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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Let me take you on a journey back to the shores of the Walsinghams, and the wharf side of town known as the Marches. When I first conceived the character of Alfred J. Applebaum while writing Queen’s Menagerie, I knew the name would most definitely come up again in later books in the series. It wasn’t until Gideon became obsessed with finding the newspaper reporter that I knew I had to not only make her a woman, but the greatest love of Gideon’s life.

      I admit I had a lot of fun writing his love story and seeing what they might get up to if thrown into sticky situations together. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I did writing it.

      

      The version you hold in your hand is a tweaked copy of the book. Upon going over the manuscript once it had been printed initially, I noticed little mistakes here and there. I really couldn’t let them stand.

      Thank you for reading,

      MK Mancos -2018
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      Upper Walsingham, East Angelía

      Reign of Queen Vittoria, 1888

      

      The evening was perfect for a theft.

      Heavy fog rolled in off the river, cloaking the environs of Upper Walsingham in a thick blanket of white.

      Gunjo found the tiniest of finger and footholds to scale the outside of Carapase House. The climb aided by the special gloves and boots he’d liberated from a former client, Jeremy Highbridge. A dead man didn’t need such possessions.

      No lights glowed in the windows or outside of the stately riverside mansion. The family had left hours before to the theater and would not arrive home until later. Gunjo knew. He had spent the last few weeks studying their comings and goings, marking their arrivals and departures and how long they were away in a little book where he kept odd bits of similar knowledge. In his profession, it paid to be aware of one’s targets.

      Hand. Foot. Hand. Foot. He moved up the wall to the second story with all the dexterity of a trained monkey. Each heartbeat spilled a fresh rush of excitement into his blood. He lived for the thrill—to know he was at the top of his vocation. That, above all other thieves in East Angelía, his client had hired Gunjo for the job of such importance.

      In only a short time, Gunjo touched the balcony’s solid iron railing. He grabbed on tightly and hoisted himself up and over in a few efficient movements.

      He reached into the inner pocket of his coat for the tools of his trade. A long, thin rod and slim wire with a hooked end were all that separated him from the inside of the house. Mere seconds passed before he had the balcony door open and moved in silent steps through the upper story of the mansion.

      A map of the house flashed in his brain, memorized as it passed from his client to one of the gang. It only took one look for Gunjo to have a complete record of the document in his head. His mind worked as a plate in a photograph, recording details he used in his trade. All other forms of work were dead tedious. Only the thrill of possible discovery, of holding untold wealth in the palm of his hand, fulfilled his fanciful heart.

      He exited the upper story sitting room and tiptoed down the wide, airy hallway to the staircase. The third floor contained the family bedrooms and guest rooms. The safe containing Lady Borden’s jewels was located in the master suite, not that of the lady of the house.

      Odd. Most women of station kept their jewels in their own boudoirs. Such an unusual arrangement told much of Sir Guy Borden’s character. It said he did not trust his wife with such treasures—that the jewels belonged to the title, not the lady who wore them.

      Quietly, he crept up the staircase, careful to keep to the sides of the stairs. Most boards creaked when weight fell directly in the center. A step on the far side insured the movement caused little noise as not to alert the staff below.

      Why this mansion was made of lumber was beyond Gunjo’s reasoning. Stone and marble comprised most of the finer addresses along this rarified part of the city. The palaces of the elite were built to last. All but this one.

      One good blaze and it would come down around their ears in smoke and ash.

      A cat jumped off a table in the east wing, scaring Gunjo into falling back into the deep recesses of a door. He held a shaking hand to his heart until it calmed. At least he hadn’t cried out or taken a startled breath. Over the years he’d learned that much. Pets were a hazard of the profession. Cats he could handle. Dogs were his nemeses.

      Sir Guy’s bedroom sat at the very end of the hall, taking up the entire breadth of the mansion. That one room was bigger than any place Gunjo had ever called home. The disparity in social classes was enough to make a seasoned second-story man shake his fist at the heavens.

      After this season, his client had promised they would all pull up stakes and go to the continent. New blood there. Richer families with better prospects.

      Gunjo might decide to follow, or he would stay behind if he grew tired of their demands. He had always been a loner—hiring out his services as whims dictated. If he did leave with the others, it would be because he had never been to the continent. In fact, he had never been outside the confines of Upper and Lower Walsingham. It was a chance to see something of the world. Learn foreign tongues. Meet women of exotic persuasions.

      As he drew nearer to the door, he heard sounds coming from inside. What was this? No one was supposed to be home. He’d seen them all leave by carriage. Even Sir Guy himself had been ensconced in the black coach with the family crest emblazoned on the side. Who could possibly be in his rooms?

      Gunjo placed his head to the door and listened. The unmistakable sounds of vigorous sex came from inside. Perhaps the servants made sport in the master’s bed while the family was away? Gunjo smiled at the thought. It would serve the fat bastard right. One who always looked down his nose at those less fortunate than himself. He had seen it a thousand times. Those who were born to wealth thought it beneath them to share it.

      A charge of anticipation shot down Gunjo’s body. A thrill of knowing he burgled only a few feet away from discovery sent an undeniable surge of challenge into his core. A feeling of euphoria settled over him.

      Gunjo slid into the room. The door to the bedroom stood open. Grunts, groans and exultations of pleasure poured from the room in a great cacophony. Squeaks and bangs came from the bed. If the fornicating couple wasn’t careful they’d end up sleeping on splinters. At least the noise made perfect cover for his work. They were too engaged in illicit activities to pay any attention to anything going on around them.

      With an ear toward the bedroom, Gunjo stalked to the safe, hidden rather poorly behind a large, ugly portrait of a hunting scene. He removed a small auralscope from inside his jacket and placed the ends in his ear. With one hand, he held the bell to the lock and listened intently to the clicks as he spun the tumbler with the other.

      In a matter of seconds, he had the safe open and the jewelry box in his hands. The black lacquer case was too unwieldy to take with him. He opened the lid and stuffed the precious broaches, necklaces, and earrings into his pockets.

      An odd lens about the size of Gunjo’s forearm sat nestled in the bottom of the box. Three gems twinkled in the dim light, inviting theft.

      He stuck that particular item on the pocket inside his coat. His client had been very specific about obtaining that object above all others, though why it was so important he had no idea. It didn’t appear to be anything more untoward than a piece from a telescope. There were no distinguishing features to claim it as being of particular value. Still, the client wanted it so Gunjo took it. Simple contract, simple theft.

      The noises from the bedroom grew to a crescendo.

      Gunjo hurried and returned the box to the safe and closed the heavy door then placed the painting back on the wall. He was out of the bedroom and down the stairs before the last strains of the couples’ satisfaction died on the air.

      As he wended his way back through the house, he was careful to put things back the exact way he’d found them. No one was to know of his visit. Not for days. Not until the next time they went into the safe. Maybe that would be tonight when Lady Vanessa put her jewels away. It might be in the morning if she chose to have a lazy night of it. No matter the time of discovery, Gunjo would be far away from the mansion and suspicion.

      He exited the house from the same balcony he entered, locking the doors behind him. Swallowed by the thickening mist, he stepped onto the railing and jumped into the awaiting fog.

      

      Gunjo entered the hideout off the kitchen. That way drew less suspicion from the neighbors should any watch from their windows. Not that they would be able to see past their noses in this fog. Still, one could not be too careful.

      A few of the regular crew sat around the big butcher table. Steigers, Beaufont, and Nettles nursed pints of strong ale around a low lamp. They looked up as one when Gunjo entered.

      Steigers gave a quick nod of his bald head. “You get it?”

      Gunjo tried not to take offense. He’d yet to fail on a job. “All but what the lady had on. I’d have gotten that too if they would have come home early.”

      “The master is waiting in his study for you. I’d go there quick like if I were you.” Beaufont acted as if he were the leader of the group. He wasn’t but a lowly servant like the rest of them. Even lower in fact. Beaufont was the muscle. Nothing more. Nothing less.

      “Well you aren’t me, but I’ll go just the same.” Gunjo hurried through the room and along the twisting, turning corridors that comprised the hideout. The spaces occupied by the so called Brotherhood ran the length of several small businesses. The client rented out spaces to store owners at a reasonable rate and used the money to pour back into the enterprises. Certain overhead must be paid to keep them living below the notice of the constables.

      Stolen jewels were fenced for equipment and whatnot, though Gunjo had nothing to do with that part of the operation. Not on a regular basis anyhow.

      Gunjo tried damned hard not to get involved with any of their causes. Payment upon delivery of the merchandise was all he expected and all he wanted. His client—no, Gunjo never referred to him as master—provided details for the most lavish and wealthy homes in Upper Walshingham. In return, Gunjo agreed to provide the second-story work. To him, it was all a matter of commerce.

      The door to the study stood closed. Gunjo knocked twice and waited until his client bade him to enter. Voices whispered from the other side. One was low and sweet. His heart beat a little faster.

      She was in there.

      He leaned closer to the door, hoping to hear a word or two. Words never rose above a whisper. No indication came of what the conversation entailed, but it was odd for her to be at the hideout so late at night. There had been no carriages or carts in sight when he had arrived. How had she come to the hideout? Surely, she’d not walked the streets when the fog was thick and danger lurked in every doorway.

      The door opened and his client stood looking down from his considerable height. She backed up a step and placed a pale hand to her throat.

      Most people had that reaction to him when they first saw his face. Women especially. He turned the ruined side to the shadows, hiding it from her view.

      Her sizable skirts swished and high boots clicked on the hardwood as she moved past him and down the hall. The soft scent of female skin wafted back to him.

      “Step lively, Mr. Gunjo.” His client held the door open for him. When they were both inside, he closed it with a quiet click.

      Gunjo stepped to the large mahogany desk and emptied his pockets of the night’s haul. Precious gems, gold, and silver shimmered in the gaslight set on the desk.

      His client lifted one of the necklaces and ran it through his fingers. He made a low humph in the back of his throat. “Very nice pieces.”

      “Quality. The best stones and workmanship I’ve seen in a while. The diamond broach there is a genuine Prasza.”

      His employer picked up the piece in question and gazed at it through the loop. “Exquisite. This will fetch a nice sum. I know just the buyer for it.”

      A gross understatement. The House of Prasza no longer made jewelry. That practice stopped the century before when the Aveneaux gem and goldsmith went into munitions before their war with the Vorgon. Pieces such as the broach were priceless and usually part of a larger set.

      “You’ve done well tonight.”

      “Thank you.” Gunjo bowed low in the waist and tipped his cap. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the lens, handing it to his client. “If that is all.”

      “It is.” His client waved him away in an absent manner.

      Gunjo wasted no time and hurried through the house, slipping out into the night. If he hurried, he might be able to find her.

      

      Olivia Brass walked the fog-shrouded streets. A contact was to meet her at a wharf side tavern called The Angry Squall. Did the owners not realize by virtue a storm was a squall there was an implication of anger? However, if the fog did not lift even a bit, she’d walk right by the place and never realize it.

      This was not the first time she’d been to this side of town known as the Marches. It was, however, the first time she’d been to this street and this particular pub. She had no idea if she was even close. She listened for the sounds of bawdy music, but heard only the steady tread of footsteps behind her.

      She patted her thigh to check for the knife concealed there. The false pocket in the fold of her skirts gave her access to the weapon. No one seeing her dressed in her plain black cloak and dark dress would ever think her capable of inflicting harm on another living soul. Nor would she for the sheer joy of it. If her life were in danger, she’d stick a blade right between a man’s ribs and watch him bleed.

      The world was full of hateful men who gained pleasure at seeing another’s misery. It was as rampant as stink along the rotting stews of Lower Walsingham. It was a part of humanity she wished the world could exorcise.

      A sign materialized from the fog. A northern wind blew a ship off course. Olivia suspected it was supposed to be the wind, though she’d never noticed one with such a scowl. She opened the door and stepped inside.

      No one in the dank, dark interior paid her much notice, save a few drunks sitting at the first table. One reached out for her skirt and tried to pull her onto his filthy lap. She bent his finger in an impossible angle, feeling the bone crack. He cried out in pain.

      When his friend attempted to come to his aid, she raised a brow in challenge. They went back to their drinks without further incident.

      Across the room, a lone figure stood and motioned for Olivia. Her contact. By the Gods in heaven, what was Seraphina doing in such an unsavory location? From the way the note read, Olivia swore her contact was a much shadier and questionable character than a girl who worked in a dress shop, much less one she had the privilege to call friend. To add further confusion, the note was not written in Seraphina’s hand.

      Olivia lifted her skirts and threaded her way to the table in the back corner of the pub. As she approached, she put her hand to her chest in pure shock. “Good Gods, woman, whatever is the matter? You’re pale as a sheet.”

      Seraphina grabbed her hand and pulled her down into the chair across the table. “Lower your voice. I don’t want anyone to hear.” Her gaze darted around the room before settling on Olivia’s face. “I think he followed me.”

      “Who?”

      “A man. Someone I saw earlier tonight.” She held a hand to her mouth. “I had an errand to run before I met you. When I left the other residence, I swore I heard footsteps on the cobbles.”

      “Did he threaten you in any way? Make improper advances?”

      “No. Nothing like that. It was…well, it was the way he looked at me.” She made a shivering motion. “Like he could see through me.”

      Olivia smiled and rested her chin on her hand. “Ah, if there were such a man to look at me that way.”

      “Trust me, Livie, you wouldn’t have wanted this man’s regard. It looked as if half his face is pocked with acid burns.”

      Olivia’s gut tightened. She pulled her hand into a fist under the table. If not for her gloves, her nails would have bitten through her skin to leave marks. “The poor soul.”

      “Poor soul? He probably deserved it. I can’t imagine he suffered an innocent injury.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      The question seemed to take the venom out of Seraphina’s story. She raised an elegant shoulder and turned her face away. “I don’t know. He didn’t seem a man of means.”

      “And for that he deserved to be marked by acid? You have a harsh sense of justice.” Olivia watched her friend’s face for anything that might tell more of the story. Where had she gone and what had she done there? The omission piqued Olivia’s curiosity, more so than the mention of a man with facial scars. “Now, suppose you tell me why you brought me to this particular pub on such a nasty night?”

      “The Menagerie.”

      That alone was enough to hold Olivia’s attention. “What about them?”

      “I understand Her Majesty has sent a contingent to the continent to try and stave off a war with Aveneaux.”

      Olivia raised a brow. “Her Majesty must believe things have turned grave indeed if she is sending her trusted Menagerie into the breach.”

      Seraphina gave her a knowing smile. “I thought you might enjoy that little tidbit.”

      “You didn’t have to call me out for that. A note to my home would have sufficed. And by the way, why all the mystery to conceal your identity? ”

      Seraphina waved the question away as if unimportant. “I wanted to deliver the news in person, if only to see your face. But I do wonder why you are so interested in the Menagerie.”

      That was a secret no one would ever discover. Not even someone she had known as long as Seraphina. Olivia’s only protection was the ability to ply her trade with total anonymity. There were only three people besides herself who knew her professional identity and none of them was likely to give up the information without acute financial hardship.

      “Why shouldn’t I be interested in the Menagerie? They are the first line of defense in all matters of Crown and country. They are allowed more latitude in their investigations than even the constabulary. If they are caught committing a crime, it is overlooked.”

      Seraphina gave her a look of surprise. “Oh, and you believe they engage in illegal activities?”

      “I’m sure one or two indulge. How can any man possess that much power and not take advantage? I don’t think it’s possible.” A memory, sharp as broken glass scored her heart.

      Most men of power were no better than necessary. Their appearances all surface shine until the bottom layers chafed away to expose the rust and rot beneath. Olivia knew that from experience. Due to the will of powerful men, Olivia had been on her own since fourteen, making her way in a world that had no kindness for those without family or connections.

      In response, she had created her own history and left the old one behind in the ashes of her former life.

      Seraphina raised a brow and straightened her shoulders. “If I hear anything else, I’ll let you know.”

      It worried Olivia in no small measure that her friend had inside information on the Menagerie. Had she taken one of the Queen’s own for a lover?

      “I appreciate any information you can give me.” Olivia stood. “For now, I think it best if we quit this place. May I offer to see you home? Two women walking these streets are more likely to do so without incident than one alone.”

      Seraphina nodded. “I’m still not positive that man isn’t out there waiting in the fog somewhere, watching me.”

      “In this soup, he won’t be able to watch much of you.” That didn’t mean Olivia was going to abandon her friend to the night.

      They left the pub. Gaslights along the row of businesses did little to illuminate the night. If anything, it turned the fog to a dull, sick green in places. A tread carriage station stood at the end of the street. The sound of the metal treads clacking along on the rails echoed in the thick air.

      The tread carriages ran every fifteen minutes. If they missed one, they would not have long to wait for another. Not that she wanted to wait in the dark when threats could come from everywhere and nowhere.

      Seraphina reached for Olivia’s hand and squeezed. “Do you hear that?”

      Olivia stalled her steps, putting up her hand to keep Seraphina quiet.

      There, beyond the veil of mist, came the steady cadence of boots on cobbles. The hollow sound lifted the hair on her arms and made a chill course through her body.

      Damn, but Seraphina had made her anxious.

      “Come on,” Olivia whispered. “Stay to a steady pace. Do not run. If they come closer, or pick up speed, we will duck into an alley until they pass.”

      Seraphina frantically shook her head. She pulled Olivia closer, knotting her cloak in her fist. “No. We’ll be trapped that way.”

      “Do you know what happens to a trapped animal?”

      “No.”

      “They fight back.” Olivia held Seraphina’s hand tighter and pulled her down the street.

      Between the sounds of their footsteps and the growing splash of water against the piers, she couldn’t determine if the person still followed them. They might have gone into another one of the many pubs along the dock front. Or perhaps they stopped at a brothel for a little company. It didn’t matter.

      The clacking trundle of the tread carriage came from the south end of the wharf. The bell clanged to alert passengers of its arrival to the station.

      They made it there and onto the conveyance just as a hooded figure stepped from the darkness. Mist clung to his shoulders and rolled off the front of him as rain down glass. He was a solitary figure. More tragic standing there on the platform than he was frightening. He didn’t take a step forward to get on the tread carriage.

      Seraphina insisted they sit on the far side of the carriage with a man in a top hat blocking their view of the platform. “I told you we were followed.”

      Olivia craned her neck to look over the heads of the other passengers and to the station. Mist filled in the space between the tread carriage and the small hut where passengers waited. The man was lost to the cover of night and fog.
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      Gideon Aldridge waited outside the Lord Chamberlin’s office, stalking end to end like a caged beast. Nothing got on his last nerve more than an urgent summons from the Lord Chamberlin then being made to cool his heels once he arrived. If a crisis had arisen, he would just as soon get moving on the case rather than spend his time wearing holes in the expensive Dauvex carpet.

      The Lord Chamberlin’s secretary looked up and gave a discreet cough behind his hand. Gideon shot him a withering glance then made another circuit of the room. He walked heavier on his feet this time in order to better irritate the little man behind the desk.

      The inner office door opened and Lord Reesewald, one of the Interior Ministers, exited. He did not acknowledge Gideon or act as if any of the other people were in the waiting room. No wonder more and more people called for social reform and an end to the aristocracy.

      However, now was not the time to fan the flames of civil war. Not with another conflict brewing on the continent. The country needed to hold fast and ride out the recent waves of unrest.

      The Lord Chamberlin came to the door. “Are you going to stand there all day staring into space or are you coming in, Aldridge? You aren’t paid by Her Majesty to stand around daydreaming.”

      Gideon balled his hand into a fist. For one shiny coin, he would cold cock the man and lay him flat. There was no love lost between them since the Highbridge case when the Lord Chamberlin made clear he found the Reavers’ deaths of less importance than those of the Menagerie agents.

      Not that Gideon didn’t value the lives of his fellow agents. No, it was more that he placed the same importance on all life. He had spent too many years as someone’s whipping boy not to realize that goodness was not necessarily a virtue of the upper classes. Money and position did not make the man—sometimes it only gave him more opportunity for cruelty.

      Gideon didn’t wait for the Lord Chamberlin to offer him a chair, he sat regardless.

      Lord Wexford sniffed and took a place on the other side of his massive desk. “I need you for an independent case. With a good portion of the other agents on the continent there are not enough of you left behind to share responsibilities.”

      Gideon tried not to roll his eyes at the obvious. The agents who remained on East Angelían soil were already taking on cases without the benefit of partners. Mordecai only recently returned from the north where he chased down a missing shipment of gunpowder.

      “What is the case?”

      “Sir Guy Borden has requested the presence of a Menagerie agent at his home in Barker Square.”

      Gideon waited for more information and, when none was forthcoming, he leaned back in his chair. “Did he give you any indication as to the nature of the matter?”

      “Robbery.” The Lord Chamberlin made it sound as if the crime was a pox infecting the rarefied neighborhoods. “It isn’t the first one reported. The highest circles of society have recently met with a rather nimble-fingered second-story man.”

      Gideon rubbed his chin. “Why call in the Menagerie? The constabulary is perfectly qualified to handle such cases.”

      “Sir Guy came to me personally and requested an agent. I am in no position to deny him.”

      Which meant Sir Guy had something on the Lord Chamberlin or held a note of debt against him.

      “What other titled members of society have been targets?”

      Wexford looked surprised by the question. “Excuse me?”

      “You said the highest circles have been burgled. That implies there has been more than one instance.”

      Wexford mumbled something and waved his hand as if to erase the words like chalk on a blackboard. “They did not wish for our involvement.”

      “I’d have their names just the same. If an interview with the victims proves the cases are not connected, I’ll drop them from the files.”

      After a roll of eyes as if seeking strength from the Gods, and a twitching of his impressive whiskers, the Lord Chamberlain said, “Lord Garrick and Sir Thomas Redding.”

      “Very good.” Gideon made note of the names and stood. “Now that I have the information, let me make haste to Barker Square.”

      

      Gideon walked up the stairs to the mansion set away from the street known as Barker Square. He rang the bell, looking up and down the neighborhood to assess the area. Plenty of trees and vines filled the yard, excellent cover for a burglar to hide from discovery.

      The door opened and a butler gave Gideon the once over. He raised his dignified nose in the air and sniffed. “Servants’ entrance is around back.”

      Nonplused, Gideon reached into his coat and pulled out his calling card. “Gideon Aldridge of Her Majesty’s Menagerie at your service.”

      The butler’s eyes widened. He glanced down at the card and gave a nervous bow. “I beg your pardon, sir. Right this way.”

      Amazing what a card embossed with the royal warrant and Menagerie seal did to change an attitude. Not to mention the knowledge that the man handing it over could easily change species and rip out a heart or throat.

      Gideon followed the butler through the grand home, built in the latest style with wide-open rooms and polished wood. The furnishings were fashionable. Wallpaper and paint all new and impeccable in style and quality.

      The butler announced Gideon and moved to the side to allow him entrance. The office was a bastion of male taste. This was probably the one room in the residence Sir Guy decorated without the involvement of Lady Vanessa.

      Sir Guy stood and pulled down his waistcoat. The man had gone soft around the middle. His remarkable muttonchops grew from his hairline down into his beard in wild disarray. “Agent Aldridge, thank you for coming.”

      “Sir Guy.” Gideon gave a brief nod. “I’ll need a list of all items missing and to see where the safe is located.”

      Sir Guy raised a brow and tugged his waistcoat again. “You believe in getting straight to the point, man.”

      “Time wasted means a degradation of the culprit’s scent, especially if you have your staff use cleaning products around the area. Lemon oil or vinegar will play havoc with the ability to determine the exact essence.” Gideon lifted his hand in a matter-of-fact gesture. “The list is so the Menagerie can look for the pieces on the underground market.”

      “You believe the thieves would sell them here?”

      “Not always. One diamond necklace will fetch enough to outfit an entire battalion of Aveneaux soldiers.”

      Sir Guy paled considerably. “I’ll set about making the list.”

      “Do you have a servant who can show me to the safe?”

      “Yes, of course.” Sir Guy rang for a servant. The butler returned. “Burrows, please take Agent Aldridge to the master suite safe.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Once again, Gideon followed the man through the house, this time to the upper story. They climbed a wide staircase. Halfway to the next story, the butler trod on a stair that gave a considerable creak. Gideon made note and continued up. They turned left at a spacious corridor and came to another staircase just as generous as the first one.

      “What is on this level?”

      “Family sitting room, private parlor, classroom, and nursery.” Burrows continued walking toward the large staircase.

      Gideon took in the sights and smells that surrounded him. Baking food from the kitchen below stairs sent pleasant aromas throughout the house. Orange scones.

      He sniffed again and caught the floral fragrance of a woman’s perfume. The scent was rich and called to mind a woman or two with whom Gideon had once made love. It must have been a popular fragrance. He would think that women of the higher social classes could afford to have scents made especially for them.

      Creaking boards were rife on this set of stairs. The sound was loud enough to alert anyone sleeping in the first two sets of rooms closest the staircase.

      The butler guided Gideon to a door at the very end of the hall. The master suite was a huge room with separate living and sleeping quarters.

      “The safe is behind the painting in the sitting room.”

      Gideon crossed to the painting and sniffed the area. Oftentimes canvases and old paints absorbed scents like a lamp wick pulled in oil. A definite scent different from what he’d smelled coming from Sir Guy clung to the canvas.

      He scented nothing female, but that meant very little.

      It made him wonder if Lady Vanessa was allowed to take jewels from the safe. No female scent decorated the painting or frame, obliterating the fact that a maid had been in the room. Unless they wore gloves. A pair of kid gloves had the ability to mute the scent. That paired with holding the very edge of the frame and the scent may no longer be present.

      Gideon turned to Burrows. “I’ll need the entire household assembled. Both domestic and family.”

      Burrows’ eyes widened as if the request was completely outrageous. He sputtered.

      “It can be done separately. I’ll meet with the family in Sir Guy’s study, the domestics in any area deemed appropriate.” Gideon turned back to the safe. He pulled away the picture and studied the safe door.

      The model was a standard wall safe, nothing special or remarkable in its construction. Gideon had seen some with elaborate brass fittings and clockwork gears that had to be tuned to a pitch pipe and opened with intricate musical notes. Any second-story man in his first year of training could crack this safe with nothing more than an auralscope.

      Gideon placed his ear to the tumbler and clicked very slowly until the lock released and the door sprang open.

      Burrows took in a sharp breath of surprise mixed with umbrage.

      Gideon glanced over his shoulder at the butler. “The jewels in this safe didn’t stand a chance. Sir Guy may want to replace this with a more modern construct.”

      A moderate-sized black box sat inside the safe alongside papers and portfolios. “I take it this is the jewel case that was robbed of its treasures?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Instead of opening the case immediately, Gideon sniffed around the latch and then opened it to see if the scent lingered on the velvet lining. He caught a faint essence.

      “Burrows, please step forward and verify that the contents remain in place where they were found when the jewel case was opened.”

      “Sir, I would not presume the jewels were in danger in your care.”

      “Of course not, but it is standard Menagerie procedure.” Gideon returned the case to the spot he had found it and then closed the door, spun the wheel to lock the safe, and placed the picture in its customary position.

      “The servants. Please assemble them and I’ll be along directly to interview them.” Gideon started out of the room and followed his nose to a parlor on the second floor.

      Burrows left him. The sound of the butler’s retreating steps made a steady tap along the bare wood floors. Gideon listened closely, and right there, on the seventh step down, the boards creaked.

      The burglar had left a definite trail of scent along the furnishings. It permeated the draperies that covered the balcony doors, proof of how the thief entered the mansion. Judging by the layering of scents, he’d come and gone by the same egress. No, that was unfair. Until he had a chance to take the scent of every member of the household he had no reason to believe that was the scent of the thief, though the suspicion was strong.

      The locks here were as flimsy as the ones on the safe. It would take little more than a wish to gain entrance. He would make recommendations to upgrade their locks and security, though it was a little like closing the barn door after the horse got away. As a matter of pride and honor, a man of Sir Guy’s station would have the jewels replaced in less than a fortnight.

      Gideon left the room and proceeded to the staircase. On the seventh step, he bounced a few times to analyze the sound. He searched the walls for furnace grates. Most of the newer homes along the more prestigious avenues had installed coal in place of the old wood fireplaces. A sound in a quiet house near one of the vents would carry throughout the structure.

      If the servants were in bed at the time of the break-in, they might have heard the creak going up to the third floor. Experienced second-story men would know to walk on the edge of the stairs as not to wake the servants. So would someone who lived inside the mansion.

      Gideon went down to the ground floor. Barrows waited to direct Gideon to the servants’ dining hall. There were twelve servants in all, not including the butler and the cook. The housekeeper was a tall, slim, dour woman who reminded Gideon of his ward’s governess, Mrs. Montrose.

      She gave Gideon a cutting look with flinty eyes. “This is highly improper.”

      “As is stealing a king’s ransom in jewels from a man of Sir Guy’s station.” Gideon took the upper hand before the servants thought they were immune to suspicion. Domestics often acted as the guardians to their employers. Any upheaval or change in the running of the house was unappreciated.

      The housekeeper pursed her mouth and held her hands clasp in front of her.

      Gideon stood at the end of the row perpendicular to the gathered staff. “Please, hold out your hands. As I approach each of you, I will lift your hand and sniff it. This is to eliminate you as a suspect.”

      There were gasps and murmurs from the staff.

      Gideon ignored it. “If you have worked in the proximity of the safe or the second-story parlor near the balcony doors, you need to tell me now.”

      Burrows cleared his throat. “The parlor maid cleans in that part of the house. No one is allowed near the safe. Sir Guy’s valet is in charge of cleaning the master’s bedroom.”

      “And the valet is?” Gideon scanned those assembled.

      “Mr.Timmons, sir. He is away at the moment.”

      “Reason?”

      Burrows lifted his chin higher. “There was a death in his family and he’s gone back north for a few days.”

      “When did he leave?”

      “Day before yesterday, sir.”

      Gideon made a note to check on Timmons and his story. “Very well. If you will all assume the position.”

      The servants obliged. Gideon made his way down the line, sniffing every wrist and filing the essence away in his brain. None of them matched the traces left behind on the painting or the balcony doors.

      “Thank you for your forbearance. That will be all.”

      The servants filed out, going back to their interrupted chores. Gideon turned to Burrows. “And the family?”

      “Right this way, sir.”

      Gideon followed the sour-faced butler to Sir Guy’s study. All the members were present and accounted for, save Sir Guy’s son, William, who was away at the Collegium. William’s whereabouts were easily verified.

      “This is highly irregular, Agent Aldridge.” Sir Guy pulled on his waistcoat and rocked back and forth on his heels.

      “Not for a Menagerie investigation.” Gideon stood before the family, covertly inspecting them. There was the subtle hint of rosewater and honeysuckle coming from the direction of the daughter. He would be able to catch her natural scent. If she put on extra perfume as a deterrent, it was not going to do her any good.

      He gave them the same instruction he did the servants. Red suffused the daughter’s cheeks as he took her hand and raised it to his nose. Her skin was pale with stark blue veins running like rivers through her wrist.

      Breath stalled in her chest. He knew. With his eyes on a level with her breasts, he had a ring-side seat. She let out a bit of a sigh when he raised his face and winked. Color bloomed darker across her high cheekbones.

      She was a lovely thing, but young and innocent. He doubted she knew anything of the world or what went on outside the varnished walls of her home. It was a sin that such naiveté should be soiled in a place where one has an expectation of feeling safe.

      “Thank you. I appreciate your cooperation.” Gideon stepped off to the side and allowed the family to exit.

      The daughter lingered near a leather sofa.

      “Annabelle, find something constructive to do besides stand there and pick at my furniture.”

      The young woman jumped and bobbed a curtsey. “Father. Mr. Aldridge.”

      Gideon gave a nod. Annabelle Borden fled the room and when the door clicked behind her, Gideon turned to Sir Guy. “Now I have inspected the area and found the entrance and egress of the culprit I have a few questions I need answered.”

      Sir Guy motioned to a chair facing his desk. “Please, have a seat. Would you like some tea, or a stronger drink?”

      “No. Thank you.” He took a small pad of paper from his pocket and a pencil. Not that he needed to write down anything. Gideon possessed that uncanny ability to remember what witnesses told him with total recall. The writing implements were nothing more than props used to make the interviewee feel more relaxed and as if what they had to say was of grave importance.

      “Where were you and your family at the time of the burglary?”

      “At the theater. There was a patrons’ party afterwards.” Sir Guy looked everywhere but at Gideon’s eyes.

      “And every member of your family was present and accounted for the entirety of the evening?” Gideon made a doodle on the paper, a rather crude rendering of Sir Guy.

      “Yes.”

      Gideon glanced up from the paper. The way the word squeaked out sounded like the man’s vocal chords tightened. A sure sign the Sir Guy withheld a bit of the truth. He looked behind him to ensure the door remained closed. “We will get nowhere in this investigation if you do not disclose the complete truth.”

      “You dare, sir?”

      “Oh, I do dare. I’ve been called to a mansion to investigate a theft better left handled by the constabulary, and yet you insisted on the Menagerie’s involvement. That alone makes me suspicious, but pair it with the fact you cannot look me in the eyes and your throat is about to close from nerves and it fails to convince me that all is as it seems. So what aren’t you telling me?”

      Sir Guy pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and mopped at his balding head. “Very well. Very well.” He motioned for Gideon to come closer.

      When Gideon obliged, Sir Guy lowered his voice to little better than a whisper. “I left the party early. My family had no notion if I played cards or came back across town.”

      “You came here?”

      “I did.” Sir Guy swallowed. “There is the most lovely parlor maid who is…accommodating to all my needs. I came home to enjoy her favors without Lady Vanessa being the wiser. I was in the house when the robbery occurred. The culprit not twenty-five feet from me and I never knew.”

      Gideon leaned away and made a circuit of the study. “Very distressing indeed.”

      “What if I would have come across the thief while he was at work?” Sir Guy closed his eyes. “I shudder to think of the outcome.”

      Gideon wasn’t the squeamish kind. “Chances are he would have shot you, or gutted you like a fish.”

      Sir Guy paled. “You found the villain’s scent?”

      “Faint, but it was present on the canvas and along the velvet lining of the jewel case.” Gideon turned and walked back to the desk. “If I may be so bold as to suggest a better class of safe. If it gets around you keep your valuables in nothing more secure than a breadbox, you’ll never be able to keep jewels in this house.”

      Sir Guy visibly shook. “I shall look into the matter at once.”

      “Meanwhile, I shall consult with my colleagues to see if they’ve heard anything in the field of a similar nature.” Gideon started for the door. “I will keep you abreast if I find anything.”

      “Thank you, Agent Aldridge.”

      Gideon gave a small salute. “We live to serve the Crown and her interests.”

      He showed himself out the front door, stopping to collect his hat on the way. Once on the street, he checked his pocket watch. He had just enough time to make it to the club to meet with Mordecai.

      The Rose House Club was situated in a section of town known for high finance and governmental buildings. Established in 1574, its members included ministers on the Interior Council, Collegium chancellors, members of the peerage, and quite a few Menagerie agents.

      Gideon nodded at Dobsworth, the doorman, as he passed through the entrance. Mordecai sat in their favorite parlor with a drink in his hand and an expression of consternation on his face. Gideon took a place across from him and flagged down a waiter.

      “Have you been to see the L.C.?” Mordecai twirled his glass. Ice clinked against the sides of the leaded crystal.

      “Yes. I’ve been handed a robbery case.”

      Mordecai lifted a brow. “Our brothers are busy on the continent trying to hold off war and you’re sent to chase down stolen items. Damn waste of time.”

      “The items were taken from Sir Guy. He’s anxious to reclaim them.” Gideon pointed to Mordecai’s drink and made a hand gesture to the waiter. He was surprised his drink wasn’t waiting for him. “And you? How did your case in the north country end?”

      “With a bang.” Mordecai set his drink on the table and steepled his hands in front of him. “Instead of giving over evidence, the bastards blew the powder kegs before we could recover them.”

      “Extreme.”

      “I’ll say. They blew themselves up in the process.” His mouth drew down at the corners. “It’s a damn dark world we live in, Gid.”

      No one had to remind him of that fact. He knew intimately the darkness of man. Years ago, he had rotted in a cesspool of a prison, forgotten and dying, thinking the world had abandon him. When his hope had almost run out, Mordecai had come in to save him from his tormentors. He owed the man his very life. Every breath he drew was because Mordecai had risked his own to go into the devil’s lair when no one else dared.

      Gideon regarded the turn of conversation with distaste. Melancholy was his constant companion since his return from the continent and that wretched case. The only respite was the brief pleasure he felt between a pair of willing thighs.

      He nodded thanks when his drink arrived and flipped the young man a few coins. The rich amber libation had a smoky flavor that went down his dry throat smooth as silk. He savored the taste then rested the glass on the arm of his chair. “How is the lovely Mrs. Pope? Delighted to have you home, no doubt.”

      “She’s about to enter her confinement and refuses to listen to directions from both the physician and Mrs. Hodegsil. Now the dowager has moved into the Tower for the duration.”

      Gideon smiled. “If the dowager cannot keep your wife in line, no one can.”

      “She’s so damned independent.” It was spoken in a disgusted manner, though his eyes twinkled. “And the boys are a constant worry to her.”

      The boys in question were four lads from one of Lower Walsingham children’s homes that Evangeline Pope saved from being lost to the streets when the institution turned them out at age twelve.

      Mordecai rubbed his brow. “I found Jonas in the garden crying. He’s convinced something bad is going to happen to Evangeline. I tried to reassure him that all is well. She has the best doctors and midwives to attend her.”

      “Perhaps he is reliving his youth. We know his mother died in childbed.”

      “True.” Mordecai picked up his drink. “Where are you off to this afternoon? Hunting down your burglar?”

      “Nothing so exciting, but perhaps a bit more daunting. Miss Daphne’s birthday is in two days and I’m off to find her something suitable.” Though he had no idea what to get his ward. He was of half a mind to give the money to Mrs. Montrose and let her purchase items that would be appropriate for a young lady.

      “Girls always like a pretty new frock. It’s what makes their world go around.”

      “Not from what I’ve seen of the child’s interests. There isn’t an appliance or device in my home she hasn’t torn apart and put back together. She’s an inquisitive, little thing.”

      “Then you should get her something along those lines. The local science shops may carry something to her delight.” Mordecai nodded to the Chancellor of Aquatic Studies as he passed by their chairs. “Kits. All kinds of things in them. She can make her own appliances to take apart and put back together.”

      The year before, a woman scientist had gone public with her discovery of a new plant extract with the ability to turn contaminated water into a drinkable substance without the need for costly filtering. After her initial incarceration and the public uproar, the Queen had given her a full pardon and initiated legislation that made the sciences opened to women for the first time in East Anglían history.

      Just in time for Miss Daphne’s generation to benefit.

      Gideon nodded. “A very worthy suggestion. What we need is to introduce her to Young Jonas.”

      Mordecai gave a crack of laughter. “Can you see that introduction with Mrs. Montrose in the room? She’ll string us both up for contaminating her charge with the lower classes.”

      “Not a lad adopted by the heir of Fleetside Tower. Lady Evangeline did more good than she knows when she took in that boy.” Gideon held the glass to his mouth, about to take a sip. “I should like to get him into early training with the Menagerie.”

      “I’ve already considered the possibility, but I’ll wait until Evangeline is out of her confinement before I pursue the matter. I do not want the onset of early labor because she thinks I’m going to take the boy away from her. She’s as attached to him as any mother could ever be.”

      “And it does her credit, Pope.” Gideon tried to offer his most optimistic expression. “I don’t think Lady Evangeline will want to see him shuffled off to any school for a while. Give her a chance to come around.”

      “The others don’t seem near as worried about the baby. Beedle is resigned to the fact. I even heard him trying to pull Jonas out of his funk the other day with a bit of ribald humor.”

      Gideon smiled. “Jonas might be Evangeline’s favorite, but I believe you’ve grown very fond of Beedle.”

      “Beedle is a law unto himself. Incorrigible and quick-witted. It’s a deadly combination.” Mordecai played with the rim of his glass, walking his fingers around it in thought. “I’d sooner see Beedle incorporated into the ranks. I think it would do him a world of good. And more, I think he really wants to be an agent. Besides, Jonas confided in me some time ago that he wishes to serve the War Department in the capacity of inventor.”

      “What about Hamish and Oakton?”

      “Dear lads. Neither has shown any sign of turning. I think they are both normals.”

      “And does that bother you?” Gideon wondered aloud.

      Mordecai frowned. “Heavens no. I married one, for the Gods’ sake.”

      “I meant no offense.” Gideon smirked.

      Mordecai gave him a raised brow. “The boys will do well regardless of their biological classification.”

      “Yes. I agree. They have the finest tutors and loving care at the Tower. How can they not succeed?”
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      Olivia entered the science shop to see about one of the new optical apparatuses she had been told about by a contact. For all appearances, the spectacles were of the normal variety, with the exception of tiny mirrors embedded inside the lenses. A special coating on the outside made the mirrors undetectable by anyone facing the wearer. Ingenious. Such an item would be most useful in the course of her investigations.

      She did as instructed by her contact and approached the counter. The proprietor, a Mr. Wainwright, stepped from behind a curtain that led to the backroom.

      She handed the card to him. “I have an item to pick up.”

      He glanced at her then the card. There was a nervous twitter to his mustache. “Yes, right away, ma’am.”

      He stepped away from the counter and to the rear of the shop.

      Olivia occupied herself by looking at the tiny devices and appliances that had turned the modern age into one of wonder. Her fingers glided over a clockwork keyboard. The mechanism so different from the one she currently used to write. The keys so soft and subtle under her fingers, more like those of a pianoforte.

      The bell over the door gave a soft tinkle as another customer entered. Olivia looked up and all the breath in her body stalled. Suddenly, her whalebone corset was way too tight and her dress not sufficient to be in a shop for the world to see.

      A pair of the most exquisite green eyes glanced her way. A sensual mouth curled at the corner and the bastard had the audacity to wink.

      She turned her gaze away and hated herself for the blush that heated her cheeks.

      A clerk approached the man. “May I help you, sir?”

      “Yes. It is my ward’s birthday and I need a present.”

      Olivia listened covertly as the man’s deep voice rolled over her like warm, rich honey dropped in a glass of brandy. Her insides clenched. If she hadn’t been waiting on the spectacles, she’d have fled from the feelings he stirred.

      “And what are his interests, sir?”

      “Her interests are to reduce all my household goods to their component parts and rebuild them as something else. I was told there are kits that will allow her to construct her own devices and leave mine intact.” The man had a devilish grin that spoke of danger and pleasure. Probably in that order.

      “Yes, sir. If you will follow me, I’ll show you…” The clerk’s voice trailed off as they stepped to the other side of the shop.

      What a truly extraordinary man. He came into a science shop to buy a birthday present for a little girl. How forward and progressive of him.

      Olivia put a hand over her heart and watched him as the clerk opened a few boxes to show the handsome customer the contents. The man laughed and a ripple shimmied down her spine in a delicious dance. She moved through the shop, pretending to study the merchandise.

      Mr. Wainwright came back from the rear of the shop and held up a small box.

      She approached the counter. “Thank you. If you will please send the account to this direction.” She took the box and handed him a card.

      He read the inscription and nodded. “Very well, Miss Brass.”

      She glanced up to find the other customer staring at her. She dipped her head slightly before she started out of the shop.

      Olivia walked to the corner where a tread carriage station was located. A shadow fell over her and she looked up into that visage of male perfection. Her breath caught and she chastised herself for her girlish behavior.

      She took her emotions in hand and replaced them with the mantle of her alias. “May I commend you, sir, on your choice of present for a young lady? It is refreshing to see a member of the male persuasion realize that not all females prefer hair ribbons and lace to things a bit more tangible and interesting.”

      He gave her a very slow, sensuous smile. “If it bestows on me a compliment from a beautiful woman, I’ll buy kits for the whole female population of Upper Walsingham.”

      Olivia raised a brow and stuck out her hand. “Olivia Brass.”

      Though the introduction was highly improper and forward, he took her hand and pumped it a few times. “Gideon Aldridge.”

      The tread carriage trundled down the tracks and pulled into the stop. Olivia started up on the stairs. Mr. Aldridge held her hand to help her. “Where might I find you again to discuss in greater depth the likes of a modern woman?”

      “Tonight. I’ll be at the Harter Cross Assembly Rooms. If you have a mind to, I’ll see you there.” She smiled, not releasing his hand.

      Gideon Aldridge stepped back from the platform as the tread carriage began to pull away. He was still on the platform when she looked out the window as they made the turn onto West Haskett Avenue.

      She leaned against the seat and closed her eyes. A gentleman. And an improper one at that. His eyes. Oh, by the skies above, his eyes were something from an erotic dream. So bright and green, like a rare piece of jade with the sootiest lashes she’d ever seen. Not like hers. Her green eyes were not remarkable. Tiny gold flecks kept them from being a true shade. Her blonde hair tended more to strawberry than gold. She’d heard some refer to her as ginger, though she never thought she ran that red.

      Had he called her beautiful? Was that what he’d intimated?

      She ran a hand over her heart. The action pressed the corset against her hard nipples, hidden behind the confines of the stiff fabric.

      “Coinhurst and Pleasant.” The shout from the attendant opened Olivia’s eyes. This was her stop. She filed off the tread carriage with the other passengers and made the short walk to her little townhouse in the middle of the block.

      Mrs. Fenholt opened the door for her and took her hat and jacket. “The post has come, ma’am. There is a letter from Umberdale.”

      A frisson of worry skittered across the back of her neck. Umberdale. No good news ever came out of that quarter. “Thank you, Mrs. Fenholt. Can you be a dear and make me a pot of tea and serve it in my study. I shall be hold up working this afternoon and need some fortification.”

      “Very well, ma’am.”

      Olivia made her way to her small, but airy study. Her desk sat near the window so she could look out at the tiny garden and arbor Mr. Fenholt had planted for her two years before. The climbing roses were in full bloom and the sweet scent filtered into the study, perfuming the air with their genteel fragrance.

      She sat at the desk, taking paper from the top right drawer and rolling it through the spindle of her typewriter. The poor thing needed a service in the worst way. She made a note to call Mr. Halsey at the press company where she’d purchased the equipment.

      She ran her hand over the face. A fondness for the old girl rose up. She might covet one of the newer clockwork keyboards, but she knew to whom she owed her loyalty. Gertrude, as she called the typewriter, had assisted her to build both a following and a career that afforded her the finer things in life she’d lost those last years before her parents died.

      Olivia set her hands to the keys. Where is the Menagerie Now? By Alfred J. Applebaum.

      For the next twenty minutes, she poured forth the speculations and questions she wanted the citizens of not just Upper Walsingham, but all of East Angelía to ask themselves in regards to the work of the Queen’s Menagerie.

      One should not take such an office on blind faith. Do they really have your best interest at heart? Or do they take the oath for their own glory?

      She left the article hanging on that last question.

      Mrs. Fenholt knocked on the door then came through with the tea tray. There were small confections and pastries to tempt the palate.

      “Oh, Mrs. Fenholt, you’ve made mulberry cakes.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Got to thinking this morning it had been a while since I made some for you. The mulberries at market this morning were perfect for the cakes.”

      Olivia picked up one. It was still warm and lovely from the oven. She bit in to the sweet-tart taste of juicy berry and sugary cake. The treat was light, fluffy, and scrumptious. She let out a moan and rested against the back of her chair.

      “If a cake was love, it would be this.”

      Mrs. Fenholt chuckled. “My mama always said it was her mulberry cakes that won my father’s heart.”

      Olivia looked at the cakes and raised a brow. No. Surely, she shouldn’t. She’d feel a fool if she carried mulberry cakes to the meeting and he did not show. It was a silly, girlish notion.

      Mrs. Fenholt set about pouring a cup of tea for Olivia.

      “If you will call Mr. Fenholt in, I have a delivery for him to make.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      The old woman left to send her husband in. Olivia set about getting the article ready for delivery. She pressed it into a plain folder then inside a leather mail pouch. This was how she and her editor, Mr. Bollinger, agreed to work their arrangement, so she would not be seen around the newspaper offices. In return, her pay went directly to the bank in cash.

      The deception was necessary to maintain anonymity. She’d already had the Menagerie on her tail the year before though she’d never known the names of the agents involved in the hunt. It had made her more cautious. Part of the draw of writing the column was the fact she never had to be beleaguered with fans or foes on the streets of Upper Walsingham.

      The mail, however, still came to her regardless. Mr. Fenholt would bring a small portion of it back with him on his return trip from the newspaper offices. She answered some of the letters in a weekly column titled Ruminations and Rebuttals.

      Her columns on the Menagerie always received the most mail. People were either passionate in defense of the agency or ready to burn them at the stake. The controversy sold papers and made her very well-off financially. Of course, in her daily life, she made sure the world believed she had inherited from an uncle. It had to be that way. The world would not understand a woman who wrote articles for the paper that were not about the latest fashions or society sheets.

      Mr. Fenholt entered the room. “The missus said you wanted me to make a run.”

      “If you would, please. This column must be on Mr. Bollinger’s desk by closing time in order to get in the morning’s paper.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He took the packet from her hand and placed it in the mail pouch. “Anything else while I’m out, ma’am?”

      “No, that is all, Mr. Fenholt.”

      When he’d left the room and she heard his shuffling stride move toward the door, she took the small spectacle case from her bag. The oblong box was made of a varnished cherry wood. Intricate designs decorated the top. A brass lock kept the case securely closed. She opened the envelope and a matching brass key fell into her palm.

      A quick twist and the lid sprang open with a quiet click. The spectacles were round with gold wire frames. Gently, she lifted them out of the molded velvet lining. She held them up, looking
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