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      As Charlie and Lincoln’s lives settle into a harmonious pattern, a new threat arises that could have far reaching effects for the royal family and Lincoln’s parents.

      When a seer warns the Prince of Wales that his life is in danger, only Charlie and Lincoln take her seriously. After all, what sensible person would believe a gypsy who claims the danger will come in the form of the prince's dead father?

      A meeting at the palace sets them on a path that takes Charlie back to her old haunts in the London slums, on the hunt for a man who can change his appearance. The new threat is their most dangerous yet, but for Lincoln, the biggest concern isn't confronting the shape-changer or meeting his parents for the first time, it's whether Charlie will put his engagement ring on her finger.
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          London, New Year's Eve, 1889

        

      

    

    
      "You look beautiful," Lincoln whispered, enclosing my hands in his.

      We stood in the corridor between our rooms on a freezing New Year's Eve. Lincoln's warmth, however, chased away the chill. A tendril of his hair skimmed his brow. He didn't plan on tying it back for the ball. Apparently pirates cared nothing for grooming.

      "Thank you," I murmured, a blush rising up my throat and infusing my cheeks. "You look rather dashing yourself."

      "Pirates aren't supposed to look dashing." He eased back, taking my hopes of a kiss with him, and rubbed his bristly jaw. "Perhaps I should have started the beard a day earlier."

      "Not too dashing," I quickly reassured him.

      Who knew that such a self-confident man cared so much about looking the part of a pirate for a masquerade ball? He'd gone so far as to purchase a new shirt, complete with ruffled sleeves at the wrist, a wide leather belt, and a tricorn hat that he'd thrown in the dirt as soon as he got it home. Apparently pirates couldn't be seen in brand new hats. At least not the roguish pirate that Lincoln wanted to portray.

      "You will look frightening once you put on the eye patch," I said. "We maidens will tremble in our shoes."

      He leaned in again, as far as the broad skirts of my Georgian costume would allow. "I hope to scare away all but the bravest of maids."

      I tried to think of a quip in response, but my mind went blank when his lips caressed the corner of my mouth and he palmed my waist. I felt the light pressure even through the corset boning.

      "I'll save a dance for you," I said.

      "Save them all for me. I won't be dancing with anyone else."

      "You should. People will talk if you only dance with me."

      "Let them."

      "You want them to gossip?" I asked.

      His lips curved into one of his rare smiles, but this one held a touch of mischief, an even rarer commodity. "I want them to know you're mine."

      In the week since Christmas, Lincoln and I had settled into a pattern that fell somewhere between friendship and betrothed. We were neither, and yet sometimes, like now, it felt like we were both. I had not plucked my engagement ring from its velvet bed in the ring box, but that didn't stop us from touching hands as we passed in the corridor or sat next to one another at dinner. Only once had we kissed passionately, in the privacy of the parlor the day after he emerged from his sickbed.

      That kiss had not been repeated, not even on the single occasion when we'd found ourselves alone in the house one Sunday morning. He'd retreated to his study and I'd gone to find him. I wasn’t sure what I hoped would happen, but I was certainly not expecting him to order me to leave. He'd sought me out later to apologize, blaming his abruptness on concern for my virtue and his lack of willpower. I'd laughed but he had not.

      Lincoln's hands dropped to his sides, and his gaze shuttered. "We shouldn't be doing this. Not here. Not now."

      Not now.

      It was a reference to our status as a couple, or lack of it. I knew he wanted to be engaged again, and that his offer awaited my response in the form of putting the ring on my finger. Yet I wasn't ready to give up my newfound freedom. I had a small house of my own now. I had a roof over my head here at Lichfield Towers, and I could make my own decisions regarding my life, my person, and my future. I didn't want to jeopardize that, and certainly not with a man who'd proven to be unpredictable. And yet, I loved him. That could not be denied.

      "You're right," I said on a sigh as I moved away. "It wouldn't do for Lady Vickers to see." A few months ago, I hadn't cared a whit for propriety, but things had changed since then. Not the least of it, the arrival of both Seth's mother and my friend Alice. Where before I was still something of a street urchin in my thoughts and behavior, I was now more aware of the necessity to act my age of nineteen. It was time to fit back into a society that had been alien to me for so long and be the sort of person they could both be proud to associate with. My newfound maturity could be attributed to facing down the twin evils of the Queen of Hearts' army and the headmistress of the School for Wayward Girls. Escaping that place alive would bend even the most stubborn will.

      I went in search of Alice, and together we put on the wigs and masks we'd purchased during the week. The gowns had been discovered in a trunk in the attic, having been left there by the previous owner of Lichfield. They'd required minor repairs and airing out, but they were otherwise perfect.

      We met Lady Vickers, Seth and Lincoln at the appointed hour. I bit back my giggle at Seth's foppish Georgian attire, complete with powdered wig and beauty spot. He'd insisted on matching our costumes, and wanted Lincoln to do the same to identify us as a group to the other guests. Lincoln had refused to dress as a dandy and decided on the pirate outfit instead. His argument that he matched the same era of our costumes had been unassailable, much to Seth's frustration.

      Seth slapped on his hat, blew its long black feather off his face, and held his arm out to Alice. "You do look smart," he told her.

      Smart? That was the best he could do? For such a charming man, he wasn't always at his most charming with her. Indeed, he even seemed a little overwhelmed by her. She was uncommonly pretty and possessed an air of aloofness.

      He must have realized his response lacked enthusiasm because he added, "And beautiful. Lovely. A vision."

      "And historically accurate," Alice said. "More or less."

      Lady Vickers followed them out, her scowl directed at Alice's back. The severity of it became lost, however, with all the tinkling of the beads and tokens attached to the hem of her gypsy dress, visible beneath her fur coat. I'd tried to tell her that the beading and colorful dress were a cliché, and that gypsies didn't wear such ostentatious outfits, but then I'd have to tell her how I knew. Lady Vickers, for all her strength of character, might not like knowing that the woman she'd taken under her wing had visited a gypsy camp with a man who was half-gypsy himself.

      I glanced at that man now and accepted his arm with a smile. "Are you sure you'll be warm enough?" I asked, eyeing his jerkin and doublet. He wore no coat.

      "Charlie," he chided. "You promised."

      "I promised not to ask if you were all right, not if you were warm enough. Besides, I said at the ball. We haven't arrived yet."

      "Next time I'll be more specific."

      "You have been ill, Lincoln, not to mention injured." And the evening air already felt icy. Frost would settle on the lawn overnight and into the bones of the homeless who could not find adequate shelter, as I knew all too well.

      "I'm neither ill nor injured anymore."

      "You may have recovered from your ordeal, but I have not." I left him contemplating that as Doyle, the butler, held the carriage door open for me. "Do you have enough blankets for warmth, Gus?" I called up to our coachman and friend. We really did need to find a proper coachman to take over his duties, as well as a housekeeper and maids. Lichfield was ready for them, and so was I.

      "Thank you, Charlie." Gus patted his coat pocket where he kept his flask. "All set."

      Seth leaned out of the carriage and spoke loudly enough for Gus to hear. "Don't worry about him. His skin's so thick nothing penetrates it."

      "Unlike yours," Gus said. "It's so delicate you have to wear furs and feathers."

      "It's a costume."

      Gus snorted. "You told me you cobbled it together from pieces found in your own wardrobe. Costume, my ar—"

      "Let's go!" I said, pushing Seth's shoulder. He retreated back inside the cabin.

      The carriage was too crowded for five people, two of whom wore voluminous skirts. I didn't realize until Lincoln shut the door without joining us. The coach rocked as he climbed onto the seat next to Gus. I tried not to think of him sitting out in the cold, but memories of him lying unconscious in his bed after the kitchen explosion assaulted me anyway. That nightmare had occurred too recently for my liking. Not even he could be fully recovered yet.

      As if she sensed my concern, Alice kept the conversation lively all the way to the Curzon Street residence of Lady Vickers' friend, Lady Hothfield. A footman opened the carriage door and we lowered our masks and shed the blankets keeping our knees warm.

      "This is rather grand," Alice whispered as we stepped inside the house onto crimson carpet.

      The spacious entrance hall was indeed grand, with the central staircase diverting into two at the landing and wrapping around the walls leading up to the next level. Lamps and a central chandelier blazed with light, catching the gilt in the frames, furniture legs and the tip of the spear clasped in a semi-naked statue's hand. The white marble Grecian's modesty was maintained by a flimsy red cloth that looked as if the flick of a finger could dislodge it.

      I curled my hands into fists. "A little grander than the school," I agreed. "But don't tell the ghost of Sir Walter that I said so."

      She grinned, I was relieved to see. When she'd first arrived at Lichfield, any mention of the castle prison we'd both been sent to in Yorkshire made her shiver with awful memories of her time there. It was good to see her putting that experience behind her.

      Another footman—there were an awful lot of them—escorted us up the stairs toward the music. Lady Vickers introduced us to our host and hostess in the ballroom, but I had no illusions about our importance to them. We were merely there thanks to Lady Vickers herself, not because we held any interest for Lord and Lady Hothfield. Their greetings were polite enough, but it was Seth who earned most of their attention.

      "It's been so long since we saw you, dear boy," Lord Hothfield exclaimed, slapping Seth on the shoulder. "You look as fit and strong as ever. What have you been up to?"

      He didn't get a chance to explain, or lie, before Lady Hothfield spoke. "You haven't changed." She tapped Seth's chest with her fan. "Always such a handsome boy." She swapped the fan to her left hand, opened it then giggled behind it. "How we have missed you, dear Seth. How long has it been? Too long, I say."

      Seth's face reddened. I bit my lip to stop my smile. He'd told me the day before that he wasn't looking forward to seeing Lady Hothfield again. Their last meeting had been in her bedchamber, over a year ago, before Lincoln had employed him. I'd been utterly flabbergasted by his admission, because she wasn't at all the type of woman he admired or desired. Indeed, she was much older than Lady Harcourt, one of his most recent lovers. It had taken a few probing questions before I realized that Seth had most likely slept with her for money. In fact, he'd only answered my questions after I promised to help him avoid Lady Hothfield.

      I was about to do my duty and ask him to join me when his mother ushered him away. Lady Hothfield's gaze lingered on Seth until he disappeared into the crowd.

      Lincoln, Alice and I followed, only to divert as Lady Vickers introduced her son to a small gathering of ladies. He cast a hapless glance at us over his shoulder, but I thought it best to leave him alone for the time being. He needed to get these initial introductions over with at some point. It was, after all, his mother's reason for attending.

      "This room is lovely," Alice said, gazing up at the six dazzling chandeliers above. "And don't all the costumes look marvelous? Did you see Queen Elizabeth?"

      "I couldn't miss her with that hair." I pointed my chin at a Roman senator and his wife, dressed in the outfit of an ancient Roman noblewoman. "I like what she's wearing. Next time, I'll try that."

      "Do you recognize anyone you know?" Being taller than me, Alice could see over some of the heads and further into the ballroom.

      "It's hard to tell with their masks in place," I said.

      "There's Lord Gillingham," Lincoln said, nodding at one of several Georgian fops in the room.

      "So it is. I can tell from the walking stick."

      "And his wife is over there."

      My gaze followed his to a group of women, their ages indeterminate thanks to their masks. "Which one?"

      "The medieval princess in green."

      "Are you sure? Her hair is darker."

      "She's wearing a wig."

      "Then how can you tell it's her?" Alice asked.

      Lincoln hesitated before saying, "She's the right height and weight."

      "There must be dozens of women here the same size as her," I said, indicating the hundred or more guests. "Come now, Lincoln, tell us. How do you know?"

      Again, he paused. Was he reluctant to give up this knowledge? "It's no single thing. Some of her face is visible. Her mouth and chin, her throat and ears."

      "Her ears?" Alice laughed, only to stop abruptly upon Lincoln's glare. He managed to instill as much steel with one eye covered by the patch as two perfectly good ones.

      "She also has a broad set to her shoulders, and tilts her head to the left when she's listening. Her hands are quite large and she tucks them behind her back most of the time, perhaps because she feels self-conscious."

      I looked down at my hands. They were average sized, but I could well believe they were smaller than the shape-shifting Lady Gillingham's. According to Lincoln, who'd seen her in her beast form, she resembled a wolf, and not at all human. I was wildly curious to see her change, but didn't dare ask. If she was self-conscious about her hands, imagine how she'd feel about a hairy, beastly body?

      Alice blinked slowly at him through the holes in her mask. "You're entirely serious, aren't you? Are you so observant with everyone?"

      "He is," I told her. "It's a skill."

      If I didn't know Lincoln so well I would have been jealous that he observed so much about another woman, but I knew he probably had a dozen little ways of telling me apart from others my size. Lady Gillingham was not special.

      "Oh, look, here comes another pirate," I said as a gentleman of impressive stature approached. "His costume is not nearly as unique as yours, though, Lincoln."

      "It's Marchbank," he said.

      I squinted as the man joined us. I could see the scars on his face now that he was closer. The broad brimmed hat, long black wig and large eye patch had hidden much, but not those.

      "Good evening, Charlie, Fitzroy," he said. "Excellent costumes."

      I introduced him to Alice then we fell into a discussion about the costumes. No one mentioned the recent events at Lichfield. The night General Eastbrooke had almost killed Lincoln, tried to kill me, and had blown up our kitchen was rarely discussed, even by those of us enduring the rebuilding of the kitchen. I, for one, had difficulty digesting the horror, and part of me didn't want to. It wasn't so much the horror of the injuries and destruction but of the general's betrayal. He'd been the closest thing to a father that Lincoln had, and yet he'd gone to great lengths to attempt to control and undermine him.

      "I wonder what the prince and his cronies will wear," Marchbank said, watching Lincoln closely.

      Lincoln went very still. "Prince?"

      "I see you haven't heard."

      Lady Vickers took that moment to burst through the crowd, her grin as broad as her handsome face. "You will never believe who is set to come tonight."

      "The prince," I said.

      Her smile wilted but only for a moment. "Isn't it exciting! I wonder who he'll bring with him. He always attends parties with a group of lively, charming royals. Such a charming man himself. I do hope his sons come, although I don't think they move in the same circles, more's the pity. You simply must meet him, Charlie, and you too, Alice. And Fitzroy, if you wish. I'll introduce you."

      "You know him?" Alice asked.

      Lady Vickers waved her hand airily. "We've met." It was hardly the same thing, but she seemed so excited that I didn't want to say anything to deflate her.

      "Which prince?" I asked, glancing at Lincoln. He stood stoically, his hands at his back, and his face bland, although I could tell from the stiff set of his shoulders and firmness of his jaw that this news affected him. His father was the Prince of Wales, first in line to inherit the throne.

      Lord Marchbank and the other committee members knew. No one else did, perhaps not even the prince himself.

      "The prince," Lady Vickers said, as if I was a dimwit for asking. "The Prince of Wales."

      "I thought you already knew," Marchbank said heavily.

      Lincoln didn't respond. "We didn't," I said. "This is a surprise."

      Lincoln had never looked shocked at anything, yet his unblinking immobility was the closest to it I'd ever seen. He'd been caught unprepared for this meeting, something he loathed.

      "I'm not sure I want to be introduced," Alice said. "Perhaps I'll wait here by the wall, out of the way. But Charlie should go."

      "I insist." Lady Vickers' voice rose with her excitement. "Particularly if he brings some young gentlemen with him, if not the young princes themselves. They're the perfect age for you, Alice."

      "Me!" Alice blurted out. "I'm just an ordinary girl."

      "You're a beautiful, charming girl, just the sort to catch the eye of any gentleman. Charlie is too, of course, but we all know she's not available."

      I studiously avoided glancing at Lincoln. Alice thanked Lady Vickers for the compliments but expressed a wish to avoid meeting the prince and his party. I agreed with her point of view. From what Lincoln had told me about the one encounter he'd had with his father, at another ball some months prior, the prince thought of women as playthings, there for his enjoyment. I didn't want my friend embroiled with a rich, titled scoundrel. I didn't want her going the way of Lincoln's mother—abandoned and with child. Alice had no family who cared for her, and we were her only friends. I would protect her from men like that. Fortunately, I didn't think I'd have any difficulty on that score. She was one of the most sensible girls I'd met.

      Lady Vickers, however, seemed determined. She alternately begged and reasoned with Alice, until she finally gave up and ordered Alice to meet the prince when he arrived.

      "There you are," Seth said, joining us, all smiles. Smiles which he directed mostly at Alice. His mother's lips tightened. It was then that I realized why she'd pressed Alice so hard to meet the prince. She hoped someone else would capture her eye—someone other than her son.

      Perhaps she ought to be introducing Seth to eligible ladies, and not Alice to gentlemen. The infatuation seemed entirely on his side, not hers. From the small hint she'd given me, I gathered that Alice saw Seth as an amusing person, but she had no interest in him. He, however, couldn't take his gaze off her.

      He thrust out his hand. "Will you dance with me, Alice?"

      She paused. Her gaze flicked to his mother. Lady Vickers' nostrils flared. "I can't think of a single reason not to," Alice said, accepting his hand.

      Lady Vickers watched them go then stormed off. Lord Marchbank had also disappeared, although I hadn't noticed him go.

      I clasped Lincoln's elbow. "You don't have to go anywhere near him if you don't want to."

      We stood side by side, watching couples assemble on the dance floor, neither of us speaking. A troubling thought struck me.

      "You won't do anything foolish, will you? In the prince's presence, I mean."

      His gaze slid to mine. "When have I ever done anything foolish?" At my arched brow, he added, "Disregarding the time I sent you away."

      "And the time you kidnapped me. And when you—” I cut myself off before I mentioned the darker things he'd done. “Never mind." He was in no mood to be reminded of them or treat them lightly.

      "I won't do anything foolish tonight," he said. "I won't speak to him at all."

      "Then neither will I." I took his hands in mine. "You promised me a dance."

      We moved to the edge of the dance area and waited for the music to end and another tune to begin. It was a waltz, and it necessitated us to be close to one another, much to my delight. As with everything he did, Lincoln was a very good dancer and made me feel like I was better than adequate, which was quite a feat given my lack of lessons.

      We moved aside when the dance ended and made our way to the refreshment room. Lincoln retrieved a cup of tea for me but nothing for himself, then we fell into quiet conversation.

      A few minutes later a woman dressed all in white with a white mask rimmed with seed pearls entered. Dark hair trailed down her back, stark black against the white, a tiara sparkling in the light from the chandelier. Voices rippled around her, following her path to the footman holding the tray of ices. I thought the chatter was because the cut of her bodice was too low, but then I realized it was most likely because the woman behind the mask was Lady Harcourt. Ever since her secret past as a dancer became public, society madams had snubbed her. Apparently Lady Hothfield had decided to make an exception.

      I was in two minds as to whether we ought to acknowledge her when she spotted us. She didn't approach, however, but simply bowed her head in greeting, set down her ice without touching it, and glided out again.

      "She'll probably ask you to dance later," I said to Lincoln.

      "I doubt it. I'd wager she's given up."

      "On you? Unlikely. Losing is not in her nature."

      He turned to me. "You don't need to fight her, or anyone. I'm yours."

      A lump rose in my throat. I swallowed. "If I did have to fight, I would win. My right hook is rather good."

      He chuckled quietly. "That it is, Charlie."

      We'd restarted our training sessions after Christmas. Lincoln had been teaching me how to fight off an attack, with and without weapons. Even though the supernatural imp in my necklace could save my life, it needed to be out of its amber orb to do so, and I may not always be able to summon it. Knowing that I was capable of throwing a punch as skillfully as any pugilist made both Lincoln and I feel better. It also allowed us to touch one another without raising eyebrows.

      A man wearing ordinary evening clothes of tailcoat, black waistcoat and white tie sauntered over to us. I recognized him from his lazy, arrogant walk, and the fact that his black mask—the only item of clothing befitting a masquerade ball—covered very little of his face. I tried to hide my distaste of Andrew Buchanan, but I doubted I succeeded.

      "Well, well, if it isn't Bluebeard and his mistress," he drawled, looking me over with a critical eye. His gaze settled on my breasts, somewhat insignificant affairs compared to those of his step-mother, Lady Harcourt. He sniffed.

      Neither Lincoln nor I took his bait.

      "Your disguise isn't all that good, you know." Buchanan's little finger wiggled at Lincoln's chest. "I knew it was you immediately."

      "You're looking for Julia," Lincoln said.

      Buchanan bristled. "What makes you say that? I'm here for the refreshments." As if to prove his point, he inspected the table laden with cakes, biscuits, bonbons and sandwiches.

      "She just left," Lincoln continued.

      "I told you, I'm not—"

      "Go away."

      Buchanan backed off, hands in the air. The footman had to step nimbly aside to avoid a collision.

      "He's already drunk," I said, watching Buchanan retreat to the ballroom.

      "And he'll be even drunker soon."

      "Do you think he'll embarrass himself? Or her?"

      "It's likely."

      A commotion by the door drew our attention. Surely Buchanan hadn't made a fool of himself already. Whispers of "He's here" rippled across the room to us.

      "The prince," I announced.

      "Shall we dance again?" Lincoln asked.

      "Is that wise? Perhaps we should stay in here."

      "I'm not going to attack him, Charlie, or confront him. I simply want to dance with you."

      "Oh," I said and bit my lip.

      "Besides, have you ever seen a member of the royal family?"

      "No."

      "Then now's your opportunity." He held out his hand.

      I placed mine in it. "You're going out there, near him, just so I can catch a glimpse of a prince?"

      "Is that such a bad thing?"

      "Not at all." Yet I didn't quite believe that he was doing it for me. There must be a small part of him that wanted to observe his father, too, even from a distance.

      We exited the refreshment room, but couldn't catch sight of His Royal Highness through the throng. Everyone seemed to want an introduction. It took a good hour before the crowd thinned and we could see the man himself. He was a strong looking fellow, and handsome for his age, although his florid complexion and paunch told the story of his excesses. According to Lady Vickers, the Prince of Wales enjoyed the company of women, although not that of his wife, and drank champagne as if it were water. Sometimes, he even bathed in it, but only when he frequented Paris's exclusive brothels.

      "There you are." Lady Vickers caught my hand as soon as Lincoln and I ended our dance. "Come with me, Charlie, and meet the prince before he gets too drunk and makes a play for you."

      My eyes widened.

      She waved her hand. "You've heard what he's like."

      I turned to Lincoln, but the crowd had already moved into the space between us. Apparently he had no intention of following.

      We scooped up Alice as we passed, tearing her away from the conversation she shared with Seth and four others, and advanced toward the prince and his friends like an army marching on its enemy, our steps sure and steady, our gazes focused dead ahead. We were out maneuvered, however, by Lady Harcourt. She was already there, her tinkling laughter floating on the drafts. The prince laughed too, his gaze not lifting higher than her heaving bosom.

      "That woman," Lady Vickers ground out between her teeth. "No one breathes that deeply. She's doing it to show off her breasts. As if we haven't already noticed them."

      "We can still meet him," Alice said.

      Lady Vickers' brows drew together with determination. She scanned the room. "I wonder who his friends are. Where is our hostess when she's needed? I want to be introduced to them."

      "We don't need to meet his friends," I said. "They're rather too old for, er…" I glanced at Alice again.

      "For me," she said flatly. "They're too old for me. Thank you for your efforts in finding me a suitable husband, madam, but I think I can manage on my own."

      Lady Vickers let go of Alice's hand as if she'd been stung. "No! You can't!" She glanced behind us to where Seth stood, his focus on Alice.

      "I don't particularly care to meet the prince or his friends," I said before the conversation steered too far out of control. "But thanks for thinking of me, Lady V."

      She jerked my hand hard against her side. I prepared to be dragged over to meet the prince.

      But we never got the chance.

      A heavily accented woman's voice pitched over the music. "I must speak! I must speak to prince!"

      Everyone turned toward the voice. Dancers stopped mid-step, and the band quieted.

      "Who is it?" the prince demanded, trying to peer over heads.

      A tall, slender woman with waist-length gray hair and tanned skin broke through the crowd. No one tried to stop her. Everyone seemed too curious to see what would happen next.

      The strangest reaction came from Lady Harcourt, however. She gasped then covered her mouth with her hand. She glanced past me. I turned to see Lincoln standing there, his gaze fixed on the woman. He'd gone pale.

      The woman stopped short of the prince, whose friends now tried to block the woman's path. The prince shoved one of them aside. He faced up to the woman, keeping an arm's length between them. She tipped her chin, fierce defiance flashing in the depths of eyes as black as pitch. She was a strikingly handsome woman of about fifty years, with a strong jaw and cheekbones, and a slender figure. Her clothing, however, was modest, the practical boots well worn. Not a single guest would have chosen such a drab coat and humble skirt for their costume.

      "Who is she?" he asked Lord Hothfield, standing beside him.

      Lord Hothfield made a noise in the back of his throat, opened his mouth and shut it again without answering. He looked like a fish, gasping on the dock.

      "You know me," the woman said. "I am Leisl. Your woman, long ago."

      The entire ballroom fell silent. Not a shoe scuffled, or a nose sniffled.

      The prince burst out laughing, but there was an uncertain hesitance to it. "You jest, woman. I wouldn't waste my time with you. Get her out of here."

      "Thompson!" Lord Hothfield bellowed. "Thompson! Escort this dirty creature from the house."

      A footman grabbed the woman's arm but she shook him off with a violent motion. "I came to warn you. I see you, Prince. I see your future. You are in danger."

      The prince's laughter spluttered until it died altogether. His cheeks above his beard went white. "What kind of danger?"

      His question was almost lost amid the hoots and howls from his friends. "Get the mad old bat out of here," one of them shouted.

      The woman pointed her finger at the prince. "I warn you. Be careful of your father."

      More howls of laughter followed. "His father's dead," someone said. "God, woman, where have you been?"

      The footman grabbed her again, this time with the help of another.

      "I have seen him!" the woman screeched, her unwavering gaze still on the prince, even as the two men ushered her away. "He will bring you much trouble! Heed my warning! You know I speak only true to you. You know this!"

      The men pushed her forward and she stumbled. They stopped her from falling, and roughly dragged her away. The crowd parted, the women wrinkling their noses in disgust. One man spat at her.

      "Disgusting gypsy," muttered a woman near me. "They ought to be barred from entering the country."

      Gypsy.

      I spun round to Lincoln, but he didn't notice me. He forged his way toward the footmen and the gypsy, who shouted at them to leave her alone, that she would walk unassisted. They did not let her go.

      Not until Lincoln gripped their shoulders and tore them away from her. Away from his mother.
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      "What are you doing, man?" bellowed one of the prince's friends. His voice rang clear across the room now that the band and guests had gone silent. "Let them escort her out. She's making fools of us all."

      Lincoln placed his hand on the woman's lower back and said something to her that no one else could hear. She glanced sharply at him. I tried to determine from her face if she somehow knew he was her son, but her features quickly schooled and she allowed him to steer her out of the ballroom. Lincoln had never met his mother, but he knew her name and where she lived from the file in the ministry's archives.

      I picked up my skirts to follow.

      "Who is he?" The prince's voice sounded remarkably close. I glanced over my shoulder to see him, Lady Harcourt and our host on our trail. "Hothfield?"

      "I am not sure, your highness," Hothfield said. "My wife will know."

      "He's Lincoln Fitzroy," Lady Harcourt said. "Of Lichfield Towers in Highgate."

      "Never heard of him," the prince said. "Does he know Leisl, do you think?" His use of her first name wasn't lost on me. He remembered her. He must.

      "I rather think he does," she said.

      I caught up to Lincoln and Leisl in the entrance hall, standing in the shadows beneath the staircase. He nodded at something she said and her lips parted. Her knees buckled but he caught her and guided her to the chaise.

      "That's velvet!" Lady Hothfield cried. She stood between her husband and Lady Harcourt, her fan fluttering violently at her chest. "Get up! Get up! You're ruining my furniture with your dirty clothes." She barreled past the prince, but I blocked her with my arm.

      "Her clothes aren't dirty," I said in as mild a voice as I could manage considering the way my blood boiled. "She's not doing you any harm sitting there."

      "Don't be ridiculous," Lady Hothfield snapped, shoving my arm away. "She tried to assassinate His Royal Highness the Prince of Wales! In my home!"

      "Steady on, m'dear, " Lord Hothfield said. "There was no assassination attempt."

      "Don't be a fool. She's a gypsy!"

      Lincoln stood between Leisl and Lady Hothfield. "She'll leave," he said. "She needs a moment to compose herself first."

      "Why does she need a moment? I am the injured party! And His Royal Highness, of course." Lady Hothfield assessed Lincoln anew and made no attempt to get past him.

      Lincoln crossed his arms over his chest and set his feet apart.

      Lady Hothfield took a step back beneath the force of his glare. "Thompson! Thompson, remove these people at once!"

      "Leave us, Hothfield," the prince ordered.

      "You wish to speak to her?" Lord Hothfield blinked at the prince. "Is that wise considering what she is?"

      "Indeed," Lady Hothfield said. "What if she puts a spell on you?"

      "Go." The way the prince barked reminded me very much of Lincoln. Both men were accustomed to giving orders and having them obeyed, without question.

      With a bow, Lord Hothfield retreated, gesturing for his wife to follow. She shot a glare at Lincoln then retreated with her husband. They passed Seth at the base of the stairs and headed back up to the ballroom. Lady Harcourt left too, her pace slower, her brow rumpled in thought.

      "See that we're not disturbed," Lincoln said to Seth.

      Seth nodded and headed up the stairs, taking two at a time.

      The prince approached Lincoln as one would approach a dog of uncertain temperament. In Lincoln's current mood, it was perhaps wise to be cautious. He looked thunderous.

      "You too," the prince said.

      "No," Lincoln shot back.

      I stilled. He dared disobey the Prince of Wales? "We know she's a seer," I said quickly. "We know a lot of things that may help in this situation."

      The prince regarded me levelly for a moment. I thought he would order me to go too, but then he said, "Very well. Stay. Leisl, you shouldn't have come here. It's far too public."

      "I cannot go to your palaces," she said. "There are too many guards. Where do you expect me to go?"

      "That is not the point."

      "No," Lincoln said, low. "The point is that she risked much to come here and warn you."

      "Warn me?" The prince snorted. "Of what? That my dead father has it in for me? That's absurd." He squared his shoulders and stretched his neck. "Even if I believe that she has visions, it's still an outrageous claim."

      "You believe," Leisl said before Lincoln could reply. "I know you. I read you…sire."

      Had she been about to call him a different name, perhaps a more personal one that she used to use?

      The prince stiffened. "This man." He jerked his head at Lincoln. "How do you know him?"

      Leisl pushed to her feet. The fierce set of her jaw, so like Lincoln's, spoke of her cool determination, yet the slight quiver of her lower lip softened the effect. "I have just learned that he…he is my son."

      So Lincoln had told her that much in their brief encounter tonight. My son, she'd said, not our.

      "Fitzroy," the prince murmured, mulling over the name that meant son of a king. He looked at Lincoln anew. "How old are you?"

      "My age is not the issue here." In centuries past, Lincoln's impertinent answer would be considered an offence worthy of a beating. Nowadays, the prince simply flared his nostrils in disapproval. "The point is, you treated Leisl abominably this evening. Apologize."

      "I beg your pardon?" the prince spluttered.

      "Apologize to her."

      My breath hitched. Leisl sucked in her top lip and half shook her head.

      "I will not!" the prince bellowed. "She charged in here, uninvited, frightened the other guests, then proceeded to spout off about my late father. Why in God's name should I apologize to her? It is she who ought to apologize to me." His gaze flicked to the woman he'd known intimately on at least one occasion.

      "We have both wronged the other," Leisl said. "So long ago."

      Lincoln opened his mouth, most likely to protest. As the only one there who had his best interests at heart—and I included Lincoln himself in that assessment—I decided to step in before he spoke. This little family reunion wasn't going at all well and he had the potential to make it so much worse.

      "Water under the bridge," I said in a light, breezy voice. "Perhaps we ought to discuss Leisl's warning. I think we'd all like to hear more about it."

      The prince narrowed his gaze at me as I moved to stand alongside Lincoln. "Who are you?"

      I bobbed a curtsy then lowered myself a little more. How low should I go? I almost lost my balance as I stood again, but Lincoln grasped my arm and steadied me. "My name is Miss Charlotte Holloway," I said. "I'm a friend of Mr. Fitzroy's."

      "Miss Holloway, you claimed you know things that may help in this situation, but I think it's best if you leave this to me and Fitzroy.

      "She stays," Lincoln said before I could respond. At the prince's arched brow, he added, "The supernatural doesn't frighten her."

      I wouldn't have put it like that. Some of the supernatural frightened me terribly.

      Leisl rose and stepped in front of me so that I couldn't see the prince's reaction. She touched my cheek, her gaze connecting with mine. She sucked a sharp breath through her teeth and her fingers curled on my cheek. The nails scraped my skin but did not break it.

      "Yes, you can help," she said. "You see the dead. I cannot."

      I could do more than see the dead. I could raise them and control them. I thought it best not to mention that in front of the future king of England, however. Although I doubted he had the power to reinstate a law to burn witches at the stake, I didn't want to take that chance.

      Leisl turned to the prince who looked somewhat stunned after her pronouncement. At least he didn't call anyone mad, or demand my arrest. "I came to warn you, sire. You are in danger from your dead father."

      "How can a spirit harm me? Are they not made of air?"

      "I do not know. It is not clear."

      He snorted. "Seeing the future is an imprecise science, is it?"

      "The unclear can be changed. The clear cannot. Good fortune is with you tonight, sire. My son and his bride will help if you allow it."

      "Oh! I'm not his bride," I said with a silly laugh that I wished I could take back as soon as it escaped my lips.

      "I…I…" The prince smoothed his hand over his evening jacket then tugged on the cuffs. "I ought to return upstairs. You must leave now."

      "But you are in danger!"

      Lincoln placed a hand on her shoulder. "You've done all you can."

      The prince held Lincoln's gaze for a very long time before breaking it to once again take in every inch of him…of his son. Did he see the similarities? Did he know or suspect? It wasn't clear from his expression, now closed and unreadable. It was so very like the mask Lincoln sometimes wore to hide his emotions that my breath hitched.

      The prince turned sharply and strode up the stairs. Leisl gathered the lapels of her coat at her chest, her dark eyes focused not on the man she'd lain with in her youth, but the man who was the product of that union.

      "You were such a little thing." She touched Lincoln's arm and, when he didn't move away, squeezed. "Now you are strong. Fierce."

      "Tell me what you know about the danger," he said. "What have you seen?"

      Leisl's fingers sprang apart and she let him go and stepped away. I wanted to chastise Lincoln for his coolness toward her when she must be feeling quite emotional to meet her long lost son. But I couldn't do so here, in front of her and others. Seth, Alice and Lady V approached cautiously down the stairs.

      "It was his father," Leisl said emphatically. "He may wish to harm his son."

      "How, when a spirit has no form?" Lincoln asked.

      "I do not know."

      "You said you saw it, in your vision. If you didn't see how it harmed him, then what, precisely, did you see?"

      "No, no, not see a vision. Not…" She clicked her tongue in frustration. "Not like I see you now. I see it as feeling, in here." She touched her chest. At Lincoln's continued frown, she added, "You do not see my breath, yet you know I breathe. Yes?"

      "I understand," I said. "It's an instinct that's nagging you, not an actual vision."

      "An instinct," Lincoln said flatly.

      "As you instinctively know when I'm near or in danger. You don't see the pictures in your mind's eye, but you do know." I touched his chest over his heart. "In here."

      He closed his hand over mine and drew it to his side. "You're supposed to be a strong seer," he said to his mother. "I thought you could see pictures, visions."

      "I do, with some. With the prince, it is in the heart only. Is instinct," she said with a smile at me. "As your bride say."

      Lord and Lady Hothfield arrived along with the butler and footmen. It would seem we weren't welcome to see in the New Year. Lord Hothfield asked one of the footmen to have our carriage brought around, and another fetched our coats. Lady Vickers praised the ball and the esteemed guest list, but Lady Hothfield ignored her completely. Lady Vickers thrust out her considerable chest, threw back her head, and backed away. She bumped into the Greek statue. A moment later, she stepped away, a small smile on her face. The crimson cloth covering the statue's nether region disappeared into the folds of her skirt.

      I bit my lip, but couldn't stop my grin. Seth and Alice both followed my gaze to the white marble statue, now entirely naked. Seth pinched the bridge of his nose while Alice giggled into her hand.

      Lord and Lady Hothfield hadn't yet seen. They continued to sport scowls as the footmen produced our coats. I put mine on and caught Leisl observing me. Could she see into a person's past as well as their future? What did she see in mine?

      "You are not medium," she said quietly. "You are more."

      I glanced at Lincoln. Neither of us answered.

      "Do not fear me," she said. "I do not harm the woman my…my son loves." She reached for his hand, but he moved away. Her face fell.

      I took her hand instead. "Forgive him," I said. "He needs time."

      She nodded and held my hand briefly in both of hers before letting go.

      "If you need anything, we can be found at Lichfield Towers in Highgate. Take care, Leisl."

      Alice hooked her arm through mine. "We'd better go," she whispered. "Lady Hothfield is looking at us so fiercely, I can feel her glare stabbing me."

      "You!" Leisl took a step backward, her huge eyes fixed on Alice. "You are door."

      "Door?" Alice tried to laugh but it fell flat. "Charlie, what does she mean? Why is she looking at me like I'm the
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