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      Westbourne Green, May 1816

      

      Hannah woke to a scream. The high-pitched wail turned into a warble, and then tapered off into more of an outraged shout.

      “Not again,” she muttered as she opened her eyes. There was sufficient dawn light peeking through the open curtains that Hannah could see without the need of a glow lamp.

      Sheba lay curled up in her dog bed. The spaniel raised her head and thumped her tail at the movement from the human bed. Hannah threw back the blankets and lowered her feet to the floor. She patted the puppy’s head. “Come along, girl. We shall use the opportunity to take you outside.”

      Hannah padded to the chair where she had left her robe. She shrugged on the purple dressing gown and tied the belt as she headed down the stairs, the spaniel at her heels. This was the third such wakeup call in less than a week and the time had come to take matters in hand.

      She was joined on the stairs by her husband, also with a robe knotted around his middle…though the blue and gold paisley seemed at odds with his stormy personality. Sheba wagged her tail and sidled along the stairs to his side.

      “Again?” Wycliff asked as they descended.

      “I presume so,” Hannah replied.

      She couldn’t help staring at her husband’s naked feet. They had been married for two weeks now and the sight of his toes was the most she had seen of him.

      Not that she intended to see her husband naked. Theirs was a marriage of convenience and they kept to their separate rooms. But Hannah was curious enough that when an early morning scream warbled through the house, she wondered what it would be like to open her eyes and find another person next to her in bed.

      Thumping noises and muttered curses came from the front parlour. Lord Wycliff pushed open the door to reveal Mary, fire poker held high over her head, preparing to do battle with the light fitting.

      “Barnes, get down,” Hannah called as she stepped into the room.

      “He did it again, ma’am!” Mary swiped with the poker, but his lordship’s quick hand caught it in its descent before the glass shade protecting the candles was smashed.

      “So we heard,” Lord Wycliff said.

      Mary relinquished the weapon and stepped back to the fireplace. “I cannot get my work done with him lying in wait to jump out at me, Lady Wycliff.”

      “Yes, I agree with you entirely, Mary.” An object dropped from the light fitting to the carpet with a solid thump, and Hannah scooped it up before it could scuttle away.

      She held Barnes between her own hands and raised him to eye level. “This has gone on quite long enough, Barnes, and will not be tolerated any longer. You have two options before you. If you frighten Mary again, you will find yourself confined to the cage in the laboratory. If instead you value your freedom, you will leave Mary to do her work unharassed. Do you understand?”

      The hand slumped in her palms, then he raised the index finger and waved it up and down.

      A steady thump rumbled from the floor and up through Hannah’s feet, the accompanying noise like the distant approach of thunder. A shape completely filled the doorway and blocked the exit.

      Mary gave a sob and rushed to the newcomer. Frank, formerly the Chelsea Monster, sheltered the maid and turned his body to hide her from view. He raised a hand and pointed at Barnes with a growl.

      “Perhaps we should leave the two monsters to fight it out,” Wycliff suggested. “Do you think you can take Frank one-handed, Barnes?”

      Barnes arched and stood on his fingertips in what appeared to be a vain attempt to look taller.

      “There will not be any fighting under this roof.” Hannah knelt and released Barnes on the carpet. “Go find Timmy. The lad will be awake soon.”

      Frank lifted Mary off her feet as the disembodied hand scuttled across the carpet and shot between his two tree-trunk legs. The larger creature growled again before setting Mary down.

      Lord Wycliff returned the poker to the fireside set. “How is it, Mary, that you have no problem with all seven feet of stitched-together Frank, but scream when confronted with Barnes?”

      Mary curled her hand into the front of Frank’s shirt and spoke to him when she answered Wycliff. “Because Frank here has a gentle soul—plus arms, legs, and all the bits in between, my lord. That Hungarian hamster…thing ain’t right.”

      Hannah held in a sigh. She doubted this was the sort of domestic dispute other married women had to mediate; but then, theirs wasn’t like any other household. “Right or not, Barnes is a part of this household. If he drops on you again, he will be confined to his cage. I believe he has had sufficient warning that he will not bother you again. Now, Mary, kindly be so good as to ask Cook to make some hot chocolate. Since I am awake, I will do some reading in the library. Frank, could you please take Sheba outside?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Mary unwound her hand from Frank’s shirt and wiped her face.

      The former monster bent down to pick up the puppy, who squirmed and licked his face as the odd trio left the room.

      Lord Wycliff inclined his head in Hannah’s direction. “Let us hope that is the end of the matter.”

      “Yes, I too hope that is the end of it,” Hannah said as her husband left the room.

      She rubbed the gold band on her left hand. There had been many adjustments to life in the Miles household over the last few weeks.

      Frank, the stitched-together man reanimated by the late Lord Dunkeith’s potions, had moved into the stables. His gentle nature was ideally suited to working with the horses and Old Jim appreciated the help. For all they knew, the monster’s hands and arms might have come from a groom, as he seemed to know instinctively what to do.

      Hannah’s father studied the man while they tried to make sense of Lord Dunkeith’s notes and what he had done. Somewhere in the animation of Frank and Barnes was the knowledge they needed to help the Afflicted, if only they could determine the nature of the liquid in which both had been immersed.

      Another change affected Hannah. Mary and the other staff referred to her as either ma’am or Lady Wycliff, but on the inside, she still felt like Miss Hannah Miles. What did it take to truly become a married woman, if a piece of jewellery, the marriage articles, and the parish register were insufficient?

      Their marriage was little more than a business arrangement. The viscount had extended the protection of his name and body should anything happen to Hannah’s father. Many such aristocratic marriages were made every year. Their participants lived separate lives, even if they happened to share a roof.

      Yet Hannah’s heart yearned for something more. How was she to fill the void within her? If she found common ground with her husband, could friendship blossom between them?

      Hannah considered the idea in the library, as she laboured over Egyptian hieroglyphs in the book she studied. Her husband was like an inscription carved on a stone obelisk—inscrutable and unmoving.

      Mary delivered a cup of hot chocolate and the puppy, then left with a quick smile. The sunlight coming in through the window grew in warmth and reminded Hannah she still wore her dressing robe. Sheba was nestled inside a blanket, asleep, and Hannah left her to her dreams as she hurried upstairs to dress for the day.

      Once properly attired, she found the family gathered in the dining room. All except Timmy—the youth preferred to eat in the kitchen with Frank and Cook, but Hannah suspected he was really afraid of the viscount. She would have to find a solution to the lad’s hesitancy. If he were to become a surgeon like her father, he would need to face a variety of patients in order to carry out his work.

      She glanced at her husband’s stern countenance from under lowered lashes. Truth be told, Timmy wasn’t the only one a little afraid of the viscount.

      Hannah said her good mornings, drew a deep breath, and stood a little taller. She was married to Lord Wycliff and her mother was a powerful mage. There was nothing for her to fear. In that moment on the threshold, she decided to consider their marriage a type of experiment. She would try different approaches to grow an amicable relationship with her husband, and would record and measure any improvements or setbacks.

      She kissed her mother’s cheek and then took her chair opposite Lord Wycliff.

      “Another early start, courtesy of Barnes,” her mother said with a chuckle.

      “Yes, his behaviour is intolerable. If he jumps out at Mary again, he will be put back into his cage.” Hannah poured another hot chocolate and nursed the cup between her two hands.

      “It would appear Hungarian hamsters have a puckish sense of humour.” Her mother slid the toast rack along the table toward Hannah.

      “This particular Hungarian hamster is in danger of being flattened by Frank. The constructed man has taken quite a shine to Mary and is rather protective of her,” Lord Wycliff said from across the table.

      “Barnes might simply be enjoying every day of life available to him. We do not know the exact mechanism that keeps him healthy and animated. He may at any time begin to rot or simply collapse, lifeless.” Hannah had her own such dilemma. If her mother’s spell failed, the French curse would snatch away her life. Perhaps she should be more like Barnes and enjoy each moment.

      “From my investigations, Barnes was known to be an argumentative man before he was murdered. If he carries on like this, he will be killed twice over. Or thrice, if what Dunkeith did to him counts.” Wycliff pulled the newspaper closer to scan the headlines as he ate his breakfast.

      Sir Hugh entered with the mail in one hand. “One for you, Lady Wycliff,” he said as he placed a heavy envelope by her plate.

      “This will be from Lizzie.” Her friend was much amused, and curious, about Hannah’s newlywed state. Although with nothing gossipworthy to impart to her friend, Hannah was afraid Lizzie would have to wait until her own wedding to find out what marriage was really like.

      Hannah picked up the envelope and read the direction. The handwriting was unfamiliar. She broke the seal with her knife and pulled out a sheet of paper, curious as to who was writing to the new Lady Wycliff.

      She read the enclosed letter twice, then picked up the envelope and stared again at the name on the front. It was addressed to Lady Wycliff, but perhaps it was meant for another such lady or someone with a similar name? “This must be a mistake.”

      “Why is it a mistake, dear?” her mother asked.

      “This is an invitation for Lord and Lady Wycliff to attend a house party in a week’s time.” Hannah stared at the letter as though it were a summons to Hell by Beelzebub himself. A house party? How absurd. “I have no intention of being paraded about like some curiosity to be ridiculed. Let them find some other sport to fill their days in the country.”

      Lord Wycliff glanced up from his newspaper. “Who wants us to perform like baited bears?”

      Hannah read the signature at the bottom of the sheet. “Lady Frances Pennicott.”

      “The Earl of Pennicott’s daughter?” The viscount folded up the newspaper and placed it on the table.

      “Yes. Do you know her?” Did he have some previous association with the young woman that had prompted the invitation? An odd sensation rippled through Hannah at the thought.

      “No. But I am aware of the earl by reputation. He owns a thriving banking establishment and I have been trying to secure a meeting with him for some time. The earl rarely comes to London and mostly conducts his business from his country estate.” He rapped his short nails on the tabletop.

      Hannah stared at her husband. “Are you saying you wish to attend?”

      “Ordinarily I would agree that you ought to refuse the invitation. I have neither time nor inclination for silly house parties. But this would be a rare opportunity for me to talk to the earl. His managers in London will not see me and Lord Pennicott is the only avenue I have to acquire new breeding stock for my estate.”

      “Hugh and I would be willing to invest in your farm,” Seraphina said.

      Dark brows knitted together. “No, thank you, Lady Miles. I will not have it said I married your daughter to access your finances. I will recover my family home through my own endeavours.”

      “We are to attend, then.” Hannah tried to smile but she was chilled on the inside. She enjoyed her time spent with her friend Lizzie, but it was one thing to stay with a dear friend and another entirely to be surrounded by strangers. Her every movement would be scrutinised for faults, as would her clothing.

      “I think a trip to London is required, Hannah, to acquire a few new outfits for the week? I’m sure Lizzie would be delighted to assist in the matter.” Her mother clapped her hands, reading her daughter’s thoughts.

      Her father waved his knife in the air as though he performed invisible surgery. “Pennicott has an estate out Swindon way. My old friend Doctor Colchester lives there, he’s an aftermage with a gift for healing similar to that of our Timmy. It would be an excellent chance for the lad to spend a week with someone with magic similar to his.”

      “It is agreed, then. Lady Wycliff will reply and accept the invitation.” Lord Wycliff went back to his newspaper.

      “I will offer you one snippet of information about your host, because I am sure that as soon as you meet the earl, a question will spring to your mind,” her mother said.

      “Whatever do you mean?” Hannah asked, curious as to why her mother raised the issue.

      “Lord Pennicott is a goblin. He hails from a long line of goblins who are exceptionally good with finances. But they are rather unusual to look upon.”

      “Goblins are real? What other fairy-tale creatures are living quietly in the countryside? What of fairies? Do they fly over the fields with gossamer wings?” It wasn’t even ten o’clock in the morning and already Hannah’s head felt crammed full with nonsense. House parties and goblins. Whatever next?

      Seraphina laughed. “Who would know, with the Fae? They think us ugly and uncivilised and keep their own company.”

      Hannah stared at her mother, not sure whether she should believe her, or if she spoke in jest. A veil hid so much and she couldn’t tell if her mother’s eyes crinkled with humour or not. “I think you tweak my nose, Mother. Fairies could not fly around England and remain a secret.”

      This time a gentle laugh did puff out the thin veil. “Oh, it’s true. Ask your father. Hugh longs to have one of the Fae on his autopsy table to see how they fly.”

      Her father waggled his eyebrows. “Entirely true. I nearly got my hands on one during the war, you know. A French Fae collided with a cannonball, but no one could find where the body fell. We searched for it all day, until we lost the light.” He sighed like a young lass after a lost opportunity.

      “I shall write a note to Lady Frances accepting the invitation. Then I shall call upon Lizzie and seek her assistance with what to pack for a goblin’s house party.” Hannah traced a finger along a gilded spiral on the paper. Her life was most certainly not like the married life of other women. Then a warm trickle of curiosity curled through her. A goblin? What else would she discover in her time away?
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      Hannah called on her friend that afternoon. The butler showed her through to the front parlour, with its wallpaper of ferns and shrubbery where all sorts of birds hid. Lizzie reclined on a chaise, fanning herself with a blank wedding invitation.

      “Hello, Lizzie. No more wedding arrangements to make?” Hannah glanced around the parlour. The stacks of cards, envelopes, and large sheets of paper with instructions and arrangements were conspicuous by their absence.

      “I have banished all wedding matter to Mother’s study.” Lizzie pointed with the card.

      “Whatever is the matter? There is nothing amiss with the duke, is there?” Hannah sat on the chaise next to her friend as Lizzie swung her feet to the floor.

      Lizzie took Hannah’s hand. “Goodness, no. Everything is done or arranged and there is nothing left to do save the act itself. I wish I could marry him tomorrow instead of enduring this horrid waiting.”

      “The day will be here soon—only a few more weeks to wait. There is the Royal Wedding next week—are you not looking forward to that?” Many Londoners would line the street, hoping to catch a glimpse of the bride and groom. Lizzie and her parents had a coveted invitation to the celebration ball.

      Lizzie dropped her head back to the arm of the chaise. “I don’t know if I can stand watching another woman marry the man she loves when I cannot have Harden. I believe I shall expire from waiting. How I wish I had married him already—then you and I could share the delicious details only married women know.”

      Hannah would have to disappoint her friend on that particular subject. Despite having been married two weeks, the only detail she had to share was the state of her husband’s bare toes.

      Lady Loburn entered and Hannah rose to greet her mother’s friend.

      “Hannah, to what do we owe this pleasure?” Lady Loburn took a seat upon the sofa opposite her reclining daughter.

      Hannah sat back down. “I am in need of Lizzie’s assistance, Lady Loburn. Lord Wycliff and I have been invited to a house party and Mother instructed me to acquire some new gowns for the occasion.”

      “A house party invitation already! See, I told you all society would be atwitter about your match. Who is hosting the event?” Lizzie sat up and her eyes shone with curiosity.

      “The invitation is from Lady Frances Pennicott. Are you acquainted?” Hannah had tried to match a face to the name, but couldn’t.

      The blonde curls framing Lizzie’s face swayed when she nodded. “I have met Lady Frances once or twice. She does not much come to London.”

      “Why not?” Hannah didn’t often seek out society herself—she preferred quiet reading and her work. She doubted Lady Frances laboured on some project deep in the countryside that kept her from London.

      “Because society is cruel,” Lady Loburn said.

      Hannah recalled her mother’s information about the Earl of Pennicott’s being a goblin. “Is that because of her father?”

      “Yes, the poor creature is like her father in both form and character. Watch yourself in her company, Hannah. Lady Frances keeps herself entertained by digging out secrets and using them as weapons.” Lady Loburn bit out the words in such a way that Hannah wondered if a secret of hers had fallen into the young lady’s hands.

      “From what I can recollect, Lady Frances’s debut did not go well, although I understand she has a close circle of friends who visit her often in the country. Oh, Hannah, did you really ask me to go shopping with you?” Lizzie’s blue eyes sparkled with excitement.

      Hannah laughed. “Yes, that is why I came for your particular help. We only have a week to prepare. Do you know any seamstresses who might have ready-made garments available for purchase?”

      Lady Loburn knitted her long fingers together in her lap and hummed to herself as she thought. Then the fingers unwound and she stabbed at the air. “Miss Amelia Brody.”

      Lizzie’s mouth made an O shape and she nodded in agreement.

      Hannah rolled the name around in her mind. “Why is that name familiar? Is she a dressmaker we have discussed?”

      Lady Loburn picked up the cushion next to her and gave it a good plumping. “Miss Amelia Brody is not a dressmaker, but rather, a young woman who made a very satisfactory match. Her trousseau was commissioned and I suspect would be nearing completion since the proposed wedding is less than two weeks away.”

      “I’m not sure how this helps?” Hannah marvelled at how women like Lizzie and her mother managed to keep abreast of everything that seemed to happen in everyone else’s lives.

      “Just this week we heard the most scandalous news—Miss Brody has run away with a man who is in trade.” Lizzie screwed up her face on the last word. Nobles and the middle class were not supposed to mix, but sometimes hearts didn’t stick to their own class.

      Hannah’s mind worked through the implications. “I assume she did not take her trousseau when she eloped?”

      Lady Loburn readjusted the cushions. “It wasn’t finished, I believe. And her parents are now refusing to pay for anything. The runaway is of a size similar to yours, Hannah, and the seamstress might have finished the garments you require.”

      Lizzie got to her feet and pulled the bell by the door to summon the butler. “Let us make haste, Hannah, lest someone else swoop in on the spoils.”

      A flurry of activity saw Hannah seated next to her friend in the carriage as they were conveyed to Bond Street. Lizzie was in raptures at being in charge of a shopping expedition for her friend, and Hannah harboured a secret belief that she had been waiting for the opportunity for some time.

      “You will need a ball gown, a walking gown, a dinner gown, and a riding habit,” Lizzie said, ticking outfits off on her fingers.

      “Four new outfits? I cannot.” It seemed terribly excessive for a week in the country.

      “Four?” Lizzie burst into laughter, a gentle tinkling noise like the soft flow of water over rocks in a stream. “Hannah, you will need two or three of each, apart from the riding habit. I know you do not like that activity. And we have not even begun to consider morning and afternoon dresses.”

      They alighted on the street and Lizzie linked her arm in Hannah’s. “Let us find the right shop. While we walk, tell me of married life with Lord Wycliff.”

      “There is little to report. Life after our wedding is no different to life before it. We continue on our separate ways.” Hannah imagined two distinct paths winding through a forest. They walked alone in the wilderness, which meant they would face any adversary alone. That didn’t seem right to her. Marriage meant having someone at your side.

      “Here it is!” Lizzie tugged on Hannah’s arm and pulled her from the forest in her mind.

      They stepped over the threshold into a shop bursting with colour, fabric, and feathers, making Hannah long for the less overwhelming, cool grey interior of her father’s laboratory.

      “Lady Elizabeth.” A young woman in a plain black gown and a white apron approached. “How might we help you today?”

      Lizzie let go of Hannah and leaned closer to the modiste. “My friend Lady Wycliff requires a number of gowns before next week. I believe she is of a size with Miss Amelia Brody?”

      The modiste narrowed her eyes and assessed Hannah. “Yes, I believe your ladyship is of a similar height. We have a few gowns completed. What in particular does your ladyship require?”

      “A walking gown, a dinner gown, and a ball gown,” Lizzie said. “Morning dresses, afternoon dresses, and a riding habit.”

      The modiste nodded as if this were not in the least overwhelming. “I shall be back directly, my lady.”

      Hannah soon found herself the centre of attention as the gowns designed for Amelia Brody were fetched and held up for Lizzie’s inspection. The garments were either dismissed with a wave or set aside for further consideration. With relief, Hannah found she and Amelia had something in common—and it wasn’t a man with a trade. From the fabrics chosen, it appeared they both preferred a similar autumnal palette of earthy greens and tawny browns, with the occasional orange and yellow. There wasn’t a single pink item in sight.

      Lizzie kept up a steady stream of one-sided conversation. “How exciting—your first house party as a married woman. We must find you a ball gown in a much bolder colour now that you are a matron. And perhaps a turban with a feather?”

      Hannah would rather have a plain gown and a sturdy apron to protect it from stains. A heavy sigh made her shoulders slump. “I don’t know how I will endure it.”

      Seven days in forced proximity with a house full of strangers and a husband known for being abominably rude. Though her curiosity was piqued at the idea of meeting a goblin and his daughter. Knowing that Lady Frances had found a harsh reception in London because of her looks made Hannah more sympathetic to her as yet unknown hostess. Then she remembered Lady Loburn’s warning. If their hostess thought to discover a secret about the newlyweds, Hannah would ensure she was disappointed.

      “Lady Elizabeth!” an unremarkable young woman called from one side of the shop.

      Lizzie looked around and a smile broke over her face. “Pippa. Do come and be introduced to my dear friend, Lady Hannah Wycliff.”

      The new acquaintance was of a similar age to Hannah and Lizzie, and entirely ordinary. The sort of woman who disappeared in a crowd. Of average height and average build, she had an average rounded face. The strands of hair that escaped from under her bonnet were neither brown nor blonde but a shade in between. She wasn’t pretty, but neither was she plain. Hannah suspected her countenance became more or less attractive depending on the degree of affection held by the beholder.

      “Hannah, this is Mrs Philippa Wright-Knowles. We both attended Mrs Granger’s Finishing School.” Lizzie made the introductions.

      Hannah inclined her head with a smile, and Mrs Wright-Knowles bobbed a curtsey. Lizzie had a large circle of friends and acquaintances and at times, Hannah was sure she must know every member of the ton. Her friend’s gift, which couldn’t be magical as there were no mages in her genealogy, was remembering not only names and faces, but pertinent details about each person she met. It was a skill that would be handy in her future role as a duchess, and which always made the listener feel valued due to her friend’s attention.

      “Pippa married her Mr Wright-Knowles last year and gives me an enigmatic smile whenever I enquire about married life.” Playfully, Lizzie tapped her friend’s arm.

      “There is little to tell about our lives. We are a rather boring married couple, I am sorry to say. Although there is one piece of excitement. Lady Frances Pennicott has invited us to a house party next week.” Mrs Wright-Knowles smiled and a marvellous transformation was wrought over her face. Her features came alive with warmth and her brown eyes sparkled.

      Lizzie clasped her hands. “Oh, what a coincidence. Hannah and the viscount are also invited. We are here because she simply must have some new outfits for the occasion.”

      Hannah stared at the toes of her boots sticking out from under her gown and prayed Lizzie would not suggest shoe shopping next. “I bow to Lizzie’s superior knowledge of what is required in these situations. But I am relieved to make the acquaintance of someone else who will be attending. I was apprehensive about a week with a house full of strangers.”

      “I shall be delighted to look after you. Lady Fanny can be a bit sharp, but she means well and simply chafes at life in the country.” Philippa’s eyes brightened and shimmered with the offered friendship.

      “Oh, thank you. I don’t know why she even invited us, since we are not acquainted.” Hannah was sure etiquette had been breached by extending an invitation to strangers.

      Philippa leaned closer and lowered her voice. “Fanny has committed some unpardonable sin and her father refuses to allow her to come to London, despite the fact that they have an invitation to the royal wedding next week. Instead, Lady Fanny is taking slices of society that she can consume in Swindon.”

      “An unpardonable sin?” Lizzie’s eyes widened. “Whatever did she do?”

      Philippa looked around and waited for a woman to move on before continuing. “The earl is negotiating the details of her marriage as though it were the merger of two companies, and I hear Fanny is rather impatient to have done with it. Nobody knows for sure yet, but there is speculation it is to do with her marriage contract. I heard it rumoured that she threatened to elope, or even give herself to her fiancé before the wedding night, if her father didn’t hurry things along.”

      Lizzie gasped and fanned her face. “She wouldn’t dare, would she? It is the lot of brides-to-be, that we must wait.”

      “You have met Fanny. What do you think?” Philippa winked.

      Lizzie’s eyes widened further and then she winked back. “I am surprised her father doesn’t have her under lock and key and a man sitting under her bedroom window.”

      Hannah perked up. The idea of getting to the bottom of a potential scandal and a new acquaintance made the house party seem more tolerable.
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      The following week arrived far too soon for Hannah’s liking, to the point that she wondered if her mother had been playing with time again. Her luggage was packed and by the rear door, ready to be loaded onto the carriage. There was one last thing to do before she left and, with heavy feet, Hannah took the spiral staircase to her mother’s turret.

      Sheba jumped from step to step behind her, silken ears flopping as she followed her mistress. At the top of the steps, Hannah scooped the puppy into her arms. “You need to behave—Mother’s room is not the place for inquisitive puppies.”

      Hannah tapped lightly on the door and waited for permission to enter. The light-flooded room was abuzz with heavy magic, like fat bumblebees feasting on flowers. Seraphina sat on the floor, a piece of chalk in her hand as she put the finishing touches to a coffin shape drawn on the bare floorboards.

      Over by the east window was a metal pen with a soft blanket in the bottom, into which Hannah deposited the puppy. “Your magic is different today. Are you changing the spell?” she asked her mother.

      The muslin veil swayed as Lady Miles nodded and drew another symbol radiating out from the design. “Yes. I am adding a layer of Egyptian elements to strengthen the effect.”

      Hannah gathered her skirts about her and stepped into the shape. She lay down with her feet pointing east, and crossed her arms over her chest.

      Seraphina leaned over and rested one hand on Hannah’s forehead. In the other, she clutched a feather from Percy the peacock.

      Her mother intoned words in a tongue Hannah did not know. Each syllable cut through Hannah and burrowed into her body until they encircled her heart. With the last word her mother uttered, it seemed a hand squeezed Hannah’s heart for a moment and she gasped with the shock of it. Then the sensation dissipated with a buzz and left a tingle running through her limbs.

      Seraphina patted Hannah’s cheek. “The spell holds, and I sense no deterioration within you. We have another month in which to labour to find a cure.”

      Hannah stepped out of her chalk coffin and helped her mother back into the bath chair. “Have you had any success with the mummification herbs I gathered from the Chelsea Physic Garden?”

      “None as yet.” Seraphina gestured to the counter that ran the length of the north-facing windows. Herbs were scattered over the surface in various stages of being dried and ground up. “Egypt is much on my mind. We know Napoleon spent some time there, and I have determined that the mage Cedric Dupré accompanied him. There are many dark rumours swirling around Dupré and I believe his hand created this accursed spell.”

      Hannah wrapped her arm around her mother’s shoulders. “We are close, Mother, I can feel it.”

      “We peel away the layers to this spell. The heart, and its condition, are pivotal. The Egyptians believed the heart to be the seat of the soul, which is why it remained in the body after mummification. Without a heart, the deceased could not enjoy the afterlife.”

      “Do you think that is why the Afflicted remain ambulatory? Because their hearts are the last organ to succumb to the rot?” There was one exception. Those recently infected with aged powder experienced the curse in a different way. Instead of the rot attacking the extremities and working inward, it decayed the heart and they dropped to the ground completely dead.

      Seraphina wheeled herself toward the door. “Our course feels true now, and if we unlock the secrets of the heart, we will have our answer to this Affliction.”

      Hannah placed a hand over her own heart. What secret did hers contain?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Hannah wheeled her mother to the shaft that raised and lowered her bath chair to the turret room. “I’ll fetch Sheba and see you downstairs.”

      She collected the puppy and walked down the stairs with a slow tread. The family gathered in the yard, where Old Jim and Frank loaded their luggage onto the back of the large travelling carriage.

      Hannah’s father had made arrangements for Timmy to spend the week with the aftermage whose magic manifested itself in a medical gift. The lad appeared excited about the change in scenery, until he realised he would be required to travel in the carriage with Hannah and Lord Wycliff. At that point he looked on the brink of rebellion and dug in his heels. “I’ll ride behind like a tiger.”

      “You will not. It looks like rain and I will not have you spending the week in bed with a cold. This is an opportunity for you to learn from another gifted like you.” Hannah pointed to the carriage door and gestured for him to get inside.

      Frank stood at the horses’ heads and rested his own against a starred forehead, whispering words only he and the horse understood. Four horses would pull the carriage to their destination. The sturdy chestnuts had glossy coats and they stomped their feet, impatient to be underway.

      Once Timmy had climbed into the carriage, Hannah tapped Frank’s arm to attract his attention. “Do look after Mary, please, Frank. I do not want Barnes thinking he can recommence his games with me away. Father is to put him back in his cage if he misbehaves—and you are not to stomp on him.”

      “Pretty Mary,” Frank whispered and a grin pulled his lips tight over his teeth.

      “Yes, look out for Mary and keep Barnes away from her,” Hannah said.

      “Barnes. Bad. Hamster,” Frank bit out, narrowing his eerie yellow eyes.

      “Barnes can be a naughty Hungarian hamster, but I’m sure he will improve now that he knows his behaviour is unacceptable.” Hannah walked back to the carriage and hoped Barnes retained sufficient sense not to battle the Chelsea Monster over Mary.

      Inside the carriage, Timmy had wedged himself into the corner, his back to the horses, an anatomy book on his lap. Hannah’s father wanted the boy to memorise all the bones, muscles, and organs in the body. While the text was heavy on illustrations, it also aided his reading as he sounded out each word and followed the arrow to where the item resided in the body.

      Wycliff joined them, took the front-facing seat next to Hannah, and soon the horses trotted out of the drive and headed west for Swindon. They would break their journey at Reading, the distance being too great to travel with any ease in a single day.

      Hannah occupied herself with a book about Egyptian mummification rites. She was convinced that the curse that had created the Afflicted had its origins in that process. If they understood how it was done, it could be undone. The book, unfortunately, was written in Eighteenth Dynasty hieroglyphics.

      To aid Hannah’s research, her mother had worked an enchantment on a piece of tracing paper. As Hannah pressed the thin sheet to the page of hieroglyphics, the spell translated the symbols underneath. The process was tedious, as first the spell would translate each symbol into a series of more familiar letters, called a transliteration. Then the foreign words would dissolve and reorder themselves as the English meaning of the sentence filtered through the paper. At least concentrating on the spidery words let time flow by in the confined space.

      Lord Wycliff stared out the window at the passing scenery, but Hannah wondered if he saw anything at all. His attention seemed turned inward and his eyes were unfocused. A book rested in his hands, but he never turned a page in the time Hannah watched him from the corner of her eye.

      They stopped at a coaching inn every two to three hours to rest the horses and stretch their legs. Overall, they endured a long day over forty miles of bumpy road to make Reading, where they stopped for the night.

      Hannah’s body protested as she emerged from the carriage and stretched her arms and legs.

      “Is it all right if I sleep in the stables with Old Jim?” Timmy asked.

      “If you wish. I’m sure he would appreciate your help with the horses,” Hannah said.

      The lad glanced sideways at the viscount. “I’m used to being around the horses and I promise I’ll do a grand job of rubbing them down after their run today. We don’t want them sore tomorrow.”

      Wycliff nodded to the youngster. “Thank you, Timmy.”

      Hannah left the youth in Old Jim’s capable hands and took Lord Wycliff’s offered arm as they walked into the inn. It had a respectable but slightly dishevelled appearance. The whitewash on the walls was faded and needed reapplying, but the timbers all seemed sound. The windows held old-fashioned thick glass with bubbles, but they were clean. The establishment looked aged, but not ignored, like an elderly relative who gave way to the pressure of years, but who remained a much loved part of the family.

      Downstairs was a large, open common area with a number of differently shaped tables, from long ones for whole families, to dainty ones for those dining alone. A stairway had a curved end that separated the dining room from the bar.

      Hannah stood in the main room and tapped her foot to the music being played on a fiddle, while her husband conducted their business. People crowded around tables and laughter bounced from the thick walls. A few cast curious glances in their direction but most were intent on their own conversations.

      One group turned around to stare at her. Three men had vaguely familiar features and were dressed much better than the other patrons. One leaned closer to his companion and said something while still looking in her direction. All three laughed with a cruel edge, as though he had made some jest at her expense.

      Hannah clutched her reticule and wished for a wall behind which to hide. When Lord Wycliff returned to her side, Hannah indicated the group with a glance. “Do they look familiar to you?” she whispered.

      He made a noise of derision in his throat. “The Devil’s Triplets. We shall stay well clear of them.”

      Hannah gasped and stole another look. She had heard of the three men, notorious for their wild ways. Viscount Charles Stannard, the son of the Marquess of Dolster; the Honourable Ernest Robins; and the Honourable Adam Mowatt were three heirs waiting to inherit titles. They spent their days devising ways to flaunt their wealth and flout society’s conventions.

      “I have only ever seen them in drawings in the newspaper.” Caricatures were rarely flattering, but there was something in the way all three heads bent together that was captured in many drawings.

      “Their behaviour has fouled their reputations and most respectable homes are closed to their company. Pay them no heed. Let us hope they are not travelling in the same direction as us.” Wycliff took her by the elbow and steered her toward the stairs.

      A maid in a dark grey gown with a crisp apron and mob cap waited for them and she gestured for them to follow.
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