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Chapter One

I believe this
invention will eclipse them all.

 


Father was a man who collected prizes and
accolades as his just due. So when he did not appear at the annual
dinner of the Charlotte Society of Inventors and Scientists,
Caroline Featherstone knew something was wrong. Father would never
miss an opportunity to listen to admiring speeches on his behalf,
which meant more to him than any gold medal.

“I’m going out,” she told her
housekeeper.

“And just where, Miss, if I may ask?” The
woman, not much taller than a twelve-year-old, tilted her head back
as she waited for an answer.

Caroline’s glare was impressive, but Tabby
refused to be intimidated. “In case you disappear as well I’ll need
a place to start looking.”

“I’m going to see Mister Jennings. I’m hoping
he may have had some word.” Jamming a straw hat on her head and
tying the ribbons under a determined chin, Caroline went out the
door and headed for the trolley stop three blocks away.

Leaving the trolley at Elizabeth Street, she
found Mr. Jennings’ office without difficulty. At the last minute,
Caroline wondered if she should have ascertained if the solicitor
were in before coming all the way downtown. Her concern seemed
justified when she saw the office was locked, but she knocked just
the same, and attempted to peer in the window.

“Is something wrong, Miss?”

Caroline swerved to see a rather large
policeman standing not two feet from her. Startled, she backed up a
step and put a hand to her breast. “I came to see Mister Jennings,
but he doesn’t appear to be in. I’ll have to come back another
day.” She tried to maneuver around the bulky man, but he didn’t
move.

“What’s your business with Mister Jennings
then?” he asked. His tone, mildly curious up to now, hardened and
his genial smile disappeared.

Caroline debated answering. It wasn’t his
affair, after all, but then again, he was an officer of the law.
“He is my father’s solicitor. I had some questions to put to
him.”

The officer’s stiff posture relaxed, although
his face remained grim. “I’m sorry to tell you this, but Mister
Jennings has met with a misfortune. You won’t be able to talk to
him.”

“Oh. I’m sorry. Well then, as I said, I will
just have to come back. Maybe next week, if he has recovered by
then.”

The man shook his head. “No chance of that.
He was shot in the heart and is dead.”

Caroline let out a gasp. “Murdered?”

“Hard to shoot your own self in the heart,
although it has been done. We’re investigating, but yes, it’s safe
to say he was killed by an unknown assailant.” He nodded as if he
had much more he could share if he were so inclined. “You’d best
run along home, Miss.”

Caroline nodded and this time the man stepped
aside to let her pass. Only a passerby’s warning shout kept her
from stepping in front of one of the steamcabs that were gradually
replacing horse-drawn carriages on downtown Charlotte’s busy
streets. Her attention had been diverted by an urchin, no older
than eight or nine, who was selling newspapers. “Murder most foul!”
the boy yelled. “Read all about it!”

Caroline exchanged a coin for the newspaper
and, flipping it open, found the article about poor Mr. Jennings.
With dread, she read his office had been ransacked and an untold
number of files had been taken. A witness described seeing two men,
one a larger than normal person, walking past the building scant
minutes before shots were heard. The witness also said the taller
man wore a green or brown suit in a checkered pattern. The other
had no jacket, but wore a red kerchief. They were being sought for
questioning, but were not suspects. Caroline filled in the missing
words — as yet.

The mention of the stolen files made her
blood chill in her veins. What files? Were some of them
Father’s? If so, were these men responsible for his
disappearance?

As soon as she reached home, she ran around
the house to her father’s laboratory in what had once been the
carriage shed. It was locked, but within seconds she had turned the
key and opened the door.

All appeared as it should. His assorted tools
were in their places, the steam-powered lathe quiet now, the coals
in the forge cold. The wide desk, adjusted to a slant, was empty of
any drawings or charts, but she knew her father had cleared it
before he left for the Capitol.

No one had been here. Perhaps Mr. Jennings’
death was a coincidence and not related to her father’s
disappearance at all.

She wished she could believe it.

Back in the house, she called for her
housekeeper. “Please have Amanda find the boy who does errands for
us and ask him to reserve a hansom cab for tomorrow,” she said,
striving for a calm she did not feel. “I am going to visit Mister
Llewellen.”

“Mister Jennings was of no help, I
suppose?”

“You suppose right.” Her lips set in a thin
line. “He has been murdered.”

Tabby blinked as she absorbed the news. Then
she rallied. “It may have no bearing. People get murdered all the
time and for no more reason than they have a few coins in their
pocket. Doctor Featherstone has been gone for longer than this
without word, and you’ve never fretted so about it.” She made the
last sound like a question.

“He never ignored an honor before. And now
this murder…I have reason to be concerned.”

“I would agree except you started fretting on
Friday, hours before you expected your father home. These facts
added to your suspicion, but they didn’t cause it.”

“I can’t explain it, Tab. I just had a
feeling he wouldn’t be on the train and it seems I was right.”

At this admission, Tabby’s face brightened.
“Maybe you’ve inherited your mother’s telepathic gifts after
all.”

“No, or I’d know where Father was. I’m afraid
none of Mother’s gifts were passed on to me.” Caroline untied the
ribbons to her hat and put a hand to her aching head. “Please tell
Amanda—”

“To order a hansom. Yes, Miss.”

***

It was several blocks before the hansom left
the broad, tree-shaded neighborhood of North Charlotte Caroline
called home and entered the thriving commercial section of the
city. First, rooming houses, churches and shops, then hotels,
churches and larger shops, and finally rows of warehouses and
office buildings. As the buildings grew denser, so did the streets.
The cab vied for space with steam carriages belching smoke, their
fireboxes glowing red from the coals. Some horses shied from the
chuffing machines, their owners cursing and pulling on the reins,
but the little black Morgan seemed not to notice. Obeying a gentle
tug, he stopped in front of a brick two-story building. A sign
above the door proclaimed in gothic script, “Nathan Llewellen, MP”
There were windows on each side, the glass panes divided into
twelve-inch squares, four tall and three wide. Caroline took a
moment to admire the symmetry…and to gather her courage.

It appeared the cabbie was glued to his
perch, for he made no more effort to help her from the carriage
than he had to help her on. She managed to scramble down the steps,
holding on the edge of the door for balance. Once she was on the
cobblestones she glanced up, shading her eyes with her hand. “You
will wait until I am finished? I’ll pay for your time.”

The cabbie touched his brimmed hat. “Yes,
Miss.”

Caroline hesitated a moment before
approaching the building. Did one knock? Surely if this was the
office of a public servant, a person simply walked in.

Before she could suit action to the thought,
two men elbowed her aside and entered the building. One chortled,
“Cornered him this time! He’ll get his come-uppance like the others
if I have my way about it.” He tapped his fists together and
Caroline was shocked to see brass weights covering his
knuckles.

“Have your fun, but don’t forget we’ve other
fish to fry,” the taller man said.

“Did you hear that?” Caroline demanded of the
driver. “We must summon help. Where is a policeman?”

“Best not to get involved, Miss.”

She shrank back when the men barged back out
onto the street, the taller man’s face wearing a vicious scowl.

“How’d he get away then? We saw him come in
not five minutes ago.”

“You made a mistake, as usual, you fool.”

“I didn’t. Saw him plain as day, I did. Can’t
miss that red hair.”

“Never mind. We can come back later, but
right now we’ve got another job to do.” The grumbles diminished as
the men hurried off.

Recalled to her task, Caroline opened the
door and stepped into a room containing a coat rack, a desk and
some wooden chairs arranged in no particular order. A portrait of
King Thomas the Fourth hung behind the desk, the gilded wooden
frame carved in an acanthus leaf pattern. A door on the far wall
was ajar, so she tapped on the frame, then pushed it open. A quick
survey showed her no one was there. Just as the men had said.

She went back into the anteroom to wait,
assuming the office wouldn’t have been left unlocked if the owner
hadn’t planned to return soon. Before she could take a seat, a
brusque voice said, “May I be of assistance?” A man was standing in
the doorway of the adjoining room.

A room that had been empty not seconds
earlier.

Swallowing, Caroline stammered, “Yes, you
may. I would like to see Mister Llewellen.”

“And what is the nature of your business?” He
didn’t offer a smile and his eyes, an astonishing jade green, bored
into hers.

“I’m here to see him in his capacity as a
member of the Lower House.”

“I see. And what makes you think he is
here?”

Caroline felt her temper begin to rise as her
disquiet faded. “For one thing, Parliament is not in session at
present. The newspaper announced a fortnight ago that Mister
Llewellen had returned to Charlotte to attend to business during
the recess. It published a photograph to accompany the article.
Amazingly, the picture resembled you. If the newspaper were capable
of being printed in color, I no doubt could make a more positive
identification.” She glared at the russet-colored hair touching his
collar.

“I seem to be well and truly found out,” he
said. “You’d be surprised how many people come by out of curiosity
and with no legitimate business to conduct. I have no time to waste
and most times I can convince them I am Mister Llewellen’s
secretary and send them on their way.”

“I assure you, I have legitimate business. I
need your help.”

“In that case, you might as well come in.” He
held the door open, his demeanor more reluctant than welcome, and
her earlier unease returned as she obeyed his invitation. More
careful scrutiny of the room showed there was no place to hide, and
the back door, the only other exit, was blocked by a table. He had
to have been in the room, yet both she and the intruders had not
seen him. A host of possibilities went through her mind, were
considered and discarded.

She decided to puzzle it out later. Right
now, her business was finding her father.

Her host indicated a chair, then as if just
noticing them, gathered several books and newspapers from its
cushions and tossed them on his desk where they joined a heap
threatening to collapse under its own weight. He sat down behind
the desk, removing a stack of books blocking his view and dumping
them on the floor. Following this, he propped his elbows on the
desk, tucked his fists under his chin, and waited.

Having gained his attention, Caroline felt
her resolve crumble. The words she had prepared on her way there
flew out of her head. The silence stretched on until he leaned back
and said, “Well?”

The word, delivered like a bullet, made her
jump, but it did the job. She took a deep breath and bent her
slender body forward.

“I need your help,” she repeated. “My father
has disappeared.”

Mr. Llewellen’s expectant expression changed,
but not to the interest she had hoped to see. “Madam, I am a
lawmaker, not a detective. You need the police.”

“I called the police to report my father
missing Monday morning—yesterday.” She flushed. “The officer I
talked to said my father is an adult and as such has no need to
account for his affairs to anyone, least of all his daughter.”

An eyebrow rose. “He said that? The actual
words?”

“Maybe not the last few words, but he
intimated them.” She scowled. “Furthermore, he hinted the reason my
father did not take me into his confidence is because he was
pursuing an amour.”

“Which you deny.”

“My father has not so much as looked at
another woman since my mother died three years ago,” she said. “He
was…is…intent on his work and nothing else. You could say his
laboratory is his mistress.”0

Mr. Llewellen had a sudden coughing spell at
this last revelation. He averted his head until he got it under
control. Caroline wondered if she should have used the word
“mistress,” but that was precisely what the sergeant she had talked
to had implied.

“What do you think happened to him?” he asked
when he could speak again.

“I believe he was kidnapped.” Noting both
eyebrows were raised now, she continued. “He has been working on an
invention for several years. Last week he told us it was finished
and he was going to Washington to secure the patent. He said it
would change everything we know. Turn our world upside down.” She
faltered. “He kept it secret. I assist him with his inventions,
typewriting his scribbles and filing the pages in notebooks. He let
me help him with everything but this particular project. He said it
would be dangerous for me to know what he was working on.”

He made no reply and she rushed on. “It was
so dangerous he took the plans to Washington himself rather than
trust the post.”

“I still don’t see—”

“He said it would affect Parliament. You are
a member of the Parliament.” She bit her lip. “You know people in
Washington.”

Mr. Llewellen let out a long sigh. “Even so,
I don’t think I can be of help, Miss…?”

“Featherstone. Caroline Featherstone.”

“Caesar’s ghost! Your father is Doctor Gideon
Featherstone? Why didn’t you say so?” His eyes widened as he stared
at her.

“You didn’t ask.”

He abandoned his indolent posture and sat
upright. “My family has used several of your father’s inventions in
our mines,” he said. “The steam-drill, in particular.
Ingenious.”

With a hint of pride, Caroline said, “I
believe this invention will eclipse them all.”

“And change the world,” he repeated, drawing
out the words as if envisioning them. “Yes, I can see many people
would like to get their hands on this invention, whatever it is,
just because Doctor Featherstone’s genius is behind it. And you say
he felt Parliament would be interested?”

She nodded. “All I know is something he said
once to a colleague there were members of Parliament who would do
anything to destroy it.”

“This colleague…would he know your father’s
whereabouts? What is his name?”

“Father called him Mister Smith.”

Incredulity again. “Was Mister Smith his real
name?”

“I doubt it. He was an Oriental
gentleman.”

“I am not aware of any Orientals in the
United States.”

“Perhaps I am mistaken,” Caroline said,
although she was sure she was not. “At any rate, I haven’t heard
Father mention him since then, so I have no idea how to reach
Mister Smith, even if that was his real name.”

Mr. Llewellen appeared to accept this. “Do
you suppose it is some kind of weapon?”

She blanched. “Never! Father abhors
violence.” She closed her eyes in concentration, then opened them.
“He let slip once it had something to do with a new means of
communication.”

When Mr. Llewellen made no comment, she rose.
“If you can’t help me, I must go elsewhere.”

He held up a hand in protest. “I was
thinking! I didn’t say I wouldn’t help.”

Caroline sat down again, feeling a sense of
relief as he reached for a pad of paper and a pen. He smiled at her
then and she was surprised at how the simple rearrangement of
muscles made his face interesting, almost handsome. She felt a warm
tingle in her limbs, unexpected and unwelcome.

“How long has he been missing?”

“Father was to have given the keynote speech
at the annual meeting of the Charlotte Society of Inventors and
Scientists on Saturday evening. He was pleased to have been asked
and would not have missed it for anything. Yet, he gave no excuse
to the committee for not appearing. They were extremely upset.”

“And the police didn’t consider his not
keeping the engagement a reason for urgency?”

“I suppose a meeting of stodgy old scientists
is of no importance to them.”

Mr. Llewellen’s brow wrinkled and his fingers
tapped a staccato rhythm on the desktop. “When was the last time
you saw him?”

“He left on Wednesday and was to have
returned Friday evening.” Her lips trembled. “I’ve had no word for
five…no six days, now. I meant to ask Mister Jennings, his
solicitor, if he had heard from him, only to find the poor man had
been murdered. I think there must be some connection. The newspaper
said his office was destroyed. There’s no way of knowing if any of
my father’s papers were taken or not.”

Nathan Llewellen met his guest’s bright blue
eyes with a concern that matched hers. His first inclination to
send her off with vague promises turned to alarm, which he was
careful to conceal.

“I will do my utmost to discover your
father’s whereabouts,” he promised. “Let me make some inquiries and
I will call you tomorrow.”

Caroline felt the knot that had taken up
residence in her chest loosen. At last someone in authority took
her fears seriously. “My father had the telephone installed in his
laboratory. If you called, I wouldn’t hear it unless I camped out
there.”

“Then I shall call in person tomorrow
afternoon, if that is permissible?”

A faint color stained her pale cheeks. “Yes.”
She tucked a strand of fine, blonde hair under her bonnet and
stood, extending her hand. “Until tomorrow?”

He held her hand, a small hand with long,
slender fingers bare of any ornament. As he did, Caroline caught a
whiff of a woodsy scent reminding her of the mountains, and
vacations spent with her parents. For one fleeting moment, she felt
that all would be well.

Her reverie was broken when Mr. Llewellen
said in a much warmer voice than he had used so far, “Until
tomorrow, Miss Featherstone.” He walked her to the door and
assisted her into the carriage. She sensed him watching her until
she was well out of his sight.

***

Nathan leaned back in his chair and stared at
the map on the wall. The thirty-six states of the Union were
bordered by the Atlantic on the eastern edge, the unexplored
mountain territories on the west, Mexico and Floriana on the south,
and Canada on the north. He wondered what it was like in Canada.
Were they still ruled by England or had they chosen to become a
limited monarchy, as his own country had? Or was it a vast,
unpopulated wasteland, as people claimed? Would he ever know?

With an abrupt shake of his head, Nathan
brought his attention back to the matter at hand. He wrote:

April ninth, eighteen ninety-five

1. Check railroad and ascertain what train
Dr. F. took and if he got off in Washington or disappeared
somewhere en route.

2. Check with patent office—did he ever show
up there?

3. Call Fitz

He contemplated the list. Number three should
be number one, he decided. Miss Featherstone was correct in
believing her father was in danger, but she had not made the leap
to the chilling fact she might be targeted as well. She knew less
than nothing, but whoever had taken her father would not know this.
Caroline had been accurate when she said there were many people who
would be interested in the invention. Nathan could guess who some
of these people were, and they were dangerous men indeed. He
considered his own recent escape. It seemed he and the inventor had
something in common: they were both being sought by these men,
although for different reasons.

Or were the reasons separate parts of a
whole?

He shook his head, deciding to make
conjectures later when he had more facts, and telephoned his
friend. Fitz, however, was out of his office. Nathan left a
message, hoping he could get a quick reply. Then he made some
calls, which took the better part of an hour. When he replaced the
speaking tube in its receptacle, he knew little more than he had
before.

After a brief luncheon in the tea room across
the street, he determined to read a proposed bill in its entirety
before being asked to vote on it in the next session. It was
useless; whenever he tried to concentrate Miss Featherstone’s face
intruded. It was not a conventionally pretty face, but arresting
with a soft, rounded chin, a pert nose, and a wide, mobile mouth.
But it was her eyes he pictured best, the brilliant blue of
sapphires, framed in long, dark lashes contrasting with her fair
skin and—

“Hello, Nate, what have you done with George
and why are you staring into space?”

“Damn, Fitz! That was fast.”

Fitz’s saturnine face became even gloomier.
“You didn’t answer my question.”

Nathan explained his clerk’s father had died
and he had given the lad time off to be with his family. Fitz
murmured the requisite words of regret, adding “When is the
funeral? And more to the point, do you plan to attend?”

“Saturday, and no. Thank heavens it’s in
Tennessee and I didn’t have to make a bunch of excuses George would
never accept.”

“You have to get over it sometime, Nate.
Being a politician, you will be expected to attend funerals, sooner
rather than later.” Fitz toppled some books off a chair and sat
down.

Nate nodded. “I know. But not yet. I just
can’t. It’s too soon after…” He made a pretense of rearranging the
papers on his desk as he regained his composure. “I’m glad you’re
here. I’m wrestling with a mystery.” He repeated what he had
learned from Miss Featherstone.

Fitz had a lively curiosity and asked several
questions about the invention Nathan couldn’t answer. “All I know
is Doctor Featherstone was anxious to secure the patent before
anyone else heard about it, and it was bound to create a great deal
of controversy. All his daughter knew for certain is that it is not
a weapon. From the hints he had dropped she surmised it might be
some kind of communication device.”

“I can’t think what. We can telegraph any
city in the country, and now telephone lines are springing up
across the land like so many saplings planted by Johnny Appleseed
so we can communicate verbally with almost anyone. And there is
still the Franklin Postal System.” Fitz shook his head in
bemusement. “What have you done so far?”

“I talked to the conductor of the train
Doctor Featherstone was on, who could tell me little except he
seemed nervous, clutching a large envelope to his breast, and
disappeared into the crowd when he detrained. And the patent office
hadn’t seen or heard from him.”

Fitz nodded as if he’d expected as much. “And
Miss Featherstone? Do you think she might be in danger as
well?”

“Yes,” Nathan said. “The men who killed poor
Jennings wouldn’t hesitate to kill anyone in their way.” He didn’t
mention his suspicion the killers might be the same men who had
broken into his office earlier.

“I could put a watch on the house.”

“If you would. I know it’s not the kind of
work your agency does, but—”

“What are friends for?” Fitz forestalled him
with a smile. “That said, how are you occupying yourself evening?
Hiding in your hotel room again?”

“I have plans.” Nathan seemed unwilling to
divulge them, but under Fitz’s penetrating glare, he admitted, “I
have wrangled an invitation to Missus Suddreth’s sitting tonight. I
don’t like to use my position, but there are no tickets. You have
to know someone.”

“Of course. Which makes it even more
exclusive. You can be sure she’ll ask for a donation, to make up
for the loss of ticket sales.”

“I don’t care. If I can find out—” He broke
off, having noticed the expression on his friend’s face. “Don’t
look so skeptical! Even if you don’t believe in spiritualism, many
people do.”

“I didn’t say I didn’t believe. It just
hasn’t been proven to my satisfaction. Most of it is tricks and
sleight-of-hand, just like the so-called ‘magic’ shows. Most of
those imposters are masters of misdirection and physical dexterity,
but they are not magicians.”

“I concede the point. But you know there are
things we can’t explain.” Nathan raised his voice to add emphasis.
“There are recorded cases of telepathy and telekinesis.”

Fitz held up a hand. “I agree. The human mind
has powers we haven’t yet begun to explore. But communicating with
spirits is not one of them, Nate, for the simple reason the spirits
have no desire to communicate with us.”

Seeing by the stubborn expression on Nathan’s
face his argument was futile, Fitz gave up. “What say you close
shop early and we eat a decent dinner before going our separate
ways?”

Nathan agreed with enthusiasm, glad to have
the spat behind them. Later, as he returned to his room to prepare
for the evening ahead, he wondered if he was indeed as credulous as
those who thought white rabbits came out of a top hat.

Then he remembered the particular skills Fitz
had, and his own, never acknowledged, abilities. If known, their
secrets would get both him and his friend hanged for sorcery in a
different society.

Maybe even this one.

 


 



Chapter Two

Silent as grass
growing and invisible as the wind.

 


This time, the cabby assisted Caroline in
alighting. She paid her fare, having calculated the tip during the
drive. It must have been the right amount, because his face
lightened when he saw it and touched his top hat with his whip.

With a final wave, she started toward the
house. A cat, a handsome black and white tom she had been trying to
shoo away, disappeared around the corner of the house when it saw
her approach. She didn’t disliked cats, but they had a way of
hanging around the house, then finding their way inside, and the
next thing you knew they were napping on your bed.

She had no more than set her foot inside the
door when Tabby was in the foyer, her expression a mixture of
concern and agitation. “There you are! At last!”

“Here I am indeed,” Caroline said, taking off
her bonnet and placing it on the small table by the door. She
headed for the parlor.

Tabby’s posture eased now her charge was home
and unharmed. “And what did Mister Llewellen tell you?”

“He said he would investigate. I’ll be in my
room if you need me.” Caroline started up the stairs. She had spent
the last four nights lying awake, imagining one horrific scenario
after another, and now she felt the lack of rest catching up with
her. She lay down on her bed, pulled a light coverlet over her
shoulders, and was asleep within minutes. When she woke some hours
later it was already dusk.

Tabby met her at the bottom of the curved
staircase. “Dinner will be ready in ten minutes if you want to
change. Missus Higgenbotham has prepared a beef and barley
stew.”

“Change! Who will see me besides you and
Amanda? It would be easier if I ate in the kitchen, like I used to
do.”

“You will do no such thing. You’re not a
little girl anymore and I am no longer your nursemaid. Amanda will
serve you in the dining room at six.” Tabby, sweeping from the
room, gave an audible sniff.

Caroline indulged herself in a little pout no
one saw. Being promoted to housekeeper had given Tabby an air of
superiority she had not possessed when confined to the nursery. But
Caroline did not have the courage, nor did her father have the
inclination, to speak to her about it. There was no doubt Tabby was
in charge of the Featherstone household. Conceding defeat, she went
back up the stairs to wash her face and rearrange her hair. She did
not change her gown.

***

After Amanda, a quiet girl of sixteen, served
the excellent stew and cleared away the remnants, Caroline went to
the parlor. She tried embroidering for a while and then read a few
pages of a book. It was impossible to concentrate. She kept
wondering what Mr. Llewellen was doing. Was he making telephone
calls and sending wires? Was it possible he could find her father?
Or was he humoring her, with no intention of following through with
his promises?

And, she was still wrestling with the mystery
of his sudden appearance in an empty room. She supposed he had been
crouched, unseen, behind the desk, yet she couldn’t hold this
picture in her mind. Mr. Llewellen didn’t strike her as a man who
would crouch. He was a head taller than she, which made him
over six feet, and did not possess a slight build. She felt he
would face his enemies with courage, unless one of them held a
gun.

Mr. Llewellen also struck her as a prudent
man. If he had a means of escaping, he might well use it.
Teleportation? Or some way of becoming invisible? Some people
claimed to have these gifts, but they had never proved them to the
satisfaction of the scientific community, as she well knew.

And if he had been hiding, the bullies, who
had seemed determined, would have searched and found him in the
small room. Her head felt as if it would burst with the burden of
her thoughts.

At last the clock struck ten, and she could
retire. She could hear Mrs. Higgenbotham and Amanda talking in the
hallway as she climbed the stairs to her bedroom. Tabby’s door was
shut; an early riser, she had said goodnight a half hour ago.

Caroline’s sleep was interrupted a few
minutes before two in the morning when she was awakened by a tap at
her door. Alert at once, she threw it open. Tabby was standing in
the hallway in her nightgown, the cap on her head askew. “There’s
someone outside,” she said.

Caroline didn’t ask if she was sure. Tabby
would not have awakened her without cause.

“A thief, do you suppose?” she whispered
back.

“No, not a thief.” Tabby said. “Not even a
human.” She took Caroline’s hand and tugged her forward. “Look out
this window. You’ll see what I mean.”

Caroline pulled the lace curtain aside and
peered into the darkness. At first she saw nothing. Then, as her
eyes adjusted, she saw a glimpse of movement like a wisp of
fog.

“I think I saw something, but I can’t be
sure,” she said. “How did you come to peer outside? Did a noise
wake you?”

“That kind wouldn’t make any noise,” Tabby
spat. “Silent as grass growing and invisible as the wind. I felt
him. Got cold chills down my back and my hair stood on end. He’s
out there, all right.”

“Who? Who’s out there?”

Without answering, Tabby jerked the curtain
shut. Caroline shuddered. “You and Amanda made sure all the doors
and windows are locked? He can’t get in the house?”

“He could if he wanted to, but since he
hasn’t I suppose he doesn’t want to. He just keeps circling the
house and garden.”

“We shall contact the police first thing in
the morning. Maybe they’ll find footprints or something.”

“They won’t find anything. He’s too clever to
leave a trace.”

Further questioning proved fruitless. Tabby
refused to say who or what she thought was invading their garden
and seeing nothing more Caroline gave up. Both women went back to
their rooms, but Caroline found it impossible to fall asleep again.
She decided Tabby had had a nightmare and what she had glimpsed was
a figment of her own imagination, sparked by Tabby’s insistence the
dream was real.

In the morning, the sole living thing
Caroline spied when she picked some daffodils for a bouquet to
place on the breakfast table was the black and white tom. The cat
licked his front paw and stared back at her. If he had seen
anything during the night, he wasn’t telling anyone.

***

Caroline took extra care in dressing after
lunch, drawing a light brown linen tunic with an asymmetrical hem
over a dark brown skirt of fine wool that flared as it fell to her
calves. A leather corselet with eight horizontal rows of straps and
buckles down the front showed off her narrow waist and emphasized
her bosom. After tugging on her boots, the tops of which reached
her skirt hem and allowed a brief glimpse of her stockings, she
teased some curls around her face, then took the comb and pulled
them back, twisting her hair into the severe bun she’d affected
after leaving her adolescence behind. When she heard the doorbell
she pulled a few strands out again and ran down the stairs. Tabby
had answered the door and Caroline was surprised to see not only
Nathan, but another man with him.

He was tall, with cool gray eyes and although
he was standing still, he gave off a feeling of restrained energy.
Noticing Caroline’s stare, he removed his Homburg and bowed,
revealing silver-gray hair.

“Miss Featherstone, my friend Fitzherbert
Doyle. He owns a private detective agency and I have asked him to
help us,” Nathan acknowledged the newcomer.

Before Caroline could reply, Tabby let out a
strangled cry and fled.

“I seem to have an unfortunate effect on some
people,” Fitz said with a wry grimace. “I’m sorry if I frightened
her. And pleased to meet you, Miss Featherstone.” Caroline
curtseyed in return, noticing that, in spite of the hair, he was
much younger than she had first assumed. Maybe no more than Mr.
Llewellen’s age, which she guessed to be a year or so this side of
thirty.

“Please come in,” she invited, casting a
worried glance behind her. Whatever had frightened Tabby would have
to wait.

“I hoped we might first take a look at Doctor
Featherstone’s laboratory.” Mister Doyle interposed.

Caroline’s tightened features betrayed her
doubt, but she nodded. “I have examined it and nothing seems out of
the ordinary. But you’re free to search it again. Maybe you will
see something I didn’t. It’s in back of the house.”

Caroline stepped outside to join the two men
and led the way around the Federal style house, following the path
she had worn under the magnolias as a child. Taking a ring of keys
from her pocket, she selected one and opened the door. She started
inside and then stopped midway in shock. The two men behind her
peered over her shoulder before easing past her. After a moment,
Caroline followed them.

The room that had been so quiet and tidy
yesterday now appeared as though a hurricane had passed through.
Every drawer in the desk and filing cabinets had been opened; every
item had been swept off the shelves. The floor was a tangle of
papers, broken pieces of wood, springs and cogs and screws.

And the door to the safe sagged open on its
hinges.

Caroline gave a soft cry as she saw the
damage, her hand to her mouth, her eyes wide with shock.

Fitz circled the room, his steps cautious.
“Can you tell if anything is missing from the safe?” he prodded.
“Sketches, diagrams, things of that sort?”

Steadying herself, Caroline managed to answer
in a clear voice. “Father never kept anything important in the
safe. Mother had urged him to install it over his objections it was
too obvious. He kept his notebooks in his study. But I’m quite sure
he took anything of interest with him.”

“They were here within the last few hours,”
Fitz said, lifting his head and sniffing. “I can still smell
them.”

Caroline could smell nothing, but Nathan
headed toward the door. “If they didn’t find what they wanted here,
they might try the house. It’s but a few steps from here to the
kitchen garden.”

All color left Caroline’s face. “Missus
Higgenbotham!! And Amanda!”

Looking at each other in consternation, Fitz
and Nathan sped as one through the garden to the kitchen door.

Caroline followed, entering the kitchen at
their heels. Mrs. Higgenbotham’s head jerked up in alarm as the two
men screeched to a halt in front of her table, where she was
rolling out dough for a pie.

“Help! Murder!” she screamed, brandishing the
rolling pin and scattering flour in a cloud of white.

Caroline pushed Nathan, who was sneezing
furiously, aside. “It’s all right, Missus Higgenbotham. These men
are helping me look for Father. We were in the laboratory.”

“He isn’t there, Miss, you know,” the stout
woman retorted as she put down her rolling pin. “We were looking
for a clue. But when we got there, we discovered someone had been
there before us. Whoever it was made a complete mess of things and
we were afraid he had come to the house to continue his search, and
you and Amanda might have been hurt.”

“Amanda went to the Oliver’s to return a pint
of milk I borrowed last week and has taken the opportunity to visit
with their maid, I’ll warrant, for I haven’t seen her for over an
hour. Nor anyone else,” she added, folding her arms over her ample
breast, “except Miss Farlow came through here a few minutes ago and
ran howling up the back stairs. I heard her slam the door to her
room. If I wasn’t in the middle of this pie, I’d have gone to see
what was wrong.”

“She’s all right.” Caroline dismissed Tabby’s
strange behavior with a wave of her hand. “I must check Father’s
study, though. He may have come in through the side door without
your hearing him.” Which she doubted, as Mrs. Higgenbotham’s
hearing was keen. She had learned this as a child trying to sneak a
cookie behind her back.

“Let me go first,” Mr. Doyle said. He
returned in such a short time Caroline knew he’d not had time to
search one room, let alone over a dozen.

“No one’s here,” he said to Nathan. “Except
those who are supposed to be. He or they must have heard our
carriage and fled.”

Caroline was about to object, but Mr.
Llewellen nodded. “Good.” He addressed Caroline. “I have a
confession to make, Miss Featherstone. Mr. Doyle, at my request,
kept an eye on your house last night. Now I regret we did not
secure a guard during the day as well.”

“Tabby said she saw something. So it was
you?”

Fitz bent his head in assent. “Nate didn’t
want you to know because he thought you might be unduly frightened.
We didn’t think anyone would see me. I apologize if my presence
caused any alarm.”

“No harm done,” Caroline answered. Tab had
been alarmed, and even more so today, but try as she might Caroline
could feel nothing but a quiet sense of strength and concern from
Mr. Llewellen’s friend. She met his gaze and said, “Thank you.” To
Nathan, she added, “And you, too.” Then she asked in a softer tone,
“Do you think they will be back?”

“Having failed to find what they wanted, I
believe they’ll slink back to whatever cesspool they came from. I
think I have done all I can do here, for my inquiries have led to
nothing. The next step is to go to Washington and start looking
there. I have to be back Monday, at any rate, so I might as well
leave a day or two early.”

“Precisely what I was thinking,” Caroline
said. “When shall we leave? Tabby and I can be ready in the
morning.”

***

Nathan Lewellen and Fitz Doyle were not to be
her only guests that day. Just before dinner, Amanda interrupted
her preparations with a timid, “Miss, Missus Oliver has come to
call.”

Caroline drew a hand across her forehead.
“Calling! At six in the evening?”

“She said it was urgent, Miss.”

“Oh, for mercy’s sake!” Caroline stomped down
the stairs, every footfall a protest. If Mrs. Oliver hadn
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