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      A wraith feasted on the carcass of an innocent soul as Hannah watched from the doorway.

      She placed a hand over her heart to steady her nerves before venturing forth. If she attracted its attention, it could turn on her and rend her life in two. With careful, deliberate steps, she eased into the breakfast room.

      She might have indulged a slight sense of the melodramatic. The black shadow sucking down the life force of a soft-boiled egg was Viscount Wycliff. But they were practically the same thing in Hannah’s mind.

      “Miss Miles.” The viscount looked up and half rose from his seat to acknowledge her presence.

      Hannah stopped in her tracks. The man was bordering on civilised, but she wouldn’t be fooled. He still had the wariness of a wild dog used to fighting over every scrap, and she would make no sudden movements that might provoke him.

      “Good morning, Lord Wycliff.” Hannah kept her eyes averted as she took her seat diagonally opposite the viscount. It was as far away as she could sit while still remaining in the same room, and it removed him from her direct line of sight. She fussed with her napkin before reaching for a piece of toast. Next she poured a cup of tea, the sound of liquid hitting the bottom of the china cup overloud in the silence. Given what she knew of the man, she doubted he would entertain light conversation about the weather.

      The viscount had been in residence at Westbourne Green for a week now, and Hannah thought it an experience comparable to a malevolent poltergeist deciding to haunt their gothic mansion. He had been given a suite of rooms on the first floor—mercifully at the opposite end of the hallway from her own. A study on the ground floor near the library had been allocated for his use. A leggy black mare had appeared in the stables, and a glossy top hat adorned the stand in the entrance foyer.

      It was all far too much for Hannah to bear. If her mother were playing some jest, it had gone too far. Whatever would she be forced to endure next—his smalls on the line outside on laundry day? A glimpse of him in a state of undress as he shaved?

      The image her mind conjured made Hannah snort and inhale tea at the same time, which resulted in a coughing fit.

      The man in question looked up and arched a dark brow. Now she had disturbed his morning perusal of the newspaper. He flicked the paper as she caught her breath and muttered an apology.

      “What news is there today, my lord?” She braved a conversation starter, since she had inadvertently attracted his attention.

      “Salacious nonsense about a monster roaming the fields around Chelsea.” He spoke to the newspaper.

      “A monster? How intriguing. It could be possible—there are many different types of Unnatural creatures. Perhaps one has moved to the area. It would be quite affordable for a monster of means.” Her father would love to examine a genuine monster. If he heard the rumour, he might take to stalking the fields himself at night, hoping for a chance encounter.

      “It is most likely a drunk who lost his way home.” The newspaper snapped rigid and the viscount was hidden except for the long fingers curled around each edge.

      Hannah wished her mother would appear in the breakfast room. Not that Lady Miles needed to eat with the family; she only held an empty cup for the sake of appearances. But Hannah longed for her mother’s quiet conversation to settle her nerves. She also needed another body in the room to create a barrier to the viscount’s dark presence.

      Hannah cast around for a metaphoric shield when she caught sight of Mary out of the corner of her eye. The maid crept past the half-open door on tiptoe.

      “Oh, Mary,” Hannah called.

      The maid froze, glanced at her with wide eyes, and then retreated until she was hidden by the door.

      “Mary, where is Timmy this morning?” Hannah addressed her question to the panelled door, since it did not appear the maid would emerge from where she sheltered.

      “Tucking into his breakfast in the kitchen, miss. He’s like a feral kitten, that one, and doesn’t seem to believe he’s allowed in the house.” Her voice came from offstage.

      “Thank you, Mary, that will be all.” Hannah held in a sigh. Neither the maid nor the young lad would be standing between her and the wraith. Even her father was absent, which was decidedly odd.

      Then she remembered it was the first Monday of the month, which meant he had his regular meeting with his fellow scholars investigating Unnaturals in general and the Afflicted in particular. He was probably packing his bag with notes and materials he wanted to share. How she wished she could accompany him, but the presence of women was frowned upon, especially if the group had a cadaver to autopsy. While Hannah assisted her father in his home laboratory, some men clung to the old-fashioned belief that the weaker sex was unfit for such study.

      Then, as though summoned by her thoughts, a voice boomed along the hallway. “Hannah! Where are my samples?”

      Should she shout back? Family members yelling up and down the halls might send the viscount scurrying away, horrified at their uncouth behaviour. Except she couldn’t bring herself to yell. It was such an indelicate thing to do. Despite the autopsies she attended, she held to some of society’s rigid rules about manners.

      “Excuse me,” Hannah murmured as she dabbed her lips with her napkin and rose from her seat. “Father is attending a SUSS conference over the next two days and needs to prepare.”

      “Suss?” One black brow shot up and the opposite eye narrowed.

      Hannah paused at the door. “The Society of Unnatural Scientific Study. They are a group of scientists, surgeons, and theologians at the leading edge of studying Unnaturals and the Afflicted.”

      “Ah. I have heard Sir Manly refer to that group. He thought it might benefit me to attend their meetings to keep abreast of their discoveries, but it sounded like a load of empty rhetoric to me.” His implacable expression seemed to suggest he had more to say about his opinion of the group, but for once, he held his silence.

      “Quite the contrary. There is no empty rhetoric, but keen minds sharing their work. I’m sure they would welcome an open mind eager to discuss their research.” By sheer willpower Hannah managed to keep a smile on her face. Why had Sir Manly suggested he attend when he patently didn’t want to, yet those who did want to attend weren’t allowed? In that instant, she decided to tackle her parents about the subject, so that she might attend the second day of the meeting.

      The viscount grunted and returned to his newspaper. Hannah took that as a dismissal and slipped away.

      Her father stood in the foyer next to the side table as he burrowed into a large black leather bag balanced on the narrow table’s top. A pile of papers tied with green string waited next to his hat.

      Hannah patted his shoulder. “I will fetch your samples. Mother was adding a magical shield to their cage to ensure they didn’t escape.”

      “Oh. Good girl.” Her father looked up and beamed at her before frowning at his bag and muttering into its depths.

      Hannah walked to the library and approached her mother, who was working at the large desk. The mage had always seemed otherworldly to Hannah, with her strong magical abilities. With the morning light bathing her from behind, Seraphina appeared the embodiment of a supernatural creature, draped in cream fabric that covered her from the top of her head to where her legs stopped at the knee.

      “Papa is ready to leave.” Hannah rubbed her arms to dispel the gooseflesh raised by the magic chilling the air.

      “All done. I have cast a web so that if a mouse jumps out, the net will capture it.” Seraphina held in her gloved hands the metal box that contained the Afflicted mice.

      “Thank you, Mother.” Hannah’s fingers tightened on the handle and a tingle ran up her arm as she retraced her steps. She carried the doomed mice into the hall and placed the cage on the table by her father’s bag.

      A white muzzle pressed to an air hole and Hannah resisted the urge to stroke the velvet nose in case she startled the mouse and it bit down on her finger. “Do be careful, Papa.”

      Sir Hugh let out a puff of air. “Of course I will, my dear—can’t have a plague of Afflicted mice descending on London. We would need the Pied Piper to lead them all away.”

      Hannah held his hat as he donned his Garrick coat, the heavy layers around his shoulders adding more bulk to his already large frame. Despite the calendar’s insistence that they were moving into spring, the weather stayed stubbornly chilly.

      Mary stood at the front door and peered through the decorative glass square. “Carriage is ready, sir.”

      Hannah placed the hat on her father’s head and then stretched up to kiss his cheek. “I do hope the conference is productive. I look forward to hearing all about it tomorrow morning. Perhaps I can attend tomorrow’s proceedings and we could compare our thoughts afterward?”

      “We’ll see, Hannah. The others think it no place for a gently bred young woman.”

      That made her screw up her face. She had assisted her father at many autopsies and helped weigh and examine internal organs. That alone should have been ample proof she was no fainting damsel.

      Sir Hugh laid a hand on her shoulder. “I will raise it with the others, Hannah, and point out how much work you do at my side.”

      “I would appreciate your trying to get them to admit me, Papa. Viscount Wycliff also expressed an interest in attending the meeting.”

      “Ah! Two more eager attendees. I shall do all I can and regale you on my return.” He picked up the metal box and black bag.

      Seraphina wheeled herself to the hall and raised her face to him as he kissed her cheek through the muslin veil. With a final wave, he strode through the front door.

      “Where to, Mother?” Hannah asked as she grabbed the handles on the bath chair.

      On her mother’s lap sat a small glass cube. The edges were sealed with copper and inside, it seemed, a tiny weather system swirled. Clouds formed and reformed, pushing against the panes of glass holding them captive. The mage rested her hands on the strange box. “The breakfast room, please, if that is where I will find Wycliff.”

      Hannah pushed her mother toward the breakfast room and through the door. Viscount Wycliff dropped the newspaper and rose from his seat. For the mage, he stood tall before offering a bow from the waist. Hannah had only warranted a slight rise from the chair.

      “Lady Miles,” he said.

      “Good morning, Wycliff. I have something for you.” She held out the cube.

      He stared at the object as though he suspected it would sprout teeth and tear out his throat. “Might I enquire as to what it is?”

      “Since we have uprooted you from the bustle of London and transplanted you to the desolate countryside, I thought you might need a means of communicating with Sir Manly and the Ministry of Unnaturals,” Seraphina said.

      Wycliff took the cube in one hand, his long fingers stretched apart to hold it by the edges. He held it up and peered within. “How does it work?”

      Lady Miles lowered her hands into her lap. “Sir Manly has a similar cube in his office, along with some tokens. If there is an urgent matter, he places the relevant token on the top of his cube. It will change the weather formation inside to a vivid red sunrise.”

      “A sunrise?” Both his brows drew together in a frown.

      “Yes. Do you know the old saying, Red sky in morning, shepherd’s warning? The red clouds will alert you that he has a matter of utmost importance requiring your urgent attention.”

      The eyebrows shot up as he stared at the captured clouds. “And if there are non-urgent matters?”

      Hannah pushed the bath chair to the table while her mother spoke. “Sir Manly has a token that will make the clouds a vibrant yellow.”

      Wycliff held the cube in one palm. The clouds were pale grey lightening to cream and circled their enclosure on an invisible breeze. “How do we know if it works?”

      Her mother fell silent. Not many people questioned her conjurings. “If it works and there is a matter requiring your attention, then the clouds will change colour. If it doesn’t work, I imagine a rider will eventually appear on our doorstep to summon you in person.”

      He made what was becoming a familiar grunt in the back of his throat. “Thank you. I shall place it on my desk.” With the barest incline of his head, he left.

      Hannah let out a long sigh once his form had disappeared through the door.

      “Have you been holding your breath the entire time, Hannah?” Humour lit Seraphina’s words.

      “He is like a wild dog in a confined space. I do not wish to make a sudden movement in case he lunges for me.” Hannah glanced out into the hall to ensure the topic of their conversation had left and hadn’t doubled back.

      “You will simply have to become accustomed to him, Hannah. He would never harm you.” Her mother poured a cup of tea and held its warmth in her cold hands.

      “How can you be so sure?” There was something about the man that set her senses on fire with warnings.

      “Because I see what others do not, and I know it is not in his nature.” Seraphina lifted the cup to her lips, but did not drink.

      Had she been able to see her mother’s face, Hannah had no doubt it would bear an enigmatic smile.
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      After breakfast, Wycliff excused himself to work in his new study. He was an interloper in the lives of the Miles family and did all he could to minimise his impact on their daily activities.

      Beggars can’t be choosers, he reminded himself. Lady Miles’ offer of accommodation had come just as his landlord had served the eviction notice. There were advantages to being under the same roof as the two people at the forefront of Unnatural research, and he found Sir Hugh an invaluable resource. Even if the man was somewhat blunt in his manners and speech.

      He made a mental note to ask Sir Manly if he might attend the meeting of the Society of Unnatural Scientific Study. Miss Miles’ rebuke had made him curious. The group’s findings might have some relevance for the new Ministry, even if it only advanced his knowledge of the weaknesses of Unnatural creatures.

      The one discordant note in his new living arrangements was the way Lady Miles set his nerves on edge. The mage watched him with unseen eyes and seemed to pluck his thoughts from his mind. He still held that the government wasted time and money in their attempts to find a cure for the Afflicted, but he grudgingly admitted that the unfortunate creatures could live quiet lives without endangering the whole of London.

      He was forced to admit that the mage had a unique insight that might aid his future investigations. The immobilisation spell she had given her daughter last month had been useful in apprehending two murderous Afflicted. A tiny voice whispered that she could also help with his particular problem, if only he would ask for her assistance. He waved the idea away.

      He was relieved to find a quiet companion in Hannah Miles. The young woman demonstrated an ability to hold her tongue at the table and saved him from inane chatter about bonnets and ribbons and whatever else young women talked of. At odd moments he caught himself wondering what it would be like to join her in the parlour in the evening. It would be pleasant to have intelligent discourse about politics or literature, but he didn’t want to suffer disappointment if she failed to live up to his expectations.

      Wycliff settled in the study with its view of the front garden and the road beyond. Not that there was any traffic to distract him from his work. In the week he had been sitting before the window, he had seen only one rider and the occasional lad herding sheep. He felt as though he hadn’t moved a few miles from London, but had come to an entirely different world where contact with others was strictly limited.

      There was another advantage to the isolation. One night he had crept out to take advantage of a moonless sky and no watching eyes. He loathed what lurked inside him, but if he didn’t let the beast loose on rare occasions, he feared it would rip him apart in polite company.

      Wycliff also found that no creditors ventured this far to wave past due invoices at him. He rearranged columns of numbers on the sheet of paper before him. With what he saved by boarding with the Miles family, he had more available to pay off his debts. He was cautiously optimistic that he would be debt free in another year or two, and able to revive his country estate.

      A flash of light caught Wycliff’s eye as he worked. Within the cube, the tiny trapped weather system swirled and changed colour. As though someone had poured dye in from above, the soft greys and white became yellows with a splash of orange.

      He grunted in surprise. The thing actually worked.

      Yellow meant a non-urgent matter, but this was tinged with a darker hue. What lay between urgent and non-urgent? Did it mean he was to present himself before the day was out? He needed a distraction, and this gave him the chance to verify the cube worked and this initial change was not merely random. He laid down his quill and rose from the desk. He grabbed his top hat and coat from the rack by the door and strode along the hall.

      The maid emerged from the parlour and on seeing him, squawked like a chicken and shot back into the room. Silly woman had no sense at all. At least Miss Miles didn’t cry out in horror every time she encountered him in the rambling house.

      He pushed through the double glass doors that led to a flagged terrace, and then down the stairs to the lawn. Across from the house were large, roomy stables that had stalls for a dozen horses, but which housed only four.

      “Can I help you, my lord?” the stable lad asked, looking up from where he sat oiling a leather harness.

      Wycliff approached his horse. “Fetch my saddle, lad. I’m off to town.”

      He patted the mare’s nose. His unusual situation allowed him to keep one thing hidden from his creditors’ notice. The horse had been stabled in the cheapest mews he could find and every day he had expected to discover her sold to flesh out a stew. He had barely dared to check on the horse’s welfare, not wanting to risk a debt collector’s following him to the mews, and so had relied on hired hackneys to make his way about London.

      Free of London, he was able to reclaim the valuable horse and move her to the Westbourne Green house. If anyone noticed, he would say she belonged to Sir Hugh.

      He slipped on the bridle while the boy brought the saddle, placed it on the horse’s back, and then buckled up the girth. Out in the yard, he swung himself up into the saddle and put heel to the horse.

      He was dimly aware of Hannah standing at the library window, watching him canter away.

      As he rode down the main road toward London, he let his mind spiral over the surrounding fields. How he had fallen from his family’s once vaunted position. When his father was a young man, their family had been respected by society. The previous Viscount Wycliff had his pick of pretty debutantes to find his bride. Then his father had spiralled into debauchery and taken the family’s name and fortune with him.

      Now Wycliff lived with a mad scientist, a dead mage, and a woman who wore a blood-spattered apron instead of a fashionable gown. At least none of them commented on why he had no valet and made do dressing and shaving himself.

      If he minded his pennies, he had the opportunity before him to wrest his family estate back from the brink of ruin. The first job would be setting aside enough for new breeding stock. A prize bull could fetch an entire year’s wages, but could father enough offspring over time to pay for a new roof on his country house.

      As he cantered down Uxbridge Road with Hyde Park on his right, London loomed before him. A haze sat over the city, created by coal fires from thousands of chimneys. The smoke hung low today and softened the hard edges of the buildings. Traffic became thicker as he approached civilisation. Wycliff pulled the horse back to a trot. By the time he neared the building in Whitehall that housed the new Ministry of Unnaturals, he was forced to a brisk walk by the press of carriages, horses, and pedestrians.

      He jumped to the ground and flung the reins over the horse’s head.

      “Need me to watch ’im?” a lad called from his pose on the front step.

      “Yes.” Wycliff tossed the boy a coin as he handed over the reins. “I’ll not be long.”

      Wycliff pushed through the front doors and waved at the man sitting behind the large front desk. His boot heels rang on the wooden floor as he strode the short corridor to his superior’s office, where he rapped sharply on General Sir Manly Powers’ door.

      “Enter,” the deep voice said.

      Wycliff pushed inside to find the general seated at his desk. Papers were neatly ordered in four piles before him.

      He looked up from the missive in his hand. “Ah, Wycliff. The box works, then.”

      He stared at the cube on Sir Manly’s desk, a twin to his own. Except this one had a square copper token on the top that appeared to seep yellow and a blush of orange into the clouds below.

      “Indeed, Sir Manly, a most convenient contraption.” He wondered if they could add more tokens for different messages. Green to notify him when his pay was to be collected or blue for mail.

      “Something unusual washed up from the Thames that the Runners said is more our bailiwick. I believe a crowd has gathered and the fellow who discovered the thing was instructed to keep it contained until someone arrived to relieve him of it.” Sir Manly held out a piece of paper with directions scrawled upon it.

      Wycliff glanced at the paper. He was heading southwest to a stretch of the Thames between Westminster Bridge and Tothill Fields.

      “Report back when you know what it is. While you are there, ask around about this so-called monster on the loose in Chelsea. Can’t have Unnaturals terrorising honest folk. I need you to find whatever it is and tell it to behave or we’ll lock it up.” Sir Manly waved a large hand and he was dismissed.

      Wycliff tucked the sheet into his coat pocket and reclaimed his mare from the street urchin. He turned southwest and fought the traffic swirling around Westminster Abbey. Pedestrians and vehicles thinned out as he approached the edge of buildings that turned into Neat House Gardens. The area was a bustling market garden, being both low-lying and with a high water table. The nearby pastures gave ample access to large quantities of manure to fertilise the ground. Among the many crops grown were cauliflower, asparagus, artichokes, spinach, and radishes.

      Alehouses had sprung up to slake the thirst of the workers from the fields and the area had a reputation for revelry. Wycliff suspected pressure from the city would soon see the demise of the gardens and the land turned into housing. A great loss, in his mind. He preferred open country to the press of bodies around him.

      A small group of people with nothing better to do had gathered on the bank of the Thames, giving away his destination. The water had receded at low tide, leaving a muddy stretch, and a few small boats used for fishing were drawn up to the grassy bank. A man sat upon an upturned wooden box and from beneath his buttocks came a regular tapping noise.

      Wycliff sighed as he stared at the sticky mud. His boots would be coated with the stuff, as would the hem of his coat if he didn’t hold it out of the way. He squelched his way to the seated man and hoped the beeswax on his boots would keep the worst of the moisture at bay.

      “I am Viscount Wycliff, investigator for the Ministry of Unnaturals. What do we have here?” He pointed to the box.

      The man let out an audible sigh. “We been taking turns to sit on it for hours, milord. If it’s not weighted, it drags the box with it.”

      “Let’s have a look, man.” Wycliff gestured for the man to get up. He wasn’t going to peer between his legs. From the noise, it sounded like an angry trapped rodent. A stench came up off the mud and assaulted his nostrils.

      The man rose and the box shuddered along an inch in the mud like a hermit crab dragging its shell. The man jumped back a step. “Told you—only way I could stop it moving was to sit on it.”

      Chatter rose from the watchers. “Bet it’s a cat,” someone yelled.

      Wycliff rested his palms on either side of the box and lifted one side out of the sticky ooze. It wasn’t a cat, not unless it was a bald one, although the object did bear some resemblance to a cat. Long, narrow, and hairless, it was coated in muck but still recognisable.

      It took him only a few seconds to identify the creature.

      It was an arm with the hand still attached. But there was no sign of the rest of the body within the small container.

      As he studied the arm, the fingers tapped on the side of the box like a man testing the limits of his prison. Then the fingers dropped to the ground and inched forward, dragging the severed limb behind them. When it butted up against the side of the container, it leaned into the obstruction in a fashion similar to a man who put his shoulder to a heavy load. The limb had been severed below the elbow. The wound didn’t bleed and the arteries and tendons hung like dead worms. The flesh was a dull brownish red, probably from the swim in the Thames.

      “It crawled up out of the water.” The man gestured to a point by the water’s edge. “We were bringing the boat up and thought it were a rat. But rats don’t have fingers, do they?”

      The box moved another inch. Where was it heading?

      The man moved back a step as he waved at the upturned crate. “It ain’t right, innit? Arms don’t move on their own. Ought to ’ave a body attached. That’s why the Runner sent for you and said it were none of ’is business.”

      Mutters rippled through the crowd. Dead bodies shouldn’t move. Except they did, as people had learned with the appearance of the Afflicted and of vampyres in England. Wycliff leaned closer to the arm. There was something odd about it, quite apart from its being independently ambulatory.

      “Has the rest of it washed up?” Wycliff asked.

      A rough line of stitches encircled the wrist—two edges sewn together like a rip mended in a sail. Perhaps the owner worked around machinery, had lost the limb in an accident, and had it sewn back on?

      “We ain’t seen nothing, ’ave we?” the man called to his companions on the bank.

      “No one’s passed by and asked if we’ve seen ’is arm,” one wit retorted.

      “Do you have a bag?” Wycliff cast around. There was no point carrying the thing in the box when it could crawl out.

      Someone on the bank tossed down a hessian sack. Wycliff shook it out and held the end open with one hand. He wrapped his free hand around the end of the stray arm and flipped the limb into the sack. He drew tight the string and knotted it. The arm thrashed around like a feral cat caught in a trap.

      Somewhere out there was an Afflicted or vampyre missing an arm and a hand. If the limb was trying to return to its owner, would it work like a compass needle to find the rest of the body?

      Wycliff reached into a pocket and extracted a card. “If you find any more of it, let me know. Have you heard of the monster prowling these parts?”

      The man’s eyes widened. “Blimey. Do you think it’s part of ’im?”

      Wycliff surveyed the gathered people. An assortment of fishermen, washerwomen, and the unemployed. They all looked prone to believing flights of fancy and scuttlebutt. He doubted he’d find any information of value from them.

      “I would have to see this monster to ascertain if he is missing a limb. If you spot anything, contact me at the Ministry. There will be a reward in it for you.”

      The man grinned and exposed the gaps of missing teeth. He touched the brim of his cap. “Will do, milord.”

      Wycliff picked his way back through the mud to the bank. The horse snorted at the squirming sack. Wycliff couldn’t blame the mare; he didn’t like it, either. He was loath to tie it behind his saddle in case the hand could free itself. In the end, he decided to hold it to the side and ride with the reins in one hand.

      Sir Manly wanted him to inquire about the Chelsea monster, but that would have to wait until he divested himself of the limb. He wouldn’t put himself out on the strength of a drunken rumour and he had sown the seed of reward money with the man who had discovered the limb. That should do the work for him.

      He had an awkward ride back to the Ministry headquarters, holding the sack out to one side while also ensuring he didn’t knock any passers-by in the head with it. He crossed the floor, aware he tracked in mud with each step, and knocked once more upon Sir Manly’s door.

      “What was it? Some sort of rodent, I presume.” His superior officer looked up from his paperwork.

      Wycliff held out the sack. The movement was less pronounced now, as though the hand had worn itself out trying to escape. “A severed limb that wants to be reunited with the rest of its body.”

      Bushy grey eyebrows drew together. Sir Manly leaned back in his chair and the ornate swirls and curls in his moustache rose up and down as he ground his teeth. “Well. That’s something new. Take it to Sir Hugh and then inquire at the hospitals as to whether they’ve seen the rest of it.”

      Wycliff bit back a retort that it wasn’t his job to find bodies missing limbs, if someone had been so careless as to misplace their arm. Instead, he gave a stiff bow. “As you wish, sir.”
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      After breakfast, Hannah and her mother adjourned to the library. More names had been inscribed overnight in the ensorcelled ledger that resided with Unwin and Alder. Each day the unseen staff wrote the names of any donations received for processing and sale to their elite clientele.

      Hannah called out each name and Seraphina looked it up in the mage genealogies to see whether the deceased was an aftermage. Hannah hoped soon to have enough information to begin a trial, separating the Afflicted into two groups. A small group would be fed only aftermage brains, to see what effect the trace of magic had on their cursed bodies.

      “Found her—fifth generation,” Seraphina called.

      Hannah wrote the notation A5 next to the name. A wave of sadness washed over her as she gazed at it. The donor had only been twelve years old. A life cut short by either illness or injury. Were parents waiting for their child to be returned to them so she could be buried? Or had the girl died alone with no one to mourn her passing, her small body relieved of its most valuable asset and slipped into an unmarked pauper’s grave?

      “Hannah? Next name?” Her mother’s voice cut through her maudlin thoughts.

      “Sorry. I was just thinking of the lives lost and how they ended up in Unwin and Alder’s ledger.” Only three names had appeared overnight. Three individuals whose families, or those who had found their bodies, were compensated for donating a specific organ for wealthy Afflicted to dine upon. Not that the families knew the brain was removed. To explain the tidy row of stitches in the scalp, they were told it was a type of phrenology study and that measurements had been taken of the deceased’s skull.

      “Ah. Pondering the fragility of life?” One wheel on the bath chair squeaked as Seraphina rotated to face her daughter.

      The dead mage was draped in cream silk today. A veil covered her face and long gloves were tucked into the cuffs of her sleeves. Embroidered cream flowers adorned the hem of her dress. A single orange rosebud was tucked behind her ear—plucked for her by Sir Hugh before he departed for the day. Apart from the flower, her mother appeared almost to be a marble bust.

      Hannah traced the name on the page with a fingertip. “It doesn’t seem fair. A young life gone to sustain that of a wealthy woman.”

      A soft chuckle blew out Seraphina’s veil. “Now you are sounding like our newest resident. Are you adopting his views?”

      Hannah shuddered and stuck out her tongue. “Banish the thought, Mother. Besides, I doubt Viscount Wycliff loses any sleep pondering the lives of the poor that are cut short. He seems rather preoccupied with finding fault in his superiors.”

      “Hannah, that is a particularly uncharitable remark. You have not walked his journey and should not presume to know his intentions.” Her mother’s tone bordered on sharp.

      Hannah stared at the book and swallowed her words. Her mother was right. She had not lived the viscount’s life to know the obstacles he faced. There was something about the man that rubbed her the wrong way and she could not help disliking him. Perhaps that was easier than the alternative—what if she liked him?

      The horror. Imagine her mooning over his sharp visage across the table every morning.

      “Sorry, Mother. There is something about him that makes me uncomfortable.” What madness had made her mother extend to him the invitation to live with them? If her mother wanted more excitement in her life, they could have moved closer to London.

      “Think of him like the porcupine. It may be covered in sharp spines, but if you are brave enough, you might find it quite soft to stroke.” The wheel squeaked as Seraphina moved closer. She reached out and took Hannah’s hand. “Do you know your greatest gift?”

      Hannah blew out a sigh that made a wayward lock of hair dance away from her face. “Either Father’s obstinacy or your curiosity.”

      Seraphina laughed. “You have both, that is obvious. But no. Your gift is your empathy. You have a concern for others that allows you to better understand them. Apply that gift to the viscount and you might be surprised at what you find.”

      “What if I don’t like what I find?” The man already made her feel like a chicken left alone with the fox. What if on closer examination she found him to be a ravenous wolf? The shiver down her spine was tinged with something else.

      Excitement.

      “If you make a genuine effort for the rest of the month and still cannot tolerate him, then I will have no choice but to turn him into a goldfish. We will release him into the pond where he may live a happier life.” Seraphina patted Hannah’s hand.

      “He would have a short life if the birds spotted him in the pond.” Hannah would try. Perhaps in the attempt to understand him, she might learn more details of the campaign that had seen his regiment slaughtered. The idea of unravelling the tragic secret of his survival (she was quite convinced it would prove to be terribly tragic) perked her up. “Whatever motivates him, it doesn’t make me feel any more comfortable about the young lives cut short who end up in this ledger.”

      Her mother wheeled herself back to the desk and the enormous genealogy book that recorded the seven generations of each mage family. “Bear in mind the Afflicted are not responsible for those who die in London. Illness, injury, and age are the three reapers who snatch people at all levels of society. We do not send forth invisible assassins to feed our hunger, Hannah. It was the enterprising Messrs. Unwin and Alder who were enlisted by your father to harvest what the deceased no longer needed, and present it in a form acceptable to the Afflicted among the ton.”

      The resurrectionists had been uniquely positioned when the French curse struck a small number of noblewomen. Hannah’s father had sought their help to have sufficient brain matter on hand to feed the undead women. Once he had the support of the Prince Regent and the Prime Minister, that enterprise had grown into a legal business. Unwin and Alder supervised the gruesome task of supplying that which kept the wives, sisters, and daughters of peers from rotting. In return, they made a handsome profit on pickled cauliflower.

      “I know, Mother. It is just so sad to see the names inscribed every morning and wonder about those they left behind.” Hannah brushed a hand over the paper, as though she could gather up the memories of those written on the page.

      Seraphina turned a page in the large tome as she searched for the last name. “Because you have empathy, my darling daughter. That is what makes you so extraordinary—your ability to place yourself in the shoes of another.”

      Hannah pushed the book away as though its pages were steeped in sorrow and she could touch it no longer. “Speaking of shoes, I shall need new ones for Lizzie’s wedding. And a dress, I suppose, if finances will allow?”

      “Of course you shall have a new dress for the wedding. We may live a modest life, but we are not impoverished. You shall have whatever you need.”

      “But we are poor, are we not?” Hannah frowned and tried to digest the meaning of her mother’s words.

      Seraphina laughed. “No, we are not poor. We are quite comfortable, due to the careful investments your father and I made over the years with my earnings.”

      Hannah’s world spun on its axis and her mind was tipped upside down. “But we live out here away from London, and I am only ever allowed two or three new dresses each year.”

      “We live here because Hugh and I both value our privacy and prefer to live away from gossiping tongues. And the limit on your gowns was because we wanted to raise a daughter who valued books and learning, not ribbons and frocks.” Seraphina spoke with her hands, and moving pictures appeared in the space between them. A room full of gowns and shoes turned into a library.

      Hannah wanted to ball her hands into fists and throw herself to the ground, crying that it wasn’t fair. She had thought they were as poor as church mice and made do with her old dresses. But if they weren’t poor at all, she could have had the latest fashions, and matching bonnets and ribbons and—

      She leaned back against the window frame and blinked. Her rampant thoughts illustrated her mother’s point. Was she really so vain and shallow a creature that she immediately thought of all the fripperies she could have possessed?

      She banished the unworthy thoughts. “I never knew. I thought our modest life was due to insufficient funds.”

      “A child should never have to worry about being fed, sheltered, or clothed. I am sorry if you were under the impression we were poor.” Her mother’s head tilted, as though she were considering her.

      Hannah pulled the ledger back toward herself and stared at the names. These were children who worried about empty bellies and who shivered in the cold. She had never lacked for clothing, comfort, or sustenance, thanks to her parents. She also had copious amounts of that most precious commodity—love.

      “Perhaps it is just as well that I had no knowledge of our true situation. If you had told me we were quite wealthy, I fear I would have developed a terrible addiction to new bonnets and shoes.” Hannah managed a smile.

      “Now that you are older and have grown into a sensible young woman, I shall speak to your father. It is time you had a larger allowance, with more independence over your wardrobe. Or to purchase fripperies if you so desire.”

      Hannah rushed to her mother, flung her arms about her, and hugged her. “Thank you. I know it seems foolish to desire something beautiful, but I promise not to turn into a vainglorious creature.” As she said the words, the image of Lady Gabriella Ridlington appeared in her mind. Hannah shuddered. No, she would never turn into such a shallow and callous creature just because she could afford a piece of ribbon or a brooch if one caught her eye.

      A gloved hand soothed Hannah’s back. “I am glad that is sorted and no longer weighing on your thoughts. Kitty has written, and advised that the modiste working on Lizzie’s trousseau is only too happy to make your gown also.”

      Excitement trickled through Hannah as she contemplated her dear friend’s wedding. The event was planned for the end of summer and was as oft discussed as the forthcoming royal wedding of Princess Charlotte. Then she remembered the gruesome murder on the night of Lizzie’s engagement party. “Let us hope no unfortunate events mar the wedding.”

      “I shall concoct a spell to ensure everyone behaves.” Hannah couldn’t see her mother’s face, but she could hear the humour sparkling in her voice.

      With matters settled, they returned to work until the last name was notated as an O for ordinary in the ledger. Hannah put the book away on the shelf. “What’s next for today, Mother?”

      Seraphina waved a hand and the enormous and heavy mage genealogy book rose into the air and snuggled itself into a spot on a high shelf. “Next we have a stack of intelligence from Sir Ewan Shaw. His men are most diligent in trying to track Afflicted persons in France.”

      With the genealogy book moved, a map now appeared on Seraphina’s desk. Mountains, trees, and tiny buildings grew from the surface as Hannah watched. Towers denoted the
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