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I wrote this book for you.


Chapter 1

 


Newly installed electric lights blazed from
atop the department store, theater, and even the street corners
where ordinary gas lamps had burned just a month ago. An ugly
tangle of wires cut across the night sky like the weaving of some
huge, and quite demented, spider. The harsh light revealed the
cracks in the sidewalk and threw sharp-edged shadows, far less kind
than the radiance of either sun or moon.

I’d not seen the lights in operation before,
as I didn’t generally stray outside after sundown without reason.
Christine had wished to observe them, however, as had Griffin, and
so here I stood on the sidewalk, just past sunset on a mild August
night.

I’d rather have remained home.

“Very impressive,” Christine said, as we
strolled down River Street. Christine, or more properly, Dr.
Christine Putnam, was my colleague at the Nathaniel R. Ladysmith
Museum and one of two people I truly called friend.

“Electric lights have been in use in Chicago
for a while, although of course the battle between the electric and
gas companies still rages on,” said my other friend, Mr. Griffin
Flaherty. At least, the rest of the world considered us to be good
friends who lived in the same house because we found one another’s
company congenial. Which we did, although our relationship
consisted of a more romantic nature than most would imagine.

Griffin touched the brim of his hat to a
group of laughing young women who passed us on the street. One or
two took a lingering look at his overlong curls and trim form. I
did my best not to glare at them. “Still, I feel certain this is
the way of the future,” he went on. “I’ve been thinking about
having electricity installed at the house.”

“Absolutely not!” I exclaimed. Had the man
gone completely mad?

Griffin gave me a surprised look. “Why ever
not?”

“Well…” I flailed for a moment, trying to
put my objection into words, “for one thing, these electric lights
are too steady. Sterile, one might say. Not like real light
from a candle or gas lamp.”

“Weren’t you just complaining about the
dimness and flickering in the study last week?”

I ignored his absurd question and forged
ahead. “They have no warmth. And they lack the aroma of gas
lighting.”

“This summer, you claimed to be dying first
from the heat, then from the fumes.”

“I don’t see what that has to do with
anything,” I said crossly. “These lights are far too modern for
Widdershins, or anywhere else, for that matter. They will never
catch on.”

Griffin’s green eyes flashed with amusement,
and a dimple appeared on one cheek when he grinned. “My dear
Whyborne, things do change, even here in Widdershins.” He gestured
to the garish lights above the department store. “And once they do,
nothing ever goes back to the way it was before.”

“Hmph.”

“Well I, for one, rather like them,”
Christine put in. She walked with her arms swinging at her sides,
rather than holding onto either of our elbows, as a woman might
normally be expected to do when in the company of two men. But
normal didn’t really describe any of us. “Can you imagine having
electric lights to use in a tomb during a dig?”

“When do you leave for Egypt?” Griffin
asked, diverting the conversation from the lights with a skill
which no doubt served him well in his occupation as a private
detective. Of course he would be in favor of these hideous new
lights: they diminished the shadows in which criminals might hide
their secrets from him.

We turned away from River Street and
meandered through the side lanes, which would eventually return us
to Christine’s boarding house. Griffin and Christine discussed
plans for her excavations in Egypt, once the field season began
anew. The stars shone out thickly above. Moths clustered around the
gas lamps, which, in my opinion, gave more than adequate
illumination. A friendly cat on a doorstep meowed at me, and I
stopped to give it a scratch between the ears.

A shriek of horror shattered the night.

The cat bolted. I spun around, searching
frantically for the source of the cry. Ahead of me, Griffin gripped
his silver-headed sword cane, while Christine swore in Arabic and
dug through her purse for her pistol.

The shriek came again, from another street
over, high and fearful as that of someone trapped in a nightmare.
Griffin bolted down an alley between homes, and I followed, with
Christine at my heels.

A man stood in the street outside one of the
houses, staring down at his hands. In the dim light, they looked to
be coated with some black substance although, as we drew closer, I
realized from the rusty smell it must be blood.

He raised his head as we approached. The
light from the nearest streetlamp fell across his face, his
features startling me with their familiarity.

“What’s going on here?” Griffin asked, the
same instant I said, “Allan? Allan Tambling?”

He stared at us in confusion, his bloody
hands still held out before him. “Dr. Whyborne? Dr. Putnam?
What…what’s going on?”

I hadn’t the slightest idea. Allan Tambling
was a quiet young man, hired to restore any damaged but valuable
paintings which entered the museum’s collection. What little I knew
of him suggested he was unusually focused and sober for an artist
and certainly not the sort I expected to find staggering about in
the street, bloody as if he’d just come from apprenticing at a
butcher’s.

Christine stopped just out of Allan’s reach,
gripping something in her purse—her pistol, no doubt. “Good Gad,
man, what happened to you? Are you hurt?”

Tambling blinked slowly, before shaking his
head. “I…I don’t know. I had dinner with my uncle, we went to his
study…and I found myself outside, with blood all over! I don’t know
how I got here. I thought I saw someone running away…”

“Which direction?” Griffin asked instantly.
When Tambling pointed a shaking hand, Griffin immediately dashed in
pursuit, although I doubted he’d catch anyone at this point.

“Here,” I said, pulling out my handkerchief
and passing it to Tambling. “Where is your uncle’s house?” Perhaps
if we convinced him to go inside, we could discover if he’d been
injured or at least calm him down.

“Th-there,” he said, pointing to the house
behind him. The door stood open, and a warm scarf of light lay
across the front stoop.

Before we took a single step toward the
house, however, a woman’s scream came from within. A moment later,
a maid appeared at the doorway.

“Police!” she shrieked at the top of her
lungs. “Help! Mr. Bixby’s been murdered!”

~ * ~

Some time later, Allan Tambling sat on the
stoop, his face buried in his now clean hands. Police milled about,
bustling in and out of the house. As the body had already been
taken away, I couldn’t imagine what business so many of them had
within, outside of the desire to gawk at the spot a man had
died.

The maid had left, swearing never to return.
I’d remained out of some sense of loyalty to a fellow employee of
the museum although, so far, my presence hadn’t proved at all
useful, except to answer one or two questions for the police.

“Is there anything I can get you, Mr.
Tambling?” I asked awkwardly. What I would do if he requested
something, I hadn’t the slightest idea. I couldn’t exactly boil him
a cup of tea or procure a stiff brandy here on the street.

He took a deep breath, as if to master
himself. “No, I…no. Thank you, Dr. Whyborne. I’ve sent for my older
brother, but otherwise I don’t think there is anything to be
d-done.”

“Yes. My condolences,” I added. “I’m certain
the police will catch whoever is behind this very soon.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Feeling utterly useless, I turned away and
looked for my companions. Christine waited on another stoop,
ignoring a policeman’s attempts to escort her from the scene.
Griffin, however, seemed engaged in lively argument with a man I
recognized as Detective Tilton.

I wandered close enough to listen in. “But
you didn’t see anyone,” Tilton said.

“No,” Griffin replied, “but I’m only one
man. If your men conducted a thorough search—”

Tilton’s eyes narrowed, and his mustache
quivered. “I don’t need you telling me how to do my job, Flaherty.
You believe you know something about investigation just because you
were a Pinkerton thug, but I assure you, I’ve forgotten more than
one of your ilk will learn in a lifetime.”

I bridled at the insult. “Mr. Flaherty isn’t
some heavy-handed strike-breaker,” I snapped. “I daresay he knows
as much about investigation as anyone in this town.”

Tilton gazed at me coolly, and my anger
drained away abruptly. What was I thinking, drawing the attention
of the police? Although Griffin claimed they weren’t trained to
somehow spot men like us without any other signal being passed, my
stomach turned over queasily nevertheless. In the eyes of the law,
Griffin and I were criminals many times over by the very nature of
our relationship.

“Dr. Whyborne,” Tilton said neutrally. “I’m
sorry to see you’re still keeping company with this lout.”

“A sad state of affairs,” Griffin agreed
cheerfully. “Very well, Tilton, I see you won’t listen to reason. I
will keep my advice to myself from now on.”

“See that you do.”

We collected Christine and started back the
way we had come. As we passed Allan, I slowed my steps, intending
to give him some look of sympathy or encouragement. But he sat on
the stoop, staring fixedly down at his hands with a dazed
expression, as if my presence couldn’t penetrate the fog of grief
and fear around him.

“Why can’t I remember?” he whispered to
himself. Although he’d wiped off his hands, blood still caked
beneath the nails. “Why?”

His words sent a little shiver down my
spine, and I hastened to catch up with my companions.

~ * ~

In the small hours before dawn, I opened my
eyes and found myself drowning.

Water pressed down upon me with palpable
force: cold and dark, as if I had sunk to the very bottom of the
sea. I thrashed madly, struggling for the surface, but I might as
well have been swimming through treacle. Some force held me in my
watery grave, until my burning lungs gave up the fight, and I
inhaled sharply.

I breathed.

A blink, and the darkness receded, my eyes
mysteriously able to penetrate the blackness of the abyss. A great
city rose up around me, its cyclopean architecture humbling even
the mighty pyramids of Egypt. A single block of barnacle-encrusted
granite loomed larger than a house. But I found the architecture
oddly repellent. None of the lines seemed to meet quite as one
expected, so perspective became distorted, angles which appeared
acute one moment seeming obtuse another.

The ghastly place showed no signs of
inhabitants, but life filled it nonetheless. Barnacles clung to
every surface, corals sprouted, and a thousand fish swarmed high
above my head, like flocks of birds. Thin, shell-like tubes
projected from many surfaces, their fan-shaped inhabitants
stretching out delicate tendrils in a thousand colors, resembling
living flowers. I reached out to touch the nearest, and it ducked
back into its cylindrical home.

How had I come here? I struggled to
remember, but found nothing to explain the city or my presence in
it. Where was Griffin? Was I alone?

The ocean current stirred against my cheek,
bringing with it a scent both noxious and strangely familiar.

No, I wasn’t alone.

My heart jerked against my ribs at the
sudden, overwhelming conviction something else occupied this
Tartarean city. And whatever it was, it knew I was here…and it
wanted to find me.

I tried to run, but the heavy water clutched
at me, slowing my steps. A slot between buildings offered a place
to hide, but as I rushed toward it, an abnormal eel lunged out,
snapping teeth like glass needles.

I fell back from the misshapen thing,
casting about frantically. I had to hide! Whatever searched for me
was almost here, and if it found me, something terrible would
happen. It was getting close; fish fled before its coming, and even
the monstrous eel darted off into the murky distance. The fan-like
worms shut themselves into their tube homes, and the muck beneath
my feet came alive as even the foul, crawling things of the ocean
floor sought to escape.

Oh God. It was behind me now. I knew it with
an unshakeable certainty. Every muscle locked into place, and I
struggled to breathe through the blind, animal instinct which
equated movement with death.

It saw me. I couldn’t just stand here and
wait for it to seize me. I had to turn and face it.

With a sense of unspeakable dread, I slowly
forced myself to turn and see what hunted me. When I did, my
paralysis broke, and I screamed.

~ * ~

“Whyborne! Steady on; you’re having a bad
dream.”

I dragged in a great breath, every muscle
locked in terror. Sheets, damp with sweat, pressed against my back.
The moonlight filtering through the open window revealed the
familiar ceiling of our bedroom. Griffin’s scent, of sandalwood and
male skin, enveloped me, his warm hand resting on my shoulder. My
head pounded as if someone had attempted to drive a nail into my
skull.

“Oh,” I said. I intertwined my fingers with
his, and he gave them a reassuring squeeze. “It seemed so
real.”

Griffin’s lips brushed the bare flesh of my
shoulder. “Poor love. Would you like to tell me about it?”

I tried to recall what had horrified me, but
the dream had already begun to unravel into fog. “I don’t quite
remember,” I admitted. “Something about a city, and the
ocean…something hunted me…”

Perhaps I’d had the disturbing dream on
account of the murder we’d happened across. After seeing poor
Tambling so deeply shaken, no wonder I’d had a nightmare.

Griffin stroked my shoulder. “You’re safe,”
he said. “There’s nothing hunting you.”

“I know. It just seemed extraordinarily real
at the time.”

A breeze stirred the curtains, bringing with
it Widdershins’s fishy smell. Our cat, Saul, sat in the window,
peering out at the lawn below, apparently fascinated by the
movements of some nocturnal creature. Crickets chirped. I heard a
nightjar loose its lonely cry.

“Night terrors often do.” Griffin’s hand
drifted along my chest, tracing across my heart, down to my belly.
My skin pebbled in response, nipples drawing tight. “Shall I
distract you from the memory of it?”

My length twitched against his thigh,
clearly approving of the suggestion. Griffin chuckled and bent to
kiss me, his hand resting just below my navel. In the moonlit dark,
he was nothing more than a half-glimpsed silhouette, best
understood through the touch of his warm skin, his thigh sliding
across mine, fingers twining in my hair.

I returned his kiss, exploring the contours
of his mouth. He let out a little muffled moan and sucked on my
tongue, which action stiffened my member entirely.

When we’d first met, I’d never even kissed
anyone before. I spent my life successfully denying my urges, yet
something about Griffin rendered him irresistible. His touch
inflamed my every passion; my skin ached for the feel of his
pressed against it.

“Yes,” I whispered against his lips.

His hand dipped lower, fingers trailing
lightly along my cock from base to tip, making it jump and bob with
need. His hard length pressed against my thigh, and he pushed his
hip against mine, rubbing slowly. My arms encircled him, shaping
the muscles of his back and side. He murmured encouragement.

Griffin nudged my thighs with his hand, and
I spread my legs eagerly, baring myself to whatever he wished to
do. I had no shame with him, my need too great to allow it. Warm
fingers cupped my sack, rolling and tugging gently. I gasped at the
pleasure. His teeth closed lightly around a nipple, worrying at it,
and my hips jerked up, a bolt of ecstasy going straight from nipple
to balls. “Griffin,” I said, but his name came out more of a
moan.

He shifted lower on my body, his fingers
finally encircling the base of my cock. A moment later, his lips
closed around the head. I groaned with the desire to push into the
wet heat of his mouth. I kept still, though, while he slid lower
then back up, tongue worrying at the slit until I whimpered.

“I love how you taste,” he said, lips
brushing the sensitive skin.

“Let me taste you, too, please,” I
begged.

“Gladly.” We shifted position on the bed,
until his legs bracketed my head, his cock pointed at my mouth.

I gripped the base with one hand, tugging
him down eagerly. I rubbed the tip over my lips, spreading the
salty, slick dew across them. In response, he groaned and sucked at
me harder.

God! How I loved this, and him. Difficult to
believe I’d known him for less than a year, so thoroughly had he
become entwined with my life. My heart craved his presence, and my
body craved his touch, like an opium addict reaching for the pipe
again and again.

I took him into my mouth, concentrating on
the feel of his thick shaft, the ridged veins against my tongue.
Since my hands were now free, I gripped his taut buttocks,
spreading him and getting a growl in response, which vibrated
through my shaft.

I paused in my ministrations long enough to
thoroughly wet a finger with my spit, before taking him in my mouth
again. I slid my finger along his crease, probing the tight ring of
his passage.

He moaned around me and redoubled his
efforts, sucking on my cock and tugging my sack, as if he wished to
push me over the edge first. I took it as a challenge, if an
unintentional one, teasing his hole before pushing in, searching
for the spot inside him which would give him the greatest
pleasure.

The muscles of his thighs went tight, and
his member stiffened further against my tongue, warning me of his
release. I swallowed the hot, bitter spend, taking him into me. He
moaned as he spent himself, never pausing in his attentions to my
organ, and his passion inflamed mine further. I closed my eyes and
thrust up into the heat of his mouth, until my need eclipsed all
control. I gave myself over to the blinding pleasure.

He pulled away, my softening member sliding
from his lips. With a happy sigh, he collapsed on the bed beside
me, head on my shoulder. “Well, my dear, did I distract you?” he
asked, his voice ragged still as his breathing slowed.

“Distract me from what?” I mumbled, wrapping
my arms around his broad shoulders.

He chuckled. “I’m glad to have been of
service.”

I meant to make some reply, but languor
gripped me as I slid away into a deep and mercifully dreamless
sleep.


Chapter 2

 


The following Friday, I carefully set a bowl
of water in the center of my desk then shut the door behind me.
Located in the windowless basement of the Nathaniel R. Ladysmith
Museum, my office was quiet and out of the way, which kept
potential interruptions to a minimum. Indeed, if Christine were in
the field, I might go weeks without speaking to anyone but the
secretarial staff. A situation I quite preferred, in all honesty.
The privacy allowed me to conduct my research without
interruption.

And that’s all this was. Research. Outside
the bounds of my job as the museum’s comparative philologist, but
research of a sort.

Ignoring the guilt squirming in my chest, I
took my seat behind the desk. I had cleared it off—well, shoved the
piles of paper and journals to the side and relocated the cuneiform
tablet I was in the process of piecing together to an
out-of-the-way corner of the floor.

While I waited for the water in the bowl to
still, I once again checked the book I carried in my coat pocket. I
didn’t speculate too closely on the strange, fine-grained leather
of its cover or on what hand had filled its pages with encrypted
writing, alchemical symbols, and disturbing sketches.

When the Liber Arcanorum first came
into my possession, I’d assumed the spells and sorcerous
incantations inscribed within to be the ravings of a medieval
madman, the sort of thing embraced by occultists of only the most
gullible sort. Much to my surprise, I’d soon discovered the spells
not only worked, but I could perform them.

Griffin wished me to restrict my use of the
book. He didn’t understand it was just a tool, no different than
his revolver or sword cane. All my attempts to convince him of his
error had fallen on stubborn ears, even when I pointed out, quite
rightly, the spells within had saved our lives on more than one
occasion.

Having no desire to quarrel unnecessarily, I
simply conducted my experiments where he wouldn’t have to see them.
This way, we could both be happy.

When the water stilled, I leaned forward,
careful not to stir the surface with my breath. This was a bit more
complicated than lighting fire with a word, or summoning wind with
a drawn sigil and an incantation. Air and fire were the elements
most easily changed, at least according to the Arcanorum,
and thus even the will of a novice might have some effect on them.
Water was thicker, more resistant, which took more sorcerous
skill.

Of course, I was no sorcerer. Just a dabbler
in a branch of science not fully understood.

Focusing my will, I concentrated on the
water in the bowl. All else faded from my consciousness. I recalled
its weight, the cool drops which splashed onto my hand when I
filled the bowl, the taste when I touched my lips to the
surface.

Moving slowly, so as not to jostle the desk,
I raised my hand a few inches above the bowl and pointed a finger.
Holding the result I wished very clearly in my mind, I moved my
finger in a slow, counter-clockwise motion.

The water stirred. Slow at first, then
faster, responding to the speed of my movements, far more easily
than I had expected.

Elation filled me as the little bowl turned
into a whirlpool, the water swirling almost to the rim—

“Whyborne, have you heard?” Christine
demanded, flinging open the door to my office without knocking.

My concentration broke. Water went
everywhere, cascading across the table and drenching my chest and
lap.

I leapt to my feet, groping in my pocket for
a handkerchief. “Christine! Knock!”

Her dark brows drew down over her eyes.
“What the devil are you getting up to in here?”

“Keep your voice down!” I admonished, wiping
ineffectually at my dripping clothes. At least the Arcanorum
had escaped a soaking. “You interrupted an experiment with a
spell.”

Having rendered assistance to Griffin and I
on several occasions, Christine was quite familiar with my secrets.
“What, here at work? Why on earth didn’t you lock your door?”

“Perhaps I expected my colleagues to knock
first?”

“There you have it. Really, you ought to
know better by now.”

As if to prove her point, Bradley Osborne
strolled inside. “Have you heard—oh.” He took in my wet clothing,
and a condescending smile settled onto his lips. “Had a bit of an
accident, eh, Percy?”

“Er, yes,” I muttered, feeling the tips of
my ears go hot. No doubt Bradley would spread the tale to the rest
of the museum the moment he left.

“Whatever do you want, Mr. Osborne?” asked
Christine, not bothering to conceal her impatience.

“The same thing you do, I suspect, Miss
Putnam.”

“Doctor Putnam,” Christine and I said at the
same moment.

Bradley, as usual, ignored us both. “It’s
all over the museum, of course, but I imagined Percy hiding down
here in his monk’s cell wouldn’t know yet.”

I clenched my sodden handkerchief in my
hands. “Know what?”

“Tambling,” Christine said hurriedly, before
Bradley had the chance to respond. “They’ve arrested him for the
murder of his uncle.”

“Wh-what?” The strength seemed to leave my
legs, and I sank into my chair. It squelched under me. Now my
backside would be as wet as my front.

“Tambling, the painting restorer,” Bradley
said, as if I didn’t know. “Did away with his uncle in a most
gruesome fashion, according to the papers. Stabbed him with an
obsidian blade from the man’s own collection.”

“Tambling’s been jailed?”

“Even worse!” Bradley said with relish. “The
doctors and judge think he’s violently insane and have sent him to
the Stormhaven Lunatic Asylum.”

“How horrible,” I said. Poor Allan. Surely,
it couldn’t be true, could it? He’d seemed confused and grief
stricken on Saturday, but hardly the picture of a dangerous
madman.

“You and your womanish sympathy,” Bradley
said. “If you ask me, he always seemed prone to nerves. Dr. Hart
should have fired him before he had the chance to go insane.”

“If the director fired everyone here who
might go mad, half the museum would be depopulated,” Christine
replied. She exaggerated, of course—I felt fairly confident less
than a quarter of those who worked here could reasonably be said to
have taken leave of their sanity at some point or another. The
library staff would be rather decimated, though.

“Oh, really?” Bradley said, turning a
patronizing smirk on Christine. “Afraid for your own position? You
women have delicate nerves, after all—one of the many reasons the
sciences should be the sole province of men.”

Christine drew in a deep breath, her eyes
widening and her shoulders squaring. Knowing the signs well, I
slipped around my desk and out of the office. As I left to get a
towel from the washroom, I heard her shouts echoing down the
hallway. Bradley responded in kind, yelling something about
hysteria.

The man had no sense of self-preservation
whatsoever.

As I dried off my clothing as best I might
in the men’s washroom, my thoughts went back to Tambling. Had he
really killed his uncle? Yes, he’d been covered in blood, but he’d
also been standing in the road shrieking, which didn’t strike me as
the act of a murderer. And afterward, he’d seemed overcome with
grief. Although perhaps what I’d mistaken for sorrow had, in fact,
been remorse.

I was no expert in human behavior; quite the
opposite. Perhaps he’d done exactly what he’d been accused of. At
any rate, the question of his guilt or innocence was entirely out
of my hands.

Or so I believed.

~ * ~

Later in the afternoon, I bent over the
fragments of the cuneiform tablet, attempting to piece them into a
coherent whole. A knock from Miss Parkhurst on my open door
interrupted me. “Dr. Whyborne? You have a visitor.”

“Oh. Er, come in,” I said. I hadn’t been
expecting any visitors. I didn’t recognize the man in the doorway,
twisting his hat in his hands, although he seemed vaguely familiar.
Perhaps I had seen him around town?

“Forgive me for the intrusion, Dr.
Whyborne,” he said, extending his hand. “I’m Ernest Tambling.
Allan’s brother.”

“Oh,” I said. I saw the resemblance now. “A
pleasure to meet you, Mr. Tambling. Can I, er, offer you a seat?
Some coffee?”

“I’ll fetch it,” Miss Parkhurst said,
hurrying off before we had the opportunity to either accept or
decline.

Mr. Tambling lowered himself into the chair.
Dark circles shadowed his eyes, and the knot on his tie hung askew.
I couldn’t imagine how much stress the poor fellow must be under.
Should I offer him condolences on his uncle’s death, or would such
a reminder be too painful?

Fortunately, he spared me the decision. “You
must be wondering why I’ve called upon you,” he said. “But I didn’t
know where else to turn. Allan speaks very highly of you.”

“He does?” I wouldn’t have imagined Allan
had ever given me a passing thought before Saturday night. “That
is, how may I be of assistance?”

“You saw him Saturday night, yes?
Immediately after the…incident? Gave your testimony to the
police?”

“Oh. Yes.” My heart sank. If he wished me to
declare his brother either guilty or innocent based on our
encounter, I wouldn’t be of much use. “He seemed, er,
confused.”

Ernest Tambling leaned forward, his eyes
intent and a little wild. “I don’t know what happened, Dr.
Whyborne, but I’m sure Allan didn’t kill our uncle.”

“Oh,” I said again, unsure how else to
respond. “Were they, ah, close?”

“Our parents died some years ago,” Ernest
said. “Uncle Victor had no children of his own—a confirmed
bachelor, as they say—and took on the role of father to us both.
Allan is the sort of man to carry a beetle outside rather than
smash it with his heel, let alone murder someone who showed us
nothing but kindness!”

Miss Parkhurst returned with the coffee.
“One sugar, just as you like it, Dr. Whyborne,” she said, placing
it in front of me with a smile. Her floral perfume enveloped me,
and I struggled not to sneeze as I thanked her.

By the time she left, Mr. Tambling seemed to
have regained control of his emotions. Picking up his coffee, he
held it in his hands without drinking. “I have evidence,” he said.
“My uncle is—was—a collector of antiquities. He had a rather large
ceremonial bowl in his study. It’s gone missing. Surely, whoever
killed him must have stolen it.”

Although I knew the antiquities trade had a
reputation for viciousness—Christine had a near-infinite supply of
tales concerning tomb robbers and murderous thieves—killing a man
here in Widdershins seemed rather extreme. “Are you certain he
didn’t simply sell it?”

“The maid said she dusted it earlier. I’ve
told the police, but they refuse to listen, and the doctors at the
madhouse are no better. They say the fact Allan can’t remember
Uncle Victor’s death is proof of his lunacy. Even Dr. Zeiler, whom
we’ve met socially from time to time, considers the matter to be
closed. But how could a man lapse into complete insanity for ten
minutes or less, brutally murder his own uncle, make off with a
large bowl, which is yet to be found, then revert to perfect sanity
afterward? It makes no sense!”

I remembered the fleeing figure Allan
claimed to have seen. Griffin had found no trace, so it could have
simply been a madman’s fancy. “It would seem impossible,” I agreed
cautiously. “But I fear I know little of medicine, and still less
of the alienist’s arts.”

“Allan is my younger brother, Dr. Whyborne.
With our uncle gone, we’re one another’s only family. I must render
whatever aid possible.” Mr. Tambling leaned forward, his eyes fixed
hopefully on my face. “Allan said you helped a private detective
recover the scroll stolen from the museum during the Egyptian Gala.
I fear I can’t recall the man’s name, if I ever knew it. I wonder
if you might arrange an introduction?”

Ah. Now his visit made sense. As far as I
knew, Griffin was the only private detective in Widdershins. He did
not advertise, however, relying on a good word from previous
clients and a reputation for discretion to bring him new business.
“Oh, er, of course. I’ll speak with Griffin—Mr. Flaherty—as soon as
can be arranged.”

“Thank you. I’m not a wealthy man, but my
position at the bank has allowed me to put aside some money, and I
would spend every cent to clear my brother’s name.” Ernest rose to
his feet, discovered he still held his coffee, and downed it in a
single gulp. “I eagerly await word.”

He left me with his card. Once he departed,
I sat down and sipped from my own rapidly cooling cup. Although I’d
given my promise, I could not honestly say I was eager to bring the
case to Griffin. Under any other circumstances, I would have no
hesitation. However, with the connection to the asylum…

But if Allan’s confinement proved as
unwarranted as his had been, Griffin would never forgive me for not
bringing it to his attention.

“Blast,” I muttered. “I knew we should never
have gone to look at those accursed electric lights.”

~ * ~

When I arrived home in the evening, I found
Griffin sitting in the downstairs parlor, a pensive look on his
face. As he normally used the parlor for meetings with clients, I
allowed myself a moment to hope he’d just taken on a new case and
would be unable to investigate Allan Tambling’s guilt or innocence.
Or sanity and insanity, as the case might be.

“Is everything all right?” I asked, hanging
up my hat in the hall. I kept on my suit coat, as was my habit, at
least until we retired upstairs for the evening. Saul trotted down
the stairs and wound about my ankles, mewing piteously in an
unsuccessful attempt to convince me Griffin had neither fed nor
petted him all day.

Griffin let out a sigh and rose to his feet.
Rather than answer, however, he came and slipped his arms around my
waist, tipping up his face for a kiss, which I gladly granted. In
some ways, it still seemed strange to spend the evenings in the
company of another, let alone a handsome man who wished both
physical and emotional intimacy from me. How many years had I
trudged up flights of stairs to a lonely apartment, with nothing to
occupy me but the ciphers I solved for amusement and a cold bed at
the end of the evening?

Too many for my body, which reacted as it
usually did to his proximity. “Did you miss me?” he asked, pressing
against me.

“Always.” I nuzzled his hair, breathing
deeply of his scent before reluctantly drawing away.

“What shall we have for dinner?” he asked,
heading for the kitchen. “I believe we have the ingredients for a
fish stew, if you’d like.”

“That would be lovely,” I said, following
him.

“Good. You can help me make it.”

I sighed loudly enough for him to hear. “I
don’t know why you’re so determined to teach me to cook.”

He went to the pantry and began to take out
various vegetables. “Because every time I have to leave town on a
case for a few days, I come home to discover you subsisting on
canned beans and bread, or cheese sandwiches from the lunch
counter.”

“I lived on my own for quite some time, you
know,” I replied, a bit stung by his implication. “I’m in no danger
of starving just because you occasionally leave for a few
days.”

“Then it is because I enjoy torturing you.”
He cast me a devilish grin as he put an onion on the cutting board
and handed me a knife.

“That I can believe.” I took the blade from
him. “Very well, if it pleases you, I will go along with this
ridiculous notion of yours. When my cooking kills us both, I hope
you recall this conversation.”

He stole a kiss, before walking to the sink,
where he set to filling a large pot with water. “I shall. I trust
you had a pleasant day?”

I sliced into the onion. A minute later, its
fumes blew into my eyes, and I blinked back stinging tears. Curse
the man; couldn’t he have given me potatoes to cut instead?

“Er, well, I suppose. I might have a case
for you. Maybe. Or, rather, I don’t. You recall Allan
Tambling from Saturday night?” What an idiotic question. Who forgot
a man covered in blood, screaming in the middle of a street? “His
brother, Ernest, came by my office. He doesn’t believe Allan is
guilty, and he, uh, wishes to retain you.”

Griffin stilled. “Ah.”

“Allan is… Well, he’s…”

“In the lunatic asylum,” Griffin finished
for me, his voice flat. “I read it in the papers this morning.”

I hated to be the one to bring this to him.
“Ernest disagrees with the doctors and the police and swears up and
down his brother is innocent. I don’t know Tambling terribly well,
but I would never have thought him a murderer.”

“You would be amazed how many people say as
much about acquaintances who prove to have committed all sorts of
atrocities,” Griffin said wryly.

“I didn’t answer for you, of course. Perhaps
you should speak to him face-to-face? Ernest, I mean.”

Griffin
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