted from his bald head and hairless face. Cook couldn't even grow eyebrows. "What shall we do?" Lincoln might walk in at any moment. I eyed the door and chewed my lip.

      "Maybe it understands French for 'go back' better than English."

      "That's all well and good, but I don't know the French for 'go back.' Do you?"

      "I dozed off when me tutor were teaching them words in French lessons."

      I gave him a withering glare. "This is not a time for jokes."

      "I think you have to hold it and touch the amber too."

      "Now you're just making things up." But I recalled my mother saying something similar. The suggestion was as good as any. "If it bites me, fetch the medical kit." I picked up the necklace and dangled the pendant where the creature could see it then caught the pendant in my hand. "Come here, little—"

      The creature let out a squawk that seemed far too loud for its small size, then jumped off the table. It ran out of the kitchen before I'd registered that it had moved.

      "It's escaping!" I lifted my skirts and sprinted after it.

      "It can't get out," Cook said from directly behind me. "The doors and windows all be closed."

      Thank goodness for that. I spotted the tip of its skinny pink tail as it turned a corner. It was heading toward the front of the house.

      "Stop!" I shouted. "Get back here, you little rat!"

      "Don't call it names or it might not want to come back."

      Thank goodness the front door was closed, so we only had to corral it in one of the rooms and—

      I skidded to a halt just as the creature leapt into the air. It was going to slam head first into the solid wooden door!

      The imp stretched itself very thin. It resembled a stiletto dagger. Even the head was distorted. Then I saw why.

      It squeezed through the keyhole and disappeared.

      "That be its magic trick," Cook muttered.

      "It's getting away!"

      He flung open the door and pointed into the darkness ahead. "There! On the drive. It be normal shape again."

      I ran down the steps and along the drive, flicking up clumps of damp gravel with every step. It wasn't until I was halfway to the gate that I realized Cook was no longer behind me. I turned to see him doubled over, holding his side.

      "Go on," he puffed out between heavy breaths. "I'll catch it if it comes back."

      Nearly three months ago I'd been known as fleet-foot Charlie, and for good reason, but my speed was not enough to close the gap between myself and the creature. It was as fast as any cat, and its magic trick, as Cook had called it, gave it an added advantage.

      By the time I reached Lichfield's gates, I was in utter despair. The moonlight and street lamps weren't enough to reveal much in either direction, and the imp was nowhere to be seen. Once again I'd been responsible for releasing a supernatural creature with the potential to cause great harm.

      The committee members would be gloating if they knew.

      I stood on the pavement, hands on hips, and squinted into the darkness to left and right. It could be halfway to Clerkenwell by now.

      Leaves in a nearby tree rustled. Thank goodness! "Come here, you little—"

      The crack of a gunshot woke up the birds and deafened me.

      And then everything became a blur.
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      A blurry shadow slammed into my side, pushing me to the ground. I landed on my elbow and shoulder, the wind knocked out of me.

      "Charlie!" Cook shouted. "Charlie, you hurt?" He appeared at the gate, his white apron making him look ghostly as he emerged out of the darkness. He sounded like a steam engine puffing up a hill.

      "I don't think so," I gasped out.

      As I said it, someone jumped out of the tree and ran off down the street. A gun dangled from his right hand. Cook made to go after him, but he could never have caught up to the nimble-footed man.

      "Don't risk it," I told him as I got to my feet. "He's armed."

      The imp sat on the ground beside me, panting steadily with its tongue out. Its green eyes watched my every move. It seemed to be waiting for something.

      "It saved me," I murmured.

      "That be its job," Cook said.

      "Yes, but…it became something else, something large and strong that pushed me out of the way. How could it have done that in the moment between the shot being fired and the bullet hitting me?"

      "Magic?"

      "I suppose."

      The imp suddenly lay down on its haunches and stretched its paws forward.

      "Go after that man!" I ordered it. "Go!"

      It lay its head on its paws and mewled.

      "Maybe it only works when your life be in danger. The danger be over, now."

      "Good point. I also think it might be tired. My mother said that happens after it does its duty." I knelt down on the pavement and patted my lap.

      The imp lifted its head and, with a small mewl, got to its feet and padded over to me. It walked directly into my hands and allowed me to pick it up and cuddle it to my chest.

      "Isn't it adorable?"

      "It still be ugly." Cook glanced off in the direction the attacker had gone. "We better return to the house."

      The imp snuggled into me all the way back to the kitchen. "It's quite a sweet little thing, when it's not running away." I held it tightly in one hand and patted its wrinkled head with the other. "You saved my life, little imp. Thank you."

      It made a sound in its chest like a strangled version of a cat's purr and tucked its head beneath my chin. But, oddly, it thrust out its paw and tapped the table.

      "I think it wants to go back now." Cook handed me the necklace that we'd left behind.

      With the imp in one hand and the necklace in the other, I said, "Return, imp. Go back inside."

      Both imp and amber glowed and grew warmer, then the blinding light forced me to turn my head away. When I opened them, the creature was gone.

      I held up the necklace to the lamp. Now that I knew what it looked like, I could just make out the imp's tiny body curled into a ball, the two ears pointing straight up. "It's asleep."

      Cook dragged over the stool from the stove and sat down. "Bloody hell, that were…" He shook his head.

      "Interesting?"

      "Not the word I were going to say."

      Lincoln entered the kitchen and eyed each of us in turn. I'd not heard the door to the courtyard open or close. Cook stood quickly and resumed chopping vegetables, his head studiously down.

      I gave Lincoln what I hoped was a cheerful smile. "Welcome back. Where's Seth and Gus?"

      He whipped off his gloves and unbuttoned his jacket. "Coach house. What happened?"

      "What makes you think something happened?"

      "You look guilty."

      "I do not!"

      He tilted his head to the side. "You're neither dead nor injured, so I'll assume there is no immediate danger."

      "Something did happen, and if you give me a chance, I'll tell you." I rose. "But first, may I make you tea? Or would you like something stronger?"

      "Sit down."

      I sat. "Very well, but I'm only thinking of your comfort." Where to begin? With the worst incident or best? Which one was the worst? "The imp escaped from the amber, but we caught it and returned it to the necklace where it fell asleep. Now, the tea…"

      He perched on the edge of the table, his arms and ankles crossed, and watched me prepare a pot of tea. I tried not to feel awkward, but his silence eventually grew too taut and I felt compelled to break it.

      "The imp understands English. Isn't that clever of it?"

      "And you spoke the words in English to release it."

      "Unintentionally, of course."

      "Of course."

      I handed a cup to him. "It then escaped from the house, despite the doors and windows being closed and locked."

      "How?"

      "It distorted itself to fit through the keyhole."

      "Magic," Cook added with a knowing nod.

      "Then it ran off. We chased it, caught it and said the words for it to return, which it did. Simple."

      He set the teacup aside and picked up the necklace. The amber dangled from his fingers as he held it up to the light. "What did it look like?"

      "Ugly," Cook said.

      "Like a hairless cat," I added. "It moved like a cat too, and it sounded a little like one. It was quite a friendly little thing once it tired itself out."

      He put the necklace down again and fixed me with one of his penetrating glares. "It was fast?"

      "Very."

      "And yet you caught it."

      I sighed again. There was no point delaying the inevitable. "It grew very tired after it saved my life."

      He stiffened. "Go on."

      "Someone was in the tree near the front gate. I followed the imp to the street and the person shot at me. The imp pushed—"

      "Shot at you!" He grasped my shoulders and searched my face.

      "I'm unharmed, Lincoln. The imp pushed me out of the way and the man ran off without firing another shot."

      His jaw set hard. "Did you see him?"

      "No. It was dark, but I'm quite certain it was a man, and an agile one. He must have been camped out in that tree, waiting for me to reappear. I wonder how long he was up there."

      "This reinforces my opinion that you must remain in the house."

      "Only for the time being, until he's caught."

      "As for the imp…" He collected the necklace again and frowned. For a moment, I thought he was going to pocket it so he could hide it from me, but instead, he held it out. "Store it somewhere safe."

      "And don't speak the words to release it?"

      "In any language." He stalked out of the kitchen and I had to run to catch up with him.

      "Where are you going?"

      "Outside to look for clues to the shooter's identity."

      "I doubt he left a calling card."

      He gave me a withering glare. "Lock the door behind me, and don't open it until you hear my voice. Lock all the doors."

      By the time he returned, Seth and Gus had joined us. Lincoln checked that every door and window was locked before sitting us all down in the library and going through his new rules, most of which involved not letting me out of the house or leaving me on my own.

      "Go and change into your exercise clothes, Charlie," he said once we'd all agreed. "We'll resume your training."

      "Now?"

      He gave me a blank look.

      I pointed to the clock on the mantel. "It's almost eleven."

      "Tomorrow morning then. Early." He once again strode out of the room, his hands behind his back. He took the stairs two at a time and disappeared. He didn't even say goodnight.

      With a sigh, I followed him, only to find that he was waiting for me at my door. He leaned against the wall, arms crossed, apparently seeing something of interest on the floor at his feet.

      "Lincoln? Are you all right?"

      He watched me approach through his thick, dark lashes. "I believe that's my question." He opened his arms and folded me against his chest. "Are you all right?"

      "I am. I wasn't hurt."

      "You could have been." He rested his cheek on the top of my head and drew in a deep breath.

      "Let's not dwell on that. The imp saved me." I'd slipped the necklace into the top drawer of my dresser, beneath my unmentionables. I didn't want to release it accidentally again, but if I felt threatened, I knew where to find it quickly. "It was quite a strange experience, and I still can't fathom it."

      He held me without speaking for a moment, then kissed the top of my head. "Goodnight, Charlie. I hope you can sleep, in spite of everything."

      "I'll sleep better if you're with me."

      He kissed the tip of my nose. "You and the imp are well suited to one another."

      

      Training was more intense than usual. There was no teasing, hardly any talking, and certainly no kissing. After two hours, my muscles ached and my knuckles sported a graze from punching the rice-filled bag. I was relieved when Seth interrupted us—until I saw his face. It was lined with worry.

      "You have a visitor, sir." His gaze flicked to me then away. "It's Governor Crease."

      "From the jail?" I looked to Lincoln, but he'd not reacted. "This can't be good if he's calling on us in person."

      "Tell him I'll be down in a moment," Lincoln said.

      I raced from the ballroom to my bedchamber and quickly washed and dressed in my deep green day dress. Although I hurried, Lincoln beat me to the parlor, where he was already deep in conversation with the governor of the Surrey House of Correction

      "Good morning, Mr. Crease," I said.

      The governor rose. "Miss…er…I didn't catch your name, last time."

      "Charlotte is my fiancée." Lincoln sounded a little more distracted than usual. "You were just about to tell me why you're here, Crease."

      Crease stroked his woolly sideburns. "It's with grave concern that I have to inform you that Holloway has escaped."
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      My stomach flipped. I clutched my throat where Holloway's knife had nicked my skin the night he'd attacked me in the courtyard. In order to keep my name and identity out of the papers, Lincoln had told the police that Holloway attacked Cook but Cook had managed to capture him.

      Lincoln placed a steadying hand at my lower back. "How?" he asked. "I thought he was too ill to move."

      "The medic thought he was dead."

      "Dead!" I echoed. "Didn't he check?"

      Crease winced. "He claims he did and that there was no pulse. The body was removed to an outbuilding that isn't guarded. When the mortuary staff came for him in the morning, the body was gone."

      "So he may indeed be dead," I said.

      "You think body snatchers took him, Miss…Charlotte?"

      "Oh, er, yes. The city is rampant with them. Didn't you know?" I wasn't sure which was worse—a living Holloway on the loose, or a resurrected one.

      "Ordinarily I would agree with you, but the door was bolted from the outside and the windows are nailed permanently shut. The police surmise that someone opened the door, carried the ill Holloway out, and locked it again from the outside."

      "And the lack of a pulse?"

      He shrugged. "The medic was mistaken."

      "That is quite a serious mistake."

      "Quite," he said with a twitch of his sideburns. He cleared his throat and seemed to be waiting for something. "I thought you should know, since he was arrested here and you showed interest in him recently."

      "Thank you," I said, because Lincoln had gone quiet. "It was good of you to inform us."

      "It was, wasn't it? I doubt the police would have bothered." Crease did not move toward the door.

      I was beginning to think we might have to offer him tea when Lincoln strode to the door and called for Seth. He whispered something and Seth disappeared, returning a few moments later with an envelope identical to the one Lincoln had handed to Crease when we'd visited Holloway in jail.

      Crease tucked it into his jacket pocket. "Good morning, sir, miss." He put on his hat, touched the brim and saw himself out.

      "Do you think he's alive or dead?" I asked as soon as Crease had climbed into the hackney waiting for him. "He can't be alive, surely. His health couldn't have improved enough for him to escape unassisted, and nobody cares enough about him to risk freeing him. He must be dead. But that throws up another horrible prospect."

      "Who raised his spirit and helped him re-enter his body."

      Seth and Gus joined us and I repeated what Crease had told us. "There must be another necromancer," Gus said with a shrug. "Someone we don't know about, like the Brumley woman. There ain't no other explanation."

      Lincoln dragged his hand through his hair. "Either way, someone helped him. Are you certain no one cares about him enough to orchestrate an escape?"

      "No," I said. "No one."

      "A family member?" Seth asked.

      "He has no family."

      "A parishioner?"

      "The only parishioners who ever visited us at home were a handful of old ladies, and I can't see them as the sort to assist in a prison escape." I began to pace back and forth across the entrance floor tiles. "This is a mystery. Perhaps we should double check the archives for necromancers. You may have missed one."

      "I didn't," Lincoln said.

      "There must be another. After all, you didn't know about Joan Brumley. Perhaps someone you thought didn't have children in fact did and their descendent has kept their magic a secret. Joan Brumley might have children."

      "It's possible." From his tone, I think he meant it was also very unlikely. "If there is another necromancer, the ministry is not aware of her."

      "Yes, you're right." I began pacing again. Lincoln watched me with a frown, but it was Gus who intercepted me by stepping in my way.

      "It'll be all right, Charlie," he said gently.

      "Will it? Because this morning I had only one killer to worry about, now I have two, one of whom may be dead."

      "He won't kill you," Seth said. "He's your…was your father. I'm sure a part of him still cares for you."

      "If he thinks killing me will save me, then he'd rather see me dead."

      "We'll find him," Lincoln assured me. "But it may take time with only three of us."

      I didn't tell him that we were four. There was no point trying to argue with him when he was entirely correct in keeping me in the house. I hated it, but I saw no other way—for now.

      He lightly touched my fingers then drew away to bark orders to his men. It wasn't long before they headed out to investigate, although I wasn't sure how they were going to find Holloway. Without knowing whether they were even looking for a dead body or a live man, it was impossible to know where to begin.

      The day wore on, as did the next and the next. By the third day, they'd learned that Holloway wasn't hiding out at his parishioners' homes, nor that of any acquaintances. As Gus had put it, it felt like they were wading through mud into a head wind.

      There was a little more news about the murders of Drinkwater and Brumley. First of all, neither had any children recorded against their names, so I was able to complete their ministry files. Lincoln had managed to break into Joan Brumley's house and had brought home a stack of research papers for me to go through. While I learned much about several historical figures, there was no direct mention of her necromancy or any clues as to why she may have died. I could only guess that someone took offence to her suggestion that our national hero, the Duke of Wellington, had been a condescending bully.

      Despite my thorough search through her documents, and Lincoln's search through her house, we'd found nothing to point the finger at a particular individual and no connection between the victims. Brumley had died a spinster and lived alone in the house that had once belonged to her parents. She had few friends, only one cousin, and no true enemies. She was considered a harmless crackpot by her fellow historians and was mostly ignored.

      Drinkwater had left behind a widow but no children. Mrs. Drinkwater had departed London immediately after her husband's funeral to stay with a sister in Acton. It wasn't clear if that would be a permanent arrangement or if she would return to her own home. I supposed she must, at some point, if only to sort through his belongings. Her hurried departure meant Lincoln was easily able to get inside the house and the upstairs workshop to remove any paperwork.

      I sifted through the records of Drinkwater's so-called patients and gave Lincoln their names and addresses. With the help of Seth and Gus, he learned as much as he could about their movements at the time of Drinkwater’s death. After three days they'd not singled out a likely suspect. Indeed, since all patients lacked at least one limb, they were considered highly unlikely to have been able to kill Drinkwater. That didn't rule out their family members taking out their anger on him, however. The man had given those poor people false hope. While I was in no doubt he thought he was doing good, and he hoped to improve their situation, he should never had tried his magical limbs on real subjects until tests proved positive.

      The arrival of Seth's butler was a welcome relief from the monotony. He was a distinguished looking fellow with gray flecks through his brown hair and a cleanly shaved face that bore few lines. After speaking with him for half an hour in the parlor, I began to wonder if the lack of lines was due to a lack of expression. Fortunately I was an expert at deciphering the meaning behind a mere lift of an eyebrow, and we got along quite well.

      He moved into one of the attic rooms reserved for servants recently vacated by Seth and Gus. They now occupied the larger bedrooms on the second level. I hadn't discussed the change with Lincoln first, but he'd not objected when he found out. In fact, I was almost certain he was satisfied with the new arrangement.

      With Doyle settled, and taking smoothly to his new position, I set about reading through the applications for housekeeper, but quickly realized I needed help. Doyle's first job as butler was to go through the references and pick out the applicants who had worked for London's best families. One stood clearly above the rest.

      The following afternoon, Mrs. Webb arrived at Lichfield, bringing an air of grimness with her. Dressed in severe black, and with dark hair and smooth, marble-white skin, she reminded me of a photograph of a dead woman I'd once seen. It seemed rather serendipitous that Mrs. Webb would come to work in a place where the mistress was a necromancer.

      Despite her macabre appearance, she moved with grace and poise, and spoke well.

      "And why did you leave your previous position, Mrs. Webb?" I asked.

      "I remarried, miss." Her face fell. "Sadly, he lived only a year after our wedding and recently passed away."

      "Oh, I am sorry."

      "I find myself in need of employment again. Your advertisement seemed like a gift when I saw it in The Times. I like the idea of finding my own maids. I can be sure of their character first, you see. A gentle, simple nature is very important in a maid, in my opinion. You don't want a girl with airs, and certainly none too pretty."

      "You've had experience employing staff?"

      "In my previous post, in the course of five years, I hired four maids, all of whom proved excellent workers. Would you like a list of my other duties?"

      "Yes, please."

      She proceeded to rattle off everything she did at her last placement, with a gleam of pride shining in her otherwise lackluster eyes.

      "It will be a lot of hard work at first," I said, "getting yourself—as well as maids—settled. We've been short staffed for some time, and there's much to be done."

      "I'm not afraid of hard work. It will help keep my mind off…recent events." She gave me wobbly smile.

      Poor thing. The death of her husband must have been a blow. "Mrs. Webb, my fiancé and I will be very pleased if you can begin immediately."

      "Fiancé?"

      "Mr. Fitzroy. You'll meet him tomorrow, if you can start then." And if I could keep Lincoln in the house long enough.

      "Miss Holloway, I…I'm a little nonplussed. I didn't know there was a gentleman living here. I assumed you were all alone. His name wasn't listed on the advertisement."

      "Since you will report to me, we decided only my name was necessary. Is our situation here at Lichfield a problem for you?" If she turned out to be a prude then I would be sorely disappointed. She seemed suitable in every other way.

      "No, but I must insist that propriety be observed. For the sake of the young maids, you understand."

      "Let me assure you that propriety is very much on Mr. Fitzroy's mind." Too much, damn him. I was growing quite frustrated with merely kissing.

      "Then I shall see you tomorrow. Is eight o'clock too early?"

      "Not at all."

      Doyle saw her out then offered to bring me tea.

      "Serve it in the kitchen," I said.

      His brows almost flew off his forehead. "The kitchen, miss?"

      It was at that moment I realized our quiet, unconventional household was about to change, and I wasn't sure I would like everything about the new arrangement. "I need to speak to Cook about meals…and such." I needed to do no such thing. Cook decided what we ate and was given a weekly allowance with which to purchase whatever he needed. I'd never had cause to interfere. "Perhaps send him in here instead. With the tea."

      I waited until Cook arrived, followed by Doyle carrying a tray. There was only one teacup on it. Cook watched Doyle pour the tea, his arms crossed, foot tapping on the carpet.

      "Thank you," I said, accepting the cup from Doyle. "Now please bring another for Cook."

      Doyle's eyes widened in horror. "Miss! That would be quite inappropriate."

      "I say what is and is not appropriate here, not you. If you dislike the way I manage the household, you're free to leave."

      Doyle's jowls shook. His eyes widened even more. I expected him to storm out and gather his things, but after a moment, the jowls settled and his eyelids lowered. "Of course, miss. I'll fetch another cup immediately."

      "You summoned me, miss?" Cook asked once we were alone.

      "Miss? It's still Charlie to you, Cook."

      He held my gaze for a long time then sighed and sat without being asked. "I'll have to stop sometime."

      "Perhaps, but not yet. We've been through too much together to become suddenly formal with one another."

      "Aye, that be true. So, you want to discuss the menus, now Lichfield be getting all formal?"

      "Not at all. I simply wanted to enjoy my tea with a friendly face. Doyle didn't like me going to the kitchen, so I decided to bring you out of it instead. You don't have something on the stove, do you?"

      He grinned. "I only be cleaning up. Ain't no one to do it no more."

      "That'll change very soon. We have a new housekeeper starting tomorrow. Her name is Mrs. Webb."

      Doyle returned with the second cup, and I asked him to stay while I told them both about our new housekeeper. I also took the time to inform Doyle of how we did things at Lichfield. It was difficult to say whether he appreciated our informality or not. His face remained blank.

      By the end, however, his shoulders were a little less rigid as he collected the cups. "Forgive me for my earlier outburst, miss. It's just that I am unused to such unconventional households. I am grateful to you for giving me this opportunity."

      "It's not me you need to thank, but Seth."

      He bowed. "I owe Lord Vickers much."

      Cook snickered. Once Doyle left, he said, "Lord Vickers don't sound right."

      "I think Seth would agree with you there."

      Lincoln arrived home with Seth and Gus in time to dine with me in the dining room. After they told me about their progress, I informed them that we had a new housekeeper.

      "She starts tomorrow."

      "So early?" Lincoln said.

      "Yes, why?"

      "I need time to investigate her."

      "But she answered our ad and her references are excellent. Doyle knows her previous employers."

      "Did you check she isn't lying?"

      "Why would she lie?"

      He arched a brow.

      "I suppose she might be the murderer, but it does seem like a convoluted way of getting to me. Besides, she could have killed me in the parlor."

      "Were you alone?"

      "Doyle remained."

      "Then she couldn't have attacked."

      I sighed. "I still think it's an overly obscure way to get to me, but you're right. She should be thoroughly checked first. I'll send word to put her off another day."

      He shook his head. "I'll investigate her tonight. If you have an address for her previous employer, it won't take long."

      I scrutinized him to see if there were any signs of exhaustion on his face, but he seemed perfectly fine, albeit somewhat gruffer than usual. I put that down to worry. "If you're sure."

      "I am." His lips flattened into a kind of smile.

      I smiled back at him, and after dinner, I took him in my arms before he went out again. "How long will you be gone?"

      "No more than two hours. It's a simple matter of ensuring she worked where she claims, and that can be answered with a few questions of the present staff."

      "I think I'll look up the name Webb in the files, just to be certain. It's a pity I didn't ask for her maiden name."

      "Good idea. Perhaps I can learn the maiden name from the other servants."

      He kissed me lightly then left in a carriage driven by Seth. I checked the ministry records kept in the attic, but found no information for Webb.

      Upon his return, Lincoln confirmed that she had indeed worked at the Powell residence in Mayfair for several years before her marriage to Mr. Webb. Her name prior to her second marriage was Cotwell, so I searched the archives again while Lincoln returned to his rooms.

      "Find anything?" he asked when he rejoined me in my sitting room.

      "Nothing. Come sit by me near the fire. Your feet must be freezing."

      He looked down at his bare feet. "They're a little cold."

      "And you only just noticed?" I clicked my tongue and ordered him to sit. Then I sat on his lap. "We'll find him, won't we?"

      "Holloway? Yes."

      "And the other killer."

      He circled his arms around me. "I suspect learning the identity of the killer will lead us to finding Holloway."

      "You think the murderer helped Holloway escape?"

      "They must be linked. I don't believe in coincidence."

      I laid my head on his shoulder and enjoyed how his arms tightened around me and his body began to relax. "I hope you're right."

      

      Mrs. Webb's first day was a baptism of fire. Not only did she have a great deal of housework to accomplish, but a delivery of furniture arrived from Monsieur Fernesse's gallery. And then there were the applications for the maids' positions to sift through.

      When the cart with our new sofa and armchairs rolled up shortly after lunch, Lincoln instructed Gus to remain home with me "to assist with the lifting," while he took Seth with him to speak to Widow Drinkwater. I suspected he wanted Gus near me as an extra safety measure while strangers came and went from the house. Apparently more of our French purchases were on their way.

      I didn't mind. I enjoyed Gus's company, but he had a terrible eye for decorating. "The vase would look better on the table by the window," I told him, setting it there. "And that old statue is hideous. Put it in the attic."

      He pouted at the clay statue of a bulldog in his hand. "But it's unique!"

      "It's still hideous. I wonder where it came from."

      "Last owner of Lichfield, prob'ly. The committee bought the house and contents, lock, stock."

      "Should we leave the new sofa on the right of the fireplace, where the old one was, or on the left? I can't decide." It wasn't lost on me that in a matter of months I'd gone from stealing food to survive to rearranging furniture and managing a household. Fortune had certainly smiled upon me. I would never forget it.

      Gus stroked his grizzly chin. "Don't know. I ain't good at this sort of thing."

      "Perhaps we'll ask Seth when he returns."

      "What about Lady H?" At my wrinkled nose, he added, "P'haps not. Mrs. Webb?"

      "Why not. Will you fetch her, please? I think she's in the kitchen, going through applications."

      He placed the statue in a chest earmarked for the attic and went in search of the housekeeper. She entered a few minutes later, Gus at her heels carrying a tray of tea things and slices of walnut cake.

      "This looks lovely," Mrs. Webb said, running her hand along the curved back of the sofa. "What marvelous pieces!"

      "Monsieur Fernesse has an excellent eye," I said.

      She poured tea and handed a cup to me and the other to Gus. Her mood was buoyant, yet her smile was odd and not quite genuine.

      "I hope you've settled in, Mrs. Webb. I know it will take time to grow used to our ways here at Lichfield, but I hope you'll be happy."

      "It's difficult to know, yet." She stood by the fireplace, her hands clasped in front of her.

      I sipped. "Do you see anything in this room that you think ought to be changed?"

      She arched a brow and glanced around again. "No. It's quite lovely."

      "Good." I sipped again, and this time the tea seemed to taste odd. Bitter. "Is this a different brew?"

      She nodded. "It's my own that I used to make for my last mistress. She found it soothing."

      "I'm not sure I'm in need of soothing."

      "I ain't," Gus said with a chuckle. He too sipped and pulled a face. He caught Mrs. Webb's pained frown, sighed, and took another mouthful. "It's…unique."

      It was bloody awful, but I too took another sip so as not to upset Mrs. Webb's feelings, then put the cup down. Just in time too as everything went a little blurry and I felt unstable for a moment.

      "There are several suitable candidates for the position of maid," Mrs. Webb said.

      "Yes?" The room spun, making my head swim. I put my hand out for balance.

      "Shall I make inquiries into their references?" she droned on.

      I tried to nod, but it felt as if my head would roll off so I stopped. My heartbeat slowed, and the blood oozed through my veins like sludge.

      "Charlie!" Gus rasped in a loud whisper. "Charlie! Something's been put in the tea."

      I turned my heavy head in his direction, just in time to see him list to the side like a sinking ship. He slumped against the arm of the chair, his eyes closed. Oh God, what was happening?

      "Mrs. Webb?" That surely wasn't me slurring. "Help."

      I too must have fallen to the side because Mrs. Webb walked toward me at an angle. The smile on her face was now genuine. Not cruel, but satisfied. "You're coming with me."
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      Gus was there, nearby.

      That first thought dodged the hammer blows in my head and reached my numbed brain. The body beside me had to be his. Nobody else snored like that. Thank God he was alive. We both were.

      I cracked open a dry eyelid and reached out a hand to his sleeping form, but couldn't move. My hands were tied behind my back. My feet were tied together too. I lay on my side on a lumpy bed, my back to Gus. We were in a room surrounded by damp brick walls and little else. There were no windows and a stone staircase led up to a door. The only light came from a torch flickering in a wall sconce. We were alone.

      "Gus," I whispered. "Gus, wake up."

      He murmured something under his breath then resumed snoring. I nudged him with both feet and he awoke with a jerk. "Huh? Charlie?"

      "Here, behind you."

      He rolled over with a groan. His eyes fluttered. "Me head's splittin' in two."

      "Mine too, but I think I'm otherwise unharmed. You?"

      He opened his eyes and wriggled. "A few sore spots at the back of my ankles, but nothin' bad. What happened? Where are we?"

      I sat up. My head swam and everything turned foggy. It took a moment to clear, but the pounding remained. I tried to ignore it and think. "A cellar?"

      Gus sat too, wincing. "I'll throttle that bloody housekeeper when I get my hands on her. I only drank that disgustin' tea so as not to upset her."

      It galled me to think that Mrs. Webb had tricked me into hiring her, but not as much as it galled me to think I'd fallen for her lies. There was some comfort in the fact that Lincoln had also been fooled.

      "If I spin round," Gus said, swiveling on his rear so that his back was to me again, "I can try to untie you."

      "Good idea. Do it quietly. I don't want to alert Mrs. Webb that we're awake. I'm in no hurry to find out what she wants with us."

      "Shoutin' for help's out of the question then."

      "Agreed. I don't think any passersby would hear us anyway. We're in a cellar, and those walls look thick."

      He fumbled with the ropes tying my wrists, muttering obscenities under his breath as he failed to make headway. "The devil take the bitch."

      "Look on the positive side, Gus. We're not dead."

      He grunted.

      "That means Mrs. Webb isn't the one going around killing supernaturals, or I probably wouldn't have made it out of Lichfield alive. Nor would she have taken you."

      "Why did she take me?" he asked.

      "I don't know, but I hope Cook and Doyle are all right."

      He grunted again and twisted around. "I can't see what I'm doin'."

      "Here, let me try."

      But it was hopeless. The knot was too elaborate and, without seeing it, I couldn't untie it. I let out a string of vile words that had Gus admonishing me.

      "You can't talk like that now you're mistress of Lichfield Towers."

      "I don't bloody care about that right now." I drew up my knees. How long had we been unconscious? Did Lincoln know I'd been abducted yet?

      "You make a habit of this," Gus said.

      "It's not my fault everyone wants a necromancer for their evil plans."

      "Fitzroy's plans ain't evil."

      I sighed. "I know. But you're right, I do get abducted an awful lot. It's no wonder the committee want to send me away and not tell anyone where I am."

      "Don't think like that. You ain't goin' nowhere. Lichfield wouldn't be the same without you. We wouldn't be the same."

      Tears welled and hovered on my eyelids. I tipped my head back until I touched his shoulder. "Thank you, Gus. I'd miss you all enormously." And I couldn't leave Lincoln. Not ever.

      "He won't let 'em take you away," he said, as if he could read my thoughts. After a few moments’ silence, he added, "So what'll we do now?"

      "Wait for Mrs. Webb, convince her to untie us then overpower her."

      He chuckled without humor. "Nothin' can go wrong with that plan, Charlie. Nothin' at all."

      I got off the bed and hopped awkwardly around the room. I didn't know what I was looking for, but it felt better than sitting. After a moment, Gus joined me. He hopped to the bottom of the stairs and gazed up at the door.

      "You'll hurt yourself if you fall," I warned him.

      "Then I won't fall."

      "You'll probably find the door is locked."

      "I have to try."

      It was a good plan, but I had a better one. "I could summon a spirit and then ask it to go to the mortuary, find a dead body, and rescue us. Do you remember Gordon Thackery? He helped us capture Captain Jasper."

      "Aye."

      "He's a nice fellow and I'm sure he'll help again."

      "It might work, but what if we're a long way from a mortuary or cemetery? What if Thackery don't reco'nize where we are and gets lost on his way back?"

      "He can read street signs."

      "What if someone sees him, all decayin' and disgustin'." He pulled a face and shivered. "We don't want to frighten the public."

      "He's smart enough to hide himself beneath a hat and clothing."

      He glanced up at the door again. "S'pose it's worth a try. I'm still goin' up though. I'd feel a right idiot if the door was unlocked the entire time."

      "Be careful."

      I watched him as he hopped up on the first step, paused, then hopped onto the second. It would take a while for him to reach the top, but at least he was doing something. I couldn't sit idly by either.

      "Gordon Moreland Thackery, I summon you here. Gordon Thackery, it's Charlie Holloway. Please come. I need you."

      The white cloud slipped through a crack in the brickwork and swept across the room. I didn't flinch as it washed through me and came to a stop near the bed. The familiar face of Thackery broke into a grin.

      "Miss Charlie! I never thought we'd meet again." Even in spirit form, the ravaging signs of the opium that had taken his life were evident. While his eyes were clear, they were sunken into his skull along with his cheeks. He looked much older than mid-twenties, the age he'd been at his death, but his cheerfulness made up for it.

      "We're in a spot of difficulty." I turned so he could see my bound hands.

      "Having another adventure, eh?"

      "Gus and I were kidnapped."

      He glanced at Gus, who'd paused in his laborious progress up the stairs when I began talking. Gordon nodded but Gus couldn't see, and he jumped up to the next step.

      "I can't untie you." Gordon held up his ghostly hands.

      "We were hoping you'd find yourself a fresh corpse and come back and rescue us."

      His brows arched. "A fresh corpse?"

      "I know it's gruesome, but we're desperate."

      "So I see. I'm happy to help." He glanced around the room. "Where are we?"

      "I don't know. We were brought here while unconscious. The walls must be thick, or we're deep underground, because I can't hear a thing."

      He circled me then drifted up to the ceiling. "I'll get you out. When I do, I want a full account of all the adventure I missed out on."

      "I promise. Now please hurry."

      He disappeared and I blew out a breath. I felt more at ease now that Gordon had been enlisted. Although I'd never known him during his lifetime, I trusted him. He'd not only proven very capable in the past, but also loyal and rather sweet. I liked him.

      A key tumbled in the lock and Gus and I glanced at each other. The door opened and Mrs. Webb appeared like a black raven about to swoop. A few steps down and too far away to tackle her, Gus groaned. He slumped against the wall.

      "An admirable attempt at escape, but it wouldn't have worked." She held up her lantern, illuminating that pale, ethereal face. She looked as ghostly as Gordon. "The door was locked and it's too thick to break down, even if you had a run at it. Return to the bed, Gus. You too, Miss Holloway."

      I considered defying her, but decided against it. Escape was now a matter of biding time until Gordon returned. If we protested in any way, she might hurt us, and then we wouldn't be in any shape to get out.

      "Do as she says," I told Gus.

      He scooted down the steps on his rear end and hopped back to the bed. We both sat down. Mrs. Webb stood at the bottom of the staircase, well out of reach.

      "I trusted you," I spat. "I allowed you into our home!"

      She lifted her chin. The effect was one of entitlement and poise, not of a humble housekeeper. I couldn't believe I'd been so easily fooled. "There was no other way. I would apologize, but your immorality makes me disinclined to do so."

      "My what?"

      "Your living arrangements are disgusting. Lichfield Towers is a den of vice. A young woman living unchaperoned with an older man in his house…it's unthinkable." Her voice had become louder and more aggressive as she spoke, and her lips pursed into a tight O.

      "We're not sleeping in the same room! Mr. Fitzroy is a gentleman, and your implication that he is not shows more about how your mind works than his or mine." I lifted my gaze to the ceiling. "I can't believe I'm arguing about morals with someone who abducts people and ties them up in her cellar."

      "Desperate times and all that." Mrs. Webb set the lantern down on the floor at her feet. "Besides, you're not hurt, are you?"

      "The backs of Gus's feet are sore."

      "Aye," Gus muttered. "Untie me and I'll show you."

      "He was too heavy and I had to drag him down the steps then lift him onto the cart and drag him down here," she said.

      So she had worked alone. Escaping from one person ought to be easier than two. Hppe rose in my chest. "Which cart?"

      "I borrowed one from the Lichfield stables."

      Gus clicked his tongue, admonishing her. "Death don't take kindly to having his belongings stolen or his fiancée kidnapped."

      "You call your master Death?"

      "It fits. I should warn you, the last person to abduct Charlie died, as did the men who helped him. Violently. It weren't pretty."

      I wasn't sure I liked Gus spreading rumors that Lincoln had killed Jasper and his two thugs. Lincoln had assured me he hadn't done it, and I believed him. We'd never learned who had murdered the captain in the holding cell after his arrest, and we likely never would.

      "What do you want, Mrs. Webb?" I asked.

      "I need you to summon my husband and raise his body."

      I wasn't surprised. At least it confirmed that she wasn't the killer of supernaturals. It was the silver lining on a very trying experience. "Why do you want to raise him?"

      "That's none of your concern."

      "It is. If I'm going to do it, I need to know certain things. That's one of them."

      She stepped toward me and lifted her hand to strike my cheek. I flinched, but she didn't lash out. "I'm not a violent woman, but I am quite provoked at the moment. Don't make the situation worse for yourselves by lying."

      "What makes you think I'm lying?"

      "I know a lot about you, Miss Holloway. For example, I know that you can raise the dead by calling them by name. Just a name. You don't need to know anything else."

      "I see that you also knew I was in need of a housekeeper. How?"

      "I saw your advertisement in The Times."

      "I don't believe you. It's too coincidental to be true, and I don't believe in coincidences." Lincoln had said the same thing to me, and it felt satisfying to spout his words at her. But if it wasn't a coincidence, that meant she knew to look in The Times. "My God," I whispered. "Who told you we were advertising for a housekeeper?"

      Her jaw set hard and her dark eyes glittered.

      Gus twisted to look at me. "Blimey, Charlie. Who would do that?"

      "Someone who knows our situation." That narrowed it down to Doyle and the committee members. Unless Cook, Seth or Gus mentioned it in passing to someone connected with Mrs. Webb. None of us could have any inkling that posting the ad would lead to this, and our advertising for a housekeeper was no secret.

      "Who told you?" I ground out between my clenched teeth.

      "It's not important."

      "It is to me."

      "You're in no position to dictate terms, Miss Holloway."

      I lifted one shoulder. "Then I refuse to summon your husband's spirit."

      Her top lip curled. I couldn't believe I ever thought this woman suitable enough to live with us. "I was told you'd say that." She turned, picked up the lantern and strode up the stairs and out of the cellar. The lock tumbled.

      "Why'd she leave?" Gus hopped off the bed again but didn't advance. There was no point. With the door locked, there was no possible escape.

      "I don't know. Hopefully Gordon will return before she does."

      "Don't hold your breath, Charlie. We could be in the Scottish Highlands, for all we know. If we do escape, how will we get home?"

      "I doubt we're that far from London. I don't feel either hungry or thirsty, which means we couldn't have been unconscious for long. I would say we're somewhere in the city."

      The lock tumbled again and the door opened. Mrs. Webb came down the stairs, the lantern in one hand and a pistol in the other. I gasped. Gus moved in front of me.

      "That's very brave but rather foolish of you, Gus," she said with a smile. "It's not Miss Holloway I plan to shoot. Why would I do that when she's the one who's going to summon my husband?"

      "W…what?" he spluttered.

      "I'm going to shoot you, you big idiot. Why do you think I went to all that trouble to bring you along? I simply drugged the others, but decided to take you too, in case she refused to do as I asked. Refuse again, Miss Holloway, and I'll shoot him."

      "Don't!"

      She smiled. She knew she had me. "Move a little away, Gus. You wouldn't want me to miss you and get her now, would you?"

      Gus hesitated then hopped to his right until he was well away from me.

      "Listen to me, Mrs. Webb." My voice trembled. My heart thundered. We could no longer delay her in the hope that Gordon would return. I had no doubt that she would shoot Gus if I didn't do as she wanted. "Raising a spirit is not safe. It should only be done in extreme circumstances, and only when I can be sure nothing will go wrong."

      "Nothing will go wrong. We're good people, Miss Holloway, although you probably don't believe that at this moment."

      "You're quite right there."

      "My husband was a little eccentric, but all brilliant men are. He helps people. Or he used to, before he died." Her face crumpled before she reigned in her emotions and schooled her features again. "I only wish to punish his killer."

      "Killer?" I whispered. "He was murdered?"

      She nodded and pointed the gun at Gus. He winced but otherwise went very still. "For no reason at all that I could see. It was horrible. Quite horrible." She placed a hand to her heart before returning it to the pistol again with the other. "I want him to avenge his death, Miss Holloway, and for that, I need you. Only he knows his killer's identity."

      I had a very bad feeling about this. How did the widow of a murdered man come to know about necromancers and, in particular, me? "Mrs. Webb, was your husband magical?"

      She tilted her head to the side. Her sad smile softened her gaze. "Yes, he is. Was. He can—could—move things just by thinking about it."

      I closed my eyes against the nausea rising up my throat, the sick worry settling into my chest. If I summoned him and he entered a body, he might know how to override my control like Estelle Pearson had. But if I didn't do it, Mrs. Webb would shoot Gus.

      He swore under his breath. "Don't do it, Charlie. It'll go wrong."

      The woman I knew as Mrs. Webb gave an uncharacteristically inelegant snort. "The only thing that will go wrong will be me shooting you, if she doesn't do as I say."

      I opened my eyes. "Your name's not Webb, is it?"

      "It's Merry Drinkwater."

      Drinkwater. One of the murdered supernaturals had been Reginald Drinkwater.

      "Merry. Ha!" Gus must have worked it out when I did, because he didn't sound surprised.

      "My husband's name is Reginald Rochester Drinkwater." She adjusted her grip on the pistol. "Summon his spirit, Miss Holloway. Now! Or I will shoot."

      I swallowed. "Reginald—"

      "No!" Gus shuffled toward me.

      The gun went off. The shot deafened me for a second. Its echo seemed to reverberate around the walls for an age.

      "Gus!" I fell to my knees beside his body.

      He moved, thank God, and groaned. "I'm alive."

      I glanced up at Mrs. Webb. She looked even paler, if that were possible, and her hands shook. "You almost killed him!" Blood seeped through the rent in his sleeve near his shoulder. "He has to see a doctor."

      "He has to stay here." She waggled the pistol at us. "Summon my husband, Miss Holloway. Do it now, or I will shoot again."

      I swallowed. Gus protested, but I shut out his voice. "Reginald Rochester Drinkwater, I summon your spirit here to this realm. Come to us."

      The mist came from a different side of the room from which Gordon had arrived. It flew past us, dashing back and forth like a frightened rabbit, before regaining control and settling nearby. Reginald Drinkwater was of middling age with a slender build and intelligent eyes behind spectacles. Intelligent, cool eyes. If I didn't know he'd been shot, the gaping hole in his chest would have told me how he'd died. He smiled when he saw his wife but it quickly slipped away at the sight of the pistol. He frowned at her.

      "Good afternoon, Mr. Drinkwater," I said to the spirit. "My name is Charlotte Holloway and I'm a necromancer."

      "A what?"

      "Necromancer. I can raise the dead."

      "You summoned me?"

      "I did, at your wife's request. She forced me to." I indicated Gus, now sitting up and trying to inspect his wound.

      His eyes widened. "Merry?"

      "She can't hear you. Only I can."

      "I underestimated her." He smiled. "Didn't know she had all this in her."

      He was proud? I swallowed down the bile as it threatened to rise up my throat again.

      "Tell him that he must search for his body," Mrs. Drinkwater said.

      "I don't need to repeat what you say. He can hear you."

      "Reginald." She didn't quite look directly at him, but near enough. "Listen to me. I had you summoned so you could avenge your death. I know you must want to."

      "Oh yes." His tone chilled my blood.

      "You must find your body and…go into it. Then you'll be able to walk around again as a living man."

      Reginald eyed me. "Is this true?"

      I stood very still.

      The ghost swooped at me. "Is. This. True?"

      Mrs. Drinkwater pointed the gun at Gus again.

      "You will be able to walk around," I said. "But you'll still be dead, not alive. The body is merely a vessel for your spirit."

      As soon as he disappeared to find his body and Mrs. Drinkwater left, I'd give the order to send him back. I didn't need to be within hearing range of him.

      "You're buried in Old Brompton," Merry Drinkwater went on. "It was a beautiful ceremony." She smiled sadly. "Go, Reginald. Go and find whoever it was who did this."

      He lifted a hand and patted his wife's shoulder. "Good girl." She felt nothing and simply stared straight ahead.

      "Mr. Drinkwater, tell me who killed you," I urged. "There are people looking into your death. I can pass on the name or description of your murderer—"

      "The police are incompetent." He flew up the stairs to the door.

      "Not the police." Hysteria pitched my voice high. "Others from a special organization."

      He shook his head and the mist dissolved. He was gone.

      I plopped onto the bed and swore.

      "Language, young lady!" Mrs. Drinkwater scowled.

      I managed to refrain from telling her where she could shove her hypocrisy—just. I looked down at Gus. "Are you all right?"

      He nodded. "He's gone?"

      "Yes. Mrs. Drinkwater, you've done a very foolish thing by telling your husband about his body. I could have seen justice served for him by giving the name of his killer to Mr. Fitzroy."

      "It's not the same as doing it yourself. Not as satisfying." She set the gun down on the floor beside her lantern. "Come over here, Miss Holloway, away from Gus."

      "Why?"

      "Just do it!"

      I hopped across the floor to her. She reached into her skirt pocket and withdrew something. It wasn't until she slapped her hand against my mouth that I realized it was a gag to keep me quiet. To stop me sending Reginald's spirit back.

      I shut my mouth. I twisted and struggled, throwing my weight into her.

      "Keep still!" She hit me hard across the jaw, but still I kept my mouth shut.

      Gus protested and I saw that he'd made progress toward us, but not enough. He was still too far away to do anything.

      She pinched my nose. It was no use now. Her grip was too tight and slowly, slowly the air leached out of me until my chest burned.

      I opened my mouth to gasp in a breath and she shoved the gag inside. Before I could spit it out, she'd wrapped another cloth strip around my head, covering my mouth, to hold the gag in place. I swallowed reflexively and almost choked. I coughed violently and fell to my knees. Snot and tears streamed down my face. I couldn't control them. Couldn't catch my breath. Surely she wouldn't kill me. Not like this.

      She stood back to admire her handiwork. "I know that keeping you silent will mean you can't control my husband's spirit or send him back. I could kill you, but I'm not a violent woman, nor do I have any intention of having my husband here forever. But until he exacts his revenge, you must be quiet.”

      This woman knew everything about my magic. But how, when her husband hadn't even known what a necromancer did?
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      "Charlie! Charlie!"

      I could hear Gus shuffling toward me, and then a thump and a grunt as he fell. My vision cleared a little, and I was able to breathe normally again.

      Mrs. Drinkwater picked up the pistol and aimed it at Gus. "I can't have you removing her gag. Up the stairs. Now."

      "I ain't goin' nowhere." Gus sat, his legs stretched out before him, doing his best to look immovable.

      Mrs. Drinkwater aimed the pistol at his head. "Very well, but I no longer need you. You've outlived your usefulness. While I don't wish to kill anyone, I will do so if necessary."

      I tried to encourage Gus to move, but my shout came out garbled and only made me descend into a fit of choking coughs again.

      "I'm goin', I'm goin'." I wasn't sure if his grumbling assent was directed at our captor or me.

      I watched him jump up the stairs, Mrs Drinkwater behind him. He managed it without falling, but he was breathing heavily by the time they reached the top.

      She shut the door and locked it. I was alone.

      The cloth around my head bit into my cheeks. I rubbed my shoulder against it, but it was too tight and wouldn't budge. Damn her. Damn both the Drinkwaters.

      I didn't know if attempting to speak the words to send a spirit back with a gag in my mouth would work, but I tried anyway. It came out muffled and I had no way of knowing if I'd been successful.

      I spent the next little while alternating between trying to remove the gag again and untying my bonds, but it was useless. All I managed to achieve was another debilitating coughing fit followed by a flood of angry tears that made me gulp and choke on the gag.

      I lay on the cold flagstone floor on my side and stared at the door at the top of the stairs. Despite willing it to open, it remained firmly shut. Where was Gordon? Why hadn't he returned yet? How much time had passed?

      The only comfort was the knowledge that Drinkwater was going after the man who'd killed him. If his wife could be believed, he wasn't a danger to anyone else. As soon as he had his revenge, she would let us go and I could send him back.

      I sat up and scooted across the floor to the bed where I waited. And waited. My stomach growled and I needed to use the privy. The skin on my cheeks felt raw from the chafing cloth and drool seeped from the corners of my mouth. It took effort not to choke or cough reflexively.

      Finally the door opened and Reginald Drinkwater stood in his body, candelabra in hand. The flickering flames picked out his bloodless face, his soulless eyes, and the gaping hole in his chest. He descended the stairs, alone. Neither Gus nor his wife was with him.

      "Good evening," he said. "The deed has been done. My murderer is dead."

      I arched my brows.

      "He deserved it." His grim smile was made even grimmer thanks to the deathly pall of his lips.

      I arched my brows higher and tried to say, "Why did he kill you?"

      "I don't know his name," he said, misunderstanding my muffled words. "I'd never met him before. I only knew where to find him because he made the mistake of talking to himself after he shot me. 'Another successful job deserves an ale at The Feathers,' he'd said. The Feathers is a rough pub in Clerkenwell. I simply bought myself an ale, bided my time and waited for my murderer to enter. I lured him into the lane out the back with the promise of a job for him."

      Job. He was a hired gunman? Who would hire another to kill Drinkwater?

      Someone who didn't want blood on their hands.

      I twisted and wiggled my numbed fingers.

      "I can't release you until you promise not to send me back," he said.

      No. Oh no. Why couldn't he just return to his afterlife? I shook my head.

      The muscles in his face hardened. His lips pressed together. If blood flowed through his body, a vein would have bulged in his throat or temple. "I'm not going to harm anyone. I simply want to continue with my work." He paced from wall to wall of the cellar, his booted footsteps loud on the stones. "Imagine if I can achieve my objective and transfer my magic into the limbs I create? Imagine the benefits to mankind!" He stopped pacing very close to me. I swayed back, away from the stench of decay. "My magic still works, you know. Death hasn't affected it."

      He frowned at me and I suddenly felt myself lifting off the bed. He was levitating me! I continued to rise and rise until my head skimmed the ceiling. I held myself very still in case movement broke his concentration. It was terrifying and yet oddly thrilling too. I wondered how long he could keep me up here, and if there were limitations with an object's weight.

      With a derisive snort, he lowered me again. "Impressive, isn't it?"

      Once I felt the mattress beneath me, I scooted away from him, even though I knew it would do no good. With his power, he could pick me up and slam me against the wall.

      "I would very much like to untie you, but I can't without your promise that you won't send me back," he said. "Do I have it?"

      Reneging on a promise didn't sit well with me, but I saw no other choice. I nodded.

      "Good girl. A wise decision. As soon as I find a way to harness my magic and transfer it into the limbs, I'll return to my afterlife. But not until then."

      Harness? How could something so ethereal and wild be rounded up like a flock of sheep?

      He set the candelabra down on the floor and began untying my ankles. "Once my legacy has been established, I can go in peace. I will be immortalized in the scientific community, and outside it too, I hope."

      Ah, yes, immortalization. The lure of it drove many madmen.

      My feet and hands now released, he removed the gag. I spat out the ball of cloth from my mouth and swallowed several times and rubbed my jaw. It ached and my tongue felt twice its size, but there seemed to be no lasting damage.

      "You may go," he said.

      I couldn't believe it. I was actually going to walk free. Despite my stiff limbs, I hurried up the steps and flung open the door.

      "Don't forget your promise!" he called after me.

      "I won't," I croaked.

      I found myself in the service rooms of a modest sized house. Across the corridor was the kitchen. To left and right were closed doors. Was Gus behind one? I couldn't leave without him and the house was large enough that it would take several minutes to search every room. There was no sign of Mrs. Drinkwater, however, but Mr. Drinkwater's plodding footsteps echoed on the cellar stairs. He was coming up. I had only seconds.

      "Go back to your afterl—"

      "Stop!" Mrs. Drinkwater stood in the kitchen doorway, the pistol aimed at me. "How did you get out?" Her gaze darted past my shoulder. "Reggie! You're back."

      My stomach plunged. Don't tell him. Please don't tell him.

      "What are you doing, Merry?" Drinkwater asked. "I let her go."

      "Charlie! Charlie, is that you?" Gus's shout came from behind a closed door to my left. Thank God he was alive.

      "Gus! Yes, it's me."

      "Are you all right?"

      "I'm quite safe." I eyed Mrs. Drinkwater, and she lowered the pistol.

      "It's done then?" she asked her husband. "Your murderer is dead?"

      Drinkwater came to stand beside me. "It's done. I'll be in my workshop if you need me. Goodbye, miss. Do not forget your promise."

      Mrs. Drinkwater frowned. "Your workshop? Reggie…you want to stay?"

      "Of course. I have much to do. The commission may have fallen through, but that is of no consequence."

      Commission?

      "Then…" She glanced at me. "Then why did you release her? I interrupted her casting the spell to send you back. She won't allow you to remain, you know."

      Those blank, dead eyes turned to me. "You gave me your word." His grinding tone froze my blood.

      I swallowed. "Mrs. Drinkwater is mistaken. I was simply…talking to myself."

      She stiffened. "I'm no fool. I overheard you." To her husband, she said, "Now that you have your revenge, you ought to go back anyway. You don't want to anger anyone up there." She eyed the ceiling.

      "No one will be angry, particularly when they see what I can achieve after a few more months here. My dear, I'm close to a breakthrough. I know I am."

      She winced. "You weren't all that close before your death."

      "I beg your pardon! How would you know?"

      She swallowed. "Reggie, I do think you ought to go. Besides, we can't keep Miss Holloway and Gus shut up in the cellar for weeks, or months, or however long it takes for you to succeed. For one thing, the first time I remove the gag to feed her, she'll say the words to send you back. Unless she's complicit, it's hopeless, and I can assure you, she will not be complicit."

      He shrugged. "Then shoot her."

      I gasped and stumbled away from him, but he caught my elbow and pushed me roughly forward. "Go on. Shoot."

      His wife's jaw dropped. Her eyes bulged. "I can't do that! That's murder."

      "You were going to kill her friend earlier."

      "I only told them that to frighten her into summoning you. I wasn't really going to go through with it."

      He clicked his tongue. "Weak."

      "Reggie, please. Don't ask that of me. They'll hang me for it. I missed on purpose before. I'm really quite a good shot with this thing," she said with an apologetic smile.

      Well then, if she wasn't going to shoot anyone… "Return to your afterlife, Mr—"

      He struck out. Long fingers circled my throat and squeezed. "Shut up!"

      "Charlie!" Gus's shout was almost drowned out by the blood thudding between my ears.

      I couldn't utter a sound. Not even a squeak. It felt like everything in my throat was closing under the pressure from Drinkwater's fingers. He was much stronger in death than life, and fearless too. Besides, he'd already killed once…why not again?

      I thrashed at him, tried to shove him off and kick him, and when that failed, I scrabbled at his fingers, scratching and digging into his rotting flesh with my nails. I struck bone.

      "Reggie! Stop!"

      Drinkwater didn't stop. My lungs screamed for air. It felt like a ton of bricks pressed on my chest. Silent tears streaked from the corners of my eyes, down my cheeks.

      A gunshot deafened me. Drinkwater's body jerked, and his fingers loosened.

      "I'm already dead. Foolish woman," he added with a mutter that could be barely heard over Gus's shouts and bangs against the closed door.

      Drinkwater's weaker grip allowed me to draw in priceless air. I wasn't far enough away to speak all the words necessary to send him back, however. I needed a few feet between us at least or he'd catch me. I gasped in a few strong breaths then smashed my fist into his face. His head snapped back. He couldn't feel pain so stomping on his toe wouldn't do anything, nor would kneeing him in the nether regions. I had to use brute force to send him off balance. Unfortunately, with my size and his superior strength, brute force wasn't something I possessed.

      Nevertheless, I threw myself at him, swinging my fists to distract him with my punches. It worked. He stumbled and swayed backward. Unfortunately, he also caught me and used me as an anchor.

      "Damned girl." Ignoring my fists and kicks, his fingers closed around my throat again.

      "Reggie, please! You can't kill her. She's done nothing wrong!"

      "You've been a good wife to bring me back, my dear. Now don't spoil it with your foolish sympathies. Think of what I can achieve! I must finish my work. The girl's life is unimportant when you consider the greater good."

      She nodded numbly, like a puppet on a string. I tried to speak, to implore her help, but no sound came out of my mouth, and she simply stood there, her stunned gaze on my face as she watched me die.

      Darkness crept in from the edges of my vision. I felt my life slipping away with every slowing pound of my heart. Somewhere in the recesses of my mind I heard Gus's shouts and thumps, but he seemed so far away.

      Another voice joined his, high pitched and feminine. I didn't recognize it, nor could I see who'd arrived.

      Suddenly Drinkwater's hands were ripped from me. I fell to my knees and clasped my throat. I sucked in sweet, sweet air. Noise surrounded me—shouts from a number of different sources, and the slap of skin against skin, and the snap of…bones?

      Mrs. Drinkwater knelt near me and peered into my face. She was shaking. "If you want to live, you have to get away. Now. Your friend is gallant but she is merely a woman."

      I glanced up to see a woman dressed in a crimson and peacock blue dress fighting Drinkwater. She was smaller than him and her skirts hindered her kicks, but she was nimbler and the better fighter. Her punches struck true whereas his were wild and had little effect when they connected. I didn't need to see the pock marked face to know this woman was dead. Her strength alone was indication enough.

      It took a moment for my addled, air-starved brain to put all the pieces together. The dead woman must be Gordon.

      She—he—thumped Drinkwater, over and over, with well-timed punches. There was nothing feminine about her movements, from the way she balanced herself with her feet apart, to the way she disregarded her breasts as she slammed into Drinkwater, driving him into the wall.

      I got to my feet, eyeing Mrs. Drinkwater carefully, but she made no move to raise the pistol. She looked defeated, numb, and somewhat lost. The competent woman who'd presented herself at Lichfield Towers was gone.

      "She's dead too?" she asked me in a small voice.

      I nodded. "Release Gus." I scrambled far away from the two fighters, just as Gordon slammed into the wall.

      Drinkwater hadn't touched him. Gordon hit the wall again and again, like a ragdoll thrown at full force. He was at the mercy of Drinkwater's powers. And so was I.

      Drinkwater turned to me.

      Just as I was at the mercy of his magic, he was at the mercy of mine.

      "Return to your afterlife, Reginald Drinkwater." I spoke the words in a rush and hoped it was fast enough. "I release you."

      He stumbled to his knees. His bloodless lips pulled back in a snarl. "No! No, I'm not finished!" His body slumped forward, smashing his face against the floor. The white mist drifted out and up toward the ceiling. He hovered a moment, in which he growled his fury at me, before disappearing altogether.

      Gordon slumped against the wall. If he'd been alive, he would be drawing in great gasps of air, but he didn't need to breathe. He pushed his hair off his face and smiled. Most of the body's teeth were missing and those that were not were yellow.

      "Charlie! Charlie!" Gus threw his arms around me in a hug so fierce I could only gurgle in response.

      "Easy now," Gordon said in a husky feminine voice that I could never associate with him. "Let her up."

      Gus pulled away and patted my arms. "You all right?"

      "I am. You?"

      He nodded.

      Thank God. I looked to Mrs. Drinkwater, standing near the door of the storeroom where Gus had been imprisoned. She swiped at her tears and handed the pistol to Gus. She was as meek as a mouse.

      "All's well?" Gordon asked, marveling at his long gray hair. He stroked it, pulling out a clump. The body looked quite fresh. She must have only just died.

      I suddenly giggled, partly in relief and partly because he looked ridiculous in the garish dress with feminine features. "You couldn't find a man's body?"

      "This was all the mortuary had."

      "Isn't the cemetery nearby?" I asked Mrs. Drinkwater. "Isn't that where your husband found his body?"

      "The one on Old Brompton Road is few streets away to the east," she said.

      "Ah. I went west." Gordon picked up his skirts and pirouetted. "Don't suppose I can stay in this body for the rest of the night. Just to see what it's like to—"

      "No!" Three shouts drowned him out.

      He held up his hands. "Very well. Walk back with me to the mortuary, Miss Charlie?"

      "Of course." I turned to Mrs. Drinkwater. "Your husband's spirit has returned. Do not try to raise him again."

      She nodded quickly. "I won't. I don't know how, anyway."

      "If I were you, I'd get out of London," Gus muttered. "Death'll be furious when he finds out what you did."

      Mrs. Drinkwater's lips trembled.

      "Don't frighten her," I said. "Lincoln's not vindictive. He won't harm her."

      Gus merely grunted. He took my hand and steered me along the corridor. "I hate this place."

      "You must remove your husband's body," I said over my shoulder to Mrs. Drinkwater. "Return him to the cemetery tonight. Rest assured, Mr. Fitzroy won't come seeking vengeance. He's above that. You have my word."

      She wiped at a tear that slid from her eye and looked down at her husband's limp form. I didn't know how she would manage to move him, and I didn't care. I just wanted to see that Gordon returned the body he'd borrowed and left too. I'd had enough of lingering spirits for one day.

      The dark, miserable night embraced us. I wasn't sure of the hour, but nobody was out in the misty rain. Without so much as a cloak to huddle into, I was soon wet through to my skin and as cold as ice. I couldn't wait to get back to Lichfield and sit by the hearth with a bowl of Cook's soup and Lincoln's warm touch. He must be going out of his mind with worry.

      

      Seth scooped me up, only setting me down when Cook demanded he have a turn hugging me. "Thank God you're back safe," Seth muttered. "We were so worried."

      "Aye." Cook frowned as he studied the bruises around my throat. "You hurt bad?"

      "Not really. I'm mostly tired, and very hungry."

      "You need soup."

      I kissed his cheek. "You're wonderful."

      Gus thrust out his hands, exposing his bloodied wrists. "What about me? I was abducted too and shot, and no one's givin' me soup."

      Seth shrugged then enveloped his friend in a hug until Gus shoved him off, only to have Cook follow suit.

      "Stop it, you lump o' lard." Gus grinned, however, and allowed Seth to inspect the wound at his shoulder.

      Cook chuckled and retrieved two bowls from the cupboard. I sidled closer to the stove and its delicious heat. "Is Lincoln here?"

      "He's out looking for you." Seth shook his head and sighed. "He's been in and out most of the day, hoping you'd show up again here. I'm sure he'll walk in that door soon."

      A set of footsteps echoed along the corridor, but it was only Doyle. "Miss Holloway, Mr. Gus! I'm so glad to see you both again."

      "Thank you, Doyle. Are you all right?"

      He nodded. "Cook and I were drugged with some awful tea, but there appear to be no lingering effects."

      Cook handed me a bowl. "Aside from going deaf when Fitzroy shouted at us, wanting to know what happened and getting mad when we couldn't give answers."

      I drew in a deep breath as he ladled broth into my bowl. "Where is he looking?"

      "That's the problem, he didn't know where to start," Seth said. "The Mrs. Webb employed by the Powell's is not the same as the housekeeper we knew as Mrs. Webb. No surprise there."

      "She tricked us."

      "Don't take it to heart." He put his arm around my shoulders and kissed the top of my head. "So who was she really, and why did she take you?"

      "And how did you get away?" Doyle chimed in.

      Gus and I briefly filled them in on some of the particulars, leaving out all the supernatural elements so as not to overwhelm Doyle. Cook swore several times, as did Seth, to a lesser extent, but Doyle was the perfect butler and merely made sour faces and horrified little gasps.

      "Diabolical," he muttered.

      "It is," I said. "And if this sort of thing concerns you, Doyle, then I'm afraid we'll have to let you go. Dangerous incidents happen with alarming frequency around here."

      "Thank you for your frankness. I'll keep that in mind." It was not, I noticed, an answer one way or another.

      I hadn't forgotten that he was under suspicion either. Mrs. Drinkwater had been helped by someone who knew we needed a housekeeper. Doyle might seem innocent and concerned, but I hadn't ruled him out.

      Lincoln still hadn't returned by the time I finished my soup, so after overseeing the cleaning and dressing of Gus's wound, I retired to my rooms to freshen up. A knock at my door several minutes later sent my heart tripping over itself.

      It was only Seth. "Don't look so disappointed," he said. "May I come in?"

      "Do you want to know what really happened, now that we're alone?"

      "Gus already told me."

      "You've grown quite serious," I said. "What's wrong?"

      "The committee came shortly after we discovered your disappearance."

      I screwed up my nose. "Why?"

      "Fitzroy sent messages to each of them demanding to know every last detail about the two supernatural deaths."

      "He assumed my abduction was related to the murders?"

      "He did. And in his correspondence, he mentioned your abduction, and demanded they come to Lichfield immediately for questioning."

      "Were they helpful?"

      "They gave no further information, and then proceeded to tell him that they were right and he was wrong, and you should be sent away."

      I sat down on an armchair near the fire with a resigned sigh. "I expect that didn't go down too well."

      "Fitzroy went very quiet."

      "He's more dangerous when he's quiet." It meant he was shutting himself off emotionally. An unemotional Lincoln was a ruthless Lincoln.

      "Charlie…" He sat opposite and rested his elbows on his knees. He bowed his head, sending his blond locks tumbling over his forehead into his eyes. "The committee will probably try to contact you now that you've returned safe and sound. Julia indicated to me that they'll try to convince you to leave of your own accord."

      "How?"

      "By telling you it's best for the ministry if you're not here. And best for Fitzroy too."

      I slumped back and rubbed my aching temples. "They think I'm being selfish."

      He looked up through the curtain of his hair.

      "Do you think I'm being selfish, Seth?"

      "No!"

      "Should I leave? For Lincoln's sake?"

      He sat up straight and squared his shoulders. "No. Definitely not. I hate to think what he'd turn into if you left. He was a cold block of ice before you arrived, but these last few weeks have seen him thaw. You've humanized him."

      To hear it put like that made my heart swell, but I felt compelled to defend Lincoln. "I'm not sure I can take all the credit. I simply brought out what was already there, only deeply buried."

      He shrugged. "I wanted to warn you so you can prepare yourself. Don't take what they say to heart."

      I smiled and was about to thank him when Lincoln strode in.
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      I barely had time to register his presence before he lifted me out of the chair and drew me into a fierce hug. He buried one hand in my hair, holding my head against his chest. The rapid, erratic beat of his heart drowned out everything else, so that I didn't hear Seth leave. When Lincoln set me down again, we were alone with the door closed.

      He held me at arm's length and checked me over. His stormy gaze settled on the bruises at my throat then lifted to my face, questioning.

      "It's the only injury," I told him. "And it's not too sore."

      He nodded. Swallowed. I was acutely aware that he hadn't yet spoken.

      His thumb stroked my jaw and he angled his head to kiss me. What began as a chaste kiss quickly turned into one of longing that told me how worried he'd been. There was no need for words between us. All the built-up fear and his immense relief poured out of him in that kiss.

      I circled my arms around his neck and held him as tightly as he held me. I wanted to comfort him as much as his presence comforted me, and for several minutes we simply cherished one another's company.

      And then, as if he'd doused that part of himself, he drew away and regarded me through eyes that were as black and bleak as a deep lake in winter. "What happened?"

      "What has Gus already told you?" I asked.

      "Nothing. I saw he was back and he said you were up here. I came immediately. Who was the woman calling herself Mrs. Webb and where did she take you? Why?"

      "Mrs. Webb was in fact Mrs. Drinkwater."

      A muscle in his jaw pulsed. "I didn't consider the victims. She wanted you to raise her husband?"

      "So he could get revenge on his killer, although I think she simply missed him. She is somewhat dependent on her husband's good opinion of her. I think she felt lost after his death, alone."

      "She forced you to raise his spirit by threatening Gus?"

      I nodded.

      It was some time before he spoke again, and I feared he was warring with himself about whether to tell me I should have sacrificed Gus.

      "I raised Drinkwater's spirit and was then gagged so I couldn't send him back. He re-entered his body and killed his murderer before returning to the house."

      He stroked his thumb across my lower lip. His steely façade slipped, revealing a flicker of raw emotion before schooling it again. "He knew his killer?"

      "He'd never seen him before, but the fellow mentioned going to The Feathers to celebrate a successful commission, so Drinkwater waited for him there. He must have been a hired gunman, but he didn't divulge who he worked for before Drinkwater killed him."

      Most people wouldn't have noticed the effect this news had on Lincoln, but I spotted the telltale tightening of his lips.

      "His wife wanted to send him back to his afterlife again," I went on, "but he decided to stay. There was a fight, and while he was distracted, I spoke the words to return his spirit. Mrs. Drinkwater took care of his body."

      "You overpowered him alone or did Gus help?"

      "Gus was locked in the storeroom at the time, and I'll never have enough training to teach me to overpower a reanimated body. We had help from Gordon Thackery."

      His brows shot up.

      "I summoned him as soon as I woke up in the cellar. He found himself a body and returned to assist us in that guise."

      He gave a firm nod. "Thackery was a good choice."

      It was as much praise as I would get. It was enough.

      "Lincoln, she knew so much about me. Somebody must have helped her. I suspected Doyle, since he knew we needed a housekeeper, but it couldn't have been him. He isn't aware of my necromancy. Or is he?"

      "Seth wouldn't have told him."

      "I hate to say this, but it must be someone on the committee."

      He dragged his hand through his hair and stared at the fireplace. After a moment, he stoked the coals. Each thrust of the fire iron was more vigorous than the last until I stopped him by placing my hand over his.

      "Sit with me by the fire," I said gently.

      "I can't." He returned the iron to the stand. "I have to go out."

      "But it's late." After midnight, according to the clock on the mantel.

      "Go to bed, Charlie."

      "I'd rather sit by the hearth and fall asleep in your arms."

      He pecked the top of my head. "Goodnight."

      "Goodnight!" I threw my hands in the air. "How is it a good night when you're going out and I'll probably have night terrors."

      "I'll look in on you when I return if I hear you."

      I thrust my hands on my hips. I'd been looking forward to sitting with him, being held and comforted by him, and he was heading out again! "Are you going to question the committee members?"

      He turned and strode to the door. I raced past him and stood in front of it.

      "Do not shut me out, Lincoln. Tell me where you're going."

      "You won't approve."

      He mustn't be going to see the committee members then. "Mrs. Drinkwater?"

      His gaze shifted away.

      "Lincoln! Don't harm her. She isn't the villain here."

      "I beg to differ."

      "You should speak to her to find out who helped her, granted, but do it gently, and in daylight. I'm sure she'll tell you if you ask nicely."

      "I have to do this now," he ground out through a clenched jaw. "And I certainly can't be nice."

      "You need to calm down first."

      "I need to do this now." He stretched out his fingers then bunched them into fists. "Move aside."

      I folded my arms. "The Drinkwaters are victims. The poor woman just lost her husband."

      "She kidnapped you and held you captive for hours, and you feel sympathy for her?"

      "She didn't hurt me, or Gus, and she could have." I wasn't sure when my feelings toward her changed from anger to sympathy. Perhaps when I realized she'd only tried to bring back the man she loved and had never planned to kill anyone. Perhaps I would have acted just as irrationally in her position.

      He thumped his palms flat on the door, either side of my head. He leaned in, but I was under no illusion that he would kiss me. His temper was written in every hard plane of his face. "She is the reason I was sick with worry all day. I don't like worrying. It prevents me from thinking clearly, and that makes me useless." He stepped back. "Move."

      I lifted my chin.

      He grasped my arms, picked me up and set me down again, out of the way. He jerked the door open.

      "Don't kill her!" I called after him.

      "I'll do as I see fit."

      I watched him stride along the corridor to the stairs and listened until I could no longer hear his light steps. He wouldn't kill her. He simply wanted answers.

      If I repeated that over and over perhaps I might eventually convince myself.

      

      Lincoln hadn't returned by the time I awoke in the morning. According to Doyle, his bed hadn't been slept in, although that didn't mean Lincoln hadn't returned, merely that he hadn't been to bed.

      I felt too restless to sit in the parlor alone and present a show of being a lady for the butler's sake, so I ignored Doyle's disapproving frown and ate breakfast in the kitchen. Afterward, I joined Seth in the stables, only to be summoned back inside when Doyle announced we had a caller.

      "Mr. Andrew Buchanan to see you, miss."

      "Buchanan!" Seth and I exchanged glances. "Is he here to see me or Mr. Fitzroy?"

      "You, miss."

      Seth followed me inside, and we were joined by Gus and Doyle. It would seem I wasn't to be left alone, even with someone we knew. Not that I trusted Buchanan. Not in the least. I mentally added him to my list of people who may have helped Mrs. Drinkwater kidnap me, although I couldn't think why he'd do it.

      "Miss Holloway." He stood with his hands behind his back and bowed upon my entry. When he straightened, I saw that he appeared fully recovered from his ordeal in Bedlam's insane asylum. The color had returned to his cheeks, and the shadows had been erased from his eyes. He gave me a lazy smile that would have melted most female hearts, but not mine. I knew him well enough to dislike him.

      "Good morning, Mr. Buchanan. You're looking in fine spirits."

      "Thanks to you." He cleared his throat and glanced pointedly at each of my chaperones.

      "You know Seth and Gus, and you've just met our new butler, Doyle."

      Doyle dutifully bowed.

      Buchanan acknowledged only Seth with a curt nod. "Good to see this old place getting some staff finally. If you're in need of maids, please allow me to direct you to several I know. All good girls, I assure you."

      Behind me, either Seth or Gus snorted. I, however, was intrigued with how much he knew of our domestic situation.

      "Do you know someone who will make a suitable housekeeper?" I asked.

      "Maids only. You'll want someone staid for a housekeeper, and I don't know any women who'd fit that description." He smirked. "None from the serving classes, anyway."

      I believed him. I couldn't see him even knowing a woman like Mrs. Drinkwater, let alone collaborating with her. Helping her was of no benefit to him.

      "I have something for you." Buchanan produced a small package that he'd been holding behind his back. It was tied with a red bow.

      "What's this?"

      "Open it and see."

      I didn't take it. "Is this a gift, Mr. Buchanan?"

      His smile became strained. "Yes. Hence the bow."

      "I can't accept it."

      "You must. I owe you."

      "You don't. Besides, you've already thanked us."

      "I wanted to give you something that truly showed my appreciation for your efforts. I might still be in Bedlam, if it weren't for you."

      "Then perhaps you ought to give Mr. Fitzroy a gift too, as well as Seth and Gus. We all worked together to free you."

      He shifted his weight and the color rose in his cheeks. He cleared his throat. "You see, the thing is, I never treated them the way I treated you. Once I realized that I ignored you upon our first meeting, I…I felt terrible. I wanted to make up for it and show you that I've turned over a new leaf."

      "Have you?"

      "Most assuredly." He puffed out his chest. "I'm a new man. No more gambling for me."

      There was another snort from the men, and this time I was sure it was Gus. Buchanan's nostrils flared.

      "I'm glad to hear it," I said quickly.

      He held out the package again. "I know you're engaged to Fitzroy, but I don't think he'll mind. Please take it, Miss Holloway."

      I accepted the gift, not because I wanted to appease him, but because I wanted him to stay and talk to me. At least until I managed to get some answers out of him.

      I sat and asked Doyle to bring tea. Gus and Seth craned their necks to watch as I untied the ribbon and unwrapped the gift. It was a book of poems by Wordsworth. "Thank you."

      "Julia said you like to read."

      "I do. And it's a very handsome book." The pages were thick and edged with gold, the cover a deep red leather stamped with the title, also in gold.

      He smiled that lazy, charming smile of his again. I could well believe he'd turned over a new leaf. Gone was the sneering lift of his lip, the half-closed eyes, as if he couldn't be bothered to open them fully. He sat straight and tall in the chair opposite, whereas I expected him to sprawl. He seemed so changed that I hated to tell him that, while I liked to read novels, I didn't particularly like poetry.

      I set the book on the table and tried to think of something to say. I couldn't. The way he stared at me unnerved me. The book was most likely a ruse, but why this sudden interest? Was he interested in me or my necromancy?

      "Forgive me for being a little flustered this morning," I said, "I've recently returned from my own ordeal."

      "Oh? Nothing too awful, I hope."

      I decided to tell him the truth, or some of it. If I wanted to know if he was involved, then I needed to be direct. "I was kidnapped, as it happens."

      "Good lord. Were you harmed?" He did seem quite surprised; concerned, too.

      "I'm all right now, thank you. Lady Harcourt didn't mention it?"

      "She did not. Was this related to your ministry?"

      "Most likely, but it's difficult to know for sure," I lied. "I'm surprised she didn't speak about it."

      "She doesn't see fit to keep me up to date with everything in her life. I suspect she sees the ministry as something of her own. I have, after all, only just learned of its existence. I don't expect her to inform me of everything. Yet."

      "You want to become more involved in ministry affairs?"

      He lifted one shoulder. "Why not? It's my birthright."

      "Actually, it's your older brother's birthright."

      "He has no interest. I do. I find the occult business fascinating. Your magic, for example…what's it called again?"

      I eyed the door to make sure Doyle hadn't returned. "Necromancy."

      "Necromancy. Fascinating stuff."

      This was a new development that I hadn't anticipated. Andrew Buchanan hadn't been considered for the committee position vacated upon his father's death because Lord Harcourt didn't think his second son responsible enough. Based on previous encounters, I tended to agree.

      "The committee is merely an advisory body, with no real power," I told him in an attempt to discourage him. "Mr. Fitzroy is the leader and makes all the decisions."

      "The committee placed him in the position of leader."

      "No. An old prophecy saw to that." I waylaid further discussion on the matter by steering the conversation toward his stepmother. "How is Lady Harcourt? I ought to visit her and thank her for her concern. She called upon Mr. Fitzroy when she learned of my disappearance yesterday, you see."

      "She did?" His sly smile reminded me of the Buchanan of old. "Be careful with my dear step-mama. She has sharp claws and likes to dig them into things she believes belong to her. My father found himself thoroughly hooked."

      "Are you warning me because you think I have something of hers?"

      He stroked his lips with the side of his finger. I hadn't forgotten that this man had been in love with Lady Harcourt before she became his stepmother, when she'd been a dancer at The Alhambra. Was that what this visit was about? His attempt to find out if Lincoln and I were in fact engaged and Buchanan was safe to pursue a dalliance with her again? That family's affairs were dirtier than a pigsty.

      "I expected her to come to your fiancé for help, as it happens," he said.

      "Is she in trouble?"

      "She's troubled, if that's what you mean, and I've noticed that she likes to involve your fiancé in her little problems whenever possible."

      "Go on," I said tightly. He clearly wanted to tattle. I was beginning to think he hadn't changed much at all.

      "Someone is blackmailing her about her past."

      "As a dancer?"

      He nodded. "She received a letter threatening to reveal her secret."

      "That's awful," I said, with utmost sincerity. Lady Harcourt had tried so hard to pull herself free from her middle class roots, and it certainly appeared as if she'd succeeded. But it had become clear to me when I visited The Alhambra that some resentment still existed from other dancers who'd not been so fortunate or ruthless. "And she has no notion of who might have penned the letter?"

      "None, so she tells me, although I'm not entirely convinced. She refused to show me the letter itself."

      "Then how can you be certain of the threat?"

      "Because of her anxiety. Nothing but a threat of that nature would cause so much fear on her part. She's deeply worried about her past coming out in the gossip columns, you see."

      "And you're worried about her becoming too anxious."

      "I am."

      "That's very sweet of you, Mr. Buchanan. I'm sure she appreciates the concern. Everybody needs someone trustworthy to lean on in difficult times."

      His mouth twitched to the side. "Indeed."

      "I'm surprised that she would even bother Mr. Fitzroy with it if you're there to help her."

      "She seems to consider him highly competent. More so than me, I'm sure. Do you know if she has spoken to him about this letter?"

      "He's been somewhat busy lately."

      "Rescuing you from kidnappers?"

      I squared my shoulders. "I rescued myself, thank you." In a way.

      "She did," Gus chimed in. "And me too."

      Buchanan ignored him. "I'm glad I was able to discuss this with you, Miss Holloway. While I adore my stepmother, and would do anything for her, I am aware that she has her faults, and one of those is the enjoyment she gets out of manipulating things to her benefit. I would hate for you to be unaware of Julia's machinations until too late."

      I couldn't decide if he was jealous of Lincoln and worried about the two of them because he was in love with her, or if he despised her and wanted to ruin her machinations, as he called it. Perhaps both. Love and hate were two sides of the one coin, so my adopted mother used to tell me.

      "Thank you," I said. "There's no need to concern yourself on that score. If Lincoln wishes to help Lady Harcourt, he will, but that is all. Just help." What else could I say? It seemed absurd to be having such a discussion with him. If Lincoln were here, he would have thrown Buchanan out.

      "I'm glad I was able speak with you, Miss Holloway." He stood and assured me he had to leave when I politely protested the briefness of his stay. "Things to do and all that."

      I saw him out just as Doyle arrived in the entrance hall carrying a tray laden with tea things. He sighed, turned, and left again.

      Seth, Gus and I followed him to the kitchen and enjoyed tea and cake with Cook. Doyle ate too, although he refused to sit in my presence and remained standing.

      "What do you think that was all about?" Seth asked.

      "Don't ask me." Gus didn't bother to finish his mouthful of cake before speaking, earning him an eye-roll from Seth. "Toffs are a strange lot. I don't understand 'em."

      "Amen," I muttered into my cup.

      Doyle finished his tea and went in search of some silver to polish. I signaled for Seth to follow me into the scullery.

      "Want me to fetch water?" he asked, picking up the pail.

      "In a moment." I kept my voice low and my gaze on the door to the kitchen. "I hate to ask this, but are you sure Doyle wouldn't betray us to Mrs. Drinkwater?"

      "Quite sure. Why would he?"

      "Money."

      "The man is exceedingly grateful for his position here. He's very proud and wants to work. He wouldn't jeopardize this opportunity for a little extra ready."

      "Oh. Poor man. You're right, but I needed to ask. He knew we were looking for a housekeeper, for one thing."

      "It was hardly a secret. You placed an ad in The Times."

      "Yes, but Mrs. Drinkwater didn't know to look there until someone informed her."

      "True. But Mrs. Drinkwater knew about your necromancy, and Doyle doesn't."

      "You haven't told him?" At his head shake, I sighed. "Then it couldn't have been him. I'm very relieved, because he's awfully efficient. Although I don't like the way he looks at me when I want to sit in the kitchen."

      "He'll get used to the way things are done at Lichfield soon enough."

      "Do you think he'll get used to the strange goings on?"

      "You mean the odd kidnapping here and there?" He grinned. "We'll have to tell him about the ministry eventually."

      He carried the pail outside, and I assembled the dirty dishes. By the time he'd returned with the water, my thoughts had steered toward Lincoln. He mustn't have found Mrs. Drinkwater yet or he'd be back. I didn't feel as relieved about that as I thought I would. Despite my earlier misgivings, I knew Lincoln wouldn't harm her. He might scare her or threaten her to get answers, but that was all.

      But he had to find her first.

      If he'd told me what he'd learned about the Drinkwaters so far, perhaps I could have been of assistance in narrowing the search, but he'd refused to discuss the matter at all.

      "Seth," I said before he could walk out of the scullery. "Tell me everything you know about the Drinkwaters."

      He shrugged. "You must know more than me, since you were in their house and have met them."

      "What did Lincoln learn from the police who investigated Reginald's death? Who were their friends and relatives? Do they holiday at the seaside? That sort of thing."

      Another shrug. "I don't know. He doesn't tell us much." His gaze narrowed. "Why?"

      I dried my hands on my apron. "Come with me, as my bodyguard. I want to—"

      "No." He chopped his hand through the air. "Absolutely not. It's too dangerous for you. Besides, can you imagine what he'd do to me if something happened?"

      "Nothing will happen with you there as my protector."

      "Your faith in me is admirable, but misguided. We both know that. I'm not him, and even he can't stop a bullet."

      No, but I knew something that could. I slopped a teacup into the tub. "Never mind."

      Some twenty minutes later, when a delivery of more furniture arrived, a plan formed.

      I paid the cart driver and his boy and urged them to keep my lark to themselves. I quickly changed into the boys' clothing I'd kept in my dresser and tucked my hair under the cap. Keeping my head low and my fingers touching the amber pendant around my neck, I sat beside the driver as we exited through Lichfield's gate.

      Nobody tried to kill me and I couldn't see any strangers lurking nearby. I let out my pent-up breath and drew in fresh, free air.

      The boy was already waiting for us around the corner, having climbed the fence at the rear of the estate. I thanked father and son, then asked them to take me to Kensington Police Station.
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      Dressing as a boy made sense when it came to sneaking out of the house. It was a useless disguise for coaxing names and addresses from detective inspectors, however. The ruddy-cheeked man investigating the Drinkwater murder refused to tell me anything, even after I assured him that I worked for a scientific organization who wished to posthumously award Mr. Drinkwater a research prize.

      "Tell your master I don't give away information like that to children. Or anybody! Get out of here, boy." He shooed me with a motion of his short, stubby hands and returned to his paperwork.

      I didn't move. "I can pay you."

      My attempted bribery earned me a glare. "Do you want to be arrested?"

      I ran out of there as fast as possible. I'd been thrown into a police holding cell once before and did not want to repeat the experience.

      I waited until darkness descended and the detective inspector went home for the evening. A constable remained on duty, but it would be easy enough to avoid his notice. I made my way along a lane, pocketing pebbles as I went, then scrambled over the back fence into a large courtyard.

      Using Gus's principle that it was always worth trying the door to see if it was unlocked, I tested the knob. It turned but the door didn't budge. It must be bolted from the inside. There were no external locks on either of the high, narrow windows either. One of them probably led to the holding cells.

      There were no crates nearby, so I had to climb up the side fence and stand on my toes to reach the roof. I was a little out of practice, but I soon learned that scrambling up structures wasn't a skill easily forgotten. The roof wasn't too steep either, which helped.

      I lay flat on my front and curled my fingers around the gutter edge, just above one of the windows. I sucked in a deep breath, blew it out again, and peered through.

      Three prisoners sat inside a whitewashed room, looking utterly bored in the lamplight. I quickly snapped my head back out of view before they saw me.

      Inch by inch, I slithered over to the other window and repeated the exercise. I couldn't see anything in the darkness. The lack of lighting meant it was probably unoccupied. I slithered back to the section of the roof directly above the door and removed a pebble from my pocket.

      I threw it as hard as I could against the door. A moment later, it opened.

      "Anyone out here?" the constable called into the darkness when no one answered.

      He clicked his tongue. "When I catch you, you little turds, I'll—"

      My second pebble hit the back fence and my third flew over it, making a sound as it landed on the cobbles in the lane. The constable came into view. Hands on hips, he stood in the center of the courtyard and looked around.

      I threw three pebbles this time. All landed on the other side of the fence.

      The constable drew his truncheon from its holster and unbolted the gate. Clinging to the edge of the roof by my fingers, I swung down and through the open door, landing softly in the empty corridor. After a quick glance back outside to confirm that the constable hadn't noticed, I slipped inside the dark room and closed the door. In the moment before it shut, the light from the corridor lamp revealed a room with mop, brooms and other cleaning equipment at one end and a large cabinet with numerous small drawers on the side.

      I pressed my ear to the door and listened. Someone hummed quietly but I heard no voices. The back door closed and a bolt slid home. Footsteps passed by the storeroom door without stopping. I waited another moment and, when all remained quiet, I crept out to the corridor. The detective inspector's office was two doors down, visible from the front desk where the constable sat with his feet up, his back to me.

      On tiptoes, I snuck into the unlocked windowless office and silently cursed the lack of light. I fumbled in the dark until I located the lamp on the desk and lit it. The gas hissed a little but not too loudly. I checked the stack of papers and found the Drinkwater case on top.

      I flicked past the gruesome photographs and the information he'd gathered from witnesses. That wasn't what I needed. Near the back, I found the name and address of Mrs. Drinkwater's sister, but no other kin. If she wasn't there, I had no notion of where to find her. Lincoln would already know this information too and would be there ahead of me. Indeed, he should have returned to Lichfield hours ago.

      I flipped the pages back in place, going slower to skim read them. A name caught my eye.

      Joan Brumley.

      From the look of things, this detective wasn't working on the Brumley case, but he or someone else had linked the two murders. The timing and method of death must have given them a clue. I made a mental note of Brumley's details, including that of her cousin, listed as the next of kin.

      I continued to flip the pages back in place, only to pause again when I spotted another familiar name. Two. Oh my god.

      Victor Frankenstein and Captain Jasper.

      They were listed with two other men under the heading Known Associates. Beside their names were the letters 'DEC'. Deceased. The detective must have found correspondence between them. I couldn't believe I hadn't made the connection earlier. All three men were scientists involved in reanimation, of sorts. Frankenstein had wanted to bring dead bodies to life using my necromancy, Jasper had wanted to bring them to life using medicine, and Drinkwater wanted to make false limbs work.

      Had they shared the results of their research with one another? Had Frankenstein and Jasper known Drinkwater was magical? Was Drinkwater's death in any way related to this connection? And Brumley's too?

      My mind spun with so many questions. I needed to speak with Lincoln. And yet…he must have known. He would have snuck in here in much the same way I did, and searched through these same papers. If he knew…why hadn't he told me?

      Footsteps approached along the corridor. I extinguished the lamp and ducked beneath the desk. I clasped the pendant around my neck. Its warmth reassured me.

      The door opened and a rectangle of light beamed across the floor. Polished shoes approached, pausing only inches from where I hid. My heart hammered so hard I felt sure he must have heard it, even over his whistling. Papers rustled for what seemed like several minutes, but was more likely only seconds. Then finally, the shoes retreated and the constable shut the door. The room fell dark, but I didn't dare move.

      I waited until I was sure he wouldn't return and emerged from my hiding spot. I tiptoed to the door, opened it and checked up and down the corridor before emerging fully. The bolt on the back door wasn't as quiet as I would have liked, but nobody came after me, so it must have been quiet enough. I closed the door, sprinted across the courtyard, out the back gate and down the lane.

      I didn't stop running until I reached the corner where the numerous streetlamps provided comfort and a sense of protection. It was still early and, despite the cold, people were out and about, coming home from work or making evening calls. I found a cab and paid the driver to take me back to Lichfield.

      The journey gave me time to think. I had so many questions, and I knew Lincoln might know the answers to some of them. I hoped he'd returned, because I wanted to confront him about keeping information from me. Then again, if he'd come home to find me not there…

      I dismissed that possibility from my mind and considered everything I knew, which was very little. Mrs. Drinkwater might be able to tell me more about her husband's association with Jasper and Frankenstein, but finding her would likely prove difficult now. If she hadn't gone into hiding, Lincoln would have returned home hours ago. I didn't think I could succeed where he'd failed.

      But I didn't need Mrs. Drinkwater's help. There were other ways to get information.

      

      Lincoln wasn't home, to my immense relief. Not only that, but my ruse of retiring to my room due to a headache had worked, so the others were utterly surprised to see me stroll into the kitchen wearing boy's clothes. None more so than Doyle.

      He dropped the eggs he'd been about to pass to Cook. They smashed all over the floor and splattered his gleaming black shoes. "Miss Holloway?" His scandalized tone matched the look on his face.

      "That it is, Mr. Doyle," I said in my old slum accent. "Close yer gob, now. Don't want no one finking yer a fish."

      "I…I…"

      "Aye, I'm dressed like a boy." I removed my cap and bowed. "What's for dinner, Cook? I'm starving."

      "Leftover beef." Cook shook his head and cleared his throat. When he finally got Doyle's attention, he nodded at the mess on the floor.

      Doyle crouched to pick up the bits of shell, but continued to glance up at me as if he expected me to do a jig.

      Seth and Gus stood by the door, blocking my exit, their arms crossed over their chests, matching scowls on their faces. "You're lucky Fitzroy's not here," Seth said.

      "I know." I smiled but that didn't wipe off their scowls. "I was quite safe. I had my pet with me." I pulled the necklace out from beneath my shirt.

      "That don't make it right," Gus said, lowering his arms. "You should tell someone when you go out."

      "You wouldn't have let me go."

      "There's a good reason for that."

      I sighed. "I can't stay in here day and night doing nothing." Not when people were keeping things from me.

      "Where did you go?" Seth asked, staying by the door.

      "Kensington Police Station. I wanted to find out where Mrs. Drinkwater's sister lived. I'd like to speak to her again, without Lincoln glaring daggers at her, that is."

      "And did you find the sister's address?"

      "The detective inspector wouldn't speak to me." There. That wasn't a lie.

      I ate some bread and cheese and a slice of beef, all while my heart beat out a guilty rhythm against my ribs. I finished and washed my meal down with a glass of red wine. "Lincoln hasn't sent word?"

      "None," Gus said.

      "He's been gone a long time. Do you think he's all right?"

      "Of course he bloody is. He's always all right."

      I didn't think that was a good reason not to worry. And I was worried. What made it worse was that I had no idea where to begin looking for him.

      "Give him until the morning," Seth said quietly. "If he's not back by then, we'll begin a search."

      I gave him a flat smile. "Very well. You're probably right, and he's just busy looking for Mrs. Drinkwater." I stood. "Goodnight all. This time I really am retiring to my room."

      Seth followed me out of the kitchen. "Then you won't mind if I make sure you get there, and check on you from time to time."

      "Forget checkin' on her," Gus said, also following. "I'm standin' outside her door."

      I let them walk with me up the stairs. It didn't matter whether they remained on guard or not, so I closed the door and thought nothing more about them. Instead of preparing for bed, however, I sat in the armchair by the fire and loosened my hair. It reached just past my shoulders now, still much shorter than it had been before I cut it at age thirteen. One day, it would grow long again. Sometimes that day felt like a lifetime away.

      I must have fallen asleep. It was still dark when I awoke, and the orange glow of the coals provided the only light. I lit a candle, wrapped a shawl around my shoulders, and slipped out of the room. Neither Gus nor Seth had remained in the corridor and the house was silent. It felt empty.

      I knocked lightly on Lincoln's door, and entered when there was no answer. His sitting room and study were undisturbed and his bed made. I set the candle on the table and slipped under the covers to wait for him. With his scent enveloping me, I soon fell asleep.

      I awoke alone the following morning. I quickly dressed and joined the others in the kitchen. "He didn't come home," I announced.

      "What you want us to do?" Gus asked.

      Cook set a plate of poached eggs and bacon in front of me. "Eat first, worry later."

      "I don't feel like eating." I pushed the plate away.

      "He'll be fine," Seth said.

      "He was angry when he left. I'm worried that his anger will cause him to make mistakes."

      "He don't make mistakes," Gus said, hacking into his bacon. "Besides, if we want to find him, where would we start lookin'?"

      I sighed. I truly didn't know. They were right, and searching for Lincoln would be like looking for a needle in a haystack. But I had to try. "Let's do something different. Since we only know the Drinkwaters' London address and Mrs. Drinkwater's sister's address, we've struck a dead end. Lincoln would have already searched there, and my guess is that she won't be at either of those places. So let's speak with Joan Brumley's cousin."

      "Who?" Cook asked.

      "The other supernatural victim," Seth told him. "How will we find the cousin?"

      "Her address was noted in the detective's files," I said.

      Seth folded his arms. "You told us you didn't learn anything from the police."

      "That's not precisely what I said. Anyway, I think Lincoln may have widened his investigation, having hit a dead end when it came to finding Mrs. Drinkwater."

      "P'haps." Gus shoveled the rest of his eggs into his mouth then proceeded to speak before swallowing. "He might not need to be found. He might be well into the hunt and not able to come home yet."

      "I am aware of that. I'm also aware that he won't want us to go looking for him—if nothing is wrong."

      Seth held up a finger. "We will go looking for him at the Brumley cousin's house. You will stay here."

      I suspected they'd say that. I had no intention of forcing the issue or sneaking out. They could do as I asked perfectly adequately without my presence. "I have some specific questions I'd like you to ask Miss Brumley's cousin. I'll write them down after breakfast."

      Gus wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "She don't trust us to think for ourselves, Seth."

      Seth merely scowled.

      After they left, I spent the morning with Doyle in the formal drawing room. It hadn't been used since Lincoln moved into Lichfield Towers, and dust covers blanketed what little furniture had been left behind by the last owner. After the previous day's delivery, Doyle had set about removing the old and arranging the new. He'd done a marvelous job. Together, we made plans and moved the new furniture again to see how it looked in other positions, only to put most of it back again.

      I was sweating by the time Gus and Seth returned from visiting Joan Brumley's cousin, Edith. "Well?" I asked before they'd had a chance to remove their hats and gloves.

      "Fitzroy went there late yesterday," Gus said.

      I blew out a breath. So he was alive and well then, thank God. "And?"

      "And he asked the same questions you wanted us to ask her. Mostly. The Drinkwater name wasn't familiar to her and she'd had no visits from anyone asking about her cousin except for the police and Fitzroy."

      "So there's most likely no other link between them except they were both supernaturals. Go on. What else?"

      "As far as Edith Brumley knew, her cousin didn't know she was a necromancer, as such. She knew she could speak with ghosts, of course, but she didn't have a name for her magic. She didn't consider it magical at all, or supernatural, it just was. Aside from Fitzroy and us, no one has mentioned the word necromancy to her, and the police didn't discuss Joan's magic at all."

      "What about Frankenstein and Jasper? Had Joan ever mentioned them to Edith?"

      "The names weren't familiar to her."

      Damn. This wasn't going as I thought it would. "What about my final question? Had Joan associated with anyone new lately?"

      They gave me matching looks of triumph. "This is the interestin' part," Gus said.

      "It was an inspired question," Seth added. "It turns out that Joan had a paramour. Edith thought this highly unlikely, considering Joan had been a spinster for years and no one had shown interest in her before."

      Gus circled his finger at his temple. "No surprise there."

      "According to Edith, the fellow avoided meeting her although she was Joan's only family. He kept putting it off, which made Edith suspicious that he was merely a figment of her cousin's imagination. She changed her opinion when Joan became very upset after the gentleman broke off contact. One day he'd been talking to her about building a life together, and the next…nothing. He simply never showed at their prearranged meeting place, and since she had no way of contacting him, the relationship ended."

      "Did Joan give Edith a description of him?"

      Both men shook their heads. "You won't believe it, Charlie," Gus said. He couldn't stand still, he was so eager to tell me. "Edith Brumley keeps a diary. She looked through it for the date when Joan came to her all upset. Guess when it was."

      "Just tell me!"

      "The day after Frankenstein died."

      I pressed a hand to my chest. "My God," I whispered. "You think he was her paramour?"

      They both nodded. "He wanted a necromancer and she was one."

      "Yes, but…he thought I was the last one. That's why he was so desperate to get me."

      "What if he didn't know Joan was a necromancer?" Seth said. "He might have seen her articles in the history periodicals and thought she might be of interest. Remember, her articles only mentioned she spoke with spirits. There was no indication that she could place the spirits inside bodies to reanimate them. Perhaps he wasn't yet sure if she could do it."

      "Perhaps she didn't know she could do it." I wished I'd added that question to my list to ask Edith Brumley. "He might have been trying to find out more about her magic while courting her, even while he was looking for me." As he had done with my mother. "His efforts were cut short by his untimely death. This is an extraordinary development. I wonder if Lincoln learned about the connection too."

      "We asked Edith if she'd told anyone else about Joan's lover, and she said she hadn't because no one asked."

      "Not even the police?"

      He shook his head. "They only asked for recent connections, not ones that were months old. I suppose Edith didn't think it was relevant either, since the contact stopped some time ago."

      "So what now?" Gus asked. "You goin' to summon the Brumley woman's spirit?"

      I shook my head. "It's too dangerous. She was a necromancer. I can't risk her overriding my control." I blew out a shaky breath, unable to quite believe what I was about to do, and not yet sure how I felt about it. "I'm going to summon my father, Victor Frankenstein."
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      "Are you certain you want to do this?" Seth asked with quiet concern.

      "Frankenstein's not magical," I assured him. "So we know he can't override my control."

      "That's not what I meant."

      I spread my fingers over my lap and blew out a breath. I sat on the new sofa, made by Fernesse himself, in the redecorated parlor. New furniture, new clothes, new fiancé, yet I didn't feel like I'd changed all that much since Frankenstein died. Sometimes, when I remembered he was my father, I found the whole thing difficult to fathom. Despite some physical resemblances, we were very different. I hoped never to become like him. He'd used people in the most callous way to complete his life's work. He'd used people he was supposed to love.

      "I'll be fine," I said. "It's time I faced him."

      "Maybe we should wait for Fitzroy." Gus eyed the door as if he expected Lincoln to walk in at any moment.

      "I'd rather not wait. Besides, we don't know when he'll be back." Or if he needed us to fetch him.

      I angled myself toward the fire, to chase away the sudden chill, and summoned Frankenstein. His spirit seemed to come out of nowhere, from no particular direction. It streaked around the room like a crazed, scared hare, passing through objects until it finally settled.

      It formed his shape on the sofa beside me. "Charlotte!" He touched the ragged wound where his eye should have been. Lincoln's knife had caused it in a killing blow.

      I swallowed. Sometimes I forgot what Lincoln had done. "Good morning." It didn't feel right calling him 'father' or 'sir', so I didn't call him anything. "I need to speak with you."

      He spread his hands over his lap, much as I had just done, and stared at their ethereal form. "I…I'm a ghost."

      "Yes. You died a little over three months ago."

      He glanced up to the ceiling, then down to the floor. "You saved me."

      Had he forgotten? I hadn't saved him. I'd been instrumental in killing him.

      "You won't send me back, will you?" He smiled and reached out a hand to me. I felt nothing as it went straight through. "You're my daughter…you wouldn't be so cruel as to send me back there."

      It took me a moment to realize he was referring to his afterlife. It must not be the utopia he'd hoped for. I felt no sympathy for him, no concern. He'd made his bed, and now he must lie in it.

      "Charlie," Seth urged. "Ask him what you need to ask."

      "Where is this?" Frankenstein said before I could speak. "Where am I?"

      "Lichfield Towers, in Highgate."

      "You live here?"

      "Yes."

      "You've done well for yourself. Good girl. It's a large house?"

      "Yes."

      "Good, good." He stood and held out his hand to me. I almost took it as a matter of course. "Where will I find my bodies?"

      "Bodies?"

      "My work. You brought everything here to continue my experiments? Have you made much progress? I expect to see quite a few developments in three months, particularly with your necromancy."

      "Stop!" I held up my hand. "Sit down."

      He sat. "Charlotte? My work…?"

      If I wanted answers, I needed to tread cautiously. "I'll show you the workshop soon. But first, I have to ask you something."

      His gaze roamed over my face, settling on my eyes. Mine were blue, like his, although his only remaining one was colorless in spirit form. The scrutiny unnerved me, but I forced myself to remain still. After a moment, he sighed. "Very well. What do you want to know? Is it something to do with your mother?"

      There were so many things I wanted to tell him about her—that she was beautiful and kind, that he'd hurt her badly and destroyed her trust in men—but nothing I wanted to ask him. I didn't want to hear him confirm that he'd used her because she was, well, useful to him.

      "Did you court an historian named Joan Brumley?"

      The question sent his undamaged eyebrow shooting up his forehead. "Yes. And?"

      "Why?"

      He lifted a shoulder. "She could speak to spirits. I had plans to test her skills with reanimation, but I died before I had the chance."

      I nodded, as much for Seth and Gus's benefit than to acknowledge Frankenstein. He'd answered as we suspected he would. God, how I hated him.

      I clasped my fingers together in my lap and set my jaw. "Did you know a scientist named Reginald Drinkwater?"

      He frowned. "The name rings a few bells. Is he the fellow attempting to get artificial limbs to move of their own accord?" He snorted. "He wanted to share results with me, but I only replied to one of his letters. He's a crackpot."

      "He was magical."

      His eye widened. "A necromancer?"

      "No, but he may have been useful to you. You should have discussed your work with him. He's dead too now."

      "Shame." He stood and jerked his head toward the door. "Come. Show me the workshop."

      "I'm not finished with my questions," I snapped. "Do you know of a Captain Jasper?"

      "No." He began to pace the room, sometimes walking, sometimes flowing in mist form. Despite his agitation, he couldn't leave until I allowed him to go.

      But I wasn't ready. There had to be a more solid connection. Three of them were involved in reanimating bodies or body parts, and the fourth was a necromancer, an invaluable tool for the projects of both Jasper and Frankenstein. There had to be something connecting all four. Two had been magical, two had not. Out of the two who weren't, one had known about magic and the other hadn't until he met me. Jasper's commission from an anonymous benefactor had been for his medical serum.

      Wait…commission.

      Drinkwater had also mentioned being commissioned, although he'd gone on to say it had fallen through before his death.

      "Did anyone approach you about sponsoring your work?" I asked.

      He stopped darting around and settled on the sofa once more. "A man wrote to me anonymously," he said, sounding distracted, frustrated. "He was interested in my work and wanted to learn more. I wrote back and told him I would give him a tour of my workshop. But he didn't want a tour, he wanted to know everything through correspondence. I gave him some details, but not enough that he could steal my ideas. He then asked specifically if I was using magic to reanimate the bodies. I told him yes, but I wasn't magical myself." He held up his hands. "I never mentioned you, Charlotte, or necromancy."

      "What can you tell me about him?"

      "Nothing. I never met him. The correspondence ceased after I mentioned magic."

      "Where did you send the letters?"

      "An address near Whitehall. I can't remember the details."

      "Think."

      "Charlotte. It was of no consequence to me. I can't recall."

      I sighed then repeated the conversation for the benefit of Seth and Gus, in the hope they could think of something more to ask Frankenstein. They both gave me blank looks.

      "I have answered everything you've asked of me," Frankenstein said, once more pacing restlessly across the room. "Now may I see the new workshop? I must see what you've achieved, and then I'll help you write an essay for the medical journals."

      I slapped my hands on the sofa on either side of me and pushed to my feet. Seth and Gus both scrambled to their feet and drew closer.

      "You don't care, do you?" I snarled at Frankenstein. "You're my father, yet you don't care a whit for me, only your bloody work and your bloody reputation."

      He shimmered before coalescing again. "Pardon?"

      "You used me, my mother, and Miss Brumley, to bring your damned cadavers back to life. It's sickening enough that you wanted to do such a thing, but it's worse that you cared nothing for those you trampled over to succeed."

      "Trampled over! My girl, it's an honor to help me. You would have received accolades beyond your wildest dreams, particularly if you claimed the Frankenstein name."

      "I will never take your name. I would rather be a Holloway than a Frankenstein, and that's saying something, since my adoptive father tried to kill me." I poked my finger into his chest, but it met no resistance. "I detest you. I'm not sorry you're dead. This world is a better place without you. Goodbye. I hope we don't meet again, in this life or the next."

      "Charlotte! You've been listening to short-sighted fools again!"

      "I release you, Victor Frankenstein. Go away. Return to your afterlife."

      He backed away, tumbling through furniture and into the fireplace. "No! Not there." He turned to mist and dissipated before he could finish.

      I sat heavily and covered my face. My hands shook. Tears pooled but didn't spill. Good. I didn't want to shed any over that man.

      An arm came around my shoulders and another touched my knee. I clutched at it and leaned into Seth. No one spoke but their presence was a comfort.

      True to form, Lincoln strolled in at that moment. I didn't see him or hear him enter, and the first indication I had that he'd joined us was Gus's sharp gasp.

      "Sir," Seth said, removing his arm.

      I opened my eyes to see Lincoln standing very close to me, a deep frown furrowing his brow. He looked exhausted, disheveled and absolutely wonderful. I stood and tumbled into his arms, burying my face in his jacket at his chest. He felt warm, and the beat of his heart was both a comfort and a relief.

      "I'm sorry we didn't part on good terms," I murmured.

      I heard Seth and Gus leave. Lincoln's arms tightened, as if he felt more comfortable alone. He stroked my hair back and pressed his lips to my forehead in a lingering kiss.

      "You have something to tell me?" he asked after a long moment.

      I drew back. "That's the first thing you wish to say to me?"

      "I walk in here to see my men touching you, you're in tears, and you throw yourself at me. Forgive me for being unable to think of another response."

      "I am not in tears, and I did not throw myself." I hugged him again, fiercely. "But I am terribly relieved to see you. I've been worried."

      "Why?"

      "Because you've been gone since yesterday, and you were in a black mood when you left. Any woman would be worried if her fiancé disappeared for that long without word."

      "You are not a typical woman, and I am not a typical fiancé."

      I caressed his cheek above the rough stubble. "I wouldn't have you any other way."

      He lifted my hair off my shoulders and kissed me until my toes curled and our bodies heated. Then he suddenly let me go. "I'll be back in a few minutes."

      I shook my head and smiled. His abrupt changes baffled me. Gus brought in supper before Lincoln returned and asked me if I'd told him about Frankenstein yet.

      "We've not had a chance to talk," I said.

      "He won't like that you went to the police station without us."

      I held the door open for him. "Thank you, Gus, but I won't keep things from him." Not like he'd kept things from me.

      He left when Lincoln returned. His hair hung in damp waves and he smelled like the spicy soap he liked to use. I found myself drawn to his arms again, and to his lips. He tasted as good as he smelled.

      Our kiss was all too brief. With a frustrated huff, he directed me to sit. "I want to know why you were upset."

      I sat on the armchair by the fire. "After you tell me where you've been and whether you found Mrs. Drinkwater."

      Two beats passed before he answered. "I've been to her sister's house, visited her neighbors, and checked hotels in the vicinity. I broke into her house to find out what I could about her life and movements. When that investigation proved futile, I visited the Brumley woman's kin. I believe the two victims may have known one another." He rubbed a hand over his eyes and down his face. The exhaustion etched into the lines tugged at my heart. It must gall him to have failed, but at least his exhaustion was better than his anger. "I didn't find the Drinkwater woman."

      "I see. I can't pretend I'm sorry for that."

      His gaze sharpened.

      "Before you accuse me of not trusting you," I went on, "I want you to know that I do. You won't hurt her, but she doesn't know that."

      He blinked slowly and looked away. "I find it remarkable that you can still think me harmless after witnessing me kill your father."

      "That's different. He was a danger to us both, and to Seth and Gus. You had no choice." I cleared my throat. "Speaking of my father, I summoned his spirit tonight."

      The sharp gaze returned, piercing me like an arrow. "That's why you were upset."

      I sucked in air between my teeth. My reluctance to continue did not go unnoticed, if the quirk of his eyebrow was an indication. "I haven't been idle while you were away," I said. "Can I speak without risk of you interrupting?"

      "Probably not."

      I gave him a withering glare. "I snuck out of the house with my imp and broke into the Kensington Police Station to find out what they knew about the Drinkwater murder."

      His lips pressed together in what I assumed was an effort not to interrupt.

      "I learned some things, which I'm sure you already knew, since you probably have also broken in at some point."

      "Are you going to admonish me for not sharing the information with you?"

      "Lincoln, I thought we'd agreed to be partners in ministry business. In everything!"

      "For one thing, you're my assistant, not my partner. For another, being betrothed makes you my partner in life, not in work."

      "The two are inextricably linked. You said so yourself once. And anyway, you should have involved me in the investigation because I believe I've learned more about the murders than you."

      "I have no doubt, since you summoned Frankenstein. You saw the connection in the detective's files?"

      "And with Jasper too."

      He didn't look surprised, so he must have known.

      "That's only partly why I summoned his spirit. I sent Seth and Gus to talk with Edith Brumley, Joan's cousin, and they learned that Joan had a lover, but all contact between them suddenly ceased when Frankenstein died."

      That brought quite a reaction. Both his eyebrows lifted. "He wanted to use her necromancy?"

      "He wasn't sure if she could reanimate bodies, but he planned on testing her, only he died first. If he couldn't find me, he hoped he could use her instead. He was using her as he used my mother."

      "And you," he said quietly.

      "I think I've also found the link between Drinkwater, Jasper and Frankenstein. His spirit mentioned that he was approached by an anonymous benefactor who wanted to sponsor his work, only to retract his offer when he learned Frankenstein planned to use a necromancer. Drinkwater's spirit also mentioned a commission from someone who pulled out after learning about his magic."

      "Jasper had a commission too."

      "We never investigated that angle at the time because we didn't realize there was a link."

      He nodded slowly, his gaze unfocused. "His benefactor was still current at the time of his death."

      "Do you think that's because Jasper was using actual medicine and not magic to bring the deceased back to life?"

      "It's likely, given what we know now."

      It was thrilling to have discovered the link, and my heart soared to know that I'd had a key role in the discovery. But then it sank like a stone when I considered the implications. "Someone else has been involved all along, perhaps the same person who is now killing the supernaturals."

      "Perhaps."

      "But the killer is not the one who helped Mrs. Drinkwater kidnap me. She could have killed me but she didn't."

      "She did not," he said, icy.

      I waited for him to say something more, to perhaps thank me, or discuss what to do next, but he didn't speak. "You're still angry with me?" I asked. "Even after I learned all that and avoided being abducted or killed?"

      Perhaps treating it lightly was inconsiderate of me. Shadows banked in eyes the color of molasses.

      "I'm sorry," I mumbled. "But I wouldn't have had to sneak out if you shared your discoveries with me and allowed me to discuss my thoughts with you. But instead you hared off after Merry Drinkwater."

      He stood and approached, but did not drop to my level. "She kidnapped you."

      I stood too, but he towered over me. "That is not a valid reason! Stop excluding me and start involving me more."

      "Stop placing yourself in danger and I will."

      I stamped my hands on my hips. "You promised me you would try to involve me more, to allow me to be part of your team."

      "I am trying!"

      "Forgive me for thinking it doesn't look like it."

      He sucked in air between his teeth and looked to the ceiling. After a moment, the rigidity left his jaw and the veins in his throat no longer throbbed. He fixed his gaze on mine. Although he was calmer, the shadows hadn't vanished.

      "Charlie, involving you would have put you in more danger. I believed that after we first learned of the murders, and I still believe it. Even more so, now that we know of a link between Frankenstein, Jasper and the victims. I am only trying to keep you safe."

      "While that sounds logical, your plan isn't working. You tried to keep me safe and yet I was kidnapped anyway."

      He flinched and stepped back from me as if my words had pushed him. With a rapid blink, he turned away and strode to the door.

      Hell. My mouth had run away from me again. "Lincoln, I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said that." I caught his arm and forced him to look at me. He didn't quite meet my gaze, but at least he didn't try to walk off. "It's not your fault. Mrs. Drinkwater was too well organized and too knowledgeable about us to fail."

      When he still didn't look at me, I clasped his face in both my hands. Finally, his gaze met mine. "I love you, Lincoln. You frustrate me at times, but I love you regardless."

      He rested his hands on my waist and with a sigh, pressed his forehead against mine. "I'll do my best to keep you informed. But please, do not leave the house unless the danger is inside."

      "Considering how Mrs. Drinkwater operated, that is a distinct possibility."

      He stiffened. "I know. Wear the necklace at all times now. Please."

      I smiled. "Since you asked so nicely." I pulled it out from beneath my dress.

      He kissed me gently then we said our goodnights.

      I slept restlessly, and the following morning, as I prepared to go down for breakfast and see him again, I discovered a note that had been slipped under my door. It was in Lincoln's hand and it said he'd gone out again, to follow more leads into his search for Mrs. Drinkwater. There was no mention of where, however. I sighed, unsure if that was a deliberate omission, or simply because he didn't yet know where he would end up.

      

      The morning dragged, but at least I wasn't as worried today as I had been the day before. Lincoln was safe, and ultimately that was all that mattered.

      The monotony was broken up by a visitor at around eleven. A visitor I neither expected nor wanted.

      "Why can't the committee leave me alone?" I muttered to Seth when I spotted the black coach through the parlor window, rumbling up the drive.

      "Let's hope he's the only one coming," he said. "Any more could pose a threat."

      We exchanged concerned glances. "You'd better fetch Gus."

      "Wait until we return to question him."

      "Question him?" I echoed.

      He stopped in the doorway. "You do want to find out if he helped the Drinkwater widow, don't you?"

      "Yes."

      "Good. Because so do I."

      I watched him stride off, wondering how I was going to get a committee member to admit involvement in my abduction.
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      "Good morning, Charlie." Lord Marchbank had never smiled a greeting, and this time was no exception. Even so, his grim tone worried me. He hadn't come to deliver good news.

      "Good morning, sir. Has a committee meeting been called?"

      "No." Unlike General Eastbrooke and Lord Gillingham, he looked directly at me when he addressed me. Although I appreciated it, it was somewhat unnerving, with his scarred face and abrupt manner. He was a fearsome looking man. Despite the trappings of a gentleman, he wouldn't have looked out of place on a medieval battlefield.

      He handed his coat, hat and gloves to Doyle. "I wanted to speak to you without the rest of the committee present. Have you recovered from your ordeal?"

      "Yes, thank you."

      He gaze flicked to Doyle, Seth and Gus. "May we speak alone, Charlie?"

      "Tea, please, Doyle." I did not dismiss Seth and Gus, and nor would I. "I'd like them to remain with me," I said once Doyle had disappeared.

      His brows drew together. "You don't trust me?"

      "Someone who knows where to find supernaturals is killing them, and I am a supernatural. You have access to the ministry files. So no, sir, I do not trust you completely."

      Some of the brashness left his eyes, replaced by a flicker of uncertainty. My boldness had taken him by surprise. Perhaps he wasn't used to it. "I hardly think you can draw that conclusion from just two deaths."

      "Added to which, someone also helped Mrs. Drinkwater kidnap me. Someone who knew we were looking for a housekeeper but also knew about my necromancy. That limits the pool of suspects considerably."

      "I say again, you're accusing me?"

      "I'm keeping an open mind."

      He grunted. "Good for you." He indicated I should walk ahead of him.

      I led the way into the parlor. Marchbank took in the new furniture and decorations with an air of polite indifference. Of all the committee members, he seemed the most removed from his surroundings, as if he weren't a part of them but was merely on the fringes, observing and listening. It was much like that now, as he sat on the armchair furthest from me. It wasn't until much later that I wondered if that were a deliberate choice to ease my mind.

      "You've been busy," he said, indicating the new furniture.

      "Quite."

      Seth and Gus didn't sit. One stood by the door and the other near me, their arms crossed, identical frosty expressions on their faces. Neither took their gaze off Marchbank.

      "Tell me, Charlie, why do you think I would help Mrs. Drinkwater abduct you?"

      It was a question that had puzzled me ever since I concluded that someone had assisted her. Who had the most to gain? In Marchbank's case, I could only think of one reason. "You want me gone from here. Having me abducted shows Lincoln that I'm vulnerable and a target for those who want to use my necromancy."

      "True, but your prior abduction proved that. Another wasn't necessary. All this one achieved was to draw Fitzroy's ire. If you hadn't returned, he would still be looking for you and he wouldn't have given up until he found you, dead or alive."

      I swallowed.

      "There's no point removing you from Lichfield if it only serves to keep him busy away from ministry business. I want him focused on his work, Charlie, not distracted from it."

      If what he said was true—and I'd not yet thought it through enough to make that decision—then that meant no one from the committee had helped Mrs. Drinkwater. They all wanted the same thing—Lincoln's attention on the ministry, not me.

      Or did they? Had my abduction served some other purpose for the committee that I'd not yet fathomed?

      "I suppose that leads nicely to the reason for your visit," I said. "Me distracting Lincoln, and you wanting me gone, one way or another."

      He stroked the white scar slicing through his short gray beard. "You're very forward."

      "Being demure is not in my nature. I'm sorry if that offends you, but I am what I am."

      "Many people would be offended. I'm not one of them."

      I gave a nod of appreciation. Neither of us spoke as Doyle entered with the tea. We waited as he served and watched as he left, shutting the door behind him.

      I picked up my teacup. "In the spirit of being forward, sir, I think it's time you told me why you're here. I doubt it's to check on my health."

      "You're wrong there. Or partly, at least. I did want to ask how you are. You may not believe this, but I like you, Charlie. You're spirited, clever, and have a quality about you that other girls your age lack. If you were my daughter, I would be proud."

      His unexpected praise made me blush and, to my horror, turned my vision misty. I studied my tea until the moment passed. It wouldn't do to lower my guard around this man. "If you like me, why are you here to convince me to leave?"

      He set down his teacup without taking a sip. "I thought it might be better to talk to you without the other committee members present. They tend to bring a certain amount of unnecessary drama to a discussion of this nature, and I think you're someone who appreciates reason and logic."

      "Thank you," I said, once again surprised. Was that part of his plan—stun me with his kindness and trick me into agreeing to something while my guard was down? "Don't waste your breath, my lord. I'm not leaving."

      "Hear me out."

      I stood. "No."

      He picked up his teacup and sipped slowly. Several moments ticked by. With a sigh, I sat again. I could storm out and leave him alone, but I wouldn't put it past him to remain all day and night.

      "There is a school up north, near my country seat in Yorkshire."

      I spluttered a humorless laugh. "I'm too old for school."

      "It's not a regular kind of school. It's more of a finishing school for young ladies."

      "I'm not a lady, and I don't need finishing." Whatever that was.

      "You could pass as a lady if you were finished properly—as long as your past was kept quiet. Being finished will help you after your school year ends."

      "It's nice of you to consider my long-term future," I said with sickly sweetness. "And here I assumed you wanted me to stay at the school until the end of my days."

      "Not unless you choose to stay on as a teacher. But I think you could do something else, if you wanted to. Something more."

      "More?"

      "After your lady's education is complete, I thought you might like to leave for the continent."

      "The continent!"

      "France, Italy, or any of a number of countries. Perhaps even America or the Antipodes. The world is your oyster, as they say." He held up a hand when I began to protest. "Hear me out. It would be the chance for a new life for you, a new beginning where no one knows you. No one will come after you because of your necromancy."

      "If it's kept a secret, that is."

      "I assumed that you would want it that way, considering all that has happened since people discovered it."

      I sat back in the chair, disregarding my bustle. I shook my head at him in disbelief. "You don't know me at all. I have no wish to have a new life. I like this one. It has my friends in it, and my fiancé."

      Beside me, Seth touched my shoulder. "I don't think it's an offer, Charlie. Not one he expects you to refuse."

      Marchbank sipped again, seemingly oblivious to my glare. "Vickers is correct."

      I set my cup down with a clatter. "I thought you were the decent one, sir, but I see you are just like them and against me too."

      "No," he said with bland indifference. "I am the only one who doesn't want to exile you to a remote island in the middle of nowhere without a hope of escape."

      My stomach plunged. Although I knew they wanted to do that to me, and perhaps worse, the thought never ceased to make me feel ill. Sometimes it felt like a thin veil separated my desire for freedom from their desire to hide me, and it would only take a puff of wind to blow that veil away.

      "At least with my plan you can have a good life," he went on. "A far better one than you had when you lived on the streets too."

      "But not better than this one."

      "Are you quite certain of that?"

      "Yes! And what of my engagement to Lincoln? I won't leave him. I can't." This last came out on a choke.

      Marchbank's unruffled gaze settled on me. "You say you love him, but I don't believe you."

      "What!"

      "You have placed him in a difficult position. He feels obligated to marry you because he has feelings for you. That's not love, that's manipulation."

      "It's not an obligation," I snapped.

      "It is, for him. He's not the sort of gentleman who will have a dalliance with a young woman then discard her."

      It was very close to what Lincoln himself had said. That I wasn't the sort of girl to keep as a mistress, and that he must marry me. I picked up my teacup again and held it tightly. I tilted my chin. "I can't leave him. We belong together."

      "Are you sure he feels the same way?"

      "Yes."

      "He's a man who has been alone his entire life. I'm sure I don't need to lay it all out before you, Charlie. You know he's never had a proper family."

      "What are you getting at?"

      "He might be infatuated with you now, and seduced by the idea of having a wife and family, but once the novelty wears off, he will return to himself."

      "He is being himself, now, with me." It was frustrating that I felt compelled to defend Lincoln and my own reasoning. I thought I didn't care about Marchbank's opinion, or that of any of the committee members. It seemed I was wrong. "I've brought out a different side to him. A better side." I sounded so arrogant, yet I had to believe it, otherwise that meant Marchbank was right. And if he was right, then I should leave Lincoln for his own good.

      "Old habits are hard to break. People don't change overnight," he went on.

      There was certainly some truth in that. Lincoln struggled to involve me fully in ministry business, despite our numerous discussions about it. Even in the note he'd left this morning, he'd told me he was going out, but not where.

      But he would learn and change. He simply needed time to adjust, and I could give him that. I must remember not to push him so much in future and allow him to adapt to being in a relationship at his own speed.

      "I see you're giving some serious thought to what I'm telling you," Marchbank said.

      "I'm not leaving him. That's final. Gus, please see Lord Marchbank out."

      "Gladly," Gus growled.

      Marchbank held up his hands in surrender. "I've said my piece. Thank you for listening." He gave me a brief bow and left. Gus followed him out.

      I didn't let out my breath until I heard his coach roll away. "Am I being foolish, Seth? Selfish, even?"

      "Neither." He sat on the sofa beside me and patted my hand. "Fitzroy needs you, Charlie. I'm convinced of it. Don't listen to Marchbank or anyone else. Do what you think is right."

      That was the problem—what if staying turned out to be the wrong thing to do?

      

      "No," Gus said with a scowl that rivaled Lincoln's best. "You're not going anywhere, Charlie, and that's final."

      "She be doing the right thing," Cook told him before I could speak. "She's got to show 'em she ain't a burden."

      "Thank you, Cook." I smiled at him. He responded by chopping through a carrot and handing a chunk to me. "Gus, I have to do this. Everyone thinks I'm a hindrance. I need to show them I'm an asset, that I can be useful." I nibbled the carrot. "If I don't do this now, it'll just get harder and harder."

      "But now's when people are tryin' to kill your kind. I'm just sayin' to wait until the killer is caught."

      "And Holloway," Seth chimed in from where he stood leaning against the doorframe. It was the first he'd spoken since I mentioned wanting to go out to search for Mrs. Drinkwater.

      "Are you against the idea too?" I asked.

      He held up his hands. "Just pointing out the dangers."

      "Thank you, I don't need them pointed out. I'm well aware of what can go wrong."

      "I don't like it," Gus muttered, sounding resigned. Perhaps he knew that I would do it, with or without his consent. He picked up the other end of the carrot and pointed it at Cook. "You shouldn't encourage her."

      Cook gave him a rude hand gesture then snatched the carrot back.

      "Let me put it this way," I told them all. "Me leaving Lichfield will achieve two things. One, I can search for Merry Drinkwater."

      "Fitzroy's already doing that," Seth said, folding his arms and looking every bit determined to stop me.

      "Using different methods to Lincoln. Methods that may be more effective, in this case. And two, I'll draw out those who are trying to kill me. Or reform me, in Holloway's case."

      Gus and Seth spoke over one another until I could no longer differentiate between their protests. I let them finish before adding the final detail.

      "You will both come with me, and I'll have my imp, too."

      Gus stamped his knuckles on the table. "We ain't relying on a cat to save you!"

      "It ain't a cat." Cook shook his head. "And it be better at saving her than you."

      Gus bristled. "Shut your mouth, Moon Face."

      Cook merely snorted and scooped up the slices of carrot in his big hands and plopped them into a pot. "You can do better than that."

      Seth pushed off from the doorframe. "What will you do if we say no?"

      "Take the imp and go anyway," I said.

      "I thought as much." He slapped Gus on the shoulder. "Better get our coats."

      Gus threw his hands in the air. "You're as mad as her!" He followed Seth out of the kitchen, arguing with him all the way. "If she dies, I'm tellin' Death it's all your fault."

      Doyle entered, wearing white gloves and holding a polishing cloth. "May I get you something, miss?"

      "No, thank you." I had a note to write. If Lincoln returned while I was out, I needed to allay his fears. A note might not be enough, but it was better than silence. Hopefully.

      I could no longer sit at Lichfield waiting for Lincoln to succeed. I could no longer pretend that I was safe here. Not only was I a sitting duck, I was reinforcing the committee's belief that I was useless and a hindrance to Lincoln. If I wanted to be neither of those, then I had to do something. I only hoped he agreed with my point of view…eventually.

      

      Merry Drinkwater's sister lived with her husband in Acton, in a modern red brick house with a small front garden behind an iron picket fence. Seth stepped out of the coach and held his hand out for me, the way a well-bred gentleman would for his sister.

      "I still don't see why I couldn't be your brother," Gus muttered from the coachman's seat.

      "Because someone needs to be the servant," Seth said.

      "But why me? Why not you?"

      Seth tugged on his cuff and beamed to show off his perfect teeth. "Do I look like a servant to you?"

      Gus narrowed his eyes. "After I get a few good punches in, you will."

      "See! That's what I mean. Charlie's brother wouldn't threaten violence to get his way."

      "You're a pompous prig."

      "And you're an idiot." Seth offered me his arm. "Come, sis, before the help gets ideas above his station. And before you're seen by any murderers."

      "You shouldn't tease him," I said as he opened the gate for me.

      "Do you honestly think he would have done a serviceable job as your brother?"

      "Perhaps."

      He snorted. "Only if he pretended to be a mute." He struck the door with the knocker.

      It was opened by a housemaid.

      "Good afternoon," Seth said, turning on his most charming smile.

      The maid bobbed a curtsy, dipping her head but not quite hiding her blush. It never ceased to amaze me how quickly women fell under his spell. "Good afternoon, sir."

      "My name is Seth Guilford and this is my sister, Charlotte. Is Mrs. Southey at home? We'd like to speak to her about her sister."

      "I'll see." She opened the door wider to allow us into the entrance hall then disappeared into an adjoining room. She emerged a moment later. "Mrs. Southey is available to see you now."

      She took our coats and hats and led the way into what turned out to be a modest sized parlor with floral wallpaper, sofa and curtains. There were flowers everywhere, as if spring had bloomed early and vigorously all over the furnishings. A younger but plainer version of Mrs. Drinkwater greeted us with an inquisitive raise of her brows.

      "You're friends of my sister's?" she asked, once again taking a seat.

      "Acquaintances," I said. Seth and I had decided that I would do most of the talking to put her at ease. He would only speak if that wasn't working and his charms were required instead. "In fact, we're looking for her. She doesn't appear to be at home. Do you know where we can find her?"

      "I'm afraid not, but do you know, you're the second person to ask that question in two days?"

      "Indeed?"

      "A fellow came by yesterday. Rather wild looking man, and not at all friendly. I didn't let him in."

      Lincoln. "Perhaps he was a policeman who wanted to update Mrs. Drinkwater on the investigation into poor Mr. Drinkwater's death."

      "If he was, he ought to have declared himself. Not that it would have mattered. I didn't know where to find Merry, and I still don't. She told me she needed to spend a few days in peace, but wouldn't tell me where." A small crease connected her brows. "I do hope she's all right."

      I exchanged a worried glance with Seth.

      "What is it?" Mrs. Southey touched the high ruffled collar at her throat. "Is she in danger?" She gasped. "Do you think Reggie's murderer is after her now? My lord, I just thought of something. What if that man who came yesterday is the murderer? I knew he was no good from the moment I set eyes on him. Too dark, too…foreign looking. Those eyes." She affected a shiver.

      I clenched my teeth and forced out a sympathetic, "There, there. Don't fret. That's why my brother and I are here, to warn her. You see, my brother is a scientist and friend to Mr. Drinkwater."

      "Was," Seth chimed in with a sad smile. "We were colleagues, working in a similar area. We shared our research from time to time. After Drinkwater's death, my rooms were ransacked but nothing was taken."

      Mrs. Southey gasped again. "What were they looking for?"

      "Research papers. We're both working on something highly sensitive."

      "False limbs?"

      "I can't confirm or deny that, I'm afraid. I wouldn't want to endanger your life too."

      Good lord. If I rolled my eyes any more they'd do complete loops in the sockets.

      "It's my belief he was killed for them," Seth went on, "but the killers didn't find what they wanted, so they came looking in my study, only to leave empty handed. I believe they think your sister may have hidden her husband's papers instead—to keep them safe."

      "Surely she would have said something to me."

      "Perhaps, perhaps not. She might decide that you're safer not knowing."

      Her fingers fluttered at her trembling lips. "It explains why she didn't tell me where she was going."

      I nodded. This was going rather well. "The police have been informed, of course, but I'm afraid Detective Inspector Tench doesn't agree with our theory. He's unwilling to commit resources to protect her."

      Using the detective's name seemed to have the desired effect. Mrs. Southey nodded eagerly along with everything I said. "He did strike me as a rather lazy fellow. Fat people often are."

      It was fortunate that she didn't know about my necromancy or my background living on the streets. She seemed to be prejudiced against anyone who wasn't like her.

      "We've decided to warn your sister ourselves," Seth told her. "We've known her a long time, and she'll trust us."

      She chewed on her lip and blinked at him. He smiled warmly back, but it didn't have the usual effect. She squinted at him. "She never mentioned you to me before. I thought Reggie worked alone."

      "He did, usually, but he brought me on board for his latest experiments. If I had my papers here, I would gladly prove it you. Unfortunately they're all the way back in my study in Mayfair."

      "Mayfair!"

      "My home," he added with wide-eyed innocence.

      Her back straightened, reminding me of her sister with her erect posture. While not as poised as Merry, Mrs. Southey had a neat, precise way of moving that both sisters possessed. "Where in Mayfair?"

      Seth waved his hand. "It's just an old pile of bricks, really, but it's been in the family for years."

      I half expected him to drag out the family title of Vickers, but he merely smiled at her again. This time it worked. Mrs. Southey blushed and touched her hair.

      "Mrs. Southey, it's imperative you help us find Merry," he said, turning serious. "You can't allow that foreigner to get to her first."

      I glared at him but he ignored me.

      Mrs. Southey swallowed heavily. "You're right. I didn't trust him from the moment I laid eyes on him. I ought to tell the detective."

      "We'll do it, won't we, Charlotte?"

      "We're on our way to Kensington now—if you tell us where to find her, that is. We'll hand over everything we know to Tench immediately. It's the right thing to do."

      "Oh, I don't know where she is," she said.

      "Perhaps not, but you know her better than anyone. There must be someone she trusts enough to visit for a few days."

      "She has few close friends left. Reggie wasn't the most sociable man." The pinched lips and sour tone told me what she thought of her brother-in-law more than her words did.

      "What about friends from before she married?"

      Her cheeks flushed. She looked away. "She hasn't remained in touch with them."

      "Are you sure?"

      "Yes," she snapped.

      "Mrs. Southey," Seth said gently. "Your sister's life might be in danger if he finds her before us. You must help us so we can inform the police. They can't protect her if they don't know where she is."

      "It's just that…she would be so ashamed if any of her set knew." She bit her lip and glanced at me through lowered lashes. "Particularly someone as lovely as you, Miss Guilford."

      Lovely? Me? "We'll keep her secret safe," I assured her. "I'm no gossip."

      "Very true," Seth said. "She knows a thing or two about me that she's never told. The soul of discretion is dear Charlotte."

      "This is quite a scandal, though." She nibbled her lip again. "But if the murderer finds her…"

      "We'll see that he doesn't," Seth said, moving to sit beside her. He tucked her hand between both of his, winning a wide-eyed blink from her. "Trust us, Mrs. Southey. We only have your sister's interests at heart. She won't come to any harm if we find her first."

      He was laying it on rather thick, but she seemed to be warming to the idea with every passing moment. She stopped biting her lip and sighed.

      "You're right. Well then." She blew out a breath. "There was a particular friend from before she married. A woman by the name of Redding. Miss Letitia Redding."

      Redding! I knew that name.

      "And where will we find Miss Redding?" Seth asked.

      The Alhambra.

      "A theater known as The Alhambra." Mrs. Southey touched her hair again and didn't meet our gazes. "My sister used to dance there when she was younger, as did Miss Redding."

      And Lady Harcourt.
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      "It was Lady Harcourt," I announced to Seth in the coach. "She must be the one who helped Mrs. Drinkwater."

      "Yes," he said simply. He looked troubled by the prospect, but I was in no mood to offer excuses or alternative theories. I was too angry. How could she? I knew she blamed me for keeping Lincoln from her, but I didn't think she hated me enough to have me kidnapped.

      "I can't believe I didn't realize earlier," I said. "Mrs. Drinkwater had a certain way of walking, like Lady H. She would glide into the room, like a dancer. And her poise…" I shook my head, annoyed I'd not made the connection between the two. "We must hurry."

      "Gus is driving as fast as he can. Anyway, there's no cause for alarm."

      "Of course there is. Lady Harcourt must be worried that Lincoln will find Merry Drinkwater and she'll tell him about her involvement."

      "You think she'll silence Merry? Charlie! She's no murderess."

      "Are you very certain of that?"

      "Yes!"

      I drummed my fingers on the leather seat. "You may be right."

      "I know I am. She may not be the kindest soul, but she's not violent. Besides, she has no reason to harm Merry Drinkwater. She knows we won't inform the police. Killing her achieves nothing. Fitzroy will be furious, but her relationship with him is well and truly over, thanks to your engagement. She can't have any hopes of renewing it now."

      "I agree with you there. She isn't foolish enough to think having me abducted would make Lincoln love her."

      He pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his head. "So what possible motive could Julia have had for helping her?"

      "If we don't get an answer from Merry herself, we'll confront Lady H with what we know."

      Gus stopped the coach directly outside The Alhambra. Seth got out first and opened the umbrella. The rain wasn't heavy but it provided cover from passersby. I flipped the hood of my coat up as I stepped onto the pavement. Now that we were in the heart of the city once again, it paid to be careful. No one had tried to harm me since leaving Lichfield, but that didn't mean I could let my guard down. I touched the amber pendant nestled against my chest. It was a comfort knowing the imp slept inside, awaiting my command.

      We entered through the side door to the promenade, the undercover walkway that surrounded the theater itself. Seth folded up the umbrella and took in the stained carpet, the cobwebs and peeling paintwork.

      "It looks so different in the daytime. So…" He shook his head.

      "Gaudy? Unseemly?"

      "I was going to say out dated, like a faded beauty trying to relive her youth with too much rouge. The low lighting of the evenings hide her age. This place is quite magical when the lamps are lit and the dancers come out, all dressed up in their feathers and finery. At least, it used to be."

      "You sound sentimental. I thought you didn't come here much."

      "So where do we find this Miss Redding?" he asked, ignoring me.

      "Backstage." I led the way along the promenade but stopped at the top of the steps leading to the backstage corridor. I kept my voice low. "Try not to flirt with her."

      He grinned. "Are you jealous?"

      I rolled my eyes. "No, it's just that I think she's had some disappointment in her life. Unless you plan on a permanent arrangement with her rather than a single night, don't allow her hopes to rise."

      "I'll try, but what you often call flirting is my usual charming character. I can't help it if ladies find me interesting when I'm not even trying."

      "You said all of that with a serious face, too."

      He gave me a blank look.

      I headed down the steps into a corridor where Jonathon Golightly, the theater's stage manager, kept his office. I steeled myself for an unpleasant meeting with him and his assistant, Miss Redding. The last time I'd seen him, he'd invited me in, thinking I was related to a potential investor, only to ask me to leave when he learned that I wasn't.

      Miss Redding, on the other hand, had been most helpful. A dancer once herself, she'd told me how Lady Harcourt, known then as Miss D.D., had performed at The Al before her marriage to Lord Harcourt. Andrew Buchanan, her stepson, had also been infatuated with her at the time. Money must have been paid to Mr. Golightly, or threats made to keep the connection quiet, but Miss Redding either wasn't part of that financial arrangement or she was jealous of Lady Harcourt's good fortune. She'd imparted her gossip a little too easily, and her waspishness had left a bitter aftertaste.

      The triangular connection between Lady Harcourt, Miss Redding and Merry Drinkwater was a curious one. If Miss Redding disliked Lady H but was friends with Merry, shouldn't the relationship between Lady H and Merry also be strained? Why would she help someone she disliked to kidnap me?

      Mr. Golightly's office door was closed and the corridor empty. We slipped into the small kitchen and waited, without speaking, for several minutes until finally we heard voices, one male, the other female. Seth raised his brows at me, asking if I recognized them. I nodded.

      "Tea," demanded Mr. Golightly. "And one of those little orange cakes."

      "There aren't any left," Miss Redding said.

      Golightly's mumbled response didn't reach me. A moment later, Miss Redding entered the kitchen. She let out a small squeal of surprise before I placed a finger to my lips to shush her. I listened for footsteps, but Golightly didn't come to investigate.

      "You!" Miss Redding's wide eyes inspected me as if she were expecting to find me changed from our last meeting. "I thought I'd never see you again."

      "Oh?" I said, rather stupidly. I hadn't yet decided how to approach her on the topic of Mrs. Drinkwater. It might be time to tell the truth, or part of it. Hopefully it wouldn't have the opposite effect of silencing her.

      "Good afternoon." Seth had been standing by the door so that she'd sailed right past him upon entering.

      At the sound of his voice, she spun and gasped loudly. "Who are you?" Her hand came up to her blonde curls and twirled them as a shy little girl would. It was perhaps a habit born from years of being self-conscious about the pockmark scars on her face. Although she'd not shown such shyness with me, Seth was quite a different matter. The man was beautiful, and if one admired beautiful men, it was easy to feel inadequate in his shadow.

      It would seem I was immune to his appeal. "This is my dear friend, Seth," I said. "Seth, this is Miss Redding."

      She held out her hand to him. He took it and kissed it then smiled up at her. She blushed to the tips of ears. If he was trying not to flirt, he was doing a terrible job.

      "Your…friend?" she said to me.

      Perhaps I should have introduced him as my brother. "Yes."

      "What about your fiancé?"

      "How do you know about him?"

      "You told me."

      Oh. Of course. She meant Andrew Buchanan, not Lincoln. After all my questions about Lord Harcourt's family last time, she'd assumed Buchanan and I were engaged. I'd not corrected her. "Seth is actually a friend of Andrew's," I said, hoping Seth would play along. "Andrew couldn't escort me here today, so Seth offered."

      "You didn't require an escort last time."

      "Andrew has become more and more jealous of late. Silly fellow."

      "Then it's surprising that he wanted this fellow to escort you."

      Seth shot me a grin from behind her back, but quickly schooled it when she turned to him. "Andrew trusts me implicitly," he said.

      "He does," I agreed, "because of your…affliction." I glanced pointedly at his groin.

      Miss Redding flushed scarlet and toyed with her curls again. Seth looked like he wanted to strangle me.

      "Actually, Seth is the reason we came. He's a friend to Reginald Drinkwater. Or should I say, he was. That's why we're here, because you know the Drinkwaters too."

      "Yes, I do," Miss Redding said. "Poor Merry. She misses him terribly."

      She spoke about her as if she'd seen her recently. Good. We were on the right path.

      "How do you know Mr. Drinkwater?" Miss Redding asked.

      Seth told her the same story he'd told Mrs. Southey.

      "You don't look like a scientist," she said when he finished.

      Seth opened his mouth to speak, but I got in first. "Don't let his pretty appearance fool you. He's actually quite intelligent."

      "You're too kind, Charlotte," he said through a hard smile.

      "So you see, we're worried about Mrs. Drinkwater," I said. "After Seth told me all about Mr. Drinkwater's tragic death, I promised to look in on his widow. Later, after Seth's rooms were ransacked, he insisted we warn her and so we went to visit again, but she wasn't at home or at her sister's. She's particularly vulnerable right now, and I don't think she's aware that she may be targeted next. I hoped you knew where to find her so we could inform her."

      "How did you know we were friends?"

      "She told me she danced here with you in her youth. You and Miss D.D."

      Her mouth twisted to the side as she studied me. Miss Redding was an astute woman, and not as trusting as Mrs. Southey. Convincing her would be a real test of our acting skills. "It's very unlikely she would have told anyone about her past."

      She did not deny that Mrs. Drinkwater and Lady Harcourt had danced together. That was something.

      I took both her hands in mine and squeezed. "You're right to be skeptical at a time like this. Mrs. Drinkwater must be protected. But I assure you, she did tell me herself. How else would I know about your friendship if she hadn't?"

      Her mouth twitched right then left as she thought. "I suppose so. Thank you for stopping by to warn me. I'll pass the message on to her."

      "We'd rather do it ourselves," Seth said. "To check on her wellbeing, you see."

      "I'm not sure she wishes to see anybody right now."

      "She'll see us," I assured her. I squeezed her hands again. "I also want to pass on the regards of Andrew's stepmother."

      "Julia Templeton?"

      "Lady Harcourt," Seth corrected.

      "Why would she send her regards?"

      "She's concerned for her friend too, and wishes to offer shelter, if necessary," I said. "We're to pass the message on to Mrs. Drinkwater in person."

      Miss Redding snorted. "Is this a joke?"

      "Why would it be?"

      "Because the high and mighty Lady Harcourt wouldn't even look at either Merry or me if she passed us in the street, let alone speak with us. She certainly wouldn't offer shelter."

      "Of course she would," Seth protested, quite sincerely.

      I agreed with Miss Redding. Lady Harcourt had been desperate enough to become a dancer to stave off poverty, and she must be desperate now to save her reputation and keep her scandalous background a secret. If her society friends found out, her life in London would be over. She would have to move out of the city to avoid the stigma. The darling of London's social scene wouldn't want that.

      "No, sir, she would not offer us a single thing." Miss Redding pulled her hands free of mine and crossed her arms. Her shyness had completely vanished, replaced by the cold steel I'd glimpsed on our first meeting. "Julia Templeton is a manipulative, ruthless cat who'll do anything to hold onto the position she gained through her marriage. Acknowledging those of us who knew her when she danced at The Al would mean admitting to that past. You must understand, a woman like her doesn't even want to remind herself. So I'm afraid I don't believe she ever said such a thing to you and I'm baffled as to why you would mention her at all."

      "I can assure you, Lady Harcourt did offer to help Mrs. Drinkwater." Just not offer to shelter her, but to assist in my kidnapping. "There must be a reason," I said, for Seth's benefit.

      His face brightened. He stood straighter, taller. "Someone wrote Lady Harcourt a letter, threatening to go to the weeklies with details about her past. Was that you, by any chance?"

      "No!" Miss Redding pulled a face. "I would never do such a thing."

      "Thank you." He leaned forward and kissed her cheek. "You've been a marvelous help. Come on, Charlie. It's time to go."

      He took my hand and pulled me out of the kitchen, barely giving me enough time to toss out a "Thank you," and "Goodbye, " to the very flushed Miss Redding. She looked quite stunned, but I wasn't sure if that was due to our sudden departure or Seth's kiss.

      We raced past Mr. Golightly's office so quickly that he didn't even see us, up the steps and out to the promenade.

      "Slow down," I said as I stumbled.

      He stopped to allow me to regain my balance. "She blackmailed her," he said. "Merry Drinkwater blackmailed Julia into telling her everything about you, and about Lichfield needing a housekeeper et cetera."

      "I suppose." I shook my head. "But she would have had to know about my necromancy in the first place—and Lady Harcourt's connection to me. How? Who told her?"

      "I don't know. We'll ask Merry Drinkwater."

      "How can we do that if we can't find her?"

      "I think Miss Redding does know where her friend is, but won't say. We'll follow her home at the end of the day. It's likely we'll find Merry there."

      He opened the door for me, almost knocking over a woman who was about to enter The Al. She looked up and gasped.

      "Mrs. Drinkwater!" I went to grab her hand but she ran off.

      Seth ran after her. "Gus! Stop her!"

      But Gus must have been half asleep. He tilted his hat back as he sat up from his slumped position on the coachman's seat. "What?" He saw the woman run past and Seth follow. "Blimey!" He too jumped down. "Charlie, watch the horse."

      "I'm not sure it requires both of you," I called after them.

      But he didn't listen to me. He followed after Seth who'd slowed down when several gentlemen eyed him with suspicion. The horse stood quietly, but I reached for the bridle anyway.

      A gloved hand caught mine and something pressed into my back.

      "Do as I say. I have a gun." Holloway! Oh God. He wasn't dead then.

      Pity. "What do you want?" I kept my voice low, level, so as not to startle him. If I moved suddenly, he might fire.

      "I want to save you, my girl."

      "I'm not your girl, and I don't need saving."

      "Of course you do. Look at you, cavorting with men." He spat out the words as if they tasted vile. Despite the strength of his conviction, he was suffering from illness. His grip felt weaker and his hand shook. I could feel the heat of his fever through our clothing, and his breath stank. "The devil is in you, Whore."

      It was pointless arguing with him. He wouldn't listen. His mind was closed, and perhaps touched by the fever, madness, or both.

      There were few passersby, and none seemed to notice my peril. I didn't scream or plead for help. Holloway was just mad enough to kill me there on the street. I wanted to glance back to see if Seth and Gus had seen, but I didn't dare.

      He shoved me. "Up."

      "You want me to drive?"

      "We're going somewhere safe. Somewhere far away so I can exorcise the beast from you without disturbance."

      I plopped down on the seat and grabbed the reins. He stretched his arm around my shoulders and placed the barrel of the small pistol at my throat. My coat collar hid it, but no one was looking anyway.

      "I don't know how to drive," I said lamely.

      "Flick the reins."

      I did and the horse moved off. Another coachman shouted abuse when he had to pull up quickly to avoid a collision. When he saw that a woman drove, he shook his head. "You should be in the home! Leave the drivin' to them who can manage!"

      The horse followed the traffic at a steady pace. I spotted Gus rounding the corner. He didn't see me and I didn't shout out. He would soon notice the coach gone. I felt some sympathy for him and Seth. They would go into a panic when they found me gone.

      But I wouldn't try to fight Holloway, nor would I summon my imp. Not yet. I had the perfect opportunity to ask him who'd helped him escape from prison, and I wasn't going to waste it.

      I only hoped he wouldn't try to kill me first.
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      "Who helped you escape from jail?" It was the third time I'd asked, and Holloway no longer bothered to answer. The first time, he denied having help, and the second time he said it was none of my business.

      Once we'd left behind the busy streets of central London, driving had become easier. The first half an hour or so had taken all of my concentration to control the horse. Holloway had offered little assistance, only telling me to go faster when the horse slowed.

      "I've never driven before," I snapped at him when he once again told me the pace was too slow.

      "Don't lie to me. I know your whoremaster taught you to ride."

      "First of all, he is not my whoremaster. Or anyone's, for that matter. Secondly, yes he taught me to ride, but not drive." Although I had picked up a little of the technique by watching him and the others. "Where are we going?"

      "Be quiet," he growled. "I taught you to speak only when you're spoken to."

      "Along with a number of other foolish things. 'Novels will corrupt your delicate mind,' is a particular favorite of mine."

      He grabbed my jaw and forced me to look at him. His thumb dug into my skin, mashing my teeth against the inside of my cheek. "Stop it," he hissed.

      I jerked away, only to drive the barrel of the small pistol into my neck. I sucked in air as it bit into my skin. "You're hurting me."

      "Good. The devil only responds to pain."

      He let me go and I remained quiet. I didn't want to risk his ire. He might want to save me, but if I became difficult or a burden, I didn't know what he'd do. His eyes were bright with the fever, his lips pale and his skin glossy. The hand that held the gun at my throat shook. Despite his illness, he seemed alert. He tensed whenever I moved, and that cold metal gun barrel continued to press against me. I couldn't have touched the pendant at my chest even if I'd wanted to.

      We headed north and east through London until the houses became smaller and then gave way to industry altogether. High factory walls lined the road on both sides. Enormous chimneys spewed smoke into the already gloomy sky. We passed an ironworks, a rubber works, dye factory and even a piano maker, with a showroom attached. The air in London was never clean, but here it was thick with the odors and sooty smoke of manufacturing. I could feel it on my face, settling into my skin. The few people out on the street in the miserable weather kept their heads bowed and took no notice of us.

      I'd never been to this part of the city but I'd taken careful note of our route, and I felt confident I could make my way out again. That's if we stopped soon. I began to worry that Holloway wanted me to drive forever when he finally directed me to enter a lane. It was home to more workshops and factories, but on a much smaller scale, each one jammed up against its neighbor to stake its claim on the street.

      "Pull over here." He pointed to a low, brown-brick building squashed between an upholsterer and a French polishing workshop. "Tie the horse to the bollard near the trough."

      "What if someone tries to steal him or the coach?"

      He didn't answer me. He took the reins and got down first. I followed slowly, not taking my eyes off him. Once on the ground, I touched the pendant at my chest. I could say the words and the imp would save me, but then I wouldn't get answers.

      I needed those answers. Who hated me enough to release Holloway from jail and set him upon me? Was this Lady Harcourt's doing too? Or was it someone outside the committee altogether? Either way, finding out would go a long way to proving my worth to them.

      Holloway fished out a key from his inside jacket pocket and tossed it to me. "Unlock the door and get inside."

      My hands trembled but I managed the task. There was enough light streaming through the high arched windows to see that the factory was mostly empty. An enormous kiln occupied the center of the vast space, its bricks blackened at the mouth. The thick chimney could easily fit two of me, side by side. Broken crates and barrels formed a pile in the corner, and a white powder spewed from torn sacks. Newspapers littered the floor, along with pieces of pottery, some of them jagged and sharp. I took note of all the potential weapons within reach.

      It was colder in the cavernous factory than outside, and I wasn't the only one feeling it. Holloway waggled the gun at me. "Light a fire."

      "Do you have matches?"

      He jerked his chin at the window where a box of matches sat on the sill. I retrieved the box and gathered some newspapers, placing them in the kiln. Holloway dragged over a bag of coal. He was puffing by the time he reached me and sweat dripped from his brow. He wiped it off with the back of his hand and shivered.

      "Hurry up." He hunched into his coat. Whoever had assisted him to escape had given him clothing for winter. He couldn't have retrieved them from home; it would be the first place the police would look for him.

      It made me wonder if his neighbors and parishioners would protect him or alert the police if he had gone to them. Probably not. His reputation would be ruined now. How ironic that I was the cause.

      I finished making the fire and knelt on the flagstone floor to soak up the warmth. Slowly, slowly, my fingers thawed, and I could once again feel my face.

      "You like that, don't you, Devil Child? You're used to the flames of hell."

      I didn't respond. Nothing I could say would convince him that I wasn't possessed by the devil.

      He wiped his brow on the back of his sleeve. His breathing hadn't returned to normal after his exertion. If anything, he looked paler, his skin slicker. He'd lost weight since his arrest. The bones in his face were more prominent, his cheeks and chin sharper. Prison hadn't been good for him.

      Perhaps I should have felt sorry for him, but I couldn't muster any sympathy. I felt nothing for him, not even fear. I'd seen what my imp could do. It might be time to summon it, if I could be sure I could do so before Holloway fired the gun.

      He lowered it to his lap as if it had become too heavy. He wiped his brow again. No, not his brow, his eyes. They were wet. From crying or from the fever? "You were such a good little girl. Such a dear little thing." He shook his head and his lips trembled. He was crying.

      A lump filled my throat. I swallowed it down. I would not feel sympathy for this man, for the life I could have had if he'd never thrown me out. That was the past and I refused to dwell upon it.

      "How?" He spoke so quietly I almost didn't hear him. "How did the devil get in? I don't understand, Lord." He searched the ceiling, but the rafters remained quiet, still. "Why did you forsake my daughter? What did I do to deserve this?"

      Slowly, slowly, so as not to alert him, I raised my hand to the amber. It throbbed in time to my heartbeat.

      "Guide me in this time of need. Help me expel the demons inside her."

      "Who released you from prison?" I demanded again, one last time. "Was it Lady Harcourt?"

      His muddy eyes didn't quite focus on me. He swayed too, but the gun remained steady.

      If I wanted answers, I needed to change questioning tactics. "I had a wonderful childhood. It was filled with everything a little girl needs—dolls, toys, pretty ribbons and an education." Albeit one confined by Holloway's strict beliefs. "And parents who loved me."

      He wiped the beads of sweat off his forehead. "We tried so hard to bring you up a good Christian girl." He shook his head, as if he couldn't believe all that effort had been wasted.

      "You and Mama were my entire world."

      "And you were ours. We never told anyone you were adopted. It seemed unnecessary, when we loved you as much as any parent loved their child." He looked as if he would start crying again. "And yet this is how our efforts are repaid."

      "It's not your fault," I told him. "Or mine. I was born this way. You weren't to know."

      His gaze sharpened. "Yes! Yes, you're right. It's not our fault. We did everything we could. We loved you…but our love could never be enough because of what you truly are. A de—"

      "Don't say it." The pendant throbbed harder, as if the imp were begging me to release it.

      He eyed me for a long moment, as if trying to see the demon he thought lurked inside me. I stared back, unblinking, willing him to see the little girl he'd once called his own. Wanting him to call me 'daughter' again, if only because it meant there might be a chance that I could walk free without hurting him. It was impossible to tell from his fever-ravaged face whether I was getting through.

      "I wish Mama was alive."

      "Do not call her that," he snarled. "She is not your Mama. She never was." He pushed himself to his feet and stumbled forward. For one heart-stopping moment I thought he might fire the gun accidentally. He seemed hardly in control of his own movements as he swayed back and forth. Spittle frothed on his lower lip and sweat dripped from his brow. "She was my beautiful, loving wife." He began to shake and cry, the tears and sweat pouring down his face. "And now she is dead."

      "I miss her," I hazarded.

      "You miss her!" He clutched the gun in both hands and aimed it at my forehead. "She is not yours to miss!"

      "I…I only meant—"

      "Quiet!" He began to circle me slowly, not lowering the gun. I followed his progress, my fingers twitching around the pendant. "I thank the lord every day that he took her so she can't see what you became, you disgusting creature. You filthy, grotesque abomination! If she had learned what lived inside you she would have been appalled. She would have cast out the devil immediately. She was strong, where I have been weak. I should have destroyed it—destroyed you—the moment I saw what you truly are. But I—I couldn't. Sending you away was all I could manage."

      "I was thirteen!"

      "I was too sentimental." He bared his teeth, now yellow and rotting in his gums from lack of care in jail. "I should have cut your throat."

      "You almost did. You're mad."

      "You're wrong. They're all wrong. Only one understands."

      "Who?" I blurted out.

      His eyes burned with the fever, not quite focusing on me anymore. "He can see the devil too. He knows you for what you truly are, and he wants you gone from this Earth, back to Hell, where you belong."

      He. So it wasn't Lady Harcourt. "How did you get out of jail? They thought you were dead."

      "He gave me a foul concoction that slows the heart to almost nothing. Once the effects wore off, I woke up in another room, alone. It was easy for him to get me out of there. No one was watching."

      "He wants you to kill me?"

      "He showed me that I have been weak, that I should have killed you years ago. He gave me this chance to make amends, to conquer the evil you've brought here. I won't waste it." His fingers flexed around the pistol handle. Squeezed the trigger.

      "Imp!"

      I rolled to the side as the gunshot rang out. My shoulder and hip smacked into the floor despite putting out both hands to save myself.

      "Imp, I release you!"

      Nothing happened.

      I felt at my chest for the pendant, but it was gone. No, no, no! I couldn't summon the imp without touching it. It must have come off when I fell. Where had it gone?

      He aimed the gun again. I scurried across the floor, kicking the barrel toward him as I did so. He dodged it, stumbling to one knee, and the barrel rolled past and into the fire. I got to my feet and ran behind the kiln.

      "Come back, Devil," he snarled. "You cannot escape."

      He was right. I had to pass him to get to the door, or expose myself to reach one of the windows. Where was my pendant? Why had I waited so long to summon the imp?

      Because I wanted answers. I wanted to convince him that I was still his daughter. My foolish delay had almost got me killed; it might yet. Without the imp, I had to get free on my own. If Holloway didn't have a gun, it might have been possible to overpower him, but even in his fevered state, he could still shoot.

      "Come back here." His snarl came from closer than I expected. He was rounding the kiln to my left, so I moved to my right.

      I continued around the large oven, back to where he'd been standing when he fired. A beam of late afternoon sun glinted off the pendant lying on the floor a few feet away. Too far. He would see me if I tried to retrieve it.

      I needed a distraction.

      A piece of wood from a broken barrel cracked as the fire caught it. The end stuck out, unburned, just near my feet. I picked it up and threw it as hard as I could into the pile of barrels and crates. It didn't quite reach, but skidded across the floor, spitting off sparks and sweeping up pages of newspaper in its path.

      Holloway gasped. "Are you trying to frighten me, Devil?"

      I pounced on the pendant. It flared to life in my gloved hand. "I release you, Imp. Come out now."

      Yellow light burst from the pendant. I shut my eyes against the brightness but didn't let go of the necklace.

      "What are you doing?" Holloway shouted. "Cease your devil's magic!"

      I opened my eyes again and peered down at the creature at my feet, its long pink tongue lolling out of its mouth. It panted and looked up at me, waiting for instruction.

      "Go," I told it. "Save me from that man."

      It sat on its haunches and tilted its head to the side.

      "Go, imp!" I pointed in the direction of the kiln.

      Its gaze followed my hand, still holding the pendant, but when I returned it to my side, the imp once again merely peered up at me like a dog waiting for its mistress to throw a stick.

      Flames flared in the corner of the factory, licking at the barrels and crates. They'd caught alight quickly thanks to the newspaper, and the fire was in danger of spreading to the sacks filled with powder. It would run out of fuel soon and burn itself out without spreading.

      Holloway might even now be heading to me. I had to direct the imp to stop him somehow. If only I could be sure it wouldn't kill him.

      "What have you done?" Holloway's high-pitched cry came from the other side of the kiln. "This entire place will go up!"

      I was about to tell him it was just a small fire when an explosion boomed. Glass shattered. Wood splintered. I fell to the floor and covered my head as another explosion ripped through the warehouse, sending shards of wood flying about. It felt as if the building itself shook.

      Holloway shouted obscenities over the roar of the fire that now engulfed all the barrels and crates and danced along the beams above. "The powder is explosive!" he shouted. "We're both going to die, you stupid girl!"

      Something pulled at my sleeve and for a moment I thought it was Holloway, but it was the imp, urging me to get out.

      I glanced toward the kiln, only to see that one side of it had collapsed, the bricks strewn around the base. The chimney bowed, in danger of falling. I scrambled further away from it, drawing the imp with me.

      Yet another explosion shook the factory. I pulled the imp against my chest, protecting it, momentarily forgetting it was supposed to protect me. I glanced up just in time to see the chimney shudder then crumple in on itself. Dust mushroomed up to the ceiling and blocked out light from the windows and flames. The almighty crash drowned out the roar of the fire, but only for a moment.

      The imp and I huddled on the floor. No sound came from the other side of the chimney rubble, only the roar of the fire. It had taken hold of most of the warehouse now, filling it with black billowing smoke that smelled bitter and stung my eyes. That powder had been noxious as well as flammable.

      Someone shouted from the doorway: "Anyone inside?"

      Holloway didn't answer.

      I opened my mouth to shout back but only managed a splutter. Smoke clogged my throat and chest. I coughed and coughed until my body hurt. I tried to breathe, but the hot, smoky air only made me cough harder.

      The imp's claw grasped my collar and lifted it over my nose and mouth. I gasped in a breath. It wasn't pure air but it was enough, for now.

      The imp tugged my sleeve again, trying to pull me toward the door. I pocketed the pendant and headed the other way. On hands and knees, I crawled around the pile of bricks that had formed the chimney. I couldn't see anyone through the smoky haze.

      I searched the rubble, pushing aside debris. Another coughing fit overtook me, but I didn't stop. The imp kept tugging and tugging, whimpering like a puppy. But I couldn't leave yet. I had to know.

      I tossed bricks aside, revealing a booted foot and a trouser leg. The rest of him was buried beneath the rubble. I shook his foot, but there was no response.

      "Holloway!" The word felt like a shard of glass in my throat, and was barely audible. I shook his foot again.

      He didn't respond. Didn't move. He was gone.

      The imp pulled harder on my sleeve. Then its head jerked back suddenly, as if it had heard a noise on the roof. I glanced up, just in time to see the flames eat through one of the rafters. With an agonised groan, the massive black beam fell straight for me.
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      I dived to the side, covering my face, but I knew it wouldn't be fast enough or far enough to save myself from the falling timber.

      Yet the wooden beam didn't hit me. I looked up to see it land harmlessly on the pile of bricks a few feet away. The imp, now the size of a horse, stood on its hind legs. I hardly had time to consider what had happened when a creak and another monstrous groan from above signaled the imminent collapse of the ceiling. I scrambled to my feet. The imp grabbed my hand and pulled me after it. It was strong, and I couldn't have resisted even if I'd wanted to.

      More beams fell. Roof tiles crashed onto the rubble. I ducked whenever a beam came close, but it wasn't necessary. The imp batted them away as if they were merely twigs, flinging them around the room. Without it, I would have been crushed.

      It hauled me toward the open door. I stumbled through, coughing uncontrollably, and barreled into a man.

      "Steady, miss. Blimey! Didn't know anyone was in there."

      Hissing. I could hear steam hissing over the crack and growl of the fire. Shouting too. Everyone seemed to be shouting at me. Through my damp, stinging eyes I could make out a lot of men running about. Where had they all come from? I tried to speak to them, but my throat felt like it was on fire. Breathing hurt, too. I couldn't get enough air into my lungs. And that infernal hissing! It wouldn't stop. When my eyes cleared a little, I could see that it belonged to the brass pump on the fire engine. The people were firemen and they were dragging a large hose up to the burning factory.

      Windows popped. Glass shattered. Someone pushed me down and out of the way. When I looked up again, smoke spewed from the broken windows, and the firemen were trying to put out the flames licking the frames.

      "Anyone else in there?" the man who'd caught me asked.

      I shook my head. "Dead," I managed.

      He patted my shoulder. "Least you got out alive, eh? You and your…cat. Lucky. Very lucky. Whole place is about to fall."

      Something tickled my cheek. I wiped it and my sleeve came away damp. My tears surprised me. I'd not thought I would shed them for Holloway. Perhaps it was only the smoke making my eyes water.

      More men arrived, running past me. Local factory hands perhaps, come to help the firemen to stop the fire spreading. There was no sign of my horse or coach.

      The imp, however, sat on its haunches at my side, panting, its tongue out. Nobody paid it any notice. "Come," I said.

      No one tried to stop me as I headed away from the fire. They were all too busy. My chest still felt as if something were crushing it, but I managed to reach the end of the lane before another coughing fit overtook me.

      I placed my hand to the wall to regain my strength and my breath. The imp watched, waiting. It mewled once then lay down, its chin on its paws. The poor thing must be tired after repeatedly saving me.

      I glanced around, but nobody was near. "Back into your amber, imp. Go to sleep now. Return."

      I shut my sore eyes against the blinding light. When I opened them again, the imp was gone. I checked my pocket. The pendant was still there, thank God. It felt warm.

      I stumbled out of the lane and around the corner. I wanted to get away before someone stopped me and asked questions. I just wanted to go home.

      I began to walk. Without a reticule, I couldn't pay for a hansom back to Lichfield. Then I saw the coach, and the horse still with it, tied to a bollard. Someone must have led it away from the fire. I couldn't believe my good fortune.

      I gathered up the reins and, with effort, climbed up to the driver's seat. Unsure exactly where I was, or how to get to Highgate, I returned the way we'd come, back into the city until I recognized a familiar street. From there, it didn't take long before I reached the gates of Lichfield Towers.

      Home.

      I couldn't wait to get inside and collapse on the sofa with a cup of hot chocolate and Lincoln's arms embracing me.

      The horse knew its way to the stables and coach house, so I didn't have to do anything except hold the reins. I was still some distance down the drive, however, when the front door burst open and Gus, Seth and Cook hurtled out. Doyle brought up the rear.

      "Bloody hell," Gus growled, snatching the bridle. His prominent brow crashed together. "What'd you take off for?"

      "Holloway forced me," I rasped.

      "Holloway?" He looked to Seth, but Seth was watching me with a frown. "Where'd he take you?"

      "To a factory on the edge of the city. It was set alight and I escaped."

      "That be why you're covered in ash and soot," Cook said, hands on hips. "We be worried about you."

      "Aye," Gus muttered. "Very. You're a sight for sore eyes, let me tell you. Where's Holloway now?"

      "Dead."

      Seth expelled a breath. "Are you all right?"

      I nodded. I felt numb now that the danger had passed. Perhaps later, when I thought about it during a quiet moment, I would feel something. But not yet.

      "That's that, then." Gus patted the horse's nose. "Go inside, Charlie. I'll see to the coach and horse."

      "And I'll make you something warm." Cook headed back into the house, and Doyle followed him like an automaton. I don't think he'd blinked once as he'd stared at me through wide eyes. I must be a sorry sight.

      "Hot chocolate," I called after Cook, although I was not sure if he heard. My roughened voice held little strength.

      Seth helped me down and we didn't speak as he gripped my elbow and steered me inside. Doyle removed my coat, pinching it between thumb and finger. It was filthy. I plucked off my gloves, only to see that the tips were worn through and the palms scratched up from when I searched for Holloway's body beneath the bricks.

      "Throw them out," I said to Doyle. "They're ruined."

      "Of course, miss. And I'll see to your coat. Er…" He glanced at my head. "Your hat?"

      I touched my hair. It no longer seemed to be contained by pins and tumbled to my shoulders. "I must have lost it." It had probably burned by now, along with Holloway.

      Seth directed me to the sofa in the parlor. "Sit. Rest."

      "I'm all right."

      "You don't look it. Are you sure you're not hurt?"

      "I'm sure. Just a little shaken and very dirty." My dress was mostly clean, thanks to being covered by the long coat, but the hem was filthy and when I wiped my face, my hand came away black.

      "Lincoln isn't back?" I asked.

      "No, but he sent you a message to say that he would be home before nightfall."

      "That's considerate of him." I wished he were home, although I was rather glad that he wouldn't see me in such a state. I needed to wash up before nightfall and think of the best way to tell him of my…adventure.

      Seth added more coal to the fire then came to sit beside me. He dragged his hand through his hair and slouched back into the sofa, regarding me. He looked unhappy.

      "Are you all right?" I asked him.

      "I'm just glad you're back. We all are. To say we were worried is putting it mildly. We didn't know if you'd left of your own accord or been taken."

      "Holloway waited until you and Gus were out of sight then forced me to drive off."

      "Gus should have stayed with you."

      "It's not his fault."

      He grunted. "Why did you wait so long to escape? Why not do it then and there?"

      "He had a gun."

      "You had the imp."

      "I didn't want to use it until I had answers. Besides, I've discovered that it only saves me when my life is in direct danger. It wouldn't attack Holloway while he held the gun or threatened me, but based on previous experience, would stop the bullet if he fired." I fished the pendant out of my pocket. The tiny creature in the amber slept soundly, exhausted after its ordeal. "It saved me from the fire."

      "Did Holloway start it?"

      "I did. It was an accident. I didn't know the powder in the sacks was explosive."

      "Bloody hell, Charlie." He stroked the amber in my palm.

      "I know."

      Doyle came in carrying a tray with a jug of water and a cup. He poured and handed me the cup. "Your throat will appreciate it."

      He was right. I drank the contents in a single gulp. "Thank you, Doyle. All these happenings must seem odd to you."

      "I've seen many odd things in my time." He eyed Seth sideways.

      I was grateful for his professional manner. Despite his calm exterior, recent events must have rattled him too, but I wasn't ready to tell him everything. It would be necessary to do so soon, however.

      "Doyle, if you would be so kind as to run me a bath," I said.

      He left as Cook arrived with a cup of chocolate and Gus not much later. "Horse is jittery," he said. "You did well to control him."

      The three men stood or sat around me, not speaking. It was as if they were waiting for something, but I didn't know what. Tears? Hysterics? They ought to know me better than that. I gave them a fuller account of what had happened, merely to break the silence. They listened without interrupting.

      "I hope the fire doesn't spread to the other factories," I finished.

      "I'm sure the firemen will have it under control by now." Seth glanced at Gus.

      Gus cleared his throat and folded his arms. He didn't meet my gaze.

      "What is it?" I asked. "What's happened?"

      "We found Mrs. Drinkwater."

      "Bloody hell! Why didn't you tell me earlier?"

      "We wanted you to recover first."

      "I am recovered."

      "You ain't," Cook said. "You be shaky and filthy."

      Seth and Gus nodded in agreement.

      I rounded on Seth. "Where is Mrs. Drinkwater now?"

      "The tower room."

      "You locked her in?"

      "Of course. We don't want her to escape."

      "She's afraid of Fitzroy," Gus said. "Hardly blame her for that, but we can't let her go until he speaks to her."

      "I'll speak with her first." I stood and marched to the door.

      They didn't try to stop me as I suspected they would, but they did follow me. "What has she said to you so far?"

      "Nothing," Seth said. "She says she'll speak only to you."

      "Is that so?"

      "She's afraid of us too."

      "Can't think why," Gus chimed in. "We're the nice ones."

      "You look frightening," Seth told him.

      "Do not! Charlie, do I frighten you?"

      "Not at all." I didn't tell him that his scars and craggy face had given me nightmares when I first met him.

      "Are you sure you don't want to talk to her after your bath?" Seth asked.

      "I don't want to waste another moment. I think it's best that I talk to her before Lincoln, in case she closes up when he confronts her. If he's still furious about the kidnapping, he might scare her into silence."

      "Precisely what we were thinking," Seth said.

      He pulled the key out of his pocket when we reached the top of the tower, the highest level in the house. He unlocked the door and went in first.

      "Charlie's back," he announced.

      "So I saw," said Mrs. Drinkwater, sitting on a chair by the window. The room was cold, the fire had gone out.

      I asked Seth to re-light it. Mrs. Drinkwater took in my disheveled appearance before smoothing her hands over her lap.

      "I hope my men didn't harm you," I said.

      She rubbed her right wrist. "They weren't particularly gentle."

      "Please accept our apologies," Seth said from the fireplace.

      Gus snorted. "I ain't apologizin'. She deserved that, and more, for what she did to Charlie and me."

      "You were unharmed," Mrs. Drinkwater protested.

      "You shot me!"

      "I minor wound. If I'd wanted to hurt you, I could have."

      "We were locked in your cellar!" he went on.

      "And now I'm locked in here. Shall we call it even?"

      He grunted again. "We were tied up."

      I interrupted before he could suggest someone fetch rope. "Mrs. Drinkwater, I'm sorry for keeping you here, but you must understand, we need answers and we can't risk your escape."

      She glanced past me to the door. Gus closed it and stood in front of it, arms crossed.

      "And after I give you answers? What will you do with me then?"

      "Set you free. We have no reason to detain you indefinitely. Or harm you," I added in case she wasn't sure.

      "Does Mr. Fitzroy agree?"

      "He's not here. He's out looking for you, as it happens. But I'm sure he'll see there's no sense in keeping you here. He only wants answers too."

      "Not revenge?"

      "You have my word that he won't harm you, Mrs. Drinkwater. He's not a cruel man, merely…upset at what happened. He has calmed down somewhat."

      She twisted her hands together in her lap but it didn't hide their trembling. "I must congratulate you on connecting me to The Alhambra. How did you know?"

      "Your sister was forthcoming with the information once she realized your life may be in danger if you weren't warned."

      She shot to her feet. "Danger! From someone other than Mr. Fitzroy?"

      I refrained from rolling my eyes and telling her again that she was in no danger from Lincoln. "We think the person who helped you may want to…silence you."

      She plopped down onto the chair, her hand to her chest. "No, I don't believe she would. She had ample opportunity after I approached her that first time."

      "Do you mean Lady Harcourt?" Seth asked, coming to stand beside me.

      She nodded.

      "You've known her a long time," I said. "From the days you danced together."

      "My sister told you that too? I'm sure she took delight in imparting the details."

      Seth sat on the edge of the bed with a heavy sigh. "Damn, damn and hell."

      I felt a little sorry for him at hearing the confirmation of Lady Harcourt's guilt, but not too much. He'd had blinkers on where she was concerned, and it was past time they came off. "You said you approached her," I prompted Mrs. Drinkwater. "Do you mean to say that the abduction wasn't her idea?"

      "It was mine. I wanted my husband back…" She touched her nose and her eyes misted. "I wanted Reggie back, and I knew she was familiar with the occult. I asked her to assist me."

      "Asked?" Seth snapped. "Or blackmailed."

      She looked down at the rug.

      I sat on the bed beside Seth, tired and a little overwhelmed. "Mrs. Drinkwater, perhaps if you tell us everything from the beginning. Leave nothing out. We need to get to the bottom of this. I need to know who I can and can't trust."

      "I wouldn't trust Julia," she spat. "That woman would sell her own mother if it meant she could bury her past."

      I placed my hand over Seth's when he bristled. Thankfully he got the message and kept quiet.

      "I admit that I enlisted Julia in my scheme," she said. "I knew her from our time together at The Al, but we'd lost touch. She wanted nothing to do with any of us after her marriage to Lord Harcourt." She sighed. "I suppose it's understandable, but honestly, it was the way she went about it. She was such a hoity-toity miss, always putting on airs, even when she was simple Miss Templeton, the schoolmaster's daughter."

      Her mouth twisted into a sneer as she spoke, reminding me very much of Miss Redding. Both women disliked Lady Harcourt intensely.

      "You threatened to go to the newspapers if she didn't help you," Seth said.

      "I did write a letter to her implying such a thing, yes, but I would never have carried it out."

      "That is irrelevant!"

      She lifted her chin. "I beg to differ. One cannot be accused of something that one didn't do. Besides, she deserved to be a little shaken and reminded of her past. Someone like that shouldn't be allowed to lord it over the rest of us. She's just as common as we are."

      "How did you know about her connection to me and my necromancy?" I asked before Seth could get into an argument with her.

      "I didn't. Not specifically, anyway. I knew she had an interest in magic, you see, because she approached us years ago and asked Reggie questions about his work. She must have read about his research in one of the science journals and suspected he was using magic. When she knocked on our door, I was so surprised to see her, as was she to see me." She smiled, but it was bitter, cold. "You ought to have seen her face. It went as white as a sheet. I thought she was there to see me, but she told me she wanted to ask Reggie some questions. She asked him about his skill, made some notes, then went on her way again without so much as an explanation as to why she needed to know.

      "So when I decided I wanted to see Reggie again, after his death, I thought of her and her interest in magic. If anyone could speak with spirits, or know someone who could, it would be her. She denied it at first and claimed she couldn't help. I was so angry! I went home and, after thinking about it some more, wrote the letter telling her to meet me or I'd tell everyone about her past at The Al. So you see, if she ever wanted to kill me to silence me, it would have been then."

      She was right. Lady Harcourt wouldn't kill her. She wasn't a murderess. "So she agreed to help after that?"

      She nodded. "I only wanted to speak to Reggie's spirit to find out if he knew who had killed him, but she suggested something better. She told me all about you and what you can do."

      Lady Harcourt hadn't needed to do that. She could have simply told Mrs. Drinkwater that I could speak with spirits. She didn't need to mention the full extent of my necromancy at all. I glanced at Seth.

      He looked away and dragged his hand through his hair. Behind us, Gus swore under his breath.

      "Who formed the plan to kidnap her?" Seth asked.

      "I did, after Julia said Miss Holloway wouldn't agree to raise anyone. She was a little reluctant about the idea, but gave in once I renewed my threats. It was her suggestion that I apply for the position of housekeeper to gain your trust and access to the house and your person." She fixed her unsympathetic gaze on me. "As I said at the time, I'm sorry for the abduction, but it was necessary. I missed Reggie terribly, and he needed to exact his revenge or his spirit could never rest."

      "You don't know that," I said. "What you did…I'm still rather speechless about the whole thing."

      "I'm not." Gus marched up to Merry Drinkwater and leaned down so that his face was level with hers. She gave a little squeak, leaned back, and screwed up her nose. "You're a mean-spirited, selfish, connivin', cowardly bitch, and I hope Death makes you pay for what you did when he gets here."

      Mrs. Drinkwater flinched. She leaned so far back in the chair she was in danger of tipping over.

      "Gus," I said quietly.

      "What?" he growled.

      "You forgot hypocritical." Everyone looked at me. "She told me that our living arrangements here were amoral," I elaborated, "when she herself had been a dancer at The Al, of all places."

      Her face flushed. "I just danced. Nothing more. Not like Julia."

      "And I am just living here. Nothing more."

      Gus marched back to the door where he once more stood guard, arms crossed over his chest. The scowl remained on his face, making him look fiercer than ever.

      "Gus is still very upset," I told Mrs. Drinkwater. "As am I."

      She looked down at the knotted fingers in her lap. "So what are you going to do with me?"

      "That depends on how much more information you can give us."

      "I've told you everything! Julia was the one who helped me. Ask her if you don't believe me."

      "We will. But before we can let you go, we need to know about the person who almost commissioned your husband's work."

      She lifted one shoulder. "I know nothing about him."

      "Nothing? What is it a man, for example?"

      "I…I suppose, although I never met him. Reggie did say 'he,' so I presume he was male. Oh, I don't know! What does it matter anyway? The commission ended some time ago. It never really began."

      "Why not?"

      "The fellow learned that Reggie used his magic to make the limbs work. He never kept it a secret from those who asked, though few did. Most people don't know anything about magic, you see, but this man must have. Reggie wrote back and never heard from him again."

      "Did your husband mention anything about him?"

      She frowned. "I recall now. He knew nothing about the fellow because the letter bore only a signature, and an illegible one at that. No letterhead or printed name."

      An illegible signature with no monogrammed letterhead…it reminded me of the letters the orphanages had received some weeks back, asking after me. Could this be the same person? It was almost unthinkable that there could be a connection. Yet someone wanted to know about supernaturals, perhaps to kill them, and I was a supernatural.

      I suppressed a shiver. "Did your husband keep the letter?"

      "He threw it out when nothing came of the arrangement."

      I sighed. We were no closer to knowing an identity than before.

      "Of course, Reggie probably wouldn't have taken the fellow as his patron anyway, even if magic hadn't been an issue."

      "Why?"

      "He wanted Reggie to extend his work and reanimate bodies. Like you do, Miss Holloway."

      I stared at her. Then I stared at Seth. He nodded. It must be the same man who'd approached Frankenstein and who went on to commission Jasper's work. He wanted to bring the dead back to life, but through scientific means, not magic. For what purpose? And why not with magic?

      "Mrs. Drinkwater, do you have any notion as to why your husband was killed?" I asked.

      She twisted her hands into her skirt. "None whatsoever. I suppose we'll never know now." She looked close to tears. Seth handed her a handkerchief and she dabbed at her eyes.

      "Could it be to silence him?" I asked no one in particular. "Perhaps Drinkwater knew the man's name, or something that could identify him."

      "Or perhaps he just wanted him dead because he was a supernatural," Seth said with a shrug.

      "The Brumley woman too," Gus added. "Don't forget her."

      Mrs. Drinkwater whimpered. "This is horrible. So, so horrible. I just want my Reggie back. How am I to go on without him? He was my whole life."

      "There, there," I said, absently. "Perhaps move in with your sister for a while." To Gus and Seth, I said, "We should find out more about the hired gunman who shot Mr. Drinkwater and Miss Brumley. Who was he in recent contact with, for example? Perhaps he left clues as to who paid him."

      The door opened, thumping Gus in the back. "Oi!" He swallowed his protest as Lincoln stormed in, still wearing his coat and gloves.

      His gaze flicked from me to Mrs. Drinkwater and back again. His face remained passive but a pulse throbbed in his jaw. "Charlie," he said quietly, ominously, "why are you covered in soot?"
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      "We should talk privately," I said with a telling glance at Mrs. Drinkwater.

      Lincoln inclined his head and stood aside. I walked out ahead of the men and waited until Seth had locked the door again. Then I threw my arms around Lincoln.

      "I'm so glad to see you!" He felt so good, so solid and warm, although he looked every bit the wild gypsy with his hair hanging loose and his jaw roughened with dark stubble.

      His arms circled me all too briefly before gently holding me at arm's length. "My rooms," he said. "All of you."

      Gus's audible gulp set my nerves on edge. Lincoln was in a terrible mood, but I had to believe that was because he'd seen that I'd been in danger. Once he realized I was all right, he would calm down.

      He closed the door behind us and directed me to sit in the wingback chair in his sitting room. I did, only to find the men preferred to remain standing. Seth and Gus stood near the door, as if they hoped to escape quickly if necessary.

      Lincoln stripped off his gloves, jacket and tie, throwing them onto another armchair.

      "We found Mrs. Drinkwater," I said in a lame attempt to fill the taut silence. "As you saw."

      "You left the house to find her."

      "She was at The Alhambra. Her friend, Miss Redding, hid her there. They danced together years ago, along with Lady Harcourt."

      He didn't blink or show any sign of surprise. Perhaps he knew, or suspected. "How did you learn of the connection?"

      "From Mrs. Southey, Mrs. Drinkwater's sister."

      A slight tightening around his mouth was the only indication that this piece of information intrigued him. "I visited her and wasn't told that. What threats did you make?"

      "No threats. We simply told her that her sister could be in danger if we didn't warn her. Don't blame yourself, Lincoln. Women tend to trust other women more readily. She may have my found presence reassuring."

      "Don't make excuses."

      "Pardon?"

      His fingers dug into the leather back of the chair. "I failed at something that should have been easy."

      I went to him and rested my hand on his arm. The muscles beneath his shirt jumped. "It's hardly a failure. We simply have different methods, and my method was more effective this time. Next time, yours will be."

      He placed his hand over mine. Then he plucked it off. "You promised me you wouldn't leave the house."

      "I decided to make an exception. It was necessary—"

      "It was not!"

      I swallowed. "I had Seth and Gus with me, and the imp." I pulled the necklace out of my pocket. "Don't make an issue out of this. I was successful and unharmed. It's pointless to worry now."

      "Explain your appearance." He folded his arms and waited expectantly for me to tell him.

      Gus and Seth glanced at one another. I decided to remove them from the line of fire.

      "If you wouldn't mind giving us some privacy," I told them.

      "No," Lincoln said. "They stay."

      "Why?"

      He strode to his desk where he proceeded to rifle through his papers. After a moment, he put them down again, having achieved nothing. It was as if he was trying to get away from me. As if he didn't want to be alone with me.

      I fingered the sleeve of his jacket but stopped again when I saw how dirty my hands were. "Holloway's dead."

      His head jerked round. His lips parted. He took a step toward me, then stopped and put his hands behind his back. "How?"

      "I killed him, in a way."

      "It weren't your fault," Gus said.

      "He's right," Seth added. "If he hadn't taken you, he'd still be alive."

      "Will somebody tell me what happened," Lincoln ground out.

      "We spotted Mrs. Drinkwater as we were leaving The Alhambra," I said. "Seth and Gus pursued her—"

      "Leaving you alone." His razor sharp glare tore shreds off his men. Both turned a shade paler.

      "Holloway had a gun and threatened to kill me if I didn't go with him."

      "A gun?" Lincoln dragged a hand through his hair, down the back of his neck. "What about the imp?"

      I explained to him how it would only save me if I was in direct danger.

      "You could have summoned it anyway so that it was ready," he said.

      "In full public view?"

      A beat passed, two, in which his eyes went from icy to cool, to shadowed. "You wanted to ask Holloway questions, didn't you? That's why you went with him."

      I bristled. I'd expected this inquisition, but had hoped he would temper it with a show of affection. There was nothing affectionate in his barked questions and the taut planes of his face. "We needed answers," I said.

      "And what did you learn?"

      "That a man helped him escape. A man who doesn't like magic or supernaturals. I think this man wanted Holloway to kill me, that's why he helped him escape. I also think it's the same man who commissioned Captain Jasper's work, and almost commissioned Reginald Drinkwater, Miss Brumley and Frankenstein, killing both Drinkwater and Brumley when he learned they were supernaturals. Paying someone else to kill them, I should say. We must look at the hired assassin more closely. He could be the key to finding out the identity of the villain behind it all."

      "I learned his name and address from the Kensington Police Station yesterday. There was nothing in his house to identify anyone who might have hired him. I checked thoroughly. He also has no family and few friends. There's a possibility some of my other contacts may have heard who he was working for, but I haven't questioned them all yet. I will continue tonight."

      "Oh."

      He arched his brows.

      "I was hoping you would stay in tonight and we could…" I glanced at Seth and Gus. They looked as uncomfortable as I felt. "Talk."

      "I need to go out, Charlie. This must be resolved." Lincoln dragged both hands through his hair this time then pinched the bridge of his nose.

      I clasped both his arms. "If you two wouldn't mind leaving us for a moment," I said over my shoulder.

      "Stay," Lincoln barked, pulling away. "You haven't explained the soot."

      I sighed and retreated back to the armchair. I wouldn't beg for his attention. Not in front of the others. "Holloway took me to a factory. I started a small fire to distract him from killing me. Unfortunately the small fire became a larger one when some powder exploded and the rafters caught alight. The chimney fell on Holloway, killing him. I escaped."

      "With the help of the imp?"

      I nodded.

      His hands curled into fists at his sides. He drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. "Gus is right. His death is not your fault."

      I rubbed my arms, to chase away the chill, and studied the floor so he couldn't see the tears puddle in my eyes.

      Another deep breath from Lincoln drew my attention back to him. He quickly looked away. "Take a warm bath. Afterward, if you're feeling up to it, you can summon Holloway's spirit and question him about the man who helped him escape."

      "If he didn't tell me in the factory, he won't tell me now. He thinks that man is the only one who will remove the demon from me, and telling me who it is could ruin everything. He knows you'll hunt him down. I think we'll have more chance with the hired killer."

      He shook his head. "It's likely he received anonymous instructions. It's how the man operated with the scientists."

      I suddenly felt utterly drained. Instead of getting closer to learning who was killing the supernaturals, we seemed to be treading water. At least we knew about Lady Harcourt's involvement in my kidnapping now.

      Lincoln strode past me to the door. Gus and Seth leapt aside to get out of his way.

      "Where are you going?" I asked, hating the tired plea in my voice.

      "To speak with Mrs. Drinkwater."

      "We've told you everything she said. Lady Harcourt helped her."

      He paused with one hand on the door handle and eyed me from beneath half-closed lids. He looked as exhausted as I felt. I ached to be with him, hold him and be held by him, but in his present mood there was no chance of that. It had not been the happy reunion I'd hoped for.

      "Go and have your bath, Charlie. Doyle will bring up supper for you."

      He might as well have ordered me to go to bed. His brusque, impersonal response certainly drove home the point that he didn't want to be with me. I had to hope that it was a result of his fury over my leaving the house and perhaps his disappointment in himself for not finding Mrs. Drinkwater first.

      But a niggling doubt told me something else was wrong. Something that I couldn't quite put my finger on. Later, when I finally got him alone, I would find out what it was.

      

      I didn't wake up until mid-morning. Despite my determination to confront Lincoln, I'd fallen asleep after eating supper in my rooms. I quickly dressed and hurried to his rooms, but he wasn't there.

      Downstairs, I searched the library and parlor before going to the kitchen. Cook and Doyle were there alone. Doyle stood upon seeing me, and Cook glanced up from the pot he was stirring on the stove. Both glanced anxiously past me to the door. I turned, expecting to see Lincoln, but there was no one there.

      "Good morning, miss," Doyle said. "May we prepare you something for breakfast?"

      "Just an egg will do fine. Where is everyone?"

      "Out," Cook said. "Feeling better?"

      "Yes, thank you. Out where?"

      "Seth and Gus be in the stables."

      "And Mr. Fitzroy?"

      "Riding."

      "Riding where?"

      Cook and Doyle busied themselves with their tasks. Something was definitely up.

      "Where is he?" I pressed.

      "Riding around the estate, I believe," Doyle said.

      "That doesn't sound like something he would do."

      "I overheard him tell Gus that he wanted to be nearby."

      "Oh. To keep an eye on me, I suppose, to insure I don't leave again." I sat at the table and sighed. "It does seem odd that he would go riding for no particular reason, though." He rarely rode for pleasure or exercise. If he wanted to stay nearby but felt restless, why not simply exercise in his rooms like he usually did, or offer to take me through a training session?

      The silence thickened as I ate my boiled egg, and I got the impression they weren't telling me everything. Instead of asking them, I went out to the stables. Gus and Seth greeted me with as much nervousness as Doyle and Cook had. Neither could hold my gaze for long.

      "You should go back inside," Gus said as he cleaned out the empty stall. The stall belonged to my horse but she was nowhere to be seen. "It's freezin' out here."

      I checked the next stall along for Lincoln's horse. It was also empty. "Who's riding Rosie?"

      Seth dusted off his hands. "Now don't get upset."

      "Ah. It must be Lady Harcourt if that's your first response."

      "Idiot," Gus muttered.

      "She sent a message early this morning," Seth told me. "She wanted to speak with Fitzroy but he refused to leave the estate."

      "Because of me?"

      He nodded.

      So he hadn't gone out to question his contacts about the killer, yet he hadn't come to me either.

      "He sent word back to her, summoning her here instead," Seth went on.

      "I'm sure that went down well. I doubt Lady Harcourt is used to being summoned anywhere these days."

      "She came wearing a riding habit. She didn't want to talk in the house."

      "Don't know why," Gus said, joining us. "We don't listen in on private conversations."

      "Speak for yourself," I told him.

      The corner of his mouth lifted but the smile was half hearted. "They've been gone a while now."

      I eyed the stable entrance. Was Lincoln giving her short shrift over helping Mrs. Drinkwater? Or was she needling her way back into his good graces with her charms and excuses? I wouldn't put it past her to have a credible answer prepared.

      "Is there something I can do in here?" I asked.

      "Why?" Seth hedged.

      "Because if I'm going to wait, I might as well be useful."

      "I don't think that's a good idea. Go back inside where it's warm. We'll tell Fitzroy you were looking for him when he returns."

      "The cold doesn't bother me. I won't even notice it once I start working."

      "Charlie, stop being difficult! I'm trying to get you out of the way so you won't come face to face with Julia. The air was tense enough when she arrived, and by the look on her face, she felt awful for what she'd done. Don't make this even more difficult for her."

      I snatched the broom out from beneath Gus's arm. Since he'd been leaning on it, he almost tumbled over. "I don't bloody care how difficult it is for her," I snapped at Seth. "She can bloody well face me, whether she likes it or not."

      His lips pressed together. "You are being deliberately obstreperous." He marched toward the back of the stables, opened a stall door and disappeared inside.

      "What's obstrep, obstrop…what's that word mean?" Gus whispered.

      "Interesting?" I said with a shrug.

      He chuckled.

      Seth exited the stall again, leading a horse behind him. He moved it into one of the clean stalls and shut the door. He pointed to the newly emptied one. "Go on then. You want to help, you can help in there. You know where the mops and pails are. Get to work."

      I peeked through the stall door. It was filthy. I pressed my hand to my nose but it didn't block out the smell of dung. "What have you been feeding him?"

      "No time for talking," Seth tossed over his shoulder as he walked away with a cocky step. "There's work to do."

      I signaled a rude hand gesture behind his back, coaxing another laugh from Gus.

      Some fifteen minutes later, the clip clop of horses' hooves in the courtyard signaled the return of Lincoln and Lady Harcourt. Now that my temper had cooled and the time had come to face them, I wasn't sure what to say. Perhaps if I'd spent some time with Lincoln alone I would have felt more at ease. Something was bothering him, and that bothered me. I was as anxious about seeing him as I was at seeing her.

      "Pleasant ride?" I heard Seth ask.

      "Not entirely unpleasant." Lady Harcourt sounded like she was in a good mood. If she'd sounded upset, perhaps I would have remained hidden and allowed her to leave without confronting her, but it was that cheerfulness that brought my temper bubbling to the surface all over again.

      I pushed open the stall door. Lady Harcourt's jaw dropped and Lincoln's hardened. She eyed me up and down, wrinkling her nose ever so slightly.

      "Good morning," I said tightly.

      "Good morning, Charlie," Lady Harcourt said, dismounting. "I'm glad you're here. I wanted to speak with you."

      Seth and Gus made a hasty retreat, taking the horses with them, but Lincoln remained unmoved. He didn't seem surprised to see me or worried about the pending discussion. He showed no emotion whatsoever. Typical.

      "If you've come to apologize for helping Mrs. Drinkwater, then don't," I told Lady Harcourt. "What you did…it's unforgiveable."

      "I don't want your forgiveness," she said, oh-so-calmly.

      "You ought to."

      She tugged on the edge of her neat dove-gray riding jacket and glared down the length of her nose. "I came to explain to Lincoln—"

      "To Lincoln! I think I deserve some sort of explanation and apology more so than anyone, except Gus."

      "Calm down," she said through her teeth. "Your hysteria only makes you more childish."

      Lincoln caught my hand, trapping it to my side before I could strike her. His gaze locked with mine, and I got the feeling he was willing me to walk away, to leave the issue alone.

      But I couldn't. I snatched my hand out of his.

      "Julia was just leaving," he said.

      "Not until I hear the explanation she gave you," I said.

      She smoothed her hand over her hips. "It's private."

      "If it's about you dancing at The Al, I already know. We all do."

      She shot a glance toward the stall door where Seth was seeing to Rosie.

      "So is that the explanation you want to give?" I asked. "You were protecting your secret?"

      She inclined her head in a nod.

      "Do you hear yourself?" I asked her. "Do you hear how pathetic your excuse sounds, or do you think you're entirely justified in your actions because your secret remains safe?"

      "You're being immature," she snapped. "Not to mention unreasonable."

      "Unreasonable! You had me kidnapped!"

      "I did not have you kidnapped. Merry forced me to tell her all about you, then she decided to abduct you. It was nothing to do with me."

      "That's not what she told us. Yes, she blackmailed you, but you needn't have told her about my necromancy or about our advertisement for a housekeeper. You chose to do so."

      "She's lying. I've already explained as much to Lincoln. I don't need to go over it again. The issue is laid to rest."

      "I don't think she's the one who's lying."

      She arched a slender brow. "You're calling me a liar?"

      I arched my brow back at her.

      "Merry is a desperate, pathetic woman," she said. "It's she you should be blaming, not me."

      "Do you honestly believe the nonsense you're spouting?"

      "Besides, she didn't harm you, and she had no intention of harming you. She assured me of that from the outset. This argument is all quite obsolete since you were released unhurt, as she promised."

      I threw my hands in the air. "You two are more alike than you think. Neither of you is prepared to take responsibility for your own actions. It's always someone else's fault, or there's a good reason. I beg to differ. You are both to blame. You are both horrid, selfish and weak."

      Her nostrils flared. Her body went rigid. "You're quite the little wasp when you get going."

      "This little wasp would like to say goodbye now." I stood there, waiting for her to leave. She did not. "Please leave immediately. You're no longer welcome here unless it's on ministry business. Good day, madam."

      "It's not your house to banish me from. It's Lincoln's."

      "We're engaged to be married and I live here. It's more my house than yours." God, I sounded pathetic, whiny. I hated that she'd reduced me to this, but I couldn't help myself.

      A short laugh burst from her throat. "Do you see now, Lincoln?"

      "See what?" I asked, glancing at him.

      He caught Lady Harcourt's elbow. From the way she winced, his grip must have been firm. "I think it's best that you go, Julia."

      "I do have to be elsewhere, as it happens." Her nose was so high it was a miracle it didn't graze the beams.

      Lincoln walked her out, leaving me standing there with my boots covered in muck and a mop in hand. My heart pounded harder than a thousand drums. The blood coursed through my veins, making me feel a little light-headed. While it felt good to express my anger, I was now more frustrated than ever. She hadn't been apologetic at all.

      "I can't believe it," Seth said from behind me. He and Gus had come out of the stalls and both stared after her. "She didn't care."

      Gus slapped him on the shoulder. "That's the woman you been protectin'. She ain't worth it."

      "I haven't been protecting her, I've been…" Seth shrugged and shook his head. "She didn't think what she'd done was wrong. Not even a little. I can't believe it."

      "You did good, Charlie." Gus patted my shoulder. "You told her a thing or two."

      I shook my head. "None of it made a difference. I might as well have been shouting down a well."

      Gus headed back into the stall and I left the stables to return to the house. Seth caught up to me in the courtyard. "Charlie, I want to apologize. You were right and I was wrong. She's a selfish shrew with only her own interests at heart. I want nothing more to do with her. She can keep her own bed warm at night from now on. Or get her stepson to do it."

      I stopped and gawped at him.

      "Don't look so surprised. It wasn't every night."

      "I…I suspected, but wasn't sure. Will you be all right?"

      "Of course. There was no affection between us, not on either side. We both needed a little release from time to time, that's all."

      He made it sound like sneezing, a necessary function but quite ordinary. I threw my arms around him and hugged him. "Thank you, Seth. I do hope you find a replacement."

      He laughed. "I already have a luscious redhead lined up."

      I punched him lightly on the arm. "I hope she takes you by surprise and sweeps you off your feet."

      He pulled a face. "No, thank you. I like my feet firmly on the ground. I'll leave the sweeping to him." He nodded at the side of the house where Lincoln was striding toward us.

      I waited for him and Seth headed back to the stables. "You should be inside," Lincoln said to me. No kiss, no banter, no discussion about Lady Harcourt. It wasn't what I expected, and certainly not what I wanted.

      "I am going inside," I growled. "I only came out here to see where you were. Not that I ought to have bothered. You were quite well occupied."

      "She came to explain. She explained. There's nothing more to it."

      "There is! She should be removed from the committee, for one thing."

      "She can't be removed. She inherited the position."

      "Then…she should be told what a horrible person she is. She should be made to see that her actions were despicable."

      "She has been told. You did that admirably. Whether that will affect her, I don't know."

      "That's another point." I poked him in the chest. "You didn't support me."

      He caught my finger before I poked him again, held it a moment, then let it go. "I already said my piece to Julia on the ride. She knows I'm furious with her."

      "Well. Good. I'm glad you told her, but that's somewhat irrelevant. A show of support just now would have been as much for my benefit as hers. I need to know you are on my side."

      His eyes narrowed. "I see."

      I waited for more, but none came. "You see? Is that it?"

      "I suspected you needed to get your anger off your chest. You seemed to know what you wanted to say and I saw no reason to interrupt. I didn't realize you would assume my silence meant I didn't support you."

      "Oh."

      "I do support everything you said to her, Charlie. I told her as much just now."

      "What did she say to that?"

      "That if I can't see that she's innocent, we can no longer be friends."

      It sounded like something one five year-old said to another after a fight over the last remaining slice of pie. And she called me the immature one. "What else did she say?"

      His gaze slid to the ground at our feet. "She pointed out that you have an uncontrollable temper."

      I huffed out a harsh laugh. "I suppose she told you that you were mad for wanting to marry such a hoyden."

      "Something of that nature."

      "Did you tell her that my temper only comes out when I'm very upset, like when someone kidnaps me, for example?"

      "I told her that you're quite tame most of the time."

      "Tame! I am not a horse, Lincoln!"

      That telltale muscle in his jaw jumped again. "I see you're still upset."

      I punched him in the arm, much harder than I'd punched Seth, and stormed off. He could have caught my hand but he didn't. I heard him following at a distance and turned. Stopped. He stopped too, out of reach. His gaze didn't meet mine. Something was still wrong.

      "Lincoln, what is it? What aren't you telling me?"

      He opened his mouth to speak, closed it again, then said, "I wish to be undisturbed for the rest of the day."

      I blinked at him, hot tears burning my eyes. "Why?"

      "I need to think."

      "About?"

      "About what to do next."

      "Why can't we think together? We can discuss some ideas. We've worked well together in the past. Perhaps I should try summoning Holloway after all. Or the hired killer."

      "I prefer to think alone." He moved past me and opened the door to the house. "Mrs. Drinkwater was released this morning. She was of no further use."

      "I see," I said quietly, hardly listening.

      He signaled for me to walk ahead, but he soon peeled away when we reached the kitchen. He headed up the corridor without a backward glance, his strides long and purposeful.

      I watched him go, my heart like a lump of lead in my chest, my head woolly. I wanted to go after him, force him to tell me what was wrong.

      Because something was the matter. He hadn't been so cool toward me in a long time. I couldn't blame Lady Harcourt either—he'd been distant last night too. I had put it down to him being worried and angry that I'd investigated without him, but now I wasn't so sure. He would have told me if that were the case, and I doubted his anger would have lasted this long.

      Something else troubled him. Something that required him to close himself off from me for the rest of the day and night and not come out, despite my pleas.

      "We'll talk in the morning," was all he said through the door when I asked him to join us for dinner. "Go to bed, Charlie. You need to be well rested."
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      You need to be well rested.

      Lincoln's words clanged in my head like an alarm. What did I need to be rested for? Summoning the spirits of Holloway and the hired killer? That was absurd. He was being patronizing and overbearing. I would tell him as much in the morning after we'd both had a chance to calm down.

      I had a restless night and awoke soon after dawn to a light knock on my door. Throwing a wrap around my shoulders, I opened it to see Lincoln standing there looking even worse than he had the day before. His hair fell in tangles to his shoulders, his jaw needed shaving, and spidery red lines criss-crossed his eyes.

      "What is it? What's wrong?" I reached for him, but he put his hands up, staying me. Dread settled in my gut like lump of ice.

      He reached down near the wall and that's when I noticed the traveling trunk. He picked it up and barged into my sitting room, heading straight for the bedroom. "Pack your things. Wear warm clothes and the amber necklace. You have an hour."

      I stared at him, but when he didn't offer more information, I rushed up to him and pulled his arm. "Where are we going?"

      "I'll explain after you've packed."

      "No, you'll explain now or I won't pack. Where are we going?"

      He flipped open the trunk lid. "To a school for young ladies in the north. It's—"

      "A school! You're sending me away?" My heart crashed. My insides twisted. This couldn't be happening.

      He opened the top drawer of my dresser. "It's for the best."

      "Lincoln! I understand that you're upset and angry over my leaving the house yesterday, but there's no need for this. You're overreacting."

      "I've thought about it all night and decided it's the best way. The only way. You have to leave."

      Breathing suddenly became as difficult as it had in the fire. I couldn't get enough air into my lungs, no matter how many gulps I took. Lincoln transferred some of my clothes into the trunk, refolding and placing them with methodical precision. His entire attention seemed focused on his task. He didn't even spare me a glance.

      This was all wrong. He didn't mean to do this, not really. Once I got through to him he would change his mind. I caught his face and forced him to look at me. But while he lifted his chin, his gaze didn't meet mine.

      "Look at me," I snapped.

      He did then pulled out of my grasp, but that brief moment had been long enough for me to see that the light in his eyes had gone out. The hard man I'd first encountered when I came to Lichfield had returned, the steely mask firmly in place. It was going to take more than a few words to get through to him.

      "Is this because you're worried about me?" I asked.

      He didn't answer.

      "Lincoln, sending me away isn't going to keep me safe. If anything, I'll be more exposed alone."

      "Nobody at the school will know that you're a necromancer, and no one here will know where you've gone. Besides, it's not entirely about keeping you safe. It's also about allowing me to focus again."

      "Focus?"

      "I should never have set aside my doubts."

      "What doubts?"

      "Your influence concerned me from the beginning, but I convinced myself that nothing would change. I was wrong. Everything changed. I changed. By keeping you here, I've been selfish. I haven't been thinking of you or the ministry."

      "Don't lump my wellbeing in with the ministry's. And it's not selfish to want the one you love to be near you. That's human."

      He paused at the dresser, his back to me. His shoulders slumped forward, but then he straightened again and continued transferring my clothes to the trunk. "You're better off away from me. You can't deny there have been many dangers."

      "I think I should be the one to worry about my welfare. I should decide where I want to be, not you."

      "This is my house. You are under my protection. I decide." His words echoed those of Lady Harcourt's the day before. She'd also reminded me in no uncertain terms that the house was his.

      "You're being draconian."

      "I'm thinking clearly for the first time in months."

      "Then stop and think about what you're doing, Lincoln."

      "I have thought about it. I've thought of nothing else."

      "Don't make a hasty decision—"

      "There is nothing hasty about it. Ever since returning from Paris, I've become more and more aware that I can't do my job properly with you here. I am the leader of the ministry. The position is not one I can set aside, and it's not one I can give only half of myself to. I need to focus on it entirely."

      "That is absurd. Is this because you failed to find Mrs. Drinkwater? I already told you, that wasn't a failure—"

      "This is not about that single incident!" He slammed the drawer shut, rattling the mirror, and jerked open the next one. "That was the final straw. It proved to me that I needed to focus more."

      "It proved to me that we work better as a team than apart."

      He said nothing but continued to pack for me. He stopped placing the clothes carefully in the trunk, and thrust them into it instead without a care for the delicate fabrics.

      I swallowed, but the lump in my throat remained. "So…this is a permanent arrangement? You don't want me back at all?" My voice sounded small, pathetic, but I couldn't be strong anymore. My life was crumbling away before my eyes and I felt utterly powerless to stop it.

      He continued to pack without answering.

      My legs felt too weak to hold me. I sat heavily on the bed. "Our engagement…"

      "It's best that we end it. You're young. You'll recover."

      The tears slipped down my cheeks, my chin and dripped onto my lap. Recover? He thought this was just a passing infatuation for me? "No, Lincoln. I won't. Will you?"

      His fingers scrunched into my chemise before he released it into the trunk. It lay in a crumpled heap. "Doyle will help you finish packing. You should dress and eat some breakfast. The journey will be a long one."

      He strode out of the bedroom. I ran after him and once again caught his arm to stop him. He shook me off.

      "I'll answer any questions about the school," he said. "But don't ask me again to change my mind."

      I scoffed through my tears. "I'm too old for school."

      "This is a school for young ladies, not children."

      "Like a finishing school?"

      "Of sorts."

      "You've been talking to Lord Marchbank. He also mentioned sending me to a school all the way up in the north. It's the same one, isn't it? I might know nothing about being a lady, but I do know that finishing schools are usually in London or in cities on the continent."

      "You'll be safe there—and busy. At the end of a year, you'll have more opportunities than you do now. The headmistress has assured me a position will be found for you in France or Italy as a governess or companion, preferably to an English family. Or you can stay on at the school as a teacher. The choice will be yours."

      "Some bloody choice." I stared at him, trying to take it in. It all seemed too unreal, like a nightmare I would wake up from. "You and Marchbank have been making plans even though I told him I wasn't going."

      "Marchbank mentioned the school to me months ago, but not since. I haven't discussed this with him recently. I haven't told him, or anyone, that you're going. This decision was mine alone."

      "But you must have been planning it for a long time if you've already corresponded with the headmistress."

      "I looked into it after you first came here but decided against it at the time. The headmistress assured me there would be a position for you if I change my mind."

      "Lincoln, stop this." My voice was barely above a whisper. It was all I could manage through my tears.

      He turned away and continued to the door. "You won't be without a home, and it's likely you'll make good friends there."

      "This is my home! I have friends here!"

      "You need to meet young women your own age."

      I thrust my hands on my hips. "I won't go."

      "A year at the school will present you with opportunities you wouldn't have had otherwise. It'll be good for you."

      "I'll decide what's good for me. And I meet people perfectly well here."

      "Not the right sort."

      "The right sort?" I echoed. "You mean people like Lady Harcourt?"

      His hand rested on the doorknob. He paused, his back to me. "You can't stay here. You'll be safe at the school."

      "I'm not going to a damned school! I'd rather move back in with Stringer's gang and stay in London."

      His knuckles turned white around the doorknob. "If you run away from Lichfield, I might not be able to find you again. At least if you're there…" He jerked open the door and walked out, closing it behind him.

      I crumpled to the floor and drew my knees to my chest. This wasn't happening. He was hurt and worried, and that was making him do foolish things. He wouldn't go through with it, surely. He loved me, and he knew I loved him. He must know, deep down, that sending me away would destroy us both. I had to find a way to remind him of that. I had to get through to him.

      I don't know how long I sat there. I only picked myself up off the floor when there was another knock at the door. My heart in my throat, I opened it, only to see Doyle standing there with a tray.

      "Your breakfast, miss."

      I took the tray and thanked him.

      He cleared his throat. "I've been instructed to assist you with your packing and selecting a suitable outfit for traveling."

      It seemed petty to not let him into the bedroom. The poor man was only doing as his master requested. It was Lincoln I needed to talk to, not Doyle.

      I nibbled at the bacon, but didn't touch the egg. I wasn't hungry. Pulling my wrap around my shoulders, I joined Doyle in my bedroom. The trunk was full and a dark green woolen dress and underthings had been laid out on the bed.

      "Forgive me," he muttered, coloring slightly. "A maid ought to have done this, but…" He trailed off.

      "It's quite all right, Doyle. It wasn't fair of him to ask this of you. You may go."

      He bowed and went to walk off.

      "What did he say to you about all this?" I asked.

      "Only that you were going away, miss. He didn't say where or for how long."

      "Has he told the others?"

      "Not that I am aware, miss. He gave me my orders in private."

      After he left, I dressed quickly. I didn't close the trunk, but left it there. It wasn't going anywhere.

      I went in search of Lincoln and found him in the kitchen with Seth, Gus and Cook. By the stunned looks on their faces, he'd just given them the news. The three of them turned wide-eyed stares to me, mouths ajar.

      "We need to talk," I told Lincoln with a firm lift of my chin.

      "There's no more to say. Further discussion will only make this more difficult." He pushed past me. "You have ten minutes."

      I tried to grasp him, but he was too quick. I picked up my skirts to run after him, but Seth beat me to it. His footsteps echoed along the corridor up ahead.

      "You can't do this!" I heard him shout. I didn't hear Lincoln's quieter response. "No! It's not! Think about—"

      Lincoln must have cut him off, but once again his words were too low to reach me.

      I raced up to them, Gus and Cook on my heels. Lincoln saw me, turned, and strode off. "Coward!" I snapped.

      He didn't stop. I heard the front door open and close.

      "Bloody hell," Gus muttered. "Has he lost his mind?"

      Seth's eyes flashed with cold fury. I'd never seen him so angry before. "What has he told you?" he asked.

      "That I'm going to a school in the north for a year. Afterward, I can travel to the continent and find work as a governess or—" I choked and couldn't finish.

      Seth drew me into a hug. "He'll come to his senses soon enough."

      "In ten minutes?"

      "You need to talk to him."

      "I've tried. He's not listening."

      "Try again." He grabbed my hand. "Come on."

      The four of us headed outside, but Lincoln was nowhere in sight. I leaned against the side of the house and folded my hands over my stomach. I felt sick. If I couldn't find him to talk to him, how could I change his mind?

      "Don't worry," Seth said, returning after searching around the perimeter of the house. He breathed heavily, but I didn't think it was entirely from exertion. "We'll speak with him after you're gone if it comes to that."

      "She ain't goin' nowhere," Gus growled.

      "Aye, she be stayin' here with us," Cook said.

      "She can't," Seth told him. "He made it clear that wasn't an option."

      "Then we'll find her somewhere to stay nearby."

      "She can live with my aunt," Gus said, nodding eagerly. "She'll like the company."

      Seth stroked his chin. "It's a good idea. Perhaps we can find her employment."

      "Doing what?" Cook shrugged his massive round shoulders. "She ain't got the right education for a governess or nurse, and I ain't letting her work in no factory."

      "Domestic service?"

      Cook snorted. "That be beneath her and you know it."

      "At least it's a start!"

      I rested my head against the cool, gray stones of the house. "I can't believe this is happening."

      Seth put his arm around me and kissed the top of my head. "It'll be all right. He just needs to calm down. He'll change his mind soon enough."

      I no longer felt as confident. Lincoln was a stubborn man, and very adept at burying his emotions. But I had to hold out hope. After all, he did want me to go to the school so he'd know where to find me. If nothing else, I had to believe that he would fetch me one day. Perhaps even tomorrow, after he'd calmed down.

      The rumble of wheels on gravel had all of us turning.

      "It better not be someone from the committee," Gus said, squinting at the approaching coach.

      "It be a hansom," Cook said.

      "Not a hansom," Seth said. "Looks like a growler."

      The two-horse coach pulled up at the front steps and Lincoln climbed out of the cabin. He paused when he saw me, then approached, his hands at his back. His eyes, half hooded beneath heavy lids, were blacker than London's bleakest night sky.

      "It's time," he said stiffly. "Fetch your coat and gloves." He went to walk off, but I stepped in front of him.

      I grasped his shoulders. "Stop it, Lincoln. Stop this at once. It's wrong and you know it."

      He prised my fingers off and let my hands go. "No, Charlie. It was wrong of me to allow you to stay and let it get to this point. I should have sent you away months ago."

      My tears, never far from the surface, welled again. "Don't say that," I whispered. "Don't pretend there's nothing between us."

      "I know you feel hurt right now, but it will pass. You'll thank me one—"

      "Thank you!" I stepped toward him but he stepped back. I drew in a shuddery breath and took strength from Seth's encouraging nod. "I love you, Lincoln, and sending me away won't stop me loving you. A year in the north won't stop me loving you, nor will a lifetime on the continent."

      "Enough! You're only making it harder."

      "If it's hard, then don't do it!"

      He strode off toward the front steps and Gus pushed me after him. Gathering the shreds of my remaining strength, I picked up my skirts and raced up the steps. Once again I blocked his path.

      He regarded me levelly, coolly, as if there'd never been heated kisses between us, or plans made to spend a lifetime together. It was like those first few days after my arrival at Lichfield all over again.

      "This is Lady Harcourt's doing, isn't it?" I snapped. "She said something to you yesterday that made you doubt our relationship."

      "It has nothing to do with her."

      "She wants you for herself, Lincoln. You know that. That is behind everything she says and does."

      "This has nothing to do with her," he repeated. "It's entirely my decision." He picked me up and deposited me out of the way.

      When his hands left my waist, I went to slap him. He caught my wrist. We stood like that, so close that he must have been able to hear my heart thundering. It sounded deafening to me.

      "Please, Lincoln," I whispered as my tears spilled. "Don't do this." I had promised myself that I wouldn't beg, but I was desperate now. Dignity be damned.

      The muscles in his face slackened. He blinked rapidly and his lips parted ever so slightly. For that one brief moment I thought he had come to his senses. I caught a glimpse of his true self through the tiny crack in his mask.

      Then his mouth shut and every muscle tensed. He let me go and marched into the house.

      Seth ran after him, Gus at his heels, but after a few angry shouts that garnered no response from Lincoln, they returned. Cook drew me into a hug. He smelled of oranges. Another hand rested on my shoulder.

      Nobody spoke.

      Doyle came out with my trunk and passed it up to the coachman who secured it to the roof. He bowed to me, unsmiling. "Safe journey, miss. I'll keep the place in order until your return."

      I opened my mouth to thank him, but no words came out. I offered him a smile, but it was weak and unconvincing.

      I hugged Seth, Gus and Cook in turn. Cook surprised me by wiping his damp eyes. I patted his arm; the only comfort I was capable of providing.

      "No need for that," Gus said. "She'll be back soon enough. He'll miss her too much." He kissed my cheek and drew me into another hug.

      He only let me go when Seth elbowed him. "Gus is right, for once," he muttered into my hair. "Your exile won't last long."

      "We'll bloody see that it don't," Gus added.

      Fine, misty rain began to fall. It was the sort of rain that could last all week at this time of year and dampen the hardiest of spirits. It seemed appropriate for my departure from the place I called home. Five years ago it had also been raining when I was banished from the only home I'd known, and now it was raining again as I was banished from a different one. It was too cruel.

      Seth helped me up the coach steps, folded them away, and shut the door. I tried not to cry as I peered out the window, but I couldn't turn off the tears. They streamed uncontrollably. My heart felt like it was disintegrating beneath the deluge. Soon the hole where it had been would be filled up with my tears until they overflowed.

      The coach turned and drove off. I spun on the seat and waved out the rear window. My three friends and Doyle waved back.

      I don't know what made me glance up to the tower room. A flutter of the curtain? Shadowy movement? I was glad that I did. It provided me with my last glimpse of Lincoln, standing in the window. He was too far away for me to see his expression, but it gave me hope, something to cling to. It meant he wasn't as indifferent to my departure as he seemed.

      I pressed my palm to the coach window in a final plea, but he was already gone.
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