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Chapter 1

Whyborne

 


I stood amidst the press of bodies at the
Nathaniel R. Ladysmith museum, desperately wishing I were
elsewhere. Preferably back in Alaska; although I’d despised the
cold climate, at the moment the memory seemed heavenly compared to
the stuffy heat of the crowded grand foyer. Sweat crept down my
back beneath my layers of clothing, and I longed to slip outside
and remove my gloves. In previous years, I might have at least
escaped to one of the open windows in hopes of catching a bit of a
breeze.

Unfortunately, the days of my anonymity were
over. Almost as soon as I arrived this evening, Dr. Hart and the
museum’s president Mr. Mathison cornered me. We’d soon been joined
by the head librarian, Mr. Quinn, whom I couldn’t remember ever
seeing outside of the Ladysmith’s library before, let alone in
formal wear.

The gathering tonight celebrated a rather
large donation of rare books to the museum’s library. Although my
philological expertise tended to the deciphering of more ancient
languages, the source of the donation made it of more than usual
interest to me.

Two years ago, my husband Griffin and I had
traveled to Egypt to assist our dear friend Dr. Christine Putnam.
Christine’s sister, Grafin Daphne de Wisborg, had joined us,
ostensibly in mourning for her dead husband.

In reality, Daphne had used the books in the
late graf’s library to find a way to communicate with the spirit of
Nitocris, Queen of the Ghūls, lurking
Outside our ordinary world and awaiting her chance to come back.
Daphne, possessed by Nitocris, then murdered her husband and came
to Egypt with the intent of turning the world into a wasteland of
the dead for her ghūls to rule over. My
left shoulder still bore the scar of the bite she’d inflicted with
her jackal teeth, as we fought for our lives in the Egyptian
desert. As for Christine, losing her only sister in such a terrible
fashion...well, she didn’t speak of the incident, but it couldn’t
have been easy.

The letter from the current Graf de Wisborg
had taken Christine by surprise; that much I did know. The young
graf had found himself in possession of a crumbling castle he had
little interest in maintaining, and an extensive library he cared
for even less. Daphne’s connection with Christine, and thus the
museum, had inspired him—and if his generous donation came with the
chance to travel and meet rich American heiresses, so much the
better.

I’d come tonight not only to please the
museum director, but to offer my support to Christine. Her nerves
were already stretched thin from the stress of planning her
upcoming wedding; this had certainly done them no good.
Unfortunately, I could think of no way to politely extricate myself
from the director and president.

“This is quite the triumph, don’t you think,
Mr. Quinn?” asked Dr. Hart. His balding head shone with sweat, and
his face flushed red with the heat.

“Indeed.” White tie and tails somehow failed
to make Mr. Quinn look any less like an undertaker. His silvery
eyes went to Dr. Hart, then to me. He then proceeded to stare at me
without blinking. “I suspect we’ll find many tomes of great value
within. Perhaps Dr. Whyborne would care to assist when we open the
crates.”

His suggestion caught me off guard;
cataloging new arrivals wasn’t remotely one of my duties. Still, it
would give me an excuse to look for the truly dangerous tomes and
suggest they be kept under lock and key, before they had a chance
to find their way onto the general shelves. “Of course, Mr. Quinn.
I’d be glad to assist.”

Dr. Hart rubbed his hands together with glee.
“The Wisborg Collection will finally wipe the smirk off the faces
of those fellows from Miskatonic. Their paltry library will be
nothing compared to ours!”

“Now, now,” Mr. Mathison said with a
good-natured smile. “Let’s not forget Miskatonic University is Dr.
Whyborne’s alma mater.”

“Dr. Whyborne belongs to Widdershins,” Mr.
Quinn said, giving Mathison a rather poisonous glare. “His
allegiance, I should say. To the museum.”

“Er, yes.” I cast about for some means of
escape. Once again the elite of Widdershins crowded the Ladysmith’s
grand foyer, nibbling on canapés beneath the looming hadrosaur
skeleton, exclaiming over the carefully curated displays from
Nephren-ka’s tomb, and silently judging one another’s clothing,
demeanor, and heritage. “I say, has anyone seen Dr. Putnam
recently?”

“Last I saw, she was speaking with the graf,”
Mathison said, taking a flute of chilled champagne from a passing
waiter. I snagged a flute of my own.

“No, no, the graf is being set upon by every
heiress in the place,” Dr. Hart replied. “The ones with enough
money to desire a title to accompany their fortune, that is.”

“He looks like Orpheus stalked by the
maenads,” Mr. Quinn observed wistfully.

I edged away from him—but I also took a quick
look about to make certain the graf wasn’t actually being torn
apart. I assumed as much from the lack of screams, but...well, the
former Graf de Wisborg had been killed and eaten by his own
wife.

I didn’t see the new graf, but I finally
spotted Christine near the Nephren-ka relics. Iskander stood beside
her, in earnest conversation with my father.

My heart sank. God only knew what Father
might be saying to them. To suggest I’d been shocked when Father
offered Whyborne House as the venue for Christine’s wedding would
be an understatement. Obviously he must have some sort of ulterior
motive, but what he had in mind hadn’t yet become clear. Most
likely he thought doing favors for my friends would convince me to
abandon my career, return to the fold, and take up my position as
the heir of Whyborne Railroad and Industries. It was, I suspected,
the same reason Father settled a large amount of stock on Griffin
for his birthday last month.

“Excuse me—I need to speak to Dr. Putnam.” I
hurried away without waiting for an answer. As I wove through the
crowd, I caught sight of my friend Dr. Gerritson and his wife.
Unfortunately, they appeared to have been cornered by Mr. Durfree
and Mr. Farr, a pair of art curators known for their passionate
disagreements on anything and everything. I hurriedly ducked behind
a gaggle of heiresses to avoid being drawn in.

My champagne had grown warm in the stifling
heat. A whisper of magic chilled the glass, frost forming briefly
on the outside of the flute before melting. I lifted it to my lips
and was promptly jostled from behind. Champagne splashed across my
chin and down the front of my shirt.

“Oh, sorry Percy, didn’t see you there,”
drawled Bradley Osborne. He didn’t sound sorry at all.

I took out my handkerchief and began to dab
ineffectively at my now-wet clothing. “Quite all right, Bradley,” I
gritted out between clenched teeth. “Accidents do happen.” Not that
I imagined for an instant this had been an accident.

Bradley observed my efforts at drying myself
with a smug smile. “You really ought to watch where you’re going.
Been drinking a bit more champagne than good for you, eh?”

The old familiar anger ached in my chest. I
straightened my spine, which forced Bradley to look up at me.
“Actually, I’ve been speaking with Mr. Mathison and Dr. Hart.”

His jovial mask slipped—just for an instant,
but enough to let me know I’d struck home. Bradley had spent his
years in Widdershins trying to claw his way higher into society.
When we’d first met, he’d held me in contempt, for...well, for all
sorts of reasons, but not taking advantage of the class I’d been
born into was certainly one of them.

Bradley’s right hand tightened around his
champagne flute; his left he tucked at the small of his back,
perhaps to conceal a fist. Then he relaxed and put on a false
smile. “I’m sure they found your father’s money and name—I mean,
your conversation—most fascinating.”

I forced my expression to remain neutral,
even as I seethed within. It wasn’t just Father’s money that had
brought me to the attention of the museum’s board and president.
Most of the blame lay with my wretched brother Stanford, who’d held
Widdershins’s upper crust hostage in this very foyer, forcing me to
save them.

“Among other things,” I replied coolly.

“Ah, yes, other things.” He continued to
smile, but his eyes were cold and dead as knives. “By the way, how
is Mr. Flaherty?”

“I’m quite well,” Griffin said from just
behind Bradley. “Thank you for your concern, Dr. Osborne.”

I felt a thrill of savage satisfaction when
Bradley started in surprise. Griffin stepped to my side, his green
eyes fixed on Bradley and a smile no more genuine than Bradley’s on
his lips. The man I called husband always cut a handsome figure,
but the tailcoat and white tie suited him very well indeed. His
chestnut hair, worn longer than strictly fashionable, curled around
his collar.

Unfortunately, Bradley recovered quickly
enough. “I’m glad to hear it, Mr. Flaherty,” he said even as his
lip drew into a sneer. “After all, if I recall correctly, you were
shot right over there. I take it the wound no longer troubles
you?”

Goosebumps prickled on my arms despite the
heat, and I felt as though the marble floor had shifted beneath me.
The night Stanford had taken the museum staff and donors hostage,
he’d also tried to kill me.

But first he’d shot Griffin, with the clear
intention of hurting me. After first calling me a sodomite.

The implication had been obvious enough. But
Stanford was a madman who had tried to murder the most powerful
people in Widdershins. Polite society put his insults and actions
down to lunatic ravings.

Whether anyone really believed that or
no...well, Griffin had quietly received an invitation to various
museum functions, including this one, with no real explanation as
to why. If pressed, no doubt it would be pointed out he’d tried to
save everyone at the Hallowe’en tour and been gallantly wounded in
their defense. Surely that was worth a few invitations to exclusive
events?

And perhaps it was the real explanation. I
honestly didn’t know and certainly would never ask. But I had no
doubts as to Bradley’s opinion.

Would he try to use it against us? He hadn’t
so far, but that didn’t mean the day wouldn’t come when we’d find
police knocking on our door. Or my name in some headline from a
tawdry New York paper, as no reporter in Massachusetts would dare
risk Father’s wrath.

My hand tightened on the champagne flute, the
scars beneath my white glove pulling tight. The great arcane
maelstrom that underlay Widdershins turned beneath my feet. A
breeze ruffled through the gathering, bearing on it the scent of
the nearby ocean.

“As I said, I’m quite fine,” Griffin replied.
“Come, Whyborne—you need to dry your shirt.”

He touched my elbow. The breeze died away,
and my sense of the maelstrom receded to the back of my mind, in
the same place that kept track of my heart beating and my lungs
breathing.

“Yes,” I said, and let him steer me away.


Chapter 2

Whyborne

 


Griffin led me to the discreet staff door in
the back of the foyer. The air on the other side was far cooler,
and I took a deep breath. “Damn Bradley,” I said. “Thank you for
your rescue.”

“Any time, my dear.” Griffin looked up at me,
but the dim light made it difficult to read his expression. He
moved closer, thighs almost touching mine. “Let’s go to your
office.”

“My office?” I blinked down at him. “I
thought we were going to the washroom to dry my shirt?”

“No,” Griffin murmured. His voice had taken
on a husky edge. “We were getting you away from Bradley before the
little breeze I noticed became a gale. Or you lost patience and
blasted the man with a lightning strike.” Heat laced the smile he
offered me. “He didn’t have the slightest idea what he was playing
with. But I did.”

“L-lightning isn’t easy to call down,” I
stuttered, my heart beating faster in response to his nearness, his
smile.

“We’ll discuss it in your office.” His hand
brushed across the front of my trousers. “Now.”

I hurried to comply. My hands trembled as I
unlocked the door. Moonlight streamed through the high windows,
illuminating the desk and chair. I tried to keep the place more
neatly than my old office in the basement, but my attempts had been
only half-hearted, and there were piles of papers stacked in the
visitor’s chair, on the floor, and over most of the desk.

“If not lightning, then setting him on fire,”
Griffin said. He closed the door behind us. The lock clicked
loudly.

I turned to see him stalking toward me. “Or
slamming him into the wall by manipulating the air,” he went on.
“Or bending the marble around his feet and ankles so he couldn’t
move.”

“Er.” I backed up until my hip met the edge
of my desk. “I hope I wouldn’t do such a thing just because Bradley
said something wretched to me.”

“Of course not.” Griffin stopped inches from
me, staring up but not touching. “And I know you wouldn’t. But I
could see the fire in you. So bright. Trembling. Begging for
release.”

A soft whimper escaped me.

“I’ve been watching you the whole evening,
you know.” He crowded in closer now, trapping me between his body
and the desk. His thigh slipped between mine, pressing and rocking
just right.

The room seemed suddenly as breathless as the
foyer had been. “O-oh?”

He rocked against me harder, sending jolts of
pleasure through my rapidly stiffening member. “Mmm hmm. I watched
you standing there with Mathison and the rest. Dr. Percival
Endicott Whyborne—so aloof. So untouchable.”

My heart beat faster, my skin more heated
than it had been before. “I’m not.”

“You look it, when you feel you’re on
display. Withdrawn and remote as a statue. None of them see what’s
underneath that marble shell. The fire just waiting for the right
moment to erupt into a blaze. Watching you keep it so tamped down
in public, so in control, knowing none of them guess I’d have you
on your knees, begging me to fuck your mouth.”

Lust tightened my throat—and my trousers.
But... “I have to go back out. We do, I mean. They’d see.”

The hard line of his erection pressed against
my own. “Oh yes. You’re right,” he purred in such a way I knew he
hadn’t forgotten for an instant. “We must keep your lips clean,
your hair unmussed. I suppose I’ll just have to fuck your ass
instead.”

I took a deep gulping breath against the
constriction in my throat. “I have oil in my desk. Used to keep
leather scrolls supple.”

He leaned in closer, almost but not quite
kissing me. His breath smelled faintly of champagne. “Then get
it.”

Griffin pulled back, just far enough to let
me turn around and bend over the desk to grapple with one of the
drawers. He took advantage, pressing against my backside in a most
distracting fashion, until I fumbled out the small bottle.

Griffin stripped off his gloves before taking
it. “Don’t move,” he ordered. “Stay bent over.”

I had just enough presence of mind to remove
my own gloves and take out a handkerchief. He shoved me against the
desk, kissed the back of my neck, then reached around to unbutton
my trousers. In short order, he had my suspenders unfastened, and
shoved trousers and drawers alike down. I spared a thought for the
cloth wrinkling, but his hands gripping my hips drove everything
out of my mind but him.

“You look so handsome,” he whispered. The
shadows of the museum seemed to swallow his words, as if taking our
secret into themselves, even as I took him into me. I gasped, the
scars on my right hand pulling as I gripped the desk.

The difference in our height made things
awkward, but did nothing to dissuade him. He groaned, leaning in to
me and lifting his heels off the floor to push further in. In a few
moments, he’d found his rhythm, his breath rough, his fingers
digging into my hips.

I bit my lip to keep from crying out, then
remembered I couldn’t leave a mark anyone would question once I
returned to the gathering. So instead I arched my head back, trying
to keep my moans quiet.

I’d waited to put a hand to myself, afraid it
would be over too soon, but the ache in my cock became too
insistent to ignore. “Yes,” Griffin gasped hoarsely. Our flesh
slapped together, sticky with oil and sweat. “Touch yourself. I
can’t wait to go back out there. Can’t wait to see them all look at
you, so cool and collected, the fire contained once again, and
never guess I’ve just come inside you.”

His words trailed off into a groan, body
stiffening, pushing in as far as he could while he spent himself. A
wave of pleasure shocked through me: his cry, his hands on my hips,
his rough speech, all excited my blood past enduring. My orgasm
rushed through me, and I barely remembered the handkerchief in time
to keep my spend from spilling onto the desk.

I blinked sluggishly, senses reeling. “God,”
I mumbled.

“Not quite, but the confusion is
understandable,” Griffin teased as he pulled free.

I snorted. “That’s the devil you’re thinking
of.”

“I’m wounded.” He smacked me lightly on the
bottom. “Clean up and let’s return to the gathering before anyone
wonders what’s taking so long.”

I unlocked the door with a far steadier hand.
To hell with Bradley. He might snipe and bark, but in the end, his
character was that of a schoolyard bully, easily cowed when someone
of authority chanced by. If nothing else, Dr. Hart wouldn’t
tolerate a scandal. If Bradley attempted to bring one upon the
museum by moving against me, he’d find himself short of a job.

And, for all his bluster, Bradley wasn’t a
fool. He knew better than to antagonize the museum.

“Oh, hello there, Whyborne,” Christine said
as I stepped out into the hall. “I’d wondered where you’d gotten
off to.”

I jumped, heart pounding. “Oh! Christine. We
were just, um, drying off my shirt.” Which of course I’d not yet
had the chance to do, curse it.

She arched a brow. It was always strange to
see her in an elegant dress; she preferred far more practical
skirts, and wore trousers in the field. “I’m sure you were,” she
said in a tone meant to indicate she knew I was lying to her
face.

“And what are you doing back here?” Griffin
asked. He of course seemed perfectly at ease. “I rather thought
you’d be missed if you left the gathering.”

“Bah!” Christine scowled. “I’ve a bottle of
whiskey in my desk. After listening to everyone stand around, going
on and on about how grateful I should be to the graf for donating
the Daphne de Wisborg Memorial Collection, I needed a real drink.”
She pulled a flask from somewhere in the folds of her gown. “Care
to join me?”

Griffin took it from her and helped himself.
“I’m sorry, Christine. I know this can’t be easy for you.”

Her scowl only deepened. “Daphne tried to
murder us all. I don’t particularly care to memorialize her with
anything.”

“Nitocris had taken her over by then.”

“Don’t coddle me, Griffin, we both know that
isn’t true,” she said. Griffin passed the flask to her, and she
took a long pull before putting it away again. “We should return to
the lion’s den, before we’re missed. And Whyborne, I know it isn’t
your job, but if you could find a way to look at the books, I’d
appreciate it.”

“Mr. Quinn has already suggested it,” I
said.

“Well.” She looked mildly surprised. “The man
has far more sense than I imagined. Still, I’d take it as a favor
if you’d make it something of a priority. We don’t want someone
summoning Nitocris in the middle of Widdershins.”

“Dear heavens, no,” I agreed as we followed
her back out. “We’ve far too many home grown abominations as it
is.”


Chapter 3

Whyborne

 


“Just look at it,” Griffin beamed. “Isn’t it
wonderful.”

“No,” I muttered under my breath.

“What was that, my dear?”

“I said it’s quite wonderful,” I replied.
“Yes.”

The object in question was a new Oldsmobile
Curved Dash motor car. The thing was painted a mixture of black and
shocking crimson, accented with the gleaming steel of the tiller
and axles.

Two very cheerful men had delivered it at the
crack of dawn, having brought it from the rail station. Griffin
sold off some of the stock Father gave him for his birthday to
purchase it, and had anticipated its arrival for weeks now. My own
quiet hopes, that the thing would be lost somewhere in transit, had
apparently been dashed.

“Where are we to keep it?” I asked. At the
moment, it was parked in front of our gate, but surely Griffin
didn’t mean to leave it there, exposed to the elements. I didn’t
think anyone would molest it, if only out of fear I might curse
them, but it was rather blocking the street.

Griffin gave me a slight frown. “We’re
renting Mr. Zanetti’s carriageway and carriage house, since he has
no use for it.” At my blank look, he added, “Mr. Zanetti? Our
next-door neighbor?”

“Oh.” Griffin was the gregarious one, not
I.

He let out a familiar sigh, the one that
meant I’d disappointed him in some respect. “Whyborne, you’ve lived
here almost as long as I have. Four years.”

“Three and a half.”

“And you still don’t know our neighbor’s
name?”

“I know Mrs. Yates,” I said, naming the
elderly lady across the street.

“Because she looks after Saul when we’re
gone.” He folded his arms over his chest. “Besides, don’t you
remember me mentioning this? I specifically said our budget could
afford the monthly fee he’s asking, and you agreed.”

“Erm...” It wasn’t that I didn’t listen to
Griffin. I did. But he’d always been quite happy to handle the
finances of our shared home, and I’d been equally happy to let him.
“The red color is very modern. I think all the other motor cars in
Widdershins are black.”

Thankfully he let himself be distracted. “It
is, isn’t it?” A pleased smile crossed his face, lightening his
green eyes. “Well, then. Get in.”

I blinked. “Get in?”

“Of course!” He handed me a pair of dust
goggles, before donning his own. “I’m going to drive you to the
museum.”

I stared suspiciously at the conveyance. I’d
ridden in Father’s motor car a few times, but it was three years
older and rather slower and more sedate, at least judging by what
I’d seen through the curtains when this one was delivered earlier.
“Do you even know how to manage it?” I asked.

“One of the fellows who delivered it showed
me, while you hid inside with breakfast,” Griffin replied. “We took
it up and down the neighborhood. Now climb up.”

Having no other choice, I picked up my
Gladstone bag and clambered in beside him. He cranked the engine,
and within moments it chugged loudly to life.

I’d barely settled the goggles on my face
before we were off. Griffin gleefully steered the contraption down
the street at a speed I found to be far in excess of safety,
honking the brass and rubber horn, and letting go of the tiller to
wave enthusiastically to gaping pedestrians.

Oh God. He was going to kill us both.

Water Street grew more crowded as we moved
out of the residential neighborhood and into one lined with shops
and businesses. Griffin dodged a trolley, shouted an apology at the
cab driver whose horse he spooked, and hastily swerved yet again to
avoid an elderly man making his way across the street. I clutched
my Gladstone in one hand, my hat in the other, and closed my eyes
so as not to see whatever object inevitably spelled our doom.

The motorcar’s abrupt halt jolted them open
once again. Somehow, we’d survived long enough to reach the marble
steps leading up to the museum’s grand front entrance.

“There now, that was much better than taking
the trolley, wasn’t it?” Griffin asked. His face was flushed, his
hair tousled by the wind where it stuck out past his flat cap. “I’m
sorry I won’t be able to come by for you this evening, but I have a
client and I’m not certain of my schedule.”

“That’s quite all right,” I assured him, as I
scrambled out.

“Oh look—there’s Christine and Iskander.”
Griffin honked the annoying horn yet again. “Christine!
Iskander!”

Everyone on the sidewalk and steps had
stopped to stare. I felt the tips of my ears going hot, and
wondered if anyone would believe I’d simply happened by and had no
connection whatsoever to the madman in the motor car. Probably
not.

Christine and Iskander hurried back down the
steps. Iskander generally walked to the museum with Christine in
the mornings, even if he had no particular business there that day.
His modest income from his lands back in England kept any money
woes at bay, so long as he watched his budget. Still, I knew he yet
hoped for a permanent position at the Ladysmith.

“I say, what a fine machine,” Iskander said
of the automobile.

“Thank you.” Griffin looked as pleased as if
he’d built the thing himself. “It has a two-speed transmission,
chain drive, and side crank.”

“How modern.” Christine also seemed unduly
impressed. “How fast does it go?”

“According to the salesmen, it can reach up
to twenty miles per hour. I haven’t tried to go that fast yet, of
course, but I hope to put it to the test soon.”

I cringed, and Iskander look alarmed.
Christine, however, brightened. “Oh, excellent. I don’t suppose
you’d mind taking us for a turn some time?”

Griffin beamed. “I’d be happy to. I know the
wedding has you occupied at the moment, but once it’s over, we’ll
take a drive up the coast. Will that suit?”

“Quite well.” Christine stepped back onto the
curb.

“I’ll see you tonight, Whyborne.” Griffin
waved at us cheerfully, then sent the motor car back out into
traffic, barely missing the director’s carriage as he did so.

“Dear lord,” I said, turning my back on
whatever mayhem he caused next. “I’ll be a widower by sundown.”


Chapter 4

Griffin

 


I spent the remainder of my morning at home,
first attending to the bookkeeping, then sorting through newspaper
reports and generally tidying up my office. I’d obtained a cabinet
a few months ago, where I locked away anything I didn’t wish to
simply leave about, including the more confidential information
entrusted to me by various clients. As I added some of my notes to
one of the files I kept within, I paused to let my hand rest on the
oddly cut gem, which sat on a small brass stand.

Last December, I’d agreed to let the Mother
of Shadows alter me so we might escape the ancient city buried deep
beneath an Alaskan glacier. She’d given me what I’d come to think
of as shadowsight—the ability to perceive magic. And she’d sent
with me an Occultum Lapidem—a gemstone originally created to allow
the umbrae to communicate over distance.

The gems could be perverted to other
sorcerous uses as well, even turned against the umbrae. But she’d
seen the deepest part of my mind and given me a trust that still
humbled me.

I heard a distant whispering when I touched
the stone. A soft murmur of voices, as though someone spoke in
another room. If I chose to concentrate, the words would gradually
become clear. I’d done so a few times, worried about how the umbrae
might fare now they were free from their ancient prison. So far,
they had both thrived and remained hidden from humanity.

I withdrew my hand, and the whispers ceased.
But even as I relocked the cabinet, I felt oddly comforted by the
gem’s presence.

The bell rang at precisely the time I’d
scheduled my new client. I opened the door to find a smallish man
with auburn hair and mustache, dressed in a conservative suit. He
seemed utterly unremarkable.

I allowed my focus to shift slightly.
Thankfully our house wasn’t on one of the lines of arcane energy,
and I was able to use my shadowsight without being blinded by
magical glare. The man looked just as ordinary as he had through my
normal vision. He was neither a sorcerer, nor one of Widdershins’s
inhabitants who could claim an inhuman lineage.

“Mr. Dewey Lambert?” I asked, holding out my
hand. “Griffin Flaherty. Please, come inside. Can I offer you
coffee?”

He followed me into my office and took the
seat I indicated. “No, thank you. I’ve given it up. Bad for the
nerves. I follow the Graham Diet.”

“Of course,” I said. “Quite sensible.” I
forewent coffee of my own and took my seat across from him. “Why
don’t you tell me why you’re here.”

He perched on the very edge of his chair,
looking as if he might flee at any moment. “Mr. Flaherty, I came to
you because...I heard you sometimes handle...odd cases?”

The last words were practically whispered.
Mr. Lambert struck me as the sort of fellow who would go to any
length to avoid being considered “odd.” Or even interesting. “Some
of my cases have had unusual aspects,” I agreed carefully. “You
know I’ve done work for the old families.”

Lambert made a face of distaste. “I’m from
Boston,” he said. “If I’d known what this town was like, I’d never
have taken a job here. Sin and depravity everywhere, and nowhere as
common as amidst its leading citizens.”

I managed to keep my expression neutral,
although it took some effort. Having been accused of perversion and
depravity myself, my sympathy for Mr. Lambert rapidly slipped away.
“Your story,” I prompted.

Perhaps he heard the coolness of my tone.
“Er, yes. It happened two days ago. I had left work to take my
lunch time walk.”

“And your work is...?”

“I’m employed at Dryden and Sons, Tailors, on
River Street. I fit men’s suits. Many of my clients ask for me by
name,” he added with an air of pride.

“Very respectable,” I agreed. I was familiar
with the business, although I’d never used their services myself.
Most of their clientele were well-to-do—not rich, certainly not
members of the old families, but men of means nonetheless. “What
happened on your walk?”

“I set off for the park, as I do every day
the weather permits,” he said. “I take my lunch and eat it in the
fresh air.”

I made a note on the paper on my desk. “You
bring your lunch from home?” I guessed.

He sniffed. “It’s the only way to be sure.
The last time I ate at a restaurant, the waiter forgot to mention
there was pepper in a dish. Pepper!” His eyes bulged in outrage. “I
refuse to run the risk of nervous excitement and all the ills which
come from it.”

I began to regret my decision to hear Mr.
Lambert’s case. “Naturally. Please, go on—you left the shop, you
say?”

“Yes. I hadn’t gotten far—perhaps halfway to
the park—when I began to feel distinctly odd.” He shifted in his
chair uncomfortably. “I wondered if I’d taken ill, and cast about
for somewhere to sit down, and then...”

He chewed uncertainly on the ends of his
mustache. “And then?” I asked.

“Your discretion is assured?”

“Of course,” I replied. “You and I might not
hail from Widdershins, but I’m certain you appreciate a private
detective couldn’t remain in business here without a policy of
absolute discretion.”

He seemed only slightly reassured. “When I
told the police, they thought I was drunk. Drunk! If word got back
to the store, I’d surely lose my position.”

“They won’t hear it from me,” I said. Dear
God, would the man ever get to the point? “Just tell me what
happened.”

Lambert took a deep breath, as if steeling
himself. “I was somewhere else,” he said. Fear crept around the
edges of his voice. “I’d been whisked in an instant from the sunlit
street, to darkness. I couldn’t move, couldn’t see, couldn’t do
anything.”

I frowned. “You’d been abducted?”

“Yes!” Lambert leaned forward. “I don’t know
how they did it. They must have hit me over the head or—or I don’t
know! I tried to move, to cry for help, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t
even see my surroundings.”

At a guess, the man had been heavily drugged.
“Did you hear anything?”

His eyes widened. “You believe me?”

“Of course.” This was far from the strangest
thing I’d encountered in my time in Widdershins. “Did you hear
anything? Smell anything? Notice any detail that might shed some
light on what happened?”

“No.” He shook his head, slumping back in his
chair. “Nothing. Only darkness. It was...terrifying, not even being
able to scream. I don’t know how long I lay—stood?—there, wondering
what was happening. Then, all of a sudden, I was on the steps of
city hall with a clerk yelling at me, accusing me of theft!”

This wasn’t the turn I’d expected his story
to take. “Let me make certain I understand you aright. You said you
were kidnapped, secured somehow in a dark place unable to move or
cry out—and then with no transition found yourself outside of city
hall?”

“Yes!” His eyes bulged. “I had no idea what
was going on, or why some clerk would be shouting at me. I asked
him if he’d seen who had left me there, and he looked at me as
though I were mad. Then the police came. They heard out the clerk
first.”

“And what did he say?”

“He claimed I came into the hall of records
and asked to see a map of the area from the 1600s.” Lambert’s
expression became incredulous. “As though I’d do such a thing! Why
would I care about an old map from before there was even a town
here? He said he brought out the map and I examined it. Then I
left, and when he turned to put the map away, it was gone.”

“Was it found on your person?”

“Of course not!” Lambert scowled at me for
daring to make the suggestion. “When the police found nothing, the
clerk accused me of passing it out the open window to an
accomplice. The police asked for my version of events.”

My heart sank. Lambert would have been far
better off lying, but I doubted it would have occurred to him to do
so. “And you told the truth.”

“Of course I did.” His mustache bristled with
righteous indignation. “I wanted them to investigate my abduction
and bring my kidnappers to justice. But the police said I was
either mad or drunk, and the clerk was as well. I tried to tell
them he must be in league with the kidnappers, but they dismissed
me.”

It was a bit of a stretch, but I didn’t say
that out loud. “Do you have any idea why someone would kidnap you?
Or why they’d return you to the steps of city hall?”

“No.” He shook his head. “I have no enemies,
but I suppose one of them might be a dissatisfied customer seeking
to discredit me.”

“I see.” I made another note. “Do you recall
the clerk’s name?”

“Patrick Tubbs.”

The case was indeed odd, as Mr. Lambert had
put it. I didn’t doubt he told the truth, or at least what he
believed to be the truth. I tore off a corner of the paper and
wrote a sum on it. “Your case sounds of interest, Mr. Lambert. This
is my daily fee. Should I require additional expenses, I’ll speak
to you about them beforehand.”

Lambert frowned at the paper. “This seems a
bit high, Mr. Flaherty.”

Of course he was the sort to haggle with me.
“Then by all means, you may hire another detective to clear your
good name.”

The suggestion made him look no happier. “I
assume the fee is only to be paid should you in fact succeed?”

“That would make it a reward, not a fee.” I
pasted on a false smile. “I operate under much the same rules as
the Pinkertons who trained me, Mr. Lambert. I understand not all do
so, but it is how I conduct my business.”

In other words, he was free to depart,
assuming he could find anyone else who would believe him.

No doubt he had the same thought. He didn’t
stop frowning, but he did nod reluctantly. Even so, I made certain
to have a check for the first day of investigation in my hand
before seeing him out.


Chapter 5

Griffin

 


I still had a few hours before city hall
closed for the day, so I made my way to the department of records.
I entered to find the clerk seated behind a desk; he rose rather
hastily to his feet when I came in. No doubt he felt the sting of
the map’s loss from under his nose.

“Mr. Tubbs?” I asked, extending my hand.
“Permit me to introduce myself. I’m Griffin Flaherty.”

I’d come to the hall of records in the course
of my work before, but the deputy clerks changed at the whim of the
City Clerk, and I’d not met this one yet. Mr. Tubbs was rather
handsome, his young face not yet sculpted by lines, his blond hair
thick. As we shook hands, his eyes swept over me in a not
unappreciative fashion.

“What can I do for you, Mr. Flaherty?” he
asked.

I gave him my most charming smile. “I hoped
you might answer some questions about the map that disappeared the
other day.”

His smile wilted. “I already told the police
everything.”

“I’m not with the police. I’m a private
detective, representing a client whose identity is confidential.” I
looked him straight in the eye. “And I don’t think the loss of the
map was your fault.” Not that I had a clear notion of what was
going on, but it seemed doubtful the explanation would be so
prosaic as carelessness on Mr. Tubbs’s part.

His expression perked up at my assurance.
“You don’t? You must not be working for Mr. Lambert, then.”

No reason to correct his flawed assumption.
“As I said, my client requires confidentiality. May I ask you a few
questions?”

“Yes, of course. Can I offer you some
coffee?”

Not an admirer of the Graham Diet, then.
“Thank you; that would be most kind.” While he fetched the coffee,
I wandered about the room, studying numerous bookshelves stuffed
with bound records and a large number of cabinets built for the
storage of maps. I knew from experience that most of the maps were
surveys of property boundaries. An electric fan turned slowly
overhead, and the open windows let in a refreshing breeze. I peered
out; certainly it would have been possible for Lambert to have
passed the map to an accomplice, but only if Tubbs hadn’t noticed
him walk over to the window with it. There was also a disturbingly
large rat hole in one corner of the room, but it seemed rather
unlikely that anyone had trained rats to steal maps.

Tubbs returned with the coffee and saw me
looking at the hole. “Awful, isn’t it? I put out poison and asked
for a carpenter to come seal it. At least there hasn’t been any
damage to the records.”

We sat and sipped our coffee. I had the
feeling Mr. Tubbs didn’t get many visitors in the ordinary course
of a day. We chatted a
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