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

      As they close in on their suspects, the dangers close in on them, and Lincoln's protective instincts come to the fore, setting Charlie on edge. The last time he worried this much, he sent her away from her home and the people she loved…
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          LONDON, SPRING 1890

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

      "No. Hold me closer."

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

      I tilted my face up. "Kiss me."

      He kissed my forehead.

      "I meant on my lips."

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

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

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

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

      "Not just the bedroom," he muttered.

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

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

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

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

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

      "And I only get one kiss?"

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

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

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

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

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

      "Doors."

      "Pardon?"

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

      "Ah. That kind of door."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "I'm not here," he whispered.

      "Where are you?" I whispered back.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      He quickly turned the page. "Sorry!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "A little is better than nothing."

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

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

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

      "Yes."

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

      "We're not official," Lincoln said.

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

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

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

      "No," I told her.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Gus snickered.

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

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

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

      Lincoln arched a brow at me.

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

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

      "Of course."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "Is this about the murder?" Seth asked.

      "Murder?" several voices echoed.

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

      Alice clutched her throat. "Wolf!"

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

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

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

      "Doing what?"

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

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

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

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

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

      Oh God, not again.

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

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

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

      "What is it?"

      "The witness is described as a gentleman."

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

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

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

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

      "Neither of whom is suitable for my son."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The butler waited for instructions.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "He never indulges me."

      She gave me an arched look.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "We got enough to feed half of London."

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "Where's your imp?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "Why not?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "Harcourt was a good man," Lincoln said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "In what way?"

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

      "And which is Underwood?"

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

      I barked out a laugh. "Like you?"

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

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

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

      I made my excuses and sought out Lincoln.

      "Was Buchanan bothering you?" he asked.

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

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

      "I forgot. Something more important came up."

      "What could be more important?"

      "She's with child."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "He's more than twice my age!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "Then who could the murdering shifter be?"

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

      "What?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "Everything," Lincoln repeated with firm finality.

      Seth sank into the armchair and sipped.

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

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

      "And me," Gus declared.

      "What did you do?" Seth asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "An upstart whose grandfather was a mere sailor?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "Turd," Seth spat.

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

      Seth straightened, looking pleased with himself.

      "Peacock," Gus muttered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "I'm not trying to swindle her."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

      "Two. Why are you in here?"

      "I couldn't sleep."

      "Your snoring implied otherwise."

      "I do not snore!"

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

      "Nobody's awake. And besides, I'm your fiancée." I got up, padding over to him
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