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      There’s no fool like an old fool, they say. Fortunately, when one attains advanced years, one becomes far less concerned with being viewed a fool and far more concerned with accomplishing what must be done, however many individuals one might irk along the way.

      But I leap ahead of myself. I shall go back to a more proper beginning. Whatever it evolved to become, my errand to the Avons Antiquary Society began in a straightforward manner. All I intended to do was lend my aid to one Mr. Tibbons by exerting my influence on his behalf, so he might access the society’s records on Miss Jessa Caldwell’s behalf.

      Ordinarily, I’d have relished matching my will to that of our staid president and convincing him to allow access to said Mr. Tibbons, but given that I’d only begun to recover my strength after a ghastly bout of illness, I’d chosen another course, one less fraught with resistance. I intended to present him to the doorkeeper as my assistant, and I saw no sense in delay.

      Therefore, the very afternoon Mr. Tibbons presented the request from Miss Caldwell, I swept him and Miss Everby—my ever-patient secretary and all-around support—into my carriage. Since she’d served as my companion for some time, my starts gave Miss Everby no surprise, and in his eagerness to begin, Mr. Tibbons offered no protest either. But when we arrived at the Tresforth Building, home of the Antiquary Society, I found my limbs refused to cooperate with my will. I had to rely on Mr. Tibbons both to descend from the carriage and ascend the stairs—drat the limitations of age. Fortunately, he was not the impatient sort.

      Within the entry, I breathed deep of the resin-and-age-scented air. Ah, it was good to be back. On my own power, albeit with the aid of my cane, I shuffled past the Inish burial display and halted in front of Mr. Howarth, our doorkeeper. Mr. Tibbons and Miss Everby flanked me as Mr. Howarth looked up.

      A smile creased his face, as pleasing as a fresh-polished shard of pottery set on display. “Mrs. Darrington, I’m delighted that you’ve recovered. The society hasn’t been the same without you.”

      Good man, Howarth. He’d worked here since before my admittance to the society, and he’d been known to say he’d continue till he was carried out feetfirst, a dedication worthy of respect. I nodded. “Nor am I the same without it. How are your grandchildren? I trust Henrietta enjoyed the books I sent?”

      “She did.” His smile broadened, carving deeper furrows about his eyes. “Bright things, they are, all of them. They put me to shame.”

      “Nonsense. If they grow up to be half as upstanding as you, they’ll have succeeded in life. I’ll bring some more materials for them when next I come, but now I must be about my business.” I waved a hand in the direction of young Tibbons. “I’ve brought an assistant with me today.”

      Many members employed assistants, so he simply pushed the ledger book toward me. “If you’ll just sign him and Miss Everby in, you can be on your way.”

      I inscribed our names within its pages, then we made our way into the reading room, appointed with all one might desire to study in comfort. During our carriage ride, I’d gone so far as to give Mr. Tibbons several small commissions so that my statement about his assistance might hold true; now I asked Miss Everby to show him about the society while I settled into my favorite spot, a well-cushioned chair situated in a window nook. From here, I might survey the entire room, if I chose, as well as the private garden behind the Tresforth Building. The oval table set alongside the leather chair was large enough to hold towering stacks of books or records—I’d tested it many a time.

      Only now I felt too weary to bustle about collecting them as I ought. A slight sigh escaped my lips. When one’s physical frame refused to cooperate with one’s desires, it presented quite the nuisance. Never had I felt it more than during my recent bout of illness. As clarity of mind had returned to me, along with a modicum of strength, a disconcerting revelation had settled in—the sudden onset of said illness had come just after I made Jessa’s acquaintance and offered her assistance in accessing the Antiquary Society.

      She’d required access that she might better understand how to handle her cursed inheritance—the ancient ruin of Kilmere—and I’d been more than happy to grant it. Though this affliction had come upon me just in time to prevent me from lending her the promised aid, I would have thought it no more than another inconvenience of aging if it hadn’t been for Dr. Hillman. He’d pressed Miss Everby quite closely about all I’d consumed before falling ill, and she’d said afterward that he’d suggested my symptoms resembled those of poisoning. Yet no one had cause to seek my death or incapacitation. Could the curse of Kilmere have reached so far as to touch me in Avons? Did it seek to prevent me from assisting Miss Caldwell?

      An unpleasant notion, indeed. I adjusted a cushion behind my back. It was far-fetched, but no less so than the notion of poisoning. The only deviation from my ordinary routine leading up to the sickness had been an unexpected caller who’d arrived just hours after I’d agreed to help Jessa—a gentleman claiming a past acquaintance with my husband, ostensibly calling to reminisce. Despite his refinement—and dare I say, his allure—something about him set my teeth on edge. As a younger woman, his striking appearance would have set my heart aflutter, and I must admit, I wasn’t entirely immune to such flutterings, even at my age, but something about his looks was just a tad too perfect. He somehow put me in mind of Edward, the deceased husband of my dear friend Ibbie, who’d been claimed earlier this year by the Crimson Tattoo Killer.

      A dull ache pressed upon my chest, as if someone had heaved a cairn-stone upon it. I shifted again, but could not shake the weight any more than I could the knowledge that I lived when so many I loved had already passed on. Sometimes life was cruel.

      Yet I’d do what I could to spare Miss Caldwell exposure to such cruelties. Even apart from my liking for her, Ibbie would have desired it. Since she’d already departed Avons for Withern-at-Sea, I sought to fulfill my word by allowing Mr. Tibbons to complete the work on her behalf as she’d requested. I’d do what I could from a distance, and when she returned to Avons, we’d have further words.

      The door swung open, and an unfamiliar young man limped into the room. His pale eyes swept over us with such keenness that I felt he noted much while appearing to look very little. This room was given to quiet study, so no one offered a greeting. Few even glanced up from their reading. Instead of taking a seat at one of the reading stations, he idly paced the room, examining in great detail the portraits lining the walls. With surreptitious glances, he also took the measure of the others occupying the chamber.

      Furtive—that was the word for him.

      Then he limped past me, the scents of earth and pipe smoke wafting about him. Discreetly, I watched as he moved toward the far end of the room. He carried no books or papers, so he didn’t mean to study. Why then rove this particular chamber?

      Mr. Tibbons and Miss Everby entered, drawing my attention away from the unfamiliar gentleman. His keen intensity and the enthusiasm evident in his movements, contrasted with the calm efficiency of Miss Everby and her smooth, unharried glide. She knew me well; she’d fetched me a stack of reading material to rival Mr. Tibbons’s own, records on the entire Withern region and studies done therein. Still, I found it difficult to wrench my attention from the limping man. If I were sensible, I’d spend less time conjuring theories about odd strangers and more time applying myself to the situation at hand—namely, that Ibbie’s protégé was investigating an ancient curse and had asked for my help.

      My studies had only lightly touched on such things, but I’d become persuaded long ago that the curses that plagued mortal society at intervals sprang solely from the Otherworld, despite denials that such acts were possible in our age. At first, I’d believed Mr. Tibbons had roused the curse, but after questioning him extensively upon his arrival, I now had my doubts. Certainly, nothing in his account suggested it.

      Could one awaken an Otherworldly power entirely unaware? I lifted a book from the pile without attending which one. It was a decidedly unpleasant prospect, yet unpleasant things must be faced head-on, must be examined and considered from all angles. Which meant I must also give further consideration to the troublesome theory championed by Lord Blackburn of late. He’d posited that our Collectors breaching the bounds between worlds placed us in danger of retaliation from Otherkind. And I could not deny the number of inexplicable events I’d noted in the past few years. Was his theory correct?

      A certain thrill pulsed through my veins, one I’d always encountered when seeking to prove or disprove a hypothesis, burning away the ennui that had afflicted me since my illness. Yes, this notion merited deeper examination.

      My gaze drifted to the burgundy-curtained windows. Even before the years had diminished the steadiness of my hands, I’d never had a knack for needlework or fine drawing or the playing of instruments, nor any of the occupations deemed desirable in ladies. Yet I’d always loved to learn and collect facts, much as some women collected baubles. I’d put this bent to use now, and do my bit as I’d always done, exploring and sifting through information. If there was some veracity to the rumors of Other filtering into our world—tales dismissed out of hand by king and Vigil alike—then I’d uncover it. And I’d know once more the distinctive pleasure of discovery.

      Such things made life worth living, no matter one’s age.

      Mr. Tibbons hefted another book, the rustle loud in the stillness. What might he know? Once he’d finished collecting the information the society archive offered, I’d insist upon a review of what he gathered before he carried it off to Jessa in Withern-at-Sea. The past always held clues to the present, for those who cared to study them; I could not think the history of Kilmere would prove an exception.

      Meantime, he seemed earnest enough, respectful and sincere in his interest. He paid keen attention to every detail he copied down—unlike the limping gentleman, whose odd behavior continued to nag at me.

      Plaguey fellow.

      Clutching my cane, I stood. I’d abandon the books collected by Miss Everby for now and retreat to the dining parlor, where tea and light refreshments could be procured, along with information, if one knew whom to ask.

      Within the parlor, I settled myself at my favorite table, one by a window overlooking the street. The serving maid Agnes knew all the gossip. If anyone could shed light on the newcomer who’d caught my eye, it would be she. And if I put to rest my wild speculations about him, then I could attend properly to the other matters at hand.

      When she entered the parlor with a pot of tea and assorted fruits
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