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      Late May, 1816. Westbourne Green.

      

      “I am married to a hellhound,” Hannah announced upon entering the library.

      She strode across the Persian carpet and kissed her mother’s proffered linen-covered cheek, before claiming her customary spot on the window seat. Hannah and Wycliff had returned the previous evening from their rather eventful stay at the Pennicott estate in the country. Since her mother had been ensconced in her turret, Hannah had been unable to interrogate the mage and had to wait until morning.

      “I am glad you have returned to us, safe and well. Now, did you uncover the information about your husband’s condition for yourself, or did Wycliff find a dollop of that common sense he so lauds and tell you?” Seraphina—Lady Miles—glanced up from her work. The desk’s large surface was covered in letters and small notes, as though she created a patchwork from the information they contained.

      Hannah let loose a sigh. Of course he hadn’t told her. The man held his secrets tighter than an oyster hiding a pearl. “I pieced together the clues. Including scorched paw prints outside our window and the fact that my husband sprouts smoky fur when his hackles are up.” Hannah picked up a cushion and ran her fingers through the tassels. She recalled the tingling sensation when she’d stroked the phantom fur that had erupted along Wycliff’s bare spine.

      “I did advise him that such secrets wouldn’t stay buried for ever, no matter how much he might wish it.” Seraphina set down her silver pen and the paper, and turned her bathchair.

      Hannah continued to torment the fringe on the cushion, until Lady Miles waved a hand and it tugged itself free of her grip to settle on the other side of the window seat. Straightening her shoulders, she faced her mother. How she wished she could peer into her blue eyes instead of at the cream linen that concealed them. “Did you arrange the marriage between us because he is a hellhound, the legendary guardians of the dead?”

      Seraphina wheeled herself forward and took Hannah’s hands between her cotton-covered ones. Today, Seraphina wore no outer ornamentation to relieve her linen covering, and resembled a marble bust placed in a niche. “No. I consented to the marriage because I know he is a good and loyal man, despite his prickly exterior. His being a hellhound is a potentially interesting development in our search for a cure for the Affliction. Since you are back, you need to tell me all about your stay with the Pennicotts and how you found Mage Tomlin.”

      Hannah screwed up her face at the mention of the mage—the grandfather of their ward, Timothy. “I did not like him and he was horrid to Timmy. Although I grudgingly admit he had his use in subduing Miss Edith Stewart.” While she had only been away for ten days, there was much to tell her mother. Then Hannah’s story would need repeating for Lizzie, although her friend would be privy to a somewhat different version.

      “And what of your husband? How do you find him upon closer inspection?” Seraphina shook Hannah’s hands as though her secrets were apples to be shaken free of their branches.

      “I find he is quite good company and entirely tolerable when he stops frowning. Although I am not sure how to proceed.” Hannah would keep Wycliff’s kiss firmly to herself. The memory warmed her insides and it seemed too precious and delicate to share with anyone else. When she was ready, she might venture to ask Lizzie’s expert opinion on the subject. It certainly was not a topic she wished to discuss with her mother. Putting aside Wycliff’s kisses, that left his otherworldly nature to consider.

      Even Wycliff seemed unsure how to act after their close time together. He had kept his nose in a book on the return journey and been polite, but distant, when they stopped at the inn for a night. When they returned to Westbourne Green, he had bidden her an awkward good-night (without any attempt at a chaste kiss on her cheek) and then crept to his suite of rooms. Hannah had yet to brave the breakfast room. Interrogating her mother seemed a far greater priority than a cup of hot chocolate and toast.

      “I find that when one is on uncertain ground, one day at a time is the best way to proceed,” Seraphina said with a chuckle.

      “Have you heard what will become of Miss Stewart?” Hannah pulled her thoughts away from the bare chest of Wycliff and to the visage of the lady’s companion at the recent house party they’d attended. The one who hid the unthinkable under her turban.

      “She is to be interred at the Repository of Forgotten Things until they decide what to do with her. Poor thing. Such a terrible situation, but perhaps she might find some peace now.” Seraphina let go of Hannah’s hands.

      The library door cracked open and little Sheba rushed in with Barnes clinging to her back. The disembodied hand rode the puppy like a monkey on a miniature pony. He leapt down as they crossed the rug and scuttled to the sofa, where he jumped up to perch on the back. Sheba launched herself at Hannah and she picked up the squirming puppy.

      “Hello, girl. I did miss you.” Once the puppy had thoroughly licked her face and been cuddled, Hannah set her on her lap so that she might stroke the silken ears. Hannah pointed to Barnes. “I do hope you behaved yourself and didn’t terrorise Mary.”

      “We only had one incident that saw Barnes incarcerated in a birdcage and left dangling from the ceiling for the day. Since then, he has been on his best behaviour. His reading is coming along rather well and he often sits with Timmy during the lad’s lessons.” Seraphina gathered together a stack of papers and moved them to a corner of her desk. Her actions revealed a portion of a map underneath.

      Hannah’s mind seemed to bound from idea to idea, rather like the puppy when let loose outside. “Now that we have a hellhound in the family, what do you propose we do with him? Does he change form like a lycanthrope? The fur I saw seemed insubstantial, as though it were made of mist and shadow.” Her hand had passed through the red-tinged tips as though she disturbed smoke. Then it had reformed itself.

      Seraphina finished shuffling papers and placed her hands in her lap. “In my studies, I have not encountered any other instances of a hellhound shifter. But I rather think those are questions best directed at your husband, who would know more on that subject. Perhaps you can make a start over breakfast?”

      Hannah snorted. She had developed a certain sense of bravery around Wycliff, but it wasn’t yet substantial enough to ask about his transformation process over chocolate and toast. “I shall work my way up to that topic, Mother.”

      Setting down the puppy as she stood, Hannah gripped the handles of the bathchair and pushed her mother along the hall to the breakfast room. Sheba trotted at her heels, and then darted ahead to settle on the rug in a sunbeam cast through the window. Barnes scuttled into the room, launched himself at the drapes, and began climbing up to the curtain rod.

      Hannah’s father sat at the head of the table. Wycliff sat to Sir Hugh’s right, where he could angle his chair to stare out the window that overlooked the side garden. Now, he had the addition of a puppy close to his booted feet. Both men rose as the women entered. For a moment, Wycliff’s stern features softened as he nodded to Hannah, and he flashed her a smile that made her stomach perform a somersault.

      Hannah pushed her mother to her position on her father’s left and then took her own seat. She poured a hot chocolate and reached for a piece of toast. Wycliff resumed his seat, holding the newspaper in one hand while he ate with the other.

      “When you have a moment, Wycliff, come down to my rooms and we’ll take a look at this hole in you. I’m sure Hannah did an excellent job of stitching you up, but we’ll see how much longer the stitches need to stay in,” Sir Hugh said between mouthfuls of kipper.

      Wycliff rolled the shoulder in question. “My wife is rather skilled and handy in a tight spot. I thank you for all you have taught her, Sir Hugh.”

      He turned to Hannah and she found herself unable to meet the intensity of his black gaze. Instead, she concentrated on her toast. “Do you think I could visit Miss Stewart at the Repository, Papa? While she did a heinous thing, I cannot help but find myself sorry for her situation. Given she is an educated woman, is there perhaps some task she could undertake during her incarceration?”

      Her father beamed at her and his bushy eyebrows shot up. “By Jove, there is an idea, Hannah. Most residents of the Repository are not fully in control of their mental faculties. If she were agreeable, there are secretarial duties she could perform. Although it depends what the magistrates decide to do with her. They may yet sentence her to hang.”

      Hannah touched her throat. How unfair it was that another life might be added to the sad tally resulting from one man’s horrific actions.

      “I am given to understand that Mage Tomlin wants to cut off the other snake heads in her hair, to see if that reverts her victim Robins to flesh and blood. It seems a likely hypothesis, since the one I severed reverted Stannard to his human form,” Wycliff said.

      “I assume then that Tomlin did not rustle up a spell to achieve that?” Seraphina murmured over the rim of her empty teacup.

      “No. He seemed rather vexed by the task.” Wycliff folded the paper and turned his chair so he sat fully at the table rather than to one side. He took two slices of toast and heaped scrambled eggs on top.

      A heavy tread heralded the arrival of Frank carrying a silver tray. “Mail,” he intoned as he walked to Sir Hugh, pausing only to growl a warning at Barnes, who perched on the curtain rod.

      Her father took the mail and waved the hulking man away. “One for you, Lady Wycliff,” he said with a smile as he sorted the letters and passed one along to Hannah.

      The new title no longer sat uneasily upon her. With each day, and her growing relationship with Wycliff, she became more accustomed to it. Hannah turned the heavy envelope over and recognised the delicate cursive hand—Lizzie.

      She lifted the seal with her knife and extracted the sheet within. Rather than finding the usual gossipy missive from her dear friend, Hannah discovered a more formal invitation—her second in a month. Butterflies took up residence in her stomach and she briefly wondered if they were social butterflies?

      From under half-lidded eyes, she glanced at Wycliff. Her husband was engaged in a similar task of opening and reading his mail. Oh dear, what to do with Lizzie’s invitation?

      Hannah tormented the edge of the envelope. The contents might not be well received and she was loath to break her new accord with Wycliff. While she shared her husband’s aversion to most social events, the invitation was from Lizzie and her loyalty to her friend ran deep. But…a wife was supposed to obey her husband. The idea of going against his wishes so early in their marriage made the butterflies inside her up and flee, only to be replaced by a turbulent ocean.

      “Why are you torturing that letter, dearest?” Seraphina asked.

      Hannah placed it on the table and dropped her hands to her lap. Be bold, she scolded herself as she sat a little straighter in her chair. “It is an invitation to a dinner party. I know Wycliff is not fond of such events and I do not wish to impose upon him by insisting he accompany me.”

      Wycliff glanced up from the letter in his hands. A frown ploughed a shallow trench across his forehead. “An invitation from whom?”

      “The Duke of Harden. It is a dinner in honour of their forthcoming wedding and as his future duchess, it will be Lizzie’s first time as hostess at his table. I understand if you do not wish to participate and would rather remain at home. Lizzie is my closest friend and it would be rude of me to decline. I am fully prepared to attend on my own, so you need not inconvenience yourself.” Hannah laced her fingers to still the nervous shake. Part of her wanted Wycliff to attend at her side, and conflicting loyalties pulled her in two different directions. Lizzie would win, of course—such was their sisterhood that no man would come between them.

      Wycliff made a noise in the back of his throat and the frown filled itself in. “I have no objection to attending. I am somewhat acquainted with the duke and he is a rare type of man.”

      “What type of man is that?” Hannah heaved a silent sigh of relief that she didn’t have to challenge her marital vows after all. She would have attended regardless of his feelings on the matter. She would never abandon Lizzie on her first foray as a hostess, regardless of how Hannah felt at being inspected during such events. Society waited to dissect the evening with the eagerness of her father with a new type of Unnatural on his laboratory table.

      “The duke is the rare sort in possession of a title, a fortune, and common sense. I have found most men only possess two out of those three attributes. Naturally, I will take my place beside my wife at the duke’s table.” Wycliff flicked the paper and returned to his review of the previous day’s events.

      “Thank you,” Hannah murmured, and her heart lightened. Each day they fell more in step with one another.

      Then a shadow flowed across her. Would they still be amenable to each other once she probed him to reveal more about his hellhound’s nature?
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      After breakfast, Wycliff descended the narrow, dimly lit steps to Sir Hugh’s basement rooms. In his mind, he walked a very different set of stairs. His ancestral home in Dorset, Mireworth, contained a staircase designed to impress visitors. There, the sinuous curve of the double stairs hugged each side of the rounded grand entrance. The wood had once glowed like honey before firelight, and the newel posts were griffins with their wings spread. The stairs met in the middle at the first floor to create a balcony that overlooked the foyer. Above that, a domed lightwell with stained glass depicted another griffin in full flight with a red sunset behind it.

      Wycliff worried that damp and woodworm would destroy the imposing staircases. Most of the furniture left in the draughty house had been moved to a drier corner and stored in the corridors, draped in sheets and blankets to protect them. There had been no such insulation he could offer the balustrades and stairs before he had locked the door and left the manor.

      An odd sensation wormed its way into Wycliff. Each passing day grew his desire to see his home, and to dirty his hands clearing paddocks and fixing fences. There was another reason, too, deep inside. He wanted to show his bride the estate. But what sort of reaction would the desolate house with its broken windows, crumbling plaster, and leaking roof evoke in Hannah?

      Pride burned inside him. He wanted to impress her and, if he admitted it to himself, to create a home that was theirs. Not the roof they shared with her parents. The gothic mansion was roomy and convenient to London, but it would never be his. He longed for the freedom of the wide-open landscape and the beaches that hugged the cliffs.

      The season was edging into summer—the perfect time to help Hannah overcome her fear of the ocean and to teach her to swim. Perhaps there were other things he could teach her in Dorset. The memory of the softness of her pressed to him when he kissed her fuelled his hope that their marriage would develop into something far more than convenient.

      He rapped on the metal door to Sir Hugh’s laboratory and then entered. The surgeon turned from the workbench and gestured to the autopsy table.

      “If you could remove your shirt and jump up,” Sir Hugh said.

      Wycliff eyed the cold slab and a shudder worked down his spine. He’d prefer not to lay himself out on an autopsy table just yet. “I’d rather sit on the stool.”

      Sir Hugh huffed a soft chuckle. “Fair enough. We don’t normally have bodies sitting up and chatting on the slab down here.”

      Wycliff removed his waistcoat and pulled his shirt over his head before taking a seat.

      Sir Hugh peeled back the edge of the spiderweb bandage and examined the wound. “Our girl is far too hard on herself. Hannah makes a neat stitch. This will heal with barely a scar to show for it.”

      “I have no complaints about her care of me, and found her better than some surgeons I’ve had the misfortune to encounter.” A thread of pride in his wife’s abilities wove its way through him. With the exception of Sir Hugh, some battlefield surgeons were no better than butchers. Many a soldier learned how to stitch his own wounds and keep them clean with maggots, to avoid their brutish ministrations.

      Sir Hugh pressed on either side of the wound and made a satisfied noise in the back of his throat. “She would have made a fine surgeon if many of my colleagues didn’t frown on women studying the medical sciences.”

      “Hannah would have had your support, though, surely?” Wycliff thought there were many things Hannah could achieve, if she put her mind to it.

      “Of course, but it is Hannah who would have had to withstand their barbs and angry words. We could not protect her from that, and it is a heavy burden for one with a gentle soul. In the end, she chose to study away from their judgemental view.” The surgeon cut a new strip of bandage and pressed it over the stitches in Wycliff’s upper chest.

      “Hannah will always have my support, whatever she chooses to study or pursue,” Wycliff murmured.

      Sir Hugh stared at him for a long moment and then nodded. “I will admit that I had my doubts when Sera told me you’d offered to marry Hannah. I am glad to see those doubts were unfounded.”

      Wycliff retrieved his shirt and shrugged on his waistcoat. “I know our marriage is not a conventional one, nor did I court your daughter in the ways young ladies expect. But I hope that in the coming years, you and Lady Miles will come to know the depth of my loyalty both to my wife and to her family.”

      Sir Hugh slapped Wycliff on his uninjured shoulder. “It’s not we you have to convince, Wycliff. Treat Hannah right and you’ll never hear a word of discontent from me. Nor will Sera need to turn you into some woodland critter.”

      “I believe life as a toad awaits me if I disappoint your daughter,” Wycliff murmured as he took his leave of Sir Hugh.

      He walked back up the stairs and fetched the banker’s note Lord Pennicott had given him. He tucked the paper into his coat pocket and then patted it twice to check it hadn’t magically disappeared. After years of penny-pinching and selling off anything not needed to run the estate, he finally had the means to wrest the manor from the brink of ruin.

      Out in the yard, Frank held the reins to the black mare. The sensitive horse nuzzled the monstrous man for treats. As Wycliff checked the girth, Frank slipped the mare a sugar lump and rubbed her forehead.

      “Do you likewise slip Mary sugar lumps to gain her affection?” That might go some way to explaining the maid’s liking for the monstrous man.

      “Pretty. Mary.” Frank grinned and there seemed too many teeth in his jaw.

      “I suppose she is. If you like nervous types prone to screaming and fainting.” Wycliff stopped himself before he asked how Barnes fitted into things. Some aspects of the unfurling relationship between the three were too monstrous to consider. He swung up into the saddle and with a light touch, the mare stepped into an easy canter.

      He rode to the banking district and left his mare in a nearby mews. Need quickened his step. Having ruined Pennicott’s house party, he didn’t want the note rescinded before he cashed it. Although he wondered if the fact that one guest had shot him would earn him a little leeway from the goblin earl.

      He conducted his business with a bored banker who spoke in a monotone. Once the funds were secure in his account, Wycliff dispatched a letter he had written earlier to his estate manager, Mr Swift. With his personal business finalised, he retrieved his mare and headed to Whitehall and the offices of the Ministry of Unnaturals.

      In Wycliff’s short absence, a secretary had been hired to man the front desk. The individual looked up from his paperwork. Large, round glasses covered half his face. Hair in various shades of brown was slicked back from his forehead. A sharp nose ended above thin lips.

      “Good day, Lord Wycliff, I am Higgs. Do let me know what tasks you wish me to undertake. I thought as a beginning, I would compile your monthly invoices, if you would leave them in the tray on your desk.” The secretary held out a bundle of correspondence.

      “Very well. I will review the account before it goes upstairs to Sir Manly for his approval.” He had no issue passing on the job of recording his outgoings in the ledger and totting up the columns. Wycliff took the letters tied with green ribbon and wondered what sort of desperation drove a man to take up a position in the new ministry. “You are aware that we deal with matters relating to Unnaturals here? I don’t want any fainting or screaming while I am working in my office.”

      The man still hadn’t blinked and his eyes had an unusual amber cast to them. “As a Strigi, I take no issue with working for the Ministry, my lord.”

      “A Strigi? What is that?” He’d not heard the word before, although it sounded close to fungi that grew in the countryside and had a liking for manure.

      “I am a man by day and an owl by night.” Higgs finally blinked, an oddly slow closing and opening of both eyes.

      Now that the secretary had elaborated, Wycliff saw how the bird overlaid the other man’s features. “Is it a shift you control, or one dictated by the fall of night?”

      Higgs continued the unnerving stare. “It is mostly brought on by the shift in light at dusk and dawn.”

      Wycliff grunted. “You won’t be working late in winter, then.”

      “I am a very efficient messenger, my lord, in whichever form I take.” The secretary sat taller in his chair and gave the distinct impression of having his feathers ruffled.

      “Are you in the register?” Wycliff’s gaze drifted to the large ledgers on the shelves behind the secretary. Easily a foot tall, each red leatherbound book held the details of every Unnatural identified in England. Or it would, as Wycliff identified them over the coming years.

      A brown eyebrow shot up. “Of course, my lord. My entire family is documented.”

      “Good.” In his role as investigator with the Ministry, he was tasked with cataloguing and numbering the types of Unnaturals in England. The hypocrisy of his actions did not worry him. He would ferret out another man’s secret and note it in the ledgers, but the entry of Hellhound: Wycliff would never be made in those books if he had his way.

      Wycliff walked the short hall to his office, where he tossed the mail to his desk. A new polished wooden tray rested on one corner, with the word Invoices written in a neat hand on its label. After a cursory glance to ensure the contents of the modest room were undisturbed since his last time in residence, he left to climb the stairs in search of Sir Manly.

      The Ministry occupied a tall and narrow site. Sir Manly had most of the first floor to himself. Wycliff and the secretary shared the ground floor, with what space remained being taken up with a storage area. The top floor tucked up under the roof was, as yet, unoccupied. They also had a basement level that reminded Wycliff of the windowless laboratory built for Sir Hugh. As yet, they had no need to detain dangerous Unnaturals—the Repository of Forgotten Things performed that function.

      After a perfunctory meeting with Sir Manly that ended with his superior waving a hand and telling him to carry on as usual, Wycliff decided to take some time for himself. Back on the street and chasing an impulse, he headed toward a little lane populated by bookstores. He glanced at windows while ideas swirled in his mind. He would purchase a book for Hannah.

      One store had a range of anatomy books, but Hannah had ample access to those in her father’s collection.

      Another shop had a colourful display, complete with a suspended parasol and gauzy pink silk scarves, to highlight its display of romantic novels. He snorted and stepped a little faster past that one.

      The next shop announced itself as Morrison’s—Purveyors of Rare and Unusual Tomes. That sounded more like the sort of bookstore he sought. Wycliff cracked open the door and the bell tinkled as he entered. Immediately on stepping over the threshold, he sneezed. The air was stale like a centuries-old tomb with no visitors to stir up eddies.

      Bookcases ran from floor to ceiling and marched in neat rows away from the door on the right-hand side. The left-hand side of the store had a counter running halfway along the wall and two comfortable armchairs placed in front of a tiny fireplace. Candles flickered in wall sconces and lit the narrow shelves.

      He wandered down the first row and stared at spines, pulling out volumes that appealed because of the colour or typography, rather than by title. He had offered no wedding present to his wife, and his churlishness now rubbed at him. The amount loaned him by the earl was sufficient for the breeding stock he wished to acquire, but there would be a small sum left over that would allow for a modest purchase for his bride.

      He remembered Hannah’s delight when he’d found the book about the Fae court and, while it seemed a silly sentiment, he wished to bring such a smile to her face again. Perhaps she would be so moved as to kiss him. Recalling the feel of her in his arms made the blood heat in his veins.

      “May I help you, my lord?” a quiet voice enquired. “I am Morrison, the proprietor.” Short and of ample proportions, the man’s eyes squinted against the dim light behind tarnished spectacles. He possessed a tiny nose and a round face surrounded by sleek brown hair. The entire effect was that of a mole, if one wore a tweed suit and owned a bookstore.

      Wycliff wondered what topics would interest Hannah. He knew one and could guess at another. Now that she knew of his particular curse, her mind would conjure up a thousand questions that he needed to steel himself for when she peppered him with them. He thought she would have tackled him on the return journey, but had appeared content to read her book and leave him to his thoughts. “I’m looking for books on Unnaturals and other creatures. The Fae are a particular area of interest.”

      The odd little man sucked in a breath. “Very hard to find books on the Fae. The barrier between our realms does not allow the written word to pass through. Those who have tried have found they clutch only blank pages.”

      Wycliff grunted. How then did Lord Pennicott possess such a volume? Or had it been written this side of the fairy realm? “I assume then that they do not send letters?”

      The man’s shoulders heaved in silent laughter. “Very good, my lord. No, they do not. Messengers are used on the rare occasions the Fae have something to say to us. I hear they only speak to kings and mages. What few books exist about them were written by a human hand after they returned from that realm.”

      Wycliff considered himself fortunate that he had found one such book for Hannah. “What about books on lesser-known creatures tied to mythology, such as hellhounds or stryx?”

      “Hellhounds?” Morrison’s eyebrows shot up, but his small eyes remained closed against the candlelight. “One of the most fearsome creatures of legend. While many types of Unnaturals walk our streets, just as many will only be found in the pages of these volumes.” He gestured to the shelves with a hand that bore short black nails that tapered to a point.

      “Anything on the more obscure creatures might suffice.” Having determined to buy a book for Hannah, Wycliff wanted to hunt down a volume she couldn’t find elsewhere.

      The little man trotted along the rows, muttering under his breath. Wycliff followed at a leisurely pace. His longer stride easily kept up with that of the shorter man. He wondered if Morrison was some sort of mole shifter, or if an accident of either parentage or birth had distorted his form to resemble a blind tunnelling creature. He made a mental note to check the ledgers on his return to Whitehall.

      They stopped and Mr Morrison wheeled along the ladder and flicked the lock. With much huffing and puffing, he climbed up to Wycliff’s shoulder height and then beyond. “I have a volume on demons with a particular affinity to Hades and the afterlife. I do believe it has quite an extensive chapter on hellhounds, if that would be of interest to my lord?”

      “Yes. That may be satisfactory.” A cursory glance would tell him if the book knew something on that subject or was a waste of his money and Hannah’s time.

      “Ah. Here it is. Riverlea’s Daemonology.” Morrison plucked out a volume with his blackened nails and tucked it against his chest as he descended the ladder. At the bottom, he presented the book to Wycliff with a bow.

      He took the squat, almost square volume with its thick, black-rimmed pages. It rested heavily in his hand. Wycliff flicked it open and scanned the contents and then, controlling his excitement, thumbed through to the section that interested him. He sucked in a breath at the brightly painted plate that confronted him. His heart thudded and he nearly threw the book along the row.

      One of the creatures who had slaughtered his men, bit into his neck, and chained his soul in Hell stared back at him. The eyes glowed red and the artist had managed to capture the smoky texture of the black fur with its red tips.

      “Yes. This will do.” With great effort, he stopped the tremor that wanted to crawl along his arm.

      The owner chatted pleasantly as he led the way to the counter, but Wycliff never heard a word. Deep, rancid breaths echoed in his ears as his mind tumbled back through time.

      “My lord, is everything all right?” A cool nail snagged on the fabric of Wycliff’s sleeve and hauled him out of the nightmare in his mind.

      “Yes. Perfectly,” he muttered.

      The bookshop owner had wrapped a sheet of brown paper around the black book and then tied it with a length of blood-red ribbon. He held out the offering with an expectant look.

      Wycliff handed over more coins than he’d ever thought a book would cost. Yet he would consider it a worthwhile investment if it raised him a little higher in Hannah’s affections.
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      The next day, Hannah spent her morning being followed around the house by Sheba and Barnes. It seemed that both puppy and disembodied limb had missed her. Her husband, by contrast, was conspicuous by his absence. He had returned home late the previous night and had a tray sent to his room.

      After their enforced intimacy, Hannah discovered that she missed Wycliff’s quiet company and thoughtful conversation. A boisterous puppy and a silent hand weren’t the same.

      “How are you feeling, Barnes? You do seem in rude health,” Hannah asked as they walked down the hall to the library.

      The hand retained a pink flush to his skin. The stitches her father had made long ago to close the wound over the wrist had healed with no signs of scarring or raised tissue. Unlike other Afflicted who decayed without their required sustenance, Barnes had remained as lively and vigorous as ever. Albeit without the rest of his body.

      Barnes ran along the carpet, leapt into the air, turned a somersault, and on landing, bowed.

      Hannah laughed at his antics. “I take that to mean you are feeling rather well.”

      The puppy treated him somewhat like a toy, and occasionally grabbed the hand in her mouth to abscond with him. Today, she snuffled at him and licked the upright end of the wrist. Barnes wriggled in what looked to be an approximation of laughter.

      “Sheba, don’t chew on Barnes—it’s not considered polite,” Hannah gently scolded the puppy. The last thing she wanted was for the Affliction to pass to the spaniel through ingesting a particle of the tainted limb.

      Hannah and her father had made no progress in deciphering Lord Dunkeith’s notes about the liquid in which both Barnes and Frank had been immersed. They had tried various formulations over the preceding weeks, but any deceased limb they dropped into the vat remained deceased, and more disappointing—lifeless. Hannah suspected the root cause was the use of Afflicted body parts. They had yet to approach the cursed women to ask for volunteers to bathe in the foul-smelling concoction, while her mother brought down a lightning strike to electrify the liquid.

      Hannah decided to clear her mind of that problem by tackling another—hellhounds. Some months ago, when Hannah asked her mother why she had insisted Wycliff be invited to Lizzie’s engagement party, Seraphina had intimated that he had some as yet unclear role to play in their quest. Armed with the knowledge of his true nature, Hannah was determined to discover if there was some practical way a hellhound could wrest the cursed women back from death. After all, if the beast could drag a soul to Hell, could it not act in reverse and retrieve one?

      In the library, Hannah stood before the wall of books and stared at the mosaic made from the myriad sizes and colours. Which of the thousands of volumes might aid her study? She considered the wider subject matter under which her husband’s kind might fall, and decided the best place to start would be treatises on demons. She scanned the spines and murmured titles under her breath as she searched.

      Time passed as she wondered how, given that she was surrounded by thousands of books, she couldn’t find anything on one particular topic. Apparently, the family’s extensive library possessed only one solitary book that mentioned the topic, and her mother had loaned it to Wycliff. Hannah had almost decided to give up her search and seek him out to borrow the book when, as though summoned by her thoughts, the door opened and her husband entered.

      “I had hoped to find you here.” He clutched a parcel in his hands, wrapped in paper. “When I was in London yesterday, I took the liberty of purchasing a small gift for you.” Rather than giving her the thing, though, he held it tighter and a worry line creased his brow.

      “A gift? For me? You did not need to do that.” Her heart leapt at such a gesture. Day by day, their interactions nourished the hope burning inside her. She discovered that in her presence, the tension eased from his shoulders. The easy smile Wycliff flashed on seeing her in the mornings quite stole her breath.

      His fingers wound in the red ribbon. “I did not give you a bridal gift and I wished to remedy the situation. I hope this will be acceptable to you
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