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      I was late for my appointment with a dead man.

      Unfortunately, even though the man in question had died in Egypt some four-thousand years ago, he had living representatives. Namely Dr. Hart, the director of the Nathaniel R. Ladysmith Museum, who would not look kindly on my late arrival to the all-staff meeting.

      I ran down Merry Cat Lane to the waiting omnibus, my arms full of books and loose notes. I’d neglected to wind the alarm clock the night before, caught up in my translations of hieroglyphics until I nodded off in my armchair. I was now hurrying to work in a slept-in suit, my cheeks reflecting the hastiest shave, with neither coffee nor breakfast to brace me.

      A group of clerks climbed onto the omnibus. I tried to step on after them, but the conductor blocked my path. “Sorry; full up.”

      “But—”

      The driver cracked his whip, and the bus pulled away, flinging half-melted slush out of the road and onto my trousers.

      I swallowed a curse and readjusted my grip on my notes and books. Very well. I’d just enjoy a nice, brisk walk across town, carrying thirty pounds of paper. In my now slush-soaked shoes. The perfect start to the workweek.

      At the end of the block, I plunged into the crowds along River Street, the main thoroughfare cutting through the heart of Widdershins. A group of rough-looking men dressed for work in the canning factory jostled me; I murmured an apology and ducked around a flock of chattering shop girls. Cabs raced up and down the street, reckless of pedestrians, and the velvety richness of coffee and pastries wafted from a café, competing with the omnipresent stink of fish. Newsboys bellowed the headlines from every corner: “Police baffled by grave-robbing! Body of Widdershins founder still missing!”

      A good number of blocks lay between my apartment and the Ladysmith. By the time I sprinted up the grand stairs of the entrance, I was completely out of breath. Mr. Rockwell, the chief of security, gave me a hard stare as I rushed through the grand foyer without even a glance at the hadrosaur skeleton which greeted visitors.

      “Dr. Whyborne,” he said, as if he suspected I might be taking refuge in the museum having fled the scene of some particularly heinous crime.

      I nodded as I opened the discreet staff door at the back of the gallery, too out of breath to return his greeting. His small eyes stayed on me until I shut the door firmly between us.

      Safely away from the public areas—and Rockwell’s scrutiny—I hurried through the back hall in the direction of the large meeting room. Maggie Parkhurst, one of the clerical assistants, called to me as I rushed past her desk.

      “Dr. Whyborne—your hat and coat?”

      “Oh! Er, yes.” Bad enough I was late for the meeting; there was no need to draw further attention. I hastily shucked my hat and overcoat into her waiting hands, juggling my burden of papers and books from one arm to the other. “Th-thank you, Miss Parkhurst.”

      “Of course, but you’d better hurry—they’ve been in there fifteen minutes already.”

      Blast it. Perhaps I could slip in quietly, find an empty seat, and escape the director’s notice. I eased the door open, slid through the narrow gap, and discovered every eye on me. I froze, like an antelope wandering into a clearing only to realize the lions were waiting.

      All the curators were present, as well as the departmental heads, assistants, interns…everyone really, except for the clerical, janitorial, and library staff. Some of them looked bored, others impatient, and still others amused. None seemed particularly friendly.

      Not that I would have expected otherwise.

      “There you are, Dr. Whyborne! We’ve been waiting on you,” the director said crossly.

      Dr. Hart looked rather like a large walrus stuffed into an expensive, though conservative, suit. The effect was partly due to his extravagant mustache, and partly to the roundness of his physique. He stood at the front of the room, next to a man I didn’t recognize.

      “Y-yes,” I stammered. I couldn’t imagine why the director would wait a meeting on me, especially one concerning the Egyptian Gala. I was hardly the most critical staff member working on it, after all. “Er, the cl-clock, I mean the alarm, it, ah…” My ears grew uncomfortably warm, and I slunk toward the nearest empty chair.

      “Don’t sit down just yet, Whyborne,” the director ordered, motioning me to the front of the room. “We’ve a bit of business concerning you before the meeting.”

      I couldn’t possibly imagine what business would concern me. I’d dedicated my entire life to making sure business didn’t concern me whenever possible. Still, there was nothing for it but to walk past the long tables, the eyes of all my colleagues fixed on me. I hunched my shoulders instinctively, even as I wracked my memory. What had I done to bring anyone’s attention, let alone the director’s, down on me? Surely not my latest article in the Journal of Philology; my conclusions about the origins of the Phoenician language might have been suggestive, but not so far outside the bounds of scholarly opinion as to damage the museum’s reputation.

      The stranger gave me a friendly smile as I joined them. He was quite handsome, although his chestnut hair was longer than fashion usually allowed. Perhaps he was newly from the West, where Bill Hickock’s flowing locks were more in style.

      Oh dear lord, had I remembered to comb my hair? Of course, given its regrettable tendency to stick straight up unless tamed by great quantities of macassar oil, it might not really matter. Which wasn’t much of a comfort, actually.

      “Mr. Griffin Flaherty,” the director said, “allow me to introduce Dr. Percival Endicott Whyborne, our comparative philologist.”

      “A pleasure to meet you, Dr. Whyborne,” said Mr. Flaherty, extending a hand. With no other choice, I shifted the mass of paper and books into my left arm, held out my hand—

      A book in the middle of the pile started to slide; I fumbled to keep from dropping everything, but a moment later the whole lot tumbled to the floor in a series of loud thumps.

      Several of my colleagues let out loud barks of laughter. Dr. Putnam gave a resigned sigh, and the snigger could only be from Mr. Osborne.

      The heat spread from my ears to my face as I dropped to my knees and began hurriedly gathering up the mess. Perhaps lightning would strike the museum, or a cataclysm would open up the ground beneath me.

      “Let me help you,” Mr. Flaherty offered.

      “No need, er, I’ve…”

      But he was already on his knees, gathering up loose papers. “Nonsense. It was my thoughtless action which caused the mishap; you must allow me to make amends.”

      Up close, my first impression of handsomeness was only reinforced. His eyes were green as malachite, shot through with strands of rust and lapis, and crinkled at the corners with his smile. He possessed a straight nose, firm mouth, and lightly tanned skin with a spray of freckles along his cheekbones. He wore a sober gray suit lightened by a dashing blue vest, and a tie matching the color of his eyes. Not at all like my gawky, ugly self. I hastily averted my face, gathered my books and papers, then accepted the stack he had amassed.

      He climbed back to his feet with the assistance of a sturdy cane I hadn’t noticed before: ebony, with a heavy silver head. His height was average, the body under the suit well-formed and broad-shouldered. I hunched my shoulders and tried not to loom, although at over six feet, I couldn’t really help it.

      “If you’re finished,” Dr. Hart said, as if I’d deliberately made a spectacle of myself, “let’s get down to business. Mr. Flaherty is a private detective in the employ of Mr. Rice.”

      “The trustee?” I asked. What would one of the museum’s trustees need with a detective? If someone had been stealing from the Ladysmith, surely Mr. Rockwell would have dealt with the matter.

      And what on earth did any of this have to do with me?

      “Quite, quite,” the director replied. “Mr. Flaherty needs a book translated, so Mr. Rice sent him to us for assistance.”

      “The book is in cipher,” Mr. Flaherty added. “Mr. Rice would have come himself, but was detained by business in Boston. I hope you’ll be able to help.”

      “Of course he will!” Dr. Hart’s mustache bristled alarmingly as he spoke, and I resigned myself to the usual lecture. “There are no substandard employees in this institution, sir! The Ladysmith Museum will finally put Widdershins, Massachusetts on the map, both culturally and scientifically, and to that end I hire only the best. The best!”

      “Percy? The best what?” Bradley Osborne wondered aloud, although the director didn’t hear him.

      “Then I am reassured,” Mr. Flaherty said, although he seemed rather startled at Dr. Hart’s vehemence. “Perhaps Dr. Whyborne and I should retire somewhere else to discuss the matter?”

      “Oh!” I said. “But the meeting…”

      Dr. Hart flapped his hand in my direction. “One of the trustees wants your time, Whyborne. You’re at Mr. Flaherty’s disposal for as long as he needs your assistance.”

      Although I resented the gala’s preparations for interrupting the museum’s steady routine, at least my part in the proceedings would result in actual scientific knowledge. And although I quite enjoyed solving ciphers in my spare time, it hardly seemed reasonable to ask me to put aside my real work to play with a book brought by some detective.

      “Oh,” I said again, but I couldn’t think of anything to add. Dr. Hart and the trustees had final say over my fate, so long as I wished to remain employed at the museum.

      I tightened my arms around their burden of books and hopelessly disarranged papers. “Yes. Well. I suppose you had best come with me, Mr. Flaherty.”
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      I led the way to my office without speaking. Mr. Flaherty followed, his cane tapping lightly on the polished wood of the floors. He didn’t limp or lean on the walking stick; it must have been purely a fashionable embellishment.

      “The place is rather a maze, isn’t it?” Flaherty said after we had walked for a few minutes. I started at the unexpectedness of the sound.

      “Er, yes.” Although the public areas of the museum were designed to give the appearance of a neat and orderly progression through history, the rest of the building exemplified chaos. Storerooms burrowed deep into the earth, while various wings sprawled off in every direction. The library was a literal labyrinth, and shortly after I’d first been hired, I’d found myself obliged to cross the flat roof of one of the wings as the most direct route from one department to another. Even though the museum was less than forty years old, there were rumors of lost storerooms and offices, and I did not doubt the possibility.

      “Construction began in 1859,” I offered, “and the architect was a bit, er…well. Th-they say he went mad while designing the library. He was committed to an asylum shortly after construction ended.”

      Mr. Flaherty shivered. “I see,” he said, and did not pursue the matter further.

      My office was located on the first floor below ground, down a long hallway with exposed pipes running along the walls. Flaherty glanced about uneasily; no doubt he wondered what “the best” comparative philologist was doing tucked away in a windowless room. What could I say? I liked it precisely because of its isolation. Indeed, when Dr. Putnam was in the field, I might go days or even weeks without ever speaking to another soul.

      Mr. Flaherty had been kind so far, even though I’d made a fool of myself in front of him once already, but I doubted he would understand my desire to hide. Perhaps he’d even read something sinister into it; he was a detective, after all.

      I dug out my keys and unlocked the office. The books in my arms made the procedure awkward, but at least I managed it without dumping the lot on the floor a second time. The office was in its usual deplorable state. I truly meant to get around to straightening up, but there was always something else more urgent, and as long as I could find everything it didn’t seem to matter. Mounds of paper, journals, and books buried the surface of the desk, one chair, and a good deal of the floor. A dozen cold cups of coffee lurked here and there, some of them alarmingly old.

      I deposited my burden on top of a teetering pile on the desk and cleared the second chair by shifting its contents onto the floor. “P-please, have a seat, Mr. Flaherty.”

      “Thank you.” Amusement flickered around his mouth, and I looked away.

      A tentative rap sounded on the half-open door as I went to seat myself, and Miss Parkhurst stuck her head inside.

      “I just wanted to see if your guest—and yourself, of course—wanted coffee,” she said breathlessly, her gaze locked on Flaherty.

      “Yes, thank you,” I said, more waspishly than I’d intended. Clearly I wasn’t the only one who’d noticed my guest’s good looks. She flushed and ducked back out the door.

      I busied myself putting my pile of notes in order. What would Flaherty do if I simply pretended he wasn’t there at all?

      Complain to Dr. Hart, of course. There was no way around this. Better to accede to his request and have it done with quickly.

      “If you wish to leave your book here, I’ll see about deciphering it,” I said, aiming the words in the general vicinity of my desk. “In between my normal duties, of course.”

      Flaherty stiffened. “And what are those?” he asked, his tone oddly neutral.

      “Translation.” How much he would understand? I knew little about so-called private detectives, but was under the impression they went about apprehending bank robbers and breaking strikes. “I work on artifacts brought back from museum expeditions, or those mailed to us by private collectors or other museums wishing assistance. At the moment, however, I am meant to be translating papyrus fragments and canopic jars to be displayed at the Egyptian Gala. My time is at a premium, so I hope you understand if your cipher must wait a bit…”

      I trailed off, hoping he would get the hint. Instead, he only stiffened further. “Mr. Rice and the director both assured me I would have the cooperation of this museum.”

      “Y-yes, of course,” I said, defeated.

      Flaherty drew a small book from his coat pocket. No title marked its fine leather binding, and I noticed the pages looked rather worn, as if from frequent consultation. “You heard about the death of Mr. Rice’s son, I presume?”

      “Mr. Rice’s son?” A hazy recollection came to me from some museum function or other: a well-built, robust man with a ready laugh and sensitive smile. I of course had been lurking against the wall, hoping not to be noticed by anyone. “That is, no, I didn’t.”

      Flaherty stared at me as if I were some alien specimen brought back from the darkest jungles of Borneo. Miss Parkhurst chose that moment to return with the coffee; by the time we were served and Miss Parkhurst gone, his expression had settled into one of bemusement. At least it wasn’t contempt.

      “The newspapers kept it quiet to avoid scandal. Philip Rice’s body was found in an…unsavory part of town, shall we say.”

      The docks, then, where the gambling dens and brothels congregated along with the sailors and dockworkers they served. I’d even heard whispers there was a bathhouse in the area, although of course I’d never found out for certain.

      My eyes went to the book, still clasped in Flaherty’s square, strong hands. Was it a diary? There were reasons a man might keep his private journal in cipher, especially if the contents of those pages might lead to ruinous scandal.

      “The day before the murder, Philip mailed this book to his father,” Flaherty went on. I tore my gaze away from the book and found the detective watching me closely. “A week ago, Mr. Rice senior hired me to take a closer look at his son’s death. This book, obviously, is a potential clue, as Philip considered it important enough to send to his father.”

      “Oh.” Surely if the diary contained that sort of information, Philip wouldn’t have entrusted it to his father. “I’ll do what I can.”

      The smile Flaherty offered me was unexpectedly warm. “Thank you.” He held the leather-bound book out. As I accepted it, our fingers brushed together; my skin seemed to burn and tingle from the accidental contact.

      “I-I’ll start today,” I stammered. “As soon as I have anything, I’ll send word, Mr. Flaherty.”

      He nodded and rose to his feet, hand extended. His fingers were rough against my own, though not as callused as a laborer’s. Their warmth, and the smile he gave me along with the handshake, sent a flicker of heat through me. I tamped it down ruthlessly.

      “Please, as we’re to be working together, call me Griffin,” he said

      “Good day, Mr. Flaherty.”

      His smile turned rueful, but he didn’t press, the way most would have. “Good day, Dr. Whyborne. I look forward to hearing from you again.”
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      As soon as he was gone, I shut the door and collapsed into my chair. The book lay at the edge of the desk where I had put it, silently daring me.

      If it was a diary, it would probably be a simple substitution cipher. B instead of A, D instead of C, that sort of thing. If so, I would have it translated in a matter of hours.

      And if it turned out to be a record of the sort of thing no one would want to become public? If the names of other men were mentioned, who would be vulnerable to blackmail? What would I do then? Could I conceal them in some way, assuming they had nothing to do with Philip’s death? Would there be any way to know?

      The door flew open. I jumped violently, knocking my chair back against the wall.

      “Whatever is the matter, Whyborne?” Dr. Christine Putnam asked. Although a proponent of rational dress while in the field, as a concession to the museum she wore a severe skirt and sensible shirtwaist, the width of the sleeves far more constrained than fashion dictated. Her dark hair was pinned rather severely back from her face.

      “Come in, Christine,” I said, even as she strode into my office and deposited herself in the chair Flaherty had vacated.

      “I suppose you think you’ve had a stroke of luck, getting out of work on this damnable gala,” she said, eyeing me narrowly.

      I straightened the papers on my desk, careful to remove Philip’s book and tuck it into a drawer with a lock. “Hardly. There are several papyri I wanted to analyze beforehand. Now I’ll have to work extra hours in order to fit it all in.”

      “Hmph. Now we’ll both be kept from our work, and for what? Blast the trustees.” Christine ground her teeth together, looking even more ferocious than usual.

      “Surely the gala must be something of, er, a vindication,” I suggested tentatively. The trustees had nearly gone mad when Dr. Hart hired a woman to lead the museum’s Egyptian excavations. But, as the director had told Flaherty, he was truly dedicated to hiring “the best,” which meant putting up with all sorts of eccentricities. Including, of course, being female.

      Some of the trustees were still unhappy, but Christine’s stunning find of the tomb of the Black Pharaoh Nephren-ka had commanded headlines across the globe. Unlike every other tomb discovered thus far, Nephren-ka’s had remained completely untouched through the millennia. Although the statues of gold and furniture inlaid with precious gemstones had caught the public’s attention, it was the many inscriptions and intact papyri which interested me.

      Christine glowered. “I suppose it would be—if I gave a fig what society thought of me in the first place. And if I did that, I would have stayed home and married some awful boy like my mother wanted. Really, Whyborne, would you want to be stuck playing host at an overblown party, or would you want to get back to work?”

      “No, of course not. I see what you mean.”

      Christine waved a hand. “I understand you were trying to put a good face on it, although why you of all people would bother, I can’t imagine. But the field season in Egypt begins shortly after Christmas. Even if I am able to leave the very morning after this idiotic gala, the season will be half done by the time I arrive. I might as well stay here in Widdershins and write papers, for all the good it will do me.”

      “Did you know Mr. Rice’s son was murdered?” I blurted, desperate to change the subject.

      She blinked at me. “What the devil? Does this have something to do with the detective?”

      “Yes. There’s a book, you see. It could be a diary. I don’t…if it is in cipher, he must not have wanted…I’m not sure what to do.”

      For all her bluster, Christine was not entirely insensitive. “Hmm. Have you looked at it yet?”

      “I haven’t had the chance, have I?”

      Christine laughed at my irritation. “No, no, of course not. Never mind me, Whyborne.” She rose to her feet. “I’m off to do battle with the curators. No doubt they’ll want to exhibit only the most horribly boring pieces of the whole collection. At least they can’t get away without showing the mummy, although I’m sure poor Nephren-ka would be less than pleased to have his earthly remains paraded about like this.”

      “Indeed,” I said, glancing at the drawer in which I’d hidden the book. Would Philip have sent the volume to his father, if he knew his secrets were to be paraded about, as Christine put it?

      Perhaps. I’d never known him, after all. Never gotten up the courage to speak to him, or to any of the other attractive young men who regularly turned up at museum events. Confident and at ease in their own skins: they might as well have been of a completely different species, like the bright birds I admired through binoculars.

      Even if Philip was the sort to frequent bathhouses, I didn’t delude myself into thinking he would have had any sympathy for me, had I managed to stammer out an introduction. I was too gawky, too shy, too strange. Most likely he would have laughed in my face.

      But he was dead, and I was alive. I could afford him some one-sided sympathy.

      Squaring my shoulders, I opened the drawer, took out the book, and began to work.
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      Whatever else it might be, the book wasn’t simply a diary. On closer examination, it proved to be quite old. The cover was of curiously fine-grained leather whose origins I could not identify, its binding worn and cracked. The paper was heavy cotton, remarkably well-preserved. More than one hand had written it, although it seemed the second writer had been annotating or correcting the first. A quick perusal showed a number of curious drawings and glyphs, some vaguely familiar and some wholly alien.

      As for the cipher, it was no simple substitution. It would help to know what language the book was written in, of course, but I could only hope it would be one I recognized, even if not one I could translate. What possible interest a wealthy young man like Rice could have had in a tome dating from the medieval era, if not earlier, I couldn’t even begin to guess.

      Still engrossed in possible methods of solving the cipher, I left my office for a late lunch. As I rounded one of the many corridors in the labyrinthine halls, I nearly walked straight into the two men conversing in the hall.

      “S-sorry,” I stammered as I stepped to one side.

      “Percival! My dear boy, it’s been far too long.”

      Startled, I raised my gaze from the floor. The speaker was my godfather, Addison Somerby.

      “Uncle Addy?” I asked in bewilderment, using the childish name automatically. It had been some time since I’d seen him last, and I was shocked at how old he looked. His thick hair had gone entirely white, and his shoulders stooped beneath his black coat. He’d dressed only in mourning clothes for over a decade now. Despite his somber attire, a fisherman’s net of wrinkles fanned around his blue eyes and enmeshed his smile.

      “You know old Percy, then?” asked Bradley, to whom he’d been speaking.

      “Oh yes, yes.” Addison beamed at me. “His father and I went to university together. I’m godfather to all of Niles’s children, but I have to say Percival was always my favorite. Spent half his childhood at my home instead of his own.”

      I couldn’t bring myself to look him in the face. “Wh-what are you doing here?” Although Addison donated generously to the museum, unlike my father, I’d never before seen him in its halls.

      “Mr. Somerby had some questions about Widdershins history,” Bradley said smugly. “Of course I offered my expertise immediately.”

      “An old man’s fancy,” Addison said with a genial smile. “Mr. Osborne was very kind to take time out of his schedule to show me around. I don’t suppose you’ve made a study of the history of Widdershins, Percival?”

      Bradley let out a braying laugh. “Not old and dusty enough for Percy, I’d say. He only cares about things if they’ve been dead a thousand years, isn’t that right?”

      Acid chewed at my stomach, but I gave him a tight smile. “I suppose.”

      “We all have our talents in this world,” Addison said to me with his usual kindliness. “Since fate has given us this chance, do say you’ll dine with me tonight, my boy.”

      Clammy sweat broke out on my hands, and my throat threatened to close up. “I’m s-sorry. I have a prior engagement.”

      “Ah, well. Another time, then. Mr. Osborne, if you’d kindly show me the map you mentioned earlier?”

      I stood in the hall like a fool after they left, my hunger replaced by nausea. I couldn’t imagine sitting through a dinner across from Addison.

      What could I possibly say to him? “I’m sorry I killed your only child?”
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      I walked up the creaking steps to my third-floor apartment late in the evening, still deeply unsettled. The starchy odor of boiling noodles drifted up from the first floor, and the downstairs neighbors argued in their native Czech. I passed another tenant on the landing, a young man I’d once seen working behind the lunch counter at the department store. I didn’t know his name, nor had he ever inquired after mine. It wasn’t that sort of place; people here came and went, and for the most part minded their own business. Not even the landlady who came to collect on the first of each month ever inquired as to the details of my life.

      I’d bought a loaf of bread at the corner bakery, and now balanced it on top of an armful of books while I unlocked the door to my apartment. I’d decided to spend the evening refreshing my memory on various cryptographic methods, and to that end had removed a number of texts from beneath the forbidding gaze of the museum librarians.

      Putting the books on the rickety table in my living room, I stepped into the small kitchen and set the stove to heating. The warmth from the radiator didn’t reach into the kitchen; I crowded closer to the stove, shivering as I opened a tin of beans.

      As I emptied the beans into a pot, the sudden, overwhelming conviction I was being watched swept over me.

      I spun around, almost knocking over the pot. But there was nothing, of course: just the empty apartment with its dingy brown walls, the night pressing against the kitchen window.

      Just my imagination. I turned back to the stove and set the pot on to heat.

      A soft sound came from the direction of the window, as of leather scraping across brick, accompanied by a sort of gelatinous gurgle.

      I put my back to the counter and stared fixedly at the window. There was no access to my third-floor apartment from the outside. It must be a bat.

      Bats weren’t active in late November.

      An owl, then. The Draakenwood must be full of the creatures. No doubt the light from my window had disoriented the poor thing.

      The wet gurgle came again. Prickles ran over my skin, the hair on my neck standing up in ancient, unreasoning fear. That sound had come from no owl.

      I slid open the cutlery drawer with shaking hands, removing the largest blade I owned. Clutching the knife to me, I took one step toward the window, then another.

      The kitchen was small; a third step carried me to the window. I steeled myself—then quickly flipped the latch and hurled the window violently open.

      Cold air flooded in, accompanied by a charnel stench. Keeping my knife at the ready, I cautiously eased my head out and looked about.

      The night was silent and still, except for a cab rattling down the street, the horse’s hooves echoing against the brick buildings. No owl flew away from a perch outside my window, nor was there any other movement nearby. Even the strange odor lessened by the second, blown away by the winter wind.

      Vexed, I shut the window and redid the latch. I was too old to jump at shadows and imagined noises. It had probably been nothing more sinister than someone’s wash blowing in the breeze.

      Even so, I drew the curtains tight before returning to my pot of beans.
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      The rest of the evening was uneventful. No more odd noises intruded, and I was able to immerse myself in the puzzle before me. I ate my dinner of bread and beans in my chair, hunched over my books and making notes on a cheap pad of paper.

      I did not look in the direction of the window.

      When I was too tired to work anymore, I went into my cold bedroom, slipping a hot water bottle between the covers before changing quickly into my nightshirt. I opened the topmost drawer of the dresser, intending to secure the book there.

      The drawer was empty save for a single object. The photograph was as simple as its silver frame: the portrait of a youth on the cusp of manhood, his fair hair neat, his smile confident, his eyes twinkling with vitality. Leander Somerby: Addison’s only child and my dearest friend, dead now these last ten years at the tender age of seventeen.

      I picked up the photo and ran my fingers over the cold glass covering Leander’s face. Addison didn’t blame me, hadn’t blamed me even when his son’s body was pulled from the water. None of the rescuers who had dragged us from the lake, or the doctors who had nursed me through the bout of pneumonia after, or even my father who found fault in my very existence, had blamed me.

      They were all wrong. If I had only been better, stronger, I would have found some way to stop Leander from going down to the lake in the first place. I might have roused the entire household if that was what it took, rather than sneak out the servants’ door with him. If I had stopped at the boathouse, convinced him it was madness to go out in the middle of the night in a storm, he would yet live.

      I hadn’t, though, because I didn’t want him to think less of me. I’d wanted him to love me as I loved him.

      I returned the photo to the drawer and shut it, putting the book on top of the dresser instead. Addison had no reason to return to the museum any time soon. I’d translate the book; its contents would prove innocuous, discharging my duty and getting the detective out of my life. Even though there was nothing untoward for Flaherty to discover, no matter how closely he looked into my activities, I couldn’t help but feel those green eyes had seen more this morning than I intended.

      I didn’t want to be looked at. I wanted to be left alone, in my little apartment and my lonely bed, which remained cold even after I’d crawled beneath the covers.
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      After a restless night, I shut myself in my office at the museum with the hopes of getting some work done. Someone had left a fragment of papyrus on my desk; a single glance told me it would not be part of the gala. A note in Christine’s firm hand asked me to check her translation of the hieroglyphs.

      I suppressed a sigh; of course she decided her task of first importance would be of a purely scholarly nature, and not something related to the exhibition. I understood her desire to make a point with the director, but rather wished she’d left me out of it.

      I set the papyrus carefully to one side, where it would be safe from any accidental coffee spills, and laid out my notes from the night before along with Philip’s book. After a moment to nerve myself, I quickly reached out and flipped open the cover.

      The door burst inward without a knock. “There you are, Whyborne!” Christine said, as if I’d been hiding from her. “I suppose you haven’t heard the news?”

      “Mr. Farr and Mr. Durfee knifed one another in the back galleries?” I asked as she dropped into the chair across from me.

      “Don’t be absurd. They’d only do murder in the grand foyer, where they’d be sure of an audience.”

      “You’re correct, of course. Perhaps Dr. Gerritson has taken to wearing women’s underthings outside of his office?”

      “Not after Dr. Hart had a word with him about making sure he kept the door locked when he was ‘indisposed.’” Christine made a dismissive gesture. “Sadly, the truth is far more prosaic. It seems some items have been removed from the Zoology and Paleontology Departments.”

      “A theft?” I straightened in alarm. Thank heavens nothing from our side of the museum had been stolen. “As head of security, Mr. Rockwell cannot be pleased.”

      “To say the least. Dr. Hart has been shouting at him since this morning and doesn’t seem likely to run out of words any time soon. All the watchmen, day and night, have been called in, presumably to allow Rockwell to waste time yelling at them.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Christine folded her work-roughened hands around a knee she had propped up in a distinctly unladylike fashion. “The thing is, nothing of any value was taken. No spectacular finds or exceptional mounts. Fragments of saber tooth tiger bone, a moldy old fruit bat, a common crocodile skull, that sort of thing. Nothing anyone in his right mind would want.”

      “Then…why?” I asked, bewildered.

      Christine shrugged. “Probably someone has a grudge against Rockwell. Heaven knows the man’s an utter swine. Or one of the staff smuggled out bits and pieces which wouldn’t be easily missed, hoping to impress his friends at the saloon. Or for his children to play with, for all I know.”

      “You think the thief was on the staff?”

      “Good gad, Whyborne, you don’t imagine a criminal broke in, risking jail and a beating at the hands of the watchmen, just to steal a bunch of worthless junk?”

      “No. No, I suppose not.” Still, it was disappointing to believe anyone on staff, whether janitor or curator, would take specimens. Such objects might have no value to a thief, but there was no knowing what secrets they might have revealed to science as part of our collection.

      My door opened—again without the courtesy of a knock—and Bradley Osborne marched inside. “I say, Percy, have you heard about the excitement?”

      Why did my colleagues feel the need to invade my office with news? And was there any way to keep them out?

      “I was just telling him,” Christine said stiffly.

      Bradley gave her a condescending smile. “Of course, of course, Miss Putnam.”

      “Dr. Putnam,” I corrected in the direction of the desk. Bradley ignored me.

      “Well, the director will soon put things to rights,” he said. “Just you wait and—dear lord, what’s on your desk?”

      I stared stupidly in the direction of his gaze. “Er, a papyrus fragment? It’s from the tomb…”

      “You can’t just leave such vulgar things lying about!” To be fair, one of the fellows on the papyrus was in a rather excited state. “How can you subject poor Miss Putnam to such a sight and still call yourself a gentleman?”

      “Er, I…well, that is, I…”

      “I excavated the damned tomb,” Christine snapped, her spine straightening away from the back of the chair.

      “But surely you had someone else remove it—such a thing isn’t appropriate for a woman’s eyes.”

      Christine let out a bark of laughter, but I recognized it as a sign of anger and shrank back against my chair. “Dear heavens, Bradley, one can hardly set foot in an ancient tomb or temple without male members pointing at one from every direction!”

      Heat scalding my face, I snatched up Rice’s book and fled. It would have been a new low, even had I not compounded it by plowing straight into Griffin Flaherty.
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      “Steady on,” Flaherty said, catching my shoulder to keep us both from colliding with the wall. “Is everything all right?”

      I tried to think of some plausible lie, since “I’ve allowed myself to be driven from my own office by two of my colleagues” seemed far too pathetic to say aloud.

      Christine’s voice, strengthened from bellowing orders to workers at dig sites, echoed down the hall. “I will not surrender my profession simply because men throughout history have been unduly enamored of their penises!”

      I closed my eyes and hoped the museum basement would swallow me. It failed to rescue me, so I opened them again, to see Flaherty shaking with silent laughter. Blue highlights sparkled in his green eyes, and the smile removed lines of care from his face, leaving behind a certain boyish charm.

      His hand still clasped my shoulder. I should have pulled away, but my feet refused to move.

      “I see why you were in a hurry to escape,” Flaherty said. His fingers tightened briefly, then let go. I fancied I could still feel their outline in the lingering warmth on my coat.

      “I suppose you came by to ch-check on my progress with the, er, cipher,” I stammered. “We could go to the, um, library, perhaps, to talk.”

      “We could,” Flaherty agreed; his smile had shifted from outright amusement to simply charming. “But I have another idea. How would you like to discuss your progress over lunch?”

      “L-lunch?”

      “Yes. The meal people eat in the middle of the day? Or is lunch not a custom here in Widdershins?”

      My ears grew hot, and I stared down at his shoes. He wore sturdy boots today instead of oxfords; perhaps he meant to do a bit of walking on the icy sidewalks.

      “It was a joke,” he said gently, when I didn’t respond. “Or perhaps you’re concerned about leaving Dr. Putnam alone with her adversary?”

      Christine had hit her stride, but Bradley was now yelling as well. I caught something about “this is what comes of letting women into universities,” and winced.

      “No,” I said. “Christine is clever enough not to leave Bradley’s body where anyone will ever find it. That was, er, a joke as well,” I added, when he looked momentarily taken aback.

      His surprise morphed into laughter. “Touché, Dr. Whyborne. Lunch, then?”

      “My duties—”

      “Can wait an hour. Come along. I won’t take no for answer.”
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      We ended up at Marsh’s, a small diner not far from the museum, which catered to office workers and department store clerks. I seldom ate out, both for reasons of economy and because I feared someone might try to speak to me. Flaherty took over the duty of exchanging small talk with our waiter. Unfortunately, he wanted to chat with me as well.

      “Have you eaten here often?” he asked, once the waiter had taken our orders.

      “No.”

      He waited a moment longer, before nodding, as if I’d given a satisfactory answer. “I’ve noticed most of the restaurants here specialize in fish. Natural for a coastal city, I’m sure, but I do miss a good Chicago steak.”

      “Oh.” I had no idea what to make of him. “Er, the cipher, then?”

      Flaherty glanced up at me from beneath thick lashes as he stirred sugar into his coffee. “I had hoped to enjoy a pleasant lunch before we delve into business.”

      “Oh,” I repeated, but couldn’t think how to continue.

      “I haven’t met very many people since moving to Widdershins, and as we are working together for a brief time, I thought to get to know you better.”

      I had no idea how to respond. To my relief, the waiter returned with our fish sandwiches. Grateful for something to occupy my hands, I picked up my fork and knife and began to cut the sandwich into neat squares. “I’m sure I would seem terribly boring to someone like you,” I said.

      He took a big bite from his sandwich. “Someone like me?” he asked once he had swallowed.

      “A detective. Someone used to, er, excitement.”

      Flaherty arched a brow. “If you’re asking after my qualifications, I was formerly employed by the Pinkerton Detective Agency. I was injured in the line of duty and subsequently decided to go into business for myself.”

      “I-I didn’t mean to imply—”

      “It’s all right, Dr. Whyborne.” He touched the back of my hand lightly. “I only meant to tease. Forgive me.”

      I disliked being teased…but the look on his face was kindly rather than mocking. “May we talk about the cipher now?”

      “As you wish.” He took another enormous bite of sandwich and watched me attentively as he chewed.

      “It’s more complicated than I’d expected.” I cut my sandwich into smaller bits, buying time while I sorted my thoughts. “I assumed it would be a simple substitution cipher.”

      He held up his hand. “I’m sorry, a what?”

      I hesitated, unsure if he actually wanted to know, or if his words were meant as a signal to stop talking about things of no possible interest to anyone but myself. He seemed genuinely curious, though. “A substitution cipher. Writing B for A, for example, and C for B. Thus F-L-A-H-E-R-T-Y would become G-M-B-I-F-S-U-Z. Easy enough to decode. At least, if the person decoding it knows the language, or at least recognizes it as words and not a jumble of meaningless letters.”

      “The director assured me you know twelve different languages.”

      “I speak thirteen, but I can read more. Many of them haven’t been commonly used in centuries, if not millennia, though.”

      “Why do you sound apologetic? I’d imagine anyone else would be proud of such an accomplishment.”

      The tips of my ears grew hot. “I, er…”

      Flaherty grinned at my discomfort, curse him. “You think me impertinent, don’t you?”

      “Rather, yes.”

      “Forgive me. So, you expected a simple substitution cipher. Thus far, you’ve determined it is not such. Do you know what it might be, then?”

      “Not yet. I have some ideas, but I haven’t had time to test them.”

      “Because impertinent detectives insist on inviting you to lunch.” His smile implied we were sharing a joke.

      “Er, quite?” I said, not sure how to react.

      Apparently satisfied, he sat back in his chair. “Well, as long as I’m keeping you from your work, would you care to stop by the police station with me?”

      “I…what? The police station? Whatever for?”

      “I want to speak further with the detective—the official detective—investigating the case. I’ve heard his story before, but I hoped a set of fresh ears, as it were, might pick up on something I missed.”

      I truly didn’t want to enter the police station, no matter what the circumstances. I wasn’t a criminal, precisely, having never acted on my inclinations. But as those were unlikely to change, nothing good could come of the police noticing me. “I can’t imagine I’d be of any use.”

      “I don’t see why not.”

      How was I to answer? “I, er…I take it you think the detective is lying, then?”

      “Not lying as much as…ignoring the truth,” Flaherty said with a wry twist of his lips. They were very nice lips, I couldn’t help but notice: plump and well-formed. “According to the official report, young Mr. Rice was the victim of a robbery. However, when the body was found some hours after his murder, it was still in possession of a valuable ring and pocket watch. When asked why the thieves would have left those behind, Detective Tilton insists the robbers must have been frightened away by someone who neither took advantage of the murder nor raised any sort of alarm.”

      “There may be no sinister explanation outside of incompetence,” I pointed out. “The tomb of the town’s founder, Theron Blackbyrne, was broken into last month and his body stolen. According to the papers, the police haven’t so much as a single lead.”

      “Yes.” His lips pursed thoughtfully. “For a place with no medical college, there does seem to be a rather thriving resurrectionist trade. Still, the circumstances of Philip’s death are odd even for this town.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “This town? Whatever is wrong with Widdershins?”

      “Besides the grave-robbing?” Flaherty grinned. “Have you ever lived anywhere else, Dr. Whyborne?”

      No doubt he was a world traveler. At the very least, his accent indicated he’d been farther west than New England. “Of course. I went to university in, er, Arkham.”

      “Oh, and that’s such an improvement,” he muttered. “Are you truly content to only imagine far-off places through your studies? To only visit Egypt or Greece in your mind?”

      I clenched my hands beneath the table. Of course he didn’t—couldn’t—understand. “It may be all very well and good for Dr. Putnam to go gallivanting all over the world, but I see no reason for me to join her. I’m quite content where I am.”

      “Are you?” Flaherty murmured.

      The man was impertinent. “Of course.” Perhaps he deserved a bit of impertinence back. “If Widdershins is such a terrible place, why set up shop here instead of Boston or Providence?”

      Flaherty’s amusement slipped, like a mask which no longer quite fit. “It seemed the sort of place a fellow could start over, live quietly, and not have to put up with anyone prying into his private affairs.”

      His honesty surprised me. “I see. Well you’re certainly correct. Although it does seem like a strange choice for a man whose business is to pry into the private affairs of others.”

      “It does make my work more interesting,” Flaherty agreed, his grin once again in place. He leaned forward, lacing his hands together beneath his chin, and fixed his eyes on me. “Fortunately, I rather enjoy a challenge.”

      I lowered my gaze and ate a bite of my sandwich. My imagination was running wild. He wasn’t flirting with me. The very idea was absurd.

      “Well, Dr. Whyborne, will you accompany me to the police station?” he prodded.

      “If you wish,” I yielded. “I can tell you won’t give up until you get your way.”

      “Indeed,” he said, leaning back with a satisfied expression on his face. “As you will soon see, I can be persistent as a bull dog when I find something I want.”
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      Flaherty led the way to the police station. It was a squat, surly building, flanked on either side by tall, gambrel-roofed houses, which had fallen into disrepair. Almost superstitious fear chilled my blood as I stepped through the narrow door behind Mr. Flaherty. He strolled up to the desk at the front of the large room; from the expression on the face of the officer seated there, this was not the first time he’d visited the station. “Is Detective Tilton available? Dr. Whyborne and I have a few questions about his investigation.”

      The officer shot me a surprised look. “Let me see, sir,” he said, and left his post, scurrying past rows of desks and into the back of the building. I cast a questioning glance at Flaherty, but he didn’t meet my gaze, instead concentrating on the task of removing his gloves and tucking them into his coat pocket.

      The policeman returned within a few minutes. “Detective Tilton will see you in his office,” he said, jerking his thumb over his shoulder in the general direction of the back.

      Apparently, Flaherty had been there before as well, because he led the way without hesitation. Feeling more and more out of place, I followed.

      The office reeked of cigar smoke. A harried-looking man in an ill-fitting suit sat behind the desk. At our entrance, he half rose and indicated the two seats placed in front of him.

      “Mr. Flaherty,” he said, sounding less than enthused. His murky eyes regarded me warily, as if not quite certain what I was doing in his office. I shared his uncertainty.

      “Detective Tilton, may I introduce Dr. Percival Endicott Whyborne.”

      I hesitantly extended my hand. Detective Tilton shook it just as cautiously.

      Flaherty dropped into his chair with perfect ease. I perched on the edge of mine. Tilton continued to watch me rather than my companion, and my nervousness increased. Were the police somehow trained to spot men such as myself?

      “Well, then,” Flaherty said cheerfully, “we just wanted to go over the details of the murder of Philip Rice with you once more, detective.”

      “I don’t see what there is to go over,” Tilton said, finally looking at Flaherty. “I let you read the official report. It was a robbery gone wrong.”

      “Of course,” Flaherty agreed. “But given the bribe Mr. Rice paid for you to investigate, I would have thought you’d at least have pulled in some poor wretch and beaten him until he confessed.”

      Tilton stiffened. “I dislike your implication, sir.”

      “Forgive me—perhaps things are different here than in Chicago.” Flaherty smiled, but there was no sincerity to it.

      Tilton cut his gaze sharply to me; I shrank back involuntarily. “Dr. Whyborne, I must ask…are you here at your father’s request?”

      The question was outrageous. “Certainly not! I—”

      Oh. Of course. This was why Flaherty had asked me to accompany him.

      A sense of stupid disappointment swept over me. Flaherty hadn’t wanted my opinion, or even my company over lunch. I had been a fool to think otherwise.

      “Excuse me,” I said, rising to my feet and clutching at my overcoat, as if it could shield me from embarrassment. “I-I have to go.”

      For the second time in one day, I fled an office in abject humiliation.
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      The walk back through the police station was a blur. As soon as my shoes hit the slushy sidewalk outside, I quickened my pace. Cold air stung my face, but failed to soothe the heat burning there.

      “Dr. Whyborne! Wait!”

      I could run, but would just end up slipping on a bit of ice and sprawling at Flaherty’s feet. “I do not appreciate being used, sir,” I snapped, aiming the words back over my shoulder.

      I slowed to cross a street, and he used the opportunity to catch up to me. “Dr. Whyborne—”

      “You’ll have your blasted translation,” I said firmly, not looking at him as I strode across to the other corner. Despite his shorter legs, he managed to keep up with me. “I’ll finish it as soon as humanly possible, at which point, I trust, you will never again darken my doorstep.”

      His hand landed on my shoulder once again. The warmth and weight of it sent a little shock through me. I shrugged it off.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “Please, slow up.”

      “You knew, didn’t you?” I asked. Bitterness rose like stinging bile in my throat, and for once I didn’t bother to disguise it. Of course he didn’t want my company at the station because he valued my opinion; he wanted it because he hoped my father’s name would intimidate Tilton into telling the truth.

      I was a fool. An utter, thoroughgoing fool.

      “Of course I know who your father is,” he said, not bothering to deny it. “And, yes, I will admit, I’d hoped your name would hold sway with Tilton.”

      “If you had warned me—”

      “Would you have gone?”

      “You’ll never know now, will you?”

      He let out a sigh. “No. Forgive me, if you can. It’s just…you are as much a cipher to me as that book.”

      His words surprised me into glancing at him. His gaze was focused straight ahead, the rusty brown strands in his irises darkening the green now, his mouth pursed in a frown.

      “I hardly see how I could be a cipher to anyone,” I said stiffly. “After all, you clearly have the facts at your disposal.”

      “Percival Endicott Whyborne, youngest child of railroad tycoon Niles Whyborne. You neither attended your father’s alma mater nor went into the family business, a situation which might be explained by the fact your older brother did both. Except your father has never donated to the museum where you are employed, and you live in a modest apartment, apparently on nothing more than the salary the museum pays you.”

      “As I said.”

      “Not at all. I know the what but not the why.”

      Even worse. “I am but another mystery to you. A challenge, as you said earlier.” A specimen, to be viewed and dissected.

      His hand curled around my elbow, slowing me as we turned onto Old Mill Street. “I wish you would give me the opportunity to explain.”

      “I see no need for—”

      Flaherty suddenly yanked me into a fetid alleyway. Before I could think to protest, he grabbed both my arms and shoved me backward, into a sort of alcove formed by the chimneys of adjoining buildings. Rough brick scraped my back, and my shoes sank into something best not examined too closely.

      “Wh-what are you doing?” I gasped. “I do not appreciate—”

      He laid a finger over my lips, and the sheer audacity of the gesture silenced me. His skin was chilled against my mouth; in his haste, he hadn’t put his gloves back on. Even though our only contact was through his finger, warmth flooded my entire body.

      “Shh,” he murmured, his breath ghosting over my cheek. “We’re being followed.”

      “F-followed?” I whispered, acutely aware of the movement of my lips against his finger.

      “Followed.” His scent enveloped me: warm skin, damp wool, and sandalwood. “Hold still—I wish to see who has such an interest in our doings.”

      I nodded dumbly, my thoughts ricocheting inside my skull. Satisfied, he dropped his hand and turned his back to me, peering out in the direction of the street. The curve of one buttock pressed lightly against my thigh, palpable even through the cloth of our trousers.

      My heart sped, and blood surged downward, stiffening my member. I shut my eyes and ground my fingertips against the rough brick wall behind me, frantic for distraction. Dear heavens, what was wrong with me? I should not—I could not—react like this, not to anyone, and certainly not to a man who made his living prying into the secrets of others.

      His posture shifted into a ready stance, and I opened my eyes. Even though Flaherty’s overlong hair was nearly in my face, I was quite a bit taller, and could see past him to the entrance of the alley.

      A figure had paused there, although whether man or woman, it was impossible to tell. A black cloak enveloped its stooped frame, and a long scarf and wide-brimmed hat concealed its features. Its head lifted slightly, and I had the horrible impression it was sniffing for us, like some sort of enormous bloodhound. The same repulsive scent I’d noticed outside my window last night teased my senses.

      Flaherty froze, without even the slight stirring of breath to give us away. I did my best to mimic him, even though it seemed my heart was about to smash through my ribs. An instinctive fear and revulsion for the mysterious figure gripped me, something born from the primitive recesses of my brain, which yet remembered the terror of prey for its predator.

      “Widdershins Enquirer Journal, only two cents,” a newsboy called from the street.

      The cloaked figure flinched at the sound—then hurried on past the alleyway.

      Flaherty remained vigilant for a few more seconds. Then the tension went out of him with a little sigh. “Well. Not one of Detective Tilton’s men, for certain.”

      “No,” I agreed. I wanted to ask: “What was it?” But that sounded too mad to say aloud. It had just been a man, after all, or perhaps a woman. There was nothing else it could have been.

      “Come.” Flaherty touched my arm lightly. “Let’s get you back to the museum, shall we?”

      On the way back to the Ladysmith, I jumped at every sudden sound and eyed every passer-by with suspicion. No one seemed to give us so much as a second glance, however. Our pursuit, if pursuit it had been, seemed to have given up.

      As I started up the broad marble steps to the Ladysmith’s public entrance, Flaherty said, “Dr. Whyborne?”

      I paused and turned back to him. “Yes?”

      He stood at the bottom of the stair, looking up at me solemnly. “I did not only invite you along because of your name, you know.”

      I knew nothing of the kind, yet I found I believed him. Or wanted to believe him, perhaps. “Oh. That’s, er, good.”

      His parting smile was wistful. “Thank you for a pleasant lunch.”

      I nodded and climbed the stairs to the museum.
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      Late at night, I relived the scene in the alley as I dreamed.

      As in real life, Flaherty pushed me roughly back against the brick wall. His finger rested on my lips, light as a butterfly’s kiss.

      This time, however, I parted my lips, let my tongue dart just past their barrier, tasting his skin. There was a knowing look in Flaherty’s eyes as he slipped his finger into my mouth for me to suck.

      “This is what you want, isn’t it?” he whispered, pressing me back against the wall, the whole length of his body against mine.

      There was no sense of cold or fear of discovery; nothing in the world but the two of us. I moaned a response, sucking frantically on his finger, desperate for more.

      He pulled his finger free, replaced it with his mouth, his tongue probing. I gasped and arched against him, writhing, even as his hands shaped my body through the barrier of our clothing. A barrier which melted away even as he touched me, leaving only skin beneath his hands.

      We drew apart; his clothing had evaporated as well. The light of sunset poured into the alley, gilding his bare skin, outlining every lean muscle. I longed to caress him, and his slow smile said he was aware of it and relished the fact.

      Then we were together again: skin against skin, body against body, sending a cascade of fire through my blood. He wrapped a hand around my member, stroking, and I—

      Awoke.

      I lay paralyzed for a disoriented moment, gasping amidst tangled sheets, my every nerve sensitized until it seemed a stray breeze might bring me to release. I could think of nothing but continuing, of wrapping my hand around the thick rod of flesh and finding completion.

      “No,” I whispered to my empty room.

      No. No, this was in my control. This had to be in my control.

      I rolled onto my side, biting the meaty part of my thumb, until the pain brought me back from the edge. I could not succumb.

      I loved Leander, and he had died for it. I had taken notice of other men in the years since, men like Philip Rice, but such notice had never overwhelmed me. That could not change now, certainly not for an impertinent ex-Pinkerton like Griffin Flaherty.

      If he knew my dreams, he would scorn me. At worst, he would denounce me to the world as a criminal. At best, he would look down on me as the helpless victim of a mental aberration, to be viewed with condescending pity.

      If only I had been born in the time of Heracles and Iolas, or Achilles and Patroclus, or Alexander the Great and Hephaestion. Instead, I was cursed to be a stranger in my own homeland, forever cut off from sympathy and affection.

      It didn’t matter. No amount of inchoate longing would alter my fate. I would simply have to pretend the dream never happened. My pulse had never quickened at Flaherty’s proximity in the alleyway. Any attraction was purely venial; my will was more than sufficient to overcome it.

      Things would seem different in the cold light of dawn. This insanity of desire would be seen as the passing shadow it was. I would continue on as I always had.

      And if the possibility seemed less comforting than I had expected…this too would pass.

      It had to.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Eventually, I gave up on sleep and spent the rest of the night hunched over the cipher. Perhaps exhaustion—or desperation—inspired me, for by dawn I had finally succeeded in cracking it.

      I took the book and my notes into work with me, only to spend the morning fending off requests from Christine, who seemed to think I ought to be back to work on the translations for the opening exhibits, and the curators, who insisted on asking me questions which should have been directed at Christine instead. Eventually, I locked my door in disgust and refused to answer even the most insistent knocks.

      By late afternoon, I had decoded a good portion of the book, translating it as I went. Unfortunately, the more of its secrets I laid bare, the less I understood.

      Shortly before five o’clock, there came a discreet rap on my door. “Dr. Whyborne? Do you have a moment?” Flaherty called.

      When I opened the door, it was to find him leaning insouciantly against the frame. I had avoided thoughts of the humiliating dream all day, but the sight of his tousled hair and roguish smile brought it back in vivid detail. I turned quickly away.

      “Dr. Putnam said you were hiding in here,” he said, following me in. The room was suddenly far too small and hot.

      The words stung, although there was no reason for them to. “I wasn’t hiding. I’m working. On your cipher, as it happens.”

      He settled into the seat across from me, wrapped both hands around the silver head of his cane, and propped his chin on his knuckles. “I’m glad to hear it, but I primarily came by to see if you’ve yet forgiven me.”

      How was it he kept catching me off-guard? I could not understand the man. Why would he give a fig for my opinion? “For the incident at the police station?”

      He raised a single brow. “Unless there’s something else I don’t know about.”

      How about manhandling me in an alley and inspiring shameful dreams? “Er, no.”

      “Well?”

      I eyed him warily. “Do you promise not to do such a thing again?” It was a stupid question—after I finished translating the book, we would most likely never meet again. Certainly he wouldn’t be seeking me out for pleasant luncheons.

      “Not without your consent, at least,” he said with a little smile.

      Damn the man; I could think of far too many things I’d happily consent to. “Then, yes. I forgive you.”

      “Excellent.” He leaned back, and it did seem as if his mood had improved. “I believe you said something about the cipher?”

      “Yes.” The book lay on my desk. “I fear I don’t know quite what to make of it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “To begin with, it’s written in a mix of Aklo and bastardized Latin.”

      “Aklo? I confess I’ve never heard of it.”

      “Nor should you. The language’s origins are highly speculative; its main use was as a means of secret communication amongst various medieval cults. This makes sense in the context of the age of the book.”

      Flaherty leaned forward, a small crease appearing between his brows. “And the book? What is it?”

      “It’s a grimoire. A repository of spells and alchemical treatises. Liber Arcanorum is scrawled in a margin, which I take to be its title. The author, whoever he might have been, drew from the works of Paracelsus, Agricola, Al-Hazrad and the like. Its age and obscurity form its main value, as the contents are the sort of rank nonsense which appeals to occultists and spiritualists. I can’t imagine why Philip would have mailed such a thing to his father, except as a sort of joke.”

      “Perhaps,” Flaherty murmured, but he only seemed to be half-listening. He stared off at nothing, or rather at something only he could see.

      His reaction surprised me. “Er, does this mean something to you?”

      He blinked slowly, then looked at me. The full weight of his scrutiny fell upon me: judging, considering. I looked down and away, because any such judgment would inevitably find me lacking.

      “Yes.” He resumed his earlier position, resting his chin on his hands. “Are you up for an after-hours excursion, Dr. Whyborne?”

      My thoughts went instantly to the alley—and the dream. “I, er, th-that is, what did you have in mind?”

      “When I agreed to take the case for Mr. Rice senior, he was able to give me two possible lines of inquiry. One was the book, which you have kindly translated for me. The second was access to his son’s banking records. It seems Philip had made several rather large purchases of expensive—and unusual—chemicals. Most of these chemicals are not in wide use, and there was nothing in Philip’s business or personal life to explain their purchase. Nor had they been delivered to his home. It took some doing, but while you’ve been hard at work on the cipher, I’ve been chasing down various suppliers and delivery companies, and have discovered the final destination for the shipments: a warehouse on the docks. Tonight, I plan on breaking in and having a look around.”

      “Is that legal?”

      “Not in the slightest. I don’t intend to steal anything, though, unless I stumble across a signed confession to Philip’s murder. But if these chemical shipments are related to this book of alchemy, there may be more texts in the warehouse. Normally I work alone, but in this case I could use an expert eye to identify anything potentially useful.”

      I hesitated. I had done as the director requested and translated the book. My part was done; there was no reason to involve myself further, especially if it meant aiding a crime. The museum tolerated a
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