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          About VEILED IN MOONLIGHT

        

      

    
    
      When a young gentleman is murdered by a shape shifter, Charlie and Lincoln interrogate their contacts and uncover a plot with links to the royal family—and links to more than one member of the ministry's committee. At the heart of the mystery is a sinister love triangle, corruption, lies, and treason.

      As they close in on their suspects, the dangers close in on them, and Lincoln's protective instincts come to the fore, setting Charlie on edge. The last time he worried this much, he sent her away from her home and the people she loved…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1

        

        London, Spring 1890

      

    
    
      The problem with weddings is that everyone has an opinion, from the date of the ceremony to the length of the bridal veil. In the two months since Lincoln and I announced our engagement, I'd been inundated with advice from the Lichfield Towers household. Even Cook insisted the wedding cake be topped with an effigy of both Lincoln and me made from sugar. Apparently, all society wedding cakes sported outlandish decorations, these days. I didn't think someone with my past could be considered part of that society, but if Lady Vickers had her way, and half of the peerage attended, Cook may have a point.

      Not that I would yield to Lady Vickers on the issue of the guest list. I would not have anyone at my wedding I'd never met in person. It was bad enough that Lord Gillingham would be there, but his presence was unavoidable since I liked his wife. As for Lady Harcourt and her two stepsons, I couldn't yet decide. Lincoln had left it up to me. When I'd called him a coward, he'd retorted that he'd prefer there be no guests at all and we be wed the following day. It was impossible to argue with him after that.

      Seth and Gus bickered over who would walk me down the aisle, and occasionally tried to bribe me with sweets or gifts, until I put them out of their misery and asked both. The truce lasted less than a day as they took issue over who would walk in the traditional father-of-the-bride position at my left. Lincoln tried to act as a peacemaker, of sorts, by giving them quelling looks, but unfortunately neither man found him as frightening as they used to.

      "They need something to do," I said to Lincoln on a cool yet sunny March day. He had suggested we take a turn in the garden to admire the daffodils bravely poking their golden heads through the cold earth. I'd readily agreed to walk with him, partly to get away from Seth and Gus and partly because I wanted to be alone with Lincoln. Despite living in the same house, we rarely saw one another privately. According to him, we shouldn't be alone until our wedding night. Even our outdoor walks were restricted to areas of the garden that could be seen from the house.

      "They're irritating when they're bored," he agreed. "I'll set them a task. Their injuries have healed, and there's work to be done." He slipped his arm around my waist, drawing me to him. "Are you warm enough, Charlie?"

      "No. Hold me closer."

      "Liar," he murmured but tucked me tighter to his side anyway.

      I tilted my face up. "Kiss me."

      He kissed my forehead.

      "I meant on my lips."

      His gaze slid to the house. "Lady Vickers is watching."

      "Nothing short of you ravishing me on the lawn will shock her. Besides, are you telling me you're afraid of Lady Vickers?"

      "It's not her censure I fear but her lectures. She has a habit of droning on and on about preserving your virtue. Glaring at her doesn't make her stop, nor does threatening to evict her. She's a unique individual."

      "She certainly is." I took his arm, linking my gloved hands at his elbow, and we resumed our walk along the drive. The lawn was too damp and slippery and the orchard too far from the house for Lincoln's newly developed prudishness. "But I don't think it's Lady Vickers's lectures that are stopping you from kissing me. It's your own self-imposed ban. You're afraid that kissing me on the lips will lead to intimate encounters in the bedroom."

      "Not just the bedroom," he muttered.

      My cheeks heated despite the chill in the air. Winter may be over but its tail had some wag left in it. I had never been fond of winter, having spent years walking in thin shoes on streets slick with ice and huddled with other children in crumbling buildings that failed to keep out the damp and cold. Spring meant the slow climb to warmth had begun. I looked forward to the first appearance of flowers because it meant that somehow they had survived another harsh winter. Like me.

      This spring signaled my fourth season at Lichfield Towers. I had been here nine months, and I would remain here for the rest of my life. Sometimes I had to pinch myself for reassurance that I wasn't dreaming. I breathed in the sweet air and took in the view in front of me and the handsome view walking beside me.

      Lincoln stopped watching me from beneath lowered lashes, gathered me in his arms, and kissed me passionately on the mouth.

      A moment later, we parted and I looked back at the house. No one spied on us.

      "She moved away from the window," he said.

      "And I only get one kiss?"

      "I didn't bring you out here to kiss you. I want to talk."

      I narrowed my gaze at him. Lincoln wasn't much of a conversationalist. "That sounds ominous. Is it about tonight's dinner party? Because you have to be there. You can't get out of it, so don't pretend your injuries still bother you when I know they don't."

      "I've long given up hope of getting out of tonight. Indeed, I don't want to. I'm looking forward to seeing you shine."

      Tonight's party, my first as hostess, had been planned to the finest detail. Cook began preparations weeks ago. Mrs. Cotchin the housekeeper and Doyle the butler had employed extra staff on a temporary basis, and everything was in order for our guests’ arrival in seven hours’ time, from the polished doorknobs to the ice cave in the basement ready to receive Cook's ice molds. Under Lady Vickers's guidance, I'd left nothing to chance.

      "So what do you want to talk about?" I pressed.

      "Doors."

      "Pardon?"

      "Doors. More specifically, one door—Alice."

      "Ah. That kind of door."

      When Lincoln's mother had met my friend, Alice Everheart, she'd called her a door to other realms. Alice had dreams that came to life and caused havoc for those near her, but it seemed we'd been wrong about their cause. It wasn't her imagination that came to life, but real individuals from other realms who made their way here, searching for her. Somehow Alice's dreams brought them. Lincoln had been researching other worlds, portals, and traveling between realms ever since, but with little luck. I'd urged him to visit his mother to ask her what she knew, but he'd refused.

      Instead, he'd gone to Frakingham House in Hertfordshire where a gentleman by the name of Jack Langley lived. Lincoln had met Langley and his wife in Paris a year ago, where he learned that the gentleman could start fires simply by thought. Lincoln added him to the ministry's files upon his return to London and had not been in contact with him since. But an inkling had sent him to the manor, which the locals called Freak House, to try to find out more about realms. He'd come home disappointed a week later. Mr. Langley had acted as if he didn't know what Lincoln spoke about. Lincoln had known he was lying. His mother's seer's abilities flowed through him, albeit in a diminished capacity, but it meant his instincts were strong.

      "I had a letter from Langley yesterday," Lincoln told me.

      "He's decided to tell you everything he knows?" I asked, hopeful.

      "He's still refusing. That's what I wanted to talk to you about. I want your help informing Alice that we've got no answers to explain her predicament or rid her of it. You'll deliver the news better than me."

      "We wouldn't have to deliver bad news at all if you agreed to see your mother and ask her questions instead of a stranger in Hertfordshire."

      The muscles in his arm stiffened. "We don't know if Leisl will have answers either."

      "Precisely. We don't know. We'll never know if you don't visit her." I sighed. There was no point pressing him on the issue. I'd tried countless times, to no avail.

      A cold breeze swept up the drive, and I huddled into Lincoln's side. He steered me toward the house and helped me out of my coat and hat in the entrance hall. We didn't need to ask Doyle where to find Alice. The dramatic notes of a Beethoven sonata filled the house and she was the only one who could play the piano that well.

      We bypassed footmen carrying silver to the dining room and found Seth lounging against the wall outside the music room, reading a folded newspaper. He could not be seen from the room nor could he see into the room. He put a finger to his lips to silence us.

      "I'm not here," he whispered.

      "Where are you?" I whispered back.

      He rolled his eyes and made a shooing motion toward the door, ushering us inside.

      Lincoln bent his head to mine. "Do you know why he's avoiding Alice?"

      "He's in love with her but is afraid of being rebuffed."

      "I can hear you," Seth hissed, thrusting the newspaper under his arm. "And that is not the reason I'm avoiding her. Indeed, I'm not avoiding her at all. I merely remained out here so as not to distract her from her playing."

      Gus emerged from the music room, his features scrunched into a frown. "Either come in or stay out, but be quiet." He disappeared inside again.

      I followed him, Lincoln behind me. Seth finally came in too and set the newspaper down on a table by the armchair. Alice glanced at me with a small smile then returned to her playing.

      Seth moved to stand by the piano, his hand poised to turn the page of Alice's music book. Her fingers faltered and she hit the wrong key.

      He quickly turned the page. "Sorry!"

      She turned the page back. "I'm not up to there."

      He looked at the book then looked at her still hands and frowned. "Then why did you make a mistake? Your playing up until now has been perfect. Better than perfect."

      "There ain't no such thing as better than perfect," Gus said. "Perfect is already perfect. You distracted her, you dolt, that's why she made a mistake."

      Alice turned her face away from Seth, no doubt to hide her small smile. She was enjoying his awkwardness, it seemed; perhaps even enjoying it in that way. It was the first sign she'd ever shown that she welcomed his attentions. Not that he'd been paying her much attention of late. He'd done more lurking outside of rooms than actually addressing her. I suspected that might be my fault. Ever since I'd urged him to be more himself in her presence and less like an eager schoolboy, he'd withdrawn when Alice came near.

      "Something is afoot," Alice said, swiveling to face the room. "Or have you all suddenly developed an interest in the piano?"

      "We do enjoy your playing," I told her. "But you're right. That's not why we're here."

      Her pretty features tightened, as if she braced herself for bad news. "Go on."

      "What is it, Charlie?" Seth said in a rush. "What's wrong?"

      "Nothing terrible," I quickly reassured them. "It's just that Lincoln has reached a dead end in his research into your condition, Alice. His books are of little help, and Mr. Langley in Hertfordshire refuses to tell him what he knows. Lincoln heard from him again today after sending yet another request for information."

      Alice crossed one hand over the other on her lap. "Why would he deny me knowledge about myself? It's so unfair."

      "Langley claims he knows very little anyway," Lincoln assured her.

      "A little is better than nothing."

      Seth went to lay a hand on her shoulder but pulled back before touching her. "Who does this Langley fellow think he is? Alice has a right to know. It's not up to him to decide who the keeper of the knowledge is, even if it is insignificant."

      "He doesn't want the knowledge to be in the hands of too many, which implies it's dangerous," Lincoln said. "I cannot blame him for that. I'd do the same thing, in his position."

      "Did you tell him about the ministry?" Gus asked.

      "Yes."

      Seth folded his arms. "Did you tell him the ministry is the official organization for cataloging supernatural knowledge?"

      "We're not official," Lincoln said.

      "We have an emblem," Gus said, as if that made all the difference. "Told you we should have ordered a letterhead with the emblem on it. He'd have to take notice then."

      "I think it'll take more than a letterhead," I told him. "If Lincoln couldn't get Mr. Langley to talk, nothing will."

      "Did you threaten him?" Alice asked, her eyes huge.

      "No," I told her.

      "Only a little," Lincoln said at the same moment.

      I frowned at him, and he shrugged, all innocence.

      Alice swiveled back to the piano and began to play a tune more suited to a funeral than a sunny spring day. Seth, still standing beside her, glared at me over her head. Lincoln, too, turned to me and nodded in Alice's direction. It would seem they were relying on me to cheer her up.

      I joined Alice on the piano stool. She shuffled over to give me room without breaking her rhythm. "I am sorry, Alice. We all are. We've failed you."

      "It's further than I was able to get on my own," she said. "And at least I know I am not alone. I have all of you to support me if the dreams reoccur."

      "Yes, you do. We're here to help you."

      "We are," Seth said. "Do I need to turn the page yet?"

      She laughed softly. "I'm playing from memory."

      Gus snickered.

      Lincoln rose and Alice suddenly stopped. "Before you go, Mr. Fitzroy," she said in a sweet voice that warned me, but not Lincoln. "Tell me, where does your mother live?"

      The ticking of the mantel clock suddenly seemed too loud for a music room. Gus expelled a breath. We all looked to Lincoln. I had a strong urge to rescue him, and make excuses as to why he couldn't speak to his mother, but stopped myself. There was no reason why he couldn't tell Alice how to find Leisl. Indeed, there was no reason why she couldn't speak to Leisl at all. I hadn't suggested it before because I didn't want to cross him, and I'd hoped he would come to realize he was being obstinate. He had not so it was time to follow my conscience and not my heart.

      "I know where to find her," I said.

      Lincoln arched a brow at me.

      "It's in the archives," I told him. "We can go this afternoon, if you like, Alice."

      She beamed, turning her pretty face into one of classic beauty. "You will come with me?"

      "Of course."

      "So will I," Seth announced with a thrust of his square jaw in Lincoln's direction.

      Lincoln didn't move. He didn't even blink. I suspected he was warring with himself over whether to forbid us or not. Forbidding me went against his principles nowadays, although it hadn't always been so. Those episodes had taught him that I rarely went along with such orders, and if I did, it never ended well between us.

      "Thank you, Seth," Alice said. "But I'd rather we go tomorrow. Charlie will be needed this afternoon."

      "Everything is organized for tonight," I told her.

      "Little things will require your attention. My mother rarely held dinner parties, but when she did, something unexpected always came up and she was needed. You'll feel better if you're here to keep an eye on things."

      "Tomorrow then," Lincoln said. "We'll go before lunch."

      "You're coming with us?" I asked, unable to keep the smile out of my voice.

      "Yes. And if you gloat, the engagement is off." The twitch of his lips turned his words into a tease.

      "I would never gloat in public, Lincoln." I refrained from asking him why he'd changed his mind. Perhaps he was softening now that he was in love. I quite liked the notion and smiled at him.

      He smiled back, if the brightening of his eyes could be considered smiling. "Seth, Gus, my office. We have work to discuss."

      "Is this about the murder?" Seth asked.

      "Murder?" several voices echoed.

      "It's not so much the murder that caught my attention, although it was described in gruesome detail. It was the wolf sighting."

      Alice clutched her throat. "Wolf!"

      Seth picked up the newspaper and handed it to Lincoln. "A wolf-like creature was seen running away from the victim, whose body was found in Hyde Park. Two constables pursued it but couldn't find it."

      "You're only giving this to me now?" Lincoln said, reading.

      "I thought you'd already seen it. Besides, I've been busy."

      "Doing what?"

      "Er…" Seth cleared his throat and glanced at Alice.

      "Does the article say anything else?" I asked.

      "The constables found a man in bushes nearby and questioned him," Lincoln said, tossing the newspaper back onto the table. His eyes were hard, the good humor no longer in evidence. "He claimed not to have seen any wolves."

      "But that's not the interesting thing about the witness," Seth prompted him.

      "No," Lincoln agreed. "The interesting thing is that he was naked, and his clothing was nowhere to be found."

      Oh God, not again.

      Gus groaned and rubbed his jaw where the bruises obtained from the fight with the shape changers had only recently faded. "I hate them shifters. Lady Gilly excepted, of course."

      "Does the article give a name for the witness?" I asked. The previous leader of the shifter pack was dead, and the new leader, Mr. Gawler, vowed to keep his creatures in check. Perhaps one of them had rejected his authority and left the pack.

      Lincoln shook his head. "He was probably deemed unimportant by the reporter. The reporter did note something about the naked man, however. Something which doesn't quite make sense with what we know about Gawler's pack."

      "What is it?"

      "The witness is described as a gentleman."

      Gawler's pack was made up of slum dwellers, except for Harriet, Lady Gillingham. "So there's a new shifter in London." My words dropped like stones in the silence. "And he's a murderer."
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      I didn't see Lincoln, Seth and Gus for the rest of the day. They'd gone to speak with the newspaper reporter and Mr. Gawler, as well as the members of his pack. The tasks shouldn't cause them any problems, but I worried nevertheless. The pack members had no reason to like us after the fight that saw their previous leader captured and a friend killed.

      Keeping busy calmed my nerves somewhat. Alice taught me a short piece on the piano, and Lady Vickers wanted to discuss seating arrangements for dinner again. Apparently Lady Harcourt shouldn't sit next to Seth, but she wouldn't tell me why. I suggested moving Seth to be next to Alice, but that wasn't acceptable, either.

      "The problem is, there will be no eligible ladies, since Miss Overton came down with a sore throat," she said with a sigh. "You ought to have let me help you draw up the guest list, Charlie. I would have found someone to replace the Overton girl."

      "Both Lady Harcourt and Alice are eligible," I pointed out.

      "Neither of whom is suitable for my son."

      "You'll get no argument from me on Lady Harcourt's account, but I do wish you wouldn't dismiss Alice."

      She picked up a knife and made a great show of inspecting it for cleanliness. "Has she made a play for him?" she asked idly.

      "Alice is not like that. She's very respectable." Unlike Seth, I might have added. The more I learned about his past, the more I realized he'd done a number of morally questionable activities to earn money to pay off his father's debts.

      "That may be so, but she has nothing to offer him. They cannot be matched. You know that, Charlie. We've been through this."

      I sighed. Like Lincoln, Lady Vickers had a stubborn streak as wide as the English Channel. "Leave Seth where he is," I said. "He's wise enough not to fall for Lady Harcourt's charms."

      "I hope so. No doubt that woman's charms will be displayed to best advantage tonight."

      I stifled a giggle as two maids entered, carrying vases of pink camellias. Mrs. Cotchin had ordered them from the Syon Park glasshouse, and they added a touch of color to the table centerpiece. Lady Vickers nodded in approval as the maids set the vases down between the two candelabras while a third brought in a tray of napkins folded into the shapes of rose buds.

      "Very clever," I told her, inspecting the elaborate design.

      Doyle entered and handed me a missive. "This just arrived for you, Miss Holloway."

      I read the brief note from Lady Harcourt and passed it to Lady Vickers for her opinion. She read it then folded the thick paper in half and half again, running her thumbnail along the fold in a firm, precise motion.

      She waited until the maids left before muttering, "That woman has a nerve. I always knew her to be vulgar, but this proves it." She handed the note back to Doyle.

      The butler waited for instructions.

      "We have to agree to it," I told the seething woman beside me.

      She studied the set table, with its equal number of male and female guests; the perfect arrangement, as she called it. "Indeed. I recognize the name. I believe he's one of the Prince of Wales's friends. She left us no choice, Charlie. We must accommodate him."

      "Doyle, please add another setting," I said to the butler. "The gentleman's name is Lord Underwood. Place him beside Lady Harcourt and move Seth to—"

      "He can sit beside me on the end where the lack of a female between him and the head of the table isn't so obvious."

      That put Seth between his mother and his employer. He would not thank me.

      "This is what happens when foolish old men marry dancers," Lady Vickers said over her shoulder as she stepped out of the dining room in a rustle of stiff black skirts.

      "They die and leave their widows free to invite an extra man to an already perfectly balanced dinner table?"

      "There's no need for sarcasm, Charlie. You are correct, in essence. Their widows find themselves free to do as they please, and what they please to do is not what a woman of their station ought."

      And that, coming from the woman who ran off with her second footman, was enough to have me biting back my smirk.

      "You forgot to tell Doyle to alert the kitchen to the extra place," she told me as she swept into the drawing room. "You don't want them bringing up sixteen plates instead of seventeen."

      "I haven't forgotten," I lied. "I just thought I'd tell Cook myself."

      "Charlie," she chided, "let the servants do their job without your interference."

      "I'm not interfering. I want to oversee matters down there."

      "You won't be welcome. Cook will be far too busy to indulge you."

      "He never indulges me."

      She gave me an arched look.

      I headed down the stairs then veered toward the back of the house. Delicious aromas of roasting meats, baking bread, and spices drifted out to me from the kitchen at the center of the service rooms. One of the temporary maids hurried along the corridor ahead, cloth and polish in hand. She spotted me, emitted a small gasp of either surprise or horror, bobbed a curtsy and looked uncertain what to do next.

      "Continue with what you're doing," I told her in my best mistress-of-the-house voice.

      She bobbed another curtsy and went on her way. I passed the empty butler's office and followed the sound of Cook's voice barking orders at his new staff. I dared to sneak a peek into the kitchen and was almost barreled over by the heat and a footman carrying an empty silver tureen.

      "The larger one be around somewhere," Cook bellowed after the lad. "Ask Doyle. Charlie! What you be doing down here? You there," he said to a pink-cheeked maid rolling out pastry on the table where we had often dined when it was just five of us living at Lichfield. "I rest my head on a pillow thinner than that. Something you want, Charlie?"

      The kitchen maids watched our exchange from beneath lowered lashes, no doubt wondering why the cook addressed the lady of the house by her first name. Cook wiped his hands down his apron then dabbed his shiny pate with it. He gave me a smile but his gaze darted between each of his staff and the boiling pots on the range.

      "Is there enough food for one more?" I asked him. "Lady Harcourt's bringing a guest."

      "Lady V. won't like that," he said.

      "A few terse words passed her lips but the gentleman is a friend of the prince's."

      If Cook had eyebrows they would have risen half way up his forehead. "What did Fitzroy say?"

      "He doesn't know yet. So is there enough food?"

      "We got enough to feed half of London."

      "Anything leftover can be sent to Mrs. Sullivan and the orphans in the morning."

      The maid standing by the range cleared her throat and tried to catch Cook's attention. I left him to his work and returned to the drawing room, only to realize it was time to dress for dinner.

      Lincoln, Gus and Seth returned in time to change. We all met in the drawing room just before our guests were due to arrive.

      "Well?" I asked Lincoln. He cut a dashing figure in his tailcoat and white silk waistcoat. He'd tied his hair back with a black ribbon, and had removed all trace of stubble from his chin. He looked like a gentleman pirate. "What did you learn?"

      "That the newspaperman did not find out the witness's name, and that Gawler claims his pack members had nothing to do with the murder." His fingers touched my gloved ones. "You look beautiful, Charlie."

      "Thank you. You look very handsome too. Something's troubling you, though. What is it?"

      "Where's your imp?"

      The necklace with the amber orb containing a supernatural creature had been a gift from my birth mother. The imp inside had saved my life, and I liked to keep it close. Unfortunately, amber didn't go with my evening gown of blue satin with white and silver beads and embroidery at the bust, sleeves and down the front panels. "I don't need it tonight," I told him, looping my arm through his. "You're here to protect me."

      "Is that so? And how do you expect me to protect you when we're not seated together?"

      "You'll find a way." I squeezed his arm. "You're very resourceful, Lincoln. Besides, there won't be any dangers tonight."

      "Where have I heard that before?" he muttered under his breath. He cupped my jaw and stroked his thumb along my cheek. "You're beautiful."

      "You already told me so. But thank you anyway."

      "Mr. Fitzroy." Lady Vickers' picked out the consonants in his name with brisk precision. "No touching your fiancée before, during or after dinner."

      "The guests aren't here yet," Seth told his mother. "Besides, it's his house and he can do as he wishes."

      "Not if he wants to launch Charlie into society. He must follow the rules, just like everyone else, or she'll be an outcast forever."

      Being an outcast didn't always strike me as a terrible thing where London's society was concerned. But I bit my tongue and nodded my agreement. I wanted to host a successful dinner party. I needed to, if only to know that I was capable.

      "Most of the guests know all about Charlie," Seth went on.

      Lady Vickers touched the earbobs at her ears. They were imitations, not real diamonds, but only those of us who knew she'd sold all her jewels would be aware. "Most know," she admitted, "but not all."

      The first guests to arrive were Lord and Lady Marchbank, the eldest committee member and his wife. She fell into easy conversation with Lady Vickers on the sofa while her husband asked Lincoln if he'd seen the papers. Other friends of Lady Vickers' soon arrived. They'd invited us to dine with them in previous weeks and so I had repaid their kindness with an invitation to Lichfield Towers. I enjoyed their company, despite the age difference, and appreciated the friendship they gave Lady Vickers.

      Lord and Lady Gillingham arrived at a quarter past eight, and Lord Gillingham promptly turned his back on his young pretty wife. She didn't seem to notice, too intent was she in waiting for an opportune moment to draw Alice and me away from Lady Vickers and her friends. I could tell from her barely contained smile that Harriet had news for our ears only. She finally succeeded in getting us alone and steered us toward the window.

      "Harriet, you're hurting me," Alice whispered when we were out of earshot.

      Harriet's big hands released us. She clasped them at her breast and bounced on her toes. Her blonde ringlets bounced too and she broke into a grin. "I can't hold it any longer. I have to tell you my news. I'm with child."

      I recovered from my shock rather rapidly, but Alice continued to stare. "Congratulations," I said before Harriet could notice Alice's reaction. "That's wonderful news."

      "Isn't it the grandest news of all? You know how I've longed for a child, Charlie. Finally, I am to be a mother with a little one of my own. It's all I've ever wanted since my marriage to Gilly."

      Marriage to such a snake must be both a disappointment and a trial, so it was hardly surprising that she wanted a baby to cherish, since cherishing her husband was out of the question. Yet she had hinted that he ended all marital intimacy when he discovered she could shift shape into a large, hairy wolf-like creature, and a baby seemed a dream never to be fulfilled. It begged the question—had Gillingham overcome his fear of his wife and lain with her, or had she sought intimacy elsewhere, perhaps with his blessing?

      "Congratulations," Alice finally said. "How delightful." She looked away, clearly unsure how to ask the question we both wanted to know the answer to. Unfortunately her gaze fell on Lord Gillingham who happened to glance over at us.

      He flushed to the roots of his receding ginger hairline and quickly turned back to Lord Marchbank.

      "He doesn't want me to announce it yet," Harriet said, unconcerned that her husband had caught her doing just that.

      "Why not?"

      "He says it's too soon, but I disagree. I know the little one is strong. I can feel it already."

      "You'd best be careful," I told her. "He might retaliate somehow if you go against his wishes." While it galled me that anyone should bow to that horrid man on any point, I didn't want Harriet to bear the brunt of his anger.

      "No, he won't," she said with a tilt of her chin that was unique to persons of her class. "He wouldn't dare. He no longer tells me what to do. I tell him. After I reminded him that I am the strongest in our marriage, he has been more accommodating toward me. We get along quite well, now."

      She had certainly changed since she began regularly running with Gawler's pack in her animal form. She was still silly and girlish at times, but the demure shyness was gone. I could well believe she now stood up to her husband, and he cowered before her.

      "Oh," Alice said, staring at Gillingham's back. "I see."

      "Good for you, Harriet." I took her hand in mine. "And good luck. If you need anything, just ask."

      She squeezed my hand. "Thank you. You're a true friend." She looked past my shoulder and blinked rapidly. "You invited Lady Harcourt?" Harriet's lips twisted as if she'd tasted something sour. "She's so vulgar. I do hope you don't consider her a friend, Charlie. That sort can bring you low."

      Didn't I know it, although I suspected her definition of being brought low was different to mine. I went to greet Lady Harcourt, Andrew Buchanan, and their friend, Lord Underwood. Underwood was about the same age as the Prince of Wales, Lincoln's father, with florid cheeks and a stomach that looked as if another hearty meal would be one too many for the buttons on his waistcoat.

      Lady Harcourt made introductions with a smile firmly in place, despite the stares of the other guests. Now that her secret past as a dancer was out, she could not venture anywhere without extra attention. Sometimes I thought she despised it, but at others, she seemed to relish her new notoriety and perhaps even played it up by wearing even lower-cut gowns and cinching her corset even tighter. Her choice of gown tonight was rather daring. The jade green and black dress hugged her tiny waist and showed off her deep décolletage and the emerald pendant nestling there like the key to temptation.

      "Julia tells me you're a friend of her late husband's," Underwood said to Lincoln. "I must say, I was expecting someone…older."

      Buchanan smirked. "And not so handsome, I'd wager."

      "Harcourt was a good man," Lincoln said.

      "And you are still a friend to his widow," Underwood went on. "That's decent of you to act as her protector."

      "I've found Julia is more than capable of taking care of herself."

      "It's those of us caught in her web who need protecting," Buchanan muttered.

      "Allow me to introduce you to the other guests, my lord," I said, taking his arm. I led him around the room and discovered that he already knew most. He was quite charming to everyone, particularly Alice after learning she was not spoken for.

      On the other side of the room, Lady Harcourt kept an eye on them as they conversed. Her lips pinched once, as Alice laughed at something Underwood said, but otherwise she looked like a woman confident in her chosen man's affections.

      "He's a fine fellow, isn't he?" Buchanan whispered in my ear. Despite the softness of his voice, I detected the sneer. "Very agreeable, just like his friend the prince."

      "You sound as if you like him, yet I find that unfathomable considering what your stepmother means to you."

      "Very astute, as usual, Charlotte. I didn't say I like him, but he is perfect for her."

      "In what way?"

      "Dear, innocent Charlotte. Didn't I explain it to you?" He huffed out a breath reeking of liquor. "Julia will marry again, and I am determined she will marry a man she can't possibly love. He must be like my father—old, rich, titled and either dull or ridiculous."

      "And which is Underwood?"

      "Both. Oh, he's charming enough, and can hold a conversation in this sort of setting, but there is little by the way of substance in his brain. Once polite topics are exhausted, he's at a loss. He can't abide politics, talk of money is too vulgar, and I doubt he's read a book since his school days. His wit is the obvious kind, and he hasn't a clue when someone is mocking him. Believe me, I've tested that on numerous occasions. Julia couldn't ever love him but she could marry him. She prefers her lovers subtler, cleverer, and vastly more handsome."

      I barked out a laugh. "Like you?"

      "Like your fiancé," he bit off, all humor gone.

      I refrained from stomping on his toe or elbowing him in the jaw like Lincoln had taught me to do when a man accosted me. While it might make me feel better, it would ruin the evening.

      "But since the amazing Lincoln Fitzroy is happily engaged to you, she is once again giving me the attention I so deserve." He winked at me, and yet the bitterness in his voice grated.

      I made my excuses and sought out Lincoln.

      "Was Buchanan bothering you?" he asked.

      "Yes, but that's not unusual." I glanced toward Lord Underwood, now engaged in conversation with Gillingham and Marchbank, Lady Harcourt's fingers wrapped around his arm. She listened as he spoke and laughed when he laughed, but there was no spark in her eyes. She glanced at Lincoln and me before quickly looking away again.

      "You spoke to Harriet earlier," Lincoln said to me. If he'd noticed Lady Harcourt looking at us, he gave no indication. "Did you ask her about the pack and whether one of them could have murdered that fellow?"

      "I forgot. Something more important came up."

      "What could be more important?"

      "She's with child."

      He gave a business-like nod. "We must add the information to her file."

      I laughed. "Is that all you can think about?"

      "No, but I don't want to dwell on the manner in which she coerced Gillingham into lying with her."

      The sound of the dinner gong saved me from thinking about it too. We entered the dining room in pairs, with Lady Marchbank on Lincoln's arm since she was the highest ranked lady, and me on the arm of Lord Underwood, a marquess. Lady Harcourt had set her sights high with him.

      Cook and I had spent a lot of time preparing the menu for the evening, along with Lady Vickers' input, and I was pleased to see that everyone seemed to enjoy the first three courses of soup, followed by fish, then quails with watercress. Cook would be thrilled. Conversation flowed as much as the wine. Inviting the two couples and another gentleman who were not part of the committee, or related to the committee members in any way, turned out to be a good idea. Talk remained genial through the meat and vegetable courses until the footmen brought out the ices and a four-tiered jelly surrounded by strawberries. The guests marveled at the out-of-season fruit and Lord Underwood mentioned eating peaches at a recent dinner hosted by his friend, the Prince of Wales.

      "Was Sir Ignatius Swinburn there?" Buchanan asked with a wicked gleam in his eye. He'd been well behaved the entire evening, but now an uneasy feeling settled in the pit of my stomach. It grew when Lady Harcourt stiffened and shot him a flinty glare.

      "He was," Underwood said, watching Doyle slice through the jelly. "You know Sir Ignatius?"

      "We've met. It was very late in the evening and I wasn't at my best, if you know what I mean." Buchanan laughed, revealing teeth stained red from three glasses of claret. "It was only last week. Oh!" He covered his grin with his napkin. "I forgot. He asked me not to say anything about it." He set down a napkin and picked up his glass. "Pretend you heard nothing, and certainly not from me."

      Underwood chuckled. "Don't fret. Swinburn spends an awful lot of time at his club so you're bound to run into him sooner or later."

      "It wasn't at a club." Buchanan leaned forward, conspiratorial. "It was a private residence."

      Lady Harcourt's fingers tightened around the stem of her wine glass. She did not look at her stepson. She did not look at anyone.

      Buchanan winked at Underwood. "You'll get nothing more out of me. As I said, he ordered me to keep it a secret, and I'm not such a fool as to make an enemy of a rich and powerful fellow like Swinburn."

      "He's not so frightening when you get to know him," Underwood went on. "Indeed, he's very agreeable. He has to be, or he wouldn't have His Royal Highness's ear."

      "It's no wonder he's considered quite the catch for eligible women of all ages then. Money, power and charm are far more important than youth and good looks in the marriage market, much to my detriment. Isn't that right, Julia?"

      She hesitated for a beat and finally turned to him. "Don't despair, Andrew. You'll find the perfect girl for you once you look properly. Indeed, there's a lovely girl here tonight." She nodded at Alice, seated near the other end of the table and not privy to our conversation. "What a shame you weren't seated next to her."

      "I'm sure our hostess had her reasons." Buchanan lifted his glass and saluted me.

      After pastries and lemon ices, the ladies retreated to the drawing room for coffee while the men played billiards. They joined us after a half hour, smelling of cigar smoke and brandy. Lincoln lifted an eyebrow in question, and I gave him a small nod. Everyone had got along, even with Lady Harcourt in our midst. The other women were far too well brought up to show their dislike of her to her face. Indeed, most of the discussion had centered on the Gillinghams' news. Harriet simply couldn't keep it in any longer and had announced it as soon as we'd settled.

      Lord Gillingham was inundated with congratulatory handshakes upon his arrival in the drawing room. His face flamed again and he didn't say a word.

      Lord Underwood wedged himself between Alice and Lady Marchbank on the sofa and engaged Alice in conversation until she shot me a pleading look. Before I could rescue her, however, Seth intercepted and drew Underwood into a conversation, freeing Alice to join me.

      "I'll have to thank Seth later," Alice whispered. "Lord Underwood is pleasant enough, but people were beginning to talk."

      "And you don't wish them to talk about you and a marquess in the same breath?" I teased.

      "He's more than twice my age!"

      "According to Buchanan, that's irrelevant, as far as women seeking a husband are concerned. You should have heard him at dinner, spouting such nonsense. It was definitely an allusion to Lady Harcourt's choice of men." I spotted Harriet coming toward us, her hand splayed over her flat waist. "Remind me to tell you later what he said about another fellow and his stepmother. Harriet! Just the person I wanted to speak to," I said as she joined us. "Come to the window where it's a little cooler. You look quite warm."

      She patted her pink cheek and allowed me to lead her to the window. Alice peeled away and sat with Lady Vickers and her friends. Some of them made appearances of leaving.

      "Did you read about the murder in today's newspapers?" I asked.

      Harriet's face paled, and she covered her gasp with her hand. Perhaps I ought to have been a little subtler, but there wasn't time. "I don't read the newspapers," she said. "Do we have to speak about murders now? It's been a marvelous evening. Don't spoil it, Charlie."

      "I must tell you something else." I told her about the gruesome death and the naked witness seen near the scene shortly afterward.

      "A shifter," she whispered in horror. "My god. Who?"

      "That's what I wanted to ask you. The reporter said he was a gentleman. None of Gawler's pack can be called that, and he doesn't believe any would commit murder. But what do you think? Would one of them go against Gawler's wishes and kill?"

      "No! He's forbidden the taking of life, and we obey our leader in all things. That's pack law. Besides, despite the trouble stirred up by King, they're not bad people. A little rough, but they have good souls, and they're loyal to Gawler now that he is leader. Of course, if a stronger leader came along, they would switch allegiance—as would I—but no one has attempted to take it from him."

      "Then who could the murdering shifter be?"

      She surveyed the room then leaned closer. "I don't know, but I think there is another pack here in London."

      "What?"

      "I don't know who's in it or where to find its members. It could even be just a rumor. But soon after I joined the pack, one of my pack mates asked me why I hadn't joined the toff shifters, as he called them, since I was a countess. I told him I'd never been invited, and that was the end of the conversation. I haven't brought it up since." She lifted one shoulder. "I like my pack and have no interest in finding another. Running with the lower orders is rather thrilling, Charlie. Rather thrilling indeed. I don't think I'd have nearly as much fun with creatures of my own class."

      I nodded and smiled, yet I couldn't help thinking about the fight with her pack that had given Lincoln, Seth and Gus terrible injuries. Gawler's pack was capable of inflicting great harm if an immoral leader took over. And Gawler wasn't a strong leader. King had beaten him and taken the group down a diabolical path, so why not another?

      "You will report to us if a new shifter approaches you or anyone in your pack, won't you?" I asked.

      Harriet took my hand in her big one and squeezed. "Come on. Let's rejoin the party."
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      I reported Harriet's answers to Lincoln after our guests left. We lounged in the drawing room to deconstruct the evening along with Gus, Seth and Alice. Cook and Lady Vickers had already retired, as had the staff.

      "I'll visit Gawler again," Lincoln announced with a disappointed shake of his head. "I hadn't detected his lie but a lie it must have been."

      "Maybe he doesn't know about the toff pack," Gus said.

      "If one of his pack told Harriet then he must know too. A leader knows everything that goes on in his organization."

      "Not everything," Seth said into his glass of brandy.

      "Everything," Lincoln repeated with firm finality.

      Seth sank into the armchair and sipped.

      Lincoln rose and took my hand. "Tonight was a success, Charlie. Well done." He kissed the back of my hand, a smile in his eyes as he looked at me through his thick lashes.

      "Cook did a wonderful job," I said, "as did Doyle and Mrs. Cotchin."

      "And me," Gus declared.

      "What did you do?" Seth asked.

      "Whatever was needed. Stirred pots, washed dishes, listened to gossip."

      "What did the servants gossip about?" Alice asked.

      "This and that, who they've worked for in the past, which toffs are good and which run their staff ragged. Apparently the Marchbanks pay generously, but Lord Underwood don't."

      "He's not as wealthy as he makes out," Lincoln said.

      "You know that?" Alice asked, half laughing. Her laughter faded away upon Lincoln's nod.

      "I'd wager Julia doesn't know," Seth said with a shake of his head. "Or she wouldn't have insisted he come tonight."

      "She might not be with him much longer anyways," Gus said, stretching out his legs. "One of the footmen reckons another toff visits her some nights."

      "Buchanan alluded to it at dinner," I said. "He was subtler, and I don't think Underwood realized he was implying that Swinburn comes to her house late at night, but I'm quite sure that's what he meant."

      "It seems she's dangling a carrot in front of both Underwood and Swinburn," Seth said. "That's a risky game, but she's playing for high stakes."

      "I remember what you said about Swinburn after we saw him at the Hothfields’ New Year's Eve ball."

      "An upstart whose grandfather was a mere sailor?"

      "That he's not the marrying kind," I reminded him, "and discards his lovers when he tires of them, which is often."

      "Ah yes, it's all true, but I wouldn't put it as nicely as that. He's a revolting rakehell who takes advantage of desperate women."

      "Lady H ain't desperate," Gus said.

      "She's getting on in age, and she knows she's only got a few good years left before her looks fade. If she hasn't snared a rich husband by then, she'll never remarry. There's nothing else going for her."

      For someone who counted Lady Harcourt among his past lovers, Seth sounded a little cruel. I could see from Alice's wrinkled nose that she thought he was being harsh, too.

      Lincoln bade us goodnight then left to change and visit Gawler again. I almost asked him to take either Gus or Seth with him but stopped myself. He would be all right on his own, and I didn't want to tell him what to do, especially in front of the others.

      "Maybe Underwood didn't notice Buchanan's remarks because he ain't all that interested in Lady H after all," Gus said when Lincoln was gone.

      He had a good point, and I told him so. "He gave Alice far too much attention for someone supposedly smitten with another."

      "Turd," Seth spat.

      Alice gave him a sweet smile. "That reminds me. Thank you for rescuing me tonight, Seth. There's only so much talk of the prince's hunting parties one can endure."

      Seth straightened, looking pleased with himself.

      "Peacock," Gus muttered.

      Seth shot him a glare, and Alice pressed her lips together to smother her smile. She didn't quite succeed.

      "I'm going to bed," Seth announced with a sniff.

      I followed him and caught up to him on the staircase. "Be yourself with her, Seth."

      He took three more steps before he answered. "What if she doesn't like me?"

      "Since when do you worry about women not liking you?"

      "Since I met Alice and she doesn't seem to like me." He lowered his voice. "It matters, Charlie. It matters more than I care to admit."

      It was a little disturbing seeing the confidence of this golden Adonis shaken to the core. I never thought it would happen, and yet here he was, uncertain about himself, and because of a woman, too.

      "Then stop pretending you're perfect," I told him. "Be the man you are, not the man you think she wants. She's clever. She knows you're acting the role of respectable gentleman around her, and she doesn't like swindlers."

      "I'm not trying to swindle her."

      "When someone is pretending to be something they're not, that's how it seems. Remember, her family treated her badly. She can't trust them and she needs to be able to trust a man if she is to fall in love with him."

      He paused at the top of the stairs and studied the carpet. "My past is…vivid. I didn't always do things I'm proud of. If I am to be myself then she'll have to learn about it."

      "There's no need to launch into your entire history just yet. You could introduce it to her slowly, beginning with the least scandalous bit."

      He considered that then nodded. "I'll try."

      "And, for goodness’ sake, find that sense of humor that women adore."

      The return of his crooked smile was a welcome relief. It had been missing since Alice came to live with us. He leaned down and whispered in my ear. "I won't tell Fitzroy that you adore me."

      I thumped his arm. "I said your sense of humor, not you. Now go, before he catches us and gets the wrong idea. I like your face the way it is."

      It was a joke, and we both knew it. Lincoln wouldn't get jealous of Seth exchanging whispers with me.

      "Thank you." He kissed my forehead. "Tonight was a triumph. They'll talk about you and your dinner party for years to come. Decades!"

      "Go away before I feel compelled to advise Alice to avoid you at all costs."
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* * *

      I couldn't sleep, so I waited for Lincoln in the private sitting room adjoining his study. I stoked the fire to life and added more coal from the scuttle then stretched out on the sofa, a blanket covering me. I breathed deeply, drawing in the faint scents of smoke and Lincoln's cologne. I'd once lain in this room with a knife hidden beneath me. Lincoln had known I had it, of course, but he had let me believe I was in control of the situation until the moment I'd woken up without the knife. That night seemed so long ago.

      The fire's warmth must have lulled me to sleep because I awoke to the sound of Lincoln's rumbling voice. "Charlie."

      I opened my eyes to see him crouching before me. "What time is it?" I sat up and yawned.

      "Two. Why are you in here?"

      "I couldn't sleep."

      "Your snoring implied otherwise."

      "I do not snore!"

      He sat at his desk and rested his elbows on the chair arms. "You should go before anyone realizes you're in here."

      "Nobody's awake. And besides, I'm your fiancée." I got up, padding over to him and sitting on his lap. "Nobody minds if an engaged couple spends time with one another in private."

      "The sort of people we had to dinner tonight mind." He rested his hands on my waist, but before he could push me off, I threw my arms around his neck.

      I leaned in and brushed his lips with mine. He had no scent, as if the fresh air had blown away the smells of smoke, cologne water and brandy. "Then I don't wish to be their friend anymore. Your good opinion is the only one that matters," I murmured in a voice thick with desire.

      He suddenly stood, dislodging me. He caught me before I hit the floor like a sack of potatoes and held me until I regained my balance. "Then stop teasing me."

      "I'm not teasing you," I said hotly. "I only want to kiss you. A proper kiss," I said when he reached for my hand. "On the mouth. Passionately."

      He cleared his throat and settled his hands on my waist again. Light and shadow sharpened his cheekbones and emphasized the intensity in his gaze. A gaze that did not meet mine. He pressed his lips to mine and planted a chaste kiss.

      I drew back. "That's a terrible kiss."

      "Are you an expert?"

      "I would not have thought so." I dug my hands through his loose hair and stood on my toes. I pressed my body against his, relishing the feel of the hard muscle beneath his clothing, and kissed him with abandon.

      It took only two seconds for his arms to circle me. His lips and tongue tasted me and his heart skipped to an erratic rhythm. Well, that had been easier than I expected. And now I found I could not stop. I wanted to abandon all common sense and fall into bed with him. I wanted to drag his shirt off and remove my nightgown to feel skin against skin. I wanted to—

      He suddenly pulled back and let me go. His chest rose and fell with his deep breaths and his hair had become tangled where my fingers played with it. He watched me with eyes as deep and black as two wells.

      "Goodnight, Charlie."

      "Goodnight, Lincoln." My voice sounded ragged, yet his had been quite normal. Damn him. "I hope your dreams will be sweet."

      "I doubt they will be."

      I left and it wasn't until I lay in my own bed that I realized I hadn't asked him what he'd learned from Gawler.
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* * *

      I remembered to ask him the following morning on our way to Leisl's house. He paid me very little attention as we drove to Enfield, preferring to stare out the window. Had our kiss disturbed him that much? Or was it because he really did fear for my virtue when I was alone in his room in the middle of the night? Perhaps I shouldn't feel so pleased about the effect I had on him, but I couldn't help it.

      "Gawler claimed not to know anything about another pack," he said without taking his gaze off the dreary streetscape. "Apparently there was a rumor some time ago, but nothing came of it. He didn't tell me the first time I asked because he assumed it had been untrue. King never mentioned another pack to him."

      "He still should have told you about the rumor," Alice said. It was just the three of us inside the carriage with our new coachman, Tucker, up front. Gus and Seth had been ordered to remain at the house, much to the annoyance of both.

      A thought struck me. "Perhaps the toff pack financed King." While we'd never proved that someone had paid King to impersonate the queen's deceased husband, we strongly suspected it. He'd risen from the slums to Bloomsbury very quickly and splashed his money about. A great many people would have paid handsomely if they'd known about his talent for shifting into the shape of different people, not just a creature like the rest of the pack. But very few had known.

      "King's dead," Alice said. "So you've foiled whatever plans he was involved in."

      "Yes," Lincoln said simply.

      But it left me feeling uneasy, not knowing where to find this new pack. They may not have been behind King's duplicity, but they had the potential to be very dangerous. One murder might not be enough to satiate their appetites.

      Leisl's home wasn't at all what I expected. It was nothing like the gypsy camp we'd visited at Mitcham Common back in the autumn. For one thing, she lived in a cottage, not a caravan, with a neat garden out the front. Little flowers poked their white bell shaped heads through the earth along the path leading from the gate to the front steps. Budding trees and shrubs promised more color in the weeks to come.

      Leisl opened the door herself and, after a gasp of surprise, ushered us inside. "You are most welcome. All of you. Very welcome. Come in, come in." Her face creased into an uncertain smile and her gaze darted often to Lincoln but never lingered. As always, when I saw her, I marveled at the similarity of their eyes and strong features. On Lincoln, the sharp cheekbones were handsome, but they gave Leisl a more weathered appearance, as if time had worn the skin smooth there.

      She led us into a small sitting room packed with furniture and knick-knacks. It reminded me of Lela's crowded van in Mitcham Common with its multi-colored rug and tasseled cushions in vivid hues. Nothing looked faded or dusty, and the room had a cozy feel. The fire's warmth welcomed us as much as Leisl's smile.

      "Sit, sit." Leisl ushered us to the chairs just as a young woman entered, an apron over her blue and white checked dress.

      The woman's dark brows lifted in question. "Mama?" So this was Leisl's daughter. She looked to be in her early twenties and bore the same striking cheekbones and eyes as her mother and half-brother. Her hair was as glossy black and wavy as Lincoln's. She wore it in a simple style, high on her head, unlike her mother who wore her gray locks loose.

      "Eva, come." Leisl beckoned her closer. "This is Miss Holloway and Miss Everheart. And this is Mr. Fitzroy."

      Eva's brow arched ever so slightly before lowering again. Her other features remained schooled, as did Lincoln's. "A pleasure to meet you, sir." She dipped into an unconvincing shallow curtsy.

      "And you, Miss Cornell," he said stiffly.

      "Call me Eva," she said, matching his tone. I couldn't tell if she intended to or if it was simply an inherited trait neither of them was aware of.

      Lincoln nodded once. I resisted the urge to nudge him with my elbow and decided to rescue him instead.

      "You must call us by our first names, too," I told her. "I'm Charlie, this is Alice, and he's Lincoln."

      "It's an odd name," she said, not showing any surprise, however. It was likely she knew the explanation behind his name.

      "I did not choose it," her mother said a little defensively. "Eva, bring tea and cakes."

      Eva shot an appraising glance at Lincoln before leaving. She neither smiled nor frowned at him, merely taking in his appearance with clinical interest.

      "Eva is a good girl," Leisl said. "She helps me keep house and is learning to be a nurse, too. She is busy and will become busier when she weds and has children."

      "She's getting married?" I asked.

      "She will after she meets him."

      I almost choked on my laugh. I managed to turn it into a cough, although I doubted I convinced anyone. Leisl must have seen Eva's future husband in one of her visions.

      "And is your son well?" I asked. "Your other son, I mean."

      "David is a fine young man. I wish he was here for you to meet, but he is at the bank where he works. He is a clerk, but will rise higher." Again, the certainty. If only I could see the future like that.

      "You have abandoned the gypsy life completely," Lincoln said. I thought it rather a rude comment, but perhaps, as her son, he could be forgiven.

      "That life was hard and the general gave me this house and money to live." She was matter of fact about the compensation paid to her for giving birth to Lincoln and being abandoned by the Prince of Wales after their one night together.

      Alice, however, looked quite uncomfortable, even though she knew the details surrounding Lincoln's existence. Her middle class prudery ran deep. Mine had been abruptly cut off when I was thirteen. Very little made me feel uncomfortable now.

      "My husband was English man, not gypsy," Leisl went on. "He worked hard in a factory but did not bring home much. The general's money give my children a good education so they do not need to work in a factory like their father. I am grateful."

      It sounded like she did not regret giving Lincoln up. I couldn't fathom it. If I had a child, I would fight for him or her, and no amount of money could compensate for my loss. But perhaps Leisl had always known her fate was to be the mother of the first man to lead the Ministry of Curiosities in centuries and she had made peace with that even before she'd met the prince at the fair.

      Lincoln sat like a statue, his hands resting lightly on his thighs, no outward appearance that this meeting played havoc with his nerves. But I knew it did. He wouldn't have avoided visiting for so long if it was easy for him. "We came to ask you what you know about Alice," he said. "You called her a door."

      "To other worlds, yes." Leisl's gaze settled on Alice. "I have not known of one like you before."

      "But you recognized me as a door when you saw me," Alice said.

      Leisl nodded. "I have heard stories."

      "What is my purpose? Why am I like this?"

      Leisl lifted one shoulder. "Why am I a seer? Why can Charlie raise the dead? We do not know. If there is purpose, the gods keep it to themselves."

      "Tell us what you do know about Alice," Lincoln said. "And about other realms."

      Eva returned carrying a tray that she set on the table. She poured the tea and, when her mother didn't respond to Lincoln's request, urged her to go on. "I must know these things too, Mama. Sooner or later, I need to learn about supernaturals. I'm a seer too," she told us. "I inherited my mother's abilities."

      "Thank you for telling us," Lincoln said. "Charlie will create a file about you in our ministry archives. It's important that we catalog all supernaturals. The information will remain confidential."

      "Very well. I will allow it."

      "It wasn't a request."

      "Thank you, Eva," I said quickly. "Your details will not be shared with anyone outside the three of us." I did not tell her that Gus and Seth had access to the files too. I didn't want her changing her mind.

      "Tell me what being a door to other realms entails," Alice pressed. "People haven't really come from other places to here, only figments of my imagination. They only exist in my dreams and disappear when I wake. So how am I an actual door?"

      Leisl accepted the teacup from her daughter. "It is not a real door, but a spirit one. They are spirits traveling here using your dreams. Your dreams are like a…like a coach or train. They bring the spirits here, but they can only enter through you, the door."

      "Does it work the other way?" Lincoln asked.

      "Yes," Alice said before Leisl could answer. She blinked at him over her teacup, her eyes huge. "I recall now. When I was very young, I had a dream about a strange land. I met some odd creatures, had some odd adventures, and then woke up. I haven't had that dream since, and I hadn’t connected it to the strange goings on that have occurred recently. Until now."

      Leisl nodded. "Your spirit went there, and now their spirits come here."

      "If it's merely spirits, why are we able to touch them?" I asked. "And they us?" The weapons used by the Queen of Hearts's army against us at the School for Wayward Girls had caused some very real damage. They would have captured Alice's physical person if they could. And Gus would swear on his life that the talking rabbit felt real enough.

      "I do not know," Leisl said with a shrug. "Perhaps I am wrong. Perhaps it is more than the spirit that travels between worlds. It may be that the spirit becomes real because of you. Perhaps that is the true secret of the door." She shrugged again. "My mother taught me this but she had never met a door before. You are special, Alice."

      "I wish I weren't," she muttered into her teacup.

      I laid a hand on her arm for reassurance. "You're not alone."

      "If she is a door," Lincoln said, "then presumably the door can be opened or closed."

      Alice's head snapped up and her bright eyes studied Lincoln and then Leisl. "Is it possible? Can I close the door and stop these dreams?"

      "Doors do open and close," Leisl said. "Sometimes a key is needed."

      "What my mother is trying to say, in her unique way," Eva said, shooting Leisl a warning look, "is that she doesn't know."

      Leisl used her hands to gesture both agreement and apology. "I do not. This is for you to learn, Alice. Lincoln will help, no?"

      "I want to get to the bottom of Alice's dreams as much as she does," he said.

      "Perhaps not quite as much," Alice said. "You mentioned other realms before, in plural? Are there more than one?"

      Leisl nodded. "I do not know the number. Perhaps no one does. It is not easy to move between realms and count."

      "Only through people like me and my dreams."

      "There are portals that are not human. Places that are special and open up to let demons from other—"

      "Demons?" three female voices cried. Lincoln remained quiet.

      "Creatures from other worlds are called demons," Leisl went on patiently. "You did not tell Alice this?" she asked Lincoln.

      He hesitated then said, "I've heard only one other person call them demons. I didn't think it an adequate word, considering the negative connotations. Apparently not all demons should be feared or reviled."

      My teacup began to rattle in the saucer. I put the set down, but could not shake the thought that had just occurred to me. But I couldn't question Lincoln about it here.

      "So demons can come to our world through these portals," Eva said to her mother. "The real portals, not the spirit ones like Alice. Correct?"

      Leisl nodded.

      "Good lord," Alice said on a breath. "That's worrying."

      "How do those portals open and close?" Eva asked. "Perhaps it can help us with Alice's problem." She was clever, like her half-brother. I could see in Lincoln's curious gaze that she intrigued him.

      "I do not know," Leisl said.

      "A complex spell is required to open and close it," Lincoln said, taking over the explanation.

      "It?"

      "I only know of one such portal."

      Frakingham House. The portal must be there. It had to be linked to Jack Langley and his home. Langley was the only person Lincoln had questioned recently in relation to Alice's dreams. Why hadn't he told me? He'd let me believe he'd learned nothing of use.

      "The guardians of the spell don't like anyone knowing about the spell or the portal," Lincoln said. "For obvious reasons."

      "It could prove dangerous in the wrong hands," Eva agreed.

      "You must tell me who these guardians are," Alice blurted out. Her color rose, and I thought she might leap across the space and shake Lincoln. "Perhaps the spell can be used to stop my dreams."

      "It's doubtful," he said.

      "Do you know for certain?"

      "No. Nor do they."

      "Then we must try."

      "Speaking the spell could have untold consequences. I'm sorry, Alice, I can't allow it."

      I took her hand in mine and squeezed hard, anchoring her to the sofa as much as offering comfort. At least now I understood why Lincoln hadn't wanted Alice to know about Frakingham. It was cruel to raise her hopes then dash them like this. He'd wanted to spare her the heartache. But why keep it from me?

      "Is there anything else you can tell us?" Lincoln asked his mother.

      She shook her head. "There is no need to rush off," she said, even though he hadn't made any move to get up. "Have cake."

      He shook his head and rose. "We're very busy."

      "Organizing a wedding?" Eva said with a tilt of her lips. "Mama told me congratulations are in order." She took my hands as I stood. "I'm very pleased to have met you, Charlie. I may not know my new brother very well yet, but I am glad that he has found happiness." She leaned in and kissed my cheek. "And Mama is very glad too," she whispered.

      There were so many things I'd like to tell her about Lincoln, so many questions I'd like to ask her and Leisl, but I simply smiled and thanked her. Lincoln stood by the door, hands behind his back, waiting.

      Eva walked us out to the carriage, but Leisl remained in the cottage. She looked small and too thin, and very much like a gypsy with her long gray hair hanging loose around her shoulders. I waved and she waved back.

      "Your mother requires a housemaid," Lincoln said to Eva without looking at her. His gaze roamed the street, up and down, as if he were searching for something. "I'll make sure she receives more funds if you wish to hire someone."

      "Our mother will not thank you," Eva said with an emphasis on 'our' that wasn't lost on anyone. "She thinks only the lazy need a maid. Apparently I am enough."

      "And what do you say?" I asked.

      "That I appreciate the offer and will gladly accept some help, particularly with the cooking. I'm quite hopeless at it, and it takes up so much time. I need to study."

      "For nursing," Alice said with a nod. "What a wonderful vocation."

      Eva gave her a tight smile. Her gaze raked up and down Alice's length through eyes that missed nothing. She suddenly blinked then folded her arms, as if warding off the cold. She looked away, her jaw tight.

      Had she seen something in Alice's future? Something to fear or worry her? I couldn't tell and I dared not ask. I didn't want to make Alice aware of it too.

      Lincoln opened the carriage door and held his hand out to me. "Do you have your imp?" he asked.

      "Yes." I studied his face. "Why? What's wrong?"

      "Someone followed us here and is perhaps waiting for us to leave. I sense them but can't see anyone. Hold the orb and be ready to speak the spell to release the imp if necessary."

      His words sent my heart racing. I pulled the orb pendant out from beneath my bodice and held it tightly. It did not throb, however. I checked the vicinity but saw only a dozen or so people strolling along the street, all women and none acting suspiciously. A carriage rolled past as Lincoln guided me up the coach steps followed by Alice. The passing vehicle rolled on without stopping. It was empty.

      At least now I knew why Lincoln had been distracted on the journey to Enfield. He wasn't ignoring me because of our kiss.

      We traveled home in silence, all of us alert for someone following. With our attentions on the street outside, no one brought up the discussion with Leisl. Perhaps Alice didn't want to dwell on the fact that we'd learned so little. Even so, she must be disappointed.

      "Anything?" I asked Lincoln as we approached the iron gates to Lichfield Towers.

      "I can't see anyone," he said. "But I can sense something."

      Alice and I exchanged glances. I didn't ask Lincoln to elaborate. It was likely he couldn't explain it anyway.

      His head suddenly jerked as a flash of red appeared between the gaps in a hedge. Before I could take up a better position by the window, he opened the door.

      I didn't have time to catch his sleeve before he leapt out. "Drive on!" he called as he landed on his feet and took off at a sprint. Thank God he was all right. Anyone else would have fallen.

      Sunlight glinted off the blade he held in his hand. He must have pulled it from beneath his sleeve, where he often kept one strapped. There would be another on his lower leg. I prayed he wouldn't need to use them.

      The coach slowed but didn't stop as we turned and headed through the gates. I pulled the door shut before turning to look back through the window. I gasped.

      Lincoln ran along the road, chasing a figure dressed in the distinctive red and gold of the royal livery.

      "I don't understand," I said, shaking my head.

      "I don't either," Alice said, also watching. "Why is the queen's man running away from Lincoln?"

      "Why was the queen's man spying on us?"
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      I pushed past Doyle when he opened the front door. "Gus! Seth!" My shout echoed around the broad entrance hall and spiraled up the stairwell.

      They appeared moments later. "What is it?" Seth called down.

      Cook approached from the rear of the house, a large carving knife in hand. "Charlie?"

      "It's Lincoln," I said. "He's chasing someone along Hampstead Lane. We must help him."

      "Pistols." Seth raced down the stairs and disappeared in the direction of the gun room.

      A wide-eyed maid blinked after him until Doyle ordered her to hurry along. Seth returned moments later, loading a pistol, another tucked under his arm. He handed one to Gus, and they headed outside. Cook followed. He may not have a gun but he could throw a carving knife with precision.

      I went to follow but stopped at the top of the steps. "Wait! There he is!"

      Lincoln jogged along the drive at an easy pace. I let out a pent-up breath.

      Alice looped her arm through mine, offering comfort without needing to say anything. Seth, Gus and Cook went to meet Lincoln, but I could see that he offered no answers to their questions.

      "Well?" I asked when he reached me.

      "Will I be met with this kind of welcoming party every time I return home?" he asked.

      "Save your jokes for when I'm not so worried."

      He clasped my hand and kissed it gently then led me inside. "My study," he said simply. "Immediately."

      Whether he intended all of us to go wasn't clear. It would seem we all intended to hear what he had to say, however, including Cook. Seth and Gus handed their weapons to Doyle and asked him to disarm them before storing them safely, but Cook kept his knife with him. He rarely let anyone touch his knives. I was only allowed to handle them during throwing practice.

      We filed into Lincoln's study and sitting room. Alice and I sat, but the men remained standing.

      "Sorry to state the obvious, but you didn't catch him," Seth said from where he lounged against the door, arms crossed.

      "I did not." Lincoln undid his tie and the top button of his shirt. He didn't look as if he'd sprinted down Hampstead Lane then jogged home. He looked as deliciously ruffled as always but not out of breath. "He had too much of a start on me."

      "He wore red and gold livery," Alice told the others.

      "What?" Seth exploded, pushing off from the door.

      Gus rubbed his jaw. "One of the queen's men?"

      "Or the prince's," Seth added, shaking his head. "Let's go to the palace and confront him now."

      "You be mad," Cook said. "You can't just go in. You got to be invited."

      "Then let's knock until we're invited in, shall we?"

      "I agree with Seth," Gus said. "We have to confront him. Could you write and ask to be seen, Fitzroy?"

      Lincoln held up his hand and the men quieted. "It was most likely not a royal footman."

      "But Alice said—"

      "Alice said he wore royal livery, not that he was from the royal household. If the queen or prince sent someone to spy on me, they would not have dressed them in such distinctive clothing."

      "Oh!" I said, realization dawning. "You think someone dressed in royal livery to make it look like the royal family are spying on you."

      Lincoln nodded.

      "Someone's trying to blame the queen?" Alice asked. "But why?"

      "It could be as simple as trying to throw suspicion onto anyone, and the royal angle was a convenient one, or it could be a more specific reason."

      Cook grunted. "Don't seem too convenient to get hold of livery. Wager you can't buy it from the rag man."

      "King could have stolen it from the livery room at the palace while impersonating a servant," Lincoln said. "It wouldn't have been difficult for him. Everyone would assume the servant was getting it repaired or cleaned."

      "So he gave the uniform to someone else before he died," I said. "Then it's likely he wasn't working alone."

      Lincoln nodded. "Perhaps he intended to use it himself. It's possible he did on one of his visits to the palace and we don't know it. It seems clear, however, that you're right, Charlie, and he passed the uniform on to someone else before his death."

      "Whoever it was," I said, "I wonder why he was following us."

      "Something to do with the murder?" Seth suggested. "Perhaps Lincoln interrogating Gawler has caught someone's attention."

      I shivered. "By someone, you mean the killer."

      Lincoln came to stand beside me and rested a hand on my shoulder. I touched it and smiled wanly up at him. He did not smile back.

      "Seems likely," Gus said. "Are you going to visit Gawler again?"

      "Perhaps." Lincoln's answers were far too evasive for my liking.

      "If you do, you're taking someone with you," I told him.

      "Aye," Gus chimed in. "We'll bring pistols."

      "Perhaps you need a necromancer too. One who can call on the dead. if necessary."

      "Steady on," Seth said. "No need to go in with explosives when guns will do."

      "Speak for yourself," Gus shot back. "Explosives sound like a good idea to me."

      Seth wagged a finger at Gus. "And you think this man a fitting father-figure to walk you down the aisle, Charlie."

      "I'm going to request an audience with the queen," Lincoln announced. At our stares, he added, "She spoke to King alone before he died. If he didn't outright tell her what he wanted—or what his employer wanted—in that meeting, then he probably hinted at it."

      "You going to interrogate the queen?" Cook smirked. "Don't get yourself hanged for treason."

      "I'll be subtle."

      Seth and Gus both snorted a laugh.

      "Charlie will do most of the talking." Lincoln removed his hand from my shoulder and returned to his desk. "That's all, for now. I'll let you know what I decide to do when I've thought it through."

      The others left; even Alice, who I thought might have some questions for him about the information that had arisen from our meeting with Leisl. I overheard Seth asking her how it went as I shut the door on them.

      "You always assume my dismissal doesn't mean you," Lincoln said, not looking at me. He pulled a piece of paper and the inkstand toward him. "Why am I not surprised?"

      I rested my hands on his shoulders and massaged. The tension eased and he tipped his head back to peer up at me.

      "Go on," he said. "Ask me your questions so we can get on with it."

      "Get on with what?"

      "Me enjoying your company. Perhaps a kiss."

      I ran my fingers through his hair. "I thought you were worried about kissing me in private."

      His eyelids fluttered closed. "I'm still undecided on that matter."

      "Well, kisses will depend on your answers, so think carefully before speaking."

      "I'm listening," he murmured.

      I stopped touching him, and he opened his eyes. I sat on a chair, keeping my distance. For now. "Why didn't you tell me about the portal at Frakingham House before?"

      "What makes you think it's there?"

      "It wasn't difficult to work out. You said you wanted to speak to Jack Langley about Alice because you had an inkling. It wasn't an inkling though, was it? You already knew he had information."

      He stretched out his long legs and crossed them at the ankles. It was a surprisingly relaxed position considering the pressure he was under to find not only the killer, but a solution to Alice's problem. "I guessed. I knew immediately upon arriving at Frakingham that something was different about it. I felt…a disturbance in some ruins on the grounds. The air felt different there. I questioned Langley, and he gave me the answers which I mentioned today."

      "About the spell to open the portal?"

      He nodded. "He refused to tell me more. It wasn't enough to help Alice, and I didn't want to get her hopes up, or yours, by mentioning it."

      "We gave you no choice," I said heavily. "I am sorry, but you should have told me, Lincoln."

      "She's your friend, and I know you're worried about her. I didn't want to upset you."

      I sighed. His heart was in the right place, but he still didn't quite understand. "You and I are partners in everything now, and that means I share your burdens. You no longer need to bear them alone. I am strong enough."

      "I know. So now do I get a kiss?"

      I fought back my smile and my impulse to take his hand. "Not yet. I have a question about Harriet. Is she a demon?"

      His moment's hesitation was the only indication that he was surprised I'd reached that conclusion. "In my opinion, yes. From what information I could read, and the little I managed to extract from Langley, she certainly resembles one, as do King, Gawler and the others. Shape shifters are a type of demon, but there are other types too. They seem to be the most common form of demon here on our realm, however, which suggests to me that their realm is closest to ours."

      "Why have they come here?"

      "I don't know."

      "How many are there?"

      "I don't know that, either. I do think Langley has grossly underestimated their number, however. He didn't seem to think them a problem anymore, and he also seemed to think the only portal is on his property, where he can keep an eye on it. Hence his reluctance to share too much information with me."

      "He deems it unnecessary," I finished for him.

      He nodded. "Any more questions?"

      "Just one."

      He sighed. "It had better be a good kiss."

      "You will have earned it if you answer this one honestly. I want to know how you feel after spending time with your mother today and meeting your sister."

      He breathed deeply and let it out slowly. "I don't know what I feel."

      "You looked tense. Were you tense?"

      "I wasn't relaxed."

      "What did you think of the house?"

      "It was tidy with an outward appearance of Englishness, but once inside I could see Leisl's Romany influence."

      "What did you think of Eva?" I asked.

      "She seems intelligent, and she's good to her mother."

      I didn't correct his use of “her” mother instead of “our.” He wasn't ready for that. "She seems like someone I'd like to get to know better," I said. "Would you like that, too?"

      He hesitated. "If it's what you want then it can be arranged."

      I rolled my eyes but did not say anything. It had been enough that he'd gone to the house. Lincoln needed time to adjust to new people in his life. I knew that all too well.

      I stood and approached him. He pulled his feet in and blinked up at me. The boyish look almost undid me. I cupped his jaw with one hand and leaned on the arm of his chair with the other. "Those were good answers," I murmured. "Now, for your reward."

      His eyelids shuttered. "I feel manipulated."

      I chuckled. "You might as well get used to it." I touched my lips gently to his. They quivered with his restraint. They were so warm and impossibly soft for such a hard man.

      I deepened the kiss, or perhaps he did, but not too much. Not beyond the point of no return. It wasn't a kiss filled with unbridled passion, but it connected us. It was filled with my love for him and his love for me, and with our respect and understanding. No ring on my finger could do more.

      When I finally drew back and released him, my body felt both tingly with desire and languid with contentment. I watched him as his eyes slowly opened. I'd never seen such a look of peace on his face.

      He stroked his thumb along my jaw. "You can manipulate me any time you like, Charlie."
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* * *

      Lady Vickers was building up to something. I couldn't quite tell what, but I suspected it had something to do with Alice, because she requested Alice's presence as we ate a light luncheon together in the parlor overlooking the garden.

      "Just we ladies," Lady Vickers said, nibbling on cold chicken left over from dinner. "We can discuss wedding arrangements. Tell us, Charlie, have you finalized your guest list?"

      "Almost," I said.

      "Will Lord Underwood be on it?"

      "Underwood! I doubt it. I don't know if I even want Lady Harcourt there."

      "Perhaps you ought to invite him here again, without her. You might find you like him."

      I stared at her. Alice stared at her. One of us made an odd sound that Lady Vickers took as a request to go on.

      "He's very well connected, not to mention he's a marquess. Marquesses aren't like earls, you know. You can't find one on every corner. Unmarried ones are even rarer."

      Ah. Now I understood the direction of her thoughts. I eyed Alice to see if she did too, but she was concentrating on buttering a slice of bread.

      "It's perfectly acceptable for you to invite him and not Lady Harcourt," Lady Vickers went on. "Mr. Fitzroy should be present, but it's not entirely necessary. This is for Alice's sake, after all."

      Alice's head snapped up. "Mine?"

      "Yes, dear, of course." Lady Vickers looked at her as if she were a simpleton. "Surely you weren't blind to his interest in you. It was quite obvious to everyone else, including Julia. She was rather put out, wouldn't you say, Charlie?" A small smile touched her lips. "Quite put out."

      If she'd been discussing anyone other than Lady Harcourt, I would have thought Lady Vickers cruel. But it was difficult to muster sympathy for the woman who'd tried to keep Lincoln and me apart.

      "I…I'm not interested in Lord Underwood," Alice said.

      Lady Vickers set down her fork and laid a hand on Alice's arm. "I know he's a lot older than you, but you ought to consider him."

      "It's not just his age." Alice appealed to me, but I merely urged her with a nod. "He's rather vacuous."

      Lady Vickers recoiled. "Nonsense. He's a marquess!"

      "His conversation wasn't all that interesting. I found him a little irritating, to be honest."

      "Goodness, child, if we dismissed men because we found them irritating, the pool of eligible ones would shrink dramatically. Surely you can overlook that and find something worthwhile in him." She searched Alice's face. "Can't you?"

      "I don't think so."

      Lady Vickers plucked up her fork and stabbed a large piece of chicken. "You should be pleased that such an elevated man took notice of you. I certainly would have been flattered at your age."

      "Then why don't you court him?" Alice threw her napkin on the table and stormed out of the room, her bustle bobbing with her purposeful strides.

      Lady Vickers half-rose, but I caught her arm and she sat down again. She concentrated on shredding her chicken but did not eat it.

      "Lady V, you offer me so much good advice," I said. "Will you allow me to offer you some?"

      She sighed but did not tell me to go away.

      "Don't interfere. The more you try to keep Alice and Seth apart, the more Seth will rebel. It only makes him want to win her over even more."

      "He is rather contrary towards me." She sighed again. "He's such a fool when it comes to women. He falls in love too easily. He has fancied himself in love with half the women of London, of all different classes. Alice is merely his latest infatuation, and I don't want either of them to make a mistake then regret it. She's not the sort of girl he can discard like the others."

      "It's kind of you to have her wellbeing at heart."

      "And Seth must marry an heiress." She'd said it many times, but this time there was no vehemence in the statement. It was as if she were merely repeating the words out of habit.

      I did not remind her that Seth had declared he would marry for love, not fortune. Unlike his mother, he didn't believe his family needed money to restore its good name. He'd worked hard to pay off his late father's debts when she'd run away with her new husband, but beyond that, he had no ambition. He was an honorable man. Perhaps the most honorable one I'd met.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We received a note from the palace the following day in reply to Lincoln's letter asking for an audience with the queen. Our presence was requested that afternoon.

      Buckingham Palace awed me every time I saw it, inside and out. It wasn't simply the scale of it—although it was enormous—or the richly appointed rooms, but the busyness. Courtiers mingled in groups or strolled singly through the rooms. I couldn't discern why they were there at all. Were they friends of the queen's? Family? Were they awaiting an audience or did they live there? Dozens upon dozens of footmen stood around like statues, awaiting orders or hurrying silently past. And those were just the servants I saw. There would be many more working out of sight. No wonder it had been so easy for King to get in.

      We were led to a different part of the palace than on our last visit. Open windows let in light and fresh air, and they offered beautiful views to the gardens. This wing wasn't like the queen's private rooms, where gloom and mustiness reigned. The further we walked, the more I realized we were again venturing into a private area. There were fewer people about and it was quieter. One of the queen's ladies usually escorted us to the monarch's rooms on previous visits, but this time it was a footman.

      He paused in an open doorway and bowed. "Mr. Fitzroy and Miss Holloway," he announced to the Prince of Wales and another gentleman seated in what appeared to be a large office. The ornately carved desk took pride of place in the center of the room, with all the other furniture arranged to draw one's eye to it. The paintings on the walls depicted hunting scenes, and the burgundy and green color scheme of the furnishings unmistakably marked this as a gentleman's room.

      I curtseyed and Lincoln gave a perfunctory bow. I could feel the uncertainty vibrating off him. He'd not expected to see his father again. "I was led to believe the queen requested my presence," Lincoln said carefully. "Is she here?"

      "She's away." The Prince of Wales nodded at the footman, who exited and shut the door. "You're right, Fitzroy, I did lead you to believe that Her Majesty responded to your missive. I wasn't sure you would come if you knew you would be meeting me. I hope you're not disappointed, and perhaps I can help you anyway. May I introduce you to my brother, His Royal Highness Prince Alfred, the Duke of Edinburgh." It was smoothly done, not allowing Lincoln any cause to protest. There was nothing to do but greet both men cordially.

      "Your Highness," Lincoln said stiffly to the gentleman who looked very much like his older brother. They both bore neatly trimmed greying beards, their slick hair parted severely down the middle. Deep-set eyes, so much like their mother's, were surrounded by puffy, loose skin, a sure sign of late nights and the excesses of a comfortable life.

      I curtseyed again as the Prince of Wales informed his brother that I was Lincoln's fiancée.

      "I read the announcement in the newspapers," the Prince of Wales said.

      "Just like everyone else, eh?" The Duke of Edinburgh grunted in what I supposed was a laugh. He pushed himself out of the deep leather armchair and strolled up to us, hands behind his back. He ignored me and inspected Lincoln like he was a thoroughbred in a stable. "So this is he?"

      My breath caught. He knew. His older brother must have told him that Lincoln was his illegitimate son. How many others knew? I watched Lincoln out of the corner of my eye, but he remained unmoved. He watched the duke and, when the duke looked up to study Lincoln's face again, he was startled. He backed away.

      "Fine fellow, isn't he?" The Prince of Wales said with a puff of his chest. "Handsome, strong, clever too."

      "Hmmm." The duke eased himself into his chair and reached for a silver cigar case. "Pity."

      Pity that Lincoln was everything a man could want in a son and yet he could not be acknowledged? Perhaps. It was impossible to tell his meaning from that one word.

      "Has he met your other children?" the duke asked his brother.

      "Of course not," the Prince of Wales snapped. "Why would he?"

      "If Mr. Fitzroy is an investigator, he could look into that Cleveland Street incident and find out what really happened." The duke gave a lazy shrug. "Just a thought."

      The prince's face colored. "He's not that sort of investigator, and the Ministry of Curiosities is not that kind of department."

      I recalled the Cleveland Street incident. It had been quite a scandal. Just after I settled in at Lichfield Towers, the newspapers had reported on a police raid at a house in Cleveland Street after an investigation revealed it to be a brothel catering for gentlemen wanting liaisons with other men. That had been shocking enough, but even worse, Seth had recently heard a rumor that the Prince of Wales's eldest son had been a customer at the brothel. As second in line to the throne, after his father, the rumor could damage the royal family's reputation.

      The only reason I could think why the duke would bring up the subject in our presence was to rile the Prince of Wales and perhaps embarrass him in front of his very masculine yet illegitimate son—the son the Prince of Wales wished had been his legitimate one and his heir.

      If Lincoln thought the same, he gave no indication. He hardly batted an eyelid. If he'd been stiff when he'd met Leisl and Eva then he was positively frozen now. I wished I could touch his hand to offer support, but he might not appreciate the gesture. He had, however, brought me here for one thing. To talk. That I could do.

      "Sir," I said to the Prince of Wales, "may we speak freely?"

      "You may," he said. "My brother knows everything about the break-in and that fellow King. It took some convincing but he believed me in the end. And, as you can probably tell, he knows everything about my private business, too. Her Majesty keeps me informed, and I keep my brother informed, as a matter of insurance, you see."

      In case something happened to the reigning monarch, I supposed, although I failed to see why it was necessary for the Duke of Edinburgh to know that his brother's eldest child had been born on the wrong side of the blanket. Perhaps, like most people, royals needed someone to confide in too, and brothers naturally turned to one another.

      "We requested an audience with the queen because she spoke to King in private that day he entered the palace under the guise of your father," I said. "We need to know what he said to her."

      "Why?" the Prince of Wales asked.

      "It's likely someone was paying him. We want to know who."

      "There's been a murder linked to King," Lincoln added. "And someone dressed in royal livery is following us."

      The Prince of Wales's mouth worked soundlessly before he managed to speak. "Good lord. Not again."

      The duke pointed his unlit cigar at Lincoln. "Are you accusing our staff of spying on you? Or of my brother ordering you be followed?"

      "That's not what he's suggesting," the prince chided.

      "Isn't he?" The duke struck a match. "Sounds like it to me."

      "That's because you're not listening, Affie."

      His brother shook the match to extinguish it. "Someone dressed in royal livery can only mean one thing," he mumbled around the fat cigar.

      Lincoln held up a hand for silence, a bold move considering whom he addressed. Both men quieted, but the duke seemed more startled at being silenced by a nobody than actually acquiescent.

      "We don't think the spy received his orders from the palace," Lincoln clarified. "It's likely King stole the uniform and passed it on to someone else before his death. That's why we'd like to know whom he worked for, and to know that we must speak with Her Majesty. She's the only one who can shed light on what King wanted from her."

      "She told me he said nothing of importance," the Prince of Wales said.

      "I'd like to ask her again."

      The duke unplugged the cigar from his mouth. "Are you calling your queen a liar?"

      Lincoln let the question go unanswered. The silence thinned and stretched with the duke glaring at Lincoln and the prince looking decidedly uncomfortable.

      "I'll write to her," the Prince of Wales said quickly. "I'll emphasize the importance of her being open with us for the sake of the realm. That ought to convince her."

      "The realm always comes first," the duke muttered, returning the cigar to his mouth and inhaling deeply.

      "Please inform me when you have her reply." Lincoln bowed and held his hand out to me, steadying me as I hurriedly curtsied. He was in a rush to get away.

      This time, I couldn't blame him. While I didn't mind the Prince of Wales, I found the duke to be condescending and manipulative. If the brothers actually liked one another, it was impossible to tell from that meeting.
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* * *

      Lincoln would not be drawn on his opinion of either of the royals, no matter how many times I asked on the journey home. I stopped asking when he narrowed his gaze at me on my fourth attempt. I spent most of the rest of the way thinking up subtler questions while he spent it looking out the window.

      "Did anyone follow you?" Seth asked when we found him and Gus playing croquet with Alice on the lawn.

      "Only to the palace," Lincoln said.

      I gasped. "I didn't see anyone."

      "He was there," was all Lincoln said.

      With Gus and Seth's backs to her, Alice took the opportunity to nudge the croquet ball with her toe. She winked at me. I tried not to smile.

      "Now what?" Gus asked.

      Alice placed her foot on the ball and rolled it forward.

      "Now we return to what we do know," Lincoln said.

      Gus and Seth looked to me. I shrugged. "What do we know?" I asked.

      "That there is a dead man lying in a mortuary, due to be buried soon. Everything else is supposition, including the witness being a shifter."

      "Do we even know the victim's name?" I asked, watching Alice move the ball once again.

      "The newspapers haven't reported it," he said. "It's likely it has been suppressed."

      "Because it was someone of consequence," Seth muttered, nodding. "How terrible."

      Gus swung his croquet mallet in an upward arc and rested the handle on his shoulder. "Just as terrible if it was a factory hand, or hackney driver, or baker."

      "I didn't mean that it wasn't," Seth said.

      "You implied it."

      Seth rolled his eyes. "Honestly, Charlie, if you choose him over me to walk on your left, what will people think?"

      "That she got sense and good taste in her choice of friends." Gus turned back to Alice. He frowned at the ball, looked up at her, and the frown deepened.

      She smiled sweetly, settled her stance, and swung the mallet. The ball rolled neatly through the hoop.

      Seth applauded. "Well done. Good shot."

      Gus thrust one hand on his hip. "But she—"

      Seth slapped Gus's back, wrapping his hand around the base of Gus's neck. From Gus's wince, I suspected Seth was squeezing him hard. With a firm shake and an innocent smile for Alice, Seth let him go and took his shot. He missed.

      "Ah well. I'm having a run of bad luck today." He trotted off in the direction of the ball.

      Gus sighed. "I hate this game. Next time he complains about having nothing to do, I'm going to challenge him to a duel. Bit of blood sport'll liven up the day, and he'll get cut to ribbons if he don't play proper." He trudged after Seth.

      "You did speak to Seth, didn't you?" Alice asked me. "About his behavior?"

      I nodded. "There's been no change?"

      "No. He's still sickeningly sweet and complicit. I can't bear it."

      "Then I am at my wit's end," I said. "Nothing I do makes him want to be himself around you. I am sorry, Alice."

      "Never mind." She put her hand up to shield her eyes from the sun as she watched the men pull the hoops out of the lawn. "It simply isn't meant to be between us."

      I decided not to tell Seth that. He would be devastated. Besides, I wasn't entirely sure it was hopeless. Once she got to know him, she would fall in love with him. She just needed to get to know him. The real him.

      I set off after Lincoln, who'd headed back to the house. "Wait!" I called out, and he stopped near the terrace at the back of the house. He offered me his arm and I took it. "We didn't finish the discussion about the victim. You said we have to start there. Are you implying what I think you're implying?"

      "Yes."

      "You want me to raise his spirit?"

      "After we find out his name. We'll go tonight."

      If a spirit had crossed over to the otherworld for their afterlife, I needed their full name to summon them back. The newspaper hadn't reported it in the article about the murder, and there'd been no more articles since.

      I groaned. "You're going to break into the police station, aren't you?" I didn't like the thought of Lincoln doing that, even though we'd both done it before.

      "No. I'm going to bribe my contact at Scotland Yard. The breaking-in part will be at the mortuary tonight."

      "You want to see the body? Why not just the spirit?"

      "Because if the victim knows who killed him, we can confront the murderer straight away and end this. I expect a more dramatic and honest result if the murderer is accused by the man he killed."

      "You have quite a unique way of getting results, Lincoln. Effective but unique."

      "Will you be all right? I doubt it will be a pleasant sight, considering he was mauled."

      "I've seen enough death to not let it affect me." It was a lie, but I didn't think he detected it. "We'll all go," I said. "Seth and Gus, too."

      We climbed the stairs and entered the house through the doors leading to the morning room. He made to continue on, but I caught his hand.

      "You haven't spoken much since leaving the palace," I said.

      "There's nothing to say."

      "Are you surprised the prince told his brother about you?"

      He considered this a moment and then nodded. "I thought it would be a secret he'd take to his grave. When he found out who I was, he seemed…shocked."

      "But he also seemed to accept it quickly after the shock faded."

      "He didn't tell the queen."

      "Grown men probably don't confide in their mothers very much, even if she does rule the country."

      His jaw relaxed a little. "I am surprised he told anyone at all."

      "It just shows that he's not ashamed of you, Lincoln. Quite the opposite, I think."

      "If it became public, the newspapers would be relentless," he went on.

      "His brother is hardly likely to tattle. Imagine the things they must know about each other." I squared up to him and clasped his arms. "Besides, it seems to be common knowledge that your father isn't exactly honorable when it comes to his marriage vows, so a by-blow should surprise no one. That had better not be an inherited trait, by the way."

      He pressed his forehead to mine and clasped my hands. "I can assure you, it's not."

      "I know," I said gently, and I meant it.
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* * *

      Lincoln's contact at Scotland Yard was a corrupt detective whose career depended upon Lincoln not divulging the man's connection to a smuggling ring operating from the docks. By ten o'clock, he sent Lincoln a message with a name on it: Roderick Oswald Protheroe.

      We waited until midnight then drove to the Westminster mortuary with Seth and Gus sharing the coachman's seat. The insipid light from a streetlamp failed to penetrate the dense darkness outside the mortuary building, and with the coach's lamps covered, we could not easily be seen.

      Lincoln shuttered his lantern before alighting. The horses shifted, their clanking bridles the only sound in the eerie quiet. Seth climbed down and soothed them with pats and whispers. Perhaps they could sense the death beyond the brick walls.

      It unnerved me too.

      I held the lantern, the shutter slightly ajar, as Lincoln used his tools to unlock the front door. Two clicks had it swinging open with a groan of hinges. The horses moved again and I glanced back. The coach had stopped in the darkest part of the street, and only its silhouette was visible.

      Lincoln pushed open the door just as footsteps sounded on the pavement to the right. A constable emerged through the fog like an apparition, another figure behind him. Lincoln grabbed my hand and pushed me inside.

      Too late. We were seen.

      "Halt!" a voice barked. "Who goes there?"

      "They went in," the other policeman said. "Come on. We got 'em cornered."
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      Lincoln signaled for me to flatten myself against the wall. He stood between me and the door, his arm touching mine. Tension coiled his muscles tight, ready to spring. He held no weapons, even though I knew him to be armed.

      The larger constable edged through, inch by inch, truncheon raised. Lincoln struck a blow on the side of the man's head then kicked his legs out from under him.

      The second constable turned and ran. Lincoln followed, his footsteps so light I couldn't hear them. The man on the floor groaned.

      I searched the small reception room then headed into a corridor that led to an office and a windowless room containing a table but no chairs. A body-shaped object covered by a sheet lay on the table. I breathed deeply to steady my nerves and coughed as the tangy scent of carbolic soap cloyed at the back of my throat. The soap didn't quite banish the stench of death.

      I lifted the corner of the sheet, but stopped as Lincoln entered, carrying the first constable over his shoulder like a sack. He dumped the body on the floor then disappeared. The constable wasn't groaning now. He made no sound and didn't move. Surely Lincoln hadn't…

      He returned with the second constable and set him down beside the first. "They're alive," he answered my unasked question. "They passed out from lack of air."

      "I remember when you did that to me," I said without thinking. "You seem to have had no problem silencing those two, but may I request you leave one to me next time?"

      He joined me by the table. "I thought you'd be pleased." He sounded put out. "I didn't kill either of them."

      "Yes, but I didn't have the chance to put my training into practice."

      "A fair point." He picked up the lantern I'd set on the table near the head of the dead man and carried it to the nearby desk. He looked through the papers stacked there, scanning each page quickly until he found the information he wanted. "It was fortunate we came tonight," he said. "He'll be buried tomorrow."

      "Has there already been an inquest?"

      "The coroner decided it wasn't murder; 'Mauling by a crazed dog' is the official verdict. The police report is attached, and that was their conclusion, too." He returned to the table and held the lantern high. "Ready?"

      "Ready."

      I peeled back the sheet to reveal the dead man's face. It showed no signs of an attack, only the pallor of death. "He looks young," I said.

      "Twenty-four."

      "Too young to die." I pulled the sheet down further, revealing gashes to his throat and chest. Most of the blood had been cleaned away but some dried clumps matted his chest hair. The cuts looked very deep, from the way the flesh lay open, but I didn't inspect too closely. "Claws," I said simply.

      "No wonder the police and coroner concluded it was a mauling," he said.

      "Why haven't we read about it in the papers since that first article was printed? Shouldn't the police warn the public that a mad dog is on the loose in Hyde Park?"

      "They don't want to alarm anyone. Not yet. Another attack will change that."

      "Then let's hope there're no more attacks." I lifted the sheet back up to the victim's chin. "Roderick Oswald Protheroe, come to me," I intoned. "I call on the spirit of Roderick Oswald Protheroe."

      The silvery mist seeped out of the wall and floated gently around the room before settling into the ghostly form resembling the young man lying dead on the table. He looked confused, and I quickly tried to reassure him.

      "You're dead and in spirit form," I said, realizing too late that those probably weren't the most comforting words one would want to hear.

      The man looked down at his ghostly body. "Yes," he said simply. "I remember. Is that…me?" He edged closer to the table and peered at the exposed face. He shimmered and went to pass a hand over his face but it went right through the mist. "Do my family know?" He had the cultured accent off the upper classes, and the bearing too.

      "Yes," I said, assuming the police had informed them.

      "And Leonora? Dear God, poor girl. My poor dear Leonora, all alone now."

      "Who is she?"

      "Leonora Ballantine, my intended. Well, not quite my intended, although we had an understanding. We are—were—in love. I suppose she can do as her father wishes now," he said bitterly. He went to run his hands through his hair, but once again his fingers passed through. "Who are you? Why am I here?"

      "My name is Charlie Holloway and this is Lincoln Fitzroy. I'm a necromancer, and I summoned you here to ask your assistance in finding your killer."

      He looked to me then to Lincoln and shook his head. "You're mistaken. I wasn't killed by a man. It was a…a wolf, I think. Bigger than a dog, at least." He indicated the size with his hands, as tall and broad as a man.

      Damnation. He hadn't seen the wolf change into its human form. We were no closer to finding the killer shifter, and coming here to the mortuary had been a waste of time. I could have summoned him from home with just the name. There would be no confronting anyone tonight, with or without the dead Mr. Protheroe.

      I repeated his answer for Lincoln's benefit. He simply nodded for me to go on with my questions.

      "May I see the rest of me?" Protheroe asked.

      I exposed a little of the body's throat but not too much. Protheroe's spirit recoiled, breaking up before coalescing into his shape again.

      "It's possible you weren't attacked by a dog or wolf," I said.

      "I was. I saw it. Big ugly thing. And no human did…" He waved at his body but turned his face away. "That."

      "Despite the evidence, you were probably murdered, Mr. Protheroe."

      "We think someone set their animal on you," Lincoln said. I supposed it wasn't far from the truth, and it was certainly an easier explanation than the real one.

      "What the blazes! Who would do that?" Protheroe dared another look at his ruined body.

      "That's what we'd like to find out," I said. "Did you have enemies?"

      "None that I know of. I'm quite a likeable fellow. Everyone says so."

      "Who gained from your death?"

      "You mean financially? No one. I have an older sister, happily settled with a rich gentleman. Everything that was set to come to me upon the death of my father will probably go to her now, but she doesn't need it. Besides, we got along splendidly. None of my family would want me dead."

      I repeated his answer for Lincoln then was about to ask more questions when one of the policemen groaned.

      "Blimey," the ghost said, startled. He hadn't seen the men in the dark corner. "Why are there bobbies on the floor? Are you sure you're investigating my death, miss?"

      "We are. The police don't think it's murder, but we do. We had to sneak in here after dark. They'll be fine."

      "We must go," Lincoln announced. "There's no point staying here if the killer is unknown." He ushered me out. The ghost followed and Lincoln shut the door. He used his tools to lock the mortuary door then led the way back outside. The policemen would be found safe and well in the morning.

      "Would you mind coming with us?" I asked the spirit. "We have more questions."

      "Er…"

      "Please," I said, not wanting to tell him that I could force him to come with me. "We want justice for you. Your family will appreciate it."

      "Very well."

      The spirit settled in the coach alongside me just as if he were alive. Fortunately Lincoln, who climbed into the cabin after the coach rolled on, did not sit on him.

      "Where had you been that night?" I asked Protheroe. "Why were you in Hyde Park so late?"

      "I was walking home after visiting Leonora. It was dashed difficult getting into her room, not to mention expensive after bribing her servants, but I managed it. It was the first time I'd dared a nighttime liaison. And the last," he said, looking deflated.

      I repeated this for Lincoln. "You say her father didn't like you," Lincoln said. "Could he have orchestrated your murder?"

      "Good lord! No!" Protheroe shook his head over and over but it became less and less vehement. "Surely not." He blinked back at Lincoln. "I…I'm not entirely certain he'd have the bottle."

      "He wouldn't have done it himself," I said, "but set dogs onto you."

      "He didn't own dogs. Not here in the city, anyway. Perhaps on his estate in Bristol."

      Again, I repeated this for Lincoln then asked a question of my own. "What about a rival for Leonora's affections?"

      He stretched his neck, jutting out his chin. "Leonora's damnably pretty and terribly kind-hearted. A sweeter girl you would not meet. Her father is rich, titled and well connected, so she's quite a catch. But I'm eminently suitable. My father's a baronet, and I have twenty thousand a year."

      "So why did Mr. Ballantine not want you marrying his daughter?"

      "It's Lord Ballantine. He's a baron. Had his sights set higher than a baronet's son, that's the problem. The old fool thought he could get someone better," he bit off. "But Leonora believed in love, and she loved me."

      "She refused the men her father tried to marry her to?"

      He nodded. "She told him I was the only one for her, and she didn't care who the other fellow was."

      I filled Lincoln in on the discussion thus far.

      "Was he going to force her to marry someone else?" Lincoln asked.

      "He tried, but the other fellow wouldn't commit. Apparently he wanted to but didn't think his family would approve, her being only a baron's daughter. Those are Leonora's words—only a baron's daughter." He shook his head sadly. "Her father encouraged him to pursue her, and she's a good girl. She didn't like other people to dislike her, particularly her own father, so she went along with it for a time, hoping the fellow would lose interest eventually. But she'd finally had enough of pretending, and she worried he would approach his family soon and successfully plead his case. That's why Leonora and I met that night, to plan our escape. We were going to run away together, in case she was betrothed to this bore without warning. My poor Leonora. She'll give in now, I know it."

      "Do you know the man's name?" I asked after repeating his words for Lincoln's benefit.

      "No," Protheroe said. "She refused to tell me. She said she didn't want to affect my opinion of him in case we ever met. So good of her to be selfless like that."

      I told Lincoln his answer and asked him if he had any more questions for Protheroe.

      "Not yet," Lincoln said.

      "Then I release your—"

      "Wait!" Protheroe's spirit rose off the seat. "Will you pass on a message to my dear sweet Leonora from me?"

      I hesitated, not wanting to make a promise to a dead man that I couldn't keep. "I'll do my best."

      "Tell her I loved her with my whole heart and knew she loved me just as much. Tell her I want her to live a full and happy life. Even if that means she must marry this other fellow." If ghosts could get teary, I had no doubt that the man whose spirit sat beside me would have done so. "You'll find the Ballantine house on Queen's Gate, South Kensington."

      "I'll try to speak with her alone," I said. "Goodbye, Mr. Protheroe. You are released."

      His spirit disintegrated and disappeared. "We have to speak to Leonora Ballantine," I told Lincoln. "She lives in South Kensington."

      He nodded, watching me carefully.

      "I think the girl's father killed him," I said. "Or the other suitor."

      "Both are a possibility."

      "We have no other suspects. If only we could find out the witness's name and interrogate him."

      "According to my contact, he gave a false name to the police."

      I tipped my head back and rested it against the wall behind me. "Poor Mr. Protheroe—and Miss Ballantine, of course. They were just a young couple in love and now her dreams are shattered and his life cut short. Part of me hopes we find another reason for the murder, something unrelated to her."

      He switched seats to sit beside me and clasped my hand in his. "Perhaps there's another explanation. None of what Protheroe said had anything to do with King."

      "You're right. There's most likely another reason. We just need to keep searching for it. Perhaps Leonora can help us." I yawned and rested my head on his shoulder.

      "You don't need to convince me to visit her, Charlie. We'll go tomorrow."

      "I'm coming with you."

      "That was never in doubt."

      He angled his body so that he could place his arm around me and I could rest against his chest. The steady rhythm of his heartbeat and the gentle rocking of the carriage lulled me. I fell asleep soon after he kissed the top of my head.
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* * *

      A flurry of messages arrived while we were still at breakfast. Lincoln read each one then folded them up and tucked them under his plate. He continued to eat his eggs as if receiving five messages in the space of thirty minutes was not odd. Seth, Alice and Gus looked to me. I shrugged.

      As soon as the new footman, Whistler, left with the empty teapot, I spoke up. "Who are they from and what are the contents?"

      Lincoln set down his knife and fork and picked up the letters. "The Bank of London," he said, indicating one. "Two are from the General Register Office, one of which is from their births department and the other from the census department.  This one is from the Land Registry," he said, holding up a fourth letter. "And this is from an orphanage."

      "Orphanage?" Alice asked.

      Lincoln handed the letters around to us. "They were sent to me because yesterday someone made inquiries at each of those places about me or this address."

      "Your triggers," I said, reading the one from the orphanage. It claimed that a gentleman had tried to discover if the orphanage had adopted out a baby by the name of Lincoln Fitzroy almost thirty years ago. "He has them set up at various departments and organizations," I told Alice. "If someone goes searching for information about Lincoln, a note on his file says to inform him immediately. I believe it costs a small fortune in bribes."

      "A nominated committee member is also a point of contact," Lincoln added. "One of them will receive these too, depending on whose turn it is."

      "But why?" Alice asked. "Do you stop the person who is making the inquiries? There are no names on these notes so I don't see how."

      "There's a name on this one," Seth said, handing her the letter from the Register Office.

      "That'll likely be false," Lincoln said. "No doubt it was the first place our anonymous inquirer went. I'd start by looking for my birth record too."

      "It's where I began my search when I tried to learn more about him," I told Alice. "I learned nothing. He's not listed."

      "They got nowhere at the bank," Gus said, reading the letter. "Told him customer records are confidential. Would bloody hope so."

      "I see the pattern," I said. "Whoever it was went to the Register Office first. They tried both your name on the birth register and this address for the census. They came up blank on both counts."

      "I wasn't living here at the time of the last census," Lincoln said, buttering his toast. "I was still at the general's house in eighty-one. I expect our anonymous inquirer will learn that, soon enough. He didn't ask for the general's address at the census office, but I expect him to return today, after he learned late yesterday that I now own the general's house."

      "From the Land Registry," I said, picking up the letter from where Alice had put it down. "You would have both this property and that one listed under your name now."

      Alice held her teacup to her lips but did not sip. "If you can set up triggers, why not have your files removed altogether?"

      "Too suspicious," Lincoln said. "If someone learns I live here but there's no record of anyone owning Lichfield Towers it would set alarm bells ringing."

      "The only thing that matters is keeping your birth parents a secret," I said. "And there are no records of your birth at the General Register Office. I suppose that's why he tried the orphanage."

      He nodded. "I doubt they'll continue that line of inquiry. There are too many orphanages. Most likely he'll give up and assume I was handed in to an orphanage and my name changed by my new family, or I wasn't born in England."

      "So we have no need to worry that someone is trying to find out more about you?" Alice said carefully.

      Lincoln drank the rest of his tea and stood. "There is some cause for mild concern, simply because someone is trying to learn more about me. The question is, why."

      "And is it the same spy dressed in royal livery," I said.

      "Ready, Charlie?"

      I followed him out of the dining room. "You're more worried than you let on," I said, taking his arm.

      "It's possible the inquirer is trying to find a link between me and Leisl after following us there. The most obvious link is the one that is actually true."

      "Does it matter if they do know you're her son?"

      "I'm not yet sure."

      I squeezed his arm. "I think you're worried about her, but I also don't think you should be."

      We walked slowly up the stairs, our steps in harmony. "I am not worried about her any more than I would be worried about a member of the public," he said. "With that being the case, why don't you think I should be worried?"

      "Because if someone wanted to get to you, they would target me."

      He grunted. "Thank you, Charlie, that doesn't help ease my mind."

      I hugged his arm. Pointing out the obvious wouldn't change anything, since he already knew it, but it might ease his mind knowing that I was aware of the situation.

      "I will remain vigilant at all times," I assured him. "And I have my imp with me."

      [image: ]
* * *

      By the time a well-dressed young woman stepped out from Lord Ballantine's South Kensington terrace on Queen's Gate, the clouds had closed in and the air turned chilly. Lincoln and I had waited for over three hours and not a single soul had come or gone before the dark haired beauty emerged. For that reason, we assumed she was a resident, not a visitor. She had only a maid with her, fortunately. Our plan would be easier to enact with just a maid rather than an overbearing parent.

      We'd decided that I should speak to Leonora Ballantine alone, so as not to startle her. I waited until she and her maid were out of sight of the house before falling into step alongside them.

      "Excuse me, are you Miss Leonora Ballantine?" I asked.

      Her steps slowed as she studied me through eyes swollen from crying, but she held her head high and did not shy away. "Have we met?" she asked, not at all put out by my boldness.

      "My name is Charlie Holloway, and I mean you no harm. Indeed, I have a message to pass on from a friend of yours."

      She stopped and her maid too. A small frown creased her forehead. "Who?"

      "I can only tell you in private," I said, eyeing the maid. At her hesitation, I added, "Perhaps your maid can stand over by the church gate, where she can still see you. The message is for your ears only."

      "There is no one I wish to receive secret messages from," Leonora said. "You may tell me here or not at all."

      Oh dear. Now I had to say the word, and in front of her maid too. I disliked this part. "I am a necromancer."

      Leonora shivered, burying her hands deeper into the muff. She ought to don a cloak in this weather too, but a muff was better than nothing. My hands and feet felt like ice.

      "What's a necromancer?" the maid asked, blinking at her mistress. "Miss, I don't like this."

      "Stand by the gate," Leonora told her.

      "But—"

      "Go, Ryan."

      The maid reluctantly moved away, her gaze never leaving her mistress.

      "I'm sorry for the secrecy," I said to Leonora, "but, as you've probably guessed, the message is from Mr. Protheroe and is for your ears only."

      She blinked huge brown eyes at me and nibbled on a full lower lip. She was as lovely as Protheroe described with a slender figure and childlike face. Her willingness to believe me and send her maid away hinted at a spirited nature, but her red-rimmed eyes held no spark. She looked utterly forlorn.

      "A necromancer speaks to the dead, correct?" Leonora asked.

      "Yes."

      "How do I know I can trust you?"

      "Mr. Protheroe's spirit told me of your plans to run away together."

      She gasped and bit her lip again. Tears welled in her eyes. "Not even Ryan knew," she whispered.

      I glanced toward the maid, who was watching us intently. "We must speak quickly, Miss Ballantine. What I'm about to tell you will shock you, but please hear me to the end. Mr. Protheroe believed he was murdered."

      She gasped again but did not interrupt.

      "He tasked me with learning the identity of his murderer," I said, launching into the story Lincoln and I had practiced while we waited. We'd decided to lie a little rather than tell her about the ministry and shape changers. The less she knew about supernatural creatures, the less hysteria may ensue. "He didn't see his attacker, and he believes the only reason to kill him is because he was about to run away with you."

      Her face paled. "No," she whispered. "Surely that's not it. Wh-why doesn't he think it was a random attack?"

      "That is a possibility, but we must rule out a deliberate one."

      She shook her head slowly, her unseeing gaze staring straight ahead. She was thinking it through, weighing up the implications of my words, perhaps even wondering if she ought to believe me after all. "But if his death was because of our liaison…then the only person against us was my father." Her gaze suddenly focused on me. "Surely you don't think he would go to such great lengths to stop us!"

      "It's not me who mentioned him," I said carefully.

      The muscles in her face twitched, as if she were warring with her emotions, trying to hold herself together. She was succeeding, but only just.

      "What of your other suitor?" I said. The one your father wanted you to marry? Perhaps it was he."

      "He didn't know about Roderick." Her voice sounded thick with unshed tears. "Only my parents did. My mother was satisfied with Roderick as a husband, but my father wasn't. He had plans for me, you see." Her mouth twisted, her voice turned bitter. "Ambitious ones."

      "Is your father capable of murder?" I asked. "Perhaps not committing the crime himself, but paying another?"

      "I…I don't know. He has a temper, but he has never hurt me. He was extremely angry when I told him about Roderick, though. He railed at me for encouraging Roderick and forbade us to see one another. The entire household heard his shouting. Roderick and I met in secret after that, with Ryan's help. She's good to me, and she risked everything to help us meet without…" Her face crumpled and her lips trembled. "Without my parents' knowledge."

      I fished out a handkerchief from my reticule but she shook her head. A moment later, she was once again composed. "You say the other suitor didn't know about Mr. Protheroe," I said. "But what if he found out and became jealous?"

      She lifted one shoulder. "He's very nice and not at all violent in nature. Indeed, I like him. Not love, understand, just like."

      "Men who aren't violent in nature may still pay someone who is."

      She nodded weakly. She looked deflated, as if the little courage she'd clung to since learning of Protheroe's death had finally deserted her. I felt awful for being the one to rob her of it. It felt so cruel.

      "What is his name, so I may investigate him?" I asked.

      She shook her head. "I shan't tell you. Please, don't ask again. I cannot say. Father has forbidden me to speak his name to anyone. It needs to remain utterly secret until his family are informed. But I can assure you, Miss Holloway, he's not a killer, and nor would he pay anyone to kill on his behalf. I am certain of it. He's far too honorable."

      I gave her a tight smile and nod that I hoped appeared genuine. As badly as I wanted to know the other man's name, I couldn't pressure her to go against her father's wishes. She was fragile enough. Besides, there were other ways to find out.

      "Mr. Protheroe asked me to pass on a message to you," I said gently.

      Her eyes glistened and a look of joy passed over her face. "He did?"

      "He wants you to know that he loved you and that he knew you loved him deeply."

      Her face crumpled again. "Oh, Roderick."

      I moved closer and touched her elbow to steady her in case she felt weak. "He said he wants you to have a happy life and to not mourn him too long. He even suggested that you ought to consider the other fellow your father wishes you to marry."

      "How can I?" she said through her sobs. "How can I ever love another?"

      I had no answer for that. I doubted I could ever feel the same love for a man that I felt for Lincoln. I offered her my handkerchief again but she didn't take her hands out of the muff and shook her head.

      The maid, Ryan, glared daggers at me from the church gate but did not approach.

      "It is possible there is another reason for Mr. Protheroe's murder," I said. "Can you think of anything that may have slipped his mind?" I knew it was unlikely that she would know something the victim did not, but the question had to be asked.

      She shook her head. "Nothing. Roderick's right. Our relationship was the only contentious issue in his life. His family adored him, his friends admired him, and I loved him. He was a gentleman in every sense of the word. Oh, Miss Holloway, how can I go on without him?"

      She burst into tears again, and her maid rushed to her side, her glare almost sharp enough to slice through me. "There, there, Miss Ballantine. You'll feel better after a walk and some air."

      I didn't think a walk in the cold could mend poor Leonora's broken heart.

      The maid pulled a handkerchief from the cloth reticule dangling from her wrist. "Dry your eyes now, Miss, then let’s be off. The further away we get, the better," she added, shooting me an accusatory look.

      Leonora removed her hand from the fur muff and took the handkerchief. I swallowed the gasp that surged up my throat.

      Her hand was extraordinarily large. A quick glance at her booted feet confirmed that they were also big for a woman of her size.

      Leonora Ballantine was a shape changer.
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      I watched Leonora and her maid walk off then returned to Lincoln standing at the end of the row of terrace houses on Queen's Gate. He leaned against a lamppost, newspaper in hand, looking devilishly handsome and relaxed. A closer inspection revealed him to be focused on his surroundings, not the paper. I doubted anybody but me noticed.

      "I have a question for you," I said to him before he could ask me what I'd learned. "Why does a woman not wear a warm cloak in this chilly weather yet carries a fur muff?"

      His eyebrows shifted ever so slightly. "She's a shifter," he said with curiosity.

      "I saw her hand and it was big. Her feet too. Lincoln," I said, hardly able to keep the excitement out of my voice, "this means Protheroe's murder is almost certainly tangled up with the shifter community. We just need to discover how."

      "Just?"

      "Perhaps it won't be as easy as that."

      He offered me his arm, and we walked slowly to the other end of the street where Tucker waited with the carriage. "Did you learn anything else from Miss Ballantine?"

      "Very little. She doesn't think her father or the secret paramour would kill Protheroe, yet she couldn't think of another reason he would be murdered."

      "And the other man's name?"

      "She refused to tell me, but I know someone who might."

      "The maid?"

      I nodded. "She does seem loyal but maids are not paid well. She might tell us. If she does indeed know it."

      "She will."

      "You're very certain," I said as we reached the coach. "You won't threaten her, will you?"

      "No, but I can't promise that she won't be frightened into telling us."

      I wasn't sure how that was any different, and I was about to ask him when he suggested we dine early and perhaps see a theater show. "To fill in time until the maid retires for the evening," he said. "Her guard will be down when she's tired."

      We had neither dined alone nor seen a show together. Ever. My surprise must have shown on my face because he smiled as he handed me into the carriage. "Kettner's in Soho," he told Tucker.

      "Do you have a reservation?" I asked as he settled opposite me.

      "No, but they won't be busy this early."

      "What sort of restaurant is it? Am I dressed appropriately? Shouldn't I change into something more elegant?"

      "You look elegant enough to me." At my arched look, he added, "You're dressed appropriately."

      Even so, I didn't relax until we were seated at a table in a quiet corner of the little restaurant with wood panel walls and polished tables. There were few other couples, and I did not feel out of place in my blue and white day dress. The French proprietor greeted us with a heavy accent and signaled for a waiter to serve us. Once our orders were taken, Lincoln asked how the wedding plans progressed. I'd expected him to ask for my thoughts on Leonora Ballantine. He was full of surprises tonight.

      We talked of the wedding as dusk turned to evening and the restaurant filled with more happy couples. Couples like us. We were a happy couple. Happy and normal, in our own way.

      We didn't bother with the theater after leaving the restaurant nearly four hours later. The restaurant staff had not hurried us so we'd spent the evening talking quietly—but not about the murder. We discussed everything except ministry business. It was refreshing. Lincoln laughed and smiled; several times, in fact. I'd enjoyed myself so much that I forgot about Protheroe, Leonora and shape changers. It was vital that we learn who killed him and why, yet in those few hours, the world felt safe and wonderful. There was no reason to rush off, so we didn't.

      "Are you warm enough?" Lincoln asked, as he signaled to the nearest hackney cab waiting for patrons to leave the music halls, small theaters and French eateries that squeezed into the street. He'd sent Tucker home before we entered Kettner's.

      "I am," I said. "We made the right decision, Lincoln."

      "I thought you'd like Kettner's."

      I laughed softly. "I meant deciding to marry."

      "Yes," he said quietly. "It was the right decision."

      The hack took us back to the South Kensington residence of Leonora Ballantine. Lincoln paid the driver to wait for us then we crossed the road and descended the steps to the service area. It took a few minutes and more knocking before a footman dressed in full livery of swallow-tail coat with silver buttons and a white tie finally answered.

      "Yes?" he snapped.

      "Is Miss Ryan in?" Lincoln asked.

      "She's busy." The footman went to close the door, but Lincoln wedged himself into the gap and forced it back wide.

      "Please tell her Miss Holloway wishes to speak to her."

      "I beg your pardon? What are you doing? You can't come in!"

      Lincoln barged past him. "Is there somewhere we can wait?"

      I gave the footman an apologetic smile. "We are sorry for the intrusion at this hour, but it is important we speak to her."

      "What is it about?"

      "A private matter," Lincoln said.

      The footman sniffed then led us through to a small office that must be used by the housekeeper, going by the sewing kit on the desk. Shortly after the footman departed, the housekeeper arrived and questioned us again. And again, Lincoln said it was a private matter.

      "We'll require the use of this room," he said.

      His commanding manner worked. She stuttered an agreement then left to fetch the maid.

      I turned back into the office after she shut the door and my heart stopped. The ghostly apparition of a young girl sat in the housekeeper's chair behind the desk. I placed a hand over my heart to settle it and attempted a smile.

      "Good evening," I said. "My name is Charlie. What's yours?"

      "Lilith," she murmured, blinking at me. "You can see me?"

      Lincoln followed my gaze but remained silent. He'd guessed what I'd seen.

      The girl, who couldn't have been more than ten or eleven, approached me. She would have had dark hair in life, although it was impossible to tell how dark from the sketchy outline of her spirit. She'd been pretty, with large eyes and a face that reminded me of Leonora's. But what struck me were her large hands and feet.

      "I can see ghosts," I said. "And you are a ghost."

      "I know that. I've been dead a year."

      Most ghosts weren't aware of time progressing. Even those who chose to remain on this realm seemed to grow muddled when asked how long ago they'd died. "How do you know it's been a year?"

      "I saw Mama wish my sister a happy eighteenth birthday not long ago." Ghostly fingers twirled a lock of hair around her finger. "Leonora had just had her seventeenth birthday when I died of a fever. I was ten."

      "I'm very sorry," I said, perching on the edge of the desk. "You haven't crossed to your afterlife, Lilith. Why? Is something the matter?"

      The twirling became more vigorous. "Mama asked me not to leave her. When I lay dying, she begged me not to go. So I won't. I'll stay here until she can join me, and then we'll cross together."

      Tears welled unbidden. I nodded and gave her a wobbly smile. "You're a good girl to think of her. I'm sure she'll be happy to see you when her time comes."

      The door opened just as Lilith asked me why I wanted to speak to Ryan. I winked then turned to the maid standing by the door, eyeing me with defiance. It would not be easy to extract answers from her. Lincoln may have to employ his usual methods after all.

      "Miss Ryan," I began, "this is Mr. Fitzroy, my fiancé. We need to ask you something about Miss Ballantine that—"

      "No." The maid crossed her arms over her chest. "And don't try and bribe me. You can't pay me enough to tattle. I won't tell you nothing."

      "Anything," the ghost girl corrected. "Honestly, she's quite stupid. Loyal, but stupid. Leonora always did like her, though. Mama never understood why, but she gave in and allowed Leonora to have her as her maid after I died."

      I nodded my appreciation of her candor in the hope of encouraging her to continue. The answer I needed might come from Lilith rather than the maid. "I know your mistress is very upset by Mr. Protheroe's death," I said to Ryan. "But it's imperative I know the name of the other gentleman seeking her hand."

      Ryan turned her face away. "If she didn't tell you then I won't." So she knew it.

      "He may be responsible for Mr. Protheroe's death."

      "Really?" Little Lilith came to stand beside Ryan, her features crumpled into a frown. "I wish I remembered it. I heard Leonora call him by his first name. I think it started with the letter E." She cupped her hands around her mouth and whispered. "Leonora let him touch her here." She indicated her chest. "I thought it was wrong but Father told her it was what all men did when they were in love. He said it shows how much regard the man had for her. He then urged her to allow the gentleman to do more in order to secure his affections."

      "Well," I said, feeling a little overwhelmed by her tale and quite uncomfortable.

      Ryan must have thought I was prompting her to answer my question. "We weren't introduced." The maid gave me a smug look, thinking she'd outwitted me. "If it's so important to find out his name then Miss Ballantine will tell you."

      "I wish I could remember," Lilith said, inspecting the maid. She even touched her face. Ryan didn't so much as blink.

      "It's quite all right," I said.

      "Who're you talking to?" Ryan backed up and would have stepped on Lincoln's toes if he hadn't laid a hand on her shoulder. He'd moved to block the door so she couldn't escape. She whimpered and her gaze darted around the room. "There's someone else in here, isn't there? Miss Lilith? Is it her ghost?"

      "She's right in front of you," I said.

      Ryan covered her mouth, smothering her small squeal. Her big eyes turned to me. "N-necromancer."

      "You remembered," I said. "Did Leonora tell you what a necromancer does?"

      She nodded quickly. Her face had gone as white as Lilith's. The girl looked as though she were enjoying the exchange, dancing around the room on bare ghostly toes.

      "Then you'll know that Lilith is able to tell me all sorts of things about you," I said. "For example, I know you let Mr. Protheroe into the house via the service stairs."

      "I—I didn't!"

      "She did too!" Lilith cried. "She let him in and took him up to Leonora's room. They were going to run away together. Father would have been furious."

      "Miss Ryan," I said, gently, "I do not want you to lose your position here, so please cooperate. If you do not, I'll be forced to inform Lord Ballantine of your disobedience."

      "No! Please don't do that. I want to stay here. I like being Miss Ballantine's maid. She's so pretty and kind to me. She gives me little trinkets, sometimes."

      "Very well," I said. "I won't inform Lord Ballantine, but you must tell me the name of Leonora's second suitor."

      "Freddie," she blurted out.

      Lilith shook her head. "No, that's not it." She twirled her hair around her finger. "It started with an E, not an F."

      "Lilith informs me the man's name began with an E," I said. "Please don't lie to me again, Miss Ryan. Lilith will be furious."

      "Good show, Charlie." Lilith attempted to clap her hands, but they passed through one another.

      Ryan began to cry, her entire body shaking. I put my arm around her shoulders. Lincoln watched on silently. "I don't like doing this," I said to the maid. "It pains me to force you to go against your mistress's wishes. You must understand that Miss Ballantine wanted me to know, but her conscience wouldn't allow her to speak his name. If you speak it, then her conscience is clear. So you see, it's quite all right that you tell me."

      Lincoln smirked and nodded his approval at my new tactic.

      Lilith's ghostly fingers attempted to open my reticule but gave up. I opened it instead and pulled out my handkerchief. Ryan took it and dabbed at her eyes.

      "Very well," she said, her voice shaking. "If you think it's what Miss Ballantine would want."

      "I do."

      "I didn't hear his last name or if he had a title," she said. "Lord and Lady Ballantine never used it when any servants were near. But I was in Miss Ballantine's dressing room when I heard her refer to him as Eddy when she talked to her mother one night."

      "Eddy!" Lilith cried. "That's it. Yes. Eddy."

      "And how did Miss Ballantine meet Eddy?" I asked.

      "How should I know?" Ryan said. "How do any of that sort meet one another?"

      "Is there anything else you can tell us about him? Something that may identify him?" Half of England was named Edward. Finding this particular one would be almost impossible.

      "He was a gentleman," Ryan said. "Lord Ballantine bowed to him, so I think he was more important than his lordship. That's all I know."

      "Thank you, Miss Ryan. You've been a good, loyal servant to Miss Ballantine. It's no wonder she likes you."

      "You won't tell Lord Ballantine what I done to help my mistress see her love?"

      "No. Your secret is safe."

      "And the ghost?"

      "What about her?"

      "Will you tell her to go away? She gives everyone down here the jitters. We know she's haunting the house. We can feel her."

      Lilith crossed her arms again and struck a pose of childish petulance. "I'm not going anywhere until Mama comes for me."

      "I'm afraid that won't be possible," I told Ryan. "But rest assured, she's quite harmless. She won't disturb you or anyone else as long as you remain loyal to her sister."

      "And Mama. Not Father, though." Lilith pulled a face. "I don't care about him."

      "And Lady Ballantine, too," I added.

      Lincoln stepped aside and opened the door for Ryan. She slipped through and glanced back, scanning the room for the ghost, perhaps, before Lincoln closed the door. I was glad he did. I needed a quick word with Lilith.

      "I am sorry we don't know that man's full name," Lilith said. "I liked Mr. Protheroe, and I want you to find his killer."

      "You did your best. Thank you for your help tonight." I smiled gently and hoped she would not be offended by my next remark. "One more thing before you go. I see that you're a shape changer."

      Lilith's spirit swirled like dust caught in a whirly wind then reformed. "Shhh," she whispered, a finger to her lips. "No one must know. Mama says it's our secret."

      "I won't tell anyone. I know Leonora is one too, but what about your parents?"

      "Both Mama and Father change into animals."

      "Are their other forms always the same?" I asked, recalling how King could change into anything.

      She nodded. "We look like wolves, but we're not."

      "What about your pack? Who is your leader?"

      "What's a pack?"

      "The other people like you. The creatures you run with."

      She stared blankly back at me. "I don't—didn't—run with anyone. I was too young, so Mama said."

      "Whom did your parents run with then? Or Leonora?"

      The door opened and the housekeeper ordered us to leave. I appealed to Lilith's ghost, jerking my head to indicate she should follow us to the front door.

      "Lilith?" I whispered.

      The housekeeper's step faltered. She looked at me then up and down the corridor, her throat working with her rapid swallows.

      "I don't know who Mama and Father ran with," Lilith told me. "Leonora wasn't allowed to join them, even though she wants to. I've heard her ask Mama, but Mama said she's not ready. We were only allowed to change in private, when the servants had their afternoon off."

      The housekeeper opened the front door and stood guard by it until we left. "Please make an appointment next time you wish to speak to one of the maids, sir." She shut the door in our faces, but not before Lilith gave me a wave goodbye.
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* * *

      "The victim's lover is a shape changer," Lincoln told Gus and Seth after we informed them of our movements today. The four of us sat in his office, the men with a glass of brandy and me clutching a cup of chocolate. The rest of the household had gone to bed.

      "Blimey," Gus muttered.

      "According to her dead younger sister, Leonora is too young to run with other shape changers," I said. "It does seem as if the parents are part of a pack, however."

      "Now that is interesting," Seth said. "What are the chances the secret lover is a member of that pack?" We had already told them about the man named Eddy and his rival suit for Leonora's hand.

      "Very likely," Lincoln said.

      "He's probably the murderer." Gus drained his glass and held it out for a refill.

      Lincoln picked up the crystal decanter from the drinks table. "Or it may be Leonora's father, wanting to keep the bloodline pure."

      Seth nodded slowly, mulling it over. "Or the pack leader, if Ballantine isn't."

      "We got to find out who is," Gus said.

      Seth grunted. "How clever you are."

      Gus rolled his eyes. "He's been like this all day, Charlie, because Alice don't want to talk to him."

      "She does." Seth sniffed. "She was simply busy today, playing the piano and chatting to my mother. I didn't want to interrupt."

      "Wish you'd find yourself a merry widow," Gus muttered into his glass. "Been too long, that's your problem."

      "Don't be so crass in front of Charlie. And it hasn't been too long." He counted on his fingers and looked surprised when he needed a second hand. "Bloody hell," he muttered and stopped counting.

      "We are in agreement," Lincoln said. "We must find out who else is in Ballantine's pack and who leads them. It may well be Ballantine himself, but I want to know for certain."

      "We can ask the committee members what they know about him," I said. "If he's an important man in his social circle then he could be the pack leader. We should speak to them tomorrow."

      "After we speak to Gawler again. If the killer wants the bloodline to remain pure then the obvious choice for a mate is from Gawler's pack. A mate chosen from them keeps the shape shifting trait strong while avoiding issues that arise from breeding within the same pack."

      "You think Gawler lied to you?" I asked. "You think he does know something about them?"

      Lincoln nodded. "The city is too small for two packs not to cross paths." I did not like the fierce look in his eyes. He hated when people lied to him.

      "You'll be needing us then," Seth said, rising. "I'd better get to bed and rest."

      "You sound like an old man," Gus said, also rising. "Let's go out. You've been trapped in here too long. You need some entertainment."

      "It's been entertaining here."

      Gus looked as if he was about to comment, but I shook my head in warning. "Well? Want to visit a gambling house? A fight?"

      "Not tonight. Tomorrow, perhaps. But I won't gamble."

      "Aye, I know."

      "And I won't participate in any fights," Seth said. "My face has endured enough bruises of late."

      "You don't have to do anything that will make you look even uglier."

      Seth clapped him on the shoulder as they left. "We both know you think I'm handsome. There's no need to pretend otherwise."
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* * *

      We found Gawler at the Jolly Joker, a tavern that couldn't be more unlike its name. The narrow building was wedged between two taller tenements on an East End street that looked as if daylight and a broom hadn't touched it in years. It was even darker inside with only a single hissing lamp. Three men sitting on stools at the bar looked up as we entered. Gawler groaned and hunkered over his tankard, protecting it between his hands.

      "What d'you want?" he growled.

      I followed Lincoln in, Seth and Gus at my back. One of the men stood and looked down his florid nose at us. "I don't want no trouble."

      "You'll get none," I said when Lincoln didn't answer. "As long as Mr. Gawler cooperates."

      The man limped around to the other side of the counter, taking his tankard of ale with him. The third man stood and backed away, stopping when he stumbled into a stool.

      "A word," Lincoln said to Gawler.

      Gawler sighed and indicated a table away from the bar. He held a chair out for me and I sat, folding my hands on the table surface. It was sticky so I removed them again. Both Gawler and Lincoln sat too. Gus cracked his knuckles. Gawler swallowed heavily.

      "Tell me what you know about the other shape shifter pack," Lincoln said. "And this time I want a truthful answer."

      "I have been truthful!" Gawler tucked his hands between his legs. "Mr. Fitzroy, sir, please. I don't know nothing about them."

      "You knew of their existence."

      "Aye, but they keep to themselves and so do we. They want nothing to do with us. We ain't good enough for them."

      "How do you know that if you've never spoken to them?"

      Gawler paled as he realized his mistake. "I never spoke to them."

      "You communicated in your other form?"

      Gawler glanced toward the two other drinkers then leaned forward. "We talked once in our animal form. Well, it ain't talking. Not like this. It's grunts and sounds, mostly, with body movements and the like to show what we mean."

      "And what did you discuss?"

      He shrugged and clutched his tankard hard. "Nothing."

      Lincoln's hand whipped out and grabbed Gawler's jacket lapel. Ale spilled over the tankard rim and splashed on the table. Lincoln twisted his fingers into the fabric, tightening the collar until Gawler's face turned red. "I don't have time for games," Lincoln said calmly. "Tell me what you discussed."

      I took out several coins from my reticule and placed them on the table. "For your next drink." I checked how much I'd set down. "Or several."

      Gawler managed a nod and choked out some incoherent words. Lincoln let him go and Gawler slumped into his chair, coughing spittle down his chin. He rubbed his throat and swallowed several times before managing to speak. "It were about territories. We decided to keep to the East End and they could have the better parts of the city. There was no fighting."

      "Was King with you then?"

      Gawler nodded and wrapped his big hand around his tankard. "He fought me for the leadership soon after."

      And won, sending Gawler away to live and run alone.

      "Did King meet them again?" Lincoln asked.

      "I don't know."

      "And you have no idea of the human identity of any of the pack members?" I asked.

      He met my gaze and shook his head. "No, ma'am."

      "We believe a gentleman by the name of Lord Ballantine is part of that pack," Lincoln said. "Does the name mean anything to you?"

      Again, Gawler shook his head. He hunched over his tankard, looking more miserable with every passing minute. "I don't know their names or what they look like in human form, and no one from my pack does either. All I know is there were six or seven of them. They came from nowhere one night. After that, they left us alone and we never saw 'em again."

      Lincoln remained silent a moment then suddenly stood. Gawler slunk down, as if he expected Lincoln to strike him.

      "Do not lie to me again," Lincoln said.

      "It weren't a lie!" Gawler cried. "I never spoke to 'em before, it's God's truth."

      "Barking is speaking," Seth told him. "It's just a dog's way of speaking."

      "We ain't dogs."

      Lincoln walked off and held the tavern door open for me. He seemed tense but that could have been because he was staying alert for trouble. If Gawler had been with other pack members, this conversation could have ended differently. It was possible they were not far away, although all should be at work in the middle of the day.

      "Barking ain't speaking," Gus said to Seth as we climbed into the coach.

      "It is if it's how dogs communicate," Seth shot back.

      "But that ain't speaking."

      Seth appealed to me. "You want that pedant walking on your left on your wedding day, Charlie?"

      I held up my hands. "Leave me out of this."

      Lincoln ordered Tucker to drive us on to Lord Gillingham's house. Thankfully Seth and Gus ceased their arguing and fell into a discussion about the two London packs and whether they would always live in the same city harmoniously. We all concluded that their truce seemed as sturdy as a boat built from straw.

      Harriet and Lord Gillingham were at home. Harriet patted the sofa beside her and beckoned me to sit while a footman fetched Lord Gillingham.

      "What a pleasant surprise to see you, Charlie," Harriet said. "And Seth, too. Oh, and Mr. Fitzroy and…your man."

      Seth smirked. Gus didn't look the least upset that Harriet had forgotten his name.

      "We've just come from seeing Gawler," Lincoln said, launching into our reason for calling.

      Harriet pouted, perhaps sorry not to exchange gossip first. "Let's wait for Gilly before we begin. He'll be down soon. Owen, bring tea for our guests, will you?"

      "Tea would be lovely," I said with a glare for Lincoln.

      He pressed his lips together but did not refuse the offer of tea.

      "How are you feeling, Harriet?" I asked her as the butler departed.

      "Very well," she said, touching her belly and smiling. "Very well indeed."

      Gillingham joined us, walking perfectly fine despite not having a walking stick to lean on. He greeted Lincoln but merely nodded at Seth. He didn't acknowledge either Gus or me at all. "Harriet told me about the murdering shifter," he said. "You could have called a meeting if you have to make a report, Fitzroy."

      "I'm not making a report," Lincoln said. "We're here to ask both you and Lady Gillingham some questions."

      Gillingham looked at his wife then ordered the footman to close the door and not disturb us.

      "But I've asked for tea," Harriet said.

      "Forget tea."

      She sighed. "Very well. But come and stand by me" She held out her hand. He hesitated. She beckoned him with a wave. "Come, my dear. I want you to stand by me. You look so small next to Mr. Fitzroy and Seth."

      Gillingham stretched his neck out of his collar as a blush crept up it. He joined his wife and stood by the sofa but did not hold her hand. She lowered it to her lap, her face a picture of disappointment. Gillingham noticed and lifted a hand. After a hesitation, he finally settled it on her shoulder. She smiled coquettishly up at him.

      "What do you know about Lord Ballantine?" Lincoln asked.

      Gillingham shook his head. "Very little. He's rich and well connected. Comes and goes from London, but I can't recall where his seat is."

      "Bristol region."

      "Harriet?" I asked. "Have you met Lord or Lady Ballantine? Or their daughter?"

      "Not that I recall." She frowned hard then shook her head. "What rank is he?"

      "Baron."

      "That explains it," she said, as if it did. "And Lady Ballantine's people?"

      "We don't know anything about them. Both Lord and Lady Ballantine are shape shifters."

      "Oh!" She placed a hand over her black ribbon choker. "How marvelous! Are they part of the other secret pack?"

      "Possibly," Lincoln said.

      Gillingham patted his wife's shoulder lightly as if he wasn't quite sure he could trust her not to bite off his hand. "It's best if you don't meet them, my dear. They must be involved in this murder or Fitzroy wouldn't be asking about them."

      They both looked to Lincoln. He neither confirmed nor denied it.

      "Best to lay low now, anyway," Gillingham told her. "Wouldn't want to harm the baby, would you?"

      A dreamy smile crossed her lips. "You're right. You're very good to think of me and Wolfy, Gilly."

      "Wolfy?" I asked, as Gillingham made an odd sort of choking-coughing sound.

      "The pet name I gave the baby," Harriet said, beaming. "I thought it was appropriate, considering it will be half like me. Gilly doesn't want me to call it that in public, but you're not the public." She placed her hand over his, completely covering it with her larger one.

      Gillingham tried to tug free but she did not let him go. "Stop fretting, Gilly. These are our friends."

      "Do you know anyone who associates with Ballantine?" Lincoln asked.

      "The Prince of Wales, of course," Gillingham said. "He's part of that set, along with Underwood."

      Well, well. Now that was an interesting connection.

      "Speak with Julia," Gillingham added. "She'll have met him."

      "That woman." Harriet pulled a face. "Stay away from her, Seth. You know what she's like."

      Seth blinked, startled. "Er, yes. I'll be on my guard."

      "You should have called a meeting about this, Fitzroy," Gillingham said.

      "I will when I have something to tell you," Lincoln said.

      "If there's nothing else…?" Gillingham pulled free and strode quickly toward the door. He flung it open and beckoned his butler.

      "You be on your guard too, Charlie," Harriet whispered as she walked out with me. "Julia may have Lord Underwood to amuse her now, but she's always looking for new lovers and Mr. Fitzroy is just a man, after all."

      "Uh, yes. I will be alert."

      "He does seem utterly devoted to you, however. Just like my Gilly is to me. Now." She smiled at her husband.

      He spun on his heel and walked quickly off, taking the main stairs two at a time. The walking stick he usually carried was certainly an affectation, then.

      We drove on to Lady Harcourt's Mayfair house where she lived with her stepson, Andrew Buchanan. He was not at home, however, and I was glad. Conversation with him was a trial.

      "Probably out drinking," Seth muttered to me as we entered the drawing room where Lady Harcourt sat in a jade green and cobalt blue gown to receive us.

      She was the picture of civility and elegance, but a closer inspection revealed the deeper grooves around her mouth and lackluster eyes. Something troubled her.

      "Are you all right, Julia?" Seth asked, ever the gentleman. "You look unwell."

      "Perfectly all right, thank you." She tucked a letter she'd been reading into the folds of her skirt. "This is quite the force. Is something wrong at Lichfield?"

      "We need to ask about a friend of Lord Underwood's," Lincoln said.

      "Underwood!" bellowed Buchanan, swaggering through the door. "Not that blathering fool again. Julia is still seeing him, you know, despite his interest in your friend, Charlotte."

      I sighed. This interview was going to take longer now he was here.

      "Stop it, Andrew," Lady Harcourt hissed.

      He cocked his head to the side, considering, then said, "No, I don't believe I want to stop." He loosened his tie and undid his waistcoat buttons then flopped into a chair. He belched and wiped his hand across his mouth. "Yes, I'm drunk," he said. "Hardly surprising, is it? I mean, who wouldn't want to be drunk all the time while living here? It's the only way to get through the day. The nights, however…" His mouth twisted into a cruel smile. "Those are worth being sober for."

      Lady Harcourt closed her eyes and went very still, as if holding herself together. Was this how she lived now? With Buchanan coming home drunk in the middle of the day and mercilessly berating her?

      "Stop it, Buchanan," Seth snapped. "You're making a fool of yourself."

      "Me? Ha! You ought to have seen her the night after your dinner party. She begged Underwood not to leave her unsatisfied. But he didn't come in, so she begged me—"

      "Andrew!" Lady Harcourt cried. Her chest heaved with her gasping breaths and her face turned a vibrant shade of red. Very little ruffled her feathers, but her stepson seemed to know which points to press.

      "Enough!" Lincoln growled. "We need to ask Julia questions relating to a murder reported in the newspaper."

      Buchanan snorted. "Don't believe everything you read in the paper. Oh, wait. Perhaps you should, if the source is a reliable one." His wet chuckle ended in a snort. "A reliable witness could be someone who knows what happened, who was there, watching the entire thing play out like a bad dream."

      Everyone except Lady Harcourt knew he was referring to the report in the newspapers that had exposed her past as a dancer at The Alhambra where she'd met her future husband, Buchanan's father. Andrew himself had been the source. But from the slowly dawning look on her face, the very clever Lady Harcourt was piecing it together now from his drunken rambling.

      "Andrew," she murmured, staring at him. "Andrew, did you…?"

      Realizing he'd underestimated her, he sniffed and flicked unseen dust from his trouser legs. "We're not talking about that newspaper article. Your vanity knows no bounds, Julia. Not everything is about you."

      He protested too much, and he didn't look at her. He was a hopeless liar.

      An eerie silence thickened the air. Lady Harcourt's bloodless lips moved but no words came out. She stared at him, her eyes filling with tears. Then her body twitched, as if something inside her snapped. Her eyes dried and her lips peeled back from her teeth.

      She shot to her feet and flung herself at Buchanan. He did not see her until she wrapped long, slender fingers around his neck. "I'll kill you!" she screamed.
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      The reactions of Lincoln, Seth and Gus were not ordinarily slow, but it took a few moments before they wrestled Lady Harcourt off Buchanan. By that time she'd managed to scratch his face and spit in his eye.

      Buchanan cowered in the chair, legs raised to protect his nether regions, and he held his arms up to shield his head from further injuries and spittle. Lady Harcourt struggled to free herself from Lincoln's grip. She did not give up, nor did she halt the stream of vile words spewing from her mouth. There was nothing of the lady about her now. She was all teeth and red, blotchy cheeks as she called Buchanan names I hadn't heard in months.

      Realizing he was safe, Buchanan unfurled himself and wiped his sleeve across his eyes. When his fingers came away bloody after touching his face, he paled. "You bitch! That'll leave scars!"

      "I hate you!" she shouted back. "I hate the sight of you!"

      "Julia," Seth warned, "calm down. The servants can hear you. The entire street can hear you."

      "I don't care," she snarled at him. She wrenched free of Lincoln's grip. Or, more likely, he let her go.

      Buchanan shrank into his chair again until he realized she wouldn't attack him a second time. He removed his handkerchief and dabbed at the three scratches on his cheek. It looked like claws had left them.

      "How could you?" she railed at him. "How could you do this to me after everything we've meant to one another?"

      The muscles in his face hardened. His eyes narrowed. He slowly stood and took two determined steps toward her until Lincoln put up his hand to halt him. "What did we mean to one another, Julia?" His vicious snarl matched hers for venom. "Answer me that! Did you ever like me? Did you ever enjoy my company the way I enjoyed yours? Or was I simply a stepping stone to get you where you wanted to go? As soon as my father appeared at The Al, you walked all over me to get to him, and you've been walking over me ever since." He choked out a bitter laugh. "Until your star fell from its lofty heights and you needed me to secure you invitations, that is."

      "My star fell because you went to the newspapers!" She folded her arms, much of the fight leaving her, although I suspected a spark would ignite it again at any moment. "Anyway, I no longer need you for anything. I have Lord Underwood and his friends now. They appreciate me."

      "For how long? Underwood is already losing interest. You saw how he treated that girl the night of the Lichfield dinner."

      "Alice is not 'that girl,'" Seth snapped before I could. "And don't bring her into this. She's far too good for this sordid discussion."

      "She's too good for you, then." Buchanan's chuckle came out strangled. "When it comes to sordid, you're the king of the heap."

      Seth punched him. He must have pulled back, however, or Buchanan would have lost some teeth. As it was, he stumbled to the floor, clutching his jaw. Nobody went to his aid.

      "You ought to keep your dogs on a leash, Fitzroy," Buchanan said as he picked himself up.

      "You're a glutton for punishment," Gus said with a shake of his head.

      And therein lay the problem. Buchanan hated himself. He hated what he'd become, and he hated that he was in love with a woman he couldn't have and who didn't love him back. He hated his desperation and possibly the erosion of any good qualities he may have once possessed. But even more so, he hated that he didn't know how to—or didn't want to—change.

      I'd met men like him when I lived on the streets. Society fretted about "fallen women" and yet, in my experience, there were more men than women falling from their perches. Men like Andrew Buchanan, who'd been given so much in life but failed to fulfill the expectations of others, as well as their own. Instead of picking themselves out of the gutter and taking steps to correct their failures, they'd chosen to wallow there and blame others for their misfortune. Some drank themselves to an early grave. Some froze to death in winter. Some took their hatred of themselves and the world out on others. Those were the ones I learned to avoid. Those men could be dangerous.

      Andrew Buchanan fitted into that category.

      "Want to swipe at me again, eh?" Buchanan goaded Seth. "Want to be the hero in front of the ladies?"

      Seth let out a long, measured breath, and I relaxed. His temper had cooled and he wouldn't be tempted to hit Buchanan again.

      Buchanan must have realized his goading wouldn't work anymore. "God, how I hate you, Vickers," he blurted out. "I should hate him for the hold he had over Julia for so long." He angled his bruised jaw at Lincoln. "But you…you are everything I loathe in a man."

      Seth looked taken aback by the viciousness, but I wasn't. Buchanan saw Seth as the man he could have been, and he felt like a failure in comparison. Both men were handsome, from gentry stock, with the world and women at their feet. They had grown up with everything before both men had fallen low. Yet Seth had pulled himself out of the quagmire, while Buchanan remained there. Seth was the master of his own life again, whereas Buchanan was at the mercy of Lady Harcourt's whims. He wished he were Seth and yet he wasn't prepared to emulate his hard work.

      "Get out!" Lady Harcourt screamed at Buchanan. "Get out of my house!"

      "You can't throw me out," he said with a slick smile. "My father's will stipulated that I have a home here."

      Her chest rose and fell with her deep breaths and her hands fisted at her sides. I worried that she might attack him again. Lincoln would stop her, though, perhaps after a hesitation in which she had enough time to inflict more damage.

      "Leave us, Buchanan," Lincoln ordered. "We have ministry business with Julia."

      "I should hear it," Buchanan said. "I am going to replace her, one day, after all."

      "If you outlive her," Seth said. "That's not looking likely at this moment."

      Buchanan snorted. "Is that a threat, Vickers?"

      One corner of Seth's mouth flicked up into a wicked smile.

      "Seth, Gus," Lincoln ordered. "Remove him."

      "Gladly." Seth grasped Buchanan's arm and Gus took the other. They dragged him from the room and tossed him out.

      Buchanan landed in a heap on the entrance hall tiles. Seth shut the door and dusted his hands.

      "This will get out, Julia," he warned her. "Your servants will talk."

      She inclined her head then sat regally on the sofa. If it weren't for the slight flush lingering on her cheeks, it would be impossible to reconcile this woman with the wildcat of earlier.

      I went to sit too, but noticed a piece of paper on the floor. No, not paper, a card. It had fallen out of Lady Harcourt's pocket when she flew into a rage. I picked it up and, unable to control the compulsion to glance at it, read the names the anonymous writer called Lady Harcourt. It was difficult not to see the words "vile," "immoral" and "debauched" since they were underlined and written in a large hand. It would seem associating with Lord Underwood hadn’t polished away the tarnish marring Lady Harcourt's reputation. Perhaps because Lord Underwood had no intention of marrying her.

      I handed it to her and she scrunched it in her fist. "What do you want?" she said without the hint of a quiver in her voice.

      "Do you know Lord Ballantine?" Lincoln asked.

      She nodded. "He attends parties with Lord Underwood sometimes."

      "As part of the Prince of Wales's set?"

      "Yes. Has he done something wrong?"

      "His daughter was the lover of a man mauled to death, most likely by a human in his other form of a wolf-like creature."

      Her brows lifted. "You think Lord Ballantine is involved in the death?"

      "He is also a shape shifter, as is his wife and the daughter."

      She considered this a moment as if it were no more newsworthy than idle gossip. "I didn't realize."

      "Why would you?" Seth said. "They would hardly go about telling people."

      "Tell us what you know about him," Lincoln said. "And about Lady Ballantine."

      "I've met them both." She touched her hair and tucked away a strand that had worked loose from the complex arrangement. "He is a sycophant. She seems a little unsophisticated and out of place among the prince's friends. I don't think she's used to such illustrious company."

      "Do you think him capable of murder?"

      Her gaze slid to the closed door. "Anyone is capable of murder if pushed too far."

      "Do you think anyone else from that set is a shape shifter?" Lincoln asked.

      "I didn't know Lord Ballantine was one until you told me."

      "And what of a young gentleman by the name of Eddy? Does that name mean anything to you?"

      She thought for a moment. "There is Edward De Greer, but he's over forty. Indeed, there are few young gentlemen at the prince's parties. He prefers more mature company. Who is Eddy?"

      "A rival suitor for Lord Ballantine's daughter's hand."

      "Ah." She nodded knowingly. "A love triangle. We all know how dangerous those can be."

      Whether she meant the love triangle involving herself, Lincoln and me, or herself Buchanan and Lord Harcourt, I couldn't tell. Her glassy eyes and calm manner gave nothing away.

      "If you find this Eddy fellow, you will find your killer, Lincoln," she said. "Do be careful. Lovesick puppies can be sinister." She glanced again at the closed door. So she was referring to that love triangle.

      "Grown men are hardly puppies," I said. "Even lovesick ones."

      She looked surprised that I'd spoken. Surprise turned to distain with a curl of her top lip.

      Lincoln didn't fill the silence that followed so I filled it instead. "Thank you, Lady Harcourt." I was about to rise when I had an idea. "When will you see Lord Underwood and his friends again?"

      "He's holding a…a dance tomorrow night."

      "Can you secure Lincoln and I an invitation?"

      Lincoln didn't move, so I suspected he approved of my suggestion.

      "And me," Seth said.

      Lady Harcourt shook her head. "That's impossible."

      "Nothing is impossible," Lincoln said. "Secure us an invitation."

      She bristled. "No."

      "I have some sway with the Prince of Wales now," Lincoln told her. "I could put in a good word for you."

      She twisted a large gold and sapphire ring on her finger and met his gaze. He didn't blink. After a moment of taut silence, she sighed. "Very well. I'll have an invitation for you and Seth by the end of the day. But not for Charlie."

      It was my turn to bristle. "Why not?"

      "You're too…pure."

      I laughed. "You do remember where I spent five years of my life."

      "Ah," Seth said with a nod. "One of those sorts of dances. She's right, Charlie. You shouldn't go."

      "I am definitely going now," I told them both, and Lincoln too before he could agree with them. "It sounds intriguing."

      Seth rolled his eyes to the ceiling. "I should have kept my mouth shut."

      "Aye," Gus nodded darkly. "Charlie, if Seth thinks you shouldn't go, you shouldn't go."

      "They will find her of great interest, Lincoln," Lady Harcourt warned with a silky smile. "She's young and pretty and not everyone knows you well enough to fear you."

      "They will quickly learn if they try to touch her," he said simply.

      "If the prince is there, I'm sure I'll be safe from any roving hands," I said. "He may like his women and wine, but he's still a gentleman. As is Lord Underwood."

      She sighed, and I knew she couldn't argue my point. "Very well. Beyond securing the invitations, I will not be part of any interrogations. I cannot afford to upset anyone right now, particularly Lord Underwood and his friends."

      Lincoln agreed with a nod.

      We made to leave, but before he opened the door, Lincoln addressed Lady Harcourt. "Do you want me to have a word with Buchanan?"

      "And threaten him? I doubt it will make a difference." She laid a hand on his arm, massaging with her thumb, and tipped her head back to peer up at him. "Thank you, Lincoln. Despite everything, you remain a true friend." She let him go, or perhaps he moved.

      "You courted this, you know," Seth said with a nod at the door through which Buchanan had exited. "You threw fuel onto a fire then wondered why it burned fiercer."

      "Do be quiet," she spat back, proving that her serenity was all for show. "You can hardly talk. The only reason you're not still being beaten up for sport or auctioning yourself off to the highest bidder is because Lincoln saved you." She made a shooing motion with her hands. "Go! All of you, leave me in peace. My head aches."

      Seth opened the door to see Buchanan sitting on the floor, outstretched legs spread wide, a brandy tumbler in hand and another beside him. He lurched to his feet and picked up the glass. He sauntered across the floor on wobbly legs, a drunken smile in place, and held out the tumbler to Lady Harcourt.

      "You look remarkably alluring all riled up like this." He smiled and held the glass out further. "Thought you might need this."

      She hesitated then took it. The liquid rippled with the trembling of her hands. She sniffed it, as if she suspected it might be poisoned, then sipped.

      "There now," Buchanan said. "We're friends again."

      "Where are the servants?" Lady Harcourt asked.

      "Cowering downstairs, afraid to venture up. Ah, here's the indomitable Millard, come to see out our guests."

      The butler had always seemed so fierce and proper, yet even he looked unsure how to treat his master and mistress now. They must have heard the row downstairs. All of London's servants would be made aware of it by the end of the week, and some would pass on the gossip to their employers. Lady Harcourt would be ruined even more. The only thing saving her was Lord Underwood's favor, and that thread was thinning.

      "Good afternoon," Lady Harcourt said with a small, sad smile for Lincoln. "Millard will see you out."

      She turned and headed up the staircase, the glass dangling from her fingertips. She moved smoothly, her hips swaying and loose strands of hair tumbling down her back.

      Buchanan followed but stopped on the bottom step. "Off you go," he said to us. "There's no need to worry."

      We all watched him follow his stepmother up the stairs, her steps slow and seductive, his quick and unsteady.

      "Should we leave them alone together?" Gus asked.

      Nobody answered. Millard opened the front door for us. His eyes had resumed their usual blankness, and his back was as straight as ever.

      "You know where to find me," Lincoln told him as he exited.

      The butler gave a single nod and shut the door.

      Lincoln assisted me into the carriage, and I sat with a deep sigh. "Sometimes I wish we'd left Buchanan in Bedlam," I said.

      Seth settled opposite me. "Only sometimes?"
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* * *

      I expected Lincoln to try to talk me out of going to the party, but he did not. Not even when we went for an afternoon walk through the orchard. Spring blossoms covered the trees and carpeted the ground, and bees darted merrily between branches, spoiled for choice. The prettiness was a welcome antidote to the sordid visit to Lady Harcourt's house.

      "Do you think they'll be all right?" I asked, unable to forget the topic.

      "Julia and Buchanan?" he said, as if he'd already set thoughts of them aside. "Don't worry about them. They know what they're doing."

      "But they're so destructive and cruel toward one another. Where will it end?"

      He didn't answer that. I suspected he didn't have the answer. I, for one, couldn't see it ending until Lady Harcourt found herself a new husband and moved out of the house. It may have been left to her in Lord Harcourt's will, but she would never be free of Buchanan while he lived there.

      "I wrote to Leisl," Lincoln announced.

      I stopped and took his hands in mine. "That's wonderful. I knew you could express your feelings to her if you just tried."

      "I told her that someone followed us to her house and to be careful of spies."

      "Oh. That's…sensible. Is that why you brought me out here? To tell me?"

      "No." He looked back at the house. Seeing if anyone watched us? Was he finally going to do more than simply kiss me?

      I reached up and wrapped both arms behind his head. "Go on, Lincoln," I said in a breathy voice.

      His mouth twitched which I took to mean my seductive voice needed practice. "There are three reasons why I brought you out here." He circled his arms around my waist and drew me gently against his body. He kissed the skin beneath my earlobe. "First," he murmured, "where do you want to go on our honeymoon?"

      I giggled as his lips tickled. "I don't know. Not Paris again. Why not surprise me?"

      "I know a nice little place in the Orient where they teach an ancient fighting technique. We could train together."

      I pulled back to study his face. He was smiling. I thumped him lightly on the arm. "Very amusing."

      "A surprise it is," he said. "But the discussion about training leads me to my second point. It's actually a question. Do you think the servants will be shocked if we practice out here on the lawn?"

      We used to train outside in the warmer weather but retreated indoors to the ballroom during winter. We'd kept the doors shut so the servants couldn't see, but I saw no reason why they couldn't watch. "They'll grow used to it. Besides, we can't hide from them forever. They're probably already curious about the sounds coming from the ballroom every day."

      "Lady Vickers won't like it."

      "Lady Vickers is our guest. If she doesn't like it, she can move out."

      "Yes, ma'am."

      I gave him a withering glare before he dared salute me. "Both of those things you could have asked me in the house. So what is the third thing?"

      "Ah." His arms tightened and his hands splayed at my back. "My third point is that I wanted to kiss you in one of my favorites places."

      I smiled. "Beneath the blossoms in the orchard? I didn't know this was a favorite place of yours. You only ever come out here with me."

      His lips brushed mine in a delicate, teasing touch. "That's what makes it one of my favorite places."

      My smile widened. "Lincoln Fitzroy, you are quite the romantic."

      "Don't tell anyone. I have a reputation to uphold."

      He kissed me thoroughly until the breath left my body and my knees turned weak.
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* * *

      Gus and Seth didn't get out of bed until noon the next day. According to Cook, whom I questioned in the parlor mid-morning, they'd returned near dawn after spending all night out.

      "They started at a gambling house but that ain't no fun when you got no spare ready," Cook said, linking his fingers over his bulging stomach. He sat on the sofa, his legs stretched out and his ankles crossed. He looked like the lord of the manor. His apron spoiled the effect somewhat. "Then they went to an alehouse and then another, and then on to the private residence of a fancy woman."

      "A fancy woman?"

      "Lady this or that." He waved his hand in dismissal. "Prob'ly a widow, knowing Seth."

      "Seth went to a lady's house? But he's—" I was about to say sweet on Alice, but stopped myself. Alice had not encouraged him, and Seth was a free man. He could do as he pleased. Still, I felt some disappointment in him. He may not have betrayed her, yet it felt like a betrayal of his feelings for her.

      "They came home when I be firing up the range this morning." He chuckled. "Got sore heads, the both of 'em. I got a mind to bang the pots outside their rooms."

      "So do I."

      Two hours later, Seth ventured down. After spying his mother sitting with Alice and me in the parlor, he veered off to the library instead. I found him sitting at the desk, his forehead resting on his folded forearms.

      "Did you eat breakfast?" I asked.

      He groaned.

      "Are you ill?"

      "Yes," he mumbled into the desk.

      "Is it self-inflicted?"

      "You need to ask?"

      I leaned my hip against the edge of the desk and waited until he glanced up at me through bloodshot eyes. "You look wretched."

      "I feel wretched," he mumbled.

      "Cook told me what you did."

      He groaned again and lowered his head back down on his arms. "Spare me the lecture, Charlie. You can't possibly berate me more than I've already berated myself."

      Well, that was promising. Perhaps his feelings for Alice ran deeper than I thought. "You drank too much," I said. "And I know the situation between Buchanan and Lady H affected you more than you let on yesterday. It's understandable that you sought…entertainment and…release."

      "Don't excuse it."

      "I'm not, but I don't like seeing you berate yourself either. You are not promised to…to anyone. You can do as you please."

      He sat upright again and pinched the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. Blond hair flopped into his eyes until he pushed it back. "I've changed my mind. Lecture me, Charlie. I deserve it."

      "I planned on coming in here and doing just that, but you don't seem to need it. You feel guilty enough."

      "Today, yes," he said quietly. "But last night, I…I didn't care." He lifted heavy lids to meet my gaze. "That's the problem, Charlie. Last night I didn't think about Alice. I should have. Thoughts of her should have stopped me from being with another woman. Shouldn't it?"

      My heart tugged. Poor Seth. He looked so vulnerable. I wanted my cavalier, confident friend back, not this confused wreck. "You were drunk," was the only comfort I could give him.

      "Fitzroy would never do it to you, even before you got engaged." He kicked the desk leg. "No matter how drunk he got, he would never forget his feelings for you."

      "He doesn't get drunk."

      "That's because he's perfect. It's nauseating."

      I bit back my smile. "Join us in the parlor. You can help me untangle a skein of wool for the knitting I've been putting off."

      "You knit?"

      "Alice is teaching me. I'm quite bad at it, but it's either that, sewing or embroidery when there's no investigating to do."

      "Sounds dull."

      "You have no idea," I said on a sigh. "Come on." I held out my hand to him. "We could do with some male company, and being near Alice will help you remember why you like her so much."

      "Why do I get the feeling that I am the entertainment?" he asked, but he followed me anyway.

      He dutifully spent the half hour before luncheon helping me untangle a skein of wool, doing his best to ignore his mother's lecture about drinking until all hours. After five minutes I caught her eye and gave a half-shake of my head. She stopped; rather reluctantly, if her severely pursed lips were an indication.

      Alice's cool gaze quickly assessed Seth's state upon his entry then returned to her embroidery. She glanced up at him often, but only through her lashes. He, however, ignored her. If I hadn't known he was embarrassed about his actions, I would have thought him rude.

      I explained as much to Alice after luncheon when we sat by ourselves in the music room. I did not tell her all the details of his evening, but let her think his excessive drinking was to blame for his guilt. She didn't question me, merely accepting the explanation with a nod.

      "He's a grown man," she said with apparent indifference. "He can do as he pleases. If he chooses to get drunk and gamble, it's none of my affair."

      "Not gambling," I said. "He's very much against it after his father's excesses ruined the family."

      She fell silent, and I thought the conversation over, but then she set down her embroidery and stared out the window. "He was so quiet earlier as he helped you with the wool, Charlie."

      "It was most unlike him," I agreed.

      "Is it? You mean he talks a lot all the time? I thought it was just because I made him nervous."

      "Do you mean to say you prefer him when he's not talking?"

      "It gives me a chance to admire his handsome face." She winked and laughed.

      I would have laughed too but a movement outside caught my attention. "We have visitors."

      Alice followed my gaze as the hansom cab pulled to a stop on the drive. "None of the committee members have ever arrived in a hansom."

      I watched as a woman climbed down and held her hand out to assist the second passenger. "It's not a committee member. It's Leisl and Eva."

      Alice's sharp intake of breath was at odds with her sudden stillness. "Perhaps they learned more about me and my dreams." She stood and made her way to the sofa where she sat demurely, her hands clasped in her lap, her anxious gaze on the door, waiting.

      Outside, Leisl suddenly turned to the window. She smiled at me. Eva noticed and looked too. She did not smile. She looked uneasy, as if she didn't want to enter the house.

      She tilted her head back and clutched her hat to her head to stop it falling off. I knew how awe-inspiring Lichfield Towers could be upon first seeing it. With its dominant central tower used to harbor the occasional captive, it was not a pretty house. It was commanding, austere, and in poor light it looked grim. Yet I loved it more than any house, castle or hovel I'd lived in.

      I sat alongside Alice on the sofa then rose as Doyle announced our guests. I greeted them both and asked Doyle to fetch Lincoln.

      "Bring the others too," Leisl said.

      "Others?" I asked. "Do you mean Seth and Gus?"

      Leisl nodded. Eva frowned at her mother but Leisl didn't notice.

      "I saw the way you looked at the house," I said to Eva as we waited. "I don't blame you for feeling overwhelmed. I did too upon first seeing it."

      "It's not the house," Eva said.

      I waited for her to explain why she seemed uncomfortable, but she didn't go on. She looked very pretty in a bold coral and black dress. It had no embellishments or lace, whereas her mother's layered skirt was swathed in ribbons, rosettes and beading. Eva didn't need the fussiness of trimmings. Her striking cheekbones, glorious dark hair and blue eyes were an alluring combination.

      "I know it must feel awkward meeting your brother again," I said. "And I know you're not yet used to him, but he is a good man."

      She lifted her eyebrows ever so slightly.

      "He's like this house," I went on. "There's more to him than his severe façade. You just need time to get to know him."

      My words didn't seem to have much effect in calming her nerves. She couldn't sit still and her gaze darted to the door at every sound. Finally Lincoln strode in. He greeted his mother and half-sister cordially. I scowled at him when he looked my way and he paused.

      "It's a pleasure to see you both again," he added. "Will you stay for tea?" He shot me a questioning look, and I nodded my approval.

      "Yes, tea is nice," Leisl said.

      Seth and Gus strolled in. Time had improved Seth's appearance and he no longer bore the signs of a late night and excessive drinking. I wasn't the only one to notice. Beside me, Alice's back straightened, a small sign that she wanted him to notice her. I smiled.

      And then I saw Eva's reaction. She'd noticed the men enter but now stared down at the floor with fierce intensity.

      "We were not introduced last time," Leisl said with a smile for them both.

      "Leisl, Eva," Lincoln said, taking the hint, "this is Gus—Mr. Sullivan—and…Lord Vickers."

      Eva's head snapped up. She blinked at the men, a look of utter stupefaction on her face. Her mother was caught unawares by Seth's title too, but she recovered first.

      "It is a pleasure to meet you, my lord, Mr. Sullivan," she said.

      "Call me Gus," said Gus. "Everyone does. And he's Seth. Don't mind the lord business. We don't stand on ceremony here, do we, Fitzroy?"

      "Don't let Lady Vickers hear you say that," Lincoln said.

      "Lady Vickers?" Leisl asked with a tilt of her head.

      "My mother," Seth said. "She's out. She will be sorry to have missed you."

      "Ah. And we her. You must call us Leisl and Eva, since we are like family, no?"

      Lincoln sat heavily in an armchair with a similar startled expression to the one his half-sister wore. It would seem this meeting had overwhelmed them both.

      "Lincoln told me he sent you a message about spies," I said to Leisl. "We were followed, and he was worried someone might try to speak to you about him."

      "I have seen them," she said.

      "You have?"

      "In my mind's eye, I see them. Eva too."

      "You're a seer too, Eva?" Seth asked.

      She nodded.

      "Fascinating. If I had a supernatural power, I'd like to see the future."

      "It's not always like that," she said. "Sometimes we merely sense presences and have feelings about future events. We predict danger, or joy, or any other number of emotions. Only sometimes do we see actual scenes."

      "Fascinating," Seth said again. He glanced at Alice. "What can you sense about me?"

      "Seth," I scolded. "They're not here to see your future."

      "Why are you here?" Lincoln asked.

      I sighed. He may have come a long way in learning to accept his emotions, but he'd not yet grasped the art of subtlety. "Are you worried about the spies?" I asked, attempting to soften his words.

      "No," Leisl said with a shrug through her entire body. "If they ask me questions about Lincoln, I answer that he is my son. Why should I not?"

      Lincoln dragged his hand over his jaw but no one countered her. It didn't matter if anyone found out that she was his mother. His father, however, was a different matter.

      "And if they ask who my father is?" Lincoln asked.

      "I tell them I not remember. Too long ago. I am old and forget."

      Lincoln nodded his approval, but I wasn't sure her answer would convince anyone. I hated to think of something happening to her because someone desperately wanted to find out more about Lincoln.

      "I say I give you away when you are baby, and I never see you again until the ball." She shrugged again. "That is all true."

      "The spies are not why we came today," Eva said. She seemed to have rediscovered her confidence and was keen to get to the point of their meeting. "We've come to warn you."

      "About what?" Lincoln asked.

      "To beware of the queen."
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      "The queen?" several voices echoed.

      Doyle entered carrying a tray with tea things and food, giving us all a moment to digest Eva's words. I took over the pouring and dismissed Doyle. He shut the door behind him.

      "The queen's just an old lady," Gus said, helping me by passing out the teacups. "How can she harm anyone?"

      "Because she's the queen," Seth said as if Gus were a simpleton. "She might not be able to slit anyone's throat herself but she could order someone to do it."

      Alice and Eva both stared at him, twin expressions of horror on their faces.

      "Figure of speech," he muttered into his teacup.

      "You saw the queen in your visions?" Lincoln asked Leisl.

      "Not a true and clear vision," Eva said. "As I said before, sometimes we don't necessarily see things, we sense them. I sensed her presence. It was regal and powerful and…and threatening."

      "Threatening to whom?"

      "Us."

      Us? "You're including yourself?" I asked.

      She nodded. "I don't know why, but I felt personally threatened. Two of you were with me, a man and a woman, but I…" She shook her head. "I couldn't quite see who."

      Lincoln and I exchanged glances. He rubbed his jaw again. "Do you know where the threat takes place?" he asked. "When?"

      She shook her head. "I'm sorry my information isn't more helpful."

      "You warned us," Lincoln said. "That is enough."

      "He's right. Thank you." Seth picked up the tray of doughy balls and handed them to her. "Have one of these. I don't know what they are but Cook's an excellent chef. They'll make you feel better."

      Eva laughed, seemingly despite herself, and took one. Her mother did too and sniffed it before nibbling. Then both women turned to each other and said, "Galuški!"

      "This is Romany," Leisl said, her eyes bright. "So good. Try, try."

      We all took one of the delicacies. It tasted spicy and delicious.

      "You used to cook these, Mama," Eva said. "But you haven't for years."

      "It's difficult to find the spices here. Your cook make these?" she asked Lincoln.

      He nodded. "Gus, send for Cook. He should hear Leisl and Eva's compliments in person."

      Gus snatched another galuški off the plate before leaving the room. He returned a few minutes later with a rosy-cheeked Cook. He screwed his hands into his apron and nodded at Leisl and Eva in turn as Lincoln introduced them.

      "They want to know where you learned to cook galuški." He said it with a perfect accent, which seemed to take Eva by surprise but not her mother.

      "Country fairs," Cook said with a shy nod at Leisl. "Before I be cook here in London, I worked at fairs."

      "At a pie stand?" Eva asked. "Mama took us to fairs sometimes when we were children, to show us how she lived before she met our father. Her people often worked at the fairs, you see. I loved the pie stands. The berry ones were my favorite."

      "I had a pie stand," Cook said. "But I be a knife thrower before that."

      "Knife thrower?" Alice echoed. "You mean you threw knives at targets as part of a show?"

      Cook nodded. "My cousin stood against a wooden board and I threw knives around her, like an outline."

      She blinked at him. "That's quite a trick."

      "He's very good," I said. "Extraordinarily accurate, in fact. You should ask him for a demonstration in the courtyard."

      "Was your cousin forced to stand there?" Gus asked.

      Cook chuckled, making his double chins wobble. "She wanted to be part of my act."

      "That takes a lot of courage," Alice said, impressed. "She must have had enormous faith in your ability."

      "I only cut her once." Cook touched his earlobe. "Here. That be because she moved. After that, she never moved again during the act."

      "And the galuški?" Eva asked, indicating the plate of doughy balls. "How does a knife thrower turned pie man learn such an obscure recipe?"

      "Through the Romany folk who worked at the fair," Cook said. "They come and go, but there always be a family or two traveling with us. I never cooked it but I tasted dozens as a boy. I be practicing ever since Fitzroy says you be Romany, ma'am," he said to Leisl. "I ain't got no recipe to follow, only this." He tapped his shiny head. "This be the first batch that tasted right to me. Baked them just this morning. So," he said shyly, "you like them?"

      Leisl smiled. "Just like a Romany makes."

      Eva nodded. "I can't taste the difference between these and Mama's. I could eat a plateful."

      Taking the hint, Seth picked up the plate and passed it to her. She hesitated then took one. He offered the plate to the rest of the women. We all accepted one except Alice. Gus pounced on the last before Seth could claim it.

      "Which fairs did your family attend?" Leisl asked Cook. "I may be there too, telling fortunes to the gadze."

      They fell into a discussion about the traveling fair folk. Eva watched them through narrowed eyes until I distracted her with talk of the wedding.

      "Is Seth giving you away?" she asked.

      "No," Gus said, as Seth said, "Yes."

      "Why does everyone think he should do it?" Gus muttered.

      "I am sorry." Eva winced. "Will it be both of you?"

      "Yes," I told her. "They wouldn't stop bickering until I agreed. Now they're bickering over who will walk on my left."

      She smiled. "Good luck."

      When it was time to go, I took her hand and squeezed. "Thank you for coming," I said quietly. "It was very pleasant." I was beginning to wonder if the warning had merely been a ruse to visit Lincoln in his home and get to know us better. And yet they had been quite worried about Eva's vision, and I couldn't believe they'd make something like that up just to visit us. "Do come again," I said. "You're always welcome."

      "I—I'm not sure," she hedged. "I'm very busy with my studies."

      "To become a nurse, yes. What a noble profession."

      She gave me a tight smile that she turned on Lincoln as he joined us, only for it to freeze. He watched her intently, his direct gaze boring into her. She looked away.

      "Lord Seth," Leisl said to Seth. "Walk me out."

      He complied with a smile and an offer of his arm. It was good to see him back to his charming self, even if that charm wasn't turned on Alice.

      I walked behind them, close enough to hear her whisper, "You have a lot to learn about woman."

      "Which woman?" he asked.

      "All of them, but the one who loves you in particular."

      "Are you referring to my mother?"

      "Mama?" Eva cut in, falling back to walk alongside them. "Are you stirring up trouble?"

      Leisl put her hands in the air. "No, no."

      She walked on with her daughter, leaving Seth to stare after them, his mouth slightly ajar. "I have an excellent understanding of women," he muttered to me. "Just ask any of them. Clearly she's barking." His gaze skittered to Lincoln up ahead. "Do you think he heard that?"

      I patted his arm. "Probably." In a way, Leisl was correct—Seth did have much to learn about behaving around Alice. But he seemed a little fragile today so I didn't tell him so.

      We waved them off and headed back inside when their hired cab drove away. "Cook and Leisl got on," Gus said, watching Cook retreat to the service areas at the back of the house.

      "Like two peas in a pod," Seth said. "Perhaps he'll be your new stepfather, Fitzroy."

      Lincoln huffed. "Very amusing."

      "What do you make of Eva's vision?" Gus asked. "Should we worry?"

      "We'll remain aware but not concerned. Some visions are open to interpretation, particularly when it is sensed rather than seen."

      "She seemed very certain that it was the queen who threatened us," I said.

      Lincoln looked troubled. Or as troubled as he could ever look. "Leisl was lying about something." The abrupt change of topic caught me unawares and I didn't answer immediately. "Do you agree?" he prompted. He wasn't certain, even with his own superior ability to detect lies?

      "I wouldn't call it lying," I said. "Perhaps withholding of the truth, but nothing more sinister than that."

      "And Eva," Alice added. "There was certainly something…odd about her behavior. I wouldn't have mentioned it if you didn't point it out yourself, Mr. Fitzroy."

      "I detected nothing out of the ordinary," Seth said with a shrug. "I thought them both charming. Your sister surprised me, Fitzroy. I thought she would be more like you, but she was delightful."

      "You don't find me delightful?" Lincoln asked.

      "No, but I’d be happy for you to prove me wrong."

      A wicked smile touched Lincoln's lips. "There's a few hours before you need to prepare for the party tonight. You can practice combat moves with me in the ballroom until then."

      Seth's face fell. "How does that make you delightful?"

      "To you? It doesn't. But to Gus it does."

      Gus chuckled. "Ain't nothing more delightful than seeing you lose a fight, Seth."

      Seth shot him a withering glare then stalked off. "Let's get it over with. And the face is off limits. I've got to look my best for the dance tonight."

      Gus rolled his eyes. "I'll give you a quid to give him a black eye, Fitzroy."

      "I could do it for less," Lincoln said idly.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Lincoln didn't give Seth a black eye but he did insure they both worked hard. Gus didn't just observe, either. He and I joined in for a spell of practice with the nunchaku and other Oriental weapons. Thanks to my smaller size and quickness of foot, I'd become quite adept at avoiding being hit, but was still rather inept when it came to wielding them. I preferred knives.

      "Does the gown you're wearing tonight have long sleeves?" Lincoln asked me as he put his nunchaku back into their box.

      I passed him mine. "No. It's an off-the shoulder gown with sweet velvet swathes here." I indicated where the fabric would sit just below my shoulder. "The swathe effect continues along my décolletage, forming a natural but delicate edge on the bodice. It's very pretty. But you're not interested in how it looks, are you?"

      "Only if it's suitable for hiding weapons."

      "Not on my arms. My gloves are long but far too tight to hide even a small blade. I'll strap one to my leg."

      He nodded his approval and accepted the nunchaku from Seth. "It's unlikely you'll need it but I feel better if you carry one."

      "It's your virtue we must worry about with that set," Seth said, "not your life. Don't glare at me like that, Fitzroy. It's not my fault she'll be an object of interest to the old cads. You're the one allowing her to come along."

      "You're exaggerating," Gus said. "Besides, Fitzroy will be there. No one will flirt with her with her fiancé near."

      "A little bit of flirting has never harmed a girl," I told them all. "I am quite capable of taking care of myself. Now, if you don't mind, I need to dress."

      "I'll help you," Alice said from the doorway. I hadn't noticed her arrival. She rarely watched us training; the violence made her uncomfortable. Sometimes I wondered if it was because she knew her presence distracted Seth and she was afraid of him getting hurt. It was very hard to gauge her feelings on the matter. Or on any matter regarding Seth. It was no wonder he felt somewhat at sea around her.

      "How long have you been watching?" Seth asked, flicking his sweat dampened locks off his forehead.

      "Too long." She handed me a lace-edged handkerchief embroidered with her initials and scented with lavender. "For your brow, Charlie. It shines."

      I handed it straight back to her. "It's far too pretty. I wouldn't want to stain it."

      "I cannot believe Lady Vickers approves of this," she said as we walked out of the ballroom together. Behind us, furniture scraped across the polished floor as the men put the room to rights.

      "She doesn't," I said. "But she puts up with it. Does it upset you?"

      "I don't like watching you try to hurt one another," she said carefully.

      "We're not trying to hurt one another. We're trying to train ourselves so we don't get hurt in a real fight."

      She wrinkled her nose. "I understand the reasons, but it's most unseemly for a lady. But I would hate to see you hurt for real, Charlie."

      "Me in particular, or Seth too?"

      Her mouth softened into a smile. "I wouldn't like to see his handsome features too damaged, but he does deserve to be knocked down a peg or two, on occasion. He can be far too charming for his own good. Not with me, you understand. His charms seem a little forced with me. But with Eva, for example. He did lay it on thickly today."

      I laughed. "You think that was thick? Oh, Alice. You've not seen him at his best. Or perhaps it's his worst." I laughed again, but she didn't join in. She simply walked faster so I had to lengthen my stride to keep apace.
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* * *

      Lady Harcourt always caused a sensation wherever she went, and her arrival at Lord Underwood's Mayfair house was no exception. It wasn't merely her low-cut gown, although it dipped so low it almost revealed her nipples, but rather the company she brought with her—us. Despite our official invitation from Underwood, it seemed the other guests hadn't been notified of our attendance. All heads swiveled toward us upon our entry to the ballroom. More than one gaze settled on me. Lincoln tensed beside me.

      Lord Underwood broke away from a group and greeted us smoothly, as if we were old friends. He took my hand in his and kissed it. "You look lovely, Miss Holloway. A lovely peach, that's what you are! Isn't she a delight, Julia?" Before Lady Harcourt could respond, he ushered us further into the room. "Such a shame your sweet friend Miss Everheart couldn't come tonight. I did enjoy her company. Such a rare jewel, that girl. One wouldn't have guessed her humble trade origins from her bearing. She reminded me a little of you, Julia, in your younger days."

      Lady Harcourt swallowed then put out her hand. Underwood kissed it, but his hot gaze fell on her bosom, rising and falling in a dramatic rhythm.

      "Allow me to introduce you to my other friends," she said. "Seth, you will already know many guests from your more wayward days as a…a prize."

      He grunted. "You'll have to try harder than that to hurt me, Julia. Your barbs hardly sting anymore."

      She turned a sickly sweet smile on him. "Perhaps it would sting more if the sweet Miss Everheart were here. And you're wrong, anyway. Why would I want to hurt you, dear Seth?"

      He looked as if he wanted to snarl, but he bore her attention with gritted teeth.

      She looped her arm through mine and led me into the room. It was smaller than the Lichfield Towers ballroom, but with so few guests, it didn't matter. The candles in the crystal chandelier dazzled and, along with the tall candelabras stationed around the room, picked out the gems in the ladies' jewelry. Tropical palms did not look out of place in front of a mural of an island scene painted on the wall, and the pineapples and coconuts decorating the refreshment table completed the theme. The room felt warm, too, the heat coming from the large fireplace. It was too hot to stand near. Most of the guests stood by the large arch windows and doors that overlooked the street. No one had yet retreated outside to the balconies for fresh air, but if the room grew any hotter, I might be the first. It was stifling. Or perhaps it was my nerves making me hot. Certainly my nerves weren't helped by my tightly laced corset or the stiff confines of my silk brocade gown. The elaborate crimson embroidery, cream fringing and beads weighed down the bodice. It was a new gown, purchased from the same dressmaker charged with creating my wedding dress.

      "Lord Underwood has done an excellent job at decorating the room," I said, admiring a vase filled with red spear flowers and dark green leaves.

      "It's marvelous what hot houses can do these days," Lady Harcourt said. "Particularly for a gentleman with a fortune at his disposal. Now, enough talk of vulgar things. You wanted to come tonight, so I must present you."

      She turned on a bright smile and greeted three gentlemen. After introducing us, they each bowed in turn over my hand. It was all very pleasing until one of them kissed it with far more vigor than Lincoln liked.

      "Miss Holloway is my fiancée," he growled.

      The gentleman dropped my hand and lifted his brows at Lady Harcourt. "Then what is the point?"

      Lincoln took my elbow and steered me toward the refreshment table. Seth joined us and Lady Harcourt caught up.

      "If you're going to behave so proprietorially toward Charlotte then you should not have come, Lincoln." She may have been speaking to him, but she did not look at him, or indeed any of us. Her gaze scanned the room, flitting from face to face. There were mostly gentlemen present, and all the women seemed about my age. Lady Harcourt was by far the most senior lady present. If she felt awkward, she didn't show it. I'd wager none of the women were the wives of the men whose arms they clung to.

      "He's not here," Lincoln said to her.

      Her gaze snapped to him. It was bright and fierce, challenging. "You presume to know whom I seek?"

      "The Prince of Wales."

      She bristled and looked away.

      "You're angling to be his next mistress?" Seth scoffed. "Good lord, Julia, that's ambitious, even for you."

      "I am not angling to be anyone's mistress, Seth," she bit off.

      "Ah, yes, it's marriage or nothing now, isn't it? Be careful, Julia." He shot a pointed gaze at the expanse of exposed décolletage. "Your desperation turns them away, you know."

      She turned on her heel and stalked off.

      "I don't think she's going to introduce us to anyone else tonight." Seth surveyed the table with its exotic fruits and flowers. "When do you think they'll bring out the food?"

      "No one has large hands or feet," Lincoln said. "Ballantine isn't here yet."

      "There are some new arrivals." I nodded toward the entrance where two middle-aged gentlemen arrived with a younger man and woman in tow. The younger man seemed out of place and unsure where to look. His gaze settled on us and he nodded. Perhaps he saw kindred spirits in people closer to his own age than his male companions.

      Spotting the man's interest, Lord Underwood ushered the newcomers toward us. "Lord Vickers, Mr. Fitzroy and Miss Holloway may I introduce you to my dear friends, Lord Ballantine and Sir Ignatius Swinburn, and their young friends, Mr. Franklin and Miss Collingworth."

      I dipped into a curtsy, managing to keep myself steady despite the thrill of excitement racing up my spine. I studied Lord Ballantine's hands through my lowered lashes and almost lost my balance. He wore white evening gloves, but clearly his hands were not overly large. They were entirely normal size. His two younger friends, however, sported thick fingers and broad palms like Harriet and Leonora Ballantine.

      I rose and wanted to glance at Lincoln, to see if he'd noticed, but dared not.

      "Are you friends of Underwood's?" Swinburn asked with a genial air. More genial than I expected, although Andrew Buchanan had admitted that Swinburn had swagger and a certain appeal to women, despite his tendency to use them then discard them.

      "We met him through Lady Harcourt," Seth said, taking the role of charming conversationalist upon himself.

      "Ah, yes, the delectable Julia. It's hardly a surprise to see her here, but this is the first time she's brought friends." Swinburn's gaze sought her out and, when she spotted him, he sketched a bow.

      He was shorter than Lord Ballantine, with a thicker build not usually associated with the upper classes. Even though I knew he'd come from working class stock, it was at least two generations ago, if my memory served. He may be rich thanks to the success of his shipping empire, but he'd climbed very high for a man in trade. Very high indeed. The prince must find him to be good company.

      "We're quite well acquainted," Seth said simply.

      "Even with your young companion?" Lord Ballantine smiled at me. "Miss Holloway doesn't seem like the sort of person Julia would want near her."

      "She tolerates me," I said with a laugh. "As much as I tolerate her. But in truth, it's Lord Vickers she prefers to have near her. Mr. Fitzroy and I are merely people she must endure if she wishes to see our dear friend, Seth."

      Lord Ballantine slapped Seth on the shoulder. Seth smiled amiably enough but I suspected he wanted to throttle me. "Can we expect a duel between you and Underwood tonight? Pistols at dawn perhaps? My money's on you, Vickers. You look as though you could beat Underwood at any game he chose."

      "You forget, Ballantine," Swinburn said. "Underwood has given her up. So it would seem you have won, Vickers."

      "I am fortunate," Seth said without an ounce of humor.

      Both gentlemen guffawed.

      "I assume you will enjoy a dance with several of the other ladies here tonight, Vickers," Ballantine said, openly admiring two women who'd come to the table to inspect the exotic fruit. "Perhaps Miss Holloway dances?"

      Swinburn winced at his friend's crass implication that Seth and I would do more than dance together.

      "Miss Holloway is engaged to me," Lincoln said. "She only dances with me."

      "Quite rightly," Swinburn cut in before Ballantine could speak.

      "I can spare a dance or two with other gentlemen," I said quickly. "Perhaps Mr. Franklin will oblige, or even you, my lord." If I was going to learn anything about Ballantine, I needed to speak to him. And Mr. Franklin, too. He would be the perfect age for Leonora's other admirer, Eddy, and he was a shape shifter, if his large hands and feet were an indication. He was the obvious candidate for Lord Ballantine to push on his daughter. But was the baron a shape shifter too?

      The four-piece ensemble increased the volume and tempo of their playing with a waltz. Lord Underwood swept across the dance floor and asked Lady Harcourt to open the dancing with him, proving that he had not entirely given her up. Unlike a proper dance, we ladies had not been issued with cards and pencils to write the names of partners upon. There were no elderly chaperones to oversee young charges, no wallflowers among the women, and no eligible young men, aside from Mr. Franklin and Seth.

      "Your first dance is mine," Lincoln said in that growling voice.

      I took his hand and allowed him to lead me onto the dance floor where we joined the other couples engaged in the waltz. I was rather pleased it was a waltz first. I did so enjoy being held by Lincoln. We were so close I could feel the heat coming off him, and the rigidity in his shoulder.

      "I have to dance with them," I said as we twirled to the far side of the dance floor. "You know why."

      "I haven't forbidden you."

      "Oh. Good. Did you notice Lord Ballantine's hands?"

      He nodded. "It would indicate he's not a shape shifter after all."

      "Lilith claimed he is. Why would she lie?"

      "I can't think of a reason."

      We discussed the possibility of Mr. Franklin being Eddy, and agreed that my dancing and flirting with him was the best way to learn his name without raising anyone's suspicions. I expected Lincoln to watch us closely.

      With the waltz completed, Lincoln led me back to the refreshment table where Mr. Franklin stood with Sir Ignatius Swinburn. The lazy eyes of the younger man followed us before drifting off. Unlike Swinburn, Franklin was tall and lean, his fair hair already thinning on top and his whiskers struggling to find purchase on his chin. He seemed a little in awe of the man standing beside him, but it was perhaps not surprising, considering Swinburn's extraordinary wealth and purported influence. I wondered how the two of them were acquainted. Swinburn did not have overly-large hands. Then again, neither did Ballantine.

      Lord Ballantine had joined another group of guests. A woman clutched his arm and smiled up at him as if he said something vastly interesting. He hardly seemed to know she was there.

      Seth rejoined us, Miss Collingworth at his side, blushing like a woman who'd exerted herself too much, or perhaps flirted too much. She was quite pretty, albeit not extraordinary, with fair hair and freckles across her nose. Seth let go of her hand and bowed deeply. She giggled until she caught Swinburn frowning at her. Mr. Franklin paid her no mind. So he had no interest in her, but perhaps Swinburn did.

      "You're an excellent dancer," Seth told her. "Do you think we can have another?"

      "No," Swinburn cut in. "She's much too tired. It wouldn't be healthful."

      Miss Collingworth bit the inside of her lower lip. "Sir Ignatius is so kind to worry about me. He's right. I wouldn't want to exert myself before the Prince of Wales even gets here."

      Swinburn nodded in approval, as if he'd schooled her in what to say to such requests.

      "His Highness is coming tonight?" Lincoln asked.

      "We do hope so," Miss Collingworth said, silently clapping her gloved hands.

      "He's a friend of Sir Ignatius's and Lord Ballantine's," Mr. Franklin said, as if in answer to an unspoken question.

      Lord Underwood approached, genial smile in place. "Is everyone enjoying themselves? Why are you young people not dancing? Mr. Franklin, Lord Vickers, you ought to be asking the ladies. Perhaps Mr. Fitzroy can spare Miss Holloway just this once?"

      "I would love to dance," I said.

      Silence. I suspected Seth knew I was attempting to force Mr. Franklin to ask me and didn't want to cut in. Mr. Franklin, however, simply cleared his throat, which only made the silence feel more profound.

      "I'll dance with you later, Charlie," Seth said, coming to my rescue. "After a rest."

      "You're not dancing, Mr. Franklin?" Lord Underwood asked. "Why ever not?"

      "I am a terrible dancer," he said, his cheeks coloring. "I came here to talk and…and meet new people. Speaking of which, is the Prince of Wales coming?"

      "Please say he is," Miss Collingworth said in a breathy voice. Did she want to become the prince's mistress? Good lord, but she was so young.

      "Alas not." Lord Underwood looked devastated. "He had another engagement. His presence will be missed."

      Mr. Franklin sighed and eyed the door.

      Lord Ballantine rejoined us, without the woman on his arm. "When is His Highness due?" he asked Underwood.

      "He's not coming." Miss Collingworth pouted. "What a disappointment."

      Lord Ballantine clicked his tongue and he too eyed the door, as if he wished to make his exit.

      Lord Underwood glanced between them, blinking hard. "Can we not have our pleasure without him? My dears, there is much joy still to be had. Look around you." He indicated the other guests. "There are lords aplenty, and several pretty young ladies who are not engaged. Go, Mr. Franklin. Ask one to dance."

      "I'm not a very good dancer," Mr. Franklin said again, more irritably.

      Lord Underwood fell silent, displeasure pinching his features. And then he spied Lady Harcourt coming toward us, all swaying hips and creamy skin. "Ask Julia! She's an excellent teacher. Indeed, she's just what you need. An older, accomplished instructress for an eager young gentleman."

      Lady Harcourt stopped short. Her smile froze. We all fell silent and I wondered how long it would take Seth to rescue her. The gallant knight couldn't possibly stand to see a woman disparaged, even one he disliked.

      It was Swinburn who moved first, however. He held his hands out to Lady Harcourt and kissed her cheeks. "You look well, Julia," he said. "Always a flower among thorns."

      "Quite, quite," Lord Underwood muttered. His cheeks pinked, and I suspected he regretted his slight about her age in the face of Swinburn's friendship.

      "I am sorry to hear that His Highness won't be attending tonight's dance after all," she said to Underwood. "Pity. So many here were looking forward to seeing him."

      Underwood sniffed. "Yes. Well. It was too late to cancel after I learned of his inability to attend."

      "Never mind. You have told us now. I do hope no one leaves early because of it."

      Underwood glanced around the room at his guests. "Everyone seems happy enough. And you, Julia? Are you happy?"

      "I count my good fortune every day," she said, which we all knew was not an answer to the question.

      Swinburn paused then offered her his arm. She accepted and he led her onto the dance floor. Her dancing was superb and her skill almost hid the fact her partner was something of a clod. At least he tried. Mr. Franklin still did not ask me, or anyone else, to dance. I would have to change tactic.

      An opportunity presented itself when Lincoln melted away and Seth asked Miss Collingworth to dance again. Without the stern Swinburn there to order her not to, she happily allowed Seth to lead her out. They danced far away from Swinburn and Lady Harcourt.

      Lincoln retreated to the window, but I felt his gaze on us. Hopefully Mr. Franklin did not.

      "Your fiancé doesn't say much," Franklin said.

      "He does once he gets to know people better." I nodded at Lord Underwood, flitting among his guests like a butterfly unable to decide which flower to settle on. "Speaking of which, how do you know these gentlemen?"

      He clasped his hands behind his back, as if suddenly conscious of their size. "I've known Lord Ballantine all my life. He and Lady Ballantine are good friends of my parents. Sir Ignatius is a friend of his."

      "And Lord Underwood?"

      "Is a friend of Lord Ballantine's too. When I came of age, they included me in their circle. They've been very good to me. Very good indeed. And you, Miss Holloway? How did you meet Mr. Fitzroy and Lord Vickers?"

      "Call me Charlie."

      I waited, hoping my silence would prompt him to tell me his name, but he was too busy watching Seth and Miss Collingworth. Indeed, I doubted he even heard my response. He frowned as Miss Collingworth laughed at something Seth said.

      "Do you and Miss Collingworth have an understanding?" I asked boldly.

      "Of course not. I just don't want her to develop a tendre for Lord Vickers."

      "Why not?"

      He turned away from the dancers to study the trays of sweets and jellies being carried out by the footmen. "There's an understanding that she'll marry someone else."

      "She's betrothed?"

      He glanced past me and quickly shook his head. "Lady Harcourt, come and try a jelly," he said as she and Swinburn returned from their dance. "This one is in the shape of a leaf. Miss Holloway and I were just admiring them."

      Lady Harcourt refused a jelly.

      "A bonbon then," he said.

      "I'm afraid there's nothing on this table that can tempt me." She spied a footman bringing in glasses of champagne. "Ah, now that certainly can."

      "Mr. Franklin, fetch Lady Harcourt and Miss Holloway some champagne," Swinburn said.

      A woman approached and curled her long fingers around Swinburn's arm. Her hand lightly skimmed his jaw. "Come dance with me, Sir Ignatius." She leaned into him, her breasts pillowed against his shoulder. "You know how much I adore dancing." She giggled and her eyes sparkled unnaturally brightly. Perhaps she'd already consumed some champagne.

      "Sir Ignatius has promised me another dance," Lady Harcourt told the woman.

      The woman whispered something in Swinburn's ear. He laughed and shook his head.

      "A little later, my dear," he said. "Dance with my young friend Mr. Franklin for now."

      Mr. Franklin handed a glass to me and another to Lady Harcourt. She took it and arched a brow at the other woman. The woman took Mr. Franklin's hand. I watched as my opportunity to find out his first name slipped away. It would seem he was capable of dancing after all, just not with me. Or perhaps only when ordered by his superiors.

      Another woman approached, this one younger and prettier than the first. She stroked Swinburn's arm with bare fingers and batted her lashes at him. Swinburn's eyes turned smoky. He invited her onto the dance floor.

      "You promised me another dance, Sir Ignatius," Lady Harcourt protested.

      "Later," he said, bowing to her.

      The young woman shot Lady Harcourt a triumphant smile behind Swinburn's back. She might have poked her tongue out if he hadn't turned at that moment to lead her onto the dance floor.

      "Little whore," Lady Harcourt muttered into her glass. She sipped, spying me over the rim. "Don't look so shocked, Charlotte. She is a whore." She huffed and her lips thinned. The tight smile was more self-deprecating than cruel. "As am I. Not by choice, you understand. Whores never throw themselves at men because they want to. Needs must, you see. Particularly now."

      She drained her glass and signaled the footman for another. He exchanged her empty glass for a full one. The silence between us stretched, and I expected her to move away, since she could barely stand my presence. But she did not.

      "Seth's right," she went on. "I am desperate. There. Another shocking admission. Pay attention, Charlotte, because I'm going to explain how life works. Or rather, my life. You see, the annuity my husband left me is no longer enough. I must marry again, and marry well, or I will become destitute. I can take in boarders, but once I do I'll be cast out by the friends I have left. No one wants to associate with a woman forced to become a pathetic landlady. My value is already hanging by a thread. That will cut the thread off, and I am not like Lady Vickers. I could never come back after being cast out. She was born into this, you see. These are her people, and they will take her back into the fold eventually. I don't hold as much currency." She shuddered and drank deeply. "Sir Ignatius is rich and available, so of course I hoped to catch his attention tonight," she went on. "What woman doesn't want him?"

      She nodded at the couple clasping one another on the dance floor. Swinburn's hand sank low on the girl's back and his torso pressed against her. "He also has no children, and that is quite an attractive trait in a man, in my opinion." Her brittle laugh made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. "You, Seth, Lincoln, even Andrew…you all judge me. Even those of you who ought to know better." Her eyes flashed in Seth's direction before looking away, somewhat sadly. "You think I've made some wrong choices. You all think you would do things differently. Well, perhaps you would, Charlotte, you self-righteous little bitch. But rest assured, without Lincoln you would still be in the gutter or dead. Am I so evil that I want a different fate for myself?"

      I didn't bother to answer her. She didn't want to hear me tell her that I would never hurt people to secure my future. And, in truth, I didn't care enough to remind her. I wanted nothing to do with her.

      I walked off and joined Lincoln as he strode toward me. "What did she say?" he asked, placing his hand on my back.

      "Nothing of importance."

      His gaze narrowed, and I suspected he knew there was more, but he didn't press me.

      "This is quite the party," I said, watching as a gentleman and a woman with painted lips disappeared into an adjoining room guarded by a footman. "Now I see why the refreshments are being served out here and not in there. It would seem it has another purpose."

      "Are you shocked?"

      "I was warned. Is this the sort of place you found Seth at?"

      He leaned closer, a small smile touching his lips. "You know you have to ask Seth that, not me."

      "I'll take that as a yes. Thank you for clarifying."

      He frowned. "That's not fair."

      "I don't always play fair."

      He grunted. "Did you discover Franklin's name?"

      "Not yet. I'll try to get him alone again soon."

      "Not alone."

      "Why not?"

      He paused before saying, "My methods may be more effective in this instance."

      I didn't ask how he expected to extract information from anyone using his usual methods in a ballroom with dozens of onlookers.

      "Did he seem like a killer?" he asked.

      "No, but what does a killer seem like, anyway? I wouldn't have picked General Eastbrooke as a violent man, and yet look how he turned out."

      His hand squeezed mine. "A fair point."

      I watched as the dance ended, and Swinburn led his partner back to the refreshment table then moved off to intercept Seth and Miss Collingworth. She nodded demurely, a pained look on her face, and allowed him to steer her toward Mr. Franklin and Lord Ballantine. The two older gentlemen spoke sternly to their younger friends, who seemed to take the chastisement with contrition. More than one reproachful glance was cast Seth's way.

      "You seem to have caused a stir by dancing with Miss Collingworth," I told him as he joined us.

      "She's a lively girl." He glanced at the party of four as it broke apart. "What's so awful about dancing with me, I wonder?"

      "She's intended for another man," I said. "So Franklin told me."

      "Intended for whom?"

      "He didn't say. I assume her parents arranged it."

      "Or Ballantine and Swinburn," Lincoln said. "As leaders of their pack."

      Watching them together, it was easy to see the two older men as leaders, but I wasn't convinced they belonged to a pack. For one thing, we weren't even sure if they were shape shifters. They bore no evidence of it.

      Lord Ballantine joined a group of whiskered gentlemen who stood aloofly separate from the women and other men, while Swinburn took the hand of Lady Harcourt's young rival and kissed her daringly on the neck. She tipped her head back to reveal more white flesh and smiled dreamily.

      Lady Harcourt watched them too, her knuckles white around the stem of her glass. Then, with a sudden spin on her heel, she marched off toward Lord Underwood with a look of fierce determination.

      "They're leaving," Lincoln said.

      It took me a moment to realize he meant Miss Collingworth and Mr. Franklin. No one seemed to notice them exit together except us.

      "Damn," Seth muttered. "Want me to follow them?"

      "We both will, in case they separate," said Lincoln. "You too, Charlie. I'm not leaving you here."

      "What about Swinburn and Ballantine?" I asked.

      "We're more likely to get answers from their friends."

      I set my glass down and hurried out alongside them. We reached the door, however, and stopped as Prince Alfred, the Duke of Edinburgh and the Prince of Wales's brother, entered, a heavily rouged woman clinging to each arm. Whispers quickly spread around the ballroom as the guests recognized him. Lord Underwood glided across the floor to greet the new arrival, forcing his way past us. He bowed deeply.

      "Your Royal Highness, this is a pleasure," he said with slippery smoothness. "I'm so glad you came."

      The duke gave a regal nod before looking past Underwood to Lincoln. "Mr. Fitzroy, this is an unexpected encounter." He disengaged himself from the two women and held a hand out to Lincoln. "Come. Join me for a drink and conversation."

      Bloody hell. It would seem we weren't going to chase Miss Collingworth and Mr. Franklin after all.
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      "My apologies, Your Highness, but we were just leaving," Lincoln said, moving past the duke as he spoke.

      The duke's two female companions looked horrified at Lincoln's audacious response. The duke himself stiffened. I worried he would demand Lincoln stay, but I worried more that Lincoln would refuse him again.

      "Don't mind him, Your Highness," Lord Underwood said, bowing again. "He's nobody."

      "It's not Mr. Fitzroy's wish to leave yet," I assured the duke in a loud voice for those nearby to hear. "He's only thinking of me, you see. I feel quite faint." I touched my forehead and fluttered my lashes. "Mr. Fitzroy is concerned enough to take me home."

      The duke's gaze slid to Lincoln, waiting for me just beyond the door, then to Underwood. "It is rather hot in here." With that declaration, he signaled to his two companions to walk with him across the room.

      Underwood followed a step behind and signaled wildly to a footman. "I'll have the doors to the balconies opened immediately, Your Highness."

      Lincoln and I rushed down the stairs to the entrance hall. We grabbed hats and coats from the footman and joined Seth outside.

      "They went that way on foot," he said, nodding to the north. "We won't be fast enough to follow if they change into their animal shape."

      "Then we must hope they don't decide to go for a run tonight," I said, lifting my skirts and trotting down the front steps. "It would be difficult in their evening finery, anyway. They'd have to find somewhere to undress and store their clothing to retrieve it later. Take it from me, dressing into and undressing out of evening gowns are an ordeal best left for the home where skilled maids can assist."

      We walked quickly up the street, passing well-lit terraced houses, some with footmen standing by the door. Music and laughter spilled from open windows above. Lord Underwood wasn't the only one hosting a party tonight.

      I huddled into my coat as a gust swept down the street. I didn't bemoan the breeze as it kept our scents away from the two people we followed. Our brisk pace warmed me soon enough. Despite my tight corset and heavy clothing, I kept up with Lincoln and Seth. Our two shape changers maintained a steady pace too. We were still in Mayfair but would soon cross into Soho.

      Miss Collingworth and Mr. Franklin stopped in front of a house. Lincoln hissed a command to retreat into the dark shadows just as our suspects glanced around. Mr. Franklin appeared to sniff the air and stepped in our direction.

      I dared not breathe. Dared not move. His superior senses would easily detect us. He might already be able to smell us, despite the breeze.

      He stepped off the pavement in our direction, but Miss Collingworth caught his arm. She said something and shook her head. A moment later, they both approached the front door to the house. Mr. Franklin knocked and they were let in by a man who greeted them with smiles and a friendly handshake for Mr. Franklin, a kiss on the cheek for Miss Collingworth. He wasn't a servant then. What grandiose Mayfair mansion kept no staff to greet visitors?

      I let out a breath. Seth removed his hat and dragged his hand through his hair, causing it to flop over his forehead. "Now what?" he asked.

      "We wait," both Lincoln and I said together.

      "If either of them leave the house alone, we intercept them," Lincoln said.

      Seth tugged on his white bow tie, stretching his neck out of his collar. "I feel conspicuous out here in my tailcoat and top hat. The damned streetlamp is too bright. Ha! Never thought I'd say that about a miserable London light."

      Lincoln handed me his hat and coat then shimmied up the lamppost.

      "I wasn't expecting him to do that," Seth said, watching.

      With one arm wrapped around the post for support, Lincoln opened the glass case and moved the lever to turn down the gas then slid down again. While we weren't invisible, we weren't easy to spot in the dark either. Not that many people passed us by. The occasional carriage drove past or stopped to let out passengers, but the houses nearest us were closed up and silent, and it was much too late and cold for a stroll.

      When it became clear the wait would be long, Seth sat on the pavement, his back to the wall. Lincoln laid his coat on the ground beside Seth and indicated I should sit.

      "It's a little awkward in my gown," I said.

      He put out his hand and I used it to steady myself as I sank to the pavement in the most ladylike fashion I could manage. Lincoln remained standing, even when I rested my head on Seth's shoulder. He noticed, but didn't say a word.

      Seth tipped his head back against the wall. "Wake me when something happens."

      I must have drifted off to sleep because Seth's jerking movement startled me. I sat up. "What's wrong?" I asked, squinting into the darkness.

      "He kicked me," Seth whispered. "Something happening, Fitzroy?"

      "Don't move," Lincoln whispered back.

      The front door to the house was still closed and the building shrouded in shadows. I couldn't see what Lincoln had seen—or sensed. Nothing seemed to be happening at all.

      Then something rose out of the service area below street level. The silhouette was animal, not human. It walked on all fours and its body looked muscular even from a distance. Its giant head sported pointed ears. I'd seen enough shape shifters to know what their other form looked like from afar.

      It emerged cautiously, hunkering low to the ground. I couldn't see but I imagined it sniffing and watching, trying to detect if anyone was nearby.

      I held myself still and thanked God the breeze had all but vanished so my skirt didn't rustle. Both Seth and Lincoln froze too.

      Another creature joined the first and they moved off, with two more following. They slunk along the street like prowling cats. Then, when they reached the corner, the first sped up to a run. The other three followed. There was no way we could keep up.

      Seth let out a breath. "More waiting?" he asked.

      "Take Charlie home," Lincoln said. "It's late."

      I shook my head. "You need Seth here."

      Seth groaned. "If this becomes another fight, we're not going to fare well. There are four of them and two of us."

      I cleared my throat.

      "No offence, Charlie."

      I stamped my hand on my hip.

      He sighed. "Three of us."

      "The plan hasn't changed," Lincoln said. "We're still going to wait for Collingworth or Franklin to leave in human form."

      "What if they live here?" Seth asked.

      "They can't remain in the house forever."

      "We can't remain out here forever!"

      "Have Lord Ballantine or Sir Ignatius come?" I asked.

      Lincoln shook his head. "No one else arrived or left after you fell asleep."

      "I didn't sleep. I merely closed my eyes."

      "Me too," Seth said around a yawn. "That's why I'm so tired now. I definitely haven't slept a wink."

      We continued our wait. My coat was no longer enough to keep me warm but I didn't dare tell Lincoln. He would make me leave, taking Seth, and that could render him vulnerable. My legs felt somewhat numb too, curled up beneath me and to the side in a manner that allowed me to sit on the ground. I got up to stretch them and yawned.

      "What time is it?"

      "Four-thirty," Lincoln said, without checking his watch.

      Dawn was more than an hour away. I hoped the pack returned before then. Despite what Lincoln said, we couldn't continue to watch the house during daylight hours. We were too conspicuous.

      A mere ten minutes later, the hulking wolf-like creatures returned. They hugged the walls and padded silently but swiftly toward the service stairs. They did not pause to sniff the air or listen for movement, and were soon gone from sight. We three did not speak as we waited and watched, and waited some more.

      I started to think no one would emerge from the house at all in human form, but finally the front door opened, and Miss Collingworth stepped out along with another man and woman. With jaunty steps, they headed up the street. A few minutes later, Franklin emerged. He locked the door behind him and pocketed the key, then walked in the opposite direction to his friends.

      We followed at a distance, keeping him in sight until he turned a corner. I thought we'd lost him when we turned the same corner, but then I spotted him disappearing into the shadows of a laneway.

      "An ambush," Seth murmured.

      Lincoln nodded and picked up his pace. "I'll be the bait. Come in after me. Hurry or he'll have time to change form. Charlie, stay out of sight. If anything happens to us, alert Gus."

      Bait. I didn't like the sound of that.

      I let them go on ahead then hiked up my skirt. I retrieved the knife strapped to my lower leg and gripped it hard. A pistol would have been better but the knife would have to do. Cook had taught me to throw it with accuracy from several feet away, but I wasn't used to a moving target, particularly one fighting my friends.

      With my heart in my throat, I flattened myself, as much as my gown would allow, against the wall near the entrance of the lane. I didn't dare loosen my grip on the blade handle despite my aching fingers.

      "Franklin!" Lincoln called softly into the lane. "I only want to talk. Come out."

      Deep, dense silence closed around me. I couldn't even hear the hissing of the nearest streetlamp. Perhaps we'd been mistaken and Franklin had continued on. If that were the case, we'd lost him.

      "Franklin," Lincoln said again. "I know you're in there. I can sense you as well as you can sense me."

      The light tap tap of shoes on cobbles was music to my ears, because they were not rushed as if he were running to attack. "Sense me?" came Mr. Franklin's voice. "Do you mean to say you…you are…?"

      "I'm not like you, no. I'm a seer, not a shape changer."

      "Oh." Mr. Franklin cleared his throat. "I don't know what you're talking about. Shape changer?" He snorted an unconvincing laugh.

      "I know you and Miss Collingworth are both shape changers. Your other form resembles a wolf. You went for a run just now with your pack."

      Someone—Franklin, I assumed—sucked air between his teeth.

      "You have no reason to fear me," Lincoln said. "I am merely curious about your pack. I want to study you, understand you."

      The footsteps came closer again. He must be very near Lincoln now, at the mouth of the lane. Then the footsteps stopped suddenly. "I can also sense your man," Mr. Franklin said, a note of anxiety edging his words. "Make him come out so I can see you both."

      Lincoln hesitated, then said, "Do as he says, Seth."

      Seth moved out of my line of sight and toward Lincoln.

      Mr. Franklin gasped. "Lord Vickers! Forgive me for calling you his man…" He trailed off, no doubt realizing the strangeness of the situation he found himself in.

      "It's a mistake often made," Seth said with a dismissive wave of his head.

      I bit my lip and hoped Mr. Franklin couldn't sense me too. I released my lip before my teeth drew blood. That he would smell easily.

      "Well?" Lincoln prompted. "Will you answer some questions?"

      "That depends on the questions."

      "Let's start with an easy one. What's your first name?"

      Mr. Franklin scoffed. "Nigel."

      Not Eddy. I couldn't quite believe we'd gone to all this effort for nothing. He wasn't Leonora's second suitor. That didn't mean he couldn't have killed Protheroe but it did place him further down our list of suspects.

      "Is Lord Ballantine like you?" Lincoln asked. "Is he a shape changer?"

      "You'll have to ask him."

      "How well do you know his daughter?"

      "Leonora? Well enough. Why?"

      "Are you going to marry her?"

      He barked out a laugh. "What sort of question is that?"

      "Just answer it."

      "She's a capital girl, but I'm not good enough for her. So no, I won't be marrying her."

      "And Swinburn? Underwood? Are they shape changers too?"

      Mr. Franklin clicked his tongue in irritation. "Those are questions for the gentlemen themselves to answer."

      "How do you know them?"

      "As I told Miss Holloway at the dance," he said with strained patience, "I've known Lord Ballantine my entire life. He's a friend to my parents. He introduced me to both Sir Ignatius and Lord Underwood in more recent times. Now, since I don't see what these questions have to do with anything, I'll be on my way."

      Footsteps shuffled, but I couldn't determine how many sets or in what direction. "Just one more question," Lincoln said. "Did you kill Roderick Protheroe?"

      "I beg your pardon!"

      "Did you kill Roderick Protheroe?"

      A hesitation, then, "Who?"

      "A gentleman by the name of Roderick Protheroe was attacked and killed by wild dogs in the city."

      "And you suspect me?" Mr. Franklin's voice rose to a high pitch. "Are you from Scotland Yard?"

      "He was Leonora Ballantine's fiancé," Seth told him.

      "No, he wasn't. I would know if she were engaged. Look here, I did not kill anyone in either this form or my other one, and I resent the accusation that I did."

      "We're not accusing you, Mr. Franklin," Lincoln said. "The fact is, a wild dog killed Protheroe and a naked man was found near the scene. To those of us who are aware of the existence of shape changers, that man is the likely suspect. If it wasn't you, do you know who did it?"

      "Of course not."

      "Who is your leader?"

      The question must have taken Mr. Franklin by surprise because he took a few moments to answer. "We have no leader."

      "I find that hard to believe, considering what I know about pack behavior."

      "You're an expert, are you?"

      "Somewhat."

      Mr. Franklin snorted. The footsteps receded, and I sagged against the wall in relief.

      But the footsteps stopped and I tensed again. "I've had a revelation," Mr. Franklin said from a short distance away. "If you're looking for a shape changer capable of killing, try Mr. Gawler of Old Nichol. Some of the members in his pack are dodgers, lurkers and cutpurses. Just look for the filthiest, most miserable tenement and you'll find him." The sneer in his voice told me what he thought of Gawler and his pack.

      "Thank you, Mr. Franklin," Seth said when Lincoln didn't respond. "We'll speak to him."

      The footsteps receded and disappeared into the foggy darkness. The men joined me and we walked off in a different direction, not speaking until we were well away from the lane.

      "Perhaps he's right," Seth said. "Perhaps we shouldn't have dismissed Gawler's pack so easily. It could have been one of them."

      "True," I said. "Could you sense if he was telling the truth, Lincoln?"

      "Sometimes, but at others, I couldn't be certain." Lincoln put his arm around me, holding me close. He was wonderfully warm. "There is a leader," he went on. "He lied about that."

      "You should have beaten the answer out of him," Seth said.

      "And risked getting hurt?" I shook my head. "That would have been foolish."

      "It would have also made him close up," Lincoln said. "Right now, he's wary of us, but not afraid. He knows we're curious about the murder, but he's not aware of the lengths we'll go to in order to uncover the killer."

      "He'll tell Ballantine and Swinburn about this encounter," Seth said.

      "I'm counting on it."
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* * *

      "How was Lady Harcourt?" Alice asked me as we sat with Lady Vickers in the music room. She had just finished playing a lovely soft piece, perfect for the afternoon after a late night. Seth and I had both slept in, and when I arose, I discovered Lincoln had already gone out. He hadn't told anyone where.

      "As horrid as can be expected," I said. "Worse, in fact. It's as if her polite façade has been stripped away and she showed me her true self."

      "You had seen the worst in her before last night," Alice said. "Perhaps she no longer felt the need to keep up the pretense."

      "I think I preferred the pretense."

      Lady Vickers peered at us over the letter she was reading. "That woman is her own worst enemy. It's difficult enough coming back from scandal, but she's making it almost impossible with her outrageous flirtations. She's so desperate, and to what purpose? No one can take away her home or her annuity. She won't be a pauper."

      "She claims it's not enough," I said. "She wants more. She wants status and…" I trailed off, not entirely sure what Lady Harcourt wanted.

      Alice's playing changed to a grander, more robust tune. "She already has status, thanks to her marriage. Perhaps it's love she's after."

      Lady Vickers humphed. "She won't find it among the Prince of Wales's set. And I disagree that she wants love."

      As did I. She could have had Andrew Buchanan's love, but she threw him away. And even though she'd loved Lincoln, she never wanted to marry him because he wasn't a lord. "Respect?" I offered. "From the people she considers her peers?"

      "She may consider them her peers," Lady Vickers said, lowering her letter to her lap, "but they will not consider her theirs while she cavorts with their menfolk."

      Alice stopped playing. "You're referring to the women, but the men might accept her more readily thanks to her flirting. Perhaps it's their respect she wants."

      "There are two faults in that assumption, Alice," Lady Vickers said with the crisp authority of a schoolmistress. "Firstly, it's the women who decide if another woman is deserving of respect. Men make the same decisions about other men, using different criteria. That's certainly true of elite society, but I cannot speak for the lower orders. And secondly, men do not respect a woman who throws herself at them. A mild flirtation is fine, but anything more overt is vulgar."

      Alice returned to her playing. "You do like using that word," she muttered quietly, so that only I could hear.

      Lady Vickers was too intent on imparting her wisdom on the topic to listen to anyone else. "While her behavior harms the ladies in her own circle, she will find herself forced out."

      "How does it harm them?" I asked. "Neither Sir Ignatius Swinburn nor Lord Underwood are married. They seem to be her only two choices. She's after a husband, not a lover, so she told me."

      "Both of those men are extremely eligible. While there are widows and daughters hunting for a suitable husband, she will be considered a rival. Her behavior gives them an excuse not to invite her to dinners and balls, thereby keeping her out of the way. Or so they think. I'm sure none are aware of the sort of parties Lord Underwood holds—or that she attends them."

      "On that, we agree."

      Seth wandered in looking handsome and fresh despite the late night. He stood by the piano and watched Alice's fingers dancing along the keyboard. She played for a few more minutes then stopped suddenly.

      "Excellent," Seth said, clapping. "That was perfection, Alice."

      "Thank you. How did you find the party last night?"

      He looked at me but I gave nothing away. Alice was fishing and I wanted to see how he answered her. "Interminably dull," he said. "I was glad when we left early."

      "Oh? Charlie told me you enjoyed dancing with one young lady in particular."

      I'd done no such thing but I held my tongue. Seth shot me an accusatory glare.

      His mother sat forward. "Who was she?"

      "No one worth mentioning," he said. "Charlie's teasing you both. I only danced because Fitzroy ordered it. The girl is a suspect in the murder."

      Lady Vickers slumped back in her chair and flapped the letter in front of her face. "Can you not attend normal parties and meet normal girls like a regular gentleman?"

      "She was quite normal," he said lightly. "When in her human form."

      His mother whimpered.

      Alice smothered a laugh with her hand, making Seth smile.

      "Ladies, may I interest you in a game of croquet on the lawn? Or tennis, if you're in need of some exercise?" he asked.

      "You can't," Lady Vickers said. "I have a call to make this afternoon and you're going to accompany me."

      "Er…I can't. Fitzroy asked me to help him upon his return. Which will be soon." He looked longingly at the doorway. "Very soon."

      "Stop making excuses. You haven't even heard who we will be calling upon."

      "It won't matter. You know what Fitzroy's like. He can be demanding and…and he needs me, particularly today."

      "Oh?" I asked. "What does he need you to do?"

      "To pay calls on suspects." He said it so quickly that I wondered if it were true. Then he ruined it by looking far too satisfied with himself.

      "I'll ask him to spare you," Lady Vickers said. "I'm sure he can take Gus instead."

      "Take Gus where?" Lincoln asked, entering the music room.

      "To call on suspects," Seth said before anyone else spoke. "But you can't take him. Only I will do. Isn't that so?"

      Lincoln looked to Lady Vickers, Alice and then Seth. "I only require Charlie. I am not an excuse you can use to avoid your obligations."

      "Thank you, Mr. Fitzroy," Lady Vickers said with a nod. "We leave in half an hour, Seth."

      Seth's mouth opened and closed until he finally muttered, "We can't leave Alice here on her own. She'll be bored."

      "Don't mind me," Alice said. "I'll have Gus for company. Perhaps we'll play croquet together. I do fancy a game."

      "I am defeated." Seth sighed, but it was more good humored than harried.  "Very well, Mother, I'll come with you. Who are we visiting?"

      "Lady Mallam and her daughter. You'll remember the girl. She was a plump little thing as a child."

      "I do. Our nannies used meet in the park at the same time every day so Hettie and I could play together."

      Lady Vickers folded her letter and removed her spectacles. "That is not why the nannies went to the park every day. They each had a young admirer and would take it in turns to meet with him in the park while the other nanny took care of both children. I dismissed yours when I found out."

      "You let her go?" Alice said. "That's a little unfair, isn't it?"

      "I gave her a reference. Most wouldn't. It's the way things are done, Alice. A nanny must be above reproach. There cannot be even a hint of scandal attached to her name. You'd best remember that if you apply for a position as a nanny or governess. Speaking of which, I'm happy to write a reference for you."

      "But you don't have young children. How would a reference from you be worth anything?"

      Lady Vickers's lips flattened and her eyes tightened at the corners. "Because it would have my name on it, that's why."

      "Come, Mother, let's go now." Seth took his mother's elbow and helped her to stand, while at the same time appealing to me over his shoulder.

      "Really, Alice, you have a lot to learn about the world," Lady Vickers said.

      "Only your world, ma'am," Alice muttered, and returned to her playing.

      I left with Lincoln, Seth and Lady Vickers to the pounding rhythm of a tune I'd never heard before.

      "It's getting rather fierce between those two at times," I said to Lincoln as we headed up the stairs together.

      "That exchange is considered fierce?" He smirked. "I have a different interpretation of the word than you."

      "I do wish Seth would resolve the situation, one way or another."

      "How?"

      "By telling Alice how he feels then telling his mother she must accept her or lose him."

      "Perhaps he isn't ready. Perhaps he's not sure if he loves Alice."

      "Of course he does. You've seen him when he's with her. He's besotted."

      "That means he's in love? Did I act like that near you?"

      I laughed. "Quite the opposite."

      "Then perhaps he's not in love."

      "He must be," I said with a shrug. "She's perfect for him."

      He caught me around my waist and pulled me to a stop. He kissed me lightly on the lips. "Men are blind," he murmured. "They're fools." He kissed me again, an achingly sweet nip of his lips that promised more.

      I smiled against his mouth. "You forgot stubborn."

      He laughed softly then offered only another little kiss.

      "And frustrating beyond all measure." I clasped his head in my hands and held him there so I could kiss him properly.
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* * *

      Lincoln and I visited Leonora Ballantine late in the afternoon. His earlier outing had been to the Ballantine residence in disguise. He'd paid one of the maids to deliver a note to Leonora, asking her to meet me alone in a street around the corner from her house at five. He'd mentioned only my name to allay any fears she may have of meeting a man she hardly knew.

      I wasn't sure it would work. It was difficult for a young woman to sneak out of the house alone, and I suspected Lord Ballantine would be extra vigilant now that he knew we had an interest in his daughter's beau's death. Both Lincoln and I were quite sure Mr. Franklin would have told Lord Ballantine about our encounter by now. It remained to be seen how much it upset his lordship. His response would be telling.

      The shadows grew long and the air cooler as we waited. And waited.

      "She's not coming," I finally said as dusk rolled in. The lamplighter would pass by soon, before darkness took over completely. "It's likely she can't get away."

      "Or doesn't want to," Lincoln said.

      "She seemed keen to find Protheroe's killer last time we spoke."

      "Yet she would not give us the name of the second suitor."

      "True." I folded my arms, rubbing them to ward off the chill. "What shall we do now?"

      "If she won't come to us, we'll go to her."

      "How?"

      He paused. "I'm not sure yet. Hopefully a plan will come to me before we get to the house."

      "You weren't going to admit you didn't have a plan, were you?"

      "If it were anyone else but you, I wouldn't let on."

      I hooked my arm through his and we headed back down the street. "How many times have you made it up as you went along?"

      "Too many times to count." He suddenly stopped as a hooded figure turned the corner at a brisk walk, her cloak flapping with each purposeful stride.

      Leonora glanced over her shoulder then pushed back her hood. "I'm sorry I'm late. It was so hard to get away. Father is watching me keenly."

      "We thought it must have been difficult for you," I told her. "Thank you for coming. This is Mr. Fitzroy, my fiancé."

      She nodded a greeting. "We must be quick. What is it you wanted to tell me? Has Roderick communicated with you again, Miss Holloway?"

      Oh dear. She thought I had a message from her deceased beau. I wondered if Lincoln had suggested it in his note or if she'd merely assumed. I wouldn't put it past him to deliberately mislead her to ensure she met with us.

      "We have a few questions for you, Miss Ballantine," Lincoln said.

      "Oh." She fiddled with the cloak's clasp at her throat. "About Roderick's killer?"

      Lincoln nodded. "We know you're a shape changer."

      Her face blanched. She stared unblinkingly at him.

      "Your secret is safe with us," I assured her. "The ghost of your sister told me."

      "Lilith?" she whispered. "You've seen her too?"

      "She said your father is also a shifter, yet his hands show no signs of it." I touched her fingers. She had left the house without gloves and somehow that made her hands seem even larger.

      "I don't know why his aren't big like mine, but he is a shape changer. So is Mama. Are you one too, Mr. Fitzroy? Is that how you know about our…condition?"

      "No. A shape changer killed Protheroe."

      Leonora stumbled back a step, her hand to her chest. "My god. No. Not Father. I…I don't think he's capable of such a thing."

      "What of the others in your pack?"

      "I don't know." Tears filled her eyes and she suddenly seemed much younger than me, even though the age difference wasn't great. "I'm not allowed to run with them yet, so I don't know all of them well, just those who are also part of our social circle."

      "Like Mr. Franklin and Sir Ignatius Swinburn."

      "It wouldn't be them. They're kindhearted and loyal."

      "Loyal men kill for their leaders," Lincoln said.

      She swallowed heavily. "Perhaps it wasn't someone from our pack. Perhaps it was the other pack." The notion enthused her and she blinked hopefully back at us.

      "You know about them?" I asked.

      "I overheard Father telling Mama about the East End pack a few weeks ago. He said they were causing problems. He mentioned the leader's name but I can't recall it now."

      "Gawler?"

      She shook her head.

      "King?"

      "That's it."

      "King is dead. Gawler is leader now."

      "Whoever it is, you ought to look there for someone to blame. Father told Mama they covet us."

      "Covet?"

      "Oh yes. Very jealous of our position in society compared to their pack's lowly one. Father even suggested they might try to marry one of us." She pulled a face. "Can you imagine? What audacity!"

      "It would keep the shifter bloodlines strong," Lincoln said carefully. "A pack can only inter-breed for so long."

      "It would certainly keep the shifter blood pure, which is probably why they killed my poor Roderick—to keep me available for one of their own." She shivered and looked behind her again. "Please don't tell my parents—or anyone—that I spoke freely about the pack to you. I shouldn't have, but I feel as though I can trust you, Miss Holloway, since you're also not normal."

      I almost retorted that I was normal but bit my tongue. If she confided in us because she thought me a kindred spirit, I could be as odd as she liked.

      "I ought to get back," she said.

      "We'll walk with you until you're safe," Lincoln said.

      She looked relieved and set off at a steady pace between us.

      "Have you ever felt as though you were being followed or spied upon?" I asked her.

      She shook her head and once again glanced around her.

      "Has your father told you when you will run with your own pack?"

      "No. He says I'm not old enough yet, but…" She sighed. "I think that's just an excuse to keep me away from them."

      "Why would he do that?"

      "To keep me safe."

      "From what?"

      She lifted one shoulder. "I don't know."

      We walked on in silence for a few minutes until I heard her sniff. "What is it, Miss Ballantine?" I asked gently.

      "I miss Roderick so much." She accepted the handkerchief Lincoln passed to her and dabbed her eyes. "I miss Lilith, too. Mama has not been the same since her death, and I feel I can no longer talk to her as we used to. I don't want to upset her, but I feel so isolated now."

      "Perhaps you should tell your father," I said. "Tell him you need to speak with others like yourself. Perhaps he'll let you run with the pack then."

      She nodded. "That would make me feel a little better. But it won't bring my Roderick back." She lowered her head and sobbed into her hand.

      I glanced at Lincoln. He looked somewhat uncomfortable.

      "Leonora!" bellowed a deep masculine voice ahead of us. "What are you doing with those people?"

      Lord Ballantine! He stood several feet away, his stance wide, his thick bushy brows crashing low over his eyes. He lifted his hand and that's when I saw the pistol.

      He aimed it at Lincoln.
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      I swallowed my scream but Leonora did not.

      "No!" she cried. "Don't! Please, Father, I am not harmed. I came willingly."

      "Come here!" Lord Ballantine ordered with a wag of the pistol. "Now!"

      Head bowed, she rushed to his side.

      "What do you want with my daughter?" Ballantine snapped.

      "We're trying to discover who killed Roderick Protheroe," Lincoln said calmly.

      "That name means nothing to us."

      Leonora began to cry again, her shoulders shaking. Ballantine offered her no comfort.

      "That's odd," Lincoln said. I groaned silently. He was going to poke the wolf to extract answers. "We have it on good authority that your daughter and Protheroe had an understanding."

      He glared down at Leonora. Her shoulders hunched as she shrank away from him.

      "We didn't hear it from Miss Ballantine herself, you understand," I said quickly. "Those were Protheroe's own words, and he may have overstated her commitment. Lincoln," I added in a whisper, "you'll get her into trouble."

      Ballantine lifted the pistol again. "If I see you near my family again, Fitzroy, I will use this." He grabbed Leonora's arm and marched her back down the street and around the corner.

      I blew out a breath and pressed a hand to my rapidly beating heart.

      Lincoln touched the back of my neck, his thumb making small circling motions. He seemed utterly untroubled. "He wouldn't have used it," he assured me. "It's far too much of a risk. He's not above the law."

      "Perhaps not, but he can make your death look like an accident or a wild dog attack."

      "He would have to catch me first."

      I thumped him lightly in the shoulder then threw my arms around him. He held me tightly. "Please stop being so cocky," I murmured into his chest. "It'll get you into trouble."

      We walked in the opposite direction to the Ballantines toward a cab-stand. I clutched Lincoln's arm but glanced over my shoulder several times. "That man is horrible," I said. "Imagine treating his own daughter like that. He doesn't care about her feelings at all. The poor girl is in mourning for Protheroe, but no one understands the depth of her feeling."

      "He probably thinks he has her best interests at heart."

      "And what are those?"

      "Marriage to someone better than Protheroe."

      "If we had a daughter, would you want her to marry someone of good breeding? Someone others would consider better?"

      He humphed softly. "Charlie, if I wanted my loved ones to marry someone better, I would have walked away from you."

      It took me a moment to realize I was his loved one and he considered himself beneath me. I grasped his hand and held on tightly. "I'm glad you didn't."

      "So am I."

      We reached the cab-stand, and Lincoln spoke to the driver before assisting me into the hansom. He settled beside me and closed the waist-height door.

      "I hope Lord Ballantine doesn't punish Leonora for speaking to us," I said as we drove off.

      He watched me from beneath lowered lashes, but made no comment.

      "What is it?" I asked.

      "Have you always thought me cocky?" he said.

      "I refuse to answer that on the grounds I may incriminate myself."
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* * *

      "How was your visit to Lady Mallam and her daughter?" I asked Seth as we sat in the library after supper.

      We'd retreated to the library along with Lincoln and Gus to discuss our meeting with Leonora and her father's reaction. After the discussion ended, Lincoln got up to stoke the fire. Gus appeared to be mulling something over and not listening to us.

      Lady Vickers ate in her room, and Alice could be heard playing the piano. She and Gus had played neither tennis nor croquet but instead paid a visit to Gus's great-aunt and her orphan charges. They now resided at the late General Eastbrooke's house and, by all accounts, the children were thriving under Mrs. Sullivan's care. A teacher had also been appointed and lessons had begun in earnest, although some of the children weren't too keen on sitting in a classroom. It sounded like Gus and Alice had enjoyed a full afternoon.

      "Interesting," Seth said, stretching out his long legs and crossing them at the ankles. "My mother clearly has Hettie in mind for me, although I think Lady Mallam will take some convincing. Apparently a ne'er do well is not all that attractive in a potential son-in-law."

      "You're not a ne'er do well," I said.

      Gus snorted, proving he was listening.

      "Not anymore," I added.

      Gus snorted again.

      Seth glared at his friend. "The interesting thing is that I enjoyed Hettie's company. She's clever and quick witted. She made me laugh." His lips curved up at the corners. "She is also no longer a plump little thing."

      "How would you describe her now?" I asked.

      "Shapely." His eyes brightened. "Pretty."

      "Just the sort to interest you."

      "They all interest him," Gus said.

      Seth rose and peered down his nose at Gus. "Not anymore. Now, if you'll excuse me, I must see if Alice needs me."

      "Why would she need you?"

      "For my good company, of course."

      Gus rolled his eyes. After Seth had gone, he said, "Just once, I want a woman to say no to him."

      "Alice is saying no."

      "He ain't tried everything with her yet. He's still got more tricks up his sleeve. You watch, Charlie. When he turns on the charm, she won't be able to resist."

      "Perhaps that's why he hasn't turned on the charm yet," I said, remembering what Lincoln suggested. "Perhaps he secretly doesn't want to win her. He prefers dalliances, not commitment."

      "Aye. True." He absently stroked his scar where it tugged down the corner of his eye and watched Lincoln, now perusing the bookshelves.

      Lincoln pulled out a deep green volume and flipped open the pages.

      "What are you looking for?" Gus asked.

      "I want to re-read the information on wolves and pack behavior," Lincoln said. "I'm curious about both Ballantine and Swinburn being leaders. I didn't think it possible to have two but I'm not sure."

      "Perhaps one is the leader and the other second in command."

      "These packs may not follow regular animal behavior," I said. "Their habits could be quite different."

      Lincoln nodded. "True."

      He sat and read. I joined him, perching on the chair arm, and read over his shoulder.

      Gus remained quiet for a long time, and I thought he'd fallen asleep, but then he shifted in the chair. "I've been thinking about Eva's warning, Fitzroy," he said. "About the queen threatening some of us."

      Lincoln closed the book and gave him his full attention. "Go on."

      "Eva says she didn't see the queen, just sensed her." Gus rested his elbows on the chair arms and leaned forward. It wasn't a small chair but his hulking frame filled it.

      "What if what she sensed was royalty? It might not have been the queen, specific, but a prince or duke. You said yourself your uncle the duke don't like you."

      "I'm not sure that he doesn't like me," Lincoln said.

      "You did snub him last night at Underwood's party," I reminded him.

      "That's hardly deserving of a threat."

      "And I think you unsettle him. His brother is already fond of you, even proud of you. Perhaps the duke is worried that the future king will make you powerful. Or that he'll let slip your relationship at an inopportune moment and the newspapers will get wind of it."

      "The Prince of Wales is not likely to forget his place and let something like that out, especially in public."

      "I do think Gus has a good point, though. Eva may not have realized she sensed royalty. We should have asked if the threat came from a woman."

      "I'll write to her," Lincoln said, taking my hand. "It's a very good point."

      Gus beamed and pushed out of the chair. "Right-o. I'm to bed. If you don't need me tomorrow, I'm going to help my aunt out for the day. The house needs some repair work done."

      "I can provide the funds for a builder," Lincoln said.

      "No need. It'll keep me out of trouble." He bade us goodnight and closed the door behind him.

      "What about us?" I asked Lincoln. "What are we going to do tomorrow? I can't see a way forward. Perhaps we can speak to Gawler again. Leonora suggested his pack wants to breed with hers so he could have killed Protheroe to remove him and free her. But I'm not so sure. For one thing, it's rather an extreme measure to stop her marrying Protheroe. And for another, I remember Gawler saying he thought it a good idea to breed out the shape changing trait altogether. Do you think he could have simply said that in a fit of pique after King ousted him as leader? Lincoln? Why are you looking at me like that?"

      "Because I like watching your mouth move when you talk."

      I smiled.

      "And especially when you smile."

      "So what do you think? Should we speak to Gawler again tomorrow?"

      "If you want to." He lifted a hand and traced my top lip with his thumb then my lower lip. "But right now," he murmured, "I want you to bring that mouth down here and kiss me."

      He tugged me off the chair arm and onto his lap where he kissed me tenderly. I soon forgot all about shape changers and murderers. And Lincoln had certainly forgotten his rule of keeping his distance from me.
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* * *

      We decided not to visit Gawler again. Lincoln felt as though we'd extracted as much information from him as we could. That put us precisely nowhere with our investigation. Lincoln decided to adopt a wait-and-see approach. After Gus and Seth returned from Mrs. Sullivan's orphanage, Lincoln sent them to follow Lord Ballantine about the city. Hopefully he would meet with his fellow pack members to warn them not to talk to us. If he did, we would have more names. Of course, there was the very distinct possibility that he would simply send messages instead.

      We had not expected Seth and Gus to return a mere two hours after they departed. I spotted them through the window, lingering near a poplar tree on the front lawn. They'd arrived behind Lord Ballantine's coach, which now waited in front of the Lichfield steps.

      "Lord Ballantine," Doyle announced, showing his lordship through to where Lincoln and I sat in the drawing room. We'd seen the coach arrive and braced ourselves for another fiery encounter.

      Lincoln left it to me to play the hostess and invite Ballantine to sit. Lincoln neither extended his hand for his lordship to shake nor welcomed him. I thought it a reasonable response considering the man had pointed a pistol at him the day before.

      Ballantine did not sit. He didn't acknowledge my presence at all. The force of his glare focused on Lincoln. Lincoln glared right back.

      "Close the door, please, Doyle," Lincoln said. "His lordship won't be staying for tea and we are not to be disturbed."

      Doyle's eyes momentarily flared at Lincoln's brusqueness toward a peer of the realm, but he showed no other emotion and bowed out. My apprehension couldn't be as easily schooled. I swallowed heavily and watched Ballantine closely. If he was armed, we were in trouble.

      Perhaps I ought to sneak out of the room and fetch a weapon.

      "Stay away from my family," Lord Ballantine growled.

      "Your daughter was happy to talk to us," Lincoln said.

      "You tricked her! Leonora told me she pretended to have a message from Protheroe's ghost." He stabbed a finger in my direction.

      I stilled, as if he'd pinned me to the spot with it.

      "You don't deny knowing Protheroe then."

      Lincoln's statement caught Ballantine by surprise. His jowls momentarily shook in confused indignation but he quickly recovered. "You even dragged my Lilith into this. That's low, Fitzroy."

      "I did speak to Lilith," I said. "And Mr. Protheroe."

      "Charlie," Lincoln warned with a shake of his head.

      "I can communicate with spirits." Hopefully Leonora hadn't used the word necromancer to describe me to her father. Lincoln was right; the fewer people who knew about it the better. But it wasn't such a ghastly thing to be a medium.

      Ballantine looked me up and down then turned away, dismissing me. Clearly he did not see me as interesting or threatening. I edged toward the door.

      "What do you want, Fitzroy?" Ballantine spat. "Leonora said you're blaming me for Protheroe's death."

      "I'm keeping an open mind," Lincoln said. "But he was murdered."

      "I know nothing of his death. The man's family only let it be known he died suddenly. It couldn't have been murder. A murder would be reported in the newspapers and I read The Times daily."

      I inched across the floor, skirting the room. I was very close to the large vase by the door.

      "It was reported, but his name was not given," Lincoln said. "It was only reported as a dog attack, not a murder."

      "There you have it. Not a murder."

      "The police are wrong. It was murder and the killer was a shape shifter."

      The whiskers above his top lip twitched. "Ah. There it is. Leonora mentioned you accused her of being some sort of animal."

      "There's no point denying it, Ballantine," Lincoln said. "You have two forms, this one and a wolf-like one. Your wife is a shape changer too, and both your daughters."

      Ballantine snarled then charged toward Lincoln. Lincoln did not move.

      "Don't!" I cried.

      Ballantine stopped as if he suddenly recollected his humanity. He paced the carpet in front of Lincoln, a prowling animal if ever I saw one. He had not pushed aside the wolf within completely. "You've got a nerve," he growled.

      "Not only did Leonora admit it to us, but Lilith's ghost told Miss Holloway," Lincoln said far too calmly. I knew that calmness. He was prepared to fight if he had to.

      Ballantine may be older, and didn't look capable of moving fast, but he was a shape changer. He was strong, even in his human form.

      "Did Mr. Franklin tell you we spoke to him too?" Lincoln went on. "Did he tell you he confirmed our suspicions that he is a shape changer?"

      "Franklin can say what he likes." Ballantine stopped pacing and squared up to Lincoln. "It's nothing to do with me."

      "Isn't it?"

      Ballantine bristled. "You're mad. You both are." He swung around and stormed toward the door, and me. "I don't have to listen to this. Out of my way, Miss Holloway."

      I skipped to the side and he pushed open the door. It crashed back, startling Doyle standing in the entrance hall. He held onto Ballantine's hat only to have it snatched out of his grip.

      "You will not speak with my family again." Ballantine shook the hat at Lincoln. "I've sent my wife and daughter away so you can't accost either of them anymore."

      Away! Oh no. It was all our fault. Poor Leonora. I hoped she'd gone somewhere peaceful where she could start to mend her broken heart.

      Doyle caught the front door before Ballantine slammed it shut. I did not wait to see the carriage drive away but walked quickly to the drawing room and peered out the window. I couldn't see either Gus or Seth and hoped they'd managed to reach the gate before Ballantine saw them. From there, they should be able to follow him in a hack.

      "She's better off away from her father," Lincoln said from behind me.

      "Leonora? Yes. Yes, she is." I sighed and sank onto the seat by the window. "That was quite an encounter."

      He took my hand and rubbed his thumb over my knuckles. "How are your nerves?"

      "Fine. Yours?"

      "I'll recover."

      I didn't laugh. His face was so straight that I wasn't sure if he meant it as a joke.

      "I'm going out," he said. "I doubt Ballantine will return but I'll give Doyle instructions not to let him in. Or Swinburn or Franklin."

      "Where are you going?"

      "To find out where Leonora Ballantine has been banished to."
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* * *

      We assumed Leonora had been banished to the family estate near Bristol, but we were wrong.

      "She's gone to the Isle of Wight," Lincoln announced upon his return. He'd found me in the attic, updating the ministry's archival records with all we'd learned in recent days.

      "The Isle of Wight!" I looked up from the document laid out before me on the desk. "Do they have a house there?"

      "They're visiting friends. That was all I could learn from the footman."

      "How long will they be gone?"

      "He didn't know."

      "I should have gone with you and spoken to Lilith's ghost. She might have overheard more." I sighed. "Poor little Lilith. She only stayed for her mother and now her mother has gone. She must feel very much alone."

      "Perhaps she'll move on to her afterlife now." He rested a hand on my shoulder and kissed the top of my head.

      I spent another hour in the attic while he retreated to the library. After recording the Ballantine family's details, I searched the records for anyone who might have shape changing qualities. While we knew what to call them, previous catalogers from centuries past might refer to them as something else. But I found nothing of interest.

      I was about to leave when Whistler, the footman, appeared. His gazed darted quickly around the room he was not allowed into unless asked, then settled on me. "Mr. Fitzroy requests your presence in the drawing room, miss. Lady Harcourt and Lords Marchbank and Gillingham have arrived and are staying for tea."

      I groaned. What did the committee want now? "Thank you, Whistler, I'll be down in a moment."

      I slid the filing cabinet drawer closed and locked it. I pocketed the key and followed Whistler down the stairs to where Lincoln stood in strained silence while the three other committee members sat. Lord Marchbank greeted me but the other two did not acknowledge me in any way. Lord Gillingham tapped his finger on the head of his walking stick while Lady Harcourt stared out the window.

      "Finally!" Lord Gillingham declared, his finger stilling. "Now can we get on with it, Fitzroy?"

      Lincoln waited for Doyle to set down the tea tray and leave, closing the door behind him. I poured and passed a cup to Lady Harcourt. She did not take it, preferring to stare into the distance.

      "Julia!" Gillingham snapped before I could speak. "Take the bloody teacup so we can start this damned meeting. I don't have time for delays this morning. I've got to be at my club in half an hour."

      "Your club can wait," Marchbank said. "This is more important."

      Lady Harcourt turned slowly and held my gaze with her own. An icy chill skittered down my spine. The skin beneath her eyes was a little swollen, but that was the only sign she'd been crying. Her eyes drilled into me as brutally as ever. I got the feeling if we were alone, she'd wrap her fingers around my throat and squeeze as hard as she could.

      She accepted the teacup. It trembled in the saucer until she plucked it off.

      "Your time has been wasted coming here," Lincoln began. "I've kept you informed at every stage of the investigation."

      "Have you?" Gillingham shot back.

      "Yes."

      "I'm with Gilly on this," Marchbank said. "There appears to be very little progress. We need an update, Fitzroy."

      "There's little to report since my last message," Lincoln said. "Ballantine has sent his daughter away, just this morning, so now we can't question her as easily. He refuses to speak with us at all."

      "Keep pressing Swinburn," Gillingham said.

      "Why?" Lady Harcourt suddenly blurted out. "I don't see how he's involved at all."

      Gillingham shook his head as if he were disappointed in her. "He is involved, Julia. He must be. The man's a filthy upstart."

      "Because he's in trade?" She scoffed. "The only thing he's guilty of is being rich and influential without having peerage."

      "He doesn't just lack a peerage, he lacks breeding altogether! The man's grandfather was a sailor, for God's sake. A sailor!" He snorted a laugh. "Not a captain. Not even a navy man, serving his country. He worked on some kind of fishing boat, I believe. It's ridiculously absurd."

      "That's enough," Marchbank chided.

      "Sir Ignatius has risen through his own hard work and perhaps a little good fortune." The spark of battle lit up Lady Harcourt's eyes and flushed her cheeks. It was as if her elegant façade had cracked beyond repair and she'd decided to shed it altogether. I braced myself for the carnage that lay ahead. "What have you done, Gilly?" she pressed, all gritted teeth and curled lip. "You inherited your money and position, and if it weren't for that, you would be destitute. You're too stupid to employ, too arrogant to learn, and too proud to listen."

      "Julia, don't," Marchbank tried. "Let's leave it there before anyone regrets their words."

      But neither Lady Harcourt nor Lord Gillingham seemed to hear him. "At least I didn't lie on my back and spread my legs for an old man with money and a title."

      Lady Harcourt's breath left her in a gasp and her head jerked to the side as if he'd slapped her. Then, whip-fast, she threw her teacup at him. "How dare you!"
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      The cup missed its target, instead landing on the rug. Tea splashed over Gillingham's chest and arm, and a spot caught his chin.

      He shot to his feet and brandished his walking stick at her. Lincoln stepped in front of him and caught it. Gillingham tried to wrestle it from him but, realizing the futility, gave up. He snarled obscenities at Lady Harcourt instead.

      "You're vile, Julia. As vile as anything that crawled out of the gutter." Spittle formed in the corner of his mouth and landed on his chin, joining the tea he had not wiped away. "You and Swinburn belong together, that much is obvious now."

      "Enough," Lincoln growled, but he was almost drowned out by Marchbank's palm slapping down on the table.

      "Stop it, Gilly," Marchbank ordered. "The committee is bound together, whether you like it or not, and I expect civility from every member. Keep your opinions of one another to yourselves."

      Gillingham tried pulling his walking stick free of Lincoln's grip again, and appeared to be losing the battle until Lincoln released it. Gillingham fell backward into the chair with such momentum that it rocked on its back legs and looked in danger of tipping over.

      Lady Harcourt turned to the window and appeared to drift away with her thoughts. I kept a wary eye on her, however, expecting her to flare up again at any moment.

      "Lord Ballantine doesn't think the same as you when it comes to Swinburn," Lincoln said to Gillingham. I held my breath as I waited for another tirade to spew from his lordship's mouth.

      But he simply removed his handkerchief from his jacket pocket and dabbed his sleeve where the tea had splashed. "Perhaps Swinburn has something over him," he said. "Perhaps he owes Swinburn money."

      "Or Swinburn knows he had something to do with Protheroe's death," Lord Marchbank added.

      "Ballantine's not involved," Gillingham said. "You know that, March. Stop stirring the pot."

      "I know nothing of the sort. He seems to have the strongest motive."

      "What about the second lover?" Gillingham said. "That Eddy fellow did it. That's my theory."

      "Why are you discounting Ballantine without further evidence?" I asked.

      Gillingham peered down his nose at me. "It's Lord Ballantine to you, Charlotte. As to why I don't think he's guilty? He's a peer from an upstanding family. That's why."

      "He's a shape shifter," I shot back. "The entire family are shape shifters, and a shape shifter killed Protheroe."

      "Swinburn may be a shifter too. Many people are."

      "Who else?" Lord Marchbank asked, frowning.

      Gillingham resumed patting down his damp clothing with his handkerchief, a pink tinge to his cheeks.

      Marchbank looked to Lincoln. Lincoln gave a slight shake of his head. Marchbank wouldn't be so easily put off, and the frown did not disappear from his brow.

      "My men are watching Ballantine," Lincoln said. "I will also watch Swinburn, but it's more likely that Ballantine is the pack leader, given his peerage. Eddy is still the key to solving this. Once we find out who he is, we'll have another person to question. Even if he's not involved, he might know why Protheroe was killed."

      "That seems to be all we can do for now." Marchbank pushed up from the chair. "At least there have been no more deaths."

      "Which confirms that this wasn't random but targeted," Lincoln said. "Protheroe was meant to die."

      Marchbank shook Lincoln's hand and bowed to me. "Come, Gilly, Julia. Let's leave these two alone to plan their wedding."

      "He's got more important things to do," Gillingham muttered.

      The two men were met by Doyle, who led them to the front door. Lady Harcourt remained behind. I sighed. It would seem she had something to say.

      "May I have a word, Lincoln?" she asked.

      "Of course."

      She gave me a flinty glare. "I suppose she's staying."

      "If Charlie wants to."

      I hesitated a moment, but my curiosity outweighed my displeasure at being in the same room as Lady Harcourt.

      Lincoln closed the door behind the gentlemen and invited her to sit. She refused with a lift of her chin.

      "I do not want you to treat Sir Ignatius like a suspect in the murder," she said.

      "He is a suspect," Lincoln said.

      She clicked her tongue, her irritation flaring again. "Can you not be more discreet with your questions?"

      "No."

      "Stop being so obstinate, Lincoln. Of course you can tread more carefully." She seemed to be waiting for a response, but when he gave none, she added, "There is no point in going in with guns blazing like a character from a penny dreadful. It only makes him defensive and less likely to cooperate."

      "You think he'll cooperate if I tread carefully?"

      "He might."

      "I disagree. And anyway, I've had little to say to Swinburn. Most of my encounters have been with Ballantine, his daughter, or his young friend, Mr. Franklin."

      "You don't understand," she hissed. "He knows I am connected to you. I invited you to Lord Underwood's party. He knows you're sniffing around him and Ballantine. Honestly, Lincoln, I hadn't expected you to be so obvious about it."

      "Has he threatened you, Julia?"

      She hesitated before saying, "No."

      "Did he imply that he'll not be your…friend if we continued our questioning?" I asked.

      She smirked. "Yes, Charlotte, he did imply that."

      I suppose that was as good as a threat in her eyes.

      "Let me be clear," Lincoln said. "This investigation is more important than your friendship with Swinburn or anyone else."

      "Do be reasonable, Lincoln. I only asked you to tread carefully, be discreet. Surely even you can manage that."

      Lincoln went quite still. I recognized the anger banking in his eyes, but it would seem Lady Harcourt did not.

      "It would seem I wasn't clear enough," he said tightly. "I will not be changing the way I extract information from anyone, and that includes Swinburn."

      "For goodness’ sake, Lincoln!" she spat back. "I'm simply asking you to go about your business in a way that doesn't make it seem as if he, or his friends, are suspects. Why are you being so difficult about it?"

      "This is not open for discussion. Your relationship with Swinburn is not to interfere with this investigation," he told her. "Is that understood?"

      Her spine straightened. The muscles in her jaw worked. I held my breath, half expecting her to throw something at him. But Lincoln wasn't Gillingham, and she must know she wouldn't get away with the petulant act.

      "There is no relationship between myself and Sir Ignatius," she said haughtily.

      "Your behavior at the party would suggest that you wish there was. If your efforts are successful, you may have to give up your position on the committee."

      "You think I would share ministry secrets with him?" she gasped out.

      "If you believe it would win him, yes." His bluntness had me worried for the crockery in the vicinity of Lady Harcourt.

      Her lips pressed together so hard they went white. She stepped up to him and swung her hand at his face. He caught it easily. She did not struggle but stepped even closer, her skirt crushed between them. Her top lip peeled back in a vicious smile and Lincoln let her go. He opened the door.

      The color rose to her cheeks, but her lips remained bloodless, a white gash within her pink face. She had never looked so beautiful or so dangerous. Her gaze once again focused on me as if I was the root of all her problems and her life would be better if she could rip me out of the ground, out of Lichfield, and toss me away.

      Part of me wished she'd try, just so I could test my fighting skills. But she did not. She stalked past me, her head high, her skirts snapping at her ankles with each stride. Doyle opened the front door for her and she left.

      I breathed out heavily and sank into a chair. "That was eventful."

      "And useful," he said, sitting on the chair arm. He stroked the back of my neck, but his mind didn't seem to be on the task.

      "In what way?" I asked.

      "She just confirmed that Swinburn is involved in Protheroe’s murder. He may not be directly involved, but he knows something, thanks to his friendship with Ballantine, or he wouldn't have put pressure on her to speak to me."

      I nodded slowly. "Do you think she meant to confirm it?"

      He took his time answering, and I suspected it wasn't something he had considered. "I don't know. I do know we should find out how deeply their acquaintance goes."

      "How?"

      "By investigating the business dealings of both men."
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* * *

      Lincoln spent the rest of the day and most of the next looking through financial records. I saw very little of him, or of Gus and Seth, who continued to follow Lord Ballantine about the city. Seth reported in after luncheon, when Lincoln was also home, and gave an account of Ballantine's movements. His lordship seemed to spend a lot of time at his club. While Seth could enter the club as a gentleman member, he'd decided against it. Ballantine already knew him, and his sudden appearance there would draw attention. It would be easier to follow him if he wasn't aware he was being watched.

      Seth was about to leave and rejoin Gus outside Ballantine's house when Eva Cornell arrived. Leisl was not with her. Doyle showed her into the drawing room, where I sat with Lady Vickers and Alice. Seth joined us while Whistler went to fetch Lincoln.

      "I thought I heard a new arrival," Seth said, smiling. "Good morning, Miss Cornell. What a pleasant surprise this is."

      She eyed him with suspicion. "Good morning, my lord."

      "Call me Seth. I hate the ‘lord’ bit. It makes me think of fat old men. If you call me 'my lord' I'll worry that I've put on weight or have gray hairs sprouting from my ears."

      Eva laughed, only to stop abruptly. She bit her lip, apparently embarrassed to have found him amusing.

      Lady Vickers clicked her tongue and lowered the shirt she was mending for him. "Honestly, Seth, how do you expect to get on if people don't use your title?"

      "Not now, Mother," he said through a strained smile. "Are you here to speak with your brother, Miss Cornell?"

      "Eva," she corrected, speaking carefully. "My brother… Yes. It's still odd thinking of him like that. We don't really know one another."

      "That will change, now, won't it, Charlie?"

      "If that's what Lincoln, Eva and her family want," I said. "Perhaps after this investigation is over they can all dine here."

      Seth looked pleased with the suggestion. "You will come, won't you, Eva? And convince your mother and brother too."

      "It would be our pleasure to dine at Lichfield Towers," she said. "Thank you, Charlie." Eva gave me a genuine smile that faded when she caught Seth smiling broadly too. Why was she so wary of him? He wasn't even being overly effusive in his charm. I'd seen him be bolder. Besides, he wasn't trying to charm her. Not with Alice present.

      Alice watched the exchange quietly, her face unreadable. Her gaze tracked Seth's path toward where she sat on the sofa.

      He cleared his throat. "May I sit here, Alice?"

      "Of course." She moved to give him room.

      He hiked up his trouser legs and sat. "Pleasant weather we're having."

      Alice looked from him to Eva then back again. "Yes."

      "May I be so bold as to say that you look very, er, pretty today."

      "Thank you."

      He smiled gently. She attempted to smile back, but it seemed a little forced.

      "Why are you sitting down?" Lady Vickers glared at her son. "Doesn't Mr. Fitzroy have work for you to do? You can't sit here chatting to Alice all day. Go on. Off you go."

      Lincoln entered before Seth could respond. He must have overheard Lady Vickers because he simply arched his brows at Seth.

      Seth sighed and rose. "I'm going." He sketched a formal bow for Alice but smiled at Eva. "The sooner I can get back to work, the sooner we can catch our killer and end this investigation. And then we'll have the family dinner to look forward to. Until then, Eva."

      "Goodbye, Seth." Eva caught Lady Vickers' glare and added, "My lord."

      Seth pulled a face and patted his stomach with mock self-consciousness. "Charlie, will you check my ears? Can you see any gray hairs in there?"

      "Go away, Seth," I said, laughing.

      He grinned and winked at Eva. She looked away, her face pink. Alice watched him go, a confused frown drawing her brows together. She wasn't the only one confused by his behavior. I didn't understand his manner toward Alice at all.

      "To what do we owe this visit?" Lincoln asked Eva.

      "Will you stay for tea?" I asked before she could respond.

      "No, thank you," she said. "I must get back. I have a class in an hour."

      "There are nursing classes?" Alice asked. "I didn't realize. Are they like university lectures?"

      "The hospital conducts them with a more experienced nurse. We attend her rounds with her. They're not classes, really, more first-hand experience."

      "That sounds far more interesting than a dry lecture."

      "It is. I believe I learn so much more this way." She spoke of her chosen vocation with enthusiasm and warmth. She would make an excellent nurse. "I do study with books, too, and read medical journals, but it's not the same as seeing a real patient."

      "Book study isn't required to qualify as a nurse," Lincoln said.

      Eva bristled. She stared at him and he stared back, challenging. What was the matter with him?

      "It's a fine thing to further one's knowledge," I said to cover the awkward silence.

      Not that Eva seemed worried or upset by Lincoln's challenge. It was as if she were challenging him to speak his mind, or accuse her of whatever he wanted to accuse her of. The similarity between their severely drawn brows and firm jaws only drove home the family resemblance. She was a female version of Lincoln in behavior as well as looks. I wondered if Leisl noticed.

      "I decided to respond to your message in person, Lincoln," Eva said curtly. "Yes, a note would have sufficed," she added, as if responding to his unspoken words. "But I thought you might have further questions for me, and this way we can get them over with all at once."

      "A good idea," he said simply. "So did you sense the queen, or merely royalty?"

      "It was certainly queenly. The threat came from a female presence that was not merely royalty but ruled. It did not come from a princess, that much was clear to me." She shrugged. "Who else could it be but our queen, Victoria?"

      Lincoln merely nodded. "Thank you for clarifying."

      "At least we know she's no immediate threat to us," I said. "She's currently away. I wonder where she is and when she'll return."

      "Osborn House," Lady Vickers said without looking up from her mending. "That's where she goes at this time of year. She stays until her birthday in May."

      Lincoln turned sharply to me. "Osborn House," he repeated. "It's on the Isle of Wight."

      Leonora had gone to the Isle of White. Was it merely coincidence?

      If not, she'd been sent there by Lord Ballantine for a reason. What if that reason was to murder the queen?

      "It is on the Isle of Wight," Lady Vickers went on, inspecting a stitch. "Magnificent estate, I believe, although I haven't been myself. My friend, Lady Curuthers, was invited to a shooting party at Osborn House once with her husband, many years ago. I believe they shot pheasant." She put down her embroidery. "Or was it partridge? Whatever it was, she told me they had a marvelous time. That was when the prince consort was still alive, of course. There are no shooting parties there now, not when Her Majesty is in residence. She takes such a sad air with her wherever she goes. Honestly, we've all lost someone dear to us but we manage to battle through it. I'm not unsympathetic, you understand, but it's different for her. She ought to have rallied by now. Speaking of which, I doubt the threats that Miss Cornell speaks of will amount to anything, Mr. Fitzroy. Her Majesty doesn't wield a great deal of power and the only people who suffer from her fierce temper and iron-will are her children and grandchildren. Now they have reason to feel threatened if they went against her wishes."

      "Even so," Alice said, "Eva is certain the threat to herself, Lincoln and Charlie came from the queen."

      "Not us specifically," Lincoln told her.

      "You are correct," Eva said. "I cannot be certain it is you two with me, but I do think people associated with you are the object of her threats. Do you have any more questions for me? Only I must be getting on."

      Lincoln and I had nothing more to say, and we walked with her to the carriage. Lincoln paid the waiting driver to take her wherever she wished to go. Eva protested and refused to accept his money, but the coachman had no such qualms and she had to acquiesce when he took it.

      "Why were you being so difficult about her nursing?" I asked him as we watched the coach drive off.

      "I wasn't," he said.

      "You were. It was as if you were accusing her of lying."

      "She is. Nursing doesn't require much study or reading before qualifying. It's learned through employment, by being mentored by senior nurses. Eva even admitted as much."

      "Perhaps she wants to further her education and have a more thorough knowledge of medical theories. What's wrong with that?"

      "Nothing. So why lie about it?"

      "Are you certain she lied?" I asked, some of the wind knocked out of my sails.

      He nodded. "I sensed it. Not about the study, but about her reason for studying."

      "Why would she lie about that? And what is her reason for studying? Oh!" I nodded, seeing what he could see, finally. "You think she wishes to become a doctor, not a nurse. That would require study."

      "It's likely."

      "I still don't see the point in lying about it. Not to us."

      He touched my fingers. "Not everyone is as open as you. She may feel she can't confide in us. I'm sure she has met with resistance in her campaign to become a doctor."

      "It's a perfectly legitimate profession for a woman nowadays. There is even the School of Medicine for Women in Hunter Street. Perhaps that's where Eva studies."

      "It may be a legitimate profession but it's hardly acceptable." He held up his hands in defense when I glared at him. "In the eyes of other people. Perhaps Leisl is against it and Eva doesn't want us to tell her."

      It seemed the only explanation for Eva not admitting the truth. Or perhaps she didn't want to seem less feminine in front of the very feminine and pretty Alice. I wondered how much Seth's opinion mattered, if at all. Eva seemed cautious where he was concerned, as if she expected him to do something unexpected and unwanted at any moment.

      "What do you think of Eva's insistence that the threat came from the queen?" I asked as we walked slowly to the main staircase.

      "That's not what interests me at the moment," he said. "I want to know why Leonora has gone to visit the queen at the Isle of Wight."

      "If she is there to visit the queen. Perhaps it's just a coincidence."

      "I don't believe in coincidences." He looked past my shoulder, and I turned to see Alice standing at the entrance to the drawing room, waiting for us to finish our discussion. "Meet me back here in fifteen minutes," Lincoln said to me. "We're going to find out what the Prince of Wales knows about the Ballantines."

      He headed up the stairs and I joined Alice. "Is something wrong?" I asked her. "You look troubled."

      "Not troubled. Not exactly." She glanced over her shoulder at the drawing room. "Can we talk somewhere privately?"

      "Come and help me choose a hat to go with this outfit. One suitable for the palace."

      She smiled and climbed the stairs alongside me. "Did you ever think when we were suffering through one of Mrs. Denk's lectures at the School for Wayward Girls that you would one day be hobnobbing with princes at Buckingham Palace?"

      I laughed. "Never. I sometimes wonder what she'd say if she knew."

      "I'll ask the girls next time I write. I already mentioned your first visit to the palace."

      "You did not! Alice Everheart, you sly thing."

      She giggled. "I told them that you attend parties with princes, princesses, ladies, lords and that your fiancé is as brooding as any hero from a sensation novel."

      "Alice!"

      "Speaking of lords," she said, her voice lower, "what do you think Seth is up to?"

      I pushed open my bedroom door and invited her to enter ahead of me. "What do you mean?"

      "You know what I mean. You thought his behavior odd too. It was written all over your face."

      I opened my wardrobe door and pulled out the little stool at the bottom. The hat boxes were stored up high and I was too short to reach them. Alice, however, was not. She took down one while I retrieved the other two.

      "You should speak to Seth, not me," I said, setting the boxes down on the bed.

      "I can't," she wailed. "He's so…closed."

      "Seth? Hardly."

      "He is with me. That's the problem, Charlie. He was so easy with Eva, as if they were well acquainted." She flopped down on the bed and lay back against the pillows. "I can understand why he talks to you. You're like a sister to him. But Eva is a stranger, and yet he's charming with her. With me, he's just…stiff."

      I pulled out a green and black pillbox hat and fiddled with the froth of tulle on the front brim. Fortunately Alice didn't seem to notice that I was avoiding answering her.

      "Why does he treat her so differently to me?" she said, a pout in her voice but not on her lips. "Why does he treat me differently to how he treats everyone else?"

      I set the hat aside and sat on the bed too. "He's on his best behavior with you, Alice. We've been through this. You make him nervous."

      "I wish I didn't. I only want to get to know him better."

      "Then there's only one thing for it."

      "What?"

      "Flirt with him. Let him know you're interested. Be overt."

      She frowned. "I'm not sure I know how to be overt." Her frown deepened. "I'm not sure if I am interested."

      "Then why are we discussing him at all?"

      "Because…because… Oh, I don't know!" She sat up and picked up the velvet bowler with feathers and ribbons. "This one goes with that outfit. The pillbox is too green and the bonnet is not elegant enough."

      "Thank you." I gave her a hug. "Stop worrying about Seth. What will be, will be."

      She sighed. "I'll try, but in all honesty, Charlie, I can't help myself. There's so little for me to do here that my mind keeps wandering back to him. I'm afraid I'm inventing intrigues where there are none and thinking through every encounter at least a thousand times."

      "Plus you've become prone to exaggeration."

      She laughed. "Come on. Let's pin this hat so you can meet your future father-in-law."

      I giggled then sobered. Oh God. I was marrying into the royal family, in a way. How daunting. How exciting. Should we invite the Prince of Wales to the wedding?
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* * *

      To our great relief, the Prince of Wales was at home in Buckingham Palace. Less fortunate was the presence of his brother, the Duke of Edinburgh. He sprawled in an office chair with spindly legs and bright yellow upholstery.

      The Prince of Wales greeted us cordially, if somewhat cautiously. I couldn't blame him for that. We only ever visited when something was afoot.

      "Would you like us to open a window, Miss Holloway?" the duke drawled, a smirk tilting his lips. "Wouldn't want you to faint now."

      "What are you talking about, Affie?" the Prince of Wales demanded.

      "He's referring to the evening we met at Lord Underwood's party," Lincoln said. "We had to leave to follow a suspect but couldn't say as much in front of the other guests, some of whom are also suspects. Miss Holloway came up with the excuse that she wasn't well. I apologize for any offense, Your Highness. None was intended."

      "A suspect, eh?" The duke nodded, thoughtful. Perhaps he was trying to recall who had been present. "What's the investigation? Are you allowed to tell me now?"

      "Of course. You are both aware of the ministry. I see no reason not to inform you, especially since it seems to involve your family, in a way."

      Both men sat up straight. "You'd better sit down," the Prince of Wales said quietly. "Affie, pour us all a scotch, will you? A sherry for you, Miss Holloway?"

      I nodded, although I didn't feel like drinking with these men. I wanted to state our business and leave. Being in the palace made me feel a little uncomfortable, like I was out of place. The Duke of Edinburgh's presence added a healthy dose of anxiety to my nerves.

      He handed me a glass of sherry but did not let go. He studied me in the brief moment he held onto the glass, as if he were trying to determine something about me. He did the same to Lincoln a moment later.

      "Tell us about this investigation," the Prince of Wales went on. "Then I'll tell you what the queen said about King's visits."

      I'd almost forgotten that we'd asked him to write to his mother about King in the hopes of discovering who might be following us. Since Lincoln hadn't mentioned anyone following us of late, I'd thought nothing more of it.

      The duke sat with an audible exhale of breath. "How does your investigation affect us?" he asked Lincoln. "Come on, out with it, man."

      "A young gentleman by the name of Roderick Protheroe was mauled to death in Hyde Park last week. The police think he was attacked by a dog, but evidence suggests it was a shape changer."

      The Prince of Wales groaned. "Not another."

      "This one is different to King. King was the only one we know of that could change into any shape. The others only have one alternate form, that of an animal. Not all shape changers are dangerous," Lincoln assured him. "But at least one is and has killed Protheroe. We don't know why."

      "Why has it got anything to do with us?" the duke asked.

      "He's getting to it," his brother chided. "Be patient."

      "We've discovered a pack of shape changers among the elite of society," Lincoln said. "Some are your friends."

      The prince expelled a breath and sat back. He drank deeply.

      "Don't be ridiculous," the duke spat. "Our friends are above suspicion."

      "No, they are not." Lincoln fixed his gaze on his uncle, and he held it until the duke looked away. "No one is above suspicion. Not even you, Your Highness."

      "I beg your pardon!"

      "Calm down, Affie!" The Prince of Wales flapped his hand at his brother. "We know our friends are above suspicion, but Mr. Fitzroy does not. He is simply doing his job."

      The duke grunted. "You would defend him."

      The prince rolled his eyes. "Who are these shape changers in our set?"

      "Mr. Franklin is one."

      "Who?" the duke asked.

      "Mr. Franklin and Miss Collingworth. They're young friends of Lord Ballantine."

      "Ballantine! Yes, him I know. Good chap."

      "He's also one. Somewhat less certain is Sir Ignatius Swinburn," Lincoln added.

      "Swinburn!" The Prince of Wales shook his head. "I doubt he's involved unless the fellow's death makes him richer. Money's all he cares about."

      "Bloody hell," the duke muttered into his glass. Unlike his older brother, he seemed less certain of Swinburn's innocence. Perhaps he knew Swinburn better. Or perhaps he knew something about Swinburn that the Prince of Wales did not.

      "Affie, mind your language in front of Miss Holloway."

      The duke grunted an apology. At least, I think that's what it was. "I doubt Swinburn is involved, even if he is a shape changer," he said. "He's a good man. He wouldn't kill anyone, even if it somehow made him richer. He already has a fortune with no one to give it to. He's generous with it, too, so I can't see him going to any great lengths to get more. What makes you think this so-called pack is involved in the murder, anyway? Couldn't it be someone of King's ilk? Someone to whom death and crime is an everyday occurrence?"

      "The victim had a secret arrangement with Lord Ballantine's daughter," Lincoln went on. "They were going to run away together and marry against her parents' wishes. The link to Ballantine is too strong to ignore."

      "You think Ballantine found out and killed the fellow?" the prince said.

      "Or had him killed."

      The duke shook his head. "Why go to such an extreme? Why not just lock the girl away or swiftly marry her to someone more suitable?"

      "That was Ballantine's plan, and still is, but the suitor in question has not secured the approval of his family yet."

      "The suitor is jealous," the duke declared. "He must be. That's why he killed the rival. Have you questioned this man?"

      "Leonora Ballantine won't tell us his name."

      "Apply more pressure." The duke cast a critical eye over Lincoln. "You look like a fellow who knows how to do that."

      "It's not quite as simple as that," I said. "Leonora has been sent away to the Isle of Wight. That's why we've come here. We recently learned that the queen is at Osborn House, hence our concern that Leonora has been sent there for a reason. Does your mother know the Ballantine family?"

      "The queen," the Prince of Wales said, "has numerous friends. I don't think Lady Ballantine numbers among them, but I may be mistaken. I doubt Her Majesty invited anyone to Osborn House, however. She rarely has visitors for extended stays nowadays. They irk her."

      "Everyone irks her," the duke muttered into his glass.

      The prince rose from his chair and pressed his knuckles on the desk. "Do you think the queen is in danger? Is that what you're implying?"

      "We don't know," Lincoln said. "But it's—"

      "My god, we have to warn her!" The prince pulled a piece of paper with royal letterhead off a stack and reached for the silver inkstand.

      "While he writes," the duke said, "I might as well tell you what Her Majesty said in her letter. Apparently the fellow named King did speak to her about shifters such as himself. He claimed they are harmless."

      "What did she think of that?" Lincoln asked.

      "She did not say."

      "Did they discuss anything else?"

      "Nothing in particular." His gaze connected with his brother's as the prince paused in his writing.

      "Tell him," the Prince of Wales said. "I trust the information will not leave this room."

      "You have my word," Lincoln said.

      "King spoke to her about my nephew, Bertie's eldest." He nodded at his brother, now blotting the ink.

      "What did they discuss?"

      "A recent scandal that his name was linked to."

      "The Cleveland Street affair," Lincoln said, nodding. "Go on."

      The duke glanced at me and his cheeks pinked.

      "I am aware of the scandal too," I told him. "I know what went on at the Cleveland Street house." At least, I knew what the newspapers implied—that gentlemen went there to have secret liaisons with boys and men.

      "While he wasn't mentioned in the papers, my nephew's name was bandied about," the duke went on. "The queen got wind of it. She was furious, of course, and believed every word. In the guise of our late father, King apparently assured Her Majesty that my nephew was not involved, and that he is very much interested in women."

      King had done the family a service. How intriguing—and somewhat unexpected. "Why would he do that?" I asked, more to Lincoln than the two princes. "What could have been his purpose?"

      "That's a good question," the Prince of Wales said, setting his letter aside. "If King had suggested the opposite, and claimed the reports were true, then I would believe he was implying that my son was not fit to rule after me."

      I agreed. "He could have been attempting to influence the succession in some way."

      "To what aim?" the duke asked.

      "It's irrelevant," Lincoln said. "King told her the reports cannot be believed, so he hasn't influenced the succession at all."

      The prince got up and tugged the bell pull. "King is dead so we can't ask him what his intentions were."

      "Thank you, I am well aware of that." The duke rolled his eyes. "Perhaps now that he is dead, the queen will stop believing everything he told her."

      The prince stopped and frowned at his brother. "What are you implying? That Eddy was involved in the Cleveland Street business? Affie! How could you?"

      "Eddy?" both Lincoln and I said together. I stared at him. He stared back.

      We'd found our elusive second suitor—and he was a prince.
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      The Prince of Wales instructed a footman to send the letter to Osborn House immediately. I watched him leave the office, my mind awhirl. Leonora's second suitor was a prince.

      "Eddy is your son?" Lincoln asked the Prince of Wales after the footman bowed out.

      "My eldest," the prince said.

      "Eldest legitimate son," the duke added with a smug smile for his brother.

      "But he's Prince Albert Victor," Lincoln said. "Not Edward."

      "Everyone calls him Eddy. Far too many Alberts in this family. If we didn't use monikers we'd all get confused." The duke chuckled.

      "The name Eddy means something to you?" the prince asked.

      "Is he visiting the queen at Osborn House?" Lincoln pressed.

      "The Prince of Wales asked you a question, sir," the duke bit off. "Kindly answer it."

      "Eddy's there for another week or so," the prince said, ignoring his brother. "Why? What has he got to do with any of this?"

      "He's Leonora Ballantine's secret suitor." Lincoln's words dropped like stones into the room.

      The prince slumped back in his chair with an audible expulsion of breath.

      The duke barked a laugh. "You jest."

      "I don't make jokes."

      I could have told him, and them, that it wasn't true, but I didn't think it was the right time. "We only know him as Eddy," I said. "But it does seem likely that it is one and the same person. We do know that Leonora's second suitor had a higher rank than Lord Ballantine. A prince would be a sought-after son-in-law."

      "But it's utterly ridiculous!" the duke declared. His brother merely sat in his chair and stared at the desk, as if he could not quite believe his son was tangled up in this. "Eddy will marry a foreign princess," the duke said. "Alix of Hesse and Margaret of Prussia are both candidates." He snorted. "Not Ballantine's daughter. He's just a baron, isn't he? Practically a nobody. The nerve of him, to think he could force a union behind your back, Bertie." Another snort. "The sheer stupidity that he thinks love matters when it comes to the marriage of the future king of England. Good grief. What's the world coming to? Bertie? Are you listening?"

      "I…I am somewhat overwhelmed by this news," the Prince of Wales said. "It's one thing for Ballantine to aspire to have my son as his son-in-law, but it's quite another for Eddy to encourage this girl. He knows how things are."

      "He has not mentioned being in love?" I asked gently. I felt a little sorry for the prince. He may be the future king, but he was also a father whose grown son didn't confide in him.

      "No. He did not. And now he has caused all manner of havoc. Why would he encourage her?"

      I did not mention love again. Neither the duke nor the prince seemed to think it a good reason to meet Leonora in secret.

      "One thing we know for certain," the duke said. "Eddy is not your murderer. He's not some shape shifting creature."

      That threw cold water on our theory that Ballantine wanted to keep the pack's blood pure.

      I looked to Lincoln. He lifted a finger in a small gesture, telling me to leave my questions for later. He stood and held his hand out to me. "Miss Holloway and I are going to the Isle of Wight at the earliest opportunity to keep an eye on Lady Ballantine and her daughter. I suggest you summon your son home, Your Highness. There is a small possibility that we're wrong and his life is in danger after all."

      The Prince of Wales nodded numbly. "Yes. Of course. I'll go in person. This is too important to be left to a letter."
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* * *

      "It's possible Prince Eddy, or whatever his proper name is, is a shape changer," I said as we drove away from the palace.

      "It's not impossible," Lincoln agreed. "But I doubt he is. That doesn't mean he wasn't jealous of Protheroe. He could have had him killed by a shape changer. He could have enlisted one of Ballantine's pack; Ballantine wouldn't have refused him."

      "That theory would not go down very well with his father and uncle. We're fortunate we didn't mention it. I quite like your head attached to your shoulders."

      He tapped his finger against the window sill as he studied the park outside. We'd slowed down thanks to traffic ahead. "It's likely Ballantine orchestrated the killing simply so Leonora could marry the future king of England."

      "He's mad."

      "Ambitious."

      "They are often one and the same, in my experience."

      He nodded absently. "The thing is, he must know he'll have a difficult time convincing the royal family to go along with it. He might have had more luck with the younger brother, Prince George. Prince Albert Victor will be king, and his uncle the duke is correct—nothing less than a foreign princess will do."

      "Which perhaps explains why Eddy did not inform his family. He knows it's hopeless. Poor Leonora. He's simply toying with her, giving her false hope of a marriage."

      "Not Leonora," Lincoln said. "She's not in love with him. Ballantine is the one being led. He thinks his plan could work; there's historical precedent." At my raised brow he added, "Anne Boleyn was the daughter of a minor nobleman who married the king."

      "And didn't that end well. Poor Leonora. She's being used as a pawn, ordered to give the prince whatever favors he demands. What sort of father does that? He's despicable, and Prince Eddy is no better. He ought not take advantage of her if he sees no future for them."

      Lincoln finally looked away from the window. "We're being followed again."

      I touched the orb necklace nestled beneath my dress. It lay dormant, and I wondered if the imp inside was still alive. I hadn't felt its life force in some time. The notion that it might be dead saddened and worried me.

      Lincoln leaned forward and rested one elbow on his knee. His other hand took mine. "I don't think we're in any danger," he said. "Whoever is following is merely gathering information."

      "That doesn't worry you?"

      He considered this a moment. "A little." I was about to ask him to elaborate but he sat back again and said, "I have another theory about Protheroe's death."

      "You do?"

      "It's a matter of the succession."

      "Intriguing," I said. "Go on."

      "Do you recall the Duke of Edinburgh also mentioned his nephew, Eddy, that first time we met him at the palace?"

      "I do. He talked about the Cleveland Street scandal and Eddy's supposed involvement. The subject has been raised twice now."

      "Why would he do that in front of us? It made me think that Eddy was on his mind for a reason, and that the rumors of Eddy's connection to the brothel were begun by none other than the duke himself."

      "Good lord. You're serious!"

      He nodded. "Perhaps the duke is trying to manipulate the succession by attaching scandal to Eddy, the second in line to the throne. Perhaps he would prefer the younger brother, Prince George, for a reason we have not yet uncovered. Or perhaps he plans to remove Prince George too, in favor of himself."

      "Through a scandal? Surely Princes Eddy and George are above grubby gossip. The Cleveland Street event has all but blown over anyway."

      "Has it? If the public found out, they would demand Eddy not become king. That sort of scandal would ruin him. He is not infallible. None of them are."

      It was quite a thing to consider, and I wasn't entirely convinced he was right. Surely there were other ways to insure Eddy didn't become king.

      On the other hand, short of death, I could think of nothing better than a scandal on the scale of the Cleveland Street one. The public was not yet aware of Eddy's involvement—it was merely rumor among the upper class—but if he were linked to it in the newspapers, the people would be shocked. Perhaps even shocked enough that they would not want him as their king, forcing the queen to remove him from the line of succession.

      The question remained, why would Eddy make a terrible king in the Duke of Edinburgh's eyes? Or perhaps a better question—what could he gain?

      The coach picked up pace as we left the heart of the city behind, and I was rocked out of my thoughts. "What has the succession got to do with Protheroe or his death?" I asked.

      "Perhaps Protheroe overheard a discussion within the Ballantine household. The duke is a friend to Ballantine and Swinburn, so he may have confided his plan to them. Or perhaps the plan originated with Ballantine or Swinburn and they enlisted the help of the duke. Either way, it's likely Protheroe overheard something while he was secretly courting Leonora. Or Leonora herself knew about it and confided in Protheroe."

      "Then why did his ghost not mention it to me?"

      "Perhaps he wasn't aware of the importance of what he overheard. Or perhaps Ballantine only thinks Protheroe overheard something and decided to kill him just in case."

      "Just in case?" I echoed. "Good lord, Lincoln, your mind works in diabolical ways."

      "It helps me understand people like Ballantine and Swinburn."

      "And the Duke of Edinburgh," I added quietly. My stomach churned at the prospect. We were dealing with the royal family as suspects now. We had to tread very carefully.
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* * *

      Doyle handed Lincoln a letter when we returned home. Lincoln opened it in the entrance hall and quickly read the contents before passing it to me.

      "It's from a lawyer I engaged to look through the financial records of both Ballantine and Swinburn," he said.

      The lawyer's first paragraph stated that he'd found no link between the two men specifically, although they occasionally invested in the same stock, but that was not unusual. However, the lawyer had learned that both men were from Bristol, where their families had lived for hundreds of years. Acting on a hunch, the lawyer looked for a link between the previous generations. He discovered that Swinburn's father had used a large amount of capital to start his shipping business when he was in his mid-twenties. It had been impossible to tell where the money came from, but again, acting on the theory that there was a link between the two families, the lawyer worked backwards into the records of companies in which Ballantine had stock and discovered that the previous Lord Ballantine had sold off his share in five different investments. The amount he earned from the sale equaled the amount Swinburn paid for his first steamship.

      "We have it," I said, hardly able to contain my excitement. "We have the link between the two men. Only a relative or very good friend would lend such an enormous amount to someone."

      Lincoln nodded. "Or a pack leader."
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* * *

      It took some convincing for Lady Vickers to allow me to travel to the Isle of Wight without a chaperone, despite having traveled with Lincoln before without one. In the end, I told her it had been arranged. Lincoln avoided her entirely.

      He'd given instructions to Seth and Gus to continue following Lord Ballantine in our absence. So far, they'd reported that Ballantine met with Franklin, Miss Collingworth and Swinburn every day, along with another man and woman. They had not changed their form, however, so we couldn't be sure if they too were shape shifters.

      We had a compartment to ourselves for much of the railway leg of the journey, allowing us to discuss the murder before moving on to other topics. Topics like whether Lincoln wanted his family to attend our wedding.

      "I knew you would bring it up," he said.

      "Well?" I prompted. "Do you want Leisl there?"

      "If Leisl is invited then etiquette states Eva and David must be invited too. We haven't met him."

      "Meaning you don't want him to come?"

      "Meaning it would be awkward."

      "You're capable of feeling awkwardness?" I teased. "Lincoln, I learn something new about you every day."

      "I like to keep you on your toes."

      In all seriousness, I agreed with him. I didn't want someone I'd never met at our wedding. There was only one way to solve the issue. "I have already unofficially invited them to dine with us, but I think we ought to send proper invitations. That way we can meet him over dinner before the wedding."

      "And if we don't like him?"

      "We won't invite him to the wedding. But not everyone reveals their true nature on first acquaintance. David could be cool at first but thoroughly nice underneath a frosty exterior."

      His gaze narrowed. "Was that a comment on how long it took you to get to know me?"

      "Not at all. I knew you were the strong silent type the moment we met, and I suspected you were kind because you kept trying to feed me."

      "Cook fed you."

      "At your insistence."

      "You were scrawny. If you didn't eat you were in danger of being blown away in a stiff breeze. I made you eat to keep you firmly on the ground. At Lichfield."

      "And now?" I asked in my best throaty voice.

      His eyes became smoky and his lips twitched at the corners. "And now you're…tempting."

      "I find you tempting too, Lincoln. I have from the moment I laid eyes on you in your room. Thank God you thought I was a boy or I would never have the memory of your bare chest to keep me warm at night. You're far too proper to undress in front of a woman."

      "You're forgetting that night in Paris."

      "Oh, I remember that night very well." Indeed I did. It had been quite an education seeing him in all his naked glory. "But I walked in on you. You didn't undress in front of me."

      His gaze slid to the door. "That's enough of that talk before we're married."

      I swapped seats to sit beside him. I took his hand in mine and held it in my lap. "Perhaps we can pretend to be newlyweds and share a room at the hotel."

      "No!" He untangled our fingers and swapped seats so that we were once again facing each other.

      "You're such a prude," I said.

      "Me?"

      "Yes, you. Even your cheeks have gone pink."

      "I do not blush."

      I smirked. "We will be married in a few weeks’ time, and I will get to see all of you then, and you me. So why wait?"

      "It's not the proper way, Charlie, and I am only doing things the proper way where you are concerned. From now on," he added, as if he knew I would bring up our pasts again. "This matter is closed. Gentlemen do not discuss such things with their fiancées."

      I rolled my eyes.

      "Rolling your eyes at me will not change my mind."

      I stood and planted both hands against the wall behind his head. He blinked up at me with an innocence in contradiction to his defiant brows. I kissed him thoroughly on the lips, a more brazen move than I intended in a railway compartment. But he'd driven me to it. Indeed, the man drove me to madness sometimes, and I couldn't not kiss him. He'd foiled my plan of spending the night with him. I'd been looking forward to it ever since he'd announced we were both going to the Isle of Wight and the idea had taken root.

      The kiss was as fierce as they always were between us, filled with our pent-up desire for one another and a longing stoked from months of living together. My hands dug into his hair, loosening it from the leather strip, and his hands pressed into my back, holding me in place.

      Then he suddenly grasped me by the waist and forced me to sit down again.

      "Kissing me won't make me change my mind either," he said. Despite his insistence, I knew the kiss had an impact. His breathing turned ragged and his eyes became even smokier. He smoothed his hair back, as if he needed the moment to gather himself and regain calmness.

      My blood thudded along my veins to the beat of the train's rhythm. My skin felt hot, tight, and I suspected my cheeks were aflame. No amount of hair-smoothing would calm my nerves.

      "If we need to travel again before the wedding," he said, "Lady Vickers is coming along."

      "To stop me from visiting you in the night?"

      "To stop me from visiting you. Contrary to popular belief, I am not a machine. Particularly after a kiss like that."

      My lips curled into a smile. "I know. You could fool anyone else, but I see the signs, Lincoln."

      He grunted. "You've always been able to see me. It's part of the reason why I love you."

      My heart skipped merrily at his words, and I found I could not tease him any more. He loved me. That's all that mattered. The rest would come later, on our wedding night. I must dredge up some willpower and find some patience until then.
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* * *

      The steam ferry ride across the Solent was long enough to turn Lincoln pale from seasickness but not long enough to bring up his lunch. He didn't want my sympathy so I spent the journey admiring the dark blue-gray water against the retreating green of the mainland and the golden sands of the island. As we drew closer to Cowes, I spotted the towers of Osborn House peeking through the trees to the east.

      Lincoln recovered soon enough once his feet were firmly on land again. His singular weakness was not mentioned. We found accommodation at the Fountain Inn, where the respectable innkeeper eyed us dubiously until we requested separate rooms.

      "Do you know where Lady Ballantine is staying?" I asked as he handed Lincoln a key. "I heard on the ferry that she is here, and her daughter Leonora is a dear friend from school. I thought I might visit them tomorrow."

      We'd decided it would be best if I made inquiries rather than Lincoln, and our presumption was rewarded. The innkeeper gave us instructions on how to find Beaulieu House, the residence of Mr. and Mrs. Franklin.

      "The kin of our Mr. Franklin from London," I said to Lincoln as we headed up the stairs to our rooms. "How interesting."

      After an early dinner in the dining room, we said goodnight to one another. Neither of us retired immediately to bed, however. Lincoln took advantage of the cover of darkness to investigate not only the village but Beaulieu House and possibly Osborn House. I made friendly approaches to one of the maids who delivered supper around nine.

      My inquiries revealed that the Franklins had bought the old Beaulieu residence less than a year ago without viewing it first. It was near Osborn House, and the chatty maid assumed that had been its selling point, since the Franklins only came to the island when a member of the royal family was in residence. Mr. Franklin had joined the yacht club where he competed against the princes when they visited. Mrs. Franklin was reportedly a friend to Princess Beatrice, the queen's youngest daughter who, along with her husband, traveled everywhere with Her Majesty.

      I reported all of this to Lincoln in the morning over a breakfast of sausages, mushrooms and eggs in the inn's dining room. It didn't taste as good as Cook's cooking.

      "And how did your investigations go?" I asked him.

      "Uneventfully," he said. "His Royal Highness arrived after us by private yacht and is now at Osborn House. Lady Ballantine and Leonora are staying with the Franklins but have not visited the queen. Two nights ago, Leonora met in secret with a stranger wearing a hood."

      "Did her maid, Ryan, tell you that?" I asked skeptically. Ryan had been adamant she would never talk to us again, and I worried that Lincoln may have been heavy-handed with her.

      "A groom was forthcoming with the information," he said. "Particularly after I planted some money in his palm. So forthcoming, in fact, that he showed me the secluded clearing in the garden where he'd taken Leonora every night to meet her lover. I waited in a nearby tree and was rewarded with a view of Leonora at around midnight."

      "Did she meet anyone?"

      "No. She left after an hour." He paused while the innkeeper's wife poured coffee into our cups. Once she'd taken her leave again, he resumed the story. "The Prince of Wales must have warned his son to stay away from her."

      "Very likely. Did she seem upset?"

      "I couldn't see her face."

      "Then we ought to find out."

      "Agreed."

      We set out in the direction of Beaulieu House after breakfast. The air hadn't shed its nighttime crispness yet, and dew still glistened on leaves. The sun threatened to burn it off soon and the promise of a fine day buoyed my step. I was visiting a beautiful seaside village frequented by holiday makers with my fiancé at my side. What could be better?

      Since it was early in spring, the island wasn't yet overrun by visitors. Lincoln and I fitted right in with the other couples strolling along the high street and admiring the view beyond the harbor. I clung to his arm and he shortened his step for me, but it wasn't until he almost steered me into a bollard that I looked from the view to him. He had not been looking out to sea, but at me.

      "What is it?" I asked, smiling.

      "Are you cold?"

      "I'm fine, thank you." While the sea air was fresh, it wasn't windy, and we walked at a steady pace that kept the chill at bay.

      Even so, he adjusted my shawl at my throat so that it covered the bare skin there. "Don't catch cold," he said simply, and walked on.

      "Is this the vision you had once?" I asked. "Us walking along the beach together, happy and at peace?"

      "No."

      "What's different about it?"

      "You carried a child on your hip."

      His pronouncement took my breath away, and I couldn't think of a single thing to say. He must have realized because he squeezed my hand and said, "Are you all right, Charlie?"

      "I will be. I'm just a little…overwhelmed." I smiled up at him. "And yet you once again seem so calm."

      "Not calm. Happy." He kissed my forehead and then the skin near my ear. "Very happy."

      We reached Beaulieu House and enquired after Leonora. The housekeeper claimed she wasn't in, but I wasn't sure if she spoke the truth.

      "Do you feel her presence?" I asked Lincoln as we walked away. "Or did you detect a lie?"

      "No on both counts." He looked back at the white stucco house with the bay windows commanding a view of the Solent. "That may mean nothing. My instincts aren't strong."

      We decided to try Osborn House next and headed back down the drive to the gate. Lincoln's hand stilled on the latch. His chin snapped up and he tilted his head to the side. He seemed to be listening or perhaps stretching his seer's senses into the surrounding area. I could neither see nor hear anything except the garden, the house, and the sea. Everything felt as it should.

      Lincoln let go of the latch and placed his hand at the small of my back.

      "What is it?" I don't know why I whispered but it seemed necessary all of a sudden.

      "I thought I sensed something."

      I glanced around. "'Something?'"

      "A presence."

      I touched my imp's orb and did not ask him what kind of presence. If he'd sensed a person, he would have worded it differently.

      We walked to Osborn House just a short distance away. We kept to the busy road and followed a delivery cart through the tradesman's entrance rather than the grander main gate. The house was far more impressive than Lichfield, all creamy yellow elegance against the bright green of the lawn and deep blue of the sky. I was so used to London's grayness and dense air that the sights and smells were overwhelming at first. But as we waited for the footman to inform the Prince of Wales of our arrival, I drew in deep breaths. The spring blossoms mingled sweetly with the sea's saltiness, the resulting scent one of pristine purity. It wasn't a scent I wanted to forget.

      The Prince of Wales agreed to see us, and we were led through reception rooms of varying sizes to a sitting room. Fewer staff bustled about Osborn House compared to Buckingham Palace, and the softer colors and larger windows made the rooms bright and airy. This was a holiday home rather than a place of business like the palace. I liked it immensely, and I could see why the queen preferred to spend time here.

      We were shown into a sitting room where the Prince of Wales waited for us. A younger man stood with him. His slightly receding hairline and heavy, deep-set eyes were so like the Prince of Wales's that I knew immediately he must be Eddy.

      So this was Lincoln's half-brother. They looked nothing alike. Lincoln was dark, his features sharp and strong, whereas Eddy was fair and soft around the jaw. His frame was impressive enough, but Lincoln was taller, broader and had an effortlessly commanding nature about him. Eddy might be more senior in rank to Lincoln, but I would not want to take orders from him in a crisis. Lincoln had certainly inherited his looks from his mother's side.

      "This is my son, Prince Albert Victor. Eddy, this is Miss Holloway and Mr. Fitzroy." The Prince of Wales introduced us as if we were no more important to him than passing acquaintances. It was a disappointment, and yet what did I truly expect? It was one thing to tell his brother about his relationship to Lincoln, but quite another to tell his legitimate son that he had an older, illegitimate half-brother whose mother was a gypsy. "I have informed my son of your investigation into Protheroe's death but not the manner of his death. The fewer people who know that the better."

      I suspected that meant he hadn't told Eddy about shape shifters at all. That would limit the number of questions we could ask.

      "You are free to speak to him," the Prince of Wales went on. "He will answer truthfully."

      "I didn't do it!" Eddy blurted out. "I swear to you, sir, I am innocent." His eagerness to convince us confirmed two things—he was worried, and he didn't know Lincoln was his older half-brother. If his father had told him, he would have been far more curious about Lincoln. The declaration of innocence was directed entirely to his father.

      "There," the Prince of Wales said to Lincoln. "You heard him. He's innocent."

      I feared Lincoln would disagree, but he merely regarded Eddy with a bland expression. Perhaps he was wondering how he could be related to such a weak man. To be fair, the younger prince looked very tired. He must not have slept well after being spoken to by his father last night. Both men looked as though they needed to take to their beds.

      "Now that we have settled my son's innocence, you can look elsewhere." The Prince of Wales tried to usher us out, but neither Lincoln nor I moved.

      "What do you know about the victim, Roderick Protheroe?" Lincoln asked Eddy.

      "Nothing!" The young prince swallowed. "My father told me last night that Protheroe was in love with Leonora, and that they had an understanding, but I don't believe that. I cannot believe it. She was in love with me. She told me so. If I can only speak to her, she will confirm it."

      "You will not speak to her again!" his father roared. "Not only have you led the girl to believe that she had a future with you, but she is involved in this terrible crime up to her neck! You will not go near her or any of the Ballantine family. Have I made myself clear?"

      Eddy blinked owlishly. "But I adore her. How can I give up such an angel? If only you could meet her. She's wonderful, kind and agreeable. We're so alike. We have the same interests, like the same poets and books."

      "That's because she's been groomed to attract you," the Prince of Wales said. "She's bait, and you're the fish."

      "No! It wasn't like that."

      "Are you not listening?" the Prince of Wales exploded. "She had an understanding with Protheroe, not you." He stalked across the carpet and back again, his face a dangerous shade of red. "You fool, Eddy. You silly fool. This is why you must listen to the queen and myself when it comes to choosing a wife."

      Eddy groaned and lowered his head to his hands. "She was so convincing. So utterly convincing."

      "Who introduced you to Leonora?" Lincoln asked.

      Eddy blew out a shaky breath. "A mutual friend by the name of Nigel Franklin. I met him here, at the yacht club. His parents have a house nearby."

      I was not surprised, considering what we'd learned about the Franklin family and their presence on the Isle of Wight.

      "Did you ever meet Lord Ballantine?" Lincoln asked.

      "Several times, at their London house. I only ever saw Leonora under his supervision. He wasn't always in the room with us, but he certainly sanctioned our rendezvous."

      "What about Sir Ignatius Swinburn?"

      "I've never met him."

      "I told you before, Fitzroy," the Prince of Wales snapped. "Swinburn is not involved in this. He's a good fellow and has nothing to gain from Protheroe's death."

      "That has not been proven one way or another," Lincoln said.

      The Prince of Wales clicked his tongue but didn't have a chance to speak before his son did.

      "I cannot believe any of this," Eddy muttered into his hands. "She can't have been in love with anyone else. I would have known."

      "Perhaps there was some regard on her part," I assured him. "But she is young and may not know her own heart yet. She may have been considering you both."

      Lincoln frowned at me.

      "Thank you, Miss Holloway." Eddy gave me a sad smile. "I don't profess to know how women think, but I…I felt as if I knew Leonora's heart." He lowered his head and shook it. "I cannot believe I was so wrong."

      The Prince of Wales snorted. "I cannot believe you fell for Ballantine's trickery. The nerve of the man. I'll have to cast him out, now. He was an agreeable sort, too."

      "It's probably for the best," I said. "And safer. Swinburn too."

      "Not Swinburn," he said absently. "I don't mind that you led the girl to believe you had a future together, Eddy. The family's duplicity needed to be brought into the open, and you managed to do that, in your own bumbling way."

      I didn't think it possible, but Eddy's head lowered further.

      The Prince of Wales's eyes brightened and he wagged a finger. "I've had a thought. What if the mutual friend, Franklin, is the killer? Perhaps he's in love with the girl too and got wind of Protheroe's claim on her. There. You ought to investigate him, Fitzroy."

      "We are investigating everyone," Lincoln said simply. "For now, we have no further questions of you, Your Highness."

      "For now?" Eddy echoed. He appealed to his father.

      The Prince of Wales puffed out his chest and lifted his chin. "My son's part in this investigation is complete. Good day, Mr. Fitzroy, Miss Holloway. I wish you well in finding Protheroe's killer."

      "When is His Highness returning to London?" Lincoln asked with a nod at Prince Eddy.

      "Within two hours," the Prince of Wales said. "The sooner he is removed from the little trollop's sphere the better."

      "She's not a trollop," Eddy said, but he spoke without much conviction.

      Lincoln and I followed a footman back through the house but paused upon seeing the queen ahead, walking slowly with a younger woman at her side. The footman bowed and directed us to show deference to Her Majesty.

      "Miss Holloway!" the queen said as I curtseyed. "And your fiancé too. What are you doing here?"

      "We had business with His Royal Highness," I said.

      "Spiritual business?"

      I felt the hard gaze of the companion on me but I kept my attention on the queen. "Of sorts," I said.

      "Will you join my daughter, Princess Beatrice, and I on a walk, Miss Holloway? Your fiancé can find something to do, I'm sure. You can try to reach the ghost of my husband. Albert loved Osborn House. He found solace in the garden and the sea."

      Princess Beatrice looked horrified at the prospect. She eyed her mother with alarm and me with disgust. "Is this her?" she asked. "The medium?"

      The queen nodded. "It's a little cool to walk down to the shore, but the garden will suffice. Come, Miss Holloway. Walk with us."

      I didn't want to refuse her, but I didn't want to walk with her—or communicate with the dead prince consort—either. I hoped Lincoln had no such qualms about offering up excuses, but he remained silent, damn him.

      It was Princess Beatrice who came to my aid. "Miss Holloway looks very busy. Perhaps another time."

      "Indeed I am," I said. "We are about to catch a ferry back to the mainland."

      "What a disappointment." The queen's jowls sagged. "When I am in London again, perhaps."

      We bowed then followed the footman through the house and out the front door. "Thank goodness we got out of that," I said, glancing over my shoulder. "No thanks to you, Lincoln."

      "I was prepared for you to go for a walk with her. It would have allowed me to investigate alone."

      "Investigate? Lincoln, you're mad. There are so many servants wandering about, you would have been caught.

      "I would not." He tucked my hand into the crook of his arm. "You are young, Charlie," he said quietly.

      "What has that got to do with anything?"

      "You blamed Leonora's indecisiveness on her youth and not knowing her heart yet. She's your age."

      "But I am wise beyond my years." I stroked his face until he looked at me. "Never forget that, Lincoln. I know my heart as well as anyone can, because it was my only companion for five years."

      "That explains why I know mine. Now."

      I hugged his arm. "Do you believe Prince Eddy had nothing to do with Protheroe's death?"

      "I do."

      "Because your instincts tell you so?"

      "No, because he lacks the spine to kill. And his hands are normal sized."

      "So are Ballantine's, and yet we know he's a shape shifter. Besides, Prince Eddy could have paid Franklin to kill for him. I'm not sure that a man needs a spine to employ another to murder on his behalf. I'm not willing to rule him out yet."

      We walked beneath the gated arch and out of the estate. I lifted my face to the morning sunshine and smiled up at the cloudless sky. Seagulls drifted aimlessly, floating on the breeze without a care in the world.

      And then they squawked and scattered.

      Lincoln froze and pushed me behind him. I lost my balance but he didn't reach for me as he usually would. A knife appeared in each of his hands, pulled from hiding places in the moment of my distraction. He set his feet apart; a fighting stance.

      The bushes rustled and my thudding heart plunged. Three huge creatures emerged, walking on all fours. They resembled wolves, and yet they were not. Their muscular bodies were covered in brown fur and their pointed teeth dripped with saliva. They growled. The deep, primal sound vibrated through me, settling in the pit of my churning stomach.

      "Run, Charlie!" Lincoln ordered. "Get away!"

      I did not. I couldn't leave him and there was no point. He would be dead before I could fetch help. I reached for my knife, strapped to my leg, without looking away from two of the creatures, now prowling toward us. Their giant paws padded across the gravel, the only sound in the dense silence. No birds chirped, no insects chirruped, and even the leaves had stopped rustling. We were utterly alone with three violent beasts.

      I pulled the amber pendant from beneath my bodice and clasped it in my trembling fingers. It did not throb with my touch or grow warm. It could be dead. I felt sick at the prospect. Without the imp, we had no chance of survival against much stronger shape changers.

      The two beasts advanced, the third hanging back near the bushes. Heavy heads hung low to the ground, ears pricked up, alert. They were fierce, wild, yet human intelligence shone in their eyes. That made them so much more frightening.

      "I release you," I said to the orb around my neck.

      Nothing happened.

      I lifted the orb to my lips with shaking hands and said louder, "Imp, come out. I release you."

      No light announced its arrival. No cat-like creature appeared. My words only managed to achieve the attention of one of the shape changers. It turned away from Lincoln and advanced on me.
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      "Charlie, go!" Lincoln shouted.

      I stumbled back but did not leave. Perhaps I could draw the second creature away from Lincoln to give him a better chance. The third wolf still kept its distance, swaying a little from side to side, watching.

      The second wolf eyed my knife but did not stop prowling toward me. The lipless mouth stretched wide, a gruesome grin that revealed the jagged teeth, the lolling tongue and globs of saliva. I opened my mouth to try to summon the imp again when the first wolf attacked.

      Lincoln stabbed upward and his knife struck the beast's shoulder. It yelped and slowed, but did not stop. Lincoln dove to the side and rolled on the ground before springing to his feet. Blood smeared the gravel and his torn clothes. He'd been hit. Oh God.

      The second wolf growled at me.

      I clutched the knife handle, blade pointed at the wolf, and screamed at my orb. "For God's sake! Come out before it's too late. I release you!"

      The beast sprang. I somehow managed to keep my eyes open, giving me the perfect view of the matted fur of its belly, the enormous pads of its paws, the yellow of its eyes…descending, descending. All I could do was hold the blade tight and pray it was enough.

      A flash of light forced my eyes closed. An inhuman squeal ripped through the air. I opened my eyes to see Lincoln easily dodging the swipe of a distracted shape changer. Its focus was not on him but on the hairless, long-eared feline creature larger than a bull with sharp claws slashing at the wolf that had leapt at me.

      My otherworldly imp had come to my rescue, finally.

      Lincoln scrambled to his feet and came to my side. We watched as the imp hissed at the wolves and lashed out again, the razor-sharp claws just missing the face of the second shape changer. The wolf stumbled backward, bumping into the first one. The third whimpered and ran off into the bushes.

      The other two tried to get past my imp to attack us, but it darted between them, slashing one and then the other, hissing and growling like a giant wild cat. The two creatures gave up and followed their pack mate into the thicket.

      The imp sat on its haunches and watched the place where the beasts had vanished. It panted as if it had run miles then sank to the ground, resting its head on its front paws. After a moment, it shrank to the size of a house cat and mewled.

      "Return now," I told it. "The danger is over." I hoped.

      Another flash of light forced my eyes to close. When I reopened them, all was quiet, the bushes were still, and my orb once again felt warm to touch. The imp was safely inside—and alive. Thank God.

      "Lincoln," I managed, my voice trembling. "You're hurt."

      "A scratch. You?"

      "Those are not mere scratches." I tried to see his wounds on his arm but he moved toward the bushes where the wolves had disappeared.

      "Come back from there," I said with less command than I wanted, thanks to my shaking voice.

      "They're gone," he announced. Even so, he only returned one knife to its hiding place up his sleeve. He adjusted his grip on the other, picked up his hat, and returned to me. The sharp planes of his cheeks and jaw were rigid, his eyes as black as a moonless night. His gaze swept up and down my length, then, apparently satisfied that I was unharmed, he took my hand and led me along the road.

      My heart lurched at the rumble of wheels up ahead but it was only a cart pulled by an ancient horse and driven by an equally ancient man. He touched the brim of his straw hat in greeting. I managed a "Good morning," in return, but Lincoln did not.

      We did not speak until we reached the nearest village of East Cowes where he found a coach to take us back to the inn at Cowes. The driver nodded at Lincoln's arm. The sleeve of his jacket and shirt were torn, the fabrics drenched with blood.

      "Need a doctor?" the driver asked.

      "I'll see one in Cowes." Lincoln assisted me into the carriage. His grip was firm, his balance steady. If the injury affected him, he did an excellent job of hiding it.

      "Will you see a doctor?" I asked him as the coach rolled forward.

      "No."

      I drew in a deep breath, my first proper one since the attack. I drew in another for good measure and brought Lincoln's hand to my lips. He had not let me go on the walk into the village and still did not try to extricate himself.

      "That was close," I said.

      "Yes." He slipped his knife back into his boot then cupped my face. He stared into my eyes a moment, then moved his hand from my cheek to the back of my neck. His firm grip pulled me forward. I thought he was going to kiss me but he didn't close the gap between us. "When I order you to leave, you leave. Is that understood, Charlie?"

      I sat back slowly, forcing him to remove his hand. I did not release his other but clasped it tightly in my lap. "Your anger is better directed at the shape changers, not me."

      "I'm not angry. I'm…" He lifted one shoulder and shook his head, as if he couldn't put his emotions into words.

      "You are angry with me. I defied you and you don't like it."

      "No. I do not like it."

      "That's unfortunate, Lincoln, because I will defy you if you order me to leave you again. Whether you're ordering me away from Lichfield to keep me safe, or because you think it's better for me, or ordering me to flee when you are being attacked, I will defy you. Every time. Is that clear?"

      His gaze bored into mine. His nostrils flared. I prepared for a battle.

      "If I think I can be of use," I went on, "then I will stay and fight. If I believe my presence is a hindrance, then—and only then—will I go. You can rant and rave all you want, but I won't change my mind."

      He withdrew his hand from mine, tipped his head back against the wall, and muttered something in a language that I couldn't understand.

      "Cursing me in a foreign tongue won't make me change my mind either." I glanced out the window. We were already half way between villages. "Why won't you see a doctor?"

      "I can't risk the questions." He separated the shredded pieces of his sleeve and inspected the cuts on his right arm. "You can stitch them."

      "Me?"

      "You've done it before."

      "Yes, but I disliked you then. I didn't care if I hurt you. It's different now. Let's find a doctor."

      "And risk infection with poorly prepared instruments? Not all medics understand the importance of a sterilized environment. Besides, we don't want awkward questions being asked. You can do it, Charlie. I brought a medical kit with me."

      I groaned. "You won't let me get out of it, will you?"

      "No, but when have you obeyed any of my orders?"

      "I obey the reasonable ones."
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* * *

      I was acutely aware that, aside from the hand holding, we'd hardly touched since the attack. Simmering anger still vibrated from Lincoln, although he did not mention my defiance again. I suspected he knew it was a battle he could not win.

      A maid brought up a jug of boiling water upon my request and left it beside the bowl in Lincoln's room. If she thought it scandalous that we were alone together, she made no comment. I tipped water into the bowl and dropped the needle into it. Lincoln removed his jacket and waistcoat then carefully peeled off his shirt.

      "It would have been less painful if you'd just let me see your nakedness last night," I said. "But I'll take this, blood and all."

      He eyed me with a flinty glare. So he was still angry.

      "I'll try not to ravish you in your delicate state," I went on as if he'd found his sense of humor. "But I can't make any promises."

      He turned to the side, presenting me with his shoulder. The gashes on his upper arm weren't too deep or long, but they needed proper treatment. Lincoln had taught me a little about wound care and sterilization. I took care to wash my hands and clean the area around the cuts with the carbolic acid from his medical kit. He made no sound, although it must have stung. Despite my quips, I wasn't feeling at all confident about stitching him up.

      I drew a deep breath and threaded the needle. I would have told him to be still or to prepare himself, but no one could ever be more prepared for pain than Lincoln. Even so, I winced each time the needle bit into his flesh, and I stitched as fast as I could to get it over with sooner. He only flinched on the first stitch.

      "There," I said, tying a knot in the end of the thread and snipping off the excess with the scissors. "Done. Are you all right?"

      He nodded and inspected the stitches. "A fine job."

      I packed away the medical kit, concentrating hard on every instrument and not on the semi-naked, wounded man whose presence made my heart thud louder and who could have died today if not for my imp.

      I failed. Tears blurred my vision and clogged my throat. If he thought I would ever leave him to face something like that alone, to die alone, he was sorely mistaken and he didn't know me at all.

      "It was Leonora, and probably her mother and Mrs. Franklin." He sounded close behind me. "The one that didn't attack was Leonora. I'm sure of it. And as far as we know, the only pack members on the island are Lady Ballantine and Mrs. Franklin. Mr. Franklin could be here but those creatures were female. It must be them."

      I heard rustling. Perhaps he was putting on a clean shirt. But then he spoke again, and this time he was at my back. I could feel him even though we weren't touching. "Do you agree?" he asked softly.

      I nodded, but couldn't speak with the tears trickling down my cheeks. I didn't want him to know I was crying. I wanted to be strong. I wanted to be someone he could rely on in a dangerous situation.

      "Charlie?"

      I nodded, hoping that was enough of an answer.

      It was not. He touched my shoulder. "Charlie," he murmured.

      He gently turned me around and lowered his spare shirt to the chair. He brushed my cheek with his knuckles and pressed his other hand to the small of my back.

      "I'm not angry with you," he said.

      "I know."

      "Then why the tears?"

      "Because you got hurt. It could have been worse."

      "It wasn't."

      "But it could have been, if I hadn’t been there and if my imp hadn’t come out…"

      He said nothing and simply kissed me on the lips. The tenderness of it brought on a fresh bout of tears. I tried so hard to stop them but couldn't. His lips moved from my mouth to my cheek then to each eyelid, and I finally stopped crying.

      He wrapped his arms around me and I pressed my cheek against his chest. His skin felt warm, the scattering of tiny black hairs soft, but it was the reassuring beat of his heart I loved most. Its strong, steady rhythm reinforced my fragile one until I felt better.

      Yet I did not pull away. I enjoyed the closeness too much to want it to end. I splayed my hands at his back and stroked the smooth skin stretched over straps of muscle. I closed my eyes and breathed him in, not just into my lungs but into my soul. Being with him like this felt so right. We were right. I had never been more certain.

      "You should go," he said, his voice vibrating from his chest through my body. Yet he did not move away or set me at arm's length.

      "When I can be sure you won't faint from your injuries."

      I felt rather than heard his laugh. "At least we know your imp is still alive."

      "Thank goodness it was merely in a very deep sleep."

      "We can't always rely on it."

      "No," I said, not wanting to explore what could have happened if I had not worn the necklace.

      He finally did set me aside then and I sighed inwardly. I sighed again when he put on his clean shirt, covering up his athletic frame. His mouth twitched in amusement, I was pleased to see. It meant his injuries didn't pain him much. It also meant he was no longer angry with me for defying his order to leave the scene of the attack. He might not like that I stayed, but he had accepted it.

      "Should we be concerned about three shape-shifters roaming the island?" I asked.

      He shook his head. "They were only after us. They must have seen us at Beaulieu House, or heard about our visit, and realized why we'd come."

      "What did they hope to achieve in attacking us? If they'd succeeded, it would have caused chaos. Imagine the upset when the newspapers reported a wild dog attack near Osborn House while the queen and the next two heirs to the throne were in residence."

      He lowered the waistcoat he'd been about to put on. "Perhaps they did not intend to kill us, only to frighten us away."

      "That's certainly not how it seemed at the time." I placed the cloth I'd used to clean Lincoln's wounds into the bowl of bloody water.

      "It's likely they panicked after learning we were here," he said. "Their attack could have been a spur of the moment decision."

      "Leonora hung back. She didn't want to harm us. That could work in our favor."

      He nodded slowly as he put on his waistcoat. "That's why I intend to visit her in secret."

      I set the bowl of water down again. "By secret you mean without her mother or Mrs. Franklin knowing."

      He nodded.

      "And you also intend to take me with you," I said with a questioning arch of my brow.

      He picked up his tie and did it up without looking in the mirror, or at me. I straightened it after he'd finished then gave it a fierce tug. He finally met my gaze.

      "I'm coming with you, Lincoln. Leonora trusts me."

      He gave a small nod. "We'll leave immediately. Until Prince Eddy has left the island, I want to know where Leonora and the other shape shifters are."

      "You think his life is in danger?"

      "Not his life, his heart. He's still in love with her. And she must not be allowed near him to compromise him in any way."

      "By compromise you mean trick him into an illicit liaison. You think her that cunning?"

      "Not her, but those advising her. And the young prince is both gullible and in love. If his father lets him out of his sight, Leonora could easily lure him into the bushes and have her way with him before he departs. If there were witnesses then it would be extremely difficult for the royal family to sweep it under the carpet. Public exposure might be just what Ballantine wants to force the issue."

      "Then we'd better go now. He's due to leave soon."
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* * *

      From my vantage point, behind the hedge bordering one side of Beaulieu House, I peered up at the second window on the top floor and willed Leonora to come down. She sat in the window, staring at the sky, her head resting against the pane of glass. She looked miserable.

      But at least we knew she was there. Both Mrs. Franklin and Lady Ballantine were inside too. We'd seen them through the ground floor windows, their heads bent over needlework. The peaceful domestic scene was in stark contrast to their attack on the road from Osborn House.

      "I hope the prince got away safely," I said. More than two hours had passed since the Prince of Wales told us Eddy was due to depart.

      Lincoln didn't answer. He crouched beside me, gloved fingers pressed to the earth for balance. I shifted my weight, attempting to get more comfortable. Crouching in heeled boots, a bustle dress and two petticoats was not at all comfortable. I'd not yet taken to wearing corsets, although I suspected the day was coming when I must don the restrictive garment. I'd gotten away with it when I was thinner, and then under heavy coats and jackets as my body shape changed with more regular meals. Now that warmer weather and lighter clothes were on the horizon, I must wear some kind of under garment.

      "We'll go," Lincoln announced. "It's lunch time."

      "You're abandoning the task in favor of your stomach? I never thought I'd see the day."

      He directed his cool gaze to me. "I see no point in waiting here, watching her do nothing. Prince Eddy will have gone, so her plan is foiled."

      "But we should speak to her."

      "Without the others present."

      "Then we should wait here until they go out."

      He edged away from the hedge, keeping low and out of sight of the house. He stopped when he realized I wasn't following. "I'll come back tonight," he said. "The climb up to her room shouldn't be too arduous."

      I lifted my skirts off the ground and joined him. "I'm coming back with you."

      We were far enough away that we could both now stand without being seen from the house. "Your presence isn't necessary, Charlie."

      "I beg to differ. Leonora will scream the house down if a man climbs through her window. If she sees me, she'll remain calm." When he made no comment, I added, "Luckily I brought my boys' clothing with me. Dresses are not ideal for climbing."

      I thought I heard him sigh but it may have just been the breeze. "We'll return after dark."
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* * *

      It wasn't so long ago that I climbed up to another shape changer's bedroom with Lincoln behind me. That time it had been to see Harriet. I wasn't sure if Leonora's reception would be as civil. The climb was easy enough, thanks to the addition of modern plumbing at Beaulieu House and the external pipes that went with it. With one foot and one hand on the pipe, I reached out and tapped on Leonora's window. The sash flew up, startling me. My foot slipped off the clamp holding the pipe to the wall. My fingers clung on tighter but I was stopped from falling by Lincoln. He held onto my foot and guided it back to the clamp. He showed no ill effects from his injury.

      "What the devil— Miss Holloway!" Leonora whispered loudly. "What are you doing?"

      "Visiting you without your mother knowing," I whispered back. "May we come in?"

      She peered past me, squinting into the darkness below, and sniffed the air. "Is that Mr. Fitzroy?"

      "It is. We have questions."

      She groaned. "I can't. I'll be in enormous trouble if someone sees you."

      "Please, Miss Ballantine. You owe us after that ambush earlier."

      She gasped. "How do you know it was me?"

      "Please, let us in. We only want to talk to you about Eddy." When she hesitated, I added, "We know he's a prince."

      She nibbled her bottom lip then opened the window fully. She helped me through, her unnatural strength a blessing as she lifted me over the sill. Lincoln needed no assistance. He swung through the window and landed silently on both feet. I would never be that graceful, no matter how many times I practiced.

      He closed the window and guarded it with his arms crossed. "Did you intend to kill us today?" he whispered.

      Leonora plopped down on the bed and drew the covers over her nightdress to her chin. Her unbound hair flowed over her shoulders in silky waves and her big eyes blinked back at me. She looked demure and childlike, yet this woman had kissed the prince, and perhaps done more, to lure him into marriage. She was no innocent. "I didn't want you to get hurt," she insisted. "I didn't want to participate at all."

      "You were forced to," I said. "We understand."

      I felt Lincoln's glare piercing my back. But while we needed answers, I would be kind to Leonora. Besides, she was a victim too. She'd lost her lover and been manipulated by her parents. She hadn't asked to be born a shape changer, nor did she want to participate in her father's scheme, but she had no choice. Like so many young women of her station, she was a pawn in the game of power.

      I sat on the bed near her feet. "We have some more questions for you," I said. "And you must answer them truthfully."

      She sniffed. "I've been warned not to speak to you again."

      "By your father?"

      She leaned forward and lowered her voice. "He'll be so angry if he finds out you were in here."

      "He won't learn about it from us, but Miss Ballantine, you must understand that you are involved in a treasonous plot now."

      "Treason!"

      "Your father's scheme is either designed to cause scandal, thereby forcing the queen to remove Eddy from the line of succession, or end in marriage. Trapping a prince into marriage is a treasonable offense." I had no idea if that were the case but it seemed like it could be. Ballantine wanted power through his daughter's marriage to the heir to the throne. Why else would he want that power if not to manipulate it to his own ends?

      "Not scandal," she muttered. "We don't want Eddy cut off. But you're right. The aim was for him to marry me. As to why, I don't know. You'd have to ask my father."

      "Was it he who encouraged you to make a play for Eddy?"

      She drew up her knees under the covers and wrapped her arms around them. "And Sir Ignatius."

      I resisted glancing back at Lincoln. This was the first time we'd heard Swinburn's name directly connected to the scheme.

      "Who is the leader of your pack?" Lincoln asked.

      "Sir Ignatius."

      I sucked in a breath. I hadn't expected that answer. Swinburn was the lesser ranked of the two men, his beginnings far humbler, and yet he'd risen to pack leader, perhaps on the basis of superior strength alone. A pack's makeup appeared to be founded on the baser qualities of the animal kingdom rather than those of nineteenth century human society.

      "Did Swinburn introduce you to Eddy?" I asked.

      "Nigel Franklin did. It was probably at Sir Ignatius's instruction, however." She sniffed again. "He controls everything the pack does. That's not entirely a bad thing," she added quickly. "He only has our best interests at heart. He's a good man."

      "Then why did he order your lover be killed?" Lincoln said.

      Leonora's jaw went slack and she stared at him. She shook her head. "No he didn't."

      "Are you sure?"

      "Of course. Why would you say such a thing?"

      "Because your marriage to Roderick Protheroe would have ruined Swinburn's plans for you to marry royalty."

      "But murder!" She settled her chin on her knees. "Impossible. And anyway, I didn't tell him about Roderick. How would he have found out we were running away together?"

      "Your maid, other servants, your mother, Protheroe himself. There are numerous ways if one has access to your household, as he does."

      She considered this then shook her head. "Sir Ignatius is not as greedy for power as you make out. He's a wonderful, generous man. My father, however, now he might have done it," she bit off. "Not in person, mind. He's not that bloodthirsty."

      "You think he ordered Franklin or one of the other pack members to do it?" I asked.

      She pressed her forehead to her knees and hugged them tighter. "It's possible," she mumbled. "Nigel is obsequious enough that he'd do whatever Father ordered. He thinks being agreeable to Father and Sir Ignatius makes him indispensable and liked. It only makes him ridiculous and dull."

      "You lived near Bristol before you came to London," Lincoln said. "Did your family mix with Swinburn's there? And what of the other pack members? Are they from the same area?"

      "Our family has lived there for centuries, along with others from the pack. I don't know the history very well, but I think they moved to be near us after word got out about a powerful leader who wanted to expand his pack."

      "Swinburn's ancestor?" I asked.

      "No. Mine. Swinburn is the current leader, but before him, members of my family led the pack for, well, forever."

      I wondered what Lord Ballantine thought of a sailor's grandson taking over the leadership after centuries of rule by the rich and powerful Ballantines.

      "Swinburn's father was given money by your grandfather to start his own business," Lincoln told her. "Do you know why?"

      "Of course I don't. Ladies do not concern themselves with vulgar matters."

      I somehow refrained from rolling my eyes. She would not think that way if she'd ever had to worry about money.

      "What was Swinburn's father like?" Lincoln asked.

      "I never met him, but I heard he was strong in his other form, like Sir Ignatius. He was very clever too. He wouldn't have done so well in business if he was not."

      Nor would he have done so well without an injection of money from an investor. "Was it Swinburn's idea to come to London?" I asked.

      She nodded. "He decided to move his company headquarters to the city, although he still has an office in Bristol. He thought London would be a good place for the pack to live, so we all moved with him, although we return home from time to time."

      "Just like that?" I said. "You make it sound like such a move was easy."

      She lifted one shoulder. "Where our pack leader goes, we all go."

      But if that pack leader had his business interests at heart rather than the pack's wellbeing, would any of the pack members realize? Or care? "Does Swinburn's success mean success for you all?" I asked.

      "You mean financially? Not directly. But if he rises, we all rise because he helps us. We help one another. That's how packs work." She shoved off the covers with sudden vehemence and climbed off the bed. "I shouldn't be talking to you. It's a betrayal of my leader's direct orders. I could be excluded from the pack if anyone found out."

      "Your parents wouldn't exclude you," I said.

      The clock on the mantel chimed. She glanced at it and gasped. "It's ten already! You have to go now." She pushed me toward the window.

      "What happens at ten?"

      "My mother and Mrs. Franklin bring up a cup of milk for me. They're very punctual. Please go before you're caught. I'll be in enormous trouble and they'll see you as a threat."

      Meaning they would attack. I did not need to be told twice.

      Lincoln pulled up the window sash just as voices sounded outside the door. My heart skid to a halt in my chest. We had mere seconds. Lincoln assisted me out and I scrabbled to find purchase on the pipe. He was half out of the window before I had secure footing but I had to make room for him. My hand wrapped around the pipe but the bloody clamp where my foot should go eluded me.

      Above me, Lincoln hung from the sill by his fingertips, his toes pressed against the wall beneath. He could not hold on for long. With the window open, the shape changers would be able to smell his scent too. Leonora could not close it with his fingers in the way.

      She settled in the window embrasure and stared dreamily out at the sky. A pale sliver of moonlight struck her throat. She swallowed heavily but continued to stare into the distance. The bedroom door opened with an ominous creak.

      "Leonora!" a crisp voice snapped. "What are you doing? Why is the window open?"

      Oh God. If I did not move, Lincoln would be seen. But without a secure foothold, I would fall.

      So I jumped.
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      I jumped to the side. My hand slipped down the pipe but I managed to partially grip it with the soles of my shoes, stopping me from sliding too far. I used my thighs and knees to clamp myself to the pipe and shimmy down. The cold metal stung my bare hands but it was not yet slippery from dew or rain and I managed to maintain my grip.

      No sound came from above me. I glanced up and breathed a sigh of relief when I spotted Lincoln following me down the pipe. He must have secured his position with stealthy silence. I felt like an elephant in comparison.

      "What are you doing by the window?" the shrill voice demanded. "Who's out there?"

      "No one, Mrs. Franklin," Leonora said with a convincing sigh. "I'm just thinking of my poor Roderick."

      "Forget him. He's gone."

      "My darling child," came another, softer voice.

      A figure blocked the light from the room. I held my breath and glanced up to see a woman's back as she brought her arm around Leonora. Her hand was bandaged. Leonora closed the window without looking down at us.

      I shimmied the final few feet to the soft earth. Lincoln landed beside me, took my hand and we slunk off into the night.

      I didn't take a full breath until we reached the beach at East Cowes. "That was close," I said, speaking for the first time.

      "They would not have attacked," he said. "I'd wager they don't want us associating them with their shape changing form."

      "But they already know that we know they're shape changers."

      "Leonora does, and her father, but I'd wager he didn't share the information with his wife. Otherwise they wouldn't have attacked us earlier. They were counting on us blaming wild dogs if we managed to escape."

      I checked behind me to make sure we weren't followed. No one did, yet I felt uneasy. "So Swinburn is pack leader," I said, "and he wants to get his pack member into the royal family through marriage."

      "Not just one pack member. Do you recall his behavior toward Miss Collingworth at the dance? He did not want her flirting with Seth."

      "I remember Franklin saying she was intended for another."

      "Prince Eddy's younger brother, George, perhaps."

      He put his arm around my shoulders and I felt the tension leach away. In fact, I began to enjoy the moonlight walk. The waves lapped gently at the shore, a soothing balm for my frayed nerves. The air was cool but not cold, particularly with Lincoln's arm around me and my body tucked against his. The man always managed to feel warm, no matter the weather.

      I breathed in the salty air and looked up at the sky. It was the same sky as London's, and yet different. There were more stars, away from the city's miasmic haze, and even the crescent moon offered enough light to see by. Beyond its enchanting reflection on the water, endless darkness yawned, the lights from the mainland too far away to see.

      "We should come back here again," I said, snuggling into Lincoln's side. "It's beautiful."

      "If you wish." The softness of his voice had me looking at him.

      "You don't wish to come back?"

      "I only want to be where you are, Charlie."

      I smiled and rested my head against his shoulder. His grip tightened and he kissed the top of my head. "You must be able to appreciate this place for its own merits," I said. "You don't find it beautiful?"

      "I appreciate beautiful scenery," he said. "But beautiful scenery is not why I choose to visit a place."

      "That's because you never take holidays. You only leave London if it's ministry business."

      "If you want to leave London for a holiday, then I have no objection."

      He didn't understand what I was saying at all, but it didn't matter. He wanted to be with me, and that's what mattered. "What if I want to sail around the world?"

      He fell silent, and I worried I'd offended him by teasing him about his seasickness. "Will you tend to me in my weakened state?"

      "Of course."

      "Then I have no objection."

      "I hear New Zealand is lovely."
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* * *

      We arrived back at Lichfield late the following day to a rather frosty household. Seth and Lady Vickers were not on speaking terms after she took Alice with her on her afternoon calls. I thought it sweet of her and told Seth so, only to be informed that there'd been gentlemen present on both occasions. Young, eligible gentlemen, and they'd taken an interest in Alice.

      So much so that one had sent her a letter and the sister of the other had asked if she'd like to join her on a walk around Hyde Park the following day.

      "Hyde Park!" he declared. "And with the sister no less."

      We sat alone in the library with the doors closed. Lincoln and Gus had departed in haste after we'd exchanged ministry news. I think they'd seen the troubled expression on Seth's face and decided they'd rather be anywhere else but listening to his lovesick moaning. I was beginning to wish I'd gone with them.

      "What's wrong with Hyde Park and sisters?" I asked.

      "It allows Alice and the fellow to meet without raising suspicions. Everyone wanders through Hyde Park at some stage, so it wouldn't be suspicious if one stumbled upon an acquaintance there. And the sister is merely the one issuing the invitation for propriety's sake. That's the benefit of sisters. They can act as co-conspirators."

      "Diabolical."

      "Don't mock me, Charlie. I am bruised enough."

      "And what does Alice say about these two gentlemen?"

      "How would I know?"

      "By asking her."

      He pulled a face. "I can't ask her that. She'll think me desperate."

      "She'll think you're jealous, which you are."

      "Yes, but I don't want her to know."

      "You do if you want to secure her affections. A jealous man is quite attractive, as long as it doesn't become an obsession. A little jealousy shows her you're interested in her."

      "She knows I'm interested."

      I sighed. He and Lincoln had more in common than either realized—women were attracted to them and yet they were both inept when it came to genuine courtship.

      "You need to speak to her, not me," I told him.

      "I can't."

      "Just try."

      "No, I mean I can't because she hasn't come out of her room since the mail arrived."

      "After receiving the gentleman's letter?"

      "She received that and another, from her parents, so Doyle said."

      "You asked Doyle to tell you who sent her mail? Seth, that's underhanded."

      He slumped further into the chair. "Fitzroy would have done it."

      True, and it wasn't fair for me to judge Seth harshly when I wouldn't have judged Lincoln. The thing was, I expected Lincoln to be underhanded. For some reason, I put Seth above Lincoln on the honesty scale, and that wasn't fair to either man.

      "I'm going to freshen up," I said, rising. "It's been a long day and last night's sleep was broken."

      "A good night, eh?" His lips didn't move but his eyebrow quirked, telling me exactly what he thought Lincoln and I had got up to on our last night at the Fountain Inn.

      "Because we were speaking to Leonora," I said, hand on hip, "not because of…that."

      "I didn't say a word!"

      "Your eyebrow said it for you."

      He pressed his fingers to his brow. "It has a mind of its own. I'd never suggest such a thing to a lady. Or to you. I mean you are a lady, now." He cleared his throat. "Don't tell Fitzroy I disparaged your virtue. He'll kill me."

      "He won't kill you. Hurt you, yes, but not kill you. He's grown rather fond of you."

      "He has an odd way of showing fondness. I swear he growled at me just now."

      "That wasn't a growl, it was a groan. He groaned because he didn't want to hear about your woes with Alice. Nor do I. I want to hear how you've wooed her and won her over with your charm."

      "I'm beginning to think it hopeless." He sighed and pushed out of the chair. "My charm has deserted me."

      "Nonsense. You charmed Eva the other day."

      "That's because I like Eva."

      "You don't like Alice?"

      He made a sound in the back of his throat as if he were frustrated. At my misunderstanding or his inability to express himself? "She's not intimidating like Alice. She reminded me of you. Like a sister, but not really."

      I hooked my arm through his and hugged it. "Thank you, Seth."

      "For what?"

      "For being my big brother."

      "I said like a sister, and then I added 'not really'. Typical sibling. They never listen."

      We both grinned as we exited the library.

      Seth headed to the kitchen to avoid seeing his mother, and I went in search of Alice. She was indeed in her room and invited me in with an unconvincing smile.

      "I'm so glad you're back, Charlie," she said, hugging me far too tightly considering the short length of our separation.

      I clasped her arms and met her gaze with mine. She looked away and returned to her dressing table. Unlike my dressing table, with its sparse contents, hers was covered with enamel combs, a brush, hand mirror, two bottles of perfume, a pair of gloves, a fan, reticule, and some pots of varying sizes containing creams. The letter perched on the side seemed out of place among the feminine things. It wasn't until I drew closer that I saw another letter crumpled on the floor in the corner where she'd tossed it.

      "Was your journey to the Isle of Wight productive?" she asked.

      "In a way." I sat on the end of the bed. "How have things been here?"

      "Fine."

      "Then why do you look so unhappy?"

      She blinked at me in the mirror's reflection until her eyes filled with tears.

      "Is it Seth?" I pressed. "Has he been…" I didn't know how to finish. I couldn't imagine Seth causing her this much sorrow. He was just too amiable.

      "No, not Seth."

      "The calls you've made with Lady Vickers then? Did one of the gentlemen offend you in his letter?" I nodded at the piece of paper on the floor.

      "This is from the gentleman I met yesterday," she said, tapping the letter on the dressing table. She carefully folded it and placed it at the back of the dressing table. She did not want me to see it and she did not elaborate on its contents. That didn't bode well for Seth's cause.

      "Then what upset you?" I asked.

      She frowned at the crumpled wad of paper, as if she could make it catch fire with a single fierce look. I picked it up instead and handed it to her.

      She did not take it. "It's from my parents. Read it."

      "Are you sure?"

      She nodded.

      I sat again and smoothed out the paper, slowly, deliberately. The last missive she'd received from her parents had implied she was living in a house of ill repute and suggested that Lincoln was taking advantage of her. He and Alice had both written back and assured them that wasn't the case, but the Everhearts' lack of response was telling. They likely did not believe their own daughter.

      The letter was written in a scratchy scrawl that I guessed was a man's, but was signed with an impersonal 'your faithful parents'. It consisted of one densely packed paragraph and began without preamble or an exchange of news.

      
        
        Alice,

        We have employed the services of an investigator to look into the affairs of Mr. Fitzroy and other members of the Lichfield Towers household. After receiving his report, we felt compelled to write to you and urge you to return home AT ONCE. We are sickened by what he discovered, and heartily concerned for your reputation at this crucial time. You may not be aware that you are living with men of ill-repute including a gypsy, a pugilist, and an East End thug. The females are just as morally bankrupt, both having liaisons with men who are not their husbands. In the case of your so-called friend, Miss Holloway, she is cavorting with Mr. Fitzroy right under your very nose! If you do not return home, we will come to London and remove you from that vile, perverted Hell.

        

      

      I stared at the letter and shook my head, over and over. What harsh, cruel words to say to their own daughter. It was impossible to believe that they could be so righteous after banishing Alice from the family home when her nightmares became real, and then refuse to take her back when Mrs. Denk threw her out of the School for Wayward Girls.

      "They are the vile ones," I said and crumpled the paper up again. "They twist the truth to suit their own views." I immediately regretted my outburst, however. They were Alice's parents, after all, and she must harbor some love for them still.

      She took the paper from me and threw it into the fireplace where it blackened, curled, and finally ignited. "That's what nonsense deserves," she spat.

      I was glad to see her fieriness win over her sorrow. It meant she neither believed them nor would give in. "Do you think they'll come?" I asked. "Or are they all bluster and no action?"

      She stared at the flames. "They will come. The part about my reputation 'at this crucial time' is telling. I think it means they have a husband in mind for me. Someone eminently suitable, no doubt, and terribly dull."

      "You don't have to go," I said. "You don't have to leave Lichfield if you don't want to."

      She threw herself onto the bed beside me with a low moan. "You've been so good to me, Charlie, but I will not bring my troubles down on your head too. You should be looking forward to your wedding and a life with Mr. Fitzroy, not worrying about me."

      I lay on my back too and stared up at the ceiling. "You can't go before my wedding. I want you to be my maid of honor."

      She flipped onto her side. "Truly? Me?"

      "Yes, of course."

      She embraced me fiercely, sending her unbound hair tumbling over my face. "Then I won't leave yet."

      I pushed her hair aside. "You won't leave at all if you don't want to. Promise?"

      "Promise."

      We talked some more about the wedding, the Isle of Wight, and her gentlemen admirers. The topic of her parents didn't arise again. I couldn't stop thinking about their letter, however, and went directly to Lincoln's chambers to inform him.

      We sat in his sitting room, both of us on chairs at opposite ends of the room. It would seem neither of us could trust ourselves in close proximity to the other after our wonderful sojourn. It may not have been a holiday, but it felt like one.

      "She believes they'll come for her," I said.

      He nodded, somewhat absently.

      "Lincoln? Is something the matter?" The news seemed to trouble him more than it did me, and that meant I'd missed something.

      "I was thinking about the investigator they sent," he said. "It's possible it was his presence I felt following us."

      "But you saw someone in royal livery. It's unlikely the Everhearts' investigator changed clothes to follow us about, let alone changed into clothes that are difficult to come by."

      He nodded slowly. "Then we had two sets of people following us. Someone sent by the Everhearts and someone with access to royal livery."

      "The Ballantines, from their association with King."

      "Or Swinburn. As pack leader, he's the more likely suspect."

      [image: ]
* * *

      I awoke to the sound of a door slamming and sprang out of bed, fully alert, heart pounding.

      "Charlie!" It was too dark to see more than her silhouette, but I knew Alice's voice. It did not usually sound so panicked.

      "Alice, what is it? What's wrong?"

      Someone pounded on the door. "Open up! You have to come with me, Miss Alice." I recognized that voice too, and groaned. The white rabbit from her dreams was back.

      Yet Alice was awake.

      I blinked at her but she must not have seen in the dark. She was too busy pushing against the door to keep the rabbit from entering.

      The creature hammered on it again. "We're going to be late!" He sounded as panicky as Alice. "Please, Miss Alice, if you don't come, I'll be in—" He choked on the final words and all went silent.

      "Come away," I said to Alice.

      "But he's still there!" She pressed her ear to the door. "He sounds as if he's being strangled."

      I pushed her aside and flung open the door. Lincoln had the rabbit's head in a choke hold, its long white ears brushing Lincoln's chin. The rabbit's paws scrabbled at his bare arm, but it was too dark to see if he drew blood.

      "Don't kill him!" I hissed. No one else was about so I assumed—hoped—none had woken from the noise.

      I was wrong. Seth and Gus emerged out of the dark corridor, throwing on shirts as they ran softly toward us. They stopped short when they spotted the rabbit in Lincoln's grip.

      "Bring him in here," I whispered. "We need to interrogate him."

      "Him?" Seth asked. "You sure it's a male?"

      "It's wearing trousers, you dolt," Gus whispered back.

      "Huh. So it is."

      Lincoln grabbed the rabbit by the arms—or forelegs—and shoved him in the back.

      "Ow!" the rabbit protested.

      "Shhh," I hissed. "You'll wake up the household."

      Alice lit the lamp on the table by the door as the men piled into my room. Lincoln pushed the rabbit onto my bed. The creature landed on his large back paws and hopped off the other side.

      Lincoln didn't chase him but stood with his arms crossed over his chest. The rabbit swallowed and adjusted his tie, his nose twitching madly. He was better dressed than Lincoln. While the rabbit wore a blue waistcoat and trousers, Lincoln wore only his loose exercise trousers and nothing to cover his chest. The white bandage on his upper arm stood out against his skin. His other arm sported scratches where the rabbit had dug in his claws.

      "What the bloody hell do you want with Alice?" Seth demanded from where he and Gus guarded the door.

      "I've been tasked with bringing her back to Wonderland," the rabbit said with as much snootiness as Lady Vickers. "Hand her over."

      "No."

      Alice shot Seth a wan smile of thanks. He looked pleased, even though he pretended not to notice.

      "What is Wonderland?" I asked.

      "Another realm," the rabbit said.

      "And why do you need to take her there?" Lincoln demanded.

      "To face trial for treason."

      Alice gasped. "Trial!"

      "Treason!" I said. "How can she have committed treason when she's never been to your Wonderland realm?"

      The rabbit sniffed. "You're stupid. Everyone in this realm is stupid. I don't know how you can bear it, Miss Alice."

      "I…I…" Alice clutched her throat and appealed to me.

      I simply shrugged. This entire situation was not only absurd, it was confusing. "Why are you still here when Alice is awake?" I asked the rabbit. "Her dreams should vanish when she wakes up. They have in the past."

      "Things are progressing," the rabbit said.

      "What things?" Alice pressed.

      "Matters in Wonderland." The twitching of the rabbit's nose became more vigorous and his eyes darted between Lincoln and his quarry. "You're wanted, Miss Alice. You must face your trial so the realm can move on. Come back with me. Please. It's urgent now."

      Alice shook her head, over and over, her eyes huge. "You're talking gibberish. I don't understand any of this. Wonderland…trial…treason…why does it involve me?"

      The rabbit clicked his tongue. "I don't have time to explain now. I'll tell you when we get there." He reached out his front paw. "Come now, Miss Alice. Come back with me."

      "Back?" she echoed. "Do you mean to say I've been there before?"

      The rabbit stretched out his paw again, pleading. The scene was utterly ridiculous, and yet no one laughed. A thousand questions churned through my head but I asked none of them. For one thing, Alice needed to ask the questions important to her, and for another, I doubted the rabbit would answer me. Indeed, all of us except Alice seemed unimportant to him. We were merely in the way of him completing the task he'd been charged with.

      "I know you don't remember," the rabbit said gently. "But you will. I'll explain when we get there and it will all become clear again." He beckoned with his outstretched paw. "Come with me, Miss Alice. You know you must."

      She chewed her bottom lip and for one heart-stopping moment, I thought she would take his paw. Then she looked to me, her heart in her eyes, and clasped my hand. "No," she told the rabbit. "I'm staying here."

      The rabbit huffed out a breath and lowered his paw. "You silly, silly girl. She'll be furious. Her ranting will be heard clear across the realms." He gulped. "And I must be the one to tell her you won't come."

      The rabbit's paw touched his waistcoat pocket and Lincoln leapt onto and over the bed then pinned him to the wall.

      "I just wanted to check the time!" the rabbit protested, paws in the air. "My watch, sir. May I?"

      Lincoln eased back enough so the creature could tug on his watch chain. He flipped open the case and pressed the button on the top. The watch chimed once and the rabbit disappeared into thin air.

      Lincoln fell forward, his forearm smacking into the wall where the rabbit had been a moment ago. He swore.

      "Where did it go?" Gus asked, looking around the room.

      Seth opened the door and checked outside. He returned, shaking his head. Gus checked under the bed, in the wardrobe, and also shook his head. We all looked to Alice.

      She lowered herself onto the chair at the dressing table, her mouth ajar. She reached out a shaking a hand toward me and I took it. "This is…so odd," she whispered.

      Seth placed my wrap around her shoulders and crouched before her. "You're safe now."

      "But I…I am awake," she said in a small voice. "And he remained. How can that be?"

      "Events in Wonderland are escalating," I said, rather stupidly. Like Alice, I couldn't make head nor tail of what had just happened. "That's what he told us." I looked to Lincoln, hoping he had some answers, but he merely shook his head.

      Seth took her hand in both of his. "We'll get to the bottom of this, Alice. Don't worry. You're among friends who'll protect you."

      She attempted a smile. "Thank you, Seth. And Gus and Mr. Fitzroy too," she added. "I appreciate your assistance more than I can ever express. I only wish I knew what it all meant and what it has to do with me."

      "As do I," Lincoln said, none too gently.

      I scowled at him but he did not look repentant.

      Alice's gaze met Lincoln's and something passed between them, something that worried me. He made no verbal acknowledgment, but I got the feeling they'd exchanged an understanding. He strode out of my bedroom, the muscles across his broad back and shoulders tense and his hands fisted at his sides.

      I did not go after him. "Shall we go to the kitchen for hot chocolate?" I asked Alice.

      She began to shake her head but changed her mind. "I'd like that."

      "I'll make it for you," Seth said, rising.

      "No. Please, just Charlie and me. Thank you, Seth. I do appreciate it."

      He gave her a tight smile and left with Gus. I fetched another wrap and some slippers and we headed down the stairs together, stepping lightly so as not to wake the staff or Lady Vickers. We worked together to heat the milk and shave the chocolate into the saucepan, watching as it melted. Neither of us spoke until we sat down at the table, our backs to the warm stove and cups in hand.

      "Tell me what happened," I said.

      She drew in a breath and let it out slowly. "I dreamed the rabbit watched me as I slept, talking to me, begging me to go with him. He was desperate, telling me he would be in awful trouble if I didn't go with him. Then he did something and said some words in a language I couldn't understand, and I woke up."

      "Do you think it was a spell?"

      She nodded.

      Perhaps it was the same one spoken to open the Frakingham House portal. The key, Leisl called it.

      "He looked pleased with himself, too," Alice went on. "As if he wasn't sure the spell would work."

      "And then what?" I asked.

      "I was utterly terrified. I got out of bed, pretending that I would go with him, but when he tried to take my hand, I ran out the door. He was on the other side of the bed so I managed to get a head start on him. I ran straight to your room. I'm sorry, Charlie, I shouldn't have, but your room is closest to mine and…" She choked back a sob.

      "It's all right." I tucked her hair behind her ear and smiled gently. "I'm glad you came to me. Imagine if you'd gone to Seth. He would have taken it entirely the wrong way."

      She managed a watery smile. "Mr. Fitzroy is furious with me."

      "Don't mind him. I'll give him a stern talking to in the morning."

      She shook her head. "No, don't. He's simply worried about you being hurt and…and so am I."

      I sat back hard and the wooden slats on the chair dug into my spine. "You're not leaving, Alice."

      "I'll stay until the wedding."

      "You're not leaving. Where will you go?"

      "Perhaps I'll have employment by then. As a governess or shop girl. Lady Vickers is helping me by asking her friends and supplying me with references."

      "Don't get your hopes up. Her old friends may be inviting her back into the fold again, but they're still wary of her. Her reputation was shattered to pieces when she ran off with her footman, and it'll take some time to repair completely. I'm not sure they'll trust her opinion about a woman she hardly knows."

      Alice sighed. "Then I'll find employment on my own. Whatever happens," she said, cutting off my argument, "I will stay for the wedding. I'll leave after that. I can't stay here forever, though. I can't bring danger to you any more than I already have."

      "You can't take your rabbit and army with you elsewhere either! At the least, your dreams will frighten people, and at the most, they'll endanger the lives of others."

      She cradled her cup of chocolate to her chest and stared down at the table surface. "I will stay for your wedding, Charlie."

      I sighed. It would take more than my pleading to convince her that she was safest here with us. I'd have to enlist Seth's help, and perhaps even that of his mother. The real problem, however, was Lincoln.

      I tried convincing him to talk to her the following morning, but he would not. "She can't stay," he said.

      "I know you're worried about me, Lincoln, but I can take care of a rabbit. He may be quick but he's not violent."

      "And an army?" He looked up from the letter he was reading at his desk.

      "They haven't appeared here. Perhaps they've given up."

      "Or perhaps they're waiting for the rabbit to fail." He set the letter down. "And anyway, it's not just you I'm afraid for. It's everyone in this house. You can defend yourself, but can Lady Vickers? And what of the staff? Doyle is aware of the goings on here, but the others aren't. Can you imagine the uproar if the rabbit goes into their rooms by accident one night?"

      I perched on the edge of his desk and crossed my arms. He had a valid point, but I wasn't going to admit it. "If she leaves, where will she go? We can protect her here, and those who live and work at Lichfield. But if she goes elsewhere, we cannot."

      He frowned but did not offer a counter-argument. Yet I didn't feel as though I had won. He picked up the letter that had arrived over breakfast and changed the subject. "This is from the Prince of Wales. I wrote to him yesterday, apprising him of what we'd learned, including Leonora Ballantine's statement that Swinburn is the pack leader."

      "He's still refusing to believe it," I said, scanning the letter. "He wants proof of a connection between Franklin and Swinburn. Why Franklin?"

      "Because like me, he suspects Franklin is Protheroe's killer. He fits the description of the naked witness who was near the scene, according to my Scotland Yard sources."

      "But he did not act alone," I finished for him. "Are you sure about that?"

      "Almost. I've seen no evidence that he's in love with Leonora and acted out of jealousy. If he were in love with her, he should have killed Eddy, too."

      I agreed. I'd also seen no evidence in Leonora's manner that Franklin meant anything more to her than a friend. "So we think he was directed by Swinburn but the Prince of Wales doesn't believe his friend capable of murder."

      "Nor can he believe that his friend is a shape changer." He pointed to a line near the end of the page. "He thinks the Ballantines and others are setting him up."

      "He gives no reason for believing that."

      "No."

      "We need to know for certain." I handed back the letter. "So how do we get proof of a connection between Franklin and Swinburn?"

      "We force a confession from Franklin."

      "Force?" I asked, carefully.

      "Perhaps I should have said scare a confession out of him."

      "Scare?" It still sounded as if violence would be involved. "How will you do that?"

      "Not me, you. You're going to summon the dead and bring all manner of hell down on him."
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      I used to find Highgate Cemetery frightening at any time of day or night, but I now found it peaceful, even in the dark. I felt at home among the exposed roots of the oak trees, the leaning headstones and grand statues. Some of the graves contained the bones of spirits I'd summoned, like Gordon Thackeray and Estelle Pearson, and others I simply felt as though I knew personally, I'd passed their graves so many times. I did not visit my mother's grave anymore, however. Not after Anselm Holloway, her husband and the man who adopted me as a baby, was now buried beside her. I visited her only in my memories now.

      Lincoln had found Roderick Protheroe's grave earlier that day and led the way. We both wore dark clothing, me in my boy's attire and a warm coat, Lincoln in drab working man's trousers and jacket but no overcoat. He didn't wear gloves either, preferring bare hands in case he needed to grip something. I wore gloves, but they did little to stop the cold. Wintry weather had returned tonight, with the biting wind threatening to blow my cap off and expose my long hair. At least it didn't rain.

      Protheroe's grave smelled of freshly turned earth. A posy of daffodils announced the recent visit of a loved one. Not Leonora. She wouldn't be allowed.

      I set down my lantern and glanced up at the trees surrounding us. The branches thrashed and leaves shook as another gust swept through the cemetery. If I were an anxious person, it was just the sort of night to terrify. It lacked only thunder and lightning.

      "When you're ready, Charlie," Lincoln said, his voice deeply reverent.

      I gathered my nerves with a steadying breath. I didn't like disturbing the dead. It felt wrong to bring back those who'd chosen to cross, but I told myself Protheroe wouldn't mind helping us catch his killer.

      "Roderick Oswald Protheroe," I began. "I summon your spirit to me, Roderick Oswald Protheroe."

      The swirling mist plunged from the tree, as if it had been lurking up there, waiting. But I knew it had not, that the tree had merely been in its path. The form of Leonora's beau coalesced in front of me. He frowned at me then down at his headstone.

      "My resting place," he said heavily. He crouched to read what was written on the stone, then stood. Whether he approved of what was inscribed or not, he did not say. "Has my killer been found, Miss Holloway?"

      "No, but we have a suspicion," I told him. "We need your help extracting a confession from him."

      "How?"

      "By frightening him with your animated corpse."

      "Ah. Necromancy. Yes, I almost forgot you are more than a medium. How diabolical."

      "Quite."

      "My apologies, Miss Holloway. Please forgive me. I find it hard to reconcile the pretty young woman before me with a person who can raise the dead. It doesn't seem possible, somehow. You ought to be an old crone with a wart on your nose."

      I laughed, despite my nerves, and he smiled back. Not for the first time, I could understand why Leonora had fallen in love with this charming man. "Do you mind if we use your corpse in this way?" I told him what the process involved, and how his spirit would move his limbs but I would continue to control him if I chose to.

      He did not hesitate in agreeing. "I want to catch my killer, and if this is the only possible way then I'll do it."

      "We need to know for certain," I said. "If we can frighten him sufficiently then we may extract an answer not only about his guilt, but also about who directed him."

      "An equally important goal," he said with a nod and a glance at Lincoln, who had not yet spoken. "Very well. Let's begin." He settled his ghostly feet on the earth and squared his shoulders. "What do I do?"

      "Descend into your coffin and then your body. Your spirit can control its movements. Your limbs will feel awkward from ill-use but you'll be incredibly strong. Use that strength to break through the coffin and dig your way out. It's a messy affair, and an arduous task, but I know you can do it."

      "You've seen others succeed." It was not a question.

      "I have."

      His spirit rose and slipped through the ground, disappearing from sight. The seconds ticked by, or perhaps it was minutes, until finally the earth near our feet erupted and a fist punched through. Lincoln assisted him out, much to Protheroe's surprise. Dark, empty eyes stared back at us without really seeing. It never failed to unnerve me that the risen saw with their spirit sight.

      "Thank you," Protheroe said in a brittle, frail voice. He touched his throat and repeated himself, a little stronger this time. "There is no vibration," he said with wonder. "Interesting."

      "Come with us," Lincoln said, his words edged with impatience. "We'll return you here when the deed is done."

      I picked up my lantern and walked beside Protheroe. It took several steps before he was able to smooth out his jerky gait, and even then it wasn't a gentleman's way of walking, but somewhat self-conscious and awkward. Lincoln followed, no doubt to keep the dead man in his sights for precaution. Lincoln was not in the habit of trusting strangers, even if they were friendly and helpful—and dead.

      "You're remarkably calm, Miss Holloway, considering I must look gruesome," Protheroe said.

      "I'm used to it," I told him. "And you don't look too awful. Your burial suit hides the wounds and your face is unmarked. Besides, you haven't been dead long."

      I didn't tell him that my lantern's light picked out the deathly white pallor beneath fresh dirt on his face, and the dry, bloodless lips. He'd only been in the ground less than a week, so he'd not begun to disintegrate. However, I'd wager if I touched him, his skin would flake.

      We exited the graveyard through the main gate and climbed into the waiting carriage. Seth and Gus sat on the driver's perch. They both doffed their caps and Protheroe nodded in return.

      "How is Leonora?" he asked when we settled onto the red leather seats.

      "She's strong," I said. "But she misses you terribly."

      He fell silent as he turned his head to the window and watched the darkened streets slip by. I suspected he saw nothing, however, his thoughts on Leonora. I did not disturb him on the journey to the Mayfair house where we'd seen Miss Collingworth and Mr. Franklin the night of Lord Underwood's dance. Lincoln had discovered the house belonged to Franklin's father, a second generation industrialist who'd risen from humble beginnings, much like Sir Ignatius Swinburn's family.

      As the coach slowed, Protheroe glanced up at the mansion. "So we're going to confront the Eddy fellow? Is he my killer?"

      "No," Lincoln said. "He had nothing to do with your death. Your killer is Nigel Franklin."

      "I remember him. He killed me?" He swore then apologized to me. "I am overwhelmed by the news, Miss Holloway. Please forgive my coarseness."

      "There is nothing to forgive," I said. "You have every right to be angry with him."

      "Why did he kill me? I hardly know him."

      "That's what we want to find out," Lincoln said. "The thing is, Mr. Protheroe, Franklin is not entirely human. He's a supernatural that can change shape into a wolf."

      "Blimey!"

      "His claws inflicted the fatal wounds on your chest."

      He pressed a hand to his chest where his heart once beat. "I see."

      "He took your life away," Lincoln added. "And he took away Miss Ballantine's future."

      Protheroe's face performed an odd contorted movement, as if he were trying to frown but could not get all the muscles to work. "He did, didn't he?"

      I knew Lincoln was attempting to rile the rather placid man to a more passionate response in order to frighten Franklin. Politeness wasn't going to extract answers. We needed fury. Indignation would do at a pinch.

      "Knock on the door," I directed Protheroe. "They keep no staff here so he ought to answer it himself."

      I hoped Franklin was present and alone. Gus, Seth and Lincoln had all been out earlier to ascertain the evening movements of other pack members to insure they weren't running together. They discovered that all the male pack members had plans. Miss Collingworth's and the other young woman's movements were unknown. Lady Ballantine, Leonora and Mrs. Franklin had not returned from the Isle of Wight.

      Mr. Franklin did indeed answer the knock, although it took several minutes, and he was dressed in a robe, carrying a candlestick. He stood in the doorway and held up his candle to better see the man who'd come calling in the middle of the night. The flickering flame illuminated the horror on his face perfectly.

      He dropped the candle and backed away. He tried to shove the door closed, but Protheroe muscled his way in, Lincoln at his heels. I followed with Gus while Seth, who'd chosen the short straw, had to stay with the carriage.

      I picked up the candlestick but the flame had gone out. If nothing else, the solid brass stick was a good weapon. I stepped over the threshold and tried to make sense of the dark shapes. A square of light from a doorway to our left fell across the carpeted floor but failed to illuminate more than that. We would have to use our instincts, something that Lincoln excelled at. Protheroe would not find it difficult with his spirit sight. Gus and I would struggle, however. I hung back with him as he shut the front door.

      "Wh-what…?" Franklin mumbled. "Who are you?"

      "You know who I am." The harsh, guttural voice was not at all like Protheroe's gentle ghostly one. "My name is Roderick Protheroe, and you killed me."

      "I…I…" Franklin's audible swallow filled the silence and his silhouette stood taller. "You're not he! This is absurd. I should have known you were behind this, Fitzroy. What do you want?"

      Lincoln moved into the adjoining room and returned with a lamp. He held it up to Protheroe's face.

      Franklin gasped and he stumbled backward, bumping into a table and knocking off the onyx statue that stood there. It fell with a thud on the floor but did not break. "Bloody hell!" He steadied himself with a hand on the table. "What in God's name is going on? You…you can't be him. You can't be!"

      "Why?" Protheroe spat. "Because you saw me die?"

      Another audible swallow from Franklin. He did not deny the accusation.

      "I am dead." Protheroe attempted to undo the buttons on his jacket but his stiff fingers couldn't manage it.

      I stepped forward to help him and we soon had his jacket and shirt undone. I'd seen the injuries in the mortuary soon after death. Now, days later, rot had set in and they looked ghastly. The deep gashes exposed bone, muscle and organs. Innards spilled out, and the skin surrounding the wounds had turned black. I covered my nose and mouth as I caught the unmistakable smell of putrid meat.

      Franklin showed no signs of repulsion. He merely stared closer at Protheroe's face as if trying to place him.

      "Look at my wounds!" Protheroe shouted. "Look at your work, Ripper."

      I shivered. The reminder of that terrible time when Jack the Ripper terrorized the city was still fresh in my memory.

      "What do you want?" Franklin snapped.

      "Answers," Lincoln said.

      "You'll get nothing from me." He flapped his hand at Protheroe. "Your actor is unconvincing."

      "Actor!" Protheroe strode up to Franklin and pointed at his damaged chest. "You think this fakery? These are very real. You did this. You murdered me."

      The accusation hardly made an impression. Franklin seemed to think we were putting on a show, and he no longer looked afraid. "Then how can you be here? Do you take me for a fool?"

      I stepped forward and removed my cap and unpinned my hair. It fell past my shoulders. "He's here because I brought him here."

      "Miss Holloway?" Franklin gathered the edges of his robe together where it gaped at his chest. "I see now. Lord Ballantine told me you're a medium. So have you summoned Protheroe's spirit thinking that would frighten me? What a joke. I'm not scared of an apparition." He reached out to push a hand through what he thought was a ghost, but hit solid corpse. He recoiled and scampered away until he smacked into the wall. His chest rose and fell with his rapid breaths. "That's… You're… No. Impossible."

      "I'm not a medium," I told him. "I'm a necromancer. Do you know what a necromancer does?"

      Franklin nodded quickly but did not take his eyes off Protheroe.

      "Mr. Protheroe wanted to meet you," I said.

      "Me?" Franklin's voice pitched high. "Why?"

      "You know why."

      "Because of this." Protheroe grabbed Franklin's hand and pressed it to his ruined chest.

      Franklin tried to pull away but couldn't. That seemed to frighten him more than being touched by a corpse. He suddenly realized the dead have unnatural strength. Franklin was used to being stronger than a human, but now he found himself at a disadvantage.

      "Because you murdered me," Protheroe went on. "And I want to know why."

      Franklin tried twisting his hand free, but Protheroe did not let go. "No!" he cried. "It wasn't me."

      Protheroe smashed his free hand into Franklin's jaw. Franklin fell to his knees but was saved from collapsing by Protheroe.

      "It was you," Protheroe snarled.

      Franklin cowered on his knees. Protheroe leaned over him. He wasn't a big man, but he seemed to enjoy the power he now held. His lips stretched into a malicious grin.

      Franklin stared up into Protheroe's dead eyes. "Go away. Leave me alone. Miss Holloway, I beg you, make him go away. His death is not my fault. I swear to you! Not my fault."

      "But you did it," Protheroe said. "On another's orders, perhaps, but you killed me."

      Franklin winced and turned his face away. Protheroe squeezed Franklin's wrist.

      Bone cracked. Franklin screamed. He doubled over in pain and tried to wrench free, but could not.

      "Talk," Protheroe snarled. "Or I break the other one and your ankles too. Try and run then, wolf." He'd realized something I had not. Franklin could function in his human form with a broken wrist, but his freedom in his other form was now curtailed. Indeed, he could not run until his bones healed.

      "Yes," Franklin gasped out. "I did it."

      Protheroe's face distorted in rage, and I thought he would hurt his murderer more but he restrained himself.

      "What now?" Franklin appealed to Lincoln. "You can't take this confession to the police. They won't believe you. All evidence points to a dog, not a human. So what was the point of all this?"

      "Who ordered the killing?" Lincoln asked.

      Franklin swiped his good hand across his nose, wiping away the snot. "I can't tell you that."

      Protheroe kicked him in the stomach, sending Franklin careening into the wall. The plaster cracked and the entire house shook. The crystals hanging from the chandelier above us tinkled. Franklin groaned.

      "No more," I said to Protheroe. "Give him a chance to speak."

      "Well?" Protheroe snapped. "Who ordered you to kill me?"

      Franklin sniveled and wiped his nose again. His robe had fallen open to his waist but he didn't bother to fix it as he staggered to his feet. "You can beat me until I'm unconscious, but I will not reveal anything to you. If I did, I might as well be dead."

      Protheroe took a giant stride forward and smashed his fist into Franklin's nose. Blood sprayed. Bone crunched. Franklin fell back against the wall again, clutching his face. Protheroe stepped up to him and swung his fist, but this time Franklin ducked out of the way. He caught Protheroe around the legs and tackled him to the ground.

      Protheroe struck the floor. His head thudded and something cracked. He got to his knees and a tooth fell out of his mouth. He laughed.

      "Fool," he said. "I feel no pain. You can hit me as many times as you like but I will keep getting up." He lurched to his feet, his cruel grin at odds with the gentlemanly spirit I'd grown to like. He beckoned Franklin to come at him again. "Let's see how strong you are. Can you keep me down, wolf?"

      Franklin didn't rise to the bait. He collapsed against the wall and slid down it until he sat, legs outstretched, breathing hard. Blood streamed from his nose and sweat dampened his hair. Both his lips and one of his eyes had begun to swell. "You win," he choked out. "You may as well kill me because I won't give you the answer you seek." He closed his eyes and cradled his broken wrist to his chest. "Go on. End it."

      Protheroe's lips drew back, revealing loose teeth. "Damn you! Damn you!" He pulled his fist back to swing another punch. Franklin opened his eyes and watched. He just sat there, ready to take whatever Protheroe served.

      Protheroe growled and grabbed Franklin by his robe and swung his fist at Franklin's cheek.

      "Stop, Mr. Protheroe!" I cried.

      Protheroe halted, his fist a whisker from Franklin's face. He jerked his head to me and growled again. "Let me kill him. He deserves it. He deserves to die for what he did to me, to Leonora. My beloved…" He shook his head and his shoulders sagged. "Please, Miss Holloway, let me do this to avenge my death."

      "I cannot. I'm sorry. Go now, Mr. Protheroe. I release your spirit. Rest in peace."

      "No! Not yet!" The corpse's mouth stopped moving half way through his protest, but his spirit finished it. The others would not have heard all the words, but I did. "Miss Holloway, I beg you. Let me do this. Let me send him to hell."

      I watched as the ghostly mist broke apart and whooshed up to the chandelier. Then he was gone.

      I looked down at the corpse now lying in a crumpled heap on the floor. Franklin kicked it then drew back his legs as if he expected it to hit back. When the corpse didn't move, he tipped his head back and laughed. It was a half-crazed sound mixed with a splutter. He wasn't laughing, he was crying.

      "Get yourself to a doctor," Lincoln told him. He signaled to Gus to remove the corpse.

      I opened the door and Gus passed me, the body flung over his shoulder. I waited for Lincoln but he still stood near Franklin. I worried that he was too close to the strong shape changer, but I need not be. Franklin was too broken to attack. He still bled profusely from his nose and his eye had swollen shut. His hand hung limp from the wrist.

      "We will find out who ordered you," Lincoln said. "You won't get away with this."

      "On the contrary," Franklin said. "We already have. Scotland Yard will not arrest people like us. We're too powerful and no evidence points to us."

      "There are other forms of justice that don't involve the police." Lincoln turned his back and strode to me.

      He followed me outside and into the carriage where we sat opposite the body of Roderick Protheroe. Gus had propped him up in the corner as if he were alive. It didn't remain upright for long as Seth drove at speed through the streets, back to the cemetery where we re-buried the body.

      I leaned the daffodils against the headstone and silently apologized to Protheroe for disturbing his rest. He would not hear me if I'd spoken aloud anyway, but I needed to tell him in my own way. I felt as if we'd failed not only him but Leonora too. We were no closer to learning who ordered the murder, and Franklin had been correct—we couldn't do a thing with the knowledge. The police wouldn't arrest anyone for the crime.

      I watched Lincoln as I sat across from him in the coach for the short drive back to Lichfield. His dark eyes were like fathomless pits that sucked everything into their depths—the air, sound, me. The silence in the cabin thickened, pressing down on me, yet I didn't know how to break it. Lincoln didn't want to talk to me. I didn't need to see his face clearly to know, I just did. He was rattled. He'd not come away with the outcome he expected, and he wasn't sure what to do next. He didn't want comforting, he wanted a plan of action. I could offer none so I went to bed with only a "Goodnight," spoken between us.

      I lay under the covers, thinking of how I'd disturbed Roderick Protheroe's peace, of how he'd become a violent man in death, and how Nigel Franklin was prepared to die to keep his secret. I knew one thing for certain—he had been ordered by someone to kill Protheroe, and that someone had enormous power over him. He was willing to die to protect them. If it were me, I'd only be prepared to die for Lincoln, someone I loved very much. We'd not learned of Franklin being in love, although he might be prepared to protect his parents.

      But the more I lay there, staring up at the bed canopy, the more I felt certain he was protecting his pack leader. Swinburn.
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* * *

      The arrival of Eva early in the morning interrupted our meeting. Lincoln had told Gus, Seth and me that he wasn't going to tell the committee about our nocturnal visit to Franklin, chiefly because I'd used my necromancy and we knew how that would rile some of them—namely Gillingham. We were about to discuss what to do next when Whistler came to fetch us. He said Miss Cornell waited in the drawing room with a gentleman. He failed to tell us the gentleman was her brother, David.

      "I'm so pleased to finally meet you," I said when Eva introduced him. "I'm Charlie, Lincoln's fiancée."

      He smiled unconvincingly and glanced past me to Lincoln. Introductions were not necessary for him to recognize his half-brother. He seemed to know that the man who looked remarkably like himself was his mother's eldest child. The resemblance was striking. Both men sported sharp cheekbones and the dark complexion of the gypsy. They were both tall, although Lincoln's shape was more of a V with his broader shoulders. Most striking of all was their eyes, the color of pitch, which now regarded one another with an equally cool measure.

      I cleared my throat and glared at Lincoln. He finally looked at me and realized he had to introduce himself to our guest. He reached out a hand. After a telling hesitation, his brother took it.

      "Cornell," Lincoln said.

      "Fitzroy," David said.

      Oh dear. So it was going to be like that. I wished Seth and Gus had joined us, or even Alice and Lady Vickers. More people meant more conversation and less chance for the ice to set.

      "May we speak about something in private?" Eva asked with a glance at Doyle. The butler left and closed the door behind him. Eva wrung her hands in her lap and did not meet anyone's gaze.

      "Is something the matter?" I asked. "You look upset."

      "That's because she is." David pointed a finger at Lincoln. "And it's your fault."

      "David," his sister chastised. "We don't know that for certain."

      "We do know. Everything was fine until Mama met him. Ever since New Year's Eve, things have started happening."

      "What things?" Lincoln asked.

      "Nothing too terrible," Eva said.

      "Don't play it down," David told her. "At first, we didn't think much of it," he said to us. "Mama felt she was being violated. It was just a feeling, and nothing came of it."

      Lincoln stilled. "Violated?"

      "Like her affairs were being investigated," Eva said. "You understand, Lincoln."

      He nodded.

      "I don't," I said. "What affairs?"

      "A feeling that someone is trying to find out more about her," David told me. "She felt as though her personal records had been searched. Births, marriages, property rights, et cetera. Publicly available records, that sort of thing."

      "But not like an actual trigger," I said, more for Lincoln's benefit.

      He shook his head. "Her seer's senses felt the violations."

      "She's strong enough to do that?"

      "Yes," all three said.

      David plucked at the cord edging the chair arm and shifted his feet. Where Lincoln was always so still, his half-brother was fidgety. "And more recently," he went on, "people have been following her. Then this morning, someone confronted her in the street outside our home."

      I gasped. "Confronted her!"

      Lincoln's lips flattened, a sure sign that this news troubled him. I wasn't sure if the others would notice the small movement, however. Most wouldn't. "Who?"

      "How do we bloody know?" David shouted.

      "Shhh," his sister said. "Getting upset will achieve nothing."

      "Except conveying how upset we are."

      "What did the person who confronted her look like?" I asked.

      "Male, average size, average looking," David said. "She was shaken, and I'm not sure she took much in. I doubt she could pick him out again. She's frail. Her character may be strong, but this sort of thing troubles her nerves."

      "As it would any woman," I said. "What did this man say specifically?"

      "He wanted to know who your father was, Fitzroy."

      Hell. At least we knew it wasn't someone connected to the Prince of Wales, since he already knew. It could be Alice's parents, although it seemed such an odd thing for them to care about. More likely it was Swinburn.

      "And how did Leisl answer?" Lincoln asked.

      "She refused to tell him," Eva said. "A neighbor walked by and she took the opportunity to invite her inside for tea to get away from the stranger."

      "Thank goodness for that," I muttered.

      "Then she wasn't threatened," Lincoln said.

      David frowned. "Pardon?"

      "He did not tell her that ill would befall her if she didn't tell him the name of the man who sired me. So she was not threatened, as you claimed just now."

      David threw his hands in the air. "Semantics."

      "David," his sister hissed. "Stop it."

      "Eva, he's not giving this the due concern it deserves."

      "On the contrary," Lincoln shot back. "I am concerned."

      "Bloody odd way of showing it."

      "David," Eva snapped again. "That's enough."

      "Lincoln is taking the matter very seriously," I assured him. I cast a glare at Lincoln but he wasn't looking at me. "This is a nasty business, and poor Leisl must be frightened."

      "She won't admit it, but she is." Eva rubbed her forehead, smoothing her wrinkled brow. "We hoped you might know who it was and warn them away."

      "Or just tell them who your father is," David said to Lincoln. "What does it matter who knows, anyway?"

      Lincoln didn't reply and that only seemed to rile David more. He plucked the chair arm with vigor, all the while his intense gaze on Lincoln. Lincoln met it with an equally intense one.

      Eva caught my attention and mouthed "Help."

      "It's my fault," I told David. "Not Lincoln's. I was the one who insisted we visit Leisl and get to know her better. Someone followed us and worked out the connection. I think."

      David stiffened and his fingers stilled. "You didn't wish to get to know your own mother better, Fitzroy? It took your fiancée to convince you?"

      "I have no need of a mother," Lincoln said, matter of fact.

      A small crease appeared between David's eyes. "No man needs his mother, but I can't imagine anyone not wanting to know her."

      "That's because you don't know me."

      This meeting was going from bad to worse.

      "David," his sister warned, as if she knew what he would say next.

      He tossed her a tight smile. "You're worrying for nothing, Eva. I wasn't going to say anything more to our brother, except that he must fix this mess. Our mother doesn't deserve to be subjected to that sort of treatment at her time of life. She made one mistake, thirty years ago, and has led an exemplary life since. Yet that mistake haunts her."

      My heart dove to my stomach. I wanted to take Lincoln's hand and assure him that he was not a mistake, that his birth was foretold and that Leisl probably lay with the Prince of Wales because she knew it had to be. But I could say none of that in front of Leisl's legitimate children, particularly David. He would only hate me for saying it about his mother, and I didn't want to alienate Lincoln's family, no matter how much some of its members didn't like him.

      Eva's breath hitched. She shook her head in reproach at David. A flicker of regret passed across his eyes, but he did not apologize. He got to his feet and held out his hand to his sister.

      She cast me a sad look then took his hand. "We ought to go," she said. "We don't want to leave Mama alone for long in case the man comes back."

      "If he does threaten her," Lincoln said, also rising, "notify me immediately."

      "And you'll do what?" David snapped.

      "Insure it doesn't happen again."

      "How?"

      "You don't wish to know the answer to that," I cut in quickly. I slipped my hands around Lincoln's arm, but it did nothing to ease the tension rippling through him.

      "I do," David said, squaring his shoulders.

      "No," I said, more firmly. "You do not."

      David's frown deepened as Eva ushered him toward the door. "Thank you for seeing us without notice," she said to me.

      "Not at all. You're welcome to call on us at any time. That reminds me. I'll send an invitation to dine with us as soon as things settle down here. We're rather pre-occupied at the moment. I hope you can all attend."

      "We will all be happy to come, Charlie. Thank you."

      David said nothing until she pinched his arm. "Thank you. It was a pleasure to meet you, Miss Holloway. I can see you have your hands full. I wish you luck."

      "Er, thank you. And please call me Charlie since we are almost family."

      "Come along, David," Eva said when he opened his mouth to speak.

      Lincoln opened the door and allowed our guests to walk ahead. Gus and Seth hovered in the entrance hall and greeted Eva. I suspected they wanted to know what David looked like and find out how he and Lincoln got on. Gus couldn't stop staring at him. Seth, however, showed more interest in Eva. He smiled and gave her a shallow bow. She turned to David, presenting Seth with her shoulder.

      "This is Gus and Lord Vickers," Eva told her brother. "Friends of Lincoln and Charlie's."

      "What's with the 'my lord' business?" Seth smiled crookedly. "It's Seth, remember."

      "I prefer we use titles," she told him.

      "Why?"

      "It's more appropriate."

      He blinked at her. "Oh. Very well. If that's what you prefer, Miss Cornell, then I'll oblige. But I can't guarantee I'll answer to Vickers, although you do make it sound more important than I deserve." He winked at her.

      She blushed and hurried after her brother.

      Once they were gone, Gus gave a gruff laugh and shook his head. "Blimey, you're like your brother, sir."

      Lincoln strode off. "We're nothing alike."

      I sighed and asked Gus and Seth to join me in the drawing room where I told them what had transpired. "David is furious. He thinks it's Lincoln's fault that his mother was accosted."

      "It is, in a way," Seth said, stretching out his legs. "Their lives were peaceful before the New Year's Eve ball."

      "Leisl chose to come to the ball, and she knew Lincoln would be there," I said hotly. "Lincoln had no choice in the matter. None of this is his fault. You should have heard David. He was not very nice at all."

      "Jealous," Gus said. "He looks like Fitzroy and yet he ain't got a house like this or lots of money."

      "Nor does he have a fiery little fiancée like Charlie," Seth said with a crooked smile. "I agree. He's jealous. Pay him no mind, Charlie."

      I sighed. "I suppose he must see it as unfair. Lincoln is the illegitimate one and yet he has so much at his disposal, whereas David and his sister must work hard for meager wages. I only wish he knew that money isn't everything, and Lincoln has had a cold and hard life without a mother's love. I'm sure if he knew, he wouldn't be jealous."

      "But you're not going to tell him, are you?" Seth said carefully. "Fitzroy wouldn't like it."

      I sighed again. "I'd better go and see him. He looked upset."

      "He did?" Seth looked to Gus. Gus shrugged. "He looked the same as he always does to me."

      I was waylaid by Lady Vickers on the staircase. She asked me to pay calls on her friends today if I was free. Alice had declined and she wanted company. I agreed, as long as Lincoln could spare me.

      I found him in his rooms at his desk. The desk surface in front of him was bare and he did not greet me. I laid a hand on his shoulder and kissed the top of his head.

      "What are you thinking?" I asked.

      "Nothing."

      I circled both arms around him and whispered in his ear. "What are you thinking, Lincoln?"

      I felt him sigh, even though he made no sound. "I'm wondering who cares enough about my parentage to question Leisl."

      "Not the Everhearts," I answered for him.

      "Doubtful."

      "The palace already know."

      "Yes."

      "That leaves Swinburn and his pack."

      "It does." He'd clearly reached that conclusion before I entered the room.

      "So the question is," I said, "who told Swinburn that your father is someone who matters? He seems to think it knowledge worth having."

      "Keep going." He was encouraging me to follow the line of thought, not because he hadn't already followed it, but because he wanted me to reach it on my own.

      "Er, how long will it be before Swinburn hurts Leisl to get answers?" I suggested. "Is that what's on your mind?"

      He placed his arms over mine, holding me against him. He tipped his head back to look at me. Earlier, his eyes had been as hard as stones. Now they swirled like smoke in the night. "What if he decides to target you instead?"

      I frowned. "Why would he do that? He must know I'm well protected here."

      "Well protected because I care about you. If he wants to get to me, he'll target you."

      "You're jumping to conclusions, Lincoln. He only wants answers."

      "For now."

      I moved so that I could see him better and caught his face in my hands. I smoothed my thumbs over his cheeks until I felt him relax a little. "Lincoln, you're making a mountain out of a mole hill. No one has been threatened. Even if Swinburn is willing to hurt someone to get his answers, he'll choose Leisl, not me. She's a far easier target, and there's always a chance you haven't informed me of your father's identity. He's not going to target me, Lincoln, particularly after Franklin informs him that I can call the dead to my aid." I caressed his cheek with my thumb. "Plus he will have heard about the imp, too. Stop worrying about me."

      He plucked my hands off and turned away. "Easier said than done."

      "I think this is about Leisl," I said as a thought struck me. "You are worried about her, but you don't want to admit it. You want to pretend that I'm the only one you care about because you can't even admit to yourself that your heart is capable of loving more than one person."

      His brow crashed down and he pushed up from the chair. "You're wrong." He strode to the door and jerked it open.

      "You're throwing me out?"

      "Encouraging you to leave."

      "Why?"

      "Because I'm busy and you're a distraction."

      "Ha!" I stood there and tried to glare hard enough to dig the answer out of him.

      It didn't work. He placed his hands on my hips, picked me up, and lifted me over the threshold. He set me down gently.

      "What are you going to do, Lincoln?"

      He hesitated then said, "There's only one thing I want to do." He pulled me against him and kissed me with more passion than most people thought he possessed. Then he let me go and closed the door in my face.
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* * *

      I couldn't concentrate when we visited Lady Vickers' friend. I was too worried about Lincoln to sit still and contribute to the conversation. When she asked if I wanted to return home instead of calling on her next friend, I eagerly told her I would. She decided to remain at Lichfield too, postponing her calls for another day.

      "Stay here," I ordered Tucker after I assisted Lady Vickers down from the cabin. "I may have need of you."

      I raced up Lichfield's front steps, a sense of foreboding settling over me. "Is Mr. Fitzroy at home?" I asked Doyle as he opened the door.

      "No, miss. He went out an hour ago."

      An hour. Damnation. "Did he take Seth and Gus with him?"

      "Yes, and Lord Vickers asked me to give you this." He handed me a note that had been folded in half. It simply read "Swinburn."

      I released my breath. Thank God I'd asked Seth to leave me a message if they went out. Not that it was difficult to guess their destination. I picked up my skirts and passed Lady Vickers on her way inside.

      "Where are you going, Charlie?" she asked.

      "To stop Lincoln from putting himself in danger." I only hoped I wasn't too late.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 16

        

      

    
    
      Sir Ignatius Swinburn lived next door to Lord and Lady Ballantine on Queen's Gate, Kensington. He was not at home, according to his butler, and I could not see Lincoln, Seth or Gus lurking in recessed doorways either. The butler wouldn't tell me where his master had gone, but an enterprising errand boy who overheard me trying to bribe the butler told me Swinburn hadn't been at home since the previous afternoon. I paid him a shilling for the information and directed Tucker to take me to Franklin's house. I opened the coach door and paused, one foot on the step.

      Lincoln sat inside. He held out his hand and assisted me in.

      "What are you doing here?" I asked, settling on the seat. "And how did you sneak in without me seeing you?"

      "I'm waiting for Swinburn. The answer to your second question is stealth. Why are you here, Charlie?" His voice sounded casual, disinterested, but I could see by the way he watched me that he was very interested in my answer.

      "To make sure you didn't do anything foolish."

      "I never do anything foolish."

      "Anything dangerous, then."

      He leaned his elbow on the window sill and rubbed the side of his finger across his lips.

      "You left while I was out," I went on. "On purpose, I might add, to avoid divulging your plans to me. Your secrecy tells me one thing, Lincoln—that I won't approve."

      "You knew where to find me," he said. "That's hardly being secretive."

      "Only because Seth left me a note."

      "Thank you for confirming my suspicion."

      "Don't you dare punish him for following my orders."

      "Since when do you give orders to my men?" He looked to the ceiling with a shake of his head. "Since when did they follow your orders at the risk of angering me?"

      "Since they realized you won't get angry with them for using their good judgment."

      He sighed. "Go home, Charlie. I'll face Swinburn without you."

      I sat forward and peered out the window. We were heading out of Kensington. "You gave Tucker instructions to return to Lichfield, didn't you?"

      He thumped on the roof and the coach slowed to a stop. Lincoln pecked my cheek and got out. "Go home, Charlie." He gave Tucker a nod then closed the door.

      I sat back and crossed my arms. I shouldn't be angry with Lincoln; he was worried about me. And in truth, I wasn't angry, I was frustrated. He wasn't the only person in our relationship with a right to worry.

      There would be no convincing Tucker to return to Swinburn's house now. He knew who paid his wages, and it wasn't me. So I sat with my mounting frustration for company while we drove to Highgate. The sun broke through the clouds as the coach slowed to turn through the Lichfield gates. It promised to be another lovely day. Perfect for walking out of the estate and finding a hack to take me back to Mayfair.

      The sudden, violent stop threw me onto the other side of the cabin. I landed on the opposite seat with a thud in an unladylike position. The horses whinnied and shied, jerking the cabin to the left. Tucker tried to soothe them but his voice was not at all soothing and only seemed to agitate them more.

      I pulled down the window. "Is everything—" I gasped as the figure standing there, pistol pointed at me.

      "Don't move, Miss Holloway," Sir Ignatius growled. "You," he said to the driver while keeping his gaze on me. "Drive us away from here. It doesn't matter where. I won't harm your mistress unless she tries something foolish or you attempt to return here. I only wish to talk to her, but I will pull this trigger if either of you try to trick me. Understood?"

      "Yes, sir," Tucker said quickly.

      Swinburn climbed into the cabin. He sat opposite me and did not lower the pistol. I slowly raised my hand to touch my necklace, but he shook his head.

      "Don't reach for your…device," he said. "You attempt to release whatever lives in it and I will shoot before you finish the order."

      My heart ground to a halt. Without my imp, my only weapon was the knife tucked up my sleeve, and I doubted I could easily retrieve it. He did not take his gaze off me.

      "What do you want, Sir Ingatius?" I asked, far more boldly than I felt. "Capturing me will achieve nothing."

      "On the contrary. It will send a message to Fitzroy that I will not stand idly by while he terrorizes my people." His nose twitched, like an animal scenting its prey.

      I licked dry lips and willed my fiercely beating heart to calm. It made it difficult to think, and I needed to think. Needed to disarm this man and free myself. Lincoln couldn't save me. My imp couldn't save me. I had only my wits and a small knife. The odds were not in my favor.

      "Mr. Franklin murdered Mr. Protheroe," I said. "Protheroe wanted justice. He only terrorized Mr. Franklin, not your other friends."

      "An eye for an eye," Swinburn said. "That would be fair, except that Protheroe was brought back by you, Miss Holloway, and was encouraged to violence by Fitzroy."

      "He needed no encouragement. Mr. Protheroe was upset, and rightly so. He simply fell in love with the wrong woman, and for that he was killed, quite horribly too."

      He smiled but it barely lifted the edges of his mustache. "Perhaps a less violent solution could have been found, but not one that would have been so…final. Protheroe was about to ruin my plans."

      "What plans are those?"

      He grunted. "Abandoned ones. For now." He stroked his thumb and forefinger along his mustache, a slow and calculated move that set me even more on edge. "I should kill you for what Fitzroy did to Nigel Franklin. That might be a message he'd understand."

      "Mr. Franklin is not dead." I stretched out my arm, exposing the flesh at my wrist. "Go ahead, sir. Break it. An eye for an eye, isn't that what you said?"

      He stared at the inch of bare flesh between my glove and cuff. "I'm not such a fool as to think I would get away with harming a hair on your head, Miss Holloway. Fitzroy would kill me."

      "You have every reason to fear him." Yet I didn't believe he was afraid of Lincoln. He was much too cocky, too self-assured. I suspected he didn't know what Lincoln was capable of. Yet. "What do you want with me, Sir Ingatius? You told my driver you wanted to talk, so talk."

      "I want you to tell Fitzroy to leave my people alone."

      "By people you mean your pack." I checked his hands again. They were small, like Lord Ballantine's, and very human. Everything about him seemed human, yet Leonora told us that both Ballantine and Swinburn were shape changers and that Swinburn was the leader. Perhaps they were merely more advanced changers and able to hide features like large hands and feet.

      "He'll listen to you, Miss Holloway," he said. "If you tell him to leave my people alone, he will do it."

      "You think so?" I lifted a finger to halt his protest. "I will try, on one condition. You leave Leisl Cornell and her family alone, and everyone at Lichfield too."

      "You're proposing a truce?" He twisted his mouth to the side, thinking through the merits of my offer, and perhaps considering how it would fit in with his plans, whatever they were. "Will your fiancé agree to it?"

      "He will, but there can be no more killings."

      "There won't be." He sounded sincere but I'd been fooled before. "I can only agree to the truce if you tell me one thing."

      "And that is?" I asked.

      "Who is Fitzroy's father?"

      "I don't know," I said, not missing a beat or lowering my gaze. If I was to cut off his line of questioning, I had to sound convincing.

      "Liar." His nose twitched and panic rose in me. What if he could smell my lie? "I ask again, who is his father?"

      "It's the truth." I could do this. I'd lied for five years about being a boy, and even Lincoln hadn't guessed. "I don't know his name. No one does, not even Leisl Cornell. I'm sure by now you know she's Lincoln's mother." The best lies were couched in truth. It never hurt to direct the conversation away from the lie, either.

      "She must know who the father is," he said. "She's not a loose woman, by all accounts."

      "You have done some thorough research. You're right, she's a very upstanding woman, and was then, too, so I've been told. But Leisl knew her duty was to couple with the stranger who flirted with her at the fair where she told fortunes. She's a seer, Sir Ignatius, and she had a vision about her role in Lincoln's birth well before his conception. She knew from the vision that the stranger would be the father of her first child and that child had an important role to fill in his adult life. So she did her duty by whatever forces led her to have that vision and lie with the man. She never saw him again, and nine months later, she bore his son."

      He studied me carefully, watching for signs that I misled him. He shook his head and lines appeared across his forehead. My heart sank. I felt sick. "What rot," he spat. "What are you talking about? What duty?"

      I clasped my hands in my lap and squeezed hard. "I see you're not fully aware of Lincoln's importance. His birth was foretold centuries ago by a seer, perhaps an ancestor of Leisl's. He was heralded as the next great leader of an organization that is now known as the Ministry of Curiosities. The ministry keeps the peace between the human realm and the supernatural." I lowered my gaze to my hands. "Please don't ask me any more questions. He won't like me telling you any of this. The ministry is not well known, you see, and we prefer it that way considering the nature of our business."

      I hazarded a glance at him to see if my demure plea had an effect. To my surprise, he no longer looked like he wanted to break my bones, but instead he looked intrigued. It was impossible to tell whether he'd heard of the ministry before, but it didn't matter. I'd told him nothing of importance and several supernaturals in London already knew about us anyway.

      "So do we have our truce, Sir Ignatius? Your pack stops its killings, you leave us alone, and we leave you alone." I extended my hand.

      He hesitated then shook it. "We have a truce, Miss Holloway." He thumped the roof of the coach. "Instruct the coachman to drive to my house so we can inform Fitzroy."

      "You know he's there?" I asked as the coach slowed.

      His smile did not reach his eyes. "I wouldn't come to Lichfield and abduct you without knowing he was far away."

      I pulled down the window and gave Tucker instructions. We were not far from Kensington, since Tucker had taken it upon himself to return there, perhaps hoping to alert Lincoln somehow. Swinburn undid his jacket and tucked his gun beneath the flap.

      "This will remain pointed at you until I have Fitzroy's assurance that he agrees to the truce," he said. "It will be up to you to convince him of my intent to fire if I feel threatened."

      We traveled the rest of the way in silence. I stared unseeing out the window but felt his gaze drilling into me. When we finally reached our destination, he ordered me to open the door.

      Lincoln was already making his way to the coach, no doubt ready to reproach both Tucker and me for returning. Gus and Seth emerged from their hiding places behind him. They looked curious, not worried. They hadn't seen Swinburn, hanging back in the cabin.

      I stepped down to the pavement and put up a hand to halt Lincoln's progress. The hard barrel of the gun dug into my back.

      Lincoln stopped dead.

      "Bloody hell!" Gus exploded. "Charlie!"

      Lincoln's chest rose and fell once then stilled. His jaw stiffened. His gaze quickly scanned over me, then flicked to Swinburn before returning to me.

      "I'm all right," I assured him. "We've been talking."

      "Let her go, Swinburn," Seth growled. "You hurt her and he'll kill you and your entire pack too."

      "I won't shoot," Swinburn said. "Unless someone does something foolish. You won't do anything foolish, will you, Fitzroy?"

      Lincoln's fists curled at his sides. "What do you want, Swinburn?"

      "I want to tell you about our truce. Miss Holloway and I have had a productive drive together. She has convinced me to leave you and your family alone, Fitzroy, but only so long as you agree to leave my pack alone."

      A carriage approached and let a lady out a few doors away. No one spoke until she entered the house and the carriage left the street altogether. Despite the lack of conversation, Lincoln managed to seem threatening thanks to the fury rippling off him. He looked as if he wanted to kill Swinburn there on the street, regardless of who watched on.

      I ached to go to him, but I didn't dare move.

      "Well?" Swinburn prompted.

      "I won't agree to anything until you let her go," Lincoln said.

      "It's all right," I told him.

      "It's not all right!" He rarely shouted at me, at anyone, because his orders were always followed without question. He got angry, yes, but usually his anger was controlled. This explosion was borne out of frustration and helplessness.

      "Let me go to him," I said quietly to Swinburn over my shoulder. "Let me assure him you won't harm me."

      "How can you be sure that I won't?"

      I turned to see him better. I wished I hadn't. His eyes were cold and devoid of compassion. He was as angry as Lincoln, and I suddenly realized that he loved his pack as much as Lincoln loved me. He would do anything to protect them and he hated that we'd hurt Franklin. But I had to trust that he would honor our truce and not make us pay for that pain.

      "Because you're afraid for your pack," I said. "Because you know that Lincoln will kill every last one, starting with you, if you hurt me."

      "You forget that I hold the gun and therefore the upper hand."

      "Just because you can't see his gun doesn't mean he doesn't have one. Gus and Seth, too. In the time it takes you to pull the trigger, all three will draw their weapons." I turned back to Lincoln and took a small step forward.

      Lincoln stepped forward too but halted. His gaze flicked to mine then past my shoulder to Swinburn. He swallowed.

      "Say you agree to the truce," Swinburn said.

      I took another step forward. Lincoln did not move this time, but Seth put up his hand to stop me.

      "Stay there, Charlie," Gus said.

      "Say you agree to the truce, Fitzroy," Swinburn said, louder. "Or I shoot her dead."

      I closed my eyes then opened them again. "Lincoln," I warned.

      His nostrils flared. The pulse in his throat jumped.

      I stepped forward again and Lincoln paled. Behind me, the gun cocked, the click as loud to my ears as any gunshot.

      "I agree," Lincoln said on a rush of breath. "I agree to the truce."

      I went to him and he enclosed me in his arms. He drew in a shuddery breath and pressed me against his body. I looked back to see Swinburn lower his weapon, his eyes bright and a curious little smile on his lips.

      He nodded then climbed the steps to his front door. His gun was nowhere in sight.

      I took Lincoln's hand and led him to the carriage. We got in, Seth and Gus too, without an exchange of words. Lincoln was still angry, but something underlay it, and I could only guess that it was worry.

      "I had to make the truce with him," I said. "He has promised not to kill anyone, or interrogate your family anymore. I think I satisfied him with my answer anyway, of sorts. I didn't tell him about your father, Lincoln, only that no one knew who he was, not even Leisl."

      "You managed to do that?" Seth nodded his approval. "Good work, Charlie."

      "Aye," Gus said, patting my hand. "Gave me a bloody fright seeing him step out behind you. But you got it all in hand on your own."

      I did. So why wasn't Lincoln pleased?

      "The truce won't hinder us," I told him. "We've promised not to harm his pack, but we can still investigate them and keep our eye on them."

      His lashes flickered and he nodded. "Good work."

      I wanted to ask him why he was still upset but not in front of the others. He wouldn't answer me. Besides, it was likely he was still recovering from the shock of the confrontation. My nerves continued to jangle and my heart had not resumed its regular, steady pattern.

      I got my chance to speak to him alone when we alighted from the coach at the front of Lichfield. Lincoln took my hand and walked with me to the apple orchard. His strides were so long that I had to take two steps to his one to keep up.

      He stopped under cover of the blossoms and branches where we couldn't be seen from the house, drive or outhouses. He pressed me hard up against a tree trunk and I opened my mouth to tell him to calm down, but his kiss stole my words. It wasn't a sweet kiss yet it wasn't brutal either. It was filled with the darker kind of passions within him that he rarely unleashed. The sort of passions he kept locked away because he thought they scared me.

      But this man didn't scare me. He never could. I knew him, the good and the bad, and I knew those dark passions would never overrule him to the point where he'd hurt me. Others, perhaps, but never me.

      Yet sometimes I suspected he scared himself by releasing them. Like now.

      I kissed him back just as fiercely, to prove that I didn't fear him, and just because I wanted to. I cradled his head, stood on my toes, and arched into him. I welcomed his passion, wishing I could absorb the darkness but knowing I could not. It throbbed through me as it throbbed through him, wild and strong. Mad. Perhaps that's what it was, a kind of madness that we both felt on occasion. It was certainly difficult to think clearly with my blood racing and my mind reeling and his lips claiming me.

      Finally the kiss gentled and he pulled away, the darkness once again safely locked up. A remnant of it swirled in his eyes and in his fingers, massaging my waist so hard he was in danger of putting a hole in me.

      I touched his cheek and smiled up at him. "Say something," I said.

      He shook his head. Because he had nothing to say or because he was afraid his voice would tremble? He backed away and lowered his head. Strands of black hair fell across his face, hiding his eyes.

      "Swinburn will keep his end of the bargain," I assured him. "He's just as afraid of your wrath as you are of him harming your family."

      He looked at me through his hair. His mouth opened then he shut it again. He turned and strode away. "I'm proud of you, Charlie. The truce was a good idea."

      I picked up my skirts and trotted after him. When I fell into step alongside him, I took his hand. He squeezed and his thumb stroked mine. He was proud of me, of that I was certain, and he did think the truce was a good idea. Yet he was troubled. He'd been afraid for me and he hated that. He saw it as a weakness.

      Last time he'd been afraid for me, he'd sent me away for safekeeping at the school. Back then, he hadn't recognized his fear or his love. Now, I only hoped he'd progressed enough to curb the instinct to send me away from the danger. From him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The inevitable meeting with the committee occurred the following morning in the library. Lincoln had delayed it as long as possible, hoping to hear back from the Prince of Wales first. He sent a letter to him the evening before, apprising him of events, theories and the truce. The prince's response had not arrived by the time the committee meeting began.

      "Sir Ignatius Swinburn is not involved," Lady Harcourt spat. "This is absurd. Slanderous!"

      "Sit down, Julia," Lord Marchbank bellowed. "Hear them out."

      Lady Harcourt did not sit down. She paced the carpet, showing off her fine figure and full bosom to best effect with her heaving breaths. I suspected that was the reason why she paced past Lincoln and Seth most of all. They happened to be standing next to one another, having both stood when Lady Harcourt shot to her feet. They were nothing if not gentlemanly, preferring not to sit when a lady in their presence did not.

      "I'm leaving," she suddenly announced.

      "Gus," Lincoln said.

      Gus moved in front of the door, blocking her exit.

      "How dare you!" she railed at him.

      Gus settled his feet apart. "Sorry, ma'am."

      She whirled around and threw herself onto a chair. Her skirts puffed up and her bustle was crushed behind her, but she didn't seem to care.

      "Bloody women and their hysteria," Gillingham muttered. "Shouldn't be allowed in these meetings."

      Lady Harcourt's glare would have pierced him if it were made of steel.

      "If you'll listen to the evidence," Seth said to her, "you'll come to agree with our conclusions."

      She sniffed and turned her face away.

      Lincoln allowed Seth to report on everything we'd learned since our Isle of Wight expedition. He left nothing out, and made a good account of our conclusions. He finished with details of the truce.

      "A truce!" Gillingham threw his hands in the air. Since he still held the walking stick, it was fortunate he didn't knock over the vase of flowers on the table nearest him. "Fitzroy, have you gone mad?"

      "It was the best outcome," Lincoln said.

      "Not mad, soft." Gillingham eyed me, as if he knew the truce was something I brokered. "You should have killed Swinburn."

      "He would have shot Charlie before I could draw or attack," Lincoln said.

      Gillingham smirked, as if that was hardly something worth worrying about.

      "I would have killed him," Lincoln went on. "But his pack would have killed me and my men. They're stronger than us and outnumber us. The truce was the only way out and the only way forward."

      "Agreed," Marchbank said. "Are you sure you can trust Swinburn to keep it?"

      "We have to."

      Marchbank's lips flattened in thought.

      "He'll come here and kill you all in your beds," Gillingham said. "Mark my words."

      Lady Harcourt whimpered. "Stop it. Stop this talk at once. The man you're describing is not the man I know. He's ambitious, yes, but he's attentive and generous."

      "Do be quiet, Julia," Gillingham said. "Stay out of this until you come to your senses and see that Swinburn is a danger."

      "He's not a danger!"

      "How do you know? Because he prefers to fornicate with you rather than kill you? You do know you're not the only woman warming his bed."

      Her nostrils flared and her top lip peeled back from her teeth.

      "Don't talk to a lady like that in my house," Lincoln said, his rich voice rumbling through the library.

      Gillingham huffed out a humorless laugh and crossed one leg over the other.

      "Fitzroy's right," Marchbank said. "That was uncalled for. Your behavior to the other members of this committee has been appalling these last few months, Gilly. As senior member, I'm ordering you to be civil from now on. You're not so important that you can't be thrown out."

      Gillingham spluttered a protest but quieted with a single sharp glare from Lincoln. Lincoln was still angry, and Gillingham must have realized that he would only bring that anger down on himself if he continued.

      "What of the relationship between the young Prince Albert Victor and Leonora Ballantine?" Lord Marchbank asked, thankfully returning the meeting to its original agenda.

      "The Prince of Wales has put a stop to them seeing one another," Lincoln said. "There'll be no more contact between her and Prince Eddy."

      "How can you be sure? If the man's in love with her, nothing will keep him away."

      "He knows that she was in love with another the entire time," I said. "He realizes he was duped and that she had a part in duping him. That dampened his ardor considerably."

      "I don't doubt it."

      "That's women for you," Gillingham said, rubbing his palm over the head of his walking stick.

      Lady Harcourt turned ice-cold eyes onto him. "Just because your wife tricked you into her bed doesn't mean all women are devious. Oh, wait." Her lips curved into a seductive, beautiful, and utterly cruel smile. "Or did she use her wolf strength to ravish you?"

      Gillingham shot to his feet, his face crimson. He raised his walking stick but Lincoln caught Gillingham's wrist before he could strike her.

      "What?" Marchbank frowned at Lady Harcourt then Gillingham. "What's this about wolf strength?"

      "Julia!" Seth warned. "Don't."

      It wasn't so much that she was alluding to Harriet being a shape changer that interested me. It was that she was in possession of the knowledge in the first place. Had Swinburn told her? Why would the subject have come up between them?

      "Seth will see you out now," Lincoln said to Gillingham.

      Seth grabbed Gillingham's arm and marched him to the door. Gus stepped aside and let them pass. Gillingham didn't appear too fazed to be thrown out.

      "Thank you, Lincoln," Lady Harcourt said breathily. She touched her temples and swayed in the chair. "I feel quite faint from the excitement. I cannot believe Gilly would be so violent. Would you mind escorting me home? I'm afraid for my safety."

      "You'll be fine," Lincoln said, turning his back on her. "He wouldn't dare strike you." He poured a brandy at the sideboard and handed her the tumbler.

      She accepted it but not before blinking pathetically at him. She had quite a nerve, flirting with him in my presence. Or perhaps she knew she had nothing to lose since I already despised her and she me.

      Seth returned, dusting off his hands as if he'd just thrown out the rubbish.

      Lord Marchbank thanked him. "Gilly's temper is getting worse."

      "Because he has no control at home anymore." Lady Harcourt threw back the contents of her glass. "So he tries to take control elsewhere, like here. Especially here."

      "It seems I'm the only who doesn't know what you're alluding to," Marchbank said darkly. "Go on, out with it."

      "Julia," Seth warned again. "It's not our business."

      "Harriet is a shape changer," she said.

      Marchbank sank into his chair and rubbed his scarred jaw. "Well. That explains a few things about Gillingham's behavior of late, toward the ladies in particular. Why wasn't I told, Fitzroy?"

      "It wasn't necessary." Lincoln addressed Marchbank but kept his gaze on Lady Harcourt. She shifted her weight and toyed with the lace collar of her dress. "How do you know about it?" he asked her.

      "That is none of your affair," she said with a sniff.

      "It is."

      "You gave up the right to ask questions about my personal life when you walked out of it."

      "This is not personal, it's ministry business."

      "Oh?" she said with sickening sweetness. "Then why wasn't the entire committee made aware of Harriet's condition? You can't have it both ways, Lincoln."

      He slammed his hand down on the table near her. We all jumped. Lady Harcourt paled. "How did you find out about it?" he ground out.

      She sat straight, her shoulders back, her eyes flashing. "You know very well that I have my own sources of information separate from the ministry ones. You'll have to torture me if you want more than that. Now," she said crisply. "The reason I haven't walked out yet is that I need to inform the committee of my intentions to change my will."

      "Your last will and testament has nothing to do with us," Marchbank said.

      "The part about the heir who will take over my position on the committee does."

      "It won't be Buchanan?"

      "No. I've thrown him out of the house and I wish to cut him out of my life altogether. That's what one does with tumors."

      "Didn't your husband's will stipulate he could stay there as long as he wanted?" Seth asked.

      "It does, which is why I expect him to return, unfortunately. In the meantime he has gone to live with Donald and Marguerite at Emberly Park."

      "Bloody hell," Seth said with a shake of his head. "Is that a good idea, considering Marguerite's delicate mind? Not to mention her affection for Andrew and the fact the Buchanan brothers hate each other."

      She lifted one shoulder. "They can kill one another, for all I care. Perhaps that will solve all my problems."

      "Who will you nominate to replace you on the committee if you should die?" Lord Marchbank asked.

      "Seth."

      Seth blinked.

      The clock on the mantel chimed and she gathered up her reticule. "I must go, but one last warning, Lincoln. Do not accuse Sir Ignatius of anything. He's innocent."

      Lincoln strode to the door, opened it, and waited for her to leave.

      Seth, however, rose to the bait. "You're biased, Julia. Your self-interest in this matter is clear to everyone in this room."

      "You're just jealous, Seth dear. You always have been jealous of my other lovers."

      "Not for a long time, Julia. Seeing you for the person you really are has been a liberating experience. It's as if a noose has been removed from around my neck."

      She headed for the door, her stiff skirts snapping at her ankles with her purposeful strides.

      "Swinburn is pack leader," Seth said to her back. "He is as guilty of Protheroe's murder as Franklin, and you'd better remember that or you might find yourself in danger."

      "I'm in no danger from him. He adores me."

      "He hides it well. The last time I saw you two together, he showed no more interest in you than any other woman. Perhaps because you're not a shape changer."

      She rounded on him, her nostrils flaring like a raging bull's. "How dare you!" she screeched. If he'd been any closer, she would have slapped him.

      "How dare you, Julia." Seth stabbed a finger in her direction and bared his teeth. I'd never seen him so angry. She'd pushed him over the edge this time. "As a committee member, you ought to have the ministry's best interests at heart, instead of your own. Lately you seem to have forgotten that. If we find out that you told Swinburn about Leisl or anything else related to Fitzroy and the ministry, you will be removed from the committee."

      Her lips flattened, a severe red streak across pale skin. "You get ahead of yourself, Seth dear. Until, and indeed if, you inherit the committee position from me, you're just Lincoln's lackey. You can't threaten me with anything."

      "But I can," Lincoln said. "Seth is correct. If you reveal anything to Swinburn, being removed from the committee will be the least of your concerns."

      Her throat worked with her swallows, and she folded her arms as if warding off a chill. "Empty threats, Lincoln," she said, rallying. "That's all you've got now, just threats we all know you won't follow through on. Not now that she has filed down your edges. Edges that made you the powerful man you once were. Now you're just an ordinary man with an ordinary life. How dull you've become."

      Her gaze slid to me beneath lowered lashes. I stiffened but didn't shy away. She didn't frighten me.

      "That's enough, Julia," Marchbank barked. He grabbed her arm and marched her out of the library into the entrance hall where Doyle handed out coats and hats as if nothing were amiss.

      "Do be careful, Lincoln," she tossed over her shoulder. "Sir Ignatius is not someone you can accuse without repercussions." She shook off Lord Marchbank's grip and let herself out the front door.

      "The gall of her," Seth bit off. "She can't be allowed to get away with helping Swinburn under our very noses."

      "We can't be certain she is the one who gave him the information," I said. "I think she's overplaying his regard for her, for one thing."

      "Which is exactly why we must be careful. She's desperate enough to win his attention that she'll give him whatever information he wants."

      "She wouldn't betray us," I said. For one thing, I still believed she cared too much about Lincoln to want any real harm to befall him.

      Lord Marchbank stood by the door and flipped up his coat collar. "Vickers is correct. She is desperate, and desperate people do things a normal person would not. I believe her capable of anything, right now. Be careful, Fitzroy. Keep an eye on her."
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      Lincoln gathered the entire household together over an informal luncheon in the dining room, including Doyle and Cook but excluding the other servants, and informed them all that Lady Harcourt could no longer be trusted. "Anything you hear within these walls cannot be repeated to her," he said.

      Lady Vickers patted the corner of her mouth with her napkin. "I always knew she would be the agent of her own downfall. Horrid woman."

      "Indeed," Alice said. "To think that she would care so much about money and position to betray her friends."

      "We are in agreement for once, Alice," Lady Vickers said. "She ought to know better at her age."

      "She has no friends here, and I doubt she ever did," Seth said quietly.

      Gus snorted. "You've changed your tune from a few months back."

      Seth gave a desperate half shake of his head. Fortunately Alice seemed not to notice but his mother did.

      "Oh, Seth," she muttered, pulling a face.

      Seth shot me a pleading look, but I didn't have the heart to help him out of his sticky situation. It was time Alice learned of his past anyway, even if it was painful to hear. He couldn't hide it from her forever, not if he wanted a future with her.

      She lifted her brows but did not ask for more information. I suspected that would come later.

      "Lady Harcourt ain't going to get no more nice cakes from me," Cook said, picking apart his sandwich and removing the ham. "Ain't too many on the committee I want to feed no more, only you and Marchbank, sir."

      "We won't invite them to dine," I assured him. "Only Lord and Lady Marchbank, from time to time, but not on ministry business."

      Doyle had refused to sit or eat and he now asked if he could be excused to oversee the staff. Lincoln let him go.

      Lincoln seemed to have calmed down somewhat since the meeting, but I could still detect anger simmering beneath the surface, and probably worry, too.

      Doyle returned with a letter for Lincoln. It bore the royal seal. We all leaned forward as he opened it and scanned the contents.

      "It's from the Prince of Wales," he announced, passing it to me. "In response to my letter informing him of our investigation."

      "He still refuses to believe that Swinburn is involved," I said, shaking my head. "How can he be so blind in the face of the latest evidence?"

      "How can Swinburn be so convincing?" Gus said. "He's got a hold on His Majesty, that's for sure."

      "His Highness," Seth corrected. "Majesty is for kings and queens, highness is for princes and princesses."

      "Who bloody cares? None of 'em are here so it don't matter. I can call him His Nibs if I want."

      "You can not," Lady Vickers bit back.

      Gus muttered an apology.

      "I wonder if it's more the Duke of Edinburgh's influence," I said, re-reading part of the letter. "It says here that the duke thinks the ministry is pointless and we're merely stirring up trouble. How can he think that?"

      "As long as the Prince of Wales doesn't think it, it doesn't matter," Seth said. "He's more superior."

      "But the duke has a lot of influence too," Lincoln said. "We can't ignore him or his opinions. He seems to have some sway with the Prince of Wales."

      "Do the palace have the authority to shut down the ministry?" Alice asked.

      "A good question, Alice," Seth said. "A very good question. They don't, as it happens. The ministry is above politics and royal decrees."

      "Their displeasure would only force us to go underground," I told her. "The ministry has been in hiding before, and we can do it again if necessary. But we will always exist."

      I waited for Lincoln to chime in with an assurance, but he did not. "The letter blames Ballantine for the murder, in conjunction with Franklin," he said. "His Highness calls Ballantine a social climber who tried to trap his son into an unfavorable marriage."

      "That's quite true," Lady Vickers said, reaching for another sandwich on the platter near her. "I don't blame the royal family for being upset. Surely he's not going to let Ballantine get away with it."

      "He's not," I said. "He's having Ballantine sent to India as a special envoy."

      "India!" several voices exclaimed.

      "The pack will be split up," Seth said. "Swinburn won't like that."

      "Swinburn may yet wield enough influence with both the prince and duke to stop it," Lincoln said. "The position won't be finalized for some weeks, giving him plenty of time to convince his royal friends not to go through with it."

      "I don't think he'll win," I said. "The prince was furious with the Ballantines for manipulating his son."

      "He was just as furious with Prince Eddy," Lincoln reminded me. "He is not without blame."

      We ate in silence for a few minutes, with a heavy air enveloping us. Every now and again I felt Lincoln's gaze on me, but whenever I looked up, he was concentrating on his food. I sighed and tried to swallow my sandwich but I'd lost my appetite. With the pack going unpunished for their crime, it felt like our business wasn't finished.

      "This ain't right," Gus finally announced, pushing his empty plate away. "Charlie's getting married in a few weeks. We should be happy."

      "So true," Alice piped up. "Let's discuss something to do with the wedding. Not the dress," she said with a smile. "Mr. Fitzroy mustn't know anything about it until the big day."

      "How 'bout we talk about the food," Cook suggested. "I want your opinion on what to serve for dessert."

      "Jelly." Gus sat back and licked his lips. "And custard."

      "Not for the most prominent London wedding of the season," Seth said. "The food must be grand."

      "I can make jelly grand," Cook told him.

      "See!" Gus patted his stomach. "Love me a big wobbly jelly drowned in custard."

      Seth rolled his eyes. "We can do better than that."

      "It ought to be French," Lady Vickers announced. "Everything a la mode is from France nowadays, and I know Cook has the culinary skills to pull it off."

      Cook's whole head blushed.

      Seth frowned first at his mother then at Cook. "God help me," he muttered under his breath.

      "Speaking of the wedding," Gus said, "I've decided you can walk on Charlie's left, Seth."

      Seth's gaze narrowed. "What do you expect in return?"

      "Can't a fellow be generous to his friend without expecting something back?"

      Seth's gaze narrowed further. "You're up to something."

      "I ain't! I just think you're more like a brother to her than me. I'm like a friend."

      "I suppose."

      "So that leaves me to be best man for Fitzroy.

      "Ah. Right. Forgot he needed a best man." Seth reached across the table and shook Gus's hand. "That sounds fair. You be best man and I'll walk Charlie down the aisle. You in accord, Fitzroy?"

      "Do I have a choice?" Lincoln asked.

      Gus smiled. "Right-o. It's settled. You walk with Charlie and I'll stand with Fitzroy. It will be my pleasure to sit beside Miss Everheart at the wedding breakfast."

      Seth's smile froze.

      Lady Vickers lifted her glass of lemon water. "It's settled."

      "And without bloodshed too," Cook said, chuckling.

      "To Charlie and Lincoln. June can't come fast enough for either of them, I'm sure."

      Lincoln joined in the toast, and I swear one side of his mouth lifted in a small smile. It was a good sign that he wasn't as tense as I thought. Unfortunately, the smile and his good mood didn't last. His gruffness returned and, even worse, so did his silence. He avoided me most of the day but I managed to corner him in the evening. He hadn't dined with us, preferring to eat at his desk as he worked.

      "You can't avoid me forever," I told him as I let myself into his rooms.

      He looked up from his paperwork. "I'm not avoiding you. If I wanted to avoid you I would have locked the door, or left the house altogether."

      I leaned back against the door, uncertain if he wanted me to approach. Keeping our distance seemed to be the safer option of late, particularly when we were alone and our kisses became heated. With his arms crossed and his eyes shadowed, I guessed he preferred having the vast space of his study and sitting room between us. But it wasn't easy to stay away. He looked roguishly dashing with his hair loose, wearing no tie or waistcoat, just a shirt with the top button undone.

      "Why the smile?" he asked.

      "I'm smiling because I can't believe you're mine."

      "I see. And is that why you came? To look at me?"

      "Is that not a good reason?"

      "It's valid enough. I admit to seeking you out on numerous occasions to do just that. And yet I suspect there's something more to this visit."

      I crossed my arms too. He knew me well, but that's one of the things I loved about him. "Can't I simply want to see you without an ulterior motive?" I said.

      He considered this a moment. "Come here then." He met me half way and folded me into his arms. He smelled of the nutmeg and cloves in Cook's pudding and that unique scent that was his alone. His small sigh ruffled my hair. "But on this occasion you have an ulterior motive." He lifted my chin to look at me properly. "Go on. Out with it."

      I suddenly found I couldn't be frank with him. He hated reminders of the time he'd sent me away, and he always cut me off whenever I brought the topic up. The memory of the man he'd been then was painful for him, but I disagreed with his opinion that it shouldn't be discussed. He may have come a long way, but I wasn't so blindly in love with him to think he'd changed and thoughts of sending me away never occurred to him now.

      "It may be nothing," I hedged. "I could be seeing a problem where there is none."

      He settled his arms around me, linking his hands at my back. "But?"

      I blew out a breath. "If you try to send me away again, I won't go."

      I felt the shock ripple through him, saw the disbelief in his eyes. Disbelief that I could think he'd do such a thing? He released me and returned to his desk. He perched on it and gripped the edge with both hands. "Why do you think I'm going to send you away?"

      I lifted one shoulder. "Because you're worried about my safety with Swinburn and his pack going unpunished."

      He winced as if my accusation had hurt him physically. Or perhaps hit its mark. "I promised never to send you away again, and I intend to keep that promise."

      "Yes, you're right." I threw my arms around his neck. "I'm sorry, Lincoln," I whispered in his ear. "Truly, I am."

      I tried to move away but he pinned me against him. He buried a hand in my hair and pressed his forehead to mine. I suspected he wanted to say something so I didn't try to break apart, but it was an awfully long time before he finally spoke. "Your concern is not entirely unfounded," he finally said.

      I jerked back to see his face better. "You can't say that and then leave it there for me to fill in the blanks. You know I'll fill them in with the worst possible scenario."

      He raked his fingers through his hair and peered back at me through lowered lashes. "There are so many things that are out of my control now. Things that can go wrong. Badly wrong. Swinburn's pack is still roaming freely, and he ostensibly has the protection of the palace. He's more powerful than I realized. Indeed, he's untouchable. Even more of a concern is that Swinburn knows all about the ministry, my origins, and the people who live here. He knows that you're my weakness, Charlie."

      "Not just me," I said. "Your mother too. Don't deny it, Lincoln. You care enough about them to want to keep them safe."

      "As safe as I want to keep any member of the public. And pointing that out doesn't help."

      I touched his jaw. "Sorry."

      "I'm worried he'll use you to get to me, to weaken me."

      I folded him into my arms, as he'd done me, and held him. I stroked his hair back and kissed the top of his head. "There is that concern. There will always be that concern, even after we diminish Swinburn's power. It's something you have to come to terms with. We both do."

      He nodded and pulled back. "There's more. Eva's vision about a threat from the queen is troubling, and Alice's problem has the potential to become our problem. A rabbit is one thing, but an army is entirely another."

      "I know."

      "Do you? Do you know what it's like for me to feel powerless to keep you safe? It's not a feeling I'm used to, Charlie, and not one I like."

      I stroked his face then cupped his cheek. "I know," I said again. "But this is what it means to be in love and to care about someone. It means there is the possibility we'll lose one another. I'm afraid too, Lincoln. You're the one who is always putting himself in dangerous situations. If anything is going to happen to one of us, it will likely happen to you. But I love you and I want to be with you, and that means watching you put your life at risk and praying you come back to me in one piece."

      "At least you can communicate with me after I am dead."

      "Lincoln!"

      He gave an apologetic shrug.

      I hugged him again, and he circled his arms around me. We were of a height, with him sitting on the desk and me standing, and I was able to speak to him face to face. "While it would be safer if we never had to confront shape changers or mad scientists, life would be too quiet without the ministry in it. I don't want to hide away here, and I don't think you want to, either."

      He searched my face, a small frown line connecting his brows. "I would step away from the ministry if it meant keeping you safe, Charlie. You're more important to me than anything. Do not forget that."

      I toyed with a lock of hair skimming my shoulder, running it through my fingers, twisting the end. "I do know it. We'll simply take one day at a time, face one problem at a time, and we'll do it together. That's how we'll get through."

      He met my gaze with his and nodded. It was all I needed. It was enough.

      Then his lips twitched. "My fierce little warrior."

      I laughed and thumped his arm. "Try saying that without smirking next time."

      He grinned and pulled me closer for a heart-stopping, heat-inducing, very inappropriate kiss.

      

      
        THE END
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      To say I'd been kept prisoner my entire life in an attic wasn't quite true. It was only fifteen years out of eighteen, and I was allowed to walk in the gardens for a half-hour some days. Besides, the attic rooms of Windamere Manor covered the top-most floor of the entire west wing, and Violet and I had the run of them.

      Nor did we want for anything. As little girls, we had every doll and toy we could desire. As young women, we had music and books, embroidery and sewing, and an education from the finest tutors. Lord Wade was generous in all things, except, of course, his love and attention toward Vi, his daughter.

      She tried to pretend that it didn't matter, but I knew better. She couldn't hide her melancholy from me, or her desire to be rid of the affliction that stopped her from taking her place as the eldest of Lord Wade's children in the outside world. I saw it in her watery eyes as she gazed out the window and the way she hugged herself upon seeing the fresh burns in the Oriental rug. The latter only came after one of her episodes. The trinkets and tutors couldn't replace her parents, and in many ways she and I were both orphans, although I, Hannah Smith, was the only true one.

      As prisons go, the attic of Windamere was pleasant enough, and as the orphaned daughter of servants with a strange affliction of her own to endure, I was more fortunate than most in my situation. I'd read the stories by Mr. Dickens. I knew a child of my class could wind up in the cruel workhouses if they were lucky, and the friendless streets if they were not. I'd been given a roof over my head, food in my belly, an education to rival any lord's daughter and a dear friend in Vi. Indeed, she was more like a sister than friend. She cared for me when I awoke from my unpredictable slumbers, disoriented and sluggish with a gaping hole in my memory. She was always nearby and had been for as long as I could recall.

      What more could I—dare I—want?

      I had just woken from one of those deep, dense sleeps when Miss Levine, our governess, stalked into our attic parlor, her black woolen gown so heavy that the skirt didn't even ripple as she moved. Her lashless eyes narrowed as she took in Vi and me sitting on the floor, holding each other. Her nostrils, two small caves at the end of a beakish nose, flared wider as she sniffed the acrid, smoky air. At such moments she resembled a rat with her sharp face and equally sharp eyes. Vi and I used to giggle behind our hands when we were little and make jokes about her rattiness. It was an attempt to stave off our fear, both of Miss Levine and of what caused the scorch marks. But we hadn't made any jokes in a long time, not since Miss Levine overheard us once and struck me with a cane until I apologized. I'd been ten years old at the time.

      "At least you spared the wall hangings," Miss Levine said, her tone brisk. "A small mercy for which Lady Wade will no doubt be thankful. She doesn't have time to be furnishing these rooms, you know. She has the rest of the house to consider."

      I felt Vi tense. Lady Wade, her mother, never visited us in the attic—something for which we were both grateful. It was enough to have to put up with ratty Miss Levine's moods. At least our governess had enough passion in her to grow angry on occasion. Lady Wade was simply indifferent to our plight, and that indifference made her as bleak as a February night.

      "I'm sorry, Miss Levine," Vi whispered, lowering her head so that her forehead touched mine. She tucked a strand of my curly red-gold hair behind my ear, but it sprang free again. "I couldn't stop it."

      Her grip tightened around my shoulders, and I pulled her closer. It was difficult to tell who was comforting whom. Perhaps it was a little of both. As always, I soothed Vi after she almost set the attic on fire, and she soothed me as I fought my way out of the fog of my narcolepsy. Our twin afflictions, seemingly intertwined with one another's, were inexplicable as much as they were dangerous.

      "Stop apologizing to her," I whispered. "You can't help what happened and she knows it." It was an old refrain, spoken over and over, but it was one I felt compelled to repeat. Perhaps one day Vi would listen and cease apologizing for something she couldn't control.

      "Get up, Miss Smith," snapped Miss Levine. "You are not an invalid." She waved a hand at the black scorch mark near the edge of the rug. "Attend to that."

      "I'll do it," Vi said, rising. She held out her hand and I took it, although I already felt stronger and didn't need her assistance.

      When I first woke from my strange slumbers, as I called my episodes, I felt vague, like I wasn't altogether there. It was as if I were drifting through a dream, and my head might as well have been stuffed full of cotton. After a few minutes, my head slowly cleared, and I could function normally again. Usually by then Vi had inadvertently set something alight. She claimed her episodes were brought on by her fear for me in my comatose state, but I'd never been quite convinced that was the case. It didn't make sense, although Vi certainly was afraid for me. That I didn't doubt. Poor, dear Vi was always afraid. It was why she needed me.

      "No, I will." I squeezed her hand. "Go and rest on the settee, Lady Violet."

      Her mouth twisted at my teasing. She didn't like me calling her by her full title. "You're too good to me, Hannah."

      "She's lazy is what she is." Miss Levine wrapped her bony fingers around my arm so tightly I could feel my blood bank up in my veins. "Water, Miss Smith. Now."

      I jerked free and set my feet apart to give myself a steadier stance. I might be slight in stature and Miss Levine tall, but I would not make it easy for her to push me about. I turned eighteen last month, and Vi a few months before that. We were no longer children. If anything, Miss Levine should be concerned that she'd lose her position now that neither of her charges needed her. I, on the other hand, was indispensable to Vi's happiness. For as long as she was confined to the attic, I would be with her.

      "The fire's already out," I said. "There's no need for water."

      "Nevertheless, I've asked you to fetch it," Miss Levine said.

      "Actually, you didn't ask, you ordered."

      "Do not test me, Miss Smith." Then Miss Levine did something I hadn't expected. She heaved a deep sigh. It caused her usually rod-straight back to curve, her shoulders to stoop. "We don't have time for your stubbornness. It's time for your walk. You don't want to miss that, do you? I know how you like to go out. Especially of late." Her lips curled back in what I suspected was an attempt at a smile, although I'd never actually seen her smile before, and I couldn't think what she found amusing about our walk on this particular day. "Fetch some water and make sure the fire is completely out. You know what'll happen if the floor beneath the rug is smoldering."

      I knew. Three years ago, after a particularly bad attack, Vi had set the wood-paneled wall behind one of the woolen hangings alight and the flames had quickly spread. Fortunately the fire was extinguished before it did too much damage, but only because several pails were kept full of water at all times. Afterward, Lord Wade had ventured up to the attic to inspect the damage. The next day, we'd received new hangings. It was the last time Lord Wade had visited us.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Vi sink onto the settee as if her knees had given way. She turned her pale face to stare out the parlor's only window. While we both loved looking at the scenery through that window and making up stories about the people we saw coming and going from the house, she hated venturing outside for our walks. She seemed especially anxious today. Indeed, her nervousness had grown worse after I'd spotted the handsome gardener watching us. I, on the other hand, had been curious. Poor Vi. She was as much imprisoned by her fears as by her father.

      I did as I was told and dipped the jug into one of the pails of water lined up between the small fireplace and the door.

      I splashed the water from the jug over the burned patch, getting some of it on the hem of my gray woolen skirt. I checked under the rug—also woolen—but the floorboards had been spared.

      Wool. It was everywhere. Sometimes I felt like I was drowning in the stuff. Woolen rugs on the floor, woolen hangings on the walls, woolen coverings on the chairs, settees and beds. My clothes were made of wool, even in summer, as were Vi's and Miss Levine's. Everything flammable was kept in chests and drawers, all draped in woolen fabric of course. I was convinced that we were single handedly responsible for the English wool market's profits. It doesn't burn you see. Not properly. It smolders when a flame is put to it, but once the flame is extinguished, there is nothing left but a blackened scar.

      The attic, and we two girls, had been smothered in wool. Just once I wanted to wear a flimsy organdy gown like the ones worn by Lady Wade and her other daughter. I'd seen them through the window from the room we used as a parlor. The window looked down on the front steps of Windamere, and the long, straight avenue lined by ancient oaks that eventually swallowed the drive in the distance.

      Sometimes I looked through the window at the gentle curve of hills and the thick woods at the edge of the vast Windamere estate and wished I was out there, exploring the world, meeting people, tasting freedom.

      But I couldn't leave Vi behind to live in the attic with only Miss Levine for company. Nor could Vi come with me, not with her condition. While my narcolepsy was a danger only to me, her fire starting was a danger to others. She needed my company.

      Besides, where else could I go?

      "Put on your coats, girls," said Miss Levine, standing at the door. "It's cool outside."

      "I'll be all right," I said, taking Vi's hand. She shook her head very slightly in warning. I grinned at her. Vexing Miss Levine was a favorite pastime of mine since she no longer used her cane to punish us.

      Vi chewed her lower lip and the action reminded me of something, but I couldn't quite recall what. Something at the edge of my memory, something to do with vexing Miss Levine and the worried look on Vi's face.

      But the memory slipped away before I could grasp it, and I didn't bother trying to reclaim it. My memories rarely returned after my narcoleptic episodes, and I'd come to accept that they never would.

      "I know you enjoy being tiresome, Miss Smith," our governess said with an exasperated sigh, "but perhaps just this once you can put on your coat without argument. Gloves and hats too."

      I opened my mouth to tell her I wouldn't wear gloves, but Vi frowned. "Please do as she says without quarreling."

      My hands dropped to my sides and I blinked at her. She rarely spoke to me with such vehemence, or to Miss Levine for that matter. Vi was the sweet-natured one, the peacemaker. She never challenged Miss Levine's commands, never gainsaid an order. While it was the thing I loved about her the most, it irritated me in equal measure. She was Lady Violet Jamieson, daughter of the Earl of Wade. She shouldn't be taking orders from anyone, let alone a governess.

      "Vi? What's wrong?"

      Her blue eyes softened and she bit her lip. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to snap."

      "You didn't." I tucked a strand of her dark red hair behind her ear as she had done with mine earlier. Where my unruly locks had refused to stay, hers remained. How I admired her sleek hair, her creamy skin and beautiful face. She would have been the belle of the ball if she'd been allowed to attend one. She was the opposite of me in so many ways. I was short and small, my face freckled. Although we both had red hair, mine was pale and orange—orange!—whereas hers was a rich mahogany.

      Miss Levine clapped her hands. "Quickly now, before the weather changes. The sky is already looking quite gray in the west."

      "Perhaps we shouldn't go out," said Vi.

      Miss Levine gripped Vi's arm and gave her such a withering glare that my friend's face crumpled. "It's too late to change our minds now."

      For once, I was in accord with Miss Levine. "If the weather changes and sets in, we may not get out again for days." I crossed the landing to our shared bedroom and retrieved our coats, hats and gloves from the brass hooks near the door. The maids had already been through. The beds were made and the hearth free of ash. The servants at Windamere were an efficient, silent lot. I hardly ever saw them let alone heard them going about their business, yet everything was spotless.

      I handed Vi her things and put on my coat and hat, but not my gloves. Those I carried. I was halfway down the stairs before Vi even set foot on the top step. She was stalling, but I wouldn't let her fears keep me indoors. Not when it may be the last walk for some time with winter just around the corner, and not with the possibility of seeing that handsome gardener again, the one who watched me with such intensity that my skin prickled and my heart did little somersaults in my chest.

      I waited for Vi and Miss Levine on the second-floor landing. They eventually caught up, and the governess gave me one of her stern looks. She was breathing much too hard to verbally reprimand me.

      "Please slow down, Hannah," Vi said, drawing alongside me. "They'll be watching."

      'They' were the invisible yet ever-present servants. Vi always worried they would gossip about us, or be staring at us, the two peculiar girls who lived in the attic.

      "Let them," I said. I took her hand, and together we walked down the grand staircase to the entrance hall. The tap tap of our shoes on the tiles echoed around the marble hall and bounced off the columns that reached to the high ceiling, two levels above us. I glanced to my left, through the double doors into the opulent dining room beyond. It was a habit of mine when I came downstairs. The grand hall and adjoining dining room were the only two areas of the house I'd seen other than the attic, and for all I knew, the rest of Windamere Manor was nothing like those rooms. I couldn't help comparing what I saw to our attic. Our sparse, wool-covered, low-ceilinged space couldn't be further removed from the dining room. Slender statues of Roman goddesses were tucked into carved niches, and touches of gilding here and there broke up the pristine white of the walls and mantel. There was a rug too, but it was free of burns and nothing covered the large mahogany table or sideboard.

      "Good afternoon, Lady Violet," said the stiff butler, Pearson. He opened the front door and bowed, revealing his bald patch. "Enjoy your walk."

      "Th-thank you," Vi stuttered. Her face flushed to the roots of her hair, and her grip tightened on my hand.

      "Good afternoon, Pearson," I said breezily. He hadn't addressed me, but sometimes, when I was feeling particularly irreverent, I cast aside the rules of propriety. I was, after all, a prisoner, a narcoleptic and a companion to a lady who started fires with her mind. Propriety was the least of my concerns.

      It must have been the prospect of seeing him again that fueled my impish mood. The tall, dark-haired gardener with the intense gaze and handsome face had occupied my thoughts ever since I'd first noticed him on our walk almost two weeks earlier. I'd seen him every time we'd taken a turn in the garden since. When I'd asked Miss Levine his name she'd dismissed my question with a flick of her skeletal fingers.

      "Where shall we go?" I asked Vi. "Down to the lake or across the park?" It wouldn't matter which way we went. He would be there. I knew it as surely as I knew my name was Hannah Smith.

      Without waiting for an answer, I steered Vi down the terraced garden, Miss Levine trailing behind. That was another reason I enjoyed our walks. Although Miss Levine was always in attendance, she stayed a few paces back, giving Vi and I privacy.

      "The sky looks rather ominous," Vi said, stopping abruptly. She cast a glance over her shoulder and I followed her gaze, just in time to see a pale face disappear from a window on the first floor. I didn't know which room the window looked into, but I did recognize the face. It belonged to Vi's fifteen year-old sister, Eudora.

      Vi and I had never met her, having been condemned to the attic together when Eudora was born, and not meeting her even once on our walks. When we'd first seen her watching us through the window some ten years ago, Miss Levine had informed us that she was Vi's sister. It was the first we'd heard about her. We'd not even heard her crying as a baby.

      I suspected Eudora had been ordered to stay away from us. The only other times I'd seen her was when I looked out the window as she'd left to walk or ride around the estate or to step into one of her father's carriages.

      "Nonsense," I said cheerfully. "It's lovely out. Those clouds are miles away." It was an optimistic statement. The entire sky just beyond the house was as black as night, the low clouds heavy with rain. The sun, however, still shone on Windamere's façade, bathing it in a golden glow it didn't deserve.

      The mansion was a statement of architectural perfection from the previous century when an ancestor of the current earl had built it. Wide and rectangular, it was all straight lines and right angles. The dozens of windows were precisely the same distance apart on all its three levels, and the grand front porch was placed exactly in the middle, the columns holding up the portico like soldiers keeping guard. Nothing was irregular or wrong at Windamere.

      Nothing, that is, except Vi and I.

      "Continue, girls," barked Miss Levine. "Violet! Don't stop now."

      Violet held the brim of her hat and led the way across the park toward the woods. The breeze ruffled the feathers attached to the hatband, and a strand of my hair fluttered against my cheek.

      "You're looking for him, aren't you?" Vi said as I drew alongside her.

      "Don't be ridiculous."

      "You shouldn't. You know nothing about him."

      "What has that got to do with anything?"

      She held the lapels of her coat together at her throat for warmth. "He could be dangerous. He could be waiting behind the bushes to..."

      I snorted. "Vi, stop worrying. What do you think he's going to do with you and Miss Levine here? Ravish me?" I laughed at the absurdity of it, but even so, my scalp tingled at the thought of the new gardener kissing me.

      "It's not a joke, Hannah." We'd almost reached the edge of the woods, and she stopped again, eyeing the bank of trees as if they would stretch out their branches and capture us. "It'll start raining soon."

      "You want to turn back, don't you?"

      She looked down at her boots and said nothing.

      "Come on," I said. "The exercise will do you good. Cool that fire within you." I smiled at my little joke, but she only frowned harder. I winced. "Sorry."

      "If you're determined to have your walk, then let's walk." Her tone was curt, crisp, so like Miss Levine's. "I want to go into the woods today."

      "Really? I thought you hated the woods."

      I glanced back at Miss Levine. She still followed, her gaze focused not on us but on the trees.

      I tilted my face into the cool breeze and a fat raindrop exploded on my cheek. "Bloody hell."

      "Hannah!" Vi scolded. She hated my occasional outburst, but she was used to them nevertheless and no longer truly shocked.

      "We'd better hurry," I said, walking faster, clutching my gloves tighter. Another raindrop splashed on the end of my nose, then another and another. "We need to find shelter. Shall we head towards the orangery instead?"

      "No!"

      I blinked at her. Her vehemence was so odd, so unlike her.

      "The woods are closer." She set off at a run toward the trees, and I followed. She was correct in that the thick canopy would provide some shelter against the rain. I didn't look around to see if Miss Levine followed until I reached the trees, and when I did, I was surprised to find that she was not with us.

      "We should wait here for her," Vi said, breathing hard as she caught up to me.

      I squinted through the rain and shook my head. "I can't see her. She must have decided to run to the orangery." The image of Miss Levine running anywhere was rather absurd, but it was odd that I couldn't see her. Wherever she'd gone, it wasn't toward us.

      "The woodsman's cottage isn't far from here." Vi had to shout to be heard above the rain splattering against the leaves. "Let's wait for her there."

      "I don't particularly care to wait for Miss Levine anywhere," I said. "But let's go anyway. We'll enjoy our temporary freedom, and get out of this weather." I set off along the path that had been hacked through the ferns and other bushes.

      Vi's footsteps thudded on the damp leaves and earth behind me. Although we moved as quickly as we could, we were both drenched by the time we reached the old woodsman's cottage in the clearing. I pushed open the door and stumbled inside, Vi at my heels. She slammed the door, shutting out the wind and rain, but not the cool dampness.

      Calling the building a cottage was perhaps a stretch. It was more like a hut, with only one room and one fireplace with a dented pot nestled among the ashes. The cottage must have stood in that clearing for centuries. The blackened beams hung low overhead, and the daub had come away in patches, revealing a skeleton of thin branches that held the walls up by some miracle. A small chest to one side of the fire contained tin bowls, cups, cutlery and a pan, and placed strategically in front of the hearth were two chairs.

      "Good lord, I'm soaked!" I removed my coat and threw it and my gloves over the back of a chair.

      Vi glanced around. "We're alone."

      "You sound surprised."

      "I...I thought the gardeners may have sheltered here too."

      The gardeners did indeed use the cottage to store equipment or their packed lunch if they worked nearby, and we usually knocked before going inside, just in case. But, despite the rain and the need for shelter, the single-room cottage was unoccupied.

      "I wouldn't be surprised if someone comes," Vi said.

      One could only hope. I wouldn't mind seeing that new gardener again, although I was sure he wouldn't remain once he discovered us there. A male servant confined in a small space with Lady Violet would tarnish her reputation and be cause for malicious gossip if discovered.

      The fact that I worried about her reputation was laughable considering she was unlikely ever to enter Society and had no need of a reputation, either good or bad.

      "They must be working farther away today," I said.

      Vi glanced out the window and hugged herself as a shudder wracked her. "The rain seems to have set in. We should start a small fire if we're to be here awhile." She inspected the wood box near the hearth. "There's no kindling. Will you fetch some, Hannah?"

      Pity she couldn't set alight the thick piece of timber she removed from the box with a point of her finger. At least that would be a benefit to an affliction that made her life miserable.

      I ventured out again. The wind slammed the door closed behind me and lashed my damp skirt to my legs. It tugged my hair out from beneath my hat and drove the cold needles of rain into my cheeks. The tired, drooping porch did little to protect either me or the neat stack of wood near the door. Hopefully the kindling inside the box fared better.

      I bent to open the lid, but stopped when I saw something move out of the corner my eye. I turned to look. Nothing there except trees and rain. I straightened.

      Someone grabbed me from behind. A hand holding a cloth clamped over my nose and mouth. A sweet smell swamped me and clung to the back of my throat. I tried to scream, but what little sound came out would not have reached Vi. I scrabbled at the hand, tried to pull it away, but my attacker was too strong. His other arm circled my waist, holding me against his body. I knew it was a man. No woman was built like a steel brace.

      The sweet smell filled my head, my lungs, and I began to feel myself drifting into a fog. A sudden wave of panic lent me strength. I clawed at that bare hand again. The man's breath hissed through his teeth as I peeled off some of his skin with my fingernails, but my fight was all too brief. The fog closed around me. My eyelids were too leaden to keep open.

      "It's all right, Lady Violet," he said. His words vibrated through the back of my head, pressed into his chest. "You'll come to no harm if you cooperate."

      I felt myself slipping away. I could no longer stand and he picked me up. I would have been able to see his face if I could only open my eyes. Yet I was not so concerned about his identity at that moment as I was about what he'd just called me.

      He thought I was Vi. He might be carrying me away from her, but I could still protect her. I would not tell him he had the wrong girl.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I didn't have to open my eyes to know I was in a carriage traveling at a fast clip along a rough road. The cabin rocked and bumped violently, tossing me about on the seat upon which I half lay. My feet were on the floor, but my body was covered by a blanket. Both the blanket and my clothes smelled of damp wool, possibly the worst smell in the entire world. No, not entirely true. Whatever had been soaked into that rag and caused me to blackout at the cottage was now the worst smell ever. Still, damp wool was unpleasant and, along with the rocking cabin, made my stomach churn.

      "Here, use this," a voice said.

      I cracked open my eyes to see a young woman of about my own age sitting across from me. It was dim in the cabin, but I could see she was quite pretty in a quiet way that didn't strike you immediately. She had a wide mouth and bright eyes that sparkled even in the dimness. I guessed them to be blue to go with her hair color, but it was impossible to tell if they were dark like mine or paler.

      She was beautifully dressed too in a pale pink gown trimmed with black lace and a tall black hat perched loftily on her blonde head. She emptied the contents of her reticle in her lap and passed it across the gap between us.

      "I'm fine," I rasped, my throat dry.

      The carriage lurched again and my stomach dipped and rose. I took the reticule just in time to throw up in it. Good lord, were all carriage rides so turbulent?

      When I finished, I closed the reticule and hesitantly held it out for her. She screwed up her nose and shrank into her seat.

      "Please don't take offense," she said, "but I don't suppose you'd mind holding it until we reach our destination. It won't be long now."

      I slowly sat up and lifted the green velvet curtain edged with gold lace. The landscape whipped past at a rate that had my stomach rolling again. I'd not thought anything could move so swiftly! I let the curtain fall back into place, but not before I'd seen that it was still raining, albeit with less ferocity.

      "Do you feel better?" the woman asked.

      "Not particularly."

      Her face fell. "Oh. It's just as well you still have my reticule then."

      "Most fortuitous."

      She must have heard the sarcasm in my voice because a small crease appeared between her eyebrows. "I know this is very trying for you, Lady Violet, but I want to assure you that you have nothing to fear. We don't intend to harm you."

      Did I just imagine the slight emphasis on the word 'intend,' and the shifting of her gaze so that she wasn't quite looking me in the eyes? "Then you won't mind answering my questions," I said, sounding bolder than I felt.

      "I don't mind, but unfortunately I'm forbidden to do so."

      "Forbidden? By whom?"

      She gave me a tight smile. "All will be explained when we arrive, Lady Violet."

      Hearing Vi's name only deepened my sense of dread. What would they do when they discovered I wasn't Vi? What did they want her for in the first place? Ransom money? Yes, that must be it.

      "Don't worry," she said as I shrank into the corner. "It's nothing sinister, and our reasons are noble. Indeed, we wish to help you." She squeezed her lips as if trying to hold back more words. I got the feeling she wasn't supposed to have said that much.

      I swallowed. The lingering taste of bile burned my throat. Bile and fear. My heart hammered in my chest and I desperately wanted to go back, to see Vi again and Windamere. I'd even settle for seeing Miss Levine and my small bed. Just something, or someone, familiar. I wished I could take back every moment in which I'd craved to be far away from the attic. I suddenly felt terribly ungrateful for everything I'd been given.

      I wondered how long it had taken Vi to notice I was gone. What had she done when she realized I wasn't coming back? Had she run to the house and alerted her father? Would he have listened to her and sent out a search party or ordered her to return upstairs to the attic?

      It was possible that Lord Wade cared nothing about my disappearance. I was, after all, nothing more than his daughter's friend. The only person in the world who cared whether I lived or died was Vi, a prisoner in her own home and quite powerless to search for me. One thing I did know for certain—she would be utterly miserable without me, just as I felt utterly miserable and alone without her, despite the presence of the mystery woman across from me.

      "I'm Miss Sylvia Langley," she said, as if she could read my mind. "Pleased to make your acquaintance."

      Politeness dictated that I give my name in response, even if it were already known, but I was in no mood to be polite, nor did I want to lie and introduce myself as Lady Violet Jamieson, daughter of Lord Wade. But I certainly did not want to give her my real name and divulge that she had the wrong person. Whereas I could endure a kidnapping, and more, Vi's nerves would snap altogether and ruin her fragile mind.

      "You seem quite certain I won't attack you and try to escape," I said instead.

      "Why would you want to escape?" She seemed genuinely puzzled. "You'll be offered a great deal more freedom than you were given at Windamere Manor."

      "'A great deal more freedom' doesn't have quite the same meaning as 'You're free to come and go as you please.'"

      Miss Langley's jaw went rigid. "I know your father has kept you in the attic. I would consider anything other than a genuine prison cell 'more freedom,' wouldn't you?"

      So she knew that much. Interesting. It was no secret that Lord Wade's eldest daughter lived in the attic of Windamere with her governess and companion, but most thought she was there of her own volition. Even our tutors had been under the impression. Miss Levine had told us it was generally thought Vi was simple-minded and wanted to be left alone. Her stuttered greetings to the butler certainly did nothing to dispel the rumors. What everyone thought of me being kept in the attic with her, I couldn't guess. Perhaps, being the orphan of servants, they thought my situation was a fortunate one. Sometimes I believed that too.

      "I'm sorry if you think Lord Wade will pay your ransom," I said. "You're going to be quite shocked when you discover he doesn't care enough to capitulate to your demands."

      She lifted one brow. "You don't think he would pay a ransom for your release?"

      "Do you think a gentleman who keeps his child in the attic would want her back?" Whether he did or didn't, wasn't the point. The point was, Miss Langley and her friends had not kidnapped his daughter. They'd kidnapped Hannah Smith. A nobody. Vi might not consider me replaceable, but I wouldn't begin to know what Lord Wade thought.

      "I see what you mean," she said. "Well then. It's fortunate that we don't want his money, or we'd be in a pickle."

      No ransom? How curious. "Then what do you want with me?"

      "I am sorry, but I cannot answer any more questions." The carriage slowed and she pulled the curtain back. "Ah, here we are. Home at last."

      I lifted my side of the curtain just as the carriage passed through an iron gate. Tall, thick oaks lined the drive, their overhanging branches shielding what little light filtered through the gray clouds. I caught a glimpse of a lake where bare weeping willow branches cried into the still, flat surface. Beyond that, what looked to be a ruined building rose out of the ground liked jagged teeth. It was too far away for me to see what sort of structure it had once been, or if indeed it was a genuine ruin or a folly like the one in Windamere's park.

      We rounded a gentle bend and the trees thinned out until all that was left was a neat lawn and some low shrubs clipped into the shape of inverted drips. Gravel crunched under tires, and the driver urged the horses to slow with a few commanding words.

      Was he the one who'd captured me? Or had my kidnapper remained at Windamere after delivering me to the carriage?

      I ceased wondering as the house rolled past the window. No, not house, mansion. Or more particularly, a castle. Where Windamere Manor was all formal regularity, this house was not. There were gabled roofs in abundance, their peaks topped with decorative pinnacles like insect antennae. The gables were broken up by castellated turrets and towers, and I couldn't even begin to count the chimney stacks, there were so many. The dark gray stone was also in contrast to Windamere's golden hues, and with the heavy clouds hanging low overhead, it looked rather medieval and altogether forbidding.

      A shiver trickled down my spine. "What is this place?"

      "Freak House," Miss Langley said.

      "Pardon?"

      The carriage door opened and, because I was leaning on it, I tumbled out without an ounce of grace. I managed to hang onto the reticule as strong hands caught me by the upper arms, saving me from a muddy puddle. It had stopped raining, but the ground was drenched.

      "Thank you." I looked up, straight into the green eyes of the new Windamere gardener. "You!"

      He let go, but not before I noticed how warm his hands were, even through my sleeves. "My apologies," he said. "I feel terrible about what happened, but it was necessary. Or so I was I told." This last he muttered under his breath, but it didn't disguise his voice, so deep and rumbling. I remembered how it had vibrated through me when he'd grabbed me outside the woodsman's cottage. It must have been he who'd captured me and held that God-awful cloth to my nose. "Are you all right?" he asked. "No lasting effects from the ether?"

      "None at all." I held out the reticule full of vomit. "Would you mind carrying my luggage?"

      A small frown creased his brow as he took the reticule and glanced at Miss Langley behind me.

      She giggled. "I do believe I like you already, Lady Violet." She hooked her arm through mine and I found it comforting, despite my apprehension.

      Comfort or no, I released myself and took a step away from her and the gardener. They were my captors. No matter how polite or kind, I must always remember that they'd kidnapped me using unconscionable methods.

      Miss Langley chewed her lower lip and looked as if she'd burst into tears. "Say something to her, Jack."

      The gardener stared at me, and for a brief moment, I saw a sadness in his eyes that equaled Vi's on days when I couldn't drag her away from the window. But it was so fleeting that I wondered if I'd imagined it. "I suspect anything I say will sound hollow." Although he answered Miss Langley, I felt as if he spoke directly to me.

      "You could introduce yourself," I said. "That would be a good place to start."

      It must not have been the response he expected because he took a moment to answer and his mood seemed to lighten a little. "Jack Langley at your service." He bowed.

      "Langley? You are brother and sister?"

      "Cousins," Miss Langley said.

      "I see. And will you tell me why I've been brought here against my will, Mr. Langley?"

      "All will be revealed soon enough," he said.

      I glanced from him to his cousin. She smiled unconvincingly. "As I already told Miss Langley, Lord Wade will not pay a ransom for my return. He simply doesn't care enough. Why would he when he has a perfect daughter in Eudora?" I bit the inside of my cheek to stop myself blabbering. The Langleys didn't know about the fire starting. How could they? No one outside the family and Miss Levine knew. All they could possibly know was that Lady Violet was kept in the attic because it was what she wished.

      "Come inside, and we'll settle you in," Miss Langley said. "Then all will be made clear. Won't it, Jack?"

      She was a terrible liar. Not only was her apprehension written into every line on her forehead, but her voice pitched higher and higher with each word.

      "You'll be treated with respect here," he said. "And you'll have every comfort."

      "I had every comfort at Windamere," I said. "Respect too." Of sorts.

      His mouth kicked up in a brief smile that was quickly dampened. "I see you like to argue."

      "It appears to be the only course open to me. I tend to fight when I'm cornered."

      "I know." He held up his hand. Three bloodied scratches raked down the back from knuckles to wrist.

      "I'm—" Sorry, I'd been about to say. But I wouldn't apologize to my kidnapper for trying to save myself. "You ought to be more careful where you put your hands, Mr. Langley."

      Again he gave that small smile, but once more it disappeared before taking proper hold. "Call me Jack. I'm not one for formalities."

      "And you can call me Sylvia," Miss Langley said. "May we call you Violet?"

      "If you prefer." I peered past her to the house, a rather solid, dominating presence that looked as if it had been hewn from a mountain of rock. Yet it appealed to me in a way that Windamere never had. There was no symmetry to it, no evenness of form and certainly no beauty, but it was interesting, in a grim way.

      "Welcome to Frakingham House," Sylvia said, following my gaze.

      "You called it Freak House in the carriage."

      "Did she now?" Jack glared at her from beneath a fringe of dark hair. He looked bedraggled, and I supposed I must have been equally unkempt. I touched my curls. Ugh. It was an untamed mess. I must have lost hat and hairpins somewhere along the way.

      "That's what the villagers call it," Jack said. "Behind our backs."

      "Behind your back perhaps," Sylvia said.

      "Where are we?" I asked.

      "A few hours from Windamere," Jack said. "Show her to her room, Syl, then come see us. I'll meet you there shortly."

      "Where is 'there' exactly?" I asked. "And who else will I be meeting?"

      Neither answered me. Sylvia steered me up the flagstone steps to an enormous arched doorway recessed deep into the stone moldings. Carved rosettes and a coat of arms decorated the lintel above.

      Jack pushed open the door and allowed Sylvia and me to walk through first. As I passed him, a strange warmth spread along my veins to the tips of my fingers and toes. His breath hitched, but I didn't dare look at him. Didn't dare desire this man who'd kidnapped me.

      I walked side by side with Sylvia to the grand staircase. It rose up to the first level then split in two with both sections continuing higher, disappearing through arched doors. Stone arches were everywhere. They formed the baluster, were carved into the walls to create niches, and enormous ones held up the vaulted roof. To my surprise, neither butler nor footman greeted us. If it had been Windamere, Pearson would have known we were about to walk through the front door before we did.

      "Don't be afraid," Sylvia said with a squeeze of my arm.

      "I'm not," I lied.

      Our footfalls echoed throughout the cavernous space as we walked up the stairs and along a series of corridors that seemed to turn and turn again until I no longer knew whether I faced the front of the house or the back.

      Sylvia stopped at a closed door. "This is your room."

      "I'll never find my way out again. Or is that the point?"

      "I see it'll take some time before you realize we're not going to harm you."

      "You may not harm me, but you do intend to keep me prisoner here."

      "This door will never be locked," she said, opening it. She said nothing about the front door and others leading outside, and I didn't ask. I suspect it would be something she wasn't allowed to discuss.

      So who was forbidding her? The mysterious other person I was about to meet?

      The bedroom was nothing at all like my attic one. Not only was it considerably larger and not covered in woolen hangings, but it was lavishly furnished. Paintings and tapestries hung on the walls, and the walls themselves were papered in a rich, deep burgundy. There was rather a lot of furniture, most of it beautifully made from dark wood, but it all looked comfortable, particularly the canopied bed with its swathes of crimson fabric covering the tester and cascading down the posts to form curtains.

      "It's very grand," I said.

      Sylvia fluffed up the cushion on one of the chairs. "We thought it appropriate for the daughter of an earl."

      Would I be removed to the servants' quarters if they learned I was really plain Hannah Smith?

      "It's a little chilly in here," she said. "Do you want the fire lit?"

      "No. Don't trouble yourself."

      The fireplace didn't look as if it had been lit in years. Perhaps it hadn't been. Perhaps I was the only visitor the room had ever seen. It did have the musty smell of a closed room, and the bedcovers and all the cushions looked crisp and new.

      "Did you do these yourself?" I asked, indicating the embroidered cushions.

      Sylvia smiled. "Yes. I painted most of the pictures too."

      I studied the paintings. Some depicted ruins that resembled the ones I'd seen earlier, and others were of the lake or woods. They were a little dark and ethereal for my taste with stormy skies and an abundance of tangled vines, but they suited the house itself. "I hope you haven't removed them from your own room for me," I said.

      "Oh no, I've done many more. They're in every room."

      "You're very prolific."

      "Oh, I meant every room that we inhabit. Most of Frakingham is empty. We don't need all of it."

      "Who are 'we' exactly?"

      She set the cushion down on the chair and arranged it just so, then rearranged it again. "Jack and me, of course, and Uncle August."

      "Jack's father?"

      "No."

      "So he's Jack's uncle as well as yours?"

      "Yes, of course. You do ask a lot of questions." She opened one of the cupboard doors. "There is a selection of gowns here, and jackets. They should all fit nicely as long as Jack was right."

      I frowned. "Right about what?"

      "Your measurements. He assured me he could tell your size just by looking at you."

      "Jack first appeared at Windamere two weeks ago. Don't tell me you've had them all made since then based on the guess of someone who's only seen me a few times and at a distance?"

      "Not all of them were made new. Some are altered ones of mine. I hope you don't mind. As to the fit...Jack's rarely wrong."

      How irritating. "An expert on women's sizes, is he?"

      She flashed me a mischievous grin. "I think you've made an impression on him. He almost smiled earlier, and when you get to know him better, you'll learn that he smiles rarely."

      "I don't wish to get to know him. I wish to go home." It sounded petulant, but I didn't care. The Langley cousins might have been all solicitude toward me, but fear tightened my chest. Besides, I wanted to see Vi again. She must have been frantic with worry.

      Sylvia turned suddenly and strode to the dressing table situated in the bay window. Her fingers lightly caressed the silver-capped perfume bottles, the combs, brushes and a silver candlestick and trinket boxes. It was as if she sought comfort in the familiar objects, or perhaps it was merely a way of avoiding eye contact with me. "You'll find unmentionables in the drawers."

      I came up beside her and looked out the arch window. I could just see the lake and the ruins off to one side. Beyond that were wooded hills and little else. The village the cousins had spoken of must be in another direction. My soul thrilled at the sight of a new vista, so different from the one I had stared at every day for years. Yet I felt a stab of sorrow and the cold lump of unease too. I might never see the view over Windamere's park again.

      "How old is this place?" I asked. Talking about the history of Frakingham might keep my nerves under control. Hopefully.

      "The estate itself is ancient. People have been living and worshipping here for centuries." She pointed at the ruins. "That was Frakingham Abbey. It belonged to the Cistercian order, but was abandoned and fell into ruin around the time of the Dissolution of the Monasteries. It's rather a pleasant place to picnic now in the summertime."

      "It looks eerie."

      "I suppose it does." She looked at my crossed arms as I hugged myself. "Don't worry. There are no ghosts here that we know of. Indeed, this building is only about sixty years old, although you wouldn't know it."

      "I thought it was medieval."

      "Not at all. The previous Lord Frakingham wanted a grand house built in the Gothic style. He bankrupted the estate in the process, and his heir had to sell it when the place began to need repairs."

      "Your uncle bought it?"

      She tilted her chin and her eyes flashed. "He did. He's a self-made man, Uncle August. He worked his way up from nothing to be able to afford this. The son of a grocer now living in the same house that a lord built. Imagine that!"

      "Yes, imagine." I had no idea how expensive it would be to buy something on the scale of Frakingham, but it must be considerable. Few Englishmen who hadn't been born into the upper echelons of society could afford it. No wonder Sylvia was proud of her uncle. "I'd like to meet him. Now, if you please." Commanding her allowed me to command my own trepidation as the full extent of my situation sank in. Well, to a certain extent at least.

      Sylvia bristled. "Demands won't get you anywhere with Uncle. As it happens, he wants to see you immediately anyway. Let's get you ready." She spun me around and scanned me from head to toe. "These clothes are so drab. They won't do. Uncle August expects women of your status to dress accordingly. He likes order, you see." Her nimble fingers unbuttoned my jacket. "Servants ought to dress like servants, shopkeepers like shopkeepers and ladies like ladies. I'm surprised your father doesn't too. I'd have thought an earl would be more of a stickler for these things than Uncle."

      "Who knows what Lord Wade thinks," I muttered as I allowed her to take off my jacket. There was no point in arguing with her, either about who my father may or may not be or about what I should wear to meet her uncle.

      The prospect of meeting him filled me with foreboding. What sort of man inspired a nice girl like Sylvia to fumble nervously with the hooks and eyes on my dress? What sort of man had his niece and nephew kidnap for him?

      
        Download THE WRONG GIRL now.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          A Message From The Author

        

      

    
    
      I hope you enjoyed reading VEILED IN MOONLIGHT as much as I enjoyed writing it. As an independent author, getting the word out about my book is vital to its success, so if you liked this book please consider telling your friends and writing a review at the store where you purchased it. If you would like to be contacted when I release a new book, subscribe to my newsletter at http://cjarcher.com/contact-cj/newsletter/. You will only be contacted when I have a new book out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Get a FREE Short Story

        

      

    
    
      I wrote a short story featuring Lincoln Fitzroy that is set before THE LAST NECROMANCER. Titled STRANGE HORIZONS, it reveals how he learned where to look for Charlie during a visit to Paris. While the story can be read as a standalone, it contains spoilers from The 1st Freak House Trilogy, so I advise you to read that series first. The best part is, the short story is FREE, but only to my newsletter subscribers. So subscribe now via my website if you haven't already.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Also by C.J. Archer

        

      

    
    
      SERIES WITH 2 OR MORE BOOKS

      Glass and Steele

      The Emily Chambers Spirit Medium Trilogy

      The 1st Freak House Trilogy

      The 2nd Freak House Trilogy

      The 3rd Freak House Trilogy

      The Ministry of Curiosities Series

      The Assassins Guild Series

      Lord Hawkesbury's Players Series

      The Witchblade Chronicles

      SINGLE TITLES NOT IN A SERIES

      Courting His Countess

      Surrender

      Redemption

      The Mercenary's Price

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    
    
      
        
        C.J. Archer has loved history and books for as long as she can remember and feels fortunate that she found a way to combine the two. She spent her early childhood in the dramatic beauty of outback Queensland, Australia, but now lives in suburban Melbourne with her husband, two children and a mischievous black & white cat named Coco.

        Subscribe to C.J.'s newsletter through her website to be notified when she releases a new book, as well as get access to exclusive content and subscriber-only giveaways.  Her website also contains up to date details on all her books: http://cjarcher.com She loves to hear from readers. You can contact her through email cj@cjarcher.com or follow her on social media to get the latest updates on her books:

        Twitter: @cj_archer

        Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/CJArcherAuthorPage

        Instagram: https://instagram.com/authorcjarcher/

        Tumblr: http://freakhouseresidents.tumblr.com

        Pinterest: https://www.pinterest.com/cjarcher/

        Goodreads: https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/4615377.C_J_Archer

        

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
\
)

’ VEﬁLEfD f
DONTIGHT

“ C.JoARCHER

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHO







images/00003.jpeg





