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Chapter One

Kind hearts are the gardens,

kind thoughts are the roots,

kind words are the flowers,

kind deeds are the fruits.

–Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

In hazy, noisome London, across Regent’s Canal and a tree-lined path, simple Camden Town lay. Women worked in the cottages and vegetable gardens where spring rain, insubstantial and brief, sprinkled the roofs and earth. A row of two storey red-brick villas stood before one of the few paved streets, and in the very centre, a home sat with a red door and a gleaming, black iron knocker. Twin sphinx statues lounged on either side of the entrance, gazed past the black iron fence that separated the house from the walk, and smiled.

A gangly postman marched down the row, fading raindrops spotting his hat and coat’s shoulders. He turned for the red door, raised his hat to the sphinxes, bent down to stuff envelopes through the brass mail slot, and then departed. But the door opened and a silver-haired woman emerged, waving. In her hand, she bore an envelope.

“Mr Topps!” she called.

“Good day, Mrs Haggins,” the postman said, returning. He raised his hat. “Looks like more rain, won’t you say?”

“If you can call those pitiful drops ‘rain,’ Mr Topps!” she exclaimed, handing him the envelope. “We may have clouds, but nothing worthwhile showers down. A terrible period of unnatural dryness, I say. And with such few breezes, the air keeps growing thicker and thicker!”

Mr Topps shook his head. “And tempers grow shorter and shorter—everywhere in London! With this noxious air and the ’orrible, diseased murders, I’m blessed to have the Camden Town route as the Defiler’s evil hasn’t touched ’ere. But come what may, nothing can stop rain, Mrs Haggins.”

Mrs Haggins bade him good day and closed the door.

Inside, she gathered the envelopes on the floor, noted the continued sound of the mechanical washer churning in the scullery, and then entered the warm parlour with its bay windows facing the street. A woman in a deep blue Polonaise draped over gold and white underskirts sat reading a newspaper. Tall, blonde, and blue-eyed, with a straight nose, full lips, and tapered chin, Mrs Faedra White-Black sat in her armchair near the windows and scanned the pages with keen interest. The Times’ headline read: Defiler’s Disease Monstrofies More! 5th of April, 1880.

Mrs Haggins laid the mail on Faedra’s side table, laden with catalogues, magazines, and a patchwork knitting bag. Faedra smiled, revealing dimples.

“How relieved I am you’re home, Mrs White-Black,” Mrs Haggins said. She went to the fireplace and stirred the low fire with a poker. “Can’t help but worry with those attacks happening near your work, corrupting people into monstrosities!”

“The attacks no longer remain in the East End, Mrs Haggins.” Faedra’s voice carried an American inflection. “Victims are manifesting as far as Westminster. The Defiler has spread his zymotic taint, as he wrote the papers he would.”

Mrs Haggins shook her head and tutted. She straightened the daguerreotypes and tintypes on the mantle and carefully moved a framed cabinet card to the fore. In it, a smiling Faedra stood, arm in arm with a smaller, dark-haired woman whose large and frank eyes were lined with kohl. It read: MARRIED, 22nd of June, 1878.

“Those supernatural agents of His Royal Highness should hurry and catch this brute,” Mrs Haggins said. The washer in the scullery ceased churning, and Mrs Haggins excused herself, leaving for the kitchen.

The red velvet mantle clock ticked. A petite woman brandishing a feather duster entered the parlour from the adjacent drawing room. Ignoring Faedra, she dusted the photographs and clock, then moved the MARRIED cabinet card to the mantle’s centre, displaying it prominently.

Mrs Elle Black, aged twenty-four, dusted the terracotta Egyptian sphinx figurine and sandstone statuette of Bastet on the mantle, and then picked up the poker to stir the fire. With swept-up hair dyed blood-red using henna and cloves, hazel eyes lined with kohl, and lips touched with rouge, she wore earring drops of lapis lazuli and a bullet-pierced penny as a pendant necklace. White lace edged the three-quarter sleeves of her black house dress, and black velvet bows dotted the circumference of her skirt’s hem while another large bow draped over her modestly sized bustle. Her black bodice bore a white, ruffled front with large black buttons running down her chest.

She turned to a display cabinet and dusted Faedra’s tennis and archery trophy cups, markswoman medals, and the framed photograph of her wife’s girlhood cricket team. She then dusted Faedra’s hung bow and quiver.

Hours earlier, she’d risen before Faedra, opened all curtains, cleaned all grates, refilled the oil in the lamps, ran her mechanical sweeper on the hall carpets, and swept the front porch. Then she’d entered the garden wearing a smock, hat, and gloves to water her rows and strawberry hotbed with Faedra’s latest gift, a mechanised precipitation pump. She picked a few tomatoes from the vine and some sea kale from its forcing jar, then returned to the kitchen to prepare a breakfast of fried eggs, braised sea kale, jugged kippers, fried tomatoes, fried mushrooms, bacon, blood sausage, toast, and ham. While Mrs Haggins laid the breakfast table, Elle went upstairs to scrub Faedra’s back as she sat in her morning bath, filled from their bedroom stove’s hot water spigot.

Though her morning’s labour was done, Elle’s cheeks were still flushed from activity. She moved from object to object with her duster, like a bee needing to visit every flower. Then she heard Faedra’s paper rustle. Feeling that the noise was made deliberately, Elle turned around.

Faedra looked over her newspaper with an arched brow and patted her lap. Elle smiled and turned back to the trophy cabinet.

“I believe one of your cups needs polishing,” Elle said.

“The cup may have your company, then.” Faedra’s tone sounded hurt, and she returned to reading. “And I shall sit here, alone, while absorbing the latest ghastly crimes to assail London.”

Elle stored her duster behind the display cabinet and went to the chair by the windows, facing Faedra. Sitting, she noticed the mail and her knitting but attended to neither, twining her fingers in her lap.

“I feel I must keep busy,” Elle said.

Faedra moved her paper again to gaze with sympathy.

“I am nervous about our impending visitor as well, Elle. Especially after what we’ve learned about him.”

“That we now know my former spouse is some...vampyre, does not disturb me as much as other questions needing answers. Questions that, five years after his supposed death, I wish had not come to me.”

“My poor dear! Won’t you sit with me?”

“I cannot, or else I would need to reapply my rouge.”

“Cheeky kit. Perhaps you’re keeping your lips pristine for that certain former spouse.”

“Oh, Faedy!” Elle rose and sat in Faedra’s lap. She kissed her.

When their lips parted, Elle pulled her handkerchief from her sleeve to wipe Faedra’s smiling mouth of rouge.

“You’re a silly goose,” Elle said. “I only want to look my best. For such a long time I’d kept myself less so while mourning Valentin. Had I known the truth, I would have married you straight away after you rescued me from the asylum! I’m done suffering for that false spectre.”

“I hope this meeting will further ease your heart. Darling, you were mourning your parents and brother as well. It was only proper you made me wait three years. During that time you were, and are, beautiful.” Faedra looked up in adoration.

Elle smiled. “I’m grateful you’re here and not rent-collecting. How did you manage time away?”

“The ghastly deaths are to blame, Elle. My Whitechapel warrens have been segregated by the Public Disinfectors.” She opened the paper to indicate the story, and Elle took it from her hands to read more.

“How dreadful! Are the Secret Commission agents any closer to capturing this madman? With an agent dead and another stricken, I hope Artifice suffers no harm in securing his capture.”

“But darling, resurrected criminals are put into service for just this purpose,” Faedra said gently. “To fight what we cannot. I know the artificial ghost is your favourite. Here’s a thought: when she triumphs over this monster, we shall visit Artifice’s lair at that notorious club, the Vesta. Then we can congratulate Artifice ourselves.”

“Oh!” Elle said in delight.

“But until then,” Faedra continued. She took the paper from Elle’s hands and folded it. “Our most dependable journalist, Lady Helia Skycourt, writes of no gains by our valiant agents, only of the fearful madness gripping London. The editorial letters are replete with hysteria, outlandish accusations, and the most hateful commentary. I’ve never seen the like.” She tossed the paper aside and placed her hands at Elle’s waist.

“The Defiler’s taunting letters have inspired people’s darker sensibilities,” Elle said, thoughtful. “But thanks to such rancour, Miss Skycourt’s Sundark story has been overlooked.”

“Much to our relief. Your fellow psychics hadn’t opportunity to voice their opinions regarding your last case. And with your methodology very much at odds with theirs, dear, they’re certain to say dreadful things once your anomalous perturbationist skills become further known.”

“I prefer the descriptive, ‘remote influencer,’” Elle said. “Oh, let them make noise. We’ll ignore them. But Miss Skycourt’s stories must be read. Having met her, I believe she is the authority on the supernatural the Times makes her to be.”

“Yet I’ve heard that Lady Helia is a madwoman, Elle.” Faedra frowned.

“But I’m a madwoman too, Faedy.”

“Darling.” Faedra kissed Elle’s bosom. “Formerly mad! Never mind that you are most specially gifted. I’ve no tolerance for other mad women. But since you’re fond of Lady Helia, I will reserve judgement.”

“She’s far more odd than myself,” Elle said.

“Such words do not help me keep an even-tempered mind.”

Elle kissed Faedra on the forehead, wiped away the rouge mark, and rose from her lap. She walked away in thought.

“I granted Miss Skycourt sole right to the Sundark story in exchange for her expertise, and it proved most valuable,” Elle said. “I wish you had been here when she explained the nature of vampyres. There were many aspects, just as the fantastic stories say, but some qualities do not explain Valentin.”

“How so?”

“Truly, such creatures are revenants. A vampyre’s heart, she had said, does not beat. Yet I know Valentin’s does.”

“Perhaps he’d woven some enchantment to give you such an impression?”

“Valentin was more a man of action, not of mental arts. I will ask him why his heart beats.”

An approaching carriage rumbled in the street, and Elle turned and walked towards the windows. She reached for Faedra’s hand while her wife remained seated, and they looked out together.

A hansom cab rolled into view and halted. A dark-haired gentleman with a pencil moustache exited the cab to pay the driver. Tall, slim, and broad-shouldered, his skin was toned like one tanned, and his hair glistened with pomade. He carried no hat or gloves. He wore a long, fitted grey coat with black lapels over black trousers. When he turned for their door, she saw his pearl-white, double-breasted waistcoat beneath and the grey tie and folded collar points at his throat. She looked at his sculpted cheekbones and jaw. His sleepy-lidded gaze beneath arched brows hid the grey-green eyes she knew well. His eyes slanted slightly, like a feline’s.

Elle felt Faedra’s reassuring squeeze on her hand.

“It really is him,” Faedra said softly. “I nearly thought we collectively dreamt his strange, nighttime appearance to our bedroom.”

“He is making an effort to appear demure,” Elle remarked as the doorknocker sounded. “And therefore, without threat. Grey is not his preferred colour; he’d always found it dreary. Nor is he wearing any sort of jewellery. Not even a jewelled pin for his tie.”

“Mrs Black, Mrs White-Black,” Mrs Haggins called from the hallway.

“Yes, Mrs Haggins?” they answered in unison. Mrs Haggins entered with a card in hand, her expression cautious.

“The gentleman you’re expecting, ma’ams. Mr Valentin...Black.” She handed the card to Faedra.

“Won’t you show him in, Mrs Haggins,” Elle requested. She moved to stand beside Faedra’s chair and rested a hand along the back.

Valentin stepped past Mrs Haggins and into the room.

Though he was very fit, with broad back and shoulders, he was not a burly man. His figure tapered to a slim waist and hips, which Elle had always thought gave him the perfect lines so suitable to fitted dress. He had the long legs and muscular calves that could drive noblewomen to fling aside their carefully chosen doorsmen, coveted for their shapely, stockinged legs. Yet she suspected that her formerly dead husband had never had to serve or labour as such men did. She wondered how many young heiresses he’d married, rendered destitute, and then made widows of, beside herself.

They stared at each other. Valentin’s heavy-lidded gaze, though sensual, was impassively composed. The mantle clock ticked.

“I’m very angry with you,” Elle ejected.

She felt Faedra look up in surprise, and Valentin’s gaze dropped, his lips pursed. She was certain he was suppressing a smile.

While she fumed and silently counted backwards, his gaze remained on the floor, as if patiently waiting for her mood to end.

“Well,” she said. “Let us have tea.” She motioned for Valentin to take the chair across from Faedra, its back to the fireplace.

“Elle,” Valentin said. “Please seat yourself fir—”

“This is my house,” Elle said.

He looked at her, his gaze tolerant, and then sat down. Mrs Haggins departed with a wary look at the trio.

“This is a most...unique situation.” Faedra looked up at Elle again, who continued to stand. “And yet it’s one where we can learn more fully what has happened to you since your ‘death.’”

“I will do my best to answer,” Valentin said.

“Then perhaps you should introduce yourself properly to my wife?” Elle’s tone was cool. “We now know that you are one of those creatures, a vampyre. Therefore, anything I know about you must be from having been beguiled.”

“The only times I beguiled you were when you came too close to suspecting the truth, Elle. You are very clever.”

“That sounds like a great many times,” she said.

Again, she thought he hid a smile. But when he rose from his chair, it was with a solemn, formal air. He bowed to Faedra.

“I am Valentin Black. And I shall give you and Elle the facts of my past. At least those safe for you to know. As a young man I was an officer. I’d told Elle that, and it was true. I will not say what rank I held or what uniform I wore. What country I was born in does not matter. But as is the nature of creatures like myself, we live a long time, and in that time I began to value the frivolous society of well-to-do women rather than the manoeuvres of military life.”

“And you accept the money of such women,” Faedra said. “Like a courtesan would from men.”

“I was...am, such a companion to women.”

“Oh, Valentin, sit. And how many did you marry?” Elle asked.

“Only you, Elle.” He gave her his steady gaze. 

Elle’s jaw clenched. She felt a retort come to her lips. Faedra touched Elle’s hand resting on the chair back and squeezed it as Valentin took his seat again. He moved slowly as he did so, watching her all the while.

Oh yes, stare. So that I may not feel dismissed, and that I might develop the absurd impression that you still care.

“Valentin, did you marry me for my money?”

“I did.” He held her gaze, but his eyes seemed sad.

“Do not look so contrite,” she said.

Mrs Haggins entered the room with the ladened tea tray. She set it down on the table and silently made her exit.

“You state that Elle is the only one you married for her fortune.” Faedra’s tone was solemn. “After you duelled with Elle’s brother, Hector, where you had killed him and he, you, Elle had to bury you both. And in the midst of such grief she discovered that Hector’s accusation against you was true; you had taken all of her money and left her penniless.”

Valentin’s gaze dropped. He stared at the carpet, his brow dark.

“For some reason, you became greedy.” Faedra’s tone turned sceptical. “I work with a great many working-class families, Mr Black. They are happy to do as they do until something drastically changes their lives. That is when unfortunate decisions are made.”

“I had need of the money,” he said.

“You were a rake and you had your expenses,” Elle said. “But I knew you to be indifferent to gambling. I wouldn’t have married you had you been a wastrel. What need had you for my entire fortune?”

When Valentin set his jaw and said nothing, she huffed.

“You are protecting another,” she said.

He looked at her in surprise, then grinned, his teeth perfect and white. She was taken aback, having forgotten how brilliant his smiles were and how they lit his face, much like Faedra’s did.

“Your intuition had always impressed me, Elle.” He seemed pleased.

“It’s not so much intuition as a most bothersome imagination,” she said. “Then you will not disclose the entirety of your swindle? The very reason behind it?”

“I cannot.”

“We could only summon you here by placing an ad in the paper,” she continued. “Did this attention compromise your...family?”

He grinned again and sat forwards in his chair.

“Dear Elle. I was confident you would remarry. You are a perfect little wife. True, you had mental abilities that might perturb another man, but they were so harmless back then. Mere sensations, flutters of the air. Blossoms, leaves, and paper wrappers that you caused to drift. Now I’ve learned from this Sundark affair that your gifts have matured. You can move even more with your mind! And you’ve found another who is not threatened by such queer powers. Your woman takes good care of you. Certainly you are happy?”

“I am. But Valentin, when you and Hector died, I went mad. My talents manifested, wreaking havoc. I was committed to an asylum. I would be there still if Faedra had not come for me.”

Valentin’s smile faded, and his face stilled. His gaze turned bleak.

“You did not know.” Elle’s tone was bitter.

“All that I’ve done to you is unforgivable.”

“It is. Especially shooting Hector! But worst of all, Valentin, you were my husband. My love. I saw and felt you die, your wound bleeding like a burst dam beneath my hands. I’ve since learned that bullets can’t kill creatures like you. Yet I felt you leave. You were gone.”

Her voice quavered. Faedra rose, and Valentin did as well. Faedra coaxed Elle to sit in her armchair, then knelt and grasped her hand. Valentin approached and knelt beside her, holding Elle’s tremulous gaze.

“I did die,” he said softly. “I’ve died many times. In that way, I am unlike other vampyres.”

“You had to leave,” Elle said. “You could not stay with me.”

He reached for her free hand as her tears fell, and she allowed him to take it in both of his. His clasp was warm and firm.

“When I’m dying, I can control nothing,” he said.

***

After she dabbed her tears away, Elle calmed. She reassured both Faedra and Valentin that she was well, rose, and seated herself by the windows to serve tea. She served Faedra first, surprising her wife with the overt slight to their guest, then gave a cup to Valentin.

She anticipated that Faedra would wish to bring their meeting back to more even-tempered and practical matters, and her wife did so.

“It has been five years since you had stolen Elle’s fortune,” she said. “Will you be returning any of it?”

“I would, but it is entirely gone,” Valentin said. “Which is why, when we recognised each other at Regent St, I came here to offer her my help should she ever need it.” He glanced at Elle. “Now that she is endangering herself more with this psychic detective business, I wish to aid, all I can.”

“Please. You came at night and entered our bedroom balcony to offer that ‘aid,’” Elle scoffed, “at a most inconvenient time. That was hardly helpful.”

“I was affirming whether I’d the correct house.”

“You were being rude. Like a naughty schoolboy,” Elle muttered.

“That night you showed Elle your fangs,” Faedra recalled. “And I thought them impressive.”

“Thank you,” Valentine said.

“Yet, as I look, your canines appear the same as any man’s. Why can’t we see them now?”

“They appear when I awaken my true nature.”

“I’m truly confused as to your ‘nature,’” Faedra said. “You can die. And as we now know, can return to life. Therefore you must succumb to poisons and manmade weapons.”

“I do. You know a little, perhaps, of the conventional vampyre of lore? The one that is of the revenants? I am the other sort. Warm and breathing, born a vampyre from a living woman.”

“A living woman?” Faedra repeated. She glanced at Elle. “Your...father was a vampyre?”

“Both my parents are living vampyres.”

“That would explain his beating heart, Elle,” Faedra said.

“It certainly does.” Elle sipped from her cup.

Valentin took that moment to change the subject of conversation to Faedra. He learned then that she was indeed, Elle’s beloved schoolgirl friend who was four years older and then left England after coming of age. When Elle ceased to answer Faedra’s letters, Faedra returned to England only to find Elle in an asylum. Valentin queried as to Faedra’s accent, and she affirmed that on her father’s side, she was part American.

“I told you everything about Faedy when you and I were married, Valentin,” Elle said. “You did not listen.”

“I did listen,” he replied, unruffled. “But it is a pleasure to affirm what you had told me with the woman you loved then, and now.” A smirk touched his mouth.

Charmer, Elle thought with resentment.

He then indicated the silver cups and medals on display.

“Surely these winnings are yours?” he said to Faedra. “I’ve never known Elle to take interest in any sports. Not even fishing.”

“That is a pastime I’m encouraging her to pursue with me.” Faedra smiled at Elle.

“I’m perfectly happy just cooking the fish,” Elle said.

She said no more when Valentin looked at her, expectant, as if pleased to hear her make a light remark. In the following silence, he returned his attention to Faedra.

While the two conversed, Elle watched them take the other’s measure. Though Faedra had confessed to her that she’d never found men of romantic interest, she was then looking at Valentin with curiosity, perhaps in wonderment of what Elle had found to love in him. But Valentin was perfectly behaved and charming, and such was enough to lower Faedra’s guard and allow her to express the bright sociableness that was her natural demeanour.

Elle recalled when Valentin would hold himself aloof at functions, confident that women would flock just from his beauty alone. He found the majority of such women dull and made little effort to keep their company. But with Faedra he was accommodating and quick to please. Perhaps he did so knowing Elle watched him, but she suspected more that he was genuinely engaged.

Valentin had a bold gaze when it came to admiring the female sex, and he only allowed that scrutiny to spark with very interesting women. It did not matter what shape or age, or even if some, by certain standards, were not terribly attractive. Intelligence, complexity, maturity, or a mysterious nature intrigued him. Regarding herself, Elle thought it had been her queer way of seeing the world that caught his attention, for she had grown up in her father’s archaeological digs and once back in England, had never quite understood proper society. That, and she had often amused him. In light of his deceit, she then knew better. But Valentin was still Valentin. Right then, he was running that especial, bold gaze down Faedra’s figure as she leaned to add more sugar to her cup.

He is surely recalling how he’d seen her nude during that nighttime visit, Elle thought. She hardly found such impropriety and possible lustful recollection an affront. Had he no desire for her beautiful wife she would have thought him somehow rendered a eunuch during their time apart.

“That would be fitting,” she said to herself.

“Elle?” Faedra queried. Both she and Valentin regarded her with curiosity.

Elle set her cup down. Dread welled within as she recalled her chief reason for the meeting.

She looked at Faedra. Whatever was in her expression made Faedra move forwards in her chair, her face worried.

“I nearly enjoy this,” Elle said. “I almost would like it to continue. Yet I haven’t the good sense to let a matter lie.”

“What is it, darling?” Faedra asked.

Elle gazed at Valentin. She thought he looked concerned and he too, moved forwards.

“Elle,” he said.

“Had you not the good fortune of being shot, how would you have left me?” she demanded.

The room’s warmth fled. Valentin seemed to withdraw and fold in upon himself, his face stark and solemn. Shadows grew and clung to him, compressing him where he sat.

“I have to know,” she said.

“Elle. Don’t—”

“Answer me, Valentin.”

“I would have taken a trip across a lake,” he said, abrupt. “Had a boating accident, and been assumed drowned. My body would not have been found.”

The china on the tea tray began to tremble. The objects on the shelves and on the mantle also began to shake. Faedra set her cup down and quickly rose. She coaxed Elle to her feet.

“You must not be present when we return,” Faedra said to Valentin.

She walked Elle out the parlour as Valentin stood and watched them go.

***

Faedra hurried Elle through the kitchen where hung pots and pans began to clank around a bewildered Mrs Haggins preparing a jelly mould. They entered the garden and Elle’s plants fluttered in their rows. The garden gate flew open with a bang. Faedra urged Elle through and down the alley, past their neighbours’ gardens. Trees shook and Lt Montague’s alarmed chickens flew up in the air as if tossed. Once Elle and Faedra passed the row and cottages, they climbed a footbridge arcing over the canal. At the apex, Elle gripped the railing to bring Faedra to a stop. The water below began to roil.

“How I hate you!” she cried. Water rose below her, a miniature tsunami, and crashed, sending waves away from the bridge. Quacking ducks flapped up, flew ahead of the sudden burst of water, and then came down to settle again. They bobbed as the waves traveled into the distance.

Faedra clasped Elle to her.

“I don’t mean it, I really don’t,” Elle sobbed into her shoulder. “But oh, he’s shown me what a fool I am still.”

Faedra held her as she wept. Children appeared on the opposite bank, jostled each other, and stared. 

“That coward!” Elle ejected tearfully. “Thief! May his penis fall off!”

“Elle,” Faedra said, dismayed. She soothed Elle’s back. “Breathe, dear. I know it’s upsetting, but please think no more bad thoughts! You know what they say of those who speak ill.”

“That I should end up in hell?” Elle’s tone was shaky.

“Those you’ve sent there, and deservedly, will have long memories.”

Elle stepped back in Faedra’s arms to fumble for her handkerchief. But once in hand, she clenched it in fury.

“If I find myself in hell and without you, I’ll take my revenge again and again upon such enemies. I’ll do more than piss on Abigail Sundark. Why, I’d seize a Circle for my own and pile up the piteous damned to heaven, for surely that’s where you’ll be. The first in that pile would be Valentin.”

“Dear,” Faedra said, concerned.

“Doesn’t matter that he comes to life again,” Elle said sharply. “Each time he dies he must end up there. I’d build a tottering corpse tower right on top of him to reach you, and set the firmament on fire with my rage.”

Faedra clasped her close. “My poor Elle.”

“Oh Faedy, why can’t I simply forgive him? He’s not worth more of my suffering. But such animosity consumes me! This is who I am, then? Immature, unfit in temperance? I’ve said worse in the asylum!”

Faedra took Elle’s hands in both her own.

“No, I’d heard your mad ranting. This is not like you at all. There’s a poison in London’s air, Elle! I truly believe there is, turning good natures into violent souls just like the Defiler’s corruptive taint. Several letters in the Times had mentioned our insalubrious atmosphere. It’s not only you losing temper–everyone in London is! I didn’t share the whole of my situation’s circumstance, but those of us maintaining Whitechapel warrens are instructed to stay away for a week. Given this rare chance, we should leave.”

“Leave?” Elle gulped, forestalling further tears.

Faedra smiled. “This was my surprise for you, darling. How would you like to visit Peaseflower?”

“Peaseflower Manor?” Elle gaped. “And its extraordinary gardens?”

Faedra led Elle down from the bridge. The children clamoured up to the vacated spot, waved their arms at the water below and made “whooshing” sounds.

“I knew you would like the idea,” Faedra said as Elle drew shaky breaths and wiped away the last of her tears. Faedra slipped her arm into hers. “Peasy has written me. And do not worry. She will pay all travel expenses. Our old school friend has need of our assistance. I’ll explain once we’re back home and I’ve her correspondence in hand. It’s an odd letter, but I’m certain what she writes of is nothing you can’t solve.”

“Peasy was never very fond of me, Faedy, only of you. And you know I’m not fond of her. Though we’re married, she may not welcome my aiding you in this plea of hers.”

“Welcomed or not, my reply stated that my wife, clearly named as you, must accompany me if I come.” Faedra squeezed Elle’s arm in assurance. “Her response should be in the mail just arrived.”

“And that response is certain to be in the positive. Even the prospect of myself darkening her doorstep will not deter her from seeking your company. Oh, what nonsense has she gotten into now?”

“Elle,” Faedra said with patience.

“I apologise, dear. This vulgar discontent has its grip on me again. Yes, let us go, Faedy. In Peaseflower’s legendary gardens I might find my temperance again. The countryside air will be invigorating!”

“That is exactly why I think we should leave.”

“Yet you don’t seem affected at all by this supposed tainted air, Faedy. Insalubrious, you say, but I’d always found London’s atmosphere to be so.”

“Bucolic wench! Perhaps I’m not as sensitive as you.” Faedra smiled. “With your esemplastic abilities. I’ve had a great urge for marathon rounds of glass ball shooting, however.”

“Your loud and imposing instrument you affectionately named ‘Miss Sharps’ will not be traveling with us,” Elle said with severity. “And Peasy was and likely still is, an avowed vegetarian. I’m quite certain no birds are bagged at her estate. Your shotgun shall remain at home.”

“Spoil my fun. The only time we enjoy wild game is when my markswoman reputation earns us an invitation to a hunting party, and that’s been a while!” They reached their garden’s gate. Faedra glanced at their home then at Elle.

“Why don’t you see to your water starved blossoms, darling? I’d like to speak to Mrs Haggins, then I’ll fetch you.”

Elle doubted Valentin still remained inside and nearly said so. Instead, she brought Faedra head down to kiss her.

“You are my treasure.” She didn’t bother to wipe the rouge from Faedra’s lips.

Elle dabbed more at her eyes when Faedra disappeared within and noted with dismay that her eye cosmetics had smudged, making her resemble an American raccoon. She distracted herself with examining her rows, window herbarium, and then her small clay pots, hanging from nails hammered into the cement of their brick home. In those pots, she tended to seedlings awaiting their transfer to a ready row. One was a pea seedling, grown tall enough to curl tiny tendrils around a small stick. It looked to have pulled itself out of the soil a fourth of an inch since yesterday.

Though Faedra loved to gift her with the latest domestic devises like the mechanised precipitation pump, Elle thought nothing could replace gardening needing the delicate touch of a hand. She picked up her smallest watering can and gave the plant a brief shower.

“Peaseflower,” she mused. “How fortunate we are to have this opportunity.”

When she turned for the doorway, she spied a piece of paper stuck in the frame that Faedra had, in her haste to enter, apparently missed. Elle went to retrieve it. She unfolded it, a page torn from a small notebook. The penciled words were in Valentin’s hand. She read:

To summon me—

L’Eglise de l’Hôpital

59 Brick Lane

Spitalfields

“You live in a Huguenot chapel, truly?” she exclaimed.

She crumpled the paper into a tiny ball, her anger returning. Then she thought of Faedra, who would, in practicality, advise that they keep it.

She put it in her dress pocket, leaving it crumpled.
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