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      Cairo, 1895

      Louisa Wallingford squinted at the half-filled page in front of her, comparing her own neat handwriting to the scribbles she had transcribed from her Uncle Charles’s battered old notebook. She was reasonably sure she had made an accurate copy of what he had written.

      She hoped, anyway. I adore Uncle to pieces, but I do wish he’d learn how to spell.

      Leaning back in her chair, she worked her head back and forth to loosen the crick in her neck. Her uncle was one of the world’s premier experts on folklore, diligently researching and tracking down the core truth of legends and myths from around the world.

      And in the nine years since she’d graduated from being a dependent ward to her position as his official research assistant, she had become fully involved in his investigations. He had even included her as a co-author (using her initials, of course) on his monograph about the strigoi, a reanimated corpse that supposedly wandered the Romanian countryside in search of blood.

      Since their arrival in Egypt, however, it seemed that she’d done nothing but transcribe his splodged notes into legible English. Granted, it was for a good cause; his research on Amhemmet, a Seventeenth Dynasty vizier and magician who was supposedly able to travel through time, had helped the famed archaeologist Ibrahim Gamal track down the most likely site of the magician’s final resting place. Now Uncle Charles and Professor Gamal were busy raising funds for an archaeological dig that would excavate Amhemmet’s tomb and reveal its treasures to the world.

      That, however, had left her with endless days of transcription and poring through old records trying to isolate references to Amhemmet and his tomb. It was necessary work, but she much preferred interviewing wide-eyed witnesses, talking her way into a monastery to read a rare book, or hiking over hill and dale on the track of some fabled creature.

      My dear Lou, academic work consists of endless hours of drudgery, spiced with occasional moments of blind panic. Uncle Charles’s words made her smile, and her mood rose even more when she heard the faint sound of lyrical Arabic through the shuttered windows. She had learned to recognize the time of day by the distant cry of the mu’azzin calling the Faithful to prayer. The prayer being performed now was Salat al-maghrib, just after sunset. Which meant that supper was less than an hour away, and Professor Gamal and his son Jayan would be coming for tonight’s meal.

      Capping the ink bottle, she stood and went to the chest of drawers in her bedroom-cum-office where a jug of water and a large ceramic bowl waited for her use. No time to go to the hammam for a soak, more’s the pity. She stripped and poured water into the bowl, rinsing off sweat and scrubbing the ink from her fingers.

      The bracelet around her left wrist shimmered prettily under the water. Set with blue labradorite stones carved to look like flowers and connected with artful silver links, it had been her thirteenth birthday present. She could still remember Uncle Charles saying that it had been her mother’s and that she should never take it off. While she didn’t obey him in all things, this was one request she followed faithfully, treasuring the only tangible connection she had to a mother who had died the day Louisa was born.

      After donning clean clothing and checking the mirror to make sure her hair was still neat, she followed the enticing smells of garlic, cumin, and other spices down to the first floor. She found their house boy setting the table in the dining room. “Hello, Khalil. Do you know what’s for dinner?”

      The twelve-year-old gave her a gap-toothed grin and a quick salaam. “Mama is making ful medames, miss,” he said.

      The delicious stew was one of her favorite dishes. “Is my uncle back yet?”

      “He’s in his study.”

      “Thank you.” A short hallway led to the large room that Uncle Charles had appropriated as his study. Despite the combined efforts of Khalil’s mother Nura and herself, the room was constantly littered with books, scrolls, notes, maps, and the assorted detritus that accumulated in an academic’s space.

      She knocked on the study door, waiting for “Come” to drift through the wood before going in. As usual, her uncle was in his shirtsleeves, sandy red hair mussed and forehead wrinkled as a bulldog as he studied the array of papers spread out before him. “Uncle, Professor Gamal and his son are coming for dinner tonight. You should get ready.”

      “Mm. Thank you, my dear.” He didn’t look up from his papers, brow beetling even further. Louisa had once reasoned that, in the same way that an oyster responded to a bit of grit by coating it with nacre to produce a pearl, academic research started with a question and surrounded it with more and more evidence until it resulted in a pearl of wisdom. Unfortunately, both processes tended to produce a certain amount of mess while extracting said gem and women usually found themselves with the task of cleaning it up.

      She waited for a silent count of five. “Now, uncle,” she prodded.

      “Hm? Oh, yes, of course.” Blinking, he got to his feet with a groan that indicated he had also been hunched over his desk for hours. “This is fascinating stuff, Lou. If Amhemmet could do even a quarter of the things attributed to him, he would have been one of the most brilliant men on the planet. There’s one story that says he created a device that could perform enormous calculations in the blink of an eye.”

      “I’m sure the bankers of Ancient Egypt owed him a debt of gratitude.” She waited until her uncle exited the study, following him to the hallway. “How is the search for funding going?”

      “Eh? Oh, quite well, quite well. Gamal is sure that the university will fund half of the dig.” Al Azhar University was Egypt’s oldest degree-granting school, and its archaeology department, of which Gamal was a member, was one of the most respected in the world. “If we can find some deep-pocketed sponsors, we could break ground in as little as six months.”

      “Would the ministry be interested at all?” Her uncle worked as a special researcher for the Ministry of Antiquaries, a branch of the British government dedicated to “the encouragement, advancement and furtherance of the study and knowledge of the antiquities and history of this and other countries.” “It would seem to be right up their alley.”

      Uncle Charles shook his head. “I’ve asked, but I haven’t gotten a reply. They’re already getting my research for their archives, so they may feel that’s enough for them, more’s the pity.”

      “Well, perhaps they’ll change their minds,” she suggested. “Or perhaps you could find some potential sponsors at the club.”

      He snorted. “Those arrogant imbeciles wouldn’t know the importance of Gamal’s work if it bit them on the fundament.”

      Unfortunately, she had to agree with him. The Wilshire Club was the favorite gathering place and watering hole in Cairo for British expatriates. The average member acted as though they had been tasked by Queen Victoria herself to maintain the standards of proper British society while abroad. The last time Louisa had been persuaded to attend a dinner there, a trio of matrons who ruled the British social whirl had cornered her in the ladies’ dressing room. They’d clucked over the sun-browned, freckled tone of her skin, her habit of attending a hammam instead of bathing at home like a good Englishwoman, and—worst of all—the fact that she was still unmarried at the age of twenty-six.

      She didn’t know what had prompted her to say, “Oh, didn’t you hear? I’m newly engaged to a sheikh. Apparently I’m to be the first Englishwoman in his harem. Uncle is ever so proud.” Giving her interrogators a sweet smile, she’d turned on her heel and sailed out. Soon afterwards she stopped receiving invitations to club luncheons and other ladies’ activities. She knew it was meant as punishment, but she received her banishment to Coventry with no end of relief.

      Really, why should it be required of a woman to marry simply because of her sex? There were any number of noted women academics and adventurers who had chosen to remain free of marital entanglement. And judging from the quality of men she had met at the Wilshire Club and other bastions of expatriate Britons, she could well understand those women’s collective choice. As far as she was concerned, her life would be far more happy and productive if she remained a spinster working with her uncle.

      Speaking of which— “I have full faith in Professor Gamal’s ability to find the necessary funding for your dig,” she said as they reached the stairs. “Now go get ready for dinner.”

      Her uncle shot her a rueful grin. “Yes, nanny.”
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      The Gamals arrived soon afterwards, the two families settling down to Nura’s delicious food and a pleasant evening of conversation. Jayan Gamal was a handsome, charming man close to Louisa’s age, and his incisive wit provided an enjoyable counterbalance to the older men’s discussion of academic politics and fundraising.

      After dessert was finished and coffee passed round, Jayan said, “I thought Miss Wallingford and I might take the air in the back garden, Professor, if that’s all right with you.”

      Her uncle gave them both amused looks. “I think we’ve been boring the young people, my friend.”

      “Ah, let them go,” Professor Gamal said with a wave. “We’ll join you in a bit, Jayan.”

      “Yes, Baba.”

      With some relief Louisa stood, escorting Jayan from the dining room. They stopped in the kitchen to obtain a lantern from the indulgent Nura before heading out to the back veranda. It overlooked a tiny, exquisite garden arranged around a miniature rectangular pool. The two went to their favorite spot, a carved wooden bench shaded by two palm trees. Nearby, a stand of lush jasmine that had climbed a lattice wall perfumed the night air, and the sounds of the city were muffled by the trees and other greenery.

      “This is much better,” Jayan said after taking his seat. “I love my father, but if I have to listen to the wonders of Amhemmet any more I may run amok.”

      Louisa bit her lip to hide a smile. “Be grateful you’re not expected to write it all down. But it will be quite the find, assuming that they’re correct about the location of the tomb.”

      “If they’re not, Baba’s head may well explode. Oh, speak of the devil.”

      She glanced back over her shoulder. Uncle Charles and Professor Gamal had taken seats on the veranda, the tiny firefly sparks of lit cigars glowing against the darkness. “Chaperoning us again? Do they truly believe we’d hop the garden wall and run away together?”

      Jayan chuckled. “I can’t speak for your uncle, but I suspect that’s my father’s fear. You do possess a certain exotic beauty, after all.”

      “With my skin that freckles after five minutes in the sun, and hair the color of Nile silt?” she said drily. “Oh, yes, I’m a veritable siren. Speaking of beauty, however, how are things with you and Maryam?”

      He made a face. “She’s terribly eager to get married. More than I am, to be honest.”

      Louisa had met Maryam Abdel a number of times at various events and liked the sweet but firm-minded young woman. “You’re not going off on her, are you?”

      “Oh, no. I’m just a bit nervous at the thought of all the responsibilities I will have to take on as a married man,” Jayan admitted. “Right now, I live in my father’s home, my mother oversees the kitchen, their servants cook and clean for me, and I have all the peace and quiet I desire. But as the head of a household, I will be forced to say goodbye to my life of ease. I’ll have to enter my grandfather’s business, buy a house, pay servants, support Maryam and our children, etcetera.”

      “Oh, poor you, having to manage your grandfather’s successful business and wealth,” Louisa teased. “You forget, you’ll also get a woman who adores you.”

      “Very true. I suppose I shall settle into my new life in time.” He gave her an impish smile. “Still, I do sometimes think it’s a shame that you weren’t born to a good Muslim family here in Cairo.”

      She was used to his casual flirtatiousness by now. “I could say the same about you being born to a good Christian family in England,” she retorted, “but then I never would have met you.”

      “Likely enough. Clearly Allah knew what He was doing when He arranged for our births so that we would meet as friends.” His smile grew. “I suppose it’s for the best. I want a simple life, after all—enough money to live comfortably, well-behaved children, and a wife who will dote on me when I grow fat and old.”

      “I wouldn’t dote on you?”

      “Hardly. You’d nag me to take exercise and stop me from eating baklava.” He wagged a finger at her in mock condemnation as she laughed. “I know you, Miss Louisa Wallingford. You would be just like my Aunt Nabila, and she runs poor Uncle Tamir ragged. No, it is best that we do not wed. I will give in to Maryam and have my simple life, and you will do something completely unexpected. Become a lady explorer, perhaps, or meet a handsome stranger who will sweep you off to a life of adventure and intrigue.”

      “Ha. And perhaps a magic lamp will drop from the sky and give me three wishes.” It was just as likely as what he was suggesting. “I’m perfectly happy working with Uncle Charles. I do wish people would understand that and stop suggesting that I’ve failed at womanhood by remaining a spinster.”

      “I’m not one of those people, I assure you. In fact, I find you quite womanly—” He broke off as something pale fluttered out of the night sky and landed in her lap. “What is that?”

      “Well, it’s not a magic lamp.” She picked it up, holding it closer to the lantern. “It’s a feather. And a large one at that.” The white feather boasted an unusually long hollow shaft, above which the downy barbs began, and was of a size where she could easily use it as a quill pen. “How curious. Do you think someone is commenting on my handwriting?”

      He grinned. “Possibly. May I?”

      She handed him the feather, and he studied it. “Actually, this would make an excellent pen. It’s a swan feather, you see—these and goose feathers were traditionally used as quill pens.” He peered up at the cloudless sky. “Although it’s awfully early in the season for a swan to show up in Cairo.”

      “Well, it landed in my lap, so it’s clearly meant for me.” She retrieved the feather and placed it in her bun. A quick look in the reflecting pool showed that it waved jauntily over her head. “I rather like it.”

      “It is fetching,” he agreed. “A beautiful accoutrement for a beautiful young lady.”

      “Why, Mr. Gamal, you flatter me.”

      “That was my plan. I could do more, if it was your wish.” He leaned closer, lowering his voice to a playful murmur. “For example, I could kiss you, if you like.”

      She was startled by the offer. But if she was also honest with herself, she had wondered what it would be like to kiss the handsome young Egyptian, with his beautifully chiseled mouth and sensual air. He’s engaged. It would be wrong. “I don’t think Maryam would like that.”

      “Ah, but we’re not married yet,” he pointed out. “One kiss, that’s all. It would give me a special memory of my dear English friend.”

      She found herself leaning forward, then hesitated. “Jayan—”

      “Louisa?” her uncle called.

      Jayan pulled back, grimacing. “Our elders have the most terrible timing,” he grumbled.

      Part of her sympathized with that. “I’d better go see what he wants.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      They returned to the veranda, where Uncle Charles and Professor Gamal were gesticulating with their cigars. “Louisa, be my champion,” Uncle Charles declared. “Did I, or did I not find a story where Amhemmet had traveled to a strange land ‘where messages could be sent in an instant across far distances and man traveled in horseless chariots or flew near the sun?’”

      “You did, uncle.”

      “You see!” he said, pointing triumphantly at Gamal. “And what other way is there to describe telegraphy but the sending of messages in an instant across far distances? I tell you, my dear Gamal, Amhemmet could be walking amongst us this very day.”

      “Yes, but what about these horseless chariots?” Professor Gamal asked.

      “They already exist in France,” her uncle insisted. “A chap named Karl Benz has developed something he calls a motorwagen, and they have been seen on the streets of Paris.”

      The archaeologist didn’t seem convinced. “All right, but what about flying near the sun?”

      “Do we not have balloons that can ascend high into the atmosphere?”

      Louisa knew from long experience that once in debate mode her uncle would last well into the night unless she derailed the topic. “Speaking of flying, uncle, it seems that I’ve been given a gift.” She plucked the feather out of her hair. “It landed in my lap while we were sitting in the garden. Jayan says it’s a swan feather.”

      She had expected her uncle to extemporize on the story of Icarus and flying too close to the sun. Instead, the color drained from his face like wine poured from a bottle. “What?”

      “A swan feather, or so he says. I thought—”

      “Give it to me.”

      Surprised at his brusqueness, she handed it over. He turned the delicate thing in his fingers, studying the fine vanes. “And you say it fell in your lap?”

      “Yes. Jayan thought it was curious because swans aren’t normally seen here until later in the winter. Perhaps a mating pair arrived early.”

      Her uncle’s attention remained focused on the feather, long enough for Louisa to share a puzzled look with their two guests. “Well, it’s getting late,” Professor Gamal finally said, standing. “We should get home. Thank you for dinner, Wallingford. We’ll talk more about your findings tomorrow.”

      “Yes, of course.” Her uncle was still distracted by the feather, and it fell to Louisa to show their guests out. The professor didn’t seem put out by her uncle’s preoccupation, although Jayan raised his eyebrows in a silent question as they arrived at the front door. She shook her head, mystified.

      “It was a pleasure as always, Miss Wallingford,” Professor Gamal said, giving her a cordial half-bow with his hand spread over his heart. “We’re getting closer to Amhemmet’s tomb. I can feel it.”

      “I’m sure you are, sir.”

      Jayan also gave her a polite nod, but his eyes were warm. “Thank you for your hospitality, Miss Wallingford.”

      Really, it was best that he got married, and soon. “You’re quite welcome, gentlemen. Good night.”

      She waited until the men had joined the thinning stream of people on the street before shutting the door and locking it. By the time she returned to the veranda, intending to ask her uncle if something was wrong, he was already talking in low tones with a worried Nura. The cook nodded, giving Louisa a sad look before hurrying off.

      The hair on the nape of her neck prickled. The last time her uncle had behaved in such a furtive manner was in India, and they had left Bombay the next day on a hastily booked steamer. “Uncle, what’s going on?” she asked.

      His expression was resigned but firm. “I need you to pack your things, my dear. We’re leaving Cairo as soon as it can be arranged.”

      Her heart fell. Yet another country, then. “But your research—”

      “Will have to wait. We’re going back to England.”

      That shocked her. “England? But why?”

      “Because I need to speak with the queen.”

      Her fingers went to her mouth. The very idea that her uncle would be able to speak with Victoria Regina, Queen of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, Empress of India, was beyond belief. “But—”

      “Enough, Louisa.” His tone turned peremptory. “I must speak with the queen, and that is that. Now go and pack.”

      She swallowed her next question, along with the flare of anger that accompanied it. Her uncle was normally the kindest and most patient of souls. To hear him bark orders like this meant that something difficult or dangerous was afoot. Giving him a brief nod, she left the veranda.

      But England? Why are we going there? She had no memory of her homeland, having been taken from it days after her birth and the tragic death of her parents in a fire. For the last twenty-six years, her uncle’s unshakeable position was that they would not return.

      Something had clearly changed his mind. For a moment she wondered if it had to do with the feather that had dropped into her lap. But that’s ridiculous. And why does he need to speak to the queen, of all people?

      Reaching her room she went to her bed and pulled her valise from under it. Frustrating as it was, the answers to her questions would have to wait. More pressing matters had to be sorted first—paying off Nura and Khalil, terminating the house lease, making sure all of their belongings were properly packed, arranging for transportation to Alexandria, and from there by sea to England. I must check the train timetables. Or would a boat to Alexandria be better? Will we even be able to get cabins on a steamship at this late date?

      Money wasn’t an issue, thanks to the extremely healthy Wallingford fortune, but even money couldn’t make staterooms magically appear if there were none available. And while the waters of the Mediterranean might be manageable in mid-November, she had her doubts that the Atlantic would follow suit. Oh, dear, we’ll need warmer clothes. Perhaps I can wire measurements ahead and have some things waiting for us in London…

      She focused on the tasks ahead of her, the swan feather forgotten.
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      It was mid-afternoon when the Wallingfords stepped out of their carriage in front of the Cairo train station, with Khalil clambering down from his protective position on top of the luggage. Louisa adjusted her straw boater and traveling gown, squinting into the blazing sunlight as she waited while her uncle and Khalil negotiated with a pair of porters to load their luggage onto the 2:38 PM train to Alexandria.

      Oppressively hot as it was, the area in front of the impressive station edifice still thronged with travelers, families seeing off loved ones, station employees, hawkers selling everything from tea to “genuine” fragments from a mummy, and a handful of pickpockets and other criminals hoping to prey on lost or distracted travelers. Louisa took a firmer grip on her reticule, discreetly dabbing away a trickle of sweat as she kept an eye on the crowd.

      The mass of people parted for a moment and she spotted a young lady dressed in simple tropical whites. Her long blonde hair was loose, partially obscuring her face, and she stood as if isolated by a glass wall from the bodies around her, unconcerned by the bustling throng or the blazing sun overhead. Poor thing, did no one tell her to bring a parasol?

      The young lady suddenly smiled, as if hearing her thoughts.

      “Lou, dear?”

      She jumped at her uncle’s voice. “We’re ready,” the older man added.

      “Yes, uncle.” She glanced back at the crowd, but the young lady was gone.

      Khalil waited next to Uncle Charles. “I wish you were staying, miss,” the boy said mournfully. “I wanted to go with you on the dig.”

      “I know, Khalil. When we return, we’ll take you along, I promise.” She opened her reticule and fished out a small paper-wrapped package. “In the meantime, this is to thank you for all of your help.”

      He took the gift, tearing away the paper. His expression fell even further when he saw W. M. Flinders Petrie’s book on the pyramids and temples of Gizeh. “Oh. Thank you, miss.”

      Repressing a smile, she leaned down. “Look inside.”

      He did, eyes widening at the stack of Egyptian piasters she’d tucked there. “Thank you, miss!” Glancing around at the crowd, he closed the book and furtively tucked it inside his shirt. “I will practice my English reading, too.”

      “That would be helpful.” She knew he could read Arabic and had no doubt he’d be able to tackle English’s Roman alphabet. “Take care of your mother and stay in touch with Professor Gamal. He’ll let you know when we’re to return.” Or if. She squeezed his shoulder fondly. “As-salāmu ʿalaykum, Khalil.”

      “Wa ʿalaykumu s-salām, miss.” With one last smile, he dashed off.

      She turned to her waiting uncle. “Well, then. Shall we?”

      “We shall.” He held out his arm and she took it. “When do we arrive in Alexandria?”

      “Approximately seven o’clock this evening.” Her morning had been taken up with packing, sending telegrams to their solicitor and Uncle Charles’s man of business in England, settling the lease on the house, and a hurried trip to the Thomas Cook office in central Cairo to book assorted train tickets and cabins on the next steamer heading to England. “We have rooms at the Adham Hotel, and tomorrow afternoon we’ll board the HMS Guernsey, with train tickets booked for the leg from Southampton to London. I sent a telegram to Mr. Grainger asking him to open your townhouse and hire any necessary servants.”

      “Hm.” Her uncle still seemed oddly distracted. “Once we’re in London, we’ll have to—oh.”

      A breathless Jayan Gamal stepped out of the crowd, giving them both a salaam. “Professor Wallingford, Miss Wallingford, I’m so glad I was able to catch you before you left. My father received your telegram this morning and wanted me to deliver his hopes for your safe travel in person.”

      To Louisa’s surprise her uncle seemed irritated by Jayan’s arrival. “How kind of him. Please pass along my thanks to your father, as well as my heartfelt apologies.” He began to urge her toward the platforms.

      But Jayan stayed with them. “Before you leave, sir, might I have the honor of saying a private goodbye to Miss Wallingford?”

      For some reason Uncle Charles hesitated. “Well—”

      “I don’t see why not, uncle,” she said firmly. “We’ll remain in sight, if that helps, but I would also like to say goodbye to Mr. Gamal. In private.”

      Her uncle’s jaw clenched, and for a startled moment she thought he might refuse. “Yes, well, I suppose that would be all right,” he finally allowed. “I’ll be over there. But don’t tarry, my dear. We have a train to catch.” He strode to a nearby tea stand, giving them a strange, wary look over his shoulder.

      Jayan frowned. “Is everything all right?” he asked quietly.

      “I hardly know. He’s not been himself since last night. I hope your father’s not too put out with us.”

      Her friend moved casually until he was standing between her uncle and her, almost as if protecting her from the older man. “Not at all. He’s simply concerned that you have to leave so quickly. But we shall look forward to your return once your business in England is concluded.”

      I only wish I knew what that was. “I look forward to that as well. Please pass along my best wishes to Maryam.”

      “I will. And now I have something for you.” He pulled something out of his coat pocket and handed it to her. “For your travels.”

      The item turned out to be a pretty circular silver disc engraved with flowing Arabic script. There was no chain or pin, and to her untutored eye the lettering appeared to be a short message. “What is it?”

      His usually cheerful face turned solemn. “Think of it as an insurance policy. In case anything happens in London and you need help, seek out Gaffar at the Princess of Arabia pub in Whitechapel. Show him this, and he will give you any assistance you require.”

      Despite the heat, a chill went down Louisa’s spine. “What sort of assistance do you think I’m going to require?”

      “I don’t know.” He closed her fingers securely around the disk. “Call it a premonition if you like. But I have a strange feeling about your return to England. You may require something as simple as a friendly ear, or as important as a safe way out of London. I want to make sure that you have that help if it’s needed.”

      His words echoed her unspoken questions and concerns so clearly that she wondered again at his claims of having a djinn as a great-great-grandmother. “Now you’re worrying me, Mr. Gamal.”

      “I don’t mean to, my dear Miss Wallingford. But I do believe in the adage, ‘forewarned is forearmed.’” He let go of her hand and stepped back. “Remember, the Princess of Arabia pub in Whitechapel.”

      “I’ll remember.” She tucked the disk into her reticule as Uncle Charles returned, offering his arm in a way that politely but undeniably blocked Jayan from her person. “Thank you for coming to see us off, Mr. Gamal.”

      “You’re very welcome, Miss Wallingford.” He nodded at her uncle. “Professor Wallingford. May Allah watch over your travels.” With a last thoughtful glance for her, he left.

      Uncle Charles waited until he had disappeared, then sighed. “I am sorry, my dear. It’s not that I don’t trust you—”

      “But you don’t. And you still haven’t told me why we’re going to England.”

      “I will, but I need to speak with the queen first.” He patted her arm gently. “Please be patient, Lou, and trust me. All will be revealed in the fullness of time.”

      It wasn’t as if she had a choice. “If not, uncle, we will have words,” she warned him, “and they will not be pleasant ones.”

      “Understood, my dear.”

      As they headed towards the platform, her mind returned to Jayan’s odd gift and his equally odd warning. What kind of danger could I be in? As far as she knew, the greatest threat awaiting her in England was a cold in the nose and catarrh from the unaccustomed weather.

      Behind them, unseen, the young blonde woman watched their departure. A German businessman, jostled by the crowd, bumped into her.

      Her movement was swift and decisive. He yelped and lurched back, clutching his now-dangling arm. “Mein Arm! Sie haben mir den Arm gebrochen!”

      The woman gave him a smile that was merciless as a blade, before turning and melting into the crowd.
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      London

      On paper, the Ministry of Antiquaries looked much like any other government department that supported Her Imperial Majesty Queen Victoria’s sprawling empire. Tasked with “collecting the study and knowledge of the antiquities and history of this and other countries,” the ministry was assumed to be the dullest of government departments, suited only to droning academics, fourth sons with no hope of advancement, and the most put-upon of clerks.

      This uninspiring impression was intentional, as the ministry’s true purpose was not, in fact, the recording of antiquities and history. Instead, it was responsible for the oversight of all magical and supernatural activities in the British Empire, and had been since the reign of Queen Elizabeth. This complex masquerade was considered unfortunate but necessary; the average Briton had enough problems accepting that other human beings might have different skin colors or religious habits. If they learned that magicians, witches, shapeshifters, fae, vampires, and other non-human beings lived side by side with them, the empire itself would go up in flames.

      The ministry’s main office was in Somerset House, a renovated Georgian pile on the north bank of the Thames. Behind and below the entrance was a warren of specialized spaces that no civilian was allowed to see; offices, archives, training rooms, firing ranges, menageries, medical wards, guest accommodation, and cells. In proper British bureaucratic fashion, the ministry had been divided into two main offices. All human users of magic, known as Practitioners, were overseen by the Office of Magic, and all magical or otherwise paranormal creatures, known as Folk, were overseen by the Office of the Supernatural. Both offices had a hierarchy of departments, as well as a number of joint divisions such as the ministry’s Criminal Investigation Department, which was tasked with investigating illegal behavior involving Practitioners or Folk.

      It was in MACID territory where three beings were currently occupying an interview room. The whitewashed brick walls had been reinforced with steel bars and concrete, using techniques intended for bridges and other major load-bearing structures, and warded against spell-casting with cedar wood, chamomile, and clary sage. The rowan wood of the door, doorframe, and furniture, all reinforced with cold iron, made sure that neither mage nor supernatural creature could use the material in an attempt to escape.

      A vampire and a paladin, a Practitioner who specialized in defensive spells and magical combat, now sat on one side of a battered table, both of them wearing sober suits and solemn expressions. A piskie in a green checked suit sat on the other side of the table, fidgeting with his pointed hat.

      “Thank you for coming in, Mr. Aamon,” Sir Henry Carstairs said. His welcome simultaneously appeared on a piece of paper his paladin colleague Simon Richardson had placed on the table. The enspelled paper would diligently record all words spoken in the room. “What is the nature of the complaint you wish to register?”

      The piskie’s bony knuckles clenched more tightly around his hat. “I wants to make it clear I’m naught but an honest chemist, offering nerve tonics and restorative elixirs to the public at large,” it said in the rolling tones of the West Country. “I don’t deals in proscribed substances, you hear?”

      Richardson leaned forward. “We’re not here to question you or your character, Mr. Aamon. You’re the one who requested this interview, remember?”

      The piskie nervously licked his lips with a long, pale tongue. “Aye, well, then. A sennight ago I bought a crate of lightning flower seeds, shipped from Ceylon. They’re fearsome rare and costly, but they’re the only way to makes a decent batch of Clotho’s Delight. I goes down to Shad Thames to collect ‘em personally. That’s when I saw summat.”

      “Which was?” Henry prompted.

      Aamon hunched over more, his gaze moving around nervously. “I don’t cares if a punter wants something special to eat or drink, even if it ain’t quite legal here. It’s up to them if they wants to risk gaol, as far as I’m concerned. And if they wants a pretty little pet or two, what’s the harm in that as long as the beast is taken care of, proper-like? But I draws the line at thinking Folk being bought and sold.”

      Henry’s attention sharpened. “You say Folk are being trafficked at Shad Thames?”

      The pinkie nodded. “I passed one warehouse where goblins were bringing in awful large crates and boxes. One of the crates had summat inside it shouting in some foreign tongue, and I could hears splashing.” His expression darkened. “Then I sees the brand on the crate. Two crossed swords over a rearing unicorn. I seen that brand before, on the arm of a selkie who came to work for me. Poor lass wouldn’t tell me where she got it, but I tells you, I could feel the terror coming off her like fog.”

      Henry sat back, keeping his expression calm even as he felt a surge of righteous anger. The London goblin gangs ruled the intoxicant, trafficking, and smuggling markets in the capital’s supernatural world with an iron fist. The Limestone gang, headed by a ruthless female known as Biddy Arietty, specialized in trafficking Folk females for brothels in and around London, and MACID had been working to crack their power for years.

      The gang also had humans of questionable morals on their clientele list, and the brand Aamon had described was on the coat of arms for Viscount Richard Bainbridge. In addition to being a powerful peer, Bainbridge was also a Practitioner who could communicate with the dead. In the last few months MACID had heard unsavory rumors of a menagerie at the viscount’s palatial home in Regent’s Park. This particular menagerie was supposed to contain not only rare creatures, but Folk as well, mostly female. The more distasteful of the rumors suggested that Lord Bainbridge forced the poor creatures in his menagerie to perform sexual services with his friends—for a price.

      “You said this was happening at Shad Thames?” Henry now said.

      The piskie nodded like his head was on a string. “Bartles warehouse, just by the entrance to the docks.”

      “I see. We appreciate you for coming in today, Mr. Aamon—we’ll contact you if we need any more information.”

      The piskie rose, cramming his hat onto his head. “I bids you a good day, gentlemen,” he said before hurrying out of the room. A waiting constable would escort the piskie out of Somerset House and back to the Strand, at which point the illusion charm all non-human Folk in London were required to use would snap back into place, making him look like a short but quite human man.

      As the door closed, Richardson waved at the page to break the recording spell. “Bainbridge. That’s going to cause a godawful splash.”

      Henry nodded. “Still, he knows the law. And it applies to him as well, even though he might like to think it doesn’t.”

      “True,” Richardson said, lips twisting in thought. “Wouldn’t mind seeing him do a stretch in Tennant Gaol. And if we can crack the Limestones as well, that would be a feather in both our caps.”

      “It would,” Henry agreed. “We need to set some men to watching the warehouse and Bainbridge’s home. We’ll need more proof than the word of a piskie chemist before we can ask Tate for a warrant.”

      They left the interview room, still discussing ways to set a trap for the goblin gang and its powerful client, when a MACID constable approached them. “Mr. Carstairs?” the young man asked. “Lord Tate wishes to see you right away.”

      He nodded and the constable left. “I wonder what the old man wants,” Richardson said.

      Henry had a hard time thinking of Lord Ishmael Tate as “the old man,” having known the current head of the ministry when Tate was still in leading strings. “No idea. I suppose I’d better go talk to him.”

      “Oh, once you’re finished, might I tempt you to dinner at Bella’s?” Richardson asked. “My other half’s been busy all week—some sort of structural issue at the family business—and I’m tired of fending for myself. I can send a message ahead and arrange for fresh venison or steak tartare, as well as a bottle of two of your usual.”

      Their deliberately obscure language was used anywhere they could be overheard. Henry was one of the few people in the ministry who knew that Richardson’s “other half” was a Staffordshire bull terrier shifter named Gunner Jones. As well as being Alpha of his pack, Jones was also a successful publican in Hackney, and sometimes lent a hand with investigative tasks involving the working class of the city.

      Nevertheless, it was still illegal in England for two men to engage in sexual relations with each other, as Oscar Wilde had learned to his detriment that very year. While centuries of life as a vampire had thoroughly broken Henry of any lingering prudishness when it came to sexual mores, and the ministry turned a blind eye towards such arrangements (they had to; vampires tended to be omnivorous when it came to lovers, and a shifter’s fated mate could be of any gender), it was still wise to be careful.

      He now considered his ever-present hunger, one of the unavoidable side effects of being a vampire. It wasn’t strong enough to require immediate feeding, but a meal of thinly sliced raw venison, guaranteed to be in stock at a restaurant that catered exclusively to Practitioners and Folk, would be appreciated. “I could do with a good meal.”

      “Excellent. I’ll see you there at seven o’clock.” Richardson gave him a casual half-salute. “Best of luck with Tate.”

      “Thank you.” Leaving the MACID offices behind, Henry threaded his way through the maze of the ministry to its center, where the main administrative offices were located. A broad-shouldered Practitioner who served as Tate’s secretary sat at a desk next to a pair of impressively carved oak doors representing the union between magic and the supernatural. “Carstairs, here to see the minister.”

      The secretary nodded politely. “He’s expecting you, sir. Please go in.”

      The inner office, with its red walls and elegant furniture, was a familiar space, even though Tate had spent the last twenty years putting his own stamp on the room. Henry was amused to see his own portrait over the fireplace, staring out at the room like a gloomy Tudor guard. He could still remember the June sunlight slanting through the leaded window at Richmond Palace and the smell of fresh-baked bread and quince from the nearby table, there to serve as tidbits for Isaac Oliver when he needed a rest from daubing paint onto the stretched canvas.

      “Admiring yourself, old man?”

      He turned. Tate had walked in from the small dressing room at the back of the office. The short, dapper man always reminded him of the more affable breed of Oxbridge don, an attitude that reinforced the idea of the ministry as a place of academia whenever Tate had to meet with other government officials.

      Of course, this don also runs a secret service comprised of mages and supernatural creatures that reports directly to the monarch. Not quite what you’d expect from Oxbridge these days. “Surprised that you still have it up. We really do need to put it into storage one of these days.”

      Tate snorted at that. “You founded the ministry, Carstairs. You’ll simply have to live with your portrait hanging in the minister’s office. Unless you want it for yourself.”

      “Lord, no.” He hadn’t wanted to sit for it in the first place, but Elizabeth had insisted, and what the Queen of England wanted was delivered forthwith. “If you wish to look at it every day, be my guest. I’m just grateful the likeness isn’t all that accurate.” Better that the bulk of his colleagues didn’t know he had once been Sir Henry Selby, one of the founders of the ministry. It would be too difficult to work with people if they were constantly bowing and scraping to him.

      Tate waved him to a seat. “I suppose you’re curious as to why I called you here.”

      “I assumed it wasn’t for small talk.”

      “I get enough of that at Westminster. No, I need someone with your particular … status, shall we say, for another task. It can run in parallel with whatever you’re working on at the moment.”

      Henry was aware that his unique position within the ministry meant that the minister could reassign him at will. “What is it?”

      Tate began to explain. Ten minutes later, Henry sat back in his chair, astounded. “You want me to marry a woman I’ve never met?”

      “Indeed. I am sorry about this, old man,” Tate said, genuinely repentant. “Especially as I know your feelings on the subject. But we can’t realistically ask a human or a Practitioner to marry the girl—it would be far too dangerous for them. You, on the other hand, are one of the most powerful Folk currently in England and well able to handle yourself, even against Miss Wallingford’s erstwhile suitor.” He glanced down at a sheet of paper on his desk. “And unless I’m mistaken, your current term is due to expire next year. So it’s not as if you need to stay with her for the rest of her life.”

      He was sure Tate knew his retirement time to the minute, if not the second. In a year, “Henry Carstairs” would die, and he would retreat to one of the ministry’s more remote locations for twenty years or so in order to allow all memory of his previous identity to die as well.

      That being said, he wasn’t looking forward to wasting his last year in London living with some strange human woman. “And she doesn’t know anything about the ministry, or Folk and Practitioners?”

      “No. Her uncle—you may remember him, Charles Wallingford from Archives—has made sure to keep her away from any whiff of magical or supernatural events.” Tate absentmindedly tapped his desk. “Not the way I would have managed it, but what’s done is done.”

      It seemed a bit more complicated than that to him. “And when she asks why I won’t eat meals with her, or why there are bottles of blood in the pantry?”

      “I have full faith in your ability to manage the situation. In the meantime, I’ve taken the liberty of constructing a cover story to explain the abruptness of the marriage. You have recently been informed that a deceased relative has settled upon you a handsome inheritance, with one requirement—that you be married.”

      “How generous,” Henry said drily. “And will this Louisa Wallingford accept such a blatant theft from Austen and current women’s periodicals?”

      “I have no idea. But according to her uncle she’s bookish and intelligent. She may accept this more easily if you frame it as a business arrangement. If necessary, tell her you’re not well and doctors have told you not to enter the marital bed for your own health. Hint that you’re likely to die in a year. You’ll be leaving her in any case, so that much won’t be a lie.” Tate paused, intent. “I would consider it a personal favor, Carstairs, if you marry the girl.”

      Henry let out a long breath, not because it was necessary for him to breathe but because it calmed him. It wasn’t as if he had a choice. He had made a vow to serve his monarch, and according to Tate this request came directly from Queen Victoria herself. “Then I will. But I predict this is going to cause more problems than it solves.”

      “If it does, we shall deal with them as they crop up.” Tate extended his hand over the desk, and Henry shook it. “Thank you, old man. Once again, you’ve made my job much easier.”

      “Just remember this when it comes to reassignment. I want somewhere pleasant this time—Eastbourne or Plymouth. Send me to Sunderland again and I’ll make your life a misery.”

      The minister nodded. “Understood.”

      With a grunt, Henry resigned himself to his new assignment. Marriage to a complete stranger, and a human at that. The things I do for my country…
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      To her disappointed surprise, Louisa found London cold and gloomy, with the sky and the Thames matching the greyness of the buildings far too closely. She missed the warmth of Egypt, the bustle of the marketplaces, and the bold colors in both clothing and architecture. London, by comparison, was the embodiment of restraint, with icy stone and marble looming over grey muddy streets.

      Even the clothes were painfully restrained. In deference to the chill December air, everyone who could afford to do so wore serge and wool in muted tones of navy, maroon, moss, brown, and yet more grey. The palette was apparently all the rage in London, but it weighed on Louisa’s mood like a stone.

      Nonetheless, she was grateful that she had sent Uncle Charles’s and her measurements ahead to London. She had spent the cab ride from the train station shivering in her linen traveling gown and shawl, the biting English wind making it clear that she needed warmer clothing. Three day gowns, a wool coat, and other winter accessories were waiting for her at the Wallingford townhouse in Kensington, with the promise of more outfits to be delivered once she was available for fittings.

      The townhouse itself reminded her of a sugared wedding cake, with its gleaming white stucco exterior and angular bow windows topped with decorative balustrades. Two carefully trimmed fir trees stood guard at the entrance like coniferous soldiers, and a black wrought iron fence topped with blunted spikes edged the narrow front garden. The housekeeper was an imposing woman named Mrs. Nield who had been hired by Uncle Charles’s man of business. Louisa missed the easy rapport she had established with Nura and Khalil, but had to admire Mrs. Nield’s command of the servants and the running of the house.

      On the morning of Louisa’s first full day in London, the upstairs maid came in to help her dress in one of the new gowns. It was made of fine maroon wool, with darker bows running up the length of the bodice to her high collar, and a rather attractive shirring along the skirt hem. Nonetheless, its heaviness made Louisa long for her comfortable shirtwaists and skirts.

      Tugging slightly at the dress’s collar, she peered out of her bedroom window at the street below and the pretty half-moon-shaped garden on the other side, with the other townhouses on Egerton Crescent gently curving into sight on either end. This did look more like the London she had expected from her reading. The only thing that seemed out of place was the young man standing in front of her house. His face tilted up towards the house—a stranger to the city, perhaps, admiring the architecture?

      She rested a palm against the cool glass, and he smiled. She half-expected him to raise a hand in greeting but he simply stood there, looking up at her as if playing Romeo to her Juliet.

      Come to me.

      She started. The words were as clear as if someone had whispered them in her ear.

      My love, my bride, my own. Come to me.

      She stepped back from the window, frowning. As a child she’d been able to hear things that others couldn’t—words, thoughts, once even a song. It had gotten her into trouble a few times when she would innocently repeat what she’d heard in front of increasingly uncomfortable adults. Her uncle finally took her to one side and explained that listening to unspoken words was impolite, much like looking at people when they had no clothes on, and she shouldn’t mention anything she overheard. The ability had disappeared once she’d reached menarche, in any case, and she’d assumed that was the end of it. So why was it back now?

      She stepped back to the window, staring at the street. The young man was gone. Hardly surprising—you probably scared him away by staring at him, you silly goose. Now go down and join Uncle Charles for breakfast.

      Plucking a shawl from the armoire, she wrapped it around her and headed downstairs to the breakfast room. Uncle Charles was already there, in a suit that had been pulled out of a long-closed closet judging from the cut, and stood at the sideboard scooping kippers and bacon onto his plate.

      He smiled as she came in. “Good morning, my dear. How did you sleep?”

      “Well enough, thank you.” She took a plate from the sideboard and made do with a few slices of bacon and a fried egg, intending to pad out her meal with the toast waiting on the table in its silver rack. “What do we have planned for the day?”

      He sat down, waving her to take a seat next to him. “I’m still waiting for word from the palace, but I’m expecting guests from the ministry this morning. They should be here by eleven o’clock.”

      She brightened at the information. “Is this a private meeting, or may I join?”

      An odd look replaced her uncle’s smile. “I think that’s a good idea, Lou. My guests are very interested in meeting you.”

      “Me? Why?”

      “Well, you’re hardly an unknown quantity, my dear. You have contributed a fair amount of knowledge to the ministry archives, after all.”

      “Yes, but as your assistant. It’s not as if I’m a member of the ministry myself.” A sudden glimmer of hope flared. “Unless—is that why they’re coming here? To interview me?” It was her dearest dream to join the ministry as a full-fledged researcher in her own right. “Oh, dear. Is this dress suitable? I have a blue one upstairs if that would be better—”

      Uncle Charles harrumphed, waving her back into her seat. “Your dress is perfectly lovely, my dear. As for the purpose of their visit, we can discuss that when they get here.” He turned his attention back to his kippers, but not before she caught a flash of that odd, worried expression again. “Have some more eggs and bacon, and make sure you have a chop at lunch. You’ll need thicker blood if you wish to tolerate the temperatures here.”

      “Yes, uncle.” Trying to calm her excitement, she selected a piece of still-warm toast and buttered it. If there was a chance to be accepted as a researcher at the ministry, she would put up with cold, gloomy London for as long as necessary. I do hope they ask about my work on the strigoi monograph…
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      The ensemble from the ministry arrived at 11 AM, as promised. The dapper man whom Uncle Charles introduced as Lord Tate appeared very much like she had expected the head of the ministry to look, and it was a positive joy to finally meet Sir Cosmo Philips, the head archivist and one of Uncle Charles’s oldest and dearest friends.

      The third visitor, however, set off the strangest feelings in Louisa’s midsection. Despite his perfectly unremarkable suit, there was something about Sir Henry Carstairs that radiated both power and danger.

      She gave herself a mental shake. You’re being ridiculous. He’s just a man.

      But a striking one, she had to concede. Tall and pale, his thick brown hair had been brushed back neatly from a broad forehead, with a matching mustache beneath a nose that had been broken at least once. His other features were regular, even handsome, but it was his eyes that were impossible to ignore. Set under well-shaped brows, they were heavy lidded and unnervingly sensual, with irises that were a clear aquamarine threaded with a darker sapphire.

      When they locked on her, she remembered a winter afternoon in Bombay watching a patient Siamese cat stalk a mouse. The man studied her the same way now, as if he wasn’t sure whether to toy with his prize or leap across the room and devour it in one bite.

      “Mr. Carstairs.” She extended her hand as she had for the other ministry men. “How do you do?”

      When he took it, a strange tingle shot through her flesh. He blinked in surprise and let go of her. “Forgive me, Miss Wallingford,” he said in an urbane baritone. “I must have scuffed my feet across the carpet as I entered.”

      “It’s nothing,” she assured him. The sensation of his cool, smooth skin and the undeniable strength in his fingers remained with her, odd but not unpleasant. “Uncle, there’s tea in the sitting room.”

      Uncle Charles rubbed his hands together. “Excellent, my dear, thank you. Gentlemen, would you follow me?”

      The maids had laid out a light morning tea service. Once everyone was seated Louisa began pouring, surprised when Mr. Carstairs politely refused his cup. “I’m afraid my digestion doesn’t get on with tea,” he explained.

      She had never met a Briton who didn’t drink tea. “Would you prefer a glass of port?” It was perhaps a bit early for spirits, but it was the only other refreshment she could think to offer.

      The smile he gave her was faint but pleased. “That would be acceptable, thank you.”

      She gave the request to the maid, who brought in a small glass of ruby-red wine. Once everyone else had their tea, her uncle cleared his throat. “Well, then. I suppose we should get started.”

      “Quite,” Lord Tate replied. To her surprise, he turned to her. “Miss Wallingford, we’re here by special request of the queen, regarding you.”

      She almost spilled her tea. “Me?”

      “Yes. I’m not sure if you’re aware, but your late mother was a lady-in-waiting to the queen. She considered your mother a treasured companion, and had bequeathed a special gift to her upon her marriage, that she would take a personal interest in your own marriage once you came of age.”

      Her teacup jittered again. “Marriage?” She glanced at Uncle Charles, wondering if this was some sort of ministry prank, but his expression was solemn.

      “Yes. It is the queen’s wish that you marry, and now that you have returned to England it is her intention to put that wish into motion. To this end, she has arranged for you and your uncle to receive an audience with her tomorrow at Buckingham Palace, after which you and your fiancé will be married by the ministry’s chaplain.” Tate settled back, satisfied with his announcement.

      Her mind went blank with shock. Marriage

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/bp300dpi.jpg
+ @ * BELAURIENT
Q PRESS





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/shadowoftheswan_vella.jpg
NICOLAM{CAMERON
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