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      With the wedding only days away, the Ministry is thrown into turmoil when another murder is committed by a shape-shifter. But this time the newspapers make the connection to werewolves - and the Ministry. Suddenly the attention is focused on Lichfield Towers and its residents as the police investigate and parliament wants to shut the organization down.

      It could spell the end of everything Charlie has come to love.

      As the authorities close in and ministry secrets are exposed, past allies can no longer be trusted. Can Charlie save her home, her loved ones, and herself? Or will she lose Lincoln and her friends forever?
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          HERTFORDSHIRE, SUMMER 1890

        

      

    

    
      Frakingham House could have stepped out of a Gothic novel with its arched windows, abundance of turrets, and a vine creeping up one of the stone walls. If it weren't for the lake sparkling in the sunshine, and the lush green lawn, it would have looked grim. The house reminded me of Lichfield Towers but on a much larger scale.

      "So this is Freak House," Gus said, tipping his head back to squint up at the gabled roof.

      "Don't call it that to Mr. Langley's face," I warned, fixing a smile in place for the benefit of the approaching footmen. "We don't want to upset our host."

      Seth held out his hand to assist Alice from the hack that had driven us from the station. "Not before we get information, anyway."

      "Seth!" I hissed.

      He merely shrugged and turned a beaming smile upon Alice. She was too busy blinking owlishly at the handsome couple framed by the arch of the massive doorway to notice. The gentleman's dark good looks and impressive height certainly drew my gaze at first, but it was the woman's abundance of curly red hair that demanded more attention. That and her lovely blue eyes. They brightened when she smiled. So this was Mr. and Mrs. Langley, the couple Lincoln had met in Paris before he met me. Apparently Jack Langley was a fire starter and knew about demons and portals that led to other realms. Indeed, a portal was said to exist on the Frakingham grounds.

      "Welcome to Freak House," Hannah Langley said, taking her husband's arm.

      Gus tossed a smug look my way.

      Lincoln shook Mr. Langley's hand and bowed before Mrs. Langley. We exchanged introductions and insisted on calling one another by first names. It wasn't at all what I expected from the residents of such a grand country manor. Although I hadn't truly known what to expect. Lincoln had met most of my questions about the character of the Langleys with blank looks. He'd merely noted that Jack Langley had an investigative mind but could be overprotective of his wife. And apparently Hannah Langley had a courageous streak. Lincoln wasn't one for noticing whether a person was easy to talk to, kind, or amusing.

      "We don't stand on formality here," Hannah said as we headed inside. Her husband walked alongside her, his hand on her lower back.

      "Nor do we at Lichfield Towers," Seth said. "We all prefer it that way. Except for my mother. If it were up to her, I'd be head of the household and everyone else would be at my beck and call."

      "Actually Lady Vickers would prefer it if she were head of the household," Lincoln said with a straight face. I knew he was joking, of course, and Seth and Gus seemed to know it too, but Alice and the Langleys gave tight smiles. Lincoln really ought to learn to laugh or wink when he made a joke.

      "You mean she's not?" I said. "Someone really should inform her."

      Hannah laughed, turning her eyes even bluer. "The footmen will take your luggage up to your rooms. Would you like some time to yourselves before we take tea in the drawing room?"

      "No," Alice said at the same time that I said, "Yes, thank you."

      She and I exchanged glances. "Just a few minutes," I assured her.

      She was eager to learn as much as she could about herself from the Langleys. I hoped they had something to tell her. Alice had been restless of late. While usually composed and poised, I often found her at the piano giving the poor keys a pounding. She'd jumped at the offer to meet the Langleys after Lincoln received Jack's invitation last week. Two months ago, Jack had refused. I wondered why he'd changed his mind.

      "May I show you to your room, ladies?" Hannah said, indicating the stairs.

      We headed up the stone staircase, our footsteps deadened by the red carpet. The landing spread both left and right before more stairs ascended up and up. It would have been a cold entrance to the house if not for the summer sun streaming through the arched windows reaching high up the wall.

      The men went one way, led by a footman, and we went the other with Hannah. Jack remained downstairs, talking quietly to the butler.

      "I'm so glad you could come," Hannah said, lifting her skirts just enough so she didn't trip on them. Her gown was a lovely forest green and cream that complemented her hair and showed off her neat figure. "I think we can learn a lot from one another."

      "What changed Mr. Langley's mind?" I asked. "I mean, he wasn't all that keen to meet us. Lincoln gave up requesting an audience some time ago."

      "I happened."

      "I don't understand," Alice said.

      "Jack's worried that talking about the supernatural with people we don't know will invite danger to Frakingham. We've had quite our fair share of supernatural problems and we don't wish for any more, and we have a baby to protect now. But I knew Mr. Fitzroy—Lincoln—could be trusted when we met him in Paris. I convinced Jack to change his mind." Hannah smirked. "Sometimes husbands need to be reminded that their wives are not always delicate flowers. We don't all faint at the sight of paranormal activity."

      "Quite true," I said. "Although I think Lincoln knows that about me. Seth, on the other hand…"

      Alice stiffened. "Why are you looking at me, Charlie?"

      "I…er…no reason."

      We arrived at the room Alice and I were to share for the night. Hannah made sure the maids had set it up and the footmen had deposited our luggage before leaving us to change out of our traveling clothes into something prettier. Hannah had offered the use of a maid, since we'd not brought one, but we declined.

      "What do you think of this house?" I asked Alice as I removed my jacket.

      "It's quite forbidding on the outside, but I like it." She unpinned her hat and carefully placed the pin on the dressing table. "The abbey ruins down by the lake give it quite a spine-tingling feel, though."

      "I thought the ruins added to the charm. Imagine being here in the midst of a storm with lightning cracking over the roof and black clouds closing in. What a commanding sight that must be. I can see why the locals call it Freak House." At her silence, I glanced up from my cuff buttons to see her staring at me.

      "You have an appreciation for the dramatic," she said.

      "It must be because I raise the dead. Although this place does tend to make one think of dark, stormy nights."

      "And Lichfield doesn't?"

      "Of course not. Lichfield is quite homely if one doesn't venture down into the dungeon."

      She laughed. "Or the tower prison."

      "It's not a prison anymore," I shot back. "Not until we capture something or someone worth imprisoning, that is. Now, stop disparaging my home and help me with this gown. It does up at the back."

      Alice's cool, nimble fingers quickly had me out of the bodice. I put on my pale blue dress with the white trim and waist sash. Alice changed into a yellow gown embroidered with orange flowers. It was quite the thing this summer according to the latest edition of The Young Ladies Journal. Alice had brought it to Hertfordshire with her, after having it made last year before being sent to the School for Wayward Girls in Yorkshire. She was always ahead when it came to fashion. I, however, didn't care a whit for it. Sometimes I dreamed of leaving the house dressed in my training outfit of loose trousers and man's shirt. The sensation I would create was as much of a lure as the comfort.

      We finished dressing and tugged on the bell pull. A moment later, a maid arrived to escort us to the drawing room. We passed through a maze of rooms and traversed staircases and galleries lined with gilt-framed paintings. I half expected the eyes of the men and women depicted in the gloomy portraits to follow me.

      A flash of movement up the stairwell had me pausing mid-step. I caught sight of a very tall man with dark hair receding into a widow's peak. From his deathly pale face, I'd say he was a ghost that hadn't yet crossed to his afterlife, but the figure was gone from sight before I could get a proper look. Alice did not react.

      The maid directed us into the drawing room, a large airy space filled with sturdy furniture and thick brocade curtains. Delicate china had been set out along with sandwiches and cake. The others stood upon our entry, and Hannah welcomed us. Jack asked the maid to leave and shut the door behind her. Alice twitched at the click of the latch.

      Seth took her hand and directed her to sit with him on the sofa. He smiled gently and spoke quietly to her, as one would an elderly aunt. She nodded at whatever he said and seemed to buck up, although her fingers wouldn't stay still in her lap.

      I sat on one of the other sofas and Lincoln joined me. "Have you noticed any hidden passages from your room?" he whispered.

      I stared at him. "Honestly, Lincoln, only you would ask a question like that. No, I haven't found one."

      "But you'll look?"

      "Why? Planning to visit my room tonight and ravish me?"

      "Only you would ask a question like that," he quipped.

      I smiled and he smiled back—sort of. "You'd better behave yourself or the resident ghost might report you to the master of the house," I said.

      "Ghost?" Gus echoed, proving we weren't being as quiet as we thought.

      "What ghost?" Jack asked.

      Hannah paused in pouring the tea and glanced at Gus. "There are no ghosts here. Cara and Emily have assured us."

      "Mediums?" Lincoln asked.

      Hannah nodded and continued pouring the tea. "And good friends, although we don't see them as often as we'd like. They live in London. Jack?"

      She didn't have to say anything further. Jack seemed to know that she wanted him to hand out the teacups.

      "Who thinks they saw a ghost?" he asked Gus.

      Gus took great interest in the Oriental decorations on his teacup. "I must have misheard."

      "I did," I piped up.

      I felt rather than heard Lincoln groan beside me.

      "You're a medium?" Hannah asked. Apparently mediums were so common to her that it didn't even warrant a glance in my direction.

      "I'm a necromancer."

      That got more of a reaction. She set down the teapot and studied me intently. Her husband handed me a cup and saucer but did not let it go immediately as he too eyed me.

      Seth gave a slight shake of his head, warning me not to say too much. But Lincoln said nothing. He was leaving it up to me to tell the Langleys whatever I wanted about myself. I wondered what self-control it cost him to remain quiet.

      "It's all right," I said. "I promise not to raise any bodies while I'm here."

      Jack released the saucer. "We appreciate it."

      "Anyway, it may not have been a ghost." I described the man I'd seen on the stairs.

      "That's Mr. Bollard, Jack's uncle's friend," Hannah said. "He can seem rather ghostly at first but he's quite the gentle giant. And alive."

      "Will we meet Mr. Langley, your uncle?" Lincoln asked.

      "I doubt it," Jack said, taking a seat near his wife. "He doesn't like visitors."

      "I hear he's brilliant. I'd like to discuss his pathology research."

      "It's complicated, and he doesn't like explaining his theories and experiments to laymen. I'm sorry, but that's just the way he is."

      I spoke up before Lincoln said something cutting. "He wouldn't have to explain much to Lincoln. He was tutored by a physician when he was younger and has quite a thorough knowledge of all medical and scientific things."

      "That may be so," Jack said. "But my uncle prefers not to meet strangers. He has a low tolerance for people he doesn't know well. I hope you understand."

      "Oh, I do," I muttered, keeping my gaze averted from Lincoln.

      Alice cleared her throat and dropped her teacup heavily onto the saucer. "To the matter at hand," she began crisply. "Tell us what you know about portals, Jack. Lincoln says you have one here that leads to the demon realm."

      "Perhaps we should discuss that after tea," Seth said quickly. "We ought to get to know one another first."

      Alice didn't seem to care about manners or the proper order of things. It was most unlike her. But I did understand. We'd come all this way to Hertfordshire so she could learn more about herself. Idle chit chat didn't interest her. I knew it didn't interest Lincoln either.

      "It's all right," Hannah said, passing the plate of cakes to me. "We don't mind discussing it now. The only problem is, where to start?"

      "Start with the portal," Lincoln said. "Where is it?"

      "Down by the abbey ruins." Jack told us about the ancient abbey that had once stood on the site. The abbots had been guardians of the portal and of the book of spells in their possession. When the abbey was destroyed, only one page was saved—the page that told how to open and close the portal.

      "What's beyond the portal?" Seth asked.

      "Wonderland," Alice murmured.

      Everyone looked at her. "What is Wonderland?" Hannah asked.

      Alice shook her head. "It's a place. I…I'm not entirely sure where."

      "Another realm?" Jack asked. But Alice had no answer for him. "It's likely," he went on. "There are many realms, apparently, although I suspect the shape shifting one is closest, as they appear to be the most common supernaturals here. The portal is our doorway to those realms."

      "May we see the portal?" Gus asked.

      "There's nothing to see," Jack said. "It looks quite normal until it's opened. And no, I won't open it for you."

      "Where's the page with the spell kept?" Lincoln asked.

      "Somewhere no one can find it. We're the guardians now, along with our friends."

      "Is it wise for others to know about it?"

      "I trust them," Jack said icily.

      Lincoln's eyes narrowed ever so slightly. "You can trust me, too."

      "Not yet."

      "Tell us about the ministry," Hannah cut in before an argument erupted. "It's a secret organization, is it not?"

      "Not all that secret," Gus said. "You'd be surprised how many know about us."

      Seth told them about the ministry's function and some of the supernatural problems we'd faced in recent times. He told them about the records of supernatural bloodlines that we kept and how the committee had acted as guardians through the centuries when the ministry lay dormant.

      "So you have people you trust too," Jack said to Lincoln.

      "I only trust Charlie," Lincoln said flatly.

      "And us." Seth waited for Lincoln to agree. When he didn't, he added, "He does trust Gus and me, he just doesn't like admitting it. He considers it a weakness."

      Lincoln shot him a flinty glare. "Have you traveled to any of the realms through the portal, Langley?"

      Jack nodded. "Just one. It was much like our world. A friend of ours is somewhat more knowledgeable about other realms than we are, however."

      "Why?"

      "You'd have to ask him that."

      "He's not here," Lincoln said. "I'm asking you."

      "His story is not ours to tell," Hannah said, handing a plate to Lincoln. "Cake?"

      He took the plate but did not eat the cake. Perhaps I could sneak it onto my plate and no one would notice.

      Jack set down his plate, his slice of cake also going uneaten. What was wrong with these men? The cake was delicious. "Your letter mentioned that you think Alice might be a portal," he said to Lincoln. "How can that be? She's a person."

      "A seer called her a door to other realms," Lincoln said.

      I expected Seth to clarify that the seer had been Lincoln's own mother, but he did not. It was just as well. I doubted Lincoln wanted the Langleys to know he was also a seer, although a less powerful one than Leisl.

      "Alice has dreams that sometimes become real," Lincoln went on.

      "When I'm upset or frustrated, mostly," Alice added.

      "Become real?" Jack hedged. "In what sense?"

      "In the sense that the objects and beings from her dreams exist outside of her dreams," Lincoln said. "They have physical form. They can touch and be touched. They are, in every essence, present in our time and space."

      "Remarkable," Hannah said on breath.

      "We suspect the dreams are a conduit between this realm and another, and Alice is the portal."

      "What form do the beings take?" Hannah asked. "What do they do and say? Do they remain here or return?"

      "So many questions!" Alice attempted a smile but it quickly faded. She set down her cake too and clasped her hands in her lap. The knuckles turned white. "To answer your first question, they take the form of humans, mostly, but I've also seen a talking rabbit."

      "He wore a waistcoat," Gus added. "And trousers."

      Seth glared at him and shook his head in discouragement. Gus stuffed the rest of his cake in his mouth and glared back.

      "They speak English," Alice went on. She looked to me and I encouraged her with a nod. "They seem to want me to return with them to a place called Wonderland, to answer charges of treason. The Queen of Hearts rules there and sent her subjects to fetch me. They have not remained here, as yet. It used to be that when I awoke from my dream, all characters from it would disappear."

      Gus clicked his fingers. "Just like that. Into thin air."

      "But the last time the rabbit came, he did not disappear when I woke up. He remained until he spoke a spell. Before he disappeared, he seemed quite surprised and pleased that he was still in my bedroom after I awoke."

      "As if he'd spoken a spell to remain but hadn't been sure it would work," Lincoln added.

      Jack and Hannah exchanged a glance.

      "You have something to say?" Lincoln asked.

      "We're wondering if the spell is the same one that opens the portal at the abbey," Jack said.

      "Show it to us and we'll compare."

      "The answer is still no, Fitzroy."

      "Did the rabbit change into a human?" Hannah asked.

      Alice shook her head. "It remained a rabbit."

      "But you've encountered some shape shifting demons, yes?"

      "Too bloody many," Gus muttered. "I've got the scars to prove it."

      "So I see." Hannah indicated the ragged scar that marred Gus's cheek and pulled at the corner of his eye.

      "Ah, not that one. That's an old one. There's a good story behind it but it ain't for the ears of ladies."

      "Now I am intrigued."

      Seth rolled his eyes. "He got in a tavern brawl. There's nothing more to it than that."

      "A brawl that you started," Gus shot back.

      Seth cast a sideways glance at Alice and swallowed heavily. He didn't like Alice knowing much about his past. I thought it a shame that he felt he needed to hide it from her. His past was a part of him; it helped shape the man he'd become. If he wanted Alice to be permanently in his life, she should know all there was to know about him, even the horrid or shameful parts. I only hoped he told her before she found out through other means.

      "We know some shape shifters who can shift between human and wolf-like creatures," I said. "Another could change to look like anyone or anything but he's dead now."

      "Those are the rarest kind and pose the greatest threat," Jack said, nodding. "Have your shape shifters caused problems?"

      "Some," Lincoln said but did not elaborate. "They're under control and being monitored."

      "By you?"

      "And others."

      "You have spies?"

      Lincoln didn't answer. From his small smile, I don't think Jack expected to get one.

      "They're not all dangerous," I said. "One is even our friend, married to a committee member." Who was decidedly not our friend, but I didn't add that. "Those who have caused us problems in the past know they're being monitored and if they put a foot wrong, we'll see that justice is served."

      The truce between Sir Ignatius Swinburn's pack and the ministry was uneasy at best but it had held so far. We promised to leave him and his pack alone to roam as long as they harmed no one. There'd been no more mauled bodies since poor Roderick Protheroe had been found dead in Hyde Park in the spring. Swinburn had also vowed not to pursue his ambitious plan to mix shifter blood with royal blood through marriage. Two months later, I felt somewhat optimistic that he'd given up on his scheming.

      "What precisely are demons?" Seth asked. "Can they all change shape?"

      "No." Jack clicked his fingers and fire danced on his palm. A swirl of his hand made the flames disappear.

      Alice gasped. "Did it leave a mark?"

      He showed us his hand. It wasn't even red. "It doesn't hurt."

      "Jack is a demon, although I don't particularly like that word," Hannah said with a twist of her mouth. "He can't shift shape. The fire is his only supernatural trick."

      "Only?" her husband teased. "How many more would you like?"

      "One is quite enough, thank you."

      "And your baby son?" Lincoln asked. "Can he make fire too?"

      "Clearly you know nothing about babies," Jack said. "He has only just learned to crawl."

      "Let me know if he develops the trait."

      Jack bristled. "Why?"

      "So I can add him to the ministry files."

      "You will not put my son into your records."

      "I will if he exhibits fire-making skill. You have your own file."

      "It's all right, Jack," Hannah said. "We discussed this." To Lincoln, she added, "We agree, but you must promise to keep his file under lock and key. No one outside the ministry must be allowed to see it."

      "That is already so with all the records," Lincoln said. "Not even the committee members see them."

      We talked them into showing us the abbey ruins and headed down there after finishing our tea. Jack carried their baby, relieving the nanny of her duties for the rest of the afternoon. The sun hung lower in the sky but the warmth of the day lingered on, and I was hot by the time we reached the lake and ruins.

      "It's so atmospheric," I said, taking in the view. Most of the stones lay scattered in the thick grass where they'd fallen centuries ago, but some remained in position and formed the floor and base of the abbey walls. Its layout was clearly defined; the doorways and window enclosures easy to spot. I could easily imagine monks bustling along its corridors or congregating for prayer.

      A breeze brushed the blades of grass and brought the scent of summer flowers from across the lake. Alice drew a deep breath. "So peaceful."

      "Its demise wasn't peaceful," Jack said. He leaned against the wall and made a face at the baby in his arms to win a smile. He was rewarded with a giggle.

      I wandered around the ruins with Hannah, only half listening as she pointed out the function of each of the rooms we found ourselves in. The rest of my attention was focused on Lincoln. He'd wandered off on his own but kept coming back to a particular spot. Perhaps he'd sensed something about it with his seer's eye. Jack watched him too, a small frown connecting his brows.

      "You're getting married soon," Hannah said, following my gaze to Lincoln.

      "In eleven days." I twisted my engagement ring and smiled. Sometimes it was hard to believe how much my life had changed in twelve months. Not only did I have a home and security, something I feared I'd never have again, but I had friends who were like a family to me. And I was about to marry the man I loved, who loved me in return.

      "You both look very happy," Hannah said.

      "You think Lincoln looks happy? Usually only I can tell when he is."

      She laughed. "To be honest, I'm guessing. He's rather hard to read." She took my arm in hers and gazed at her husband and baby. "I hope you will be as fortunate in your marriage as I am."

      "Thank you. I hope so too."

      "Jack's friend, Tommy, who married Jack's cousin, Sylvia, once said that the key to a happy marriage is never ending the day angry with one another."

      "And what does she say?"

      "That her husband is so amenable that she always gets her own way."

      We both laughed.

      "And what of Seth and Alice?" Hannah asked.

      I followed her gaze to where Seth helped Alice down from a low wall, his hands on her waist. "They're a work in progress."

      Alice caught us watching her and quickly pulled away from Seth. He trailed behind before seeming to think better of it and changing his direction to join Gus.

      "It would seem he has quite some work to do," Hannah said.
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      We woke early the following morning to catch the train back to London. It had been a pleasant overnight stay, and we'd learned a lot from one another, but I sensed Lincoln was eager to leave after breakfast. I was too. While our brief country sojourn had been idyllic, it was too close to the wedding date to be away from home for long. Lady Vickers could have got up to all sorts of mischief in my absence. I half expected to find some of her friends added to the guest list or the flowers to be changed. At least I knew Cook wouldn't alter the menu without consulting me first.

      While I liked to involve her, since I had no mother to share the experience with, she could be a little too determined to have her own way sometimes. Seth scolded her once, reminding her she was not the mother of the bride. Seeing her crestfallen face, I'd vowed not to do the same, but it wasn't always easy.

      "It was good of Hannah to invite us back whenever we liked," Alice said, settling on the seat in a vacant first class compartment. "Perhaps we can return again after your honeymoon, Charlie."

      I sat beside her and removed my gloves. It was too hot to wear them. Alice frowned at my impropriety but didn't scold. "So soon?" I asked.

      "Of course. It's lovely in the country. And what a grand house! I adored it."

      "You found it cold and uninviting at first."

      "The people made it feel welcoming. Hannah and Jack were very kind. Even if you don't come back with me, I'll visit again for certain."

      I wondered how much of her enthusiasm for Freak House had to do with the portal at the ruins and the possibility of learning more about herself from it and the Langleys. I felt a little sad that she never spoke so effusively about Lichfield Towers, but I shouldn't be surprised. She'd often told me it wasn't her home, merely a temporary roof over her head. She hated the idleness of her life there. I understood the need to feel useful, but I did wonder why Lichfield held no appeal for her while Seth resided there.

      I said nothing, however, as I listened to the men approaching along the corridor.

      "As the role of father-of-the-bride has fallen to me," Seth declared, "I must insist that we have a discussion before the wedding, Fitzroy."

      Lincoln did not respond, perhaps because he knew they were nearing the door to our compartment. He could sense my presence when I was near.

      "I'd shut up if I were you," Gus hissed.

      "Charlie's like a little sister to me," Seth barreled on. "I'm warning you, Fitzroy. If you ever—" He stopped outside the door when he spotted us. "Ah. Charlie, Alice, I didn't know you were in here."

      Gus shoved Seth inside and filled the doorway with his big, grinning face. "That'll teach you to flap your jaw."

      "I doubt it," Lincoln said, coming in behind them. "He's a slow learner."

      Seth hoisted his small bag onto the luggage rack above us. "If I weren't so affable, I'd take offence at that. Besides, I know you love me like a brother, Fitzroy."

      "More like a cousin."

      "A distant second cousin," Gus said, adding two more bags to Seth's. "On the side of the family no one mentions in polite conversation."

      Alice giggled behind her hand.

      Seth dug his elbow into Gus's ribs. "My apologies," he said through a strained smile. "It's crowded in here and you're the size of an elephant. Please sit down before you fall on the ladies and squash them."

      Seth and Gus sat opposite us while Lincoln squeezed next to me. His thigh touched mine as the carriage jerked forward and remained there as he removed the newspaper tucked under his arm. He spent the next several minutes reading the front page while the rest of us conversed above the rhythmic click-clack of the train. The intimate connection between Lincoln and I was oddly distracting in a pleasant way, and I wanted to make eye contact to see if it affected him too. But he kept his gaze strictly averted from mine. He seemed quite disinterested, damn him.

      Because we were touching, I was able to feel when he suddenly tensed after turning the page. "Lincoln? Is something the matter?"

      He lowered the newspaper and pointed at an article near the top. MAN MAULED TO DEATH the headline screamed. A body had been found in the Old Nichol area of London with deep gashes to his throat and chest that resembled claw marks. The article suspected a wild dog attack, but made no connection to the death of Protheroe two months ago. There was nothing to suspect the mauling had been done by a shape shifting wolf.

      Yet I knew it to my bones. I felt sick. "He broke the truce," I said heavily. "Swinburn and his pack are killing again."
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      Lincoln informed us that he would not remain long at Lichfield but leave to speak with Swinburn immediately after arriving home. He wanted Seth and Gus to accompany him.

      They didn't need to go anywhere, however. Swinburn was waiting for us, along with Lady Harcourt. Lady Vickers looked relieved to relinquish the role of hostess to me when we entered the drawing room.

      "Excuse me," she said, rising to her full, commanding height. "I must go. There's so much to do this close to the wedding."

      Lady Harcourt picked at the copper colored thread embroidered into her skirt. "Speaking of the wedding, I assume I am not invited."

      "You assume correctly," Lincoln said.

      "I didn't think I would be, but I wanted to be certain. I may have plans for then." Lady Harcourt's tone was equal parts sweet and sour. "Now that I know I'll be free, I can go ahead with them." She wrapped her fingers around Swinburn's arm and bestowed him with a pretty smile.

      He smiled back, his gaze dipping momentarily to her lush bosom before rising again to her face. She looked as beautiful as ever, but not as youthful. Small lines fanned from the corners of her eyes and the bones in her face were sharper. Worry and turmoil was wearing her down. Not that I felt sorry for her. She'd brought misery on her own head by alternately flirting with her stepson, Andrew Buchanan, and casting him aside. Their vindictive natures meant they could not leave one another in peace and so they both got hurt. She'd thrown him out of her house, even though he had a right to live there according to his late father's will. As far as I knew, he was living with his brother on the family's Oxfordshire estate. It may not be the best place for him, considering he and his brother did not get along, but it must be infinitely better than living with his stepmother. Their destructive relationship did neither of them any good.

      I expected her to have shed the unhappiness Buchanan's presence inflicted on her, but looking at her now, it was clear she wasn't content. There was a certain air of victory in the way she held herself but there was no true contentment. I couldn't quite fathom it.

      Lady Vickers exited the drawing room, taking Alice with her. Gus closed the door behind them and stood with his hands at his back. Lady Harcourt perched on the sofa's edge, Swinburn at her side. He was twenty years her senior with a stocky build. None would call him handsome, but that wouldn't matter to her. His wealth and connections were more important. She'd set her hooks into him two months ago, and it seemed she'd finally reeled him in after his initial resistance. I wondered what had changed his mind.

      She clung to him in a way that Lady Vickers would describe as vulgar. It would seem Lady Harcourt had won her prize and planned on keeping him. That must be why she seemed victorious. He was wealthy and, although not titled, he was knighted. It was perhaps the best she could hope for, given that her background as a dancer had been made public. Her friends had dwindled in number and her prospects for another advantageous marriage dried up after the revelation. If she wanted to maintain the life she'd become accustomed to, she needed to marry a man like Swinburn. It would seem marriage might be on the cards if they were this close. Clearly it didn't concern her that he was a shape-shifting demon.

      "You've been away." Swinburn eyed Lincoln with caution, as if he expected Lincoln to lash out at any moment.

      "Where did you go?" Lady Harcourt asked.

      "That's not your business," Lincoln said.

      She stiffened. "It most certainly is! As a committee member—"

      "It is not your business," he said again, punching out each word.

      The muscles in her face worked as she battled not to bite back at him.

      "You broke the truce," Lincoln said simply.

      Swinburn held up his hands but it was Lady Harcourt who protested. "He did not! How dare you, Lincoln! How dare you suggest such a thing. Sir Ignatius has abided by the terms of the truce. That death last night had nothing to do with him or his pack."

      "Swinburn?" Lincoln prompted.

      "Julia is correct," Swinburn said. "That death wasn't caused by anyone from my pack. That's why I came here today—to reassure you before you jumped to the wrong conclusion. Indeed, Julia suggested I come."

      "I know how you can be," she told Lincoln.

      "Meaning?" Seth snapped.

      She ignored him. She didn't even look his way. They'd been lovers once, after she'd been Lincoln's lover, but Seth had grown to despise her after he learned her true nature.

      "I know you well, Lincoln," she went on, "and I knew you'd assume Sir Ignatius broke the truce when you read about the mauling in the papers."

      "We all came to the same conclusion when we read it," I said. "Not just Lincoln."

      She ignored me too. At least I was in good company. "Lincoln, you do believe us, don't you?" Lady Harcourt clasped her hands together, an earnest frown crossing her brow. "The truce still stands. Look elsewhere for the killer."

      "Gawler, perhaps," Swinburn said smoothly. Everything about him was smooth, unruffled, from his neatly trimmed moustache and slicked back hair to the curve of his lips. "The murder did occur in the East End. It seems more likely it was one of his pack than mine."

      "Gawler wouldn't sanction it," Lincoln said. "He's no killer."

      "We're all killers, Fitzroy. It's in our nature. Some of us suppress the instinct better than others—and for longer. Can he? Is he strong enough? Is he strong enough to control his pack?"

      Gawler had lost the leadership of his pack to the shape-changer known as King, but he inherited it back again after King's death. Earning the leadership by default wasn't the same as winning it through strength, the defining trait of a pack leader. Gawler's East End pack was ripe for a stronger creature to oust him and take command. Such a person may not have the same ethics as Gawler when it came to murder. We knew it, and Swinburn knew we knew it. The curve of his lips didn't falter.

      He stood and buttoned up his jacket. "If you don't mind, I'm a busy man. Julia?"

      She took his offered hand and rose from the sofa. She used her left hand, not her right, and wasn't wearing gloves, which was odd. Then I noticed the large diamond ring on her finger and understood why—she wanted us to see it.

      "You're getting married?" Seth blurted out.

      She bestowed a condescending smile on him. "Why, yes. I wasn't going to tell anyone until The Times ran the official announcement, but we might as well inform you all now. Sir Ignatius proposed and I accepted. We'll be married a few weeks after you, Lincoln."

      "Huh," was all Seth said. It was difficult to gauge his feelings on the matter from that one word.

      Lincoln offered stiff congratulations and I followed suit. Lady Harcourt thanked Lincoln but said nothing to me. At least I got an incline of the head from Swinburn. While his lips remained frozen into their curve, he did not look pleased to find himself shackled in matrimony to Lady Harcourt. I didn't think that was because he knew what she was really like, but more because he was an avowed bachelor.

      So what could possibly have induced him to propose? According to gossip, he never settled with one woman, preferring the carefree life of a bachelor. He hadn't shown any particular interest in Lady Harcourt in the past, so why now? Perhaps she'd simply worn him down over the last two months.

      "Good luck, Swinburn," Seth murmured as the couple passed him. "You're going to need it."

      Lady Harcourt's eyes flashed.

      "I'm sure we'll make the most of it," Swinburn said.

      He sounded like he'd lost a fortune, not gained a wife.

      "I know what you're going to say, Lincoln," Lady Harcourt said.

      "I wasn't going to say anything," he said.

      "You were going to remind me that ministry business cannot be shared with him, even when we are married. Don't worry, Sir Ignatius understands my position. He won't ask me anything and I won't tell him anything. There. The key to a happy marriage is in those words. You should take heed of them, Lincoln, Charlotte. I have more experience than you both. I was happily married to Lord Harcourt and I shall be happily married to Sir Ignatius."

      Seth snorted. I didn't bother to comment. Her definition of a happy marriage probably did not equate to mine. She was happy if her husband gave her gifts and status rather than his unconditional love. I was not.

      Lincoln nodded at Gus to open the door for our guests.

      Swinburn stopped and patted Lady Harcourt's hand. "I'll join you in a moment, Julia."

      She blinked at him. "Ignatius?"

      He smiled and shooed her on. Her nostrils flared but she complied and joined Whistler, the footman, near the staircase.

      "One other thing," Swinburn said quietly to Lincoln. "I was speaking to your father—"

      "My what?" Lincoln growled.

      "Your father, the prince." Swinburn's lips curved up more. "Ah. You're surprised that I know. It seems you underestimated the friendship between His Highness and myself. He relies on me, you know. I give him advice on financial matters. Anyway, the point is, he informed me that Lord Ballantine's appointment as special envoy to India has been delayed."

      Delayed! Where was the justice? Ballantine had tried to trick the Prince of Wales's son into marrying his daughter. It hadn't worked, but the royal family had been furious at the blatant manipulation. We suspected Swinburn, as leader of the pack Ballantine belonged to, was the one behind the scheme, but the Prince of Wales and his brother, the Duke of Edinburgh, refused to blame Swinburn. They'd organized it so that the Foreign Office would post Ballantine to India, essentially exiling him. It seemed Swinburn had successfully persuaded them to change their minds.

      "Why?" Lincoln asked, not sounding at all surprised by the announcement.

      "You would have to ask His Highness," Swinburn said. "Perhaps he just had a change of heart. He can be somewhat fickle like that, haven't you noticed? Or perhaps not. You don't know your father well, do you?"

      "As well as I wish to know him."

      Gus stepped aside and allowed Swinburn to walk ahead of him. He escorted them both down the stairs and Seth shut the drawing room door.

      "What an arse," he declared.

      "Which one?" I asked.

      "Both. I can't believe they're getting married! Has he lost his mind? Has she? He's a bloody wolf, for Christ's sakes!"

      Gus returned and threw himself into a chair. "I didn't think Swinburn and the prince were close enough to share that kind of secret. Seems he treats Swinburn like a brother. That's worrying."

      "I'm not so sure." Lincoln leaned against the mantel and crossed his arms, as casual as can be. "Swinburn didn't actually say the prince told him he was my father."

      "True," Seth said, nodding. "He led us to think that's who told him but never confirmed it."

      "Nor do I believe the prince would have told anyone outside the family. It's highly sensitive information, and he's no fool."

      "He did vehemently defend Swinburn when we accused him of Protheroe's murder," I pointed out. "As did his brother, the duke."

      "Defending a man's reputation is one thing. Trusting him with this information is another entirely. Besides, the duke likes his brother. He wouldn't risk his reputation, no matter how much he respected Swinburn.

      "That's not why I think the prince and duke are innocent, however. Swinburn sent Julia from the room for a reason."

      "Blimey," I muttered as it dawned on me.

      "Bloody hell." Seth flopped into a chair and his hair fell across his forehead. He swept it back and slumped. "You think she told him, but he didn't want her to know that he was telling us?"

      "She probably asked him to keep the information to himself," Lincoln said.

      "Bloody traitor!" Gus growled. "Are you sure, though? She's got too much history with the ministry. She knows it'll be a betrayal."

      "It was her," Seth said heavily. "It's the only explanation that makes sense. She must have given him the information in exchange for marriage. I did wonder why he agreed to it. The man's a womanizer. He wouldn't settle down unless he got something out of it."

      "The nerve of her!" I stormed to the door and wrenched it open.

      "They're gone, Charlie," Gus said.

      "She's a fool if she thought we wouldn't work it out," Seth said. "A bloody fool. And he's a fool for agreeing to the union. Give it a year and he'll decide the information wasn't worth it. What's he going to do with it, anyway? Go to the papers? It might cause a scandal, but only until the next scandal comes along. What will he gain?"

      "Leverage for blackmailing me," Lincoln said simply.

      I sighed. "So what do we do now?"

      "She has to be ousted from the committee," Seth said.

      "Aye," Gus agreed.

      I looked to Lincoln and he nodded. "I'll do it tomorrow," he said. "A committee meeting will need to be held to inform the others."

      The notion of cutting Lady Harcourt loose appealed to me. Without her on the committee, there'd be no more reason to associate with her. We'd be rid of her completely, since we rarely moved in the same social circles. "I'll come with you when you tell her," I said to Lincoln. I didn't want to miss this.

      Seth stretched out his arms and cracked his knuckles. "She told me I was going to take her place on the committee if anything happened to her. Looks like I'm moving up in the world."

      Gus rolled his eyes. "It don't give you any real power, you pompous prig. It don't pay, neither. Does it?" He looked to Lincoln.

      Lincoln shook his head.

      We sat in silence a few moments as we each contemplated Lady Harcourt's reaction to the news that she was off the committee. At least, I thought that's what we were all thinking.

      "I wonder if Buchanan will be invited to their wedding," Gus said.

      Seth crossed his legs at the ankles. "It could prove to be quite the spectacle if he is. Makes me wish I was getting an invitation after all."

      Gus snorted. "You're the last person she'd want there, along with Buchanan. Past lovers don't make good wedding guests."

      "Then half of the nobility will be missing."

      "You're both wrong," I said. "I'm the last person
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