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      London, August 7, 1888

      

      It was a pity to ruin such perfection with death, but death waited for no one and made few distinctions.  Lilly strolled through the park that beautiful sunny morning, looking for the reason she’d been drawn to the area.  It didn’t take long for her to find him, the telltale sign of golden light surrounding the handsome young man.  A perfect day and a perfect life would both soon come to an end.

      She walked in his direction, the cobbles splattered with the shifting light and shadows that played through the tree branches.  Then, just within reach, she pretended to stumble.  The young gentleman, acting on reflex and instinct, caught her just as she’d anticipated.

      “Pardon me, sir.”  Still in his arms, Lilly gave him a shy smile.  A tingling warmth radiated from her hand as she marked the poor man, the golden light around him now fading to grey.

      She thanked him for his assistance and then continued down the road with a pang of regret.  With her job now complete, he would not live longer than a week.  It was always more difficult when they were young and healthy, but she did not choose who lived or died.  She only carried out Fate’s decisions.

      With her reaps complete, and no longer in the mood to be out in the city, she took her carriage home with nothing but her thoughts as company for the ride.  She had not chosen this life, but it was better than the alternative of a cold dark grave—though not by much.  Even after ten years of bringing death to unsuspecting souls, she had yet to do more than ignore the guilt that tore her up inside, and mourn all she’d left behind, her life taken away before she’d had the chance to fully live it.

      Daniel, her footman, let her in and informed her that she had company.  “He insisted on waiting for you, m’ lady.”  He handed her the man’s calling card.  “I dared not turn him away.  He’s in the sitting room.”

      She needed no more than a quick glance at the card to see why.  “Some tea, if you would be so kind.”

      She steeled herself with a deep breath, managed a smile, and entered the sitting room.  “Lord Archer.  What a pleasant surprise.  It’s been too long.”  She couldn’t quite keep the sarcasm from her voice or her heart from racing at the sight of him.  It nearly escaped her memory how tall and handsome the bastard was.  Not that he’d forgotten.

      “Lilly, love, certainly we know each other well enough that you can call me by my given name.”  The corners of Mason’s full and pouty mouth turned up in a hint of a smile, as a dark lock fell casually past hazel eyes.  “I had not thought it possible for you to look even more beautiful than the last time we met, and yet I am mistaken.”

      Lilly was not wont to believe a single word, given that she no longer aged.  She looked no older than twenty three—the age at which she died—though her facial features had been altered just enough to give her a new identity.  It was a small protection lest she run into someone she knew from her life amongst the living.

      When Mason closed the distance between them, she crossed her arms in front of her, hoping it would offer some protection from his charms.  It seemed Mason was the one man she could seldom resist for long.  No matter how hard she fought it, there was something about him that weakened her defenses.

      “What do you want, Mason?  I have no patience for your games.”

      “That’s a pity, my dear, for you know how fun they can be.”   He ran a gentle finger down the line of her cheek.

      She managed a glare while cursing her body’s reaction to his touch, a tingling heat that refused to be ignored.  “I’m in no mood, and quite frankly, I’d rather be alone.”

      “Did you have a difficult day?”  His eyes softened while he took her in, his touch warm as he gently cupped her cheek.

      “Damn it, Mason.” She swatted his hand away, frustration getting the better of her.  “I hate it when they’re young.  They think they have their whole life ahead of them, and then I come along and cut that life short.”

      “You have too kind a heart, my dear.  We do not make the decisions, even if it’s our duty to carry them out.”

      He leaned in and stole a lingering kiss—and she let him, needing to feel a part of her fleeting humanity.

      His mood then turned towards the serious.  “Unfortunately, I’m here on a difficult matter, though I’d like nothing more than for us to pick up where we left off.”

      Lilly rubbed her arms to ward off a sudden chill, despite the warm summer air.  Mason was not one of the Elders, but had been around long enough to hold a position of power.  She could not imagine any of his business as chancellor would concern her, even if she was one of his reapers.  “What is it?”

      “It’s Torrington.”  He searched her face as he spoke and it made her wonder why.  “Seems like he’s gotten himself in a bit of trouble and has gone missing.  I’m afraid the Elders aren’t happy in the least, and need him found.”

      Dark, brooding, Jack Torrington.  Her heart skipped a beat to hear his name.  She had hoped to find a bit of normalcy with him, yet in the end, both her past and his had been too much to overcome.

      “Well, I’ve not seen him in months, and you know well enough that anything I had with Jack ended years ago.”  She held Mason’s gaze so he’d know she spoke the truth.  The last time she’d drawn the attention of the Elders, she’d barely survived it.

      He stepped to her side and wrapped an arm around her waist, bending his head towards hers.  “It may have ended, but no one’s ever been closer to him, and you were also the only one he had… relations with on this side of the veil.  I need your help, and you know him better than any of us, love.”

      What did her relations with Jack have to do with the matter?  Feeling uneasy, she stepped out of Mason’s arms and put some distance between them.  “Why are you looking for him? What sort of trouble has he gotten into?”

      “I’ll explain while we take my carriage.  I’d not ask if it weren’t necessary, but there’s no way around it, I’m afraid.”

      “You want to go now?”  Her mind raced through the possibilities and came up empty.  Though Jack’s dislike for being a reaper was no secret, he was not one to get himself into any sort of trouble.  Indeed the only time Jack had ever strayed from the rules the Elders set forth was in order to help her.  “Tell me what’s happened, Mason.”

      “Words cannot even describe.”
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      Lilly knew the area well enough, for death was inevitable in places like this—places where each breath of life seemed to be a struggle.  Whitechapel was one of the poorest neighborhoods in London, the roads lined with squalid tenements, often seven and eight people crammed into a room.  Even the sun seemed loathe to shine on such a dim and fetid place.

      Though Lilly dealt with death daily, she seldom confronted it face to face, and found it unbearable.  The woman lay in a landing above the first flight of stairs, resting in a pool of blood, naked and exposed from the waist down.  Countless stab wounds riddled the body, her stomach and chest slashed.  The acrid smell of blood mixed with that of the refuse, making Lilly gag down the bile that burned the back of her throat.

      Mason held her hand, and though it would be impossible to find anything comforting in the face of such brutality, she was happy to have that small connection.  They remained unseen and unheard, hidden in a space between the veils—not quite the land of the living or that belonging to the dead.  It was a skill every reaper learned before long, for too often they needed to walk amongst the living undetected.

      She squeezed her eyes shut, but thought she’d never be able to erase the bloody image of the woman’s mutilated body from her mind.  The violent energy left behind from the crime filled her head and heart, piercing it like a knife, no different than if it had pierced flesh.

      The police milled about the stairwell and filthy alley as they finished gathering evidence and prepared to take the body away.  A chill crept over her skin, the warmth of the sun nowhere to be found.

      Mason knelt before the woman and gently touched her.  Still holding onto his hand, she felt a tingling energy pass through Mason’s body, but did not understand what he’d just done.

      Mason led her down the stairs and away from the commotion as the police got ready to remove the body.  “Her name was Martha Tabram; a local prostitute.”

      “Why are you showing me this?”  She shook her head, annoyed with Mason.  “This life is hard enough without having to witness such violence.”

      “Was it Jack?”  Mason’s words hit her like a fist in the gut.

      “You think Jack did this?  I cannot believe you think him capable of such a thing.”  Furious, she tried to pull away from the scene, but he refused to budge or let go of her hand.

      “I’m telling you he was here, Lilly.  He’s left his energy, his essence.”

      All reapers left behind a trace of themselves, like trails of sand after walking on the beach.   All reapers but a select few—like Mason.  As chancellor, he’d been granted the ability to leave no trace, allowing him to perform his investigations with no one the wiser.

      Lilly sifted through the energies present, and knew Mason was right.

      “Jack may have been here, but he’s not capable of this.”  Lilly waved her free hand around.  “I’m sure it’s no more than him coming here to reap her.  It’s what we do, is it not?”

      “It was not her time, Lilly, and yet she lies here dead.  The Fates did not send anyone to reap her because she should still be alive.”  He shook his head with a sigh, and tried once more to get her to understand.  “If a mortal had killed her, she would have been marked by a reaper days ago.  Yet she was not marked.  And if she was killed without a reaper being sent, then that means a reaper committed the murder.  Just before we left—I checked to see if her soul had been released, and it had.  A reaper was here to release her soul, yet it was not someone the Fates sent, and it was not her time to die.”

      Lilly went numb as Mason’s words sunk in.  What he said was true, for when a person was fated to die, naturally, by accident or at the hands of another, the Fates would send a reaper to mark them for death and release their soul.  Yet reapers… they were not governed by the same laws the Fates set forth for the living, and as a result, a reaper could kill without ever plucking the cords of that person’s original destiny.  No reaper would be sent, because it was not destined.

      Though Lilly had no other explanation to offer Mason, she could not believe Jack capable of such a thing.

      “The Elders have summoned Jack, but he’s not answered.”  Mason guided her away from the scene and towards his carriage a few blocks away.  “The death of someone not yet meant to die could have enormous unforeseen consequences.  It alters the future that should have been; like tossing a stone into a lake, the ripples are sent far and wide.  If Jack has lost his sanity—for surely no one sane could do such a thing—then we cannot risk him running loose or gods forbid, killing another.”

      “So, why do you need me if you already know it was him?”  Lilly let him help her up the carriage steps and into a seat.  He sat by her side and with a pound of his fist on the lacquered wood wall to alert the driver, they took off down the road.

      “We need to find him, and I feel he may try to contact you since he has no one else to turn to.”

      Mason was right.  Jack kept to himself, and his friends this side of the veil were few and far between.  It only made agreeing to help all the more difficult for Lilly.

      “I cannot betray him.  When the Elders were ready to persecute me, Jack was the only one to defend me.  He stood by my side and did all he could so they’d be lenient.”

      Mason scoffed.  “The only one, was he?”

      She looked at him in question, but he said nothing.

      “Please, do not ask this of me.”  The thought of what the Elders would do to Jack left her feeling ill.

      “I’ll ask of you whatever is needed, and you’ll comply.  You know the Elders won’t think twice about sending a reaper to their eternal death.”  Through his stern tone, she could hear his worry and concern.  “I’ll always do what I can to keep you safe, but you must cooperate.  You cannot protect Jack from something of this magnitude.”

      When he took her hand in his, she found her annoyance with him fading, though his words left her all the more worried about Jack.

      “Lilly, you should use this opportunity to smooth things out between yourself and the Elders.  It will only make your life easier, aye?”

      She looked at their linked hands with a sigh.  “I’ll help you, even if it’s to prove you wrong.  I owe him that at least.”

      His eyes pinned her to the spot, but she held his gaze, refusing to back down or look away.  “Let me make myself clear.  You’re to tell me immediately if he contacts you.  It’s the only way I can keep you safe—not just from Jack, but from the Elders.  You owe the man nothing, aye?”

      “It’s doubtful he’ll search me out, anyway.  You know our relationship dissolved years ago.  Since then, I’ve only ever spoken to him in passing and by chance.”  She let out a weary breath, wishing nothing more than to crawl under the covers of her bed and let sleep take her.

      “What happened between the two you?”  His tone was conversational, but she knew Mason, and nothing was ever that simple.

      “Frankly, I don’t see how it’s any of your business.  Whatever occurred between myself and Jack has no pertinence to your investigation.”

      “As much as I adore you, Lilly, do not forget who I am.  If I ask a question, you answer it.”

      “Of course.  What was I thinking to deny you?”  She could not help her sarcasm, and breathed a sigh of relief when he threw his head back and laughed.  He wasn’t someone you wanted to anger, yet she refused to cower or flatter—and perhaps it was why he tolerated her.

      “You’ve always been nothing short of entertaining.”  Mason brought her hand to his lips.  “So, my dear, how is it he was able to walk away from you, for I’d not leave our bed if you were mine.”

      She yanked her hand away.  “You take liberties, Mason.”

      “What else are we to do with our time if we cannot take pleasure in each other?  Without it, the years would feel like an eternity, and since we’re likely here for just as long, we may as well make use of our time.”  He sat back and gave her the space she wanted, but in the end, he perked his eyebrows in question, waiting for her answer.

      “Who’s to say it was he who left?”

      He scoffed.  “Does it matter?  For I do not care about semantics.  Now tell me, or you can explain it all to the Elders—for that’s exactly what I’ll be forced to do if I return without the answers they want.”

      Her eyes narrowed at the threat.  “You’re a right bastard, Mason.”

      “And you’d not have it any other way.”  His sultry smile and the spark in his eyes left her unable to deny it.

      Looking to distract herself and him before he took advantage of her weakness, she turned back to the issue at hand.  “Jack had a family when he died, and he never got over the guilt of leaving them to fend for themselves.”

      “He’s been a reaper for nearly twenty years.  Surely he’s adjusted by now.”  Mason settled back in his seat, stretching his long legs out in front of him.

      “Maybe he has.  I do not know.  But you must understand, his family was everything to him.  To watch his wife struggle to raise their children without him, while he still walked this world, unable to help—it only added to his guilt.”  She settled back in her seat, her shoulder brushing against his.  “The darkness that plagued him was too difficult to confront on a daily basis. I tried to help him move past it, but in the end it was too much for me.”

      “I sometimes think you’ve yet to adjust to this life.  You always seem so forlorn, when instead you should be enjoying all this life has to offer.”  He gave her hand a squeeze, comforting her.

      Perhaps he was right.  She knew she should make the most of what she had, but her heart and head were still elsewhere.  How could she not think of the life she left behind?  The husband she’d never have.  The child she’d never know.

      “Did you love him, Lilly?”

      She turned back to face Mason, knowing it was best to be honest with him.  “Jack?  As much as he let me, although I cannot say our problems were entirely his fault.”   She had hoped she could find a fresh start with Jack, and for a little while, she had found comfort and happiness.

      Mason scoffed with a shake of his head.  “He didn’t deserve you.”

      “Once again, you’re thinking with your head rather than your heart.”  As always the case with Mason.

      “Did he even think about making you his One?”  A reaper’s marriage.  When she looked away, he said, “I’m telling you, Jack was nothing but a fool, gifted or not.”

      She looked at him in question.  “I thought that was just a rumor.”

      “No, love.  He had the potential to go far, aye?  Picked up skills in a fraction of the time it took others.  But in the end, he wanted no part of working closely with the Elders.”

      She was annoyed Jack had never mentioned it.  “Can you blame him?  This life is hard enough without constant scrutiny from the Elders.”

      “It has its perks, my dear.”

      “Maybe for you.”  She shook her head, the images of the slaying haunting her.  “Still, what we saw back there—that poor woman—that cannot be Jack’s doing.  He’d been a physician in life, sworn to help people.”

      “Then how do you explain his essence left at the scene?  On the woman?  I know it’s hard for you to think of him as a murderer, but there are few other explanations.  I only wish we’d gotten there sooner—we’d be able to recreate the scene using his energy.”

      “Thank you, but I’d rather not see the actual murder, Mason.”  She shuddered to think of it.

      “Of course not, but at the very least, you could see Jack’s role in it and stop questioning the facts.”  Mason shifted to face her, their legs brushing as he bent his head towards hers.  “Let’s not forget, he’s also gone missing.  Only the guilty run.”

      “He was only just summoned.  Surely…”  A bump in the road landed her in his arms, but when she tried to sit back, he held on to her, desire sparking behind his intelligent eyes.  Doing her best to ignore him, she continued, hoping to distract herself from the warmth of his body—a body she knew all too well.  “Surely he’ll answer the Elders’ call before long.”

      “Perhaps.”  When the carriage pulled to a stop outside her house, Mason helped her down and took her arm in his as he walked her to her door.  “For his sake, I hope there’s a logical explanation.”

      “There has to be.  For the alternative is unthinkable.”
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      “Will you not invite me in?” Mason stood before Lilly with just inches between them.  He brushed her cheek with the back of his hand, and then kissed her slow and sweet.  Memories of their couplings flooded her head and sent a tingling warmth through her body, raising a need in her that refused to be ignored.

      She forced herself to pull away from his kiss, her breath shallow as her heart pounded.  He made her lightheaded, dizzy, and after such a long and trying day, the last thing she wanted was to be alone.  The image of that unfortunate woman was there every time she closed her eyes, and Lilly was desperate for a distraction.

      “I don’t know, Mason.  It wouldn’t be terribly appropriate.”  Her protests were nothing but a poor attempt, and her defenses weakened further when he brought her hand to his lips. Too often she gave into the physical pleasures he could offer, for Mason was the one man who could make her forget the life she left behind—even if it was for just a few hours.

      He tilted his head in question, his gaze soft, luring her into their depths.  “You know we no longer abide by society’s norms.  But if you’d rather I go, I’ll understand and try not to be too heartbroken.”

      A small laugh escaped her, despite everything that had occurred.  “I don’t know what it is about you, Mason.  You may as well come in for a drink.  I know I could certainly use one.”

      She let herself in, not wanting to alert Daniel that she had company for the evening, even if he was used to her ways.  Her domestic help, all souls who’d passed beyond the veil, were generously cared for even though they were not reapers.  To hire the living would be too great a risk.

      The moment the door closed behind them, Mason wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her close, his lips on hers in a passionate kiss.  When he spoke, it was between kisses, his voice thick with need.  “By the gods, it’s been too long, Lilly.  I’ve missed you.”

      It had been a couple months since their last encounter, though each time they came together, it was better than the last.  She found him irresistible—from his charming good looks and intelligence, to his flirtatious humor and the tenderness he tried to keep hidden.

      She needed him tonight more than ever before, and it was clear he understood that when he took her hand and lead her up the stairs to her sleeping chamber.  He closed the door behind them, and wrapped her in his arms, his mouth hard on hers.  Each kiss pulled her further away from the atrocities she’d witnessed and into the shelter of their passion.

      With one kiss leading into another, they made their way to the bed.  He tore away her clothing with little care, she no more careful with his.  His hands ran over her now naked body, his touch hot against her cool skin.  Despite being dead, their hearts still beat and blood still coursed through their veins to fuel their passions and spur them on.

      A moan escaped her when he pinched her nipple and nipped his way down her neck to her shoulder.  She fought the shudder of passion as it threaten to consume her, his hand now dipping to the slick heat between her legs, her hips and hands searching him out.  Already, the energy started to build within, her last coupling only a distant memory.

      Humor tainted his voice.  “Not yet, love.”

      She moaned in protest when he shifted away from her.  He flipped her onto her front, his hands rough on her hips while he brushed his hard length against her quim. With a fistful of hair, he gently pulled her upright onto her knees as his hands dipped between her legs to tease her once more, her back pressed against his chest, her hips searching him out.

      “Have you missed me, Lilly?”  His question was but a whisper spoken against bare skin in a kiss of words.

      “Yes.”  She could barely get the word out, her world spinning as she tried to hold on.  Indeed, had it not been for him clasping her body to his, she’d have slipped down onto the bed and been nothing more than a quivering heap.  She was beyond desperation, her need erasing all other thoughts.

      He bent her forward just enough to plunge into her, and like a match to a dry field, her passions were set aflame. He took her rough and quick, as he toyed with the throbbing pearl between her legs.  But again, just as she prepared to fall off that delicious edge, he pulled away.

      Her protests were no more than an anguished cry, her need now one of desperation.  She turned to plead with him for release, but looking at him did nothing but increase her need—his dark hair fell disheveled over sultry eyes, his full lips curled lazily, and his muscular form gave way to his erect cock.  She wanted him, needed him, and could take little more of his teasing.

      “Damn you, Mason, enough of your games.”  She could have strangled him when he laughed.  No longer willing to wait, she kissed him hungrily as her hand stroked his hard length.

      Laying her back, he gripped her arse and sheathed himself in her tight warmth once more, while his mouth found hers in a hard kiss, taking and teasing.  However, instead of giving her what she so desired, he held her there, her hips pinned steady under his strong grip so she could do little more than shift and grind against him.

      Another cry of frustration.

      He was like a lion toying with its prey before devouring it.  He pulled away just enough to look at her.  “What is it you want, my love? For you know, you need only to ask, and I’ll fulfill your wish.”

      She could have screamed, but with her hips still in his tight grasp, she’d say just about anything.  “Mason, I cannot take much more.”  When he cocked an eyebrow in question, she felt ready to strangle him.  “Bloody hell!  Would you please just finish me?”

      And with that he laughed and obliged her.
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      Lilly watched Mason’s naked form pad across the floor, his body bathed in golden shadows from the dying fire. There was an unearthly quality about him, and she thought he looked like a god of old that had come amongst the mortals to seduce her.  Perhaps he wasn’t a reaper at all, she thought.

      He poured them each a brandy before settling back in bed by her side.  The delicious tension she felt whenever he was near pulled at her insides so they felt a tangled mess—not too unlike her emotions.  It would be too easy to fall for him—not that he showed any interest in furthering their relationship. Tonight, however, none of it mattered, desperate as she’d been for a distraction.  He had served his purpose and served it well.

      Truth be told, she had no real interest in something so serious.  To fall for him would be a tragic mistake, for he was the one man who could shatter her already fragile heart.  It was not a risk she was willing to take, and was happy enough to keep their encounters as nothing more than a casual affair.

      “Thank you.”  She took the offered glass, and let him gather her in his arms.  They drank their brandy in amiable silence, the warmth of the drink seeping through to her very core.  She nestled against him, the solid feel of him reassuring, even if it made her miss having a constant companion in her life.

      He took her hand and then turned it face up so he could kiss the crescent shaped birthmark on her forearm.  “I’ve always loved that spot.  You’re one of a kind, my dear.”

      A small part of her past, the mark had remained through her death and transformation—a transformation that altered her appearance just enough so she would not be recognized if she came across someone she’d known in life.  “I’m glad it did not vanish when I became a reaper.  It would have saddened me to lose it.”

      “Indeed, it would have been a pity.”  He ran a finger over it and gave her a kiss before taking another sip of his drink.  He then looked at her.  “Tell me more about Jack.”

      It felt like she’d been slapped, the breath gone out of her.  “Is this why you came in?  To find out more about Jack?  I cannot believe you, Mason.”  She pulled the covers up around her, suddenly feeling all too naked and nothing but a fool.

      “Believe me when I tell you, love, what we just did had not a thing to do with Jack.”

      “And yet, I don’t believe you.  Do you ever leave your work behind or does it take precedence above all else?”  She shook her head, disgusted, then hopped out of bed and grabbed her dressing gown.  “I think it’s best if you go now.”

      “Lilly, I think you are overreacting, given the circumstances.”  His nonchalant tone only infuriated her further.  “We cannot have a reaper killing innocent people, especially when it’s not their time to die.  The consequences could be enormous, so you’ll have to excuse me if I do not set aside my work while a killer runs loose.”

      “You’re the most exasperating man I’ve ever met.”  She gave her head a shake, but knew he had a point, even if she would only admit it begrudgingly. As chancellor it was his job to make sure order was kept.  “You have absolutely no sense of timing, Mason.  You could have at least waited until morning to question me, rather than when I’m lying in your arms after you’ve spilt your seed.”

      He ran a hand through his hair, frustration evident in his tensed muscles.  “You may be right, but you forget I’m here on the Elders’ behalf, with business that waits for no one—not even you, my dear.”

      Lilly’s eyes narrowed as she cocked her head at him.  “So was it the chancellor who just had me or was it you, Mason?”

      “They’re one and the same, love.”

      “And I’d be wise not to forget it.  Is that it?”  She turned and started to pace, annoyed with herself.

      Had she expected any different?  If so, she’d been a fool for doing so.  Mason, above all else, was chancellor first—the Elder’s delegate, inspector and enforcer.  There was never a time when that role was set aside.  He’d made that much clear.

      “Lilly…”  His voice softened, as he got out of bed and stepped into her path so she’d be forced to stop pacing.  He ran a hand down her arm and she felt some of the tension between them melt, making her wonder if it was a skill he’d perfected as a reaper or just his natural charms.  “Do you think it’s easy for me?  Do you not think I’d like to leave it all behind, even if just for an evening?  But I cannot—not right now.”

      She sighed and gave her head a shake, cursing herself for letting him melt away her anger.  Why she let him into her life and bed, time and again, she knew not.  Yet resisting Mason always seemed more difficult than it should be.

      “Come back to bed, love.”  He ran his fingers down her arm and lifted her hand to his lips.

      She removed her hand from his.  “No. You wanted to know about Jack?  Ask me what you need to know, and then go.”

      He tilted his head in acknowledgement.  “As you wish.”  He found his shirt and threw it on, the length of it covering his nakedness as he took a seat on the bed.  “Start with his family, since they seem to be at the source of his discontent and inability to adjust to this life.”

      “Don’t you already know all this?”

      One brow perked up at her audacity.  “Humor me, love.”

      She paced a bit, before deciding it was best to get it over with.  The faster she answered his questions, the faster she could get him to leave.  Taking a seat next to him, she went through her memories, trying to recall the details of Jack’s life.

      “He had a wife, a son and a daughter.  Unfortunately, the children were quite young when he passed over and became a reaper.  The eldest—the boy—couldn’t have been more than ten or eleven, the girl, around eight.”

      She let out a ragged sigh at the thought of the children, fatherless at such a young age, and then continued with the information she could recall.  “With finances tight, his wife remarried within a year of his death, but Jack knew the man and thought him a right bastard with a mean streak and a temper.  Jack worried her new husband would mistreat the children and his wife.”

      “It’s never an easy thing to see your wife move on, especially under less than ideal circumstances.  Yet there’s naught to be done for it.  You need to trust that those you love will find their way.”  The gentle tone of Mason’s voice eased the tension between them, so when he took her hand, she let him.  “I know how difficult it is to leave a family behind, but he’s been a reaper for more than twenty years.”

      Mason had never mentioned his family before, and she now wondered who he’d left behind.  If he became a reaper in his early thirties, then he likely had a family.  She suddenly saw him in a new light, and the ache in his voice melted away her remaining anger.

      “Did you love her?  Your wife, I mean.”

      He shrugged.  “I had a wife and two girls, and they were each my heart.  But that was many lifetimes ago.”

      “I hadn’t realized.”  She looked away from Mason as her throat tightened and she squeezed her eyes shut.  Hearing Mason speak of his daughters reminded her of the child she’d given birth to.  She’d had but a moment to hold Emma before she was taken away.  Lilly died soon after, the child likely going to another family after her death—though Lilly knew not what had become of her.

      Corwin MacKenzie, a handsome Scottish sea captain, had been her betrothed.  He’d left for a year at sea, their marriage to take place upon his return, unaware that their one night together before his departure had left her with child.  With Corwin away, her family refused to let her disgrace their good name, and sent her to stay with an elderly aunt in a small village.  Lilly doubted her letters ever made it to Corwin, and she knew most believed she had died in a tragic carriage accident while in France, the lie her father chose to cover up her indiscretions.

      “Are you all right, love?”  With a finger under her chin, he gently tilted her head up, his brow creasing in worry.

      She looked away, and he let her.  He twined his fingers around hers, as if to offer her some comfort should she need it.

      “I’m fine.”  Pushing her emotions to the side, she managed a smile and looked into his hazel eyes to try and reassure him.  It was rare for Mason to open up about anything personal, and she appreciated the intimacy, especially when she felt so alone.

      “How long ago did you die, Mason?”  One did not easily attain the position of chancellor without decades of hard work and dedication, but Lilly was unsure of any of the details.

      He leaned in and nuzzled her, distracting her from her melancholy. “Long enough to know that it does one no good to dwell on those left behind.”  When she looked at him in question, he gathered her in his arms and laid her back upon the pillows, brushing the hair from her eyes. “Nearly two hundred years, love.”

      No wonder he was so skilled.  She nearly blushed at the thought, though she could only blame Mason for her wayward mind, as he trailed kisses across her collarbone, his hand just a whisper over the thin silk of her dressing gown.  She knew she should push him away, but as he continued to nip and tease, the tingle that coursed through her left her unable to break his spell.  Just as she lost herself in his touch, he pulled away.

      “What was Jack like when you were together?  Did he ever harm you?  Lose his temper?”  Mason’s eyes were sharp and alert now—a far cry from their seductive glance just moments earlier.

      “Of course not.  That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.  He’s not capable of harming a woman, and certainly not capable of murder.”  She shook her head clear.  It was shocking how quickly he could annoy her.

      When he ran a gentle finger down the center of her chest, she shrugged him off, dumbfounded that he could switch between lover and chancellor without a moment’s pause.  “Have you no sense?”

      “Lilly, you know I must ask these questions, and I’m afraid they will only get more difficult.”  He then kissed her shoulder, before going on the offensive once again.  “Did he ever frequent prostitutes?  Either in life or while a reaper?”

      “I cannot believe you, Mason.”  She pushed him away and hopped out of bed, needing some distance between them, unable to think straight when he was near.

      “Lilly… Come back here, love.”  He reached out his hand but she ignored it.

      “Even if he did frequent prostitutes, do you really think he’d tell me?  Have you gone daft?”

      He slipped out of bed and came to her side, but she turned away to keep him from working his charms.  His effect on her was most trying and she swore it must be some enchantment or trick, for she could not remember anyone else ever having such an effect.

      “A woman always knows, does she not?  And you, my dear, are more perceptive than most.”  He twined his fingers with hers and bent his head to nuzzle her.

      “If that were true, then I’d know to stay clear of the likes of you.”  Lilly shifted away from him.  She knew his games full well, and she’d not be fooled by his distractions.  “This is absurd, Mason.  I cannot do this.  If the Elders want to speak to me about Jack, then fine.  Let them summon me.  It will change nothing.  I don’t know where he is, and I stand by my opinion that he’s not capable of brutally murdering anyone.  I’m not answering any more of your questions.”

      It was one thing to help them find Jack, and another to help them build a case against him.  She’d not be able to live with herself if she was a contributing factor in his demise.

      “Lilly, this is the perfect opportunity to regain their trust.  If you don’t cooperate, they’ll have little patience with you, especially after your previous… incident.”

      She threw her arms up in frustration.  “It’s not as if I’ll ever be allowed to forget it.  It’s been nearly ten years, and it was at a time when I was still adjusting to my life as a reaper.”

      “Ten years is nothing when faced with an eternity, my dear.  I do hope that moment was well worth the trouble it caused you.”  Mason’s jaw tightened as he spoke the words, his gaze hardening.

      If she didn’t know any better, she’d think him jealous.

      “Well worth the trouble and more.”  Still annoyed with him, Lilly added, “There’s never been anyone who’s come close to what I had with Corwin—not even Jack.”  Her heart fluttered just to think of her betrothed.

      She had been devastated to leave him and her daughter behind when she became a reaper—devastated to have their future together ripped from her grasp and crushed to not be there to raise their daughter.  When she found out Corwin had business in London several years after her death, she searched him out even though relations with the living were strictly forbidden.  With her changed appearance, he did not recognize her when she met him at a party he was attending.  However, in the eyes of the Elders, her intentions were clear.

      Though it had been reckless of her, she did not regret seeing him one last time, for she could not imagine she’d ever love like that again.  It was not a night she would soon forget, even if it had been little more than conversation, a few dances, and in the end, a stolen kiss.  Mason had put an end to her evening, just as she got ready to confess her true identity and tell Corwin of their child.  The Elders had been furious and she’d paid the price.

      Mason’s eyes narrowed to thin slits as he stared into her face.  “I cannot believe it.  You still love him—after all this time.  I hope by now you at least have the sense to stay clear of him.”

      She shrugged.  “Sense is not for lovers, Mason.”
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      With Mason gone come morning, Lilly dressed in a modest gown and breakfasted, while her mind strayed back to Jack, time and again—a much safer bet than thinking of Mason and their coupling.

      She had been with Jack for close to two years, the longest either of them had been with another since their deaths.  Together that long and for a time inseparable, she had to find him; had to warn him.

      It was the least she could do given their relationship, especially when he’d been the only one to come to her defense after she’d gotten in trouble.  Mason had been too busy with his own affairs to bother showing any interest, the matter further complicated by her being a reaper under his authority and her former mentor.  Favoritism would have been seen as a weakness, and one did not become chancellor by being weak.

      The Elders had been hard on her, but they’d be even harder on Jack.  They had little tolerance for trouble and it would be no inconvenience to send a reaper to their eternal death—a fate Jack would surely face if they found him guilty of murdering that woman, whether it was true or not.  Jack would be made an example of, sending out a clear message to all.  There would be no trial, just a decision made by the Elders, their justice swift and unquestioned.

      It would be difficult to find out who killed that poor woman, but if she managed it, she could prove Jack innocent—if indeed he was innocent.  She hated to think Jack capable of such brutality, but his essence was on that woman.  What she needed was the truth, and the most logical place to start her investigation would be with Jack.  All she had to do was find him.

      She worried Mason might try to follow her or have her watched.  He was no fool, and he wouldn’t count on her informing him if she knew where Jack might be hiding.

      Well, he’d have a wait on his hands.  She could feel her reaps tugging at the corners of her mind, calling her to come find them.  It still amazed her how accurate she could be, when it was no more than a simple feeling of where to go—like a hunch that was always right.  However, once the pull started, it could not be ignored, nagging at her until it pushed out all other thoughts.

      She took her carriage into the city, but would not know the exact location of her reap until she got closer.  By now her driver knew her routine and would wait for further instruction.

      Clearing her head of all thoughts, she took one long breath after another, and concentrated on where the pull would take her.  She gave it a moment more to be sure and then slid the small door to the side so she could speak to her driver.  “Alex, if you could please turn towards Bethnal Green—St. Andrews would be fine.”

      “Yes, Mum.”

      Once there she left her carriage and walked in the direction she felt drawn to.  The streets teemed with life, people going about their business, and vendors selling their wares.  It was another fine day, and Lilly took comfort in the warmth of the sun against her skin.

      Before long, she found herself outside a bakery, the smell of yeast and freshly baked bread spilling into the street like a siren call to all those who passed by.  She walked into the shop, the little bell on the door ringing as it bounced on the string it was tethered to.  A quick look around and she spotted the elderly woman hunched over behind the counter, a golden light surrounding her.

      Lilly approached the woman and handed her a coin.  “A loaf, please.”

      “Just the one then?”  Lilly nodded and the woman deftly wrapped a loaf in yesterday’s news, the murder of the poor woman laid out in graphic detail for all to see.

      When the loaf was handed to Lilly, she made sure to brush the woman’s hand.  A tingling warmth radiated from Lilly’s palm, and the golden glow shifted to grey, her mission complete.  She thanked the woman and left, trying not to give her death much thought as she returned to her carriage.

      It ended up being a long day, with a total of seven reaps.  Though she wanted to look for Jack, she didn’t want to risk being followed.  It was close enough to evening that theater-goers would be gathering, and she might manage to slip into the crowd and hail a hansom.  Though any reaper following her could track her essence, with luck, she’d make her escape before they caught up to her.

      She asked her driver to wait outside the theater.  If someone was watching, there was a good chance they’d stay with the carriage, expecting her to return.  She’d then take a hansom to Jack’s home, the trail of her essence broken during the ride—she hoped.

      Heading towards the most crowded area, she moved amongst them, using the people to shield her from view.  When a group took the steps up to the theater, she went with them, and then once inside, hurried towards the rear of the building and escaped out one of the back doors.

      She immediately spotted a hansom that had just dropped off its passengers and ran towards it, hailing the driver and giving him Jack’s address.  Relieved, she sat back, safely on her way.  She could only hope Jack had resurfaced by now, and would have a logical explanation for the Elders; something she too was curious to hear.

      She’d run through many a scenario in her head.  If the murder had been committed by a mortal, it would be the woman’s time to die and she would have been reaped. Yet that had not been the case.  She had not been reaped prior to her death, and yet she was dead.  That could only mean there was a reaper involved—and it was impossible to deny Jack’s essence left behind at the scene.  Short of it being an Elder or a chancellor—the only ones to leave no trace—there was no logical explanation other than Jack being guilty of murder.

      Jack’s neighborhood was a far cry from that of Whitechapel.  The homes were stately and beautiful, the roads tree-lined with wide walkways.  As a reaper, monetary issues were no longer a concern, and all their needs were seen to.  Indeed, it could be a pleasant life if not for setting people’s deaths in motion.

      She took the stone steps to Jack’s door and let the heavy knocker thud against the brass plate.  It wasn’t long before the footman answered, a kind man Lilly remembered from her time with Jack.  “Randall, is Jack in?  I need to speak with him.”

      Randall shook his head.  Worry filled his eyes, though he tried to mask it with a smile.  “I’m sorry, Mum, but he’s not here.  I’ll let him know you stopped by though.  He’d be happy to hear it, I’m sure.”

      It was clear Randall might be able to supply her with some information, though as one that had passed on from the living, Lilly could not glamour him.  “When are you expecting him to return?  It’s important, Randall.  He’s in trouble, and I want to help.”

      His upright stature slumped a little, concern lining his face.  “I wish I knew, Mum.  He left two days ago, just after his tea.”

      “Did he say where he was going?”  She pushed him for the information, drawing upon the urgency of the situation.  “Please… I need to get to him before the Elders find him.”

      He shook his head.  “He said not a word, Mum.  He left like he does most days, but has not come home since.”

      “Thank you, Randall.”  Reaching into her reticule, she pulled out her calling card.  “If you could please tell him to contact me as soon as he returns, I would greatly appreciate it.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      Lilly spotted her waiting hansom, and was walking towards it when her heart skipped a beat and a peculiar feeling washed over her.  She was being watched—of that she had no doubt.  She turned, hoping to find Jack standing there, but there were only a few passersby.  With another glance around, she wondered if Mason had indeed followed her.  Seeing no one, she climbed into the hansom, happy for the shelter it afforded away from prying eyes.

      Tired as she was after so many reaps, Lilly wanted nothing more than to settle before the fire with a drink, however, she’d not be able to rest until she found Jack and got some answers.

      The consequences of that woman’s death could be drastic, even if they were not felt for many a decade to come.   The future could be irreparably altered, and if they found Jack responsible, he’d be in a world of trouble.  The fact that they’d sent Mason looking for him was a clear indication of how significant an event this was.

      Not sure where to go next, Lilly ran down the possibilities.   Jack wouldn’t risk crossing into Ilymnia, a parallel realm inhabited by the Elders and the Fates.  He’d be found too easily.  If he was in London, he could be in any one of the countless inns, gentlemen’s clubs or boarding houses.  Would he go to another reaper’s home?  Unlikely, with the Elders looking for him.

      Lilly decided to try the pub Jack normally frequented.  She knew it was doubtful, but wasn’t sure where else she should look.  Perhaps they’d seen him over the last day or two and may know where he’d gone, even if it only got her one step closer to finding him.

      Located in an area bustling with workers and sea hands, The Sword and Crown was thronged with people, the air laden with the yeasted scent of beer and pipe smoke.   Several of the men there abandoned their drink and conversation to look over at Lilly, the presence of an unaccompanied lady unusual in a place like this.  She paid them no mind and didn’t bother with a glamour.  She’d
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