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Trigger Warning

			Welcome to the fourth book in The Witch’s Foundling series. The adventure and threat has broadened and the characters face incidents of violence, betrayal, deception, forcible confinement, transphobia, panic attacks, anxiety, PTSD and other forms of graphic violence. If you think this might be triggering for you, please be advised.

			



	

Chapter One

			The deck of the ship heaved and pitched in response to the storm-tossed waves battering against its intrepid body. The rain pelting down in fierce, freezing sheets elicited long and varied curses from the crew as they struggled to keep their vessel on course. From my station at the stern of the ship, I observed the tumultuous scene with anxiety while also being physically unmoved. Striving to push myself further, I floated alongside the steamship surging forward through the tempest, trying to reach the bow of the ship where I sensed the one I sought. My astral form was far from home and my journey’s danger increased with the distance I travelled from my body. My spirit had followed a call out on to the northern sea, driven by a need reflected in the swirling storm clouds and ferocious waves.

			I could see but not be seen, hear but not be heard; the shouts of the men and the harsh commands of the captain as he yelled at a lone figure standing at the bow, facing defiantly into the raging force of the gale. No sailor reacted to my alighting beside the embattled person. I saw the flashing gold glow of his eyes as my Ernest channelled the power of his Nephilim spirit Zhamuel to push back the storm threatening the proud ship. Along the paths of the myriad scars crisscrossing his form, energy like lightning shot out in great arcs. They did not deter me as I reached out my intangible hand towards him. I could sense his fatigue pressing down on him with a force in measure to the surrounding energies. He refused to yield even as his body began to shake and his feet slipped on the freezing deck.

			On the horizon, another ship raced along the waters, but it was unimpeded by any storm. It sped away under clear skies while the enchanted maelstrom inexorably slammed with deadly force into its pursuer. Even Zhamuel had his limits and Ernest’s body, though vigorous and vital, had boundaries past which his Nephilim could not protect him. The captain yelled for more power to the engines and demanded more results from Ernest with a shake of his fist; all from his station within the sheltered bridge. I could not bear to see Ernest face the danger alone and clutching his arm I willed what power I had into him. A gale erupted from his uplifted arms bursting through the thunderclouds and dissipating their magically enhanced strength into a mist. The winds dropped to a breeze, no longer whipping the waves into a frenzy. The heaving deck settled into the expected roll of calmer seas as sunlight glinted off the soothed water.

			With a gasp of exhaustion, Ernest collapsed onto the deck, his breaths coming in great pants. The golden fire in his eyes indicating Zhamuel’s energy, ebbed and faded. I ached to touch him, to reassure myself he would recover and hold me in his arms again. Yet, I was far away, driven by my need to know how he fared and to see for myself what the Society of Seekers refused to reveal. My time was beginning to run out, my astral form became more translucent as my body demanded the return of its soul.

			“My Ernest,” I whispered as I stroked his hair with my fading hand.

			His head snapped up and for a blessed moment, he stared wide-eyed at me, as though I physically stood before him on the deck of the ship. I gasped in surprise.

			My eyes flashed open, and I was, in spirit and body, prone on a couch in the study of the Wordsmith Bros. Emporium in London.

			“Sally!” Mama Grace scolded, “What were you thinking, staying away so long? Did we not impress you substantially enough with the dangers?”

			With help from Mama Grace and my mother, Lady Veronica Bellingham, I was raised to a sitting position. My head ached and somehow the smell of smoke and seawater persisted with me. Standing before me in a semi-circle sharing looks of concern were the sympathetic Prof. Van Helsinore, a high-ranking member of the Society, my friend and earthbound angel Caroline and lastly, Andrew Wordsmith, errant sorcerer and twin to the missing Adrien Wordsmith; the man Caroline held in the highest esteem. Some chill of the northern waters seemed to have followed my astral body back to its physical vessel and my body shivered. Instantly, someone gave me a cup of tea, though my mother needed to hold the saucer as it was at risk in my trembling hands.

			“There’s no need to fuss,” I rejoined between sips, “But I saw him! I finally saw him!”

			“Amazing, my dear girl,” Prof. Van Helsinore stated with a soft shake of his head. It was by his authority Ernest, as a Nephilim Host, had been recruited to the Society of Seekers but his influence faced opposition and others had insisted on using my lover’s power for their own purposes. I respected the professor immensely but at the moment he represented a situation I was growing to heartily resent.

			“Try not to blame the professor, Sally,” Samdriel, my beloved Nephilim soothed, “We still need his help to maintain a cordial relationship with the Society and that is necessary if we wish to continue giving what aid we may to Ernest.”

			“At a time like this, I can hardly believe I once thought of becoming an agent for the Society,” I thought back in silent acerbity. Outwardly, I simply nodded an acknowledgement of the professor’s statement. Caroline, as the only person present who could hear Samdriel whenever he spoke, turned her head to hide her smile. She took a step back as my two mothers helped me to my feet; for a fleeting moment, the crowded study seemed to roll like the deck of the ship.

			“Utterly fascinating,” Andrew chimed in as he paused to place his fingers over my wrist. He pursed his lips and frowned. “Hmmm. Your pulse is rather elevated. Breathing shallow. Cheeks flushed.”

			Mama Grace and my mother regarded him with growing alarm as he released my wrist to write vigorously in a small, black notebook he pulled from his vest pocket. “Still, this has been the longest and farthest you’ve ever been able to project your astral body. One is driven to contemplate if you were so enabled due to your role as a Host or your intimate relationship to the one you sought.” Andrew continued, “You should have something to eat at once.” He snapped the notebook shut and stalked out of the library towards the kitchen. The rest of us followed with varying degrees of frustration and exasperation.

			Since the day Mama Grace and I had witnessed Andrew’s transformation from a large dog to a naked young man wrapped in the sheets of Caroline’s bed, we had stumbled to keep up with his eccentric and changeable nature. Other than sharing a similar face, Andrew and Adrien were decidedly different characters; where Adrien was studied, empathetic and even romantic, Andrew was erratic, abrupt and awkward, especially when dealing with other people. This nature was plainly apparent after we fetched clothes for him and stumbled through explanations to the rest of our party at the emporium that day. With sidelong glances, Caroline would examine Andrew for similarities to Adrien and stifle a sigh of disappointment. She attempted repeatedly to accept him as his own person, but a wistful expression would spread across her features emphasizing her desire for Adrien’s return (or even for Byron the dog that had always followed in her footsteps).

			“At least he did not insist you and Caroline leave the emporium,” Samdriel said as we entered the kitchen at the back of the shop, “And he has helped you learn how to reach further with your astral form. More so than even I had thought possible.”

			“That is the rather maddening part of his personality,” I thought in return, “He displays an interest in our concerns but I cannot escape the impression it is simply an experiment to him. I wonder if he truly cares for anyone. Beyond Adrien that is.”

			Mama Grace and my mother settled me at the table then at once set to making me another pot of tea and toast. Angel in mortal form or not, Caroline was nudged to the side as the two older women took command. She ceded easily and took the seat opposite to me; sparing a quick, nostalgic look at the dog harness hanging by the back door. Though, legally, Adrien had bequeathed the emporium to Caroline and myself after his ‘death’, the law would most certainly recognize Andrew’s claim as superseding any we might make. Yet, he made no mention of our leaving, and on that fine point, Caroline and I continued in place. Regardless of my mothers’ objections.

			Standing nearby next to the sink, Andrew and Prof. Van Helsinore were engaged in an intense whispered conversation. I was sorely tempted to have Samdriel help me eavesdrop, but a deep draught of hot tea restored my sense of propriety. Caroline’s distracted air made me wonder if she had decided against such circumspection.

			“Dearest,” my mother began as she took a seat to my left, “I understand your feelings in this situation for your young man, but the risk is simply too great. You cannot go on in this manner.”

			“Stray too far and for too long and your soul will not be able to find its way back to its body,” Mama Grace added as she took the seat on my right. “That would hardly serve Ernest Faraday’s interest then, would it?”

			I smiled like the compliant young girl they had known at Briarstone. Mother relaxed and smiled in return. Mama Grace was not so easily fooled. Her green eyes narrowed, and her lips pressed into a thin line. Since a certain persistent stubbornness was a characteristic I learned at her knee, I was not surprised she recognized the firmness behind my expression.

			“I shall certainly rest, Mother,” I replied, “But when the time is right, I shall also try again. And Ernest prefers to use his mother’s maiden name of Beaufort.”

			My two mothers shook their heads in disapproval, fighting against the knowledge that they were powerless to impede my wishes.

			“I believe I can help protect Sally during her wanderings,” Caroline interjected, “She will be safe if she does not overexert herself.”

			Caroline’s emphasis on the word “herself” was to remind me my undue persistence could also affect the child I carried. Yet, I also knew it was for my child’s family I was fighting, with these experiments in astral projection. Though I had yet to confess my current condition to my two mothers. Samdriel had used his power to suspend my pregnancy, potentially for two years, but it had never been my intention to wait that long as I had hoped to reveal the news first to Ernest. However, the Society of Seekers interrupted my plan when Ernest was conscripted to a new assignment almost immediately after our battle with Spring-Heeled Jack. I well understood what the two women on either side of me would say of the matter if I chose to inform them now. That was something I only wanted to face with Ernest by my side.

			“Your journeys, my dear girl, are of special interest to the Society,” added Prof. Van Helsinore as he and Andrew joined us at the table. “The potential to communicate effectively across such distances would be inconceivably important to our work.”

			“I do not care what contract I may have with the Society,” Mama Grace complained, “I’ll not stand by and permit our girl to be pressured into taking absurd risks.”

			“Nor shall I, Tegwen,” Lady Bellingham asserted, “Not even if they insisted on taking the entire library of Briarstone as compensation.”

			“I assure you ladies, my calculations of the amount of energy required of Miss Blackwell while being supported by Miss Caroline’s Etherealite energy substantially reduces any risk,” Andrew began.

			“But there is a risk.” Mother pounced like a lioness protecting a cub.

			“Ladies, please. Let me reassure you, no one, I repeat, no one is insisting your daughter put her own health at risk,” Prof. Van Helsinore reiterated, hands spread wide before his chest in a supplication.

			My two mothers were about to further lambast the gentlemen when the argument was interrupted by the sound of someone knocking abruptly on the back door. Caroline opened the door to allow entry to a very large, broad man. It was Society Agent Archie Neilson followed by Dr. Adam Blackwell, my father. Our relationship was yet in its new Spring stage, a tentative and cautious state during which we were both trying to navigate toward a connection we each desired and feared. I had yet to feel comfortable calling him “father” so presently we had agreed to continue with the formal modes of address.

			“Good afternoon, Dr. Blackwell,” I stated as I stood, “And you also, Agent Neilson. Won’t you join us for tea?” My mother stood also and I felt a slight tremor pass through her as she regarded my father with neutral courtesy. Since their first reunion a few months previous, Mother had avoided any time alone with him or any meaningful conversations. I knew, I felt, in every fibre of my being, in the way gooseflesh rose on my arms whenever they were in the same room, each of them wanted to express so much beyond the polite niceties. Instead, my mother remained silent while Caroline and Mama Grace poured the tea and made more toast and jam.

			“I-uh-we stopped by the baker’s a block over,” Dr. Blackwell responded as he offered up a small box, “We-uh-we thought you might enjoy some scones. I know it is not my usual time for a visit.”

			“You are welcome anytime,” I answered, “You as well, Agent Neilson.” As my father’s “handler”, Agent Neilson was automatically expected alongside my father wherever the Society instructed; another rule under which I chafed.

			“I – we have no desire to interrupt …,” he began.

			“Nonsense,” Caroline chimed in, “We insist you join us. After walking through this dreary weather, nothing serves as a better restorative than tea and fresh scones. The jam, I believe was provided by Madame Grace.”

			“So, it was,” Mama Grace agreed, “Sit down, doctor. Mr. Wordsmith, might we trouble you for more chairs?”

			Andrew gave a little start to be suddenly included and responded, “It would be more efficient if we simply retired to the dining room. That is the appropriate place for gatherings such as these.”

			There was no arguing with his blunt logic, and I was grateful for the brief chance to walk alongside my father as I led him, and his immense shadow Agent Neilson, to the dining room. I kept a slow pace and Samdriel noted in my ear how Dr. Blackwell held his head towards me in a manner that allowed him to see my mother out of the corner of his eye.

			“You are all doing well, I hope,” he asked.

			“Quite so. I am entirely recovered from my ordeal in the river.”

			“And how are things with that grim young man of yours? Have you heard from him?” The questions were poised with a deprecating smile to take any sting from his description. Ernest had faced harsher descriptions than “grim”; things he had only hinted at in our conversations, and I had regrettably never assured him he could share with me.

			“Well, I have not exactly “heard” from him, in the traditional sense,” I answered as we entered the dining room.

			“I beg your pardon. I don’t quite follow.”

			“She means to say she has been using her power as a Nephilim Host to project her soul across the miles to see for herself how he is faring as the Society has not allowed for an exchange of letters in three months,” my mother interjected as she came to stand beside me, on the opposite side from the doctor.

			“You mean Astral Projection?” Dr. Blackwell declared in concerned admiration. Behind him, Agent Neilson gave a nod and grunt of approval.

			“You cannot possibly approve of such an imprudent and dangerous exercise,” Mother exclaimed with raised eyebrows. Mama Grace and Caroline entered carrying trays of teacups and saucers and a plate of lovely scones. Mama Grace set the tray on the table with a clatter before coming to stand beside her fellow maternal compatriot.

			“This girl -,” Mama Grace began.

			“Mama Grace! Mother! Please stop fussing -.”

			“Did something go wrong?” Dr. Blackwell inquired with alarm, “Is that why you are both so upset?”

			“Nothing went wrong, doctor,” Prof. Van Helsinore supplied as he took a seat. Caroline poured him a cup while remaining uncharacteristically silent.

			“The entire experiment went flawlessly,” Andrew added between sips of tea and a mouthful of scone.

			“Flawless”?” her ladyship shot back, “Salome was drained and shaking when her spirit returned.”

			“And pale as snow,” Mama Grace continued, “Sally, you must promise to halt this pointless endeavour. It’s not as if you can truly communicate with him in any meaningful way.”

			I sat down beside the professor. “Tell me, Prof. Van Helsinore, has the Society approved any personal letters or reports recently?” The kindly gentleman had the grace to appear chagrined yet also possessed the courage to address me directly.

			“No reports or letters have been received or released at this time,” he stated calmly.

			“Well, then I see no reason to stop trying to ascertain for myself how Ernest is faring,” I responded as I poured myself a cup of tea. “Everyone, please sit.” My two mothers obeyed with resignation. I continued. “From what I observed, Ernest and Zhamuel fought against the most uncanny storm I have ever witnessed. It was full of streaks of violet and red energy, but he was able to disperse it – with formidable effort. My fatigue was nothing compared to his exhaustion and for a brief moment before my return, it seemed as though he could see me next to him.” The surrounding faces reflected various degrees of concern and frustration, but their resistance was weakening.

			“Did you say the storm was suffused with “violet and red energy”?” Andrew asked, breaking the brief silence that followed my statement.

			“Yes,” I answered, perplexed, “It cast a horrible and baleful light across the whole scene, adding an alarming sense of oppressive dread. It felt as though the storm sought to drain the crew and Ernest of their courage.”

			“That description sounds familiar,” Caroline remarked. “Let me consult our records and –.”

			“There’s no need,” Andrew interrupted with a grimace. With slouched shoulders and his hands shoved into his trouser pockets, he cast a knowing glance towards the professor before he added, “That is the typical sign of a Hekate. One of the Acolytes of the Blood Moon is helping them now.”

			My hands clenched involuntarily into fists. Years ago, in my first encounter with a Blood Walker, the mere thought of a Hekate had unnerved the Society agents, Agnes MacGregor and Tobias Dahlrimple.

			“It seems the trail for Lilith and her cohorts has led our agents into a web of serious sorcery,” Prof. Van Helsinore commented. “Your presence, Miss Founder, may have allowed your fiancé to escape a trap of great danger.”

			I forced my hands to open and grasp what comfort I could from the professor’s words; though a strange thrill also fluttered through my stomach at his use of the term, “fiancé”. It was the first time I had heard anyone so refer to Ernest. Mama Grace and Mother always spoke of him as “your young man” as though he were a sort of bauble or distraction. Even my father was inclined to the term. His feelings concerning the appellation were apparent in a sudden raising of an eyebrow and a sidelong glance at my two mothers. I affirmed Prof. Van Helsinore’s statement with a nod.

			“All the more reason to continue with my exercises,” I argued, ignoring the expressions of worry. My mother lightly placed a hand on my father’s arm in a gesture that elicited a rise of subtle colour to his cheeks. She did not even look at him but a definite message was conveyed through the touch.

			“Sally – Salome,” he began, “Your … mothers are only motivated by a sincere concern for your wellbeing. I, myself, have witnessed an impressive display of the power you wield, but the Acolytes of the Blood Moon represent an unparalleled level of threat. Surely, Samdriel would support an increase of prudence.”

			“Indeed, I would,” Samdriel added to my frustration.

			“I do not intend to engage in another attempt today,” I countered, “Besides, the Society is exceptionally interested in my abilities to communicate over such distances. Are they not, Prof. Van Helsinore?”

			The elder gentleman could not deny something he had previously confirmed and nodded sagely, the light from the window drawing a frosted shimmer from his mane of silver hair.

			“You must swear never to attempt such an endeavour alone,” Mama Grace abruptly asserted, her green eyes flashing in stubborn resignation.

			“Please, Salome, swear to be more cautious,” my mother pleaded.

			“I swear … to be prudent,” I conceded with ill-grace and received a spontaneous embrace for the concession.

			“A wise decision, Miss Founder,” the professor commented, “When Hekate are involved, caution is a necessity.”

			“I shall ensure Sally is protected as well,” Caroline added.

			Though apparently it required nothing less than an angel’s promise to mollify my mothers, the two women settled in their seats with slightly lessened frowns of concern. They then proceeded to ply me prodigiously with the scones and I complied, largely to avoid further argument. I had already made my plans to find a time to try my astral projections once more but even Samdriel was adamant about waiting a day or two.

			“You have more than yourself to think about, Sally,” he chided, “Or have you forgotten?”

			His question spurred odd tears to my eyes and I required the excuse of removing the dishes to the kitchen to hide my spontaneous emotion. Caroline was close behind me and stood beside me as I placed the dishes into the kitchen sink while sniffling like a child at a broken promise.

			“Sally,” she soothed with a touch of my arm, “You know Samdriel is correct. Why does it upset you so?”

			“You are all correct,” I complained. “I know I need to be careful. I know. But if you had seen him, Caroline! If you had witnessed, the fierce struggle he was undergoing and the crew and captain shouting at him like he was some sort of malfunctioning weapon. I know it was only my spirit next to him, but I felt my power join with his and for a blessed moment we were connected again. He knew I was with him. I swear he saw me!”

			I began to tremble as I spoke, and my hands spread over my womb. Tears threatened once more to spill forth, but I denied them. Despite Samdriel’s magic and the time it granted me to wait for Ernest’s return before revealing my pregnancy, I wondered again if I had made the right decision.

			“We shall find a way to contact him that is less fraught,” Samdriel insisted, “The professor is sympathetic and even admires Ernest. He will convince his compatriots.”

			“Samdriel is correct,” Caroline added, “Now, let us not tarry or your mothers may get suspicious. Be grateful you can spend some more time with your father before Agent Neilson must return him to his confinement.” I acquiesced to Caroline’s and Samdriel’s advice and returned to the dining room.

			The rest of the afternoon was less eventful. My parents shared a stilted conversation filled with polite inanities; the tragedy surrounding their parting so many years ago continued to disrupt their attempts at connection. My mother’s hand rested next to my father’s on the table, but scrupulously refrained from touching him. My father deferred to her throughout the visit and so revealed nothing about what he truly thought. Mama Grace diverted everyone by engaging the professor with complaints about the Society while the rest of us sat in silence.

			“Talismans, wards and potions, professor,” she grumbled, “They make demands as if I were a sort of manufacturer. Do none of them understand the energies involved in the creation of such things? My sisters in the Witches’ Guild could have a few educational words for them if they are lacking such lessons.”

			“I assure you Mistress Grace, no disrespect is intended,” he responded cordially, “There is simply a need. After the encounter with Lilith, Radu and the Blood Walkers, both at Briarstone and in London, the Society has uncovered numerous schemes requiring our immediate attention. Not the least of which is the mission of your fiancé, Miss Founder. It is just the sort of situation to open their minds about the potential of working with more penitent Night Children than in previous years.”

			“I might also presume the schism in the Society has not necessarily supported such enterprises,” she huffed in return.

			“The Sons of Enoch are a small contingent. Ironically a counterpart to the Hekate in their way, though their extremes in sorcery are applied in the most unnerving, calculated ways.”

			“I can attest to that,” Caroline added with asperity. Beside her Andrew raised an eyebrow in appraisal; we had never fully explained to him about the sorcerers of the wayward group, who had enchanted and tried to enslave Caroline to their will. No doubt they excused themselves with lofty reasons about the good of all humanity. Even if they hadn’t abused Caroline, I would have scorned the reasons for their excesses; the manner in which all fanatics demanded sacrifices of others before themselves.

			The enchanted cuckoo clock in the shop struck the fourth hour with a declaration of “The full moon is coming!” drawing a befuddled chuckle from all of us. Regretfully, my father rose from the table alongside his looming guardian. The cuckoo’s announcement suddenly brought to sharp relief what the date meant for him; during the approaching night he would be forced to undergo the wrenching, bestial transformation that had controlled and hampered his life for decades. I rose as well to lead him and his overseer to the front door. In late February it was not so dim at this hour as it had been in the month we first met and I was grateful for the soft light. We paused together at the door and the doctor took my hand in a tender grasp.

			“You must not judge your mothers too harshly, Salome,” he stated, “It is their love driving their concern. They are correct when they call for you to restrict your wanderings.” His face held a hesitant and tremulous expression, reflecting a nervousness rising from a claim he was unsure he had a right to make. I had struggled with the same feelings when I had first begun searching for him upon my arrival in London. Leaning forward, I kissed him on the cheek as any daughter might have done and was gratified by the tightening of his hand on mine.

			“I understand,” I responded, “I hope the Society is treating you and your associates well. I-I did not wish to ask you in front of the others.” A wry smile spread across his full lips and he exchanged a knowing look with Agent Nielson.

			“Archie and a few of the other agents have been working with my pack at the direction of the Society. We are to be given “missions”. Beyond that, I should not say at this time. Yet, it is … good to have a positive purpose for the power my curse supplies. The talismans Tegwen has helped create have proven effective in controlling our bestial madness even if the change itself cannot be halted.”

			Suffering I could not imagine was contained in his simple statement and I impulsively embraced him. After a moment’s surprise, he returned it. We parted rather hastily, both of us blinking and with a nod of his head, my father and Agent Nielson exited. They would return to the spartan barracks the Society provided, complete with iron cages for the times of his and his pack’s fearsome changes under the light of the full moon.

			A soft sigh behind me alerted me to my mother’s presence. Turning, I observed a glistening in her blue eyes, overflowing with a wistful sense of what might have been.

			“Did … did I hear correctly,” she inquired, “That Adam – Dr. Blackwell has begun working for the Society?”

			“Yes. With Mama Grace’s help, the Society of Seekers has developed a talisman that, when worn by a werewolf, allows them to maintain their human intelligence and control their chaotic nature after their transformation. It is not a cure but ….” I shrugged in helpless acceptance. In the corridor leading to the study, Lady Bellingham stopped and stared at me.

			“After my relationship with Adam ended … as it did and Eugenia had passed, I travelled throughout Europe trying to gather as much information as I could uncover on werewolves. I-I sought, like Adam, to find a cure - for your sake. It was during that time I met Prof. Van Helsinore. He has been a kind and generous friend but knowing the Society as I now do, I wonder if our meeting was entirely coincidental. Isaac Van Helsinore is a highly respected man with his own cadre of supporters but still only one voice on their governing council. If I have learnt anything over the past year is how easily and swiftly things can change. I … I simply want you to be … prepared should this arrangement with the Society not unfold as we hope.” She paused on our way back to the dining room.

			“Do you think the Society’s schism with the Sons of Enoch may be the result of opposition to the professor’s program?” I asked, nervously. “That the remaining council may actually have some sympathy for the Sons of Enoch and at some point, seek a … return to a policy of ….” I faltered, feeling as though a fist were squeezing my heart. Ernest had struggled to trust his fellow man having faced years of rejection and persecution. The thought I was ultimately the reason for his entanglement with the Society made me mildly sick.

			“Salome, dearest, do not let my words oppress you,” she stated, patting my hand, “I simply wished you to realize that it will take hard work and dedication to ensure the Society fully accepts you and Ernest as trustworthy. It is heartening to learn they are attempting to bring Adam - Dr. Blackwell into the fold and there may be a place for them where previously there had been only darkness and despair.”

			Regardless of her intention, the seeds of doubt had been sown and my yearning to know how Ernest fared intensified. If only to ensure his actions had indeed garnered him the respect Samdriel cited.

			Our party separated after tea. Prof. Van Helsinore offered to escort Lady Bellingham and Mama Grace back to their hotel. Before leaving, Mama Grace took me aside, much like Mother had done and quietly asked about Roberta and how she was healing after the vampire attack she had suffered.

			“I know you healed her with your own brand of magic my dear,” she conceded, “But I think I may stop by on another day to check on her, if she is amenable.”

			“She will be leaving for her club soon,” I answered, “I’ll try and catch her and see if she’s available for your special ministrations. Though to be truthful, Roberta seems entirely recovered to the point she spends most of her time at the club nowadays.”

			Mama Grace sniffed and tossed a disapproving look in Andrew’s direction to which he was entirely oblivious. “I would say that is due more to that formerly-four-footed sorcerer than anything else. He made promises in the past about which he has yet to prove faithful.”

			Without further elaboration, she bid farewell, leaving me to stew in the swirling waters of speculation and worry unwittingly stoked by her and my mother. Samdriel soothed as he could since Caroline served a pair of older ladies who had entered just as our guests had exited. Andrew conveniently retreated behind the closed doors of his study. The ladies drew Caroline with their questions and interests to the far back of the shop and I stood alone, gazing in the growing dark as my loved ones drove away. The sound of someone entering the shop was a welcome diversion.

			It was a day for distraction as the man who entered was one of the most elegant men I had ever seen.

			



	

Chapter Two

			Only Samdriel’s chuckling at my dumbfounded reaction roused enough of my common sense to approach the man with any presentation of decorum. Despite the sloppy streets wet with melting snow, he was impeccably dressed in a suit of dark grey with a deep purple cravat peeking from beneath his snow-dusted great coat. He lifted his silk top hat for a gracious salute in my direction sending a few errant snowflakes drifting lazily to the floor. His soft olive-toned skin was highlighted by his bright smile. Sparkling brown eyes were set in a face attributable to a Greek statue.

			“Your pardon, Miss, for arriving at such a late hour,” he stated with a wonderfully exotic accent neither I nor Samdriel could place, “I promise not to require too much of your time as I expect you wish to close up shop soon. I am in search of a small token of, how do you say - esteem. Your shop was recommended to me by a member of the Society of Seekers.”

			His mention of the Society induced both nervousness and a desire to promote a favourable image, lest the man report back any behaviour of mine that could even remotely, affect Ernest. I drew him over immediately to the glass counters and their variety of small but suitable items.

			“If you are looking for a token of esteem, sir, you are most likely to find something to your tastes here,” I gushed, “Might I inquire whom you are hoping to impress?”

			His brilliant smile took on a trace of ruefulness. “Unfortunately, it is less in hopes of impressing and more of a memento to be accurate. The lady in question has rescinded her regard but I wish to part on favourable terms.”

			“I-I am sorry to hear that sir. Perhaps this hair comb would be appropriate. It is said to enhance the charm of the lady who wears it.”

			A mischievous glint sparkled in his dark brown eyes. “Well, I do not know if I would quite wish an increase in charms to be offered to another. What of that necklace next to it?”

			I removed the single-strand pearl choker from the display case and held it up for his perusal. It seemed to please him for he regarded it with an expression of wistful softness.

			“Pearls are gems made from the tears of some goddess or other, are they not? Yes, this would be a good farewell.”

			“I hope the lady will think fondly of you whenever she wears them sir,” I responded as I coiled the line of pearls into a small box and proceeded to wrap it in brown paper. The man shrugged.

			“Well, we found ourselves thrust together during a time of - how to describe it - turmoil, you could say. Under such circumstances, it is easy to mistake one’s roused emotions for deeper feelings. It is often the way of things. Better for us to part now as friends than to continue following an illusion. Don’t you think so, miss?”

			“I -uh- I ….”

			“Oh, I must once more beg your pardon for my imposition, young lady,” he declared as his hand closed over mine when he reached to take the box from me. “You must ignore the musings of a newly-awoken lover to the true light of morning. Do not let my cynicism upset your youthful ideals. You have been most helpful.”

			“There has been no imposition, sir,” I responded hastily, “You should not foreswear on love yet. Perhaps the lady will reconsider her feelings.”

			Once again, he shrugged in a manner prone to enhance the shape of his form in its finely tailored clothes. “I do not hold much hope as we shall be parted by distance and time after tomorrow and then perhaps it is I who shall find his feelings much changed. Your payment, miss.”

			Pulling his wallet from his vest pocket, he removed a ten-pound note and placed it on the glass counter.

			“I shall fetch your change, sir.”

			“No need. It is strange, but talking to you has been a balm to my soul. Take off the price of the necklace and keep the rest for yourself. May it be a small reward for the hope you inspire. Good afternoon.”

			He tipped his hat and grasping the small box in his other, elegantly-gloved hand, left the shop without another word. Under a strange compulsion, I watched him walk down the street until he disappeared around the corner. I released a long breath.

			“Yes, I would agree he is extremely handsome,” Samdriel commented drily, “Though you might have blushed a little less.” My hand flew to my cheek to feel the warm flesh. I stifled a groan of embarrassment and then endured his laughter until Caroline and her ladies appeared from the back of the shop, murmuring happily over their small basket of goods.

			“Did I hear Samdriel laughing while I was at the back of the shop?” Caroline queried once the ladies had left. “What was so amusing?”

			“Oh, it was nothing. Just a customer,” I evaded while pretending to polish the glass countertop.

			“An exceptionally handsome customer who found talking with Sally a “balm to his soul”,” Samdriel chuckled with brazen impudence. To my mortification, Caroline joined him and I was forced to declare the shop closed for the evening.

			My companions teased me rather mercilessly till I was hard-pressed not to join in with their laughter, some of which faded once I informed Caroline of the gentleman’s generosity. It had originally taken Caroline a few days to understand the concept of currency at the time of our first meeting, but she had learned quickly.

			“Well, you certainly must have charmed your handsome stranger,” she praised as she followed me into the kitchen, “I should study your methods, if they are so effective in such a brief time.”

			Removing a trio of small meat pies from the oven, I laughed and bade her gather up plates and cutlery for our meal in the dining room. “I cannot say that I am prepared for an apprentice just yet,” I joked, “You will simply have to muddle through on your own. You only have to smile sweetly and most of our customers will be eating out of your hand.”

			“There have certainly been many more customers since Adrien’s spell that cloaked our address from the general public was broken. Now anyone can stop by.” Caroline’s voice faded and the placement of plates halted. “I wonder why Andrew did not reassert the spell. It was always my impression the soft concealment was something both the brothers preferred.”

			“It was,” Andrew answered a brief while later as he accepted the meat pie Caroline offered him. “It is a mandate of the Society that I not restore the protection spell. We are to rely simply on the standard wards of which they approve.” He stabbed his fork through the pastry with more than necessary force.

			“Why would they object to your protecting the emporium’s location?” Caroline asked as she waited for him to cease blowing on his steaming dinner.

			“They want any member of the Society to be able to inspect the premises whenever they choose,” he replied sourly before biting into his pie and then waving his hand before his scalding mouth. A touch of Caroline’s hand on his shoulder and he was soothed. We sat facing him. “After they understood the connection between Adrien and Spring-Heeled Jack, and my own transformation, the Society decided they had been “too lax with freelancers,” to use their words. They no longer trust me to be left to my own devices and so I have been forcefully enlisted to their ranks.” He picked at his meal with a truculent expression resembling a frustrated adolescent.

			“That must be so distressing for you, Andrew,” I consoled. The image of the handsome stranger rose to my mind and his mention of the Society. “I wonder if that gentleman I served was in fact an inspector for the Society.”

			“Customer?” Andrew grumbled, “What customer? Was he one of those pointy-nosed types that go sniffing about a place, looking for any violation they can use against you?”

			“Actually, I believe he was quite handsome, elegant even,” Caroline responded, “And as he spent all his time with Sally at the front of the shop while I was occupied elsewhere, I would say there was precious little inspecting going on. At least of the shop.” She ignored my outraged sputtering to tuck into her meal while Andrew regarded me with a surly frown.

			“He was a perfect gentleman,” I exclaimed, “If a trifle over-friendly but he was seeking solace for a…a disappointing affair of the heart. That hardly sounds like the type of person the Society would send, as I think of it.”

			“Did your Nephilim sense anything awry?” Andrew inquired.

			“He did exude an intriguing exotic air,” Samdriel replied even as he knew Andrew could not hear him. Caroline’s spate of giggling ensured she heard him well enough.

			“No, he did not sense “anything awry”,” I responded while attempting to eat my own meal through clenched teeth.

			Andrew continued to stare at me with a frown of disapproving confusion before he muttered under his breath about; “Women.” Roberta Kingston stepping into the dining room saved me from his bewilderment and the others’ impudence. Andrew began to choke on his supper prompting Caroline to give him a few hearty claps to the back. Coughing, he struggled to stand for the sake of our new guest. Though Roberta was actually a tenant of the building and an old friend of the Wordsmith brothers, Andrew had inexplicably spent much of the few months since his transformation from dog back to a man, avoiding her. As Roberta opened her mouth to speak, Andrew backed away his face still flushed from his fit of coughing.

			“You’ll excuse me please,” he stammered,” I – uh – I forgot something in…my study. Good evening, Miss Kingston.” She watched him scurry away with an expression echoing the one Andrew had turned upon me moments before. Caroline sighed audibly.

			“Have you been trying to speak to him about his former promises, Roberta?” Caroline asked as she played with the meal on her plate.

			“No, actually,” Roberta responded with a tilt of her chin. The ruffle of lace at her collar framed the prominent Adam’s apple hinting at the gender common society accepted and she refused. “It seems he is so consumed with his latest work he cannot spare me any time to answer a few questions. Besides, I am not so certain what I would ask him in any event.”

			Caroline poured out a glass of red wine and motioned for Roberta to take Andrew’s empty seat. With a rustle of her deep purple taffeta skirts, she complied. “I simply came into ask Sally if Mistress Grace had any more of that salve. Even though I bear no scar from that ghastly vampire attack, it does wonders for the skin beyond my neck as well.”

			“I know Mama Grace was wishing to check in on you again,” I answered, “I’ll send a messenger crow to her and ask her to bring some more salve if you like. Would tomorrow be soon enough?”

			Roberta downed the remainder of her glass, then replied, “The day after would be better. Tell her to come in the late afternoon and we’ll have tea in my rooms, like before. Mrs. Wilkinson finds her quite fascinating and has been pressing me to get her a Tarot reading.” She rose from her seat and bestowed a genuine smile upon us. “I shall be leaving for my club shortly so you may inform Andrew he is free to finish his supper. Good evening, ladies.” She swept from the room with such proud panache I almost applauded.

			***

			As Caroline and I prepared ourselves for bed in our room, I asked her what she had meant when she mentioned Roberta talking to Andrew about his “former promises”.

			“Ah, well Andrew’s skill at physical transformation has not only attracted the attention of the Society of Seekers,” she answered while pulling her quilt up to her chin. “Andrew was experimenting along such lines long before the drastic circumstances that required him to take the form of a dog for three years.”

			Lowering onto my little cot, I suddenly caught her implication. “I had entirely forgotten. Roberta had told us how he had once promised to transform her, well her body, to match her soul. And she has not been able to speak with him about the possibility in all this time?”

			“We were all in shock for the first few weeks that Andrew was alive and Adrien was … missing.” The little lamp on her bedside table flickered out on its own. “Andrew has been avoiding her as well. I think perhaps he does not have as much control over the spell as he would like but is reluctant to dismiss her hopes.”

			I settled under my blankets and the image of Adrien’s face fading into the dark waters of the Thames, floated before me when I closed my eyes. I shivered and felt Samdriel ease away my tension.

			“That is unfortunate. Though Roberta did not sound too committed to pursuing the matter at this time.” I began to drift from consciousness.

			“Not at this time,” came the soft reply.

			***

			The next morning, strange sensations from an odd dream lingered through breakfast; replete with the dizzying twirl of dancing and the stranger’s handsome face smiling at me as we waltzed. The feelings of the dream were of a manner which left me distinctly uncomfortable and desiring some sort of distraction. Conversation at the breakfast table had not exactly been up to the task; Andrew had merely grabbed a cup of coffee and a bowl of plain oatmeal and retreated to his study; Caroline had taken up her position in the shop after hastily consuming her meal. I was left with the dishes. For some reason, as I swished my hand through the warmed dishwater, I felt the swirl of the gown from my dream as I glided around the dance floor with the stranger. As I scraped and scrubbed, his words of the previous day played repeatedly in my ear, “Under such circumstances, it is easy to mistake one’s roused emotions for deeper feelings. It is often the way of things. Better for us to part now as friends than to continue following an illusion.”

			Drying the dishes, a sudden loneliness caught at my throat. Memories of the peace I had felt when first I had slept in Ernest’s arms surfaced; exhausted and terrified we had gone to ground fleeing a pack of vengeful werewolves. When we had coupled in the humid washroom of Dr. Seward’s sanitorium, it had risked the interruption of Mama Grace’s protective and temperamental guardianship. The other times of our coming together had only been in the realms of our shared dreamscapes but surrounded by circumstances of extreme physical and emotional upheaval. I returned the dishes to their places in the cupboard with shaking hands.

			“Does your dream last night still bother you, Sally?” Samdriel questioned lightly.

			“Samdriel … have you ever been … in love?”

			“I … that is not the response I was expecting,” he answered after a long pause. “I have loved every one of my Hosts over the millennia, though I suspect that is not precisely what you are asking.”

			“No. I-I mean in a romantic manner.”

			“Like you and Ernest?”

			I shrugged nonchalantly as I wiped crumbs from the table. “I suppose.”

			“It is difficult for me to answer you specifically, Sally. Sometimes I hardly recall what it was like to have a physical body and to interact with the world in that way. There were those I loved and even joined with, but it was never a compelling factor for me and more something I engaged in to please my partner than due to any strong drive.”

			“You have never felt an … aching need for another or … longed for their company, their touch above that of any other?”

			“Those memories are so far away now,” he murmured, “Perhaps it is my lack of a physical body that makes the sensations so dim. I could possibly answer you more readily were a person I had loved before me now. Yet, the distance of years is a chasm. Do you question your feelings for Ernest?”

			I shook out my cleaning cloth with a sharp snap. “What? No, certainly not! I know how I feel about Ernest … it is just … I wonder if we were not constantly beset, if we sat in peace together for a year with nothing but our own company to rouse ourselves, would he find me … well, interesting?”

			Samdriel’s laughter rang like the bells of Big Ben in my mind. “Not find you interesting? You? He would have to be the world’s greatest fool if he found you dull!”

			I smiled ruefully. “I suppose the words of that handsome stranger must have had more of an effect on my mind than I thought. His talk of roused emotions presenting an illusion of deeper feelings propelled my thoughts down a cynical path.”

			“I assure you, Sally. I may not recall many memories for myself, but I have witnessed great love a thousand times through the lives of my Hosts, and I know what you and Ernest share is true.”

			Shaking my head at my foolishness, I headed towards the shop. “One day I shall ask you to tell me some of their love stories,” I whispered.

			“I think I would like that,” he responded wistfully.

			I joined Caroline at the front of the shop feeling better than when I had first awakened. However, we had no time for conversation as the shop door opened at that precise moment. Professor Van Helsinore entered followed by a tall, middle-aged gentleman with a greying moustache and a figure that would have been described as “strapping”. His dark eyes surveyed the shop hurriedly in the manner a military man might assess a battlefield; or so Samdriel conveyed to me. As the weather outside had produced an uncommitted freezing rain with a dash of snow, the professor paused to shake his hat free of the precipitation before making introductions.

			“Ah, Miss Founder and Miss Caroline,” Prof. Van Helsinore began, “May I introduce, General Bertram Sturmdrake, a leading associate on the Society’s council. General, Miss Founder and Miss Caroline.”

			A practiced smile spread across the General’s face, and he bowed to each of us in turn though his gaze conveyed a trace of disbelief as he beheld us. The images he had imagined were obviously contrasting in his mind with the forms he observed in front of him. Though he might admire Caroline’s feminine beauty despite her masculine attire, garbed as I was in an ordinary dark plaid dress, I was quite an everyday sort of a person compared to my companion. A twitch of the General’s mustache revealed a tendency towards skepticism or at the very least that he had been subjected to some gross exaggeration.

			“Ladies, I hope I do not intrude upon any important work,” he began in an impressive baritone.

			“He knows he does not,” Samdriel commented dryly.

			“Yet, I had to see for myself the amazing heroines that help save the city from the monstrosity threatening it, and the circumstances under which they continue to labour on our humble behalf,” he continued.

			“He wants to assure himself you are in a secured location where you are readily kept under surveillance and if need be, you can easily be sent to a more controllable place,” Samdriel added.

			“Truly?” Caroline exclaimed to Samdriel. The General’s face brightened as he mistook the question as directed at him.

			“Quite true, I assure you.”

			“Is there something we may help you with General Sturmdrake?” I inquired before Caroline could inform the man of our separate conversation.

			“I am simply here to present myself as the secondary liaison to the Council of the Society of Seekers, Miss Founder. Prof. Van Helsinore being the primary one, of course. However, due to the unique and powerful -.” He paused to swiftly glance at Caroline, “Potential, the pair of you wield, it was deemed appropriate for an additional councillor to be assigned to your case.”

			“We are a “case”, then?” Caroline asked innocently. The air suddenly rippled with an electric energy causing the hair on the back of my neck to rise up and the light to dim ever so slightly; just enough to attribute it to a natural shift of the clouds blocking the sun through the window. For whatever reason, Caroline was annoyed with the General’s demeanour and from the man’s expression he had not a clue of the precarious situation he was in. Fortunately, the professor was more astute.

			“Your importance to the cause of the Society is without measure, Miss Caroline,” the elder gentleman interjected, “Yet, not only yourselves. I would like to introduce the General to Mr. Wordsmith, if I may?”

			The professor’s redirection worked, and Caroline relaxed enough to lean nonchalantly against the glass counter. I offered to fetch Andrew but before I could take two steps the man in question delivered himself. General Sturmdrake’s appraising glance settled more comfortably on the young man and he inspected him as an officer would a subordinate soldier. Andrew did not submit to it with much grace but was prudent enough to contain his opinion.

			“You and your brother were freelancers for a substantial time, were you not?” the General began.

			“All our lives,” Andrew rejoined with arms crossed over his chest and an arched brow.

			“Well, I have to say, it has been long overdue we bring you into the fold. A hearty young man like yourself can do far more for the nation, even the world, under the guidance of the Society. We are working on finding an appropriate assignment for a sorcerer of your abilities. You may expect to hear something on that front from us very soon.”

			“Assignment?” I exclaimed, “Are we to be given certain … missions?” I thought immediately of Ernest and his fight to protect the crew of his ship. And my father.

			The General’s eyebrows climbed to the top of his forehead in surprise. “What? You? We would hardly send women out on missions of importance -.”

			“That is to say, you ladies are far too valuable to risk,” Prof. Van Helsinore interrupted diplomatically, “It was felt more prudent that you remain here at this time.”

			“I have no intention of going anywhere until I hear about the search for my brother,” Andrew protested warmly, “I never received any reports about the results. It’s been months, too.”

			“Yes! I have requested such information as well,” Caroline added.

			The General spared the professor a glance of annoyance before addressing Andrew’s concern. “My apologies to you all. It was simply that we had nothing new to convey. The water itself is resistant to the many tracing spells at our disposal and, well, mundane methods have been equally unsuccessful. It may be time to accept the inevitable, if distressing truth, your brother did not survive his battle with … the Thames.” As the General had been fully briefed on the incident, he well knew the final battle Adrien had been engaged in, had been primarily with me. A piece of knowledge he displayed difficulty accepting.

			“You should have allowed me to join in the search,” Andrew declared, “I have methods that would have achieved, if not success, then at least answers.”

			“You were too weak for the first few weeks after your transformation, Andrew,” Caroline asserted without rancour, “You would not have been any help. Even I could find no trace.”

			“Which convinces me even more he has been taken away, hidden somewhere!”

			“Taken? Hidden? Where and for what purpose?” General Sturmdrake scoffed, “As unwelcome as it is, the simplest explanation is the most likely.”

			“There were scores of Blood Walkers all about the district on that day,” Andrew insisted, “They could have him prisoner, hoping to exploit his sorcery as much as you do!”

			“Please, Mr. Wordsmith, Miss Caroline, a team of agents remains even now dedicated to uncovering any trace of your brother.” Prof. Van Helsinore interrupted, cutting off the General’s sharp reply, “However, they have nothing new to report. We must all nurture patience in this manner.”

			Caroline came to stand beside Andrew and placed a comforting hand on his arm, I was momentarily struck as though she stood next to Adrien. Andrew shrugged and shoved his hands in his pockets and the vision dissolved.

			“The professor is quite correct,” I added, “We must be patient, as I had hoped to also hear news of my -.”

			“Ah, your fiancée, as the good professor informs me,” the General replied with a smile, “I may inform you that reports are expected before the end of the week. But I am also informed of your experiments in the area of astral communication. You had some success on your own, did you not?”

			“I-yes but I could only observe -.”

			“He gallantly defended his ship and its crew against a magical attack in the North Sea, am I correct?”

			“Y-yes, but I was hoping for more news … personal news.”

			“Well, young lady, at this time you are more informed than the rest of us. However, the news of your fiancé’s victory was received with great admiration amongst the ranks of the Society. We look forward to witnessing the fruition of that young man’s full potential. As we do for all of you, of course.”

			“At least we know that Ernest and Zhamuel were in the North Sea,” Samdriel commented.

			“Might I be able to send Ernest – my fiancé – a letter?”

			“It would hardly be practical at the present time, Miss Founder, but if you wish to do so, I shall make every effort to see that it is delivered.”

			“Thank you, General Sturmdrake.”

			My manners mollified him enough he ignored Andrew’s sullen glare. Restoring his hat to his head, the General addressed us once more.

			“Now, I must depart as there is much business of the Society which needs attending. Mr. Wordsmith was correct in his statement about Blood Walkers and other blighters still about in London. I leave you in the professor’s capable hands. Good day, ladies. Mr. Wordsmith.”

			The General marched out as though off to a parade. At the click of the door closing behind him, Andrew snorted dismissively.

			“I swear to you, the man is quite efficient despite his pomposity,” the professor remarked with a knowing smile, “Hopefully, his manner will change as he becomes more acquainted with you.”

			“I wouldn’t hold my breath,” Andrew quipped, “I have no plans to be sent gallivanting all over the globe at the Society’s whims, professor.”

			“Do not fear on that account, my young friend,” Prof. Van Helsinore responded as he clapped a hand on Andrew’s shoulder, “I have requested your linguistic talents be applied towards the translation of an ancient manuscript, recently come into my possession. That work you can engage in within the comfort of your own study. Ah, and perhaps, Miss Founder, your Samdriel may also be of assistance.”

			“If I can, Prof. Van Helsinore,” I answered readily.

			“I shall watch the shop,” Caroline stated, “It will be luncheon shortly. Let me know if you will need anything.”

			***

			“You will be most intrigued by this manuscript, I think, Mr. Wordsmith. Most intrigued,” the professor commented as he removed a small leather tube from his satchel.

			“And why is that?” Andrew rejoined, stubbornly rebuffing the older man’s congeniality.

			“I have an inkling – is that the English word? – of the knowledge it contains but I require the respected skill of a Wordsmith and Host to confirm and to fully translate it. My Enochian is rather rusty.”

			“Enochian”!” Samdriel and Andrew exclaimed simultaneously.

			“Remind me, what is “Enochian”?” I inquired.

			“The language of the Angels,” Samdriel and Andrew responded simultaneously; each of their voices trembled with an undercurrent of awe.

			With experienced care, the professor removed a roll of linen from the tube and opened it to reveal a small, scrap of parchment within. The smell of dust and oil filled my nostrils and I felt Samdriel’s burning curiosity. Andrew hastily snatched an old magnifying glass and peered intensely at the ancient papyrus. Abruptly, he let out a gasp and stepped back as if he had received an electric shock.

			“Andrew what is it? What is wrong?”

			“You see the same thing I did, don’t you, my good man?” Prof. Van Helsinore asked, though his question was more of a statement.

			Eyes wide and burning with interest, Andrew smiled with an intensity I had never beheld from him before. “It speaks of how to find the Seal of Solomon. The most powerful talisman ever created and capable of commanding and controlling the entire hosts of Hell!”

			



	

Chapter Three

			I was entreated by the professor to encourage Samdriel’s inspection of the manuscript, and was suffused by my Nephilim’s awe spreading like warm tea throughout my body. Memories of my tutors Mr. Dahlrimple and Miss MacGregor raced through my mind. They would have been ecstatic over the professor’s find; if they didn’t already know.

			“This is an incredible article, Prof. Van Helsinore,” Samdriel spoke through my lips with a low reverberation, “How did you uncover such a rare and valuable artifact?”

			“Due to the persistence and talent of a pair of our agents, Samdriel. Are myself and the inestimable Mr. Wordsmith, correct?”

			“Shockingly and fearsomely so. It is difficult even for me to read certain passages they are so faded, but the passage about Solomon’s Seal is legible enough.”

			“As I said,” Andrew interjected, “Yet, you see the following verse and that it describes how after the building of the temple, Solomon broke the seal in four pieces to ensure it could never be used again.”

			“We know the pieces of the Seal were sent off in different directions,” the professor added.

			“And one of the groups took their piece to a land of ice and giants.”

			“That could mean most of northern Europe to someone of Solomon’s nationality,” Samdriel pondered, “The following passage is missing. It may have provided more specific detail but without it, one might only speculate.”

			“Ah, that is the issue indeed,” Prof. Van Helsinore, “You note the fine edge of the parchment below the passage you read? It was not burnt or torn but precisely cut away. I believe the rest of the manuscript with directions to the Seal of Solomon still exists and….” The older gentleman’s voice drifted to a halt. His brows drew together as he looked pointedly at me.

			“You think the Blood Walkers pursued by Miss Founder’s fiancée may have the manuscript and they are using it to find a piece of the Seal,” Andrew provided while once more peering closely at the parchment.

			The image of the ship surrounded by an enchanted storm swirled in my memory. I recognized the look of concern in Prof. Van Helsinore’s eyes.

			“They are not searching for “a” piece, Mr. Wordsmith, but for a second one,” he stated while grasping my cold hand between his, “The Blood Walkers are already in possession of a piece of the Seal, and are in pursuit of the next.”

			Andrew straightened up from inspecting the parchment and clasped his hands behind his back. He began to pace back and forth before the desk, lost in a world of his own thoughts, muttering almost as though we were not present.

			“Yes, even a piece of the Seal of Solomon would hold enormous power,” he spoke without looking at either the professor or me, “It would explain the intensity of the storm Salome described.”

			“It also explains Lord Asmodai,” Samdriel stated as I remained speechless, “Does it not
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