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Winner 2006 ForeWord Magazine’s Book of the
Year Award~Editor's Choice for Fiction

Winner Independent Publisher Book Award
2006~Gold Medal Science Fiction & Fantasy

Winner 2006 Golden Quill Award
Paranormal Category
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Paranormal Category
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Winner 2006 Prism Award Time Travel Category
Compton Crook Award Finalist
National Readers' Choice Award Finalist
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“A rousing mystery-adventure...” ~ Baryon Magazine

3

“Sojourn is a rare, well-researched and entertaining tale of
time travel set against the backdrop of Victorian England and
the Whitechapel Murders.” ~ Casebook: Jack the Ripper

4

“This is a brilliant novel... Put this one on your list of absolute
must-reads.” ~ Coffee Time Romance (5 Coffee Cups)
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“One doesn't have to be a fan of this
particular sub-genre to thoroughly enjoy
the adventures of a twenty-first century female in the slums
of Victorian East London during the days of the most infamous
serial killer of all time.” ~ I Love a Mystery

}

“I'm so glad there will be more
TIME ROVER books. As the first of the series, all I can say is
WOW!” ~ Paranormal Romance Reviews

3

“Saying that Sojourn is a thoroughly engrossing novel would
be a major understatement.” ~ Ripper Notes

}

“Oliver gives an exquisitely-detailed

picture of life in Whitechapel during the autumn of 1888 — the
time of the Ripper murders. She doesn't try to solve the crimes,
but rather to show us the sounds and smells of the slums, and
the dichotomy of life so evident in late Victorian London. I hope

Jacynda's position with the new corporation remains that of

Rover and we go on many more timely adventures with her.”

~ Reviewing the Evidence

3

“Jana Oliver has created a complex world that combines
science fiction with dark fantasy in an original refreshing novel.
She has obviously done considerable research into Victorian
London giving her story an authenticity and solid foundation
from which she has created a superb tale.” ~ Eternal Night

}

“An original and well-crafted story, Sojourn is very highly
recommended reading for Sci-Fi buffs and clearly documents
Jana G. Oliver as a gifted storyteller and a master of the genre.”
~ Midwest Book Review
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Who refused to let this author take the easy way out.
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A nod to Dan Norder, editor of Ripper Notes, who gently took
me to task on my lack of detail about the Transitives in the first
book. He even suggested my shifters should wear buttons that
read, “Thank you for not asking about our mysterious,
unexplained origins.” This one’s for you, Dan.

A tip of the hat to J.R. Fisher who continues to play a plum role
in Virtual Evil. Every novel should have a chief inspector like J.R.

An author needs a brass band and Two Sisters Promotions are
mine. Between Sherry Rowland and Kristen McClish, the world is
finding out about my books one press release at a time. Thanks
ladies!

And finally, as the Beatles would say, “I get by with a little help
from my friends.” You know who you are. Thanks folks.

Author’s Notes

Just like a feral kitten, Virtual Evil fought and clawed me all
the way from first draft to final manuscript. Whenever I thought
I'd gotten the thing settled down, it’d bare its teeth and hiss. After
countless hours of work and a lot of help from family and friends,
the story finally tamed down and started purring. I'm hoping my
readers find it worthy of their time and their praise. After
Sojourn’s success, it has big shoes to fill.

-

As with Sojourn, the book is a mix of fact and fiction. With luck,
the blend came out just right. When I found out there was a
London “pea-souper” (fog) on October 17th, 1888, I couldn’t resist
the temptation to put it in the story, both as a metaphor for
Cynda’s current assignment and to illustrate what life was like in
Victorian London. Alastair’s newfound interest in forensics is a
mixture of fact with a bit of fiction. Most suspicious deaths would
have gone to the local or to the Home Office Coroner, not a pair of
freelancers such as Reuben Bishop and Alastair Montrose. Still,
they make a dashing combo. Who was I to tell them no?
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There was a lull in the Ripper murders between the Double
Event (September 30th) and Mary Kelly’s horrific death on
November 9th. What Jack was up to during those five and a half
weeks 1s anyone's guess.
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This edition has been designed for easy

reading on your screen.

You are encouraged to share this pdf with
your friends and family, even print a
copy, be we do ask that you respect the
author’s copyright. You may not use it
for any commercial purposes without
express permission from Dragon Moon

Press.

You may not sell or rent, or otherwise

use the pdf to endorse other products.
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“An invisible man can rule the world”
— R.C. Sherriff
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THURSDAY, 11 OCTOBER, 1888
LoNDON

Firearms always add that certain something to a party.

Tonight had been no exception. Head spinning, Jacynda Lassiter
pulled herself upright and hastily reassembled the last few
seconds of memory. She’d heard a woman cry out, turned to see a
man wielding a pistol, and reflexively leapt upon the gun’s owner.
They’d then tumbled to the floor in a tangled heap. She had
always been that way—moving on split-second decisions that
came back to bite her on the butt.

From the look of things, this one wouldn’t be any different.

A few yards ahead of her, red-faced men in full evening dress
wrestled with the assailant, their coattails fluttering like agitated
gulls. It took five of them to hold him in place as they bound his
arms with a drapery cord hastily snatched from one of the windows.

“My God, look at the Queen!” a voice cried.

Cynda stared up at the royal portrait above the marble
mantelpiece. Queen Victoria’s ample bosom sprouted a bullet hole
where her left nipple should be.

“Oh, great,” she muttered. Her time interface vibrated furiously
inside a pocket, signaling that someone else from the twenty-first
century was in the room. She gave it a surreptitious tap. It
promptly started up again. A second tap silenced it.

A solicitous young fellow bent down to offer Cynda his hand.

“By heavens, miss,” he exclaimed, eyes wide, “you could have
been badly injured!”

He was cute...for a Victorian. A bit too much macassar oil, but
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12 | Jana G. Oliver

handsome nonetheless. Cynda forced a polite smile. That always
seemed to reassure these folks. Using his hand as leverage, she rose
from the floor with difficulty, attempting to straighten her gown in
the process. Fortunately, nothing had torn—a miracle in itself.

“T just need to sit down,” she replied as smoothly as she could
under the circumstances. Adjusting her bustle as delicately as
possible, she settled into a chair. “Thank you, sir.”

The young man nodded and moved away, his task complete.

Lady Sephora Wescomb knelt next to her now, her face
alabaster. “My God, are you all right? Should I call for a doctor?”

Cynda gingerly maneuvered her left shoulder. She chose to fib:
to do otherwise would invite too much fuss. “I'll be fine.”

With a quaking hand, the silver-haired matron brushed back a
strand of hair that had fallen free from Cynda’s bun. “I've never seen
such a thing,” she exclaimed. “He...he could have killed the prince!”

Or anyone else, for that matter.

Though Cynda was the first to admit her job as a Senior Time
Rover was anything but boring, keeping history on track did not
usually involve tackling a murderously inclined guest in the
middle of a posh Victorian dinner party.

But who was he after? That was hard to say; it was a target-rich
environment. He could have chosen from the future king of England,
the prime minister, his nephew Balfour, a slew of members of
Parliament, a couple judges, and some very rich merchants.

The failed assassin was hauled roughly to his feet. As he turned
to face her, Cynda gasped. She blinked in case her eyes were
tricking her. The face didn’t change. Every Time Rover knew this
man like he was family. They called him the Father of Time.

“Fool!” he shouted at her. “Do you realize what you’ve done?”

It was his voice. She’d never met him before, but she’d heard
him dozens of times in the Vid-Net interviews.

“You fool!” he shouted again.

With that, Harter Defoe, greatest of all time travelers, was frog-
marched out of the room, his glower deepening with each step.

A chill crept through her. What had she just done?

“Miss?” a timid voice inquired. A maid offered her a dampened cloth.

“Thank you,” Cynda murmured, pressing the linen to her
throbbing forehead. Foreheads had a way of doing that after
they’d impacted the floor. I'm getting too old for this.

“On your way, girl!”

The sharp command sent the domestic scurrying. Cynda raised
her eyes to meet the irate face of Hugo Effington. Her host’s jaw
was set, eyes narrowed, spoiling for a fight. Given his sizeable
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build, he wasn’t a man to cross.

Why are you pissed at me?

“Excuse me, sir,” the butler interjected, “I've sent for a constable.”

“What?” Then Effington was gone, dressing down the
unfortunate person who’d made the report.

Oh, this is just peachy.

She surveyed the scene. It'd been pretty pleasant until the gun
appeared. There’d been ample food and delectable gossip. The
main topics had swirled around Sir Charles Warren’s bloodhound
tracking experiments in Hyde Park and the inquests of the latest
Whitechapel victims. To hear the upper crust talk, you'd think
that the West End was next on Jack the Ripper’s itinerary.

Unaware that Cynda was not a contemporary, Lady Sephora
had patiently coached her in the niceties of London society as a
courtesy to someone supposedly from New York. Although she’d
done her best, Cynda found Victorian high society too stilted for
her comfort. Despite the bluebloods, the promise of a multi-course
meal, and the sumptuous surroundings, she’d been truly bored. At
least until she’d nailed Defoe.

Subtle, Lassiter. Really subtle.

She took in the scene again, taking mental notes for the report
she’d inevitably file with her boss in 2057. T.E. Morrisey would
want all the gory details, along with an explanation as to why she
felt the need to be so “bold,” as the Victorians would put it.

How do I explain this? Gee boss, your business partner, your best
friend, just tried to kill someone and bugger history in the process.

She groaned at the thought. This was off the rails.

At the far end of the long room, near the fireplace and below the
now-flawed portrait of his dour and sizeable mother, was the
Prince of Wales, the future Edward the Seventh. He was
surrounded by a group of grave men in evening garb. Known for
his appreciation of the fairer sex, the prince’s thickly lidded eyes
were situated not on the men around him, but on a cluster of
ladies nearby, each resplendent in a gown of unimaginable
opulence. Then his gaze moved in her direction, followed by a faint
nod. She returned it out of courtesy.

He thinks I saved his life.

Which didn’t make sense. According to the Victorian timeline,
there had never been an attempted assassination of His Royal
Highness at a dinner party in Mayfair.

On the other side of the room, a pair of women busily fanned an
elderly woman of immense girth who had sunk onto a couch,
lolling back in a faint. She was clad in a rather unfortunate shade
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of orange, like a prize Halloween pumpkin.

Sephora held out a glass of sherry. Cynda shook her head. “Can
I have some tea?”’ She noted that no one but her friend came close,
as if her behavior were somehow communicable.

“Certainly. I'll see what I can do.” Sephora downed the liquor
and went for another, evidence the event had rattled even her
usually unshakable composure.

At the door was a queue of couples keen to depart after the
entertainment. As they waited, they shot nervous glances in her
direction. One young woman was weeping on her escort’s
shoulder. Others just stared.

“Miss?”

She looked up into the eyes of a young man with a pinched face
and small wire-rimmed glasses.

“Yes?”

“The prime minister offers his gratitude.”

“I appreciate that. Thank you.” First the Prince, now the PM.
Next it’ll be the Pope.

A curt nod and the fellow retreated.

By the time the tea appeared, the prince had departed, as had
the prime minister and his entourage. The remaining gentlemen
were joking nervously and tugging at their collars. Every once in
a while they would look over at her, shake their heads
disapprovingly and return to their conversation. The only one to
genuinely acknowledge her was Lord Wescomb, Lady Sephora’s
husband. He gave her a quick wink. That made her smile.

“Miss?” A nondescript gentleman in a black suit approached,
his face intense with concentration. He looked like a cop.

Cynda’s nerves ignited as she prepared to bluff her way
through this mess.

“Good evening,” she said through a fake smile. “Great party,
isn’t it?”

He crooked a brown eyebrow. “I'm Inspector Hulme. I need to
ask you some questions, miss.”

“T thought the little sandwiches were too salty.”

The eyebrow rose a little higher. “Miss?”

“The punch was really nice, though.”

“Miss...”

Best get it over with. “I'm sorry. Go on, Inspector.”

“Please tell me what happened, from your point of view.”

Somebody just tried to rewrite history? “We were about to go in
for supper.”

“What happened then?” he asked, penciling lines into a
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notebook. The sight made her wince. Rovers were not supposed to
be part of history, and yet Home, or Holm, or whatever he was
called, was busily putting her words on that piece of paper. Paper
that might end up in a file for eternity.

The boss is going to blow a gasket over this.

She took a deep breath. “I saw a gent with a gun.”

“Then what happened?”

“I threw myself at him.”

Hulme frowned. “Why didn’t you just raise the alarm?”

“I did,” Cynda replied, irritated. “There was no...male nearby,
so I thought I could slow him down until someone
could...ah...secure him.”

“I see. Do you usually act in such a rash manner?”

You betcha. “I'm an American. We're...forthright,” she replied,
hoping that would serve as a suitable explanation. Behind the
inspector, she saw Sephora’s anxious face. It had more color now.
Apparently, the sherry had helped.

Inspector Hulme issued a quick nod. Cynda felt sorry for the poor
sod. He’d been brought into the middle of a dicey situation, as the
Brits would say—one that could easily make or break his career.

“The assassin spoke to you. What did he say?”

“He called me a fool.”

“Do you know him?”

No choice but to lie. “No, I don’t.” Defoe had pioneered time
travel; he knew the dangers of messing with history, and laid the
ground rules for all Rovers. The man who’d pulled the gun was not
the Defoe she knew.

Suddenly, another hideous thought reared its head. “I would
prefer my name not be in the newspapers, Inspector,” she added.

His eyebrow crooked up again. “You don’t wish to take credit for
saving the prince’s life?”

She shook her head emphatically. “No, I don’t. I really don’t.”

“I think it’s only prudent, Inspector,” Sephora chimed in. “It is
possible that the assassin was not alone in his plot. If Miss Lassiter’s
name becomes emblazoned in the headlines, that might endanger her.”

Cynda mentally thanked her friend, though it was entirely unlikely
that Defoe had any accomplices. Rovers were loners by nature.

The inspector nodded thoughtfully. “I shall do what I can to see
you are left unnamed.”

“Thank you, Inspector,” Cynda replied, and meant it. That
might cut Morrisey’s displeasure a notch or two.

Just a Visitor, Never a Participant. Or at least that’s what they
taught you in Rover School. In her experience, that was pure bull.
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As the cop headed toward the group of men to hear their version
of the incident, Sephora sat next to Cynda. “Don’t worry, dear. It'll
get straightened out.”

“Hope so. How’s our hostess?”

“Taken to her bed, from what I hear. They've called for a doctor.”

Cynda let out a stream of air through pursed lips. “So much for
a quiet evening.”

It took some time before Inspector Hulme was satisfied. Once
that moment had been reached, Cynda was allowed to leave with
the admonition that she shouldn’t travel beyond London until the
investigation was concluded.

“We will need you for the trial,” Hulme said, handing over one
of his cards.

“Trial?” Cynda managed to squeak out.

“Of course. We will need your testimony to convict this anarchist.”

Harter Defoe in the dock?

It couldn’t happen.

There were hushed murmurs as she exited the house with the
Wescombs. Near the front door she encountered the stone-faced
butler, the fellow who’d taken the brunt of their host’s
displeasure.

“Good evening, Miss,” he said. The dull sadness in his eyes told
her that there was going to be hell to pay once the guests cleared out.

“Good evening,” she returned.

“Thank you for what you did,” he added in a lowered voice.

Behind them, Effington’s voice rose in angry protest, followed
by the inspector’s equally vehement response.

Lord Wescomb glanced over his shoulder at the arguing pair
and chuffed. “Quite a dramatic scene. It'll be the talk of the town by
morning.”

“I suspect we will be persona non grata for a time,” Sephora
remarked once they were seated inside the Wescombs’ coach.
She turned toward Cynda. “Is that how things are done in New
York, then?”

Cynda groaned. “Not usually. I am so sorry. I just saw the gun
and reacted.”

“I must caution you against such rash behavior in future,” Lord
Wescomb said with a deep frown. “You could have been mortally
injured. You should have left it to the men.”

Wescomb was right, though not for the reason he believed. If
she’d been mortally injured, her interface would have triggered
the Dead Man Switch, as they called it, and she would have
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transferred to 2057 in front of forty-plus highbrow Victorians.
That would require a “fix” of epic proportions.

Sephora’s next question brought her back to the present.
“How did he get into the party in the first place? Is he a friend
of the Effingtons?”

Her husband shook his head. “Our host didn’t know him, and he
wasn’t on the guest list. The butler had no notion how he got inside.”

Not a problem for a Rover. Transfer in, give yourself a few minutes
to adjust and you're at the party. All you need is an empty room.

“Do you really think he was after the prince?” Sephora asked,
smoothing her gown and then tucking her hands under the
mantelet for warmth.

“Don’t know,” Lord Wescomb replied. “There was a fine
selection of notables there, any one of them worth a bullet.”

“John!”

“I'm serious, Sephora. However, I did find it amusing where the
missile lodged,” he added with a grin. “I bet HRH thought the
same. Probably wanted to do that for years. Can you imagine
waiting around for your mum to die so you have a job?”

“John!”

For a hereditary peer, Lord Wescomb was remarkably
republican in sentiment. Cynda sniggered, appreciating the comic
relief.

Wescomb adjusted his waistcoat over a slight paunch. “I suspect
that keeping your name out of the papers won’t prove too difficult.”

Sephora turned toward him. “I would have thought it would
have been just the opposite.”

Wescomb huffed and tugged on the waistcoat again, frowning in
his wife’s direction. “What man wants to admit that a young slip
of a girl prevented an assassination while he was busy eyeing the
ladies and snorting his host’s liquor? It does nothing for our
reputation as gentlemen.”

Sephora adopted a quizzical look. “Where were you when it
happened, then?”

He cleared his throat. “A call of nature,” he muttered. Lady
Wescomb tittered, causing her husband to glower at her.

Cynda looked out the window. Pity I wasn’t off powdering my nose.
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His medical professors would have found the situation
amusing: Alastair Montrose, dedicated young physician,
shirtsleeves rolled to the elbow, hammering a nail into a crude
bench. This was his tenth, and he was getting rather good at it.
His first three would have sent any carpenter into hysterics. Now
he was a dab hand. By his estimation, he had another week’s
worth of work until the clinic was ready to reopen.

“Blast The Conclave,” he grumbled yet again. Just because he
chose not to exercise his Transitive ability like the others, his
superiors had deemed him a threat, hiring thugs to harass him
and to destroy his medical clinic. It had not changed his mind: a
person was not supposed to be able to change forms at will, no
matter what The Conclave believed.

Standing to ease a searing cramp in his back, Alastair took in
his surroundings. The clinic had never been opulent, but the
thugs’ work had made it worse. He’d salvaged what he could of the
supplies and dismantled the broken furniture in an attempt to
reuse what pieces were still intact. Most of it was only fit for
kindling.

He and Daniel Cohen had established the site just this last
summer as a ramshackle attempt to help the poor find some
decent medical care. They'd always been busy, sometimes seeing
to thirty or more patients an evening. When Daniel and his wife
left for America a week ago, Alastair struggled on. Until he rebuilt
the benches and examining tables, and found another physician to
help carry the load, his work among the East End poor would be
severely limited.

Whenever someone passed by the open door, Alastair looked up,
hopeful that his advertisement in the newspaper had yielded
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results. He'd slaved over the wording.
Caring Physician Sought to Aid the Poor in Whitechapel.

In his heart, he knew that few would seek a chance to work
for nothing.

He resumed his bench-building efforts. As the last nail drove
home, the sound of shuffling boots caught his attention. A man
eased inside, warily looking around. He clearly wasn’t a doctor—
more likely a dockworker from his build. His clothes were stained
and hands dirty. Red hair jutted out from under a worn cap.

“Lookin’ for the doc,” he said in a thick Irish brogue.

“I'm Dr. Montrose. I'm sorry, but the clinic isn’t open at present,
unless it’s a genuine emergency.”

The fellow moved inside a few steps and then closed the
newly rebuilt door behind him. Alastair rose, testing the
weight of the hammer in his hand. Not everyone in the East
End thought well of him.

“How can I help you?”

“I've come ta tell ya ta be careful, doc. Ya've made some
enemies, helpin’ the rozzers t'other night. Some might want ta
bring ya harm.”

“Flaherty, you mean.” The man didn’t reply. “If I hadn’t
intervened, he would have killed a police officer.” As it was, the
anarchist had still escaped, but with one less wagonload of
explosives.

The dockworker eyed him intently. “There’s nothin’ ta stop
someone from lobbin’ a bit 0’ dynamite in here when it’s full up.”

Alastair’s mouth fell slack. “Does he not realize that a goodly
number of my patients are Irish?”

“They don’t care.”

Glaring, Alastair gestured upward. “There are families living
above this clinic,” he responded heatedly. “Would he harm them
just to seek petty revenge?”

A solemn nod.

“T see.” Alastair dropped the hammer to the floor with a loud
thump. “T'll weigh your warning.”

“Ya should know, Flaherty’s put out the werd. He wants the
sergeant ta pay the price for his interferin’. Ya'd best tell Keats,
ya bein’ his friend and all.”

“Dear God.” Alastair channeled his fury into the nearest bench,
sending it skidding across the wooden floor to impact the far wall.

The new door hinges made no sound as the Irishman exited to
the street, his message delivered.
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Once the scone- and tea-laden tray was in place on the table in
her Charing Cross Hotel room, Cynda shooed the maid out and
locked the door. When she turned around, she wasn’t surprised to
find something already nibbling on the scones.

“Leave some for me,” she joked.

Her personal hallucination waved a blue leg in acknowl-
edgement. It didn’t slow the spider’s ability to dismantle the
scone—he had seven other legs to assist him with that task.

Hallucinations came with the territory for a Senior Time Rover;
constant travel did unpleasant things to brain composition. Those
who'd been in the business the longest, or who traveled the
furthest without adequate rest between journeys, began to see
things. Time Immersion Corporation, her now-bankrupt former
employer, had pushed the envelope, reducing “down time” to
increase the profits. The end result was delusions like the one
noshing on her scones.

Accepting that some of her brain was now beyond repair, she’d
dubbed her delusion Mr. Spider, though she admitted that wasn’t
very clever. The first time she’d seen him, he’d been the size of an
omnibus. Now that the arachnid was down to about the size of an
overfed mouse, they were on better terms. On the plus side, he'd
proven to have a sixth sense about things, making him a halluci-
natory canary in the mine—albeit one with eight legs.

“Defoe’s been missing for nine months or so, and now he turns
up in ’88?” Cynda mused aloud. “Why here?”

“Maybe he’s starting a second career as an assassin,” the
arachnid postulated, scooping up a hunk of scone between two
legs. He acted like he was eating, but never seemed to notice the
food didn’t disappear.

She shook her head. “Doesn’t make any sense. If you're going
kill someone, why do it at a dinner party? Defoe isn’t stupid.”

“Unless he’s off his nut,” the spider replied, circling a leg
around where his temple would be if he were human.

He had a point there. Rover scuttlebutt said that Defoe often
suffered from killer time lag and serious hallucinations, the
downside of leaping centuries. Could those delusions finally have
gotten the best of him?

“God, I don’t know!” Cynda plopped into the chair, bashing her
bustle against the back. She’d never adjusted to the silly thing.
Grumbling, she rose and stripped off the offending garment,
pulling it over her feet and tossing it on the bed.
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“Nice legs,” he remarked. “Not enough of them to suit me, though.”

Cynda ignored him. You could do that with delusions. She
poured herself a cup of hot tea, mixed in some milk and two lumps
of sugar. A sip proved the mix just right.

“Ah, that’s better.”

Placing the time interface on the table, she performed the
required series of stem windings until the pocket watch chirped.
A red holographic keyboard projected itself onto the table’s
wooden surface while a holo-screen hovered in the air above the
watch. She keyed in her password and then took a bite of scone
while she waited for 2057 to sync up. The time interface was her
lifeline to home. Lose it, and she would stay a Victorian for consid-
erably longer than was prudent.

The interface chirped again. Log On Complete appeared on
the screen.

“Here we go,” she murmured. This wasn’t going to be pretty.
Ralph? she typed.

Hey! How’s it going?

Cynda stared incredulously at the screen. She’d expected lots of
official frenzy.

Didn’t you get a Time Incursion Warning for '88? she queried.

No. A little ripple, but nothing to worry about.

She typed in a fury of letters. There was an attempted assassi-
nation at a dinner party. Target may have been Prince of Wales,
PM. Name your favorite blueblood.

Whoa. Anyone hurt?

Only Victoria’s boob.

What?

Never mind.

While she waited for an answer, she could imagine the scene on the
other end. Ralph Hamilton, her best buddy and chron-op for TEM
Enterprises, sitting on a pillow in front of his holo-screen, with his
oval glasses and silver-streaked ponytail. He'd be relaying the news
to her boss, software genius T.E. Morrisey, a lean gentleman with
salt-and-pepper hair and an 1.Q. that defied understanding.

“Odd meets odder,” she remarked aloud. She picked up her
stuffed black-footed ferret from his position near the inkstand.
Courtesy of Ralph, Ferret Fred looked quite dapper in his gray
Victorian cutaway coat, waistcoat, top hat, gloves and cane. Her
buddy had a bizarre sense of humor.

What was the exact time spec and location? Ralph typed back.

She set Fred on the table. 11 October, '88. Party at Hugo
Effington’s residence in Mayfair.
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More waiting. She stole a piece of scone away from Mr. Spider,
who gave her a disgruntled look. As she munched, the screen lit up.

Who was the assassin?

Did she dare rat out the hero of her age? No choice.

Reluctantly, she typed, Harter Defoe.

WHAT?

He walked into the party and pulled a gun. I stopped him. I
didn’t know who it was until after the fact.

A long silence ensued. She began to wonder if they’d lost
contact.

You're sure it was Defoe? Ralph typed.

Her buddy didn’t know about the shape-shifters, and she had no
way of talking directly to Morrisey, who did. She’d just have to tell it
straight and hope that her boss could put the pieces together.

It looked like him. Maybe Morrisey would pick up that subtlety.

Event didn’t trigger a Time Incursion Warning. Something’s
very wrong.

“You got it, buddy,” she said.

Morrisey’s Fast Forward software was supposed to alert them
to events that could screw up history, so a Rover could intervene
or fix the problem after the fact. It provided the foundation for the
whole time immersion industry, allowing people from Cynda’s
time to romp through the centuries like kids on a field trip. After
what happened tonight, Morrisey’s software should have lit up
like a Christmas tree.

Interface read two ESR Chips at party. Both were invalid, she
reported. Essential Record Chips were supposed to be readable no
matter what. It was how you know who was who. Couldn’t follow
up as I was in PV.

Rover shorthand for public venue. Rovers who failed to pay
attention to their surroundings while accessing records from the
future often found themselves bound to stakes with flames licking
at their toes, accused of witchcraft. When they were pulled out at
the last minute, those brilliant halos of light that accompanied a
time leap were often confused with miracles...or more witchcraft.

More silence. Cynda sipped her tea to counter her desire to fidget.
Mr. Spider had settled onto the linen napkin, dozing peacefully.

Her screen lit up. Where is Defoe now?

In police custody in Mayfair. She’d overheard that tidbit when
Hulme was talking to Lord Wescomb.

She could hear the swear words without Ralph typing them.
Find him. We'll take it from there. Do it now!

Okay. She bit her lip and typed, No luck finding Chris’ interface.
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Ralph answered instantly this time. TEM says to forget
everything but Defoe.

For the last week she’d heard nothing but how vital it was to
find Chris’ time interface, no matter how difficult that might
prove. Now it’d fallen off his uncle’s radar completely.

Cynda pulled a small box toward her and opened the hinged lid.
Inside was Chris’ funeral portrait. She removed it, kissed his face
reverently and returned it to the box, closing the top to the
makeshift shrine.

Christopher Stone had been intelligent, witty, one of the good
guys. Their love affair had held the promise of something more
permanent. Morrisey might have teamed them up, let them work
this time period together. That was all gone now, destroyed by a
crazy “tourist” bent on creating his own Jack the Ripper.

The screen lit up again.

Gotta go. Stay safe, Ralph typed back. Log Off.

That was an abrupt farewell by her buddy’s standards.

She logged off and leaned back in the chair, scratching the

“This does not make sense,” T.E. Morrisey repeated in his
clipped British accent. “The software would have told us if Harter
had tried such a stunt.”

As was customary, Morrisey was seated on a thick pillow in the
chronsole room, clad in his signature black. He didn’t like chairs,
which was why Ralph was parked on a cushion as well. At least
his back had finally adjusted.

His boss continued without waiting for a response. “Harter and I
might not have always agreed on how to interact with a variable time
line, but he would not do such a thing. It would be anathema to him!”

Ralph pulled off his oval glasses and polished them with the
bottom of his tee shirt. “What if the lag’s finally gotten to him?”

Morrisey’s face saddened. “I'd hate to think that.”

“Either way, something’s up. You can bet the Time Protocol
Board will use it to their advantage. They're always pushing the
envelope to gain more power.”

ferret’s head in thought. E
What if they can’t get Defoe out of here before the trial? E
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“T do find it highly suspicious that the assassination was
attempted in front of Miss Lassiter, of all people.”

“A setup?”

“Possibly. She would be the most likely to jump into the middle
of a fray. Maybe they counted on that.”

Ralph replaced his glasses and turned back to the chronsole.
His fingers posed a question. The computer delivered the
response. Another attempt with a change of wording. Same
response.

“According to the records,” he informed Morrisey, “the Prince of
Wales was at his London club on the 11th of October, not some
party in Mayfair.”

“Victorian records are not always accurate.”

“I ran a check of his mother’s diary,” Ralph persisted. “Queen
Victoria makes no mention that someone took a potshot at her
son. You'd think that might get a line or two.”

Morrisey uncharacteristically drummed his fingers on the low
table that served as his desk. “When was the last full realignment?”

“Thirty-one days ago.”

More finger drumming. “How many Rovers in the time stream
at present?”

Ralph accessed the in-stream report. “Twenty-seven, not
counting tourists.”

“That’s an incredible load.”

“Time In Motion’s been shoveling tourists into the stream like
mad. ETC to a lesser extent.”

“Too many to do a realignment.”

“You think this is just a Chron Alignment issue?” Ralph asked.

“m not sure. There’s more to this than Harter supposedly
going on a rampage. Verify all In and Outbound travel for the
twenty-four hours surrounding 11 October 1888.”

“No problem,” Ralph said, addressing the keyboard.

Morrisey rose and took his cushion to sit in front of one of the
pieces of artwork that lined the wall. Like all the artwork in the
chronsole room, it was positioned about a meter off the floor. Too
low to appreciate if you were standing. Perfect if you were sitting
on a cushion.

When troubled, TEM, as he was known, would meditate on a
painting of black holes and red dwarf stars, a rare Perkins
original. This time it was the M.C. Escher, the one with reptiles
trudging into a puzzle and out again in an endless circle.

Ralph turned back to his chronsole. If Morrisey was boring
holes into the Escher, things were going south in a hurry.
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THURSDAY, 11 OCTOBER, 1888
LoNDON

Concerned for his friend’s safety, Alastair waved down a
hansom cab near Aldgate Station for the journey to Bloomsbury.
As the jarvey negotiated the evening streets past St. Botolph’s
Church and then west toward St. Paul’s, Alastair’s worry grew.
Jonathon Keats, an excellent copper, had made enemies during
his time at Scotland Yard’s Special Branch—most of them Irish
anarchists, Desmond Flaherty ranking high among them. From
what Keats had told him, Flaherty intended to make his mark in
a spectacular fashion, the more destructive the better. With a
wagonload of gunpowder and one of dynamite in his arsenal, he
didn’t lack the resources to make good his boast. If it hadn’t been
for Keats’ heroic efforts a week earlier, the anarchist would have
had even more destructive power in his grasp.

The cab turned onto Great Russell Street, drawing closer to the
British Museum. Alastair’s sense of caution weighed in. He'd
openly visited his friend numerous times in the week after Keats’
injury, assuming that the Fenians would not dare strike down a
Scotland Yard detective. Now he was not so sure. To that end, he
asked the driver to stop short of his ultimate destination.

After counting out the coins and paying the jarvey, Alastair
walked a short distance and then halted to purchase a paper.
Pretending to study the headlines, he studied the streets instead.
In all honesty, it was too crowded to decipher friend from foe.
There were a quite a few men about, but most were of the upper
class, not Fenian rowdies keen to do Flaherty’s bidding.
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Folding the newspaper and tucking it under his arm,
Alastair threaded his way through the carriage and foot traffic
to Museum Street and then cut left into Little Russell. To his
relief, he noted no suspicious characters loitering across from
Keats’ second-floor lodgings.

After a brisk knock, the door to Keats’ rooms promptly opened
to reveal his friend’s superior, Chief Inspector J.R. Fisher.

“Your timing is excellent, Doctor,” Fisher said, waving him in.
“He’s growing tired of my presence, so perhaps you will enliven
the conversation.”

Detective-Sergeant Jonathon Keats sat in a chair near the
fireplace, a lap robe tucked around the lower half of his body. It
made him look older than his thirty-two years. His face was
covered by a nascent beard, and his moustache was untidy, at
least by his standards. A thick bandage edged into his right
hairline. A stack of newspapers at least two feet tall sat near the
chair, threatening to topple over at the slightest provocation.

Keats greeted him with a slight frown. “Ah, there you are. |
wondered if you ever intended to visit me again.”

The rebuke stung. “I saw you just yesterday morning,” Alastair
retorted, dropping the newspaper into the injured man’s lap. “Given
your improvement, I didn’t think I needed to check on you hourly.”

A huff, and then a conciliatory nod. “It’s just this sitting about.
I don’t like it one bit.”

Fisher returned to his chair. “After his brawl with the
anarchist, the sergeant is feeling useless.”

“As he should be,” Alastair responded, already leaning back
into the remaining chair. “He’s supposed to be healing.”

“It’s just that—" Keats began.

“How have you been, Doctor?” Fisher asked, deftly cutting
across what promised to be another complaint by their host.

“I was doing quite well until tonight.”

Fisher cocked an eyebrow. “What has changed?”

Alastair grimly related the threat he received.

“What did this fellow look like?” Keats asked, leaning forward.

“Red hair, dockworker’s build, thick accent.”

“Did he have a slight limp, as if one limb were shorter than
the other?”

Alastair gave his friend a nod.

“Johnny Ahearn,” Keats confirmed. “He’s slipped me bits of
information off and on over the past year, though never about
Flaherty. He’s one of the few who know what I actually look like.”

“I'm surprised you allowed that,” Fisher replied.
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“For the most part, I go en mirage when I'm in the East End,” Keats
replied. “It is not that difficult to change forms in some back alley.”

“For you,” Alastair pointed out.

“It would be easier if you practiced. Your aversion to our
capability compromises your form.”

Fisher furrowed his brow. “I am still struggling to understand this
strange ability of yours. Do others of your kind refuse to shift?”

Keats shook his head. “Almost all Transitives accept their gift.
Alastair is one of the rare exceptions.”

“It’s an invitation to evil,” the doctor replied curtly.

“Or good,” Keats countered. “It depends on how you use it.”

“We will never agree on this.”

“Not while you're being so stubborn.”

“I'm not being stubborn, I'm being sensible. Men will always
abuse power. Being able to look like anyone we choose is an—"

“If the person is of a moral nature,” Keats cut in, “there is no issue.”

“Ah, but that is the crux of the matter, isn’t it?” Fisher said, deftly
interjecting himself between the disputants. “Ever since I've learned
of this strange phenomenon, my gut tells me it only increases the
threat to our country, despite your assurances to the contrary.”

“The majority of us are decent folk, sir,” Keats declared. “There
are a few bad ones, I admit.”

“Is Flaherty one of yours?” Fisher asked.

“Not that I am aware of.”

“Well, that’s one bit of good news. However, given that this
anarchist now seems bent upon your destruction, I recommend
that you consider visiting your family in Canterbury until he is
caught, since you refuse to stay in your rooms.”

Alastair frowned at his friend. “You’ve not been resting as
I ordered?”

“Well, I did go out for a brief time the other day,” Keats
confessed, face reddening.

Fisher rose and collected his coat and hat near the door. “In
future, I will not visit you until we have captured Flaherty and
located the remaining explosives. I have no desire to bring that
viper to your doorstep.”

“Yes, sir.”

Turning his attention to Alastair, Fisher asked, “Would it do
any good to suggest you go on holiday somewhere out of London to
deny Flaherty another target?”

“No. I have patients to tend to in hospital.”

“As I thought. Good evening to you both.”

The moment the door closed, Alastair rose and bolted it.
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“You can’t be serious about closing the clinic,” Keats protested.

“I have little choice. I can’t take the risk. This Ahearn fellow was
quite adamant that Flaherty would kill anyone to get to me...and you.
Besides, the way gossip travels in Whitechapel, there won’t be
patients anyway. No one will want to cross an anarchist.”

“What do you intend to do?” Keats asked, puzzled.

Alastair sank into the chair recently vacated by Fisher. “I shall
try to shore up my reputation at the hospital. My superiors are
displeased with my intervention on your behalf the other night.
They're quite adamant about that sort of thing. I was told that
proper physicians do not get involved in street brawls.”

Keats gingerly touched the bandage on his head. “It wasn’t a
brawl; it was a slaughter. If you and Jacynda hadn’t come to my
aid, Flaherty would have killed me. It was that simple.”

“Not to those who work at London Hospital.” Alastair popped
open his Gladstone. “I should change your bandage while I'm here
and I want to check how your rib is healing.”

“Still broken from what I can tell.” Keats added the newspaper
to the pile. “If Flaherty hasn’t been caught by the time I am well,
we must go after him, you and I. Only then can we ensure your
clinic will reopen. God knows the poor in Whitechapel need it.”

“I do believe that is precisely what my superiors at the hospital
would not want me to do.”

A genuine smile emerged through Keats’ beard. “Good. Then we
shall get up all of their noses.”

Alastair returned the smile, but with less enthusiasm.
“Sometimes I wonder if that’s what that old fox Flaherty wants.”
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“Why was I not called earlier?” Fisher growled with authori-
tative menace. “The witnesses are now scattered all over London,
rapidly acquiring faulty memories.”

To his credit, Inspector Hulme did not cower. “I tried to send
word, Chief Inspector,” he replied, his words clipped. “However,
my efforts were thwarted by Mr. Effington here.”

Effington raised his eyes from the fire. He was leaning on the
mantel, a drink in his hand. Given the furtive movements of the
domestic staff, it appeared everyone in the household had been
lashed with their master’s tongue at least once.

“I did not want the Yard involved,” he said.

“Interfering with a police investigation is a chargeable act, sir.”
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Effington huffed. “I was vehemently against this person
contacting any of your sort. This is a personal matter, and I shall
deal with it.”

Fisher scrutinized the bullet hole gracing Her Majesty’s bosom.
“Who tried to kill you?”

Effington stared at him. “What do you mean?”

“You stated it was a personal matter. That means the assailant
was intent on killing you or some member of your household,
though they appear to have appallingly bad aim.” Fisher gestured
upward at the mutilated monarch.

“I meant...” Their host took a gulp of whiskey. “I meant that the
incident occurred in my home. That is why it was personal.”

“If it had just been you or your family involved, then Hulme
would not have needed to contact me. However, since you had no
less than...” Fisher reached out his hand and the inspector
relinquished the guest list, “five Members of Parliament present,
besides His Royal Highness and the Prime Minister, it becomes
my issue, Mr. Effington.”

“This is not a matter for Special Branch,” Effington protested.
“There are no anarchists involved.” His eyes were less angry now.
To the chief inspector, they resembled a hare with a pack of
hounds on his tail. “It was just some crazy person. An American,
I heard.”

“America breeds anarchists as well as any country, Mr.
Effington.”

“I don’t need your insolence, Inspector.”

“Chief Inspector, Mr. Effington. If it proves to be a private
matter, then I shall step aside and Inspector Hulme will continue
his work without oversight. If it is not, then I am here until it is
resolved. Whether or not you are pleased with this situation is not
my concern.”

Effington’s face flushed with rage. “I shall take this matter to
Police Commissioner Warren. I shall see you disciplined!”

“Possibly, though I doubt it. Once he hears that His Royal
Highness was at this party, your umbrage is a moot point.”

“Then to hell with you, sir!”

“Good evening, Mr. Effington. Please don’t go too far lest we
have more questions, which I'm sure we will.”

Fisher’s attention had already returned to the guest list before
their host cleared the door. The chief inspector lowered his voice.
“In what manner did he interfere with your investigation?”

Hulme looked dejected. “I asked one of the maids to have a
constable dispatched to the Yard so that you might be notified, sir.
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Over an hour later, I learned that my request was vetoed by
Effington. The butler was livid when he found out his master had
ignored my request. They got into quite a shouting match. The
fellow got the sack on the spot.”

“Interesting. Did you question the assassin?”

“He would not talk to me.”

“Then why does Effington think he’s an American?”

“Some of the witnesses said he had an American accent, sir.”

“I see. Is his name on the guest list?”

“No, sir. The butler claims he did not admit him to the party,
and the cook says he did not come through below stairs.”

“Then how did he get in?”

“We do not know. Mrs. Effington is missing, as well. She was
gone when her doctor arrived about an hour and a half after the
incident. According to her maid, she took no clothes with her, nor
any jewels.”

“Extraordinary. You've searched the house?”

Hulme nodded. “I've put out word that we need to speak to her
as soon as possible.”

Fisher skimmed down the names. “Lots of toffs here,” he said.
That earned him a nervous chuckle from the inspector. “Lord and
Lady Wescomb and a guest. Who was that person?”

“Miss Jacynda Lassiter,” Hulme replied. “She is the lady
who...stopped the assassination.”

The chief inspector looked up abruptly. “Perhaps I've not heard
the full story, Inspector.”

“I'm sorry, sir. I would have if we hadn’t been interrupted,”
Hulme replied, shooting a venomous look toward the door.

Fisher settled into the nearest chair, perching like a hawk
eyeing a mouse.

“Then gather your wits and give me your report.”

“You'll find it a most improbable one, Chief Inspector,” Hulme
replied, flipping open his notebook.

Not if Miss Lassiter is involved.
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FRIDAY, 12 OCTOBER, 1888

Having managed to avoid one until tonight, Cynda had never
really appreciated how a Victorian police station worked. For two
hours or so, she looked on with morbid curiosity at the stream of
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humanity flowing by. There’d been a couple of drunken
prostitutes, a visitor from France who claimed, in highly agitated
and accented English, that he’d been robbed most viciously, and a
man arrested for trying to steal a pair of trousers from a tailor.
Every time the sergeant returned to his desk after one of these
episodes, he’d note her presence and shake his head. Cynda
refused to budge. It was now a matter of principle.

“Sorry, miss, I can’t do that,” the sergeant replied to her repeated
request. He had a cup of steaming tea and half a bun near his elbow.
It was plain he didn’t appreciate these interruptions.

“All T want to do is take a look,” Cynda said, leaning across his
desk. “T'll be a couple minutes at most.”

His eyes drifted to the tea and then back again. “Not until the
inspector gives me the word.”

“So please ask him.”

“He’s not here.” The cop pulled the bun closer, a hint that this
latest round was over.

Cynda took a seat on the hard bench near the door. “Then I will
wait until Inspector Hulme shows up.”

“Suit yourself, miss.” The sergeant went back to his bun-
munching.

It was nearing one in the morning when Hulme arrived, along
with his foul mood. Cynda heard the words “Scotland Yard” and
“Effington” growled at one of the other sergeants. A few minutes
later, she was summoned to his office.

The inspector sagged into his chair. His tie was askew and dark
circles resided under his eyes. “What are you doing here at this
unholy hour, Miss Lassiter?”

“I wanted to have another look at the assassin.”

“Why?” Hulme asked, his voice dulled by weariness.

“T might have seen him someplace before,” she said. Like in a
ton of Vid-Net interviews. “I just wanted to be sure, that’s all.”

“Where might that have been?” he asked.

“T can’t remember.”

The copper yawned, barely covering his mouth in time. Once he
recovered, he called out, “Sergeant?”

The bun-eater poked his head in the door. “Sir?”

“Tea with lots of sugar. And keep an eye out for a toff named
Fisher from the Yard. He’ll be here once he gets done apple-
polishing with the Police Commissioner.”

“Yes, sir.”

“What are these?” Hulme asked, gesturing at the pile on his desk.

“New prisoner’s effects, sir. Thought you might like a look at
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them. I locked up the pistol for safekeeping, sir.” The sergeant’s
head disappeared.

Cynda bent over to study the items on the desktop: a pocket
watch, some money, a handkerchief.

She picked up the watch and gave the stem a couple of specific
twists. Nothing happened. It wasn’t a time interface. The other
objects were appropriate to the period, but then you’d expect that
of a seasoned Rover.

As she replaced the watch on the desk, she realized that Hulme
was now watching her like she was the one who'd pulled the trigger.

“The chief inspector told me about you. Said you're an overly
curious sort.” Before Cynda could react, he asked, “How well do
you know Mr. Effington?”

That she hadn’t expected. “Just met him last evening,” Cynda
said. “Wasn’t impressed.”

“What about his wife?”

“Just met her as well. She’s a friend of Lady Wescomb’s. Why
do you want to know?”

He screwed up his face. “Mind you, if it was just me, I'd not be
talking to you, but Fisher says you have a way of finding out about
things. By morning, there’s going to be ten kinds of...there’s going
to an uproar about what happened last night unless we can
dampen this down. If you know anything, I need to hear it.”

“Such as?”

“There’s more to this than just a botched assassination. Mrs.
Effington fled the house a short time after the incident. We've
since received word from Rotherhithe that her clothes were found
near Church Stairs. She left a note, indicating her intention to end
her life. We believe she drowned herself in the Thames.”

“Church Stairs?” Cynda asked. “Why would she go there to
kill herself?”

“The note did not specify. It only stated that life was too much
of a burden at present, and that she sought the peace death would
offer. It is my guess that the events at the party may have caused
her mind to weaken.”

Cynda frowned. Women and their weakened minds. That was
so Victorian. “Do you have any notion why she would do such a
thing?” Hulme asked.

“No,” she said, her mind whirring with possibilities. Something
didn’t track. “You're saying she marched up to the Thames,
stripped to her knickers and hurled herself in?”

The cop’s mouth twitched noticeably at the mention of women’s
undergarments. “That is my belief.”
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Cynda shook her head. “That doesn’t make much sense.”

“T know it might be hard for you to accept that Mrs. Effington
would commit such an act—"

“I'm not talking about her. Rotherhithe is a rough patch. A posh
lady’s clothes would have been gone in a—" she hesitated, sorting
through centuries of appropriate slang. “Gone in a flash, probably
ripped off her before she took two steps. To think they’d be sitting
there long enough for a cop to find them just doesn’t seem right.”

A frown creased the inspector’s forehead. “How did you know
that a constable found the clothes?”

Cynda sighed. Keats was Mensa material compared to this guy.
“Anyone else would have taken the clothes to the closest pawn
shop and drunk the proceeds.”

Hulme had the decency to look chagrined. “Yes, well, I see.”

“You said that Mrs. Effington apparently committed suicide,”
Cynda observed. “That means you haven’t recovered the body.”

“No. It could be about anywhere. They get snagged on the rocks
and such.” His cheeks colored. “I apologize.”

“No need.” She tried one last time. “May I see your prisoner now?”

A reluctant nod. “Just don’t talk to him. I haven’t interrogated
him yet, and the nob from the Yard wants to be here when I do.
As if T can’t run my own investigations,” he grumbled.

“I just need a look, that’s all,” Cynda said. “I promise not to
talk to him.”

Cynda trudged alongside the sergeant into the heart of the jail,
wrinkling her nose at the smell. Soap and water appeared to be
highly rationed here.

“Has he said anything?” she asked.

“Not a word.”

Once she determined Defoe’s location, it was Morrisey’s job to
get him out of there. How they’d do that, she hadn’t quite figured
out. That was her boss’ dilemma. Besides, confronting Defoe
would be awkward.

They stopped in front of a thick door. “I'll have a look first to
make sure he’s decent,” the sergeant said. He slid back the portal,
then jammed his nose tight up against the grating.

“Bloody hell!” He fumbled with his thick ring of keys and fought
with the lock. The door swung open with a screech. “Where is he?”
the sergeant demanded, charging into the room and whirling in a
circle. He bent and stared at the space under the cot, which was
clearly devoid of a human being.

A haunted expression filled the man’s face. Clearly, he was the
one who'd take the blame. After another blistering oath, the
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sergeant stomped down the hall, keys clanking in his hand.

Cynda slipped into the cell and stared at the open space. A
single candle sat on the window ledge, creating undulating
shadows. Nice trick. How'd you do it without a time interface? Or
had he managed to hide it from the cops?

On impulse, she lightly clapped her hands. “Well done.”

A shimmer of movement near the door caught her notice. Cynda
stared at it and sighed. Had to be time lag. Digging in her pocket,
she munched her way through more chocolate: the subsequent
endorphin rise usually helped mitigate the lag. Not this time. The
shimmer didn’t diminish.

The sound of tromping boots echoed in the hall a short time
before Inspector Hulme stormed into the cell, hurling questions at
the sergeant who huffed behind him.

“When did you last see him?”

“An hour ago. He was walking around the cell, talking to himself.”

“So where’d he go? Prisoners don’t just disappear.”

Unless they’re a Rover.

“I swear I saw him, sir!”

“Has anyone else entered his cell?” Hulme demanded.

“No, sir, not since he arrived. We let him be.”

“Have you been drinking again?”

“No, sir!”

Hulme turned, his face florid. As he opened his mouth to dress
down the sergeant, he spied Cynda and barely bit back the oath
forming on his lips.

She was hastily chucked out of the building, along with an
earnest request from the inspector not to mention the matter to
anyone, especially those who worked for the press.

Like they'd believe me.

Cynda stepped out of the police station. It was colder now and
she shivered. A hansom cab sat at the kerb. She blessed her luck,
knowing how difficult it would be to find transport at this hour of
the night. When she finished retying her bootlace, she saw
someone hop inside the hansom. No one had exited the police
station and she hadn’t seen anyone on the street.

“Where’d you come from?” she grumbled.

As the hansom passed under a gaslight, she glowered at the
passenger.

No one was there.
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Cynda barely made it back to her hotel room before her
interface began vibrating. She hurried to unfold it and then sank
into the chair. The moment the keyboard illuminated, she typed
her password.

A reassuring beep returned.

Log On.

Ralph?

TEM.

Morrisey was working the chronsole? That was a surprise. He
always had one of the chron-ops do it. Her stomach did that
knotting thing again.

The screen blinked.

She typed. Defoe is gone. Well done.

The screen blinked and then went black, like someone had just
tripped over a decades-long extension cord. That had never
happened before. She tried to reconnect without success. Three
more attempts met with the same result.

She folded down the watch and tucked it away in her skirts.
Nothing to worry about. Maybe they’re going through realignment.
Yeah, that had to be it.

After finishing her tea, Cynda heard the familiar rush of an
Outbound transfer and clamped her eyes shut until the sound and
light show subsided. When she opened them, she found T.E.
Morrisey hunched on the floor in the penitent posture. By her
count, this was his second trip through time. At least this trip he’'d
remembered to keep his head down until the effects of the transfer
passed. The man was a quick study.

“Good morning, boss.”

A mumbled “Good morning” came back to her as her guest took
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deep inhalations, his forehead touching the carpet.

“T have some hot tea. Like some?”

A nod. Within a few minutes he was sitting on the couch, teacup
in hand. His ability to recover was phenomenal...and supremely
annoying. She had to admit he looked quite dashing in his
Victorian duds, though his sock-footed Lotus posture took away
from the effect. You couldn’t have everything.

Morrisey didn’t make social calls, so she cut to the chase. “So
what did Defoe have to say for himself?”

“T have no idea. He’s not in 2057.”

“He’s gotta be! The jail cell was empty.”

“No transfer to ’057, but there was a side-hop here in ’88 at
approximately half past twelve this morning. We think it might
have been him.”

“Didn’t his ESR Chip register during the transfer?”

“No, and the interface wasn’t registered, either.”

“A non-reg interface? Would Defoe have one?”

Her guest shrugged.

“Twelve-thirty, huh? I just missed him,” she said, shaking her
head. “Damn.”

Morrisey took a long sip and then set the cup aside. “Are you
sure it was Harter?” he quizzed.

“It looked like him.”

“Tell me precisely how it fell out.”

She related the story and by the time it ended, he had that
perturbed look on his face.

“Subtlety is certainly not your style, Miss Lassiter.”

“Thank you. I've worked at that.”

“Apparently. Did this person’s image...waver at any time?”

“Not that I could see. One moment we're wrestling, and the next
he’s face down into the carpet with five guys on top of him.”

“So he could have lost his concentration and no one would
have noticed.”

“What are you saying?”

“I do not believe this was Harter,” Morrisey replied.

Cynda shouldn’t have been surprised. Morrisey was all logic,
but not necessarily when it came to Harter Defoe. Their friendship
was renowned: the explorer and the geek.

She played devil’s advocate. “All Rovers eventually snap if we
keep going too long,” she said gently. “Defoe’s gone longer than the
rest of us. Maybe the lag finally got to him.”

“No,” Morrisey said, his face tightening into a frown. “It’s one of
the reasons he went walk about. He knew he was reaching the
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end. He said he was going to find a quiet place and settle in for the
remainder of his life, away from the adulation and the Vid-Net
News reporters.”

“If it wasn’t Defoe, who else could’ve pulled this off ?” she asked.

“T suspect this event was engineered from 2057. I think they
utilized a Transitive to emulate Harter.”

“Who are ‘they’?”

“Most likely the Time Protocol Board, though the Government
is quite capable of such chicanery.”

“What’s the payout?” she challenged. “TPB is making great
money skimming off the top of the time immersion companies.
Why screw with that?”

“The Time Protocol Board regrets allowing time immersion to
become a public enterprise. There is -a drive to re-regulate the
industry. There would be no recreational time travel, unless
sanctioned by TPB.”

“But not by Guv?” she asked, intrigued. He shook his head.
“That’s not good news. I don’t like the Government any more than
I like the TPB, but there has to be a balance of power.”

“Precisely. At present, there is at least some transparency. My
software monitors the timeline and, to some extent, the academics
note when something is amiss. All of that oversight would end.”

“And Guv’s letting this happen?” she asked skeptically.

“Hardly. A showdown is in the offing. Which organization will
win is up for grabs.”

“So why didn’t your software catch what happened at the party?”

“I have no idea. I have a team of analysts working through that
very question as we speak.”

She could well imagine how much that irritated him on a
professional level. Defoe had been the one to hop through the
centuries, to take the physical risks. Morrisey had bent the
boundaries of time with his genius. Both had a lot to lose.

Morrisey cleared his throat. “You should be aware that TPB is
making official noises about your stunt with Mr. Stone’s ashes.”
She opened her mouth to protest, but he raised his hand for
silence. “Their term, not mine. I firmly applaud your actions, Miss
Lassiter. If you hadn’t brought Chris home, our family would have
had no closure.”

Cynda relaxed. Cremating her dead lover and spiriting his
ashes back to 057 against her former employer’s orders had been
a big no-no, but she’d gotten away with it. So far.

And now for the million dollar question. “Is Defoe a shifter?”

“He wasn’t the last time I saw him.” There was a noticeable
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pause. “Yes, I am Transitive.”

Morrisey’s remarkable candor told her how much was at stake.

“We need to work both sides of this equation,” he said. “See
what you can find out about the Transitive population in ’88 and
whether any of them had contact with Harter in the past. Keep an
eye out for him as well. He might know more about what is going
on than we do, providing he’s there.”

“Okay. I'll also try to find out who the target was,’
“That might give us an idea who was behind the gun.”

“That’s sound logic.” Morrisey unfolded himself from the Lotus
position and pulled on his boots. “Continue to hunt for Chris’
watch. They’ll expect that. Should you find something important,
return to '057. Do not send the information over the interface. I'm
working on a stealth version, but it isn’t ready yet.”

“Sounds illegal,” she remarked with a smirk.

“Very,” he replied. “I didn’t think that would trouble you.”

A broad grin spread across her face. “Not in the least.”

“T won’t be able to visit you in future. TPB found out about my
other journey and issued a vigorous protest. Something about how
a ‘national treasure’ should not be wandering through time. That’s
the same line they used with Harter. This trip will only settle the
matter in their eyes.”

Cynda hadn’t thought about that. If Morrisey up and vanished,
or took his vast knowledge into the past, that could cause some
serious ripples, especially when the next software upgrade was
needed. He was on an even shorter leash than she was.

Her boss retrieved his interface and began the winding
procedure.“Mr. Hamilton sends his regards,” he added, almost as
an afterthought.

“Tell Ralph to watch your back.”

Morrisey looked up, surprised, then issued a rare smile. “I
would suggest you find someone to do the same for you, someone
who knows the Transitives in this time period. This could get
quite unpleasant before it’s over.”

Ya think?

K

she said.
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Satyr liked to study people. It gave him an edge when it came to
taking their lives. His attention to detail was why he was the Lead
Assassin, the envy of the others. His failures were rare, his triumphs
notable, his pseudonym a nod toward his sexual appetite, which was
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as legendary as his prowess as an executioner.

He’d once watched a tiger stalk and devour a villager in India,
allowing nature’s law to play out unhindered. In its own way, the
creature had taught him a lesson in patience. It had waited among
the grasses for a long time. Obscured until the proper moment, it
leapt in a fury of teeth and claws, overwhelming its victim,
dragging him down and dispatching him with a savage bite to the
neck. Swift assault, swift death.

Like the tiger, Satyr made sure to blend into his surroundings.
Those who passed him would not have noticed the man near the
lamp post who observed people as they flowed around him on the
street, hunting for weakness.

In the distance he spied the current Ascendant, the latest
in a long line of men who had ruled over their kind. Like
Satyr, he was en mirage in a form that would not have
occasioned any notice. Well dressed, top hat in place, cane
moving in time with each step, you would think him a banker
or a well-heeled merchant.

When his leader drew near, Satyr inclined his head. Deference
never went out of style. “Good morning, sir,” he said.

“Mr. S.,” was the quick reply.

They fell in step and didn’t speak until they reached the door to
the dining room on Rose Street. The moment they appeared in the
entryway, they were waved into the private section. Breakfast
was delivered immediately, for it was always the same. Then they
were left alone. The staff would not intrude unless they heard the
bell. To do otherwise risked decided unpleasantness.

“T did not expect to see you this morning,” the Ascendant
remarked. “What has happened?”

“There was an attempted assassination last evening at
Effington’s party.”

“Who was the target?”

Satyr removed the lid of a Majolica bowl to reveal a selection of
fat sausages. “Me, unfortunately.”

“Good heavens. Who was the assassin?”

“He did not give his name,” Satyr said, spearing a couple of
links and placing them on the china plate in front of him. He
always went for the sausages first.

The Ascendant frowned. “That is most disturbing. We don’t
need complications. Do you think he was sent by Mikhail?”

Satyr expertly sliced the pork into bite-sized pieces. “I don’t
think that’s the case. The Mystic would want to kill me in person.
It would be a matter of pride.”
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“Is this miscreant in custody?”

“He was,” Satyr replied. “He’s gone now.”

“Gone? Gone where?”

“He vanished out of his cell. The Blue Bottles were in a fine frenzy.”

“He’s one of us?” the Ascendant demanded.

“Yes. I noted a slight waver in his form. I doubt anyone else saw it.”

His superior’s expression grew dark. “This person must ascend,
Mr. S., and quickly. I will not have my authority challenged.”

Satyr nodded. It was the Ascendant’s prerogative to order the
death of another. In this case, the order was justified. “It was
quite amusing, actually. You should have seen the tumult around
the prince. They had no clue he wasn’t the target.”

The Ascendant shifted two eggs onto his plate. “How did you
escape injury?”

“That is the most surprising part of the story. It was Miss Lassiter.
She threw herself at the fellow and drove him to the ground.”

“Really? Now I wish I'd been there,” the Ascendant replied,
applying a pinch of salt to his eggs. “Perhaps it was of benefit that
she was one of your rare failures.”

Satyr bottled up his annoyance. “She is an exceptional case.”

Sensing his irritation, his superior added, “She must be, or
you’d not be Lead Assassin.”

Satyr acknowledged the veiled threat, keeping his ire in check.

Apparently satisfied that his point had been made, the
Ascendant added, “Of course, I was the one who suggested that
you dispatch her in a subtle fashion. I quite liked your notion of
chucking her under a beer wagon. That was inspired.”

“Inspired, but ineffectual.”

His superior grew solemn. “True. I am surprised you have not
completed the contract. I've been meaning to press you on that point.”

“An ideal opportunity has not presented itself,” Satyr said. In
truth, he’d rather have Miss Lassiter live for a bit longer. He
found her unpredictability a challenge, one he relished.

“Make sure the opportunity arises soon. She worries me. Deal
with her in a more...pronounced fashion this time.”

“As you wish.”

“Before you kill her,” the Ascendant instructed, “learn what she
knows about this new threat. Find out if the assassin’s working
for the Mystic or the Irishman.”

Neither. “1 will, sir.”

“I have a new job for you.” After a short pause, he continued,
“One of your subordinates is a constable, is he not?”

Satyr nodded, his mouth full.
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“I have a task for him, as well. But first, do pass those sausages
before you eat them all, will you?”

2057 A.D.
TEM ENTERPRISES

Ralph remained on his cushion, unable to avoid the drama
playing out in the chronsole room.

“How many of them are there?” Morrisey asked, annoyance in
every word.

“Two, sir,” his assistant Fulham replied. “They’re from the Time
Protocol Board. They insist they must speak to you personally.”

Ralph smirked. The drones on the TPB were widely regarded as
a waste of life force, at least within the industry. Most of them
were political hacks with a child’s understanding of time travel.
Their current head, Davies, was deserving of a one-way trip to
some time particularly unwholesome.

Ralph turned on his cushion to see what the verdict would be.

“Did they say what this is about?” Morrisey asked, his forehead
furrowing.

Fulham shook his head. “I would, however, counsel you speak
with them. They seem quite...intense.”

Morrisey nodded reluctantly. “Put them in the tatami room.
Don’t bring in chairs; let them sit on the cushions like the rest of
us. Make them as uncomfortable as possible.”

Fulham smiled. “As you wish, sir.” The door slid closed behind him.

“Anything I should know on the Vid-Net News?” Morrisey
asked. “Something that might have precipitated this visit?”

Ralph turned and checked the online news organizations.
“Nothing unusual. Stocks are down and there are complaints that
Off-Gridders don’t pay any taxes. Of course, they don’t use any
services, but hey, that’s not the issue.”

“Then it has to be about the ’88 situation,” Morrisey
concluded. “I had hoped we’d have more time to figure that out
without interference.”

“No such luck.”
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Morrisey eased onto his cushion in the tatami room. He
didn’t possess the over-the-top reputation that Harter had
garnered, but that was just as well.
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Being a bit of a mystery put people off their game.

“What may I do for you gentlemen?” he asked.

The first man, a nondescript fellow with wavy hair, announced,
“We have been sent by the Chairman, Mr. Davies, to lodge a
formal complaint.”

“And you are?”

“Mr. Davies’ assistant.”

“Your name?”

“Smith.”

“And you?” Morrisey asked the other visitor.

“Jones,” Smith replied. “He is my assistant.”

Smith and Jones? How unimaginative. “What is the nature of
this complaint?”

“You made another trip to 1888. You know our position on that.”

“I am aware of your concerns.”

“That time period is unstable at the moment. Why do you feel
the need to place yourself in jeopardy?”

“I needed to speak to a Rover about a particular problem.”

“Miss Lassiter?” Morrisey issued a curt nod. “What was the
nature of the problem?”

“There was a time ripple. I asked her to investigate.”

Smith waggled his finger. “Hardly a ripple, Mr. Morrisey. Perhaps
you can explain why a Time Incursion Warning was not issued.”

How do you know all this? “The software did not register the
event as worthy of a T.I. Warning. I am reviewing the software
code to determine why that happened.”

“Perhaps the problem is not in the software.”

Morrisey’s jaw tightened. “Your implication is insulting. I
would not suppress a warning for any reason.”

“Mr. Davies thinks otherwise. He wonders if you are too close to
Mr. Defoe to make a sound judgment.”

“Why are you really here, gentlemen?”

“Defoe has gone rogue, and cannot be permitted to run around
the time stream on his own. Any further infractions on his part
will be laid at your doorstep.”

“What else?”

“You must replace Miss Lassiter with a more reliable Rover who
will find and return Defoe as quickly as possible. Her behavior in
regard to Mr. Stone’s death proves she is a loose cannon.”

That raised Morrisey’s hackles. “How s0?”

“She defied her employer’s direct order to discard Stones’
remains in 1888,” Smith replied. “She is not a Rover we can trust.”

“Discard the remains?”’ Morrisey repeated.
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“I realize he was your nephew; however, it was fiscally prudent
to use this method.”

Morrisey rose from his pillow in one fluid motion. “Miss
Lassiter stays on assignment. When she finds Defoe, we will sort
this out without your interference. If Davies has a problem with
that, tell him to come see me—personally.”

“I don’t think—"

Morrisey was out the door before the sentence ended. He met
Fulham in the hallway.

“Escort them out of the building. If they come back without
Davies, don’t let them in.”

“Understood, sir.”

Morrisey tapped his Personal Security Interface and then shook
his head. He looked up at Fulham. “Find out their real names, will
you? Evil craves anonymity. If you need anything, T'll be
meditating in the pagoda.”
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FriDAY, 12 OCTOBER, 1888
SPITALFIELDS

“It’s a simple request,” Jacynda retorted. “I don’t see the problem.”

“You wouldn’t,” Alastair replied. He pushed the broom harder,
raising a cloud of sawdust. Usually he’d have the door open, but
not with the topic she’d raised. “Your problem, Jacynda, is that
you do not listen. You just steam ahead as if there is no barrier
you cannot penetrate.”

She waved the dust away. “I cross centuries, Alastair. A simple
‘no’ is not a barrier to me.”

“Therein lies your problem.”

“I'm not here about my problems. I just need to know more
about the shifters.”

“I don’t see that it is germane,” he retorted. “You claim someone
tried to kill the prince, at a party of all places. Why would that
have anything to do with the Transitives?”

“He looked like one of ours, but a Time Rover knows better than
to change history.”

“Ergo, it has to be a shape-shifter?”

“I'm not sure. I need to check all possibilities.”

Alastair made a couple wide swipes of the broom, kicking up
more dust. He’d intended to tell her about the clinic’s demise, but
not now. Lord knows what she’d do with that tidbit of information.

He tried again. “This is not a course you want to pursue. The
Conclave doesn’t like Opaques asking questions. It’'s dangerous.”
He disliked using that pejorative term, but he’d hoped it might
give Jacynda a sense of the disdain The Conclave held for those
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unable to shift.

She shook her head. “The Conclave won’t do anything, now that
you're a member.”

“On the contrary, I suspect they would just go behind my back.
You have to use some discretion, Jacynda.”

Her anger faded into an expression he knew so well. She’d
discarded his advice and was already plotting her next move.

“Jacynda, please, do not—"

“Good day, Doctor,” she said, turning on her heels. The door
slammed shut, pushing a small wave of sawdust across the floor.

“Are you the copper who caught that anarchist?” the clerk
asked, wide-eyed.

“No, I didn’t catch him, though I did get close,” Keats replied,
not keen to have to relate the entire Green Dragon fracas yet
again. The tale had grown from the initial newspaper report. The
last he’d heard, he had single-handedly taken on no less than a
dozen Irishmen. Ironically, it had only taken one to nearly put
him in his grave. At least he’d gotten hold of one wagonload of
explosives. That had pleased his superiors immensely. “Did you
have any luck generating that list of former employees?”

The young clerk continued to stare at him like he was a god.
That was unnerving.

“Is there someone else I can speak with?” Keats prodded. It was
only half past ten in the morning and he was totally knackered.
The sooner he was in his bed, the better. It would reduce the
chances someone would discover he was out and about.

“T’ll take care of this, Wilson,” an older voice intervened.

Keats heaved a sigh of relief. “Senior Clerk Lowery, isn’t it?” A
nod. “I am trying to obtain a list of former employees who might
have had knowledge of your invoicing process.”

“I have it for you. I would have sent it out earlier, but Mr.
Trimble objected.”

“I see. I shall have a word in Mr. Trimble’s ear about being a
helpful citizen.”

“Don’t bother. He’s gone. Packed up his things and left yesterday.”

“Had there been difficulties before this?”

A shrug. “This way. I'm the new office manager. Word from the
owner is that we are to help you in any manner possible.”

“Excellent. You can start with Mr. Trimble’s home address.”
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}

Keats didn’t realize he had a visitor until he noted the lithe,
glaring figure loitering near his door. She held a pocket watch in
her hand, a package tucked under one arm.

Oh, no. “Ah, Miss Jacynda, good afternoon.” He tried to put on a
brave face while digging his key out of a pocket. “I just stepped out to
get a few papers,” he explained, indicating the bundle under his arm.

A shake of the head. “According to your landlady, you've been
out since this morning.”

An honest landlady is not always a blessing.

He pushed open the door and crossed his sitting room, shedding
his coat and hat along the way. Dropping the stack of papers on the
floor, he sank into his chair with a weary sigh, waiting for the
tongue-lashing that would follow. Instead, he heard the rattle of the
kettle as it was plucked off the hob and then the sound of water
being added to it. He watched as his visitor removed her hat and
mantelet and carefully set them aside. The dark-blue gown accented
her figure and made her light-brown hair seem somehow richer.

A very handsome woman.

Her glare returned. “What were you up to?”

“I wondered how it was that Flaherty knew which documents
to forge to net him the explosives. That indicated he had
someone on the inside, so I went back to the explosives firm and
made further enquiries.”

“Did you learn anything?”

“Yes. The office manager has abruptly resigned, which I find
curious. I intended to visit his home, but grew too weary.”

“That’s a lot of footwork in your condition.”

“Indeed.” He smiled ruefully. “I would be grateful if you not
mention my excursion to Alastair. He would be quite cross.
Especially after—”

His guest’s attention veered from the teakettle to him.

“After what?”

Keats stifled a groan. Jacynda was too sharp to miss such an
obvious blunder. As he related the warning Alastair had received
the night before, her face paled.

“Would Flaherty bomb the clinic?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“No wonder Alastair was in such a vile mood this morning,” his
guest muttered, her glare mutating into a frown.

“You spoke with him?”

“Yes. At the clinic. He didn’t say a thing.”
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“Most likely didn’t want to alarm you.”

The lid rattled sharply as she removed it to pour the hot water
into the teapot.

“Fortunately, Flaherty is not aware of your name and to that end,
I would suggest you not visit me for a time until things settle down.”

She returned to her chair. He noted she hadn’t agreed to his
suggestion.

“I'm sincere about that,” he said. “I don’t want you in any danger.”

“How’s your head?” she asked.

“Better. However—~

“Good.”

“Jacynda, I really—"

“I need your assistance.”

Keats sighed. He’d done his best under the circumstances. “In
what manner can I assist you?”

He listened in consternation at her activities of the previous night.

“Have you no fear?” Keats asked, shaking his head in amazement
after she told him of the events at the party in Mayfair.

“Were you afraid when you tackled five Irishmen single-handedly?”

“Yes. Scared out of my wits.”

“Well, this thing happened so fast I didn’t have time to worry.”

“So who was he after?”

“No idea. They all think it was the prince, but I'm not so sure.”

“Is Fisher in on this?” She nodded. “Well, he’ll sort it out.”

“Not if he doesn’t have a prisoner. He vanished out of the jail
cell overnight.”

“What?”

As she completed the tale, he leaned back in the chair, eyes
half-closed.

“Home Office will be furious that a suspect of such importance
has gone missing,” he said. “Hulme must be beside himself.” He
frowned, though it pulled on his bandage. “Why were you visiting
the prisoner in the first place?”

Of course, he’'d ask that one. “I wanted to have another look at
him. He seemed familiar in some way.”

That seemed to mollify her host. It told her how weary he was.

“You say you saw something peculiar in the cell?”

“T thought I did. Sort of like a shimmer. I thought it was—"
Cynda hesitated. She’d once told Keats she was from the future,
and he’d chosen not to believe her. No reason to stir that up again.
“A trick of my eyes.”

“I wonder if it was a Transitive, ” he murmured.

“You can do that shimmery sort of thing?”
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“No, but others can.”

“How?”

“It’s rather complicated. Alastair hasn’t told you about any of this?”

Cynda poured the tea and handed him a cup. “Alastair’s been
very unhelpful.”

“Guilt, I suspect. I have a bit of it myself,” he allowed.

“Guilt about what?”

“How you acquire your ability,” he said, then took a sip of the
tea. He added more milk. “Someone has to die for you to become a
Transitive. In my case, it was my sainted mother. In Alastair’s...”

“His lover,” she said, eyes drifting downward. “He never told me
the whole tale.”

“I suspect there’s a reason for that.”

“Can you tell me what happened?” Cynda asked.

Keats shook his head. “I think it best you hear it from him. I
will say that his lover was a Welsh gypsy and that she was
murdered. He feels he should have prevented her death.”

“My God.”

Cynda took a gulp of the tea, then winced as it burned her
tongue. A change of subject was needed. “Tell me more about the
Transitives. I'd really like to understand all this.”

“You put me in an awkward position. Opaques—those like you
who are unable to change forms—are not allowed to know about
us. In times past, Knowers, as they are called, were...dispatched.”

“T accept the risk,” she replied.

“You sound so sure. Once you start down this path—"

“I saw you shift in the carriage after you were injured. I want
to know more about this, Jonathon. I'll get in less trouble if you
tell me than if I keep asking questions.”

He grew grave. “I had no idea I was that badly injured.”

Their eyes met. “You were.”

He sagged against the chair. “Well, then, I'll tell you what I
can.” He paused, gathering his thoughts. “My grandfather says
we're a bit like cats. We are either somber, wild or furtive.”

She cracked a smile. “Sort of like the rest of us.”

He nodded. “To give you an example: the Wescombs would be
what we call Solemns, the dignified, non-adventurous sorts. They
shift at home and when in the company of other Transitives.
Nothing flashy. The Pucks are the ones who are full of mischief.”

He nodded before she could ask the question. “Yes, their name
is from Midsummer Night's Dream. It's quite fitting. They are
brash libertines. Virtuals, on the other hand, are capable of
mimicking the scene around them and are the secretive ones.
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Fortunately, they are rather rare.”

“So you think what I saw was a Virtual?”

“Perhaps. If it were, the prisoner only need wait until he heard
the guard returning before he went en mirage. Once the cell door
was open, it was a matter of walking to freedom.”

“Wouldn’t someone have bumped into him?”

“That’s always a danger. However, in the confusion, he could have
easily assumed the form of a constable. No one would have noticed.
They were hunting for a missing prisoner, not someone in uniform.”

“Why didn’t he do it at the party?”

“You threw yourself on top of him. He might be able to shift, but
you were still impeding his ability to move, though your mind
would say nothing was there.”

“Then why not on the way to jail?” she pressed.

“If I were a constable, I'd have secured the fellow. Manacles
would slow him down and he’d not be able to easily remove them.”
“But he could hide them in an illusion,” she said, intrigued.

Keats set his cup aside. “He could hide them, but they’d still be
real. He’d have to drag them a considerable distance until he
found a dishonest smithy to break him free.”

Cynda groaned and rubbed her temples. “This is just so
confusing. How did you learn all this?”

“Not an easy task. I interacted with some of the others. Well,
actually, just the Pucks and the Solemns. Virtuals remain hidden,
like the Mystics. I learned about them mostly by gossip.”

“Mystics?”

“We are not immune to religious fervor,” he commented with a
droll smirk. “When you are given such a gift, some see it as a sign
from God, so a minute number of us have taken the spiritual path. I
find it fascinating how we always bend reality to fit our natures.” He
scratched just below his bandage. “Silly thing itches,” he grumbled.

She set down the cup and rested her elbows on her knees. “Are
there that many of you?”

“Not really. Still, we do form our cliques. I have spent some
time with the Pucks,” he continued, “however, their notions of
entertainment did not interest me.”

“Alastair said he could sense when a shifter is en mirage. Can you?”

Keats shook his head. “No. Alastair is a rare bird, one of the
Perceivers. I think it has something to do with his Welsh
antecedent. He’s the only one I've encountered, or at least the only
one who’s admitted his ability in my presence. I can imagine that
most prefer not to have that known.”

“Why?”
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“If you were up to mischief, would you want one of your own
pointing you out? That is why Perceivers are not well regarded.
They're seen as traitors.”

“Like a taster for a king,” Cynda suggested.

Keats issued a long yawn, followed by a look of chagrin. “Pardon
me. I am quite tired.”

“One last question: who do I talk with to find out if the assassin
was a shifter?”

“No one!” Keats replied instantly. “That is a supremely bad idea.”

“Look, I'm not going to tell the world. I just need to find this fellow.”

“They won’t talk to you.”

“Then introduce them to me.”

His uneasy expression changed to one of frank concern. “I am
not up to that, at present. My health is not yet restored. Perhaps
in a few weeks I can be of assistance.”

Funny, he was well enough to spend half the day investigating
the Irishman.

“Then I'll go on my own. Who do I talk to, Jonathon?”

“Why are you so intent on this?”

Cynda readied her alibi. “The police are asking questions about
my involvement, especially when I'm present when Mr. Assassin
goes missing at the jail. It looks like I'm an accomplice. I need to find
out who this man is and make sure I don’t get blamed in some way.”

It worked. He shook his head in resignation. “I know a woman
who has many...contacts within the community. She might be able
to help us.”

“Perfect.” She smiled in triumph. That was easier then she’d
expected.

“No, she’s far from perfect. Nicci is extremely immoral, one of
the worst of the Pucks. I hesitate taking you anywhere near her.”

“It’ll be fine. I'll ask a couple questions and off we go.”

“No, you will not. I'll ask the questions. In fact, you'll wait in the
carriage until—"

“No.”

Another sigh. “She may demand proof you're one of us.”

“No she won’t. Not if I'm with you.”

“T suppose you're right. I will smooth the way when we meet
her. Pucks play wicked games and I do not want us at her home
during one of the...gatherings.”

Cynda filled in the blank. “Orgies?”

A quick nod. His protests had taken the last bit of energy. A
protracted yawn overtook him. “I need to rest. Come back about
nine. Nicci’s day doesn’t start until it is nearly over.”
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Cynda rose and handed him the package. “Thank you for
recommending your cobbler. My new boots are heaven.”

“That’s very kind. I certainly didn’t expect anything in return.”
He peeled back the wrapping and beamed. “The Prince and the
Pauper by Mr. Twain. I have so wanted to read this.”

“T found it at this great bookshop near the Strand. I'll have to
take you there someday.”

“T'd like that. I still owe you a trip to see the Crystal Palace,” he
replied, a brief sparkle in his eyes.

“We’'ll do it. Now have a nap and I'll be back later. You've
overdone it again.”

Outside, in the sunshine, she looked back up at Keats’ window.

Pity you don’t believe in time travel. It would make it so much easier.

Fresh from his shift at the hospital, Alastair made his way to
the clinic. It was just after six and the streets were as crowded as
ever. As he drew near, the clinic’s new door mocked him. It should
have been a sign of rebirth. Instead, it was a symbol of failure.

He unlocked it and stepped inside. The smell of wood and
antiseptic greeted him. The room was as he left it this morning—
newly constructed benches on one side and a small pile of lumber
on the other. An imprint of Jacynda’s boot in the sawdust caught
his notice. Hopefully, she’d come to her senses and was enjoying a
quiet evening at the hotel.

“She’s probably not even capable of such a thing,” he muttered.

He removed his coat, rolled up his sleeves and worked for the next
hour completing the last two benches. He saw no reason to waste the
lumber. As he hammered, he channeled his anger into each blow.
Now that the clinic had to close, the Reverend Martin had offered to
purchase the benches for his burgeoning congregation. In the same
breath he’d cordially invited Alastair to attend services.

Perhaps I shall. It had been a long time since he’d been inside
a church. He’d always found more value in doing God’s work
rather than talking about it.

He was partway through the sweeping when the landlord
appeared in the door. A French Huguenot, he’d once been a
weaver in the silk trade until the market collapsed. “I'm putting
up the notice now,” he said, waving a handbill. “I’'m hoping to have
the room rented right soon.”

“That’s fine. The benches will be out of here tomorrow morning.
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A reverend will call for them.”

The landlord nodded and tacked up the notice on the door with
three loud thumps of his hammer. “Sorry you're leaving. You were
doing good work here, Dr. Montrose.”

“Thank you. I just don’t dare take the risk now.”

“I know,” the landlord replied. “Doesn’t make the decision any
easier. Oh, and a young fellow came by this afternoon looking for you.
Was interested in helping out at the clinic. I told him it was closing.”

Alastair sighed. “It’s a pity someone comes forward now that we
won’t need him.” He went back to his sweeping. When he heard
the door close, he paused, leaning on the broom.

A few months earlier, he’d resigned his lucrative position with
Dr. Hanson in Mayfair so he could treat the poor as he saw fit. As
Hanson had so rudely put it, “The self-righteous physician
starving himself so he could treat the indigent and play God in the
process.”

Alastair shook his head and employed the broom once again.
His work in Whitechapel had nothing to do with hubris. Penance
came in many forms.

Johnny Ahearn struggled to swallow. He felt weak in the knees,
weaker in the bladder. The blade hovered only a short distance
from his throat, a thin coat of oil glistening along its honed edge.
Try as he might, he could only focus on that piece of steel, not the
narrowed eyes of the man who held it.

He took a deep breath, hoping to draw in some courage with the
fetid air. The other men in the shadows remained silent, their
faces drawn. They would not interfere. At the far end of the
passage, a wagon rumbled past, its wheels grinding against the
pavement. Then the horse’s clopping hooves faded into the night.

“What’s wrong with ya, Flaherty?” Ahearn pleaded. “I'm doin’
what ya asked.”

“Are ya?” The whisper was razor-sharp, like the blade would be.

Ahearn blinked, confused. “Ya told me ta find yer girl!”

“And did ya?”

“Not yet, but I think I know where she might be.”

“Where?”

“An old brewery. She’s maybe in the cellar.”

A queer smile marched across the lined face.

“Yer right.”
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Ahearn’s eyes widened in comprehension, but the knowledge
came too late.

“Oh, God, you're one of them!1 thought you were—"

The knife flew forward, burying itself into the side of his throat.
A deft, lateral movement, perfected by years of practice, severed
the carotid artery and the windpipe, spraying a fountain of blood
into the air. Ahearn gripped his neck, life spouting through his
calloused fingers. A cavernous, choking sound gurgled past his
lips. He sank down the brick wall, clawing at the air and the man
who had cut him before he tumbled into a heap on the ground.

“Sweet Jesus,” one of the witnesses murmured and crossed
himself, followed by the second.

Satyr knelt to wipe the blade on Ahearn’s coat sleeve. Once it
was clean, he dropped it in his pocket.

“That’s how it’s done. Any questions?” Both men shook their
heads, their faces ashen.

“Load him up. We're not leaving him here.”

The pair encased the corpse in blankets and hauled it through
the back gate to the waiting wagon. Satyr grunted with approval,
savoring the expression in his victim’s eyes at the very end. They
all had that look. Didn’t matter if it was a sheep or a man. Death
made them equal under the caress of his blade.
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“Dr. Montrose to see Lord Wescomb, if he is available,” Alastair
announced to the maid.

“I shall see if his lordship is at home,” was the polite reply. Wescomb
might be in residence, but not receiving visitors, and the verbal sleight
of hand preserved the dignity of whomever came calling.

As Alastair waited in the foyer, he adjusted his tie and jacket.
He noted another coat on the hall tree, along with a corresponding
bowler. Wescomb had a guest. He sighed at his timing. Jacynda’s
assertion that the assassin might be a Transitive had rested
heavily upon him all day. Unfortunately, the other guest would
preclude asking his host questions in that regard, unless he knew
them to be a shifter. He would have retreated, but there was
another, more personal matter to discuss with Lord Wescomb.
Once that was done, he would go the Artifice Club and confer with
the other members of The Conclave. Perhaps they could offer some
insights into the matter.

As he waited, he savored his surroundings. It had only been a
few days since he’d been in this very house, ministering to Keats
after his injury at the hands of the anarchists. There was a
tranquility here that made him envy its occupants. Fresh flowers
were carefully arranged in the lead crystal vase nearby.
Meanwhile, he existed in a tiny boarding house room filled only
with his medical books and his abundant dreams. What would it
be like to come home to a warm hearth and a loving wife?

He heard a door open at the far end of the hall. Lord Wescomb’s
jovial face appeared. “Come in, come in,” the elder statesman
called, beckoning toward his study. “Your timing is excellent!”

After doffing his coat and bowler, Alastair hurried along the
passageway and entered the lord’s study as the maid took her
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leave. The room was as he remembered. A fire glowed in the
hearth, casting shadows on the crowded bookshelves. Another
gentleman lounged in a chair near the hearth, studying him with
a bemused expression. He appeared a bit older than Alastair, with
striking blue eyes and sandy brown hair. His luxuriant moustache
bespoke a great deal of care.

“I apologize, my lord, I had no notion you were entertaining
guests,” Alastair said politely, as courtesy demanded.

Wescomb beamed. “Oh, goodness, this fellow isn’t a guest; he’s
more like a dubious relative you can’t shake loose.” The visitor
guffawed in response. “Come on in, my boy. You look as if you
could use a drink.”

Alastair took a seat as Wescomb poured him a brandy. He
waited for his lordship to make the introductions, but waited in
vain. The other guest chuckled, extending his hand in greeting.

“Dr. Reuben Bishop at your service.”

“Dr. Alastair Montrose.” They shook hands briskly.

“So you're the fellow Sagamor’s been talking about.”

Alastair blinked in surprise. Before he could answer, a
substantial portion of brandy was placed in his hand.

Wescomb resumed his seat, performing the required tug on his
waistcoat.

“Sephora is at one of her suffragette meetings. She’ll be sorry
she missed you. Reuben and I were just commiserating about
what will happen when women obtain the vote.”

“You believe it a certainty?” Alastair asked.

“In time,” Wescomb replied. “All for the best, actually. We men have
made a rather beastly job of it. Time to let the fairer sex have a crack.”

“I agree,” Bishop replied. “They can’t possibly bugger it up any
worse than we have.”

It was clear that candor was going to flow as liberally as the brandy.

“How is Sergeant Keats faring?” Wescomb asked.

“Healing quite nicely while complaining about absolutely
everything.”

“No doubt displeased he is not in the thick of it.”

“That would be the problem,” Alastair concurred with a slight smile.
“I suspect he will be back on duty in a week or so, one way or another.”

“Excellent. I intended to write you a note tonight. Mrs. Vickers
is a client of mine, a woman sincerely in need of a good physician.
I recommended you, and she wishes you to call upon her.”

“Most certainly, my lord. Does she have a particular ailment?”

“Declining health of an undetermined origin. Her physician is
clearly stymied and, to be honest, I don’t trust his judgment on the
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matter. I thought it might be wise to have a fresh approach. I'll
supply the particulars,” he said, moving to his desk where he
extracted a piece of stationery from a drawer.

“Why didn’t you tell me you had a patient that needed
attending?” Bishop asked. “I am heartbroken you did not consider
me, Sagamor.”

To Alastair’'s immense relief, Wescomb laughed and shook his head.

“He’s pulling your leg, Alastair. Unless you're dead, Reuben
isn’t interested.”

“I'm a pathologist,” the man explained. “I find it refreshing that
my patients never complain about my treatment.”

“How true,” Alastair replied, warming to the physician’s openness.

“So what brings you to my door tonight, Alastair?” Wescomb
asked. “Not that you need a reason to visit, mind you.”

Alastair placed his drink on the walnut table and removed a
piece of paper from his pocket. “I come with a draft drawn on the
Bank of England payable to you, my lord. I wish to return your
donation to the clinic.”

Wescomb frowned. “Why would you do that?”

“T've received a frank warning that if I reopen the clinic, the
Fenians intend to destroy it.”

“Good God,” Bishop muttered.

“Although I am not particularly concerned about my welfare, 1
am truly worried about the danger to my patients if these people
were to dynamite the place.”

Bishop leaned forward, puzzled. “The newspapers claimed all
the explosives were accounted for.”

“They were instructed to say that to prevent public panic,”
Wescomb remarked as he rose from the desk. “It’s far from the
truth.” He looked over at Alastair. “I am truly sorry it has come to
this. I know how much the clinic means to you.”

Alastair nodded gravely and placed the cheque on the table
next to his brandy. “In time, perhaps I can reopen.”

“T hope so,” Wescomb said, handing him the patient’s name and
address. “You are sensible to take this warning seriously.”

He then collected the cheque from the table, walked to the
fireplace and dropped it into the flames. “I shall incur Sephora’s
wrath if I accept this,” Wescomb explained. “Use the monies as
you feel is proper for the unfortunates in Whitechapel. You are as
honest a fellow as ever I have met. You will set it to good use.”

“Thank you, my lord,” Alastair said, taken aback. “I am honored
by your trust.”

“What will you do now that you've shuttered your clinic?”
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Bishop asked, leaning back in his chair, fingers tented in thought.

“I still have my practice at the London Hospital, though my
recent notoriety has caused some difficulties there. To be honest,
I find the hospital atmosphere confining.”

“Have you considered forensic medicine?”

Alastair sipped his brandy. “Odd that you should mention that.
I just recently witnessed a post-mortem examination and found it
most enlightening.”

And disturbing. Though the findings revealed a murder,
Jacynda’s lover was not of this century, and neither was his killer.
There had been no option to take the matter to the police.

“Sagamor’s heard my speech on this subject a number of times,”
Bishop continued. “Nevertheless, I sincerely believe that forensic
science will become a vital part of police investigative technique.
Of course, the majority of plodders in the local constabulary just
stumble over their own feet, but a few are bright enough to see the
future. As you appear to be someone who is not afraid to become
involved in police issues—"

A tap on the door.

“Oh, bother,” Wescomb muttered. “Enter.”

The maid opened the door, curtseyed and announced, “There is
a constable here to see Dr. Bishop, my lord.”

“Really?” Wescomb shot his friend a bemused look. “Speaking of
the plodders. Show the fellow in, Marie.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“There goes my evening,” Bishop said, draining his glass. “Oh
well, it has to be an interesting case or they wouldn’t send for me.”

“Do the police usually track you down like this?” Alastair asked.

“I leave word with my housekeeper where the police might find
me if needed. They don’t call me out too often. Nevertheless, every
now and then I get my fingers into some delicious crime or other.”
He beamed, clearly relishing this sudden development.

A constable appeared in the doorway, helmet in hand. The “D”
on his collar told Alastair the fellow was from the Marylebone
police division.

“Excuse me, milord, but I'm to find Dr. Bishop.”

“T am he,” Bishop said.

“I'm to escort you to the scene of a crime, sir.”

“Really! Now there’s a surprise.” Bishop delivered a wink to Alastair.

The constable hesitated, clearly bewildered.

“So where’s this one?” Bishop asked.

“Near the Tower, sir.”

“Dicey one, huh?”
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“I wouldn’t know that, sir.”

“Of course, you wouldn’t.” Bishop rose. “I'll be ready in a few
minutes, Constable.”

“Right, sir.” The fellow trudged back the way he’d come.

Bishop turned toward their host. “Sorry, Sagamor, I was quite
enjoying the evening.”

“As was I, Reuben.”

“Give my regards to Sephora, will you?” The moment Bishop
reached the door, he turned. “I say, Dr. Montrose, would you care
to come along? I warn you, it could be a bit graphic. They don’t call
me out on the routine cases, only those that have some unique
element to them.”

While Alastair deliberated, Wescomb added fuel to the fire.
“Reuben is an excellent teacher. A bit over-the-top on occasion, but
you’ll learn something, that I can guarantee.”

Alastair threw caution to the winds. He could call at the Artifice
Club after this journey. “Well, why not? The clinic’s closed for the time
being. I might as well do something besides feel sorry for myself.”

“There’s a good sport,” Bishop replied, clapping his hands together.
“Come on, let’s see what the Yard has turned over this time.”

“The Yard?”

“Of course. The locals couldn’t be bothered with me. It’s
Scotland Yard that pays my bills.”

Oh no.
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From the grim expression on Keats’ face, anyone would think they
were going into battle. As the hansom headed west toward Mayfair, he
leaned closer so Cynda could hear him over the rattle of the wheels.

Mindful of the driver, he lowered his voice, his breath tickling her
ear. “I am against this adventure. I have no notion who may be
present in that house. I am not in any condition to protect you—"

“No problem. I have a truncheon.” She dug under her mantelet
and produced it. “I had it shortened so it fits my pocket.”

He smiled. “You took it off that fellow on Dorset Street, didn’t you?”

“Yes, I did. Thanks for coming to my aid that night, by the
way. I'd like to think I could have gotten out of that on my own,
but I'm not sure.”

“I was watching for Flaherty, not you. As to the truncheon, even
if you were to employ it, Nicci would probably welcome the pain.”

“I’'m not worried,” she replied, tucking the weapon back into
the pocket.
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He groaned in exasperation. “The only reason I am allowing
this is because I fear you will try to find her on your own. That
would be disastrous.” He removed his handkerchief and mopped
his forehead. “Alastair will have my guts for garters if anything
happens to you.”

“Then he must not find out about this little jaunt.”

“At least we agree on that point.” He fished for his notebook.
“Now give me all the details of the assailant. I will be asking the
questions, do you understand?”’

“Whatever you’d like,” she said. She reeled off Defoe’s
description and watched in amazement as Jonathon jotted them
down despite the moving cab.

That’s gotta take some practice.

“Anything else?” he asked.

“No, that’s it.”

“Good.” He snapped the notebook shut, jammed it in his pocket
and leaned back for a nap.

The butler eyed them with a jaded expression. “Yes?” he asked.

“We need to meet with Angel,” Keats said in a muted voice.
Cynda noted her escort had not handed over his calling card, as
was Victorian custom.

“Your name?”

“Sir Galahad.”

Sir Galahad the Pure?

“And the lady?”

“A friend,” Keats replied.

The butler didn’t blink. Such a request must be commonplace.
This was getting more interesting by the minute.

They were left standing in the front hall. The house appeared
ordinary—no racks or whips or other naughty items on display.
Maybe Keats was overplaying the Pucks a bit.

She shot him a questioning look. “Sir Galahad?”

He fussed with his handkerchief. “It’s her pet name for me.”

The butler reappeared and motioned them forward. “The lady
of the house has vouched for you, sir.”

Keats didn’t budge. “Is there a gathering in progress? We do not
want to be involved in one of your mistress’ soirees.”

“The mistress is waiting,” the butler gestured.

Keats’ voice grew sharper. “Is there a gathering in progress?”

The butler shook his head curtly.

The sergeant sighed. “Come along, let’s get this done. I don’t
want to be here any longer than necessary.”
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After a circuitous trek through corridors lined with family
portraits, they were shown to a door. It was not the ordinary portal
you’d find in most Victorian houses, but carved with intricate figures,
all of which were engaged in some form of sexual licentiousness.

Cynda gave her companion a sidelong look. He was mopping his
forehead again.

The moment the butler opened the door and they stepped
inside, Keats swore under his breath. He shot a venomous look at
their escort.

“This is not what we came for,” he said through gritted teeth.

“My mistress said otherwise.” The butler pointedly shut the door
behind them and then stood in front of it, blocking their departure.

“Oh, God, this is what I feared,” Keats murmured. His voice
descended to a whisper. “Stay close; trust no one, do you understand?”

Cynda barely heard him, her senses already on overload.
Straight ahead, Cleopatra reclined on a sumptuous emerald-green
couch, fanned by a pair of naked male Nubians. Kaiser Wilhelm
was nibbling on her bare toes.

It certainly wasn’t Cynda’s first exposure to a bacchanal. New
Rovers got stuck with the Kinky Tours, as they called them.
Ancient Greece, Rome, pagan rites in deep forests, she’d seen
them all. But the Pucks had taken the concept to a new level, far
beyond an erotic and hedonistic costume party. A quick sweep of
the room revealed Cleo was the mildest of the bunch. Marie
Antoinette was astride Benjamin Franklin’s lap, clearly enjoying
the elder statesman’s baser talents. The Marquis de Sade was
living up to his reputation with a young girl resembling a wood
nymph. Zeus, complete with crown, was engaged in god-like
domination of an opalescent-blue mermaid.

Cynda shot a quick glance at Keats. His cheeks were flushed.

“I warned you about them,” he grumbled in her ear. “Are you
satisfied now?”

“Not as satisfied as that couple over—~

He caught her hand to prevent her from pointing.

“There has to be another door out of here. We must go before
they insist we participate.”

As they wove through the couplings, Cynda tried to keep her
face neutral. It was truly amazing what some people would do for
entertainment. When she nearly stumbled over a White Rabbit
busily engaged with little Alice, the revulsion was complete.

Oh, that’s so wrong.

She turned to Keats. “You used to do this?” she demanded. Keats
wiped his forehead, jamming the handkerchief into a pocket.
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“Did you?”

A high shriek issued from the other side of the room, one of
pain. The acrid scent of opium drifted through the air.

“Sir Galahad returns,” a sultry voice observed. An angelic
vision glided up, goblet of wine in hand. “Come to doff that mantle
of respectability, have you? If so, let me be your first...and your
second. I do love a virgin.”

Virgin? Keats?

The sergeant bristled. “Some of us prefer our pleasures to be private.”

The Angel’s silvery eyebrow ascended heavenward. “So old-
fashioned.”

A sheer gown, or at least the illusion of one, clung to her body.
Prominent nipples made their presence known. If all angels
looked like her, Hell would be empty. The picture was completed
by a cascade of spun-gold hair and iridescent wings. One of them
clipped Cynda as the woman moved in closer toward Keats. It
hadn’t been an accident.

I shouldn’t have been able to feel that. They’re not real.

Keats opened his mouth, but never got the chance to say a
word. The woman tossed her goblet aside, launched herself into
his arms and delivered a bone-shattering kiss while fondling him
with abandon.

Keats broke away, cheeks blazing like a forest fire. “Nicci, please.”

The Angel shook a long, tapered finger at him. “No fair, Galahad,
tempting me with what I cannot have.” She surveyed him from head
to toe. “You're not even en mirage. Quite a social misstep.”

Cynda’s wandering attention returned to her companion. Why
didn’t he shift? There’d been ample opportunity before they’d
entered the house.

Keats retorted, “I was told there was no gathering in progress.”

The Angel shrugged a wing, as if it had been a minor oversight.
“It has been a long time, Galahad. I heard you're with the Yard now.”

Keats’ jaw tightened, but he didn’t reply.

The Angel turned to Cynda. “Oh, you're still here. Don’t let me
detain you. Pick your partner and have a go.”

Ignoring Keats’ warning glare, Cynda’s curiosity got the best of
her. “Whom do you suggest?”

“For you, I would recommend the Marquis. He’s having a good
night. He’s quite adept with a whip.”

I bet he is. Cynda had met the original, and this one was pretty
close to the mark. Someone had done their homework.

“Oh, and Satyr is in top form,” Nicci continued, “He has
unbelievable stamina.”
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“Satyr?” Cynda asked.

Their hostess pulled her sideways a few steps and pointed
through the crowd. There he was, with the usual accoutrements:
pointed ears, tail, brown furry coat below the waist, goat hooves
and a magnificent set of short horns. The mythological being was
vigorously servicing a slim, youthful version of Queen Victoria.

Keats gasped. “My God, that’s...that’s...blasphemous!”

Nicci ignored him. “I can introduce you. You could be next.”

“No, thank you,” Cynda said. “After having a queen, I'd be a
disappointment.”

Nicci grew peevish. “Why are you here, then?”

Keats cleared his throat. “We need to speak to you somewhere
a bit more...private.”

“Only talk?” she replied. He nodded. “Well then, come along.”

They found a reasonably quiet niche in an unused corner. There
were a series of whips hanging on the wall behind them. One of
them had fresh blood on it. Cynda turned away with a shudder.

Keats turned cop in an instant. “The Yard is investigating an
attempted assassination at a party in Mayfair the other evening.
It is believed that the prince might have been the target.”

“Who was the host?” Nicci asked.

“Hugo Effington.”

A half-smile appeared on Nicci’s full lips. “Dear old Hugo. Now
there’s a rutting bull. I'm sorry I missed that occasion.”

Keats flipped open the notebook and recited Defoe’s description
in clipped tones. “Does this sound like anyone you know?” A shake
of the head. “Or anyone en mirage?”’

Niccei’s eyes slid to Cynda and then back. “No.”

“Do you know anyone in our community who might be inclined
toward committing such a rash act?” Keats pressed.

From somewhere in the room there was a shout of triumph and
then applause. Cynda didn’t want to know the reason.

“T don’t see why this should concern us,” Nicci retorted.

“The assailant disappeared from a locked jail cell. We both
know how that can happen.”

A silvery eyebrow arched as she waved a dismissive hand. “Oh,
dear, you are so boring.” She gave Cynda another long look. “If
you're not willing to participate fully in our gathering, I think it’s
time for you to depart.” She pointed at Keats. “Leave Galahad
here. I've always wanted to break him in. He can tell you all about
it in the morning, providing he’ll be able to walk.”

“He goes with me,” Cynda said.

Nicci’s eyes narrowed. She snapped her fingers and the butler
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appeared at her side.

“They’re leaving.” She waved an admonishing finger in Keats
face. “Next time, you're here as one of us.”

“Point taken,” he replied acidly.

As they headed for the door, Cynda glanced over her shoulder.
Satyr had finished his task and was sipping from a goblet of wine,
slaking his thirst after his exertions. He raised it in her direction,
beckoning for her to join him.

She grabbed Keats’ sweaty hand. “I've had enough.”

’

=
=
éé
(&P
23
= B
3 5
® 3
O O
: S
@
s 2
a o0
S 7
3 4
(@)
3

Order your copy today!

http://www.amazon.com/Virtual-Evil-Time-Rovers-Book/dp/1896944760

http://www.chapters.indigo.ca/books/Virtual-Evil-Jana-G-Oliver/9781896944760-item.html


http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.amazon.com/Virtual-Evil-Time-Rovers-Book/dp/1896944760
http://www.chapters.indigo.ca/books/Virtual-Evil-Jana-G-Oliver/9781896944760-item.html

Time Rovers Trilogy
Book 1: Sojourn (Available now)
Book 2: Virtual Evil (October 2007)
Book 3: Madman’s Dance (October 2008)

Alastair maintained his silence during the hansom ride to the
Tower of London, mentally preparing himself for whatever lay
ahead. He also brooded on Bishop’s offhand remark.

Scotland Yard pays my bills. It had been bad enough to blunder
into Chief Inspector Fisher at Keats’ rooms. Now he was stuck in a
carriage bound for a crime scene where a member of the Yard would
be present. Alastair had no doubt his name would be duly noted and
written into some report which would eventually land on Fisher’s
desk. Fate constantly placed him under that man’s scrutiny.

When they reached their destination, Alastair alighted from the
carriage with considerable trepidation. The stench of the river
instantly enveloped him. He instinctively turned to study the
fortress behind them. They were near Traitor’s Gate, through
which many an unfortunate had been escorted to their impris-
onment or death.

Alastair turned at the sound of his companion’s voice.

“Where do we go now?” Bishop asked of a nearby constable, one of
the Thames Police force. The doctor sounded keen to get on with it.

“The dead man’s there, sir,” the fellow replied, pointing across
the expanse of dark water toward the twin pilings of the new
bascule bridge.

Alastair had eagerly followed the newspaper accounts of each
stage of the bridge’s development. Now he’d be able to stand on
one of the piers before it was complete. All it had taken was for
someone to die.

“On one of the piers?” Bishop asked.

“Yes, sir. The night watchman found him.”

“Snagged on the structure, was he?”

“No, sir. Lying on top.”
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“On top? A suicide?”

“T couldn’t say, sir.”

“You saw the body?”

The constable paled, then he swallowed. “Yes.”

A pause. “How long have you been on the Thames River force?”

“Five years this December, sir.”

“Ah, good man.” Bishop turned to Alastair. “Come, let’s find out
what’s got us away from Sagamor’s fine brandy. The location is
novel, at least.”

Alastair wasn’t a strong swimmer, and therefore did not relish
water that rose much above his waist. As they walked toward the
water’s edge, he pondered how easily he could drown if he fell into
the murky tidal flow.

“Is there a problem, Dr. Montrose?” Bishop asked.

Alastair leapt on the first thing that came to mind.

“Why did you ask the constable how long he’d been on the force?”

“Ah, that. It’'s my personal barometer. You noticed how he
turned chalk-white when I asked about the body?”

“Yes.”

“If he were new, I'd expect it. However, this fellow is a Thames
copper, five years on. He’s seen corpses in all conditions, many of
them absolutely revolting. What his reaction tells me is this is
going to be a right corker.” A moment’s pause and then, “Still keen
to have a look?”

Alastair frowned and then nodded. “In for a penny...”

“Good. Hopefully you haven’t eaten recently.”

Near the water’s edge, a pair of constables chatted among
themselves in hushed tones while a waterman kept glancing toward
the pier and back again, plainly wanting to be somewhere else.

Once they were in the boat, Bishop immediately engaged the
fellow in conversation as the latter rowed toward the pier closest
to the shore.

“How many have been out here?” he asked.

“Oh, about four or so, cludin’ the big man.”

“The one from the Yard?”

“That be 'im. The way the coppers are talkin’, ’e’s not one to
muck about.”

“Did you speak to the watchman after he found the corpse?”

“A Dbit. ’E kept goin’ on and on what they done to the body.”

Alastair and Reuben traded looks. “As in?”

The waterman paused in his rowing and leaned forward,
whispering as if he was revealing a grave secret. “They cut 'im, cut
‘im right wicked. I never ’eard of such a thing.”
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“Like the women in Whitechapel?” Alastair asked.

“Worse!” The man fell silent and put his agitation into the oars,
the boat gliding smoothly across the inky water with each
muscular pull.

What have I gotten myself into? He barely repressed a shudder.

As they drew next to the platform, it dawned on Alastair that
the only way to the top consisted of a crude ladder secured to the
side of the pier’s wooden support structure. For those accustomed
to climbing around on wooden scaffolding, the ladder was a
luxury. For Alastair, it signaled an opportunity to plunge into the
watery depths and perish before someone got around to fishing
him out. He wet his lips and took a deep breath to control his fear.
Neither action worked. When he muttered something about how
precarious the ladder seemed, Bishop chuckled.

“Adds to the adventure,” he replied exuberantly. “A tale to
recount to one’s grandchildren!”

While his companion negotiated upward, Alastair peered
through the cross beams into the space beneath the structure. The
pilings generated a series of eddies as the water flowed around the
wood and concrete. Debris had wormed its way underneath the
edifice and become trapped.

Like I will if I fall in.

“Your turn,” Reuben called down from above.

As Alastair began the climb, he thought of Keats. This sort of
nonsense was exactly the type of thing his friend would do without
hesitation, relishing every moment of it.

Partway up, one of Alastair’s buttons snagged on a rung and he
had to arch himself outward to release it. The ladder gave an
unnerving groan of protest.

“I wouldn’t do that, if I were ya, sir,” a bass voice called down. Above
him, a massive head peered over the side of the structure. When
Alastair reached the top, the voice’s burly owner grabbed his arm.

“There ya go, sir,” the fellow said, giving him a firm yank that
helped him clear the ladder before he had the chance of plunging
into the river.

“Good Lord,” Alastair muttered and then remembered his
manners. “Thank you, Constable.”

“Right ya are, sir. His nibs is over there,” he said, jerking a thick
thumb toward the center of the piling. “Mind where ya walk.”

Picking his way carefully across the wooden planks that
constituted the present top level of the bridge, Alastair found Bishop
in earnest conversation with a man clad in a black suit. When the
figure turned at the sound of his approach, Alastair’s heart sank.

-

&
S
s E
wvn O
O O
Q_m
S o
o >
c
gcu
5 E
on
T =
—
T =2
= =2
=
=

Order your copy today!

http://www.amazon.com/Virtual-Evil-Time-Rovers-Book/dp/1896944760

http://www.chapters.indigo.ca/books/Virtual-Evil-Jana-G-Oliver/9781896944760-item.html


http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.amazon.com/Virtual-Evil-Time-Rovers-Book/dp/1896944760
http://www.chapters.indigo.ca/books/Virtual-Evil-Jana-G-Oliver/9781896944760-item.html

Time Rovers Trilogy
Book 1: Sojourn (Available now)
Book 2: Virtual Evil (October 2007)
Book 3: Madman’s Dance (October 2008)

67 | Virtual Evil

Fisher.

Chief Inspector J.R. Fisher wasn’t just from Scotland Yard, he
was Special Branch. His presence on the pier was a bad sign.

“Good evening, Dr. Montrose,” Fisher said, nonplussed as usual.

“Of course, you would know each other, wouldn’t you?”
Bishop asked, looking back and forth between them. “The
explosives incident.”

A brusque nod from the chief inspector. “Precisely.”

In the awkward silence that followed, Bishop added, “I asked
Dr. Montrose to join me.”

Fisher grew pensive. “I wasn’t aware you were acquainted with
each other.”

“We weren’t until tonight. We met right before I received the
summons. As Dr. Montrose expressed interest in my line of
work, I thought it would be a good opportunity for him to
observe a case firsthand.”

The senior officer held his silence.

“If you prefer that I not be present, Chief Inspector, I will make
my way back to the boat and wait there until Dr. Bishop is
finished,” Alastair offered.

After pondering for a moment, Fisher shook his head. “On
the contrary, I believe you should be here, especially in light of
the situation.”

He waved them forward to a blanket-covered form some fifteen
feet away. “The night watchman checks the piers once every few
hours to ensure no one is messing about. A bit after nine, he noted
a small fire on top of one of them. He rowed out to investigate.”

Fisher gestured toward the burnt portion of the platform. “For
a time, he thought some of the watermen where having him on,
what with the fire and all. Then he saw the corpse.”

“Suicide?” Bishop asked.

“Not likely,” came the terse reply.

The senior officer knelt, then pulled the covering down to the
corpse’s waist. Details assailed Alastair’s mind: a young man with
red hair, thick build, shabby clothes.

“Is he the fellow who delivered the warning last evening?”
Fisher asked.

Alastair swallowed heavily. “Yes, it 1s.”

“The warning you spoke of at Sagamor’s?” Bishop asked.

Alastair nodded grimly.

The chief inspector rose to his feet. “The constable who first
examined the body found a scrap of newspaper in the dead man’s
hand. It was an article about the theft of the explosives. Both my
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and Sergeant Keats’ names were circled in what appears to be
blood. It’s why I was summoned.”

Bishop claimed a bull’s-eye lantern from one of the constables
and retreated some distance away. He swept the lantern back and
forth like he was signaling a distant ship. He tipped up loose
boards with the toe of his shoe, bending over to examine anything
that caught his interest.

“What you are doing?” Alastair asked.

“Searching the scene. I know the coppers do the same thing, but
I prefer to make my own examination. Often there is evidence left
behind. Unfortunately, this location is particularly unfriendly for
my purposes.” Bishop stopped at the edge of the pier and shone
the light on the water. “I wonder...”

The light illuminated off broken boards and other flotsam that
slapped against the pier. Alastair joined him, though a step back
from the edge. Alarmed when Bishop leaned further out, he
grabbed onto the man’s arm. “Careful!”

“Oh, right,” the doctor said, clearly oblivious to the danger. He
handed the lantern back to the nearest constable. Stripping off his
coat, Bishop knelt next to the body and then beckoned the
constable to move closer.

“Shine it on his head and slowly work your way down the body,”
Bishop ordered. Then he addressed Alastair, “I'll do a more
thorough examination in better surroundings, but at present I
wish to get a sense of what might have happened to the fellow.”

Bishop tilted the man’s head, displaying the gaping neck
wound. “Throat cut to the spine. No marks indicating strangu-
lation.” He gestured to Alastair. “Roll him toward you.”

Alastair knelt and did as commanded, feeling nauseous. The
body was not completely stiff.

“Ah, as I thought,” Bishop said. “You can let him back down again.”

“What were you looking for?”

“Blood. You note there isn’t much of it, other than the amount
soaked into his shirt. I would suspect he wasn’t killed here. He’s
cold, but that may be because of the ambient temperature. By
heavens, it’s chilly up here.”

As Bishop reached to pull the blanket off the bottom half of the
body, Alastair heard the constable shuffle backwards, the light
moving with him. Bishop looked up and sighed.

“Fetch the lantern, will you, Dr. Montrose?”

Alastair secured the light and illuminated the body. A moment
later, he heard Bishop spout, “My God. Did you find any of
the...parts?”
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“No,” Fisher replied tartly.

The constable hurried away. Before long, the air was pierced by
the sound of vigorous retching. Bile rose in Alastair’s throat. He
tried to keep his eyes above the bloodied mess that had once been
the man’s groin.

Bishop sent a look in his direction. “If you feel the need to join
the constable, please do so away from here. We have quite enough
contamination of the scene as it is.”

“No, I think I'll hold up,” Alastair replied, hoping his bravado
was a match for his stomach. A further round of retching indicated
another one of the Blue Bottles had found the emasculated corpse
too much to handle.

The first constable returned, issuing a hoarse apology.

“Can’t be helped, not with something like this,” Fisher replied.
“Find us more blankets and some rope so we can secure the body
before we lower it over the side.”

The constable hiked away at a brisk pace, no doubt pleased to
be doing something that didn’t involve staring at the dead man.

Fisher watched him depart. “There’s something else you must
see.” He beckoned and they followed him. Near a charred section of
the platform where the fire had been built, they found a long line of
blood with an arrow at the end. It pointed across the Thames toward
the white fortress and the portcullis near the waterline.

“So that’s why he chose this location,” Bishop said.

“I'm not following you,” Alastair admitted.

Bishop pointed. “Traitor’s Gate. The killer is leaving us a message.”

“I fear so,” Fisher said.

Bishop let out a deep breath. He slowly revolved in a complete
circle, staring out into the darkness. “Your murderer is thumbing
his nose at you, Chief Inspector. The victim was killed elsewhere,
but hauled all the way out here to make a statement. He wasn’t
just dumped, but mutilated and a fire purposely set to attract the
watchman’s attention. The body would have been found in the
morning for certain, but the killer wanted to orchestrate when you
made the discovery. He is, in essence, saying that he can bloody
well go anywhere he wants without fear of being caught.”

“Sounds like Flaherty,” Fisher muttered.

“Sounds like the Ripper, as well.”

Alastair’s observation earned him instant scrutiny from the
other two men. He knew what was required of him, no matter
what the consequences. “I wish to be an active part of this investi-
gation, gentlemen. I owe it to the dead man. His decency may have
cost him his life.”
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Fisher and Bishop exchanged looks. “I have no objections,” the
chief inspector replied.

“Neither do I,” Bishop added. “I would appreciate the assistance. I
should have a report by late morning, Chief Inspector.”

“Excellent. Good evening, Doctors.” Fisher tipped his hat and
strode away, barking orders that sent constables scurrying in
different directions like panicked sheep.

“It will take some time before the body is delivered. I would suggest
you get some sleep,” Bishop said, pulling a card from his pocket. “T'll
be at this address at one, no...two in the morning. That should allow
plenty of time for them to move the poor sod to Spitalfields.”

Alastair stuck the card in his coat pocket. “Aren’t you going
back now?”

“No. I want to stay here while they move him.”

“I shall be there at the appointed time.”

Bishop took another look around. “What a place to leave a body.
There’s a cunning mind behind this murder. Is that what you'd
expect of this anarchist?”

“He’s cunning; that we've seen. But this is...” Alastair grew pensive.
“I'd expect a man like him to cut the fellow’s throat and leave him in
an alley, not bring him here. That involved too much risk.”

“Why would that be any more risky than obtaining explosives?”
Bishop asked.

“All he needs to do is sit quietly until the time comes to set them
off. Why taunt the coppers?”

“To feel superior?”

“Perhaps,” Alastair replied. “I'm not sure.”

“Well, get some rest. We'll meet in a few hours and see what
this fellow can tell us.”

As Alastair climbed down the ladder, he decided sleep was not
needed. Keats had to know. Perhaps this news would drive him out
of London and into the safe shelter of his family in Canterbury.
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“You didn’t appear too shocked,” Keats remarked, eyes closing
as he sank deeper into the chair.

Cynda removed her outer garments before answering. “That
isn’t the first orgy I've attended.”

Her companion’s eyes flew open. “You mean you’ve actually—"

“No, no. Just watched.”

“Oh.”
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He was at a loss for something to say, a rarity. “You've been to
one of her parties as Sir Galahad, then?”

A reluctant nod. “It was a few years back. Once I realized what
the Pucks were all about, I left as quickly as I could. It is not
proper for a policeman to be at such a thing.”

Doubly so for a Scotland Yard copper.

“Will you get in trouble for being there tonight?”

He was silent for a time, staring at the fire. “I hope not,” he
replied in a guarded tone. “The sort who attend Nicci’s parties are
not the kind to talk about it.”

His uncertainty put her on edge. “How does she know what you
actually look like?”

“We were introduced before, at a more conventional party. I
failed to alter my voice when she met me as Galahad. She’s very
astute.” His eyes weren’t meeting hers now. There was more to
this story.

“Why didn’t you go en mirage tonight?”

He gave a one-shouldered shrug, still staring into the fire. “It
didn’t occur to me until it was too late.”

You're a lousy liar, Mr. Keats.

“Who is the Satyr?” she asked, remembering how much the
strange figure had unnerved her.

His eyes returned to hers. “I don’t know. I'd never seen him
before this evening.”

“Would Nicci know?”

“Probably.” He thought for a moment and then shook his head.
“No, you cannot ask her. Do not go back there. It is clear that neither
Nicci nor the butler is to be trusted. You could find yourself in the
midst of those debaucheries. You heard her; next time you are
expected to participate. They will insist, even by force.”

She waved his protest aside. “I have no intention of going
back there.”

“Good.” He noticeably relaxed. “Then that’s settled.”

So you'd like to think.

“That wonderful book you brought me is in my study. I'm just
too weary to fetch it. Would you get it for me, please?”

“Sure.”

Cynda entered the small room and lit the gas lamp. Her eyes
skipped over the maps on the wall adorned with a myriad of
colorful pushpins: Keats’ unique method of tracking crime within
London. Neat stacks of newspapers sat on the desk.

A tidy room, a tidy mind.

As she hunted for the items, she noted a magazine article in the
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center of the desk entitled, How To Determine the Perfect Wife
Through Facial Analysis: Ten Points to Consider. She snickered
until she saw his penciled notation in the margin.

Jacynda — 9 points out of 10.

“Oh, great.” She was on the sergeant’s short list.

He called from the other room, “Did you find it?”

“Ah, yes, I did,” she said, grabbing the book. “Just admiring
your, um, maps.” Her mind was awhirl. She was becoming too
embedded in this time period. Rovers roved. They didn’t stay put
and marry up-and-coming detective-sergeants.

She returned to the front room, a weight on her shoulders.
Keats shot her a quizzical look. Had he sent her in there on
purpose, knowing she’d see the magazine?

“I've quite enjoyed the story,” he remarked, “providing I can
stay awake to read.”

“Glad to hear it.” It was time to leave before the conversation
veered in a more serious direction, like it had that time at the
boarding house when he’d proposed marriage. Though he’d
seemed oddly relieved when she’d refused his offer, that subject
clearly hadn’t been put to rest yet.

Cynda donned her hat and mantelet. Her host’s eyes were
closed again.

“Keats.” No response.

“Jonathon?”

The eyes blinked open.

“You need to lock the door behind me.”

He struggled to his feet.

“Has Alastair seen you recently?”

A nod.

“Did he say everything was fine?”

Another nod.

“You just look so tired.”

“I am.” After a moment’s hesitation, he added, “There is
something you should know, since Nicci made an allegation.”

“Which is?”

He cleared his throat for effect. “I am most certainly not a virgin.”

She grinned. “I never believed you were.”
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As she descended to street level, Cynda heard the locks engage.
Once inside a hansom, she sent it south toward her hotel at
Charing Cross. Something wasn’t right with Keats. He had fallen
asleep in the coach on the way back to his rooms, leaning against
Cynda’s shoulder. He’d murmured a word once or twice, but
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nothing more. He hadn’t even ventured, like Alastair accidentally
had on the return trip from Colney Hatch—the incident that had
led to her discovery of the shifters. Instead, Keats just snored
away like he hadn’t had a wink of sleep in the last few days.

Why didn’t you shift? It would have been perfectly acceptable
under the circumstances. Keats’ half-hearted claim of forget-
fulness was just b.s.

Then it came to her in a flash.

She’d treated him with twenty-first century technology the
night the Irishman had bashed in his skull, saving him from a
choice between blindness or death. In her haste to help him, she
may have somehow compromised his ability to shift. It had been a
decision she’d not thought twice about.

Until now.
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SATURDAY, 13 OCTOBER, 1888

Satyr was currently en mirage in one of the two forms that
Hugo Effington knew. Like an actor changing characters between
scenes, he switched forms at will to keep his quarry off guard. It
was highly amusing—Effington actually thought he was a
thespian and all this was makeup. The truth would have made the
fellow wet himself.

The bully was always easy to locate: he was either at one of his
warehouses, at his club, or warming some tart’s bed. As of late,
there’d been less of the latter as the funds grew tight.

He could tell the moment Effington spied him. There was a
slight hitch in the man’s gait.

“Good evening, Hugo,” Satyr said, knowing how he hated the name.

“What the hell do you want?”

Satyr fell in step, keenly aware of the man’s hulking menace.
Effington was prone to employ his fists rather than his brains. If
he got his hands around your neck, there was little you could do.

Unless you were Lead Assassin.

“How is the project progressing?” Satyr asked evenly.

“It 1s moving forward. I told you that a few days ago.”

“All will be ready in time?”

“Yes.”

“Is the Irishman behaving himself?”

“Yes. You've got him by the bollocks; he has no choice.”

“Much like you.”

His companion’s gait faltered again. “What do you really want?”

“I heard there was an incident at your party last evening.”

Effington’s forehead took on a sheen, though the night was chilly.
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“It was nothing,” he replied. “The police are sorting it out.”

“Who was the assassin?”

“T don’t know. He was not on the guest list.”

“So how did he get in?”

A noticeable pause, which told Satyr that a lie was in the making.

“The butler admitted him. I sacked the fellow for it,”
Effington replied.

“Really?” Satyr inquired. “Was your butler always so...inefficient?”

Effington didn’t respond.

“I see,” Satyr said. “You asked what I want: find out the identity
of the assassin and where I might locate him.”

Although a man of bulk, Effington stopped instantly in his
tracks. “He’s in jail.”

“No, he’s not. He escaped overnight.”

Effington turned pale. “Good God. I won’t be a party to murder.”

“Oh, don’t trouble yourself, Hugo. Right now, murder is the
least of your worries.”

Satyr executed a one-eighty and headed in the other direction,
ears pricked toward any sudden movement behind him. Instead,
he heard Effington swearing under his breath and stomping away.
When a hansom rolled by, Satyr turned and watched as Hugo
hailed it down and jumped inside, issuing a torrent of abuse at the
hapless jarvey.

He’s an absolute barbarian.

A thought sprang into his mind, causing him to smile. When the
time came for Hugo Effington to shuffle off this mortal coil—which
would be soon—Satyr knew the perfect ending for such a vile man.

All I need is a bit of tinder...
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Cynda stared at the gaudy tinplate ceiling above her bed,
counting the individual tile squares in each direction as their
images wavered in the firelight.

Seventeen by twelve equals...

No clue. She tried again. Still nothing.

“Two hundred and four,” Mr. Spider offered, perched atop the
wooden headboard.

“Thanks,” she muttered. It was a sad day when your halluci-
nations had to do the math for you. Lately, she found herself
thinking about how to lace her boots, walk down stairs. She’'d
hoped the respite in Victorian England would mitigate some of the
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time lag. It hadn’t. She was one step away from forced retirement,
despite her boss’ claims to the contrary.

The evening had set her nerves on edge, robbing her of needed
sleep. Transitives like Keats and the Wescombs didn’t trouble her.
They were benign. The Pucks, on the other hand, were like
piranhas that lurked in the shadowy depths, waiting for you to
wade into the water so they could devour you a bite at a time.

She forced her mind back to Defoe. How to find a time traveler
who doesn’t want to be found? He wasn’t like the tourists. They
didn’t stray very far. He could be anywhere. He could even be back
in 2057, and Morrisey might not know.

“Or he could be preparing for another assassination attempt,”
her delusion suggested helpfully.

“Thanks,” she grumbled.

She thumped her pillow in aggravation, further fueling her
desire to flip open the interface and vanish. That’s how she’d
always dealt with the restless feelings—keep on the move.

Despite her increasing delusions, she couldn’t bail out of the job
when she returned to ’057. Morrisey had paid for her medical care
after she’d been knifed by Dalton Mimes, a rogue tourist. She
owed Morrisey.

Which is probably why he saved me. He was adept at manipu-
lating people.

She flopped onto her back, staring at the ceiling again. A quick
look up at the headboard revealed that Mr. Spider was gone.

I can’t even maintain a decent hallucination.

Her interface erupted underneath the pillow, sending
vibrations into her molars. She pulled it out and popped open the
cover, hoping it wouldn’t require her to get out of bed. A couple of
quick stem winds activated the screen.

Glowing letters marched across the dial like iridescent ants.

TPB has issued an official recall for Defoe.
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The nondescript brick building near Bishopsgate Police Station
had most likely been used as a warehouse in a previous
incarnation. The only thing that made it different from its
neighbors was the constable standing at the door.

“Sir?” the fellow asked, his voice betraying his boredom.

“I'm Dr. Montrose,” Alastair said. “Dr. Bishop is expecting me.”

“Right you are, sir. He’s inside.”
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“Thank you, Constable.” Had Keats once drawn duty like this?
Surely he had. Still, it was hard to imagine his friend breaking up
fights and hauling drunks to jail.

To Alastair’s surprise, the building’s interior was nearly one
hundred feet square, accessed by a set of twin doors. Lit by ceiling-
mounted gas lamps, the room emitted a sharp, antiseptic smell,
counterpointed by the earthy odor of fresh sawdust rising from the
floor. Countless footprints marred the uneven surface. An
examining table sat directly under two of the lamps, currently
occupied by a sheet-draped form. Nearby, Reuben Bishop looked
up from sorting a mound of instruments.

“Ah, there you are. Any difficulty finding the place?”

“No. I've been by here before. I had no notion it was a morgue.”

“There are a couple of us who use the building. I occasionally
teach classes here, in the vain attempt to entice more students
into the profession.”

“May I ask..” Alastair hesitated, unsure how his question
might be received.

“Go on.”

“Why are you not affiliated with St. Mary’s, or one of the other
institutions?”

Bishop weighed his reply. “That’s a fair question. I'm a bit of a
maverick, and I can irritate the hell out of certain people. I find I
work best outside the framework of an institution, though I have
no qualms about St. Mary’s.”

“You work alone, then?”

“For the most part.”

Then why do you want me here?

“Why does Scotland Yard use your services instead of the Home
Office coroner?”

“You are full of questions this morning.” Reuben moved a knife
from one position to another. “Did you get some rest?”

Noting that the doctor had not answered his query, Alastair
dropped the subject. “Instead of rest, I decided I should let my
friend Keats know of Ahearn’s death.”

“How did he take it?”

“He wasn’t at home. No doubt he’s on the streets, pushing
himself when he should be recovering. I fear complications will
arise if he doesn’t obtain proper rest.”

“Some of us are more driven than others. Personally, I relish
nothing more than a leisurely Sunday in bed, preferably with
entertaining company.” Bishop waggled an eyebrow.

Alastair chuckled. “I can’t afford entertaining company.”
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“Every man can afford a mistress,” Bishop replied.

“Not this one.”

“Well, while you were attempting to be a loyal friend, a
constable located this fellow’s priest and he identified the body.
Apparently, the deceased’s wife is with child, and it was felt that
it was best she not see her husband in such a condition.”

“A decent precaution.” Alastair removed his hat and coat,
hanging them on pegs near Bishop’s own. He rolled up his sleeves
and scrubbed vigorously in the basin of clear water nearby.

“Most don’t believe it worthwhile to clean themselves before
they conduct a post-mortem. You do. That bodes well, Doctor.”

The praise felt genuine. “Please call me Alastair.”

“Reuben,” was the instant reply, accompanied by a smile. “You
said you'd attended a post-mortem in the past?”

“Yes. I watched a few in medical school.”

“Well, I do them a bit different than most, so please bear with me.”

“I shall.”

“Remove the sheet from our poor deceased friend, obtain his
height and estimate his weight, make note of any injuries, bruises
and such.”

Alastair pulled off the sheet, setting it aside. Gazing at the dead
man’s face and the bloody gash beneath his chin, he murmured,
“May God have mercy on your soul.”

“Amen,” Reuben replied and returned to sorting instruments.

Hours later, Alastair stood in the open doorway, stretching his
hands over his head to ease the cramp in his back. The audible
crack he elicited did nothing to rouse the dozing constable, still
leaning against the brick wall. That had to be an acquired skill.

In the distance, Alastair heard the clock at the Black Eagle
Brewery tolling the hour. Six. Just near dawn. He watched an
older woman hurrying along with a basketful of fresh flowers,
then a lad bent nearly double by the heavy bag of newspapers he
had to sell. It reminded him of Davy Butler. He’d not seen much
of the boy and his mother in the last couple days. Probably best to
check on them to ensure her lung infection had cleared properly.
Then there was Lord Wescomb’s referral. It seemed his days were
filling up, even without the clinic.

Alastair was weary but mentally invigorated. Wescomb had
been correct—Reuben Bishop was an excellent instructor. The
post-mortem had unfolded at a snail’s pace, yet he had learned
more in these few hours than he felt his mind capable of grasping.

Behind him, Reuben penned notes at a battered desk. “Once 1
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am finished, I would like you to review the document. I want to
ensure that I did not overlook anything.”

“T doubt you did. You are the most thorough of individuals.”

“It may not seem so once I am called to give testimony at the
inquest.”

Quietly closing the door so as not to rouse the snoring constable,
Alastair returned to the corpse, arranging the sheet over what
remained. They had examined every major organ, including the
brain and lungs, dissected the heart, the liver, and removed the
stomach and intestines. In many ways, they had completed the
mutilation the killer had begun.

Reuben blotted the final sheet of paper and handed the pages to
Alastair. Leaning against the wall, as there was no chair
available, he studied the report.

As he read of the injuries, images paraded through his mind.
Single, lateral incision to the neck, severing the left carotid artery,
resulting in syncope, the drop in blood pressure that led to the
victim’s demise. Extinction of life came shortly thereafter, secondary
to massive blood loss. Bruising on the right shoulder. Genital
mutilation conducted post-mortem. Incisions were neat, indicative of
an assailant who had experience with dissection. Last meal was of
potatoes and beef. Lesions on lungs indicative of early-stage
tuberculosis, evidence of healed burns on both legs. Time of death
estimated sometime between five and eight in the evening.

“I have no issues with the report,” Alastair said, placing it on
the table.

“Excellent. If you are amenable, I would like to include your
name on it.”

Alastair hesitated. “I'm not sure, to be honest. If T sign the report, I
may be called as a witness. It would deeply trouble me if my somehow
inadequate testimony allows this fellow’s murderer to go free.”

Reuben nodded sagely. “That, you see, is the cross we bear for
peering inside God’s handiwork. If we are inadequate to the task, an
innocent may hang or a killer go free. It is a sobering responsibility.”

Should he sign? Ahearn had gambled more than his reputation
when he’d delivered the warning. It was only fair that Alastair
saw this through to the end. He took up the pen and added his
name to the report.

Reuben beamed. “Well done. You've taken a decisive step
toward a new career, should you decide to pursue it. I've seen
physicians refuse to sign the forms, fearful it would somehow
damage their careers should they be required to substantiate
their claims in court. You seem not to suffer from that malady.”
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“My career is already at sea. Besides,” Alastair motioned
toward the corpse, “he deserves justice.”

“You will be compensated for your assistance in this case.”

“I hadn’t anticipated that. That’s very generous.”

“Don’t be too grateful. We don’t get that much per case.” Reuben
smirked. “Certainly not enough to support a mistress.”

He pointed at the pages. “This is a dull recitation of facts. For
the moment, let us consider who would most fit the profile of our
murderer, given his expertise with the knife.”

“Expertise?”

“A single slice, perfectly aligned to sever the artery,” his
companion observed. “No digging around or hacking like an
amateur. This fellow has experience in swift executions, whether
of livestock or people.”

“T agree,” Alastair replied. “There was minimal bruising on the
body other than the right shoulder.”

“Yet the victim was not beaten senseless, then dispatched. That
implies he knew his killer.”

“Flaherty,” Alastair murmured.

Reuben leaned forward. “You mentioned the Whitechapel killer
while we were on the pier. Do you believe this to be his handiwork?”

Alastair shook his head, and then frowned. Perhaps he was
overly fixated on the anarchist. “At least I don’t believe s0.”

“Why?” Reuben had asked that question countless times during
the post-mortem, pushing Alastair to think through each new
finding, each blanket statement he made. In his own way, Reuben
was rehearsing for the inquest.

“As far as we know, all of the Whitechapel murder victims were
female. They were strangled before their throats were cut. This
fellow’s hyoid bone was not crushed, though it did show signs of
being nicked by a sharp instrument. He was not disemboweled.”

“Your conclusion?”

“I do not believe it is the same man. Flaherty...” He caught
himself. “Whoever wielded the knife wanted Ahearn to feel the
blade as it cut his throat. He wanted him to suffer. Yet, he was
castrated after death, which makes little sense.” Alastair stifled a
yawn with the back of his hand.

“Cutting a throat is much quieter,” Reuben remarked, drawing
his finger dramatically across his neck. “If someone intended to
remove my privates, I would be shouting so loud they could hear
me in Mile End.”

“Not a total sadist, or at least a cautious one.”

“Come, let’s rouse the constable and make sure the body is
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tended to. Then I'll make copies of this report before we hand it to
the proper people.”

“Do you always do that?” Alastair asked, surprised.

“Yes. Proper recordkeeping is just as important as good forensic
technique. You'd be amazed at how often papers get lost, on
purpose or otherwise.”

This time, Alastair’s yawn broke free. “I apologize.”

Reuben contributed one of his own. “A good night’s work,
Doctor. You have definite potential.”

Alastair nodded wearily at the compliment. He paused at the
doorway and gave the shrouded corpse one last look.

What if that were Keats lying there? Would he have been able
to cast aside his emotions and perform the final medical rite upon
his friend?

Dear God, never let it come to that.

Satyr and his superior pulled their chairs up to the laden
breakfast table.

“Magnificent spread,” the Ascendant observed. “What news of Miss
Lassiter? I did not note an article in the paper reporting her demise.”

“She 1is still alive,” Satyr said, for the moment ignoring the
sausages. “There are mitigating circumstances.”

“Such as?”

“T shall get to that in a moment. You should be aware that I
attended one of Nicci’s gatherings last evening.”

The Ascendant sighed. “Another one of Miss Hallcox’s
bacchanals, I gather?” Satyr nodded. “I do wish the Pucks would
learn to restrain themselves.”

“Not likely.”

“You'd say that, of course. You're one of the worst, Mr. S.”

Satyr executed a lecherous smile. “I enjoy life.”

“You know my dislike of such behavior; I have lectured you on
that often enough. How does this relate to Miss Lassiter?”

Satyr gave his report of the party and its unexpected guests.
Only after completing it did he reach for the sausages and eggs.

The Ascendant dabbed at his mouth with a linen napkin.
“Sergeant Keats, you say? Why would the man not be en mirage?
That is most intriguing.”

“That was a puzzle. From his startled reaction, I suspect he did
not know a gathering was in progress.”
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“Ah, that might be it.” The Ascendant placed the napkin into his
lap. “T surmise the only reason the previous Ascendant allowed Miss
Hallcox to play her games is that he received sexual favors from her.”

“He did,” Satyr replied, “and that made him vulnerable to her
blackmail.”

A knowing nod. “I shall not make the same mistake. Deliver my
personal warning that she is not to have further contact with
anyone at Scotland Yard. She must fall in line, or pay the price.”

Satyr quirked an eyebrow. That would be an interesting kill.
His mind began running through potential scenarios.

Unaware of Satyr’s mental foreplay, the Ascendant continued,
“As to Miss Lassiter, end her life today, will you? Make it look like
an accident.”

“On the contrary, sir, I heartily recommend you allow the
woman more time to find the fellow who tried to kill me. She is
tenacious. If she does not uncover him, I can fulfill the contract. If
she does, then I'll kill them both.”

The Ascendant’s brow furrowed. “I am not sure if I agree with
your suggestion. Like the proverbial cat, Miss Lassiter appears to
have nine lives, and if she continues in her investigations she may
cripple our efforts.”

“T would not let her get that close, sir.”

“I find it remarkable how you seek to delay the inevitable when
it comes to this woman.”

Satyr opted for honesty. “I will sincerely regret the day Miss
Lassiter 1s no longer among us. I sense there is more to her story than
we perceive. To that end, I would prefer not to rush her execution.”

“You must do better than that, Mr. S. You are sounding
almost...sentimental.”

“The assassin called Miss Lassiter a fool. From her reaction, I
swear she knew him.”

“Troubling,” Ascendant replied. It was one of his favorite words.
He dumped three lumps of sugar into his tea and stirred it while
he thought. He was not an impulsive man, not like their previous
leader, which meant he’d probably last longer. “Very well, let Miss
Lassiter live for the time being.”

“Perhaps this new menace, as you call him, may just terminate
her for us.”

“That would be ideal. The perfect kill is when the blood is on
someone else’s hands.”

“You sound like an assassin,” Satyr said with some amusement.

“That is a compliment from someone of your accomplishments.”

“Thank you, sir.” His hand wavered over the choice of
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marmalade or fresh grape preserves. He chose the latter. It was
always good to embrace new experiences.

“Keep an eye on Sergeant Keats. Should he become troublesome,
do the honors...as Flaherty, of course. In that way we can assure he
will have no mercy from the police when the time comes.”

“Indeed, sir,” Satyr replied.

The Ascendant changed direction, as he often did without
warning. “What of the Irishman?”

“He continues his tasks. I did have to remove one of his
subordinates. The fellow was trying to find the girl and getting too
close for my comfort. I used him as an example for some associates
I am training at present.”

“Excellent,” the Ascendant replied, nodding his approval.
“What of Hastings? How is he managing The Conclave?”

“Fairly well. Dr. Montrose remains a thorn in his side.”

“No doubt. And Mr. Livingston?”

“He’s quiescent. Nothing much out of him. Nothing that ruffles
Hastings’ feathers, at least.”

“That troubles me. Quiet men hatch plots.”

“I have someone watching him,” Satyr replied. Someone he
would never suspect. “I had a word in Effington’s ear last night.”

“Is he staying in line?”

“At present. I don’t trust him. Mrs. Effington went missing
right after the party. From what I overheard at the jail, the police
believe she committed suicide in the Thames.”

That stopped the Ascendant in mid-chew. He washed down the
food with a gulp of tea. “How extraordinary. Do you think perhaps
the assassin was after Effington instead of you, and that she
assisted in some manner?”

Satyr felt affronted. “I doubt it.” He lifted the toast halfway to
his mouth and then paused. “Oh, and that office manager Trimble
met with a hideous end.”

“What sort?”

“His body, or what’s left of it, will be found on the train tracks near
Brixton Station. A suicide. Or at least that’s the way it will appear.”

“How dreadful,” the Ascendant replied with false sincerity.
“Anything else I should know?”

“We're out of toast,” Satyr replied.

“Then do ring the bell, will you?”
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Scotland Yard was a rat’s nest of constables, detectives
and inspectors, all entombed in a mausoleum of paperwork.
In stark contrast, the interior of Chief Inspector Fisher’s
office confirmed that its occupant possessed an ordered mind.
Stacks of paper were arranged in neat columns along one
wall. The desk was immaculate, and the single window clean
enough to allow a few rays of muted sunlight to make their
way inside.

As he waited in the relative quiet of the office, Alastair glanced
at his companion. Reuben looked exhausted, but a twinkle still
resided in his eyes. There were footsteps outside the door, voices,
and then the senior police officer entered the room.

“Sergeant Keats will not return to work anytime soon. That is
all I am willing to say on the matter, Inspector.”

Now that he knew the conversation was about his friend,
Alastair turned to study the large man standing at the door.

“Shirking his duty, I'd bet,” the fellow said. “Like as not he’s
with some whore in a knocking shop, banging away and bragging
about his exploits. You don’t see him for what he is, sir. I do. He’s
nothing more than a puffed-up garden gnome—"

Alastair rose from his seat. “You must be Inspector Ramsey.
Keats has spoken of you...repeatedly.”

Ramsey expelled an explosive grunt. “I can just imagine what
that pretty boy has to say.”

“As Sergeant Keats’ physician, I assure you that his head injury
precludes such vigorous activity.”

A snort. “I doubt it. He’s a clever one. Likes to play his games.”

The chief inspector interjected, “I will inform you when Keats is
ready to return to duty, Inspector. That will be all.”
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The glare deepened. “As you wish.” The door thumped closed
behind him.

Fisher sank into his chair as the sound of receding boots filled
the hall. “I can’t leave the two of them in the same room, they so
detest each other.”

Alastair took his seat. “It is easy to see why. You'd think the
inspector would have the good sense to acknowledge that Keats is
his intellectual superior.”

“Not every case is solved by outsmarting the criminal. There
are times when plodders like Ramsey have their place. If T could
only get Keats to see that.”

Reuben sniggered. “Plodders,” he murmured. “I never thought
I'd hear you employ that word, Chief Inspector.”

An arched eyebrow. “I'm aware of what the public thinks of us, Dr.
Bishop. I read the papers. Punch, in particular, seems to delight in
rendering us as inefficient, bumbling morons. I grow weary of it.”

“Then let us help you,” Reuben said, pointing toward the papers
in the center of Fisher’s desk. “Our report on the Ahearn post-
mortem lies just there.”

The chief inspector pulled the papers closer and read each
without comment. To keep himself occupied, Alastair tried to
disconnect a loose thread from the cuff of his coat. The cuff was
wearing thin, even though this was his best suit. He disliked the
idea, but he would have to spend a portion of the money Cynda
had given him on a new coat, if only to maintain a professional
appearance during his hospital duties. He dared not give his
superiors further cause for displeasure.

“Death caused by syncope secondary to the severing of the left
carotid artery,” Fisher recited. “Mutilations to the genitalia were
conducted post-mortem.” He leaned into his chair, tenting his
fingers in front of him. “Well, that is a blessing, at least.”

“If there can be a blessing in a man’s death,” Reuben replied.

A solemn nod from the chief inspector. “Your report states you
believe the killer is right-handed.”

“Indeed. The killing stroke was clean and sure, from the front,
the cut deeper on the right. He knew what he was about. I would
hazard a guess that he’s a slaughterman or a butcher.”

“A butcher, no doubt, whether by trade or avocation,” Fisher
remarked. “I appreciate your work on this, Dr. Bishop.” The
chief inspector’s eyes darted to the other man. “And yours as
well, Dr. Montrose.”

The chief inspector stood, signaling Alastair and his companion
to do the same.
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As the doctors reached the door, Fisher added, “Flaherty was
once employed on a cattle boat. According to a few of our sources,
he can kill and gut a cow faster than any man out there.”

“It may be that his talent is not confined to animals,” Reuben
observed.

“Does Keats know about this?” Fisher asked.

“No, not yet,” Alastair replied, not caring to reveal that the
sergeant was willfully disobeying orders. “I shall see him this
afternoon and relate the news.” And give him a piece of my mind.

To Alastair’s surprise, Fisher accompanied them outside the
building and into the courtyard. Noise poured out of the Rising
Sun, a nearby pub.

“Excuse me, but I need to speak to Dr. Montrose...in private,”
Fisher explained.

Reuben accepted the abrupt dismissal with a graceful tip of his
hat. “As you wish.” With a nod toward Alastair, he set off.

“Walk with me a bit, will you, Doctor? We need to discuss a
matter out of the earshot of Scotland Yard,” Fisher said.

They covered a considerable distance before the chief inspector
spoke again.

“Are you aware of the attempted assassination the other night?”

“I seem to remember hearing something about it,” Alastair evaded.

“There’s scant mention of it in the papers, though that will
surely change once the Fourth Estate learns more of the details.”

“Why does this concern me, Chief Inspector?”

“Because your Miss Lassiter was involved. She was the one who
kept the assassin from completing his task.”

Jacynda had not mentioned that stray detail. “Tell me what
happened,” Alastair said, steeling himself for what would follow.
He listened to the chief inspector’s tale in consternation, growing
more agitated with each passing moment.

“As if that wasn’t astounding enough,” Fisher continued, “the
assailant vanished from his cell the very moment Miss Lassiter
came to visit him.”

That he already knew, but it came as little consolation. Why
hadn’t she told him the whole story?

Fisher’s tone turned flinty. “This is all very troubling, Doctor.
What do you know about this woman?”

“That she is from New York,” was Alastair’s guarded reply.

“And?” Fisher prodded.

“Very little else, Chief Inspector.” At least nothing you'd believe.

“Could she be involved with anarchists?”

Alastair worked to keep his tone neutral. “I doubt that very much.”
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“Well, to resolve my curiosity, I shall be sending an enquiry to
America to learn more about her business here in London.”

“T do not feel she poses a threat, Chief Inspector. She is more a
well-meaning busybody, if anything.” Alastair could only imagine
Jacynda’s response to that description.

“I see. Nevertheless, on the more critical matter, if this would-
be assassin is one of yours, he must be returned to our custody in
short order.”

Alastair’s chest tightened. So that was the purpose of this little
chat. “Who do you believe was the target?”

“The odds-on favorite was the prince, which should indicate to
you the degree of pressure we are under. I have already been
called in front of Police Commissioner Warren, twice, lest I fail to
comprehend the gravity of the situation. The Queen is demanding
answers. Prisoners do not simply disappear from jail cells, Doctor.
It’s not done.”

What a disaster. “I shall speak to my counterparts to see if they
know anything of this incident,” Alastair said, his mind reeling.

“Do that. I will not tolerate assassins of any stripe, be they
Irish, American or otherwise. I intend to convey that message to
Lord Wescomb as well, in the strongest possible terms.”

“I understand.”

Fisher relaxed slightly. “Do you have any notion why Miss
Lassiter always seems to be in the middle of significant events?”

“To be honest, Chief Inspector, I believe she seeks to be in just
such places.”

A shake of the head. “Extraordinary,” Fisher muttered before
hiking in the direction of Scotland Yard.

“Foolhardy is a better word,” Alastair said softly.
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Keats’ door opened to a narrow chink. The resident gave
Alastair a bleary-eyed stare, creasing into a deep frown. His right
hand held a partially obscured truncheon.

“What do you want?”

“I have some news,” Alastair replied, mindful of the neighbors.

Keats continued to eye him warily. “Prove you are truly
Alastair.”

“We proposed marriage to the same woman, and were both denied.”

Clearly disgruntled, Keats jammed the truncheon into the
umbrella stand near the door and waved his friend in.
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The doctor engaged the locks as Keats sank into his chair.
“Where were you last night?” Alastair asked.

“Umm...I...spent some time with Jacynda.”

“I didn’t think you were well enough to court,” Alastair
replied briskly.

“I wasn’t courting her. She had questions about the Transitives,
and I was attempting to be of assistance.”

I should’ve known she’d try that. Alastair glowered. “Would this
have something to do with Jacynda’s involvement in foiling an
assassination?”

“So you’ve heard about all that, have you?”

“Not from her—she was scant on details when we last spoke.
Fisher told me everything, including what happened at the police
station. He is convinced the fellow is one of ours, as he put it.”

Keats groaned. “He may be right. Given the mysterious circum-
stances of the escape, I suspect it was a Virtual.”

Alastair’s mouth dropped open. “Do you mean to say they
really exist?”

Keats nodded.

“Well, that might explain why there are times that I have
sensed someone on the street, but been unable to pinpoint the
source. Most unnerving.”

“Oh, they’re around. I've never met one, at least not that I'm
aware of.” He scratched near his bandage. “So what brings you to
my doorstep in such a disagreeable mood? “

Alastair sat in the chair nearest the fire, warming his hands
and doing his best to snuff out the flash of jealousy that had
nearly overtaken him a moment ago. He and the sergeant had
agreed to undertake a friendly rivalry for Jacynda’s affections.
Now that it was playing out, he disliked the bargain intensely.

“Johnny Ahearn is dead,” he finally replied. “His body was
found on one of the Tower Bridge piers last evening.”

“My God.” Keats shook his head in dismay. “He has a wife.
She’s pregnant with their first child. He told me he was selling
information so he could afford to move his family out of
Rotherhithe to somewhere less...” Keats’ voice faltered. “Damn.”
He wiped the back of his hand over his mouth, staring into the
fire. A thin wisp of smoke curled upward from the flames.

“How did he die?” he asked.

“His throat was cut and his genitals mutilated.”

Keats’ face flushed with anger. “That bastard Flaherty!”

“He may not be the killer,” Alastair said, echoing Reuben’s caution.

“Of course he was. The man’s a vile beast. I swear I will see him
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hang at Newgate for this!”

“l assisted at the post-mortem this morning,” Alastair
continued, ignoring his friend’s outburst. “He died quickly. The
mutilations occurred after his death.”

“You? Why were you involved?”

The doctor related his encounter with Reuben Bishop and the
events that led to his time on the bridge pier.

Keats’ anger faded into sadness. “That brings me some comfort,
at least. I have heard Fisher speak well of Dr. Bishop.”

Alastair took a breath and slowly let it trickle out. “As a friend,
I implore you to leave London.”

“So you can have more time with Jacynda, I suppose?” Keats
delivered with a flippant smirk.

His weak attempt at humor sliced to the bone. “I don’t want to
be the one to tell her you got your throat cut,” Alastair retorted.

The sergeant leaned back in his chair with a lengthy sigh.
“Perhaps I shall visit my family in Kent,” he said in a low voice.
“It would be advantageous to all.”

Their eyes met. “I should go. I have a patient to call on,”
Alastair said as he rose. “Send a note round to my boarding house
if you decide to leave. If not, I'll come see you tomorrow.”

A nod. “When is Ahearn’s funeral? I'd like to arrange a donation
to the widow. I don’t want her to have to walk the streets to put
food in her child’s mouth.”

“I can handle that for you.”

A smile of relief. “Thank you.”

Alastair reached the door, and then turned. The sergeant was
watching him through bloodshot eyes. “Have you been resting?”

“It’s been hard. My head hurts too much.”

“You are taking the headache powders?”

“Yes.”

“Then let me put it bluntly: stop being a fool and allow yourself
time to heal, do you understand? There are others at the Yard who
can find Flaherty.”

“Ramsey couldn’t find his arse with both hands!”

“Inspector Ramsey isn’t the only one at the Yard,” Alastair
shot back.

Keats sagged further in his chair. “I suppose it doesn’t matter
either way. I still can’t go en mirage.”

“Just allow yourself time to heal. I spoke with Lord and Lady
Wescomb about your problem, and they said it often accompanies a
head injury. Rest is the best cure.” Alastair paused. “I do have one
further request. If you have any influence with Jacynda, please try
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to have her be more circumspect. She ignores my pleadings.”

“As she does mine,” Keats commiserated. “She is keen to find
the missing assassin for some reason or another.”

“Jacynda’s always keen to find something or someone. She’s not
using her head.”

Keats let out a bitter laugh. “Who are we to talk? I am hunting
a monster, you're chasing a dream and she is pursuing a phantom.
I think we all need a holiday in Kent.”

With a jolt, Alastair realized how much his life had changed in
only a few weeks, how far it had drifted from that dream Keats
had spoken of.

Per Morrisey’s order that she keep hunting for Chris’ watch,
Cynda was out on yet another wild-goose chase. She might be one
of the best Rovers in the business, adept at finding people in all
time periods, but locating Chris’ interface was only one step less
impossible than finding the elusive Defoe. She’'d already lost count
of how many shops she’d visited over the last week. There were so
many, she now had a script of how the visits played out, lest
someone in 2057 ever made a VidBio of her exploits:

Cue intrepid Time Rover—enter watch/pawn shop door. Bell
above door jingles, clangs, falls off its chain and lands at Rover’s
feet. Resident cat hisses at, trips or ignores Rover.

Cue the owner. “Mornin’/afternoon/evenin’, miss. How might I
help you?”

Rover responds: “I'm looking for a unique pocket watch.”

That was where it always fell apart. To Victorians, a unique
pocket watch had curious engravings or a particularly stylish dial or
had once been owned by the Duke of Wellington. She never believed
that last one. If the duke had owned all the pocket watches
attributed to him, he’d have had one for each day of the year.

She’d study the different watches, shake her head and leave.
Sometimes it was an easy exit; sometimes she had to get huffy if
the owner wouldn’t leave her alone. The pawn shop owners were
the worst. Once you were in their shops, they expected you to buy
something just for breathing their air.

Cynda pushed opened the door to yet another shop. Five
minutes later she was on the street again, empty-handed.

“Maybe it is at the bottom of the Thames,” she muttered.

As she headed down the street, her shadow was still under the
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lamp post, supposedly enjoying the latest edition of the Times.
He’d followed her from the Charing Cross Hotel. TPB or Guuv? It
was hard to tell nowadays.

She purposely walked past him, waiting for her interface to
sniff him out. Nothing. That meant he still could be from the
future, just minus an Essential Records Chip. Illegal, but it had
been known to happen.

Or a Victorian who just doesn’t fit in.

A Dblock later, her shadow was gone, as best she could tell.
Didn’t mean he still wasn’t there.

“Paranoia, thy name is Rover,” a voice said near her ear.

She angled her eyes sideways to see Mr. Spider riding on
her shoulder.

Now that was just too weird.

The grim news of Ahearn’s death was too much for Keats to
take sitting down. Despite the doctor’s warning, the “invalid” was
back on Flaherty’s trail. This time, he was in search of the office
manager from the explosives company: the one who had so
conveniently resigned after the forged orders came to light.

When he finally found the boarding house and introduced
himself as a copper, the landlady didn’t have good news.

“Mr. Trimble left yesterday,” she said, swiping a worn broom
over the front stairs.

Keats let his disappointment show. “Did he say where he
was going?”

Swipe, swipe. “No, sir. Just paid up and went. That’s the way
all of ’em should be,” she said. She moved down a stair.

“Any notion where he’s from?” he persisted.

“No, sir. Didn’t stay that long, really. Came here right after the
Summer Bank Holiday.”

“Did he leave anything behind?”

A shake of the head as she leaned against the broom. “He went
off with a constable.”

What? “Did you see his number?”

“Didn’t care. He said he’d come to collect Mr. Trimble, and off
they went. I don’t know anything more. Now good day to you.” Her
sweeping resumed with agitated strokes.

Keats walked wearily toward the omnibus stop. The facts didn’t
add up. Trimble started work in early August and the break-in
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occurred at his office in late September, but supposedly nothing
was stolen. Then Flaherty acquired three loads of explosives
without paying a single pence, using the stamped stationary from
Trimble’s office as promissory notes. Nearly a fortnight later, the
office manager gave his notice and vanished with some constable.
Because of the anarchists’ involvement, this was clearly a Special
Branch investigation.

“Why would someone else be working this case?” Keats muttered.

If he reported this new development to Fisher, his superior would
be furious that his sergeant was out there taking unnecessary risks.
If he didn’t let Fisher know the latest, it might hamper the hunt for
Flaherty. As a copper, Keats had little choice. He’d write up a report
tonight and send it to the chief inspector. If he were lucky, it
wouldn’t result in anything more than a tongue-lashing.

While waiting for the omnibus, Keats purchased a Daily
Telegraph and sifted through the pages. There was a small article
about a supposed assassination plot at a Mayfair residence. The
police had no comment at this time. He found an article about
Johnny Ahearn’s death. An inquest was scheduled for Monday
next. If by then he could go en mirage, he would attend.

After more page flipping, an article on page ten caught his interest.

LocaL CLERK FOUND DEAD ON RAILWAY

The omnibus came and went as he stood there, riveted by the
gruesome story. Mr. Harrison Trimble, of Hinchley Wood, had
flung himself off a train near Brixton Station late last evening. A
suicide note in his pocket claimed extreme depression.

“How convenient,” Keats grumbled, folding the newspaper and
jamming it under his arm. Another lead had evaporated like mist
under a full sun. Even more disturbing was the realization that
Flaherty might have a constable under his control.
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If the hotel maid was troubled by the fact that two men had
called upon Cynda in the course of one evening, she did not betray
it. Her discretion was rendered all the more extraordinary by the
fact that the first caller was a royal equerry bearing a gift box
from His Royal Highness the Prince of Wales.

The upshot of the first visit was a necklace. It nestled at the
bottom of a velvet-lined case, a single large pearl set inside a
circlet of gold. Time Immersion rules said it was illegal to bring
such a gift back to 2057. Cynda decided to keep it anyway.
Returning it to the sender would raise too many questions.

Her second visitor of the evening wasn’t nearly as polite.

“Dr. Montrose says he must speak to you on a matter of your
health, miss,” the maid said, waiting primly at the door for
Cynda’s verdict.

Health? “Allow him to come to my room.” Cynda closed the door
and parked herself in the chair near the fire and her cup of tea.
Keats’ welfare flitted through her mind. She shook her head.
Alastair had said something about a matter of her health.

The doctor was shown in a few minutes later, wearing a
perturbed expression that told her she should have left him
cooling his heels in the lobby.

“Want some tea?”’ Cynda asked after the maid had curtsied and left.

“No.”

She knew that clipped tone. There were a number of reasons as
to why he might be peeved. She’d have to wait until he revealed
his hand, or risk fanning his ire.

Alastair removed his outer coat, hanging it and his bowler on
the coat tree and then strode to the couch opposite her. As he sat,
his brown eyes remained fixed on her. The bags underneath them
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were more pronounced.

Best to get this over with. “So what have I done this time?” she asked.

A frown formed. “I heard an amazing tale about a young woman
who, in the midst of a party, grappled a man to the floor after he
shot at the Prince of Wales.”

She put on her game face. “Really? Sorry I missed it.”

The doctor’s moustache twitched. He rose from the chair.
“Oddly enough, I spoke with that young woman the morning after
the incident, yet she failed to mention her involvement. I had to
learn of it from Chief Inspector Fisher.”

Fisher again. “You sure you don’t want any tea?”

“No, I do not want tea!” he barked, now pacing back and forth
between the window and the chair where she sat. He reminded
her of one of those windup toys kids used to have before
everything went robotic. “You're acting so oddly, you have Fisher
wondering about you. He’s issuing official enquiries to determine
your background.”

Ah, dammit. I'll need a back story if I stay here much longer.

“Why didn’t you tell me what really happened?” he pressed.

“I didn’t want to get another one of your lectures about my
unladylike behavior.”

His eyebrow crooked upward. “I wasn’t aware that I was so
inclined. You make me sound like a tyrant.”

No, just a pain in the ass. “Where I come from, the rules are
different. We both know I fall considerably short of the Victorian
ideal of womanhood.”

He halted near the window, back to her, posture rigid. “That is
not the issue and you know it.”

“Then tell me what’s bothering you.”

“Your attitude. You demand I help you, then give little in return.”

There was more. “So what’s the real problem, Doc?”

When he turned to face her, he looked older. “Keats might be
Flaherty’s next target. The man who warned me about the threat
to the clinic has just been murdered. According to him, Flaherty is
also hunting for our friend.”

“Does Keats know?”

“Yes, he does. I'm surprised he didn’t mention it to you last night.”

Inside, she fumed. You idiot. Why didn’t you say something?
She never would have hauled him out on the streets if she’d
known—especially if he weren’t en mirage.

“He didn’t bother,” she said. “No matter what, I have to find out
what’s happening, Alastair. Something doesn’t feel right about all this.”

The doctor took a step toward her, his face set. “The Conclave
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will not hesitate to rid themselves of someone they consider a
threat. They will not act as boldly with me now that I'm a
member. If you agree to stay out of this, I shall make further
enquiries on my own.”

“No deal.”

“Jacynda—"

“This is my job, Alastair. I don’t tell you how to be a physician.”

He shook his head in frustration. “So be it.”

A moment later, Alastair was out the door, barely taking the
time to gather his hat and coat.

She let out a whoosh of pent-up air.

“Well, that was enlightening,” Mr. Spider said, crawling along the
top of the couch. He settled on one of the carved rosettes. “The doctor
lectures you; you skewer his ego. Doesn’t that sound familiar?”

“No, it doesn’t,” Cynda retorted.

“Your brother always treated you the same way,” the
arachnid observed.

Before she could deliver a comeback, the blue illusion was gone.

-

Desmond Flaherty sought refuge from the streets. Scores of
candles flickered inside the chapel, yet they seemed to hold little
of the darkness at bay. It was late evening, and there were only a
few parishioners present: an old lady, a young couple, and a
grubby vagrant, snoring with his mouth open.

Flaherty genuflected and crept toward a pew near the front.
Just because this was God’s house didn’t mean some bastard
wouldn’t try to kill him on hallowed ground. After another look
around, he knelt, crossed himself and closed his eyes.

Sweet Mary, help me. I can’t find her. They’ll kill her sure as
anythin’, once I'm no use. Mother of God, save her.

Fiona. Just sixteen, with the face of an angel and the will of a
warrior. Like her mother, God rest her. He’d never have let his
only child near that bastard Effington if he’d known. He’d have
killed anyone to protect her, sacrificing his soul to hellfire for
eternity to keep her safe.

And he’d failed. Paddy hadn’t been able to find where they’'d
taken her. So far, neither had Johnny Ahearn. He crossed himself
again, lowering his head.

Flaherty felt someone slip into the pew next to him. He slid his
fingers into a pocket, touching the reassuring steel of the knife.
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“Good evening, my son.”

Father Nowlan. Flaherty left his hand in place. With the
strange ones, you never knew. They could look like anyone. He
only knew the one with the voice of the devil, the one that held his
daughter’s life in the balance. That bastard could be sitting next
to him at this very moment.

“Good evenin’, Father,” he replied cautiously.

The cleric caressed his rosary and kissed it, twice. It was truly
Nowlan. That was the sign they’d set between them. Flaherty let
his caution drop a notch.

“Have ya found her yet?” the priest asked.

“No, Father. Johnny’s lookin’ for her. I saw him yesterday
mornin’. He’s gettin’ close, he said.”

“Too close.” Father Nowlan spoke gently. “The rozzers found
him last night. His throat was slit.”

“Oh, sweet Jesus,” Flaherty whispered, crossing himself. He
wiped a grimy hand across his moist eyes. “It’s my fault, Father. I
kept pushin’ him.”

“He did it of his own will,” the cleric replied.

“True enough, but it still cost him dear.” He looked down at his
hands. “These strange ones are crazy bastards. Ya never know
who they’ll look like.”

“I've heard talk of them before,” Nowlan replied. “I never
believed in all that...until now.”

Flaherty rubbed his stubbled jaw. “I have to do what they tell
me, or they’ll cut her up and leave her naked on the street, like
one of the Ripper’s whores.” He shook his head in frustration. “I
don’t dare cross 'em.”

“Do ya have any notion what they’re up to with the explosives?”
the cleric asked.

Flaherty shook his head. “I wager it’s somethin’ bad, though.”

“They’re closing that clinic on Church Street. There was talk
about bombing it.”

“T heard the rumor. I had Johnny warn the doc, easy-like. Told
him to use my name if he had to scare him some.”

“Why?”

“A few pieces of dynamite are missin’ from the load. I got no love
for anyone who helps the rozzers, but I'll be damned if T'll let anyone
blow up a bunch of people just to get to one man. That ain’t right.”

Nowlan placed a comforting hand on Flaherty’s arm. “I'll keep
praying for yer daughter. Just remember that God sends us aid in
very strange ways. Maybe yer help is already here, and ya don’t
know it.”
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Flaherty shook his head. “I don’t know about that.” He began to
quake. “I'm so afraid for her, what they’ve been doin’ to her...”

The priest’s grip tightened. “God never turns His back on any of us.”

Flaherty crossed himself and shook his head in despair. “Will
you hear my confession, Father?”

“Of course, my son.”

Desmond Flaherty retrieved the silver cross from under his
shirt and kissed it, tears filming his eyes. It was his wife’s. He’d
carried it with him ever since her death that day in Belfast. The
day the rozzers killed her.

He swallowed hard and began. “Forgive me, Father, for I
have sinned enough for ten men, and my evil has come back on
my dear Fiona.”

No matter how many times Alastair entered No. 43, the building
continued to confuse him. As was customary, the Artifice Club’s
first-floor steward escorted him to the appropriate door. Like some
child’s parlor game, the door changed each day. Only the steward
knew which door belonged to which social organization.

Alastair marched up the two flights and into the antechamber.
Ronald, the Eighth Room Steward, welcomed him warmly, his
royal blue livery turned out to perfection.

“Good evening, Ronald.” He removed his coat and bowler and
handed them over. “Are the others here?”

“Indeed they are. There was, however, some discussion as to
whether or not you would be present this evening, sir.”

“As in, they hoped I would not be?” Alastair queried.

A nod, accompanied by the faintest of smiles.

“Well, then, I am pleased to disappoint them.”

The smile widened. “As always, sir.”

Upon hearing Alastair’s arrival announced, three heads swung
in his direction. At least this time they weren’t en mirage as the
Horsemen of the Apocalypse.

George Hastings lounged in his chair, brandy in hand. From the
reddish glow on his face, it wasn’t his first. He sucked on a cigar,
expelling smoke into the air like a coke furnace.

“Ah, there you are,” Hastings greeted him in his characteristic
booming voice. “I thought you’d decided not to join us.”

Alastair let the jibe pass. Cartwright, seated to the right of
Hastings, watched the doctor nervously. When they’'d first met,
he’d adopted Pestilence’s form. Cartwright took his cues from
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Hastings, who'd been War.

Alastair settled into his predecessor’s chair. Stinton had
resigned, choosing to tend to his Satsuma pottery collection rather
than deal with The Conclave’s convoluted politics. In many ways,
Alastair envied him.

“Good evening, gentlemen,” he said.

The fourth member of The Conclave finally spoke. “Good evening,
Doctor.” Malachi Livingston was en mirage again—not as Death this
time, but a human form. Alastair had never seen him as he truly
was. He wondered if any of the others had caught on.

“Mr. Livingston,” Alastair replied politely. Turning toward
Hastings, he asked, “Do we have any business to attend to?”

“Not as such,” was the brusque reply.

“Then I have something that needs our consideration.” An
indifferent shrug came his way.

Alastair selected his words carefully. It was paramount that
Fisher’s knowledge of the Transitives remain hidden. The more
highly ranked and powerful the Knower, the more likely The
Conclave would demand some overt action. Discovery remained
their most potent fear. If the assassin were truly one of their own,
this might prove the final blow to their anonymity.

Alastair laid out the bare essentials—the attempted assassi-
nation, who the target might have been, and that the would-be
killer might be a Transitive.

One of Hastings’ bushy eyebrows rose dramatically. “Our sort
do not go about assassinating royalty, Doctor.”

“Well, there was that attempt on—" Cartwright interjected.

“English Transitives do not do such things,” Hastings replied,
putting an end to his cohort’s protest.

Alastair pressed on. “After his arrest, this fellow vanished from
his cell. The police are at a loss as to how he escaped.”

“How did you learn about this, Doctor?” Livingston asked.

Alastair embroidered the truth. “I was at Scotland Yard and
overheard a conversation.”

“Why were you there?” Hastings asked suspiciously.

“T assisted with a post-mortem for one of their cases.”

Hastings chuffed in disapproval, an explosion of smoke exiting
his nose and mouth. “This has nothing to do with us. If the fellow
has gone missing, someone must have slipped him a key or bribed
one of the jailers.”

Alastair bluffed. “If he were a Virtual, then all he’d need is an
open door.”

“Nonsense,” Hastings retorted. “They don’t exist.”
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“Are you sure?” Livingston asked, leaning forward.

A gruff shake of the head. “They are mere legends. No one
would care to endure the Rite de la Mort twice.” Hastings turned
back to Alastair and tossed the cigar stub into the fire. “This is not
our concern, Doctor.”

“Then what is our concern, sir? As I remember, you were quite
keen to involve yourself in my affairs.”

“We felt you presented a threat.”

“Yet this assassin does not?”

“You do not understand how we work, Doctor,” Hastings
replied. “Your...abrupt addition to The Conclave has put us at a
bit of a disadvantage.”

“A disadvantage of your own making,” Alastair said. “If you
hadn’t been intent on destroying my clinic and running me out of
town, I wouldn’t be one of you now.”

A snort, followed by a long drag on a new cigar. “You pushed
your way in, so now you have to deal with the consequences.”

“Which are?”

“Behaving like a gentleman.”

There came a low chuckle from Livingston. “Come now,
Hastings. If that were a requirement for membership, you'd have
been out long ago.”

“T dislike your tone,” Hastings growled.

“I dislike you, so we're on even footing,” Livingston shot back.

Ronald entered, added more wood to the fire and then exited,
breaking the tense moment. Alastair wondered if he’d done it on
purpose.

Livingston leaned back in his chair. Hastings continued to glower.

“Despite the fact that we cannot tolerate each other, the
attempted assassination is the most important matter facing us at
present,” Alastair said. “Discreet enquiries need to be made.”

“That is not our purview,” Hastings replied. He waved his cigar
hand dismissively, scattering ashes across the floor. “Others will
handle that.”

“Who else is there?” Alastair quizzed.

Hastings muttered something under his breath. “If you will
excuse me, I have more convivial acquaintances with whom to
spend my time.” He glared at Alastair. “You’re pushing too hard,
Doctor. Sit back and enjoy the brandy. We don’t need crusaders in
our midst.”

As Alastair opened his mouth to respond, Livingston’s hand
gently touched his sleeve.

Hastings departed, Cartwright following in his tracks. As the
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pair collected their garments in the antechamber, Livingston rose
from his chair and gestured to the gaming table.

“Chess, Doctor?”

“No.”

Livingston ignored his warning tone and crossed to the table. “I
think a game would do you good, help you focus your displeasure.”

“T am not interested in games, Livingston.”

Livingston sat down at the table with a sardonic grin. “Don’t
be boorish.”

Alastair grudgingly hauled himself across the room. There was
the sound of a door closing and then footsteps on the stairs as the
other two members departed.

“Ah, that’s better.” Livingston adjusted a white knight so that it
sat precisely in the center of the chessboard. “I have no intention of
us actually playing, Doctor. I just wanted to distract the others.”

“Why are you always en mirage?” Alastair demanded.

A blink of surprise, followed by brief hesitation. “To be
otherwise invites...repercussions.”

“Of what kind?”

“The fatal variety.” Livingston raised the knight and then set it
down again. “I might suggest that you do not let others know of
your ability. Perceivers have a short lifespan in some circles.”

Before Alastair could reply, Livingston raised the knight again.
“For a moment, consider this as representing George Hastings.
What does that suggest to you?”

“That he moves in set directions, and so is somewhat
predictable.”

A nod of respect. “And?”

“And what?”

An annoyed sigh. “Clear your mind, Doctor. What else does a
knight do?”

“He can jump over other pieces in his path.”

“And his greatest enemy?”

“A well-played pawn.”

Livingston returned the piece to the board. “You are that pawn,
Doctor. Hastings fears you because you cannot be cowed.”

“The same could be said of you, sir.”

“Ah, but you are more...belligerent. That annoys him.”

“What is the purpose of this lecture?”

“Virtuals do exist, contrary to Hastings’ dismissal of their
existence. Too hasty a dismissal, which in its own right is telling.”

First Keats, now Livingston. “You've seen one?”

“Yes, as it were. They make the perfect assassins. However, if
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this fellow were a Virtual, why did he choose to make his move in
front of witnesses? That’s not their style.”

“Perhaps to send a message to others at the party,” Alastair mused.

“Perhaps. How was the shooter thwarted? Did someone intervene?”

No one I ever want you to meet. Alastair shrugged. “I heard it
was some American. It really doesn’t matter.”

Livingston leaned back in his chair in thought, tapping the top
of the chess piece with a finger.

“Is there another entity above The Conclave?” Alastair asked.

“Not that I am aware of” Livingston replied, still deep in
thought. “Unless...”

The heavy silence made Alastair edgy. He stood, clearing his
throat. “I must be going. It has been a long day.”

Livingston’s pensive expression disappeared. “Why are you
closing your clinic? Lack of funds?”

The shift in topic caught Alastair unawares. “I received a death
threat. If it remained open, it ran the risk of being bombed.”

Livingston eyes widened. “Hastings’ thugs?”

“No. This came from one of Flaherty’s men.”

“I see. How 1s Sergeant Keats?” Livingston asked.

This was beginning to feel like a police interrogation. “He’s healing.”

“Good. There are those who do not like the idea of having our
kind in Scotland Yard, but I think it is a grand idea. It may be the
Yard that keeps us all from being hung as traitors.”

When Alastair reached the door, Livingston called out, “Have a
care, Doctor. You've raised warning flags in Hastings’ mind. That
might prove a danger.”

Alastair turned. “How do I know that you are not playing me
for a fool?”

A wry grin. “Perhaps I am. That’s your puzzle to unravel.”

“And here’s yours. What if the assassin were a Virtual, and his
target the prince?”

Livingston’s expression grew somber. “Then he has opened
Pandora’s Box, and the evil unleashed will kill us all.”
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“There’s a fellow to see you, miss,” the maid said as Cynda
leaned against the door, half-awake. She’d just fallen asleep.

“If it’s the doctor, tell him to go home.” She’d had enough of
Alastair Montrose for one day.

“It’s not, miss.”

A glance at the calling card. “Oh, great.” What is he doing out
at this hour? If Flaherty spots him, he’s a goner.

“Miss?” the maid asked.

“Let him come up.”

“Do you wish tea?”

“No, he’s not staying that long.”

Cynda closed the door and dragged herself to the chair near the
fire. She supposed it to be sometime after nine, but felt too lazy to
pull the pocket watch from under the pillow to check. A long yawn
engulfed her. Right before she’d dived into bed, exhausted, she’d
sent a terse message to Morrisey asking for a back story, as Rovers
called it. Something to cover her tracks with Fisher. She wondered
what Morrisey would come up with.

There was a tap at the door.

“Come in,” she called.

She’d intended on giving Keats a royal ass-chewing, but the
expression on his face stopped her cold. As he sank onto the couch,
bowler in hand, she was reminded of when he’d proposed to her at
the boarding house and she had turned him down. A gallant
misunderstanding: he’d thought her pregnant and offered to make
her child legitimate.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“I have been given Hobson’s Choice.”

“What do you mean?”
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A sigh. “I went to see Nicci tonight. She sent me a note.”

“Why?” Cynda demanded. “You know you can’t trust her.”

“She said she had information on my ‘explosive Irishman.”

“And you believed her?” Cynda asked, amazed. “Come on,
Keats, you know she’s—"

He waved away her objection. “I know. I, too, was concerned it
was merely an attempt to trap me at one of her orgies, but that
was not the case. She was able to tell me precisely how many
explosives and of what type had been stolen. None of that
information was made public.”

“So what does she want?” Cynda prodded.

“If T agree to spend time in her bed, allowing her to do whatever
she chooses with my person, she will reveal the locations of all the
stolen explosives.”

Cynda could only blink.

“If T refuse, she threatened to make the Yard aware of my
presence at her debauchery.”

The bitch.

Cynda moved to the couch, taking his cold hand and nestling it
between her palms. “But you didn’t take part in it. We left as
quickly as possible.”

He shook his head.

“You were on official business.”

He shook his head again. “I am on medical leave; I had no
legitimate reason to be there. Therefore, my presence would
indicate that I am a man of baser morals, one amused by watching
others in the throes of sexual congress. It is not what the Yard
expects of their men.”

“Why didn’t she try this trick the last time you were at one of
her orgies?”

“I was a mere constable then. Now that I'm with the Yard, the
stakes are higher.”

“T still don’t think she’d be so stupid. The Conclave will go after
her if she opens her mouth. They don’t want one of their own
under scrutiny from the law.”

“T pointed that out. She laughed at me. Nicci believes she is
invincible. Remember, we have no notion who was at the
gathering. There could easily have been one of The Conclave, a
Member of Parliament or a peer of the realm among those
debauchers. She’s probably blackmailing the lot of them. They will
protect her at all costs to save their reputations.”

“I never thought of that.” Cynda squeezed his hand. “Could she
really have information on Flaherty?”
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A half-hearted shrug.

“So what do you intend to do?”

“T could refuse her, and perhaps nothing will come of it. Or
perhaps Flaherty will detonate his explosives and kill hundreds.
Would not those lives be of more importance than the moral
discomfort of spending a night with her?”

Cynda held her silence. This was not her decision.

“If I do what she wishes and the information leads to Flaherty’s
arrest and retrieval of the explosives, I will most certainly
advance in rank. It will be a major coup.”

“And for the rest of your life you will always know that your
greatest accomplishment came from..” She cleaned up her
language, “bedding that...woman.”

A grim nod. “I would be on a short leash, and every time she
wished to have a man in her bed, she’d just give it a tug. I would
not be able to refuse.” He shuddered. “She’ll hold it over my head
for the rest of my life.”

You are so screwed.

Cynda tried to sound reassuring. “If she can find this information
about Flaherty, so can you. Don’t sell yourself short, Jonathon.”

A wisp of a smile. “She has many more...contacts than I do.”

She chuckled. “Then you need to make love to all the Irish girls
in Whitechapel,” she said, trying to lighten the moment.
“Somebody has to know where he 1s.”

“There is another I'd rather spend my time with,” he said.

She smiled at the not-so-subtle come-on. “You’ll make the right
decision, I know it.” She looked away for a moment and then back
again. “I'm so sorry, Keats. I shouldn’t have pushed you so hard.”

He shrugged. “And I should have been honest with you that I
cannot go en mirage.”

“True.” His admission didn’t diminish the guilt, especially since
she still wasn’t sure if his en mirage problems were her fault. “Is
there anything I can do?”

“No. However, I value your counsel. I appreciate having
someone to unburden myself to. I dare not tell Alastair. He would
be appalled that I have been anywhere near the Pucks.” He rose.
“T do hate keeping secrets from him. That is not how a friendship
should work.”

After he left, she locked the door behind him and banged her
forehead on the wall a few times. Then she retreated to her bed,
swearing with each step. She’d gotten Keats into this mess at the
exact point in his career when a vulture like Nicci could do the
most damage.
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Time Rovers weren’t supposed to get involved.

To hell with that.

Miss Hallcox was due a visitor in the morning, one who had a
lot less to lose than Sergeant Keats. Little Miss Nicci needed to
learn there was a price for playing head games.

From the edgy looks of Desmond Flaherty’s accomplices, it was
obvious none of them were keen to be there. Standing within a few
feet of forty-eight half-size barrels of gunpowder, each capable of
blowing a man to hell twice over, was enough to make anyone piss
himself. Except Flaherty.The Irishman inhaled deeply, savoring
the scent of powdered destruction. “Is that all of them?”

The man who'd been packing the barrels nodded and wiped his
forehead, leaving a grimy black trail in its wake. He coughed
deeply from the dust.
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“T'll be damned glad to get away from this stuff,” he said. “Never E E
liked it.” S a
Flaherty snorted. “If ya gotta die, it’s better'n hangin’. That’s a E 8
slow business. The rozzers make sure of that.” He gestured toward — 0Q
a wooden crate. “Pull out five sticks of dynamite. I've need of ’em.” § o
The fellow did as he was told, laying them gingerly on a bed of o =
straw. He wiped his hands on his trousers and rose, giving — 3
Flaherty a puzzled look. “You want me to tie ’em together? One 2 8
stick isn’t going to do much.” 0o S
“Depends on where ya put it.” Ao
“If you say so.” A 8
Once the task was completed, Flaherty waved him over. Pulling O wn

a coin out of his pocket, he explained, “Heads, ya live. Tails, we cut 3 n
yer throat.” a
“What?” g

“Ya heard me. Let’s see if yer lucky tonight.”

The coin whirled overhead and Flaherty grabbed it in midair,
slapping it down on the top of his left hand. He kept it covered.

“Call it.”

“What the hell is this?”

“If ya call it right, ya’ll live to see tomorrow.”

The man blanched. “But I did what you asked.”

“Call it!” Flaherty shouted. The man swallowed and started to
back away. He stopped abruptly when he found the others ringing
him now, knives drawn.
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“Oh, sweet Jesus.” He murmured a brief prayer. “Tails.”

Flaherty bounced the coin between his palms like a conjurer
and then displayed the coin. “Damn, what luck.” He flipped it to
the astonished man, who fumbled but caught it. Pointing to the
door, he ordered, “Best be out of London before midnight, or one of
these gents will find ya and gut ya slow-like.”

The man fled, his feet skidding on the straw-covered floor.
Flaherty squeezed the coin’s double-sided mate in his left hand, there
just in case the fool called heads. Fear was a crop he had to fertilize
frequently. He didn’t need to kill them—just let them think he would.

There was a throaty chuckle. “I figured ya’d do him like Ahearn,”
one of the fellows said, folding his knife and tucking it away.

Flaherty glowered at his accuser. “Don’t believe everythin’ ya hear.”

The fellow cocked his head. “Yer sayin’ ya didn’t kill Johnny?”

“That’s what I'm sayin’.” The men glanced uneasily at each
other. “Is the little sergeant still wanderin’ around Whitechapel?”
Flaherty asked.

His accuser nodded. “Down by the White Hart. Couple of us are
watchin’ him.”

“Silly bugger, isn’t he?” Flaherty muttered. “It’d be a service to
tie him to one of these barrels and blow him to bits. That’d be a
fine day’s work.”

“Coppers would go mad tryin’ to find ya.”

“It’d be a merry hunt.” He surveyed the barrels. “Have these
taken to the warehouses in small batches, no more than four at a
time. Ya know where they go.”

“Yeah. I still think yer takin’ a risk doin’ it this way.”

“Risk is what makes life sweet, Tommy. Now get to it. I want all
of ’em gone before morning. Then sweep down the place, lay new
straw and have the slaughterhouse bring twenty head of cattle in
here for a day or so. Pay ’em whatever they need.”

“Cattle? Why?”

“If the rozzers find the place, they won’t want to go diggin’ in
the shite to find out what we’ve been up to.”

“Yer a right clever one, Flaherty. What about the rozzer?”

“T'll take care of him. Just get this done proper,” he said, gathering
up the dynamite and dumping it into a sack. As he reached the door,
he looked back at the barrels and took one last deep breath.
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Instead of heading toward Bloomsbury and the comfort of his
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rooms, Keats caught a hansom as far as Aldgate Station and the
refuse heap known as Whitechapel. Anything to avoid Nicci’s
shameless offer. He’d keep off the worst streets: Thrawl, Dorset
and Flowery Dean, as the locals called it. Instead, he concentrated
his efforts along the south end of Brick Lane and to the east. It
was still a rough area, but he might be able to get in and out of the
area without Flaherty taking notice.

Might.

A futile attempt to go en mirage in a dark alley had only given
him an upset stomach and sparked a headache. It also reinforced
a disturbing reality: how much he’d come to depend on shifting to
do his job. Was his ability the only reason he’d advanced so rapidly
within the ranks? He would find out soon enough, for now he was
on even footing with every other copper, just when he needed that
edge the most.

As he neared the White Hart, he spotted one of the
“unfortunates.” Everyone had a euphemism for the prostitutes:
daughters of joy, prossies, dolly-mops. Each one obscured the
desperate women beneath.

He stopped in front of Red Annie, whose perpetually rosy
cheeks resembled crisp apples. “Evening, Annie,” he said.

“Oh, it’s you. What you want?”

He angled his head toward the alley.

“You tryin’ to trick me?”

He shook his head, hoping to get her off the street so they could talk.

“Well, I ain’t goin’ until I see the brass,” she said.

He flipped over his palm to reveal a shilling’s worth of coins. A
gap-toothed smile erupted. “This way, luv. I'll do you right proper
for all that.”

He waited until they were in the darkest part of the alley
before he broke the news. “Don’t want a knee-trembler, Annie.
I need information.”

The woman halted in her tracks and turned, glowering. “I
knows what happens to folks who talk to you.”

“The money will get you three nights in a doss house, where old
Jack can’t find you.” He hated that he had to play upon every
prostitute’s deepest fear.

“T heard he’s gone to America,” she bluffed, but shuddering
nonetheless.

“T doubt it.”

“How I know you ain’t him? Rozzer would be just the sort, I'd
say. Nobody’d dare accuse you, or they’d end up in the clink.”

“You don’t know. That’s why you should stay inside at night,
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not going with men.”

“T got to,” she said, puffing up in indignation. “I got no choice.”

No, you probably don’t. “I need to know about an Irishman
named Flaherty. He stole a bunch of explosives.”

She looked around and dropped her voice. “Someone said he’s
hidin’ them here and there, both sides of the river. Don’t ask me
where. I don’t know.”

“Who told you that?”

“T heard it in a pub. I was gettin’ a wee nip to warm me up.”

Lots of wee nips. “Is that all you know?”

“I heard he’s lookin’ for someone. I didn’t catch a name, but
word is that he’s right keen to find her.”

Her? “Anything else?”

She shook her head, the tattered flowers on her hat flopping
forlornly. “I'd still like to earn that shillin’,” she said, reaching
for her skirts.

“No, Annie. Not like that.” He handed her the coins. “Get
yourself inside where it’s safe, you understand?”

There was a long pause. “I heard this Irishman wants your bollocks.”

“T've heard that too.”

“Then why are you out where he could find you?”

Keats offered his arm and walked her toward the street.

“Much like you, Annie, I have no choice.”
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The gentleman rapped on the front door of the Hallcox
residence. There was no answer. He rapped again, but nothing
came of it. No doubt Nicci’s butler was deep in his mistress’ drinks
cabinet, watering down the scotch. When he tried the door
handle, he found it locked, as would be expected.

After a look around, he set to work. In a short time, the door
swung open. Locks were like people: you just needed to know how
to push them the right way.

He entered the foyer without calling out, scenting the air for
danger. There was none. Without doffing his hat and coat, he
ascended the stairs to Nicci’s bedroom at a measured pace. It was
a location he’d visited on more than one occasion, though he’d
never paid for the privilege. Near the top, he heard the butler call
to him. He didn’t stop or return the greeting.

The moment he appeared at Nicci’s bedroom door, the seduction was
a fait accompli. Nicci gave him a triumphant smile and rapidly divested
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him of his hat and coat. She licked her full lips in anticipation.

“T knew you’d come back, Keatsie.” She issued that ridiculous
giggle of hers. With little ceremony, she pulled him toward her
bed, throwing her dressing gown aside, exposing her voluminous
breasts and those invitingly wide hips.

Such a gilded whore.

Satyr played the innocent sergeant to perfection, allowing Nicci
to coax him into forbidden pleasures that he knew so well. He
feigned reluctance and astonishment at her crude demands,
reveling in the ruse and the fury it would spark when it all ended.

Later, as he lay reasonably satiated on top of her, Nicci issued
a low moan.

“I knew you’d be worth the wait, Keatsie,” she said, trailing a hand
through his hair. She tugged the calling card from under the pillow
and gave it a kiss. “My first Scotland Yard detective. I'll add you to
my collection. I knew you wanted me from the first time we met.”

“Why did you think that?” he asked in a bored tone, rolling
away from her. Now that the seduction was over, she disgusted
him. They always did.

“I saw 1t in your eyes.”

“T must admit you've proved diverting, though a bit overrated,
I think.”

She frowned. “That’s a rude thing to say.” Nicci pulled herself out
of bed and donned her dressing gown. As she walked away, she
turned and gave him a skeptical look. “You are Keats, aren’t you?”

“Who else would I be?” he asked.

“It’s just that you seem familiar. Some of us like to play games
with our forms.”

“Some do.”

Satyr tugged on his clothes, timing the instant when he would
make the shift to his own form and deliver the Ascendant’s message.

Nicci retreated to her dressing table, wedging the card under a
jewelry box. “I suppose since you've kept your part of the bargain,
I must as well.”

Bargain? He hesitated, holding himself in the sergeant’s form.
Ah, yes, her bait. Just what had she dangled in front of the
sergeant besides a night in her bed?

“Indeed,” he hedged. “It is only fair, after all I've done for you.”

“I was impressed. You're better than I thought you’d be.” She
waved an envelope in the air. “When you make inspector, remember
how you got it. If I ever need your assistance, you have no choice but
to grant whatever I ask, or I will bring you to your knees.”

The envelope landed on the bed. He pulled out the contents.
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What he read sent a chill through him. A consummate actor, Satyr
donned a bright smile, as would be expected, and tucked the page
back into the envelope. Setting it on the bed, he went to her,
kissing her intensely, fondling her, distracting her. As he did, he
playfully tugged the corded sash out of her dressing gown.

“You are remarkable, Nicci. You have astounded even me.”

“I knew I would,” she said, leaning into his kisses. “Catch your
anarchist and then come back to my bed. I like you.”

“How did you learn all that about Flaherty?” he asked,
nuzzling an ear.

A shake of the tousled hair. “I never tattle.”

“Pity.”

After a brief deliberation, he decided to let Keats do the final
honors. It would be so much more delicious that way.

He gently turned her around, leaning her back against him. His
body responded, like it always did. She purred, no doubt thinking
along the same lines.

Ignoring his rising desire, he slid the cord around her neck.
Initially she didn’t resist, no doubt believing it to be another erotic
game. He constricted it again, and she began clawing at the fabric
in blind panic. Sure to keep his hands out of reach, he constricted
the sash a bit more.

Oh, he remembered the feeling so well, the incising pain, the
mind-numbing terror. The lack of oxygen, the arousal it brought.
He arched his hands upward, lifting her so her feet wouldn’t drum
on the floor and tightened the cord one last time.

He could hear the question screaming in her mind.

“Why?” he whispered near her ear, employing Keats’ voice.
“Because, dearest Nicci, not all obsessions are meant to be fulfilled.”

As she flailed, he whistled a tune he’d recently heard in a music
hall. It was quite a lively one.

He was still whistling when she stopped moving.
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Satyr shifted into nothing on the stairs, pausing to note the butler
and a plump maid in a tense embrace at the far end of the hall.

“Come on, girl, we got time.”

He held himself motionless until he was sure their attention
was fully engaged, then quietly opened the door. As he walked,
invisible, into the night, he gazed up at the window where his
latest accomplishment lay in death’s repose. He touched the
envelope buried deep in his pocket.

“Serendipity,” he murmured, “with a bit of drama at the end.
Well done, Mr. S.”
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A kick caught Keats in the thigh, narrowly missing more
vulnerable parts. Cursing his stupidity, he tried to rise. A strike
in the ribs made him double over, wheezing.

“That’s enough,” a familiar voice ordered.

“We're just havin’ a bit o’ fun,” one of his assailants protested.
“Gettin’ a boot in, like the rozzers always do.”

“This one’s not like other coppers. Help him up, or ya’ll be takin’
his place.”

Rough hands yanked Keats to his feet. He worked his shoulder.
Nothing felt broken. Mercifully, they’'d left his head alone.

Flaherty stepped closer, flanked by two men. That meant there
were five, counting the pair that had just jumped him.

“What are ya doin’ here, little sergeant?” Flaherty sounded
drained, unlike the last time they’d met.

“Hunting you, of course.”

“Now why would ya want to do that?”

“Something to do with the explosives, perhaps?’ Keats
suggested as a line of sweat trickled down his back.

Flaherty gave a thick snort. “Yer damned stupid for a copper.”

“At times.” This was one of them. Bluff. At least that way, he’d go
down with some style. He raised his voice authoritatively. “Listen
up, gents. If you'd all be so kind as to consider yourself under
arrest—"

A couple of the Fenians guffawed.

“Yer a right clown, Sergeant,” Flaherty replied.

Keats shrugged. “Had to try. If you intend on killing me, I
would appreciate it if you refrain from mutilating my body like
you did Ahearn’s. My grandmother’s health is poor, and the sight
of my filleted body would send her to the grave. The family doesn’t
need two funerals to plan.”

Flaherty frowned. “Why do ya think I killed Ahearn?”

“Only a heartless bastard leaves behind a pregnant widow.”

Flaherty’s face clouded, and a knife appeared in his hand. He
waved the other men back. “He’s mine. His lyin’ tongue is the first
that I'll take out.”

As Keats’ heart rammed inside his chest, Red Annie’s words
came back to him. It was an insane gamble, one that might make
his death even more excruciating if he got it wrong.

“You cut me up, and there’ll be no one to help you find...her.”

The Irishman hesitated. “What ya know of it?” he asked, his
scowl deepening.
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Keats studied his foe in the dim light. Who was this woman? A
missing lover? No, that didn’t feel right. Someone closer to his heart.

“You come in with me and we’ll talk. I'll do what I can. I found you
in Green Dragon Place, didn’t I? If I can find you, I can find her.”

Flaherty held himself motionless for a time, deep in thought. His
men shifted uneasily behind him, puzzled at this change of events.

Keats pressed his luck. “None of the other coppers will help you.
I will.”

“Ya swear it?” Flaherty demanded.

“On my sainted mother’s grave,” Keats replied, reflexively crossing
himself. He meant every word. He’d help Flaherty as long as it took
to deliver the Irishman and his explosives into the Yard’s hands.

The Fenian’s expression clouded again, and then he abruptly
crossed himself in response. “On yer sainted mother, ya bastard.
Damn, the priest was right.”

Before Keats could ask what that meant, the Irishman waved
forward a fellow the size of a small mountain range. The huge
man bent over and Flaherty murmured something in a low voice.
A nod. More instructions, all below Keats’ ability to overhear. The
big man shot his boss a startled look. “Just do it, ya hear?” A
resigned nod.

The anarchist turned toward Keats, folding his knife and
returning it to a pocket. “Consider this a warnin’, little sergeant. Ya
come after me again, and I'll gut ya, no matter the health of yer gran.”

He spun on a heel and strode down the alley toward the street,
the others following. Only the huge dockworker stood between
Keats and his quarry.

What just happened?

“Damn you, come back here!” Keats called.

A rough laugh echoed off the brick walls. “Ya never learn, copper.”

“Move out of my way!” Keats bellowed, desperate to find a way
around the big man. The human barrier held his stance, hands
bunched into fists the size of Keats’ head. There was no other way
out of the alley except through him.

“I order you to move!”

Flaherty stopped when he reached the street, gave a salute and
then disappeared around the corner, his bewildered men
straggling behind him.

“Oh, bugger!”

Keats charged at full speed. A fist caught him straight on the
chin like a sledgehammer. He was unconscious before his body hit
the refuse-strewn cobblestones.
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SUNDAY, 14 OCTOBER 1888

“Is 1t one of my patients?” Alastair asked through a barely
cracked door, followed by a wide yawn.

His landlady shook her head. “No, it’s a constable. Said he was
supposed to fetch you on order of some chief inspector.”

The image of Ahearn’s mangled body came to the fore. Oh, God,
not Keats. Alastair started to close the door when he remembered
his manners. “I shall be down directly.”

He was still adjusting his braces as he clattered down the front
steps toward the carriage. The constable opened the door and
gestured to him.

“Where am I going?” Alastair asked, pulling on his coat.

“I have no idea,” a familiar voice called out from inside. “Come
on, the more the merrier.”

Alastair took a seat across from his mentor. The door slammed
and the carriage lurched forward after the smart crack of a whip.

“Dressed in a hurry, did you?” Reuben asked with a grin.

“Too fast, I'd say. Do you know what this is about?”

“A woman has been murdered.”

Fear charged into Alastair’s heart; his hands faltered as he
buttoned the top of his shirt. “Do you know her name?”

“No, but we’re going to Mayfair, if that helps.”

It didn’t. Jacynda could be anywhere. When he raised his eyes,
he found Reuben watching him intently.

“Is something wrong?” his companion asked.

“I'm concerned for an acquaintance of mine. She has a habit of
getting into dangerous situations.”

Alastair stared out the carriage window. Images blurred. He
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braced himself as the carriage surged around a corner, then
looked back at Reuben. “Have you ever known a love so intense
that you fear it might consume you?”

“Yes, I have. I suffer from the same malady.”

“How do you bear it?”

“T don’t, at least not very well. I pray I warrant that love come
the next sunrise. The day it ceases to be mine, I fear I may perish,
dramatic though it sounds.”

“We are of like mind,” Alastair said.

“What is this lovely maiden’s name?”

Hardly a maiden. “Her name is Jacynda. She is from New York.”

“Ah, yes, Sagamor spoke of her in glowing terms. Which, if you
are not aware, indicates he holds her in the same awe as he does
his wife. Few women approach that pedestal, let alone ascend it.”

“High praise, indeed. Lady Sephora is a most remarkable woman.”

“T wish you good hunting,” Reuben replied. “Be sure to invite me
to the nuptials.”

“I sincerely doubt that will ever occur. My friend Keats has a
much better chance than I. He has a solid job and a promising
future. I'm just a poor doctor whose patients can’t even afford to
eat properly.”

“Miracles do happen,” Reuben offered.

Usually to someone else.

Alastair did not recognize the house, but that did not ease his
worries. He noted the movement of a curtain at the window of the
dwelling next door. The presence of police in the middle of the
night never heralded glad tidings.

Clearing his throat, he asked the constable, “Who lives here?”

“A lady named Hallcox, sir.”

He heard a groan issue forth from his companion.

They were met at the bottom of the staircase by another constable,
this one older and with a ruddy face. He had that stern, all-business
expression that indicated there was a superior within earshot.

“Upstairs, sirs. Last room on the right.” As they mounted the
stairs, Alastair thought he heard the sound of weeping.

They were met by yet another constable outside the specified room.

“A veritable swarm of Blue Bottles,” Reuben remarked dryly, then
addressed the constable. “Drs. Bishop and Montrose, as requested.”

The constable opened the door and stood back. Alastair’s first
impression was oppressive red: the walls a deep burgundy, the
curtains crimson, and the carpets of ruby and dark rose.

“Looks like a Turkish bordello,” Reuben remarked.
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Chief Inspector Fisher was inside, standing between them and
the bed.

“Well, well, your favorite inspector again,” Reuben whispered,
and then strode into the room. Another dark-suited policeman
stood near the dressing table. He was rolling a pencil between his
fingers in agitation.

“Close the door,” Fisher ordered.

The moment Alastair complied, the senior officer stepped aside,
revealing the corpse.

“Oh, Lord, it is her,” Reuben said, moving forward until he
stood near the bed.

“You are acquainted with this woman?” Fisher asked.

“I have seen her at an occasional party or two. I know her more
by reputation.”

“Which was?”

Reuben sighed. “She is known among her circle as Allcocks, a
play on her last name. It is appropriate because she has...had an
insatiable appetite for men of all stripes.”

“Have you ever been with her?” Fisher demanded.

Reuben gaped and then shook his head. “God, no. What a
question.”

Fisher gave Alastair a penetrating look. “You?”

“No, I've never seen the woman until this moment.”

“Excellent. I need both of you completely free of attachment so
that the post-mortem findings will be as impartial as possible.
There are enough entanglements with this murder as it is.”

“May I ask why youre present, Chief Inspector?” Alastair
queried. “Is this woman somehow connected to anarchists?”

“Just do your work, Doctors,” Fisher retorted.

The rebuke caught him off-guard. Stung, Alastair moved to the
bed, across from Reuben. Bending over, he studied the dead
woman’s face. If it had been pretty, it was no longer so. She bore
the classic signs of strangulation, a cord tied around her neck in
an obscene bow.

“I believe we can rule out suicide,” Reuben murmured, moving
to the end of the bed.

Alastair undid the sash, carefully laying it aside. An ugly
stricture mark marred the pale flesh.

“Step back here,” Reuben ordered, gesturing. “What do you see?’

Alastair moved to the spot his fellow physician indicated.
Observing the scene from this new vantage point, his mind
rebelled. “I hesitate to say...” They will think me perverted.

Reuben turned toward him, his eyes aglow. “Go on.”
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Alastair cleared his throat and after an anxious glance at
Fisher, composed his thoughts. He’d encountered the vile serpent
of human nature often enough in the East End. In the West side
of London, it felt more profane.

“The hands are placed on the breasts in mimicry of ecstasy. Her legs
are parted and the fireplace poker points toward her female regions as
if positioned for entry. It’s...an obscene parody of the sexual act.”

“I agree with my protégé,” Reuben said. “The murderer
arranged the scene to discomfit us.”

“Do you think she was interfered with?” the younger copper
asked, stepping forward.

Reuben gave him a quick glance. “I didn’t catch your name.”

“T apologize. Inspector Hulme. I'm the local inspector.”

“As to your question, Inspector, we’ll be able tell more during
the post-mortem, though I don’t note bruising in the areas one
would expect. It is possible, given her libidinous nature, that she
invited her killer to bed and after a vigorous romp, he took the
matter a bit further than she could have imagined.”

“Why?” Hulme asked. “If she were willing—"

“There are many means of sexual arousal, not all of them
decent. Fortunately, that’s your problem to decipher.” Hulme
colored. “Don’t take that as chastisement, Inspector. Frankly, I'm
happy all I have to do is tell you how this poor lady died. I'd not
want your job for anything.”

“There are days I feel the same,” Fisher said.

“Who found her?” Reuben inquired.

“Her ladies’ maid, curious as to why her mistress didn’t ring for
her sleeping powders,” Fisher replied.

“And the fire? Was it like this at the time, or has the maid built
it up since then?”

Hulme shook his head. “I’'m not sure, Doctor. I will ask.”

“Good. It is overly warm in here, and that will affect our
estimated time of death.”

“We already know that, Doctor,” Hulme replied. “The butler made
note of her last paramour and the time he arrived. That was right
before eleven. The maid came upstairs at half past midnight.”

“That’s roughly an hour-and-a-half window, providing the
woman was alive when her paramour entered her room.”

Hulme frowned. “Surely if the fellow had found her dead, he
would have raised the alarm.”

“You sound so certain. What if he were married or a prominent
member of society?”

“T hardly think that’s relevant.”
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“On the contrary, Inspector. Would you want your name
splashed across the newspapers as having visited a woman of
loose morals and finding her strangled and positioned in such a
way? I certainly wouldn’t.”

Fisher nodded. “Unfortunately true, Inspector.”

Reuben stepped forward and examined each of the woman’s
hands in turn. “No evidence that she scratched her assailant.
Pity.” He returned them to their exact positions. After a moment’s
pause, he asked, “I must pose the same question as Dr. Montrose.
Why is Special Branch interested in this case?”

The two inspectors traded looks. “It is not important you know
that at present,” Fisher replied. Without another word, he swept out
of the room, causing the constable on guard to jump. The moment
the door closed, the junior inspector let out a stream of air.

“What a nightmare.”

“Shan’t argue there,” Reuben replied, sketching the position of
the body on a notepad with precise strokes. “When you move her,”
he instructed Hulme, “bring the sheets up and enfold her within
them. We will want to see what we can find on them. And bring
the gown, the cord and anything else you think of value.”

“Certainly.”

“After the body is removed, post a constable at the door. I want
the opportunity to examine the room during the daylight before
some maid goes trying to clean it up.”

“As you wish.”

Reuben added a few final touches to the drawing and closed the
notebook. The physician gave Alastair a wan smile. “Let’s meet at
six sharp. We'll need clear heads for this work.”

Reuben turned for one final inspection of the late Nicci Hallcox.
“What a way to die,” he said in a low voice. “First bliss, then horror.”

“Much like life,” Alastair murmured.
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Keats awoke with the taste of blood in his mouth, shivering
from the cold. He had a gag in place and his hands were tied in
front of him. A jarring bump slammed him into the side of
something wooden. A container of some sort, he thought. He heard
the creak of a wagon and then he faded out again.

When he next awoke the cold was worse, causing shivers to
engulf him. He was in a wooden box. A coffin, by the shape of it.
He smelled fresh pine and then the unmistakable scent of damp
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earth. He panicked, shrieking into the gag at the prospect of being
buried alive.

His frantic screams and contortions only exhausted him. He
sagged, forcing himself to breathe through the panic. It was
difficult to hear anything over the thump of his heart. As minutes
passed, he waited for the clods of dirt to hammer on the lid. None
came. His terror gradually began to subside.

A faint owl-hoot. Then scratching on the outside of his wooden
prison, followed by a snuffling noise, like a curious beast assaying
its next meal. More scratching.

He was above ground. Keats wept for joy. The tears ran down
his face, stinging the abrasion on his jaw.

I must stop reading Poe.

After much squirming within the confined, stuffy space, he
pulled off the gag and shouted for help. The creature fled. He
shouted again. The owl hooted in return.

“Oh, bugger.”

Using his teeth, he worked hard on the knots and after consid-
erable time and abraded lips, managed to get free. Trying to force
open the top of the coffin did no good, so he kicked at it until the
wood splintered. Whoever had confined him had not nailed the lid
tightly. More kicking finally brought a stream of fresh air. He
gulped it hungrily, offering a prayer of gratitude.

Dazed, he climbed out. His right foot caught on the edge of the
coffin and he plowed face-first into the moldy forest floor.

Nightmares are better than this.

He slowly sat upright, groaning as he moved, clutching his jaw. He
felt like he’d drunk a whole barrelful of bad gin. In fact, he felt worse.

Gingerly swiveling his neck in either direction revealed nothing
familiar. No streets, buildings, gas lamps or people. Why had the
huge oaf carried the coffin out into the middle of nowhere?

The owl hooted again, filling the night with a deep, mournful sound.

He rose from the ground, woozy. He brushed the dirt out of his
hair and beard, noting his bandage was gone now. Wondering how
many hours had passed, he fumbled in his coat, but didn’t find his
pocket watch. The loss was a deep blow. It had been a present
from his grandfather when he’d taken his position at the Yard,
specially engraved to commemorate the occasion. Only a few
pence resided in his pocket. No calling cards, nothing that proved
he was a detective-sergeant with Scotland Yard.

“Damn, damn, damn!”

The owl hooted three times in response. After more curses that
seemed to melt the moment he uttered them, he grumbled, “At
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least they left me my boots.”

Branches flagellated his face and hands as he shoved his way
through the undergrowth. Staring upward, he couldn’t see the
Northern Star, only a thin quarter-moon. London could lie in any
direction; it was pointless to go on until daylight. When he found
a copse of trees, he settled into a niche formed by thick bushes and
dried leaves. Hunching up against the cold, he tightened himself
into a ball to try to conserve body heat.

As he shivered, one question kept stampeding through his brain.

Why didn’t you kill me?

J.R. Fisher stared into the dying coals in the hearth. He had no
energy to rebuild the fire. He should retire to bed, but he lacked
the will to climb the stairs. He was vaguely aware of his wife
calling his name. When he didn’t answer, she entered his study.

“J.R.?”

“Yes.”

“Why haven’t you come to bed?” she asked softly. “Has
something happened?”

She knelt near his chair, a heavy robe over her nightdress. Her hair
lay in a long plait down her back, tied with a ribbon. He remembered
when i1t was like rich chocolate. Now it was woven with silver, even
more beautiful in his eyes. He took her hand and kissed it.

“Yes, Jane, something has happened. After this evening, I am
seeing my future guttering like that fire.”

She rose and took the chair closest to him. “Tell me.”

“My sergeant has been implicated in a murder, one involving a
woman of dubious repute. She was strangled after he visited her
tonight. He is not in his rooms and cannot be located.”

“Which sergeant?” she asked.

It was only then he realized he’d not mentioned a name, as if he
had only one sergeant. That was telling. “Keats.”

“Do you think him capable of such a monstrosity?” she asked.

He looked up into her eyes. “My heart says no.”

“And what about your head?”

“Another no. Neither of those matter; I must treat him as any
other suspect. I fear...” He sighed low and long. “I fear that if the
truth is not uncovered, he will hang.”

“My God,” she whispered. “He is such a bright young man.”

“Yes, he is. I remember you were quite taken with him when we
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had him round for dinner that evening.”

“I liked him very much, quite genial company,” Jane replied.
“Very earnest and intelligent.”

“I cannot lose him now,” he murmured. “Not now.”

“You have others who can succeed you, J.R.”

“None like Keats.”

“Is the Home Office still pressing you about that missing
assassin?”

“Yes. I'm not out of the woods yet. Warren is very incensed.”

“No doubt, since he’s receiving his own hiding from the press
over those killings in Whitechapel.”

He nodded. “I'm an ideal scapegoat at the moment.”

When he said nothing further, Jane kissed him on the cheek and
left him alone. She’d always understood his need for quiet reflection.

In the darkness, the chief inspector grimly reviewed the facts.
All pointed to his sergeant. That meant one of two things: either
someone had carefully fitted Keats for the noose, or he’d
committed the crime himself.

In the chief inspector’s experience, neither scenario brought
any sense of hope.

“She is wearing barely more now than she usually did in life,”
Reuben observed, studying Nicci Hallcox’s sheet-draped body. Her hair
fanned around her in a blonde halo, her vacant eyes staring at the gas
lamps, unseeing. “Whenever I saw her, she was dressed scandalously.”

“In what way?” Alastair asked.

“If her nipples weren’t peeping out of the top of her bodice, she
would adjust her gown until they were. It had the most dramatic
effect on almost every male within sight.”

“But not you?”

A quick shake of the head. Reuben raised his head from the
methodical instrument arranging. “Ever witnessed a female’s
post-mortem?”

Alastair nodded. “In medical school.”

“That was in Baltimore, wasn’t it?”

“You seem to know a great deal about me.”

“Sagamor, for the most part. And others. You've cut a path,
though you don’t realize it.”

“Not one most would envy.”

“Those who are breaking new ground do not follow convention.”
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Alastair lowered his eyes to the notebook in his hand. “I once
attended an inquest where the coroner spoke of the details of a
young woman’s death with such coldness I felt nauseated.”

“You knew the lady?” Reuben guessed.

“Yes. She was my lover. She was murdered.”

“Ah, that explains it,” his companion replied. “A matter close to
the heart. Did they convict the person or persons who killed her?”

“No. He was already dead.” Alastair set down the notebook and
squared his shoulders. “If you're ready, Doctor.”

His mentor studied Alastair’s detailed notes, then grumbled
under his breath.

“It’'s damned irritating that she was so libidinous. Three
different-colored strands of hair in the sheets, besides her own?
We must check with the maid and find out the last time the linens
were changed.”

“If she were so inclined, they might have been changed daily,
which would mean that she had three different men in her bed in
the course of about twelve hours,” Alastair conjectured.

Reuben leveled a look in his direction. “Just men?”

“Surely you're not saying—"

“From what I can gather, Miss Hallcox was interested in
everyone if they were above ground.”

“Were you totally honest with Fisher when you said you’d never
had relations with this woman?”

A startled look. “Definitely. Why do you ask?”

“It seems that you are, in some ways, more affected by her
murder than I would anticipate.”

“The death of a woman always troubles me.” Reuben resumed
looking at the document. “You might want to make further note of
the angle of the ligature marks on the back of her neck and
include a diagram with detailed measurements. Those may prove
important. Other than that, well done.” He handed the sheets
back to Alastair.

“Thank you.”

“You have a definite future in forensic medicine. If you decide
otherwise, at least I know one Whitechapel physician who won’t
let a suspicious death glide past him on the way to the grave.”

Alastair chuffed. “I wonder how many I've missed so far.”

Reuben fixed him with a sobering look. “You’d be astounded.”
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With relief, Satyr observed the church doors opening and the
first trickle of parishioners exiting the sanctuary. A few minutes
later, his superior shook the reverend’s hand. When the
Ascendant saw him, he raised an eyebrow and then nodded
slightly—the signal that Satyr might join him.

Instead of hailing a hansom, they set a course for the
graveyard. Once out of earshot, the Ascendant said, “You know I
prefer not to do business on the Sabbath.”

“I know, sir, however, this is very important.” He reached
into a pocket and handed over the paper he’d received from
Nicci. The Ascendant peered at it. His rhythmic steps faltered,
then came to a halt.

“My God. Where’d you get this?”

“Nicci Hallcox,” Satyr said, lowering his voice. “I went to deliver
your message last evening in my own fashion. After a bit of...” he
waved a hand, knowing his superior would be revolted by the details,
“she announced that since I'd kept my part of the bargain, she would
keep hers.” He gestured at the paper. “This is what she handed me.”

“Who did you present as? Yourself?”

Hardly. “No. Sergeant Keats.”

The Ascendant’s face paled.

“I knew that Nicci was keen to bed him. I thought it would be a
lark to appear as him and then deliver your message. I even had
a calling card printed just for the occasion. As luck would have it,
I'd caught him paying her a brief visit an hour or so earlier. |
would surmise that her offer revolted him.”

The Ascendant scanned the page again and then hid it in a
pocket. “Is this the only copy?”

Satyr nodded. “I searched her room.”
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“I trust I will read of her untimely demise in this morning’s paper?”

“Yes. However, that presents a complication. It is possible the
sergeant may be blamed.”

The Ascendant stared into the middle distance, brow furrowing.

“You did say that the perfect murder is one in which the blood
is on someone else’s hands,” Satyr went on. “You have often stated
that you felt he presented a threat to your future plans. This will
remove the sergeant from our concerns.”

“I believe you may be right. If they find him blameworthy, it
will occasion an uproar in Scotland Yard, keeping them too busy
to annoy us. Indeed, I think we have fallen on our feet.”

Satyr executed a slight nod and a mental sigh of relief.

“Where would she have obtained this information?” his
superior asked.

“T doubt Flaherty would be visiting a West End strumpet. It has
to be Effington. He knows where the merchandise is stored, and
he was known to use her every now and then.”

The Ascendant adjusted his gloves. “It’s not time for him to
ascend yet, though this debacle certainly warrants it. Give him
another warning, more graphic this time.”

“Yes, sir.”

“What of the Irishman?”

“T reminded him of his daughter’s fate if he displeases us,”
Satyr replied.

“Excellent. And what of his tasks?”

“Nearly complete. I did have to remove one of his subordinates.
He was trying to find the girl and getting too close for my comfort.
I made it look as if Flaherty had killed him and used him as an
example for two associates I am training at present.”

“Excellent.” The Ascendant nodded in approval. “Well handled.”
He adjusted his top hat against a slight puff of wind. “I thank you
for reporting this development. However, in future, do be more
circumspect.”

“As you wish, sir,” Satyr said, instantly discarding the advice.
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Her ruined night’s sleep now behind her, Cynda rose early and set
off for Mayfair, keen to start Nicci’s day with a bang. As the horse-
drawn hansom clattered its way west, she unfolded and then struggled
to read the note that had appeared under her door that morning. It was
written in Alastair’s expressive handwriting, every letter perfect.
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My dearest Jacynda,

I offer my apologies for my behavior last night. Worry for you
clouds my mind and I do not always act a gentleman. I shall
endeavor to be less antagonistic in future.

As to the other matter—my superiors purport to know nothing of
the event the other evening and are not interested in pursuing the
matter. I shall speak at length with Lord Wescomb and see if we
may decide a further course of action.

With sincere affection,

Alastair

“T'll be damned. He apologized. That’s gotta be a first.”
She jammed the note in a pocket, shaking her head. After a long
yawn, she collapsed against the seat and closed her eyes.

“We're ’ere, miss,” the jarvey called out.

Cynda yawned and then stared. Twin constables flanked Nicei’s
doorstep like blue-suited gargoyles. There was straw spread on
the street in front of the house to muffle the traffic and all the
shades were drawn. Clearly, there’d been a death in the
household.

“Ah, I've changed my mind. I need to go to Bloomsbury.”

“Right you are, miss,” the man said, snapping the reins.

To her displeasure, there was no Keats to be found. Instead, she
encountered a hand-wringing landlady.

“They kept asking all sorts of questions about some woman in
Mayfair and where the sergeant was,” the woman said, mangling
a handkerchief in her hands. “I haven’t seen him since yesterday
afternoon. I kept telling them that. They went all through his
rooms. It’s a mess! He'll be very upset.”

Some woman in Mayfair? Cynda’s stomach started churning.
“Was the woman’s last name Hallcox?”

“That sounds like it. They say he might have killed her!
Sergeant Keats is not that sort. He’s a decent, good man. He
brings me flowers and always pays the rent on time.”

Cynda left the landlady to her distress and retreated to the
hansom waiting for her at the kerb, her mind awhirl with dread.

Could he have done it? All it would take was Nicci playing her
trump card and his beloved career was over.

And that, gentlemen of the jury, is known as motive.

The horse flicked its ears at a persistent fly. “Miss?” the
jarvey nudged.

“Ummm, I need to go to Marylebone next.”
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“Whatever you wish, miss,” he said, clearly not upset at the
steadily rising fare.

As the hansom headed west again, Cynda replayed her conver-
sation with Keats. Though there had been an undercurrent of
righteous anger when he’d left, he wasn’t seeking revenge against
Nicci. Instead, he seemed keen to do what he did best—work the
case on his own. However, if Cynda’s hunch were correct, it meant
someone had gone to an extraordinary amount of work to put the
noose around her friend’s neck.

Lady Sephora took one look at her and beckoned her to take a
chair in the dining room.

“You are so pale,” she remarked with concern. “What has happened?”

There was no nice way to do this. “Keats is implicated in a
woman’s murder.”

Sephora sank onto her chair. She stared at her hands as Cynda
told her about Nicci Hallcox’s devious offer and the threat to
Keats’ career.

“It’s not him; it can’t be,” Sephora said at last. “I do not believe
it for a minute.”

“That isn’t the way the cops will see it.”

Sephora blinked her eyes repeatedly, trying to forestall tears.
Drawing herself up, she asked, “Shall I have Mary bring you
some breakfast?”

“No, thank you. I don’t really have an appetite right now.”

Sephora busied herself by stirring milk into her tea in slow,
clockwise motions. Victorians were masters of dealing with the
horrific by taking refuge in the small details.

“I've met Miss Hallcox, you know,” she admitted. “Her life defined
immorality. For her to make such an offer to Keats is detestable, but
not out of character. There are a number of men who have fallen into
her bed and are now literally paying the price.”

“Blackmail?”

“That’s what I've heard, and from more than one source. She
kept trying to entice John. He ignored her, but she wouldn’t step
back. Finally, I warned her about the perils of continuing such
behavior. She treated me with contempt.” Sephora’s cheeks were
red now, her eyes flashing at the memory.

Cynda cocked her head, wondering if she’d misunderstood. “You
threatened her?”

Sephora delicately dabbed at the corner of her mouth with a
linen napkin. “Not in a violent way.”

Right. Victorian manners were in their own way a polite
violence. Words were as sharp as daggers and often more deadly
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to a reputation than a well-placed bullet. Unless you were Nicci
Hallcox. She had no reputation to guard. Sephora’s threat was
just fuel for the fire.

“Deidre was convinced her husband partook of Miss
Hallcox’s...generosity from time to time,” Sephora continued.
“He denied it, of course, but she’d noticed some of her jewelry
had gone missing. She suspected it might have been used as
payment of some kind.”

“Could Effington have killed her?” Cynda asked.

Sephora’s eyes widened. “That is a possibility. He has the
temperament for it.”

Cynda didn’t bother with the niceties. “Is he one of your...folks?”
she asked. When there was no immediate answer, she added, “If
you can’t say, I understand.”

Sephora gave a shrug. “I don’t think he is, or Deidre either.”

So much for that angle.

“If Keats did not return to Miss Hallcox’s residence after he
sought your advice, where do you think he would have gone?”
Sephora asked.

“T'd bet on Whitechapel, trying to find Flaherty on his own. It
was the only way to avoid Niccei’s trap.”

“That’s a very dangerous move on his part.”

“No other choice, I think.”

“You said he took you to one of her debauches.” Sephora lowered her
voice and leaned over the table. “Are they as, well, I've heard stories.”

“Twice over.”

“Good heavens,” she said, leaning back and tucking the napkin
in her lap.

“I'm going to talk to Effington’s butler and then make a trip to
Rotherhithe to see where Deidre supposedly ended it all.”

“Perhaps she’s absconded with her lover,” Sephora offered.

“So she had one, then?”

“Yes. A young fellow. He was at the party, I gather, though I'm
not sure which one he was. She did not introduce us.”

“Deidre invited her lover to the party?” That took some stones.
Maybe she wasn’t as mousy as she appeared.

“You will not find their butler in residence. Effington fired him
the night of the party. Apparently, there was a terrific row
between them.”

“Then where do I find him? Is there some place they go when
they’re out of work?”

“I'll find out for you.” She rang the bell and Mary appeared
shortly thereafter.
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“Please ask Cook to come up. I have a question to put to her.”

“Yes, milady.” A curtsey and the girl was gone.

“For my part,” Sephora began, “I shall make enquiries in my
circle as to whom may rejoice at the loss of Miss Hallcox. I suspect
there will be a considerable number.”

A tap at the door. “Enter.”

The cook came into the room, her massive white apron starched
to perfection. No doubt she’d donned it right before she headed
upstairs. “How may I help, milady?” she asked.

“You are in contact with Mr. Effington’s cook, Mrs. Rogers, am
I correct?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Do you have any notion where Miss Lassiter might locate
Boyles, their former butler?”

The cook’s face grew pensive. “Well, ma’am, I understand that
he is well out of it. Mr. Effington’s given him a black mark and
he’s not been able to find work. Last I heard, he spends his time
at the Dog and Duck. Some relative of his owns it, I gather.”

“Good Lord,” Sephora murmured.

“I met him once. Right nice fellow. If I may be frank, milady, it’s
a pity he’s being treated this way for doing his job.”

“T agree, Mrs. Griles. I'll talk to you this afternoon about the menu
for the dinner party for Saturday next. Thank you. That will be all.”

“Yes, milady.”

The door closed behind her. Sephora took another sip of tea.
“When you find Boyles, tell him I wish to speak to him. We've not
had a butler since Stamford died. If Effington is willing to cast
aside a seasoned butler, I'm not averse to taking advantage of that
error.”

“TI will.” Cynda rose. “Thank you for the help.”

Sephora nodded and escorted her to the door. Her face
brightened. “Surely by this afternoon Keats will have reappeared
and presented a suitable alibi. Then the police can focus on the
real killer.”

Cynda forced herself to nod encouragingly. “From your lips to
God’s ears.”

She didn’t believe it for a moment
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Something tickled Keats’ hand, jerking him awake. After some
searching, he finally spied the intruder—a black beetle skittering
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away across the leaves. Above him, the birds issued a few tentative
chirps. His breath formed clouds in the frosty air. Yawning loudly, he
rose from the ground, stiff and sore. Daylight hadn’t improved his
situation. There was no beaten path to be seen.

No food, no idea where I am. What a cock-up.

Another yawn, followed by an intense stretch that did nothing to
ease his stiff muscles. I bet Flaherty’s having the laugh of his life.
Probably all over the pubs by now. He’'d never live this one down.

Keats executed a three-hundred-sixty-degree turn and then
stopped in his tracks.

“Pick a direction,” he uttered aloud, “and three out of four guesses
will be wrong.” He could be anywhere outside of London. He
suspected it wasn’t too far, but far enough that he had no frame of
reference.

Talking to himself seemed to help, so he added, “Just walk until
you find someone. There’s got to be a cozy farmhouse with lots of food
and a pretty girl to cook it for you. Always happens to lost heroes in
fairy tales.”

Hours later, when the sun was straight overhead, Keats found the
train tracks. He looked one way and then the other. No sign of life in
either direction. Feet burning and stomach shriveled in a knot, he
chose south, continuing his lonesome trek toward civilization.

Livingston found his assistant, William, waiting in the far corner
of the dining room. His eye was not on the door, but on a young lady
a few tables over. Her older escort, no doubt a mother or aunt, had
carelessly left her unattended for the moment. He assessed the
situation like a hunting dog left alone with a fresh ham.

As he sat down across from his assistant, Livingston gave the
girl a nod and then dropped his gloves on the table.

“Oh, sorry, sir,” William said, rising.

“Not at all, William. I note you had your mind elsewhere.”

“Yes, sir.” A sideways glance. “Fine-looking filly, she is.”

“No doubt with a father who would cheerfully gut you if you
ruined her marriageable qualities.”

A roguish smile. “If he caught me,” William said.

“T assume the reason you now work for me is because you did
get caught with your hands...or some other part of
you...somewhere it shouldn’t have been.”

The smile widened. “Quite right, sir. I don’t regret it a minute.”
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“I see. However, I would prefer that you keep your mind on
business from now on.” He pulled a calling card out of a pocket
and penciled a name and address on the back. Pushing the card
across the table, he whispered, “To that end, this lady is quite
discreet. Her services are expensive, but she is healthy and very
talented. I'll be happy to pay for a once-a-fortnight visit should you
find your attention wandering.”

“A prostitute?”

Livingston grimaced and leaned in closer. “If you call her that
to her face, I can promise that you'll never service a woman again
once I finish with you. It would be like calling a fine bottle of
French wine frog piss. I urge you to employ the word courtesan
while in her presence.”

William tugged the card away. “Thank you, sir. Now what may
I do for you?”

“Have you heard any rumors about an attempted assassination
in Mayfair?” William gave a quick shake of the head. “Curious,
that. Little in the papers, either. Someone has been exercising
considerable influence in that regard.”

“Why?”

“That’s one of my questions. I want you to find out everything
you can about the event. It was at a party held at Hugo Effington’s
house. I particularly want to know who stopped the assassin. |
have a hunch...” He tapped the table with an index finger. “Talk
to the servants. They know everything.”

“T will, sir.” A quick glimpse at the young girl, and then back.
“Anything else?”

“No, that will be it for the time being.” Livingston rose. “Do be
cautious, William. I would hate to lose you.”

“Yes, sir.”

Once Livingston reached the door, he turned to study his
assistant as he donned his gloves. The young girl was sending
admiring looks in the young man’s direction. To Livingston’s
relief, William was already scrutinizing the back of the card with
considerable interest.

“Good. Very good.”

Adelaide would see to William in ways that a pale virgin could
not begin to imagine, learning more about this ambitious young
man in the process. The fellow was a rough gem destined to
become a fine jewel, providing his rutting instincts didn’t put him
in the grave.
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Just as Sephora’s cook had said, Cynda found Effington’s
former butler at a table in the corner of the Dog and Duck, an
empty pint in front of him. He wasn’t drunk, but the scowl on his
face told her this wasn’t going to be a slam-dunk.

“Boyles?” she asked.

His eyes narrowed. “You're the lady from the other night, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“You ended up costing me my job.”

“No, the fellow with the gun did that.”

“Right, but he’s not here.”

It was a threat, but she didn’t sense any violence behind it. He just
needed some way to vent. “How about I buy you a pint?” she offered.

He thought for a moment. “In exchange for what?”

“What really happened at the party.”

The eyes narrowed further, but he nodded. “You got yourself
a deal.” He waved at the barman and pointed at his glass.
“Another one.” Looking back at her, he said, “My name is
Brown, Howard Brown. They didn’t like the name, so they
stuck me with Boyles. Sounded awful.” She gave a nod of
agreement. “Aren’t you having one?”

“No. Alcohol and I don’t do well together.”

“Teetotaler, are you?”

Cynda pulled out a chair and sat down. “No, just don’t want to
get drunk on my bum.”

Brown gave her a hint of a smile. Maybe this wasn’t going to be
as hard as she thought. She handed the coins to the publican as
he set the foamy pint in front of them.

“So what do you want to know?” Brown quizzed.

That she hadn’t anticipated. Butlers were usually very close
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with information, especially when it related to their employers. It
was a hallmark of their profession.Unless they’d been treated like
peons.

“Why did you get fired?”

“Mr. Effington,” he said, adding a fair degree of acid to the
name, “accused me of allowing that man in without an invitation.
That, and his nibs was really put out when I sent for the police.”

“Why didn’t he want the cops involved?”

“Effington’s not on the up-and-up. He’s involved in shady
business dealings. Probably figured the coppers would find
something out and put him in the clink.”

“How do you think the assassin got in?”

“I've no idea. He didn’t come in the front door or below stairs.
Unless Effington or the mistress let him on the sly, I'd say he just
appeared out of nowhere.”

A genuine possibility. “Had he been at the house before?”

“No, never saw him before that night.”

“Did you catch his name?” Another shake of the head. “Who do
you think he wanted to kill?”

Brown took a long sip of his beer and then smacked his lips. “Well,
now that’s a puzzle, isn’t it? They were all bunched together near the
fireplace like a covey of quail. Could have been any one of them. The
way the mistress acted, you'd think he was after her.”

Cynda took the opening. “Could he have been?”

Another long sip of beer. “Possible. Things weren’t right
between the master and the mistress. He always had a string of
ladies, even with his first wife. The latest Mrs. Effington knew
about them, and it didn’t set well.”

“Do you think Effington would hire someone to kill her?”

“No better place to do it, wouldn’t you think? It would look like
the killer was aiming at one of the nobs and accidentally hit her.”

It was an intriguing notion, but it didn’t play out. “Hired
assassins like to live to see the next day,” she said. “Effington
could just claim not to know him and it’d be the killer who ended
up with the rope around his neck.”

Brown drummed a finger on the table, brows knit. “Maybe it
was just some lunatic.”

“What happened to Effington’s first wife?”

“Died right sudden. She was the mistress’ sister.”

Cynda smirked. “Keeping it in the family.”

“Keeping the money in the family is more like it. Effington
doesn’t have any, at least not anymore. His warehouses aren’t
doing too well. He’s been living off her for some time. You can
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imagine that didn’t set with him.”

“T understand she has a lover.”

Brown nodded. “She’d been going out twice a week, just taking
the air, she said. Bert, one of the groomsmen, said she was
meeting some young jack. She’d be inside a hotel for a couple of
hours and then out she’d come, all smiles.”

“Young jacks can do that for a woman,” Cynda said.

Brown grinned. “Best the master never find out who he is,” he
added. “He’s a vicious bastard and I'm not apologizing for saying
that, either.”

“I heard her lover was at the party.”

“Might have been. I noticed she was talking to a gent for quite
some time. Whether it was him or not, I couldn’t say.”

A thought nudged her. “Young fellow, mid-twenties or so? Wore
a red rose in his lapel?”

“That was him.”

Mr. Macassar Oil, the guy who helped her up from the floor.

Brown leaned across the table. “You've not said why you're
interested in all this.”

“Lady Wescomb and I are worried about Mrs. Effington.” And now
for the million-dollar question. “Any notion where she is at present?”

His expression grew guarded. “In the Thames is what I hear.”

They eyed each other. Cynda leaned over the table. “Come on,
we both know that’s not likely.”

He gave a sigh. “I don’t know for sure. She might have done
herself a mischief. For God’s sake, don’t go to the house and ask
any questions. Effington will find out. If she’s still alive, he’ll take
care of that problem right proper.”

“T won’t. You helped Mrs. Effington escape, didn’t you?”

He took the time to drain the remainder of his beer, weighing the
question. Cynda held her breath. Finally, he nodded. “She pleaded
with me to help her. She was afraid the master would blame her for
what happened, beat her to death. He was that angry.”

“How’d you do it?”

“Spirited her out below stairs through the tradesmen’s entrance.”

“In one of her nice gowns?” A nod. “Did she take a bag or something
with her?” Another nod. Maybe she had a change of clothes.

“I hope she didn’t do it. He isn’t worth it, I can tell you.”

Cynda smiled. “You're a good man, Mr. Brown.”

“I like to think so. I'll be blunt. If I can do anything to get up
that bastard’s nose, I'm happy to oblige.”

Hell hath no fury like a butler sacked.

She tried a new tack. “Is Mr. Effington involved with a woman
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named Hallcox?”

A quick nod. “He saw her regular. She was a tarted-up whore if
there ever was one.”

“Nicci Hallcox was murdered last night.”

Brown looked surprised. “I hadn’t heard that.”

“She was probably blackmailing your former employer. Do you
think Effington might have killed her?”

“If she was battered and bruised, I'd say he’s your man.”

She’d gotten what she came for. Now it was time for the quid pro
quo. Cynda dug Sephora’s calling card out of a pocket. “Lady Wescomb
wishes to speak to you about a position, if you're interested.”

Brown looked at her, down at the card and then back again.
“You're pulling my leg, right? All those toffs stick together.”

“T think you’ll find the Wescombs are of a different stripe,”
Cynda said. They’re not jerks, for one.

“Well, I'll talk to her ladyship. Don’t know if anything will come of
it, but it won’t hurt to have it known she wanted to speak with me.”

Cynda rose. “Thank you, Mr. Brown. You’'ve been a consid-
erable help.”

“You've been the same, miss.” He tucked the calling card in his
pocket. Giving her a serious look, he cautioned, “Be careful. I don’t
want to read about your death in the paper.”

“That makes two of us.”

In the daylight, the murder scene didn’t look any less garish.

“Exactly like a Turkish bordello,” Reuben muttered under his
breath. He turned to the constable at the door. “This will take
some time.”

“As you wish, Doctor,” the fellow replied. The door closed.

The two doctors traded looks. After a moment, Reuben stripped
off his coat and started at the far corner of the room, upending
furniture as if it were moving day.

“What are you doing?” Alastair asked.

“What did you think of Inspector Hulme?” Reuben replied.

It was astounding how the man could deflect one question
with another.

Alastair didn’t hold back. “Certainly not as seasoned as Fisher.
Didn’t ask the questions I thought he should.”

“Precisely!” Reuben replied, launching a finger into the air for
emphasis. “He asked if the victim had been interfered with, but
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nothing more. If T had a chance to impress a chief inspector, I'd
have been flying questions around the room like a drunken
swallow. Instead, you'd think he’d been asked to investigate
someone stealing a wormy apple from a costermonger’s cart.”

“That still doesn’t explain what you're doing.”

“Looking around the scene for whatever the police might
have missed.”

“Under the furniture?” Alastair asked.

“Evidence goes in mysterious directions. I once found a cufflink
at the bottom of a chamber pot. Fortunately, the killer hadn’t been
able to find it. It cost him a trip to the gallows.” Reuben paused in
front of the victim’s dressing table. “Would you join me so that you
can watch me rifle through her things?”

As if reading his assistant’s thoughts, Reuben explained, “It is
best that you have a second person present if you're going through
someone’s possessions. That way, you will not be accused of theft
should a piece go missing.”

“Good Lord, I never thought of that.”

“You shouldn’t have to, but you'd be surprised what families
will say after the fact.”

“Has that happened to you?”

“Yes, damn them.”

“Surely they wouldn’t have arrested you,” Alastair protested.

“There was some discussion about it. Fortunately, a maid found
the missing item a few days later. Still, the accusation did nothing
for my reputation, though it was eventually retracted.”

Is that why you don’t have a Home Office position?

Reuben opened drawers and then sneezed when he encountered
loose face powder. “God gives women natural beauty, and they
insist on messing about with all this. Do you realize some of this
muck has arsenic in it? How absurd.” He opened the jewelry box
and whistled in appreciation. “It would appear our Miss Hallcox
had admirers who were willing to pay the freight.”

“Or she invested in jewelry,” Alastair said, though he doubted
that was the case.

Reuben gave him a strange look and then an affirming nod.
“Quite right. I stand corrected. I can hardly harp at you to keep an
open mind and then assume the lady received jewelry in exchange
for sexual favors.”

He delivered a quick wink before dumping the jewelry on the
table. Instead of examining the horde, he rattled the case. “Aha,
what is this?” He dug around until the false bottom sprang open,
sending a cascade of calling cards to the ground in a white shower.
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“Women do like to hide things, don’t they?” As Alastair
retrieved them, Reuben replaced the jewelry in the box and
snapped it shut. “So who has been calling on our dearly departed?”
his companion asked.

Alastair peered at the names, flipping over card after card. “A
peer of the realm, a couple members of Parliament, a judge,
another judge, someone at the Home Office...” The back of one
card caught his notice. “Good Lord, there are a series of date.”

“Tallying up their visits? How quaint,” Reuben remarked, now
lifting up bottles and studying their contents. He opened one and
did a test sniff. “Rose. Very nice.”

Ignoring the running commentary, Alastair thumbed through
more of the cards, astounded at the clientele the dead woman had
acquired. Then he stopped abruptly at one. He flipped the card
over. All the dates were within the last few months, one just the
previous week.

You perfidious bastard.

Oblivious to Alastair’s consternation, Reuben observed, “It
seems Miss Hallcox knew everyone, both socially and biblically.
Do jot down the names and the dates and then we’ll turn the cards
over to Hulme. I want to ensure that Fisher sees the list, as well.”

Alastair looked up, surprised. “You don’t think Hulme will
share the names?”

“Just being cautious. If we find pressure being applied to our
work in any manner, we will at least be able to determine if it is
courtesy of one of Miss Hallcox’s paramours.”

Alastair parked himself in the nearest chair and began his
transcription as Reuben continued to search the room. A tour
through the wardrobe resulted in a lively critique on the dead
woman’s choice of clothing. Then Alastair heard the rattle of the
commode. His fellow physician was consummately thorough, if
nothing else.

“Anything?” Alastair asked, looking up.

Reuben shook his head. “When you’re done, let’s move the
mattress and see what we find.”

Alastair continued his efforts, making careful notes, his
emotions still at full boil.
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Standing in the entrance to the Bury Street hovel, Cynda was
summoning the courage to make the ascent up the stairs. They
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might as well have been Everest. The holes were still there and
seemed larger than a couple of weeks earlier. She knew from
experience that the parts that seemed intact were actually spongy
wood eager to snap an ankle or topple you headlong to the floor
below. She noted with some disgust that the cat corpse near the
bottom of the stairs was now reduced to a pile of bones. The
maggots had moved onto fresher edibles a few feet away.

How do people live like this?

They didn’t, not in the usual sense. Children died more often
than not as their parents slowly worked themselves to death. The
only reasons Davy and his mother had survived up till now were
their tenacity and Alastair’s care, though often the doctor had
little more to eat than his patients. If not for his expert care, Mrs.
Butler’s recent her chest infection would have been fatal.

Cynda managed only two steps up when her skirt caught on one
of the broken boards.

“Oh, crap,” she muttered, not keen to tug on it or she’d rip the
fabric. It was her Whitechapel garb, bedraggled clothes most folks
would have pitched into a bonfire. Still...

“Miss Jacynda?” a young voice called behind her. She heaved a
sigh of relief. The climb would not be needed.

“Come unhook this skirt, will you?” she called.

“Be right there!” He scurried up and in a moment had it free,
then helped her down.

“Hello, David Edward Butler,” she said, knowing how much he
liked it when she used his full name. He delivered a gracious bow.
As usual, his face needed washing despite his mother’s supreme
efforts. He was taller than most kids in Whitechapel, with sharp
eyes and a sharper mind.

“G’day, Miss Jacynda. What brings you to my crib?” he
asked, beaming.

“I wanted to check on your mother. Is her chest better? I forgot
to ask Alastair the last time I saw him.” We were too busy getting
on each other’s nerves.

“Much better. The doc says it’s almost clear. He saw her a few
days back.”

“That’s very good news.” The best kind of news. Mrs. Butler had
come close to dying from a chest infection. Alastair had pulled her
back from the grave.

“It’s not all good news. She’s sellin’ apples now.”

“Why?”

“Her boss gave her the sack. Said she was too sick to work for him.”

Scalding words formed on the tip of Cynda’s tongue, but she
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swallowed them in deference to the kid. “I'll see if I can find her
something, I promise.”

“That’d be good. I can’t earn enough.”

Cynda knelt, taking Davy’s rough and grubby hands into her
own. She saw tears forming in the corners of his eyes.

He shook his head sadly. “Mum won’t let me tell the doc. She
knows he’d pay the rent, and she don’t want that.”

“Well, you won’t have to. I'll pay you two shillings a day for the
next week. I need you to do some work for me.”

His eyes widened as he labored to do the math.
“Four...eight...fourteen shillin’s? That’s a fortune!”

“It’s going to be a bit dangerous, that’s why I'm paying so
much.” And I want your mother off the street.

Davy’s amazement faded to a cynical frown not usually seen on
a twelve-year-old boy. “What you want me to do?”

“Escort me to Rotherhithe to start with. I need to go to
Church Stairs.”

“Rotherhithe? You bein’ a lady and all? They’ll have you in a
flash. They're all sailors and they have no law.”

“We'll go during the day and we won’t stay long.”

“Why you want to go there?”

“I need to find out if someone killed herself or not.”

“Why?” he persisted. “That’s what rozzers do.”

“Because it’s very important, Davy. If the woman didn’t commit
suicide, I fear her husband will find her and harm her.” Deidre
was the key. She might even know the assassin.

The kid’s face sobered. “You mean he’ll hit her?”

“Yes.” Or worse.

“T hear that sort of thing at night. Me dad never ever raised a
hand to me mum and if he had, I'd a stopped him. It ain’t right.”

God, you're a good kid. “No, it’s not. Will you help me?”

His face screwed up in concentration. “Does the doc know what
you're about?”

This one oughta be a lawyer. “No, and he better not find out.”

“Two shillin’s a day?” he asked.

“Yes. I'll pay you half now,” she said, kneeling to dig the money
out of her right boot after a quick look around.

“I'll have to let me mum know where I'm goin’. That way, if 1
don’t come home, she knows where to look.”

For half a second, Cynda thought he was teasing her. Then she
saw his face. There was no hint of jest, only grim determination.
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Reuben Bishop yawned into the busy Scotland Yard hallway,
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covering his mouth belatedly.

“I do hope these late nights abate for a time,” he muttered.

Alastair nodded while clenching his teeth together to stifle his
own yawn. “Fortunately, we had lunch when we did,” he observed.
He was as tired as Reuben, barely keeping his eyes open. What
they’d discovered in the course of the post-mortem had put sleep
out of reach.

Reuben went into lecture mode. “First rule of the business: eat
whenever you have a chance. Blue Bottles have their own notion
of how long matters should take and to hell with everyone else.”

“So I've noticed.”

As if on cue, a constable trotted up. “The Chief Inspector will
see you now, sirs.”

Fisher waved them into his office. “I apologize, Doctors. Other
issues are pressing us at this point.”

Reuben handed over the report and outlined the results of the
post-mortem in a clipped style with no verbal flourishes, an
indication of his weariness. Summing up, he added, “We found
three different sets of hairs on the sheets, besides the victim’s:
light brown, gray and black.”

Fisher nodded. “That follows the maid’s testimony. Miss
Hallcox had a busy social schedule: a peer of the realm in the
afternoon, a magistrate right before dinner and then her killer. I
see you estimate death somewhere within that ninety-minute
span.” A shuffle of papers. “No other signs of violence?”

“None. There is one point, however. Miss Hallcox had the
French Disease.”

“Syphilis? Not too surprising, given her randy nature.”

“No, but it might be to those who availed themselves of her charms.”
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“Perhaps it was a reason for her murder, as well,” Fisher
observed. He tossed the report on his desk with a disgruntled sigh.
“T had hoped for more.”

“In what way?” Reuben inquired.

Fisher tented his fingers. “Oh, that the killer stands six feet tall
in his stocking feet, has a slight limp, smokes Alexandria
cigarettes, dotes on his mother and is prone to bet on the ponies.”

“There are limits to our abilities, Chief Inspector,” Reuben
replied peevishly.

“So it appears. A question for you, Dr. Montrose. Was Keats in
the habit of attending debaucheries?”

Alastair started in surprise. “Keats? Heavens, no.”

“Miss Hallcox’s butler insists that my sergeant was present at
a soiree Friday last. From what I gather, the deceased was known
to host orgies.”

Alastair shook his head. “I sincerely doubt Keats would do
such a thing.”

“Well, it may well be that we are misinformed,” Fisher replied.
“Unfortunately, the chief suspect in this case is my sergeant,
gentlemen. He visited Miss Hallcox for a brief period of time last
evening, departing in a fine fury as the butler put it. A short time
later, he returned and spent time in the company of Miss Hallcox,
in her bedroom.”

Alastair could do nothing but stare. Reuben shifted
uncomfortably.

“To sum it up,” Fisher announced, “if what the butler said is true,
then my sergeant was the last person to see Nicci Hallcox alive.”

“Surely he has a suitable alibi,” Alastair retorted. “What has he
told you about it?”

“He left his lodgings early last night and has yet to return.”

“My God,” Alastair murmured. “I cannot believe this.”

“According to the butler, my sergeant attended the debauchery
accompanied by a young woman whose description is eerily familiar.”

Alastair’s throat tightened. “In what way?”

“She sounded a great deal like Miss Lassiter. Have you spoken
to her recently?”

“Last evening, but she made no mention of this.”

“Ah, well, there we are again. Events seem to swirl around this
woman like leaves in a gale.”

Fisher leaned back in his chair, tented his fingers again. Alastair
noted a fine tremor that the chief inspector could not conceal.

“Personally, I am not convinced of the butler’s veracity. At first,
he claimed he did not need to speak with us because of Miss
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Hallcox’s connections with numerous important personages. After
more pressure, he stated he saw Keats leave right before the maid
went upstairs. However, after close questioning, he finally
admitted he had not seen my sergeant leave at all and was, in fact,
involved in an assignation of his own. He admits to a weakness for
drink. It is very clear he holds animosity toward Keats, though he
would not state the cause.”

“He’s correct about the important personages,” Reuben said,
handing over the list Alastair had so carefully compiled. “We
found calling cards in the false bottom of Miss Hallcox’s jewelry
case, quite a number of them actually. We sent the cards to the
inspector. We thought you might like a list.”

Fisher looked surprised, a rarity for him. “I wonder how Hulme
missed that.”

“To be candid, he didn’t seem engaged,” Reuben said.

A rueful nod. “I fear you are correct.” Fisher studied the list.
“Are these...dates?”

“Yes. We suspect those are when the cards’ owners spent time
in Miss Hallcox’s bed. We also suspect she did not note them
purely out of nostalgia.”

“Good heavens,” Fisher said, blinking in surprise. “I had no idea
that an eighty-year-old lord could be so invigorated.”

“We all should hope for such stamina at that age,” Reuben replied.

“Keats’ card was found underneath her jewelry case,” Fisher
said. “It didn’t have any notations on it, which could mean he’d not
been with her, or...” he trailed off.

“Or he killed her before she had time to make the note,” Reuben said.

Alastair shuddered. This was too close to home. A few weeks
earlier he had faced the dock over a false murder accusation when
Jacynda had been attacked by one of her tourists. When she’d
disappeared into the future, he was left behind with bloody hands
and a ravening mob on his tail keen to extract street justice.
Thankfully, Jacynda had returned alive, healed of her hideous
injury, and the charges were dropped. He'd even been touted as a
hero for saving her life.

That wouldn’t happen to Keats.

“It appears my sergeant is in august company,” the chief
inspector remarked, dropping the list on his desk as if it had
somehow soiled his hands.

Alastair gestured toward the paper. “If Keats is considered the
prime suspect in this murder, he holds the least rank of the lot. I
am concerned that he will take the blame to avoid exposing the
others to social ridicule, or a possible murder charge.”
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“That is my concern, as well. I will do my best to ensure the
murderer is found, be that my sergeant or a peer of the realm. I've
never allowed rank to affect my judgment.”

“You may not, but there are those in the government who are
prone to do just that,” Reuben observed. “You are taking a sizable
risk being involved with this case. There may be accusations that
you tampered with evidence if it goes to trial.”

“I know,” Fisher replied, his voice tense like stretched wire.

“This may cost you your career, Chief Inspector.”

The two men eyed each other.

Fisher abruptly rose. “It’s worth the risk. Thank you,
gentlemen, I appreciate your work.” He stuck out his hand and
shook each in turn. “I will keep you apprised of the investigation
as it unfolds.”

As they exited the building, Reuben suggested they make their
way toward The Clarence for a drink.

“Why there, if I may ask?”

“Police like the place. We might hear a few rumors.”

Alastair’s mood darkened. “Rumors will not save my friend.”

“No, but they won’t hang him, either. They're just a
weathercock.”

“From what I can feel, the wind’s blowing toward the gallows.”

“Often the wind is fickle, just like a woman. We may yet see a
fair breeze clear your friend of murder.”

Once they’d bought their pints and found a remote corner in
which to enjoy them, Reuben spoke up. “Frankly, I am confused.
Fisher knew last night his sergeant might be the killer. Why did
he call us in on the post-mortem? I certainly have no attachments
to Sergeant Keats, but you are his close friend. That is a direct
conflict of interest.”

“T had no notion Keats was in the picture,” Alastair protested.

“No, neither of us did. Nevertheless, that will not stop
speculation that we may have mussed about with the evidence in
some manner to save your friend’s life. I just hope Fisher has
something up his sleeve, or this is going to be damned awful for
the lot of us.”

Alastair shook his head in despair. “There is another moral
dilemma, Reuben. It’s about the cards.”

“You seemed rather distracted after you began transcribing the
names. Did you recognize one?”

Alastair nodded. “He is the fiancé of a woman I hold in fond regard.”

“Who is this lady?”

“Dr. Hanson’s daughter, Evelyn.”
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“Oh, him. Arrogant sod. Thinks his opinions are personally
delivered on a silver platter from God himself.”

Alastair smiled ruefully. “You know him well. Evelyn and I
were once engaged. Her father and I had a disagreement, and it
broke us apart.”

“Disagreement? I heard you told him to go hang himself.”

Alastair started in surprise. “How did you know about that?”

“Sagamor. He thought it was absolutely brilliant on your part.
I agree. Nevertheless, back to your dilemma. How do you propose
to handle the situation?”

“I thought a discreet visit to Lord Patton was in order. He may
not be aware he has been exposed to the disease.”

“Or ignored the symptoms when they first manifested. The
young can be quite ignorant when it suits them.”

“If Dr. Hanson learns of my intervention, he will believe I am
doing this solely to ruin Evelyn’s future happiness,” Alastair
admitted.

“Saving her life is more like it. To that end, I'd be happy to
accompany you.”

That brought comfort. “I will take you up on that offer. I
sincerely appreciate this, Reuben.”

“Drink your pint and we’ll make a social call on the young
libertine. Let’s hope he thinks with more than just his cock.”

-
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What am I doing? She had asked that question countless times
since the train pulled out of Liverpool Station and headed south
under the river toward Rotherhithe. Next to her, Davy craned an
eager face to peer out of the closest window. Not that there was
anything to see—the train was currently thousands of feet
beneath the Thames.

Well, maybe not thousands. It was still inside the Thames
Tunnel, something built by Victorians that could drown them like
a litter of helpless kittens if it collapsed. Even though the tunnels
were still in use in 057, it didn’t make her feel any more secure.
Salvation would only be found when she reached daylight.

“We're under the river!” the boy exclaimed. “I never thought I'd
be on a train. Wait ’til I tell me mum!”

Cynda kept the fixed smile pasted on her face. A glance toward
Davy told her why she’d been so determined to do this—his face
was aglow, his nose pressed firmly against the window.
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“I think I saw a fish!” he said, and then turned toward her with
a mischievous wink. She delivered a mock glare and then
chuckled. He read her like a book.

Rotherhithe was a grubby and bustling district, the shop signs
betraying the maritime blood in its veins. Shipwrights, barge
builders, timber agents and ship chandlers rubbed elbows with
pubs and ropemakers. Sailors and dockworkers were everywhere.
Some ignored them; others gave Cynda an appraising eye. There
were women as well, for sailors and soldiers always drew females
desperate for a few coins. In that way, Rotherhithe was no
different than Whitechapel.

A glance behind them revealed no sign of her shadow, as she
called him. She lost him at Pratchett’s Bookshop and he’d stayed
lost, though it was only a few blocks from the hotel. The
gregarious bookseller had rented her the room, which had a back
entrance, for executing the switch from Miss Lassiter to a denizen
of Whitechapel. Certainly beat wandering in and out of the
upmarket Charing Cross Hotel dressed as a third-class citizen.
Pratchett had no qualms about the use of his room for such a
change of costume. A well-read mind was a fertile one.

At an intersection, Davy paused for a moment, then tugged on
her arm.

“Church Stairs is that way,” he said, pointing left.

“How do you know?” As far as she knew, the kid had never been
on this side of the Thames before.

“T asked Mr. Riddle.”

“Who?”

“He’s a mapmaker. I went to his shop and asked him how to get
to Church Stairs. He said he’d tell me for a shoeshine.”

Enterprising kid. “Well done, Davy.”

After more walking, she spied the pub’s sign: Spread Eagle and
Crown. It was a plain three-story affair compared to the likes of
the Britannia or the venerable Princess Alice.

Ignoring Davy’s protests, she left him outside. The interior was
as packed as the watering holes in the East End. She noticed the
black wood paneling and oak beams right off. There were built-in
settles, or alcoves, each full of patrons swilling, swearing or
smoking. The pub had been here when a group of parochial
Pilgrims set sail for America. No doubt at least some of the locals
had wished them good riddance. As far as she knew, the pub was
still there in ’057.

The ambient noise was too much for carrying on a conversation
with the publican about a dead woman, so Cynda pushed her way
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back out. No easy feat. She found Davy loitering just outside the door,
leaning up against the wall, kicking it with the heel of his boot.

“Nice pub. Crowded,” she said.

“So you say,” he said with a frown.

“So where is Church Stairs?”

He jerked a thumb to his right.

Of the many set of steps that led to the river, Church Stairs wasn’t
much to shout about. Once she reached the bottom, she looked out
over the broad expanse of the Thames. The tide was going out, and
children scampered in the mud hunting for items to scavenge. Boats
slid through the dark and oily water. A steam launch chugged by,
generating a wake that made the smaller boats rise and fall like yo-
yos. On the far side, she saw a cluster of masts near Shadwell New
Basin and the rum and sugar warehouses.

Time slid into the past. She stood a bit further upstream, on
Bankside in Southwark, with a British historian named Max. The
year was 1666; the entire northern sky lit with the glow of destruction.

“My God,” Max whispered as if they were at a funeral, unaware
he was clutching her hand in a death grip. “You can read about
the Great Fire and look at the sketches, but...my God.”

“It’s the like the end of the world,” she murmured, stunned as
sheets of crimson flame billowed into the night sky like dragon’s fire.

To them it was. Thirteen thousand houses, nearly ninety
churches, even the great St. Paul’s was consumed by the blaze.
Twenty-first-century scholars still had no notion of how many
died. The poor wouldn’t have a chance to escape, cremated in the
firestorm. It was literally hell on earth.

“Miss Jacynda?’

She blinked. In the distance, London stood whole, no glow in
the sky. The Rovers had a name for what she’d just experienced:
time slipping. It was a very bad sign, the next to last domino
before retirement.

“Yes?”

“I asked a few of the mudlarks about the lady’s clothes.”

Cynda blinked again. Just how long had she been slipping?
That sort of inattention could be life-threatening.

“What did they say?”

“That anythin’ left on the stairs woulda been nicked and sold.
They watch for things like that.” He flipped open his muddy hand.
“See, I found me a penny and a clay pipe.”

“Good for you, Davy.”

He pocketed his treasures as if they were made of the purest gold.

An old sailor met them at the top of the stairs, his weathered
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face textured by decades of salt spray. He puffed on a pipe and
studied Cynda with a jaundiced eye.

“Ya lookin’ for somethin’, miss?”

She connected the face—he’d been inside the pub, standing by
the door. A local who probably didn’t miss a thing.

“A posh lady was supposed to have waded out into the water
and drowned herself the other day. Did you hear about it?”

“Yah,” he said, a cloud of aromatic pipe smoke surging upward
in the air. It smelled heavenly.

“Did you see her?”

“Nah.”

“How did you hear about it?”

“Rozzer told me. He didn’t see her neither. Just found her clothes.”

“What kind were they?”

“Fancy ones, he said.”

“Do many people come here to drown themselves?”

“Nah. It’s better off the bridges. Ya drown faster.”

That wasn’t something Cynda had considered. Would Deidre
have had the nerve to wade into the cold and filthy water, feeling
it advance up her body until it reached her chin? If so, why take
off her heavy clothes? They’d have sped her demise.

“I couldn’t do it,” she murmured, shivering.

“T'd hang meself first. Quicker.”

Neither method sounded appealing.

Another puff of the meerschaum pipe. It had a buxom mermaid
carved into it. From behind her, she heard Davy call out that he’d found
another prize along the shoreline. At least he was enjoying himself.

“Ya say she was a posh bint?” the sailor asked.

“Yes, from Mayfair.”

He spat and shook his head. “The rich ones don’t kill
themselves around poor folks. Looks bad.”

Sound logic. “Do you know where I could find that constable?”

“Just saw him up by St. Mary’s. PC Walker’s his name. He’s tall
and got carrotty hair. Ya'll be able to spy him a mile off.”

She fished in her pocket and handed him a half crown. “Have a
few pints on me.”

A craggy grin. “Thanks, miss.” He looked up at the sky. “I'd be
headin’ back to wherever ya came from. Night’s here soon, and ya
don’t want to wander around these streets then.”

“Whitechapel isn’t much better,” she said.

He stopped puffing and spat again. “Whitechapel, ya say? Then
ya’d best stay here. That’s the devil’s playground.”

As he turned away, she asked, “What tobacco is that?”
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A toothy grin. “Jolly Sailor. Best there is.” He stomped off,
smoke marking his trail.

She looked over at Davy, who had rejoined her. “Come on, let’s
go find us a red-haired rozzer.”

A short time later, they were on the train for the return journey to
Whitechapel. Davy had his nose against the glass again; Cynda closed
her eyes and held it together until they pulled onto solid ground.

The constable wasn’t much help, though he remembered that
evening well enough. He’d had to lecture a pair of extremely
drunk Portuguese sailors about trying to out piss each other on a
brick wall. Then he’d checked out Church Stairs and found the
discarded garments. When Cynda asked if the clothes had been
warm as if recently worn, he shook his head. Any dampness at the
hem of the skirts? Another shake of the head. And there’d been no
sign of anyone entering the water.

That settled the matter for her.

“She’s done a runner,” Cynda murmured. Hopefully, old Hugo
wouldn’t find out, or there’d be hell to pay.
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The duke’s household was in an organized uproar with his
return from the country. Servants hustled by with harried
expressions, barely noting the two visitors.

By the end of an hour, Reuben was grinding his teeth and popping
his knuckles in the way he only did when agitated. Alastair’s
nervousness had taken residence in his intestines. His clear duty as
a physician warred with his regard for Evelyn. What if she learned of
his visit? Would she think this petty revenge on his part?

He had to admit that he still cared for her. When she passively
accepted her father’s decree that their engagement be broken, it
had been a blow to his pride and to his heart. Jacynda would have
laid the man out flat for such a suggestion. Yet, there was a
softness, a tranquility to Evelyn that was noticeably absent in
Jacynda’s character. He longed for that peace, that lack of
emotional conflict. Two ends of the scale: Jacynda’s vibrant
intensity and Evelyn’s calm acceptance. In between the two
extremes resided the perfect wife for him.

The butler opened the door to the sitting room and gestured
with a gloved hand. “This way, gentlemen. The duke and his
lordship will see you now.”

“About damned time,” Reuben whispered.

The duke made no effort to rise from behind his mahogany
desk. His eldest son, Lord Patton, stood near the fireplace. He was
more handsome than Alastair had anticipated: in his early
thirties with an aquiline nose, good posture and a dour look
worthy of his family’s ten generations. His father wore the same
expression. Apparently it was hereditary, like the nose.

As previously agreed, Alastair took the lead. “Your Grace, we
are here on a personal matter.”
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“Which is?” the duke asked with more than a hint of irritation.

“We have cause to believe that Lord Patton has been...” Alastair
cleared his throat and plunged on, “exposed to syphilis, your Grace. If
your personal physician has already treated you, then our call is
unneeded. However, if you were unaware of this exposure, it is best
that you seek an examination as soon as possible.”

A light laugh issued from the young lord. “Is business so slow
that you must come door to door to find new patients, like a
patent-medicine peddler? How vulgar.”

Reuben bristled. “No, your lordship, we are attempting to
circumvent a tragedy.”

“I don’t consort with slatterns, Doctor,” the young man shot
back. “I have standards.”

“Is this a clumsy attempt at blackmail?” the duke demanded.

Before Alastair could speak, Reuben touched his arm and
interceded. “No, your Grace, it is not. We have no monetary
interest in this situation.”

“Then how are you privy to this information?” the duke asked.

“Miss Hallcox was murdered last evening, and we were called
to perform the post-mortem. Your son’s calling card was found in
her bedroom, along with a number of others. Your card had the
dates of your assignations noted on the back. We thought it would
be best to bring this matter to you in a private fashion, rather
than have it appear in the papers.”

The young lord noticeably flinched.

“Our concern is that you may already have this disease and be
unaware of it, my lord. Worse, you may pass it on to your bride
and afflict your future offspring. It is not an illness to be ignored,”
Reuben explained.

The duke rose, his eyes pinned on Alastair. “That’s where I've
heard the name before. You were Miss Hanson’s fiancé. You're the
fellow Hanson sent packing because he wouldn’t follow orders.”

“My history with Dr. Hanson and his daughter is not the issue, your
Grace. Our concern is for your son’s well-being.” And that of Evelyn.

The butler appeared the instant the duke rang the bell. “The doctors
have delivered their scurrilous rumor. They are no longer welcome.”

“Please do not dismiss our warning, your Grace,” Reuben urged.

“I do dismiss it out of hand. Now good day.”

Alastair turned to the young lord, praying he could reach the
man’s conscience. “Lord Patton, if you care for Evelyn, don’t harm
her because of your folly.”

The young lord’s sneer deepened, but he did not reply.

As the front door closed firmly behind them, Alastair let loose a
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rare stream of vitriolic oaths.
Reuben raised an eyebrow. “I agree. At least we tried.”
Not hard enough.

Keats found the transient camp a few hours before dusk. If it
hadn’t been for the dog barking and the crackle of the fire, he
probably would have missed it in his exhaustion. It was set back
from the tracks a good distance and consisted of a few patched
lean-tos and a fire pit tucked in a clearing. A quartet of ragged
men huddled around the fire. A pot bubbled above the flames. No
matter how stark the scene, it looked like heaven in his eyes.

The tan dog barked again. “That’ll do, Rupert,” someone called
out, slapping his thigh. “He’s not a rozzer.” The dog returned to his
side, its three legs giving it a queer gait.

Keats took the hint. “Afternoon, gents.” He halted a short distance

=
=
away, showing some respect. “Mind if I share your fire for a bit?” E E
“Where ya from?” one of the men asked. S a
“London.” = o
“Why ya here?” another asked. —~ QQ
His mind spun into action. “Got drunk. Got robbed and dumped 5 o
in the middle of nowhere. Won’t have a job by the time I get home, o =
and that’s a right bugger.” — 3
There were hearty guffaws all round, and a hand waved him 2 8
forward. He sat near the blaze, welcoming the warmth. A cup was 0o S
dipped into the pot and handed over to him. It was weak tea. ; 8e)
“No sugar,” the man with the dog said. “Ran out this mornin’.” A 8
There was more laughing. O w»n
“It’s all the same,” Keats replied, keeping his speech as plain as 3 w
possible. a
“What’s your name?” the man asked. o
“Jon.” 3

“I'm Old Bill and this is Kipper, Roger and Fat Mike,” the man
said, gesturing around the circle.

“Pleased to know you, gents.”

Kipper leaned forward. “I bet it was a bit of bad gin that got ya
here, wasn’t it?”

Keats shook his head, blowing on the tea to cool it. “Irish
whiskey,” he said. “Stuff always gets me in trouble.”

As they continued to banter back and forth, he studied his
companions. Old Bill had craggy features and the build of a sailor.
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His gnarled hands told Keats that his working days were over.
Kipper was rail-thin with ferret’s eyes that were always on the
move. Fat Mike wasn’t rotund in the least. It made Keats wonder
if he’d once been hefty and the life along the tracks had whittled
him down to size. Roger was very quiet, not jesting with the
others. He kept his eyes lowered to the cup in his hands.

In the distance, a horse neighed. The dog started up again.

“Go see who it is, Kipper,” Old Bill ordered. Kipper hurried through
the bushes while the other men rose, picking up stout and branches.

“Trouble?” Keats asked, loath to set down his cup of tea for
anything short of a riot.

“From time to time, the lads in town like to pay a visit. They
think it grand fun to trouble us.”

Fat Mike spat on the ground. “Bastards give us a hard time.
They should live like us for a day.”

Kipper reappeared. “It’'s the vicar and the lady. They've got
stuff in the cart for us.”

The men relaxed, assuming their former positions around the fire.

Before Keats could ask, Old Bill explained, “The vicar likes to
come and save our souls. The lady, bless her, comes with him
every now then. She’s a good Christian soul and brings us food
and clothes. It never hurts to have a bit of prayer said over you,
but I prefer the grub.”

Kipper grumbled, “Pity they don’t bring no drink.”

“Last thing you need,” Fat Mike said, rolling a cigarette in his
grubby hands.

Keats turned around as the pony cart pulled up. The vicar was
quite young, no doubt just out of seminary.

“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” he called out cheerfully. He
hopped off the seat and helped the lady down. When she tipped
back the hood of her cape, Keats beheld golden hair in a tight bun
and deep brown eyes.

“Good afternoon, miss,” Old Bill called out. “And you too, Vicar,”
he added.

“We've brought stew and some blankets. We thought with
winter coming on, you would need them,” the young woman said.
She was pretty in a simple way, her voice low and soft, carrying a
power that Keats would not expect in one so young.

The vicar set the cast-iron pot near the campfire and opened the
lid. The scent caressed Keats’ nose and his mouth began to water,
making him forget everything else.

Kipper reached toward the pot with his cup, and got his hand
slapped by Old Bill.
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“Wait for the prayer,” the old sailor murmured.

They bowed their heads. The vicar offered a mercifully short
blessing, for which Keats was grateful. The smell was irresistible:
his stomach growled loudly. He waited as the others were fed, Old
Bill doling out equal portions.

More civilized than Whitechapel.

The young woman placed a blanket on the ground and then sat
near the fire. That astounded him. He’'d expected they’d hand out
the charity and leave, not wanting to socialize with tramps.

What sort of woman would do this sort of thing?

“You're a newcomer,” she said, addressing him.

He stammered, “Ah...um...yes.”

“He’s from London,” Kipper said around a mouthful of stew.

“What brought you here?”

Playing the fool. “A misunderstanding,” he said.

“I see.” She leaned closer, studying his forehead. “It appears
you have taken some injury.”

He fingered the thick ridge of the healing scar. It still hurt. “A
while back.”

“I have some salve in the wagon,” the vicar offered, hopping to
his feet. “It cures nearly everything. I make it myself.”

Once the exuberant cleric headed toward the wagon, Old Bill
leaned closer.

“Ya must be careful, Miss Lily. Not all of us are good people.
Not all of us understand that yer here to help. Ya being so pretty
and all. I'd not want to see ya come to harm. Ya understand me?”

“The vicar is with me,” she said simply.

“No offense, miss, but he’d not be much in a fight. The old vicar,
they respected him. This new one’s too green, if ya get my meaning.”

She studied Old Bill with a thoughtful expression. “I know. I
keep my faith in God, and all will be well.”

“God’s good in His own way, miss, but he wants us to use our
heads. I'm just warning ya to be careful.”

“T understand, and I thank you for your concern.”

Keats’ stomach rumbled loudly again and he apologized,
embarrassed. As he ate, he savored each bite of stew. It had
chunks of lamb, potatoes and carrots. A feast.

“Is it to your liking?” the young lady asked. Her voice continued
to enchant him, a blend of honey and sunshine.

“It’s very good.”

“What is your name?”

“Jon.”

The vicar returned with a small tin. Their benefactress wetted
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a cloth from a flask and said, “Lean closer and I will clean the
wound before I apply the salve.”

Keats didn’t hesitate to comply, even though it would slow
down his progress on the stew. There were worse things than
being tended to by Lily.

As she cleaned, he grimaced. “I apologize. How did you receive
such a vicious injury?”

“I was attacked and robbed.”

“Oh, dear.” She continued her ministrations while Keats gritted
his teeth. “There, the salve is in place. That should help.”

“Thank you very much, miss,” he said, truly grateful.

She handed off the tin to the vicar and then wiped her hands on
her apron. “I have paper and pen with me. If you wish, I will write
to your family. I often do this for some of the others. Or if you wish
to write yourself, I will post the letter. It always helps if your kin
know you are alive and reasonably well.”

A plan formed in his mind. “T would like to write them, thank you.”

“We’ll come back in two days’ time. I can pick it up then. You'll
be here?”

“No, I'll be leaving at dawn tomorrow.”

“Then write it quickly and I'll take it with me.”

As he turned away, he caught a glimpse of Roger’s face.
Seething jealousy. He'd seen that look on Alastair once. Perhaps
it was good he said he was leaving in the morning.

Keats took possession of the writing materials the vicar offered,
retreating a short distance away to compose his letter in the
dimming light. As he worked, Lily wrote out a note for Old Bill’s
daughter, since he could hardly hold a pencil.

“She’s in Whitby, Yorkshire,” he said, “Right fine gal.”

“T will send it tonight,” Lily said, pencil moving.

“Bless ya.”

The moment Keats finished his own correspondence, he tried to
press coins into her hand for the postage.

“No, let me do this,” she said. “Seeing that you were robbed, it’s
the least I can do.”

How true. “You are a blessing, miss.”

A soft smile. A short time later, Lily and the preacher left the
campsite. It felt colder now.

“Never met someone like that before,” Keats said.

“Make someone a right fine wife.” Old Bill looked around the
group and shook his head. “Won’t be one of us. We're not good
enough.”

“I doubt if any man is,” Keats said. Roger gave him a penetrating
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look and then an understanding nod, the jealousy gone.

Old Bill handed him a couple of the new blankets and Keats
curled up at the base of a tree. The dog came by, licked his hand,
wagged his tail a couple of times and then went to join Old Bill in
the lean-to.

As he lay looking up at the darkening sky, Keats thought of his
rooms in Bloomsbury, how luxurious they were compared to this
rough place. He had a home to go to. These men had little else but
the hard ground beneath them and the sky above.

Maybe someday he’d come back and pay his respects to the
golden-haired lady who believed that all men deserved respect,
even those who owned nothing but their name.

Flaherty looked up from the crates of dynamite as Paddy
lumbered in the warehouse door. He heaved a sigh of relief. Paddy
was one of the few he could trust.

“How’d it go?” he asked and then lowered his voice. “He’s still
alive, isn’t he?” Often Paddy didn’t know his own strength.

The dockworker nodded his thick neck. “Kickin’ inside the
coffin. Right put out.”

Flaherty laughed at the thought. It’d been a foolish gamble, but
something told him to leave the copper alive. Damned priest.
Nowlan had gotten his hopes up again with all that talk of God’s
love and such.

“Ya did leave it so he could get free?” he asked.

A nod. “I hit him pretty hard; thought I broke his jaw there for
a time.”

“How far out of London?”

“North of Stock. I stripped his pockets like y’asked, but left him
his boots.”

“Why?” Sometimes it was hard to follow Paddy’s reasoning.

“It was real rough where I dropped him. Couldn’t leave him
with no boots, even if he is a filthy rozzer.”

Flaherty smiled. “Ya’ve a good heart, Paddy.”

“Why didn’t ya leave him in that alley?” the man asked, puzzled.

“T needed some time to get things right.” He gestured. “Now
give me his stuff.”

The large man dug in his pockets and pulled out odds and ends,
dropping them on top of one of the crates. Flaherty looked at the
collection and snorted. “Not much, is there? Ya’d think a copper

-

WOD'SISAOIoWI}T MMM

g
g
=
Q.
—
QL
gQ
&)
=)
3
o)
&)
)
o
=
o
%)
&
n
&)
3

Order your copy today!

http://www.amazon.com/Virtual-Evil-Time-Rovers-Book/dp/1896944760

http://www.chapters.indigo.ca/books/Virtual-Evil-Jana-G-Oliver/9781896944760-item.html


http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.amazon.com/Virtual-Evil-Time-Rovers-Book/dp/1896944760
http://www.chapters.indigo.ca/books/Virtual-Evil-Jana-G-Oliver/9781896944760-item.html

Time Rovers Trilogy
Book 1: Sojourn (Available now)
Book 2: Virtual Evil (October 2007)
Book 3: Madman’s Dance (October 2008)

154 | Jana G. Oliver

would have better geegaws in his pockets.” He rummaged through
the pile: a pocket watch, a folded note, a bit of money, a few calling
cards. Flaherty popped open the watch and shook his head in
disappointment. The dial was shattered, the hands stopped at
three before eleven.

“Must a happened when I hit him,” Paddy said a bit sheepishly.
“Shame. It’s a fine watch. We coulda got good brass for it.”

“Ya can’t pawn this one. It’s got his name in it. They’ll track it
right back to ya for sure.” He squinted at the cursive script. 7o
Jonathon D. Keats, Detective-Sergeant, Scotland Yard, Jan. 1887.
Flaherty looked up at his men. A couple of them were watching
him closely. “It’s for when he started at the Yard.” He huffed. “He
was a boil on my bum even before that.”

“So why didn’t you lance that boil, Flaherty?” one of the men asked.
“You cut Ahearn to pieces, but you let that stinkin’ pig live. Why?”

“I have my reasons,” Flaherty replied.

“Some might say you’ve lost your nerve,” the man said.

Eyes swiveled toward him. The threat of violence flared.

Flaherty dropped the watch and the rest of the copper’s
possessions into a pocket. “Finish unloadin’ these crates as fast as
ya can, then lock down the warehouse and hide the wagon.” As he
walked by the man who’d challenged him, he brandished a brief
flash of steel. Then he was out the door.

His challenger stared down at his coat in horror. It had a long
rent across the heart, but not deep enough to penetrate the vest or
shirt beneath.

“Hell, he nearly killed me!” he spouted.

Paddy shook his head. Lifting two of the half-barrels at once, he
observed, “Flaherty never nearly kills nobody.”

On the street, Flaherty kept to the shadows, a stick of dynamite
hidden under his jacket. It was his dream to light it, stuff it in the
strange one’s trousers and watch him soil himself trying to put it
out before it sent him back to Hell.

Pausing only for a second, he pulled the envelope from under
his coat and dropped into the letter box. Then he moved on as if it
was nothing, just another note to a friend in Ireland. It would be
waiting for the little sergeant once he returned from his time in
the woods. Flaherty had kept the note blunt; no need to be all
flowery about it. If the little sergeant found Fiona, he’'d reveal the
location of the explosives and turn himself in. After that it
wouldn’t matter if they hung him or threw him in Newgate
forever. As long as Fiona was safe, the rest of the world could rot.
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The moment she opened the door, the expression on Alastair’s
face made Cynda’s heart sink. He methodically took off his hat
and coat and then sank onto the couch.

“Do you have anything to drink?” he asked.

“Tea?”

“Something stronger.”

“There’s some whiskey over there in the cabinet.”

Alastair rose and poured himself a liberal portion.

This is gonna be ugly. She’d been fearing this moment. “Do you
know about Keats and the Hallcox woman?”

Alastair nodded somberly. “I was called to assist with her
post-mortem. We delivered our findings to Chief Inspector
Fisher this morning.”

Why you? “Have they found him yet?”

“No. I sincerely hope he turns himself in before the inquest.
Perhaps we can get some of this cleared up and avoid his name
being mentioned in open court.” He rolled the liquid in the glass.
“While I was at the Yard, Fisher asked me if Keats was the sort
who attended orgies.”

Uh-oh.

The doctor looked up. “In the same breath, he mentioned your
name, as well. Were you at this debauchery he spoke of?”

“We were both there, but not as participants. We were trying to find
out about the assassin. Keats thought Miss Hallcox might know.”

“T asked you not to do this, Jacynda.”

“T know.”

“And yet you went to Keats, behind my back.”

She could only nod. If it had turned out differently, she would
have been defensive.
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He shook his head in disapproval. “Blast his soul! I told him to
stay at home and recuperate. He should have refused to help you
in any way, if nothing more than for his health.”

“I know,” she murmured. “There were mitigating circumstances.”

His eyes narrowed. “How did you learn of Miss Hallcox’s murder?”

She told him about Nicci’s offer and Keats’ dilemma.

“Good God,” he muttered. He took a deeper pull of the whiskey,
wincing as it burned its way down his throat. “Keats shouldn’t
have gone anywhere near the woman, no matter what outrageous
claim she made.”

“That would be like asking you not to visit a sick patient just
because she’s a prostitute. Keats is a cop. His job is to find the bad
guys, no matter where they might be.”

That didn’t earn her a scowl like she expected.

“T spoke at length with Lord Wescomb,” he continued. “He has
made private enquiries, and no one believes that the assassin was
a Transitive.”

“Well, if that’s true, it’s back in my lap again.”

“Lord Wescomb’s sources could be wrong.”

“That’s possible. But there’s a lot of politics going on in 2057,
and some of it might be playing out here.”

He glowered. “Wouldn’t that violate some rule or something?”

“It would. Doesn’t keep it from happening.”

He lowered his eyes again. His jaw was so tight she could see
the muscles twitching.

Something else was troubling him. She waited him out.

He took another gulp of the whiskey. “Miss Hallcox had syphilis.
She kept records of her various customers. One of them was...”

“Hugo Effington.”

“I see.” He hesitated and then continued, “Lord Patton.”

The name did not ring any carillons. “Who is he?” she asked.

“He is betrothed to Evelyn Hanson, the woman I once planned
to marry.”

That’s going to mess up the honeymoon.

“Reuben and I spoke with the lord and his father this afternoon. We
were treated abominably. Patton denies he was ever with Miss
Hallcox and refuses to be seen by a physician. It is my belief that they
will not be forthcoming to Evelyn or her father about the situation.”

“Why not?” Cynda asked.

A pained sigh. “Often when a man proposes marriage, the
young woman’s father will have a private conversation with him
to ensure he is not diseased. If the truth is offered, it’s a godsend.
Most times it is buried. The end result is that the woman
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contracts syphilis in the marital bed and when she goes to a
physician to seek help for her symptoms, she is told it is merely
female hysteria.”

Cynda took a series of deep breaths to forestall the verbal
explosion building inside her. The breaths only made her
lightheaded. “That’s insane. Talk to Evelyn’s father.”

“It would be of no help,” he replied in a pained voice. “He and I
disagreed about informing women of the true nature of their
illnesses. He said it would only bring marital disharmony.”

“Marital disharmony?” Her voice rose in incendiary fury.
“You've got to be kidding me. A woman is infected by her bastard
of a husband and she can’t be told the truth? That’s...murder. Any
society that condones that is barbarous.”

His head jerked up, eyes ablaze. “I know we seem primitive to
you, but it is the way things are here. We are trying to improve,
grow more sensible about such things. It appears we are
eventually successful, since your time is so damned perfect.” He
shot the last two words at her like bullets.

Before she could retort, he rose and began to pace. “We never
invited your people into our century. We are not simpletons or
savages to be studied and lectured for our quaint ways. You treat
us as if we’re inferior beings.”

Cynda rocked back in shock. She had never thought of it from
their perspective. A Rover wouldn’t. It was just a job. Here today,
dead tomorrow, as their black humor put it.

From his perspective, the time immersion industry was the
equivalent of the asylum tours in the eighteenth century. The rich
paid money to go see the mad people so they could laugh at their
bizarre antics. Though the 2057 academics used terms such as
“Immersion research” and “Intra-societal studies,” it was the
same. Humans always hunted for a reason to feel superior.
Sometimes they had to cross centuries to find it.

“I'm sorry. I'd never seen it that way before.”

As she struggled to put his observation in perspective, one
message came through clearly. All of this was about Evelyn. He
still loves her.

Perhaps that was for the best. Evelyn was from his century, and
though she wasn’t a barnburner from what Cynda had heard, she
would treat him well.

But would she ever love him? Cynda put her own emotions
aside. He needed her help. “Do you want me to talk to Evelyn?”

The doctor started in surprise. “I don't...” He thought for a moment
and then shook his head. “I doubt she would listen to you.”
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“It’s worth a try.”

“No, you two will not see eye-to-eye. Besides, there is no
certainty that her fiancé is infected. If he is not, it will crush her
to learn he is of that nature and would think so little of her to risk
her health.”

“She deserves the truth.”

He took another long belt of the whiskey. “It may be too late. If
the young lord has already convinced her to submit to his
passions, she may be infected. If her affliction is made public, the
engagement will be nullified and she will find no future suitors.”

Unmarried women, the scourge of Victorian culture. Better
married and dying than single and healthy.

“Would you still marry her?” she asked.

He blinked at the audacious question. “I am not sure. I do not
fear the disease, for I know how it is transmitted and we could
take precautions. I suspect we would be comfortable together. We
never argued like you and I. She wouldn’t have stood up to me in
any way.”

“Too bad. She should have called you on the carpet every now
and then.”

“Perhaps not as often as you do,” he said.

She shrugged as he quaffed the last of the whiskey and rose on
unsteady legs. “I must rest. I've been late to the hospital twice this
week and have been warned that further infractions will lead to
my dismissal. As if that were the worst of my problems.”

After collecting his hat and coat, she caught his hand.

“You did the right thing.”

That deep well of regret flared in his brown eyes again.

“It will be of little consolation if she dies demented and
paralyzed because of that arrogant...person.” She heard a stronger
word hanging in the air between them.

“In many ways, her death would be on my head. If T hadn’t
confronted her father, felt the need to assert my authority, we'd
still be engaged.”

“And Keats would have died because you wouldn’t have been in
Whitechapel to save him.”

His expression flattened. “Is this what you contend with? Do
this and one lives, do that and another dies? It’s worse than my
profession.”

She nodded, thinking of Kate Eddowes at Mitre Square. One
word might have saved her from the Ripper. The same word might
have killed someone else.

“God help us both, then,” Alastair said, raising her hand to his lips.
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MONDAY, 15 OCTOBER, 1888

It was with some reluctance that Keats left the tramps behind.
There was an odd feeling of camaraderie among them, though he
suspected Kipper would have knocked him over the head and
stolen his boots if Old Bill hadn’t been around.

Following the directions he was given, he set off along the
tracks, aiming for Ingatestone before sundown. The going was
rough and he made poor time. A few hours in, he heaved a sigh of
relief when he found a path running along the railroad tracks.

If I were king, there’d be signposts in this damned country.

There were signposts, of course, but not where he was. As he
walked in the clear air, birdsong around him, he tried to work out all
that had happened in the last day or so. It was an amazing jumble.

When he returned to London he’d give Fisher a full report, though
it would probably earn him an ear-chewing and perhaps a note on his
record. He needed his superior’s analytical skills. The missing woman
was the key to the equation, but he had no notion who she might be.
As far he knew, Flaherty had no relatives in London, most of them
living in Belfast. Perhaps he could check the Newgate Prison records,
see if anyone wrote to Flaherty during his incarceration. Whoever the
woman was, she’d inadvertently saved the sergeant’s life.

When he wearied of the topic, he set his mind on two more
pleasant topics: Jacynda and Lily. Either one would make a
splendid mate. Jacynda would be a bit more high-spirited and
prone to oaths. Although she had turned down his recent proposal
of marriage, he held hope that might not be the case the next time
around. Meanwhile, Lily had a simple charm all her own, and a
generous heart. Jacynda was thinner, Lily well rounded. Either
could easily bear his children. He could well imagine the pleasure
they’d have creating them.

Like you're such a catch, his mind chided.

“I've got a steady job and a good income,” he retorted, bored
enough to start talking to himself again.

You're a copper. You're out all night with whores and cutthroats.
What kind of woman wants to marry a man like that?

“I'm good at what I do. I'll be chief inspector some day.”

If you're so damn good, what are you doing out here, huh?

To shut down his nagging conscience, he began to whistle a
song he’d learned as a kid. In time, he was singing to himself to
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ease the loneliness. The sound of an approaching train caused him
to pause as the cars rattled by him. Faces peered out of windows
and a couple of the passengers waved.

He gamely returned the wave and continued his journey,
another tramp left behind.

They adjourned to the pub the moment Johnny Ahearn’s
inquest ended.

“You did well,” Reuben said, looking at Alastair over the top of
a half-full pint of ale. “You detailed Ahearn’s visit to your clinic
quite succinctly.”

Alastair’s eyes focused on the bubbles rising through glass. “His
widow kept watching me. All T could think about was her
husband’s mutilated body.”

“Thank God they asked the women and children to leave before
I had to testify about the post-mortem details, though some of
them were incensed at the idea.”

“The widow wasn’t,” Alastair said. He would always remember her
hollow-eyed stare, trembling hands clutching her rounded belly.

“T had expected the jury to find sufficient evidence to implicate
Flaherty in the death. I was mistaken,” Reuben mused.

“Willful murder by person or persons unknown,” Alastair
intoned, still focusing on the table. “It cannot be any more
impersonal than that.”

“Since we're discussing legal matters, do you intend to tell me
what haunts your past, or do we save that for another time?”

The door was open. It was time to step through.

“T killed a man in Wales.” Reuben whistled under his breath.
“He stabbed my lover to death. I saw only red haze. Others pulled
me off him, but he was mortally wounded.”

“Apparently, the jury did not find you culpable,” Reuben
replied softly.

“No, they did not; however I wonder if that verdict was correct.”

“You still carry that guilt? You’d have been better off if they’d
hung you. At least you'd be at peace.”

Alastair chuffed. “I fear you're right.”

“Personally, I am glad they found the truth,” Reuben said. He
raised his glass. “A toast to Johnny Ahearn, who did the right thing.”

“To Johnny Ahearn,” Alastair said, “and for swift capture of the
man who killed him.”
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The pub was quiet this time of day. Malachi Livingston had a
pint of ale in front of him, more for appearances than anything.
“You're sure it was Miss Lassiter?” he asked.

William nodded and took a gulp of his own pint. “I heard it from
one of the maids. She was in the room when it happened.”

Livingston tapped the head of his cane in thought. Why didn’t
Montrose tell me? Surely he’d have known. “What did the assassin
look like?” he queried.

“Distinguished gent, graying hair. American, they say. They had
no notion how he got in. No invite, that’s for certain.” After another
sip, William continued. “Mrs. Effington went and tossed herself into
the Thames after the party. The maid said she wasn’t surprised. The
master is a mean bastard, she said. He beat her all the time.”

“Attempted assassination followed by a suicide?” Livingston
thought for a moment, his cane-tapping growing more agitated.
“Where’d they find the body?”

“Haven’t yet. Did the deed in Rotherhithe. Could be out to
sea by now.”

“Peculiar choice of location. What else have you heard?”

“Effington is nearly out of money. He’s been working with
shady characters, running illegal goods and skimming off some of
the loads. He’s got a couple of high-ranking toffs in his pocket, or
at least he did until the brass ran thin.”

“Thief and wife-beater. He’s not going to be up for sainthood
soon, is he?”

William grinned and took another pull on the ale.

“T want you to find out why Mrs. Effington vanished on that
particular night. I want to know if it is possible she hired someone
to kill her husband.”

William blinked in surprise. “I hadn’t thought of that. I figured
the assassin was after one of the bluebloods.”

“Might have been.” Livingston took a sip of his ale. Though he
didn’t like the stuff, it was a shame to waste it. “See if you can get a
guest list. That'll tell us something. Also, see if you can find the
names of those high-ranking toffs. I like to know who we’re up
against.” He shoved the drink toward William. “Oh, and do be careful.
Keep an eye out for Effington. From what I gather, he’s volatile.”

“Yes, sir.”

Livingston slid a sovereign across the table. “Have you visited
the courtesan yet?”

A manly smile flooded the young man’s face. “Last night. Very
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fine lady,” he said. “Very fine. I thank you for that, sir.”

“Anything to keep your mind on business,” Livingston replied,
rising. “Oh, and check if Miss Lassiter is still in residence at the
Charing Cross Hotel. I might need to speak to her in the days to come.”

“T will, sir.”

Once he reached the street, Livingston adjusted his cape and
hat. There were so many pieces in this puzzle, and that made him
ill at ease. Until they were sorted out, he’d not know who was
behind this bold move.

He consulted his pocket watch. He had time to visit The Artifice
Club before his assignation with Adelaide. As he walked, he
picked up the latest newspaper. The lead article might prove an
excellent weapon against that old warhorse, George Hastings.
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“Sorry, miss. Don’t have anything like you're asking for,” the
watchmaker replied. It was as if he were quoting from the same
script the previous two and a half score of his brethren had used.

“Thank you anyway,” she said, forcing herself to be polite.

“You might try Oddegocker’s over on Leadenhall Place. Honest
chap. He carries different sorts of watches. I buy stock from him
now and then.” She hadn’t been there. With a name like that,
she’d remember.

“Thank you very much.”

“Good day, miss,” the fellow said, turning his attention to the
watch in his hand, probing the interior with a fine screwdriver.

Instead of trekking all the way to the aforementioned street,
she parked her bustle in her favorite dining room, seeking solace
in tea. Her interface had been depressingly silent except for the
“Found missing interface yet?” message she’d received this
morning, clearly issued by her boss to keep the bureaucrats from
learning what she was up to.

So what was she up to? Davy hadn’t been able to get a lead on
where Deidre Effington was hiding, but he’d promised to continue
to watch Effington’s house and follow any maids who came and
went. Maybe one of them might lead him to their missing
mistress. It was a long shot, but Cynda was hopeful that Mrs. E.
knew something about either the assassin or the target. Going
from boarding house to boarding house trying to find an elusive
Rover was a nonstarter, as they said in these parts. All in all, she
had nothing to work with. It wasn’t a situation she relished. She
knew the Powers That Be were keeping score and right now she
was in the negative digits. Morrisey pulled a lot of weight, but
TPB held the ultimate authority over her Time Immersion license.

-

WOD'SISAOIoWI}T MMM

=
=
<
a
=
L
gQ
&)
)
3
o)
&)
)
o
—
o
2]
&
Q
&)
3

Order your copy today!

http://www.amazon.com/Virtual-Evil-Time-Rovers-Book/dp/1896944760

http://www.chapters.indigo.ca/books/Virtual-Evil-Jana-G-Oliver/9781896944760-item.html


http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.amazon.com/Virtual-Evil-Time-Rovers-Book/dp/1896944760
http://www.chapters.indigo.ca/books/Virtual-Evil-Jana-G-Oliver/9781896944760-item.html

Time Rovers Trilogy
Book 1: Sojourn (Available now)
Book 2: Virtual Evil (October 2007)
Book 3: Madman’s Dance (October 2008)

164 | Jana G. Oliver

Cynda had just stirred milk into her tea when someone halted
near the table. She looked up, half-expecting to see Alastair, since
he’d been the one to introduce her to the place. The buzzing of her
interface told her she wasn’t close. A quick tap and it fell silent.

Frank Miller executed a wide smile. “Tag, you're it.”

She stared, openmouthed. Three years back he’d been a quick
fling, which had abruptly ended when she’d found out he’d been
flinging with two other women at the same time. She’d never been
good about sharing.

“What brings you to London?” Cynda asked, gesturing toward
the empty chair.

“Vacation.” He waved over a server and ordered a plate of tarts.
They were instantly delivered.

“Vacation?” she asked, thinking she’d heard wrong. Rovers
didn’t take vacation in the time stream. It’d be like a plumber
spending his holiday in a toilet factory.

“My employer offers side trips to interesting time periods in lieu
of vacation pay. I thought I'd check out Ripperland.”

There were so many things wrong with that explanation, Cynda
didn’t know where to start.

“Would you like some tea?”’ she asked, falling back on Victorian
courtesy to buy time. Serving tea allowed one to regroup. Allowed one
to figure out how old Frank had found her tucked away in the back
corner of an obscure Whitechapel dining room. Her ESR Chip would
rat her out on his interface, but he had to be within twenty feet or so
for that to happen. That meant he knew where to look.

Frank chuckled and lowered his voice. “Sure, I'd like some tea.
And a lot more than that, if you're game.”

The offer wasn’t surprising. In the past she’d have opted for just
that sort of “attitude adjustment,” as she called it. A quick roll in
the hay, and everything would be all right in the morning. He
wasn’t a tourist or a local, so it was kosher. No one would care.

But she would. After Chris, that sort of sleazy encounter didn’t
appeal anymore. He'd upped the stakes, and old Frank wasn’t
even in the running.

“I agree,” Mr. Spider said, wandering out from behind the
sugar bowl.

“So how goes it?” Frank asked through a bite of tart, quickly
washing it down with a gulp of tea.

“Okay, considering,” she lied. “How about you?”

“Not bad. Got a divorce a couple of months ago. Ex couldn’t
handle my traveling.”

“T didn’t know you’d gotten married.”
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“Yeah, about a year back.”

He demolished more of the tart. “Pity about Chris Stone, by the
way. Nice guy. We worked together at ETC,” the voice went even
softer, “before I moved to Time In Motion.”

That she hadn’t known. “I miss him,” she said.

Out of the corner of her eye, she watched three blue legs
extricate a lump from the sugar bowl. Mr. Spider methodically
unwound the lump from its distinctive blue paper wrapper and
then lobbed it into her tea.

“Hey!” she said.

“Another one?” he asked, noticeably proud of his accomplishment.

She nodded. How does he do that? When she looked back in the
bowl, none of the cubes were missing.

“Cynda?” Frank asked.

She shot him a nervous glance. If it got back to ‘057 she was
seeing things, they’d yank her license in a second.

“Hmmmm?” she responded, as if she’d been daydreaming.

“T said, there’re a lot of rumors floating around about Chris’
death. Some say he killed himself.”

She shook her head. “The tourist killed him.” Tortured and
killed him. And I let the bastard live.

“You sure it wasn’t Defoe? I've heard he’s gone over the deep end.”

“No way.”

Mr. Spider had another cube in his hands...feet...whatever. The
sugar neatly arced into her drink.7That’s enough. An exasperated
sigh came from the arachnid, who was clearly enjoying himself.

“So what’s this about Chris’ watch?” Frank asked.

That brought her back to the moment. “What about it?”

“T heard it was missing and that you brought Stone back in an
urn. All the Rovers are talking about it.”

She nodded, a suspicious knot forming in her stomach.

“Any idea where the watch is?” he pressured.

Mr. Spider twisted around the sugar bowl to stare at her
companion with his compound eyes.

“No clue.” Why do you want to know? Why are you here?

“Poor guy.” Frank shook his head. “He said you two were
screwing like a pair of rabbits.”

Her fingers tightened on the cup handle, turning as bone white
as the china. Chris would have never said that. Mr. Spider fetched
another sugar lump, but didn’t unwrap it. Instead, he weighed it
in his hand, attention firmly on their tablemate.

Frank pressed on. “I'm in London for the night. How about you
and I go back to your hotel and shag off some lag?”
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How do you know I'm staying in a hotel? Rovers usually bunked
in boarding houses. She’d only moved to the hotel to put some
space between her and Alastair’s increasing interest. And the
service was top notch.

“I'm still not over Chris yet,” she said. Which was the truth.

Frank delivered a libidinous smile, unaware that his seduction
was failing miserably. “Oh, I understand. Still, nothing like
getting laid, is there?” The sugar flew through the air and caught
Frank square on the forehead. He didn’t flinch as he reached for
another tart. Pity her delusion wasn’t real.

She turned her full attention to the annoyance across the table
currently wiping crumbs off his waistcoat. “So who sent you to
play Spanish Inquisition?”

“I'm not—"

She leaned over and dropped her voice to a near whisper. “Cut
the b.s. You don’t do this location. You're more a Mesopotamia
kind of guy.”

“T go where I'm sent,” he said, parroting the Rover mantra.

Which means you're not on vacation. “Well, here’s the message.
I don’t know where Chris’ watch is. I don’t know where Defoe is.
Tell your handlers that.”

“You're taking this all wrong.”

“T don’t think so. Your bosses work for the Politicos.”

“You're working for the Genius. You don’t think he’s up to his
ass in weird shit?”

“Could be. Don’t care. Just stop talking about Chris, okay?”

“Fine, whatever you want.” He took a sip of tea and then set the
cup down with a rattle. “Any chance of hooking up tonight?”

“Go the hell away, Frank.”

He rose and then bent over the table with a smirk. “You're in it
deep, Cynda. I was your last chance.” He was out of the dining
room before she could think of a comeback.

“What an arse,” Mr. Spider observed. “Don’t know what you
saw in him.”

“No idea myself,” she murmured.

The server hurried over with a chagrined expression. True to
form, Frank had stiffed her for his portion of the bill.
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“I trust you’ve seen the newspaper?” Livingston asked,
dumping the latest edition on George Hastings’ lap.
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Hastings tossed it aside with a snort. “I have. There’s nothing
else to read.”

Cartwright looked up briefly from his crossword puzzle, then
went head down again.

Once Livingston settled into his chair, Ronald handed him a
glass of brandy and offered a cigar. He declined the latter.

“I am surprised The Conclave allowed Miss Hallcox such
latitude over the years,” Livingston said.

“Just a fancy whore, nothing else.”

“From what I hear, she’s been pushing her luck for a very long time.”

“Familiar with her, were you?”

“Only by reputation,” Livingston replied. “Still, it does beg the
question why we would waste our time harassing someone like Dr.
Montrose when Miss Hallcox was a genuine threat to our
anonymity.”

“She was under control,” Hastings said. He took a swig of
brandy, followed by a long intake on his cigar. The smoke flowed
out, hanging in the air like a disoriented wraith.

“Under whose control?” Livingston challenged.

“What is a nine-letter word for extortion?” Cartwright asked,
tapping his whiskered cheek with a pencil, oblivious to the rising
tension in the room.

“Blackmail,” Livingston said, “deriving from both Old and
Middle English.” His eyes never left Hastings.

The warhorse looked away first, confirming his suspicions.

“Of course. Thank you,” Cartwright replied, penciling in the letters.

“My pleasure.”

Hastings cleared his throat. “If Sergeant Keats is named as the
killer, that will complicate the issue.”

Keats? Perhaps there was more here than Livingston realized.
The newspapers hadn’t mentioned a suspect by name. “Why do
you think it is the sergeant?” he hedged.

“T heard it from someone at Home Office. He said that the
sergeant was Miss Hallcox’s last assignation that evening. The
Yard is keeping it quiet, but they are running out of time with the
inquest on for Friday.”

Just how high in the government had Miss Hallcox extended
her reach? “Who is this person who chose to be so candid?”
Livingston asked.

“Oh, an assistant of some sort,” Hastings replied, waving a
hand dismissively. “He prefers to remain anonymous.”

“TI wouldn’t doubt that.”

“I never did like the idea of one of us being at the Yard,”

-

WOD'SISAOIoWI}T MMM

=
z
=
a
2
o]
0Q
o
=
3
o
s
S
gs’
S
o
wn
n
o
0
3

Order your copy today!

http://www.amazon.com/Virtual-Evil-Time-Rovers-Book/dp/1896944760

http://www.chapters.indigo.ca/books/Virtual-Evil-Jana-G-Oliver/9781896944760-item.html


http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.amazon.com/Virtual-Evil-Time-Rovers-Book/dp/1896944760
http://www.chapters.indigo.ca/books/Virtual-Evil-Jana-G-Oliver/9781896944760-item.html

Time Rovers Trilogy
Book 1: Sojourn (Available now)
Book 2: Virtual Evil (October 2007)
Book 3: Madman’s Dance (October 2008)

168 | Jana G. Oliver

Hastings remarked. “Too dangerous. Perhaps now is the time to
sever that connection.”

“Too dangerous for whom?” Livingston asked.

Another puff of smoke. “You sound like the doctor. Perhaps both of
you should take some time away, Livingston. Go to the Continent.”

So that you can play executioner? “I shall consider it,”
Livingston lied. He quaffed the brandy and made it to the door
before his companions knew what he was about. “Good evening,
gentlemen.”

On the street, he hiked until he found a hansom and set it
toward the West End. He would be early to Adelaide’s, but
that was of no concern. Besides her amatory talents, she was
a keen judge of human nature. He’d be willing to bet a fine
meal at Simpson’s that the events at Effington’s party and
Nicci Hallcox’s death were related, and that Hastings was
somehow involved.

Frank’s sudden appearance had sparked a swarm of questions
in Cynda’s mind. Despite Morrisey’s assertions to the contrary,
Chris’ watch was growing more important by the minute. “Find it
and you’ll know why,” her delusion remarked from his place on
her shoulder.

She jerked her eyes toward him. “Why are you sitting there?”

“Your hat’s not that comfortable,” he replied.

“Of course. Silly me.”

Cynda turned her mind back to the problem. The way the watch
was constructed, no one in this century would know what it was
or how it worked. Despite all of TPB’s posturing, the loss of one
interface was not as big a deal as one might expect. Even if a
Victorian figured out how to trigger the interface, all they had was
a pretty colorful watch. If that industrious person then managed
to accidentally transfer to another time period, a clean-up
operation would be mounted. The failsafes were built in.

Losing a Rover, on the other hand, rated far higher in Cynda’s book.

“Not to the bureaucrats. People are always replaceable,” Mr.
Spider remarked.

Are all spiders so cynical?

“Only the blue ones.”

With the Whitechapel killer on hiatus, the streets were
anything but empty. Besides the ubiquitous newslads and
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working girls, there were costermongers with their carts and
slaughtermen on the way to their homes, clad in shirts and pants
splattered with fresh blood.

“No wonder they never found the Ripper,” Mr. Spider observed.
“Everybody here looks like they just killed someone.”

“Got that right.”

There was a commotion on the street ahead of them.

“Come you lads, give it up!” a cop ordered.

When one of the combatants lunged in his direction with a
knife, the constable let loose with a piercing two-tone shriek from
his whistle and waded in with his truncheon. The battle was on.

A few moments later, another constable pounded past Cynda.
By the time she reached the scene, both of the fighters were in
custody and the first constable was holding a handkerchief to a
wound on his hand. Some of the bystanders booed, and one brave
soul threw a rotten apple.

Just another night in Whitechapel.

Cynda headed west along Aldgate. As she neared Mitre Square, her
mood darkened. A fortnight before, Kate Eddowes had died there.

She kept a small piece of the dead woman’s skirt, not as a
memento, but more like a memorial—a reminder that for every bit
of history a Rover kept on track, someone paid a price. Because
Cynda hadn’t warned Kate not to take that last walk into the
square, history had remained unchanged. In many ways, a part of
her had perished with Kate.

On impulse, she cut right onto Duke Street. She’d come this
way on that night, seen the man who'd kill Kate. The Ripper. At
the time, she’d feared it to be Alastair Montrose. To her relief, it
hadn’t been. That hadn’t been any consolation to Kate Eddowes.

The solitary gas lamp at the entrance to Church Passage had
little effect on the gloom, its sooty glass holding most of the light
hostage. Cynda stood there for some time, drawing the courage to
go forward. It wasn’t that she believed in ghosts, but this place
held a certain horror for her.

Come on, just do it.

The moment she entered Church Passage she felt cold seep into
her spine, as if evil still resided in the stones. As she stepped into
the open square, her eyes went immediately to the corner where
Constable Watkins had discovered the mutilated body.

Each of her footsteps echoed across the open ground. As she
drew near, she saw the wilted flowers. Cynda knelt and touched a
faded rose that had molded itself over the bricks.

“Rest in Peace, Kate,” she whispered. “They never caught him.
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I'm sorry.”

A solemn “Amen” came from her shoulder.

There was a clamor of footsteps, and then a voice erupted from
the passage that led to Mitre Street. Cynda rose and headed
toward the noise, displeased at the interruption.

The voice continued on in a monotone from a gentleman who
had his back to her. He was clad in a somber black suit, like an
undertaker. A group of six clustered near him, listening eagerly.
One of the women kept adjusting her hat, like Cynda had when
she’d first come to 1888.

“Tourists?” Mr. Spider asked, peering at them intently.

Can’t be. No ESR Chips. This time period is still a “no go” zone
because of the murders.

“Your former employer didn’t care about that,” the spider replied.
Waiting in the twilight, she strained to hear the group’s leader.

“Just a few yards from here, Catherine Eddowes died in Mitre
Square. She was arrested earlier in the evening of the twenty-
ninth of September for drunkenness and taken to Bishopsgate
Police Station. When released, instead of heading for her lodgings,
she made her way to this area, where she met her end at the
hands of Jack the Ripper.”

A Ripper tour? Already?

In years to come, the tours would be commonplace, an oral
history of the Ripper’s legacy. But this, so soon after Kate’s
murder, seemed sacrilegious.

There were murmurs in the group. One of the men held a glossy
brochure that looked too fancy for this time period. Her former
employer used to hand out sales literature like that.

An “Oh no” came from her shoulder.

The guide continued in his monotone. “The next development in
the case is when George Lusk receives a package containing a portion
of a kidney preserved in wine. An accompanying note claimed it came
from Eddowes and that the murderer fried up the remainder of the
kidney and made a meal of it.” One of the group gasped.

Lusk? Cynda couldn’t remember when he’d received the
package. Maybe it was all kosher.

The guide continued, “From the night of the Double Event to
the ninth of November, there were no murders that could be
attributed to the Ripper. There is speculation that he may have
been in jail, in hospital or an asylum during that period of time.”

Cynda’s mouth dropped open. No one else in this time period knew of
Mary Kelly’s death—three and a half weeks before it had taken place.

“No!” she said, stepping out of the shadows. A couple of the
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tourists shied backwards, as if she held a blade in her hand. “You
can’t do this!”

The tour leader turned toward her. “Is there a problem, miss?”

She dropped her voice to a lethal whisper. “Who the hell do you
think you are? You can’t talk about...November! Not now!”

The guide’s jaded expression did not waver. “And you are?”

“I'm Jacynda Lassiter. I'm a Time Rover with TEM Enterprises.”

One of the tourists went “ohhh,” and there was the flash of a
nano bulb and the whir of a shutter. Mr. Spider ducked under her
mantelet, complaining about his many eyes.

“Oh, come on! You can’t use that here!” she said, her own
eyes watering.

“I think I've heard of you,” the tour guide replied. He sounded
sincerely unimpressed, despite her reputation within the industry.

“You shouldn’t even be here. This is a restricted time period.”

“It is not restricted anymore,” the guide replied.

Not restricted? “So why didn’t I register you...or them?” she
demanded, giving a sweep of her hand to encompass the tourists.

He crooked a bushy eyebrow. “We have a special license to
travel with muted ESR’s.”

“What?” Nobody was allowed to hide an Essential Record Chip.
It was a Class Three Felony. “Who gave you that license?”

“It’s not your concern.”

“It is my concern. I'm the one who has to clean up after you if
you make a mess of it. Who gave you the damned license?”

The guide sniffed. “Time In Motion is my employer. If you have
any concerns, speak with them.” He pointedly turned his back on
her. “Let’s see, where was I? Ah, yes. There has been a recent
development involving a Dr. Montrose, a Whitechapel physician,
and for a time it was believed he was involved in the killings. Alas,
that proved to be a hoax perpetrated by a twenty-first century
publishing house to promote a new book.” He gestured down the
passage. “Now if you’ll come this way, I'll show you the actual
location where Catherine Eddowes met her grisly end.”

Cynda sputtered in rage as the group filed around her, some of
them shooting her wary looks. As they passed, one of the women said
to another, “T told you we should have waited until they opened that
new tour. We could have been right there in Miller's Court when it

happened. We could have seen the killer for ourselves!”
Oh, God.
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There was a protocol to be followed when one visited Adelaide
Winston, and Livingston was always careful to follow it. You
arrived at a side entrance to preserve your anonymity, were
shown to a private room where fine brandy and cakes were
available, and waited. Adelaide was a courtesan, one of the
grandes horizontales whose talents should be esteemed, not
demanded in a drunken or rowdy voice. Miscreants who behaved
otherwise, be they lord or prince, were firmly escorted out the side
door and told not to return.

Adelaide no longer charged for his presence in her bed, deeming
him a lover, not a customer. She did not keep him waiting long,
but then her schedule on Mondays was always light. He was her
only visitor.

“Malachi. Welcome,” she said, floating into the room like a silk-
gowned vision. Her rich auburn hair glinted in the gaslight,
flowing down her back as she knew he loved it.

“Dear Adelaide. It seems like forever.” He meant it.

“Do you wish to talk or go up right away?”

“Talk can come later,” he said, laying a delicate kiss on her
neck. He felt her shiver underneath him in anticipation.

“That is how I feel,” she said. They touched hands in a certain
fashion, then he made a mark in her palm and she returned it.
They smiled at each other, having established that each was
indeed who they appeared to be. It was too dangerous otherwise.

“Come along, Malachi,” she said, taking his hand. “I do not wish
to wait another moment further.”
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Once they had reignited their passions and consumed them in
a heady rush of pleasure, she laid her head on his chest and
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snuggled close, her hair draping down her shoulders in a wavy
cascade. He craved these moments, knowing them to be so rare.

“You are troubled tonight, Malachi. I sense it.”

He was immediately chagrined. “I am so sorry, Adelaide. I hope
I did not slight you in any way.”

“No, you never do. I so look forward to our time together.”

She planted a kiss on his cheek. “What is troubling you?”

“Nicci Hallcox.”

She stiffened slightly. “I do hope you will not be telling me you
actually went with that person.”

“No, I have not been with her. What I wish to know is who
would most want her dead.”

Adelaide’s tension eased. “About anyone who'd had relations
with her, I would think. She was a vile creature.”

“I believe the man they will name as her killer may be innocent.
My guess is that someone presented as him so that he would be
found guilty of the crime.”

She raised her head. “Who is this innocent person?”’

“A sergeant at Scotland Yard. His name is Jonathon Keats.”

Adelaide returned her head to his chest. “I read about him in
the papers when those explosives went missing. Quite an
intriguing fellow.”

“Quite a dead fellow if this charade continues. Have any of
your...sources given any notion why this murder was committed?”

She sat up, pulling the sheet close to her body. “No, they have
not. In fact, there has been scant talk of this in my presence,
which is quite unusual.”

“Perhaps they do not wish to upset you,” he replied.

“I do not think that’s the issue. I believe they are nervous about
exposure. One of my regular gentlemen alluded to his activities in
my bed and the potential for blackmail on my part.”

Livingston frowned. “Did you demand he issue you an apology
for such an insinuation?”

“No. However, I will be occupied whenever he attempts to make
an appointment with me in future.”

“Good.” Livingston huffed. “Some men have no manners.”

Adelaide smiled softly. “Most, actually. You being one of the
exceptions, Malachi.”

He inclined his head at the compliment.

“What does The Conclave say about all this?” she asked.

“If you mean Hastings, he’s already hinting about Keats’
eventual accident. No doubt it will be of the fatal variety.”

“You once said you felt Hastings was not his own man. I agree.
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I think the Ascendant is pulling his strings.”

Livingston blinked. “I thought the position of Ascendant was
discarded in the Middle Ages.”

“On the contrary, there has always been an Ascendant, but it
has been merely a figurehead—someone who enjoyed the title, but
did not take it literally. It was just recently that the power of the
position has increased. The Seven Assassins have been
reinstituted once again.”

“The Seven,” Livingston murmured. “All Virtuals?”

“A few, I gather, including the Lead Assassin, as is tradition.”

“Who is the Lead now?”

“Someone who calls himself Satyr. He is an abomination, from
what I've heard.”

Livingston shook his head, astounded. “How did you learn all this?”

“Being a Transitive has it bonuses. Our people are often very open
about such matters if they feel you are discreet. One of my gentlemen
is a member of the Twenty: those who select the next Ascendant. I
have found him quite talkative when he’s in the right mood.”

“T thought they were sworn to silence.”

“They are. However, he had aspirations to become the new
Ascendant and so he’s displeased at being passed over.”

Livingston pulled her back onto his chest, covering her with the
thick counterpane to submerge the gooseflesh that had appeared
on her soft skin.

“I wonder who the assassin was at Effington’s party,” he
murmured.

“I've not heard. However, there is speculation that his target
was the Lead Assassin.”

“That’s intriguing news.”

The smell of her perfume performed its magic. His body told
him it was time to move to more pleasant pursuits.

“Let us forget all this for the rest of the night,” he said,
smoothing a finger down her soft cheek.

“One last thing. You must be cautious of William.”

“Why?” he asked, his temper stirring. “Did he act inappro-
priately with you?”

“No, he was amiable sport, but I sense his loyalty is divided. He
was too curious about you. Usually men are considerably more
engaged in the moment, if you understand my meaning.”

“T do,” he said, putting her warning away for later consid-
eration. He had already made up his mind he would recommend
no more men to Adelaide’s bed.

She trailed a hand down his chest. He moaned at her touch and
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smiled. “You are a menace, Adelaide. I would spend my life
making love to you if I didn’t have this work to do.”
“Someday I shall retire, dear Malachi. That day comes soon. I have
my fortune and I want a quiet life. Perhaps you'll be there to share it.”
He looked into her eyes and saw a future he might not live to enjoy.
“T adore you, Adelaide,” he whispered.
“I know, dear Malachi, I know.”

}

Cynda didn’t bother to remove her hat or her shawl, her fury
exploding in a torrent of typing the moment the interface logged on.

What the hell is going on here? she demanded.

Cyn? What’s happened?

Why are there tourists running around ‘88?

Shouldn’t be, not with TIC out of business. The others got the message.

Didn’t work. I just heard a tour guide tell his group about the
last Ripper murder three weeks IN THE FUTURE.

Sh*t!

Yeah, double dose. They masked their ESR Chips. I just
happened to stumble over them.

There was a significant delay, no doubt to allow Ralph time to
relay this information to their boss.

Then he was back. What company were they with? We'll file a
grievance.

Time In Motion. The guide said he had a license to do this.

We’'ll check it out.

Sounds like they’re planning trips to 9 Nov for a ringside seat to
the Kelly killing. They’re making this a freaking sideshow!

Hold on. More silence. Cynda paced, waiting for the response.
Mr. Spider was sitting near the keyboard, entranced by the words
hanging in the air above it.

“Why are they doing this?” she demanded. “This is everything
we Rovers try to prevent.”

“Perhaps it’s like the Defoe-as-assassin incident,” Mr. Spider
observed.

She sank into the chair and gave him a long look. Having an
astute delusion wasn’t a bad thing.

“Makes sense. If it blows up, they can blame recreational time
travel and shut it all down, just like Morrisey said.” She nodded
appreciatively. “Have I ever told you you're a devious little spider?”

“No, not once,” he said, looking extremely flattered.

The screen lit up. New regs out a week ago. ‘88 has been opened
up by order of TPB. We didn’t receive notice of the change.

-

WOD'SISAOIoWI}T MMM

=
z
=
a
2
o]
0Q
o
=
3
o
s
S
gs’
S
o
wn
n
o
0
3

Order your copy today!

http://www.amazon.com/Virtual-Evil-Time-Rovers-Book/dp/1896944760

http://www.chapters.indigo.ca/books/Virtual-Evil-Jana-G-Oliver/9781896944760-item.html


http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.amazon.com/Virtual-Evil-Time-Rovers-Book/dp/1896944760
http://www.chapters.indigo.ca/books/Virtual-Evil-Jana-G-Oliver/9781896944760-item.html

Time Rovers Trilogy
Book 1: Sojourn (Available now)
Book 2: Virtual Evil (October 2007)
Book 3: Madman’s Dance (October 2008)

176 | Jana G. Oliver

“Probably because Morrisey would have been kicking someone’s
ass over it,” she said. Her hallucination nodded in agreement. A
thought occurred and she put it into a question. What other time
periods are open?

Only 1888 so far.

“Only ’88.” In case someone was tapping the line, she added,
Still looking for Chris’ watch.

Good deal. Keep us posted.

Log Off.

Logged Off.

“Why not another time period?” she pondered.

“Perhaps it’s not so much the time period, but the people within
it,” Mr. Spider suggested.

Cynda nodded. “Defoe. It keeps coming back to him. We gotta
find Deidre and figure out who the assassin was trying to kill.
Then I might get a clue to what’s going on.”

TUESDAY, 16 OCTOBER, 1888

Though John Patrick Ahearn was past caring who attended his
funeral, Alastair was still wary. Not all of the deceased Irishman’s
friends or family might take well to his presence. He kept a
discreet distance from the coffin as the priest droned on. Standing
near the open grave was the widow, a pale and weeping figure.
Though his knowledge of the Catholic religion was scant,
Protestants were no strangers to grief. A few of the mourners cast
suspicious glances his way. He ignored them. If Flaherty had the
guts to try to kill him here, so much the better. It'd save them
having to cart the anarchist’s body to the graveyard.

Once the funeral had ended, a solemn line of mourners marched
toward the closest pub to drain a pint in the deceased’s honor.

Alastair introduced himself to the cleric.

The priest was unimpressed. “I'm Father Nowlan,” he said, his
brogue thick as a London fog. “I saw yer name in the newspaper.
Ya were in that fight in Whitechapel.”

“I was.”

Alastair looked down into the grave where the plain coffin awaited
burial. “Do you know how he died?” he asked in a low voice.

“T heard.”
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“The majority of the people I treat are Irish, and they can’t
afford to pay. I don’t care where they come from or how they
worship; I just know they need help. Ahearn warned me that
Desmond Flaherty was going to bomb my clinic. He paid a high
price for his humanity.”

The cleric went still.

Alastair pulled an envelope from his pocket. “This money is for
the widow. It comes from Sergeant Keats and myself, in acknowl-
edgement of her loss. If you think it’s best she not know where it
came from, we're agreeable. We don’t want her on the streets, not
in her condition.”

The man thought for a moment and then took the envelope. “So
what’s yer sermon, Doctor?”

“Flaherty’s mission is to kill. It does not matter who is in the
way. We need help to stop him.”

The priest leveled his dark eyes on Alastair. “Then here’s mine:
the devil ya see is not always the devil ya should fear. There’s
more to it than just Flaherty, sir.”

“So tell me what all this is about.”

A shake of the head. “I can’t. I'm bound by God’s law. For once,
I wish I weren’t.”

As the cleric strode out of the graveyard, coat flapping in the
breeze, a large raven settled on a tombstone a few rows away from
the open grave. It sharpened its beak on the stone, eyeing Alastair.
When the gravediggers moved forward to finish the job, the bird
gave a throaty call and took to the air in a dark blur of wings.
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“Does this train go under water at any time?” Cynda asked.

The conductor’s elegant handlebar moustache waggled at
the question. “No, miss. Just on to Canterbury and Dover. We
stop before we reach the water.”

“Excellent,” she replied. Cynda popped for a First Class ticket to
Canterbury and settled into one of the compartments, tucking her
skirts around her like a proper lady. Even though it was highly
unlikely that Keats was visiting his family in Canterbury, they might
be able to provide her with clues as to where he was hiding.

Her journey was one of pique. Lots of pique, actually. The
changes in 1888 had rattled her. She’'d sacrificed five years of her
life and so much more to keep time on track. Dedication to that
quest was in the lifeblood of every Rover, including Chris. Now
some marketing department jerk was willing to run roughshod
over it all to earn a few more bucks.

The more troubling issue was Keats’ silence. Why hadn’t he turned
himself in, or at least contacted her? Didn’t he trust her to help him?

Cynda removed her hat and placed it in her lap. That wasn’t
proper, but the thing bugged her as much as the bustle. She was
acutely aware that in a million little ways she wasn’t Victorian.
That was becoming more obvious with each passing day. She’'d
pick up some social skill, only to have a hundred other discrep-
ancies thrown in her face. Her time at Effington’s party had been
a depressing case in point, though people were polite or merely
stared at her when she did something odd.

Like tackling Defoe, or whoever that guy was.

To her relief, there’d been no mention of her in the press in any
substantial form. That probably wasn’t Inspector Hulme’s doing,
but someone higher on the food chain, which meant there were

-

&
S
s E
wvn O
O O
Q_m
S o
o >
c
gcu
5 E
on
T =
—
T =2
= =2
=
=

Order your copy today!

http://www.amazon.com/Virtual-Evil-Time-Rovers-Book/dp/1896944760

http://www.chapters.indigo.ca/books/Virtual-Evil-Jana-G-Oliver/9781896944760-item.html


http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.amazon.com/Virtual-Evil-Time-Rovers-Book/dp/1896944760
http://www.chapters.indigo.ca/books/Virtual-Evil-Jana-G-Oliver/9781896944760-item.html

Time Rovers Trilogy
Book 1: Sojourn (Available now)
Book 2: Virtual Evil (October 2007)
Book 3: Madman’s Dance (October 2008)

179 | Virtual Evil

some serious players involved.

Bored with the wait, Cynda turned her attention to the
passengers pressing toward the train. A little girl held a birdcage,
its occupant a skylark nesting on a small section of turf. She was
kneeling by the cage, talking to the small bird while her parents
arranged for a porter to handle their luggage.

The carriage door slid open and a man in a well-tailored suit
entered, bowler in hand. He had brown hair and a moustache, with a
fringe of gray at the temples. “Do you mind if I join you, miss?”

She shook her head, gesturing toward the bench seat across from
her. He settled, crossed his legs and then peered out the window.

A minute or so later, the train pulled out of the station and headed
east. The grimy city slowly evolved into late autumn countryside. It
was a welcome sight. She’'d always loved rural England.

“The hops picking has not been good this year, I hear,” her
companion said flatly while flicking a bit of dust off his knee. He
had intelligent eyes.

“No, it hasn’t.” She’d learned that tidbit from one of the Ripper’s
victims. “Hard on the local economy, I gather.”

“Indeed,” he concurred. “Are you an American?”

“Yes.”

“From New York?”

She paid more attention now, her caution rising. “Yes, how did
you know?”

“A fortunate guess.”

He returned his gaze out the window. Taking that as a sign of
disinterest, she did the same.

For the remainder of the journey to Canterbury, they held their
silence. Though she’d not intended to, she actually dozed, her
head against the side of the carriage. When she woke, her
companion was watching her intently. “Sorry,” she said,
straightening herself and then replacing the hat. “Travel always
does that to me.”

He smiled benignly. “I can’t sleep on a train. Quite annoying
when you're going a great distance. Consider yourself fortunate.”

The moment the train halted, he led the way, helping her down
the stairs and onto the platform.

“Thank you, sir.”

“Good day, miss. Enjoy your visit to Canterbury.” He tapped his
bowler and set off at a brisk pace.

Using the address supplied by Keats’ landlady, Cynda took a
hackney toward London Road. His family’s house was a three-
story white structure, a bit larger than its neighbors. A cascade of
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flowers hung like colorful bunting under the broad bay window,
despite it being mid-October.

“This is it, miss,” the jarvey said, pulling the horse to a halt.
“You want me to wait?”

“No. I have no idea how long this will take.” She paid the sum
and the cab rolled away.

Readjusting her hat, Cynda took a deep breath. This could be
awkward, especially if they did not know about Nicci’s death. She
tapped on the door and waited. The maid answered.

“Yes, miss?”

“I'm Jacynda Lassiter,” she said. “I've come to...” she rummaged
for how Sephora would say this, “call on Mr. Jonathon Keats,
should he be in.”

A look of panic, quickly submerged. “Oh, ah, one moment, miss.
Let me see if he’s, ah, available.” The door closed.

Cynda groaned. Usually, domestic servants parked you in one
of the front rooms while the owners of the house decided if they
were well and truly home. In this case, she’d been left on the front
steps like a beggar. Sephora would not have stood for this. Cynda
resisted the temptation to hammer on the door and demand
entrance while they worked out what to do with her.

A carriage went by, then another. She bit her lip, counting
slowly to thirty. The door reopened. This time the maid had a
sheepish look, no doubt roundly chastised for the lack of courtesy.

“Please come in, miss. Mr. and Mrs. Fitzgerald will see you now.”

“Thank you.”

Cynda was escorted to a sunlit room at the back of the house—
a pleasant change from the dark and cluttered rooms she’d seen in
other houses. Victorians had the habit of buying enough stuff for
four houses and trying to cram it all in one. This room looked like
an extension of the lush garden just outside the double doors.
Pleasant and welcoming.

She was met by an older couple, Keats’ grandparents. He'd
spoken of them often during his recovery, and they matched what
she imagined they’d look like. Mr. Fitzgerald had a full beard with
pure white, bushy eyebrows. His eyes reminded her of Keats—
mischievous. He rose stiffly to greet her. His diminutive wife
remained seated, a carved mahogany cane resting at her side. She
had silvery gray hair and bright eyes.

The older gentleman beckoned Jacynda forward. “Miss
Lassiter, please do come in.”

“I'm sorry for intruding.” Cynda wasn’t particularly sorry, but it
had to be said. She sat as primly as possible in the proffered chair.
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“You must accept our apology as well,” the woman replied. “We
did not realize you were coming, or we would have met you at the
station.” It was odd how this century apologized for nearly
everything, whether they were responsible or not.

“No, no, it is not your fault. I made the trip on a whim.
Jonathon mentioned he might come for a visit.”

The old couple traded looks.

She had so hoped Keats was here. There was something restful
about this house that would help him heal. Maybe it was all the
flowers. Far better than hunting around the East End for that
phantom Irishman.

The old man nodded politely. “One moment.” He gave a silver
bell a shake, then sank onto the couch next to his wife.

He’s here? She smiled at the thought. That would be a good start.

“Jonathon wrote about you. He said you were very brave that
night he was injured,” Mrs. Fitzgerald commented.

He wrote you about me? “It really was nothing. It was his
bravery that mattered.”

“Jonathon thinks very highly of you, dear. He is quite taken
with you.”

“He is a very wonderful person,” Cynda replied, and meant it.

“He said you are aware of our...unusual abilities.”

What hasn’t he told you? “Yes, I am.”

“You are not so inclined?” the woman asked.

“No, not at all.” She had enough trouble with hallucinations
without becoming one.

The door opened, and after a moment’s hesitation, Keats entered.
He was beaming, and his eyes sparkled far merrier than last time
she’d seen him. As she rose, he took her hand and kissed it.

“It’s so good of you to visit us, Miss Lassiter. I had hoped you
would come to Canterbury.”

“My pleasure. I see you are much better.”

“Oh, I'm doing very well, thank you.”

Now for the coup de grace. “Is your knee still troubling you?”

A startled look and then, “What? Oh, no, much improved.”

“I see. I was concerned, given how badly it was injured during
the fight.”

“Oh, it’s right as rain, as they say.”

“Then how about we do the introductions again.”

“Pardon?”

She held out her hand. “I don’t think we’ve met. I'm Jacynda
Lassiter. And you are...?”

He shot the older couple a desperate look.
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Mr. Fitzgerald gave a wheezy sigh. “Jonathon said you were a
very perceptive woman. What gave it away?”

“The location and size of the bandage. Jonathon’s is on his
upper right forehead, not near his temple. He always calls me
Miss Jacynda, and he didn’t hurt his leg in the fight.”

A conciliatory nod. “Shut the door, Roddy. We owe the lady an
explanation. Oh, and ask the maid to fetch us some tea and
brandy. I, for one, could use a snort.”

After the tea had been delivered, Roddy shifted back into his
own form. He was at least a decade younger than Keats.

“'m Jon’s cousin,” he explained. “When we received a letter
from him asking for our assistance, we determined I should
portray him for any visitors.”

Cynda’s teacup halted halfway to her mouth. She set it down
with a clunk.

“Have the police been here to speak with you?”

“A constable came to the door a couple days ago. He asked if Jon
were home. I told him that as far as we knew, he was in London.
Now that we’ve received his letter, we know he’s not.”

“When did you receive it?”

“Just today,” Roddy replied. “He must’'ve written it in a hurry,
because his handwriting is usually more legible.”

“May I see it?”

At a nod of approval from Keats’ grandfather, the letter was
fetched. The envelope was badly wrinkled and smudged with dirt.

“Ingatestone,” Cynda mused aloud. “Where is that?”

Roddy grinned. “I had to look it up on the map. It’s northeast
of London.”

Why are you outside of the city? “Does he know someone there?”

“Not that I am aware.”

She skimmed the brief letter. Keats reported that he was
involved in a special investigation and that after a slight mishap,
he was back on the anarchist’s trail. He was quite concerned that
Fisher might learn that he was disobeying orders and asked his
family to act as if he were visiting them in Canterbury, should
anyone make inquiries about him. Afterward, he spoke of how
devastated he was at the loss of the watch his grandfather had
given him on the occasion of his promotion to Detective-Sergeant.

Bewildered, Cynda read the letter again. “He doesn’t know,”
she whispered.

“Pardon?” the young man asked.

Cynda returned the letter to its envelope. When she looked up,
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three pairs of eyes were riveted on her.

She turned to Roddy. “It is very dangerous for you to go about
looking like your cousin right now.”

The young man’s eyes widened. “Good heavens, why?”

“Jonathon has been...” God, this is hard. “The police wish to
speak to him about the death of a woman in London.”

Keats’ grandfather leaned forward. “Do you mean that Jon is
somehow involved in this woman’s murder?”

“That’s what the police wish to find out,” Cynda replied.
“According to the woman’s butler, he was the last one to see her
alive. He’s been missing since the night she was killed.”

“When was that?”

“Last Saturday evening.”

“Oh, dear,” Mrs. Fitzgerald murmured, crumpling a
handkerchief in her pale hands. “If that is the case, why didn’t he
go to them and clear up this misunderstanding?”

“T don’t know.” Cynda gestured toward the letter. “From the
look of things, he may not know the cops are looking for him.”

Mr. Fitzgerald asked in a lowered voice, “How was the lady killed?”

“She was strangled. She was of...” Cynda struggled for the right
words, “a woman of low morals. Chief Inspector Fisher is doing what
he can, but until Jonathon tells his side of the story, it looks bad.”

Fitzgerald leaned back, his snowy brows furrowed. “Ah yes,
Chief Inspector Fisher. Jon mentions him frequently. He says he’s
an excellent policeman.”

“From what I hear, the praise fits.” She took a sip of tea, minus
the brandy.

“Well, he’ll turn himself in, 'm sure,” Mr. Fitzgerald said. “Until that
time, at least no one will be able to recognize him. That’s a comfort.”

A comfort Cynda wasn’t willing to snatch from them. Hopefully,
Keats had healed enough he could go en mirage now.

After a tap on the door, the maid entered. “Sir, there’s a police
officer at the door. Says he wishes to speak to you.” She handed
over a card.

Mr. Fitzgerald groaned and read aloud, “Chief Inspector J.R.
Fisher of Special Branch, Scotland Yard.”

“What does he look like?” Cynda asked, a suspicion forming in
the back of her mind.

“Very distinguished older gent.”

“Brown hair with gray at the temples, wearing a black suit?”

The maid nodded.

The guy on the train who knew I was from New York.

Cynda shoved her teacup at Roddy. “I'll take that brandy now.”
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After she polished off the tea in two gulps, she slipped out a side
door and walked a couple of blocks to try to calm her nerves.
Finally, she hailed a cab for the journey to the railway station.

It was no great surprise when a certain distinguished gent took
his place next to her on the train platform a half an hour later. He
doffed his hat in respect and offered his card. She gave it a quick
look and pocketed it.

“T am pleased to finally meet the infamous Miss Lassiter,” he
said. “You have quite a reputation for adventure.”

“And I hear you're an excellent copper,” she said.

There was a hint of a smile.

“Did you read Keats’ letter?” He nodded. “I don’t think he knows
what’s going on.”

“I had the same thought, though it begged incredulity. Keats always
reads the newspapers. He has to know of Miss Hallcox’s death.”

“What’s he doing in Ingatestone?” she said. “Could Flaherty
be there?”

“Our sources say he’s still in London, though precisely where
has eluded us.”

Fisher extracted a pocket watch and triggered the cover. After
scrutinizing the time, he snapped it shut. In the distance, she
heard the sound of a train whistle.

“I had so hoped he was here and that his family could provide a
suitable alibi,” he said. “It would have settled the matter.”

The train halted in front of them. Doors sprang open and
passengers alighted onto the platform. Once the way was clear,
the chief inspector assisted her up the stairs and followed her to a
First Class carriage. She took off her hat, tossing it on the seat.
Fisher set his bowler in his lap, dusting it expertly with a cuff.

“You intrigue me, Miss Lassiter. You have a decided taste for
danger.”

“I lead a full life,” she admitted.

“Full’ is hardly the word. First you were knifed in a
Whitechapel alley, then you were involved in that altercation in
Green Dragon Place. Most recently, you foiled an assassination.”

Cynda shrugged, not knowing what else to do.

“All of this leads me to wonder what sort of person you are. To
that end, I've made enquiries.”

She offered a harmless smile as her stomach began churning.

“However, the mystery is now solved.” He paused, but she didn’t
take the bait. “To my amazement, I received a cable this morning from
New York stating that you are in the employ of the Pinkerton Agency.”

You think you're surprised. Pinkerton’s was the premier
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detective agency in America, well known even in England. That
had to be Morrisey coming through with her back story. Pity he
hadn’t bothered to tell her what it was.

“Well, now you know,” she said.

“Are the Wescombs aware of your profession?”

She shook her head.

“How about the doctor or my sergeant?”

“No. I was ordered to keep a low profile,” she said.

“So it would seem.” He gave her a stern look. “Did you know
there would be a murder attempt that night at Effington’s?”

“No.”

A skeptical look. “I am told Miss Hallcox’s parties were always
rife with sexual licentiousness, and that my sergeant attended one
a few nights before the woman’s murder. Is that correct?”

Might as well be straight. “Keats took me to see Nicci only
because he thought she might have information about the
assassin. Unfortunately, she didn’t. She was hosting an orgy, but
we didn’t know that until we arrived. The scene revolted him.”

“Not you?”

“I'm not easily shocked, Chief Inspector.”

“Miss Hallcox attempted to seduce my sergeant while he was at
the debauchery. At least that’s her butler’s claim.”

“She did, and failed miserably.”

“Perhaps Keats changed his mind, and that led to his visit last
Saturday evening.”

Cynda shook her head vigorously. “Not the way he looked at
her. He was repulsed.”

“Repulsed enough to strangle her?”

This man’s a menace. He twists words so easily.

“No. Keats wouldn’t waste time on Nicci. He's after the explosives.”

“Then why do you think he went to see her?” he pressed.

The butler must’ve told him about the note. “I think you know.”

An imperceptible nod. “Do you know what the correspondence said?”

“I didn’t see it, but Keats told me Nicci claimed to have
information on the whereabouts of his explosive Irishman.”

The chief inspector’s mouth pursed. “So you spoke with my
sergeant Saturday evening.”

This guy was too quick. No wonder he’d made chief inspector.
“Yes. He visited me at the hotel.”

“What was the purpose of that visit?”

“Keats asked for my opinion on what to do about Nicci’s offer.”

Fisher shifted positions on the seat. “Was she blackmailing
my sergeant?”
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“No.” Please don'’t ask.

“Did she threaten to blackmail him?”

Damn. She didn’t want to lie, but she didn’t dare tell him about
the threat to Keats’ career. That would be like handing him a
ready-made guilty verdict.

She cleared her throat, framing her reply with care. “The deal was
simple: if Keats bedded Nicci, she’d tell him where Flaherty could be
found. She made it plain she’d own him from that day forward.”

Fisher eyed her, and she returned his gaze. He knew she was
shading the truth.

Don’t push it any further, not if you care about your sergeant.

Fisher turned away and stared out of the window at the passing
landscape. Cynda found she was clutching the edge of her
mantelet so tightly, her fingers felt on fire.

“Who do you think did the deed?” the cop asked. When he
looked back, there was a question in his eyes, and it wasn’t just
the one he’d asked.

Does he know about the Transitives?

“Perhaps the butler didn’t get a good look at the murderer,
or...thought he saw Keats when it was actually someone else.”

Their eyes connected. She put it as plainly as she dared.
“Sometimes, not everyone is as they appear.”

The chief inspector visibly relaxed. “Was Miss Hallcox one of those?”

She nodded.

“Then I shall be equally candid. I am aware of my sergeant’s
unique abilities and those of Dr. Montrose. They both have been
shielding me so that certain authorities within their group do not
feel it necessary to kill me. Have they done the same for you?”

“Yes.”

“Are you one of them?”

“No, thank God.”

“Well, that’s a relief. I was beginning to think I was about the
only one around here who wasn’t.”

Cynda let loose with a smile. “I had no notion they existed until
I came to London. Shocked the hell out of me.”

Fisher’s eyebrow went up at her choice of words, but he nodded
nonetheless. “Despite your employer’s reputation, I must issue a
warning. If I find you present a threat to the Crown, I will have no
choice but to throw the full weight of Scotland Yard upon you.”

The warning was delivered smoothly, but she felt the teeth
behind it. “I'll remember that.”

“When Inspector Hulme learns that my sergeant is not in
hiding with his family in Canterbury, the hounds will be set loose.
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His picture will appear in the newspapers. Up to this point I have
shielded Keats, but now there is nothing further I can do.”

How much has this cost you? “If they print his picture, someone
will sell him out and he’ll end up with his throat cut.”

“Not if he hides his identity. He seems quite capable of that.”

“Not anymore. Since his injury, he hasn’t been able to shift forms.”

The cop slumped. Clearly, the news was a personal blow.

“Should my sergeant contact you, please urge him to turn
himself in.”

“T'1l try. I doubt he’ll listen.”

“In that case, I would appreciate if you would serve as a...liaison
between us.”

She didn’t say anything for a time, knowing what Fisher’s
request entailed.

His voice went sharp. “I cannot promise you will not be charged
for aiding him.”

“T'll take the risk.”

That earned her a look of deep respect.

She asked the question that had been eating at her all along. “I know
you're fond of Keats, but why are you risking your career for him?”

Fisher opened his mouth as if to give a patent answer and then
shook his head. “I first met Jonathon in Whitechapel five years
ago, in Arbour Square. He was a constable then and a bright one.
He’d just nicked a ring of thieves and he’d done it by using his
intellect. His superior wasn’t that impressed. I was. I marked him
for Scotland Yard then and there.”

“Sounds like Keats,” she said.

“Nevertheless, that is not the answer to your question. I have
risked everything because Jonathon was to be my legacy. I wanted
to leave a bit of myself behind, and he was it. Do you think that
arrogant?” he asked, cocking his head.

“No. He’s the best choice for your job.”

“At one time, that was true. Unfortunately, even if we
determine he’s not involved in the murder, there is the issue of his
personal habits. The knowledge that he attended Miss Hallcox’s
debauchery will affect his chances at promotion.”

“Not if he arrests Flaherty and locates the explosives.”

A nod. “That may redeem him. Finding the failed assassin will
do as well.”

Cynda’s heart sank. You might as well be looking for the Lost
Ark of the Covenant.

-

WOD'SISAOIoWI}T MMM

=
z
=
a
2
o]
0Q
o
=
3
o
s
S
gs’
S
o
wn
n
o
0
3

WEDNESDAY, 17 OCTOBER, 1888

Order your copy today!

http://www.amazon.com/Virtual-Evil-Time-Rovers-Book/dp/1896944760

http://www.chapters.indigo.ca/books/Virtual-Evil-Jana-G-Oliver/9781896944760-item.html


http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.amazon.com/Virtual-Evil-Time-Rovers-Book/dp/1896944760
http://www.chapters.indigo.ca/books/Virtual-Evil-Jana-G-Oliver/9781896944760-item.html

Time Rovers Trilogy
Book 1: Sojourn (Available now)
Book 2: Virtual Evil (October 2007)
Book 3: Madman’s Dance (October 2008)

Keats had arrived in Ingatestone at dusk the night before, too
late to barter his boots for money to wire his family. Unable to buy
food or even a pint, he found a dry corner of a stable and curled up
under one of the thick wool blankets. It stank of horse sweat. It
didn’t matter. Despite his burning feet, he was asleep in minutes.

Once the shops opened, it had taken Keats a good bit of
haggling to get a tolerable price for his boots. It wasn’t anywhere
near what he’d have gotten in Whitechapel, but it would suffice to
send a telegram to his family and to buy him some breakfast, with
a bit left over to purchase a broken-down pair of boots.

Only temporary, he reassured himself. He certainly didn’t want
to lose his new boots now that he’d found a pair that actually fit.
He ate a meat pie while lounging against a wall and heard the cry
of a newspaper vendor. By force of habit, he brushed the last of the
crumbs off his trousers and waved down the lad.

He surveyed the front page, eyes skimming over articles one
after another. Rampant speculation as to the Ripper’s
whereabouts was the prime topic, along with the Whitehall torso
murder. The Parnell Commission was still in session.

He flipped the paper over. A picture beneath the fold caught his
notice. He stared, his mouth falling open. Unholy panic exploded
in his chest. He forced himself to remain calm, tucking the paper
under his arm and strolling away from the center of town.

Minutes later, he stopped near a pond and sank onto the
ground, his back against an oak tree. Unfolding the newspaper, he
reread the headlines in disbelief.
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SCOTLAND YARD DETECTIVE SOUGHT IN HORRIFIC MURDER
SAID TO HAVE STRANGLED VICTIM AFTER ARGUMENT

Keats’ hands shook so furiously it was difficult to hold the
newspaper. He read the article twice...a third time, and then
dropped the newsprint on the ground, hands still quivering. He
closed his eyes and leaned against the tree, working through the
facts as he now knew them. Nicci had been murdered after an
apparent assignation the very night he’d visited her. Her butler
claimed Keats was the last person who had seen her alive.

Why would he lie? Who was he protecting?

He picked up the paper again, tracing along the rows of type
until he found what he wanted. “She died Saturday night,” he
whispered, “somewhere between half past ten and midnight.” He’'d
visited Jacynda at—he frantically rifled through his memories—
about nine. From there he went into Whitechapel. He
remembered hearing one of the clocks chime ten after he’'d talked
to Red Annie near the White Hart. He’d been near Old Montague
Street when he’d been caught by Flaherty.

Reality struck him like a sledgehammer, causing his stomach to roil.

“Oh, dear God,” he whispered. He clapped a palm over his
mouth to keep from retching.

Desmond Flaherty was his alibi.

-

“Well, this is a mess,” Mr. Spider commented as Cynda tried for
the fifth time to flag down a passing hansom. “You should have
stayed in the hotel.”

Can't. I need to go to the watch shop and then I'm meeting Davy
at the Aldgate Pump at noon. He’ll be there no matter what.

“Well, you might not be.”

Another hansom driver ignored her. Cynda swore under her
breath. She’d passed on breakfast for this torment, barreling out
of the hotel at a furious clip shortly after the maid had announced
the arrival of a “pea-souper.”

This London “particular” was a sickly byproduct of coal fires
spewing zillions of pounds of pollutants into the air. She’d heard
of them, but never seen one. It hung like a curtain over the city, a
heavy pall of greasy yellow-green air that burned the eyes and
stung the throat.

“Rule Britannia.”
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When Cynda finally caught a cab, the driver grumbled at the
address she supplied.

“Gonna take a right lot of time, miss,” he complained.

“Then let’s get going.”

More grumbling before he set the horse in motion. As they
moved forward at a snail’s pace, sounds grew muffled as if they
were trapped inside a box packed with cotton. Ghostly forms
materialized out of the fog and then vanished again. Street lamps
were barely visible. Disembodied voices called out to one another
like sailors lost at sea.

Once they arrived, she gave the grumbling cabbie a nice tip and
stepped out into the venomous cloud.

“T don’t like this at all,” Mr. Spider announced. “Ideal for
thieves and murderers. You'd never know what hit you.”

Her delusion had it dead right. This was like the blackouts in
2023 when whole cities became hunting grounds for the predatory
classes, as Dickens once called them.

The moment she stepped inside Oddegocker’s watch shop, she
sighed in profound relief. Even if this was a wild-goose chase, she
felt safer here. She posed her question and waited.

“Something unique?” Oddegocker asked, scrunching his brows
in thought. He seemed a pleasant fellow, his wispy brown hair
defying gravity like a young Albert Einstein. “I have a couple of
pieces that might interest you.”

He returned with a blue cloth in his hand and revealed a watch
made of the finest silver. “Quite a sad story with this one,” he said. “It
was pawned because the owner’s wife had died. She bought it for him
right before she fell sick and didn’t have time to get it engraved with
his name. Afterward, he could not bear to look at it.”

The tale sounded genuine, not some made-up provenance to add
sentimental value to the item. She popped it open. There was an
intricately engraved oak tree on the back. It was exquisite. “It is
very nice.”

“I have this one, as well. It’s also quite unique, but it has some
damage to it. I have been unable to figure out how to open the
back. It defies all my efforts. I've never seen one like it before.”

The fabric fell back, revealing a pocket watch with a dent in its
cover. Holding it up so Oddegocker couldn’t see the dial, she gave
it a particular set of windings. The dial lit up. She twisted the
stem again and it darkened.

The lost is found. Somehow, it didn’t feel as good as it should.
She fought to keep tears from forming in her eyes. They’d prove
hard to explain to the watchmaker.
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Instead she forced a polite smile. “Very different indeed. How
did you come by it?”

“From Mrs. Pearson, at the end of the street. She owns a
rooming house. Some fellow left it behind in a box under his bed.
When he didn’t return, she put a notice in the paper, but nothing
came of it. She sold it to me, as she had no use for it.”

So that’s where Chris’ killer had been hiding out when he
wasn’t her neighbor at Annabelle’s Boarding House. Mimes had
used the second location as a place to change disguises,
masquerading as Alastair in an effort to create the illusion that
the doctor was actually the Ripper. At least he’d not been a
Transitive or she’d never have caught him.

The things some authors do to make themselves famous...

Cynda pointed at the timepiece in her hand. “I'll take this one.”

“Not the other one? It is very handsome, and the case is not
damaged.”

A wild thought came to mind. “I'll take that one, too, and I'd like
it engraved.”

Oddegocker fetched a pencil and paper. “Just write out what
you’d like. It'll be done tomorrow. What with the fog and all, it’ll
be a quiet day.”

At the mention of the weather, Cynda shot a look out the front
window. A figure passed in the yellowish brown haze and then
disappeared a short distance away.

“It’s not getting better, is it?”

“No. Probably won’t, not this time of year,” Oddegocker replied.

As the watchmaker wrapped up Chris’ interface, she fretted
over the wording for Keats’ watch. She hoped it sounded right. If
things went well, she could deliver it to the sergeant in person.

By the time she reached Aldgate Pump, her nerves were history.
Mr. Spider had sought shelter under her shawl and refused to come
out. At least that had stopped his near-constant bitching about the
fog. She’d been bumped and jostled so many times she’d lost count.
Two of them had been attempts to pick her pocket. Her interface was
in her right boot, Chris’ in the left. They rubbed against her ankles,
but at least they wouldn’t disappear without a trace.

Reduced to feeling her way down the street, she finally gave in and
hired a young lad to lead her to the pump by the light of a flickering
torch. That had cost her a few pence, but it had been worth it.

In 1888, the Aldgate Pump was a concrete edifice. The location
had been a landmark since the 1700s. Locals collected water from
in a pail or a jug, or just took a drink. Some congregated and
chatted among themselves, swapping gossip. There was little of
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that activity today. The locals were either at home or hurrying
that way. The thickness of the mist around her felt like a
hundred-pound weight on her chest, an oily ooze that sank into
her clothes and made her shiver.

Come on, Davy. I want to get out of here.

As if he’d heard, Davy appeared in front of her, a torch in hand.
He was grubbier than usual, with a scarf tied around his mouth.
She could have wept for joy.

“Right murky, isn’t it?” he asked in a muffled voice. “Not the
worst I've seen, mind you. You should have a scarf on you. This
stuff’ll tear your lungs apart.”

“Will it go away soon?” she asked.

A shrug, barely visible. “Maybe.”

“Did you find out anything?” she asked, trying to talk around
the handkerchief.

He nodded and then tugged down the scarf a few inches so she
could hear him better. “One of the maids went out yesterday for a
time. She was dressed proper, like a ladies’ maid.”

“Where’d she go?”

“A shippin’ office and then she posted a couple letters.”

“What kind of shipping office?”

“Passenger ships. Their sign says they got boats that go all 'round
the world,” he replied. “T'd like to get on one of them some day.”

“You will, I'm sure of it. Just don’t get on one that says it’s
unsinkable.” She blew her nose on her handkerchief to stop the
burning sensation. It didn’t help. “Did the maid buy a ticket for
her mistress?”

“I think so. They were talkin’ about a ship to America. Leaves
tomorrow night. I didn’t hear much more—one of the clerks called me
a scamp for hangin’ 'round and sent me off with a flea in me ear.”

“Did you hear what class she booked?”

“First. The clerk was tellin’ her about the ’lectric lights and fine
fripperies they got.”

“That’s got to be for Deidre. A ladies’ maid wouldn’t spend that
kind of brass.” She put her arm on his shoulder, his clothes feeling
damp to the touch. “Good job, Davy.”

The kid beamed. “You want me to watch the house some more?”

“No, I think you’ve got what I need.”

“I still need to earn the rest of me money,” he said with a note
of concern.

“Don’t worry about that. What shipping line was it?”

He dug inside his shirt and produced a wrinkled handbill.
“Norddeutscher Lloyd Express Mail Steamers. Shortest Route from
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London to New York.”

She looked up. “You're great, Davy.” His smile grew even wider.
“Oh, I almost forgot. There is a Mr. Pratchett who manages a
bookshop in the Strand. He needs a delivery boy. I recommended you.”

“How much is he payin’?” the lad asked dubiously.

“Don’t know. Go talk to him after you bathe. You're too much of
a grimy urchin right now.”

A lengthy sigh. “Me mum says I should have a bath every other
day!” He shuddered.

“Your mom and I agree. Except I'd say every day.”

“Oh, that’s not right,” he replied, shaking his head. “Not right at all.”

“You'll make more friends if they don’t have to stand upwind of
you.” He wasn’t that bad, but it was fun to play with his head.

Davy laughed and capered around, holding his nose. Then he
grew serious. “You goin’ back to the hotel now?”

She studied the handbill again. Special train from Waterloo
Station every sailing day at 12:35. If Hugo knew what Deidre had
planned, this could get ugly. Cynda needed backup on this job, and
she knew just the guy to ask.

“I need to go to Annabelle’s Boarding House. Will you help me
get there?”

“Right as rain,” Davy replied. “Just hold onto me hand and
don’t you dare let go.”

Not for the world, kid.

-

It might as well have been night when Davy deposited her on
the boarding house steps. Thank God he’d been with her, or she’d
have ended up under the wheels of an omnibus. It'd loomed out of
the fog like a freighter bearing down on a small fishing boat.

“Now you're safe,” Davy said.

“Bless you. I couldn’t have done that on my own.” He puffed up
with pride. “You're going home now, aren’t you?”

He shook his head immediately. “Not while there’s money to be
made. I can sell torches and make four or five pence a piece. That’s
good brass! It’ll go on all day and night.”

What a kid. He’ll own all of London someday.

“Be careful!”

He winked and then scampered down the stairs, his torch
enveloped by the yellow gloom a few steps later.

She turned to rap on the door. No doubt Alastair was still at the

WOD'SISAOIoWI}T MMM

=
z
=
a
2
o]
0Q
o
=
3
o
s
S
gs’
S
o
wn
n
o
0
3

Order your copy today!

http://www.amazon.com/Virtual-Evil-Time-Rovers-Book/dp/1896944760

http://www.chapters.indigo.ca/books/Virtual-Evil-Jana-G-Oliver/9781896944760-item.html


http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.dragonmoonpress.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.timerovers.com
http://www.amazon.com/Virtual-Evil-Time-Rovers-Book/dp/1896944760
http://www.chapters.indigo.ca/books/Virtual-Evil-Jana-G-Oliver/9781896944760-item.html

Time Rovers Trilogy
Book 1: Sojourn (Available now)
Book 2: Virtual Evil (October 2007)
Book 3: Madman’s Dance (October 2008)

194 | Jana G. Oliver

hospital, but Annabelle wouldn’t mind an opportunity to stuff her
with some of those excellent scones.

The landlady opened the door and beckoned her in. She didn’t
seem surprised to see her.

“Oh, you've come. I was hoping you'd got my note what with the
fog and all,” she said, a frown gracing her face. “He needs to talk
to someone.”

“T didn’t get a note,” Cynda responded, baffled. “I haven’t been
at the hotel all day. Is something wrong with Alastair?”

Annabelle looked upstairs and nodded. “They gave him the sack
at the hospital.”

“Why?”

“Some duke complained about him. I asked, but the doctor
wouldn’t say what it was about.” Cynda groaned. “He was furious
when he came home this afternoon,” Annabelle continued. “He’s
been in his room ever since. Every now and then, I hear him
cursing. He never does that.”

Oh, not good. “I'll go talk to him.”

“Thank you, luv. I don’t know what to say to him.”

“How’s your leg?”

“Much better. Mildred went home two days ago. I miss her. She
sure was a help around here. I miss you, too. You're always a
bright soul.” Annabelle looked upstairs again, her worried
expression deepening.

Cynda patted the landlady’s rough hand and headed up the
stairs. It felt odd to be here again. A few weeks earlier, she’d lived
in the room next to the doctor’s. Chris’ murderer had been right
across the hall.

She tapped on the doctor’s door.

“I'm not in the mood for conversation!” Alastair boomed.

“Fine by me. I'll just sit and watch steam come out of your ears.”

There was the sound of footsteps crossing the room, and the door
jerked open. The doctor’s hair was askew, his jaw set, eyes blazing.

“Good evening,” she said, pushing by him before he could send
her packing. She removed her hat. “I hear you're job hunting.”

He slammed the door and glared at her. “Lord Patton’s father
complained to my superiors. Now I'm out of work. Damn the
bastard. I try to save his son’s miserable life, and he treats me like
a dog. Damn him to hell!”

She cranked an eyebrow. “So what do you intend to do?”

He paced the length of the room, all of about ten feet and then
back again. “I shall accept Reuben’s offer tonight. He is in need of
an assistant to aid him with the post-mortems. Unlike the
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hospital, he doesn’t care if my name is in the newspapers.”

“Who’s Reuben?” she asked, puzzled.

“Doctor Reuben Bishop. He’s been pressing me to consider a career
in forensics. I found myself quite taken with the idea after—" He shot
her an anxious glance. “After a recent post-mortem.”

Chris’ autopsy.

“That sounds like a good idea,” she said, trying to sound
encouraging.

“There is a small stipend and I would receive additional
payment per case, though it isn’t much. I will continue seeing
patients. Perhaps between the two I will make ends meet.”

“If you find you don’t like forensics, you can always get on at
another hospital.”

Another reluctant nod. “I was offered a position at Great
Ormond Street a few months back. I suspect that offer might still
be open, provided the duke doesn’t interfere.”

“So what is bad about all this?” she challenged.

“My professional reputation has been sullied by a highborn
bully. I find that unconscionable.”

“True, but there’s not much you can do about it short of calling
him out for a duel.”

“Dueling is illegal,” he retorted. “You know that.”

“So? Doesn’t keep you from shooting him.”

He settled on the chair, his frenetic energy dissipating. “Violent
and practical.” To her relief, his anger dampened another notch.

Cynda dug in her pocket. “The lost is found,” she announced.
“It’s Chris’ watch.”

He took it from her, rubbing a thumb over the dent.

“It just seems I have lost so much recently.” His tired eyes met
hers. “Now you will be going, as well.”

Ouch. That was one hundred percent guilt and it stung. “I won’t
be going that soon,” she replied, collecting the watch. Not until 1
find out what’s up with Defoe.

A spark of hope flashed in his eyes. “Perhaps one day you’ll tell
me about some of the times you've visited. In the past, of course. I
realize you can’t speak much about the future.”

She’d wondered when he’d start asking questions. It was a
miracle he’d waited this long.

“Someday,” she hedged. “In the meantime, I need your help now
that you're not gainfully employed. My guess is that Hugo
Effington’s wife is leaving for Southampton tomorrow. She’s
catching a ship for New York.”

“I'm not following you.”
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She caught him up on Deidre’s recent history.

“Rotherhithe, eh? Fisher didn’t mention that tidbit. At least
she’s alive. That is a blessing.”

“I'm guessing she is. I haven’t seen her yet. I intend to catch up with
her on the train and ask a few questions before she sails away.”

“So what do you need me to do?”

“Ride shotgun.”

“Pardon?” he asked, puzzled.

She put it in Victorian English. “I need someone to watch our
backs on the way to Southampton. If I can figure out her plans, so
can Effington.”

“When do you need me?”

“There’s a special train from Waterloo at half past twelve.”

“I shall be there.”

It was time to share the bad news. “Keats isn’t in Canterbury,”
she said, “and his family has no idea where he is. He wrote them
a letter, said he was hunting for Flaherty. I don’t think he knows
what happened.”

“Is that possible?”

Cynda shrugged. “I met Fisher on the train back to London.
He’s at the end of his rope. He admitted to me that he knows about
the shifters.”

Alastair frowned. “I'm surprised he did. He must trust you.”

“No, he’s running out of options.”

“Just like the rest of us,” he replied, rising.

“Tomorrow at the train station?” A nod. “Thanks.”

He brushed a finger along her jaw line in his signature gesture.
His eyes sought hers. “We have been at odds recently. I hope this
discord between us will pass.”

“T'd like that,” she replied. It’d been better between them when
they’d first met. Maybe it could be that way again.

He cocked his head. “Then you promise to listen to me more often?”

She gave him a lopsided grin.

“I thought so,” he sighed. “Let me help you find a cab. It’s too
dangerous for you on the streets when it’s like this.”

For once, Cynda didn’t argue.
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and save his nemesis from the rope. It was certain his men
wouldn’t dare defy him to save a copper’s life. They’d end up like
Ahearn if they did.

Once Keats regained control, he painstakingly formulated a
plan. He dared not contact his family in Canterbury; now that he
was a wanted man, no doubt their house was being watched,
perhaps even their mail searched. Fortunately, he’d not hung
about in the transient camp so the police had no way to trace his
whereabouts from the letter Lily had posted for him. He would
only put Alastair’s career in jeopardy if he asked for his
assistance. Jacynda was his only hope.

He composed the letter in the post office, his nerves shredding
by the minute lest a constable spy him. Using some of his precious
coins, he handed it over to the mail clerk.

She has to help me. No one else can.

“No return address, sir?” the clerk asked. Fortunately, he
was paying more attention to the envelope than to the man who
was mailing it.

Keats shook his head. “Tll be on the move. Thank you for asking.”

Fearing to use the train, he set off on foot toward Montnessing,
hoping to make London by the next night. He would meet with
Jacynda, secure some money and then disappear into the bowels
of the East End. He could hide as well as any ruffian in that
neighborhood.

He knew that finding Flaherty would not likely save his skin.
All Keats could hope for was that he’d have company on that
scaffold in Newgate.
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“Time to let go,” Cynda whispered. “Come on, you can do it.”

Chris’ watch nestled in her palm, her thumb repeatedly rubbing
over the dent in the case like it was a worry stone.

“He’s gone. He's telling his silly jokes to the other angels. It’s
time to let go.” The tears flooded for the second time since she’d
begun this ritual.

“The man who killed him is in an asylum,” she murmured
through her tears. “You caught him. It’s time to put Chris to rest.”

That was the problem. Once she sent his interface, the last bit
of him was gone. She had his funeral picture and some VidMail
messages in 2057, but that was it.

Christopher Stone, her lover, was no more.
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The sobs tore through her like a storm.

Cynda let the grief own her until there were no more tears.
Then she wiped off the watch with her handkerchief, performed
the winding maneuver and set it in front of her on the floor of the
hotel room. Instead of shielding her eyes when the transfer came,
she watched the lights dance and whirl and shimmer inches above
the carpet. Then they dimmed and were gone.

“Rest in peace, Chris. You're still alive as long I can remember you.”
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THURSDAY, 18 OCTOBER, 1888

The chief topic of those on the train platform was the weather.
The pea soup had drained away, and for that, Cynda was
profoundly grateful. From the gist of the conversations around
her, it could have lasted for days.

Cynda watched Alastair enter the First Class carriage, just as
they’'d arranged. Armed with a description of Mrs. Effington, he’d
vowed to keep an eye on her if she was in that section.

To Cynda’s surprise, Deidre Effington wasn’t with the toffs, but
back with the poor folk. It took Cynda some time to recognize her.
In stark contrast to the elegant woman she’d met at the party, the
Mayfair matron was now the picture of destitution; mussed hair,
mottled bruise on her cheek, shabby clothes and a large, ratty
suitcase at her feet. Even her boots sported holes in the sides. It
was an excellent disguise.

To the casual observer, Cynda didn’t look much better. She’'d
resurrected her working-girl outfit, muddied it up and donned a
second-hand straw bonnet. Her red shawl stood out more than she
liked, but it fit the image.

She sat a few rows behind her quarry, on the alert for trouble.
An inventory of their fellow passengers didn’t ring any alarm
bells. There were surly characters in their midst, but not someone
from Mrs. Effington’s world.

Anyone I should worry about?

Perched on her right shoulder, Mr. Spider pointed with his
foremost leg. “Only that gent three rows away.”

Lucky I brought my truncheon.

“Better to have a poisonous bite.”
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She stared at him. You can do that?
“Perhaps.”
Just what I need—Ilethal delusions.

After the nearly hour and a half it took to reach Southampton,
Cynda was eager to get off the train and into the fresh air. As the
carriage emptied its passengers onto the platform, she made note
of the fellow Mr. Spider had pointed out. He was trudging away,
paying no further attention to Deidre.

Unsure of where Alastair was in the throng, Cynda trailed the
forlorn figure as she headed toward the docks. Deidre stopped only
once, apparently asking for directions. After that she shied away
from anyone she met on the street, her movements tense. She
looked like the perfect victim.

The guy from the train made his move only a few blocks away.
In a heartbeat he cut in front of her, brandished a knife, and
forced the stunned woman down an alley before she could cry out.

“Damn!” Cynda took off at top speed, nearly overshooting the
alley in the process. By the time she slowed down, she found
Deidre up against a wall, the knife near her throat. Her assailant
was groping her breasts, saying something under his breath.
Deidre shook her head, tears filling her eyes.

The knife was the problem. Cynda needed to distract him long
enough to let the truncheon do its work. She hid the weapon behind
her back and sauntered up like a dolly-mop in search of a customer.

“Oy, luv, fancy two of us?’ she called out, using her best
Whitechapel accent.

The man jumped. “Go 'way!” he shouted, glaring at her. More
importantly, the knife moved from Deidre’s throat.

“It’s more jolly that way, luv,” Cynda continued. She tugged up
her skirt with a free hand to reveal a bit of ankle. “I'm sure she’ll
share ya, won’t ya dearie?”

Deidre’s eyes widened. She’d remembered the face from the party.

“Of...of course,” she stammered.

“See, luv? Why make ’er do all the work?”

“I don’t need you ’ere,” the man said, waving the knife in her
direction, his other hand gripping Deidre’s shoulder. She looked
inches away from fainting.

Cynda moved within blade range, mindful of her previous
encounter with a knife. “Don’t be that way. Ya look like a fine gent.”

“I said go 'way!” He jabbed at her with the knife for emphasis.
The moment the blade was farthest away from his body, the
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truncheon came down on his wrist. She distinctly heard bones
snap. He howled in pain as the knife descended to the ground.

“Bitch!”

“Is there a problem here, ladies?”

Now the doc shows up.

“Just a discussion about proper etiquette,” Cynda replied,
discarding the accent.

Alastair studied her to see if there was any blood and then
stepped forward and put himself between the whining bully and
Deidre. With a kick, he sent the knife out of reach.

“Are you injured?” he asked. Belatedly, Cynda realized the
question wasn’t for her.

Deidre shook her head, incapable of words. Satisfied, he
returned his attention to Cynda. “May I?” he asked, gesturing
toward her truncheon.

She shrugged and handed it to him. This might prove
educational.

Alastair moved closer and lightly tapped the wounded man’s
chest with the weapon. The ruffian lurched backward, eyes
darting around for an avenue of escape. There was none.

“Who sent you?” the doctor asked, menace lurking beneath
his manners.

A blistering oath split the air. That earned him a stronger poke
in the chest. “You've still got one good wrist,” Alastair observed.
“Don’t make me change that.”

The man spat, fortunately missing his target.

“Your time grows thin,” Alastair threatened, giving him
another jab.

“E said it’d be easy. Just grab ’er off the train and cut ’er throat,
plain and simple. Said to make it look the Ripper got ’er. Said I
could ’ave ’er if I wanted; ’e didn’t care as long as she was dead.”

Deidre began to waver on her feet. Cynda slipped an arm
around her.

“Who sent you?” the doctor repeated.

“Posh gent, a big bastard, evil look in the eyes. Didn’t say ’is
name. Gave me ten quid to do it.”

Only ten?

“Hugo,” Deidre murmured, sagging heavily against Cynda.

Alastair heard her. “How did you know she’d be on the train?”

“Been following ’er maid for a week. Finally got lucky.” He
winced, gripping at his wrist tightly. The fingers didn’t move
right. Maybe she’d been a bit too harsh on the guy.

Nah...
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“Let him go,” Cynda said. “He’s paid his penance.”

Alastair stepped back and waved to indicate the fellow was free
to leave. The rough didn’t hesitate, cradling his arm as he fled.

“I figured you’d argue with me,” Cynda remarked, claiming her
truncheon.

“It’s very unlikely he’ll be able to use that hand again. I think
that was more than enough punishment.”

She bit back a retort.

Alastair gently took the frightened woman’s arm to steady her.

“Do I know you, sir?” Deidre asked, her face pale, tears
glistening on her cheeks.

Cynda made the introductions.

“Madam,” Alastair said, inclining his head politely.

“How did you find me?” Deidre asked.

“The same way as the guy with the knife,” Cynda explained. “I
had someone following your maid. I figured if you were still alive,
your husband might try to remedy that problem.”

“So it appears.” She looked up at Alastair. “Thank you for your
intervention, Doctor.”

“You owe me no thanks, madam. I am pleased to assist in your
escape and to provide for your safety,” Alastair replied gallantly.

This was rapidly devolving into a scene from Jane Austen.

“Can we go now?” Cynda prodded.

“Most certainly. Come along, Mrs. Effington, I'll see you safely
to the ship.”

“Oh, thank you. You are most kind.” There was a significant
hesitation and then Deidre added, “I thank you as well, Miss
Lassiter. That was very brave, like the other night at the party.”

The expression on Alastair’s face said he didn’t agree.

As the pair walked to the ship, Deidre on the doctor’s arm and
her suitcase in his free hand, Cynda trailed in their wake like an
unwanted kid sister. Once the matron had regained a bit of
composure, Cynda caught up with them.

“I have some questions, Mrs. Effington.”

“I will answer whatever queries you put to me,” the woman
replied, her arm still linked with Alastair’s. “I owe you the truth.”

Cynda cut to the chase. “Was your husband having an affair
with Nicei Hallcox?”

A frank blush bloomed on the woman’s cheeks. “Yes.”

“You know she’s dead?”

“I read about it in the papers. She was blackmailing Hugo. He would
give her my jewelry, at least until she refused even that in payment.”

Aha. “What did she demand when the jewelry wasn’t enough?”
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“T am not sure.”

“Did you hire the assassin to kill your husband?”

“Heavens, no!” A look of chagrin crossed her face. “I admit, I
wish he had died. Hugo is such a monster.”

“Then who do you think the assassin was trying to kill?”

Deidre’s blush turned deeper crimson. “For a time, I thought
the fellow was aiming at Reggie.”

“Reggie is your lover?” Cynda guessed.

“Yes. He told me I was wrong, but I saw it happen. Reggie was
standing exactly where the man was aiming his gun.”

“What’s your lover’s full name?”

“Reginald Fine. He’s a solicitor at a law firm. He is a wonderful
man and I love him deeply. He treats me with such respect. He
promised to join me in New York once legal matters are sorted out.”

“How did the gunman get in the house? Could Hugo have let
him in?” Cynda quizzed.

“No. He was very upset. He kept saying it would ruin
everything. I think it is because he fears the—"

Deidre hesitated, raising her face to the doctor. He gave her a
reassuring smile in return.

“Well, you should know all of it. There is a man that Hugo deals
with who is very...frightening. Hugo calls him Mr. S. He came to the
house, twice I think, something to do with Hugo’s business. I learned
that it was best to depart as soon as that man appeared at the door.
My husband was especially violent after their meetings.”

“What did he look like?” Cynda asked.

“Never the same. He wore disguises, very good ones. I only
recognized him because of his voice and the way Hugo reacted to him.”

Cynda and Alastair traded a look over the top of the woman’s
head. Deidre had just described a Transitive from a layman’s
point of view.

“When one of our maids disappeared after the last meeting,”
Deidre continued, “I grew afraid. I thought perhaps she had
overheard something.”

“Did you contact the police?” Alastair asked.

“No. Hugo would not let me. He said she’d run away, but I
didn’t believe him. Fiona wasn’t that sort. I liked her. She knew
how to make me laugh.” The woman’s eyes misted again. “There
was so little mirth after I married Hugo.”

In 2057, the law rested firmly on the side of a battered spouse.
Not so in Victorian England. Deidre had few options, most of them
dismal. Cynda took her arm and gave it a squeeze.

“Why did you fake your suicide?” Alastair asked as they turned
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onto the street that led to the docks.

“I was afraid of my husband. I thought he had hired that man
to kill Reggie, and that he would kill me. Our butler helped me
escape, God bless him.”

“So where were you hiding?” Cynda asked.

“In a brothel, of all places.” The woman shuddered. “One of our
former maids hid me there. She...works there now after Hugo
debauched her.”

They stopped at the end of the gangway. Cynda found herself in
the midst of a very tight hug. She returned it and whispered in the
woman’s ear, “Start over. Not all men are like your husband.”

Deidre pulled away. “I know.” She turned toward the doctor and
asked, “Would you escort me aboard, sir? I suspect there will be
difficulties as to my dress when I try to claim a First Class Cabin.
I appear as if I belong in Third.”

“Certainly,” Alastair replied, nonplussed. Cynda watched them
ascend the gangplank. As Deidre had suspected, it took some time
to get her passage sorted out. Eventually, the pair disappeared
into the ship.

Unable to pace due to the crowd around her, Cynda fussed with
the fringe on her shawl. Time passed, over an hour and a half by
her watch. The luggage was on board. Shouted orders sent sailors
scrambling. A sharp blast from the ship’s horn made her jump.
Still no sign of Alastair.

“Come on, come on,” she grumbled. You can’t go to New York
with her. I need you here.

She stopped fidgeting, shocked by the inadvertent admission.
She needed Alastair. She was learning to trust someone other
than herself. It wasn’t a comfortable realization.

“You trust Ralph,” she heard from her shoulder. Of course Mr.
Spider would have to hear that admission.

T've known him since pre-school. That doesn’t count.

Another thunderous blast of the ship’s horn cut off his reply.
Passengers lined the railings, calling to their loved ones. Next to her, a
man held up his young daughter. She waved at someone on the ship.

“Mama!” she called, as if her mother could hear over the tumult.

Mama! Another voice called in Cynda’s memory. It was a child,
clinging to a ship’s railing as the deck rolled underneath her tiny feet.
Mama! Smoke billowed past her tear-creased face the moment before
the stern plunged under water, taking her to her grave.

Shivering violently, Cynda pulled her shawl around her.
Another time slip. They were never pleasant memories, only ones
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of destruction. A touch on her elbow jerked her back to the
present. Alastair was standing next to her. He peered down at her,
then bent closer.

“Are you i1l1?” he asked. “Your face is very pale.”

“No, just..remembering something.” She shoved away the
images of that day on the cold Atlantic waters. “What kept you? I
thought you were going to New York.”

“It took some time to sort out her luggage. Apparently, someone
had arranged for a trunk to be delivered, I'm not sure who. The
steward was having difficulties locating it.”

From the look on his face, Cynda could tell that wasn’t the only
problem. He drew her fu