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CHAPTER 1

LONDON, WINTER 1889

I f anyone had been in Grand View Lane on that freezing December night, for a mere moment they would have seen a shadowy figure hanging from the garret window at the back of the derelict house, before dropping to the second floor window ledge. With the agility of a monkey, the black-clad figure repeated the exercise to reach the window ledge on the first floor, and finally landed silently on the greasy cobblestones below. The phantom-like figure wore no cloak or coat to hinder his movement, and his black shoulder-length hair was tied with a ribbon at his nape. There were no witnesses to this feat, however, and that was the way Lincoln Fitzroy preferred it. 

Despite its name, Grand View Lane wasn't grand, and the only views it offered during the day were  of  damp  brick  walls  and  an  empty  cart  with  a  broken  axle,  leaning  drunkenly  against  the  low wall at the end of the lane. It was difficult to see in the dark, but Lincoln had memorized its position and could make out its shape well enough. There was nobody else about. It was too cold, too dark, and too dangerous to be out in the middle of the night in a part of London that the Ripper had made infamous a year before. 

He  melted  into  the  shadows  and  waited.  He'd  purposefully  come  an  hour  earlier  than  the arranged  time.  That  way  he  could  see  if  an  accomplice  entered  the  lane  and  hid  ahead  of  Lincoln's informant. Lincoln wasn't taking any chances. 

The  fog  crept  in  like  a  slow  moving  spirit.  That's  how  Charlie  had  described  ghosts  to  him—

misty clouds that formed the shape of their living selves. 

Charlie.  She  would  be  asleep  now,  tucked  into  a  warm  bed  at  the  School  for  Wayward  Girls many miles away. Safe. 

He shoved thoughts of her aside before they took root and became too stubborn to remove. He had to concentrate. 

The fog dampened the already frigid air. He breathed through his nose into his upturned jacket collar,  to  hide  his  frosty  breath,  and  curled  his  gloved  fingers  into  fists  to  keep  the  tips  warm.  He shivered  and  silently  cursed  the  bitter  weather.  It  wasn't  lost  on  him  that  he  never  used  to  feel  the cold. He never used to feel anything. 

Once again he had to force himself to concentrate. He listened. Mary Dwyer, the prostitute who occupied the garret room he'd just come from, must have found a client. Her over-enthusiastic gasps almost  drowned  out  the  drunkard  singing  in  the  adjoining  street.  Lincoln  should  pay  her  more  next time he needed to use her room as an entrance to the lane. It was too easy for someone to pretend to be a customer but instead use the room as Lincoln had done and attack from above. An hour of her time should suffice. 

The  singing  drew  closer,  clearer.  It  wasn't  slurred  enough  for  a  drunkard.  If  anyone  had  been listening as intently as Lincoln, they would have noticed. The singer entered the lane without pausing and his singing stopped altogether. Lincoln rolled his eyes. If his men had dropped their disguises so quickly,  he'd  have  made  them  do  extra  work  around  the  house  and  more  training.  They  hadn't  made such an amateurish mistake in weeks. 

The informant disturbed the fog, parting it like a sea, only to have it settle behind him again once the flap of his cloak subsided. He wore a cap pulled low to cover his face and didn't lift the brim, even  when  he  stopped  near  the  cart.  His  breaths  were  loud  in  the  silence  and  formed  clouds  at  his mouth. 

"You here?" he whispered. 

Lincoln  waited  without  speaking  or  moving.  He  reached  out  with  his  seer's  senses  but  felt  no other  presence.  It  wasn't  all  that  reliable.  So  he  listened,  too.  There  were  no  other  sounds.  Mary Dwyer had finished and would go in search of another customer soon. She might even catch the singer on  his  way  out,  if  he  was  the  sort  to  be  tempted  by  cheap,  yellow-haired,  toothless  hags.  Lincoln didn't know. He knew as much about the man as he needed to know, including the fact he went by the name  Billy  the  Bolter.  His  usual  informant  had  set  up  the  meeting,  after  telling  Lincoln  that  Billy claimed to have overheard a conversation where one man offered another a large sum of money to kill a third. If there was any chance that Billy could identify the procurer, Lincoln would do whatever it took  to  get  that  information  out  of  him,  even  if  it  required  patience  rather  than  force.  He  suspected money would suffice, however. Money was easy to give away, and fortunately most criminals spilled their knowledge as soon as Lincoln flashed a few coins. He'd give Billy the Bolter an entire sack full, if  it  led  to  the  fellow  who'd  hired  the  assassin  who'd  shot  dead  two  supernaturals,  Reginald Drinkwater  and  Joan  Brumley.  It  was  that  man  Lincoln  wanted  to  find  before  he  located  more supernaturals to kill. 

Before he located Charlie. 

Lincoln  might  not  want  to  be  anywhere  near  her  himself,  but  he  felt  physically  ill  when  he thought of anyone harming her. He tightened his fist at his side, then said, "I'm here." 

Billy the Bolter whipped around. He peered into the shadows near the cart. "Where? Come out so's I can see you." 

"No." 

Billy  was  silent,  perhaps  trying  to  decide  if  he  could  do  business  with  a  man  who  hid  in shadows. "You got the chink?" 

Lincoln removed a pouch from his inside jacket pocket and held it out. He didn't want to toss it. 

The coins would make too much noise. 

Billy jerked as if surprised to know that Lincoln stood so close. He took the pouch and weighed it in his palm. "It ain't enough." 

"You'll get the other half after our conversation." 

"Afraid  I'll  bolt  with  yer  ready,  eh?"  Billy  laughed.  Lincoln  waited.  "They  call  me  Billy  the Bolter, see. Bolter. Bolt. It's a pun." 

Lincoln didn't move. 

Billy sighed. "Jim said you was as much o' a lark as a plank o' wood." After a brief pause, in which the only sound came from Billy's throat as he swallowed, the informant finally got to the point. 

"Jim said you want to know about that cove who's been lookin' for a shooter." 

"You were approached?" 

"Nah, not me. I ain't got no barkers. Me mate, now, he's got a revolver. It were him what spoke to the toff, but I were watchin' from the next table. I saw everythin'." 

"Toff? He was a gentleman?" 

"Aye, real plummy accent." 

"What did he look like?" 

"Tall, red hair, gray beard, fat, and he had on round specs. Wore a long black cloak, made of fine

wool, it were." 

Lincoln's  heart  sank.  The  red  hair  and  gray  beard  didn't  match  the  descriptions  he'd  already gathered from his other informants. One had met a beardless man, another had described the fellow as blond  and  slender,  yet  another  claimed  he  was  young  with  brown  hair  and  of  average  weight.  The only thing they agreed on was that the man was tall. A man's height was impossible to disguise. The rest could be changed with wigs, glasses, and padding. 

"What about a name?" Lincoln asked. 

"Are you bleedin' stupid?" 

It was worth a try. "Did he have a conveyance?" 

"Black hack, no markings." 

"What about the driver and horse?" 

"Driver were wrapped to the eyeballs in his cloak, the horse were brown. I didn't follow him, if that's yer next question. I didn't want to make meself known to him." 

"You took careful note of these things because you knew I would pay for information?" 

"Aye. Jim told me." 

How  many  people  had  Jim  told?  "Did  your  friend  refuse  the  job  or  did  the  toff  decide  to  go elsewhere after meeting him?" 

Billy's pause made Lincoln frown. "How do you know he didn't take it?" 

Because the killer had turned up dead a week ago, most likely silenced by the toff's hand, and Billy spoke as if his friend were still alive. "I just do." 

"He refused it. He ain't no killer, see. He just uses the barker to scare folk out o' their jewels and the like." 

"Why did it take you this long to approach me?" Lincoln had been speaking to informants earlier in  the  week,  but  there'd  been  no  word  from  them  in  two  days.  Billy  the  Bolter  might  have  delayed because he couldn't decide if lying to collect the reward was a risk worth taking. Jim would have told him what happened to informants who misled Lincoln. 

Billy rocked back. "It were only last night." 

"Last night?" 

"God's  truth!  I  knew  you  would  pay  because  Jim  told  me  so,  but  it  were  only  last  night  that  it happened. I spoke wiv Jim today, and he set up this meetin'." 

That he had. If the exchange had only happened last night, either someone else was looking for a killer to hire, or the toff who'd commissioned the murders of the supernaturals was going to kill again. 

Lincoln  wasn't  surprised.  It  had  only  been  a  matter  of  time.  Fortunately,  with  Charlie  gone,  he could now focus on finding out who was behind the murders and stop them before they killed again. 

"Is there anything else you can tell me?" Lincoln asked. 

"Nope." Billy held out his hand and Lincoln placed another pouch onto it. 

"There'll be more of that if you can find out anything else of note about the toff, or the gunman he hires." 

"Aye, sir. I'll be all ears and eyes." 

"Breathe a word about this meeting to anyone and I'll slit your throat." 

"You got to catch me first." Billy danced away then turned to run. 

Lincoln silently cursed the entire criminal classes for their arrogance and sprinted after him. He caught Billy well before the lane opened up onto the main street. He twisted the scum's arm behind his back and clamped a hand over his mouth. No one would have seen—Whitechapel wasn't known for its working streetlamps—but there was a chance someone had heard Billy's muffled cry of pain. 

"As I was saying," Lincoln said with quiet menace, "do not tell a soul. I know where you live. I know where your family lives. No one will be harmed if you abide by my rule of silence." 

Billy nodded quickly and Lincoln let him go. "H-how do you know where I live?" 

The fellow was audacious to ask. "I make sure to investigate all my informants…William John Hamlin." 

Billy rubbed his arm and backed away, almost tripping over his own cap, which had fallen off when Lincoln caught him. "Blimey," Billy muttered. "Jim were right about you. He said you was the devil himself, hidin' in the shadows, watchin' and waitin' for someone to wrong you. And when they do…" He sliced his finger across his throat to mimic a knife cut. 

Lincoln  picked  up  Billy's  cap,  careful  to  keep  the  man's  feet  in  his  line  of  sight.  Billy  didn't move, not even a shifting of his weight. It would seem he had no intention of crossing Lincoln, or he would have taken the opportunity to attack. 

"You're not the first person to mistake me for the devil." He handed Billy his cap, but didn't let go  immediately.  "I  doubt  you'll  be  the  last."  It  was  difficult  to  glare  at  the  man  in  the  dark,  but hopefully Billy heard the threatening tone and understood the implications if he tattled. Lincoln let go of the cap. "Good evening." 

"Er, uh, good evenin', sir." The stutters and the "sir" were a good sign that Billy the Bolter would be complicit. 

Lincoln watched as Billy backed out of the lane. When he reachedthe end, he fled. Lincoln didn't follow. Instead, he returned to the back of the lane, hopped into the cart, then leaped over the wall. 

The yard on the other side was empty, the shabby tenements surrounding it dark. He quickly scanned the area then exited through the archway and onto the street. He ran down another alley, then another so narrow that his shoulders skimmed the walls on either side. 

He turned a corner and pulled up quickly as two constables approached from the other direction. 

Fortunately they had their heads down, bent into the breeze. If Lincoln hadn't been so distracted by his thoughts, he would have been more cautious. He came across another two constables on patrol before leaving  Whitechapel  altogether.  The  police  had  become  more  vigilant  since  the  Ripper  murders.  It was too little too late for the victims. 

Seth  and  Gus  waited  for  him  with  the  carriage  outside  Liverpool  Street  Station.  They  both nodded when they saw him but didn't speak. Gus took up his position at the back and Lincoln climbed inside the cabin without bothering to lower the step. Seth wasted no time in driving off and they were soon speeding through the poorly lit London streets to Highgate. They skirted Hampstead Heath and rolled through the iron gates of Lichfield Towers. 

Lincoln  spared  a  glance  for  the  house  as  Seth  drove  around  the  side  of  one  broad  wing  to  the stables and coach house, although Lincoln avoided looking up at the central tower, as he always did these days. There were no lights lit in any of the dozens of windows, no smoke drifting from the many chimneys.  It  was  grayer  and  grimmer  than  ever,  like  it  was  going  into  hibernation  for  winter.  Some would  call  it  an  impressive  example  of  Gothic  architecture,  a  magnificent  English  mansion,  but  to Lincoln it was nothing more than a roof over his head. He would have been as satisfied living in the cellar of a burnt out building, as Charlie had done for years before coming to Lichfield. 

 She  called  the  great,  hulking  pile  of  gray  stone  'home'.  Women  were  sentimental  about  these things, and Charlie in particular had a strong emotional streak that influenced her thoughts and actions. 

She'd quickly developed an attachment to Lichfield, once she settled in. He'd been warned that would happen. He should have listened. 

But Charlie was gone, and he doubted the others who lived at Lichfield saw the place as she did. 
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They  were  practical  men.  Emotion  didn't  rule  them.  They  had  come  to  live  there,  and  work  for Lincoln,  purely  for  financial  gain.  It  was  time  to  remind  them  of  that,  since  they  seemed  to  have forgotten it lately. Only the day before, Seth, Gus and Cook had threatened to leave. Mere months ago, none would have dared. 

"What  did  you  learn,  sir?"  Gus  asked,  as  Lincoln  alighted  from  the  cabin  outside  the  coach house. "Did he know anything?" 

"Nothing useful," Lincoln said. 

"Want to tell us what was said over a drink in the library? We won't be long here." 

"No." Lincoln strode off. Even with his back to them, he heard the drawn-in breath of frustration from Gus, and Seth's silence was telling. Of all of them, Seth didn't hold back his opinion anymore. It was  probably  because  he  believed  in  his  God-given  right  as  a  nobleman  to  rule  commoners,  even those who'd saved him from getting his face smashed in at an illegal bareknuckle fight and now paid his wages. 

Lincoln made his way upstairs and along the corridor, determined to get all the way to his own room this time without stopping. He failed, however, and paused outside Charlie's door. No, not  her door,  anymore.  He  rested  his  hand  on  the  doorknob  but  didn't  twist  it.  After  a  moment,  he  let  it  go, satisfied that yet again he hadn't succumbed to the temptation to enter. He hadn't been inside since he'd tried to pack her things on the morning she'd left. 

That morning was etched into his memory and couldn't be removed, no matter how hard he tried. 

He couldn't forget the wavering pitch of her voice as she'd questioned him, shouted at him, pleaded with him, and finally acquiesced. Nor could he forget the way her eyes changed shape and color with each  emotion,  and  the  way  her  expressive  mouth  told  him  what  she  was  really  thinking  when  her words did not. He remembered all too clearly the stab in his gut and the ache in his throat when her tear-soaked face looked up at him as he watched her departure from the tower room—the room she'd reluctantly occupied upon her arrival at Lichfield. 

As  with  all  bad  memories,  the  best  he  could  do  was  to  push  it  to  one  side,  where  he  didn't stumble over it every moment of every day. Sometimes, that even worked. 

DOYLE  BROUGHT  IN  THE  NEWSPAPER,  along  with  Lincoln's  breakfast.  The  man  was  efficient, professional and unobtrusive, all qualities Lincoln liked in his staff. While Seth, Gus and Cook were reasonably efficient, they lacked the other two attributes. They had also shed most of their reserve in the last few weeks and even dared to speak to Lincoln as if he were their equal, if not their friend. 

Doyle still feared and respected him. Another reason to like him. 

It  was  still  dark,  and  Lincoln  lit  the  lamp  on  his  desk  to  spread  out  the  newspaper.  Doyle  had ironed out the creases, even though Lincoln had told him it was unnecessary. He picked up his teacup, only to set it down again as he read the headline on the front page: CIRCUS STRONG MAN SHOT

IN  HEAD  AS  HE  SLEPT.  Lincoln  scanned  the  article.  By  the  end,  he  was  sure  he  had  another supernatural murder on his hands. 

According  to  the  article,  after  the  show  at  the  Olympia  ended,  the  victim  had  retired  to  his lodgings for the evening, alone. A gunshot had woken some of the other performers around two AM. 

When they investigated, they found Brutus dead in his bed. No one had seen the killer leave, and the police  had  no  suspects.  The  performers  claimed  the  victim  was  a  good  man  with  no  enemies.  The

article went on to describe the feats of strength Brutus displayed in his act. It was the lifting of the brougham clear off the ground that intrigued Lincoln. No man could do that. No  normal man, not even a strong one. 

But the piece of information that really gave him pause was the name. Brutus was a pseudonym used for the act. His actual name was Patrick O'Neill. Lincoln recognized it. 

He  dressed  and  headed  up  to  the  attic  where  the  ministry  archives  were  stored.  They  were copies he'd made when he'd first started working at Lichfield. The original files were kept at Julia, Lady  Harcourt's  Mayfair  house.  Lincoln  had  made  copies  not  only  to  familiarize  himself  with supernaturals  and  their  powers,  but  also  to  have  the  files  on  site  where  he  could  access  them.  He hadn't trusted any of the committee members to give him access back then, and he certainly didn't trust them now. 

The  attic  had  been  visited  a  number  of  times  recently,  as  the  files  were  checked  and  updated after the last murders. Each of the small drawers contained approximately twenty files, some taking up several pages. Much of the information in those longer documents had been gathered centuries ago and  followed  descendants  through  the  generations  to  the  present.  The  originals  had  been  written  on parchment,  but  these  copies  were  on  ordinary  paper.  Many  of  the  files  were  no  longer  active,  the hereditary line having died out. There were a little over two hundred active ones, one of which was Patrick O'Neill's. 

Lincoln  remembered  the  details  clearly,  but  he  pulled  out  the  file  anyway  to  re-read  it. 

According  to  the  document,  Patrick  O'Neill  was  descended  from  a  line  of  supernaturals  based  in Ireland. Their power wasn't strength, but moving objects with their minds. It was the same power that Reginald  Drinkwater  possessed.  The  file  listed  O'Neill's  last  known  address  as  New  York,  where he'd taken up with Barnum and Bailey's circus troupe. 

According  to  the  newspaper  article  on  his  desk,  the  "Greatest  Show  on  Earth"  had  come  to London  for  the  winter  and  had  already  performed  several  shows  at  the  Olympia  in  Kensington. 

Lincoln had seen the advertisements describing the star acts, including that of Brutus himself. Was it the claim of "super-human strength" that had caught the killer's eye, or had the ministry's archive been accessed and O'Neill's name found there? 

If it were the latter, the suspects narrowed considerably, and in a direction that worried Lincoln. 

He might not like or trust the committee members, but he hadn't pegged any of them as murderers. 

Then  again,  the  murders  had  been  carried  out  by  a  middleman.  It  was  easier  to  kill  someone when you didn't pull the trigger yourself and could simply read about it in the papers the next day. It was the best way to assure anonymity, if the hired gunman's silence could be bought. 

Other  recent  events  and  coincidences  bothered  Lincoln  too,  not  just  the  murders.  How  had  the committee known that Charlie raised the body of Estelle Pearson, for one? Spies, of course, but who had  hired  the  spies?  Lincoln  had  found  none  lurking  outside  the  gates  of  Lichfield,  but  he  hadn't checked before the event, only after, when his suspicions had been raised. Also, who had known that Charlie  regularly  rode  Rosie  and  cut  through  the  saddle  straps?  Perhaps  that  had  been  a  guess, considering Rosie was the only small mare in the stable, and there had only been one side saddle. 

Whether the committee were involved or not remained to be seen, but at least Charlie was out of the way now. Sending her north had solved that dilemma, although it hadn't been his primary reason for  organizing  the  position  at  the  school  for  her.  He'd  done  it  so  he  could  work  at  his  best  again, without distraction or hindrance. Having her nearby played havoc with his attention. Now he could focus once more. 

The  fact  he  was  thinking  about  her   again  wasn't  lost  him.  But  those  thoughts  would  become

fewer soon, he was sure of it. It was just a matter of time. 

He returned O'Neill's file to the drawer and was met on the staircase by Doyle, who was out of breath and looked relieved to see him. 

"There you are," said Seth, striding along the corridor from the right. Gus came from the left, and both converged on the staircase as if they were trying to trap their employer. "Where were you?" 

Since  when  did  his  men  question  where  he'd  been?  "Attic.  There's  been  another  supernatural murder." 

Gus and Seth both swore, their language as colorful as it had been before Charlie arrived. The very proper Doyle didn't bat an eyelid. He pressed his hand to his chest and murmured, "Dear lord. 

Will you be investigating, sir?" 

Lincoln  had  previously  told  Doyle  that  he  was  the  leader  of  a  secretive  semi-government organization  that  investigated  crimes  the  police  couldn't  solve.  He'd  left  out  the  part  about supernaturals. It explained the comings and goings at Lichfield well enough without worrying the man unnecessarily. 

Lincoln nodded. "Seth and Gus, prepare the coach and horses." He strode past Seth, back to his rooms. "We're going to the circus." 

                                   

CHAPTER 2

L incoln was rarely surprised, and never astounded, but watching the acrobats, exotic animals and other performers parade into the vast hall of the Olympia, he came close. Some performers traveled in golden chariots, others sat atop one of the thirteen elephants, or rode horses and camels, while yet others  led  in  zebras,  carried  monkeys,  or  simply  danced  or  tumbled.  There  was  no  strong  man,  of course,  but  the  crowd  whispered  Brutus’s  name  in  hushed,  shocked  tones.  If  the  performers  missed O'Neill's presence among them, on this first show following his death, they gave no indication. Their smiles were wide and bright. 

A  brass  band  led  the  parade  past  the  grandstands  where  Lincoln  and  Seth  sat,  along  with thousands  of  others.  Seth's  jaw  fell  open  as  he  watched  the  spectacle  pass  by.  For  a  worldly individual, he could be childlike sometimes. 

"There must be hundreds of people involved," Seth breathed. "My God!" He leaned forward and squinted at the large glass container passing by on the back of a horse-drawn cart. The box contained water and a woman. "Is that a mermaid?" 

"No," Lincoln said. "Mermaids aren't real." 

Seth sat back with a  humph. "Spoil sport." 

Lincoln  refrained  from  retorting  that  Seth  should  know  better,  given  his  education.  Clearly  a good education and gullibility weren't mutually exclusive. 

The  menagerie  split  up  and  filled  the  three  rings  and  two  stages.  Riders  performed  tricks  on horseback  in  one  ring,  acrobats  tumbled  in  another,  elephants  lifted  their  left  fore-legs  in  unison  in another, while a vaudevillian show and ballet occupied the stages. 

"I don't know where to look," Seth said, his gaze flicking between each of the performances. 

"That's the point," Lincoln told him. 

"What?" 

He  sounded  distracted,  but  Lincoln  explained  anyway.  "With  so  many  acts  on  at  once,  it's impossible  to  see  everything.  You'll  leave  here  today  wanting  to  come  back  and  see  the  things  you missed. You'll buy another ticket for tomorrow on your way out." 

"Or get one the way you did." Seth flashed him a grin, but it quickly withered and he turned back to the show. 

Lincoln  had  been  prepared  to  pay  for  tickets,  but  it  seemed  all  of  London  wanted  to  see  the famous  Barnum  and  Bailey  circus,  and  the  show  was  sold  out.  Lincoln  had  resorted  to  picking  the pocket of a passing gentleman. 

Seth applauded along with the audience as an aerialist dressed in short pantaloons somersaulted in mid-air and caught a swinging bar high above them. "Charlie would love this." Lincoln felt Seth's gaze burning into him. "You should bring her when she comes home," he went on. 

Lincoln didn't bother correcting him. It never seemed to sink in that Charlie wasn't coming back, no matter how many times Lincoln told him. 

Lincoln stood and headed back down the aisle, away from the spectacles. He didn't wait to see if Seth followed but he heard his footsteps. 

"Was it something I said?" The pout in Seth's voice was as much an act as the performances in

the rings. 

Lincoln  fisted  his  hand  at  his  side.  Hitting  Seth  wouldn't  be  wise  when  he  wanted  to  move around the Olympia undetected. Maybe later, after they'd finished investigating, he'd offer to spar with him to relieve some tension. They both needed to get it out of their system. 

They skirted the perimeter of the enormous Olympia theater. Most of the spectators were inside watching  the  displays,  giving  the  sideshow  freaks  time  to  themselves,  away  from  their  booths. 

Nobody paid Lincoln and Seth any attention, not even when Seth gawped at the oddities. 

"Did you see that girl?" he whispered. "She has two heads!" 

Lincoln didn't think he warranted an answer, so he gave none. 

"Blimey, that man has three legs." A moment later, Seth made a horrified sound. "I've seen some hairy women in my time, but she takes the cake. Do you think she's just a man dressed like a woman?" 

"Ask her for proof." 

"Do you think she'd mind?" 

Lincoln's gaze slid to Seth to see if he was serious. Seth kept a straight face; it would seem he didn't realize Lincoln had made a joke. 

After several moments of silence, in which he continued to stare at the circus folk, Seth finally said,  "If  the  thin  man  and  the  fat  lady  had  children  together,  do  you  think  they  would  be  normal,  or either thin or fat?" 

There  was  no  point  joking  about  the  logistics  of  such  an  arrangement  if  Seth  wasn't  going  to laugh, even though Lincoln could think of several comments that would have had Charlie smirking at the very least. 

He  strode  on  in  search  of  the  strong  man's  neighbor,  Lionel  the  lion-faced  man.  That  morning, during a brief visit to the lodging house where the victim was found dead in his room, Lincoln had overheard the landlady give the police the name of the lodger occupying the next room. There'd been too  many  policemen  crawling  through  the  house  to  take  a  closer  look  or  speak  to  her  then.  Lincoln would return later that night for a more thorough investigation. 

In the meantime, he could question the lion-faced man. They found him in a tent at the back of the Olympia grounds, sipping tea and chatting to another man with scaly skin on his neck and face. They were wrapped in woolen cloaks against the cold, but neither wore hats or gloves. Lionel was indeed covered with real hair growing out of his skin. It was a soft golden brown color, like that on the top of his  head,  and  covered  every  inch  of  his  face  except  for  his  eyes  and  mouth.  A  lion  was  an  apt description. 

"You speak with him," Seth whispered. "I'll wait here." 

"He looks like a lion, he doesn't behave like one." 

"How do you know? Have you ever met a lion-faced man before? And that other fellow looks like a lizard." Seth shivered. "It's not normal." 

Lincoln stopped and rounded on his employee. "You're coming. You might be needed." 

Seth took a step back. In alarm? "What for?" 

"Talking."  People  found  Seth  charming.  He  was  good  at  setting  folk  at  ease,  and  that  could  be useful when questioning witnesses. On this occasion, however, Lincoln doubted Seth's charm would work when he seemed so uneasy himself. 

Lincoln  approached  the  two  men.  Both  watched  warily,  but  made  no  challenge.  "Are  you Lionel?" He wished the landlady had mentioned his last name, but Lionel was all Lincoln had heard. 

Lionel nodded cautiously. "It's Ira, actually. Ira Irwin. Lionel is a stage name." 

"Who're you?" the lizard-man snapped. 

"We're private inquiry agents, employed by Mr. Barnum and Mr. Bailey to find O'Neill's killer," 

Lincoln said. 

"Isn't that what the police are for?" 

"The police in England aren't very efficient." 

Irwin snorted. "Much like our American ones." 

"So  Bailey  hired  you,  eh?"  Lizard's  brows  lifted.  Now  that  he  was  closer,  Lincoln  could  see there  weren't  actual  scales  on  the  man's  face  but  an  intricate  tatoo  made  to  resemble  scales.  "Can't believe he'd spend money on one of us freaks." 

"He wants to catch the killer and see him brought to justice." 

Both Irwin and Lizard snorted. "You mean he wants to make a dollar out of it somehow," Lizard said. 

The light breeze drifted through the tent opening and brushed the hair on Irwin's face like grass in a meadow. "So you want to ask me some questions?" he asked in his American drawl. "I can only tell you what I already told the police. I heard nothing before the gunshot. It woke me up and set my heart racing. Took me a few moments to figure out what it was, and when I did, I got out of bed and went to investigate.  The  hall  was  empty  at  first,  then  Mrs.  Mather,  the  landlady,  joined  me,  and  the  other circus performers lodging in her house too. When we were all assembled, we realized O'Neill wasn't with  us,  so  we  knocked  on  his  door.  There  was  no  answer  so  we  went  inside  and  saw…"  He wrinkled his hairy nose. "There was blood everywhere, and his face was blown off." 

Lizard rested a hand on Irwin's shoulder. Both men bowed their heads. 

"I keep seeing the scene in my head," Irwin went on, his voice thin and tight. "All that blood and bits of brain everywhere. I don't envy Mrs. Mather cleaning it up." 

"Did you hear any other noises, either before or immediately after?" Lincoln asked. 

"Like I said, I was asleep before. After, maybe I heard some footsteps running off, but I can't be sure. I was still trying to figure out what had woken me." 

"Did O'Neill have any enemies within the circus?" Seth asked. "Anyone who might want to harm him?" 

"No!" Lizard cried. "We're like family, even the non-freaks." 

"He wasn't a freak?" 

"He was normal, just like you, only he was real strong." 

"Was there any trickery to his feats of strength?" Lincoln asked. "Hidden wires and pulleys?" 

"No," Irwin said, sounding offended. "He was as real as I am." He grabbed a fistful of hair on his forehead and tugged. It didn't come away. 

Seth's swallow was audible. "We believe you," he said quickly. "Just trying to establish facts. So you can't think of anyone he wronged?" 

"No," Lizard said, as Irwin shook his head. 

"What about women?" Lincoln asked. 

"What about them?" Irwin said. 

"Did any go to his room?" 

"On occasion." He glanced at Lizard. 

Lizard nodded. "Go on. If it'll help find who did this, tell him." 

"He would meet up with one of the dancers sometimes," Irwin said. "I could hear them through the wall." 

"Her name?" 

"I don't know. She's a Polak, I think." 

"Ela," Lizard said. 

"How do you know?" 

Lizard winked at his friend. "I asked her." 

Irwin blinked. "Oh. Of course." 

"She's  very  beautiful,"  Lizard  went  on.  "She's  got  hair  like  midnight  and  skin  like  milk.  If  you wait for the dancers to finish the show, you'll see her. She's the prettiest and has the best figure." His tongue  darted  out  and  licked  his  lower  lip.  Lincoln  wondered  if  he  knew  it  made  him  even  more lizard-like. Perhaps that was why he did it. 

"Thank you." Lincoln walked out of the tent. 

A  moment  later,  Seth  caught  up  to  him.  "That  was  interesting,"  he  said.  When  Lincoln  didn't respond,  he  elaborated.  "Perhaps  the  killer  didn't  kill  the  strong  man  because  of  his  supernatural ability. Perhaps it was Irwin. Did you notice the way he spoke about the dancer? I'd wager he was in love with her, but she shunned him for the better looking man. When Irwin saw her with O'Neill, he killed him out of jealousy." 

Lincoln shook his head. "His account of last night wasn't fabricated. 

"How do you know?" 

"I just do." Lincoln's psychic senses may not be very strong, but he could sometimes tell when he was  being  lied  to,  although  not  always.  Irwin  was  what  Lincoln  called  "readable."  The  man  hadn't lied. 

Still, Seth might be right. The strong man's death could have nothing to do with his supernatural power. It shouldn't be too difficult to find out if anyone wished to kill him out of jealousy. 

"Are we going to find Ela the dancer?" Seth asked, keeping pace. 

"Yes." 

"Good." 

Lincoln rolled his eyes but Seth was looking forward and wouldn't have seen. 

They made their way back to the main building, where two men stood guard at the rear doors, ordering curious onlookers to move on. Applause filtered out from inside, and the band struck up a bold, brassy tune. 

"You take the smaller one," Lincoln told Seth. 

Seth caught his jacket sleeve. Lincoln glared at him until he let go. "Are you mad?" Seth hissed. 

"It's broad daylight! We'll be spotted." 

"Pull your hat brim lower." 

"That's it? That's your suggested disguise?" 

Lincoln adjusted his hat and pulled up his coat collar. 

He  left  Seth  and  wandered  over  to  the  burlier  of  the  two  guards.  The  man's  thick  neck  bulged over his collar and his eyes almost disappeared into the surrounding fat. 

"This is a restricted area," the man said. "Move along." 

With  a  small  twist  of  his  arm,  Lincoln  dropped  the  knife  he  kept  tucked  up  his  sleeve  into  his palm. He showed it to the guard. "  You move, or I will kill you." 

Seth had decided to join in, and snuck up behind the other fellow. He must have shoved the point of his knife into the man's back because he lurched forward. "No harm will come to you if you move now,"  Seth  said  to  his  man.  "If  you  don't,  there'll  be  chaos,  and  I  don't  think  your  bosses  will appreciate the bad publicity." 

The  two  men  exchanged  glances,  but  neither  moved.  They  didn't  look  particularly  bright.  The stupid ones usually needed decisions to be made for them. Lincoln thrust the blade forward, causing

the big fellow to spring back on surprisingly nimble feet and swear loudly. 

Lincoln  dodged  to  his  right  and,  when  the  guard  moved  to  catch  him,  changed  direction  and slipped  in  behind  him.  He  thrust  the  knife  into  the  man's  back  as  Seth  had  done  to  his  opponent.  It wasn't lost on Lincoln that his employee had chosen a better approach than he had. He pushed harder, digging through the layers of clothing to skin. The music drew closer. There was no time for delay. 

"To  the  wagon,"  he  said,  hustling  the  guard  toward  a  small,  crimson  wagon  with  gold  lions, mermaids and tigers painted on the side. Lincoln recognized it from the parade. "Get inside." 

"We just want to talk to one of the girls," Seth told them as he hustled his guard forward too. "No harm will come to her or anyone else." 

"Then why not just pass us some ready?" his guard said. "We arrange meetings between the girls and toffs all the time." 

"Is that so?" Seth growled, no doubt for Lincoln's benefit. "How much?" 

"For you, two quid each." 

"That's bloody robbery! We only want to talk." 

"That's what they all say." 

"One," Lincoln said. "Or we do this our way." He let his fellow go, but remained sprung, ready to attack. 

The man simply held out his palm. When Lincoln didn't move, Seth paid him. 

All four returned to the doors. A group of children approached, excited grins on their faces. "Git lost," the thick-necked guard snarled at them. "You ain't allowed back here." 

"We only want to look," said a sandy-haired boy with freckles. 

"I said, git lost!" The guard raised his hand, but Lincoln caught it. 

The children scampered away and Lincoln let go. 

"I weren't going to hit him," the guard mumbled. "Just give him a scare." 

The  doors  opened  and  performers  spilled  into  the  wintry  sunshine.  Further  along,  the  animals and their handlers used an unguarded exit. 

"Do you know Ela the dancer?" Lincoln asked the guard. 

The fellow's gaze narrowed. "You a lord?" 

"No." 

"Rich?" 

Lincoln merely looked at him. 

The guard's top lip curled up. "You ain't got no chance with Ela if you ain't a lord or rich." 

"That's not what I hear." 

"Or  a  strong  man,"  the  guard  added,  with  a  chuckle  that  made  the  flesh  of  his  neck  shake  like jelly. 

Lincoln watched the procession of acrobats dressed in white tights and red costumes, cut low at the bust and high up the thighs like Elizabethan trunk hose. 

"Does Ela have regular liaisons with any of the other performers?" Lincoln asked the guard. 

"Why do you want to know?" 

"We're  private  inquiry  agents,  looking  into  the  death  of  Patrick  O'Neill.  The  police  here  in England  are  useless,  and  your  employers  want  to  find  the  killer."  If  the  story  had  worked  once,  it should work again. 

It did. The guard nodded his approval. "Good. Glad they're doing something right by the acts for once." He  stroked  his heavy  jaw.  "She weren't  with  anyone  else that  I  knew, just  the  strongman.  Of course, there were others outside the circus." 

"Lords or rich men?" 

"Both." 

"Do you have any names?" 

"No." His hand whipped out and he grabbed the arm of one of the girls walking past—a pretty dark-haired  girl  with  a  tiny  waist  and  large  bosom  that  was  barely  covered  by  the  flimsy  outfit. 

"Gentleman here wants to speak with you, Ela." 

Ela told the other dancers that she would meet them later, after she found out if "this one" was

"worth it." She spoke in her native Polish, a language Lincoln was familiar with. 

She  turned  a  bright  smile  onto  him.  It  became  even  brighter  when  Seth  joined  them.  "  Two handsome gentlemen?" she said in a thick accent. "I am lucky girl." 

"We want to speak with you," Lincoln said. 

Seth  held  up  his  hand  for  silence.  Lincoln  clamped  his  teeth  together.  "My  dear,"  Seth  said, turning on his smile. "It's Ela, isn't it?" 

She nodded. "And you are?" 

"Lord Vickers." He removed his hat and swept into a low bow. 

The girl held out her hand and Seth kissed it. "I am pleased to meet you, Lord Vickers. Did you and your friend enjoy our performance?" 

"Very much. You danced beautifully. So graceful! So elegant!" 

"Thank you. You are very kind." She placed a hand on her hip and lowered her heavily made-up eyelids. The coquettish move made Seth stand straighter. 

"We have some questions for you regarding the death of Mr. O'Neill," Lincoln said. 

Everything about her suddenly changed, from her assured stance to the color of her face. It was as if her life force drained out of her. Her lower lip wobbled and she bit it. If it was an act, Lincoln couldn't detect the lie. 

With  a  jerk  of  her  head,  she  led  them  away  from  the  eavesdroppers.  "Why  are  you  asking questions about Patrick?" 

Lincoln repeated his story. "Did he have any enemies within the circus?" 

She shook her head. "Everyone like Patrick. He was kind, good." 

"Was he your only lover here?" 

Seth shook his head and muttered something Lincoln couldn't hear. Lincoln ignored him. 

Ela gasped and placed a hand to her bosom. "I find your question very rude, sir." 

"Just answer it. Please." 

Her lips flattened. "I have no other circus lover, only him. I know why you are asking this, and I think you are wrong. No one in the circus would kill Patrick. No one. We are like family." 

"What about someone from outside the circus? Did any of your English gentlemen friends resent that you had another lover?" 

She  folded  her  arms  beneath  her  bosom,  pushing  them  up.  Seth  shifted  his  stance.  "No  one outside circus knew about Patrick and me," Ela said. 

"Are you sure?" 

"I  cannot  be  certain,  no."  She  studied  her  painted  fingernails,  and  Lincoln  waited  for  her  to continue. She had something further to say, he was sure of it. "There is one man who is, how you say? 

Persist?" 

"Persistent," Seth said. 

"Yes, persistent. He demands to see me every night after the second show, and wishes for me to stay with him in his house until morning. But I cannot. I need to sleep, and Mr. Bailey would be very

angry if he found out. So would Patrick, if he knew," she added with a quiet sigh. "Poor Patrick." 

"Did you love him?" Seth asked. 

"Bah! Love is for rich girls, not poor. I like Patrick, but he is—was—a circus man, and I do not want to be in circus my whole life." 

"Would your persistent gentleman friend have saved you from this life?" 

"No.  He  was  a  lord,  or  lord's  son.  I  am  not  for  marrying,  so  he  tell  me.  He  only  wed  English girl."  She  swore  in  Polish.  There  was  no  equivalent  in  English,  but  it  wasn't  a  word  Lincoln associated with delicate dancers. 

"Do you think he knew about your relationship with O'Neill?" Lincoln asked. 

"No. I tell him he is only one. That is best way." 

That didn't mean he hadn't found out. "This man's name?" 

She  bit  her  lip  and  it  took  some  gentle  coaxing  from  Seth  to  get  her  to  talk  again.  "Andrew. 

Andrew Buchanan." 

                                   

CHAPTER 3

N either Andrew Buchanan nor his stepmother, Julia, were at Harcourt House, so Lincoln instructed Gus to drive on to Lichfield. Upon entering the long, sweeping drive, it became clear why no one was at home at Harcourt House—Julia's carriage stood behind the conveyances of Lords Gillingham and Marchbank, and General Eastbrooke. 

"Want me to turn about, sir?" Gus shouted over the rumble of wheels. 

"Drive  on,"  Lincoln  said.  He  had  to  face  the  committee  members  sooner  or  later.  It  was surprising  that  he  hadn't  seen  them  for  some  time—since  before  Charlie  left.  Breaking  the  news  to them about her departure would be…interesting. 

Gus  stopped  alongside  the  other  carriages  so  that  Lincoln  could  enter  via  the  front  door, something he rarely did. Doyle met him and informed him that the visitors were waiting in the newly refurbished drawing room upstairs, rather than the smaller downstairs parlor. 

"They insisted on staying, sir." Doyle kept his voice low as he took Lincoln's coat and gloves. 

"Bring tea," Lincoln said. 

"Tea has been served, sir." 

Lincoln made his way up to the drawing room. He'd been in it only once since the new furniture arrived  from  France.  He'd  been  avoiding  the  room.  The  new  pieces  had  been  chosen  by  Charlie during their recent Parisian sojourn, and he saw her touch in everything. At least this time he would be distracted by the committee members and their inevitable barrage of questions. 

"Finally!" Gillingham grumbled. "We've been waiting an age for you." 

"It hasn't been that long, Gilly," the general chided. He greeted Lincoln with a curt nod. 

Lincoln responded with a nod of his own. It was the same manner in which they'd greeted one another since Lincoln could remember. 

Lord Marchbank sat beside Julia on the sofa, furthest from the crackling fire. His greeting was a bland, "Afternoon, Fitzroy." Of all the committee members, he was the one Lincoln respected. There was no guile in him, no false flattery or hidden agenda. He made sound, succinct comments when he had something to say and kept to himself when he did not. He was gruff, honest, and appreciated those who were honest in return. 

Julia was his opposite in every way. From her perfectly coifed hair to her shiny black boots, she was every inch a lady. She wore pearl drop earrings today and a matching pearl necklace that she'd looped  around  her  slender  white  throat  three  times.  There  were  more  rings  on  her  fingers  than  the queen's, and a pearl and jet butterfly broach took up most of her jacket lapel. The effect was too much for daywear. While he was far from being an expert on the nature of women, he knew a little about behaviors in the animal kingdom. Her elaborate display was perhaps an attempt to catch his eye, or to outshine the woman she saw as her rival. 

The woman who was conspicuous by her absence. 

"Is Charlie not with you?" Julia asked, peering past him to the door. 

He braced himself. "She's gone." 

Julia's breath hitched. Her eyes widened ever so slightly as she once again peered past Lincoln, as if she expected him to be joking. 

"Gone?" Both Marchbank and Eastbrooke repeated. 

"What do you mean, gone?" Gillingham said. "Gone where?" 

"She no longer lives here." Lincoln settled on a chair by the window, where it was coldest. The drawing room was larger than the parlor, and not even the blazing fire warmed the entire room. It was the first time he'd spent more than a few moments in it, and already he disliked it. He couldn't put his finger on why. 

"Where is she now?" Eastbrooke asked. 

"That is not your affair," Lincoln said. 

As he suspected, Gillingham's protest was the loudest and involved a spray of spittle. "It most certainly  is!  We  are  the  committee.  It's  our  right  to  know  everything  that  goes  on  in  the  ministry, including the location of the most dangerous supernatural." 

Lincoln didn't bother responding. If he walked out now, would they pursue him? Probably. 

"Agreed," the general said, pushing to his feet in a show of superiority. He had always liked to display his physical strength in one way or another. He could no longer beat Lincoln, or order anyone to beat him, but it had never stopped the general from trying to manage him. The man hadn't realized that he couldn't control Lincoln—or the other committee members—anymore. It would come as a rude shock one day. 

"Why won't you tell us?" Julia asked, all innocence. "We're as invested in her safety as you are." 

He knew her well enough to know when she was lying. Did the others detect it, or was he more in tune with her because he'd made the mistake of being intimate with her? 

"Is she in London?" Gillingham asked when Lincoln still didn't answer. 

"She is not at Lichfield. That's all you need to know." 

Gillingham  smashed  the  end  of  his  walking  stick  into  the  floor.  "Damn  it,  man!  We  must  be informed." 

"No, you must not." 

Gillingham  swore,  completely  disregarding  Julia's  presence.  Not  that  she  seemed  to  notice  or care. She'd probably heard worse. She'd certainly said worse. She had quite a filthy tongue when she shed her noble façade. 

Eastbrooke  sat  again  with  a  loud  click  of  his  tongue,  but  he  didn't  protest  or  ask  for  more information. Of all of them, he knew how useless it was to swear at Lincoln or cajole, beg, or trick him  into  capitulating  once  he'd  made  up  his  mind  about  something.  When  Lincoln  was  a  child,  his stubbornness  had  earned  him  punishments  that  ranged  from  insults,  isolation,  and  finally  physical violence, mostly from his tutors but sometimes from the general himself, when he returned home from his military campaigns. Even after Lincoln grew strong enough to fight back, and his skills surpassed even  those  of  his  tutors,  the  general  would  still  try  to  "knock  some  sense"  into  him,  one  way  or another. He finally ceased trying to break Lincoln's stubbornness after Lincoln killed Gurry, one of his tutors. 

"Keep  your  secret,  if  you  like,"  Marchbank  said.  "I'm  simply  glad  you  came  to  your  senses, finally." 

The  other  three  turned  to  him,  once  again  protesting  at  being  left  out  of  the  decision  making process. Lincoln wondered which of them really wanted to know where he'd sent Charlie, and which simply resented him overruling their authority. 

It was Julia who finally called for calm. Nobody spoke as she poured tea into a cup, got up and handed it to Lincoln. The perfect hostess. Except it wasn't her place to act as mistress of the house. 

Lincoln considered refusing the cup, but decided that would be petty. 

"Did you send her away, or did she go of her own accord?" she asked. 

"That is irrelevant." Charlie was gone, and that was that. 

She  blew  out  a  frustrated  breath.  "There  is  no  need  for  this  secrecy.  We're  satisfied  that  she's gone. It's what we all wanted." 

He  did  not  remind  her  that  at  least  one  member  would  have  preferred  Charlie  be  eliminated altogether.  He  eyed  Gillingham  over  the  rim  of  his  teacup  as  he  sipped.  The  coward  flushed  and looked away. 

Julia returned to the sofa and perched on the edge, her hands placed in her lap, the picture of a well brought up lady. Few knew that a snake lurked beneath that respectable, poised exterior. Lincoln knew better than anyone. What he didn't know was how much of her waspishness stemmed from her jealousy over Charlie, and how much was innate. Each private discussion between he and Julia since Charlie's  arrival  had  become  more  and  more  uncomfortable,  as  she'd  allowed  her  mask  of pleasantness and respectability to slip. She'd thrown herself at him, begged him, threatened him, and once, tried to claw at his face, all because he refused to resume their liaison. Finally, shortly before he  and  Charlie  had  left  for  Paris,  she  had  calmly  pointed  out  every  reason  why  he  should  send  her away.  None  of  those  reasons  were  ones  he  hadn't  already  considered.  No  doubt  Julia  would  see Charlie's banishment as a victory. 

He tapped the side of his cup and counted the ripples on the tea's surface. After a moment, his temper had dampened enough that he could discuss recent events. "I assume you are here because of the death reported in this morning's papers," he said. At their nods, he added, "I've already begun my investigation. It's unclear whether this death is linked to those of Drinkwater and Brumley—" 

"Of course it is," Gillingham bit off. "It must be." 

"Why?" 

"He could move objects with his mind, like Drinkwater. Couldn't he?" 

"He could." Lincoln glared at Gillingham, hoping to get him to say more than he wanted to. Of all the committee members, he was the easiest to intimidate. "How do you know?" 

Gillingham snorted. "I read about his superior strength in the article reporting on his death in this morning's papers. Nobody is that strong." 

"With  Drinkwater  fresh  in  our  minds,"  the  general  said,  "is  it  surprising  that  we  immediately thought O'Neill was a supernatural? I too was skeptical about his feats of strength." 

"I recognized his name from the archives," Julia said. "After checking, I sent word to everyone to meet here this afternoon to discuss it with you." 

O'Neill  was  hardly  a  memorable  name,  but  he  didn't  question  her.  "As  I  said,  I  have  already begun investigating." 

"And?" the general prompted. 

"And there is nothing to report yet." 

Gillingham clicked his tongue. "Come on, man, we are not the enemy! You must tell us what you know." 

"I will," Lincoln said through a tight jaw, "once I've learned something." 

Eastbrooke held up his hands. "Very well, very well. We'll leave it with you. No, Gilly," he said when Gillingham protested. "He has never failed to keep us informed of ministry business." 

"The  necromancer  is  ministry  business,  and  he  has  failed  to  keep  us  informed  of  her whereabouts." Gillingham stamped his stick into the floor again and pushed himself to his feet. "Good day, gentlemen, Julia." 

"I'm going too," Marchbank announced, standing. 

They departed, along with Eastbrooke, but Julia remained. It would probably be rude of him to ask her to leave. 

"You look very tired, Lincoln," she said, frowning. "Is something troubling you?" 

"No," he lied. 

"I'm glad to hear it." She smiled. "I'm sure that many of your troubles have disappeared now." 

She came to where he sat, her steps slow and light, as if she glided across the floor. She rested a hand on his shoulder. "Perhaps you're tired because you're not sleeping well." 

"That is generally the cause of tiredness." 

Her  hand  moved  from  his  shoulder  to  his  neck.  Her  fingers  skimmed  his  hairline.  She  leaned down so that the swell of her breasts brushed his cheek. "Perhaps you're not sleeping well because you're  frustrated,"  she  whispered.  "I  have  a  special  remedy  for  frustration.  A  remedy  that  you  once desired very much." 

Her  misguided  confidence  in  her  own  appeal  would  have  been  laughable  if  it  weren't  so pathetic. How had he ever thought her alluring? She repulsed him now. 

She  touched  his  tie  to  loosen  it,  but  he  caught  her  hand.  "I  no  longer  desire  your  particular remedy. Good day, Julia." 

She hopped off the chair arm and stepped back. Tears welled in her eyes, as if his words had stung, but he couldn't be sure if they were real tears or false. 

"She's  gone,  Lincoln."  Her  usually  lilting  voice  turned  ugly.  "Your  little   affaire  de  coeur  is over." 

He finished his tea as slowly and deliberately as he could. He counted the seconds in his head. 

"Whether you sent her away or she left of her own accord doesn't matter. She's gone, and it's for the best. You'll miss her for a few weeks, but it will pass and you will once again be as you were." 

A few weeks. He wanted to ask if she could be more specific, but didn't. She might not even be telling the truth. As far as he was aware, she'd never been in—

He dropped the cup back in its saucer and tossed them both onto the table beside him. It clattered and possibly chipped, but he didn't care. "That's enough, Julia. It's time you left." 

She pressed her hand to her heaving breast. "I—I need to speak with you about something else first. Something of a personal nature." 

"More personal than what we've already been discussing?" 

She blinked. "Yes." She crossed to the double doors and shut them. "I want you to speak to Mr. 

Golightly on my behalf." 

Lincoln  righted  the  cup  and  placed  it  in  the  saucer.  The  rim  was  indeed  chipped.  "The  stage manager at The Alhambra? Why?" 

She drew in a deep breath and let it out again. "I had an arrangement with him after I severed my connection  to  The  Al  before  my  marriage.  He  agreed  to  ensure  that  no  one  in  his  employ  would publicly connect Lady Harcourt with Miss D.D. the dancer. After Merry Drinkwater's recent threats to expose me, I've become concerned that he isn't keeping up his end of our bargain." 

"He can't control what people say once they leave his employ." 

"He  should  try!"  Her  voice  rose,  along  with  her  bosom  as  she  heaved  in  another  breath.  "Oh, Lincoln, she almost exposed me." 

"Almost, but not quite. How fortunate that you came up with an arrangement to satisfy her and keep her quiet." That arrangement being the kidnapping of Charlie and Gus so that Charlie could raise Mrs.  Drinkwater's  dead  supernatural  husband.  Those  dark  hours  when  Lincoln  hadn't  known  where Charlie was still ate at him. He had never known real fear until the moment when he learned that she'd

been taken, perhaps killed. He never wanted to experience it again. It was after he'd learned of Julia's involvement that he'd begun to see her for the selfish woman she truly was. It had taken every ounce of his control not to kill her. The irony wasn't lost on him that he wouldn't have had that self-control if it weren't for Charlie believing he had it in him. 

"Please, Lincoln." She placed her palms on his chest, tilted her chin and blinked watery eyes at him. "Please speak with Golightly and get his assurance that nothing like that will happen again." 

He  plucked  off  her  hands  then  let  them  go.  "That  is  your  affair,  not  mine.  Speak  to  Golightly yourself." 

"But I'll be seen!" 

"Then write him a letter." 

"So he or that horrid Redding woman can keep it and use it against me?" She bit her wobbling lip, and this time he believed that her tears were real. "She never did like me, the jealous minx. Not once Andrew and I…not after he began paying me attention." 

He passed her his handkerchief. "Speaking of Buchanan, do you know about your stepson's latest interest?" 

She paused, perhaps needing a moment to adjust to the change in topic. "Interest?" 

"Her name is Ela." 

She  swallowed.  "Oh.  That  sort  of  interest.  No,  I  didn't  know  about  her."  She  lifted  her  chin, stretching her throat above the high lace ruffle of her collar. "Who is she?" 

"A dancer with the circus." 

Her bark of laughter held no humor. "Of course she is." 

"You haven't seen her at Harcourt House?" 

"God, no! No gentleman brings home his mistress for the world, and the servants, to see. That's obscene." 

She should know, having been a gentleman's mistress prior to her marriage. Lincoln wasn't sure how she'd convinced Lord Harcourt, Andrew's father, to marry her, and he didn't want to know. The agreement struck up with Golightly had probably helped her cause considerably. Harcourt had been a respected, conservative nobleman—he wouldn't want the world thinking he'd fallen for a dancer. The fact that Julia was a headmaster's daughter had been enough of a scandal at the time. 

"They  must  have  hired  a  room  somewhere  for  the  purpose."  She  strode  away,  her  deep  plum skirts swishing around her ankles. She trailed her fingers along the back of the sofa then turned to face him, her back to the fire. Her eyes seemed to glisten, but whether from unshed tears or something else, he couldn't be sure. "Did you mention this Ela woman merely to see my reaction, Lincoln? Are you curious to know if I'm jealous of her?" 

Lincoln knew that Julia and Andrew had a dalliance before she met Andrew's father. He wasn't as sure whether their affair had continued after Lord Harcourt's death, although it wouldn't surprise him if they had an arrangement. It would be easy enough, since they lived in the same house and both had passionate natures that neither seemed fully able to control. But there was a tension between them with  a  sharp,  cruel  edge  to  it.  Lincoln  didn't  know  the  source  of  the  tension,  nor  did  he  understand why  they  stayed  together  in  the  same  house  if  they  didn't  like  one  another.  Their  relationship,  like many, was a mystery to him. 

He blamed his lack of understanding on a deficiency in his education. He'd been taught a broad range  of  subjects,  but  his  lack  of  interaction  with  other  people  meant  he  felt  like  he  was  always observing through a window, unable to hear the conversation on the other side. 

Charlie  had  been  good  at  understanding  people.  Years  of  living  with  gangs  on  the  street  had
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honed  senses  Lincoln  doubted  he  even  possessed.  She  could  quickly  identify  subtle  changes  in  the mood  of  others  and  the  meaning  behind  facial  expressions  and  tone  of  voice.  She  knew  how  to express her feelings, and how to coax the best out of people. And sometimes the worst. 

"Lincoln? Are you listening to me?' 

He  snapped  his  gaze  back  to  Julia.  "Buchanan  is  your  stepson,"  he  said.  "Why  would  you  be jealous of his latest paramour?" It wasn't the cleverest thing he'd said all day, and the stiffening of her spine cued him into her opinion of it. 

She sniffed. "Paramour is not quite the appropriate word, in this case. I prefer to use whore." 

"She was also O'Neill's lover," he told her. 

"Ah. That explains your questions. And here I thought it was to goad me." 

"I don't goad." 

Her lips flattened. "I'm sure the dancer is merely a passing infatuation for Andrew, but please, ask him yourself. I'm sure he would love to answer your questions." 

Unlikely. 

"Do you know how long the circus is in London?" she asked. 

"Until February, I believe." 

"That long?" She turned her back to him and held her hands out to the fire. A few deep breaths later, she turned once again and plastered a smile on her face. "I'm holding a Christmas ball soon. I'd like you to come." 

"I'm too busy." 

"I haven't told you which night. Besides, everyone will be there." 

She'd said something similar when she wanted him to attend another ball three months prior. In that instance, she'd used the carrot of the Prince or Wales's presence. Lincoln had gone only to see the man who'd fathered him. It was the first time he had been in the same room as the prince, and it would hopefully be the last. He wanted nothing more to do with him. 

Julia  approached  and  took  his  hands  in  hers.  "I'll  send  you  an  invitation.  Now,  what  does  a woman need to do to get an invitation to dinner at Lichfield?" 

"I rarely dine at an appropriate hour for company." 

"You're home now. We could pass the time in here or…elsewhere until the gong." 

"I have work to do." 

She pouted. "Don't be difficult, Lincoln." She stroked his jaw, and once again he had to catch her hand. 

"Good  day,  Julia."  He  tugged  the  bell  pull  beside  the  door.  Doyle  must  have  been  hovering nearby, because he appeared mere seconds later. "See Lady Harcourt out," Lincoln said. 

Julia swept past him. He didn't need anyone to interpret her facial expression for him this time. 

The set of her jaw and diamond-hard stare gave him enough clues. That and her silence. 

PATRICK  O'NEILL  MUST  HAVE  BEEN  a  valued  member  of  Barnum  and  Bailey's  troupe  to  get  his  own private  room  in  Mrs.  Mather's  lodging  house.  Other  bedrooms  housed  two,  three  or  four  lodgers, sometimes  sharing  the  same  bed.  Lincoln  had  peered  into  each  room  to  ascertain  the  layout  of  the house before returning to O'Neill's to begin his search. 

Although he hadn't been inside the house the day before, he had been close enough to overhear

the detective inspector speaking with Mrs. Mather, and he had seen their faces as they both gazed up at  the  third  window  from  the  right  on  the  second  story.  It  had  been  easy  to  use  window  ledges  and shutter corners to scale the wall, but he would have found another way in if the relevant window had been closed. Fortunately it was open, most likely to let fresh air into a room where the scent of death still lingered beneath the equally pungent smell of carbolic soap. 

The room itself was little wider than the bed. A small table had been wedged between the bed and wall, a candle burned almost to a stub on the surface. There were no lamps or other lighting. Not that Lincoln would use them if they were available. The moonlight filtering through the window was enough. That and instinct. 

The mattress had been removed, along with the linen, but dark patches of what he supposed were bloodstains could still be seen splattered over the floral wallpaper behind the bed. 

Lincoln worked quickly, first checking the two drawers in the dressing table. They held O'Neill's personal items—comb and hair oil, beard trimmer, a bible, rosary, ink, pen, blotter and paper. Four letters written on thin paper were tucked into the corner, all dated after the troupe's arrival in London, and all from family members still living in Ireland. Lincoln recognized their names from the ministry archives.  He  skimmed  the  contents  as  best  as  he  could,  given  the  poor  light,  and  skimmed  his fingertips over the blank papers, feeling for indentations made from the pen on the sheet that had been above it. Nothing of use. He flipped through the pages of the bible, but nothing fell out. 

He  moved  to  the  traveling  trunk  stored  at  the  foot  of  the  bed.  The  lock  had  been  forced  open, most  likely  by  the  police  looking  for  clues.  Moonlight  glinted  off  the  gold  paint  of  a  wide  belt attached to a costume that would have covered very little of O'Neill's body. The idea was probably to show  off  the  man's  musculature,  and  perhaps  to  titillate  the  female  audience.  There  were  other costumes too, one Arabic in nature with pantaloons, and a loincloth made of animal hide. The trunk also contained a shirt, heavy woolen coat, a pair of trousers and old boots. His best suit and shoes must be with the body for burial. If he'd been wearing a nightshirt at the time of death, it had probably found its way to the scrap heap. Aside from a book of Irish ballads, the trunk was empty. 

Lincoln  searched  through  pockets.  He  flipped  through  the  pages  of  the  book.  He  searched everywhere and found exactly what he expected to find—nothing. No evidence of an argument or an enemy,  gambling  debts,  jealous  lover  or  grudges  held.  It  appeared  as  if  O'Neill's  death  had  been  a random attack. 

Someone  in  the  next  room—Ira  Irwin,  most  likely—snored.  Lincoln  had  time  to  go  through everything again. He searched the walls and floorboards, stepping on a creaking one near the door. 

He  silently  cursed  himself  for  the  foolish  mistake  then  listened.  All  seemed  quiet.  Too  quiet.  Irwin had stopped snoring. 

Lincoln  hurriedly  re-checked  the  letters,  books  and  papers,  then  moved  back  to  the  clothing. 

Outside in the corridor, a light footstep made him pause. Someone was there. He should leave. 

But he also needed to be sure he hadn't missed anything. He quickly searched through the pockets again, but they were indeed empty, and the linings contained nothing sewn into them. 

He  glanced  at  the  door  as  another  footstep  sounded,  so  light  that  he  questioned  whether  he'd heard it or imagined it. A wise man would escape now. Lincoln was in no mood to be wise tonight, or any  of  these  last  few  nights.  Besides,  there  were  only  O'Neill's  boots  remaining.  He  needed  mere seconds. 

He loosened the bootlaces and thrust his hand inside, stretching his fingers down into the toes of one boot, then the other. 

Paper crinkled. He pulled it out, stood and dove for the open window, just as the door crashed

back on its hinges. 

"I can't see!" someone shouted. 

"A figure! There! Climbing through the window!" That was Irwin. "Head him off downstairs." 

Lincoln  held  onto  the  window  ledge  and  swung  to  his  left.  He  caught  the  ledge  of  Irwin's window and pulled himself up. He'd had more time to find footholds on his earlier ascent to O'Neill's room,  but  fortunately  the  layout  of  the  building  was  the  same  here  and  he  didn't  have  to  think  too much.  As  he  reached  the  fourth  level,  the  ceiling  height  was  lower,  the  roofline  sloped,  and  it  was easy to reach the eaves. 

Unfortunately, he wasn't fast enough. 

"He's gone up!" Irwin shouted. 

Lincoln gripped the eaves and swung, hand over hand, to the next building. Its roof was lower and Lincoln climbed onto the tiles as quietly as he could. He crossed the gully to the back of the house but  the  wall  was  too  sheer  to  climb  down.  He  ran  up  the  steep,  slippery  pitch  and  glanced  back toward the lodging house. 

Someone  had  the  courage  to  pursue  him.  Someone  fast  and  unafraid  of  heights.  An  aerialist, perhaps. 

Lincoln ran on. He jumped from roof to roof, leaping over narrow lanes where necessary. But he couldn't  continue  forever.  The  roofs  would  come  to  an  end  soon,  and  the  aerialist  hadn't  given  up. 

Lincoln could overpower him if necessary, but he didn't want to harm an innocent man. 

He reached the last roof and balanced on the sloping tiles. He peered over the edge. No shutters, and the window ledges were too far apart. He ran to the back of the house and spotted a sluice pipe running down the wall. There was no time to test its strength. He swung his legs over the eaves and grabbed on with his knees. 

His  descent  was  so  fast  that  he  reached  the  cobbled  yard  before  the  aerialist  peered  over  the edge of the roof. He dodged through an archway to the lane beyond, and ran to his right. Instead of running straight along it, he scaled another wall into another yard, through a gate and into a yard, then a wider lane. 

He knew these streets like he knew the patterns of lines on Charlie's palm. The aerialist did not. 

There  were  no  sounds  of  pursuit;  no  hue  and  cry  had  been  raised.  He  was  very  much  alone  on  the frosty, sooty London evening. He slowed to a brisk walk and headed back toward Highgate. He'd not brought a horse or carriage with him, and the walk was a long one. 

So  he  ran.  Instead  of  allowing  his  mind  to  wander  at  will,  he  forced  himself  to  stay  alert,  to listen and focus on the task at hand. He'd almost missed the piece of paper in the boot, now tucked into  his  pocket.  That  was  sloppy.  He'd  also  almost  been  caught.  That  was  unfortunate.  On  the  other hand, it was also exhilarating. He'd not had a good chase across rooftops in an age. 

Lichfield Towers was in darkness when he arrived. Nobody waited up for him. He hadn't asked them to, and yet he almost wished he had. 

He  shook  off  those  thoughts  and  poured  himself  a  brandy  in  the  library.  By  the  light  of  the candles, he dug the note out of his pocket and read it. It was an address. One he knew well. 

Harcourt House, Mayfair. Julia's home, and Andrew Buchanan's. 

                                   

CHAPTER 4

L incoln was a coward. It wasn't a word he liked to associate with himself, but on this occasion, he could admit it. He hunched into his coat on the street opposite Harcourt House, his hood pulled low, and waited for Julia to leave. More than an hour later, his patience was rewarded as the front door opened and Millard the butler handed her an umbrella. She descended the steps and strolled up the street. Once she was gone from sight, Lincoln approached the house. 

Millard answered his knock. "Lady Harcourt is not at home, sir." 

"I wish to see Mr. Buchanan," Lincoln said. 

"He's not available to callers." 

Meaning he was probably still in bed. Lincoln checked his pocket watch. It was almost midday. 

"Inform  Mr.  Buchanan  that  he  will  make  himself  available  to  discuss  Ela.  If  he's  not  down  within fifteen minutes, I'll come up to his room and drag him out of bed by the ankles." 

Millard didn't blink an eye. He merely stepped aside to allow Lincoln in. "May I take your coat, sir?" 

Fifteen  minutes  later,  Buchanan  ambled  into  the  drawing  room.  He  looked  as  if  someone   had dragged him out of bed by the ankles. His fair hair was flat on one side and stuck out from his head on the other. He rubbed bloodshot eyes and stifled a yawn. 

"Bloody early, ain't it, Fitzroy?" 

"No." 

Buchanan  crossed  to  the  window  and  looked  out.  He  winced  and  rubbed  his  eyes  again,  even though  the  day  wasn't  bright.  "You're  right.  Not  too  early  for  a  drink  at  all."  He  poured  a  snifter  of brandy and offered it to Lincoln. 

Lincoln  shook  his  head  and  Buchanan  sipped  from  the  glass.  "I  believe  you  know  Ela,  one  of Barnum and Bailey's dancers," Lincoln said. 

Buchanan  smirked.  "I   know  her.  Speaking  of  girls,  where's  your  fiancée?  She's  not  with  you today?" 

Julia hadn't told him? "Charlie no longer lives with me." 

Buchanan  lowered  the  glass  and  blinked  slowly,  as  if  waking  from  a  dream.  "You  don't  say. 

Interesting." 

"Why?" 

Buchanan swirled the liquid around the snifter. "Does this mean you're no longer engaged?" 

Blood surged along Lincoln's veins. He forced himself to remain still, and to think. A suitable answer came to him after several thumping heartbeats. "Charlie is too young to get married." 

"Hardly. Girls younger than her have been hitched, or promised." Buchanan's smirk reappeared, more twisted than before. "Besides, she's hardly innocent, given her background. Probably has more experience than me. I wouldn't mind finding out what the little vixen—" 

Lincoln grabbed the turd's throat, cutting off the flow of verbal vomit spewing from his mouth. 

Buchanan choked out something inaudible, and his face turned a satisfying shade of red. 

"If you disparage her again," Lincoln snarled in Buchanan's ear, "I will castrate you and serve your balls to you on a platter. Do you understand?" 

The purple veins on Buchanan's temple stood out in bas-relief. He attempted a nod. 

Lincoln let him go and watched as Buchanan fell to his knees, one hand at his throat, the other holding the snifter steady so that none of the liquid spilled. 

A movement by the door caught Lincoln's attention. Millard stood there, his steady gaze on his master. How much had he seen? After a moment, he merely said, "Is there anything you require, sir?" 

"No," Lincoln said, not caring if Millard had addressed him or Buchanan. "Get up," he ordered Buchanan when Millard backed out of the drawing room and shut the doors, despite not being asked to. "I have questions about Ela." 

"If you want me to talk, you shouldn't've tried to bloody kill me," Buchanan rasped. 

"If  I  wanted  to  kill  you,  you  would  be  dead."  Lincoln  waited  while  Buchanan  got  to  his  feet, drank the rest of his drink, and poured himself another. 

By the time he sat in the armchair, his color had returned to its usual washed-out pallor, although his throat remained red. "What about Ela?" 

"You know her intimately." 

Buchanan held his glass up in salute. "And?" 

"And  did  you  know  that  she  was  also  intimate  with  another  circus  performer  by  the  name  of Patrick O'Neill?" 

"A mick?" He snorted then winced and rubbed his throat. After a long sip, he said, "Thought she had better taste than that. He's not one of those freaks, is he?" 

"He was the strong man." 

Buchanan paused, the glass near his lips. "Was?" 

"He died two nights ago." 

Buchanan nodded thoughtfully then took another sip. "Then she'll be more available now. Twice a week isn't enough." 

Lincoln waited while Buchanan finished the rest of his drink. What had Julia ever seen in this parasite? Perhaps he'd been less of a prick when she'd first met him at The Alhambra. Perhaps their prior  connection,  and  her  subsequent  rejection  of  him  in  favor  of  his  father,  made  her  feel  guilty enough  to  allow  him  to  stay  on  at  Harcourt  House.  Then  again,  Lincoln  wasn't  sure  if  guilt  was  an emotion she was capable of feeling. 

"What does the fellow's death have to do with me?" Buchanan drawled. 

"Did you kill him?" 

"No! Do you think I'm jealous of a greasy mick freak? I didn't even know about him until now." 

Lincoln believed him. The man was easy to read, and Lincoln's senses told him he had nothing to hide. Buchanan hadn't killed O'Neill. "He knew about you," Lincoln said. "I found this address among his things." 

"Blimey. Do you think  he was jealous of  me?" 

"It's  possible.  It's  also  possible  that  he  was  killed  before  he  had  a  chance  to  come  here  and confront you, if that were his intention." 

Buchanan swallowed and touched the red mark across his throat. "Thank God for that." 

"Have you seen anyone lurking outside lately? Have you been followed?" 

"Not that I am aware. What did he look like?" 

"Regular  height  and  average  build  with  brown  hair.  He  sported  a  beard  and  moustache,  and would have had an Irish accent." 

"Doesn't sound familiar." He frowned. "Wouldn't the circus strong man be, well, strongly built? I thought a thick build would be the order of the day." 

[image: Image 4]

"O'Neill's  strength  was  quite  ordinary.  His  feats  were  a  result  of  his  supernatural  power.  He could move objects with his mind." 

Buchanan  leaned  forward  and  held  the  empty  glass  by  the  tips  of  his  fingers.  His  eyes  flared. 

"Incredible. What a power to have! Image the things one could do." 

Imagine the things that could be done if someone like Buchanan had powers. It was why it was so  important  to  document  the  lineage  of  supernaturals  and  know  where  each  one  was  at  all  times. 

Lincoln might not always like the committee members, but he agreed with their philosophy and that of the  ministry  on  the  whole.  Having  supernaturals  living  among  regular  folk  had  the  potential  for danger, if certain powers were controlled by the wrong people. It was why he'd told Charlie not to let anyone see her use her necromancy, and why he'd not told a soul where she'd gone. 

Lincoln took the liberty of pouring himself a snifter of brandy. He drank it and set the glass back on the sideboard. It didn't make him feel any better. 

"I say, are you listening?" Buchanan said. 

Lincoln turned and gripped the edge of the sideboard at his back. He hadn't heard a word. "Go on." 

"I was telling you about the strange thing that happened to me last week. On Tuesday, I think it was. I'd spent the previous night in the arms of the delightfully supple Ela at our usual meeting place." 

"Which is?" 

"A  dreary  little  establishment  in  Kensington  where  rooms  can  be  rented  by  the  hour."  He screwed up his nose and snorted. "The landlord resembles a rat. Can't recall his name now. Anyway, I left after we…you know…and came home a little after dawn. I was almost at the steps here when I slipped over on the pavement." He looked at Lincoln, waiting for a response. 

"You were drunk." 

"Not very. Besides, I can drink a bottle of champagne and still walk a straight line, I'll have you know." He sniffed then frowned at his empty glass. "It was strange. The ground was dry, I didn't trip, and I had an odd sensation of my legs buckling under me. Then there was the laughter." 

"Go on." 

"I thought I heard a man laugh. When I looked up to give him a piece of my mind, there was only one fellow nearby and he was walking away." 

"Describe him." 

"He wore a hood and I couldn't see his face, but he was neither tall nor short, fat nor thin." He shrugged. "If there was something distinguishing about him, I would have taken more note, but I forgot about him instantly." 

"Which direction did he head?" 

"West." 

If it had been O'Neill, and his revenge upon his rival had merely been to make him fall down, then Lincoln doubted jealousy was a motive for his murder. O'Neill hadn't confronted Buchanan over his affection for Ela, so it was unlikely he would confront any of her other lovers, if she had any. It was looking less and less like O'Neill's death had a logical explanation at all. 

And more and more like he was killed for being a supernatural. 

LINCOLN  KNEW  before  he  reached  Lichfield  that  something  was  amiss.  He  couldn't  pinpoint  what  it

was, but it felt like a change in the air, a disturbance. If he had to guess, he would say that someone new had arrived at the house. But Lichfield Towers never had callers except committee members. 

He  entered  via  the  back  door  and  went  to  the  kitchen  directly.  Doyle  jumped  to  his  feet  and stumbled through a greeting. He quickly put his hands behind his back, perhaps to hide his forearms. 

He'd removed his jacket and rolled up his shirtsleeves to do the polishing. 

Cook said nothing, just glared from his position by the stove. It was his usual response of late. 

Gus  barely  lifted  his  gaze  from  the  carrots  he  peeled  at  the  table.  He  seemed  to  be  warring  with  a smile. Lincoln had a bad feeling about the visitor. 

"Who's here?" he asked Doyle. 

Doyle blew out a breath as if he were fortifying himself. "Lady Vickers, sir." 

Seth's mother. Lincoln had forgotten she was due to arrive from America. He had agreed that she could stay at Lichfield until she found a position as companion to one of her friends, but that had been before Charlie left. Now he would have preferred to be alone with only the servants for company. 

"Where's Seth?" he asked. 

"Helping her ladyship settle into her room," Doyle said. 

"Which one?" 

"The yellow room furthest from your suite, sir." 

"Gus, I want you and Seth to join me in my study after he's finished with Lady Vickers." 

"Sir,"  Doyle  said  as  Lincoln  went  to  leave.  "An  invitation  from  Lady  Harcourt  arrived  a  few minutes ago. Shall I bring it up to you?" 

"Bring it up with luncheon." He strode out of the kitchen. "And wine." 

He  took  the  servants'  stairs  to  the  second  level.  Seth's  raised  voice  echoed  along  the  corridor from  the  other  end  of  the  house,  where  Lady  Vickers  now  resided.  A  booming  female  voice responded. Lincoln retreated to his own rooms and shut the door. 

He settled at his desk and contemplated his next course of action. With O'Neill's death looked like it was due to his supernatural powers. But with no clues as to the killer's identity, or that of the man who'd hired him, Lincoln had to return to the information from Billy the Bolter. He didn't like to rely on others, but he had no choice. He had to trust that Billy hadn't simply made up a story to get paid. Lincoln hoped his reputation was fearsome enough to deter false claims. 

Doyle brought up luncheon and the invitation to Julia's ball. It was to be held that night. Clearly Lincoln's new status as a single man had secured this last minute inclusion. 

"Will there be a reply, sir?" Doyle asked. 

"Not yet." 

"Very well." 

He  opened  the  door  and  a  woman's  voice  ran  clear  through  the  house  like  a  bell.  Doyle  cast Lincoln  a  sympathetic  grimace  then  stepped  aside  to  allow  a  woman  dressed  head  to  toe  in  deep black to enter. Seth came in behind her, a harried look in his eyes. 

Lincoln stood and bowed. "Lady Vickers, I assume." 

She gave him a simple nod. "Mr. Fitzroy, I want to thank you for inviting me to stay." 

"Inviting?" He shot a glare at Seth. 

Seth looked like he wanted to turn and leave. If he did, Lincoln would chase him and haul him back by his collar. He wasn't doing this alone. 

"Of course it won't be for long," Lady Vickers went on with a wave of her gloved hand. "Once word  gets  out  that  I  have  returned  to  London,  I  expect  the  invitations  from  my  friends  to  flow  in.  It would  be  cruel  of  me  to  refuse,  particularly  when  their  country  houses  are  so  much  larger  than

Lichfield Towers. Why, I feel as if I am under your feet here." 

Lincoln  stared.  He  wasn't  sure  what  to  say.  Congratulations?  I  hope  you're  not  too disappointed in the size of the house?  It had been large enough until she arrived. 

Lady Vickers seemed to be waiting for him to speak, but he kept quiet in case he said the wrong thing.  This  was  a  woman  who  appeared  to  be  comfortable  with  polite  small  talk,  and  Lincoln  had found that area of his education as lacking as his understanding of people. She was everything he'd come to expect in an English lady of a certain age. She was quite tall, like Seth, with a formidable figure. She wouldn't be easy to knock off her feet. She wore mourning, but whether that was for her husband or her lover, he couldn't be sure. Perhaps both. The hem was a little frayed and the clothes themselves simple in style with no embellishments. She touched the ring finger on her left hand. It was bare,  like  all  of  her  fingers,  and  Lincoln  suspected  the  action  was  born  from  habit.  She  wore  no jewelry, not even earbobs. 

Lincoln  didn't  need  those  pieces  of  evidence  to  know  she'd  fallen  on  hard  times.  Seth  had explained the family's destitution when they'd met, and Lincoln had researched them thoroughly before employing him. Indeed, little research had been required. He'd already witnessed the circumstances Seth had been reduced to. 

Lincoln had saved Seth from auctioning himself off amid a crowd full of men at a gentleman's club.  Prior  to  Lincoln  stepping  in,  the  highest  bidder  had  been  an  aging  gentleman  whose  younger wife was known for her sexual appetites. The husband was equally known for his—with other men. 

Lincoln didn't care what the couple had in store for their prize. For all he knew, Seth had wanted them to win. It wasn't sympathy that had led Lincoln to bid for Seth. 

It had been Seth's skill in the boxing ring that had first brought him to Lincoln's notice. He could fight either Queensberry Rules or bareknuckle and knock his opponent to the ground in mere seconds. 

Many  pugilists  merely  stood  in  one  spot  and  tried  to  pummel  the  opposition,  taking  just  as  many blows as they gave. But Seth avoided contact by dodging and ducking, something that allowed him to get into a position to take his opponent by surprise. His sequence of moves were never the same, and this variety meant he could outwit even the strongest fighters on the circuit. 

The  fighting  had  definitely  brought  Seth  to  Lincoln's  notice,  but  it  was  his  other  qualities altogether  that  secured  his  decision  to  employ  him.  He  admired  that  Seth  had  been  prepared  to  do anything  to  pay  off  his  father's  debts,  including  lower  himself  to  a  point  that  no  man,  let  alone  a nobleman,  should  lower  himself  to.  That  showed  honor  and  a  strength  of  character  rarely  seen  in  a man of his class. After Lincoln made the decision to employ him, it was merely a matter of waiting for the opportune moment—a moment when Seth would be grateful that Lincoln had stepped in and saved him when he did. That moment had come at the auction. Seth had indeed been grateful, and he became the perfect employee. 

Until  Charlie  came  along.  With  her  wit,  courage,  and  friendly  manner,  she'd  quickly  won  over Seth, Gus and Cook. Ever since Lincoln had sent her away, Seth could barely even speak to Lincoln, and he was certainly no longer grateful. 

"My son says there is a larger suite of rooms on this level," Lady Vickers was saying. 

Lincoln's gaze slid to Seth's. Seth swallowed heavily. 

"May I have them?" she went on. 

"No," Lincoln said. 

"But he tells me that your fiancée no longer lives here, and so I assumed—" 

"You assumed incorrectly. The suite is unavailable." 

Behind her, a strange smile crept across Seth's face. "The yellow room will have to do, Mother. 

I'm sure it's comparable in size to the one your footman secured for you in New York." 

She stiffened at her son's barb. It would seem that Seth wanted to punish his mother for running off to America with the family's second footman, leaving Seth with debts to settle. Lincoln couldn't blame him for that. 

"Seth tells me there are no maids here," Lady Vickers said. 

"That is correct," Lincoln said. 

Her smooth forehead dipped into a frown. "But who will see to my personal needs?" 

"Who saw to them in America?" 

"Oh, the Americans are different." She waved her hand. "They don't like to keep maids." 

Lincoln  had  been  to  America.  New  York's  upper  classes  kept  as  many  servants  as  the  English gentry. It was more likely that Lady Vickers and her footman lover couldn't afford one on his wages. 

Lincoln wondered if the footman was indeed dead, or if she had left him to return to a country where she assumed people still recognized her and respected the Vickers title. If so, she was in for a shock. 

Seth may have paid off all his father's debts, but the name was as firmly stuck in the mire, as it had been when she left. She needed to take the blame for that as much as her late husband, in Lincoln's opinion. 

"I have no objection to you appointing your own maid," he told her. "As long as she stays out of my  way  and  that  of  my  men.  Seth  will  see  to  the  expense."  He  gave  Seth  what  he  hoped  was  a knowing nod. 

Seth  must  have  understood  that  Lincoln  would  give  him  an  allowance  to  cover  the  wages  of  a maid,  because  his  lips  parted  and  nothing  came  out.  For  once,  the  man  took  several  moments  to respond. "Er, yes, sir. I'll see to it. Thank you, sir…for reminding me that I will see to it, that is." He cleared his throat and smiled at his mother, only to have it wither when she frowned at him. 

She turned back to Lincoln. "You call my son by his first name?" 

While  Lady  Vickers  knew  that  Seth  lived  in  Lincoln's  house,  she  probably  didn't  know  that  he was effectively a servant. How would Charlie respond to such a question? 

"That's what friends do," he said lamely. No, Charlie wouldn't have said that. 

"A friend of a peer calls the peer by his title, in this case, Vickers. The peer would then respond with the fellow's first or last name, not 'sir.'" If her lip curled up any more it would disappear into her nostril. 

Since  he  could  think  of  nothing  to  say,  Lincoln  simply  nodded  at  Seth,  in  the  hope  he  would understand that Lincoln wanted the woman gone from his rooms. "Seth, if you're finished, I wish to speak with you." 

"Yes, sir." 

Lincoln  suspected  he'd  added  the  "sir"  to  rile  his  mother.  The  man's  lack  of  pomposity  was another reason Lincoln liked him. 

Lady  Vickers  bristled.  Her  back  went  rigid  in  the  same  way  that  Julia's  did  when  she  felt slighted. "What time is the dinner gong?" 

"We only use the gong when we have guests," Lincoln said. "Dinner can be at whatever hour you like. Simply inform Cook. Or inform Doyle, who will inform Cook." 

"But what time do you prefer, Mr. Fitzroy? I don't want to upset your routine." 

"You won't. I eat in here at odd hours. You are free to do the same in your own rooms." 

"Oh." She touched her ring finger again. "I had hoped to eat in the dining room." 

"Then eat there. I don't mind." 

"Alone?" 

"Ask Seth to join you." He didn't emphasize the name, yet Lady Vickers's spine straightened even more.  Behind  her,  Seth  smirked  again.  Lincoln  almost  nodded  at  him,  as  if  they'd  shared  a  private joke. "I have work to do, and I need your son, madam. Seth, fetch Gus." 

Seth left. After a moment, his mother left too, muttering under her breath about England having gone to the dogs since her departure. Lincoln ate lunch while he waited and tried to think of his next course of action. It wasn't easy reining in his thoughts, and he finally gave up. Hopefully discussing everything with his men would help him focus. 

"She wants to restore the family name," he heard Seth tell Gus as the men approached the open door. 

Gus snorted. "How, when she ain't go no ready to buy friends?" 

"Try  telling  her  that!  She  seems  to  think  they'll  accept  her  with  open  arms  because  she's  a Vickers.  That's  not  the  worst  of  it.  Once  she  has  re-established  herself,  she  plans  on  finding  me  a wife." 

Gus was still laughing when he entered ahead of Seth. It quickly died, and he stood like a statue by the door. The joke wasn't to be shared with Lincoln. 

It was a little early for liquor, but Lincoln poured two glasses of brandy and offered them to the men. Gus accepted but Seth crossed his arms. After a sigh, Gus handed the glass back. Resisting the urge to drain the contents himself, Lincoln set the glasses down on his desk. 

"O'Neill wasn't killed because of his relationship with Ela," he told them. 

"How do you know?" Gus asked. 

"I  just  do."  When  both  men  exchanged  glances,  he  added,  "O'Neill  knew  about  Buchanan  and Ela, but his revenge took the form of a harmless joke. He made Buchanan slip over on the street then walked away, laughing. I have no reason to believe he was going to confront Buchanan, and Buchanan wasn't lying when he told me he didn't know about Ela and O'Neill." 

"Again, how do you know?" Seth demanded. 

Lincoln made his decision quickly. He didn't know if he could trust these men anymore, but if he was going to keep them at Lichfield in his employ, he needed to be someone  they could trust. And that meant revealing something about himself he'd only ever revealed to Charlie. "I have some capacity to know  when  others  are  telling  the  truth  or  not.  It  doesn't  work  on  everyone,  but  it  did  work  on Buchanan. He told me no lies." 

Seth  lowered  his  arms  and  took  a  step  forward.  Gus's  hand  whipped  out,  stopping  his  friend from getting too close. What did he think Lincoln would do? 

"How do you have this ability?" Seth asked. 

"My mother was a seer. I seem to have inherited it from her, but in a limited capacity." 

Seth  didn't  look  like  this  revelation  made  him  trust  Lincoln  more.  Quite  the  opposite,  in  fact. 

Lincoln was no expert, but his stiff stance was decidedly hostile. "Can you tell when  we're lying?" 

"No." 

Seth studied Lincoln, and Lincoln bore it until Seth gave up with a grunt. 

"Seers can predict the future," Gus said. "Can you?" 

"No. My powers only extend to…feelings." 

Both men burst out laughing. 

Lincoln  could  see  how  it  would  be  amusing  from  their  perspective,  although  he  didn't  think  it that  funny.  "What  I  mean  is,  I  know  when  someone  new  is  in  the  house,  for  example,  or  when someone  is  missing."  He  didn't  tell  them  that  these  "feelings"  were  strongest  in  regard  to  Charlie. 

Mentioning her name could prove volatile. 

They  both  took  a  moment  to  digest  this,  then  Seth  said,  "If  a  jealous  lover  didn't  kill  O'Neill, could there be another motive?" 

"I haven't found one." 

"Excepting the fact that he was a supernatural, and perhaps killed because of his powers." 

"Excepting that." Lincoln waited while the men considered this. "Billy the Bolter's information is my—our—only link to the man who is hiring killers to assassinate supernaturals." 

"But he didn't tell us much," Gus said. "Nothing we can use, anyway." 

"Only that the fellow is a toff," Seth said. 

"We can be almost sure that the person has access to our archives, or has records of their own." 

Lincoln waited as both men staggered under the weight of this news. He held out the glasses of brandy to them. 

They both  drank  the contents  in  one gulp.  Gus  slammed  the empty  glass  down on  the  desk  and swore. "The committee." 

"Will you confront them?" Seth asked. 

"Not yet," Lincoln said. "Not until I'm sure." 

"How will you be sure?" 

"Through observation and investigation, beginning with attending Julia's Christmas ball tonight." 

"You hate balls," Gus said. 

"I  didn't  say  I  wanted  to  enjoy  myself."  Lincoln  nodded  at  Seth.  "You're  coming.  Bring  your mother." 

Seth's face fell. "Do I have to?" he whined. 

"Yes." 

"You want her to interrogate the committee members too?" Gus asked. 

"I  thought  she  could  use  the  event  as  a  way  of  announcing  her  return  to  London.  She  can reacquaint herself with her old friends." 

Seth's face fell even more. "Has she been invited?" 

"Tell her she has been. Julia won't mind. She and scandal like to flirt with one another, after all." 

That almost earned a smile from Seth. Gus chuckled. "Wish I could go to watch." 

"You will drive us, then keep warm in the mews. The servants know you and might offer some gossip.  If  you  speak  to  the  inside  servants,  ask  them  who  has  accessed  the  attic  archives  in  recent times." 

"Right, sir." 

They both looked enthused by the prospect of being involved in the investigation. Good. Perhaps this was a turning point. Perhaps they'd given up on Charlie ever coming home. 

"You're both dismissed." Lincoln turned away. 

Even  though  he  couldn't  see  them,  he  knew  they  were  gesturing  to  one  another  and  urging  the other to speak. In the end, it was Seth who cleared his throat. Lincoln braced himself. He didn't need to have a seer's powers to know what the conversation would be about. 

"Her birthday is only days away," Seth said. 

Charlie's nineteenth birthday had been on his mind too lately, among other things. "And?" 

"And we wish to send her a gift. We can't do so without knowing where she is." 

"I won't be giving you her location." 

"You have to!" Gus snapped. "She's our friend." 

"She's like a sister," Seth added in a rough voice. He sounded like he was barely holding in his temper. 

Lincoln leaned his knuckles on the desk and bowed his head. "I cannot risk anyone finding her." 

Silence. He resisted the urge to glance over his shoulder to see if they were looking at him or gesturing to each other again. 

"So you  do still care for her wellbeing," Seth finally said in quiet tones. 

"I knew it." Gus sounded pleased. 

Lincoln straightened and turned to face them. "Sending her a gift would only give her false hope that she will return." 

Gus  gave  him  a  blank  look.  He  shrugged.  "But  she  will  return.  After  you've  caught  the  killer, you'll fetch her and bring her home." 

Lincoln  gripped  the  desk  behind  him  and  shook  his  head.  "She's  a  distraction  to  me.  I  cannot afford distractions." 

Seth's fist shot out, but Lincoln deflected it. He grabbed Seth's arm, twisted it, and forced him to the ground. The maneuver would have caused pain, but to Seth's credit, he merely winced. He didn't try to resist. 

Gus,  however,  decided  to  fight  on  his  friend's  behalf.  He  wrapped  one  muscular  arm  around Lincoln's throat and squeezed. With his knee still in Seth's back, Lincoln let go and grasped onto Gus's hair. Lincoln could break his neck, but he chose to pull out a fistful of hair instead. 

Gus let go and clutched his scalp. He reeled backward, out of reach. "I'm bleeding!" 

Lincoln stood and held out his hand to Seth. Seth ignored it and got to his feet on his own. He stepped up to Lincoln, his fists at his sides, a murderous scowl on his face. 

"You are the most selfish, cold-hearted prick I've ever met," he snarled through his teeth. "When the killer is caught, I'm leaving Lichfield. I no longer want to work for someone who can banish the only person who cares about him without batting an eye." 

Lincoln  was  too  far  away  from  the  desk  to  use  it  as  support,  so  he  had  to  stand  there  and concentrate very hard on being still, on not blinking or showing these men that he felt sick to his core every time he thought about Charlie being far away. 

Fortunately he didn't need to order them to get out. They left of their own accord, although Gus couldn't resist a parting shot. "I hope your shriveled heart keeps you warm at night." 

"Close the door," Lincoln told him. 

Gus's top lip curled up, but he did as ordered. 

Alone again, Lincoln sank onto the chair at his desk and dragged both hands through his hair and down his face. With shaking fingers, he removed the key to Charlie's room from his pocket and placed it in his top drawer. Then he locked it. 

                                   

CHAPTER 5

"Y our hair looks fine," Seth said yet again, as his mother patted her hair for the hundredth time. He had to shout to be heard above the rain attempting to smash through the carriage roof. The weather had turned vicious. 

"Fine?" Lady Vickers continued to pat. "It needs to be better than fine." 

"It is. It's lovely. Elegant." At his mother's continuing frown, Seth added, "Magnificent! Divine! 

Your new lady's maid is a marvel." 

"She'll do. There appears to be a shortage of quality servants in the city." 

"Bella was the only one I could find available to begin immediately." Seth tried to move his legs but found his mother's voluminous ink-black skirts in the way. He gave up and tucked his feet closer to his seat. 

"How  did you find her, I wonder?" 

Lincoln  watched  mother  and  son  exchange  hard  glares  and  wished  he  was  somewhere  else. 

Anywhere  else.  He  knew  how  Seth  had  found  Bella—she  was  one  of  his  many  mistresses—and  it seemed his mother had guessed. 

"Luck," was all Seth said. 

Lady Vickers tucked her hand back into her fur muff. It seemed she wasn't so destitute that she'd sold off the evening gown, only the jewels. Her ears, throat and fingers were quite bare. "I do hope she  won't  be  a  distraction  to  the  other  servants.  She  is,  after  all,  very  young  and  pretty."  Was  she speaking to Seth or Lincoln? Lincoln decided not to answer. 

"Not that young." Seth's mutter was barely audible above the rain. "She's twenty, at least." 

His mother's lips pinched. Her gaze turned sharp. "You're not to look at her, Seth. I know what you're like, and she's not for you." 

"So it's perfectly acceptable for you to fraternize with the staff but not me." 

The baroness thrust out her noble chin as far as it would go. "I did my duty. I married well the first time and didn't  fraternize with anyone until after my husband died." 

"'The first time?'" Seth paled. "Mother…tell me you didn't  marry the footman." 

Lady Vickers turned to the window, her chin somewhat lower. Seth had his answer. He sat back in the leather seat, deflated. 

Lincoln might hate balls, but Harcourt House couldn't come fast enough. The air in the carriage was  frostier  than  outside.  One  of  Julia's  footmen  opened  the  door,  handed  Seth  an  umbrella,  and stepped aside as Seth climbed out. He assisted his mother and they walked up the steps arm in arm, as if they hadn’t just argued. Lincoln didn't want to miss Julia's reaction upon seeing them, but he needed to have a quick word with Gus first. He accepted the second umbrella from the footman and handed his flask up to Gus. 

Gus took a moment before he shook his head. "Got me own, sir." He patted the chest of his coat. 

Despite the weatherproof coat with its multiple capes and the wide-brimmed hat, Gus was thoroughly wet. 

"You might need another," Lincoln told him, holding the flask higher. 

Gus took it with a nod. "Thank you, sir." 

Another coach pulled up behind, and Gus drove off. Millard took Lincoln's umbrella, coat and hat in the hall, then Lincoln headed upstairs. He joined Seth and Lady Vickers in the ballroom, where they had stopped to speak with Julia at the entrance. Lady Vickers was regaling their hostess with the tale of her sea voyage. Julia appeared to be listening with polite interest. 

"Thank  you  for  the  invitation,  Julia,"  Lady  Vickers  said.  "It's  most  unexpected  but  very considerate  indeed."  Like  her  son,  Lady  Vickers  could  turn  on  the  charm  when  she  wanted  to.  Her superior manner seemed to come naturally, as if she believed she had a right to be there. It would take a socially confident woman to turn her away. "My return to London must be quite the sensation if  you heard about it," Lady Vickers finished. 

Julia's smile broadened. She never smiled that much. Not sincerely anyway. "I'm delighted that you accepted my invitation. And you too, Seth." 

Seth  bowed  over  her  hand,  but  he  didn't  hide  his  distaste.  Ever  since  witnessing  Julia's  cruel behavior  toward  Charlie,  Seth  had  gone  cold  toward  his  occasional  lover.  The  only  indication  that she noticed was a slight tightening of her lips as he straightened. 

"I do hope you'll spare a dance or two for my son," Lady Vickers went on with a gleam in her eye. "He tells me that he finds you to be a rare gem in this city, and that he hopes to get to know you better." 

Julia flushed ever so slightly but her smile remained. 

Seth's  smile  held  a  darkly  wicked  edge.  "You  are  correct,  Mother.  Julia  is  rare,  indeed.  I  can honestly say that I've never met anyone like her before." 

Lady Vickers beamed. "Isn't he charming?" 

"But I assure you, Mother, Julia and I are already acquainted as deeply as we both would like to be." He bowed again to Julia, so deeply as to be mocking. "It's kind of you to take pity on we poor unfortunate outcasts. We'll try not to embarrass you, but I can't make any promises. You know what I'm like." 

Lady Vickers was left staring open-mouthed at Seth as he strode off. She followed him without a word, and they disappeared into the crowd. Julia stood stony-faced and immobile. 

Lincoln stepped into their place. "Good evening, Julia." There were several bland pleasantries he  could  have  uttered  about  her  dress,  the  house,  or  the  weather,  but  he  didn't  feel  like  making  the effort. 

"I'll  be  a  laughing  stock  for  inviting  her,"  she  whispered.  She  turned  hard,  glittering  eyes  onto Lincoln. "I suppose she's my punishment." 

"No, she's not." He turned and walked off, hoping she assumed a worse punishment was yet to come. 

He nodded at a group of gentlemen as he moved farther into the room. Julia had decorated the ballroom  with  hothouse  flowers  blooming  out  of  season,  and  clusters  of  silver  and  blue  ribbons adorned the walls, connected by swathes of more ribbons. The facets of the lead crystal candelabras and  chandeliers  provided  a  dazzling  example  of  light  dispersion  and  refraction.  Julia  didn't  do anything in half measures. 

He  spotted  Seth  surrounded  by  people  of  both  sexes,  most  of  them  young  and  already  on  their way to being drunk. A mature woman standing a little to one side tried to catch his attention with a rapid flutter of her fan. Seth extracted himself from the girls clinging to each of his arms and went to speak  to  the  woman,  much  to  her  delight.  If  the  diamonds  dripping  from  her  person  were  any indication, she was wealthy indeed. Lady Vickers was nowhere to be seen. 

Lincoln scanned the faces and saw Andrew Buchanan talking with three gentlemen, their gazes all on the doorway leading to an adjoining room. Buchanan shrugged then nodded. One of the fellows slapped  him  on  the  back,  shoving  him  toward  the  door.  Buchanan  moved  off,  and  the  three  men grinned then followed. 

Lincoln went to listen in. He'd spent much of the afternoon listening to conversations in pubs and speaking with his contacts again, but he'd come home with no new information. By the end of the day, he  was  quite  sure  the  killer  hadn't  made  further  contact  with  anyone  else.  It  would  seem  he  was satisfied with the gunman he'd hired to kill O'Neill. 

It only remained to be seen who was next on his list, unless Lincoln could stop him first. 

The  room  adjoining  the  ballroom  was  quieter  and  smoky.  Card  players  in  deep  concentration clustered around the tables. Buchanan sauntered up to one lady, her back to the door. Her fair hair had slipped a little from its arrangement and she wore no jewels at her ears or neck. So Lady Vickers was a  card  player.  Lincoln  wondered  what  she  wagered  with.  Perhaps  Seth  had  given  her  some  money. 

Lincoln  watched  as  Buchanan  touched  the  back  of  her  bare  neck  and  skimmed  his  thumb  along  her shoulder. He bent down to whisper something in his ear. 

"Why,  sir,  you're  disturbing  my  concentration."  Lady  Vickers  fluttered  her  hand  of  cards  at  her face, and leaned away from him. It was such a slight shifting of her weight that most would not have noticed it, but Lincoln saw, as did Buchanan. 

He looked as if he were about to walk off when one of his friends cleared his throat. Buchanan appeared  to  make  up  his  mind  about  something.  "My  apologies,"  he  drawled,  hand  on  his  heart. 

Behind him, his three friends snickered. "It's Lady Vickers, is it not?" 

She held out her hand and he kissed it. "Are we acquainted, sir?" 

"We are now. Shall I assist you to win this round? I'm an excellent player." 

"Are  you?  Then,  by  all  means,  join  in."  She  indicated  a  vacant  seat  to  her  right.  "I  do  love  a challenge." 

She  threw  in  her  hand  and  pushed  her  waged  coins  to  the  player  opposite.  A  new  round  was dealt, which she won. She also won the next two, and Buchanan declared that he was out. He got up from the table amid protests from Lady Vickers, who claimed to have enjoyed playing against him. 

"Of course you did," Buchanan muttered. "You fleeced me." 

She laughed, as did her companions. 

Buchanan  rejoined  his  friends,  who  were  also  laughing.  As  they  walked  off,  he  handed  them each a bank note. Lady Vickers watched them go with a satisfied curve to her lips. She caught sight of Lincoln, nodded, and turned back to her game. 

Lincoln  returned  to  the  ballroom  where  the  band  struck  up  a  waltz.  He  spotted  each  of  the committee  members,  conversing  in  separate  groups.  If  he  wanted  to  investigate  them,  he  needed  to join them. It was going to be a long night. 

Julia approached and he allowed her to intercept him. "Why did you come, Lincoln?" she said, toying with the diamond and sapphire necklace at her throat. 

"I've been told I need to socialize more." He watched Lord Marchbank over the top of her head. 

The  nobleman  appeared  to  be  listening  intently  to  the  fellow  on  his  right,  a  Liberal  politician. 

"Apparently all the important decisions are made at parties." 

"Dinner parties, mostly. Why this sudden interest in politics? You never used to care about the government, and I admit that I rather saw you as above all that." 

"I wasn't referring to politics. If you'll excuse me, I need to mingle." 

"You  are  mingling.  With  me."  She  sipped  her  champagne  and  watched  him  over  the  rim  of  the

glass with a practiced flutter of her eyelashes. 

"You and I are through  mingling, Julia." 

She lowered the glass. "So you keep saying." 

He couldn't tell if she believed they were over or not. She seemed to think he would change his mind  again.  Sending  Charlie  away  and  breaking  off  their  engagement  had  probably  reignited  Julia's hopes. 

"Miss  Overton  hasn't  been  able  to  take  her  eyes  off  you."  She  nodded  at  the  Overton  girl, standing in her mother's shadow with a gaggle of ladies. "Why don't you ask her to dance?" 

"I don't dance." 

"If you want to mingle, you must learn to dance." 

"I didn't say I  can't dance." 

"Then you have no excuses." 

"Except that I don't want to dance. The girl needs no encouragement." It would be cruel to dance with  her  if  he  had  no  intentions  toward  her.  But  it  was  in  Julia's  nature  to  be  cruel  to  others  if  it benefitted her. Marrying him off to the guileless and obedient Miss Overton would clear the path for a woman who wanted to be his mistress but not his wife. 

"I don't know why you resist her." She smiled at Miss Overton who glanced behind her, thinking someone  else  had  caught  Julia's  interest.  "She  would  make  the  perfect  wife.  Her  family  is  well connected and wealthy; she's healthy, pretty and young, just the way you like them." 

"Don't," he growled. 

"And she's a far more agreeable girl than…others. You could manage her very well, and I dare say, after a year, you would have molded her into whatever shape you desire. As long as you use a delicate touch and don't frighten her, that is." The eyes she turned on him were as cold and hard as the gems at her throat. 

He turned his back on her and wove his way through the crowd. He joined Lord Marchbank and the politician but quickly realized their discussion wouldn't tell him anything important. 

After  ten  minutes,  Marchbank  accepted  a  drink  from  his  wife  with  a  "Thank  you,  m'dear."  She nodded at Lincoln and smiled tentatively. 

Lincoln extended his hand before he changed his mind. "Dance with me, madam." He winced. It sounded like he was commanding her, not asking. 

The  conversation  around  them  stopped.  Lincoln  watched  Lord  Marchbank  in  his  peripheral vision, but he didn't seem to mind another man asking his wife to dance. 

Lady Marchbank took Lincoln's hand. "I would be delighted, Mr. Fitzroy. Thank you." 

They  waited  on  the  edge  of  the  dance  floor  for  the  set  to  end  and  another  to  strike  up.  Lady Marchbank  was  the  eldest  dancer  to  take  the  floor.  Some  onlookers  stared  and  whispered,  but  she either didn't notice or ignored them. She was a little younger than her husband and still a beauty, with high cheekbones, delicate features, and silver hair. She was an excellent dancer and all but floated in Lincoln's arms. Her small smile lifted Lincoln's mood a little, until he remembered he had to think of something to talk about. 

"The weather is terrible tonight," he began. 

"Atrocious," she agreed. "I comfort myself that it must be even worse at March Hall. It's always colder in Yorkshire than London." 

Charlie was in Yorkshire. Lincoln hadn't seen the School for Wayward Girls in person, but he knew  the  building  had  once  been  home  to  a  noble  family  who'd  sold  it  to  the  headmistress.  There would be fireplaces—dozens of them—so the rooms must be warm. Even if there were only one, the

school  would  be  infinitely  better  than  the  abandoned  buildings  Charlie  had  lived  in  the  last  few winters. 

His  stomach  knotted  as  it  always  did  when  he  thought  about  her  struggling  to  survive  on  the streets. This time of year must have been hell. He'd spent days in the cold of winter, sometimes in the city and other times in the countryside, both as a child and an adult, but never more than that, and he'd known a warm fire, bed and food waited for him at the end of the ordeal. 

He tore his thoughts back to the present. "Do you spend much time at March Hall?" he asked as they twirled past another couple. 

"Very  little.  Ewan  prefers  London.  Business,  you  know."  Her  smile  implied  something,  but Lincoln didn't know what. 

Lincoln wasn't sure how to proceed next. Short of asking her directly if she knew her husband was behind the murders of the supernaturals, he was at a loss. "Nasty business, the death of the circus strongman," he tried. 

"It is. Ewan is very distressed by it, and the other recent murders." 

He almost propelled her into a passing couple in his surprise, but just managed to steer her clear of a collision. She must know about the connection between the deaths. "You've spoken about it with your husband?" 

"Of  course.  I  am  aware  of  the  ministry,  Mr.  Fitzroy,  and  the  work  you  do  there."  Her  smile reached her blue eyes then turned grim. "I hope you find the person responsible before another life is taken." 

"I'm trying my best." 

"I  don't  doubt  it."  Her  silence  felt  weighty  as  they  twirled  again.  "When  you  do  catch  the murderer, will you bring Miss Holloway back here to London?" 

"I sent her away permanently." 

"That is not what I asked." 

The  music  ended,  saving  him  from  replying.  He  bowed  to  her.  She  curtsied  in  response  and allowed him to lead her off the dance floor. 

"Ewan is worried about you, you know," she said before he deposited her with her husband. 

"He shouldn't be," Lincoln said. "I have no distractions now. My sole focus is my work." 

"Is that so? Then why haven't you caught the killer yet?" 

He blinked and concentrated on keeping his breathing even, despite the tightening of his chest. 

"It's not that easy." 

"Very well, I'll grant you that. Let me put it another way. Why did you ask me to dance then not question me about the people here tonight?" 

He stared at her. Was she a seer? Or simply clever? 

"That is why you asked me to dance, isn't it?" she pressed. 

"I…perhaps I simply wished to dance with you." 

"I would believe that of some gentlemen, but not of you, Mr. Fitzroy. It took me a few moments to think it through, but when I realized your true motive, it began to make sense. You think someone here tonight is guilty of the murders?" 

"I'm not sure." 

"I understand the need for secrecy, but if you want to know anything about anyone in this room, you only have to ask. Julia would be more than happy to help too, of course. She will probably know more than me. I don't attend as many social events as she does." 

Lincoln presented Lady Marchbank to her husband, bowed again, and thanked her for the dance. 

As  he  walked  away,  he  couldn't  help  but  be  relieved  that  he  hadn't  asked  her  directly  about Marchbank. She would have become suspicious, and Lincoln couldn't risk her alerting her husband, or anyone on the committee, to his concerns. 

He spent the remainder of the evening avoiding Julia and Mrs. Overton, who must have decided, once again, that he was worth pursuing for her daughter. He couldn't think why. He was hardly good husband  material  for  any  woman,  let  alone  Miss  Overton.  The  evening  was  quickly  turning  into  a waste of time, and he was contemplating leaving early when Seth approached. Two females and one whey-faced gentleman stepped doubly fast behind him to match his long strides. 

"Gilly and his wife are acting suspiciously," Seth whispered in Lincoln's ear. 

"How so?" 

"They're heading for a private assignation in the music room." 

Lincoln looked at him. 

Seth rolled his eyes. "No gentleman has a private assignation with his  own wife. They must be up to something. I think you ought to sneak up on them and listen." 

He left before Lincoln could question him further, his three friends following him like a tail. 

The music room adjoined the ballroom, but Lincoln didn't find Lord and Lady Gillingham there. 

What  he  did  find  was  a  curtain  billowing  from  a  cold  breeze.  The  doors  leading  to  the  balcony beyond were open. The rain must have stopped, but it would be icy outside, particularly for a lady dressed in eveningwear without her coat. Lincoln stood at the side of the curtain and listened to the couple arguing in low tones. 

"This is absurd," Gillingham snapped. "You're making fools of us both." 

"Nobody saw us." Lincoln recognized the voice as belonging to Lady Gillingham. He'd seen her earlier in a pale pink gown, her blonde hair arranged in the latest fashion. She was quite pretty, and several years younger than her husband. Lincoln wondered if theirs had been an arranged marriage. 

"But it's freezing!" Gillingham whined. 

"Then be quick." 

"No. I absolutely refuse to do it here. It's degrading." 

"I thought that's what you liked." Lady Gillingham's voice grated like nails down slate. "I thought the problem between us was that I wasn't debauched enough." 

Lincoln silently cursed Seth. Had he known the Gillinghams really were leaving the ballroom for an assignation? It wouldn't surprise Lincoln to learn that Seth had sent him to watch them as a joke. 

"You know what the problem between us is," Gillingham hissed, "and it has nothing to do with me and everything to do with your…true form." 

True form? 

"I know you find me ugly underneath this skin." 

"I  find  you  abhorrent.  Disgusting.  Ever  since  I  discovered  what  you  are  back  in  the  summer,  I can't  bring  myself  to  look  at  you.  You  duped  me,  Harriet.  You  and  your  father.  I  don't  like  being tricked and I certainly don't like you." 

Lincoln had to strain to hear her response. "You used to." 

"That was before, when I thought you were…human." 

"I am!" 

Gillingham snorted. "Look at you. You're not even shivering." 

"We  are  married  in  the  eyes  of  the  law,  Gilly,  and  you  have  no  grounds  to  divorce  me,  not without raising awkward questions I know you don't want asked. We might as well make the best of it for now." 

[image: Image 5]

"What do you want from me, Harriet? Why are you pestering me?" 

"I want children. I want to bear your heir." 

Gillingham made a choking sound. "Is this a joke?" 

"I'm  willing  to  do  anything,  Gilly.  I'll  retain  this  form  during  intimacy,  I  promise.  I'll  wear whatever you want me to wear and say what you want me to say. Please, husband. Please. I want to be a mother so desperately." 

"My god," he sneered. "You think a vile creature like you ought to breed? Are you mad?" 

Her sharp intake of breath pierced the cold night air. "You would deny me motherhood? Do you hate me that much?" 

"I'm repulsed by you, and I certainly don't want my children to be anything like you. I'd rather the Gillingham line die out than be tainted by whatever flows through your veins. I'm making it my life's work to see that unnaturals like you become extinct. Do you understand, Harriet?" 

Lady Gillingham sobbed loudly. 

The curtain was suddenly thrust aside, into Lincoln's face, so that he didn't immediately see who came into the room from the balcony. He stood still as the heavy velvet resettled in time for him to watch  Gillingham  march  out  of  the  room,  his  walking  stick  not  even  touching  the  floor.  A  moment later,  Lady  Gillingham  followed,  a  handkerchief  dabbing  at  her  nose.  Her  gown  was  of  a  style  that revealed her bare shoulders, yet she didn't shiver or look at all cold. 

Like  her  husband,  she  didn't  notice  Lincoln  standing  silently  in  the  shadows  at  the  edge  of  the curtain. After a deep sigh, she too left the room, as poised and elegant as a lady of her station ought to be. Yet according to her husband, she was disgusting, unnatural—inhuman, even. 

So if Lady Gillingham wasn't human, what was she? 

"HER NAME ISN'T in the ministry files." Lincoln threw his jacket on the bed and loosened his tie. The damn thing had felt like a noose for at least the last hour as he'd warred between leaving the ball and staying longer to learn more. In the end, he'd left when Lady Vickers announced she wanted to retire. 

Apparently she'd won far too much at cards and nobody wanted to play against her anymore. She had also overheard a thing or two about her son that she hadn't liked. 

When she'd confronted Seth, he'd simply shrugged broad shoulders and said, "The apple doesn't fall far from the tree." 

"Want us to check again, sir?" Gus asked. "Per'aps she's under her maiden name." 

"She isn't." Lincoln tossed his shirt onto the clothes piling up on the bed. 

With a sigh, Seth straightened them like a fussy valet. "How do you know?" 

"I know every name in our files by heart." 

Seth grunted. "Why doesn't that surprise me?" 

"Are  you  sure  you  overheard  Gillingham  refuse  his  wife's  advances?"  Gus  asked.  "Seems strange to me. She's a pretty little thing. Can't imagine any fellow not wantin' her in his bed." 

Lincoln glared at him. "You doubt me?" 

"Er, no." 

"So what do you think she is?" Seth asked. 

Lincoln pulled his black shirt over his head. "I don't know, but I intend to find out." 

"You're going out?" Seth nodded at Lincoln's black shirt and the black woolen waistcoat. "Now? 
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But it's miserable out there." 

"I'm going to see what I can learn about her." 

"By watching her sleep? That's not normal." 

"My  methods  have  never  worried  you  before."  Lincoln  needed  to  know  if  she  was  the  reason Gillingham  hated  supernaturals,  perhaps  enough  to  kill  them.  Something  Gillingham  had  said  to  his wife  on  the  balcony  haunted  Lincoln—he'd  discovered  her  secret  back  in  the  summer.  Charlie's existence  had  come  to  their  attention  in  the  summer.  Could  the  two  facts  be  linked?  Could  the discovery  of  Lady  Gillingham's  "true  form"  have  led  to  him  wanting  to  rid  the  world  of  all supernaturals? 

"I've  never  voiced  my  opinion  before."  Seth  crossed  his  arms.  "I  no  longer  feel  like  holding back. Is that a problem for you,  sir?" 

"Not as long as you don't have a problem with me ignoring you." 

Gus gave a grudging laugh but it quickly died when Seth glared at him. 

Lincoln  pulled  on  his  leather  gloves  with  reinforced  knuckles  and  slipped  into  his  jacket  and boots. He slid a knife down each boot and another into the waistband of his pants. He gave his men a nod and moved past them to the door. 

"Her bedroom is the third window from the right, third level," Seth said. 

Lincoln stopped. "You've been intimate with her?" 

Seth shrugged one shoulder. "She's pretty and her husband wasn't paying her any attention. She needed…relief." 

Gus scratched his neck. It was still damp from driving through the rain. "Did you notice anything about her? Did she…you know…act like a human woman does when she's…um…?" 

"You mean did she cry out my name in ecstasy, bunch the sheets in her fists, and arch her back as her body shuddered?" Seth gave him a smug look. "Yes, she did all of that, and more. She acted as every other normal woman acts when I'm with her." 

Gus rolled his eyes. "Want me to drive you, sir?" 

"I'll walk," Lincoln said. 

"But it'll take an age to get back to Mayfair." 

"Not if I take the short route." 

"What short route?" 

"Over the roofs." His rooftop escape from O'Neill's place had been exhilarating. Tonight would be slipperier, but that would serve to keep Lincoln alert and his mind focused. He  needed to focus. 

LINCOLN SLID up the window sash and listened to the even breathing of a slumbering person. She was loud  for  a  young  woman,  and  the  dark  lump  in  the  bed  was  larger  than  he  expected.  Perhaps  this wasn't Lady Gillingham's room after all, but that of her husband. 

He removed his boots before climbing down from the sill and stepping silently on the floor. The breathing stopped. The lump moved. As silent as he'd been, she'd heard him—or sensed him. 

She sat up. Turned toward him. 

Fuck! 

He  stepped  backward,  smacking  into  the  wall  with  a  thump,  like  an  amateur.  His  heartbeat quickened. The light may be low, but there was enough to see that the…thing sitting up in bed didn't

have a woman's shape. It was large, thick, and covered with hair or fur. 

"Who is it?" said a voice that matched Lady Gillingham's. "Who's there?" 

For  all  his  speed  and  agility,  Lincoln  wasn't  fast  enough.  The  creature—woman—leapt  out  of bed and wrapped its massive paws around his throat before he could move or utter a sound. 

He struggled, kicked out, and batted the wolf-like chest with his fists. He tried to shove off the paws, but they were too tight, the grip too strong. His throat felt like it was being crushed. Blackness rimmed  his  vision.  He  felt  himself  slipping  away  into  oblivion,  a  pair  of  yellow  inhuman  eyes watching as the last breath left his body. 

                                   

CHAPTER 6

Eyes. Gouge the eyes. 

The  thought  flittered  through  Lincoln's  mind.  He  reached  up  and  dug  his  fingers  into  the creature's face. 

It  let  him  go  and  stepped  back,  out  of  reach.  He  should  have  gone  after  it,  but  all  he  could manage was great gasps of air. Every breath burned his raw throat, but the first swallow hurt more. It felt like he was trying to get a football down. 

"You!" The voice was Lady Gillingham's feminine one. He glanced up to see her standing rigid before  him,  hands  on  hips,  her  nightgown  barely  covering  womanly  curves.  She  was  pretty,  young, and the only visible hair was that on her head, tied into a neat braid that drooped over her shoulder. 

"What are you doing here, Mr. Fitzroy?" She sounded outraged, appalled, and not at all scared. An ordinary woman would be terrified to wake up to a man in her room. "Well? Answer me." 

He swallowed again. A little better this time. The ball had shrunk to cricket size. "I came to see what you are." There was no point pretending otherwise. Civility wasn't in his nature, and they were beyond that anyway. "You're not human." 

Her hands slipped off her hips to her sides, but he couldn't see her expression in the dark. "You already know what I am." 

"No, I do not." 

"I don't understand. Gilly told me all about the ministry when he discovered me in…that form. 

He said that I have been recorded along with other supernaturals in your files. I assume he was trying to intimidate me, but I didn't mind. I think what you do is a fine thing, and quite necessary." 

He indicated a candlestick on her bedside table. "May I?" 

"Oh, yes, of course. You cannot see me too well." She handed him a box of matches and he lit the candle. 

"You can see me?" he asked. 

"My vision is excellent, even in the dark." 

"As is your hearing." He held up the candle. Light flickered across the smooth skin of her face, and showed her to be frowning. "Or was it another sense by which you detected me?" 

"Hearing at first, and then smell." The frown deepened. "Didn't Gilly give you all the details?" 

"He has told me nothing about you. Your…alternate form has come as a surprise to me." More like a shock. He must have hidden it well if she couldn't see it. 

She sat on the bed suddenly and folded her hands in her lap. She hadn't reached for a wrap or other garment to cover her thin nightgown. As with earlier on the balcony, it appeared the cold didn't affect her. "I don't understand. Why would Gilly tell me he told you when he hadn't?" 

Shame. Pride. Lincoln could think of a number of reasons, but he wasn't sure which would be the driving force behind Gillingham's lie. Nor did he care. "You will have to ask him." 

She snorted softly. "He won't tell me." Her shoulders slumped and she studied her hands in her lap. "He rarely talks to me at all, these days." 

He didn't come near her for intimacy, either, it seemed. "What are you, madam?" 

She glanced up. "You don't know? Even with all your experience?" 

"I've never come across anyone like you before." 

"Oh. I was hoping you could tell me. I have no name for what I am. My father never told me, you see, and now he's gone." 

"Did you inherit this…magic from him?" 

She nodded. "My father could change form too. When I was young, he told me to always use my human shape and not tell a soul about the other. Apparently he never told my mother, but I don't know how  she  reacted  when  first  saw  me  change.  She  died  when  I  was  quite  young,  so  I'll  never  know. 

Lately, I've wondered if seeing me become a monster killed her." 

"You're not a monster." 

Her head snapped up. Her eyes filled with tears. What had he said? Why did she want to cry? 

"You don't think so?" she whispered. 

"As soon as you recognized me, you let me go. A monster would have killed me, especially after I witnessed you in that form. You haven't killed your husband either." Although she must have wanted to, on occasion. God knew Lincoln wanted to—frequently. 

"I suppose." 

"Did he find out by accident?" 

She nodded. "He came in here one night to…see me. I was asleep. When I sleep, I can't control which  form  I  take."  Her  fingers  twisted  and  locked  together.  "He  was  horrified  and  screamed  the place down." 

Lincoln didn't doubt it. 

"I shifted shape to this one immediately, but it took quite some time to calm him. His screaming woke the servants, and I had to send them away before I could explain to him. He hasn't been the same since. He won't even look at me and he refuses to…visit me now." 

"When did this happen?" 

"Late summer. He'd been out drinking at his club. I hoped he would wake up in the morning and forget  what  he'd  seen,  or  perhaps  attribute  it  to  his  inebriated  state.  Unfortunately,  he  did  not."  She sighed and gave him a flat smile. "I have come to accept his disgust and fear of me. He won't divorce me  because  he  has  no  grounds,  unless  he  tells  everyone  what  I  truly  am.  He's  too  proud  to  do  that. 

Besides, no one would believe him. So he's stuck with me." 

"And you with him." Lincoln thought she'd got the rougher end of the bargain. 

Her face fell. She thrust out her lower lip in a pout. "If he would get me with child, I would be quite happy." 

Lincoln didn't want to hear about her domestic situation. He already knew more than he cared to know. "There are no records of you in the ministry archives, or of anyone who can become an animal like you." 

"So Gilly didn't tell a soul. That's something, at least." 

"I  will  record  you  in  our  files,  but  I  will  not  announce  it,  if  you  prefer.  The  other  committee members  don't  need  to  know,  only  my  employees.  Nor  will  I  tell  your  husband  about  this conversation, and I ask that you don't inform him either. It's best if he doesn't know." 

"Of course. He wouldn't understand. Thank you for your consideration, Mr. Fitzroy. I don't mind you creating a file about me. I quite like the idea of being recorded for posterity. I'm unique, you say?" 

"As  far  as  I  am  aware,  but  I'm  beginning  to  think  our  records  are  woefully  incomplete."  He indicated  the  space  on  the  bed  beside  her  and  she  nodded.  He  sat.  "May  I  ask  you  some  questions about yourself?" 

"Of course." Her smile was a little wobbly. "It'll be nice to talk to someone about it. Someone
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who isn't afraid of me, or disgusted, that is." 

After  half  an  hour,  he'd  learned  that  she  could  shift  between  her  human  and  animal  states  with ease  and  at  will;  that  she  had  animal-like  hearing,  vision  and  smell.  She  was  a  female  in  her  other form too, and her father had told her that she should be capable of bearing children, and they would likely  have  some  of  her  characteristics,  although  to  a  lesser  degree.  Her  father  had  been  faster  and stronger than her, and his senses more acute. He had never told her why he'd been born like that, or which  parent  he'd  inherited  it  from.  His  parents  had  died  when  he  was  young,  so  it  was  possible they'd never told him. 

"Thank you," Lincoln said, rising. "I appreciate your honesty. And not choking me to death." 

She laughed softly. "I must learn to control that urge. I forget my own strength. I'd hate to throttle a burglar." 

He put his boots back on and climbed onto the sill. "Goodnight, madam." 

"Would you prefer to go out through the front door?" she asked. 

"This is quieter." 

"It's a long way down. You'll die if you fall." 

"Then I won't fall." 

She laughed again. "Are you sure you're not part animal too? Perhaps a monkey?" 

"Not that I am aware." He swung his legs through the window and scrambled up the pipe running along the wall. 

"Goodnight," she whispered. 

He  glanced  down  when  he  reached  the  roofline.  She  waved  up  at  him  from  the  window,  then went inside and drew down the sash. He swung himself up onto the roof and headed back across the city. He paused in Clerkenwell and climbed down to street level. Charlie's gang had lived in one of the  dilapidated  houses,  the  entrance  to  their  den  almost  hidden  from  view.  Lincoln  had  asked  his contacts  where  to  find  it,  back  when  he'd  been  searching  for  her  in  the  summer.  It  had  cost  him  a considerable sum to the right people. Few had known where the "boy" who'd escaped from Highgate Police Station lived. 

He  shucked  off  his  coat,  folded  it,  and  placed  it  beside  the  boarded  up  hole  in  the  wall.  He knocked  on  the  boards  then  leaped  onto  the  crate  and  used  the  eaves  to  propel  himself  up  to  the neighboring roof. A head poked through the entrance, looked left then right, but not up. A hand darted out, grabbed the coat and disappeared back inside. 

Lincoln headed home. 

THERE WERE no records of Lady Gillingham's father's birth in the General Registry Office. That didn't mean one didn't exist in another parish outside London, but since she hadn't known where he'd come from, it would be impossible to learn more about him. 

Right  now,  it  didn't  matter.  It  wouldn't  help  Lincoln  locate  the  killer.  What  he  needed  to  know was  whether  Gillingham  was  outraged  enough  by  his  wife's  true  form  that  he  would  kill  other supernaturals. He had already sent Gus out to track the baron's movements, and Seth would relieve him later. They weren't to let him out of their sights. 

Seth deposited Lincoln at the front of the house and continued on to the coach house. Doyle took Lincoln's hat and coat. 

"There's a fellow to see you, sir." The look of disgust on Doyle's face told Lincoln he'd likely find this fellow in the service area, not the parlor. "He refused to give his name, but he's rather scruffy and thinks he's a lark. Cook almost chased him off with his meat cleaver and one of his frightening glares, but I convinced him to stay." 

It sounded like Billy the Bolter. "Thank you. Send him into the library." 

Lincoln  headed  there  himself  and  poured  a  brandy.  Billy  swaggered  to  the  doorway  then stopped, cap in hand. His jaw dropped as he took in the rich velvet curtains, the walls of books and the heavy furniture that Doyle had polished to a high sheen. 

"Nice digs." Billy continued into the room, his swagger not quite as pronounced. 

Lincoln handed him the glass. "Well?" 

"Right to it, then, eh?" Billy sniffed the brandy then drank the lot. He wiped his sleeve across his mouth and held the glass out for a refill. Lincoln obliged, and Billy drank that too. "Got me money?" 

"I'll pay you if your information is worthwhile." 

Billy considered this. With a nod, he said, "I heard something 'round the traps about the gunman. 

I think I know who he is." 

"Go on." 

"After you and me spoke last time, I got it in my head to ask around here and there. All quiet, like.  Just  some  as  I  could  trust."  He  held  up  his  finger  and  smiled  a  yellow-toothed  smile.  "I  ain't stupid." 

Did the man expect affirmation? "Go on." 

"My sister told me 'bout a bloke who's been hangin' round Osborne Street, where some doxies do  business.  She  ain't  a  street  worker,  but  she  got  some  friends  who  are.  Well,  one  of  'em  said  a fellow's been splashing the ready 'round to all the girls in the last week. He's been there before, but never had no money until now. My sister's friend asked him where he got the ready from, and he said it were a secret but it involved his barker. She didn't believe he had one, so he showed it to her." 

"She saw his gun?" 

"Aye, she swears she did. He reckons he stole it from some toff, and ever since then, he put word out he'd use it for the right price." 

"Do you know this fellow?" 

"I know  of him. Name's Jack Daley, and he's a mean blighter. He'd kill a man, sure enough, if he wronged him." 

"Or was paid?" 

"Aye." 


"Do you know where I can find him?" Lincoln asked. 

"He lives in a lodging house on Flower and Dean Street. Don't know which one." 

"Anything else?" 

"Aye. When you get 'im, don't tell 'im how you found 'im." 

"That goes without saying." 

"No,  it  don't."  Billy  turned  serious.  "He'd  hurt  me  sister  and  her  friend  bad  if  he  knew  they ratted. He don't need more reason than that to slash their throats." 

Lincoln fetched Billy some money and told him to pass some on to his sister and her friend. He almost fetched some clothes that Charlie had left behind, but decided against it. That would require him to enter her room. 

"Thank you, sir. Been good doin' business with you again." Billy tugged on his forelock and left through the front door as Doyle looked on disapprovingly. 

"Would you like luncheon, sir?" Doyle asked after shutting the door. 

"Bring something to my rooms. And send Seth in when he's finished outside." 

Lincoln made his way upstairs only to be accosted by Lady Vickers on the landing. She blocked his path when he tried to move around her. He should have taken the service stairs. 

"I would like to know if I'm available to callers this afternoon," she said with an incline of her chin. She looked like a taller version of the queen today, dressed in deep black with a black lace cap over her hair. He suspected that was to hide the poor job her new maid did of arranging it. Some of the strands had already come loose. 

"I don't care if you receive callers or not," Lincoln said. 

He tried to move but once again, she blocked his way. "And you, Mr. Fitzroy? Will you be home to callers?" 

"I don't have any. Those who do visit are used to me rarely being home." 

"I think today will be different." 

"I doubt it." 

She gave him a small smile that seemed to indicate she knew something that he did not. "Did you not notice the sensation your presence caused last night?" 

He  noticed  Julia's  attentions,  and  the  gazes  of  Miss  Overton  and  her  mother,  but  that  hardly constituted a sensation. "I think you're mistaken." 

"Oh  no,  Mr.  Fitzroy.  I  am  never  mistaken  when  it  comes  to  sensations.  And  you,  sir,  are  one. 

Apparently you rarely go to balls or parties, and that makes you a curious figure. An air of mystery is very  desirable  in  a  gentleman,  particularly  a  wealthy  one.  Your  unknown  lineage  will  not  hold  you back when it comes to the ladies, but some of their fathers are more cautious." 

He held up his hands. "I'm not on the market." 

She made a scoffing noise through her nose. "Nonsense. All unwed gentlemen are on the market. 

We can use this new intrigue to our advantage." 

"We?" 

She clicked her tongue. "Must I spell it out to you?" 

"Yes." 

She sighed. "Honestly, for a clever man, you're very stupid. Let me explain it in simple terms. 

Now that you have made an appearance in society, the eligible girls have gone wild. This goes doubly for my son, of course, since he's tilted. Ordinarily, two handsome, interesting bachelors would cause a problem. I'm not sure how Marjory Wadsworth did it. She has twin sons, you know." 

"And?" 

"Don't  talk,  just  listen.  Usually,  the  best  candidate  will  win  the  best  girl,  and  of  course,  that would be Seth since he's so agreeable. I am sorry to be blunt, Mr. Fitzroy, but I'm sure it won't shock you to learn that some girls are as afraid of you as they are intrigued by you." 

"I'm not shocked." 

"But  since  Seth's  reputation  is  a  little…tarnished,  your  star  has  risen  somewhat,  and  I  would consider  you  both  even  in  the  race.  The  girls  only  need  to  choose  between  a  wealthy  gentleman—

yourself—or  a  titled  one.  That  separates  the  girls  into  two  camps  quite  neatly—those  who  need  to marry money and those who can afford to fish around for an agreeable titled gentleman. Forget that simpering Miss Overton. I don't know what Julia is thinking. She would be more appropriate for my Seth, although I can think of better. You, on the other hand, would be suited to the Chester girl. Her father's  a  viscount,  no  less,  and  the  estate  is  in  ruin.  He's  desperate  to  marry  her  off.  She  tends  to squint, and I suspect she needs glasses, but you shouldn't let that bother you. She's quite spirited and

has a strong will, which Seth tells me is your sort—" 

"Enough! I do not want a wife." 

"But you need one. Besides, you had a fiancée…" 

"And now I don't." He must have looked quite fierce because Lady Vickers swayed backward, away  from  him,  and  she  didn't  seem  like  the  sort  of  woman  to  intimidate  easily.  "I  am  not  home  to callers today or any other day." 

"I see. What about my son?" 

"He can marry whomever he wants, but this afternoon, he has work to do for me." He tried to move around her again, but she once more blocked his path. It wouldn't be easy to pick her up and forcibly move her, as he did with Charlie when she stood in his way, but he would try if it became necessary. 

"Seth is not your servant," she said stiffly. 

"I beg to differ. Excuse me, madam." 

She puffed out her chest, as if trying to make herself larger. "He is Lord Vickers, thank you very much." 

"You and your son are here under my roof because I allow it. I can throw you out, if I wish." 

Her hand fluttered at her chest and tears pooled in her eyes. It was Lincoln, however, who took a step  back.  Perhaps  he'd  gone  too  far.  Sometimes  he  forgot  that  female  sensibilities  were  more delicate. It occurred to him that Charlie would have picked up her skirts and marched right past him if he'd spoken to her like that. She probably would have left Lichfield then and there to prove a point. 

"You're being deliberately difficult," Lady Vickers said quietly. "I don't like it." 

He drew in a breath to quell his rising temper. This woman didn't deserve his ire. "I am merely pointing  out  that  this  is  my  house  and  your  son  is  employed  by  me.  He  is  not  at  liberty  to  do  as  he pleases." He held up his hand again. "If he wants to be paid, that is." 

She pulled a face. "There is no need to rub it in. I am well aware of our reduced circumstances." 

"Then kindly see to your visitors yourself. Seth and I will not be home." 

"Very  well."  She  thrust  out  that  very  determined  chin  again  and  Lincoln  braced  himself.  She hadn't given up yet. "But I should warn you that you are not as in command here as you think you are." 

"I pay everyone's wages. I am in complete control." 

She waved a hand. "Tosh. You may pay them, but that doesn't give you control. When I look at you, all I see is a man running hither and thither, and treating his friends like they're staff." 

"They are staff," he growled. 

"Seth is not." She stated it as if it were a fact, without malice or pomposity. "He's your friend, and he's trying to help you, but you're making it impossible for him and that other fellow. You're too busy dashing off chasing shadows and trying  not to look in at yourself." 

He stiffened. If he simply used brute strength, he could barrel past her. He doubted that would silence her, however. She'd probably shout her opinion at him until she was hoarse. 

Her  face  softened  and  her  eyes  turned  gentle.  He  didn't  know  her  well,  but  the  change  in  her worried him. He preferred her vitriol to her pity. "You're scared of what you'll see," she said. "That's why you don't want to look." 

The  blood  chugged  sluggishly  through  his  veins.  His  extremities  turned  cold  and  he  curled  his fingers into fists to warm them. "I know what I'll see," he told her. A cold, dead heart. Gus had told him so. 

"It doesn't have to be like this. Seth said you changed with her." 

"This is how I am and how I must be." His jaw hurt to speak. Everything hurt. "People depend
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upon me. The country depends on me. I have ministry affairs to see to, and introspection is a waste of time and energy that could be spent working." 

Most people would back away from him now, seeing the signs of his temper rising. But not Lady Vickers,  damn  her.  She  was  like  Charlie  in  that  respect.  "Introspection  is  how  we  become  better people, and how we learn from our mistakes," she said. 

"I don't make mistakes." 

"From what I've seen and heard, you've made a very big one, and you know it.  That's why you don't like to be introspective. Looking inward will show you that you failed." 

"I have not failed." 

To his surprise, she lowered her gaze and stepped aside. Not quickly or with shaking hands, but because  she  had  no  more  to  say  to  him.  He  stalked  past  her  and  tried  to  dampen  his  temper,  but  he hadn't  succeeded  by  the  time  he  slammed  his  door.  He  shed  his  day  clothes  and  put  on  the  ones  he used for when he wanted to walk through the slums unnoticed. 

By the time he tied the gray cloth around his neck, he'd decided Lady Vickers was a crackpot and meddler. She wasn't worth wasting his time on. He had more important business to tend do. Ministry business. 

SETH  AND  LINCOLN  stopped  at  the  mews  behind  Gillingham's  house  to  pick  up  Gus.  "Nothing  to report," he told Lincoln as he settled on the seat opposite. "He ain't been out yet today. So where we goin'?" 

"Flower and Dean Street." 

Gus  stroked  the  scar  stretching  from  his  cheek  to  the  corner  of  his  eye.  "Last  time  we  went  to them parts, the brougham almost got stolen." 

"We'll  leave  it  at  the  Pig  and  Whistle's  stables.  The  ostler  knows  me.  It's  not  much  of  a  walk from there." Lincoln told him everything Billy the Bolter had reported and then outlined his plan. 

"Thank you, sir," Gus said at the end. 

"For what?" 

"For tellin' me. Time was, you wouldn't have said nothin' about the whole plan, just my part." 

Lincoln turned to the window and tried to think back, but it felt like another life, another century. 

He  wasn't  that  same  man  anymore.  The  revelation  was  like  a  bolt  of  lightning,  shocking  him  to  his core. 

He'd barely recovered by the time they arrived at the Pig and Whistle. He paid the hunchbacked ostler to mind the horses and coach, then headed to Flower and Dean Street with Gus and Seth. This part of Whitechapel was infamous for the violent Ripper murders, and a sense of unease and mistrust flowed from the passersby, hitting his senses with force. 

Lincoln  felt  conspicuous,  even  though  he'd  gone  to  some  trouble  to  blend  in  with  the  working class  men.  Perhaps  it  was  because  most  of  those  men  were  at  work  in  the  early  afternoon,  not wandering around the streets in a pack of three. Lincoln regretted not waiting for darkness, when the men were heading home from their jobs at the factories. He worked better in the dark too. 

But  he'd  been  too  impatient  to  wait.  If  Billy's  information  proved  true,  then  Lincoln  could  be close  to  catching  the  gunman  as  well  the  man  who  hired  him.  Waiting  would  allow  the  gunman  to escape. 

"I hate this place," Gus hissed. He hunched into his great coat, but still shivered. "Feels like I'm bein' sized for me boots." 

"Not even the poorest will want your stinking footwear." Seth's teasing was half-hearted, as he too kept a wary eye on the hollow-eyed children and their gin-soaked mothers. 

They passed a group of thick-set men huddled around a low fire burning in a brazier. One man drank  from  a  bottle  while  his  friends  rubbed  gloveless  hands  together  and  laughed  over  something. 

Others stood a little further away, gazing enviously at the fire but not approaching. 

"Should we ask them?" Seth said. 

"No." Lincoln knew a group of thugs when he saw it. There were easier targets who would be more deserving of a few coins. 

Gus  tripped  over  the  feet  of  an  elderly  man  sitting  on  a  doorstep.  His  head  remained  resting against the door, his mouth ajar. Lincoln couldn't be certain if he was asleep or dead. 

A  girl  stumbled  out  of  the  shadows,  a  ragged  shawl  bunched  at  her  chest  instead  of  wrapped around her thin shoulders. Stringy brown hair fell from a cap that had probably once been white but was now gray and torn. Her face was mostly gray too. The only color came from the smudges of red under her sunken eyes and the sores on her lips. 

"Please, sirs. I'll do whatever you want for some ready." She let go of the shawl and held out her dirty palm. The shawl fell away to reveal a sleeping baby. The baby stirred with the sudden brush of cold air on soft skin. Unlike the girl, the baby looked healthy. 

Both Seth and Gus reached for their pockets but Lincoln stopped them with a raise of his hand. 

"Do you know where we can find Jack Daley?" he asked her. 

A  spark  of  fear  momentarily  gave  her  eyes  some  life.  She  looked  left  and  right,  then  backed away. She shook her head. 

Lincoln removed a pouch stuffed with coin from his inside coat pocket. "All of this and my coat if you tell me where to find him." 

For a moment, he thought her fear would override her desperation, but then she stepped forward. 

"He lives in the tall brown house on Flower and Dean," she whispered. "Two from the corner. Old Mrs. Fenton is the landlady." She blinked at Lincoln then tentatively held out her hand again. 

He gave her the pouch and she quickly tucked it back inside the shawl with the baby. "How old are you?" he asked. 

"Thirteen." 

Both Seth and Gus muttered under their breath. "The baby's father?" Seth asked. 

"Dead. Our mother too." 

"You're not the mother?" 

"He's me brother." She blinked dry eyes and kissed the top of the baby's head. "I'm all he's got now, and he's all I got." 

Lincoln shucked off his coat and draped it around her shoulders. He must remember to ask Doyle to get more made. 

"You don't want nothing else, sir?" she asked. 

Lincoln shook his head. He should walk away, but for some reason he couldn't. What was wrong with him? 

Gus laid a hand on the girl's shoulder. She shrank back. "Do you know how to get to Seven Dials from here?" he asked. 

She nodded quickly. 

"Find Broker Row and ask for Mary Sullivan. Tell her Gus sent you. She'll take care of you and

your brother." 

"Thank you, sir." She clutched the baby tighter to her breast and hurried away. 

"We can't save them all," Seth said, as they moved off toward Flower and Dean Street. 

Lincoln made no comment. He found it easier not to dwell on such things, but it was difficult to dismiss the girl and her baby brother from his mind. Sending Gus to his great aunt's house later to see if the girl arrived safely was a pointless exercise, yet he resolved to do it. 

Old  Mrs.  Fenton's  lodging  house  was  a  palace  compared  to  the  other  terraces  on  Flower  and Dean. It was a full story taller and the arched windows gave it a grandeur that not even the peeling paint and grimy stones destroyed. It even had a balcony on the second level. The rest of Flower and Dean was a confused collection of short and tall buildings, some brick, some wood, but few stone. 

Smoke drifted from the chimney of Mrs. Fenton's house, but not the others. 

Lincoln  set  Gus  on  watch  out  the  front  while  he  and  Seth  headed  down  the  nearest  lane  and through an archway to the large courtyard at the back of the properties. The buildings surrounding the courtyard were in such poor state that a strong breeze might have knocked them over. The dense, still air reeked of feces and something rotting. 

A man exited from the back of Mrs. Fenton's house and pissed on the slick cobbles. He swayed on his feet and didn't look up. If he had, he would have spotted Seth and Lincoln. 

When the man tucked himself back into his trousers, his elbow nudged aside his coat to reveal the handle of a pistol. 

Lincoln signaled Seth to fetch Gus. 

"You're going to wait for us to return before you approach him, aren't you?" Seth whispered. 

"Yes." 

With a nod of approval, Seth returned down the lane. Not even that movement alerted the man to their presence. He rocked back on his heels, licked his fingers and dragged them through his greasy black hair. 

Lincoln stepped out of the shadows. He got to within four steps before the man looked up. "Jack Daley?" 

The man reached for his gun, but Lincoln was too fast. He snatched the pistol and pointed it at the man's temple. 

"Are you Jack Daley?" he asked again. 

"Who wants to know?" 

"The person who holds this gun at your head and has no qualms about pulling the trigger." 

Daley had a high forehead and a moustache so thin that it looked like an outline of his top lip. 

His clothes were new and his jaw smooth. He'd recently come into money. He sized up Lincoln with a sneer. "You ain't got the bollocks." 

Lincoln shot him in the foot. 

Daley  screamed  and  crumpled  to  the  ground.  A  woman  came  to  the  door,  gasped,  and  hurried back inside. The tumbling of the heavy lock was almost as loud as Daley's cries. 

"It's dangerous to keep your weapon loaded," Lincoln told him. 

Daley's only response was to change from screaming to whimpering. Lincoln aimed the pistol at his other foot. 

"Unless you want me to make you a cripple, you'll answer my questions. Are you Jack Daley?" 

"Aye! Bloody hell, man, what'd you shoot me for?" 

"I know what you've done to the people in these parts. I know they fear you. Perhaps now they'll hear you limping toward them in time to get away." 

Lincoln heard Seth and Gus's running footsteps before they entered the courtyard. "Jesus," Gus muttered, staring at Daley's bloodied boot. "Did you shoot him?" 

"He wasn't answering my questions." 

"Fair enough, then." 

Seth marched up to Lincoln. "You said you would wait." 

Lincoln watched his men grab Daley and haul him up to stand on his one good foot. "I lied." 

Seth rolled his eyes. "Has he confessed?" 

"To what?" Daley spat. He tried to pull away but Seth and Gus held him too tightly and his foot must have pained him. He gave up with a wince and whimper. "What do you want?" 

"I want to know who hired you to kill Patrick O'Neill," Lincoln said. 

Daley went even paler. "You the pigs?" 

"The  police  don't  shoot  suspects.  They  waste  time  with  protocol.  I  prefer  to  get  my  answers quickly. Did you kill Patrick O'Neill?" 

"No." 

Lincoln cocked the pistol. 

"Don't shoot!" Daley squeezed his eyes shut. His moustache almost disappeared up his nostrils. 

When the gun didn't go off, he cracked open one eye. "Is it me you want or the man who hired me?" 

"You're not important to me." 

Daley blew out a breath and stood a little straighter. "It were a blood nut what paid me. He told me who to shoot and where to find him. I didn't know it was the circus strongman, did I? Are you with them? Are you one of them circus freaks?" 

"Do you know the redheaded man's name?" 

"No, but I know what he really looks like and he ain't no true blood nut. Nor a toff, neither." His lips curled into a vicious smile. "He wore a disguise. He's got short, brown hair and don't need the glasses he wore when I met him." 

"Where can I find him?" 

He shrugged. 

Lincoln pointed the gun at his head and Daley shut his eyes again and tried to shrink away. "You must  have  followed  him  to  see  him  remove  his  disguise,"  Lincoln  said.  "Tell  me  where  I  can  find him." 

Daley went to shift his weight only to receive a rude reminder of his injury. He grunted in pain. 

A waxy sheen covered his pale face. 

Lincoln pressed the barrel of the gun harder into Daley's temple. He was so close to victory he could  taste  it,  but  he  had  to  be  careful  not  to  show  how  much  he  needed  this  information.  "If  you remain silent much longer, I'll kill you. If you tell me where to find this man, I'll let you go and you can leave London alive. That's your choice. You have three seconds in which to make it. One. Two." 

"All right!" Daley screwed up his face. Despite the cold, sweat beaded at his hairline. "I saw how much ready he carried on him, so I thought I could relieve him of some of it. To give to the poor, see." 

Gus snorted. "We ain't stupid." 

Daley  cleared  his  throat.  "I  followed  his  coach  to  Kensington.  It  left  him  at  the  Queens  Arms, and he walked down the mews. I followed. When he thought no one was watching, he removed his wig, glasses and some padding round his middle under his clothes and stored them at the back of one of  the  stables.  I  was  so  surprised  I  forgot  why  I  followed  him.  By  the  time  I  remembered,  he  were climbing the ladder to the rooms above." 

"Not the main house?" 

"No. I thought he'd come down again, but he didn't. His lamp went out and that were it. No one stirred again 'til morning." 

"You stayed the whole night?" 

"Aye.  I  were  curious,  see.  I  asked  the  stable  lad  who  the  cove  was,  and  he  said  Mr.  Thomas Rampling." 

"Is he a servant?" 

"No, just a cove that knows the coachman." 

"Did he have anything to do with the household?" 

"Don't know. I didn't ask." 

"Did you ask if he'd had contact with others aside from the stable staff?" 

"Why would I?" 

"Who did he pay you to kill next?" 

"A woman named Metzger. Lives at forty-four Brick Lane, Spitalfields." 

Lincoln lowered the gun. The name was familiar. She also had a file in the archives. 

Daley's  tongue  darted  out  and  he  licked  his  lips.  "Who're  you?  Why'd  you  want  to  know  all this?" 

Lincoln nodded at Seth and Gus to let Daley go then walked away. He didn't look back, but he heard Daley shout for Mrs. Fenton to unlock the door. 

"Gus, find a policeman and tell him Jack Daley shot Patrick O'Neill," he said. "If by any chance he's not caught, find the Metzger woman and get her to safety." He tucked the gun into the waistband of his trousers and covered it with his jacket. He might need it again. 

                                   

CHAPTER 7

"I  ain't seen him all day." The stable boy leaned on his broom and shrugged lanky shoulders, as if he wasn't surprised by this event. "He comes back late and sometimes goes out again at night." 

"Why is Rampling staying here?" Lincoln asked. "Does he know the master of the house?" 

"He's cousin to the coachman, also a Rampling. John Rampling." He nodded at the glossy black carriage, where a pair of boot soles could be seen in the window. 

Lincoln thanked the lad and opened the cabin door. The boots dropped, and the fellow wearing them sprang upright, his eyes wide. When he saw it wasn't his master, he yawned and lay down again. 

"What'd you want?" he growled. 

"I  want  to  ask  you  about  your  cousin,  Thomas  Rampling,"  Lincoln  said.  "What  business  is  he conducting?" 

"No  business."  The  coachman  folded  his  arms  over  his  chest.  "He's  a  drifter,  just  comes  and goes." 

"Do you know when he'll be back?" 

"Nope." 

The  rumble  of  wheels  and  click  clack  of  hooves  on  cobbles  announced  the  arrival  of  another vehicle.  The  stable  lad  went  out  to  greet  it,  but  John  Rampling  didn't  stir.  Lincoln  was  about  to question him further, but a shout from the boy interrupted him. 

"Mr. Rampling! Mr. Rampling, come quick! It's your cousin." 

Rampling stretched and sat up again. "What is it now?" 

The boy swallowed. "He's dead." 

The coachman blinked. "Can't be. I only saw him last night." 

The lad glanced over his shoulder at the cart that had stopped behind Lincoln's coach. A police constable stood beside it, squinting into the shadows of the coach house. 

Lincoln felt everything inside him tighten into a ball. His heart sank. Every time he got closer to getting  answers,  the  trail  went  cold.  The  two  grave  robbers,  Captain  Jasper,  the  man  who'd  killed Drinkwater and Brumley…all died after their identities and secrets were uncovered by the ministry. 

Their  deaths  weren't  coincidences,  and  certainly  weren't  accidents.  Someone  was  a  step  ahead  of Lincoln—and that infuriated him. 

Seth  was  first  out  of  the  coach  house,  followed  by  Rampling  and  Lincoln.  "This  is  John Rampling," Seth said when the coachman simply stood at the end of the cart and stared at the lump beneath the gray blanket. 

The  constable  nodded  a  greeting  but  got  none  in  return.  "He  was  pulled  out  of  the  river  this morning," he said as he lifted the blanket. 

The bloated face of the dead man was clear evidence of how he'd died. If that wasn't enough, his clothes and hair were still wet. 

The coachman gagged then threw up on the cobbles. The policeman went to cover the deceased again, but Lincoln stopped him. He inspected the victim's face. 

"Are there any marks on him?" he asked. 

"A cut on the back of his head," the constable said. "He was probably standing on a pier when he lost his footing, hit his head and got knocked out." He shrugged. "Slipped into the water and drowned, is my guess." 

"Oh God," the coachman moaned. "I can't believe it. Tom's gone." 

"We found a note on him addressed to these mews so came here directly. Can you confirm that this is your cousin, Mr. Thomas Rampling?" 

John Rampling nodded. "Where are you taking him?" 

"Mortuary in Chelsea." 

"Who was the note from?" Lincoln asked. 

The  constable  settled  his  feet  apart  and  glared  at  Lincoln.  "Who're  you  in  relation  to  the deceased?" 

Lincoln was still considering the most efficient method to relieve the constable of the note when Seth said, "Mr. Rampling would like to see it." 

The constable glanced at the coachman who simply stared at his cousin's body, oblivious to the attention.  The  constable  waited.  After  a  nudge  from  Seth,  Lincoln  handed  the  policeman  three shillings. The constable removed the note from the deceased's pocket. He handed it to Rampling, but when he didn't move to take it, passed it to Lincoln. 

The soggy card was thick, like a gentleman's calling card. It bore no signature or indication as to who'd  sent  it.  The  barely  legible  words  read:  "Shadwell  Dock  Stairs.  Midnight."  Lincoln  passed  it back to the constable. 

The policeman leapt onto the back of the cart and ordered the driver to exit the mews. Once he was out of sight, Rampling crouched down and ran both hands through his hair. Lincoln felt like doing the same. 

"Do you know who wrote that note?" Lincoln asked him. 

Rampling  wiped  the  back  of  his  hand  across  his  eyes  and  stood.  "Tom  never  told  me  his business. I knew he was doing some work for someone that involved wearing disguises from time to time, but I never asked what he was doing. God," he moaned. "I have to write to his mother." 

Seth clapped him on the shoulder. "What was his middle name?" 

Lincoln sucked in a breath. He glared at Seth, but Seth wasn't looking his way. 

"James," Rampling said. "Why?" 

"No particular reason." 

Rampling looked up. "You didn't tell me why you came looking for Thomas." 

"It  no  longer  matters,"  Seth  said,  far  more  cheerfully  than  was  appropriate  considering  the circumstances. He gathered the reins for Lincoln's horse and climbed onto the driver's seat. Instead of sitting in the cabin, Lincoln got up beside him. 

"Aren't you going to say something?" Seth asked as they passed the Queen’s Arms. 

"No," Lincoln said. 

"Not even to tell me there was no point getting the dead man's middle name because Charlie's not here to call his spirit back?" 

Lincoln didn't respond. Hopefully his lack of communication would shut Seth up. Unfortunately, it seemed to have the opposite effect. 

"If  she  was  here,  she  could  summon  the  spirit  and  find  out  who  hired  Rampling  to  hire  Jack Daley," he went on. "You do know that Rampling was most likely killed because he could identify the man who hired him, don't you?" 

Captain  Jasper  too,  although  Lincoln  hadn't  connected  his  death  to  the  current  murders  until

recently. He could have asked her to raise Jasper, but using her necromancy like that had felt wrong, particularly when he was warning her  not to use it. 

The whip of the icy wind slapped Lincoln's cheeks, and it began raining as they passed through Camden Town. Each drop pelted down from the dense mass of cloud overhead like sharp shards of glass. Seth flipped up his hood but Lincoln had given his coat to the girl in Flower and Dean Street. 

He took over the reins and urged the horse to go faster. 

"Careful!" Seth grabbed onto the side rail as they took a sharp corner without slowing. 

Lincoln didn't slow down until they reached Lichfield's coach house. Gus was already waiting. 

"Did the police catch Daley?" Seth asked as he jumped down. 

Gus  nodded.  "Got  him  before  he  even  left  the  lodgin'  house.  He  was  screamin'  at  them  about gettin' his foot seen by a doctor." 

Lincoln helped Gus unharness the coach then Seth led the horse to the stables. Lincoln and Gus joined  him  a  few  minutes  later.  While  they  all  worked,  Seth  told  Gus  about  Rampling's  demise, including the fact that they could have discovered who'd hired him by now if Charlie was with them. 

That was Lincoln's cue to return inside, but Gus stopped him with a growled, "If you don't want her back for your own good, then what about the greater good? She's useful." 

"She's not a tool." Lincoln had snapped out the words before he could check himself. 

"She ain't a parcel to be sent across the country neither!" 

Seth laid a hand on Gus's shoulder. He half-raised his other hand in a calming gesture, as if he were approaching a wild horse. "Let me handle this," he muttered. 

Had  they  discussed  this  between  them?  It  wouldn't  surprise  Lincoln  if  they  had.  They'd  taken Charlie's departure badly and neither seemed the same since. They'd certainly changed their attitude toward Lincoln. Sometimes he was surprised they still worked for him. Part of him wondered if they remained  because  they  expected  him  to  fetch  Charlie  back,  or  if  they  thought  they  could  manipulate him into doing so. 

He wasn't going to let them push him. In fact, why discuss it at all? He'd made his decision. He didn't care what they thought. 

He strode out of the coach house. The rain pummeled him again and formed puddles in the low lying corner of the courtyard. He was already wet through to the bone and a few more drops didn't matter. 

"You have to bring her home," Seth shouted. He was closer than Lincoln expected. 

He turned to see they'd both followed him and stood in the courtyard as soaked as he was. "Go inside," he told them. "Dry off. Neither of you will be of use to me if you become ill." 

"Neither of us will be of use if we refuse to work for you!" Gus shouted back. 

So it had come to that after all. "Are you leaving my employ?" 

Seth once again held up his hands in a placating gesture. Rain dripped off his hair down his face. 

He swiped angrily at his eyes. "Can we go inside to discuss this?" 

"There's nothing to discuss." 

"Bloody hell." Seth shook his head, spraying droplets. "Don't you see that this has affected you?" 

That wasn't what Lincoln had expected him to say. "I'm the same as I've always been." 

Gus snorted. "No, you're not," Seth said. "You're acting erratically and have been ever since she left." 

"You're mistaken." 

Gus shook his head. "You don't care about your own safety no more." 

Lincoln had never cared. He went to walk away, but Seth's words stopped him. 

"No,  that's  not  what  I  meant.  I  meant  you've  lost  focus  now.  Answers  that  were  once  easy  to obtain  have  become  elusive.  Details  that  were  obvious  are  now  less  so.  You  do  foolish  things  that jeopardize  your  own  safety  because  you're  distracted.  You  thought  she  was  a  distraction  when  she was here, but her absence is doubly so. Isn't it?" 

Rain thundered on the tiled roof of the coach house and stables. Drips slid past Lincoln's collar and down his spine, leaving a painfully icy trail in their wake. His men watched him through the veil of  rain,  their  gazes  searching,  questioning.  Hoping.  They  didn't  know  for  certain.  They  were  only guessing at Lincoln's motives and state of mind. 

He clung to that as if it were a buoy. 

"You miss her," Seth said, more quietly. "You miss her terribly." 

Lincoln squinted up into the sky, ignoring the rain splattering his face. The heavy clouds seemed to blanket the whole world, smothering every breath. He should go inside. He should walk away from his men and not answer them. 

But for a reason he couldn't fathom, he wanted to answer. "Yes. I miss her." He tilted his head forward and looked at each of them in turn. He needed to get his next point across. "But it will pass." 

They scoffed. Gus shook his head. "You're a fool if you think we believe that," Seth said. 

"You're a fool if  you believe it," Gus added. 

Lincoln's  face  heated.  He  could  feel  his  temper  rising  from  the  depths  of  him,  bubbling  to  the surface. "How would you know?" 

Neither seemed to think it a question worth answering. But the longer the silence stretched, the more Lincoln realized his question was sincere. 

"I  owe  you  much,"  Seth  said,  folding  his  arms  up  high  on  his  chest  and  not  meeting  Lincoln's gaze. “I don't know where I'd be now if it weren't for you. I like working for the ministry." 

Lincoln looked to Gus, but his craggy features gave nothing away. 

"I  don't  want  to  leave,"  Seth  went  on.  "But  I  feel  I  must.  I  can't  work  for  someone  who  acts irrationally. And she kept you in check." 

"In check how?" Lincoln asked. 

"You shot a man in the foot!" 

"I didn't kill him." 

"You traversed the city over rooftops. In the rain." 

"It was a shorter, faster way." 

Seth threw his hands in the air. "You try," he said to Gus. "I give up." 

Gus blew out a breath. "How can I put it?" He thought a moment then nodded. "I'll be direct with you, sir. If you got rid of Charlie because she got in the way, what will you do with us if we make a mistake?" 

"Don't make mistakes and you won't find out." 

Seth barked out a humorless laugh. 

Gus rubbed his temple. "What if we're no longer useful? Will you shoot us in the foot if we don't do something you ask or do it the wrong way?" 

"Or will you kill us?" Seth said, quieter. 

Lincoln watched them from beneath damp lashes. Did they think pressuring him would encourage him to bring Charlie home? "If you feel you must go, then go. I won't stop you." He turned and walked to the house. He sensed them following at a distance. 

He avoided the kitchen and went through the main part of the house. The salver on the table by the front door overflowed with calling cards. Had Lady Vickers had that many callers, or were some
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for Lincoln and Seth? His progress up the stairs was deliberately slow, steady, yet he felt like he'd run for  miles  by  the  time  he  shut  his  door.  He  shouldn't  feel  this  exhausted  after  so  little  exertion.  He changed into dry clothes and poured himself a tumbler of brandy, then another and another. It didn't clear his head, only made the fog denser. 

If Seth and Gus left, he still had Cook and Doyle. But it wasn't the same. They weren't fighters. 

Their duties were in the house. And they didn't know how Lincoln worked, not like the others. They just weren't the same, damn them, and Lincoln  wanted the same. He wanted Seth and Gus at his side, complete with their bickering and bad jokes. 

He threw the glass into the fireplace. It shattered, spraying shards over the hearth, the floor, onto the rug, over tables and chairs. He marched over. Glass pierced the souls of his feet. It hurt like the devil and no amount of concentration could deaden the pain. He used to be able to master pain—not eliminate it, just mask it. But now, every cut burned, and soon his feet felt like they were on fire. 

He hobbled back to his desk, leaving a trail of bloody footprints behind. He sat down and closed his eyes. Let the pain come. Let it consume him and see if it destroyed him. 

And if it didn't? 

He would get up in the morning and face the day and every day that came after it. He would bury himself in work to the point where  it consumed him instead. He would find a way through to the other side. 

What he felt now… it couldn't possibly last forever. 

 THE METZGER WOMAN. 

Lincoln awoke with a start. He'd forgotten about the Metzger woman! How could he have been so incompetent? 

He set his feet on the floor only to wince as pain spiked through them. He sucked in a breath and blew it out slowly, then sucked in another. He stood. Manageable. 

He'd  bandaged  his  feet  himself  the  night  before  using  the  medical  kit  he  kept  in  his  study. 

Hopefully he'd removed all the glass first. 

He  dressed  quickly  and  edged  aside  the  curtain.  Light  rimmed  another  gray,  dull  horizon.  It wasn't raining but it probably would later. 

He headed downstairs, avoiding all the creaking floorboards, and outside. His feet stung but so be  it.  He  harnessed  a  horse  to  the  smaller  cabriolet  and  drove  out  of  the  Lichfield  estate  at  speed, heading  toward  Spitalfields.  He  easily  passed  the  delivery  carts  with  their  yawning  drivers  and plodding hacks. 

Number forty-four A had once been half of a sizable residence but was now a two-up two-down with four windows, set evenly apart, and a green door. A tanned woman with sagging sacks beneath her eyes and deep grooves around her mouth answered his knock. She shrank back when she saw him. 

Her  eyes  turned  guarded.  It  was  impossible  to  tell  if  she  was  owner  of  the  house  or  a  lodger.  She wouldn't  be  a  maid  or  cook  hired  by  the  landlady.  No  one  living  in  the  miserable  district  of Spitalfields could afford staff. 

"I'm looking for Mrs. Metzger," Lincoln told her. "Or Miss Metzger. Is she here?" 

The  woman  chewed  on  her  bottom  lip  and  hugged  the  door.  "Who  are  you  and  what  do  you want?" she asked in a strong Russian accent. 

"Is she here?" he asked again, trying to summon some patience. "It's urgent. Her life may be in danger." 

She  gasped  and  muttered  a  Russian  expletive.  "Why?"  She  didn't  tell  him  he  was  too  late, thankfully. 

"Someone wants her dead. The reason is for her ears only. Please, fetch her for me." 

"I am she." 

He  blew  out  a  measured  breath  and  placed  his  hands  behind  his  back.  "Someone  is  killing people with supernatural powers. I know that you're next on his list." 

She covered another gasp with both hands, or rather, paws. Claws sprouted from her fingertips. 

When  she  realized,  she  shook  them  and  the  claws  retracted.  Her  hands  returned  to  normal.  She pressed her lips together and glanced past him, left and right. She tucked her hands behind her back. 

"I belong to an organization that protects your kind," he said. "I need to take you to safety. Now. 

Fetch whatever you can carry and come with me." 

"But what about my work? My shift begin soon." 

"Where do you work?" 

"Gumm's Boots on Commercial.” 

"I'll tell them you were called away to an ill relative's bedside." 

She continued to chew her lip. 

"Your loved ones can come with you," he told her. 

"I have no one. My husband and son dead." 

He removed some money from his pocket. Her eyes widened. It was probably a year's worth of wages. "You can move out of London and rent a room for yourself. This should last you until you find work." He knew he was asking a lot of her, but if he couldn't save her…if she died because he hadn't alerted her yesterday…

He swallowed down the bile burning his throat. "I'll drive you to the station." 

"I pack. Wait." 

He  retreated  to  the  cabriolet.  Another  woman  emerged  from  the  house  and  paused  when  she spotted  him.  She  was  younger  than  Mrs.  Metzger,  but  looked  just  as  tired.  She  edged  past  him  and hurried off along the street, her shoulders stooped. 

Mrs. Metzger returned barely ten minutes later with a carpet bag that looked like it had traveled the world. Worn and stained, it nevertheless looked sturdy. Lincoln tied it to the back of the cabriolet. 

"I  will  go  to  Southampton  where  there  is  sea  and  good  air."  Her  face  lifted  and  the  sagging seemed not so pronounced. She held out her hand for the money and he passed it to her. She tucked it into her bodice then climbed up beside him. 

"May I ask you a question about your hands?" he asked as the horse pulled away from the gutter. 

She folded her gloved hands in her lap. "You may." 

"Is that the only part of you that changes? Or is there something more to your magic?" 

"Only my hands change, but I see the dead too." 

"You're a medium? Or a necromancer?" 

"What are these?" 

"A medium speaks to the spirits of the recently deceased, but a necromancer can summon those long dead and bring them back to life." 

She gasped then crossed herself. "I am medium. I see new spirits, before cross over." 

He flicked the reins to drive the horse through the thickening morning traffic. They sat in silence, allowing Lincoln to think. Did the killer suspect Mrs. Metzger was a necromancer and had decided to

eliminate  her,  just  in  case?  Or  was  he  now  attacking  supernaturals  of  any  sort,  no  matter  if  they couldn't be used to reanimate the dead? If so, then everyone in the ministry archives was in danger. 

A half hour later, he'd deposited Mrs. Metzger at Waterloo Station and headed home. She was safe,  and  perhaps  she  might  even  be  happier  living  at  the  seaside  than  in  London.  He'd  told  her  to contact him at Lichfield once she was settled. He would add her new location to the files, and keep those files locked away from untrustworthy eyes. 

The house was quiet when he entered via the courtyard door, and he didn't need a seer's powers to  know  why.  Gus  and  Seth  were  gone.  He  bypassed  the  kitchen  but  felt  the  venom  of  Cook's  glare nevertheless. A resounding thump of the rolling pin left Lincoln in no doubt that Cook blamed him for his friends' departure. 

Lincoln took the stairs two at a time, only to stop dead when he met Lady Vickers on the landing. 

She  greeted  him  with  a  smile,  which  surprised  him.  Shouldn't  she  be  upset  about  her  son  leaving? 

Shouldn't she be worried that Lincoln would throw her out now? The last time they'd spoken, she'd stoked Lincoln's temper and been determined that he should treat Seth as an equal, at the very least. 

So why the smile? 

"Good morning, Mr. Fitzroy. I see you've been out already, and in such gloomy weather too." 

"It has only just begun to rain." He stepped aside, but she didn't move to pass him. 

A  small  crinkle  appeared  across  her  smooth  brow.  "You  look  troubled,"  she  said,  her  smile fading. 

"I've got some things on my mind now that your son and Gus have left my employ." 

"Ah. I was wondering if you were going to bring it up or if I should." 

"You are welcome to remain here, madam, whether Seth is present or not. I gave my word." 

She squeezed his arm gently. Her eyes misted but quickly cleared and she resumed the mask of nobility  again.  It  had  to  be  a  mask,  he'd  decided.  This  woman  had  run  off  with  her  footman,  of  all people. She  seemed above such things, yet apparently she wasn't. Not that he was the best judge of character, particularly where Lady Vickers was concerned. He didn't understand her at all. 

"You are a true gentleman, Mr. Fitzroy. Thank you. If Seth comes to me for advice, I will tell him in no uncertain terms that he must return here. He made an unwise decision, and I'm deeply troubled by it." 

"But you don't want him to be my servant." 

"No, I don't. But nor do I want him to have nothing, not even a roof over his head. He told me you pay him well, Mr. Fitzroy, and I am not so foolish as to think he's above working  with you." 

As opposed to  for him. "Do you know where he is?" Lincoln asked. 

"No,  but  I  expect  him  to  show  his  face  sooner  or  later.  I  am  his  mother,  after  all.  He  can't  run away from me too." 

Seth  wouldn't  see  it  as  running  away.  More  like  taking  a  stand.  "Thank  you,  madam,  but  it's unnecessary. I won't force him to work for me." Coerce, yes, but not force. 

He went to walk past her since she made no move to pass him, but she clung to his arm. "Did you go through the calling cards?" 

"I haven't had time." 

"You had many visitors, as did my Seth. You could both have the pick of the year's debutants." 

Her eyes lit up with the same gleam he'd seen when she pushed Seth toward eligible women at the ball. Why was she looking at Lincoln like that? "If you want them, that is." 

"I don't." 

Her grip tightened. She wasn't letting him go yet. "Do you know why I came home to England, 

Mr. Fitzroy?" 

"No." Nor did he want to know. Unfortunately it looked like she was going to keep her hand on his arm until she told him. 

"I was lonely. My second husband died, and I'd made few friends in New York. Without friends to introduce me, I wasn't received into the right circles, you see. So I came home to be with my son again." 

He nodded. Should he say something too? 

"I loved him, you know," she said before he had a chance to think of an appropriate response. 

"My second husband was a good man, more of a gentleman than my first, even though  he was the one born to gentility." 

"You don't need to justify your actions to me. I don't care." 

"Oh, I know that. That's why I like you so much." 

She did? He couldn't tell. 

"I expect I'll find myself shunned by English society for some time." She sighed. "There will be crude jokes and snide comments, of course, and I'll need to partner either Seth or your intriguing self if I wish to attend parties." Her strong features softened a little, but there was no other sign that she was bothered by these facts. 

"Is there a reason you're telling me this?" he asked. 

"I'm telling you because I want you to know that it was worth it. Even if I'd known George wasn't going  to  live  long,  and  even  if  I'd  known  that  returning  to  England  would  be  difficult,  I  would  still have married him." 

Her  face  softened  more  and  Lincoln  grew  worried  that  she  would  cry.  He  steeled  himself.  "I see," he said, glancing past her. 

Instead of letting go, she held his arm tighter. "I don't think you do. You're trying to escape." 

He cleared his throat and gave her his full attention. Shouldn't she be saying these things to Seth? 

Why did she want to tell Lincoln these personal thoughts when she hardly knew him? 

"I  loved  George  very  much,"  she  said  again.  "Even  though  that  love  cost  me  a  great  deal,  I couldn't have  not loved him. I didn't have any choice in the matter. It simply was. Now do you see?" 

He saw. He saw that Seth had told his mother more than he should have about Charlie. "I have to go." 

She released his arm and he moved past her. "True love doesn't end," she said to his back. "It only deepens with time." 

"Your advice is unwanted." 

"My presence in London is unwanted by most, but I'm staying anyway. Love isn't always easy, Mr. Fitzroy, but nothing rewarding is." 

She'd probably read that in one of the gothic romance novels he'd seen her reading. 

It  was  too  early  for  a  drink  and  he  didn't  want  to  summon  Doyle  to  fetch  tea.  While  he  didn't think the butler was the lecturing type, Lincoln would rather not risk it. He'd had enough advice and angry glares from the rest of the household to last a lifetime. Now he wanted peace to consider the developments in the investigation. 

Unfortunately, a knock on the door disturbed him. It was only Doyle, delivering tea. Lincoln was beginning  to  wonder  if  the  man  had  some  supernatural  seer  powers  after  all.  Or  perhaps  he  was simply an excellent butler. 

"Sir, I should warn you," Doyle said before exiting. "Cook is talking about leaving too." 

Lincoln sat heavily in his chair. The task of replacing his staff suddenly felt overwhelming. He

rubbed his forehead and listened to the door click closed as Doyle left. He sipped his tea and tried to think about work again. He should send someone to warn all of the London-based supernaturals to be vigilant,  but  there  was  no  one  left  to  send.  Not  even  Cook.  Lincoln  expected  him  to  march  into  his rooms with a meat cleaver at any moment. With his excellent aim and fierce temper, Cook would be a formidable opponent. 

He set the teacup down and left. He slowed as he passed Charlie's rooms but forced himself to continue.  Anywhere but in there.  He headed up to the attic and the files stored there, but found himself detouring  to  the  tower  room.  It  stood  empty  and  cold.  The  hearth  had  been  swept  clean  and  the mattress stripped bare. The last time he'd been in the room was the day Charlie left. 

 Charlie. 

He  shouldn't  have  come  to  the  tower  room.  The  memories  of  the  day  she  left  were  too  vivid here.  But  he  didn't  leave.  He  couldn't.  He   wanted  to  be  there,  to  remind  himself  that  he'd  sent  her away for bloody good reasons. 

He sat on the windowsill and, for a moment, he couldn't remember those reasons. All he could see through the misty rain was the exact spot on the drive where the carriage had been when Charlie climbed into it that day. 

She  had  cried.  A  lot.  He'd  almost  given  in  and  changed  his  mind,  on  numerous  occasions,  but somehow he'd stood firm. He'd focused on being calm, on shutting himself off, piece by piece. When he'd  first  learned  the  calming  technique  as  a  child,  he'd  thought  of  himself  as  a  canal  filled  with dozens  of  locks.  Each  gated  lock  would  close  and  shut  off  the  water  flow,  leaving  the  downstream water  level  low.  It  wasn't  until  he  was  older  and  saw  a  working  lock  that  he'd  realized  the  gates reopened eventually. The technique still worked, however, and he'd perfected it over the years so that he could shut himself off and let nothing through. Not even Charlie's tears. 

He'd  stood  in  this  same  position  and  watched  her  raise  her  hand  to  the  cab's  rear  window  in either a wave or plea. She'd seen him in that moment, watching her, and he'd stepped quickly out of her line of sight. But he'd still been able to see the coach, all the way to the front gate. He'd stayed in that room for hours afterward and stared out the window, just like he was now. 

But there'd been no sickening feeling in his gut then, and no ache in his chest. No pounding in his head and certainly no regrets. He had done the right thing, and that mattered most. He  must remember why he'd sent her to the School for Wayward Girls in the first place. 

To keep her safe. 

So he could focus on his work. 

So she could have a normal future. 

Damn his employees and Lady Vickers for making him doubt his decision. They were wrong to want Charlie back. 

He lowered his hand from the pane. His palm left a mark on the frosty glass. He pushed off from the windowsill and strode out of the tower room. The house was too quiet. When he'd first arrived at Lichfield Towers, he'd wandered through the halls and rooms, lifting dust covers, checking the plans for the hidden nooks and corridors. He'd learned every inch of every wall, cupboard, and floorboard. 

It  was  a  grander  residence  than  General  Eastbrooke's  house  and  it  was  all  his,  according  to  the property documents. Yet it was nothing more than a pile of bricks and tiles. If it had burned down, he wouldn't have cared. 

Until  Charlie  came.  She'd  filled  it  with  her  small  frame  and  her  big  eyes,  and  a  spirit  that  not even the walls could contain. Without her, Lichfield was just bricks and tiles again. 

He strode on, unaware of his whereabouts until he found himself outside Charlie's door. It had

been locked since her departure, the key kept in his desk drawer. Every time he'd opened the drawer it had reminded him of what he'd done. Sometimes he even remembered why he'd sent her away. 

He  dug  the  key  from  his  pocket,  having  collected  it  the  day  before  for  a  reason  he  could  no longer recall. He pushed open her door and drew in a deep breath. Then another. 

No one had been inside since Charlie left, not even Doyle. Ashes clogged the grate in the sitting room,  and  a  book  lay  open  on  the  table  by  the  window.  She'd  forgotten  to  pack  it.  He  placed  the ribbon  marker  inside  and  closed  it.  He  tucked  it  against  his  chest  and,  with  another  deep  breath, headed through to her bedroom. 

The dresser drawers stood open, and a few hairpins lay scattered atop the dressing table. All of her clothes were gone except for the boys' trousers and shirt she'd worn that first day she'd come to Lichfield. Everything had changed that day. In a way, he'd known it too. Instinct had told him that the scrawny lad with the lice-ridden hair and bad attitude would be an important part of his life from that day onward. He could never have fathomed in what manner, however. Not then. Even if he'd known she was a girl, he wouldn't have guessed that he would want to marry her within a few short months. 

His gut twisted. Nausea rose to his throat. He sat on the unmade bed, suddenly dizzy. From the memories? The misery? No, that couldn't have caused this physical response. 

He tried to shut it off, tried to close the lock gates, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn't. 

The ability to shut himself off had vanished along with Charlie. 

So  he  allowed  the  gates  to  swing  wide  open.  Dizziness  swamped  him.  The  room  spun  around him, unbalancing him. He tilted to the side and fell onto the bed, his cheek on Charlie's pillow. He closed his eyes and reached for the seer's senses he usually kept in check. 

He sat bolt upright. His heart pounded a single, loud thud then stopped. He suddenly understood

—the sickening feeling in his gut and the dizziness weren't from sadness or regret. They were caused by dread. 

Charlie was in danger. 

Lincoln had made a monumental mistake. 

THE END
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EXCERPT OF THE WATCHMAKER'S DAUGHTER (GLASS AND STEELE, BOOK #1) by C.J. Archer

About THE WATCHMAKER'S DAUGHTER

India  Steele  is  desperate.  Her  father  is  dead,  her  fiancé  took  her  inheritance,  and  no  one will employ her, despite years working for her watchmaker father. Indeed, the other London watchmakers seem frightened of her. Alone, poor, and at the end of her tether, India takes employment with the only person who'll accept her - an enigmatic and mysterious man from America. A man who possesses a strange watch that rejuvenates him when he's ill. 

Matthew Glass must find a particular watchmaker, but he won't tell India why any old one won't do. Nor will he tell her what he does back home, and how he can afford to stay in a  house  in  one  of  London's  best  streets.  So  when  she  reads  about  an  American  outlaw known as the Dark Rider arriving in England, she suspects Mr. Glass is the fugitive. When danger comes to their door, she's certain of it. But if she notifies the authorities, she'll find herself  unemployed  and  homeless  again  -  and  she  will  have  betrayed  the  man  who  saved her life. 

With  a  cast  of  quirky  characters,  an  intriguing  mystery,  and  romance,  THE

WATCHMAKER'S  DAUGHTER  is  the  start  of  a  thrilling  new  historical  fantasy  series from  the  author  of  the  bestselling  Ministry  of  Curiosities,  Freak  House,  and  Emily Chambers Spirit Medium books. 

CHAPTER 1 ( London, Spring 1890)

There  were  several  reasons  why  I  fell  in  love  with  Eddie  Hardacre,  but  seeing  a  painter  put  the finishing  touches  to  “E.  HARDACRE,  WATCHMAKER”  on  the  shop  front  that  had  been  in  my family's hands for over a century, I couldn't remember any of them. My former fiancé was worse than a  pirate.  At  least  pirates  were  loyal  to  their  crew.  Loyalty  was  a  bartering  tool  Eddie  employed whenever he needed to gain someone's trust. Someone like my poor, foolish dead father. And me. 

It was time to tell Eddie what I thought of him. I'd kept my anger bottled inside for long enough, and  if  I  didn't  let  it  out,  I  would  never  heal.  Besides,  now  was  the  perfect  time,  as  a  customer inspected one of Father's watches. Eddie loathed public displays of emotion. 

I would give him the most public of emotional displays that I could. 

I tugged on my jacket lapels, threw back my shoulders, and marched past the gentleman's shiny black coach and into the shop that should have been mine. 

The entrance was as far as I got. The familiarity of my surroundings pinched my heart. The rich scent of polished wood mingled with the subtle tang of metal. The myriad  tick tocks,  which irritated so many customers after mere minutes inside, summoned a well of memories. The individual rhythms sounded chaotic when placed in one room together but they reassured me that all would be well, that I had come home. It had been two weeks since I'd heard their song. Two weeks since I'd stepped inside the shop. Two weeks since Father died. 

It was time. 

Nothing had changed inside. The counter top stretched across the back, as sleek as ever. Behind it, the door to the workshop was closed. I recognized every clock hanging on the walls and set out on

the  tables,  and  all  the  glass  display  cabinets  seemed  to  be  filled  with  the  same  watches,  from  the inexpensive  open  faced  variety  to  those  with  elaborately  designed  silver  cases,  known  as  hunters. 

Even  Father's  ancient  tortoiseshell  and  ormolu  still  ticked  to  its  unique  rhythm,  but  no  one  had bothered to correct it. It was three minutes slow. 

"I'll be with you in a moment," Eddie said without looking up from the watch he was showing the gentleman.  Such  poor  shop-keeping!  One  should  always  make  eye  contact  with  every  customer.  A warm smile and pleasant greeting never went amiss, either. 

I was, however, glad that he hadn’t seen me immediately. "Excuse me, sir." I addressed the back of the customer's dark head. He did not turn around, but I didn't let that stop me. "Excuse me, sir, but unless you wish to finance a liar and swindler, you should not purchase a thing from this man." 

Eddie glanced up with a gasp. The color leached from his face. "India!" He spluttered a hasty, 

"Excuse  me,"  to  his  customer  and  rounded  the  counter.  Arm  out  to  usher  me  to  the  door,  the  color flooded his face as quickly as it had left it. "How lovely of you to visit me here, but as you can see, I'm rather busy. I'll call on you later, my dear." 

I  ducked  beneath  his  arm,  turned  so  that  I  could  keep  him  in  my  sight,  and  backed  toward  the counter.  I  wanted  to  see  Eddie's  face  turn  ruby  red  as  I  informed  his  customer  of  his  despicable behavior.  "I  am  not  your   dear  anymore,  and  I  cannot  believe  that  I  ever  wanted  to  be."  I  used  to consider him handsome, with his blond curls and blue eyes, and I'd once thought myself fortunate that he'd  chosen  me  as  his  bride.  My  gratitude  had  been  smashed  to  pieces,  along  with  my  future,  two weeks ago. Now I thought him one of the ugliest men I'd ever seen . 

"India!"  He  lunged  for  me,  but  I  was  ready  for  him  and  stepped  behind  the  table  holding  the collection  of  small  mantel  clocks.  "Come  here  at  once."  When  I  didn't,  he  stomped  his  foot  on  the floor like a spoiled child not getting his way. 

I gave him a tight-lipped smile. "If you want me to leave, you will have to catch me first." 

He glanced past me to the gentleman who must have been quite stunned by my shocking behavior. 

I  didn't  care  what  he  thought.  I  had  always  been  known  as  the  prim  and  proper  daughter  of  Elliot Steele, but recent events had changed me. Let the dusty old men gossip about me at the guild's dining table.  It  no  longer  mattered,  since  I  was  not  connected  to  the  guild  through  Father  or  the  shop anymore. 

Eddie suddenly dodged to the left. I swerved and moved farther around the table. He growled in frustration. 

I laughed and inched closer, daring him to try again. Part of me wanted him to catch me, so that I could force him to act like the overbearing brute I knew him to be in front of a customer. 

"You're making a scene," Eddie hissed. 

"Good." 

He licked his lips and his gaze flicked to the gentleman behind me again. He cleared his throat and squared his shoulders, attempting to look as if he were in control. "Come now, India, be a good girl and leave this gentleman in peace. He doesn't wish to witness your hysterics." 

"I'm a little too old to be called a girl, Eddie, don't you think?" 

"Quite," he said, his tone grating. "Twenty-seven is definitely past the flush of youth." 

He might as well have announced that I was too old to wed. I was surprised he hadn't used it as an excuse to end our engagement, but then again, he'd known my age before he proposed. "Nor am I hysterical," I added. 

Eddie smiled. It was all twisted cruelty. I braced myself for his next words. "India and I were once engaged," he said to the gentleman who had remained silent behind me. "Alas, her rather fanciful

and forthright nature only became evident after our betrothal. I suppose I ought to be thankful that she didn't hide her true self until after it was too late." His laugh was as insipid as his pale blue eyes. "I had to end our engagement or risk our children becoming afflicted." 

"You ended our engagement because you got what you wanted, and what you wanted wasn't me. 

It was Father's shop." 

I only just heard the gentleman behind me clear his throat over the pounding of blood between my ears. Eddie must have heard it too, and he collected himself. He licked his lips again, a habit that I now despised. 

"Sir,  I  do  apologize."  Eddie  bobbed  his  head  in  imitation  of  the  little  automated  bird  that emerged on the hour from the cuckoo clocks. He looked as ridiculous as he was pathetic. "India," he snapped at me. "Leave! Now!" 

I thrust my hand on my hip, smiled, and spun round to speak to the gentleman and make an even bigger scene. An extremely tanned man with dark brown eyes, striking cheekbones and thick lashes stood  there.  If  it  weren't  for  his  scowl,  and  the  signs  of  exhaustion  around  his  mouth  and  eyes,  he would  be  handsome.  He  was  everything  Eddie  was  not—tall  and  dark  and  broad  across  the shoulders. He wore a well-tailored black suit, untroubled by his impressive frame, a silk hat and gray silk  tie.  While  his  clothing  screamed  gentleman,  his  stance  did  not.  He  leaned  one  elbow  on  the counter as if he were half drunk and needed propping up. A gentleman would have straightened in the presence of a woman, but this man didn't. Perhaps he wasn't English. The deep tan would suggest not. 

It took me a moment to remember what I'd been about to say, and in that moment, he spoke first. 

"I  have  business  to  conduct  with  Mr.  Hardacre,"  he  said  in  a  flawed  upper  class  English  accent.  It was  plummy  enough,  but  the  crispness  had  been  sliced  off  and  replaced  by  a  slight  drawl.  "Please take your argument with you when you leave." He held his hand out, showing me the door. 

I remembered what I wanted to say all of a sudden. "Mr. Hardacre is a liar and a scoundrel." 

Eddie made a strangled choking sound. 

"So you already pointed out," the customer said. He sounded bored, but that could have been a result of his accent. 

"Is that the man you want to give your custom to?" I pressed. 

"At the present time, yes." 

Eddie chuckled. My hand slid off my hip and fisted at my side. I swallowed down the sense of hopelessness that threatened to overwhelm me. My scheme to discredit Eddie was quickly unraveling before my eyes. "Then you're aiding and abetting a man with the morals of a rat. He doesn't care who he ruins to get what he wants, only that he gets it in the end, by whatever means necessary." I heard how pathetic and desperate I sounded, yet I couldn't stop the words from spilling forth anyway. I was tired  of  holding  them  in,  of  smiling  and  telling  acquaintances  that  I  would  be  all  right.  I  wasn't  all right. I  was pathetic and desperate. I had no employment, no money, and no home. I'd lost my fiancé and my father, within days of one another, although I'd never really had the fiancé, as it turned out. Our engagement had been a ruse, a way to get Father to sign over the shop to Eddie. 

"I am sorry, miss," the gentleman said, sounding genuinely sympathetic. 

"I'm sure you are now. Eddie is no better than the muck on your boots." 

He sighed and the tiny lines at the corners of his eyes deepened. "No, I mean I'm sorry for doing this." 

Two long strides brought him to me so that I got to admire his impressive height and frame. But not for long. Two large hands clamped around my waist, lifted me, and tossed me over one of those brawny shoulders I'd been admiring. 

"What are you doing?" I cried. "This is outrageous! Let me down at once!" 

He did not. With one arm clamped over the backs of my thighs, he strode to the door as if I were nothing more than a sack of flour. The blood rushed to my head. My hat hung by its pins. I pounded his back with my fists, but it had no effect. I was utterly helpless and I did not like being so, one little bit. 

Behind  me,  Eddie  roared  with  laughter.  I  felt  the  gentleman's  muscles  tense  and  heard  a  sharp intake of breath. He didn't slow, however, but merely pushed open the door and deposited me on the pavement. I stumbled and he clasped my shoulders until I regained my balance, then he let me go. 

"My apologies, miss," he said with a curt nod. "But your conversation was taking too long, and I'm a busy man." 

I  fixed  my  hat  and  straightened  my  spine,  mustering  as  much  dignity  as  I  could.  It  wasn't  easy with  all  the  shopkeepers  and  their  customers  looking  out  of  doors  and  windows  to  see  what  had caused  the  commotion.  "I  don't  care!"  To  my  horror,  my  voice  cracked.  I  did   not  want  to  cry.  Not anymore. I'd shed enough tears over Eddie and the things I'd lost. "I don't care if I make you late for an appointment, or if I cost Eddie your custom. You are a brute! A fiend! You may look like a gentleman, but you most certainly are not one!" 

"Cyclops," the man said to someone over my shoulder. 

I glanced around to see a giant figure with a black patch over one eye jump nimbly down from the coachman's perch and advance on me. I swallowed a scream and shrank away, but he caught my arm.  I  tried  to  pull  free  but  he  caught  my  other  arm  and  his  grip  tightened.  The  red,  lumpy  scar dripping from beneath his patch stood out against his charcoal skin, the white of his teeth even more so as he bared them in a snarl. 

"Let me go!" I screamed, pulling harder. "Mr. Macklefield! Help!" 

Mr. Macklefield, the neighboring tailor, took one look at the giant and fled back inside his shop. 

Up and down the street, shopkeepers shut their doors. Folk I'd known my entire life cowered inside. 

Even the painter went very still on the top of his ladder, as if he hoped no one would notice him there. 

No one came to my rescue. I'd never felt more alone or so vulnerable. 

I glanced up at the giant who held both my wrists and blinked back hot tears. "Please let me go," 

I whispered. 

"Can't, miss," he said in a booming voice with an accent similar to the gentleman's but from the gutters rather than the townhouse. "You just stay out here with me and let Mr. Glass finish his chat." 

I sniffed. "So you won't let me go, even if I promise not to go back inside?" 

He shook his head. 

"I won't be long," the gentleman behind me said. 

"I see." I drew in a breath, let it out, and stomped my heel into the giant's boot. 

He winced and his one eye widened, but he didn't let me go. 

The gentleman laughed softly. "Good shot." 

The giant grunted. "Not bad for a little thing." 

I ought to have been frightened witless, but their light-hearted banter quelled my fear. Not that I felt safe and confident, but I no longer felt like the giant or his master wanted to hurt me. 

"Sir,  if  you  please,"  Eddie  said  in  a  sickeningly  sycophantic  tone.  "We'll  finalize  our  business inside." 

"I need to ask you some questions first," the gentleman, Mr. Glass, said. 

"Questions? About the watch? Of course." 

"Sir," I said over my shoulder. I had only moments in which to ruin this for Eddie, as he'd ruined so much more for me. "Mason And Sons have a finer hunter minute repeater than the one you were

admiring  in…there."  I  couldn't  bring  myself  to  call  it  Hardacre  Watchmakers.  It  was  still  Steele Watchmakers to me and always would be. "If you want my advice, you ought to spend your money at that  establishment.  Not  only  will  you  get  excellent  service,  but  you'll  be  supporting  an  upstanding family." 

"India!" Eddie shouted. "If you don't calm down, I'll send for a constable." He clicked his fingers at Jimmy, the boy who occasionally ran errands for the shopkeepers in the street. He was the only one who'd not retreated indoors, but that would be because Jimmy wasn't allowed in the shops. None of the shopkeepers trusted him not to steal from them. None since Father had died and Eddie had evicted me, that is. He strolled over, hands thrust deep into his pockets, but hung back, clearly not willing to take Eddie's side but unable to do anything to help me. 

"I've  already  been  to  Mason  And  Sons,"  Mr.  Glass  said  to  me,  ignoring  Eddie.  "There  was nothing to interest me there. I wish to look at  this watch." 

"Come,  sir,"  Eddie  said,  grasping  Mr.  Glass's  arm.  Mr.  Glass  narrowed  his  gaze  at  him  and Eddie let go with a loud swallow. "I'll give you a good price on the watch." 

"You cannot have been to Mason And Sons," I said to the gentleman. "Mr. Mason truly does have a finer example of the same timepiece. I saw it late yesterday, and I doubt he has sold it already." 

Mr. Glass turned a curious expression toward me. Where before he'd looked tired, he was now alert. It was as if he'd just realized something of monumental importance to him—and it involved me. 

His  gaze  focused  on  mine  with  fierce,  driving  intensity.  It  was  an  unnerving  experience  to  be  the object of it, more so than the physical presence of his coachman. If I weren't restrained, I would have left and been glad to have escaped—from what, I didn't know. 

"You're familiar with Mr. Mason and his work?" he asked me. 

"I am. He was both a friend and rival of my father's." Their relationship had been a complicated one. While they respected and liked one another, they had to compete for customers among London's elite.  Fortunately  there  were  enough  wealthy  in  the  city  to  keep  them,  and  several  other  watch  and clockmakers, in business. Mr. Mason had been the first person I'd gone to after Eddie had ended our engagement, but he'd not been able to employ me with three sons and a daughter of his own. 

Mr. Glass closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead as if trying to remove an ache. It was so odd, coming after his intense glare, that I checked with his servant to see if he thought it out of character. 

The  coachman  frowned  at  his  master.  "Matt?"  He  called  his  master  by  his  first  name?  What  a peculiar arrangement. "Er, sir? You need to…?" 

"I'm fine," Mr. Glass snapped. 

"Don't bloody look fine," the coachman muttered, sounding a little hurt. 

"Your father is a watchmaker?" Mr. Glass asked me, lowering his hand. He patted his coat, as if feeling for something in the pocket. Perhaps it was snuff or a pipe that he wished to smoke to return the color to his cheeks. He looked quite peaky. 

"Was." I spread my hands to indicate the shop windows with the watches set out on the lower shelf and the higher shelves filled with clocks of all shapes and sizes. "He owned this establishment under the name Steele until his death, two weeks ago." I swallowed the lump rising up my throat, but the tears welled nevertheless. 

"He left it to  me in his will," Eddie cut in quickly. 

"Because  you  assured  him  that  you  would  keep  your  promise  to  marry  me,  and  my  fool  of  a father believed you. I believed you," I choked out. I no longer cared what the gentleman or his servant thought of my behavior. Two weeks ago I'd been too sad and shocked to tell Eddie what I thought of him,  but  not  anymore.  I  was  still  sad,  but  those  two  weeks  had  given  me  time  to  think.  I  wasn't

shocked now, I was mad. 

"I  wasn't  to  know  then  that  you  were  such  a  strong-willed  creature,"  Eddie  said.  "If  I  had,  I wouldn't have asked for your hand. Take this display, for example. One doesn't need further evidence of your willfulness." 

Rage surged through my body. I felt like I was burning with it, from the inside out. "What I am is the daughter and assistant of Elliot Steele, watchmaker." 

"No,  that  is  what  you   were.  Now  you're  just…pathetic.  Go  away,  India.  Nobody  wants  you here." 

I gritted my teeth and pulled myself free from the man holding me. To my surprise, he let go. I barged up to Eddie and slapped him across the cheek before he saw my hand coming. 

Eddie reeled back, clutching the side of his face. He stared open-mouthed at me, his expression caught between fear and shock, as if I were a ghastly and strange creature. I suppose, in some ways, I was. I certainly didn't feel like myself at that moment. I felt…lighter, liberated, and yes, very strange indeed. 

Mr. Glass cleared his throat. "Miss Steele?" 

I smiled at him and his one-eyed servant. The coachman grinned back. "Yes, Mr. Glass?" I said. 

"Would you mind joining me this afternoon in the tea room at Brown's Hotel?" 

"Me?" My smile slipped off. I stared at him. "But…why?" 

"Yes," Eddie muttered. "Why her?" 

Mr. Glass ignored him. "To discuss your father." 

I  was  trying  to  decide  if  it  was  unseemly  to  drink  tea  alone  with  a  strange  gentleman  in  a salubrious  hotel,  and  if  I  cared  about  that  sort  of  thing  anymore,  when  Eddie  took  advantage  of  my silence. "I can tell you everything you wish to know about Elliot Steele. I knew him well." 

"Oh, do shut up, Eddie." It seemed I'd thought of something to say after all. "I will join you for tea, Mr. Glass. Thank you." 

The brown eyes briefly flared and a small smile touched his lips. It quickly vanished, however, and his jaw went rigid. The muscle bunched and did not release. It was as if he were bearing down against a pain. Unease ate at my gut. I didn't know this man, and he had a rather frightening looking servant, yet I'd agreed to drink tea with him. It would seem today was a day to do things that were out of character for me. I pushed my unease aside. 

"We can  discuss  watches," I  said  to Mr.  Glass,  simply  to see  Eddie's  face turn  red  with  anger again. "If it's a hunter minute repeater you're after then there are many fine examples in the city. Much finer than here." 

"They were your father's timepieces!" Eddie cried. "That watch is exquisite." 

"The regulator pins stick and it loses five seconds every twelve hours. I was never able to fix it." 

"You mean your father couldn't," Eddie said smugly. 

"No, I mean  I couldn't. I've been doing all the repair work for three years, ever since Father's sight deteriorated." 

"Well then, now it's my turn to repair them. Elliot left  me all his notes." 

"They're three years out of date.  My notes were not part of the inheritance." I spun on my heel, gave a nod to Mr. Glass and another to his servant, and said, "Shall we say three o'clock?" 

"Perfect,"  Mr.  Glass  said  with  a  smile  that  momentarily  banished  the  tiredness  from  his  eyes. 

"See you then." 

I walked up the street, feeling as if the entire city watched me. I turned the corner and doubled

back, just in time to see Mr. Glass being driven away. He removed his gloves and studied something in his hand. He closed his fingers around it, tipped his head back, and breathed deeply, as if he were finally getting the rest he craved. 

It wasn't this behavior that set my pulse racing, however. It was the object in his fisted hand, and the bright purplish glow it emitted. A glow that infused his skin and disappeared up his sleeve. 

CHAPTER 2

"You  told  me  yesterday  that  you  would  pay  me,"  Mrs.  Bray,  my  landlady,  said  as  she  stood  in  the doorway to my room. "And the day before, and the day before that." She folded her arms beneath her large bosom, pushing them up so that they were in danger of choking her, and peered down the length of her narrow nose at me. "I'm not a charity, Miss Steele." 

She  certainly  wasn't.  She  wanted  the  rent  for  the  tiny  attic  room  in  advance  and  reminded  me every day, when I failed to pay her, that I would have to vacate if I didn't come up with the money. I'd managed to keep the room through a combination of charm and pleading, but I didn't think that tactic would  work  much  longer.  Going  by  the  unsympathetic  scowl  on  her  pinched  face,  her  patience  had worn out. 

The truth was, I hadn't anticipated staying in her lodging house long after Eddie threw me out of my home above the shop the day my father was buried— the very day. I thought I would have secured myself employment as a shop assistant with either a watch or clockmaker by now. But I'd applied in person  to  every  single  one  in  the  vicinity,  and  none  had  any  positions  available,  although  some expressed  their  sympathies  for  my  plight.  Unfortunately  I  couldn't  eat  sympathy  or  sleep  on  it.  I needed  to  work.  Hence  my  applications  to  other  shopkeepers.  So  far,  three  haberdashers,  two drapers,  four  greengrocers,  and  a  chemist  refused  to  employ  me  without  references.  I  was  utterly weary of hearing the word no. 

"I understand, Mrs. Bray," I said, mustering some sweetness from God knew where, "but I just need one more day. I'm going to apply to be a governess." 

She snorted. "That's a laugh." 

"Pardon?" 

She hiked up her bosom with her folded arms. "Toffs employ other toffs as governesses. You're only a shopkeeper's assistant." 

I had been a watchmaker and repairer, actually, but I didn't correct her. No one ever believed me when I claimed my father taught me everything he knew. Not even my friend, Catherine Mason, whose father and three brothers owned Mason And Sons. She'd told me that no honorable father would allow his daughter to get her hands dirty in the workshop. I liked Catherine so I didn't argue the point with her. 

"I must try something different," I told Mrs. Bray. "I  need employment." 

"There's always the workhouse for destitute women." 

I  shuddered.  The  workhouse  was  for  those  with  no  roof  over  their  head,  no  education,  and  no other possible means of supporting themselves. Employment there meant a bed to sleep on and food twice  a  day,  albeit  a  lice-ridden  bed  and  unpalatable  gruel.  It  also  meant  long  hours  on  the  factory floor,  risking  life  and  limb  with  the  dangerous  machinery,  and  contending  with  depraved  men  who thought the poor women were no better than whores. A perfectly healthy woman I'd been acquainted with had wound up in one after her husband died. When I'd seen her again, a year later, she'd been at death's  door,  ravaged  by  syphilis  and  coughing  up  blood.  The  workhouse  was  a  wretched  place.  It

made  Mrs.  Bray's  cold  attic  room,  with  the  low  roof  and  persistent  odor  of  cat  urine,  seem  like  a palace. 

If I couldn't find employment elsewhere, the workhouse was my only choice. 

I  collected  my  gloves  and  reticule  from  the  bed,  but  she  didn't  let  me  pass.  Her  sizeable  hips filled  the  doorway.  "I  have  to  go  out  for  now,"  I  told  her,  "but  I'll  be  stopping  by  the  Governesses' 

Benevolent Institution on my way back to see if there's any work for an educated woman like myself." 

She rolled her tongue over her top teeth then made a sucking sound. "I told you, you won't find anything. You're not the right sort to be a governess." 

"I must try." 

"You're persistent, I'll give you that." She sucked the air between her teeth again. "But you have to pack your things and take them with you." 

I gasped. "Are you evicting me?" 

"I've had inquiries from a gentleman wishing to lease this room." She backed out of the doorway and headed to the stairs in her awkward, rolling gait. "You have fifteen minutes." 

"But I have nowhere else to go!" 

"You've got friends. Ask that pretty girl who called on you last week to help." 

I stood at the top of the stairs and stared at her retreating back. The Masons couldn't afford to support me, not with so many of their own mouths to feed. I would have to sleep on Catherine's floor. 

They would try to help me if they knew my plight, but I couldn't bring myself to beg. Pride was all I had left. 

"Please, Mrs. Bray. I'll have the money by the end of today." 

She stopped at the bottom of the stairs and shook her head. "How?" she called up. "You've got no job and nothing more to sell. Even if you find employment today, you won't be paid for weeks. I need that  money  now,  Miss  Steele.  I've  got  to  eat  too."  She  walked  off.  "You've  got  fifteen  minutes  or  I fetch the constable and have you arrested for trespass." 

Arrested! From the look on her face, she was serious. 

I headed back into my room and numbly packed my bag. Having sold as many personal items as I could to pay for food and rent for the last two weeks, my few remaining belongings amounted to very little.  I  possessed  two  changes  of  unmentionables,  a  nightgown,  one  other  dress,  a  coat,  and  a hairbrush, hand mirror and combs that had belonged to my mother. My bag was so light that I had no trouble getting it down the stairs. 

Mrs. Bray saw me out and shut the door the moment I crossed the threshold, almost hitting me in the back. I walked as erectly as possible down the steps to the pavement, my battered leather valise in hand. It had been a gloomy, damp house anyway. I would find somewhere better to live, just as soon as I secured myself employment. In the meantime, Catherine Mason's floor would have to do. 

I  wouldn't  rely  on  the  Masons'  charity  for  long,  however.  I  wouldn't  need  to.  I  was  eminently employable,  if  only  someone  would  give  me  the  opportunity  to  prove  it  without  references.  After meeting with Mr. Glass, I would apply at the Governesses' Benevolent Institution. I could even ask him if anyone in his circle was in need of the services of an educated woman. Indeed, this meeting with Mr. Glass could prove quite fruitful. I had a good feeling about it. 

I walked from the lodging house near King's Cross Road to Mayfair. It took almost an hour, but the air was reasonably clear, allowing some spring sunshine to leak through the gray pall. I knew the way  well  enough,  having  delivered  timepieces  to  wealthy  customers  who  lived  there.  I'd  even delivered an exquisite watch to a foreign prince when he'd stayed at Brown's Hotel. Nevertheless, the colonnaded façades of the grand buildings never ceased to amaze me and make me feel small. 

My  valise  no  longer  felt  light  by  the  time  I  reached  Albermarle  Street,  and  my  shoulders  and arms  ached.  The  liveried  porter  of  Brown's  Hotel  opened  the  front  door  for  me.  I  ignored  the questioning  arch  of  his  brows  and  his  pointed  glance  at  my  simple  dress  and  valise,  and  strolled inside with what I hoped was an air of confidence. I wanted to at least look like I knew where I was going, even if my stomach had tied itself into knots. The porter stowed my valise away in a back room and directed me to the tearoom. 

I  received  more  curious  stares  as  I  scanned  the  faces  for  Mr.  Glass.  Plain  shop  girls  didn't usually  mingle  in  the  tearoom  at  Brown's  with  ladies  and  gentlemen  of  good  breeding.  I  felt  like  a drab piece of sackcloth amid colorful silks and delicate laces. 

I spotted Mr. Glass at a table near the window. He rose and greeted me with a dashing smile that I  couldn't  help  but  return,  despite  my  knotted  stomach.  He  must  have  had  a  good  rest  since  we  last met, because there was no sign of tiredness in his eyes. They were as clear and warm as his smile. 

There  was  also  no  sign  of  the  purplish  glow  on  the  skin  of  his  bare  hand.  It  appeared  quite  as  it should—tanned, strong, and entirely normal. 

"Thank you for coming, Miss Steele," he said, pulling out a chair for me. 

"Thank you for the invitation, Mr. Glass, although I'm still unsure what it is you want to ask me." 

"I have questions about your father." 

"So you said, but what do you want to know about him?" 

We  were  interrupted  by  the  waiter,  and  my  awkwardness  returned.  Not  only  was  I  unsure  if  I was expected to pay for my afternoon tea, but everyone at the surrounding tables still stared. Was I the oddity or was Mr. Glass, with his good looks and somewhat lazy way of sitting? Or was it the both of us together? None knew me, but it was quite possible that Mr. Glass's acquaintances were among the other patrons and his meeting a woman like this was about to become the gossip of the week. 

"Your  finest  tea,  please,"  Mr.  Glass  asked  the  waiter,  "and  your  best  cakes  and…things,"  he added with a dismissive wave of his hand. "I don't care what. Do you, Miss Steele?" 

"Er, no." As long as I wasn't expected to pay for them. Despite the strangeness of Mr. Glass and his  relaxed  manner,  I  did  peg  him  as  a  gentleman,  and  no  gentleman  would  invite  a  lady  to  tea  and then ask her to pay her share. 

The waiter retreated and Mr. Glass sat forward. He picked up the small silver fork and twisted it between his fingers. "You must think my request to meet with you odd," he said. 

"No odder than my acceptance of it. I'm not in the habit of taking tea with strange men." 

He held up the fork in surrender. "Of course not. I can see that you're a respectable lady." 

"You saw that in our brief encounter this morning? The encounter in which I berated my former fiancé, attempted to ruin his business, and stomped on your servant's toe?" 

"To be fair, Cyclops deserved it. I didn't think he would grip you that hard." He let the fork go and placed a hand to his heart. "I deserved it more. Please allow me to apologize most sincerely for my treatment of you. I was…not myself. I'm not ordinarily so rough with women. It was uncalled for, and I can only apologize for it again and again." 

"Apology  accepted.  I  admit  to  being  somewhat  shocked  at  the  time,  but  I  wasn't  harmed.  I  do suggest that you refrain from hauling women around like a caveman next time you are not feeling like yourself. Others may not be as forgiving." 

He grinned, which I hoped he would. I did so like his smile with his perfect white teeth against his smooth brown skin. It made his eyes twinkle too. "I will try to restrain myself, although I do have a temper and I'm unused to the delicate sensibilities of English women." 

"Women approve of being manhandled where you come from?" 

"Not many, no. They usually stomp on toes, and more, if they find themselves in such a situation." 

He picked up the fork again and toyed with it. He seemed to have a problem sitting still. He must be a man of action. That sort rarely sat in tearooms with ladies. "I like your directness, Miss Steele. It's refreshing.  I  was  beginning  to  think  all  Englishmen  and  women  spoke  in  roundabout  ways  without saying what they truly felt." 

"I'm  not  usually  so  forward,  but  this  morning  I'd  reached  the  end  of  my  tether."  The  dam  had finally  burst  after  seeing  Eddie's  smug  smiles  and  listening  to  his  inane  laughter.  My  anger  had nowhere to go but out. It wasn't until later, when I sat quietly in my attic room, that I realized my anger was largely directed at myself now—anger that I'd ever accepted a proposal from a man I didn't love and never could. "Where are you from, Mr. Glass? Your accent is unusual." 

"My  accent  is  a  mix,  so  I've  been  told,  thanks  to  the  different  heritages  of  my  parents  and  our travels. I'm recently from America." 

"America? How thrilling." 

He chuckled. "Not particularly." 

"It is when the furthest you've traveled is Cheshunt." 

He gave me a blank look. 

"It's a little north of London." 

The waiter arrived with a silver tea-stand laden with slices of cake, sandwiches and pastries. I'd never seen so many all at once before, or presented so prettily. My stomach growled. I hadn't eaten since that morning, and then only a slice of moldy bread that Mrs. Bray had been about to throw out. 

Mr.  Glass  eyed  me  from  beneath  long  lashes  but  didn't  comment.  He  waited  until  the  waiter poured our tea and left us with the pot before urging me to fill my plate. 

I took a delicate pastry and ate it in two bites before he'd even begun. He nudged the cake-stand a little closer to me and I took a slice of cake and ate that. At his further prompting, I shook my head. 

"I'm quite full, thank you," I lied. My mother had always told me not to make a pig of myself, and I mostly followed her advice. I tried not to look at the cakes for fear of showing my regret, however. 

"That may be so, but I can't possibly eat all of these on my own," he said. "Please, assist me, or they will go to waste." 

If he was going to be so gentlemanly about it, then I might as well. 

He sipped his tea, and I had to suppress a giggle. He looked out of place in a room full of mostly women, a pretty floral teacup in one hand and a pastry in the other. I wondered if he did this sort of thing in America. If I had to guess, I'd say he was a gentleman farmer with those brown hands of his. 

"Do you mind if I start asking you questions now?" he said. 

"Go ahead. It's why I'm here." 

He set the cup down carefully, as if he were afraid he'd break it. He stared at the contents for a moment, and when he looked up, that intense stare he'd given me earlier in the day returned. A shiver trickled down my spine and chilled my skin. I couldn't make up my mind if I liked being looked at in such a way. "How old was your father?" he asked. 

That was an odd question to begin with. "Forty-nine. Why?" 

He sat back in the chair with a softly muttered, "Damn it." 

"Why?" I repeated. "And why do you want to know about my father anyway? What has it got to do with buying yourself a new watch?" 

His lips twitched at the corners, but he didn't break into a full smile. "A full stomach makes you curious." 

I arched my brow and waited for an answer. 

He leaned forward again and picked up his teacup. "I'm trying to find a man I met five years ago. 

He was a watchmaker and made a watch for me that now requires fixing." 

"Has it stopped working?" 

"It's slowing down." 

"You've tried winding it?" 

"Do I look like a fool?" 

"My apologies." I sipped my tea and kept my eyes averted. I heard him sigh again and he shifted in the chair, as if he were regretting asking me to tea. "Why didn't you show your watch to Eddie?" I asked. "He might have been able to fix it." 

"Not this watch." 

"Why not? Is it American? Some American watches are different to ours, but a good watchmaker can work out what needs correcting without damaging the mechanisms. Eddie isn't a bad watchmaker, he's just limited in the types he can repair. He wasn't apprenticed to my father. Would you like me to look at it? I can assure you, I may be a mere woman, but I was apprenticed to the best watchmaker in the city, perhaps the country. The only reason I wasn't allowed into the guild and am not able to call myself a master watchmaker is because of their archaic rules that don't allow female members. It was why—" 

"Miss Steele." He held up his hand for me to stop. I bit my tongue. "Thank you for your offer, but this watch is a special one. The original maker is the only one in the world who can repair it." 

"That's rather arrogant of him, to make such a claim." 

"Nevertheless, I'd like to find him." 

I was about to press him to show it to me, but decided against it. It made no difference to me if he thought only one person could repair it. "Tell me about this arrogant watchmaker. So far, he fits the description of several men in the guild." 

He  seemed  to  find  that  amusing.  He  smiled,  and  his  shoulders  relaxed.  "I  admit  that  I've  been running all over London without really knowing what I'm doing and where I'm going." He sat forward. 

"Would you mind helping me narrow my search?" 

"I would be delighted. I take it you don't know his name." 

"He called himself Chronos." 

"The Greek God of Time? We can add ridiculous to arrogant. Go on." 

His eyes crinkled at the corners. "I met him in a saloon in New Mexico, five years ago. He was English and told me he came from London." His eyes suddenly shadowed, and he turned serious as he studied the teacup. "He was an old man then, so it couldn't have been your father." 

"Father has never left England anyway. He's lived above that shop all his life, as his father did, and his father too. Now Eddie has it," I spat. 

His gaze sharpened. "Your grandfather is a watchmaker?" 

"He was. He's dead." 

He stared at me, unblinking. I shrank back from the force of it. "When did he die?" 

"Before I was born, so he couldn't have been your mysterious Chronos either." 

He  passed  a  hand  over  his  eyes  and  down  his  face  then  blew  out  a  breath.  It  must  be  a  very special watch indeed to elicit such a reaction. I could feel his anxiety from across the table. 

"Let  me  see  if  I  have  this  correct,"  I  said.  "Five  years  ago,  you  were  given  a  watch  by  an Englishman in America who claims that no one else can fix it. You refuse to let anyone else attempt to fix it, so you traveled all this way to find him. You don't know his name, or where he lived in London specifically, and you only know that he must be old." 

"You have it," he said, absently patting his coat pocket. 

I did not mention the fact that he could be dead. No doubt he'd thought of that, and I didn't want to see  disappointment  shadow  that  handsome  face.  "Then  you  have  come  to  the  right  person.  I  know every important watchmaker in London, and most unimportant ones too." 

"I had a feeling you would be able to help me," he said. "I'll pay you for your time, of course. It may take several days to locate the right man." 

Pay me!  Ah,  now I  understood  why he'd  chosen  me  instead of  Eddie,  or anyone  else.  He  must have sensed my desperation this morning and guessed I had the time to devote to such a scheme. "If you insist," I said as graciously as I could manage while trying to hold back my smile. 

"What is the current wage for a shop assistant in London?" he asked. 

"One with experience could hope for a pound. I don't know about any other sort of assistant." 

"A pound then." He held out his hand. "Deal?" 

I  shook  his  hand  firmly,  as  my  father  had  always  taught  me  when  shaking  a  man's  hand  after  a particularly lucrative transaction. "Deal," I repeated, mimicking his accent. 

He laughed softly. "Have another cake, Miss Steele. Then let’s begin." 

I ate a slice, touched my napkin to the corners of my mouth, and washed it down with a gulp of tea. I wasn't being very ladylike, but I was no lady and he didn't seem to notice. 

"Most watchmakers are traditionally located in Clerkenwell and St. Luke's," I said, "but you'll find some scattered elsewhere. My ancestor set up his premises on St. Martin's Lane and we've been there ever since." 

"Until your former fiancé took it from you." 

I couldn't meet his gaze. It had been one thing to air my dirty linen when I'd been mad at Eddie, but it was quite another to be reminded of my shocking behavior, and by a gentleman too. "My father thought that only a man could manage the business." I don't know why I wanted to explain the situation to  him.  It  seemed  important  that  he  know  that  Father  loved  me,  but  he'd  been  duped.  "He  liked precision,  organization,  and  neatness,  so  he  changed  his  will  when  I  became  engaged,  thinking  that Eddie  could  be  relied  upon  to  keep  his  word.  No  one  expected  him  to  die  suddenly  before  the wedding. And to be fair to Father, Eddie was very sweet up until then. It wasn't until the funeral when he showed what a nasty little worm he was." 

Mr. Glass remained silent, and I wished I hadn't blurted out my problems all over again. He must think me as pathetic as I felt. "My mother used to tell me that God would punish people like that after they're dead," he said. 

"I wish Eddie would get his come-uppance in  this lifetime where I could see it and enjoy it." 

One corner of his mouth kicked up. "You and I think alike." He lifted his teacup in salute. Finding it empty, he refilled both mine and his. 

"Will you be staying in London long after you've found the old watchmaker?" I heard myself ask with a hint of breathiness in my voice. 

He shook his head. "I've business to take care of back home." 

Pity. "Tell me what your watchmaker looks like," I said. "Aside from being old, that is." 

"He had blue eyes, white hair, and was otherwise non-descript. I got the feeling he was running away from something or someone." 

"Why do you say that?" 

"Because most folk who end up in Broken Creek, New Mexico, are usually running away from something or someone." 

"Is that why you were there, Mr. Glass?" 

His eyes twinkled but no smile touched his lips. "I visited for the scenery." 

"Is it beautiful?" 

"To some." 

He  didn't  elaborate,  and  I  got  the  feeling  he  no  longer  wanted  to  discuss  his  past  in  Broken Creek. 

"So tell me which watchmakers you've visited already," I said. "That will narrow our search." 

"My lawyer informed me that most live in Clerkenwell, as you yourself noted. I began there this morning."  He  listed  a  half-dozen  whose  names  I  recognized,  although  I  knew  none  personally.  "I decided to stop in at Masons' and Hardacre's on my way home. Indeed, I was told that it was named Steele's and was surprised to see the painter changing the sign. I'm glad you were there, Miss Steele. 

Our meeting has an air of fortuitousness about it." 

I smiled. "I agree. I've had a good feeling about it ever since our encounter." 

"Even when I manhandled you?" 

"Perhaps it started after that." 

We discussed returning to Clerkenwell's watchmakers, but in the end, decided to investigate the better class of horologists elsewhere in the city. Mr. Glass insisted the man he'd met five years ago had been educated with a middle class accent and not a slum one. After spending most of the morning in Clerkenwell, he'd already learned the difference. 

Fortunately  I  knew  most  of  those  watchmakers  well,  since  Father  had  been  friendly  with  them back when he still liked and respected the guild members. A twang of guilt over my role in his falling out with the guild twisted my gut. He'd fallen out with the other members over  my application. 

Once  the  teapot  was  empty  and  most  of  the  delicious  confections  gone,  Mr.  Glass  patted  his jacket pocket and stood. The waiter brought hat and gloves, and Mr. Glass paid for the both of us. He escorted me to the hotel entrance, but I hung back to retrieve my valise. I had planned on waiting until he'd gone, but he seemed to be waiting for me to exit first. 

"Are you staying here at Brown's?" I asked him. 

"No, I have a house not far away," he said. 

I didn't ask how someone who'd never set foot on English soil until two days ago could possibly have a house, but perhaps there was a family link somewhere. It would explain part of the accent and the fact he had a lawyer. 

"Thank you, Miss Steele. I enjoyed your company today," he said. 

Oh dear. He wanted me to leave first. Should I go and come back for my valise after he'd gone, or let him see it and know I was now homeless? 

The decision was made for me by the porter I'd met upon entering. He deposited the valise at my feet. "You almost forgot your luggage," he said with a wicked gleam in his eye. 

My face flared with heat. "Thank you. So kind of you to collect it for me." 

He bowed and left. With a clenching of back teeth, I turned to Mr. Glass. He was frowning at my valise. Since the cat was out of the bag, I might as well give it a further nudge. I had nothing to lose. 

"Mr.  Glass,  may  I  be  so  bold  as  to  ask  for  an  advance  against  wages?  It's  just  that  I  have expenses, you see, and no other employment at present." 

He  blinked  slowly.  "Of  course.  I'll  give  you  the  entire  week's  wage  now.  Will  that  cover expenses?" 

An entire week! What a generous fellow. "Most assuredly. Thank you." 

He glanced around. "Pretend to grow teary," he said quietly. 

It took me a moment to realize he wanted to conduct the transaction in a way that would protect

my  reputation.  I  sniffed  and  touched  my  finger  to  my  lowered  eyes  while  he  surreptitiously  folded some coins into his handkerchief. He handed it to me, and I used it to dab away my fake tears before dropping it into my reticule. The transaction was all very clandestine, and I was quite sure no one had noticed and come to the wrong conclusion—or the right one, as the case may be. 

"Miss  Steele,  am  I  correct  in  assuming  that  you're  on  your  way  to  a  new  abode  today?"  He nodded at the valise. 

"I'm  going  to  my  friend,  Catherine  Mason's,  house."  It  wasn't  quite  a  lie,  and  it  would  be  too embarrassing to tell him that I'd been thrown out of the lodging house I'd been staying in for the last two weeks. 

"Is  that  Catherine  Mason  of  Masons  And  Sons?"  he  asked.  "Does  she  live  above  the  family shop?" 

"Next door. Her eldest brother now lives above the shop with his wife and child. It won't take me long by omnibus." 

"If you'd like to wait here, I can have Cyclops drive you." 

"Thank  you,  that  is  very  generous,  but  I  can't  possibly  impose  on  you  any  further.  The advancement of wages is more than enough. Besides, the omnibus route isn't far and it's a pleasant day for a walk." 

He glanced through the front window at the sky. "You call this a pleasant day? The sky is gray and I feel it's so close that I'll be smothered by it." 

"It wouldn't be a London sky if it was blue and high." I picked up my valise and the porter held open the door for me. 

Mr.  Glass  followed  me  outside  and  down  the  steps.  "I'll  collect  you  in  the  morning  from  the Masons' house," he said, brushing his thumb over his jacket pocket in what struck me as an absent-minded motion. It was at least the third time he'd done it this afternoon. Whatever was in there must be important—perhaps that strange glowing object. 

"Be careful of pick pockets," I said. 

At  his  frown,  I  nodded  at  his  jacket  pocket.  He  placed  his  hands  behind  his  back.  "There's nothing in there," he said stiffly. "Just a handkerchief." 

"You carry two?" 

"Teary eyed women are common in America." 

A  bubble  of  laughter  almost  escaped,  but  I  swallowed  it  down.  He  looked  quite  serious  and more than a little annoyed. I couldn't think how my warning would annoy anyone, but I shrugged it off. 

"What time tomorrow?" I asked. 

"Is nine too early?" 

"Not for me." Clearly he wasn't like other men of his ilk who slept in until noon. 

He gave me a curt nod and I went on my way. I couldn't help stealing a glance from the street corner, but Mr. Glass had already left. The omnibus route was indeed close, and I didn't have long to wait before one rattled by. Fortune was smiling on me that afternoon because I managed to get a seat inside, facing a gentleman reading a newspaper. When Father's eyesight deteriorated, I read him the newspaper every evening, but I hadn't bought one since his death. I'd needed to save every penny. 

I quickly scanned the front page for something interesting. There were several articles, but one headline stood out above all others: AMERICAN OUTLAW SIGHTED IN ENGLAND. 

My chest tightened. My blood ran cold. No, surely not. Surely the handsome and gentlemanly Mr. 

Glass wasn't an outlaw. Surely his recent arrival here and that of the man depicted in the newspaper's sketch with WANTED printed above it was just a coincidence. It was difficult to tell if they were one

and the same from the black and white drawing. The outlaw had a scruffy beard and moustache, and wore  a  large  hat  pulled  down  over  his  face.  That's  what  an  outlaw  looked  like.  He  wasn't  well dressed and cleanly shaved. Wild West outlaws were filthy and crude. They behaved like…cavemen. 

Oh God. 

What had I got myself into? 

CHAPTER 3

I read as much of the article as I could before the man and his newspaper alighted from the omnibus. 

It  claimed  that  very  little  was  known  about  the  outlaw,  not  even  his  name.  He'd  been  dubbed  Dark Rider  by  the   Las  Vegas  Gazette  because  no  one  had  seen  his  face  and  his  crimes  were  committed during the night. Dark Rider had held up stagecoaches, stolen horses, and murdered a lawman who'd tracked him down. A colorful account of the aborted arrest took up most of the article, but what caught my eye was the final paragraph. A reward of two thousand dollars was being offered for his capture. I didn't know how much that was in English money but it was an impressive number. It had to be more than  the  pound's  worth  of  coins  now  sitting  in  my  reticule.  I  couldn't  stop  thinking  about  it  and  the outlaw the rest of the way to the Masons' house. 

"Of course you can stay," Catherine said, when she led me to the kitchen. "Can't she, Mama?" 

Mrs.  Mason  smiled  a  weak  greeting  then  pounded  her  fist  into  a  mound  of  dough.  "As  long  as your father doesn't mind." 

"Why would he mind? India is my oldest friend, and she needs us now." Catherine squeezed my hand and rolled her eyes. 

"He'll  be  home  shortly,"  Mrs.  Mason  said,  giving  the  dough  a  particularly  heavy  beating.  The Masons kept no maid, and whenever I saw Catherine or her mother, they wore aprons and could be found in the kitchen. Their house was perpetually full of delicious smells. 

"I don't want to be any trouble." I nibbled on my lower lip. Perhaps my coming here had been a mistake.  The  Masons  didn't  have  much  charity  to  offer.  "It'll  only  be  for  the  night.  I'll  sleep  on  the floor and eat the scraps from the table. Oh, and I can pay you. My new employer gave me a week's wages in advance." 

Mrs.  Mason  stopped  kneading.  "A  penny  or  two  would  help  to  ease  Mr.  Mason's  mind."  She smiled, more genuinely this time. "You're a sweet friend to our Catherine and always welcome here. 

It's just that…" She shook her head and glanced at the door. 

"What is it, Mama?" Catherine prompted. 

"You're  a  young  woman,  India,  and  we  have  two  impressionable  young  men  in  the  house  still. 

That's all." 

"Oh. I didn't think about that," I said. 

Catherine laughed. "Ronnie and Gareth don't interest India in the least, Mama. She can do quite a bit better than my dull-witted brothers." 

Her mother returned to her dough. "Even so." 

"Ronnie and Gareth are like brothers to me," I said. Hopefully it was enough to reassure her that I wasn't about to trap her sons into marriage. Admittedly it stung that she thought I would. She must also  know  that  her  sons  would  have  no  interest  in  me,  no  matter  what  methods  I  used  to  trap  them. 

Like Catherine, the Mason boys were all attractive and fair. They could have their pick of girls. I was too old for them, and too plain with my straight brown hair, short stature and a waist that refused to shrink to a more fashionable size no matter how tightly I pulled my corset laces. 

Catherine led me by the hand up the stairs to her room. She shut the door and tossed herself onto the bed. She patted the mattress beside her. "Ronnie heard a rumor that you confronted Eddie. Is that so? Tell me what happened." Her long pale lashes fanned over her big blue eyes in innocent wonder. 

It was not surprising that she had several suitors vying for her hand. A few years younger than me, and quite a lot taller and prettier, the youths always followed her about like puppies. She seemed to enjoy the attention, but I expected it must get tiresome after a while. 

"I  tried,"  I  told  her.  "I  did  manage  to  ruin  a  transaction  with  his  customer."  Although  I  was  no longer sure if Mr. Glass was there to purchase a watch after all. 

Catherine giggled into her hand. "Good for you. That horrible little man is…well, he's horrible. 

Father is refusing to send any custom his way now, even if it's something we don't stock and he knows Steele's—I mean, Hardacre's—does." 

"Your father is an honorable man." 

She placed her hand over mine on my lap and gave me a sympathetic smile. "I'm glad you still think  so.  I  know  it  wasn't  easy  to  forgive  him  after  the  guild  made  their  decision,  but  he  had  to  go along with the majority." 

"I don't blame him." 

I must have sounded convincing because she seemed to believe me. The truth was, I did blame Mr. Mason for not standing up to them. Father had said he'd sat quietly and not said a word during the meeting among the senior guild members at which my application for membership had been tabled. A mere  week  before  that,  Mr.  Mason  had  urged  me  to  apply.  The  about-face  baffled  me.  The relationship  between  our  two  families  had  never  been  quite  the  same  again,  although  my  friendship with Catherine remained unchanged, thank goodness. I knew so few other women of similar age that the loss of her friendship would have been worse than my broken engagement to Eddie. 

"Tell me about your new position," Catherine said. "Does it involve watches?" 

"In a way." 

"Good. You've got a knack for fine repair work, so Father says. He was quite impressed by how quickly  you  learned  everything.  He  used  to  hold  you  up  as  an  example  of  why  women  ought  to  be allowed to perform men's work if they chose." She screwed up her nose. "Sorry, India, but I am glad he stopped all that. I began to feel quite inadequate next to your perfection." 

"I'm hardly perfect," I scoffed. 

"Father has always appreciated brains over beauty." She patted her bouncy blonde curls. "Some men do, you know," she added, as if such men were a rarity. 

"Most prefer a little of both," I said, laughing, "but not too much of either." 

She broke into giggles again. 

"We'd be quite the combination if we were one person," I said, still smiling. "With your looks and my watchmaking skills, we'd have all the gentlemen for miles around purchasing our watches." 

"Stop putting yourself down like that, India." She nudged my elbow. "You're pretty. I don't know why you think you're not." 

"Because next to you, I'm not." 

"Bollocks." She giggled at the crass word. "That Eddie Hardacre has a lot to answer for, always putting you down the way he did. I don't know what you saw in him." 

"Nor  do  I,"  I  said  on  a  sigh.  "I  suppose  it  was  because  he  was  the  first  man  to  pay  me  much attention and the first to ask me to marry him." 

"He was only the first because you intimidate most other men." 

"I do not!" 

"You do. Ask Ronnie and Gareth. You frighten them to death." 

"That's because I don't fall at their feet and run hither and thither to please them like other girls." 

"That and your quick tongue. They think you're going to tease them." 

I rolled my eyes, but her words were quite a shock. Did men truly find me intimidating? All men, or just pretty brainless twits like her younger brothers? 

"Where's the shop located?" she asked. At my blank look, she added, "The shop where you'll be working?" 

"It's not a shop. It's a short-term commission to help a gentleman find a certain watchmaker he met some years ago. I know it sounds odd," I said when she blinked back at me. "But the gentleman seems very nice and he's paying well. The work won't be much, and I can continue to make inquiries for further employment while I'm driven to every watchmaker in the city." 

"See what I mean. I would never have thought of that. How clever of you. Soooo…" She nudged me again. "Is this gentleman handsome?" 

"Very. He's also amiable and wealthy. We had tea at Brown's." 

She  gasped.  "Then  you  must  wear  something  prettier  than  that  old  dress."  She  jumped  up  and opened the drawer where she kept her gowns. 

"Catherine, I won't fit into any of your clothes." 

"Oh." She closed the drawer and regarded me with a critical eye. "Then we'll do something with your hair. I've been wanting to modernize your style for some time." 

I sighed and succumbed to her ministrations. She plucked out the pins and ran her hands through the tresses. 

"Your  handsome  gentleman  employer  will  be  surprised  to  see  you  tomorrow.  I  think  we  can cinch your waist a little more, too." 

I groaned. "He's not a prospect, Catherine." 

"Every  unattached  man  is  a  prospect."  She  paused,  her  hands  in  my  hair.  "He  isn't  married,  is he?" 

"He didn't mention a wife, but I didn't ask." 

"You must find out for certain, first thing. Now, what else can you tell me about him?" 

I told her his name and that he was American with possibly some English heritage. She oohed and aahed as I thought she would and bounced on her toes when I told her he had a house in Mayfair. I told her everything I remembered from our conversation. 

I didn't tell her there was quite a good chance he was a Wild West outlaw on the run. 


***

"She  shouldn't  stay  here."  Mr.  Mason's  hissed  voice  could  barely  be  heard  over  the  clatter  of pots and pans in the kitchen as Mrs. Mason washed dishes. He had dismissed all of us except his wife after the evening meal. Throughout dinner, he'd cast odd looks my way, as if he were seeing me in a new light. It was so strange that I'd almost asked him if something was amiss, but decided against it. 

He  must  simply  feel  peculiar  having  me  stay  in  his  house  without  Father,  and  perhaps  he  missed Father's company too. I'd returned to the kitchen for a drink, but stopped upon hearing Mr. Mason's whisper. 

"She's too close to Catherine," he went on. 

"India's a good girl, sensible," Mrs. Mason said. "Catherine could learn a thing or two from her." 

I leaned closer. "You don't understand," he said heavily. Although I couldn't see him, I pictured him sitting at the table, running his hands over his bald head. 

"Then explain it to me." 

"I…I can't." 

A  chair  scraped  and  footsteps  approached.  I  hid  in  a  dark  recess  and  waited  for  him  to  leave before  I  returned  to  Catherine's  room.  My  feet  felt  like  logs,  my  heart  sore.  Why  didn't  Mr.  Mason want me here? Was I truly a threat to his sons? Did he think me no longer a virtuous woman now that my  father  was  gone?  I  could  think  of  no  other  reason—nothing  else  had  changed  since  I'd  last  seen him. So why did he no longer want me near his family? 

"You didn't bring up the jug," Catherine said when I returned to her room. 

"I'm no longer thirsty." 


***

The noses of the entire Mason household were pressed against the front window when Mr. Glass arrived  in  his  carriage.  The  men  tossed  out  words  like  coupler,  shafts  and  axles  as  if  they  were coachbuilders not watchmakers, while the women argued about how much he must earn a year to own such a handsome conveyance. I opened the door and went out to greet him. 

"Good morning, miss," said Cyclops from the driver's seat. "Forgive me for not coming down, but I only got one good foot left and I don't want to risk it." He flashed a grin as wide as his face and tugged on his cap. 

Someone smelling of bacon sidled up behind me. "India," Mrs. Mason whispered in my ear. "As a respectable woman and good friend to your poor departed parents, I feel that it's my duty to make sure you know what you're doing." 

"Why now? You were aware that Mr. Glass was collecting me yesterday." 

"Yes. Well. Now I've seen his coachman and I'm having doubts. Are you sure he's not a pirate? 

He's only got one eye." 

"I don't  think pirates have such nice smiles." My flippant response may have been to tease her a little, but in truth, my heart was hammering. It wasn't in my character to ride in carriages with strange men.  If  my  parents  were  here,  they'd  disallow  it  or  insist  on  coming  along.  I  knew  the  Masons wouldn't treat me the way they'd treat their own daughter, but it was kind of Mrs. Mason to act as my conscience.  On  this  occasion,  however,  I  was  going  to  ignore  it.  I  couldn't  afford  to  be  cautious.  It wasn't just the pound that was at stake anymore, it was the two thousand American dollars. 

Mr. Glass's long legs unfolded from the cabin and he stepped onto the pavement. "Good morning, Miss  Steele.  Mr.  Mason,"  he  added,  holding  his  hand  out  to  Catherine's  father.  "Pleased  to  see  you again, sir." 

Mr.  Mason  had  avoided  me  all  morning.  Well,  perhaps  not   avoided  me.  He'd  gone  to  his workshop before I'd woken. While I wanted to know for certain why he no longer thought me a good influence  on  Catherine,  I  also  didn't  want  to  be  told  to  my  face  that  I  was  a  poor  example.  My stretched nerves couldn't take any more strain. Besides, I was grateful not to have been thrown out of the house. 

Mr.  Glass  shook  the  hand  of  each  member  of  the  Mason  family  as  the  head  of  the  household introduced them. "You're still looking for your watch's maker?" Mr. Mason asked. 

"I am," Mr. Glass said. 

"My offer from yesterday still stands. I'll see if I can repair it for you." 

"Thank you, but I prefer the original watchmaker himself to do it." 

"Most watches don't differ greatly from one another, you know. I'm sure I can manage to work it out if it's one I haven't seen before." He laughed a little nervously, making his jowls shake. 

"Not this watch." Mr. Glass folded the carriage step down for me then held out his hand. "Where to first, Miss Steele?" 

"Oxford Street, at the Marble Arch end," I said. "Do you know where that is, Mr. Cyclops? It's not far from Mayfair." 

Cyclops studied a dirty and much crumpled map spread out on his lap. "I know it. And it's just Cyclops, miss, no mister." 

Mr.  Mason  clasped  the  button  edge  of  his  waistcoat  over  his  stomach.  Mrs.  Mason  was  an excellent  seamstress  and  could  modify  a  great  many  items  of  clothing,  but  she  couldn't  make  her husband's waistcoat larger to fit over his increasing girth. 

"What  makes  this  watch  particularly  special?"  Mr.  Mason  pressed.  The  nervous  laughter  had died, and he now seemed anxious to catch every word that fell from Mr. Glass's lips. 

Mr.  Glass  bestowed  a  smile  on  him,  but  his  shoulders  had  gone  quite  rigid.  "If  I  knew  that,  I wouldn't need to find the original watchmaker." 

He climbed in and Gareth folded up the step and closed the door. Cyclops had the horse pulling away  from  the  curb  before  Mr.  Mason  could  speak  another  word.  The  poor  man  stood  there,  his mouth open, his eyes darting between Mr. Glass and me. He'd gone a little pale, which hadn't escaped his wife's notice. She clutched his arm but he seemed not to register her presence. 

I waved to Catherine through the window and tried not to show her how anxious I felt. By the look on her face, she was anxious enough for us both. 

Mr.  Glass  angled  his  legs  so  that  they  did  not  touch  my  skirts.  "I  hope  you're  refreshed,  Miss Steele. We've a lot to do this morning." 

"There are several watchmakers in and around Oxford Street," I said. "Cyclops can remain near Marble Arch and we can walk from there. It will take longer than the morning, however. As you said, there's a lot to do." 

He  leaned  his  elbow  on  the  window  ledge  and  rubbed  the  back  of  his  finger  over  his  lips  in thought. Shadows flickered through his tired eyes. "We can return this afternoon after luncheon." 

"There are some excellent chop houses in the area. We can dine at one of those and resume our investigation immediately." 

"I prefer to return home for an hour or two." 

I was about to protest that no one needed that long to eat luncheon, but held it in check. Perhaps long lunches were an American custom. It wasn't my place to disagree with him when he was paying me. Nor was it my place to ask him why he was so tired this morning, although the curiosity would probably force me to at some point during the day. 

"As  you  wish,  Mr.  Glass,"  I  said.  "But  we  do  have  quite  a  lot  of  watchmakers  to  visit,  and  I require some time to myself." 

"For shopping?" 

"For making inquiries at employment agencies, as well as lodging houses." 

He arched his brows. "You're not staying with the Masons?" 

I had to tell him at some point that he wouldn't be collecting me from there tomorrow morning, but I hesitated nevertheless. In the end, I could only do it while not looking directly at him. "I don't want to inconvenience the Masons any more than I have." 

He was silent a long time in which I could feel his gaze on me as I pretended to take interest in the  passing  scenery  through  the  window.  "You  can  stay  in  my  house  for  the  duration  of  your employment," he finally said. 

I gasped and snapped my gaze to his. I was lost for words, something that happened rarely. 

He smiled, sending my already rapidly beating heart plunging. "Well?" he prompted. 

"I… I…" I sounded witless, but I couldn't think of an excuse to refuse him. Live under the same

roof  as  a  foreigner  who  was  quite  possibly  a  gunslinger?  I'd  be  mad  to  consider  it.  "I  shouldn't.  It wouldn't be proper." 

"You don't seem like you're in a position to worry about what's proper." At my second gasp, he merely shrugged. "Are you?" 

"No-o," I hedged, "but it's not polite to point that out to a woman in reduced circumstances." 

"My apologies. The rules surrounding politeness here are numerous. I'm not familiar with them all yet." 

"You're forgiven." 

"So is that a definite refusal of my offer?" 

I should say that it was without hesitation. I ought to insist on finding my own accommodation. 

But  it  would  be  wonderful  not  to  have  to  worry  about  it  for  the  week.  And  living  in  the  same house as Mr. Glass would make it easier to spy on him and learn the truth. If I locked my door at night and slept with a knife under my pillow then I ought to be safe. Besides, the newspaper article didn't say the outlaw attacked women, only stole horses and robbed stagecoaches—aside from the murder, that  is.  I  had  nothing  of  value  for  him  to  steal,  and  I  wasn't  a  lawman.  If  I  learned  something  that connected him to the man in the newspaper, I would tell only the police and not give him so much as a hint of my suspicions. 

"I'll  stay  with  you  only  if  I  live  in  the  servants'  quarters  and  you  tell  everyone  that  I  am  your housekeeper or maid," I said. 

"I  employ  charwomen,  not  maids.  My  female  cousin  came  over  with  me  and  is  staying  in  the house. Does having another woman present make you feel more at ease?" 

"Yes, it does." 

"Then consider yourself a temporary guest of number sixteen Park Street, Mayfair." 

The speed at which the decision had been made was dizzying. It took a moment to sink in that I was about to live like a duchess in one of London's best addresses for a week. When it did finally sink in, I had to bite the inside of my lip to hide my smile. 

Mr.  Glass  didn't  hide  his.  "It's  a  nice  house,"  he  said,  his  tone  teasing.  "It's  a  little  larger  than what I'm used to, but I like it." 

"Thank  you,"  I  said.  "It's  very  kind  of  you.  Oh,  that  reminds  me."  I  opened  my  reticule  and removed his handkerchief. "Thank you for this. I don't know where I'd be without it." 

"Glad I could be of assistance." 

The way he said it didn't make me feel at all wretched for my situation. On the contrary, I felt like I'd done him a favor by accepting his offer of work. I supposed I had. The only other people who could point out all the watchmakers in the city were already in gainful employment and wouldn't be available for the time-consuming task. 

He pocketed the handkerchief and, as his hand moved away, he went to touch the coat pocket that he'd touched several times the day before, only to check himself. He glanced at me and smiled again, but I wasn't fooled. He was looking to see if I'd noticed. I smiled back, pretending that I hadn't. 

Cyclops  pulled  to  the  side  of  the  road  near  Marble  Arch  and  Mr.  Glass  assisted  me  from  the coach. "No more than three hours," Cyclops called down. "Sir." 

Mr.  Glass  held  up  his  hand  in  dismissal  and  waited  at  the  curb  for  the  traffic  to  ease.  After  a moment, I said, "We'll have to take our chances in that gap." 

With one hand holding onto my hat and the other picking up my skirts, we dashed across to the Oxford  Street  side.  "Is  the  traffic  as  bad  as  this  where  you're  from?"  I  asked  as  we  passed  by  a draper's shop where a lovely red silk had been displayed to best catch the morning light. 

"No," Mr. Glass said. 

I  tore  my  gaze  away  from  the  silks  at  his  curt  answer.  It  took  a  moment  before  I  realized  he wouldn't want to give me too much information about himself if he were an outlaw. The notion both thrilled and worried me. 

"Do you live in a city or village?" I pressed on nevertheless. 

"A large town at present, but I've lived all over the world." 

"Really? Where, precisely?" 

"France, Italy, Prussia, and now America." 

"Where in America?" 

"Here  and  there."  He  sidestepped  around  a  boy  carrying  an  empty  crate  on  his  shoulder  and waited for me to catch up. He shortened his strides to keep apace with me. 

"You mentioned a place in New Mexico," I went on. "Broken Creek, was it?" 

"Yes." 

"How long did you live there?" 

"I didn't live there." 

"Then where did you live?" 

"You ask a lot of questions, Miss Steele." 

"I'm naturally inquisitive, but if I am to live in your house, I'd feel more comfortable if I knew you better." There. That didn't sound at all suspiciously nosy, simply cautious. 

"This  looks  like  our  first  stop,"  he  said,  nodding  at  the  sign  jutting  out  from  the  doorway  still some shops away. He was definitely avoiding answering. 

Mr.  Thompson's  shop  was  not  unlike  my  father's  or  Mr.  Mason's,  although  somewhat  smaller. 

Rent was higher on Oxford Street and there was no space for a workshop at the back. I happened to know  that  Mr.  Thompson  no  longer  made  watches  or  clocks,  but  sold  ones  manufactured  in Clerkenwell factories. 

Mr. Thompson looked up from the cabinet, where he was rearranging watches, and smiled at Mr. 

Glass.  He  turned  to  me  and  the  smile  faded.  "Miss  Steele!  What  are  you  doing  here?"  He  backed away and rounded the counter bench, placing it between us. 

"Good morning, Mr. Thompson," I said, stepping up to the counter. 

He moved to the side, away from me. I followed, but he moved a little farther again and made a great  fuss  over  the  selection  of  watch  chains  laid  out  on  a  velvet  mat.  His  gaze  slid  sideways, watching me. I hadn't seen Mr. Thompson in two years, and clearly I hadn't changed or he wouldn't have recognized me. He'd been amiable to me back then, so why this odd behavior now? 

"This  is  Mr.  Glass,"  I  said.  "He's  looking  for  a  particular  watchmaker  who  went  to  America some five years ago." 

Mr. Thompson glanced at Mr. Glass and nodded a greeting. 

"He  would  be  older  than  you  are,  Mr.  Thompson,"  Mr.  Glass  said.  "Do  you  know  of  any watchmakers  who  were  in  America  around  that  time?  He  would  be  quite  old  now.  Your  father, perhaps?" 

Mr. Thompson, who was about my father's age, shook his head. "My father was a chandler not a watchmaker.  And  I  don't  know  anyone  who  has  been  to  America.  Do  you  wish  to  purchase  a  new watch, sir? Or clock?" 

"Not today." 

Mr. Thompson cleared his throat, looked at me then pointedly at the door. He couldn't have been clearer if he'd shouted, "Get out!" at the top of his voice. 

I marched out of the shop, Mr. Glass at my heels. I puzzled on Mr. Thompson's greeting until we reached  the  next  watchmaker,  a  narrow  shop  of  little  more  than  a  door's  width  wedged  between  a jeweler and tobacconist. 

Mr.  Baxter,  the  proprietor,  had  been  a  friend  to  my  father  and  one  of  the  few  to  come  to  his funeral, although he'd not stayed after the ceremony. I expected a hearty, friendly greeting at least, as he  was  a  blustery,  generous  man  whose  character  was  as  big  as  his  barrel  chest.  Yet  he  too  stood behind  his  counter  to  speak  to  me,  as  if  it  were  a  shield  to  hide  behind,  if  necessary.  Unlike  Mr. 

Thompson, Mr. Baxter could hardly look at me, and seemed quite ill at ease, something that I would never have associated with him. 

We asked our questions, he gave brief answers, and Mr. Glass and I left without being any closer to finding Chronos. We had to cross busy Oxford Street to get to the next shop on my list, one that I'd been dreading before and felt even more anxious about now, after being received so strangely by both Mr.  Thompson  and  Mr.  Baxter.  I  couldn't  even  describe  their  receptions  as  frosty.  It  was  as  if  they were wary of me. Perhaps they expected me to argue with them over their refusal to allow me into the guild. They had, after all, voted against my admission, along with the other members. 

But it was the next watchmaker on my list who'd been most vehement in refusing me, according to Father after he returned home the night of the vote. Mr. Abercrombie was president of the guild and had held the position for the past few years because no one dared speak against him. He had inherited a  fortune  as  well  as  the  shop  from  his  father  and  so  could  afford  the  best  tools  and  supplies.  The queen had purchased a clock from his father some thirty years ago, and Mr. Abercrombie had made an excellent  living  off  the  claim  ever  since.  He  now  boasted  the  custom  of  princes  and  lords  and  had four  staff  working  for  him  in  his  shop  alone.  He  wielded  power  within  the  guild,  with  every  other member bowing to his wishes. If he didn't want a watchmaker to belong to the guild, then he wouldn't be allowed in. Every member would vote as Mr. Abercrombie advised. And if a watchmaker couldn't belong to the guild, he couldn't legally sell watches in England. It was why Father had been so upset when my application had been refused—and it explained why he'd given the shop to Eddie instead of me. Eddie, as a man, was admitted. 

Abercrombie's  Fine  Watches  And  Clocks  was  triple  the  size  of  Mr.  Thompson's  shop  and occupied a prominent corner. Mr. Glass held the door open for me, but I shook my head. 

"You go in and ask your questions without me," I said. "My presence is not required." 

He glanced back across the street to Baxter's, frowned slightly, then nodded. "Very well." 

I watched through the window. The slender figure of Mr. Abercrombie stood in the center of the shop, his hands at his back. With his oiled moustache and pince-nez perched on the edge of his nose, he looked as respectable as any of his royal clients. He directed one of his staff to take Mr. Glass's hat  and  coat,  but  Mr.  Glass  refused.  He  spoke  and  Mr.  Abercrombie  responded  with  a  quizzical expression. He spoke, presumably to offer to look at Mr. Glass's special watch instead. Although his back was to me, I could see Mr. Glass heave a sigh. He must be tired of hearing the same responses. 

Mr.  Abercrombie  spread  out  his  hands  to  indicate  all  his  wonderful  wares.  My  gaze  followed the  motion,  and  I  couldn't  stop  staring  at  the  lovely  mahogany  long-case  clock  with  the  brass  dial displayed behind the counter. It was quite a spectacular piece. 

Movement caught my eye, and suddenly Mr. Abercrombie came marching through the door. He caught my arm before I could run off. 

"It  is you!" He peered over the top of his pince-nez at me. If the rabid look in his eye didn't make me shrink away, his stinking breath certainly did. "What are you doing here, Miss Steele?" 

I swallowed and tried to pull away from him, but he held me too tightly. "I'm just shopping, Mr. 

Abercrombie. Let me go, please, or I'll scream." 

"Go ahead and scream. I'll tell everyone you stole from me." 

I gasped. "Why would you do that? Why do you hate me so?" 

His only response was to dig his fingers in more. I winced as the nails bit through my sleeve to my skin. 

"Unhand  Miss  Steele,"  came  the  low  growl  from  behind  Mr.  Abercrombie.  I  hadn't  seen  Mr. 

Glass  emerge  from  the  shop,  but  he  now  appeared  over  the  watchmaker's  shoulder,  a  dark  scowl scoring his forehead, his eyes as black as thunderclouds. 

"You know her?" Mr. Abercrombie said, not letting me go. "What is this? What's going on?" 

"I said, unhand her.  Now." 

If  I  were  Mr.  Abercrombie,  and  Mr.  Glass  had  spoken  to  me  in  such  a  fiersome  way,  I  would have  done  what  he'd  demanded—and  quickly.  But  Mr.  Abercrombie  didn't.  "Tell  me  what  it  is  you really want or I'll accuse her of theft," he said. 

"You  can't  accuse  me  of  stealing  when  I've  nothing  of  yours,"  I  snapped.  "Let  me  go,  Mr. 

Abercrombie. You're hurting me." The blood had indeed stopped flowing to my lower arm and hand. 

My fingers throbbed. 

Mr.  Abercrombie  pulled  me  against  him,  grinned  in  my  face,  and  slipped  something  inside  my pocket. I didn't need to look to know that it would be a watch. 

"Thief!" Mr. Abercrombie cried. "Someone fetch a constable! I've caught a thief." 
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