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      March 1816. London, England.

      Life did not bestow her gifts with an even hand. There was so little in Hannah Miles’s favour that, in the quietest moments, she wondered if she had been overlooked by the Fates entirely. She possessed neither beauty nor fortune to make her a desirable catch, and her most constant companion was solitude.

      Once, her father had been the brave surgeon saving the lives of dashing military men on the battlefields of Europe. That brought a modest number of social invitations, as other women thought Hannah could pass on love letters to wounded officers. Then tragedy struck their family and Sir Hugh Miles turned his focus to the research of Unnatural creatures and their diseases, which earned him the moniker, whispered discreetly, of mad scientist.

      Hannah’s engagements became few and far between when it was known she assisted in her father’s research and even handled his test subjects. She wasn’t certain whether it was the stain of employment that made her unacceptable, or the risk of contamination escaping her father’s laboratory. Perhaps they feared that Hannah harboured a contagion in the folds of her clothing or catching a ride on her bonnet. Regardless, social invitations were in scarce supply when your peers feared a plague-ridden rat would jump from your reticule and spoil the scones.

      Her mother, Lady Seraphina Miles, had once been the most powerful mage in all of England, and as such, held a rank equivalent to that of a duke. However, magical ranks were only bestowed on the mage and did not pass to family or descendants. That meant her mother’s position and any associated privileges had been lost upon her untimely death.

      To add to society’s misgivings, Lady Miles still resided in the family home.

      There were simply too many blots on Hannah’s name for society to know quite what to do with her. Far easier to omit her name from invitation lists entirely. Few missed her and she had no desirable skills to add to an evening. Life had not blessed her with a fetching singing voice or skill with a musical instrument.

      This invitation was a rare exception.

      She ran a finger over its rich, embossed paper. Her dearest friend, Lizzie—Lady Elizabeth Loburn, daughter of the Marquess of Loburn—had become engaged to a most handsome young duke. There would be a grand ball at the Loburn mansion to celebrate the engagement and soon there would be the society event of the year—the much anticipated wedding.

      Hannah had no such expectations of marriage. There were no suitors knocking on the family’s forest green door and no prospects on the horizon. Some women were born to be the darlings of society. By dint of their beauty, wit, or talents, they dazzled others and were the centre of attention. Lizzie was one such woman, exceptionally beautiful and with the voice of an angel.

      Then there were women like Hannah, whose place was in the shadows, applauding a performance or holding a shawl for a much-loved friend. Not everyone could be a star. Some people had to be the night sky, the dark background that allowed the star to shine.

      While some women became bitter at never finding a place in society, Hannah greeted her prospects with quiet acceptance. The world needed spinsters to be companions, nurses, or governesses. Like any young woman, her heart ached to know true love, but she knew she was loved by both her parents and her friend. That would suffice, even if their love didn’t quite reach all the empty hollows in her heart.

      “Have you said good night to your mother yet, my dear?” A booming voice echoed through the house.

      A wistful smile touched Hannah’s dusky pink lips. Papa didn’t give a fig for society’s conventions. She could picture him standing at the bottom of the stairs, his gold pocket watch in one hand as he tapped his toes with impatience. It didn’t matter that they were supposed to be late; he would hustle her out the door and away so that they reached their destination early. Oh, the horror.

      Her mind skittered away from that word and her smile dropped. One hand went to her breast, her fingertips resting lightly on the primrose yellow silk over her heart. So many unseen horrors existed in the world. How she wished to return to a time when her only experience of horror was being the first to arrive at a dance!

      Thousands of years of magic and dark arts had fundamentally changed their world. A rift had opened with another mystical world, allowing creatures to seep through and walk the earth. Those who did not follow the rules of Nature were called Unnaturals—creatures outside the normal realms of humanity.

      Others, like her mother, were called the Afflicted, and things that once had only resided in fairy tales and ancient myths now expected invitations to soirées or lurked in the dark to snatch the unguarded.

      Smile in place, Hannah rose from the padded stool, picked up a gossamer-thin green shawl, and left her room. The soft satin slippers on her feet made no noise as she walked the short hallway and then took the wrought-iron spiral staircase upward. The balustrades were carved to resemble a vine and she felt like an adventurer climbing to a dangerous and unknown world above.

      At the very top of the stairs was a small landing and a large panelled door. Hannah rapped on it.

      A chill washed over her skin as she grasped the door handle and pushed into her mother’s tower. The atmosphere was charged with electricity that made her hair prickle on the back of her neck. Whispers rose from the bed—words of power that circled the high ceiling like ravens caught in thunder-laden clouds.

      Silence fell, and the storm vanished as Hannah crossed the rug.

      “Hannah!” Lady Miles looked up, her features and expression obscured by the thin muslin veil covering her face. The fabric rested on her shoulders and brushed against her collar bones. Death had taken a cruel toll on her mother, but she was still a part of family life.

      Hannah’s gaze glided over the end of the bed and the blankets that lay flat against the mattress. She tried to concentrate on her mother’s face, or what she could see of it.

      “Oh, my child, you look exquisite.” One gloved hand went to her mother’s chest. Then she patted the spot next to her.

      Across her mother’s lap rested a wooden tray, specially constructed to hold a book open at the right angle so the invalid did not tire herself holding it up. Lady Miles could bend the elements to her will, but magic took a physical toll on those who sought to control it.

      Hannah sat on the blanket and drew her attention away from her mother’s too-short frame by glancing at the old tome, a book on the history of the dark arts in Europe. While her father laboured below their house, using science to find a cure for her malady, her mother used academic knowledge. In her tower she pored over ancient books, seeking a magical way to undo the curse that had struck down more than two hundred noblewomen.

      “What were you doing?” Hannah asked, curious about the tiny clouds that had scudded into the corners of the room.

      Lady Miles closed the book and rested her hand on the worn cover. “Would you believe finding a way for farmers to bring rain to parched crops?”

      “No, I would not. England is not known for its lack of rain.”

      A gentle laugh blew the veil outward. “Your father and I labour on the same problem, but we approach it from two very different directions.”

      “Which is no real answer at all, Mother. Why do you not let me help you more?”

      Maternal bonds of protection chafed. Hannah longed to be a full partner in her parents’ study, not merely an assistant. As the first descendant of a mage, Hannah was devoid of any magical ability, but she still had a keen mind.

      “Because I do not wish to burden you any more than we already have.” Lady Miles reached out and took Hannah’s hand. Linen hid every inch of her mother’s skin. The long gloves disappeared under the sleeves of her nightgown. Three years ago, her mother had been struck down by an assassin as the French tested a most terrible poison. Their weapon had only stilled her heart, not her mind.

      “It is no burden to find a way to restore your health,” Hannah said.

      Nor was Lady Miles the only sufferer. What everyone referred to as the Affliction had invaded the finest parlours in London. An innocent-looking jar of face powder had been perverted by the French into a terrible weapon. Of the ton, or upper ten thousand, over two hundred women and a handful of men had been struck down after dusting their faces with cursed powder. Thankfully the sufferers were a small percentage of nobles and an insignificant number compared to London’s population of nearly one and a half million souls.

      “Enough of maudlin thoughts. You must promise me that you will have at least two dances tonight.” Her mother’s voice was softened by the fabric covering her face. “One dance with your father, because the old goat needs the exercise, and at least one with a young gentleman.”

      Hannah smiled at a request that seemed near impossible. Her father would disappear into the library to discuss business, and none of the gentlemen would notice her.

      Her mother gently shook their joined hands. “I will not have you trying to disappear into the wall hangings, Hannah. A young woman should dance and laugh at a ball.”

      “I will try, Mother, but I make no promises.” She kissed her mother’s hidden cheek and then stood. “Likewise, I would ask that you do not overtax yourself.”

      A soft chuckle blew the veil a few inches. “When death finally claims me, I shall sleep for eternity. Until then, I continue my study. I have a letter for Kitty if you do not mind delivering it, along with the entertainment she requested. The letter is with the box over there. Do not open it until the exact moment arrives.”

      “Of course, Mother.” Hannah slid the thick envelope into her reticule and then tucked the wooden box under her arm. It was about the size of a small hatbox and equally as light. She wondered what her mother had concocted for the evening, but her curiosity would have to wait.

      Hannah closed the door as her mother’s clouds gathered above her once more. Both her parents possessed a rather large stubborn streak, and neither would be dissuaded from their chosen path. Her mother would whisper arcane words until she collapsed over an open page.

      With one hand on the railing, Hannah wound her way back down to her impatient escort.

      A broad smile wrinkled her father’s face. “Ah, there is my vision of loveliness.”

      Tall and broad of stature, with grey mutton-chop whiskers adorning his face, Sir Hugh looked more like a publican than a doctor or a scientist. Hannah suspected he could hide a number of his mice within his enormous sideburns. Thick-corded arms should have carried kegs of beer, and his large hands seemed entirely unsuited to wielding a scalpel with delicate accuracy. Yet he was the country’s most esteemed surgeon.

      Or had been, until 1814, when Sir Hugh and Lady Miles had returned from the war and shut themselves away in their secluded Westbourne Green home. There, the family devoted themselves to research.

      While his face always wore a cheerful smile, Hannah saw the deep sadness that dwelt in her father’s warm gaze. A pain they both shared when their beloved Seraphina’s heart had stopped. Sir Hugh had subsequently found a way to keep the Afflicted’s condition under control, but it was so horrific that society was protected from any mention of it.

      In this modern world, witches were no longer burned at the stake, but the mythical powers of a woman mage made the population nervous. In the rural community, curious eyes were deprived of the spectacle of Lady Miles, and Hannah could walk without the twitter of gossip following her footsteps. The tiny settlement had only five large houses, of which theirs was one. Seraphina had built the rambling, Gothic-inspired mansion when she became engaged to Sir Hugh. As her domain, Lady Miles had a tall, square turret with a dragon-adorned finial that pointed to the sky. With its panoramic views over the rural pastures, she conducted her own quiet research.

      Into the earth Lady Miles had dug rooms for her beloved’s laboratory. In the cool, windowless network of rooms he established a place of science, where he strove to advance man’s knowledge of himself. Hannah could never make the moniker of mad scientist fit. His course was also hers and if he were mad, did that mean she likewise was addle-brained or insane?

      “Stop daydreaming, Hannah, or we shall be late. What is in the box?” Sir Hugh held out his arm to her.

      She smiled in indulgence even as she wrapped her hand around his thick forearm. “We are supposed to be late, Papa. Nobody arrives on time. But if you insist on being terribly gauche and arriving early, at least I will be able to help Lizzie prepare for her grand entrance. As to the box, it contains Mother’s surprise for the evening.”

      A broad smile crinkled the corners of his eyes. “I shall have to wait to see what Sera has constructed. You know the Loburns adore you, and I have much to discuss with the marquess. There has been some improvement in my mice and I believe we may be on the verge of a breakthrough at last.”

      Ah, there was the reason for his impatience—some news to carry to his patron. The marquess was head of the Society of Unnatural Scientific Study, a group of men who sought to pierce the veil of mystery around those people who defied God’s laws. Hannah pitied the small creatures confined to their cages in laboratories around England. They did not know that they gave their lives to advance humankind.

      The carriage conveyed them from the lush expanse of Westbourne Green, along Uxbridge Road, and toward the bustle of London. The farther they travelled into the city, the more the streets became crowded with horses, carriages, and pedestrians. Hannah breathed a sigh of relief upon seeing the congestion; it would delay their arrival.

      They alighted at one of the most desirable addresses in England—Grosvenor Square, Mayfair. Tonight’s was an exclusive affair. Only two hundred people would be present to celebrate the engagement of the daughter of the Marquess of Loburn to the Duke of Harden.

      The marquess was both Sir Hugh’s patron and his friend. Despite the taint of madness, magic, and death that pervaded their lives, her father provoked curiosity whenever he went out in public. The Afflicted might only be two per cent of the peers in London, but they represented a percentage with immense power and influence. Nobles demanded answers to the curse that had taken their wives, daughters, and sisters.

      The ton expected a cure and Sir Hugh, along with his fellow SUSS scholars, were supposed to provide one. He fielded all questions with the good humour of a politician and wrapped his answers in nonsense and scientific babble, so that those asking never knew the cure still eluded him.

      “Will you be all right on your own, my dear?” He patted Hannah’s hand as they crossed the entry hall to the ballroom.

      He fussed as though she were still a child frightened of being lost in a crowd, not a woman used to her own company. “Yes, Papa. You go find the marquess and I will offer my assistance to Lady Loburn before I go to Lizzie.”

      With some relief, Hannah found they were not, in fact, the very first to arrive. There were at least ten other people in the ballroom to save her from that awkwardness. Their hostess was easy to spot: a tall woman who bore an uncanny resemblance to a bird of prey. With an eagle eye, a hawk-like hook to her nose, and rapid motions, she could have been a caricature of herself, except that her avian appearance concealed a generous heart.

      Whenever Hannah met Lady Loburn, she wondered how the lady’s daughter had not inherited her looks from either her mother or her lean father. It was a matter that aroused Hannah’s scientific curiosity, but good breeding kept her tongue silent.

      “Lady Loburn.” Hannah bobbed a curtsey. “I have the entertainment for tonight. My mother said not to open it until the exact moment arrives.”

      “Oh, brilliant. Thank you, Hannah.” She took the box from Hannah and brushed a hand over the top.

      “May I do anything to assist?” Hannah asked.

      Her hostess reached out and patted her cheek. “My little angel of efficiency. Could you please ensure the housekeeper has everything in hand below stairs, and then run up and see how our Lizzie progresses?”

      “Of course. I do wish to see Lizzie before the ball commences. I have a letter for you from Mother.” She extracted the letter and set it atop the box.

      A warm smile softened Lady Loburn’s sharp features. “Thank you. I do so look forward to news from Sera. I shall tuck this away to savour later, when I am alone.”

      With tasks allocated, Hannah headed back along the main corridor to the hidden servants’ stair.

      When her mother and father had been called to battle, the young Hannah was left in the care of Lady Loburn. She imagined an army camp preparing to meet the enemy looked a lot like the marquess’s kitchens. Maids in starched white aprons and men in their fine livery marched back and forth. Serving trays and dishes were arrayed on the long table, waiting to be filled and carried upstairs. Orders were shouted and staff jumped to fulfil the demands.

      She spotted the housekeeper in her black uniform. The efficient woman had everything in hand, down to the timing of the hors d’oeuvres and the correct temperature of the champagne for the celebratory toasts. Satisfied the evening would run smoothly, Hannah headed back up the stairs and knocked on the door of a second floor bedroom.

      “Come in,” someone said.

      She pushed open the door into quite a different battlefield, the complete opposite of the ordered routine of the kitchens. Up here, chaos reigned. Women dashed back and forth, clutching clothing or accessories. The wardrobe doors hung open as though the piece of furniture had tried to fan itself in exhaustion. Drawers were half open, their contents draped over the sides. Even the bed was unmade, as though the occupant of the room had only recently arisen.

      Three maids clustered around the dressing table with its large and ornate mirror. Their charge sat before it on a padded stool.

      “Hannah!” Lizzie exclaimed from under all the attention. “Come tell me which earrings I should wear. We simply cannot decide.”

      Hannah bent down and kissed the air next to Lizzie’s cheek and considered herself fortunate to have such a friend. Their mothers had been firm friends as girls and while one had married up and the other down, the two women had remained close. When they bore daughters at the same time, it seemed natural to continue the bonds of sisterhood to the next generation. When war intervened, Hannah had been raised under this roof with Lizzie; the two young women considered themselves sisters by friendship, rather than blood.

      Hannah cast a critical eye over her best friend. Lizzie wore a pale pink silk gown with silver embroidery that offset her delicate complexion and blonde hair. The long curls were wound up on her head. A three-strap headpiece embellished with pearls kept the mountain of hair in place.

      Next, she studied the fortune in jewellery scattered over the dressing table’s surface. Rubies, diamonds, and emeralds were tossed down as though they had been made of paper or paste. Hannah frowned. What were they thinking, trying to match a coloured gem to pink—to say nothing of her friend’s fair colouring? It would never do for her to clash with her earrings and necklace on such an important night.

      “The diamonds. The colour won’t detract from your ensemble, but the sparkle will add to the effect.” She picked up the long drop earrings and handed them to the maid.

      She watched to make sure her friend’s evening was perfect. “Your mother sent me to make sure you would be suitably late to go down.”

      Lizzie laughed. “But how can I keep my darling Francis waiting? How I long to dance with him and feel his arms around me.”

      Hannah waggled a finger in Lizzie’s face. “Don’t even think of being early. As a future duchess, you would spark a trend. You simply cannot have people arriving on your doorstep early. It won’t do.”

      Lizzie shooed away the maids and rose. She was exactly the right height, with a plump bosom, enviable curves, and the alabaster skin of a woman who never encountered sunlight. Coupled with blonde hair and vivid blue eyes, Lizzie was the storybook beauty.

      By comparison, Hannah’s brown hair and brown eyes allowed her to practically blend into the wood panelling, and she was too tall and flat-chested to ever attract the glances her friend’s form elicited.

      Lizzie took her hands and a rare serious glint entered her gaze. “I cannot believe that I will soon be an old married woman.”

      “It is no mystery to me. You have been inundated with suitors ever since you came out.” Hannah had watched the whirlwind of Lizzie’s debut. For three years she had considered her options. Many late nights had been spent in this bedroom discussing the merits of each suitor, but only one had captured her heart.

      “If only we could find a suitable match for you.” Lizzie frowned and then chewed her lip. “I swear, as duchess it will be my first task to see you wed. Then we’ll have children to raise together, just as we were.”

      Hannah shook their clasped hands and stopped her friend from a review of her discarded suitors. “Don’t, Lizzie. You know I have no desire to marry. Do not torment me so.”

      The Fates had decreed she would walk a lonely path, but she didn’t want her sad state to remove some of the shine from Lizzie’s evening. Nothing should spoil her grand engagement party.

      “At least, dear Hannah, do say you will consider being my companion once I am wed? I cannot imagine embarking on married life without you by my side. Who else will I discuss all the horrid details of my wedding night with?” Lizzie winked.

      Hannah laughed. “But you could not possibly tell me tales of your wedded passion. It wouldn’t be seemly.”

      “I don’t give a fig for seemly. Promise we are sisters forever? I cannot live without your friendship.” Lizzie held out her hand, pinkie finger extended.

      Hannah drew a deep breath and smiled, then wrapped her pinkie finger around that of her friend. “I promise. When the day arrives that Mother and Father no longer need me, I shall devote myself to you and your family.”

      Yes, she was loved and wanted.

      Just not in the way that a woman longed for.
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      As the evening flowed, so did the champagne and the conversation. Hannah listened to the music and watched the dancers. There was comfort in being on the periphery of society. She could enjoy events as an observer without having the eyes of everyone upon her. In that regard she pitied the newly engaged woman, as every aspect of her person was minutely scrutinised. It reminded her of the samples her father placed on glass and peered at under his microscope.

      Yet Elizabeth shone all the brighter with the attention and outsparkled the diamonds at her throat and earlobes. She took to the floor with her duke and everyone remarked upon how elegant and attractive they were as a couple. Francis Voss, the Duke of Harden, possessed the same blond colouring as his fiancée. While not a tall man, he had straight limbs and a finely hewn face with open, honest blue eyes. Overall, his countenance made women, both young and old, sigh as he passed.

      Lizzie was besotted with her intended and would make a fine duchess. Hannah had no doubt her friend would mature into the sort of matron that others looked up to and sought out for her patronage.

      Just watching them, it was obvious it was a love match and not one orchestrated by Lizzie’s parents. The couple had eyes for no one but each other, and they could have been dancing alone and not in a crowded ballroom. The duke adored his fiancée and a pang shot through Hannah’s chest. What would it be like, to have a man look at you like that and to know there was someone in the world who loved you in such a manner?

      A dark shadow flowed across Hannah’s line of sight and she blinked. A wraith stalked the edges of the ballroom, marring the happy atmosphere with a mist of gloom. A shiver ran over her skin and she wondered if the man was really there, or if it were a nightmare apparition conjured by a mage. Perhaps she should have asked her mother to set wards around the mansion to ensure no demons or foul magic ruined the evening.

      “I see Viscount Wycliff darkens our evening with his foul presence,” the heavily veiled woman beside her whispered.

      Hannah recognised the outline and voice of the late Lady Albright. When her pulse had stopped, her husband had set her aside to subsist on the charity of others. Because noble ladies still walked among them, society had had to invent new rules to cope with the dead. The deceased Lady Albright was referred to as the late so as not to confuse her with the current Lady Albright.

      “Who is he?” Hannah asked. She had never heard of the man, and was relieved that he was flesh and blood and not an evil spirit come to steal Lizzie’s happiness.

      The Afflicted woman leaned closer to Hannah and she caught the faint whiff of cloves, used to disguise the sweet rot that consumed her flesh. “Once, they were a fine family, but no more. His father was the worst kind of wastrel and money ran through his fingers as though it were water. Jonas Balfour is now the Viscount Wycliff but lacks any fortune to sustain the title.”

      “A fortune is not the only thing he lacks,” a matron in puce silk interjected. “Manners also escape him. With his abominable rudeness, he scared off the only prospects who might have allowed him to rebuild his estate. His only hope now is to find some oblivious woman who is equally rude, like a title-hunting American heiress.”

      The women murmured agreement and then fell silent as a black gaze swept over them. Had he heard them from across the room? Impossible.

      Hannah looked away, choosing instead to study a floral arrangement on the side table next to her chair. She counted herself fortunate that she was not the sort of woman to blush, but why didn’t the viscount look away? She wanted a man to look at her with a heated stare, not one that seemed filled with scorn and, from the way his brows had drawn together, disapproval.

      “Hannah, there you are.” Lady Loburn swooped in, like the hawk who had spotted the mouse hiding in the long grass. “Would you fetch your mother’s surprise from the marquess’s study for me? I left it just inside the door.”

      “Of course.” Hannah was relieved to escape the ballroom and the dark presence who absorbed all happiness with a look.

      As she passed through the assembly, she brushed by the group clustered around Lord Albright and the current Lady Albright. Glances were cast toward the black veiled form of his previous wife, still talking to the other matrons. Hannah hoped there wasn’t going to be a scene. Society loved to feast on the spectacle when the legally widowed lord paraded his young wife in front of his deceased, but still ambulatory, former wife.

      The marquess’s study was not far from the ballroom and Hannah headed along the hallway toward the front of the house. As she passed the parlour door, a sob caught her attention. She peered through the open door and saw a young woman sitting on a chaise, her shoulders heaving as she wept.

      Unable to walk by a woman in distress, Hannah stepped inside. “Miss? Is everything all right?”

      The woman raised her head and wiped tears from her cheek with the back of her hand. She was of an age similar to Hannah’s, with dark brown curls that bobbed around her face. Sad brown eyes reminded Hannah of a shivering puppy she’d once seen on the street.

      “Yes. Thank you. I foolishly spilled red wine on my dress and it is quite ruined.” She picked at a series of red marks on her pale green gown.

      Hannah squinted at the splatter. It didn’t look like red wine, but something darker and thicker. Like tomato soup, but she was certain no such course had been served this evening. “Would you like me to fetch a maid? We might be able to clean it off.”

      “Oh. No. I don’t want to be any bother. Silly to cry over a dress, I know, but it’s new.” Her hands scrunched the fabric and the stain disappeared within the folds.

      Hannah well understood the despair of ruining a new gown, especially among those who seldom had the extra coin to keep abreast of fashion. She had stayed away from any food on the buffet that might have dribbled onto hers. “If you are sure you do not require assistance, I do have an errand to run for the marchioness.”

      The other woman rose from the sofa. “I’ll go back to the party. I’m sure no one will notice the mark but me.”

      Hannah followed the woman out and then turned in the opposite direction to continue on to the marquess’s study. The wooden box sat on a sideboard just inside the door. She longed to know what her mother had created to mark Lizzie’s engagement, but could wait a few more minutes for her curiosity to be sated.

      With the box clutched to her middle, Hannah hurried back to the ballroom. She hummed to the music, but a chord froze in her mouth at the sight of the cool blonde by the double doors. A vivid blue dress clung to her form and revealed the swell of her bosom. A tall man with dark hair rested one arm on the wall by her head. Hannah didn’t recognise the man, but she did have the misfortune to be acquainted with the young woman.

      The man glanced at Hannah and then leaned down to whisper in the woman’s ear.

      A throaty laugh mingled with the music from within. “Oh, that is no one important. Only Miss Hannah Miles fetching and carrying, as her sort should.”

      “I do hope you are having a pleasant evening, Lady Gabriella,” Hannah murmured, and ignored the noblewoman’s barb. She was only making sport for her latest beau.

      Hannah stood at the top of the ballroom stairs and surveyed the crowd. She spotted Lady Loburn now in a cluster around the happy couple. Sir Hugh stood in the entrance to the billiards room talking to a group of men, no doubt explaining to them all how his research advanced. The upper echelon were keenly interested in whether he had identified a cure, wanting their wives and daughters retrieved from death’s clutches. Men who had already remarried, such as Lord Albright, were less keen on a cure.

      Viscount Wycliff circled the outer edge of the group, like a shark about to dive through a school of fish. What interest had he in her father’s work? Perhaps an Afflicted sister or cousin? How odd that the men all kept their backs to the nobleman. Every one declined to acknowledge his presence in a public snub. In that case, why had the man been invited at all? She would have to ask Lizzie the reason later.

      He glanced up and in her direction. Hannah gripped the box more tightly and concentrated on the stairs beneath her feet. It wouldn’t do to fall and tumble the box to the floor. She made her way toward the evening’s hostess and caught the lady’s eye.

      “Perfect timing, Hannah. Come along.” Lady Loburn took Lizzie’s hand and that of the duke and led them out on the dance floor. She said nothing, but simply waited for the crowd to fall silent.

      Anticipation raced around the room as people shuffled toward the walls, leaving the four of them alone in the centre. Elizabeth rested her hand on the duke’s arm and her eyes sparkled with happiness. Hannah held the box and reassured herself that everyone was looking at Lizzie, not at her.

      When Lady Loburn held the attention of everyone present, she spoke. “We have gathered tonight to celebrate the engagement of Lady Elizabeth to his grace, the Duke of Harden. To mark this occasion I have a special surprise. A gift created by the mage, Lady Seraphina Miles.”

      Lady Loburn gestured to Hannah. Taking her cue, Hannah set the nondescript box on the floor and undid the brass catch. Then she flicked the lid open and stepped back. Her mother had not whispered a single word about the gift and Hannah had not a clue to prepare her for what might emerge. It could be a unicorn or a troop of dancing mermaids.

      At first nothing happened, although Hannah suspected her mother had given the enchantment a delay, to allow her time to move away from the box. Then a faint light glimmered, as though the box contained a lit candle, and the flame waved back and forth. The small light expanded until white radiance spilled over the top of the box.

      The light grew into a pillar rising from the small box. It reached two feet, then four, and soon it was six feet tall and still reaching toward the ceiling like a magic beanstalk in a fairy tale. As the shaft of light grew, the candles in the ballroom dimmed until the room was in darkness except for the glow from the enchantment.

      A murmur ran through the crowd as the luminescent shape continued to climb until it brushed the ceiling. Then the column began to pulse and hum. A few seconds passed, then it exploded, to a surprised gasp from everyone present. As though it were made of glass, the pillar shattered into thousands of pieces that flew outward. Women cringed and men held up their arms to ward off the shards, but before the slivers could reach anyone, they transformed into glittering butterflies.

      Cries of wonder arose from those assembled as crystal butterflies circled the room. As they flew, their wings emitted a musical refrain. With each beat, they caught and refracted light and sent rainbows spinning in every direction. Twice around the room they swooped. Then they turned like a flock of birds and descended on the engaged couple.

      Lizzie and her fiancé disappeared under a glittering curtain. Tinkling noises and giggles came from behind the living wall. Over a number of long moments, the butterflies reformed until the couple were clothed in the dazzling artificial insects. Lizzie wore a tiara and gown composed of butterfly gems. The duke wore a bespoke suit of tiny vibrating crystals, including one clinging to his cravat to become a stock pin.

      The duke took Lizzie’s hand and the two of them experimented by taking a few steps. Murmurs of wonder came from the watchers as the butterflies swayed with the couple and their wings gave off a musical note to accompany the movement.

      Emboldened by the experiment, Lizzie and the duke tried a few more dance steps. The crowd was captivated as the two danced to music created by their magical clothing. Draped in the sparkling butterflies who were also tiny musicians, they seemed ethereal—like fairy folk come to dazzle lesser mortals.

      Hannah could only gape at the beautiful display. The newspapers would be filled with stories of the sight for weeks to come. Pride welled in her chest. Her mother had crafted the most beautiful engagement gift. What woman wouldn’t want to be clothed in singing, jewelled butterflies?

      The dance ended and the two players bowed to one another. As the last note faded, the butterflies once again took flight, leaving Lizzie and the duke in their fabric evening wear. As a flock, the butterflies rose up and hovered. They formed two entwined hearts that seemed composed of a thousand diamonds, and made everyone sigh.

      Their display over, the butterflies rolled together into an enormous sphere and with a silent bang, they exploded and rained down upon the floor as tiny, sparkling confetti. Flakes covered Hannah’s outstretched arms in shimmering scales and for a moment, she was part of the magic that had enveloped the couple.

      The ballroom floor now resembled the ocean when the sunlight lights the waves and dusts the surface with gems. The candles relit themselves in the overhead chandeliers and wall sconces.

      Lady Loburn drew a handkerchief from her bosom and dabbed at her eyes. “That was beautiful. Do tell Sera it was a most marvelous culmination of the evening.”

      “I shall tell Mother everything, Lady Loburn,” Hannah said as she closed the box and picked it up.

      Their hostess gestured to the musicians at the end of the room and the dancing continued, while Hannah returned to her place at the side, away from anyone’s notice.
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      Perched on her chair, Hannah watched as men claimed partners for the country dance and escorted them to the floor. Her mother had wanted her to have two dances, but she had only managed a polka with her father, catching him on the way to the dining room. None of the men cast any glances in her direction.

      With one exception.

      A shiver worked down her spine.

      She peered through the crowd and tried to find the late Lady Albright, but she could see no trace of the woman veiled in black. Odd that she wore mourning colours when she was the mourned. Perhaps she draped herself in black to mark the death of her marriage. The current Lady Albright laughed and smiled out on the dance floor. If the sight made Hannah uncomfortable, she could only imagine how it hurt the displaced woman.

      “She must have gone already,” Hannah murmured into her glass of punch.

      A violinist hit a sour note that screeched in a long, never-ending wail. Hannah winced, as did the dancers. Across the room, Lord Wycliff turned his penetrating stare to the performer responsible for the noise. Out on the parquet floor, the dancers made a misstep. The carefully orchestrated score turned chaotic as the musicians lost their way. Dancers missed their cues and a crisis was narrowly averted when they all halted before any of the couples crashed into each other.

      Still the high-pitched wail continued, though the players had all silenced their instruments. Then Hannah placed the sound. It was no out-of-tune violin.

      It was a woman screaming.

      Then it ended abruptly.

      Wycliff bolted from the room, shoving people out of his way. Gasps turned into louder remarks. “How rude!” The viscount was like a bloodhound on the trail of a fox and nothing would stand between him and the source of the cry.

      All the other women in the room gathered to one side of the ballroom like herded sheep, their men standing guard. Women clasped hands, supported the distraught, and whispered among themselves.

      Except Hannah.

      She dropped her glass on a sideboard and wove her way through the immobilised dancers, her gaze locked on the direction Lord Wycliff had taken. He had gone to find what had prompted the scream, she was sure of it. On the way she met her father, emerging from the billiards room.

      Sir Hugh reached out and squeezed her hand. “Stay here.”

      Hannah snorted under her breath at his two short and unnecessary words. She wasn’t staying anywhere. Then he also disappeared. Hannah was either blessed or cursed with her mother’s curiosity, a large dose of her father’s intellect, and the stubbornness of both parents. She gave her father’s broad back a head start and then brazenly disobeyed by following him.

      Up the stairs, through the enormous archway of the ballroom, and down a darkened hallway she chased the last echo of the ear-piercing sound. When she came to an intersection in the corridor, she listened for the pounding footsteps of her father.

      Two footmen approached her from the other end of the corridor, clumsily carrying a maid slumped between them. The prone woman’s arms draped around their necks and each man had an arm hooked under her knees. One footman looked apologetic. How unseemly of them, he seemed to say, to carry an unconscious servant where any guest could see them.

      Hannah guessed the woman was the source of the screaming and had fainted, which accounted for the blessed cessation of the high-pitched sound. It was a wonder it hadn’t set off all the neighbourhood dogs.

      “Is she unharmed?” Hannah asked, scanning the unconscious woman for visible injuries.

      “Yes, Miss Miles. Just out cold,” one of the footmen answered.

      Being familiar with the house, Hannah prised open a section of panelling to reveal the servants’ narrower hall beyond. “Good. Take her below stairs to revive, before anyone else sees you.”

      “Thank you, Miss Miles,” he said as they passed through the aperture to return to their world below.

      Farther down the corridor, men loitered in a doorway. Hannah edged closer to peer around them. Within, all was in darkness, save one bright point of light from the sole candelabrum on a desk. The long silver arms seemed out of place, better suited to a large table, and looked as though someone had hastily set it down.

      A footman moved around the room lighting candles in the wall sconces. The growing light revealed the feminine touches in the room, from the lace doilies on the backs of the chairs to the soft pink hue of the chintz. Hannah had spent many an hour at the desk in this room, writing letters Lady Loburn dictated while she reclined on the patterned chaise.

      She had chased her father to the private study of the lady of the house.

      As the footman moved with a lit taper, piece by piece the dark was pushed back and the full scene revealed. Light flared over the cause of the screaming. Lying prone on the expensive carpet was the outstretched body of a man. His hands reached for something beyond his grasp, his body clad in the maroon livery of the Loburn household.

      If this was simply a collapsed footman discovered by the maid, why all the screaming?

      Someone in front of Hannah gasped and shouldered her out of the way in his hurry to leave. He ran past her, making gagging noises, and disappeared into the greenery of potted ferns. Hannah filled the vacuum his body had left, affording her a better view of the tragedy.

      An interesting smell wafted to her nostrils and she closed her eyes and drew a deep breath. Sweet and yet with a savoury hint, it made her mouth water and she swallowed, tasting the air. It reminded her of the hors d’oeuvres that had been served earlier in the evening—salmon with a delicate hint of zesty cucumber. But what was a footman doing in here with one of the platters?

      Opening her eyes, she stared at the head of the deceased—for it was plain that he had left this world and was not merely unconscious. His head was no longer a neat oval, but collapsed in on one side, from his left ear to the top of his scalp and from front to back. A full quarter of his skull appeared to be missing. The scene had the appearance of a hungry child diving into a pie and wrenching apart the crust in its haste. The skull glistened where someone had broken the edges. The unfortunate’s brains would have spilled forth over the Persian carpet, had they not been absent.

      Hannah cast around for what might have caused such a terrible injury, and lighted on the metal globe of her ladyship’s paperweight, discarded on the floor next to a piece of skull with dark hair still attached.

      Oh, no. Hannah had seen such an injury before—two years ago. The mysterious malady that struck down some members of the ton produced a startling appetite in the Afflicted. Even as their pulses slowed and then stopped, they developed a craving for forbidden fruit.

      Such was what it meant to be one of the unnaturally Afflicted.

      A hideous, gnawing hunger for brains.

      It was a side effect that very few knew. Hannah was privy to the information because of her work with her father, and her mother’s Afflicted state. When Sir Hugh and Lady Miles determined that some of the ton had been stricken with the same curse that had killed her, they were able to prepare for the inevitable craving. Sir Hugh sought out illegal resurrectionists in order to have enough slivers of brain on hand to feed each woman as she turned. All the while, he worked tirelessly to convince the Prince Regent and the Prime Minister of what would need to be done.

      It had taken two gruesome murders like the one laid out before Hannah now to finally galvanise those in power into action. A new business arose, providing the Afflicted with “pickled cauliflower,” specially treated to ease their symptoms.

      The general population heard only rumours and panic had been prevented by a typhus outbreak that killed hundreds of Londoners. The status of the Afflicted further shielded them. When you were related to politicians and peers at the highest level, you were treated differently and had access to ways to silence the tongues of gossips. The people on the street were too worried about dying from overcrowding and poor sanitation to pay any attention to what happened in the dining rooms of the toffs.

      Without the necessary sustenance, the bodies of the Afflicted deteriorated and they rotted in their expensive silken shoes. Regular consumption allowed them to heal their own wounds to some extent, but if rot set in too deeply, nothing save the removal of the limb would halt its progress.

      Hannah wondered what had provoked the death of the footman. Had one of the unfortunate ladies in attendance succumbed to her frenzied hunger? Hannah could think of no other explanation for why the man’s brain was missing from his skull. The Afflicted had their appetites, but if they all started simply taking what they required from unsuspecting Londoners, the city would descend into terrified chaos within a day.

      The general population of England was kept in the dark about the exact nature of the disease that had stricken a small percentage of upper-class women. Just as many men worked hard to ensure the public stayed in a state of blessed ignorance through every means at their disposal.

      Sir Hugh knelt next to the victim and his broad back broke Hannah’s fixation on the missing brain matter. Only then did she notice the other occupant of the room. The dark shadow lit by candlelight only emphasised his resemblance to the Grim Reaper, bent over the slain man as though he were there to harvest his soul.

      Lord Wycliff looked up as though he had sensed her regard and scowled in her direction. His expression was unreadable apart from a general sense of disapproval. No doubt women were not meant to be in the presence of death, but Hannah handled it often in her work alongside her father.

      She shook her head and took a step backwards. There was nothing she could do here. Her help would be needed in the ballroom to quell the panic that would arise in the rest of the guests. The maid who had discovered the crime and raised the alarm with her screaming would prompt questions that would need smoothing over. Such matters never stayed below stairs. Indeed, servants were the mechanism by which gossip spread from household to household. Like fire, the more scandalous tidbits raced upstairs.

      Hannah found Lady Loburn at the end of the hallway as though she dared not approach, even though it was her most private sanctuary that had been violated. The woman kept clasping and unclasping her hands, like a bird trying to find the right spot on its perch.

      “What news, Hannah?” Her gaze narrowed to the avian stare.

      Hannah glanced around to be sure no one would overhear her. “A most heinous crime, I am afraid. It seems one of the maids discovered a footman’s body on the floor in your study, and from what I could discern, he has been murdered.”

      Lady Loburn gasped, one hand flying to her mouth even as she uttered a muffled, “No. Not under our roof, and certainly not tonight. This will ruin Elizabeth’s evening, and it was all going so splendidly.”

      Hannah took the older woman’s hand and drew her back toward the ballroom. “Shall we ask the musicians to play another tune? I’m sure a waltz will distract everyone from the terrible screaming. And perhaps more champagne for the guests? It will soon be time for the final toasts.”

      Lady Loburn squeezed Hannah’s hand. “Yes. You are quite right. Let us organise a distraction while the men deal with events.”

      Hannah busied herself with ensuring that the evening recovered from the unexpected intrusion. She found the butler and asked him to keep everyone’s glasses full while Lady Loburn instructed the musicians to resume their play.

      Lizzie and her fiancé took the central position as the waltz struck up. Soon the source of the screaming became a whisper behind fans, until a man strode to the middle of the room and the revellers pulled back to give him space.

      Tall and lean, Viscount Wycliff moved with the feline grace of a dancer, or a lethal fighter. Light on his feet and soundless, he glided over the parquet floor. He wore the darkest blue velvet coat, with a black waistcoat underneath. The candlelight picked out the subtle metallic embroidery of glinting navy. Raven-black hair was cropped short and dishevelled in the popular Brutus style. Although with this fellow, it looked as though it happened by nature rather than design, as he ran long fingers through his hair and further elongated the wild locks on top. His face was all sharp angles with slashes of black brows, his high cheekbones underscored by elongated sideburns and a square jaw.

      Hannah shuddered. The wraith kept materialising before her like a reoccurring nightmare. While the viscount wasn’t handsome, he was certainly striking. The sort of man you couldn’t ignore—not because of his looks, but because his entire persona reached out and demanded your full attention.

      His eyes were points of darkness, like peering into a bottomless well at night. He narrowed his gaze as he surveyed the assembled dancers. Only when he had turned full circle did he speak.

      “This evening a man has been most savagely murdered in such a manner as is done by one of the undead who cannot control their hunger. The Afflicted among you will step forward and make your presence known.”

      Gasps ran around the room. To most people, the Afflicted were gentle and charitable women, not depraved murderers. To point a finger at one as being a possible murderer was a heinous accusation. Women fanned their faces and stared at their neighbours. A woman with a white muslin veil over her face stepped back into the crowd, to be swallowed protectively by those on either side.

      Hannah closed her eyes for a moment to centre herself. What right did this man have to ruin Elizabeth’s ball? The matter should have been dealt with in private and behind closed doors, not shouted into a ballroom to distress everyone.

      “This is uncalled for.” One chap stepped forward. “Leave the women be. They have suffered enough.”

      The black gaze swung to the challenger. He cocked his head, like a lion inspecting an insect that crawled over its paw. “Because they are dead you think they should be excused any crime? Tell me, who would remove the brain of a living, healthy man if not one of the cursed Afflicted?”

      Hannah had already asked herself that question, and it unsettled her to share as much as a thought with the brooding viscount.
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      Women gasped. Another swooned and only the quick actions of her companion saved her before she hit the hard floor. A few men wobbled on their feet before grabbing hold of strategically placed chairs to balance themselves.

      “Steady on!” someone yelled from the back of the room. “There is no need for such vulgar descriptions with ladies present.”

      “But how many of these ladies are Afflicted? Shall we number them?” Wycliff murmured. He cast his eyes downward, as though contemplating the intricate pattern made by the myriad tiny strips of wood under his feet.

      When he looked up, his midnight gaze bored straight into Hannah, as though he expected her to turn traitor to her sex and point out who among the women had no pulse. She did the calculations in her head. Approximately two to three percent of the ton were Afflicted. With two hundred people present at the ball, that meant possibly four to six Afflicted among them.

      The Marquess of Loburn moved to the centre of the floor and squared off against Wycliff. “You will remove yourself, Wycliff. You have no authority to humiliate the unfortunate women among us with your outrageous accusations. Quite frankly, I’m surprised you were invited this evening.”

      One black eyebrow arched. “I have a newly established authority in matters concerning Unnaturals.”

      Loburn did not move as he protected those under his roof. “Not that I recognise. The magistrate has been called and the matter is now in his hands. Given the victim was a footman, it is probably some unfortunate domestic matter or a gambling debt. We don’t need you spreading lies.”

      Wycliff drew himself up and it seemed every person in the room held their breath, waiting to see what would happen.

      “I shall return with the relevant authority to extract the names of the Afflicted you harbour.” With that, he turned on his heel and stalked across the ballroom and up the stairs.

      As his shadow was swallowed in the corridor, those present exhaled a collective sigh. Conversation rose and fell around the room as the murder and call to unmask the Afflicted was discussed. Hannah dodged around the huddled groups as she sought out her father.

      “I think now might be the time for us to retire. There is nothing more we can do here, and morning is not far off.” He drew her back to the entrance and asked a footman to have their carriage brought around.

      “What of the body? If an Afflicted did indeed remove the footman’s brain, then he will rise in a few days as a secondary Afflicted,” Hannah whispered her words, cautious that no one overhear them.

      She remembered the horrifying discovery they made when the Affliction had first struck. Two innocents had been murdered by family members who were driven mad by their condition. The victims in turn rose from their coffins with a ravenous and uncontrollable hunger. Those creatures, lacking their minds, were things to fuel nightmares. Mages, politicians, and high-ranking peers worked hard to protect England from such a terrible plague.

      Sir Hugh glanced around, confirming no ears listened to their secrets. “We will give his family time to grieve first, then we shall ensure he does not rise. The marquess knows what must be done.”

      Satisfied, Hannah allowed herself to be helped up into the carriage. On their way home, she rested her cheek against the worn fabric of the seat and closed her eyes. Her mind was in turmoil as she sorted through events of the evening…and the dark eyes that had drilled through her. With only a look, Lord Wycliff had stripped away her protective layers as though he saw all her flaws, naked and exposed.

      The sway of the carriage lulled her and she drifted in a half sleep. The world had changed since Napoleon’s defeat the previous year, bound in chains of dark magic and imprisoned beyond the reach of his mages. Victorious Englishmen came home, but for some officers their celebrations were cut short to discover their aristocratic wives or sisters had fallen ill and expired.

      Lady Miles had been one of the first to die abroad. She had wielded her power for England on the Peninsula when she and two of her companions succumbed. At first it was assumed to be some French plot to assassinate the powerful English mage. Only the passage of time had revealed the true extent of the disease.

      Hannah’s mother and the others continued to deteriorate, even as their husbands fought on to push back the French. Then, in 1814, the French planned to unleash their plague on English soil. Through the actions of an English agent, the spread of the cursed face powder was limited to a few noblewomen in London.

      Society couldn’t afford to ostracise women in such high places, so the rules adapted.

      These days, there were three expectations of a young lady of breeding.

      She should be accomplished in at least one of the arts.

      She should be decorous at all times.

      She should never reveal the true state of her decay.

      Society was built upon appearances and the sufferers engaged a number of tricks to hide the rot that consumed them from the inside. Heavy powder was one. A fan in constant use, another. A veil, as though in mourning, for those beyond a light repair. The wealthiest used a fine porcelain mask to trick the eye into seeing unblemished skin.

      These unfortunate women were known as the Afflicted. A handful of women at Lizzie’s engagement party had been victims of the Unnatural plague. Hannah knew some, for they visited her father heavily veiled, hoping he had some advance to reverse the damage. To think one of them might have been capable of such a brutal murder sent a shiver down her spine. How uncouth.

      The jolt of the carriage stopping jerked her full awake and her father took her hand to help her down. As they climbed the steps to their Westbourne Green home, Hannah paused under the fading moonlight. The water in the nearby canal burbled as it flowed past one side of their property, cutting them off from their neighbours as effectively as a moat.

      “Do you think it was one of them?” she asked.

      Sir Hugh looked up, his gaze tracking a star, or perhaps simply a moth drawn by the lamp shining beside their front door. “Yes. Poor fellow had his brains completely removed and there’s no sign of them. If it wasn’t an Afflicted woman who is now a danger to society, then it was someone who wanted us to believe it was one of them.”

      Hannah tried to clear the mist gathering in her mind. Her fuddled thoughts were simply the result of a tiring evening. Yet all she could see was a pair of midnight eyes, piercing her soul and demanding to know her secrets.
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      The next morning, Wycliff stood before his superior to seek a warrant to serve on the Marquess of Loburn. In his time in the army, General Sir Manly Powers had been responsible for the formation of the Highland Wolves, a regiment of lycanthropes. His military position had turned into a civilian one after the war; he had been chosen recently by Parliament to spearhead the new Ministry of Unnaturals.

      As Wycliff outlined the events of the night before, a look of incredulity rolled over Sir Manly’s face that had nothing to do with the unseemly demise of a footman. “You asked Afflicted women to reveal themselves? In public? What were you thinking, man?”

      Wycliff kept his hands clasped in the small of his back as he stood at ease before his commanding officer. He locked his frustration deep inside. His reasoning should have been obvious. “Given that the nature of the crime pointed to a particular type of perpetrator, I thought to narrow down the possible suspects with all dispatch, sir.”

      Sir Manly snorted. “This is why no one likes you, Wycliff—you’re too damned impertinent.”

      At least a soldier always knew where he stood with Sir Manly; there was no mollycoddling. Wycliff was well aware of society’s opinion of him and he had no intention of tugging his forelock and being obsequious to earn a pat on the head like a good boy.

      The general dipped his quill in the ink pot and wrote a few lines in a bold, sweeping hand, then added a dollop of wax into which he pressed his seal. “Find a sensible woman to accompany you when you interview the ladies. Can’t have you upsetting delicate constitutions more than you have already.”

      It took all his control not to burst out that the very idea was ridiculous. “They are dead, sir. I fail to see how I could upset them further than death already has.”

      “You will mind your manners around noble ladies and find a woman to act as chaperone. Am I understood?” Sir Manly dangled the warrant just beyond his reach.

      It would seem that to achieve his objective, he would have to find a pliable woman to deposit in a corner and steadfastly ignore. “I understand perfectly, sir.”

      Warrant in hand, Wycliff rapped on the Marquess of Loburn’s front door at the ungodly hour of ten o’clock. He didn’t care. Last night he had caught Sir Hugh’s whispered not again and ferreted the truth out of him. A murder had been committed by one of the foul Afflicted and he intended to find out who and bring them to justice.

      The butler showed him into a parlour, where he prowled in front of the cold fireplace. Waiting. This was his life. His title opened doors, but he often found the rooms beyond deserted, the occupants having beat a hasty retreat out another exit. He was the undesirable, often left waiting in corridors or neglected rooms.

      Society had judged him based on rumours and assumptions and then cast him aside. They expected him to scurry away like a chastised child, but he would not go quietly into the night. He was not so easily dissuaded that he would give up and go home with his tail between his legs. Those men didn’t appreciate the extent of his patience. War had taught him the value of waiting.

      He pulled a small volume from his jacket pocket, perched on a chair, and read.

      It was two hours before Loburn appeared.

      “Do you know what blasted hour it is?” the marquess demanded as soon as he entered the parlour.

      A rhetorical question, since the clock was chiming twelve. Wycliff stood and tucked his book back into his pocket. His movements were slow, almost exaggerated. A small gesture that allowed him, in turn, to keep the marquess waiting, although for mere seconds and not hours. Only then did he bow. “I believe it is exactly ten hours after a footman was murdered under your roof by one of the Afflicted.”

      The older man rocked back on his heels. “You don’t know that.”

      “No. But the circumstantial evidence is rather compelling, is it not?” Wycliff brushed the sleeves of his black jacket and tried not to care that he was unwelcome in this house. Not that any household greeted him with open arms, except the brothels, and they were most pleased to see his purse, not his person.

      Loburn tucked his hands behind his back and, standing, denied Wycliff the basest civility of a seat. “Regardless, you’re wasting your time here. The magistrate has the matter in hand.”

      “The magistrate was this morning directed to hand the matter over to me.” He reached into a different pocket and produced a folded sheet of paper. “This is my warrant from General Sir Manly Powers, authorising me to investigate all matters that involve an Unnatural creature.”

      Loburn snatched the paper and held it at arm’s length. “You’re working for the Ministry of Unnaturals? I never thought that would make it past Prinny.”

      “The Prince Regent specifically tasked us to deal with these creatures loose in England. I am the first investigator, and I report to the general. Who, as you see, has the power to remove this matter from the hands of the magistrate. I am directed to uncover the person responsible for the murder committed here.” He couldn’t stop his upper lip from curling back as he muttered the word person. The idea of what some women had become was distasteful and his tongue was reluctant to form the word. They were little better than walking corpses, but because they had titles and fortunes, they escaped the grave. Perhaps they would be better employed in the medical schools, advancing mankind’s knowledge of anatomy.

      “What do you want?” Loburn returned the paper and walked to a chaise. He flicked out the tails of his jacket and sat, but left Wycliff standing like a new recruit in the army. Another subtle signal that he was unwanted.

      The warrant was carefully folded and tucked away. “You will provide the guest list of all those in attendance last night.”

      Loburn gave a snort. “No.”

      Wycliff clenched his hands together behind his back. The prick of his nails in his palms gave him a focus point with which to control his temper. He needed to extract the list from Loburn and flying into a rage would achieve nothing, even if it would make him feel better about the way society treated him. “I need to identify which women present are lacking a pulse, so I may begin my enquiries.”

      “I’ll not have you interrogating our fellow nobles in your rude and obnoxious manner and stirring up unnecessary trouble.”

      That was uncomfortably close to what Sir Manly had said earlier. Where would Wycliff procure a woman to stand as chaperone while he asked his questions?

      The standoff was averted when the door opened and Lady Loburn entered wearing a pale blue morning robe with ermine trim.

      Wycliff bowed and murmured, “Lady Loburn.”

      “What do you think, my dear?” Loburn said to his wife. “Wycliff has demanded all the ladies’ names so he can question them.”

      She moved to her husband, who stood and took her hand. “Most certainly not.”

      “My thoughts exactly.” The marquess stood a little taller now that his wife had taken his side.

      “He cannot do that on his own. He does have a reputation for being blunt,” Lady Loburn said.

      Her husband frowned. “You think he should have access to our guest list?”

      Wycliff was going to jump in, wave his warrant, and demand the information, but for once, he might achieve his goal by letting events play out.

      The lady’s piercing gaze fixed on Wycliff. “A crime has been committed in our home and the perpetrator must be found. It would have upstaged Lizzie’s engagement in the papers today if Lady Miles had not worked her magic while the marquess greased a few palms. Obviously, we cannot have Lord Wycliff terrifying delicate ladies of our acquaintance. I would, however, trust Miss Hannah Miles to ask discreet questions on his behalf.”

      “What?” two men said in unison.

      Now Wycliff frowned. The conversation had taken an unexpected detour, but it might neatly solve his problem. He just didn’t want to leap at the offer like an untrained pup. He must put up some resistance to the idea first. “There is no need to involve anyone else in this enquiry, particularly not a woman.”

      Lady Loburn fixed him with an unwavering stare. “Miss Miles is the soul of discretion and she is known to our circle. Her presence will reassure those you intend to interview.”

      Wycliff’s anger began to crawl its way back up his chest. Why did society insist on treating him like a child in leading strings who needed a governess to restrain him? “This matter is not appropriate for a young lady of quality.”

      “Hannah is the daughter of Sir Hugh Miles, the doctor who is devoted to finding a cure for the Afflicted curse. She is her father’s assistant and as such, has a unique insight into those you suspect of this crime.” A faint smile pulled at Lady Loburn’s thin lips.

      Wycliff rubbed his chin as he considered the idea. He knew of Sir Hugh’s reputation. His wife had been one of the first known
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