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      LEOPOLD STRAIGHTENED HIS shoulders and raised his chin. In utter silence, he pulled the string that tied his cape and released the knot. With a soft whoosh of fabric, the cape slid from his shoulders and pooled on the stage floor at his feet. Deftly, he opened the buttons of his coat, and keeping the audience under his cool gaze, he whipped it so quickly off his arms and shoulders, that a woman in the front row gasped.

      With two delicate fingers, he raised his top hat, as if doffing it for a lady. He showed the white satin of the interior to the audience and, never moving his gaze from the far seats, dropped it softly onto his coat and cape.

      In only his shirtsleeves and waistcoat, he carefully removed each glove in turn, first the left, then the right, ultimately leaving them on the pile of clothing. He took another breath before rolling up the sleeve of his left arm. When it was folded back to his elbow, he finally flicked his glance to his white forearm. Like a bracelet, the dark tattoo encircling his wrist shown starkly against his pale skin. Its intricate design wove in and out of itself almost in the form of a Celtic knot but was nothing so whimsical. For the Eye of Providence etched on the inside of his wrist, right at the pulse point, took any possible quaintness away from the black design. The eye stared back at him with intricate detail as if it were capable of blinking at any moment. He had wanted the mark once, begged for it. Now he hated the sight of it.

      Holding his marked wrist forward toward the audience, he pulled a small item from the pocket in his waistcoat with his free hand. He held it with two fingers, the other three digits poised above it. It was second nature, this expression of his fingers, always proving to the punters that nothing was in his hands, all the while hiding whatever he wished in the palm of it.

      But this time, there was nothing but the small object, that when he pushed a button with his forefinger, snapped a blade out of the handle. The sound was so sudden and so loud in the complete silence that a woman or two…and even a few men…let out a protracted shriek.

      Light gleamed off the blade. It was sharp. Had to be. He stood, positioning his legs apart, fist at the end of a naked arm stretched out so taut the blue veins beneath his skin pulsed. The knife poised. He dreaded the moment.

      With a flash he struck.

      There was just a slash at first on the delicate skin. A gash of torn flesh. But then the blood welled, filling the slash, until there was so much of it the red spilled out over his wrist, marking its own trail in crimson, like a bracelet. And then the drip, drip onto the stage floor.

      He could feel the audience tense, feel their inheld breaths. So quiet, he could hear each droplet as it splashed to the plank floor at his feet.

      He stared at his life’s blood pooling and took a final deep breath.

      “Ani metzaveh alaycha, lachshof et atzmechah!” he cried.

      A pause, as if the very Earth hesitated, waiting.

      The puddle of his blood shifted. Rippled. A crease of light, then a blinding flash exploded from the floor. The audience screamed. Leopold could do nothing about it. He had to hold his arm forth, fist closed tight. The arm trembled but he held it steady, even as blood continued to drip, drip from it.

      The light blasted over him, flinging back his hair. He looked into the blinding abyss, saw the shapes move and contort in shadows beneath the light that slowly dimmed. And as it receded, a figure formed and rose out of the blood. Its head hung low. The shoulders seemed to rise first as a great hulking shape, and then the head lifted. Horns resembling those of some great African beast, twisted and towered above his head. His skin was textured like a lizard’s and was as dark red as Leopold’s blood. His muscled body stood taller than the magician, with thick thighs and wide shoulders. And he was nude but seemed not to care about this state as he surveyed the crowd with disdain. “Who has summoned me?” he bellowed, voice like a black cloud before a thunder-burst.

      Women had not stopped screaming and now that the smoke had cleared, Leopold saw many of them scrambling for the exits. No! They mustn’t leave before the complete performance.

      “I have summoned you!” he declared above the noise of screams and running feet. “And I alone control you.”

      The rumbling of panicked citizens died off, as some lingered by the exits, thrown in confusion by the spectacle before them. Was it only a show? Was it something else, something horrific? Female faces turned away, but just as many eyed the naked daemon with fascination.

      “I command you,” Leopold said, turning toward the demonic apparition, “to conjure doves. Doves of peace to calm the crowd.”

      The daemon lifted his hands and out of them appeared from nowhere white, spotless doves that flew into the audience.

      But that only seemed to set off a new chorus of screams and they ducked and flung their hands over their heads, shooing the fluttering doves away as if they were vermin. No one stayed in their seats.

      “Wait!” Leopold called to the audience. He stood at the footlights, watching helplessly as his entire audience ran over themselves to escape. Men trampled men and women fell to their knees, weeping. Brave souls helped them up, tugging them away from the apparition on the stage. Even the orchestra had ducked out through their trapdoor, leaving a disarray of fallen sheet music and tipped music stands.

      It wasn’t long before no one remained. Even the stagehands had fled in terror at this unexpected flourish from their disagreeable master.

      The doves circled the empty seats, leaving their white droppings on the dark velvet.

      Leopold waved his hand at them. “Enough!”

      They vanished without so much as a whisper.

      “Tough luck, old man,” said the daemon in a perfectly modulated West End baritone.
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      LEOPOLD GESTURED TOWARD the hulking creature. “Where are your bloody clothes!”

      The daemon looked down. “Thought it would make a more dramatic show. Too much?”

      “Yes, it bloody well is!”

      “Dear me. That’s twice in a row you said ‘bloody.’ I must have truly made you cross.”

      Leopold tucked his anger away and closed his eyes. “I apologize. I was just…surprised. And not a little annoyed that they all…departed.”

      “The greatest trick they’ve ever seen and they couldn’t sit for it. That’s Gentiles for you.”

      Leopold huffed and relaxed his tensed shoulders. He waved vaguely at the daemon’s nether regions. “Do something about…that, if you please.”

      “Oh. Sorry, old man.” Instantly, a black loin cloth appeared at his hips, covering his considerable endowments. “I suppose the show’s over.”

      Leopold nodded dejectedly and slipped his knife back in his waistcoat.

      “Ah! Should I…?” The red hand waved over Leopold’s bloody wrist.

      “If you will, Eurynomos.” He held out his arm. Truthfully, he felt a little faint. He’d cut too deeply this time.

      Eurynomos closed his hand over it and sucked in a breath, euphoria spreading over his features. After a moment he released the magician and left the arm perfectly healed.

      Leopold rubbed his wrist. No scar remained. Only the twinge of the remembered knife slash. As his fingers passed over the mark, though, he swore he could feel the tattoo as a raised pattern, but it was as a part of his flesh as any other part. Hastily he rolled down his sleeve and fixed the cuff with a shaky hand.

      “There goes my box office. And there goes my show. Blast it. I’ve already sacked my assistants so what more could go wrong?”

      “Oh, never say that around a proper daemon, old man. You don’t know what ‘wrong’ can be.”

      “I do know,” he said quietly.

      Eurynomos chuckled and scratched the back of his head. “I daresay you do.” He shrank a bit from when he first appeared, only now standing a foot taller than Leopold rather than the eight or so feet when he emerged from the floor. “Is that why you summoned me during a show? To throw your weight around to the punters.”

      “I suppose.” Reddening, he reached the wings and found a chair. He sat and ran his fingers through his hair. “I…I thought I could…that it would…oh dash it. I’ve ruined everything!”

      The sound of squeaky wheels rolling toward him meant only one thing. “I suppose you saw that disaster, Raj.”

      The automaton, a figure of an Oriental man with turban and evening suit, sat at a table perpetually playing out a deck of tarot cards. His head moved smoothly and mechanically with a soft sound of air through pistons and machine-driven clicks.

      “Is that what you call it?” said the mechanical man. “Namaste, Eurynomos.”

      “Shalom, old friend.”

      Leopold, nonplussed by the independent movement and speech of a creature he knew well, ran both hands through his hair. “Yes, it was a blasted disaster. I’m ruined.”

      The gears clicked and whirred. “Don’t be silly, Leo. It was smashing! Quite top drawer.”

      “Wasn’t it?” said the daemon, elbowing the automaton.

      “The desperate act of a desperate man,” Leopold muttered.

      The daemon leaned toward Leopold. “You mentioned you had to let your assistants go, but you didn’t mention why. I thought you liked Ruby and Rose.”

      “I did. But this was the third time Rose was late. Actually, she never showed up at all. What was I to do? I couldn’t do even half my routines without the two of them, so I decided to do without. I warned them. Now look what I’ve done.”

      They all stood around, quiet and thoughtful. Until Leopold exhaled and angry breath. “And your lack of dress will get me thrown into gaol for indecency. And come to think of it…I should think the Church will be round soon with a stake for burning.”

      “Well! I won’t let that happen.” He patted Leopold’s shoulder with exceptional tenderness. “I had such a jolly time, I certainly owe you.”

      “You certainly do.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “What the hell was I thinking?”

      “What the Gehenna were you thinking. Droll.”

      “I’m not laughing.” He sat up. “I’ll have to close down my act until I can get new assistants. If anyone will even hire me again. Perhaps even go into hiding. Blast it all!” What a fool! Why had he done it? He should have just persevered with the one assistant. Too late now.

      “But, old man,” said Eurynomos. He grabbed a chair in his large hand and positioned it. He sat, stretching his thick legs outward. “What do you need with assistants when you have me?”

      “I can’t do real magic all the time. It’s too draining. Haven’t I lost enough blood tonight?”

      The daemon licked his lips. “Yes. And it was most delicious. Thank you.”

      He eyed the daemon from under lowered brows. “Don’t mention it.”

      “By the way.” The daemon swirled a finger in the air toward Leopold’s face. “Love the hair brush, old man. It quite suits you.”

      Leopold quickly raised a hand to stroke his mustache. He felt his cheeks redden at the compliment. “Well…I had to do something. Everyone kept mistaking me for the assistant.”

      “Makes you look quite mature. Perhaps try a little gray at the temples?”

      “I’m not ready to look that old yet.”

      Raj, ignoring their conversation, laid out his tarot cards one by one, ticking his head with a hiss of compressed air. “I hate to see you close the show.”

      “I don’t think it’s my choice any longer.” He leaned dejectedly against the proscenium. “I’ve done it now.” He glanced at Raj as he laid out his cards. “Do me a favor and don’t do a reading.”

      “Too late. I’ve already begun laying the cards. What has begun cannot now be stopped.”

      Leopold wrung his hands and sighed. “Then do me the favor of not telling me what you see.”

      “Really? Why ever not?”

      “I just don’t want to know.”

      Leopold dragged his feet away but wasn’t far enough not to catch the automaton’s gasp and whisper, “Then it’s a good thing you don’t.”

      Before he trudged to his dressing room, he made a search of the theatre. Not a soul remained. I must be out of my blasted mind. Why did I ever summon Eurynomos? It was Yanko’s appearance that did it, he told himself. It flustered him. He took the bait as he always did. Mention of his father—his Jewish father, as Yanko was always pleased to remind him—had sealed his fate. After all, it was his father who had told him of the ancient art of summoning Jewish daemons, taught him the wisdom and mystical nature of the Kabbalah. Only special men were marked, he had told him, and Leopold had wished for that mark, wished for the same power…

      How foolish he had been.

      Yanko, in his battered and mud-spattered coat, had told the stagehands he was Leopold’s uncle, and Leopold had felt all over again the shame at their looks of disgust. But Yanko had told him that one of the Romani in their camp—Jaelle—was missing.

      Jaelle. It had been a long time ago, but sudden memories rushed in on him. Of a young girl with wild dark hair, of a small hand holding his when the thunder frightened him, of cuddling under a smelly wool horse blanket before a smoky campfire, and shared secrets and dreams…but it had only been after the real nightmare had begun.

      He had told Yanko he could do nothing, even though Leopold had worked with Scotland Yard many times. But Leopold knew—even at his urging—they would not bother with one missing Gypsy girl.

      He rubbed his marked wrist, fingers twitching over the cursed tattoo. If only he hadn’t done it that first time, then perhaps his father would still be alive. And he wouldn’t have to have been raised by Yanko and his ilk.

      He stopped, sagged against his dressing room doorframe, and stuffed his hands into his trouser pockets.

      “You’re troubled,” said Eurynomos, suddenly at his elbow. He’d shrunk again so that now he was the same height as the magician…except for his tall horns.

      “You’re damned right I’m troubled.”

      “I’m here, old friend. How can I help?”

      “I doubt you can.”

      “I have the whole dominion of Gehenna at my beck and call. Of course I can help.”

      He glanced at the daemon speculatively. “How did it happen, Eurynomos? How did my life become so befouled? I thought I was moving forward. But I seem to be falling behind. First that blasted manager said my act was getting stale, then Rose failed to show, and now I’ve ruined it. What’s to be done?”

      “You need a girl,” the daemon pressed. “I mean Raj and I are fine company, but the soft embrace of a lady…ah!”

      Leopold blushed again. “I…I don’t have time for that. Especially now.”

      “My friend, a man always has time. Or at least that’s what I’ve heard, not being a man myself.”

      The sound of a door opening and feet shuffling gave Leopold pause. It sounded like the stage door. He glanced at his daemon friend. “You’d better go.”

      “I think I shall remain, just to make certain you will be all right.”

      “At your pleasure. But stay out of sight.”

      Eurynomos bowed. “Don’t I always?”

      Leopold checked his clothing to make certain he looked fit for company. There was no blood on his shirt. A good thing. He’d left his frock coat, gloves, and hat on stage. No matter. He was certain if he was to be arrested, they would allow him to gather his things.

      When he turned the corner and spied the man in the bowler, he realized with some alarm that he was to be arrested. The man seemed to move with the tactless effort of a policeman. And when he raised his head toward Leopold’s step, he was certain of it.

      “Inspector Thacker.”

      “Kazsmer! What goes on here? Shouldn’t you be in the midst of your act or show, or whatever the hell you call it?”

      “Oh. You hadn’t heard?”

      “Heard what? Where is everyone?”

      He sighed. He felt the sting of his own stupidity. The losses started adding up silently in his head. “You’ll hear about it soon enough. I’m afraid my newest trick went awry and frightened both audience and stagehands away. There might have been injuries. I was certain I was to be arrested. I shall certainly be sued. I suppose I must call my solicitor straight away.”

      “Arrested? Blimey! What in hell did you do?”

      “I’ll show you.” As he walked the inspector to the stage, Leopold concentrated and waved his hand surreptitiously, hiding the elaborate movement with his own body. He felt the magic tingle in his hand. It would be efficient, this he knew, by virtue of Eurynomos’ presence, for the magic was always strongest when the daemon was near or when Leopold had just summoned him.

      As Leopold bent down and reached for his cloak, he pulled it away, revealing a pedal on the stage floorboards that had not been there before.

      He paused and turned back to the inspector. “These are ancient secrets for which I will hold you personally responsible should the general public get wind of them. My very livelihood depends upon secrecy.”

      “You well know, sir, that I am the model of discretion.” There was the barest tinge of a slur to his voice. Thacker’s discretion was easily achieved from a bottle.

      “Very well. During tonight’s disastrous performance, I removed my cloak, let it fall here, thus hiding this pedal, you see?”

      Thacker bent over a little unsteadily to look.

      “When I compressed this pedal with my foot, it set a series of mechanical devices in motion. Below the stage, a bellows began to fill a most amazing fabrication. Observe.” He stepped on the pedal and only the faint sound of a mechanism churned below their feet, all the more amazing because there was nothing there to make a sound. And though the stage was full of trapdoors for his routines, a trapdoor that had not been at that exact location, sprang open, and out popped an inflating replica of Eurynomos, complete with horns and without his breechclout. As it inflated, it rose, filled out, and stood tall.

      “With the addition of smoke and noise, the conjure was quite astonishing.”

      Thacker eyed the anatomically correct nether regions of the inflatable. “Quite.”

      “And quite terrifying. The audience believed it. Indeed, so did the orchestra and stagehands, all of whom had no prior knowledge of this new addition to my show. So you see.” He released the pedal and the daemon shrank and disappeared once more into the stage floor, to disappear from existence, he imagined. “It was much too good a trick.”

      “Indecent, is what it was,” said the inspector, pushing back his bowler and scratching his thatch of brown hair. “Why did you make that fellow…well…in the all together?”

      “He had a breechclout but it must have fallen off. The fabricator of this particular inflatable was most strict in his adherence to detail.”

      “I should say so. Bloody hell. Well, you are in a fix, aren’t you?”

      “Yes. I’ll lose my job, that’s a certainty. But at least now you can vouch for me.”

      “Indeed. You and your devices.” He shook his head.

      Leopold folded his cloak over his arm. “Then if you are not here to arrest me, Chief Inspector, why are you here?”

      Thacker’s face grew solemn and he doffed his hat and held it before him in both hands. “For unhappy business, Kazsmer. Most unhappy.”

      A tickle of fear itched his chest and he raised a brow.

      “I fear you would have had to close your show at any rate. Your Rose…aw Christ, Leo. You’d best come see for yourself. It’s horrible. Horrible!”
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      CASTING A GLANCE toward the immobile Raj, Leopold donned his coat and hat and followed the inspector out the door. It looked as if Raj would get his whist game with Eurynomos after all. Though there was no telling if the stagehands would suddenly return.

      It seemed Leopold’s days consisted of London’s misty cobblestoned lanes and the faint glow of its new electric lights powered by steam generators, competing with the old gas lamps. Dim shadowy figures of street hustlers, prostitutes, and gambling men, staggering either to or from their local public houses completed his society.

      Above the rooftops, a slow-moving dirigible chugged through the sooty skies. It belched puffs of black smoke behind it as it trundled along, its dim lanterns hanging fore and aft glowing fitfully in the gloomy air. Another one, moving perpendicular to it, soared slowly overhead like some wheezing leviathan, its pistons squeaking with each turn of its huge gears. Leopold heard the faint clang of two bells ring from its nether gondola, and he watched the airmen through its lighted windows move steadily about.

      Despite the fact that Parliament had declared that they weren’t supposed to sail the dashed things at night after a certain hour, the dirigible companies flouted the laws. They had Parliament in their pockets, so it was said. Or at least the hearty seal of approval from the Prince Consort. After all, many of the dirigible concerns were owned by men whose surnames were Saxe-Coburg.

      Leopold shivered as the dark shadow of the flying machine passed over him. He turned away from it and followed Thacker down the dimmer streets of the East End where he knew his former assistants Ruby and Rose shared a flat. They made careful their comings and goings, as they didn’t want anyone to know that there was more than one of them. Twin assistants were crucial to any magician’s routine. How else was an enchanter to dissemble, that he could make a woman disappear in one place only to have her reappear in the next? Two flexible girls to fit into tight spaces was the secret.

      Leopold asked no questions as they made their way down an alley. An undertaker’s carriage waited at the mouth of the narrow passage, nearly blocking their path to the street beyond to the boarding house Thacker was leading him to. Uniformed police, smart in their long blue coats and custodian helmets, milled about below the steps.

      Leopold studied the brick building, much like any other sooty brick structure along any London street. A sign hung above the door: “Morningstar Boarding House for Ladies.” Women in dressing gowns were leaning out the windows in the upper floors and looking down with tired faces and wary eyes.

      “What has happened here, Thacker?” asked Leopold.

      “It’s best you see. Come along.”

      The policeman didn’t stop Thacker from climbing the steps, but he did eye Leopold with a narrowed expression.

      They emerged onto a checkered-tile entry and followed the noise of weeping to the open doorway down the corridor, where another uniformed copper stood guard.

      Leopold smelled it before seeing it, but it still gave him pause. The metallic tang of it hit the back of his throat first. He was well accustomed to blood, its smell, its sticky wetness, for he had bled himself so many times over the years, summoning Eurynomos, that it had become as familiar as his shaving potion. But to see so much of it all at once…

      He noticed the patterned wallpaper first. The dingy flowers were smeared with one long swipe of bloody fingers. The window sill was likewise smeared as if someone had taken a mop drenched with it, and carelessly sopped the sill and window glass.

      A table sat in the center of the floor and on it was a shrouded body. The sheet was blotched with blood. It could only be Rose. For a moment, Leopold thought that there was a red rug beneath it, until more of the blood from the table dripped into the pool.

      He swallowed. What was this horror? Did they expect him to look at the…at her?

      A man in a white surgeon’s coat approached. He was bald but had white mutton chops curving up his face into a broad mustache. He gestured toward the body. “Chief Inspector?” he queried.

      “Yes.” Thacker was not unmoved. He wiped his dingy handkerchief down his sweaty face. “This is my associate, Mr. Kazsmer.”

      “Sir,” said the man with a bow. He did not question Leopold’s credentials. “I am Doctor Woodbine. What you are about to see may shock you.”

      “Go on,” said Thacker, unsteadily. Leopold nearly grabbed his arm in protest. He glanced desperately at Thacker but the man’s attention lay with the body on the table. Woodbine approached the corpse, grasped the edge of the sheet, and tossed it back.

      Leopold gasped. Several things accosted him at once. For one, it was indeed the missing Rose. The other was that she was nude, and at this, he inhaled sharply. The Romani who raised him were a strict lot, and for all the outward wanton sexuality the women sometimes exhibited when they danced, any state of undress was strictly forbidden. And Leopold’s own inexperience caused him constant frustration backstage. Actresses, it seemed, had very loose morals.

      He tightened his jaw and girded himself. His collar felt hot and he gulped down the bile that threatened to rise. The third thing he noticed was that a perfectly rectangular hole was cut into her abdomen where one surely should not be, leaving it open and exposed, the skin peeled back like a book cover. The fourth thing was that there was nothing inside her empty exposed ribcage but a few yards of folded and coiled intestines.

      He yanked a handkerchief from his pocket, shoved it into his face, and raced from the room. He barely made it outside before he vomited over the side of the stoop, nearly splashing the copper.

      “You all right, sir?” asked the uniformed man as Leopold heaved once more.

      Leopold wiped his lips, held tight to the railing, and breathed through his mouth. He’d seen a great deal in his young life, but he had never seen anything quite so vile.

      He steadied himself and took a breath. “Yes, constable. I’m quite…recovered.” He tucked the kerchief away and trudged back up the steps, down the corridor, and into the room once more. He had hoped the doctor would have covered the body, but she still lay exposed and torn apart. He braced himself and pushed forward.

      “You look green, Kazsmer,” said Woodbine. “You all right now?”

      “I think so,” he said, voice unsteady.

      Thacker gestured toward the corpse. “Is that your assistant, Leopold?”

      Leopold nodded. “Yes. She…she never arrived for rehearsal or for the show.”

      “See the precise cuts,” said the physician, moving his finger a few inches above the incised flesh. Leopold winced, but could easily see the many layers of the epidermis at its edge. “Very precise.”

      “Was she alive at the time?” Leopold surprised himself by asking it aloud. Both Thacker and the doctor stared at him. He raised a brow. “I merely wondered.”

      “Yes, she was,” answered the doctor dourly.

      “But why then did she not thrash about? Struggle and foil such precision? I noticed she is not now nor was she bound.” He gestured to her wrists. “No markings.”

      Woodbine shook his head. “Drugged, no doubt. God willing. I will know more when I get her to the laboratory. She may have felt nothing. But her face…”

      They all looked. She wore an astonished face, eyes still wide open, mouth slack as if caught in a soundless scream.

      “She was aware,” said the doctor. “It’s horrific.”

      “Was she violated?” asked Thacker, handkerchief over his mouth. He was pale as Leopold felt.

      “I made a cursory inspection,” said the physician, his white thick brows lowered, nearly obscuring his shadowed eyes. “But I found no evidence of that. The skin of the abdomen was incised, the organs were removed with skill, and she was left to die. Indeed, without these vital organs there was no question of a swift death, not to mention the shock and loss of blood. But…under the circumstances, the latter was the least of it.”

      “Quite,” said Leopold, feeling suddenly exhausted. “What are the missing organs?”

      “Heart, lungs, spleen. The stomach was also removed but was left over there.” He pointed toward a splotch of red in a corner by the hearth where the aforesaid organ appeared to have been tossed, discarded. “I have already collected it,” said the doctor.

      “The next question, of course,” said Leopold, wiping the back of his neck with a clean handkerchief, “is why would someone do this?”

      Woodbine tossed the sheet back to cover her. It was a relief not to look at the expression on her face. “The work of an evil criminal mind,” said Woodbine. “I am not versed in such devilry. That I leave to Scotland Yard. Or to God’s vengeance.”

      “Her sister told me she had a new gentleman friend.”

      “Oh?” said Thacker. “And his name?”

      “She never said. Said he was an older gentleman.”

      “I suppose I can talk to the sister when she arrives.” Thacker pulled Leopold aside. “We’ve seen this before, you know. The Yard has records, photographs.” Even as he said this, a man in a black coat and carrying a large camera on a tripod, bustled through. He looked around, caught sight of Thacker, and tipped his hat. Pale, he stepped carefully over the blood, set his tripod down at the foot of the table, swallowed a few times, and set to work.

      “What are you saying, Thacker? That Scotland Yard has dealt with this murderer before?”

      “It has all the earmarks of someone we had hunted not too long ago.”

      Leopold frowned. “The Ripper,” he whispered.

      Thacker nodded solemnly.

      “But he hasn’t killed in years.”

      “But it’s the same modus operandi. Young girl, eviscerated with precision. When this hits the papers…”

      “As I recall, the Ripper’s victims had been prostitutes, women of loose morals. Rose was no such thing.” But even as he said it, something else was gnawing at the back of Leopold’s senses, making him uncomfortable as if something was crawling over his skin. He reached into his coat and drew out a pair of brass spectacles. To most, they looked like ordinary glasses, with smaller, thicker glass except for the extraordinary addition of other colored lenses. These were on their own stalks with hinges, splaying from the outer frame like antennae.

      Leopold put on the spectacles and looked about the room through the plain glass. He flipped another clear pair of lenses over those which served to magnify.

      There were bloodied smudges on the floor and Leopold bent over to peer at them.

      “They might be footprints.” Thacker’s voice startled him, so concentrated was he on his inspection. “But they go nowhere,” Thacker went on. “They merely go into the next room and then stop. But they don’t even look like normal prints.” They were scattered and looked very much like the pattern of footprints yet left no shape of shoes.

      Leopold followed them into the next room as Thacker mentioned. It wasn’t until the magician flipped two more red lenses before his eyes that they took form. Not shoes, no. But one large bare foot with long toes and one…hoof. A cloven hoof.

      He flipped the lens back and forth, just to be certain. Yes, the whole floor was pocked with the set of foot and hoof prints, even going up the wall. But none of the marks were human.

      His uneasy stomach completely forgotten, Leopold searched around the room and suddenly looked up. A small winged daemon sat high in the corner on a wardrobe, giggling.

      Leopold sucked in his breath and tore off the glasses. The daemon was invisible again. Turning to Thacker he gestured back out the door. “Have you checked the stairwell? Looked for blood?”

      “I’ll see if my men have done so.” He stomped heavily out of the room and when he was gone, Leopold closed the door carefully and replaced the glasses onto his nose.

      The raspy voice sniggered from its place on top of the wardrobe. “I see you, Leopold of Kazsmer. I see you.”

      Leopold whipped around and glared. “And I see you, you rotter. What happened here?”

      “Cannot tell, cannot say. But it is delicious, is it not?” It licked its flat lips with a barbed tongue.

      Leopold inspected the tiny webbed feet of the daemon, swinging over the edge of the wardrobe and concluded the prints were not made by the imp.

      “I can make you tell me.”

      The imp sniggered again. He put his hand between his legs and rubbed salaciously, licking his lips all the while.

      Leopold sneered. He always found the insolent gestures of the Otherworld’s denizens to be particularly vulgar, which, of course, was the point.

      “Perhaps I shall call upon Eurynomos to make you tell me.”

      The imp stopped in mid-gesture. He winced and covered his head with his spindly arms. “No call him, no call him.”

      “Then talk, you disgusting carbuncle.”

      Shaking his head, the imp shut his eyes, as if not looking at Leopold would help the situation. “Foolish, stubborn Flesh Man. I cannot say…I may not.”

      “May not? I know your associate is a Cloven-hoofed One.”

      The imp snapped open his eyes. They were suddenly filled with terror. Leopold knew Eurynomos frightened most imps, caps, demons—the evil kind—as well as daemons, the helpful kind. He was not called Prince of Death for nothing. But what else would scare an arse-kisser like this fellow?

      “Perhaps you’d best tell me his name,” said Leopold slyly. “I would never say it came from you.”

      The imp’s eyes grew redder, the black pupils shrunken to pin pricks. “LIAR! Do you think you frighten me? Bigger, scarier than you awaits. I know. I know.”

      “Then tell me, dammit!”

      “Ha! Flesh Man does not frighten.”

      “Then why do you remain here? Why did you not leave with…with your master?”

      “Told to stay. Watch.”

      “Well you’ve seen. Now get out.”

      “Will wait, I think.”

      Leopold pushed back the sleeve of his shirt and thrust the marked arm toward the imp. The imp cowered back upon seeing it. “I command you…BEGONE!”

      The creature panted and shook a finger. “You wait, Flesh Man. You wait. The eye will not save you like you were told. The eye…marks you. Makes you prey.” The barbed tongue whipped over its lips again, and without another utterance, the imp shrank until he was a mere dot before winking out of existence with a small pop.

      Leopold raised his arm. He stared at the mark on his wrist, at the eye looking back. Makes you prey. He certainly didn’t like the sound of that.

      Thacker opened the door and poked his head in. “Eh? What’s that you say?”

      He slid his sleeve back over his wrist, securing the cufflink. “Nothing. I was merely expressing my frustration at the situation.”

      “Aye, it’s horrible, that’s what it is. If it’s the Ripper again, they’ll be terror all over London.”

      “Is this the only one? The only murder?” His mind was suddenly beset by his uncle’s visit.

      “That’s all we know of.”

      “There…may be another. I heard of a Gypsy girl gone missing.”

      “A Gypsy? But you can never tell with that lot, coming and going as they do. Are you certain?”

      “Yes. I have it on good authority.”

      “Well then, I’ll see to it.

      Leopold put on his spectacles again and looked through them at the remaining room, flipping different colored lenses into place. There was a faint glow on the far wall but nothing else. And the feeling of skin prickling was dispersing. Perhaps it had been the imp. Blast it. He should have at least demanded his name.

      He removed the spectacles, and Thacker stared at them as he always did. Thacker never asked, but enquiry was etched plainly on his brow. Leopold slipped them back into his inside coat pocket without a word.

      He followed the inspector out and down the steps. They both stood before the building and looked back at it. “I should tell you something, Inspector. Rose…was a twin. Her sister also worked for me. She was with me tonight and will likely soon return.”

      “Blimey. Is that another one of them magician’s secrets I shouldn’t spill?”

      “Yes, it is. And it will be awkward should it make the papers.”

      “I’ll manage it. Will you remain, awaiting the sister? She shouldn’t see that in there.”

      “I quite agree.” He pulled out his watch and flipped it open. He’d send her to another boarding house. “Yes. I will remain.”

      “That’s gratifying, Leo. Nothing worse than an hysterical woman. And I don’t mind saying, we can use your help. You seem to have a knack for these kinds of cases. A pity you weren’t around the first time when the Ripper was doing his worst.”

      “Yes.” For if the murders were much the same, Leopold realized that there was no human murderer involved in those earlier cases either. He hoped Eurynomos was still at the theatre. He didn’t fancy cutting his arm again so soon.
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        * * *

      

      AFTER RUBY ARRIVED, he refused to permit her inside, explaining it in the simplest of terms. He allowed her to sob loudly on his shoulder for a good quarter of an hour at the news, before he allowed Thacker to ask his questions. Then Leopold gave her several pound notes and told a policeman to escort her to the nearest boarding house. “She may stay as long as she likes,” he told him. “Let me know where.”

      She sobbed her thanks and leaned on the policeman, and they both disappeared into the fog.

      “And now,” he said, turning to Thacker. “Give me two hours, and I will meet you at Scotland Yard. I should like to have a look at the files from the Ripper case.”

      He hailed a cab and after a hurried gallop through the streets, the cabby deposited him in front of the King’s Garden Theatre. The place was dark and he noticed a hastily scrawled sign that read “Show Closed Until Further Notice” posted across the front entrance.

      “Dash it!”

      Adjusting his coat, he hurried out of the sooty fog and down the wide alley to the stage door.

      Removing his key from his waistcoat he turned the lock. “Halloo! Anyone here?”

      A distinctive horned shadow arose from the stage’s back wall. “Leo, old man? Is that you?”

      “You should hope so,” he muttered. “If it were the archbishop of Canterbury, we’d all be in trouble.”

      “Oh, not at all, not at all. I am well acquainted with his grace. And with quite a few from other varied denominations.”

      “How ecumenical of you.”

      He grinned. “Ra-ther!”

      “Listen, Eurynomos, I don’t have much time. Tonight, our Rose was found dead. Eviscerated.”

      “No!”

      Raj wheeled up. “Did I hear you, aright, Leo? Our Rose—”

      “Met a very sticky end.” His stomach squirmed, remembering the sight of her. “She was carved quite competently and certain organs were removed. While she was alive, I might add, though there were no signs of struggle.”

      “Organs, you say.” The daemon scratched his square chin. It would have been a handsome chin, Leopold thought idly, if it didn’t happen to belong to a daemon.

      “Yes. I am quite confounded. Though I discovered footprints. From a Cloven-hoofed One.”

      Eurynomos walked slowly back to a table where he had, apparently, made tea for himself. “You don’t say.” He took up the cracked china saucer and clasped the cup’s handle with two huge fingers, the other three thrust outward as would any polite vicar. He sipped, licking his lips with a forked tongue. The sight was disturbing.

      “And there was an imp left behind to ‘watch,’ so he said.”

      “An imp. Who was it? Did you catch his name?”

      “No, dash it, I did not.”

      “Well, don’t fret, old man. I’m certain you were out of sorts having just seen your assistant hollowed out.”

      “Poppycock! I was perfectly rational about the entire affair. He was only a mindless, vulgar servant.”

      “Sometimes those are the best kind, old man.” He took another delicate sip. With the daemon’s wide face, he could very well have devoured the whole tea cup if he desired. “Pity you didn’t get his name, though. I shall have to make enquiries. In the meantime, what will you do?”

      “This is not an isolated case. I think a Romani girl was similarly ravaged, but of that I have no proof. I’ll work with Scotland Yard to investigate, naturally.”

      “Naturally.”

      Leopold strode toward the table with the tea things. Raj looked on concerned and somewhat envious. He could not partake of tea. Not only did he not possess a reservoir to contain it, but the tea would inevitably rust his interior. Leopold poured himself a cup, added three spoons of sugar, and poured the milk. He lifted the saucer, then the cup, and drank the hot-sweet liquid, soothing nerves he hadn’t realized needed soothing.

      “Have you heard of this before, Eurynomos? This killing and taking of organs?”

      “Perhaps,” he said softly. “But it’s been centuries. Let me think on it.” He glanced at the clock. “Dear me, look at the time. I must away. I’ve been here much too long. Your brassy friend here is too charming a host.”

      There was a creak as Raj bowed his head. He gave a metallic chuckle. “You are too kind, my friend.”

      The daemon replaced the cup and saucer beside the teapot and rose to full height. He seemed to have grown again quite suddenly. He smiled his sharpened teeth at Leopold. “I shall see to it, old man. Looks like there is mischief afoot in Gehenna. And we can’t have that.” The smile faded and he rested a giant taloned hand on Leopold’s shoulder. Leopold could feel the weight of it, but he was also aware that the daemon was holding back, preventing that hand from crushing his mortal shoulder. “Have a care, old friend. There are portents. Signs. I do not like the look of the sky tonight. You would be wise to get out your tefillin and say a few prayers.”

      “You  know I do not truck with such Jewish superstitions.”

      “Oh, indeed! And yet to call upon Gehenna’s daemons is more to your liking? You and your father were certainly odd fellows.” He lowered his eyes. “I miss him.”

      “As do I.” He lowered his face, changing the subject. “I must be off to Scotland Yard. Raj,” he said, turning to his automaton. “The show is closed. And without Ruby and Rose… No matter. The point is you are free to do as you please without fear of being disturbed.”

      He bowed his head. A piston hissed with the movement. “As you wish.”

      He glanced at the daemon over his shoulder. “I will see you soon.”

      “Perhaps,” he said enigmatically. He took a step back, the nails of his toes scraping across the stage floor. A line of white-hot light shot up from the floorboards and opened into a doorway. Eurynomos stepped backwards into it. He and the light vanished with the merest of breaths, the same sound the wind made through the branches of dead, gnarled trees.
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      ALL THROUGH THE carriage ride, Leopold contemplated Rose and Jaelle. Was his childhood friend in peril? Would she be found in the same state as his erstwhile assistant?

      Once Leopold met Thacker at Scotland Yard, he convinced the inspector to ride out with him to the outskirts of London instead of tracking through files.

      The carriage bumped over rough roads and tracks. The journey seemed longer, and the more it went on the greater his anxiety grew. If this monstrosity could touch someone like Rose it could come for anyone. Jaelle. He couldn’t stand the thought of it. He clutched at the door molding until his muscles were raw. Finally, they arrived outside London proper, in Battersea.

      Thacker tumbled out of the carriage and righted himself, tugging at the hem of his coat. “I’m here, then, Kazsmer, in the middle of the bloody night in the middle of a bloody bog, no less. What did you want to show me?”

      Leopold aimed his lamp up a rise, the paraffin light sweeping through the mist. “It’s not a bog. It’s near the Gypsy encampment. I thought it best to talk about the missing Gypsy girl as soon as possible.”

      “It couldn’t have waited for the morning?”

      Leopold shook his head and strode forward, his trouser legs dampening from the wet foliage. Thacker followed him, grumbling under his breath.

      When they made the rise, Leopold looked down on the encampment. He hadn’t been there in many a year but the sight suddenly brought to mind old memories, both pleasant and unpleasant. The smell of the campfires, the sounds of the horses muttering in the dark, the creak of the caravans, and the flapping of the banners. He paused on the rise before descending, his lamp sweeping ahead of him and lighting a narrow path.

      When he reached the bottom of the hill with Thacker stumbling behind him, two men rounded the closest caravan. Their silhouettes showed cudgels in their hands. They stood feet apart, their wild hair blowing.

      Leopold raised his free hand. “Béke, a barátok!”

      The men’s taut stance loosened, and they looked at one another before raising a hand to their brows, squinting at him through the hand lamp’s glow.

      “It’s Leopold Kazsmer,” he said to the men, who dropped their clubs to their sides.

      “Leopold?” said one, scratching his cap-covered head. “It’s been many a day since you graced us with your presence.”

      The deep voice resonated and Leopold found the memory. “Ferka? Is that you?”

      “Aye. Wotcher, Leo?” The man Ferka walked forward and slapped Leopold on the shoulder. In the lamp light, Leopold noted the other man, whom he thought was called Georgios.

      With wary smiles they turned their attention to Thacker. He touched the brim of his bowler. “Gents. I’m Inspector Thacker from Scotland Yard.”

      Both men tensed, looking as if they were ready to bolt.

      “He’s here about Jaelle,” said Leopold softly.

      Ferka and Georgis subtly relaxed but Leopold noticed they never really let their guard down.

      “We should go to Yanko,” said Georgis.

      With a weary sigh, Leopold nodded.

      The men led the way through the caravans, past wet laundry hanging on lines between them, past sleepy dogs raising their heads. Snoring croaked from open windows and Leopold stiffened upon seeing the caravan near the back of the gathering. Smoke rose from the little chimney and there was a yellow glow from behind the curtains that said Yanko was still awake. Discomfort crawled over Leopold’s skin, making his wrist tattoo itch, but he did not hesitate to launch himself up the short stairs ahead of the men and knock.

      He heard a shuffling and his uncle’s gravelly voice mutter, “I’m coming, I’m coming.” A bolt was thrown and the door opened. The man’s dented hat and muddy frock coat were elsewhere. Yanko stood in the doorway, waistcoat opened revealing tattered braces. His gray hair frizzed about his head in a mocking halo and his yellowed eyes opened in surprise. His pipe hung from the edge of his lips and white stubble covered his chin. “Bless me, it’s a miracle.” He looked Leopold up and down. “Your need must be very great to come to me, Leopold.”

      “I came about Jaelle.”

      His brows rose and he took a puff on his pipe, blowing the acrid smoke out of the other side of his mouth. By then he’d noticed Thacker and the two men. “And you’ve brought a friend. A rozzer, no doubt. Well, you’d both best come in.”

      Leopold moved into the familiar caravan and Thacker entered warily, looking around. Yanko stood in the doorway and blocked Georgis and Ferka. “Thank you, gentlemen. I can take it from here.”

      They looked sour in their disappointment, but they touched the brims of their beaten hats and backed down the steps. Yanko closed the door on them and turned to face Leopold.

      Leopold stood before the small wood stove, warming himself. He switched off his lamp and clutched it in his hand. The room smelled familiar, with the heavy scent of cabbage, burnt coarse tobacco, a sweet hint of incense, and sweat. It was decorated like most drawing rooms, with swags and fringe and heavy carpeting, but the colors were considerably more garish; crimsons instead of muted maroons, bright verdant spring shoots instead of a proper Lincoln green. The materials were smoke-tinged and shopworn. Threads and fringe dangled. The arms of the chair Leopold sat in were worn through the velvet to the backing. It added to his level of discomfort. The memories of poverty, living hand to mouth, gave him a shudder. He found himself absently wiping imaginary dust from his trousers. He stopped when he noticed and looked up to his uncle’s inquisitive countenance.

      Thacker sat in a wooden chair beside Leopold and Yanko lowered to a stool. He took a dingy handkerchief from his waistcoat pocket and used it to cover his hand while he leaned over and opened the wood stove’s door. He thrust in a straw, withdrew the burning stick, and relit his pipe, puffing the smoke purposefully toward Leopold.

      “So you come to me at last,” rumbled Yanko, his Hungarian accent thickening. His accent always thickened in front of gadjo. He liked how uncomfortable it made them, and Thacker was no exception.

      “This is Inspector Despenser Thacker of Scotland Yard, Uncle.”

      Thacker shot him a look. “Uncle?”

      “Yes.” He coughed. “This is my Uncle Yanko. I…used to live here.”

      Thacker pushed back his bowler and stared. Leopold felt his cheeks warm under his scrutiny.

      “I’ll be blowed,” he muttered. “Right, then.” He shook himself and squared on Yanko. “Mr. Yanko—”

      “Péntek. My name. Yanko Péntek.”

      “Right. I understand you fear that a young lady is missing from your… your… er…. troupe,” he finished uncomfortably.

      “Jaelle, yes. She did not return tonight as expected. Her parents are worried.”

      “Return from where, sir?”

      “We were working at the Dirigible Exhibition. She was selling trinkets and she never returned. But this was found.” He rose and ambled toward a shelf. Throwing a cover aside, he returned holding what looked to be a broken tray. Leopold recognized it well. It was the sort of tray with shoulder straps one used to walk about fairs or on the streets selling one’s goods. They usually had a secret drawer for stashing the coins from the sales. Or hiding stolen watches and wallets. This one was smashed and twisted, and spattered across it was…

      “Blood!” said Thacker, rising.

      Leopold’s gaze rose to Yanko’s and his uncle was studying him. “Where did you find it, Uncle?”

      “At the edge of the fair. As if it were thrown there, discarded. The trinkets and coins were gone.”

      Thacker examined the splintered end. “She was robbed, then?”

      Yanko shook his head. “I don’t think so. I think the items were stolen after the tray was discarded.”

      “And the blood?” asked Thacker.

      Yanko shook his head again, but this time with a solemn expression, lips a tight line.

      Leopold looked the tray over one last time before setting it aside. “Perhaps we should take a look around the exhibition grounds, Inspector.”

      Thacker nodded and rose, affixing his bowler atop his head properly. “Aye. It’s not too far from here, near the railway station.”

      They abandoned the idea of taking the carriage since after pulling on his coat and worn hat, Yanko started trudging toward the exhibition into the underbrush on a well-worn path. Leopold lit his lamp again and closed the caravan door after him, trotting to catch up to his uncle. Yanko’s pace was amazingly strident for a man of his age.

      The damp night lay heavy around them. A rustle in the thickets made Thacker, strictly a city man, jump at each sound, but Leopold glanced carefully over his shoulder, wishing he had put on his spectacles. He had the feeling—with a shiver across his shoulders—that it was not animals that skittered along the path, pacing them in the underbrush.

      A faint glow over a rise told them they had reached the exhibition, and when they stood on the hill looking down, Leopold scanned the tents and damp banners that covered the fairgrounds. Some large tents flanked by smaller ones dotted the countryside, with the morose shapes of moored airships louring over the avenues between, like beached whales. Most of the electric lights had been extinguished, but there were a few large floodlights that were poised by the biggest tent, aiming their white beams high into the sky.

      Yanko hadn’t stopped and Leopold and Thacker had to trot to catch up. But when he got to the wooden guard house with its barrier, he paused. Thacker moved forward as the man in the guard house struck a match and lit his lantern. “Who’s there?” said the guard, blinding Leopold with his light.

      “Inspector Thacker from Scotland Yard,” said Thacker imperiously. “And I’ll thank you to get that bloody light out of my face.”

      The lamp lowered and the guard squinted. “Eh? Whatcha want, Inspector? It’s late.”

      Thacker tugged at his Ulster coat that he had failed to button. “I need to inspect the grounds.”

      “Oh! I’ll…I’ll go with you, shall I?”

      “No need,” said Thacker, sweeping by him with a wave.

      When Leopold looked back at the man in the guard house, he was staring after them, but he grabbed what looked like a telephone receiver and cranked it.

      Leopold aimed his lamp ahead of them. Under the cover of darkness, he plunged his hand into his coat and pulled out his spectacles, placing them on his nose. He flipped the filters, eyes scanning under the different colors. His wrist tattoo itched madly now.

      The trio stomped down each avenue, searching. Leopold flipped his lenses distractedly, sensing they were close to…something. He felt drawn to the larger tents and shuddered at the presence of the silent dirigibles hovering overhead. They seemed faintly menacing, but of course, they were nothing of the kind on their own. They bobbed gently with the breeze, their rounded fish bellies only glanced by scattered light. Yet no matter how benign they might be, their massive presence couldn’t help but unnerve.

      He made a conscious effort to ignore them. He turned his spectacles toward the lamplight, swiveling his head and following his instincts. They rounded a corner to the largest tent, and Leopold stopped.

      Footprints of an imp and a Cloven-Hoofed One ran riot over the side of the tent and all around in the mud. He flipped the filtered lenses away just to check and they disappeared as expected.

      “Here,” he said, whipping his spectacles off his face.

      Thacker turned to him quizzically, but the man had long since learned not to question Leopold about his instincts. He turned to the tent, looked it up and down, and put his hands into his hips. “I’ll go have a look around front, shall I? You two, stay here.”

      Thacker hiked up his trousers’ waistband and stalked away around the corner into the darkness. Leopold heaved a breath and found himself staring into his uncle’s face.

      “This rozzer is your friend?” asked Yanko.

      Leopold raised a brow, and in his poshest accent answered, “Yes.”

      Yanko snorted and muttered in Hungarian.

      “He’s been a good friend to me. Loyal.”

      “Oh, I see. But he has not housed you, fed you, clothed you. He is loyal. Well then!”

      “Mock it if you will, but he has never judged me.”

      Yanko leaned forward, his gin breath on Leopold’s face. “He doesn’t know you! Not like I know you.” He pointed a finger at his own eye. “Not like I know.”

      A chill rippled up Leopold’s back. Did Yanko truly know? Did he suspect? Did he even know about the Jewish daemons that lurked beneath his own veiled understanding of his Christian faith?

      He couldn’t know, Leopold decided, but rubbed at the irritating itch at his wrist nonetheless.

      “If you will excuse me, Uncle, I need to take a look around.”

      Yanko leaned back against a post, crossing his arms over his chest. “Suit yourself, Nephew.”

      You always have, was unspoken, though Leopold heard it anyway. He shook it off and reached into his waistcoat for his spectacles again. He slipped them on and walked along the tent’s perimeter, scouring the tent with his filtered eyes. Footprints, auras, fine scents of all too familiar origins. There was too much Otherworld activity in the vicinity, this he knew. He followed the trail around the corner of the vast tent, aware that the darkness around him made such focused scrutiny dangerous. His lamp was useless when he used the spectacles, which was certainly why he did not see the men until he thumped into them.

      He snatched the spectacles from his face and deftly returned it to his waistcoat pocket.

      “You’re a little off the path, ain’t ya, guv’nor?” said one man in a gruff cockney. The other rubbed one closed fist into his palm, like a billiard player chalking the stick.

      “Certainly not. I am in the company of a Chief Inspector from Scotland Yard.”

      The men made a show of looking past Leopold’s shoulder to the dark and empty void.

      “He ain’t here now, is he?” said the first man again.

      Leopold grasped his jacket’s lapel with his free hand while turning his lamplight on the men. “Not at the moment. You haven’t seen anything of a Gypsy girl hereabouts, have you? Either of you?”

      He looked innocently from one to the other. It had taken many years of cultivated self-control but he had learned a proper accent and the righteous attitude of a posh Londoner. He used it now, with a lilt to his brow, lifting his nose slightly, and standing his ground.

      But as he sized up the men before him, he realized that they weren’t intimidated by a dandy in a frock coat.

      A heartbeat.

      They lunged. Leopold dropped his lantern as one man swung his arm in a wide arc, trying to connect his fist with Leopold’s jaw, but Leopold was able to duck away and block the strike with his forearm. The other man made a move toward him but Leopold held up his hand and, remarkably, he stopped. “Perhaps a magic trick!”

      They both halted, staring at him.

      Leopold reached into his coat and removed his wand. “You will observe. A simple instrument. Made of wood.” He tapped it on the head of his first adversary.

      “Oi!” he cried.

      “No holes,” Leopold went on. “Solid. Now watch.”

      Both sets of eyes followed the graceful movement of his hand as it swished back and forth, back and forth. Professor Mesmer would have been proud, he thought.

      He drew it back the length of his arm, and while they watched his wand hand, his other punched into the first man’s jaw, sending his head knocking into the second man’s like two coconuts. Down they went, and Leopold brandished the wand again. “Now that’s a magic trick!” he said, before sprinting away into the darkness, grabbing the darkened lamp as he ran.

      He heard them recover and stomp after, albeit without as much vigor, but he had already run down several aisles of tents and soon lost them in the dark. He shook out his stinging hand and replaced the wand back into his coat pocket. He could almost feel the tingle of magic in the air, almost draw it from the depths and perform it, but without knowing from whom he was stealing it, he could never count on its success or strength. If Eurynomos was near, he could trust that magic.

      At any rate, the feeling was fading, but it had been strongest near that large tent. There was no doubt that supernatural events had taken place there, and recently.

      Listening for his pursuers, he breathed again, unable to detect them nearby. He swiveled to proceed farther when he tripped over something and stumbled, looking down.

      “My God,” he gasped. Even without the lamp, the traces of moonlight lit the torn open body of a woman, the splattered blood, and the look of horror on her frozen face.
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      JAELLE WAS COVERED with a sheet. Yanko said nothing, but by the set of his jaw, Leopold read all the emotions running through him, not the least of which was anger.

      Thacker had used the telephone at the front gate to call the coroner, and it was not long thereafter that he began shouting that the fair was to be shut down until further notice. This brought the management running, several Germanic men with white whiskers and fur-collared coats, waving walking sticks about.

      The two ruffians who had accosted Leopold lurked in the shadows just outside the lamplight, but didn’t dare come nearer, especially when Leopold kept them under his unwavering glare.

      Once several policemen arrived, the closing of the fair was inevitable. Early rising workmen with coats open and braces visible over their striped work shirts, stood around, arms folded. Some chewed on the ends of empty clay smoking pipes. Some bit down on the squat ends of cheap cigars, their harsh smoke feathering around their faces. But none dared challenge the coppers.

      It was many hours later, just after sunup, that Yanko and Leopold finally trudged alone back to the Romani camp, neither speaking. The wet grass dampened Leopold’s trouser legs as he slogged through the fields, and the tip of his nose was red with cold. He tugged his coat closed at the neck, and kept his head down, thoughts to himself.

      When they reached the encampment, some of the women were already up and about, carrying water, getting the fires going under cooking pots and laundry cauldrons. A scraggly puppy, a Jack Russell and Scottie mix, trotted bow-legged from one fire to the next, whimpering for scraps.

      Yanko, hands in pockets, walked up to one woman, leaned toward her, and whispered in her ear. She nodded and hurried to knock on caravan doors, awakening the sleepers. Exhausted, Leopold slumped onto a damp chair sitting near one of the smoky fires. Someone thrust a metal cup of hot tea into his hand. He blinked up at the stranger, a man with soot on his nose, who touched the brim of his cap lightly, before wandering away.

      He drank the hot, weak tea—sweetened with a bit of sugar and milk—and felt a glint of life spark in him. All he wanted was his bed. Would he have to make the long walk back to London? The carriage was long gone. He reached for his watch in his waistcoat and flipped open the cover. Six AM. A train whistle hooted out of the far pasture right on the dot. Battersea station. He could hoof it across the hinterlands and catch a train to Piccadilly and maybe grab some rest. Maybe.

      But visions of blood, death…and a distinctive smell from an unnamed place lingering like a corpse, a smell he had never wanted to smell again—made him wrap both hands around the cup of tea like a lifeline—and shiver.

      Yanko had trudged back to the area where most of the caravans were positioned. Sleepy Romani, with shawls or coats wrapped around their bodies, gathered around him, shaking off sleep with droopy eyes and chaotic hair.

      “My friends,” Yanko began, and then spoke the rest in Hungarian. All understood, even those with the thickest Cockney accents, and when he spoke of Jaelle, a cry welled up from the crowd. Women burst into tears…and Leopold noticed a wet-faced young man or two. He listened, head bowed as Yanko told it, and when he had finished, Leopold was appalled by the utter silence. A Romani camp was never silent. Even in the dead of night, someone was always snoring, or making love, or muttering, or the guards were telling quiet tales to one another to keep awake. The silence was overwhelming, and he finally looked up.

      They were staring at him.

      He straightened. Why was it every time he came to this camp he felt that he was twelve years old again?

      A man shoved his way from the crowd and stopped in the no-man’s-land between the Romani and Leopold. His hand trembled when he lifted it. Leopold thought he remembered him. He thought the man’s name was György. “Leopold,” he said with Cockney tones. “You remember me, mate?”

      “I remember you used to call me didikko and threw stones at me,” he said in a roughened voice. He hadn’t meant to say it out loud. He liked to think that now he was more cultivated he used his words and his wrath more sparingly. It seemed that spending one minute in a Romani camp utterly destroyed that resolve.

      György gave him a show of teeth that might have been a smirk as easily as a grimace. “That was a long time ago. Look at you now. That’s a far cry from the chavvy you used to be.”

      “Yes.” He lowered his face, embarrassed by his discourtesy.

      “Yanko says…he says you’ll help the rozzers investigate. That you’ll find the ones who did this to Jaelle.”

      He nodded. “I will.”

      “Well. That’s all right, then. I…I’m sorry for what I used to call you, Leopold. You are one of us.”

      There was an empty place inside him with that pronouncement, as empty as Raj’s metal skeleton. He was not one of them, he told himself. He’d been telling himself that for the last thirteen years. Except that today…with the split-open and decidedly dead body of the kind and gentle girl he had known as Jaelle, broken and bloodied on the ground, he suddenly did feel like one of them again. And the feeling stabbed him hard in the gut.

      He winced as he rose.

      “I will find her killer. I will.” But he doubted very much that he could bring him to justice. There was no justice in the realm of Men from the denizens of Sitra Achra.

      He cast them all a weighty glance, searching all the anxious dirty faces, gave them one final nod, and turned on his heel. He couldn’t help but mutter out the Romani farewell of, “Kushti bok.” No one in a Romani camp ever said “good-bye.” They always said “good luck” instead.

      He set out for the pasture and toward the train station in the distance. He heard steps behind him following, but it wasn’t long before they fell back and stopped all together.
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      HIS FLAT WAS cold when he got there. The charwoman had not laid the fire in the grate in his drawing room nor in his bedchamber. Perhaps she hadn’t been in at all. He had been gone all day and all night. He was too weary to do anything about it. Instead, he cast off his outer coat and be damned where it landed. When he trudged into his bedroom the heavy curtains were still drawn. Good. He wanted some rest and the sun was decidedly up.

      Peeling off his clothes, he couldn’t simply discard them as he had his top coat. A habit he had built over some years had him folding them and leaving them on a nearby settee. When he was in nothing but his drawers he crawled under the blankets and dug his head into his pillow.

      He could have sworn that he had only laid his head down for but a moment, yet when he suddenly sat bolt upright, the strange dream fading almost instantly from his memory, he glanced toward the curtains and saw that it was dusk.

      The clock told him it was 6:20. “Good grief.” He scrubbed at his face and climbed out of bed.

      The fire, at least, was laid this time, and the room was pleasant as he padded across the cold wood floor to his washstand. There was water in the jug and he poured it into the ewer, dipped in his hands, and washed his face and chest properly with a soap cake. He looked at himself in the mirror. Pale skin, though when he was a child it had been a deep bronze from his days in the sun. His dark hair drooped over his forehead and his mustache was in want of a trim. He wondered if he had time. And then he looked into his eyes. Haunted, rimmed with shadows. He couldn’t help but flick a glance at his marked wrist, stark against his pale skin.

      The mark was just as dark and precise as if he had gotten it yesterday. The overpowering urge to turn it over, to look at the ghastly eye at his pulse point could not be denied. Was it his imagination or was the eye wider, more glaring?

      He swallowed. He could use a cup of tea, but he needed answers more. The knife on his chest of drawers beckoned and he grasped it in his right hand. Before he could talk himself out of it, he jabbed it into the flesh below his wrist and drew it up along his inner arm. The pain was deep and brutal and he nearly dropped the knife. But the blood welled and spilled into the ewer. He threw his head back and cried, “Titgale befanai shed afel!”

      The blood, dripping in cloudy furls into the water, suddenly gathered and swirled in a spiral that quickened. The vortex created by its movement opened a hole in the basin’s pink water and a beam of white light shot upward toward the ceiling in a pillar of fire. Out stepped Eurynomos from the pillar, and he deftly climbed down from the washstand and stood with bare feet and sharp claws on Leopold’s Persian rug.

      Leopold staggered back, and Eurynomos caught him by the wrist before he keeled over. The wound healed instantly, and the dizziness subsided almost as quickly. He sat hard on the nearest chair anyway and looked down at the smooth skin of his arm.

      “You don’t look well, old man,” said the daemon.

      “I’m…quite all right. I just need to sit for a moment.”

      “If I am not mistaken, it seems you are cutting deeper these days.”

      Leopold took a breath and glanced at his pale arm again before crossing both arms over his naked chest. “The price for straddling the worlds, my old friend.”

      The daemon rubbed his chin. “Perhaps. Why have you summoned me?”

      “I found the Romani girl last night. Jaelle. She was dead, like Rose.”

      Now it was the daemon’s turn to sit. He lowered to the bed and the springs creaked and complained under his great weight. His hands hung over his bare thighs. “Jaelle. This name is familiar to me. From your childhood, no? Oh, Leopold. What a great tragedy.”

      “Yes.” He carefully rose, and when he felt no faintness, he moved to his wardrobe and opened the doors. “We found her at the Dirigible Fair. And with my spectacles I saw numerous footprints from the Cloven-Hoofed One and his imp. And I felt…” He lowered the suit coat on its hanger to his thigh. “Oh, Eurynomos. I smelled it. I smelled…it.”

      The daemon edged forward. “You mean…”

      He bobbed his head in affirmation. “Sitra Achra,” he breathed. “What could that mean, Eurynomos?”

      He watched the daemon’s reflection in the glass. It was less substantial there, oddly enough. Leopold removed the coat from its hanger and laid it out onto the bed. He retrieved trousers, and then shirt, drawers, chemise, and cravat from the chest of drawers. The daemon was still contemplating.

      “Listen, old man,” Eurynomos said softly. His striking shadow of tall horns danced upon the wallpapered wall. “I want you to be careful. I don’t want you to investigate this on your own. Promise me that if you go out to enquire again, you call upon me.”

      He shrugged into the sleeveless chemise, buttoned it up, and then grabbed the shirt. “I don’t know that I can promise that.”

      Eurynomos stood. His imposing size was that much clearer in his small room, and even with its ceiling height, the daemon’s horns nearly scraped the rafters. “I mean it, Leo. I cannot stress enough how dangerous this is. A Cloven-Hoofed One is bad enough, but if we are speaking now of Sitra Achra, then…”

      “Don’t speak to me of that, Eurynomos. I, of all people, know how very dangerous Sitra Achra is!” He was breathing hard and his voice had risen in volume. He took a moment to calm himself, staring across the room at a plant stand and its wilting fern. “I know,” he whispered.

      “I daresay you do. I merely wished to remind you that I am your ally, no matter where it takes us.”

      Now he felt the cad. He turned a sorrowful look toward the daemon and strode toward him, laying his hand on the beast’s arm. It was hot and textured, like an alligator in the sun. “I am sorry, my friend. I did not mean to attack you. I am at my wit’s end with this. It is quite beyond the pale.”

      “Quite,” said the daemon. “I tell you what I shall do. Where is this Dirigible Fair? I shall go investigate it on my own. I should like to see the locale.”

      “Battersea. About two miles from the railway station.”

      “Very well. And by the way, I have had no luck when I asked about our Cloven-Hoofed acquaintance. Either all are silent on it, or those that know…are mysteriously absent.”

      “Hmm. I take it there are no holiday trekkers in Gehenna.”

      “Oh no, dear boy. Haven’t you heard? Isaiah said it best. ‘There is no peace, sayeth the Lord, for the wicked.’ Of course, Isaiah was a crafty old curmudgeon and nothing could make him smile.” He grinned.

      Leopold secured his trousers and shook his head. “You know, I’m never quite sure when you are joking with me.”

      Eurynomos laughed outright, rattling the windows. “And let’s keep it that way, shall we?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ONCE EURYNOMOS LEFT on his own mission, Leopold set off to the theatre. The fog rolled in off the Thames and dulled the last vestiges of the evening sunset. Electric lamps flickered to life even as the lamplighters struggled to hurry it up with their gas lamps, and he walked at an even pace under their glow, observing as the night denizens of London slowly emerged from their hiding places.

      At first, he thought the steps behind him were just another of those men who wandered from public house to public house, or even one who thought Leopold was an easy mark for picking his pocket. He slowed and swiveled toward a shop window, admiring the haberdashery within, just before they dimmed the lights inside. The glass became a mirror, and Leopold slid his gaze to the little man who seemed in pursuit of him, but who had also stopped to look into the dark window of a shopfront. The man was older, white-whiskered, foreign, by the cut of his suit. Hardly a threat. Maybe he was imagining things.

      Leopold walked on, leaping over a puddle at the kerb, and trotting across the street to reach the other pavement. He absently pushed a finger under his mustache, glanced at another window, and saw the little man at a distance, still behind him, using a cane to hurry his little legs along.

      Well, bother. He didn’t have time for this. He took a circuitous route, ducking through alleys, under arched closes and narrow-ways, and through shuttered private parks where his magic easily picked the locks in the gates.

      He turned and looked over his shoulder. The little man was nowhere to be seen. He sniffed his satisfaction, and crossed the lane, heading for the theatre. He wasn’t certain what to expect once he got there and he wasn’t happy by what he saw.

      His poster had been pasted over with that of another bill, touting a different magician. He looked it over with a sneer. “And just who the bloody hell is Harry Houdini?” He snorted his displeasure and swept off the pavement to the side alley and then the stage door.

      Backstage hummed with activity. There were two new magicians on the bill, the same singing midgets, the same magical sketch, with a juggler and dog act added. And he found his own things crated up with his name slashed across it with shoe black.

      “So there it is,” said a bellowing cockney voice behind him. Leopold turned to face the theatre owner and manager, Barnabas Dawes. “It’s all packed up. Right and proper.”

      “Oh, is it?”

      “Yep. We can’t have anything like you did last night. Scared the bejesus out of the punters. It wasn’t right, that’s wot. Scared the shit out of me, too, if you’re taking notes. You’re lucky the Lord Mayor didn’t bring the law down on you for indecency.”

      How could he argue? It had been a disaster. “Mr. Dawes, I have been performing in this theatre for over two years…”

      “And getting stale as last week’s loaf. I’ll need your things moved out as soon as possible.”

      He turned to depart. Leopold grabbed his arm. “You’re turning me out? After all that money I made for you!”

      The manager plucked Leopold’s hand from his sleeve. “Yesterday, I refunded all the house take. I lost some musicians and stage hands. You’ve just cost me more than we’ve ever earned.”

      “That is patently untrue.”

      “My theatre. My rules. You’ll be leaving soon, won’t you?”

      Leopold scowled after his retreating back. Well, that settled something in his mind. He would have to create the demand for his performances. But how to do that when he had no place to perform? And no assistants.

      He sighed deeply and glared at the crates. He had a storage facility in Whitechapel. Now he’d have to spend the money to transport them. With a shudder he realized Raj was somewhere inside. Forgive me, old friend. He wondered if he had enough magic to transport the crates, but just as quickly dismissed the idea. He might have to use that magic for something more important, like protection. One never knew when one would need it, after all.

      With stagehands working busily around him, Leopold retreated to the stage entrance, giving the place one more look, before striding swiftly out the door. He had to get to a transportation office and the paper to advertise for new assistants, if it wasn’t too late in the day.

      As he walked through London’s streets, his mind drifted back to thoughts of Jaelle and Rose. Cloven-Hoofed Ones were given to great destruction, but this was not the usual mode of operation for them, this precision, this level of detail. True, they would eviscerate but not this…well, neatly. But if that was them, then just why were they doing it in this way? Was some creature ordering them to? And what creature would that be? He hoped Eurynomos would discover it. He had not wished to mention it, though the daemon had noticed anyway. Yes, he had had to cut deeper these days to summon him. He wasn’t certain as to why that was. And it was troubling. One day, he might do something foolish and Eurynomos might not arrive in time to stop the flow of blood. He had been told long ago, when he was first able to summon, that sacrifices would need to be made and that they would only get harder, not easier, with time. But he hadn’t suspected it would be to this extent and this soon. Very troubling.

      He was able to get to the transport office before they closed for the day, and by paying extra, was able to persuade the clerk to send a wagon to the theatre immediately. He promised to meet the wagon at his warehouse in Whitechapel in two hours’ time. Next, it was off to the newspaper office. He spent some time penning his advert and was finally satisfied with the succinct “need twin female assistants for theatrical engagement. Send cv to L. Kazsmer at 342C Regent St London.”

      With that done, he looked at his watch. He had time to catch a bite to eat before heading to Whitechapel. He stopped at a relatively clean pub in Stepney and ordered the kidney pie and a pint of bitter. The pie crust was stale but he gulped it down anyway, and with a wash of beer, it filled him. He dropped several coins on the table and left as the city’s darkness settled in around him.

      Hurrying to Whitechapel he made it to the lockup just as the wagon trundled up. The draft horses huffed out plumes of cold air around their faces and shook their heads.

      One of the drivers tipped his hat to Leopold. “Are you Mister Kashmer?”

      “Kazsmer.”

      “Whatever you say, guv. Where are the crates going, sir?”

      “I’ll show you.” He withdrew a key from his waistcoat and unlocked the arched door, one of many in the low brick structure that stretched nearly a block long. He walked the double doors open and lit the lamp overhead with a spark of his fingertips that the workman didn’t notice.

      Both rough men jumped down from the wagon and went to the back. One took down a hand cart lashed to the side of the wagon. They worked both crates down from the wagon on two planks serving as a ramp. One man wheeled one of the heavy crates inside the arched storeroom and looked around. “Glad this is the last for the day. I can’t say I fancied being in Whitechapel after the Ripper started up again.”

      “What’s that?” asked Leopold, turning from directing the other fellow with the second crate.

      “Aye. Look at that.” The man pulled a paper from his back pocket, shook it out, and showed Leopold the front page.

      “RIPPER RETURNS!” screamed the headline. He scanned the story quickly. It talked of Rose, of Jaelle, and of the closing of the Dirigible Fair. How did they get that information so quickly?

      “It doesn’t say anything about Whitechapel,” said Leopold dismissively. He handed back the paper.

      “But that’s where he done his deeds last time, ain’t it? It’s only a matter of time.”

      Leopold watched them carry in the second crate and set it down. He gave them each coins and they tipped their hats to him.

      “Don’t tarry long alone here, guv. You know how it is,” said the driver, looking both ways up and down the street.

      He thanked them and watched them drive the wagon forward. The horses’ shod hooves were the only sound on the street, clopping away.

      He closed himself in the mew and locked it from the inside. With a crow bar, he released the side of one of the crates and found Raj. He was covered in excelsior. “I’m frightfully sorry, Raj. We are alone. You may come out.”

      The frozen automaton immediately sprang to life in a series of pistons hissing and metal workings clanking. He turned his porcelain face toward Leopold. “That was very disagreeable.” He pushed other packed objects out of his way as his wheels squeaked when he slowly emerged.

      “I do apologize. I had no idea that execrable manager would pack up my things. I positively would have made certain you were comfortable at least.”

      Raj flung the wood shavings off of him and settled in front of Leopold with a shake of his head, smoothing the cloth covering his table. “Think nothing of it. I don’t blame you at all, Leo.”

      “This is dashed inconvenient,” Leopold sighed. “How the devil am I to get another theatre?”

      Raj looked as if he would answer before he froze. And he only did that when…

      A knock on the door resounded within the cavernous space. Thoughts of the Ripper came to mind until he realized that any vicious murderer wouldn’t likely knock politely on his door, even if that door was a warehouse.

      Still, it didn’t do to be complacent either. He gathered the residual magic around him. He still had plenty from his conversation with Eurynomos earlier and felt sufficiently protected.

      Glancing once at Raj, he strode to the door, unlocked it, and pulled it open.

      The little man with the white whiskers who had been following him earlier stood meekly in the doorway. How the deuce had he found him here?

      Leopold grasped the lapels of his own coat and stared down his nose at the man. “Yes? What is it you want?”

      “You are Leopold Kazsmer?” he said with a German accent.

      “Yes. You followed me.”

      “Forgive me,” he said with a little bow. His eyes appeared small behind the thick lenses of his pince-nez. His frock coat was damp from the fog and his striped trousers were spattered with mud. His spats were stained though the rest of his appearance seemed almost fastidious except for touches that were slightly out of fashion. He edged closer. “But you see, I know that you are an…unusual…man. And I need your help.”

      Leopold took a step back but the old man shot out a hand and closed it on his wrist. His left wrist. Slowly, the man pulled Leopold in and began pushing back his sleeve. Appalled, Leopold struggled, trying to wrest his hand from the man’s surprisingly strong grip. But the old man held fast and succeeded in pushing back the sleeve enough to reveal the dark tattoo.

      “And I think…yes,” said the old man, looking down at the intricate marking. “I think you need mine as well.”
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      THE LITTLE MAN would offer nothing but his name—Professor Franz von Spiegel—and suggested that they find a comfortable place to talk. It turned out to be a private parlor in a pub on Fenchurch Street. Once the tavern keeper closed the door after delivering a tray of two glasses and a bottle of brandy, they settled across the table from one another. The sounds of people in the pub on the other side of the door faded to little more than a rumble as they faced each other.

      Leopold poured the brandy into the small stemmed glasses and handed one to von Spiegel. But instead of taking it, the stooped old man grabbed Leopold’s wrist again, shoving the sleeve up.

      “Will you unhand me!”

      The little man pointed to the tattoo but was careful not to touch it. “I have seen the like before, but it is very rare. Very rare. I have never seen it on a living man before.”

      Leopold wrenched his hand free and stuffed it under the table. With his right he took up his glass and tipped it back. “You are very forward, sir.” He hoped the man didn’t notice his hand tremble. He poured himself more brandy. It was harsher than what he was used to, but it seemed to suit the circumstances.

      “I must be forward,” insisted von Spiegel. “I must be forceful if I am to get my message across to you, to make you understand the significance of what I am about to say.”

      The mark itched. That was not a good sign. It meant that something was nearby. Something that Leopold was loath to confront without the help of Eurynomos.

      “What is it then? You say you want my help.”

      “And you want mine, believe me.” He sipped delicately at his brandy. He had not removed his gloves. “Have you ever heard of Manfried Waldhar?”

      “Of course I have. He is the wealthy magnate and so-called ‘Dirigible King.’ His fair is outside of London even now.”

      “Und so. The fair that is now closed due to a vile and unspeakable murder.”

      Leopold knocked back the second glass, feeling the burn down his throat. He poured more, vowing to take it slower. The spirits were already coursing through his system, loosening his stiffness. “That made the papers rather quickly.”

      “I see you are not surprised.”

      “Come, man. I haven’t got time for this.”

      “I used to work for Waldhar. I…knew his secrets.”

      Leopold tapped his nail on the glass’s stem. “Well, then?”

      “I have tried to talk to your Scotland Yard, to explain to them the danger, but they would not listen to me. I know they thought me mad.”

      Am I to think it any less? He tapped his finger on the stem again before taking a sip for something to do. The brandy calmed him. It wasn’t everyday he met someone who seemed to know what the mark on his arm meant. Not a human someone at any rate. And as far as he was concerned, it was not a good thing that they knew.

      “And perhaps it does sound mad,” the man went on, rubbing his temple. “But to a man such as you, Leopold Kazsmer, I know…I know it is not mad. For you understand.”

      Leopold withdrew his left arm slowly from under the table and laid it on top. He carefully undid the cufflink and peeled the shirt sleeve back along with the coat sleeve. Turning the arm this way and that, he displayed it for the little man, staring at it anew himself. “I have never met anyone who knew what this was,” he said softly. His gaze flicked up to the man’s glittering eyes. “Do you…do you have one, too?”

      The little man shook his head. “No. I do not. But I do know…things…about it. You see, Waldhar…he believed in the old ways. He was a student of German history. He believed that we, as a people, were truly descended from the gods.”

      “Poppycock.”

      He nodded his head toward Leopold’s marked wrist. “You, of all people, know that there is much that Man does not know about the nature of our existence and what may lie between the worlds that we see and those that we do not. There are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy, eh? Mr. Shakespeare had it right.” He sipped the brandy. “Waldhar involved himself in experiments. And they involved…human body parts.”

      Leopold jerked up in his seat.

      “Ah. I see. You know.”

      “Just what is it you know, Herr Professor?”

      Von Spiegel set down his glass. He spread his gloved fingers on the table as he canted forward. “Waldhar experimented with unholy rituals. Rituals that brought him to the very brink of madness. He became increasingly obsessed with not only his empire of money but by one of power. Ultimate power. These rituals involved blood and death. And as you know, that is the only way to open the gateways between the realms seen and unseen.”

      “He is mad,” whispered Leopold, leaning in. “Does he have any inkling how dangerous that is? If he made one simple mistake, the worlds would collide; the unholy Otherworld would crash into our own. All hell would literally break loose!”

      “When a man has such single-minded philosophies, he is impossible to dissuade. And I tried, Mr. Kazsmer, I tried.”

      Leopold studied the little man with narrowing eyes. “And why should I trust you? So you know about this,” he said, raising his wrist. “You could have discovered it from a book.”

      “I did discover it from a book. But only after I met…well. Allow me to show you.”

      He reached into his coat and withdrew what looked to be a photograph. He held it to his chest for a moment before slowly lowering it to the table.

      Leopold leaned forward. There were two men in what looked like a university. They were both in robes and mortar boards. One was plainly a younger version of Von Spiegel. And the other…

      “Why…this…this is my father!”

      Von Spiegel touched the image of Leopold’s father with a tender stroke of his finger. “Yes. I knew Ákos Kazsmer in school. He was an amazing scholar. He could have gone far. Alas.” He fingered the corner of the faded image before picking it up, looking at it. “He chose another path for himself. He was a teacher, no?”

      “Yes. He…taught in a school for factory boys. He…felt it was a calling.”

      “I see. Commendable. But it could not have offered much by way of salary.” He waved his hand. “Never mind. It is merely a shame, is all. His work on the Kabbalah was without peer. If he had only continued…”

      “He had a family to support, Herr Professor.”

      “Yes, I had heard he married. Such an unusual match.”

      Leopold pressed his mouth into a firm line, crossed his arms over his chest, and sat back. “You are speaking of my mother, sir. Have a care.”

      “I mean no disrespect. It is only that it was unusual for a man of his faith and culture to marry a Gypsy.”

      “They prefer Romani,” he said, raising his chin.

      Von Spiegel bowed. “Forgive me. It…must have been trying, your childhood.”

      “It was nothing of the kind. It was perfect. Until…” Flicking a sly look at the photo as it made its way back into the professor’s inner pocket, he longed to stop him, to see it one last time. “How did you find me? How did you know of me? Of this.” He raised his left arm again.

      “At first I sought out your father. I met him again some years ago. I saw that he had the mark, though his was far less extensive than yours.” He twisted the whiskers on his chin thoughtfully. “And when I heard of his disappearance, well. I dug further. There were rumors about you. That you might have the mark as well. I am a professor of the occult. I have an extensive library at my disposal. You see, I have discovered that each practitioner who performs true magic has an individualized aura signature. He might be able to perform the same ritual, the same conjure, but never with the same magic. I knew your father would likely have the magic I needed. But failing that, the son…the son who might have the mark…why he would be even stronger.” He faced Leopold now, desperation folding his brows. “Please. I would not have sought you out as a mere fancy. I knew you and you alone could help me. Scotland Yard, understandably, does not believe me. But I know you do. Do you not?”

      Leopold clutched his empty glass, staring into it. “What do want of me, then?”

      “Waldhar is creating something. It took me a long time to discover what it was. A strange device, some sort of gateway that needs these occult means to open it.”

      “What exactly does this gateway open?” Leopold knew of many kinds. The kind he often opened, for instance, that allowed Eurynomos through was relatively benign, only allowing one creature to pass its threshold, the one he requested. But there were others that any sane man would not dare touch. Gateways that would allow every malevolent being in from every world. Such a thing would wreak destruction across the entire planet…and on planets beyond. Leopold shuddered at the possibility.

      “I feared what it was, what it might be,” said the man. “I demanded he stop and when he did not, I left his employ before I could discover all, but I made my own enquiries and now I know. Waldhar intends to open this gate to the Otherworld, to use the power of these daemons to create an unholy army of golems, soulless dull-witted creatures, to take over every corner of the globe…under his command.”

      Leopold blinked, heart pounding. Could he have heard that right? No wonder Scotland Yard had turned the man away. It was mad, but Leopold knew that it could also be true.

      Who was this Manfried Waldhar?

      “I knew you would understand the gravity of the situation,” said the old man solemnly. “I have been working for several months on this very problem. In order to counteract his ‘Daemon Device,’ I have devised a ‘lock’ that will keep the gate closed.”

      Thinking furiously, Leopold came back to himself on the man’s last words. “A lock?”

      “Yes.” Von Spiegel wiped his forehead with his gloved fingers. “This is all very distressful. It has taken me a long time to find you.”

      Leopold rolled the glass in his hand and gazed into the fire. He had never shared his obsession in the occult with another human being. He couldn’t trust anyone, had never been close enough to anyone to even try. Dispenser Thacker came close but Leopold could never envision just how that conversation might proceed. He had shared this secret life with none all these years but Raj and Eurynomos. And now here was this man. This strange little man who seemed to know too much. Dare he trust him? Did he have a choice when the consequences were so dire? “Yes. I believe you. It is too dangerous not to.”

      The man nodded, eyes closed. He seemed relieved that Leopold was at last on his side. “Your expertise with devices—oh, I know you employ them in your magic show,” he said, whispering the last, “and your unique ties to the Otherworld made you the perfect candidate. In fact, it makes you quite the only candidate.”

      “So this lock. You have a means to make it?”

      “Well, somewhat. But I need your skill. I have the plans and the rituals and we can go over them as soon as we may. I fear we haven’t much time. I know that Waldhar needed a planetary alignment to open the gateway. Such an alignment offers the best possible chance to open the gate at all. Ten days.”

      “Yes, yes.” He tried to sip but found the glass empty. He stared at the bottle, wondering if he should pour himself more when von Spiegel stood. Leopold stood in turn.

      The man took his hat and coat from the peg. “I must go. Shall I return to bring the plans to you? May I…may I call upon you at your lodgings or…?”

      “No, not my lodgings. The warehouse is a good place. Plenty of room.”

      “Ausgeziechnet. Then I shall see you on the morrow. Afternoon?”

      Leopold nodded. “Yes. The afternoon.”

      “Good night, Mr. Kazsmer.”

      “Good night, Professor.” He watched the little man affix his hat upon his head and settle his coat over his shoulders, nod to Leopold, and shuffle out the door.

      Leopold sank to his chair once more, thoughts awhirl. It was sometime later that he found a cab to take him back to his lodgings on Regent Street only to find a note from Thacker, that read, “Meet me at London docks. Hurry!”
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      LEOPOLD SEARCHED THROUGH the heavy fog. His lamp did little good but it served to give him confidence of his footsteps on the deserted wharves. A lonely buoy tolled as it bobbed in the waves, and the creak and sway of the ships harbored nearby and the lapping of the brackish Thames against the jetty provided the only sounds.

      He swept the light’s beam across the fog, still seeing nothing. But when he pricked his ears he finally heard the sound of muffled talking. Walking forward he spied shadowy figures clustered together, some moving back and forth, backlit from a vague glow. As he approached, the figures turned out to be that of policemen gathered at one of the warehouses and he surmised he had found the place at last.

      As he approached, a lamp’s light strafed across his face. “Who’s that?” said the constable behind the lamp.

      “I’m looking for Inspector Thacker.”

      “Mr. Kazsmer?” The copper squinted, peering over his smoking lamp at Leopold. “I was told you was coming. Right this way, sir.” Leopold followed, lowering his own lamp and snuffing it out with a breath.

      He followed the copper through a crowd of other policemen, past the white cart of the public disinfectors, and toward some dockworkers with folded arms, smoking pipes, leaning against a bollard. The copper gestured Leopold forward and he found Thacker, bowler tipped back on his head, Ulster opened and flapping. Thacker looked up and though he didn’t smile upon spotting Leopold he looked a great deal more relieved.

      “Have a look at this,” he said, gesturing.

      Leopold trotted forward and looked down to where the inspector pointed. Another one. A naked woman with her abdomen cut open like a meat pie, with nothing within but plenty of blood without. Instinctively, Leopold reached for his spectacles, never even minding who else might be watching this time. He flipped the various filters and saw the Cloven-Hoofed One’s telltale footprints.

      “Well?”

      Leopold took a deep breath and was sorry he had. The metallic tang of blood was overpowering followed closely by the rotting smells of fish and cockles and the Thames itself. He slipped the spectacles away. “It’s like the others.”

      “The sick bugger,” said Thacker. His intensity was fueled, as always, by spirits. Leopold smelled it on him.

      “I take it you have gotten no further in your investigation, Inspector?”

      “Nothing. No clues at all. No witnesses. Is it one man or more?”

      “One, I should think.”

      “Eh? What makes you think so?” He studied Leopold’s face. “You keep looking in them spectacles. I’ve never asked. Just what is it you see through there?”

      “Believe me, you don’t want to know.”

      “Well, maybe I do. Maybe I want to see them specs.”

      He placed his hand gently on Thacker’s shoulder and leaned in. “Spence, trust me. You don’t.”

      After a moment Thacker wavered and finally nodded. “You will have your secrets.”

      “Perhaps I have too many, but they are necessary.”

      “Funny. We’ve known each other for more than four years but I really don’t know much about you at all. First I heard that you were a Gypsy.”

      Leopold winced. He had shed that mantle years ago…or so he had thought. Maybe he never truly could. “Our relationship has never leant itself to sharing personal information. Information I prefer to keep to myself. But…there is truth to what you say. As a matter of fact, I…I do not know whether you are married or…”

      “I’m not, as it happens. You’re right.” He stared hard at Leopold. “Maybe we should get ourselves a pint, eh? Get to know one another. We do work together. And crikey, we do come across some bloody awful crimes.”

      Leopold smiled. “Yes, perhaps you’re right. I think we have put it off for too long.”

      Thacker nodded, adjusted his Ulster, and got back to business. “Well now. What do you think about all this?” He gestured down to the body.

      Leopold’s smile faded, his thoughts drifting toward Manfried Waldhar and his outrageous plans. “I think…I think…we are dealing with a madman.” That was certainly safe to say. Leopold had only to check certain books he kept carefully hidden that told of how to use these entrails, fresh and still warm, for vile rituals. A blood price had always to be paid to get daemons to do one’s will. The greater the price the greater the boon that could be demanded. Leopold had unwittingly paid that price long ago, and he wore the mark to prove it.

      He could hardly tell Thacker that they were looking for Waldhar. How could he possibly verify it? Perhaps a shared pint would ease them into a conversation Leopold had long put off. Maybe it was time to let the detective know just what he was up against.

      “We never did look at those Ripper files. Perhaps tomorrow, Leopold.”

      “Yes, tomorrow.” His calendar was certainly filling up. “You didn’t, by any chance, meet a curious old man at the Yard with a mad story.”

      “We meet all kinds there. What sort of story?”

      He weighed what von Spiegel said to him, weighed what he could say to Thacker, and decided against it. “Never mind. It makes no difference.” He turned away from Thacker to slip on his spectacles again. The footprints were heavy and flowed up the wall and out. Thacker had fallen behind, letting Leopold on his own, and Leopold followed the tracks and found their trail led a long way. He had expected them to disappear abruptly but they kept going over the cobblestoned lane and across the wet wooden wharf and into another warehouse.

      Leopold chanced a look back to make sure no one followed him and lit his lamp with a spark from his fingers. He followed the hoof prints through a wide doorway, tall enough for a ship’s mast to pass through. The place smelled damp and moldy. It turned out not to be a warehouse but a ship’s berth, open at both ends to the Thames, sans a ship. The dark water lapped against the jetty on either side and the walls hung with thick braided rope, lobster traps, blocks and tackle, and long hooks.

      But there was also a…smell. Leopold sniffed. Beneath the mold and the rank of the Thames, he could detect the merest scent of brimstone and the putrid stench of Sitra Achra. There was no mistaking that.

      His neck hairs stood up and he suddenly whirled.

      Too late.

      The giant arm swung and slammed him in the jaw. He soared backward, the lamp flinging from his hand. It fell hard and sputtered out. Leopold landed on wooden planks and skidded to the very edge of the jetty. Another few inches and he would have been in the icy Thames.

      He rolled and popped up to his feet, affixing the spectacles tighter to his face, amazed and relieved that he hadn’t lost them.

      The Cloven-Hoofed One stood opposite, outrageously muscled arms hanging in a parenthetical bow on either side of his body. His skin had the same reptilian texture as Eurynomos, but the color was quite different. Where Eurynomos was a bright crimson, this one was dark, almost black. He had a set of ram’s horns spiraling up from his skull and twisting down around his foxlike ears. A pair of clawed bat wings stretched up over his back, casting dark shadows to the floor. And his head was a series of protrusions and bulges, forming cheeks, nose, chin, with tusks extending from the edges of his mouth, certainly far from the elegant visage of Eurynomos. And finally, he wore the typical ragged breechclout that seemed to be the uniform of all his fellow daemons…and demons.

      He flexed his clawed hands. Stepping forward, his cloven hoof clopped on the plank floor. The other was a more like a jackal’s paw, claws digging in.

      Leopold looked him over curiously. He had to be careful, had to get the better of his fear, for this type of creature was not to be trifled with. “This time you are staying to watch your handiwork?” asked Leopold. He was grateful his voice did not waver. A show of confidence might put the creature off his guard.

      The demon laughed, a deep gravelly sound. He continued to flex his claws.

      “How many more must you kill? How many more does your master require?”

      The creature frowned. “No master. I have no master, save Lucifer.”

      “No? What of Manfried Waldhar? Does he not hold the puppet strings?”

      This time the creature showed its sharpened teeth. “No mortal man is my master. I am Ogiel, the Polluted.”

      “You don’t have to sound so proud of it.” Leopold looked him over as he touched the tender bruise to his jaw. “Hang on. Does not Ogiel mean ‘flees from God’? Sounds rather cowardly to me.”

      Ogiel roared and pointed a claw at Leopold.

      “Tut, tut,” said Leopold, ticking a finger. “You can’t threaten me.”

      “I have torn the living organs from the bodies of these flesh creatures. What is one more to me?” He took a step forward, hoof digging into the rotting planks of the wharf.

      “Because I command you to stop.” Leopold pushed down the sleeve and bared his wrist, eye facing outward.

      Ogiel stumbled, staring. “The Eye,” he muttered. He looked at Leopold anew. “I know you. You are spoken of in the valleys of Gehenna. The filthy rivers of Sitra Achra run sour with burblings of your name.”

      Leopold raised a brow. “Dear me. That sounds rather unpleasant.”

      “I have no battle with you.”

      “Oh, but I am afraid you do, dear boy. I can’t have you eviscerating people. Especially people I know. It isn’t cricket.” He held his arm up steadily, facing the tattooed Eye outward toward the hesitant creature. The magic pulsed within him. If he needed to, he thought he could defend himself. Probably.

      “I must do what I must do.”

      “What has Waldhar promised you? I can match it.”

      The demon threw back his head and laughed. When he settled to a snort, his forked tongue passed over his thick lips, snaking back over those sharp teeth. “You couldn’t possibly match it.”

      “So it is Waldhar?”

      Ogiel frowned. Oh, how demons hated identifying those that they trucked with. Come to think of it, Leopold was surprised Ogiel had given up is own name so easily. A name meant power over the other, but that only meant Ogiel wasn’t afraid of Leopold controlling him. Interesting.

      He pulled out his wand anyway. The demon eyed it suspiciously, sniffing at it with a piggy snout. All at once he shrank back. “Why do you torment me?”

      Leopold looked at his innocuous wand. To anyone else, it simply looked like any other magician’s wand, made of wood, polished and stained to a shiny black. But daemons could obviously tell its true nature. Made from the Talmudic four species—the date palm, the myrtle, and the willow, polished with the oil of the citron—it was a powerful talisman.

      “As I said, you must not kill again.”

      Ogiel stood taller. His clawed wings slowly flapped. He shook his head. “You have no power to command me. See!” He pointed toward the sky through the open doors. The fog parted revealing a starry expanse. “See how the planets draw closer? It is the Dawn of Reckoning. You have no power over me.”

      “Yes, well, we’ll see about that.” He raised the wand and Ogiel took a step back.

      And then a man holding a lamp swept its beam into the berth, and Ogiel turned. With a roar, he leapt onto the hapless person sinking his claws into him and raising him up over his head.

      “NO!” cried Leopold. He threw his arm forward, sending his magic bursting through the wand, cascading all around the demon in a shower of spitting sparks. But the demon had been right. The sparks fell around the creature, but none landed on his coal-black skin.

      The lamp had fallen from the hands of the unlucky man and he hung as a terrible silhouette from the beast’s hands over that horned head, until he was hurled to the wharf so hard the wood cracked and splintered beneath him.

      Ogiel rose up to his full height, wings extended over him in an elegant arch. “Stay away from me, Leopold of Kazsmer!” He shut himself within the wings and a clap of thunder followed by a bright flash encased him and then he was suddenly gone.

      The smoke cleared and the rumble of the thunderous sound rippled away. Leopold dropped the wand and fell to the ground before the lifeless form. The fog moved away again, allowing the gibbous moon to shine its light at his feet, illuminating the crumpled body in its bloody coat. Leopold turned the man over and released a cry of anguish. “Spense,” he gasped. “Spense.”

      Others arrived. Many policemen. Doctors. But there was no hope. Thacker was dead, ever before he had been slammed into the wharf.
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        * * *

      

      THERE HAD BEEN questions. Leopold spent long hours throughout the night at Scotland Yard, sitting in the Chief Superintendent’s office. Coppers questioned him. He came up with what he hoped were convincing explanations. It all seemed like a dream. His exhaustion coupled with Thacker’s senseless death and the specter of that dashed Daemon Device thrashed at his senses. And when one of the coppers came forward and accused him of Thacker’s death, he froze in shock.

      It was Doctor Woodbine who came to the rescue. He, too, was in the room with the rozzers and inspectors. He gestured toward Leopold. “Don’t be absurd. That’s Leopold Kazsmer. He’s helped with the inspector’s investigations for years. Stop wasting everyone’s time.” He grasped Leopold gently by the shoulders and lifted him. “Don’t you think you should go home and get some rest, Mr. Kazsmer? It’s been a trying day.”

      Blinking, Leopold girded himself. “Yes. Yes it has. Thank you, Doctor. Is there anything more, Chief Superintendent?”

      The stoic man pushed his barrel chest forward and mumbled under his wide mustache. “Nothing more, Mr. Kazsmer. Our grateful thanks to you for all the work you’ve done for Scotland Yard.” He glared at the accusing copper as he said it, and the policeman shrank back into the crowd of men in the room.

      “It has been a long day. If you’ll excuse me.”

      He barely noticed the carriage ride and when it deposited him at his front stoop, he paused, not truly seeing it. He hadn’t felt this numb since his father’s death. What did it mean? And Ogiel. How could he stop him? He closed his hand into a fist. He dearly wanted to stop him in the cruelest way possible.

      His magic reached out without his realizing it and with a groan of twisting metal, bent the railing snaking up the stairs. He glared at it helplessly. He hadn’t meant to do it and vowed to repair it. Later.

      He cast a glance down the lane. A short Chinaman pushed a cart. The little man was very thin and seemed very old. He wore a linen tunic with frog closures down the front and loose linen trousers that flopped around his skinny ankles. Though as old as he appeared, he did not shuffle down the lane with body bent. He pushed his cart with full vigor, a cart selling God-knew-what. There was writing on the side of the pushcart whose contents were covered with a canvas tarpaulin. But the writing was in Chinese characters. It could have been food or shoes or some kind of useless trinket. The man smiled at Leopold with striated teeth, and bowed, bobbing his head and the long gray plait on the back of his head, swayed all the more as he smiled and bobbed, smiled and bobbed.
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      TWO DAYS LATER, Leopold’s friend Despenser Thacker was buried. They never did have a chance to get that pint, to make confessions, to clarify. Leopold ground his teeth, watching the coffin lower into the ground. He stood erect while a garrison’s worth of policemen attended, smart in their dark blue uniforms with bright brass buttons, standing stoically in the rain.

      The ceremony was solemn, muffled by the weather. Bobbies and men in mourning dress walked silently beside the rectangular hole and dropped in clods of earth, “commending him to God.”

      But Leopold was never certain of where he was going.

      In time, the vicar and all of Thacker’s police colleagues left, and Leopold stood under his umbrella a long while after, staring down at the freshly turned earth running away in rivulets.

      Thacker’s death wouldn’t have happened if Leopold had not been so self-absorbed. If he had only confided in the man. But tell him what? That he must beware of daemons? And dirigible magnates? And magicians who thought they did but didn’t know everything after all?

      “He will be missed,” said a feminine voice behind him. He spun.

      A beautiful Oriental woman—with black hair piled up in a tasteful arrangement of curls and waves—blinked at him. She wore a dark cloak over a deep green walking dress with a ruffled bustle in the French style. Her gloved hand clutched the tortoise shell handle of a black umbrella that sheltered her from the worst of the rain, but mud spattered the hem of her gown, and her black boots might have been shiny patent leather once, but they were now crusted in graveyard mud. He glanced behind her but she was quite alone.

      The presence of most women discommoded, but the attendance of such a beautiful woman nearly paralyzed him. “Er…yes,” he muttered. The need to flee was strong and he gave in to it. Touching the rim of his hat without looking at her again he stalked away.

      He reached the rise of the first hill and realized, much to his chagrin, that she was suddenly right beside him. He could not summon the nonchalance to spy her from the corner of his eye, so he tried in vain to stare straight ahead. His step faltered. Women were not to be at graveside. Didn’t she know this? Perhaps her ignorance stemmed from her Oriental nature. “Did…did you know the deceased?” he said.

      She raised her chin under her umbrella and cocked her head. “No. Pity. I had heard that despite his intemperance he was usually most effective at his job.”

      Her accent was clipped as was her tone. Had he not seen her in the flesh but only heard her voice, he would have taken her for a well-educated English lady. But the incongruity of her Oriental features and her studied speech made him slide his finger around his suddenly tight collar. “Well…Thacker might often…indulge…but he was a fine man. May he rest in peace.”

      “He may,” she said dubiously, walking briskly to keep up to him. Or was he keeping pace with her?

      Leopold stopped and stared at her openly. “My dear young woman, I don’t know who you think you are, but to speak ill of the dead…well! It isn’t done in our circles.”

      She gave him an insolent perusal. “Your circles? Oh, I see. He was a magician, too?”

      “Of course not! He was a well-respected police inspector! And I will beg you to remember that. Now…good day!”

      Leopold spun and stomped across the slick grass until he reached the gate. He was at the pavement, splashing through a puddle and ready to hail a cab when she popped up beside him again. “Forgive me,” she said, looking not the least apologetic. “But by your speech I inferred that you meant to include him in the circle of magicians such as yourself. But what you really meant was to exclude me from the circle of…what shall we call it? Polite society? It hardly seems polite when it means to omit certain members because of their…sex? The shape of their eyes?” She ticked her head and her carefully cultivated curls swung back and forth. “I’ll wager that I have enjoyed far more education than you have, Mr. Kazsmer. With two degrees from Oxford alone.”

      “Jolly good for you,” he mumbled. “Perhaps I meant rude individuals who insinuate themselves into people’s faces when they are clearly in mourning.”

      “Ah, but you didn’t mean that, now did you?”

      “Young woman, would you please do me the kindness of clearing off?” He turned his back on her. He didn’t like to do it. Her manner was genteel enough, but after all. He was used to a better class of person. At least that’s what he told himself. In truth, the class of person he most often dealt with were stagehands and actors, hardly models of decorum.

      It was her foreignness, the unexpected posh accent, and her boorishness that had startled him. That was all.

      Wait. How did she know his name?

      He flicked a glance back, just to make certain that she had gone, when he jumped again. She had not gone and was standing just as she was and studying him curiously. He clenched his free hand. “See here, young woman…”

      “You are clearly no gentleman,” she said, sniffing. “You have failed to introduce yourself.”

      “A francba az összes,” he muttered. “Apparently, you already know who I am.”

      That only caused a brow to rise.

      “Very well,” he said, flustered. He doffed his hat. “I am Leopold Kazsmer, the Great Enchanter. And you are…?”

      “That’s better.” She smiled and offered her hand. It took him a few moments to accept it. Their leather gloves were damp, but he took her delicate hand in his. Her grip was surprisingly strong. “I am Mingli Zhao. Special Inspector Mingli Zhao…of Scotland Yard.”
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      LEOPOLD HAD NOT recovered from his shock. In fact, it took him so long to do so that he didn’t notice the cab when it arrived. The cabby opened the door from his soggy perch atop the carriage and Mingli strode forward, placing her foot on the first step, balancing by touching the doorway. “Coming, Mr. Kazsmer? I take it you are also heading to Scotland Yard?”

      “I…I…”

      She shook her head and climbed in the rest of the way. From inside the cab she called out sing-song through the open door, “Time is wasting, Mr. Kazsmer.”

      He shook his head, quickly closed his umbrella, and climbed in.

      It was too close. Far too tight and too close inside the hansom. He wished there was more room to at least sit opposite her, but he was grateful that her abundant skirts, ruffles, and petticoats prevented their hips from touching.

      He said nothing but stared straight ahead, even though he could sense that she was looking at him, and not even slightly surreptitiously. “Do I make you nervous?” she said.

      “Of course not.” He rubbed his gloved hands one over the other, again and again.

      “It’s absurd, really,” she said conversationally. “We have a queen, for heaven’s sake.”

      “And what has that got to do with anything?”

      “She’s a woman. She’s in command. At the helm of the country. If you accept that and are so used to having a queen rule you, why then should you object when women are in positions of power? Or is it the fact that I am a Chinese woman?”

      He shook his head vigorously. “Don’t be absurd.”

      “Oh, but I can tell you stories.” She leaned forward, resting her clasped hands on her umbrella handle, using the umbrella like a cane. “Men are intimidated by me. It’s quite true. There’s no need, you know. Just consider me like any other police inspector. No more, no less.”

      “My dear young woman, that is quite impossible, for the simple reason that you are

      not—” He turned toward her then, looking into her eyes. A fan of lashes surrounded them and she cocked her head, waiting for him to complete his sentence. His breath caught. “—like any… other…p-police inspector,” he finished lamely.

      She settled primly with a smug smile flickering at the edges of her lips. “Of course I’m not. I’m a special inspector. I daresay, that’s a cut above the ordinary peeler.”

      Leopold glared at her for several more seconds before planting himself back into his seat. He had no idea what to say to that.

      It took the better part of half an hour to get through traffic in the rain before the cab arrived in front of Scotland Yard’s entrance. In all that time, neither one had spoken. She seemed perfectly calm in a strange man’s company, while Leopold’s emotions bounded between annoyance and nervousness. Where had she come from? What in the world possessed Scotland Yard to hire such an unsuitable person as an inspector?

      The cabby opened the door without leaving his perch, and Leopold stepped out quickly in order to offer Mingli his hand. She took it delicately, and stepped down, looking up at the columned portico as he paid the cabby.

      The atmosphere was subdued when they entered, though many uniformed men turned their heads to stare openly at Inspector Zhao. She didn’t seem familiar with the building and though her strides were sure her sense of where to go was not.

      Leopold sighed and took her elbow. Startled, she flicked her gaze toward his face, the hand on her arm, and up to his face again.

      “Do you have an office here, Inspector?” he said quietly to her ear. Jet earrings dangled delicately from the lobe.

      “I suppose that I do, but in all honesty, this is the first time I have set foot in the place.”

      “Are you really an inspector?”

      She stopped, shaking off his hand. “Yes. I am Inspector Zhao.” She said the last loudly so that all could hear…and by the looks of the men, they did indeed. “And I beg you to treat me with the proper respect!”

      “What’s all this, then?” said a mustachioed serjeant, stepping forward from around a balustrade. He put his hands on his hips and looked her up and down. “What’s the trouble here?”

      Mingli studied him carefully. “There is no trouble, Serjeant…?”

      “McClellan, ma’am. May I enquire…?”

      “You may enquire as to where my office is. My best guess is that it is the same as that recently vacated by Inspector Thacker.”

      Everyone bristled. Leopold, appalled by her lack of tact, stared open-mouthed. “We’ve only just left his funeral,” he said stiffly.

      She turned to him with a cool expression. “Yes. And his killer has not been found. I intend to remedy that.” Her eyes slid toward the serjeant. “McClellan, could you be so kind as to take me to his office?”

      “Just who the bloody hell do you think you are?”

      “Never mind,” Leopold cut in. “I’ll take her. Check with the chief superintendent.” Ignoring her protest when he grabbed her elbow again, he marched her smartly down the dimly lit corridor and to Thacker’s familiar office. He opened the door and dragged her in.

      The curtains were thrown wide on the window that overlooked the bustling street. He and Thacker had stood there many a time, contemplating a problem while staring at the goings on without.

      Thacker’s things were still in evidence. No one had yet taken his personal items away, nor organized his desk’s clutter. He had several caps dangling from a coat tree. On the corner of his desk sat a sculpture of a cat made of ebony that he liked to stroke because of its superbly smooth texture. And several walking sticks—including a broken one that Leopold couldn’t help but smile when remembering the occasion where it had become broken—sat idly in an old Wellington boot.

      Mingli made a sound of despair and the look of disgust on her face would have been comical in any other circumstances. She used as few fingers as she could picking something up from behind the desk—a brass cuspidor—and gingerly walked it to the door, where she carefully set it down in the corridor. Dusting her hands, she looked around. “Let us hope there are no more unpleasant surprises.”

      “Look, Inspector, do you truly think this is the opportune time to take possession of this office? My friend and colleague was only just laid to rest. Do you not think that, in all decency, an appropriate time for mourning is expected?”

      She was back behind the desk and leaned with both hands upon the cluttered surface, slanting toward him. “Appropriate? Oh, yes, we could certainly accommodate all conventions and allow his murderer to escape our clutches. But I wonder if you truly want me to do that.”

      “A…a day at least…”

      “Mr. Kazsmer.” She stood up straight, crossing her arms over her chest. She had removed her cloak—when had she done that?—and his eyes roved over her cropped jacket that accentuated her cinched waist and…other attributes. He blinked as he forced his eyes upward toward her face. “I don’t pretend to know the extent of your friendship with our dear departed inspector, but as you can see from the level of disarray on this desk alone—not to mention the rest in this untidy space—” She gestured to the many bookshelves where papers and dusty leather cases looked to be unceremoniously shoved into place. “—clearly shows a backlog of outrageous proportion. I am appalled at how long he has been allowed to continue in this higgledy-piggledy manner. Unsolved murders, missing children, burglaries…” She shook her head. Her hat, perched high on her hair, flicked a black pheasant tail feather like a school teacher’s admonishing finger.

      He opened his mouth to protest when the chief superintendent and a cadre of serjeants clambered into the room. “What in hell is this?” boomed the chief superintendent. “Who invited this Chinky in here?”

      Mingli narrowed her eyes. “Are you the chief superintendent?”

      “I am. And who the hell are you?”

      She said nothing. Merely pursed her lips and withdrew a folded paper from a small pocket in her jacket. She snapped the paper open and presented it to him.

      The chief superintendent made a show of reluctance to take it before he closed his beefy hands on the page, snatched it from her hand, and read. Almost immediately his eyes widened and he stood to attention. With his mouth hanging open, he slowly handed the paper back to her. She carefully folded it and replaced it into the miniature pocket in her jacket. “Are we clearer now, Chief Superintendent?” she asked.

      “Er…yes. Sorry, miss. I mean…Inspector Z-hay.”

      “It’s pronounced ‘jow’. I suggest you familiarize your men with it.”

      He touched his hat, face blushing furiously. “Will…will these accommodations be sufficient? Perhaps another office is better suited…”

      “These will do. Though I must have access to a laboratory as well. Is there something of a lab in the building?”

      He looked uncertainly back at his serjeants and they assured him that there was, in the basement.

      “Excellent,” she said. “Then if there are no further questions…”

      “Oh, right! Er...we’ll be…we’ll be going.”

      “Thank you, Chief Superintendent.”

      The man turned abruptly, running into his serjeants whom he shoved out of the way, his gruff manner returning in full force.

      Leopold looked after their retreating backs with some concern. What the bloody hell had been on that piece of paper? He looked at her anew.

      “Now then,” she said, a smug smile teasing her lips. She sat down in Thacker’s leather chair, mindful of her bustle, and steepled her fingers. “Tell me about these murders. These women with their bowels removed.”
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        * * *

      

      LEOPOLD GAVE HER the bare facts. He had never told Thacker about his association with daemons and now he never would. He had known the man for a scant four years. Was that enough time before disclosing something so…well, unbelievable? Helping Thacker, especially when it was the mischief of the Otherworld, had never seemed so dire before. But the denizens of the Otherworld had never seemed more mischievous than they had of late.

      She listened attentively without interruption. Leopold skirted over the parts he couldn’t readily explain to her and a quirked brow was her only reply.

      “I should like to see the place where it happened. Thacker’s death, that is,” she said after a pause, and rose.

      “Just one moment.” Leopold sat back in his chair. “You have told me nothing of who you are and where you come from. That paper that you showed the chief superintendent. What was it?”

      She smiled. He noticed just the merest hint of rouge to her lips. “You have your secrets, and I have mine.”

      He shook his head. “No, I'm afraid that’s not good enough. You appear out of the blue and everyone kowtows to you suddenly. A woman. A special inspector. Just what is a ‘special’ inspector?”

      “Merely that. Special. Unusual. Above the bar.”

      “And who called you in if even the chief superintendent hadn’t heard of your coming? He’s the head of the metropolitan police in London. Shouldn’t he have called upon you?”

      “I don’t work for the metropolitan police.”

      “But then…”

      She walked toward the coat rack, retrieving her damp cloak and swirling it over her shoulders. “Your chief inspector was satisfied. I would think that that would be good enough for you.”

      Leopold rose and adjusted his beaver hat onto his head. “It certainly isn’t,” he muttered.

      He followed her out the door again, enduring the quiet stares of the policemen in the foyer, and took to the street to hail a cab. She put two gloved fingers to her lips and whistled as loud as any street vendor and he rushed up to her and pulled her hand away from her mouth. “Really! Please allow me.”

      When he turned to the kerb, she stopped him with a strong hand on his wrist. “If you ever touch me again without my permission,” she all but growled, “it will be the last thing you ever do.”

      “Oh, will it?” He postured, staring down at her. She was a mere few inches shorter, but he enjoyed that little advantage.

      “Yes. Most assuredly.”

      The cab arrived and she took the lead, climbing in first.

      “London docks,” she told the cabby, giving Leopold barely enough time to get in after her before the hansom lurched away from the kerb.

      He stared out the window away from her. What could she possibly find that would satisfy? He certainly couldn’t tell her what really happened. He had had to tell the constables on duty that he found Thacker in that state. The coroner had ruled it an unusual murder, that he had been stabbed by a multi-blade instrument and sustained further injuries by falling from a great height. All of which was true. But he could not supply the coroner with any other details.

      It wasn’t long until they arrived. The rain was still at a drizzle and he led the way out of the carriage, taking her hand without thinking.

      “You were there,” she said. “Show me.”

      He nodded. Opening his umbrella, he struck out away from the street and back to the docks bustling now at midday with dockworkers. They eyed her with predatory glares and Leopold felt obliged to walk close beside her, sweeping his vigilant gaze from left to right. He pointed ahead toward the berth where it had happened, and she moved smartly in that direction.

      It had been days since he had been there, but he felt the prickle of some activity. It seemed too long a time to be residual, so he dipped his hand past his top coat and into his waistcoat for his spectacles. Putting them on, he scanned the area.

      She turned her head and looked him over. “Interesting. Multi-dimensional spectacles.”

      He whipped them off and looked at her aghast. “What? How did you—”

      She peered over his arm as he tried to hide them. “Doesn’t the effect nauseate you?”

      “I…no…”

      “Hmm. Curious. I have never actually seen them in the flesh before. May I?” She held out her hand.

      He stuffed them primly away. “I don’t know what you are talking about.”

      She smirked. “You are very interesting, Leopold Kazsmer.”

      “I’m nothing of the kind.”

      She turned toward him. “You are a magician, working at King’s Garden Theatre until a few days ago when a most remarkable and some say obscene display of prestidigitation took place, whereupon the theatre manager sacked you. One of your twin assistants was murdered, much like the Gypsy girl—that you knew—and a few others found their demise. You are currently hiring new assistants, you need a new theatre, and you have ties to the Gypsy camp outside London. And you possess a very remarkable pair of spectacles. Have I left anything out?”

      His mouth had fallen open again. He trembled with barely contained rage. “Just what are you playing at?” he said quietly, hands clenched into fists at his side.

      “’Playing at’? I assure you, I am not playing at all.”

      “How do you know these things? How do you…”

      “All in good time, my dear Mr. Kazsmer. Shall we continue?” She gestured toward the berth.

      He found himself absently pulling his left sleeve down. Following her more slowly, he asked, “You said…you said you attended Oxford.”

      “Graduating with honors. Prior to that, I spent some time in Germany. I have a scientific bent, Mr. Kazsmer, and I found that the scientists there were open to discussing their theories and experiments with me. My father was a scientist.”

      “Mine was a teacher.”

      She blinked at him sadly. “Yes, I know.”

      “You know quite a bit,” he said between clenched teeth.

      “And it’s taken me years to find most of the answers I seek.”

      “About me?”

      “You…and others like you.”

      He grabbed her arm. “Listen, Miss Zhao—”

      He suddenly found himself thrown to the ground, with a rapier in her hand pointed at his throat. “I warned you it was unwise to touch me,” she said, blowing a loosened strand of hair from her eyes.

      He felt the tingle again, gathered the magic, and with a flick of his fingers, they had abruptly changed positions.

      She looked bewildered for only a moment as she lay on the ground, looking up at the blade at her throat, and then a most becoming smile broke out on her face.

      “Good gracious,” she said. “You have a definite talent. I wonder if Thacker was aware…”

      Leopold took a deep breath and then swished the blade away and to the side. He reached down a hand to pull her to her feet. She took it and stood beside him, eyes fixed on his face.

      He felt heat creep up his neck and he cleared his throat, handing her the blade, hilt first. “I don’t like being taken by surprise.”

      “Clearly not.” She brushed off her skirts, trying vainly to reach the ruffles of her bustle. Taking the blade, she slid it back into her umbrella and snapped it into its hiding place, looking for all the world as the umbrella’s handle.

      “And Thacker was not…quite…aware…”

      “I see. Perhaps you kept things from him for his own safety.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “And will you keep them from me?”

      He gazed at her squarely. “Perhaps.”

      She laughed, a musical sound. “I hope to earn your confidence.”

      He snorted. He very much doubted it. Especially when she moved so purposefully within the berth. How did she know where exactly it had happened? And the time she spent in Germany greatly disturbed him. Now more than ever he wanted to see that paper she had showed to the chief superintendent. Did it by any chance have the Waldhar crest at its top?

      Crossing the threshold of the berth reawakened his unease. Yes, he felt the tingling starting from his marked wrist and traveling up his arm. Something was here. But it didn’t feel the same as when Ogiel was present. His gaze flicked from corner to corner. He wanted desperately to retrieve his spectacles but he didn’t want her studying them. His thoughts suddenly lighted on Professor von Spiegel. It was possible he had heard of her if she was in Germany. She would be a difficult woman to forget. Chinese, British accent, brash carriage. And the man might be able to link her to Waldhar. His growing anxiety about her coupled with the pins and needles of magic washing over his skin.

      To hell with her. He took out his spectacles anyway, placed them on his face, and moved lenses up and down. He swept the area with his eyes, walking backward, scanning.

      “What can you see?” she asked breathlessly, watching him wide-eyed with something like envy.

      “Nothing,” he answered truthfully. But he didn’t stop casting his gaze…until he remembered the ceiling. When he looked up, he almost expected it.

      He could just see the imp in the rafters. The creature was doing something with his hands. The imp looked down occasionally at Leopold, grinning, and licking his lips with that forked tongue, but saying nothing. It took another second for Leopold to finally recognize what he was doing.

      His sawing complete, the imp sat back, giggling. The heavy block and tackle swung for a moment before the thick rope bearing it up finally snapped. The missile headed for Mingli. Leopold leapt forward. At the same time, she whirled with her rapier and bore down on him.

      Something glanced his head. A white-hot pain cascaded around him and he dropped, sight going foggy. The last thing he saw was Mingli standing over him again and raising her blade before it all went dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      COLD WATER HIT Leopold’s face and he choked on it. Snapping to a sitting position he was sorry he did. His head ached, and he looked up.

      Mingli, surrounded by dockmen, wore a worried expression. “Are you quite all right?”

      He touched his head. There was a bump forming under his hair. To the side, the block and tackle, nearly as big as he was, lay broken.

      “You’re a lucky son-of-a-bitch, guv’nor,” said one of the workers, scratching his head. “Missed you by a ‘hinch.”

      “Something knocked me out,” he complained, rubbing the bump and trying to blink away the stars from his eyes.

      A gray-haired sailor with ragged woolen trousers grimaced with what teeth he had. “Must have been the rope snapping at you.” Leopold looked again and noticed the rope, as thick as a man’s arm. “There’d be naught left of you if that block had landed true.”

      He rose with the help of the dockmen. “Yes, I can see that.” He glanced quickly at Mingli, but her rapier was neatly stashed again within the umbrella. Once the dock workers were satisfied that Leopold was upright and in his right mind again, they sauntered away, giving the block and tackle a last glance, and Mingli Zhao a lingering one.

      She handed him something. His spectacles. “They were knocked off your face. I grabbed them before the men arrived.”

      Remarkably, they were unbroken. He tucked them away and leaned over to recover his hat.

      She stared upward into the rafters. “I have a feeling that this was no accident.”

      He dusted off his beaver hat before setting it gingerly on his head. “You would be right.”

      “What was it, then?”

      “Why were you holding your sword on me?”

      She cocked her head in that damnably attractive way. “I wasn’t holding my sword on you.”

      “Look, I wasn’t that much out of my head. I saw you. You had your blade and you were bending over me. Trying to finish the job?”

      Her eyes widened. “How extraordinary. Why would you think that I was trying to attack you?”

      “Weren’t you?”

      “Certainly not! I was defending you. I knew this wasn’t an accident.” She cast her hand toward the block and tackle. Leopold glanced at it again. She could have dispatched him easily while he was down. But perhaps the dockmen arrived before she could do it. He would have to give her the benefit of the doubt…for now.

      He pulled on his lapels and straightened his cravat. “Just how much do you know of…of the worlds beyond our own?”

      Her eyes lowered. If he did not know her better, he might suspect her of coquetry, but Mingli Zhao was anything but. “There is much I don’t know. But I am aware of…some things. Your spectacles, for one.”

      “Have you seen the like before?”

      “Yes. Once. In Germany.”

      He gritted his teeth. Stepping forward, he pushed up his sleeve. “And this? Have you ever seen its like before?”

      She drew back. “My God.” She breathed for a few moments, staring at it before raising her gaze to his. “Only in books, sir. And certain…scrolls.”

      He flicked the sleeve back into place. “And so. Now you know how it lies.” He looked upward. The imp was long gone. “There was an imp. Just there,” he pointed. She followed his arm but, of course, there was nothing to see. “An imp is a small daemon. Usually harmless except for pranks; souring milk, tangling a sleeper’s hair, tripping, and the like. But this was not harmless. And…I’ve encountered that particular imp before.”

      “Did this imp kill Thacker?”

      She did not seem hysterical as he might have expected. Or even out of breath. But she was Oriental and perhaps used to mystical things. He brushed off his coat. “No. That was his counterpart. A Cloven-Hoofed One. His name is—”

      “Ogiel,” she whispered.

      He took a step toward her. “How the devil did you know that!”

      She touched her throat lightly. “I have no fancy spectacles, sir, but I needed none when faced with that particular specter.” Her gaze was glassy, far away…before she blinked, seeming to erase it from her thoughts. “It was long ago. Well then. Now I know. I will have to cobble something for the report.”

      “Thacker did that frequently. I never explained to him, but he trusted me.”

      She spun the umbrella handle thoughtfully. “I suspected something of the kind. Was it calculated?”

      Was it? Was it by Waldhar’s orders? Or perhaps hers? He still didn’t know why she was called in or by whom. Not until he got a hold of that paper.

      “I don’t know. It appeared to be accidental. Thacker merely walked in at the wrong time…while I was confronting the demon.”

      “Your mark protected you.”

      “No. No, it was something else.” He shook his head, but it hurt to do that. He paused, collecting himself. “Have you seen enough? I wish to go home.”

      She made an irritated sound but gave him a curt nod. “Yes, you must attend to yourself, Mr. Kazsmer. That was a nasty wound you took.”

      “I have tinctures at home that will help.”

      “Do you need assistance?”

      He certainly didn’t want her to know where he lived, but with a snort he realized that she probably knew that already. “No. No, thank you.”

      “Let me at least help you hail a cab.” She grabbed his arm under his protests and dragged him outside to the street with remarkable strength. He wondered vaguely if it was her Oriental nature or something else that gave her such self-assurance.

      When he sat back in the cab and looked back once at her standing on the dock, he smiled. His days in the Romani camp had taught him many things, not the least of which was how to carefully pick a pocket. It came in handy in his magic act and equally so now. He unfolded the paper he had filched from her small jacket pocket and flattened it on his thigh.

      He gasped. It wasn’t Waldhar’s crest at the top of the page, but that of the queen’s. No, not the queen’s. The queen’s consort, Prince Albert. Prince Albert who gave her glowing recommendations for Mingli’s “discreet service to the crown.” But Prince Albert was also German and his ties to Waldhar’s dirigible empire were said to be very strong indeed. And after his near fatal brush with pneumonia, the queen was said to give him anything he desired. It did nothing to ease Leopold’s anxiety.
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        * * *

      

      WITH ICE WRAPPED in a flannel applied to his head, Leopold shuffled to his fire to check on the hot water for his tea when the bell at the front door sounded.

      He set the kettle back on its trivet, removed the pack from his head, and hid it behind his back before he shuffled to the parlor to open the door.

      Von Spiegel, fidgeting with his watch fob, stood on the threshold, a large roll of paper tucked under his arm. “I hoped you would be in, Mr. Kazsmer.”

      “I don’t recall giving you this address, Herr Professor. Weren’t we to meet in Whitechapel? …Oh, but that was days ago. And I had quite forgotten. Forgive me.”

      The old man nodded and moved inside when Leopold stepped back. “I am most adept at finding information, Mr. Kazsmer. And you will recall, we are rather pressed for time.”

      Leopold tucked the ice pack in his umbrella stand. “Yes. Good grief. How many days was it? You said there was an alignment of planets…”

      “We have only seven days, Mr. Kazsmer.”

      “Please. Sit down, Herr Professor. I was about to make some tea.”

      “That would be very nice, thank you.”

      Von Spiegel sat, moving the rolled paper to his lap while he looked up curiously over his pince-nez. “I was distressed to hear about your friend. I read it in the paper, you see. I understand why you failed to turn up for our consultation three days ago, but when I didn’t hear from you again…”

      Leopold poured the hot water into his readied tea pot, swirled it around, and set it back on its tray along with the sugar bowl and milk jug. He collected another cup, saucer, and spoon from a cupboard, and set that on the tray before bringing it forth and setting it on the table between von Spiegel’s chair and another. Ordinarily, he might have called upon the landlady for these duties, but he feared to expose his secrets.

      He sat, waiting for the tea to steep. “As you might imagine, I was preoccupied.”

      “Of course, of course.”

      Leopold pointed toward the rolled paper in the old man’s lap. “I couldn’t help but notice the, er…”

      “Oh yes!” Von Spiegel rose and spread out the paper onto his dining table under the window. “These are the plans for the Lock.”

      Leopold rose and followed him, gazing down as the light from the window stretched across the curious writing and sigils on the page.

      “Are you adept at reading runic script, Mr. Kazsmer?”

      “Some. This is very curious. I see that some of these plans include incantations and some…a shopping list.”

      “Yes, the supplies you will need. And here…” He unrolled the paper further. “The actual plans. It is simple, as you see, but the incantations require much study and we haven’t much time.”

      “Yes.” Leopold was instantly transported by the challenge, the intricacies. “Yes, I think I can do this.”

      “In the allotted time? And we have wasted three days…”

      “Yes, Herr Professor,” he said curtly. His friend was dead. He didn’t consider his mourning period wasted time, but German expediency left no room for such niceties, or so it seemed.

      “Your particular magic,” said von Spiegel, “will compensate I’m certain.”

      Leopold looked the page over a few seconds more before he remembered the tea. He poured for them both and they sat in thoughtful silence, consuming the hot beverage. After a time, Leopold turned toward von Spiegel who was looking at him expectantly.

      “Herr Professor, I wonder if you have ever heard of…a colleague of mine.”

      “Yes?”

      “She is a most unusual woman. Mingli Zhao.”

      The old man’s eyes widened a fraction before he lowered them to the tea cup on his lap. “Hmm,” he said.

      “Surely you would remember her. Not shy at all in the manner of most Orientals. She said she spent some time in Germany. In research laboratories.”

      “Of course, I recall her. She is a difficult lady to forget.” He raised his cup to his lips. It trembled slightly before he took a sip and returned the delicate china to the saucer.

      “What was her purpose there?”

      “I do not know. I was only vaguely acquainted with her.”

      “Did she work for Waldhar?”

      “Ah! That is your interest. I see. Well, I am sorry to disappoint you but I have no knowledge whether she was employed by him or not. She was a very discreet young woman, for all her brashness.”

      Blast. “Ah, a pity.”

      “She…is here now? In London?”

      “Yes, but she is only a minor distraction. I shall not let her interfere with our work.”

      “I am most happy to hear that, Mr. Kazsmer.” He slipped his watch from his waistcoat pocket and rose, setting the saucer and cup aside. “I am afraid I have another appointment. If you will please excuse me.”

      “Of course.” Leopold rose to see him to the door.

      Von Spiegel opened the door but turned at the threshold. “You will begin work on the Lock, Mr. Kazsmer, will you not? It is of the utmost importance.”

      “Indeed I shall, Herr Professor. If you need me, I shall be at the lockup in Whitechapel.”

      “I need not warn you, Mr. Kazsmer, that you must not, under any circumstances, share this work with anyone. Especially this Miss Zhao. You don’t know who you can trust.”

      “You have my assurances, Professor.”

      Von Spiegel tipped his hat, put his cane to the step, and moved carefully down the stairs. When he closed the door, Leopold looked back at the plans laid out on his table. The urgency was palpable but the challenge excited his senses. He whipped off his dressing gown and pulled his jacket from its place by the fire. It felt dry enough now. He slipped it on and buttoned it. Taking the poker and covering the coals in his hearth with ash, he quickly rolled up the paper, tucked it under his arm, and hurried out the door. He was most anxious to see what Raj could make of it.
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        * * *

      

      WHEN HE OPENED the door to the lockup, the lamp was already lit and Raj was laying out the Tarot onto his table. “Ah, Leopold. I expected you some time ago. Are you all right?”

      He gestured toward the cards. “What did they tell you?”

      “That you were in grave danger but that it has now passed.”

      “It was rather a shame I didn’t have that warning several hours earlier,” he said, removing his hat carefully and still feeling the pain from the bump, though he had taken his tinctures to help reduce the swelling.

      “There are more readings.”

      “Were you bored?”

      “The books are still packed away where I cannot reach them.”

      “I’m so sorry, old friend. I will unpack them for you as soon as I can.”

      “Curiously, the cards also told me that there is a woman in your life.”

      The rush of blood to his cheeks seemed uncalled for. But perhaps it was the way Raj said it. “And…did your cards tell you anything about her?”

      “Only that you should use caution. There were undercurrents of danger, but the cards were unclear. Who is she?”

      “A special inspector to Scotland Yard. Mingli Zhao.”

      He could not raise his painted brows, but by the angle of his head, Leopold surmised that if he could have, he would have. “Mingli Zhao?”

      “Yes. Inscrutable as the name suggests. Why is it that Orientals must be so indecipherable?”

      “I beg your pardon. And just how many Orientals do you know, Leo?”

      Leopold winced at his sharp tone. “Oh…er…my apologies, Raj. I…dash it all! Why did it have to be a woman!”

      “Ah, so that is the problem.”

      “What? No! Of course not!”

      “No, of course not,” he said with a chuckle under his breath. “It is her Oriental nature then. Who is she?”

      “I don’t know. But I suspect she is the agent of Manfried Waldhar.”

      “Hmm.” Raj turned over a few more cards before slamming his hand down on the table with a hiss of pistons. “The cards tell me nothing! Only that the danger still lingers about you. That you are about to make choices that will go against you. And I can do nothing to help.”

      “Well, we have been in similar straits before.”

      “Perhaps,” muttered Raj, unconvinced.

      “Well this will put you in a better mood.” He swept Raj’s cards aside and unrolled the plans in front of him and began to explain von Spiegel and the Daemon Device.

      Raj said nothing as he listened, putting a hand on one side of the paper as he studied it. “Your tale is incredible. You must be very careful, Leopold. I understand Waldhar is a very powerful man.”

      “I do not fear him,” he said with perhaps too much puffery.

      “You should.”

      He pulled up a cane chair, scooting it close to Raj’s table. “Nevertheless, I will need your help if I am to accomplish this in the allotted time. I will need a few supplies. Can you decipher some of these runes and sigils?”

      “You will need to unearth your Sørensen’s Runic Curses and Wards. I can’t do this by memory.”

      “Of course, of course. And Forrester’s Alignment Lines of Celtic England.”

      “Yes. This is the ‘Lock’ your Professor von Spiegel spoke of. Unusual.”

      “I’ve never seen the like.”

      “And for you, that is saying something.”

      He smiled at Raj who could not quite do the same in return. Leopold took off his topcoat and pried open the second crate, digging inside for his cache of books and old volumes. He set the needed books next to Raj—along with an assortment of novels—and retrieved pen, ink, and paper. “I must make a copy of this list. Some of these items might be difficult to obtain.”

      “But not impossible for you, my friend. Ah, how I wish my maker could have given me legs.”

      “It still would not have been possible for you to go about London, Raj. I believe your…er…workings would have still caused unwanted attention to you.”

      “No doubt, no doubt.” Raj flipped quietly through a book before looking up. “This woman. This special inspector. Do you truly believe she is working for Manfried Waldhar?”

      “I have my suspicions. She arrived conveniently. And has the patronage of the Prince Consort.”

      “Indeed. Curious. Does not Manfried Waldhar have lodgings in town?”

      Leopold looked up from his writing. “Yes. In Belgravia, I believe.”

      “Would it not be prudent to…well. Talk to him?”

      Leopold sat back, pen still poised in his hand. “Talk to him? Go to him?”

      “If he is as dangerous as you surmise—and if our friend von Spiegel is so afraid of him—might it not be in your best interests to confront him?”

      “Go into the belly of the beast? And give the game away?”

      “Well, if it is as you suspect, if you believe this Inspector Zhao is in league with him, then he already knows about you.”

      “Just as she seemed to,” he muttered. He eyed Raj. “What did the cards say?”

      “That surprises awaited.”

      “Why are those blasted cards not more specific?”

      “It is the way of it. In the realm of mysticism, my friend, the future is not yet written and can be changed. One must always be cautious and brave. You have always been both. But take a weapon.”

      Leopold reached out for the tingle of magic, but it had long ago dissipated. He thought of summoning Eurynomos just to get a renewal but he rubbed his arm in the remembrance of the pain that was becoming sharper with each summoning. He decided against it. The revolver would do this time.

      He rummaged in his crate again, in the trunks within it, and found the Webley. He snapped it open, finding all the live cartridges in the cylinder, and snapped it shut. He often used it for the bullet catch trick, but also used it just as often for protection.

      He tucked it in his inner coat pocket, slid the list in an outer pocket, and donned his hat once more. “I will return later this evening, Raj.”

      “See that you do, Leo. I have no wish to rot alone in this place for the rest of eternity.”

      “Thanks very much,” he muttered but smiled anyway. “See what you can make of those plans.” With a creak and the whirr of a spinning wire, Raj lifted an arm in salute.
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        * * *

      

      IT WAS A decent hansom ride to Belgravia. Leopold had the cabby drop him off several houses down from the stately Georgian mansion that was Waldhar’s British residence. The man owned many homes in many different countries. Leopold wanted a chance to look the place over from a discreet distance. Most of the other homes on the lane looked to be one continuous bank of houses, curving away along the road. But Waldhar’s stood alone as its own imposing and solitary sentinel at the top of the slight rise.

      He straightened his hat and coat. No one else appeared along the avenue. The rain had stopped, but there was now a gusty wind swirling the leaves and ruffling his trousers as he approached. He walked up the stairs and turned the bell handle, listening to the faint sound of the bell below in the servants’ quarters.

      As he waited, he tried to peer through the windows, but all were dark, covered in drapery. Even in the servants’ hall.

      At length, the door opened and a callow man in a morning coat with black slicked-down hair answered, glaring at him. “Was wollen Sie?” he asked.

      “My German is a bit rusty, old chap. I’m looking for Manfried Waldhar. Is he at home?”

      “Wer bissen Sie?”

      “Sorry?”

      “Wer. Bissen. Sie?” he said louder and slower, but Leopold got the gist of it.

      He touched his hat. “I am Leopold Kazsmer, the Great Enchanter.” He lifted his gloved hand, closed his fingers, and snapped them opened again. In his palm between two fingers appeared his calling card, which he presented with much flourish.

      The footman stared at it before taking it. He did not look at it as he lowered his arm to his side.

      “I take it your master is not at home.”

      “Wenn Sie nicht einen Termin zu haben, wird er nicht sehen.”

      The man said it forcefully and seemed disinclined to offer more. “I say, that sounds rather final, doesn’t it?”

      The man said nothing.

      “I say, old chap. This is England. Don’t you speak the Queen’s English?”

      He looked Leopold over once more, glanced perfunctorily at his card, and shut the door in his face.

      “Teutonic hospitality,” he muttered. Looking up the colonnade to the pediment and up higher to the dark windows, he gave it up, and trotted down the steps.

      He strolled down the avenue, glancing back toward the dark house, maudlin in the gray mist. He made the curve of the road where the house just began to disappear when something made him pause. He positioned himself behind a tree and looked back.

      It wasn’t long until the butler, now in outercoat and hat, trundled along, holding his hat against the strong gusts. He hurried past Leopold, not seeing him, and out to the main street.

      But instead of hailing a cab, he disappeared as he turned the corner. Leopold scrambled to catch up. At the corner, Leopold carefully peered around the edge, looking for the man, and hurried after.

      He kept behind at a discreet distance. The man never looked over his shoulder, but kept his head down and his direction straight ahead.

      The traffic on the pavement was picking up as the day passed into late midday. The number of carriages and wagons seemed to increase as well, as did the sellers of flowers, board men and others plying their trade by walking back and forth along the pavement.

      He skirted past them all, keeping that dark head with the somber hat in view. Finally, the butler turned down another corner and headed toward a shadier neighborhood, one rife with long rows of brick warehouses. Leopold stayed in the shadows, following the servant until the man ducked into a particularly unsavory abandoned factory, where most of the windows were boarded up.

      Waiting long moments for it to be safe to follow him in, Leopold moved forward, extracting his Webley from his coat.

      He approached the door. Its paint was peeling and flaking. He made to grab the knob but the door whined opened on its own. Webley held high, he pushed it opened the rest of the way and aimed the revolver into the darkness. Nothing. An empty room—perhaps it used to be an office—that opened into the greater room. Some of the windows weren’t boarded and they were broken, their mullions holding nothing in their grids and opened to the gray sky without. Yet there was no broken glass on the floor, no debris as he surmised there should be in such an abandoned structure. He listened.

      There was no sound, at least to his ears. An iron staircase to his right beckoned and he climbed, one hand holding up the Webley, the other skimming across the railing. He surmounted the top and found a door. Slowly, he opened it revealing a catwalk and another large room below it. But it wasn’t empty. There were men gathered, talking in hushed whispers. He was assailed by a smell, something caustic and sharp but with the undercurrent of the sickly-sweet scent of death.

      Men in long white coats, goggles, and strange white caps drawn low over their ears milled about in a white room of tiled floors and shimmering electric lights. It looked like an operating theatre in a university, except that all the pupils had gathered round instead of sitting in tiered seats. And, of course, the rafters of the warehouse rose above it all, secreting the strange room in the midst of crumbling walls.

      There were men in long black coats like policemen, but they, too, wore goggles and leather caps. But more importantly, they were armed, standing at attention at the two doorways. Private guards.

      He glanced around the room. He flicked a glance along one wall where strange, pale long coats hung on its tiled surface, but a sense of unease rippled over his skin. For when he looked a second time, he gasped. Not coats. Far more dreadful than that. It was a long row of naked men and women hanging by what appeared to be meat hooks.

      He gritted his teeth to tamp down the scream deep in his throat. He jerked his head away, trying to excise the vision of all those bodies, but he couldn’t. It seemed to be burned upon his retinas.

      When he forced himself to look again…he almost felt relief when he concluded that they were corpses. They were so very pale and lifeless. And no blood, for surely there would have been pools of it below them. He glanced further and noticed that some seemed…loose. Like an old dressing gown. And with horror, he realized that they were mere skins. The skeleton and innards removed carefully from the flesh, and only leaving the hair on their heads, the mustaches and beards on their faces. The people skins hung with shoulders drooped and faces elongated with emptiness. No skull filled the empty flesh, no muscle warmed the sunken cheeks. He had no words for the sight of it.

      The world tilted until he put a hand to his forehead and closed his eyes. The sights, the smells…it reminded him all too well of his time in the Otherworld, a nightmare he’d just as soon forget.

      When he took a breath and opened his eyes again, it was no better.

      The white-coated men had gathered close and were looking down at something on a cart with wheels before a marble slab.

      It was a cube—no more than two feet square—made of metal, with riveted edges in brass. The cube was opened on the side facing him and suspended in its center was what looked like a human heart. It was glossy with moisture and held in place by several spirals of wires. One man flipped a switch on the side of the cube and a piston on the top began to move up and down. Faster and faster it went, with smoke coming out of the top from a small brass stack. As the men bent toward it, watching, the heart…began to move. At first, it merely twitched, then a shock of current seemed to shoot through it and it pulsed. And then, it began a regular contraction of a heartbeat.

      The men exchanged glances and nodded their heads. They turned to watch it again. Leopold wasn’t certain what exactly he beheld, when the cube seemed to shimmer, to be clouded by a blurring veil. A strong light shone behind it, creating a halo. Then, slowly, slowly, the whole contraption—cube and piston and heart—simply vanished from view and the light along with it.

      Leopold jerked back with a sudden burst of magic. He put a hand to his head and shook it out. What had happened? Something caused that explosion of power that made the cube vanish…or had the vanishing cube caused it?

      The men applauded, the sound muffled from their vulcanized gloves. One man off to the side wrote some notes on a clipboard. They were cheered but then seemed indifferent to what Leopold could only imagine was a superb magic trick, as if they had fully expected that to happen. They obviously had, for they leaned in close to one another, talking low and gesturing wildly, and exchanging notes.

      The men then rolled away the now empty cart, and they all dismissed that amazing happenstance to turn their attention to the marble slab as if the remarkable sight of a singular beating heart disappearing before their eyes was only the prelude to something else.

      Leopold kept to the shadows and crept further in, positioning himself to be able to hear and see. The men below finally parted and lying on the cold slab was a young woman in a white, silken dressing gown. She was completely insensate if not already dead. Her auburn hair flowed freely over her shoulders and over the side of the table. The men brandished flashes of bright silver and Leopold realized that they were knives and other implements of the surgeon: long tapering blades and fearsome serrated knife edges.

      There were other metal tables with trays and white porcelain pans. There were beakers, flasks, and retorts with colored liquids standing by, and something with vulcanized tubes snaking down out of a large bottle hanging upside down on an iron stand.

      Leopold clutched the Webley tightly. The woman! What could he do? The poor devils on the hooks were lost, but was she to suffer the same fate? He cast about desperately. Was there time to summon help? But from whom? Not the police. The beastly, expressionless men had made certain of their secret doings by using this abandoned place, far from any Peeler’s beat.

      One of the men, perhaps the head surgeon, spoke louder among the murmuring. “Gentlemen,” he said. “Shall we begin?”
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      LEOPOLD ADJUSTED HIS grip on the revolver. This was rather more than he bargained for. How on earth was he to save that woman?

      He scanned the room. Too many of them for him and his Webley. Especially with those armed guards and the surgeons holding knives and saws. He couldn’t possibly hold all of them off with his one pistol. He reached out with his senses, searching for tendrils of magic. Yes, there was magic. The cube with the heart had somehow released it, but could it be trusted?

      Large coronas that served as gas lighting were suspended by ropes and pulleys, tied off down below. If those were to fall they would disrupt the proceedings well enough. Closing his eyes, he sought the magic once more. This was not the safe magic of Eurynomos and his ilk, but the fiery unpredictable magic of the cube and the heart, and of those little better than beasts. Imps and others had been here. He felt them. He knew if he accomplished it with their uneven magic he wouldn’t have enough strength left to save that woman. He’d have to do it the natural way, then. Climb up to the rafters above and saw through the ropes.

      He moved to the end of the catwalk and found a metal ladder attached to the wall climbing up into the dim rafters. He reached up and curled a hand around a high rung and hoisted his foot to step up onto the railing, when a hand closed over his shoulder.

      He reacted by snapping his elbow behind him into the soft tissue of his assailant. He heard a whoosh of air and the clatter of a person stumbling back. Looking over his shoulder he gasped.

      Mingli Zhao held her stomach and panted, eyes glittering up at him.

      “What the devil—” he whispered.

      She held up her hand for silence and peered over the side of the catwalk. When she regained her breath she approached him, but he took a step back. “What are you doing here?” he hissed.

      “The same thing you are doing here, I imagine,” she said with a breathless whisper.

      “You must leave immediately. There is great danger.”

      “So I see.” She peered over the side again, eyes narrowing. But she showed no revulsion, no shrinking as other women would.

      “Look here, Inspector. I know you think you can do some good, but you really don’t know what you are getting into…”

      “They have to be stopped but not like this.” Her eyes traveled up to the chandelier and back down, as if she had read his very thoughts.

      Leopold glared at her, shaking his head. “I don’t want you to be in danger.”

      “I’ve been in danger before. Don’t worry over my sensibilities, Mr. Kazsmer. What matters is saving that woman.”

      “Which I was about to do until you interfered.”

      “And if you had dropped that chandelier on them how could you possibly have saved her? It would have landed on her as well.”

      “I can divert it with my… I have my ways. Do you really think this is the proper time to argue?” He turned, grabbing for the ladder again. She yanked him back and he whirled. “Stop grabbing me!”

      “Not until you listen to reason. We can come up with another way.”

      “And while we are busy talking about it…” He looked down again. The head physician was lecturing, casually gesturing toward the skins hanging on the wall. “We are wasting time.”

      Mingli cocked her head. “If you would only stop to listen to me…”

      “You haven’t said anything worth listening to. And I would suggest you stop following me. You don’t know half of what is transpiring.”

      “Perhaps I do.”

      He turned again and she grabbed him a second time, but this time when he whirled on her, the sole of her boot came in contact with his chest. Before he realized what was happening, he landed hard on the catwalk, she flipped lightly into the air…and suddenly straddled him, holding him down.

      She crouched down over his body, inches from his face. “I don’t like being ignored,” she said, breathing harshly on his lips.

      The effect of her breath, the scent of her—not exotic as he had imagined, but perfumed like any other English lady; lilac, he surmised—the strength of her thighs squeezing his flanks…oh God, her thighs!

      He struggled to rise, but her remarkable strength kept him in place. She put her hands on his shoulders, pressing them into the uncomfortable metal of the catwalk. “You will listen to me. Are you listening, Leopold?”

      Her lips were inches from his. It had been a very long time since he had been this close to a woman. Jaelle. Jaelle had teased him like this and he had embarrassed himself. Jaelle, who was now dead in such a dreadful way. Oh God! Was her spirit with her ancestors? Did he even believe in such things?

      Yet all he knew right now was the feel of Mingli’s breasts pressed against his chest, her thighs surrounding him, the taste of her breath. Of course he wasn’t listening to her. He could only hear the thrumming of his own blood rushing in his ears. Eyes intense, she kept his gaze mesmerized.

      “Leopold, we don’t have to rush in with guns blazing. For heaven’s sake, we aren’t Americans.”

      “Not…what?”

      There was a change in her expression. Her eyes softened and she settled over him. “Magic,” she said inches from his lips. All he needed to do was lean upward and taste them. Had it really been that long since he had kissed a woman? Since he was fifteen? Since Jaelle?

      She was speaking. He could feel it, but he didn’t want to listen. He wanted to reach up. He wanted…

      “Magic,” she said again, like a purr. “Can you really perform true magic?”

      “Yes,” he mumbled. He wanted to tell her, wanted to impress her.

      “I knew it,” she said.

      What? He blinked, eyes focusing. Blast and damnation! What had he done?

      He pushed hard and she tumbled back. He didn’t want to think about the flash of ruffles and pink ribbons beneath her skirts.

      “You…you…temptress! You Jezebel!” he hissed.

      “You idiot!” Much to his surprise and discomfort, she yanked up her skirts, higher, higher, revealing her slender and shapely leg in its pale stocking while layers of ruffles hid the other mysteries from view. Wrapped around her thigh was the incongruous leather strap of a holster. She pulled a gun—the make of which he did not recognize, with a glass bulb where the cylinder should be—cocked it and aimed it at his head. “I’m not asking you again. Perform some sort of magic as a distraction so I can get that woman out of there. Do you understand me this time?”

      He felt like an idiot. He gathered himself and slowly rose, brushing off his coat. He reached for the tendrils of magic, even as scattered as they were. Bringing up his reddened face he gave a curt nod.

      She offered an acknowledging nod, held her gun barrel upward close to her body, and rushed away on her tip-toes down the catwalk making no sound at all.

      He straightened his coat and breathed erratically. A formidable woman, was Mingli Zhao. And unusually strong. In future he must not underestimate her.

      He gave her time to get below, though he wasn’t certain what she was going to do in a room of white coats and heavily armed guards. Why did he let her go? What gentleman would? But she had ordered him to do his magic in a most compelling manner, and so he concentrated on gathering it. Closing his eyes, he clutched the catwalk rail with both hands, pulling the magic toward him. It had a metallic taste, a smell like sulfur, but he felt it invigorate, imbuing his limbs with energy and strength. This magic came from a place he didn’t want to think too deeply about, and in many ways, it felt…wrong…but it was there for him to use nevertheless, and he balled it up in his gut, drawing it in like smoke from a meerschaum.

      As always it made him slightly light-headed, and when he opened his eyes, pupils blown wide, he could barely see for all the iridescent lights dancing before his sight, like sparks from a campfire. His hands flew from the railing and stretched out before him. The power churned upward from his belly, seethed through his arms, and blasted out of his fingertips in a roar.

      The cohorts below looked up and by their startled frightened faces, Leopold knew that they thought the roof was caving in on them. He had created the illusion of cracking beams, falling glass and plaster, of collapsing walls. Like insects, they quickly scattered with screams and shouts. Even the head physician tore away from the others, scrambling so fast to escape that he shoved some of the men aside.

      Leopold buckled but caught himself on the metal railing before he went over the side. Panting, he looked down and saw Mingli lift the woman the men had abandoned in their haste to depart.

      My God, he thought as he watched Mingli hoist the woman over one shoulder and hold her gun with the other hand while she hurried away. That woman is uncannily strong. He stored that information away for later perusal.

      He glanced toward those poor creatures hanging like beef in a butcher’s shop and toward the others, like coats left in a cloakroom. He was certain that this had the Otherworld all over it. How else could he have marshalled his magic? Had that cube with the heart been sent to the Otherworld? Had it opened a gate? No wonder his magic had surged.

      He dared not call the police in to investigate. He had to decide quickly. Half-heartedly, he gathered the remnants of the magic, closed his eyes, and willed the poor devils and what remained of them to disintegrate. They started crumpling into gray dust from their feet upward, and finally fell into several piles of ash that swirled in tiny cyclones along the floor until even their ashes were no more.

      He sent up an unconscious Hebrew prayer and turned away.

      Taking a breath to steady himself, Leopold ran down the catwalk to the little door. On this side of it was a large seal with a Viking helmet and the words “Order of the Valkyrie” curved around it. There were runes and pentacles in the background of the round seal. He took it all in quickly, wondering at it, before he got himself down the ladder and met Mingli at the warehouse’s front entrance. She was waiting in the shadows, making certain that all the “doctors” had fled.

      “That was amazing,” she told him, eyes shining. “The roof. I almost believed it myself.” She looked back and he followed suit. The cascading dust and beams dispersed, leaving the roof in the same state as they had found it. No beams were scattered upon the floor, and the great crashing noise had fallen again to silence.

      It had been a good conjure but it had taken a great deal out of him to do it. “Let me help you with her,” he said to hide his embarrassment. He took the insensate woman from Mingli’s shoulder and held her against him. He patted her face but she could not be roused.

      “She will have to go to hospital,” he said.

      “I’ll fetch a cab.” Her smile shone brilliantly. “You wait here.”

      He very much disliked her ordering him about, but the memory of her breath and feline form entwined around him shut him up as she left to bring transportation.

      He didn’t wait long.

      She arrived and with the help of the cabby, they got the woman inside the cab’s interior and were riding hell-for-leather toward the nearest hospital in Bloomsbury. He paid the cab while Mingli explained to administrators about the girl and soon she was whisked away by hospital orderlies.

      “I told them I suspected drugs,” said Mingli, “but I don’t know what kind. It might be as simple as opium.”

      “But who is the poor thing?”

      “We won’t know until she awakens. I told them to contact me at once and that she was not to leave. And now. I must gather a trustworthy team to take those…those bodies to the laboratory.”

      “Oh. I thought it best to get rid of them.”

      Her head snapped toward him. “You what?”

      “I…I used the last of my magic to…to dispose of them, leaving no trace.”

      “You utter fool! That was a clue! Evidence! You meddling, arrogant fool!”

      “Well, I’m sorry, but I couldn’t stand the thought of those poor creatures just…hanging there.”

      “But we could have used them. Dissected them to discover their purpose and from whence they came.”

      “Which was exactly why I gave them a burial of sorts. They had already been used abominably. To be exhibits in another surgery theatre… No.”

      “That wasn’t your decision to make.”

      “And yet I made it.”

      He raised his chin. She was frowning with a most foul temper making her tremble. All at once she sighed, releasing all the tension. Throwing up her hands she turned from him. “You and your noble nature. Now we’ll never know. You do realize that the Ripper tried to skin his victims, remove their faces.”

      “No. I…I didn’t know that.”

      “There’s a lot you don’t know.” She pressed her fist at her cinched waist. “And now there’s more research to be done. Well, there’s nothing for it. We’ll need help. Let us return to the Yard.”

      He felt he shouldn’t argue, even though he had other matters to attend to. They could wait, he supposed. And all the while, riding toward Scotland Yard in a hansom cab pressed against her, he tried not to think about her…herself pressed against him on the catwalk, about those ruffles and ribbons…and a slim view of her thigh as she retrieved her gun.

      When the cab stopped in front of the Yard, he hadn’t even noticed until she pushed him to get out. She paid the cabby before he could reach for his coins and ushered him forth with a stern expression.

      They hurried through the foyer and down the corridor to her office. She closed and locked the door, removed the hat pin in her hair and carefully removed her hat. She dimmed the gaslight and Leopold began to wonder of her intentions, especially when she withdrew a candle from her carpet bag beside her desk. She lit it with a match and did the same to a cone of incense that she placed in a brass dish. The room suddenly filled with the scent of sandalwood. Next, she opened a desk drawer and drew from it a small crucible of stone and set it on the desk. She lit some tissue paper and laid it within, and once a small flame was going, she dusted some strong-smelling herbs within. They smoked and flamed.

      When she pulled out a spirit board from her bag and laid it on the blotter, Leopold had had enough.

      “What in blazes are you doing?”

      “You’ll have to be quiet, Mr. Kazsmer. I shan’t tell you a second time. Sit down.”

      He looked behind and with a mulish expression sat in the cushioned chair and pulled it forward closer to the desk. The room’s perimeter now fell into shadows under the candle’s small flame as Mingli sat at her desk and positioned herself before the spirit board, fingers poised on the planchette as swirls of smoky incense curled around her and the crucible continued to flame. She closed her eyes and spoke. “Spirit world, hear my plea. I call upon you to release one recently departed.”

      Leopold rolled his eyes. What nonsense was here? He’d seen his Romani friends do this many a time for the punters, getting coins out of them for some mumbo jumbo their compatriots did with strings and wires, with music playing on a gramophone hidden behind curtains.

      He sat back and crossed his arms, wondering what on earth was next in her pantheon of ridiculous…when something in the corner of the room caught his attention. The candle flame flickered and a strange glow formed in the shadows.

      The glow grew brighter, coalescing into a transparent shape of a figure. Though Leopold longed to, he dared not speak. Who knew what foul magic this could be, and if he interrupted he didn’t know the outcome. Instead, he could not help but draw slowly out of the chair as the figure became unmistakable.

      Still glowing faintly, a transparent man had formed with his back to them. A man in an Ulster coat and a bowler hat. For a moment, the figure simply stood there, his glow as a faint halo around his shape.

      “Good Lord! Thacker!” whispered Leopold.
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      SLOWLY, THE FAMILIAR but transparent figure turned and looked at him. “Leo?” said the hollow voice.

      “Spense. What are you doing here?”

      The specter looked down at himself. “I don’t…I don’t know. Where am I?” He touched his face with cautious fingers. “I’m Thacker, ain’t I? Despenser Thacker.”

      Leopold drew closer. “Spense.”

      “And you’re Leopold. But…” He glanced around the room. “Something’s not right…”

      “Of course it isn’t right.” Leopold squared with Mingli. “What have you done?”

      “We needed help. I brought the inspector back to give it to us.”

      “You had no right to do so! This is an abomination!”

      “Wait,” said the phantom. He stepped further into the room though his steps made no sound and he seemed to be floating above it rather than standing on the floor. “This is my office. At the Yard.” He seemed to suddenly notice Mingli at last. “Who the hell is she?”

      “Spense,” said Leopold. “Listen to me very carefully. You must go back from whence you came. You don’t belong here anymore.”

      “Whence I came?” He looked over his shoulder, but the puzzled expression never left him. “I…I don’t know where I came from. I don’t really know…what this is.”

      “Spense, listen to me—”

      “Leo, I’m…I’m a little…frightened.”

      Leopold sent Mingli a scathing glance. “It’s all right, Spence. I’ll send you back…”

      “Back where? Leo…I’m beginning to think something peculiar is going on.”

      “Inspector,” said Mingli crisply. The spirit turned to stare at her. “I am Special Inspector Mingli Zhao. I came to assist Mr. Kazsmer after you had been brutally murdered. Do you understand?”

      “Murdered? What in the bloody hell are you going on about?” He gave a beseeching look toward Leopold. “Leo, what is this Chinky talking about? And why is she in my office?”

      “It isn’t your office anymore, Inspector,” she cut in. “It’s mine. But things have gone decidedly out of our control and we could use the help of a ghost.”

      Thacker stared at her a moment longer before it all seemed to show on his faint features.  He staggered back. “A ghost?” he said softly. But even as he began to deny it, the reality of it seemed to hit him full force. He grabbed his coat and opened it. Looking down, the unmistakable bloody gouges from Ogiel’s talons were all too evident. He brought up a sorrowful expression. “I don’t even remember…except. There was this enormous creature. And he…grabbed me, didn’t he?”

      Leopold dashed his tears away with the back of his hand. “Yes.”

      “And then…I don’t remember no more.” He glanced back over his shoulder. “Something, though… Something about…light…”

      “Never mind about that now, Inspector.”

      Leopold trembled as he turned toward her, keeping his fisted hands close to his sides. “What do you mean, you horrid woman? This man has been taken from the spiritual plane where he belongs to fulfill your selfish desires.”

      “Mr. Kazsmer, we are in desperate straits and the fact of the matter is, all of it is because of supernatural events. Including the Daemon Device.”

      He stumbled back. “How do you know about that?”

      “Why do you think I was chosen for this assignment, Mr. Kazsmer? I know far more than you give me credit for. Now, Inspector Thacker, do you wish to help us? To help to stop more murders and more mayhem?”

      “Leo,” he said, looking at Leopold with a disturbingly translucent face. “Is she all right? Do we trust her?”

      He gritted his teeth. “I don’t know.”

      “I don’t…feel quite right. Did she say I was murdered?”

      “Old man…I’m so sorry.”

      “Then…I am dead?”

      Leopold could only nod.

      “That’s curious, ain’t it?” He felt his breast, his arms. “I feel like m’self. But I’m only a…a…”

      “Ghost, Inspector Thacker,” said Mingli, matter-of-factly. “And the sooner you can accept that, the sooner we can work together.”

      “This is unfinished business, innit?” He measured her more closely now. Looking about his office, he sighed. “What’s going on, then?”

      “You were killed by a demon, Inspector. A most foul one, who is, no doubt, responsible for killing the women. However, Mr. Kazsmer and I have come across a snag.”

      “Mr. Kazsmer and I,” he mocked under his breath. “So she’s got you by the nose, has she?”

      “What? No! Sh-she followed me. And…well. There’s nothing for it but to tell you the truth. There is a bit more to me than I have let on.”

      Thacker crossed his arms, his glow fluttering about him like smoke. “I knew there was something. Go on, then. It’s about time I was told.”

      “It’s very curious. Almost as curious as…” He gestured toward Thacker. “Well…a long time ago, I learned how to do real magic by summoning daemons.”

      Thacker looked from one to the other…before he burst out laughing. The sound made Leopold cringe, as if claws were run along his shoulders.

      “It’s not funny, Spense. I mean…look at your own predicament.”

      Thacker stopped laughing. He did look about him. “Say, was I in Heaven? And you pulled me out of it?”

      “Don’t be absurd,” said Mingli, affixing her hat on her head again and pulling on her gloves.

      “What’s so absurd about that? That a copper can get to Heaven? Here now!”

      “We’re wasting what little time we have,” said Mingli. “There will be time for explanations later. Right now, Inspector Thacker needs to be apprised of the human skins.” She grabbed her umbrella in the stand and opened the door.

      “Human skins?” cried Thacker. “What the bloody hell is she talking about?”

      “Where are we going?” said Leopold, trailing after her. “What of…” He gestured toward Thacker. “Everyone will see him.”

      “No, they won’t. Only we can see him. Come along, Inspector. Mr. Kazsmer.”

      “Now, wait just one moment, my good woman.”

      She stopped and turned abruptly, facing Leopold mere inches. “Come now, Leopold. Pull yourself together, man. You can explain to the inspector along the way.”

      They walked back through the foyer, where all manner of police in their dark coats milled with inspectors in plain clothes. And no one paid them any mind, except to glance at the curvaceous Mingli.

      They pushed through the doors to the kerb where Mingli hailed a cab. Leopold looked back as the doors closed where no one had called the alarm or cried out at their glowing companion.

      He looked back at Thacker who was glancing around curiously and bobbing slightly as he never actually touched the ground.

      “Spense, are you…all right?”

      “As right as a dead man, I suppose.”

      “I’m sorry about all this. If I had known what she was going to do I never would have allowed it. But…I’m glad to see you again, for what that’s worth.”

      The spirit smiled. “Ah, now. That’s good to know. You were always a good friend. But I wished I’d known about all them other things. I suppose it has to do with them spectacles.”

      “Yes, they helped me to see the denizens of the Otherworld.”

      “Blimey. Otherworld. Does it help you see g-ghosts, like me?”

      “No. I’ve never actually seen a ghost before.”

      “Well that’s just dandy. Glad to be your first one, I suppose.”

      “Spense, I—”

      “So what about these human skins?”

      “I don’t know. I saw these surgeons in a secret surgery in a warehouse, and these skins were hanging on the walls. Almost as if they were leftover suits.”

      “Cor. Can we go see them?”

      “Well…You see I thought that it was best that the police didn’t see them. I knew they were gotten by supernatural means and so I destroyed them.”

      “Leo! That was evidence.”

      “So I have been told.” He hadn’t meant to glance at Mingli but he did. Thacker looked too.

      “She’s a bit of a crumpet. Are you sure she hasn’t turned your head? You said you didn’t know if you trusted her.”

      “I don’t quite. I don’t know anything about her, except that she has the recommendation of the Prince Consort. But all this seems to be mixed up with Manfried Waldhar and his dirigible company. The place is crawling with Germans.”

      “Don’t trust those blokes m’self. But don’t know if I trust Orientals. Sly devils, they are.”

      He thought of Raj but didn’t want to argue with Thacker. “I think it best you stay on your toes.”

      A man on the street walking by him, turned to stare. And Leopold remembered that he must have looked as if he were talking to himself.

      Mingli shouted to them. The cab awaited.

      When Leopold got to the kerb, he shook his head. “The three of us can’t fit in there.”

      The cabby glanced down and pulled his cap low over his eyes.

      Leopold’s face heated. Of course, the cabby only saw two of them.

      “Hush now, Mr. Kazsmer,” she said quietly, tugging him in by his arm. “Inspector Thacker can fit through the walls.”

      “I can?”

      Once Mingli and Leopold had seated themselves, Thacker looked in dubiously. Mingli motioned for him to come in and them thumbed behind her at the back wall of the cab. Just as the cabby pulled away from the kerb into traffic, Thacker leapt forward…and slipped through their bodies.

      Shivering, Leopold felt the cold as the ghost passed through him, and then Thacker settled partway in the wall with only head and arms inside the carriage.

      Thacker eyed his precarious position. “Ain’t that a corker! I’m half in, half out!”

      It was disturbing to say the least. But Leopold kept his opinions to himself. He didn’t like this whole affair and boiled when he thought of Mingli taking such liberties without even asking him. And speaking of not asking him…

      “Where are we going?”

      “Whitechapel.”

      He thought of his lockup and all the work that lay ahead and his heart gave a lurch. Did she know about that too? “Where in Whitechapel?”

      “To a place I know. A place to get answers.” She sat back, eyeing Thacker’s transparent flailing arm, and would say no more.
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      THE CABBY STOPPED at a disreputable corner of sooty brick buildings that could have been housing or warehouses or places of criminal activities as well as anything else.

      Thacker stepped through the carriage wall to the outside and hovered inches above the pavement. “I know this place. We raided it many a time. Thieves and wagtails, mostly.”

      When the carriage rolled away, Leopold crinkled his nose at the smell. It all seemed like a pissing place and his suspicions of Mingli’s intentions rumbled to the surface once more. He touched the Webley in his coat pocket.

      Mingli strode forward, using her umbrella as a walking stick. “Stay close to me, gentlemen. And it would be best if neither of you spoke.”

      “This is outrageous,” Leopold sputtered.

      “It may be so,” she said, “but this is my domain. Kindly listen to me for once.” She moved ahead, leaving him no alternative but to follow. Thacker glided forward behind him. The phantom’s fear seemed to have left him, replaced by a curiosity for all that transpired. Leopold was glad of it, but he still feared for his friend, even in his ghostly state.

      They descended some granite stairs black with soot and grime and entered under a low lintel to a dark and smoky interior. The thick air smelled of some strange floral sweetness like a burning flower. Red lamps were positioned between rows of cots stacked three high, with men of various sorts—Chinamen, English scruffy wharf types with mutton chops, and even sweaty men in tail coats—all lounging or just dozing in a hazy state. To Leopold’s horror he realized they were in an opium den.

      He was about to open his mouth to object when Mingli must have sensed it. She gave him a stern look before she greeted a Chinaman so ancient and wizened that he looked more fig than man. He puffed on a tobacco pipe with a long stem, sucking on it from one side of his mouth, and from the other blowing out the acrid smoke in rings. His hair was white and pulled back into a long plait hanging down his back, with a cap on his head that matched his silky tunic with frog clasps running down the front. She spoke quietly to him in Chinese while he nodded, not acknowledging Leopold at all. At last, he bowed and beckoned them to follow him to a curtained entry.

      The backroom was lit little better than the room before, but there was no haze of smoke, no men lying in stupors from the drug. Instead, an equally wizened Chinawoman sat at a table laying out old, stained cards with Chinese characters on them. It reminded Leopold of Raj’s tarot deck.

      Once the man closed the door leaving them before the old woman, she raised her head and gave a nod to Mingli, Leopold…and to Thacker.

      Leopold was about to express his surprise again when Mingli raised an admonishing hand to him without even looking back.

      The old woman swept the cards off the table, revealing a diagram of a circle with more Chinese characters and what appeared to be zodiac animals embroidered into the cloth. She spoke to Mingli in a raspy whisper and Mingli answered back in that inharmonic tongue. They seemed to argue back and forth for a moment until Mingli produced a foreign coin. She laid it in the center of the circle and stepped back. The old woman left it where it was, closed her eyes, and began to rock back and forth, murmuring a chant.

      Leopold watched curiously as the coin began to glow. This was magic he did not know about and was ashamed that he didn’t. Much of his study involved the Kabbalah. He hadn’t paid attention to other cultures. Perhaps he needed to re-examine that.

      When the coin’s glow began to fade, the old woman’s chanting slowed and she sat still. She studied the circle and Leopold realized that the characters and zodiac had shifted. The embroidery was different from what it had started out to be.

      He felt a coldness on his arm and when he looked up, Thacker was clasping him there. He exchanged a look with his ghostly friend, but they both remained silent.

      The old woman began chattering again and gesturing toward Thacker. He could well sense Thacker’s discomfort. He never liked it when others spoke alien languages in front of him. Poor chap. He can’t even have a drink to calm his nerves. Or could he? Leopold’s face reddened in embarrassment that he didn’t know anything about ghosts either.

      At length, the old woman seemed to be done talking. She brought back her cards, palmed the coin, and spread the cards out again, ignoring Mingli. But before Mingli could leave, she pressed on her a small scroll, not even looking up from her cards. Mingli seemed pleased and took it, bowed, and marched out of the room.

      Leopold moved forward and studied the woman and her cards. “I thank you, madam, for any help you have given us.”

      Poised with a card clutched in her taut fingers, the old woman stopped and slowly looked up at Leopold. Her eyes searched his and she grinned with very few teeth. “You are most welcome…Mister Kazsmer.” He startled back, even as she continued. “But beware, sir. You meddle where you don’t fully understand.”

      “It…is my curse, madam.”

      She glanced at his wrist though it was covered. “So it would seem.”

      Someone pressed sharp nails into his arm and he snapped his head around. Mingli had a deathgrip on him and she was scowling. Without speaking, she yanked him out of the room, and the three of them made their way through the smoky den and out the door to the pavement.

      Mingli only let up on her grip when she spun him to face her. “What were you doing? I implored you to keep silent!”

      “She seemed like a perfectly reasonable woman who spoke perfect English.”

      “You don’t understand anything!”

      “I understand that you choose to be mysterious for no discernable reason but to aggrandize yourself—”

      “Stop talking! You know nothing. Now I suggest you concentrate on the task at hand and keep quiet when I say to keep quiet.”

      “You’re making no sense.”

      “Shall I explain it then? She knew nothing of you. Not until you opened your mouth. And then she knew all.”

      “That’s absurd.”

      “Is it? And do you know all forms of magic?”

      He shuffled uncomfortably. “Well…no, but—”

      “And have you seen how such magic works?”

      “No, I just got done saying—”

      “Then perhaps it’s best to keep quiet.”

      “Look here. I want to know what you learned? What did you ask her? What happened to that coin?”

      “How come that woman could see me?” Thacker put in.

      “That old woman is what you might call a sorceress.”

      “What?”

      “You needn’t look so askance, Mr. Kazsmer. You yourself can perform true magic. You would be considered a sorcerer under these circumstances.”

      Thacker looked aghast. “Is that true, Leo?”

      “Erm…yes. I can perform true magic by, er, summoning daemons.”

      “Cor blimey,” he muttered, his ghostly aura shimmering in the waning sunlight.

      “I asked the old woman about human skins and what they could be used for. She told me that it was very bad magic indeed. For the worst kind of enchantments.”

      “And?” said Thacker.

      “And…she would not offer details.”

      Thacker rubbed his chin. “Then we’re back to where we started.”

      “Not quite. She told me how I could use you to discover the truth.”

      “Me? And she could see me.”

      “She is attuned to the spiritual world. I had hoped she could see you. It would prove to me that what she said was the truth.”

      “And that scroll she gave you?” asked Leopold.

      She opened her hand and unwound it. It was on some strange paper and written with Chinese characters. “This is a very ancient dialect. It will take some time to decipher it.”

      “You could at least ask Thacker if he wants to help us in this.”

      “I’m all for it, mate. I was killed, wasn’t I. That ain’t right. And I damn well want to see this whole rotten business done with. Begging your pardon,” he said to Mingli as he raised his transparent bowler.

      “Then…what do you mean she knew all when I opened my mouth?”

      “She’s a sorceress. As soon as you breathed, as soon as you made words, she could discern everything about you. Even English. That’s why I urged you to silence. So she wouldn’t know. Now she does.”

      “Well…why didn’t you tell me beforehand?”

      “Must I tell you everything beforehand? Can you not trust me?”

      That was the crux of it. Could he? “What now?” he said, trying to sweep it all aside. What did he care if some Chinese sorceress knows his business? It had nothing to do with Waldhar and the device. Besides, he felt drained, emotionally and physically, by the magic he had performed and by Thacker’s unexpected return. Mostly he wanted to go home.

      But he knew he’d have to go to the lockup instead, and to that end he had to get rid of her. “Miss Zhao, it has been a heady day. And there is still much on my plate. You yourself said that you must study that scroll and I must leave. I will hail you a cab and then we must part ways.”

      “What about me?” said Thacker, pushing the brim of his hat back as he used to do. It made Leopold’s heart glad to see it.

      “You can come with me, old friend. I, er, have much to explain to you.”

      “You bet your arse you do. Oh, begging your pardon, miss.” He touched the brim of his hat.

      She stood arms extended, hands on her umbrella handle. “You’re simply going to leave?”

      “Forgive me, Inspector, but I must.” He lifted his hat to her. “Good day.” He turned abruptly so as not to have to answer any more questions and felt the chilly presence of his friend beside him.

      “So what’s all this about summoning daemons?” said Thacker after they’d turned a corner.

      “We should have had that drink, old chap. We truly should have.”

      “I wonder if I can drink. Blimey! What a time to give it up!”

      “There is much to explain.”

      “I’m all ears.”

      Leopold tramped down the shadowed lanes of Whitechapel, unmindful of the fact that, for all intents and purposes to those denizens of the East End, he was talking to himself. He told Thacker of his happy childhood…until it was brutally cut short by the death of his father. And then how he learned to summon daemons and the magic it gave him…and only a passing mention of the bargain he had made.

      Thacker was silent, so silent in fact—with no footsteps to give his presence away—that Leopold had to look back several times to make certain he was still there. “Well,” the ghost said at last. “That’s crackers. All of it.”

      “But it’s true.”

      “Oh, aye. Just look at me. I keep thinking I’m dreaming but then I don’t wake up. Leo, what’s going to happen to me?”

      “I don’t know, Spense. But I will find out. I shan’t leave you in this limbo forever. I’ll find a way to send you…on.”

      “But on to where? It’s the truth that I haven’t been a good man, Leo.”

      “Nonsense.”

      “I drank, I gambled, I toyed with the ladies…lust, gluttony…so many sins. Where else would I go but…down?”

      “I can scarce believe in any of that. I’ve seen how different it is from all we have learned…both synagogue and church.”

      “But there has to be a Heaven, don’t there?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Blimey. If you don’t know then who does?”

      Leopold fell silent. How had his education gone lacking in so many areas? He thought he was versed in enough magic to know his way around, but he had certainly been shown up in just the last few hours.

      As the day wore on, shadowy characters made their way along the streets of the East End and took shelter in dingy doorways. The evidence of the dim lives of its residents were all around them in the smoke-stained brick and crumbling walls, black windows, and leaning smokestacks.

      The dirigible traffic was heaviest here. The East End residents had little voice when it came to complaining about the subversion of the law. Leopold saw for himself the floating leviathans chugging their smoky paths just over the tops of the houses. Laundry hanging between the alleys would surely never come clean with the ashes and soot raining down from countless chimneys and smoke-belching airships. How he hated the things.

      They turned the corner where the lockup was and Leopold stopped. Thacker, not paying attention, slid right through him. Leopold shivered at the strange experience, like walking through a waterfall of ice cold water.

      “Why have we stopped?”

      “Because there is someone outside my lockup,” he whispered.

      He peered around the corner and spotted the little man, Franz von Spiegel, pacing before the brick mews and checking his pocket watch.

      There was nothing for it but to greet him.

      “Professor!” he said coming around the corner and hailing him with a raised hand.

      “Ah! Mr. Kazsmer. I was hoping you would be here.”

      Leopold flicked a glance toward Thacker and was heartened that the man didn’t seem to see the phantom.

      “No use standing out in the cold,” said Leopold. But as he fit the key into the padlock, another voice came from behind.

      “So here are your secret doings,” said Mingli with a bright smile.

      “Blast you, woman!” He faced her down but she didn’t budge. Glancing at von Spiegel he was forced to surrender. He couldn’t very well throw her out now. “Excuse me,” he said reluctantly. “Professor, this is Special Inspector Mingli Zhao. And this is Professor Franz von Spiegel.”

      The professor bowed and Mingli nodded her head. Thacker seemed to take advantage of his invisibility by walking around von Spiegel, hands behind his back, inspecting the professor from all angles.

      “You studied in Germany,” said von Spiegel. “I think I remember you.”

      “I am told I am difficult to forget.” She said it without a shred of modesty. Leopold frowned.

      “Time is short,” said von Spiegel nervously with meaning in his eyes.

      It was no use. They were baring all to the woman. If she was a spy, all was lost now. Unless he effectively kidnapped her. It was the only way now to be able to finish this blasted mission. “It’s all right, Professor. Miss Zhao seems all too aware of some of what we are doing.”

      “Gott in Himmel! Mr. Kazsmer, did I not say how our…our project must be kept private? Especially from…”

      Mingli smiled mildly. “Perhaps Mr. Kazsmer knows what an asset I can be in a…project. Have I not worked with some of the greatest scientific minds in Germany?”

      Von Spiegel did not look convinced.

      “We can trust her, Professor,” he said, not quite believing it himself. “We have a deadline, do we not? To delay further…”

      He let the thought hang there, until von Spiegel seemed to relent. “Very well, Mr. Kazsmer. I must trust you. You must know that the device is all still dependent on the heavenly movements of the planets. And I see how I must modify my original designs.”

      “Then perhaps we had best get inside and begin work on the project.”

      “Yes, yes. This is the most expedient.”

      “And I, for one, are most interested in your ‘project’,” she said with a twinkle in her eye.

      He opened the door and took out his match box to light the gas light nearest the door.

      When the room jumped into view under the small nimbus of light, everyone stopped and gasped.

      The arched room was in a shambles. Papers and books were strewn all about. His crates were hacked open and his magical devices picked through and broken. And, much to his horror, Raj lay on his side. He rushed forward to him first, unable to push down his panic at the thought of that porcelain head being smashed beyond repair. But when he knelt and reached him, he saw the automaton’s head was quite intact and lifted him upright. They were in company and it pained him that he could not ask Raj if he were all right or what had transpired. But the automaton took advantage of Leopold’s body to block his wink from the others. Leopold breathed a ragged sigh of relief.

      “They’re gone!” rasped the old man.

      Leopold turned to him. “What?”

      “The plans. The plans for the Lock. They are gone!”
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      VON SPIEGEL SAT with his head in his hands. Mingli paid him no heed, but instead catalogued every inch of the room with her shrewd eyes. Leopold gritted his teeth. He felt twice violated. First by whoever turned over the lockup and again by the inspector’s sharp gaze.

      “Herr Professor,” he said. The man slowly raised his head. “Do you think you can reconstruct the plans for the Lock?”

      He blinked, staring at Leopold. “I…well.” He reached into his inside coat pocket and pulled out a small worn leather notebook. “I still have my notes. It…is possible. But…we are out of time!”

      “If I leave you here alone, can you redo them as much as you can? I must escort the inspector home.”

      “Home? Mr. Kazsmer, I can assure you—”

      “I am taking you home, Miss Zhao. And I will brook no argument.”

      For once, she fell silent. Only a raised brow seemed to indicate that the discussion was far from over.

      Leopold straightened the room as best he could, restoring the upended table, finding paper and ink. He glanced forlornly toward Raj, wishing he could ask the automaton what had happened, hoping his friend wasn’t hurt. Instead, he made the room comfortable for von Spiegel before he announced to Mingli that it was time to depart.

      Again, she made no argument as they left von Spiegel to himself, muttering over the paper as Thacker scrambled to catch up. The three of them stood outside the lockup, looking up and down the lonely street. “I’m afraid we’ll have to walk a fair amount in order to get a cab,” he told her. He patted his coat. “But I am armed, never fear.”

      “You’re very gallant, aren’t you, Mr. Kazsmer? But I can assure you, I am perfectly capable of making my way on my own.”

      “I don’t think you appreciate the dangers of London’s East End, Miss Zhao.”

      “Don’t I? I know more about it than you think, sir.” He supposed she did. After all, they had just left an opium den with which she seemed wholly acquainted. “But I have a question,” she continued. “Just what is this ‘lock’ you and the professor were so furtively speaking of?”

      In for a penny, in for a pound. “A Lock to secure… the Daemon Device that you seem to know about already. It’s a machine for opening the gate between the worlds to let a golem army in.”

      “I’ll be blowed!” swore Thacker.

      “The lock is to render the device impossible to cross through the worlds.”

      “I see.” She looked at Leopold anew. “And you have been engaged to make this mechanism?”

      “Yes. I have yet to see this Daemon Device for myself, but I fear we have little time to make this Lock. But…” He thought about the cube. “I think I have seen a portion of it work. Did you not see the metal cube with the human heart inside it?”

      “Yes! I was quite taken with it. The heart seemed powered by the engine within it.”

      “Yes,” he said, the horror dawning on him. “And the heart was able to open a gateway. That’s what they want with the organs they stole.”

      “That is diabolical,” she agreed. “The organs power the Daemon Device.”

      “And we saw a prototype work. They’d need to be able to power it so it can open the gate but also return through it. It isn’t quite devised yet. There’s still time to build the lock.”

      “It’s the planet alignment. Perhaps you’d like help.”

      He awoke from his musings and frowned. “Perhaps I wouldn’t.”

      “Many are stubborn in pursuit of the path they have chosen, few in pursuit of the goal.”

      “Is that…Confucius?”

      She sneered. “Friedrich Nietzsche.”

      “Nevertheless,” he said, reddening. “All the more reason for you to go home now, so that I can get back to my work.”

      “I have no intention of going home just yet.”

      “Oh? And what are your intentions, then?” He kept a sharp ear out for any footsteps that might be following them. Even Thacker glanced over his shoulder.

      Just over the top of the building beside them, the smooth nose of a dirigible appeared. It peeked over the side at them and then surpassed the brick structure. Its great billowed flank heaved into the sky and the clank and chug of the engine within it grew louder as it moved over them. “I need to take a look at one of those. The airship stations are closed, but there are tours for five pence at the fair. I suggest we go there. It might prove illuminating. Didn’t one of your Gypsy girls encounter her death at that fair?”

      He slipped his fingers into his waistcoat pocket and took out his watch, flipping open the case. “It’s nearly eight. We’ll never make it there before eight-thirty.”

      “It is the airships at the fair itself that intrigue me. We’ll make it.” She pressed her hat to her head, lifted her skirts above her ankles, and scurried up the High Street.

      “Miss Zhao! Miss Zhao! Blasted woman!” Thacker chuckled as Leopold picked up the pace and caught up to her. “Miss Zhao, I have confided a great deal with you, a confidence I was not truly ready to offer, and yet I still know precious little about you.”

      “You mean the letter you pilfered from my pocket didn’t tell you what you wanted to know?” She didn’t smile, but her eyes were shining.

      “I…I apologize for that.” Sheepishly, he pulled it from his coat and handed it to her. She stuffed it inside her own cropped jacket. “But it was strictly necessary to obtain the information that you were unwilling to give.”

      “And perhaps there is a reason for that, Mr. Kazsmer. Did you ever consider that perhaps I did not yet trust you?”

      “Here now!” Thacker bleated. “Leopold Kazsmer is as honest as the day is long. And he’s worked for the Yard for years. With me.”

      “And never told you a thing about his life, and it got you killed.”

      Thacker opened his mouth but quickly closed it, thinking.

      They reached Leman Street where the street lamps were brighter and cabs clopped down the cobblestones. He waved his hand to hail them. “The Inspector is right. I’m well known amongst the London Metropolitan Police.”

      “It’s a great place to hide, out in the open.”

      “I can say the same of you. Tell me. Did you work for Waldhar in Germany?”

      “Oh, I see. That’s what troubles you. I might be a spy.” She chuckled.

      “You might be worse than that.”

      “I might be. And my assurances won’t convince you, will they?”

      “Indeed not.”

      The cab arrived and they stepped in.

      “In fact, I believe, Miss Zhao, that you have been trying to pervert my investigations—”

      “Pervert?” she cried. “My dear sir!”

      “Insinuate yourself, then.”

      “I wasn’t aware, Mr. Kazsmer, that you were a police officer.”

      “I may not be, my dear Miss Zhao, but I am involved nonetheless. My assistant, my dear friend Thacker here—” who waved his hand, the only thing visible of him through the carriage wall, “my…my acquaintance Jaelle from the Gypsy camp,” he went on, “all killed by these same forces. I am involved.”

      “And these…these daemons…that you can see.” She dropped the volume of her voice. “They involve you as well.”

      So, she didn’t know all. He held up his arm and angrily pushed back the sleeve revealing the tattoo. Thacker stuck his head back in the carriage and stared, whistling.

      “This involves me!” said Leopold. “I cannot avoid it. If the denizens of the Otherworld are allowed to crossover into this one, I shall be a very visible target. And believe me, having been so once before is quite enough for one lifetime.”

      She seemed to have dropped her defenses and looked at him anew. “I…do not pretend to know your history, Mr. Kazsmer. Oh, I know that you were raised as a Gypsy—” He gritted his teeth at this so casually cast-off revelation. “—but I do not know the circumstances under which you received…that. Perhaps someday you will trust me enough to tell me.”

      He cast a dark gaze toward the window watching London speed past. “I don’t know anyone that well.”

      She remained a silent shadow within the cab, and that’s as he would have it. He didn’t know why he had agreed to go with her. He didn’t know what purpose it would serve. But now he was even more anxious to build that Lock. And as long as von Spiegel was willing to put in the time, he would let him. But who stole the plans? Was it Waldhar’s men? Of course it was. Never mind how they found that address. He supposed he had his many minions to find it. Someone might have followed him at any time, as Mingli had, though he was usually careful, watching to make certain no one did. She made him careless. He must not allow that again.

      Although it all seemed moot now. Even Mingli knew where it was. There was nowhere that was safe. He’d have to make the best of it. As long as he avoided allowing her female charms to seduce him, he could investigate her at the same time. Maybe Thacker could be useful in that. He could go through walls. Perhaps even go through the files at the Yard.

      And von Spiegel had heard of her. It shouldn’t be that difficult to find out about her with Thacker’s help. It would take more than a letter from his highness the Prince for him to be convinced of her innocence.

      He studied her profile as she surveyed their surroundings. He couldn’t deny that she intrigued him. If she were working for Waldhar she was doing a poor job of it. Had she left Leopold to his own devices back at the warehouse…well, he might not have been able to save the girl. He was outnumbered and out gunned. But dammit, he would have made a good show of it!

      But what more was here? Bringing Thacker back—and he glanced at his half a torso penetrating through the carriage wall—was only part of her trickeries. That old Chinese woman. Who knew what she had really said. And that scroll. It might all be mere show and might be more spellwork to flout him and his plans. Well, the only way to discover it was to go along with her. And he didn’t seem to have a choice in the matter at any rate. She was a singularly headstrong and forceful woman.

      Lost in his thoughts, Thacker’s voice suddenly startled him.

      “Here now! Wh-what’s happening?”

      Thacker’s spirit hands tried to hold on to the carriage but of course they passed right through. He glanced desperately at Leopold before he seemed to be sucked through the carriage and was gone.

      “What—?”

      Mingli knocked on the carriage roof with her umbrella. The driver opened the trap door and looked down. “Yes, miss?”

      “Stop the carriage and turn around.”

      “Turn around? In this traffic?”

      “I said turn around and head back the way we came.”

      He screwed up his mouth, touched the brim of his hat, and let fall the trap door with a bit more force than Leopold thought was necessary. He held on to his topper as the hansom skidded with a turn. The whip cracked and a few other cabbies offered choice words, but they were turning.

      “What happened to Thacker?”

      “I’ll explain in a moment,” said Mingli, her face a stone.

      Presently, Thacker popped back in, looking perplexed.

      Mingli tapped on the roof again. “Stop here, driver.”

      “Aye, miss,” he said and the carriage slowed. He closed the trap door more carefully this time.

      “What the bloody hell happened to me?” cried Thacker, before he touched his bowler’s brim. “Pardon, miss.”

      “I was afraid of this,” said Mingli. “We have discovered the border of your wanderings, Inspector. Do forgive me.”

      “Eh? The ‘border of my wanderings’?”

      “Yes. A spirit can only go so far. The place you first materialized—Scotland Yard—is now the center of your universe. With a varying and arbitrary border encircling it. I have studied this for quite some time, and I have yet to figure out the nature of the border. But it seems to be approximately three miles…as the crow flies.”

      “But…I’m a ghost. Can’t I go anywhere?”

      “There are limits, apparently, Inspector. I’m sorry. You won’t be able to go on with us to the fair.”

      “But it’s only in Battersea. That’s well within three miles.”

      She shook her head. “As I said, sir, it is beyond my capabilities to understand the nuances. I intend to make a study of it someday.”

      “Well that’s dashed brilliant,” said Leopold with a scowl. “What is he supposed to do? Haunt Whitechapel?”

      “Forgive us, Inspector, but we must go on to the fair. In the meantime, I suggest you find your border within the city. It’s not a perfect circle, mind, but at least you will know your limitations.”

      Clearly, Thacker was disappointed. “Cheer up, old man,” said Leopold. “You’ll be able to help in other ways. It’s probably a good idea to do as she says.” He offered a tentative smile.

      Thacker wore an expression that seemed to say how sorry he was he couldn’t drink. “Right then,” he said dejectedly. “I’ll just…go…shall I?”

      “Sorry, Spence. We’ll meet back at the lockup.”

      Thacker saluted, gave Mingli a scowl, and disappeared through the wall.

      Leopold spun on her. “You could have told him before!”

      “He was able to get to Whitechapel easily. I assumed Battersea would be within his sphere. Spiritualism is not a defined science, Mr. Kazsmer.” She knocked on the roof with her umbrella once more. “On to the fair, if you please.”

      The driver nodded, and they were off once more.

      Leopold brooded. He could have used Thacker’s help. Now he had to be alone with…her.

      The road ahead was dark, but he could easily see the lights from the fair slide off the large dirigibles above the treetops ahead. The fair had reopened at the request of the Prince Consort. Leopold wasn’t best pleased by this news but perhaps with the fair-goers surrounding them as cover, their task would be made easier.

      They left the sheltering trees behind revealing the bright array of electric lights shining in a welcoming arch over the entrance.

      The cabby stopped. Leopold’s watch read 8:55. They’d been delayed with Thacker’s problem, but the fair was still going on. Perhaps they kept later hours now to make up for the lost days that it had been closed.

      Mingli surged ahead and he trotted to keep up. He always seemed to be just barely keeping up with her.

      He tipped his hat low over his head and leaned in toward her as they approached the ticket booth. “I’m afraid you will have to pay. That chap in the booth has met me before.”

      She gave him barely a nod and surged forward, her small bag in her hand.

      Once she had obtained the tickets, they rejoined her at the gate.

      “Have you any idea where to start looking?” she asked.

      He allowed a wave of nostalgia to sweep over him. The smell of the roasted nuts, burnt sugar, and sawdust reminded him of the times he was sent by his Romani cousins into similar fairs and circuses to pick the pockets of strangers. He remembered sneaking into one of the tents with Jaelle to watch two men swinging from the trapeze high above his head. How their costumes intrigued! How their act amazed!

      It was at such a carnival that he had seen his first magician and when his Romani band had ventured into London, he had seen more of them and had liked the elegance of their morning clothes, the way they moved their hands, the posh accents they had cultivated, and he had wanted it too. But would he have persevered if it hadn’t been for his father? For Eurynomos?

      It didn’t help to remember those days. Yet the smell of the fair was an undeniable window to a more innocent time.

      He inhaled it, savored it for a moment more, and then left it in the sawdust.

      “When I was here last, it was the large tent that I felt…what I felt.”

      “You can talk to me about it, you know,” she said, gaze steady.

      “No. I really can’t.”

      Her lips twitched but she said nothing.

      “It’s just this way,” said Leopold, gesturing.

      The main tent was closed, with guards posted at its canvas entrance. Mingli grabbed Leopold’s arm and threaded hers through it, walking close to him like any other couple.

      The contact made him gulp loudly and he pulled his stiff collar away from his throat. He thought he saw a smile curl the edge of her mouth before she ducked her face into the shadows.

      All at once she stopped with a little shriek of protest and began searching the ground, right in front of the guards. “My locket!” she cried in the most simpering tone he had yet heard from her.

      “Darling,” she said, tugging on Leopold’s sleeve. “Help me find it.”

      It suddenly struck him what she was doing and he played along. “Oh my dear!”

      He crouched down, giving a surreptitious glance toward the guards, who stretched their necks trying to observe the proceedings.

      Mingli appealed to them. “My locket,” she said beseechingly. “I’ve lost it. Can you help?”

      One guard looked at the other, shrugged, and approached, searching amid the sawdust on his hands and knees.

      The other, however, stayed at his post by the entrance. Leopold sighed dramatically and sidled up to him. “Women,” he said conspiratorially, rolling his eyes. The guard grunted his agreement. “I say, why all the guards? What’s in this tent, anyway? It isn’t Prince Albert is it, what?” He peered over the guard’s shoulder through a gap in the tent flap.

      The guard frowned and Mingli piped up with, “Are you looking for my locket, darling?”

      “Of course, my precious.” He elbowed the guard and whispered to his ear, “I’ll wager she left it in the hotel. She’s always forgetting things.” The guard merely looked at him. Leopold wore the silly-ass expression for the guard’s benefit for a moment more.

      Leopold strode up to Mingli and cautiously took her elbow. “My dear, I’ve no doubt at all that you weren’t even wearing the dashed thing.”

      Her mouth formed a charming “O” of surprise. He cleared his throat and tried again. “We, er, don’t need to trouble these gentlemen any further.”

      “But my locket—”

      “Is more than likely on your dressing table. Come, my dear.” He tugged and she rose, pouting most prettily until he led her around the corner where her expression smoothed out again.

      “What did you see?” she asked.

      “Men in oilskin coats and goggles,” said Leopold. “And some sort of iron structure, like a bank vault.”

      “Do you think...”

      “I do. Should we slip inside at some other point?” asked Leopold. “Like here?”

      She nodded. He knelt, bemoaning the sawdust grinding into his good trousers, and lifted the canvas just enough to peer in. They were in luck. This portion of the tent was used for stacking packing crates and would effectively hide them. He lifted it as high as he dared and motioned her forward. He suddenly doubted that she with her feathered hat tipping over a cascade of curls and her dress with its layers of ruffles would be able to maneuver beneath the lifted tent without some female objection, but she said nothing, fixed her face in determination, and slid almost balletically beneath the canvas. He suddenly doubted his own efforts and lost his hat in the transition. He snatched it from the floor and placed it back upon his head.

      Mingli had already finished brushing the sawdust from her gown and was hoisting up her skirts to reach for her gun.

      “Surely there is a more modest place to stow that,” Leopold grumbled.

      She smirked in his direction before turning her attention to the middle of the enormous tent, gun held to her chest.

      “What sort of gun is that anyway?” asked Leopold, looking it over.

      She raised her brow. “The sort that shoots demons.”

      Before he could ask further, she tilted her head toward the middle of the tent.

      Leopold followed her gaze. In the space where a dirigible surely should have been was instead a large iron structure, a box, with rivets holding each corner—the “bank vault” Leopold had spied. The thing climbed to the heights of the tent’s sweeping canopy and was surrounded by metal scaffolding, with men in oilskin coats and black vulcanized gauntlets reaching to their elbows, milling about on the framework’s many levels. Some had clipboards onto which they were taking notes, while others were examining the switches and gauges that were set into a box on the side of the gargantuan structure. Parts of the thing glowed, particularly at its seams, and smoke emanated from what appeared to be a door, shut up tight with no door handle or lock visible.

      There was a distinct and nauseatingly familiar odor in the air, one Leopold was unhappy with smelling.

      She caught his eye. Her normally cool exterior wore a stark and solemn expression, and he detected the merest hint of fear in her eyes.

      God knew what she saw in his.

      “What shall we do now?” she whispered.

      His gaze traveled over the impossible thing, at all the men wandering about it. The Lock had been an intellectual exercise, a challenge. But looking at the thing now and standing in its throbbing presence, Leopold felt a little disheartened and overwhelmed. He had never done anything like this, never dealt with such a task. What if he could not achieve it? What if this golem army was allowed to reach this plane? It was already a very bad sign that these human skins had been created. Who had done it? And why? And damn! After all that had happened, he’d completely forgotten to keep track of Waldhar’s butler. What had he done for the sake of these skins? Did Waldhar know about them? And what was this “Order of the Valkyrie” that he saw at that dreadful warehouse?

      “We can do nothing at the moment,” he said, urging her back to the canvas wall.

      “Can’t you do your magic?”

      “No, I can’t. It is not an ability that I can access at will. Especially after I drained myself with that last encounter.” And why the hell was he telling her his secrets? She could still be working for Waldhar. He had to keep reminding himself of that fact. How a charming face could make him lose himself!

      “Where to now?” asked Leopold.

      Mingli holstered her unusual gun and straightened her hat. “I want a closer look at one of those dirigibles.”
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      “WHY ARE YOU so determined to ride in those dreadful things? Surely you can go to any airship terminal in London. The city is lousy with them.”

      “I want to examine those particular Waldhar dirigibles. His newest. I want to see how they work.”

      He grabbed her arm and tugged her back, nearly slamming her into a wooden sign on one of the dimmer walkways. “You really do have to explain yourself. I am tired of being dragged around by you.”

      “I warned you about touching me when I didn’t give permission.”

      “And what are you going to do about it? Kiss me? I…I-I mean shoot me? I meant to say…shoot…me…”

      It was too late. Her lips curled into a smile and opened to show her teeth. She leaned her head back and lounged against the sign. “You want me to kiss you, Mister…Leopold?”

      “N-no! I…I never meant that. It was a slip of the tongue.”

      Her smile turned into a smirk. “A slip…of the tongue?”

      He gasped and shut his mouth. Worse and worse. The woman confounded him. “Look,” he said, gasping. “It is plain that I am out of sorts. But it is also true that I don’t trust you—”

      “But you’d still like to kiss me.”

      “Dammit, woman! Are you listening to anything I have to say?”

      “Yes, Leopold.” She patted his chest patronizingly and pushed away from the sign. And why was she suddenly calling him by his given name?

      “Look here,” he said, rushing to keep up with her energetic strides. “I am a perfect gentleman. And your insinuations are insulting. I have no intentions of forcing myself upon you.”

      She stopped abruptly and Leopold nearly ran into her. “Will you stop doing that!” he said, fumbling with his tilted hat.

      “Mr. Kazsmer, I can assure you. I am well aware that you are a gentleman. And when I kiss you—and I will—you will know that the advance was entirely permissible.” She smiled, winked, and hurried onward.

      Leopold breathed. What did she…? Why the brazen…! The lilac scent she left behind filled his senses but also awakened him. She had moved far ahead. He gathered his wits and trotted after her again.

      When they reached the ticket booth they were among the last few to get tickets for the final dirigible ride of the evening.

      Men in smart German naval uniforms helped the passengers embark up a wooden staircase. The gondola was larger than Leopold anticipated and expanded into a comfortable lounge area, with green velvet-covered chairs to which an older officer with shiny silver buttons glinting from his uniform, with epilates on his shoulders, was directing their group to sit. Leopold himself had never partaken of dirigible transport in the city. He found it distasteful and a terrible smelly thing. And he didn’t fancy being up that high. For a moment, he envied Thacker.

      “Wilkommen,” boomed the officer, and bowed. “Welcome,” he continued in heavily accented English. “This is the largest dirigible made by the Luftschiffbau Waldhar, though you may know it, my English friends, as the Waldhar Airship Company. We are standing in the deck lounge of the Brunhild, Valkyrie class.”

      “Valkyrie,” muttered Leopold. He leaned toward Mingli. “Order of the Valkyrie,” he whispered. She looked back at him and nodded.

      The officer spread out his arms. “This is merely one of the lounge areas we will see on our brief tour, fitted with observation panes. We will also see the dining area, one of the cabins, and the engine room. The airship is two hundred forty-five meters long, forty-one meters in diameter, with a volume of two hundred thousand cubic meters. We use hydrogen in ballonets, cells of bags full of gas, to gain lift and they are safely stored within the outer skin of the airship within the aluminum frame. At all times you are safe within the airship. However, passengers and crew are not permitted to smoke.”

      Everyone chuckled nervously.

      “The airspeed in a Waldhar Dirigible can achieve one hundred twenty-nine kilometers per hour. That’s not quite as fast as the fastest train, but I can tell you, that it’s a great deal smoother.” He smiled and rocked back on his heels. Clearly, the passengers liked his affability. The gray muttonchops at his jowls gave him the appearance of some venerable old sea captain, jauntily telling his tales of the sea.

      Leopold folded his arms and scowled.

      “The Valkyrie class usually flies at an altitude of nine hundred meters, but she can fly higher, particularly for long voyages across the sea. And here. Already you can see out the windows how high we are. But this is no reflection on how high we usually dock. You have seen the docking towers, and with our steam-powered lifts, it eliminates all that walking upstairs, no?” He gestured for everyone to rise. “Let us take a peek into the captain’s deck and then we will look at our luxurious passenger staterooms.”

      Leopold followed the crowd, carefully watching Mingli’s expression as she peered into each space; the lounges, the crew quarters, the well-appointed staterooms, and finally the engine room.

      The large engine, painted shiny black with gold trim, released a puff of steam as the officer spoke, waxing poetic on its many attributes and “horse power.” Leopold watched the heavy piston slowly churn, turning the wheel that turned a belt that moved the propellers. There was another engine just like it several yards away.

      As the officer/guide led the group away, Mingli grabbed Leopold’s arm and pulled him back into the shadows of the huge ribs of the airship’s body. He said nothing as the crowd disappeared through a metal portal and waited to see what the confounded woman had to say now.

      The engine room was hot with a loud hum of idling engines and hissing steam, but now that the people had left, the engineers pushed levers and checked gauges. There was a rolling lurch as the ship was released from its moorings and the engines chugged to life, belching steam and smoke through its pipes.

      Leopold peered over her shoulder out the windows and saw them leave the fair behind. The lights grew smaller and farther away as they lifted into the night sky.

      He was suddenly overcome with terror. He had faced daemons of the worst kind, looked into the bowels of Sitra Achra, witnessed for himself the dreadful souls burning in the rivers of fire in the Otherworld, but somehow, rising into the air on a man-made airship filled him with overwhelming dread.

      He swayed with nausea but bucked up, reminding himself that Miss Zhao would certainly mock him should he yield to his upset stomach.

      “Why did we stay behind?” he whispered to her.

      In answer, she took his hand and led him, trotting crouched and low along the metal frame of the ship to a place between the enormous engines. She pointed.

      There, sitting between the two, was what looked like a smaller version of the Daemon Device they had seen earlier in the large tent. Leopold moved forward without prompting as Mingli let go of his hand. He moved right up next to the device and examined all he could. The seal of the Order of the Valkyrie was positioned on it in its center, on a sealed door.

      He turned to see her assessment and she nodded at him. He pointed to the seal. “I saw this same seal at the warehouse.”

      She looked it over. “Interesting. The Order, eh?” Her gloved fingers ran over the seal. “Waldhar’s device is the main one. And these the auxiliaries, bringing his golems through the airships themselves.”

      “And that means that these damned ships can be positioned anywhere. Anywhere in the world and his golems would pour out of them where they stood, ready to devastate whatever country moored it. Diabolical.”

      “Wer sind Sie!”

      Leopold whirled. One of the sailors pointed a spanner at them. “Blimey. We’re spotted.”

      Mingli raised her chin and hid her gun behind her back. “Achtung,” she said. “Gehen Sie zurück zu Ihrer Arbeit. Das geht dich nichts an. Ich bin ein Offizier des Unternehmens.”

      Despite her authoritative tone, the sailor seemed unconvinced. Another joined him. Their striped shirts stretched taut over their broad chests and their caps with their ribbons didn’t seem as friendly as when they and the group of punters had first seen them. The sailors stomped forward. Mingli raised her gun. The sailors halted, pointing to the canopy above.

      “Nicht schießen!” they cried. “Der Wasserstoff wird explodieren!”

      “My German’s a bit rusty,” said Leopold, “but I get the impression that to discharge that firearm would be to explode the hydrogen.”

      With a huff, she slowly lowered the hammer, lifted her skirts—much to the amusement of the wide-eyed sailors—and tucked the gun away. Hoisting her umbrella, she pulled out the rapier, tossing the rest of the umbrella aside.

      “Do you have a weapon?” she said to him out of the side of her mouth.

      No magic. The Daemon Device on the airship was hollow. Unused. He couldn’t summon any even if he tried. Instead, he reached into his inside coat pocket and removed his wand. With a gentle slide of his thumb, a stiletto blade telescoped out until it was as long as her rapier.

      She quirked a smile. “Excellent!”

      They both postured toward the sailors in the best Royal Fencing Academy tradition.

      More sailors gathered with clubs and spanners, slapping them in their hands.

      Leopold looked them over. “Not fair, chaps. You outnumber us two to one.”

      Their growling chuckles did nothing to comfort him.

      One of the sailors lunged first, right for Mingli. Leopold’s heart gave a leap…but he needn’t have worried. She merely moved her wrist, wrenched the spanner from his hand with the tip of her blade, and sent it flying, and then cut a swath across his chest with her rapier, opening the material of his shirt but not drawing blood. He looked down, perhaps thinking it a lucky strike. She disabused him of it with another stroke, this time cutting a wound down the line of his nose.

      He howled, held his bleeding nose, and fell out of the way.

      But instead of discouraging them, it only infuriated. The three remaining men charged. Leopold lifted his blade. One went for Mingli while two ran at Leopold, shouting in German.

      He swept his blade out and upward and spun between them. One lost an ear while the other received a cut to the shoulder.

      They turned and came at him again, swinging their clubs wildly. Leopold moved like a dancer in a ballroom, and sidestepped, arcing his blade wide again. His toreador movements jabbed, sliced, riposted, avoiding each of their attempts to strike him.

      With a bloody and enraged face, one sailor grabbed a three-foot-long spanner. Barely able to lift it with both hands, he raced forward. Leopold ducked, grabbed the man’s foot, and spun him around. He hoisted him high, and with all his strength, flung him through the glass window, sending shards cascading around them. The sailor fell into the black of night, screaming all the way down.

      Leopold barely had a chance to glance out the window to see how high they were when the other came at him again. Before he could turn his blade, the club came down hard on his arm, knocking the wand out of his grip. Pain radiated up his arm to his shoulder, but when the club swept down again, he grabbed that wrist to prevent it.

      The sailor grimaced in Leopold’s face, puffing with the effort to move his club. Leopold pushed back, but he knew his strength was giving out. Shoving harder only taxed what was left of his endurance. And just as he was on the brink of surrendering to it, a blade sprang through the man’s chest, sharp and bloody, inches from Leopold’s own. The man looked down at it in surprise, looked up at Leopold, and then collapsed.

      Mingli withdrew her blade from his back with a flourish before the dead man could take the sword with him as he fell.

      She looked at Leopold, blade still clutched tight in her hand, and advanced toward him.

      Before he could say anything, a whistle sounded and the shout of an order in German through a mechanical device diverted their attention.

      They both approached the shiny brass speaking tube and exchanged looks. Surveying the room, it was plain that they had dispatched all the engineers. Leopold unhooked the speaking tube from its hanger. Tentatively, he leaned toward it. “Javohl?”

      “Langsam die Motoren. Wir sind auf die Messe zurück.”

      He looked up at her and covered the mouthpiece with his hand. “They want us to retard the engines.”

      “Tell them ‘yes’.”

      “Er, javohl!” He hung the speaking tube on its hanger. “And, er, do you know how to slow the engines?”

      “No. You’re the mechanical one, after all.”

      He straightened his coat. “Right.” He slid an unconscious sailor aside with his foot and approached the first engine, watching its brass governor spin. “It runs on the same principal as any engine, I imagine. We simply cut off the inlet valve and release the excess steam. Looks like…” He examined the engine, watched the reciprocating piston, and sought out a lever. “This one.” He pulled it back and it clicked into a gear. The piston slowed. He pulled it further and it continued to retard.

      “You’ve got it,” said Mingli, face shining with sweat and with a light of admiration.

      “We better get rid of these chaps or we’ll be found out. Before we return to the fair, I think we should chuck them out the window.”

      “Agreed.”

      She helped him drag a moaning man to the window. “Sorry old man,” he muttered, slid him up to the broken glass, and shoved him out.

      They both heaved the dead man and the second dead man that Mingli had dispatched with her sword. Her rapier was safely tucked back into her umbrella and it put him in a mind to search for his wand.

      He found where it had rolled into a corner and snatched it up, depressing the button that pulled the blade back within.

      “Before we’re discovered,” he said, brushing off his trousers, “I’d like to have a look at that Daemon Device once more.”

      He walked around it, looking it up and down. When he found a little door on one of its sides, he opened it and examined the wiring. “There is a place to insert something here,” he said, running cautious fingers over the strange ports. “Something like…gods. A beating heart. How ghastly.”

      A gun cocked close to his head.

      “Don’t move,” said Mingli softly to his ear.

      Anger superseded his disappointment. “So that’s it, then? Are you really going to shoot me now?”

      “They’re coming.”

      He heard the footsteps, too. He closed the box and scrambled around the other side of the Device and pressed himself against the strangely warm metal next to Mingli.

      “Was is los?” said one of the men in the doorway. “Wo sind alle?”

      Leopold let him step fully into the room. Relieved that the man was alone, Leopold snatched a spanner from the ground and whacked him soundly on the back of the head. Down he dropped.

      “Come on!” he said to the special inspector. “We must rejoin the tour.”

      They hurried through the corridors until they found the gondola lounge again. The officer/tour guide glared at them. Leopold shrugged with his best silly-ass face. “Sorry, old bean. We got lost.”

      The others watched as the dirigible approached the mooring tower. As it was, they were coming in too fast. After all, there was no one left in the engine room. He exchanged a look with Mingli and realized at the same time their error.

      “Duck!” he cried to everyone, holding on to his hat. He grabbed Mingli’s hand and pulled her against a bulkhead, shielding her with his body. The women screamed and everyone scattered away from the window. The airship slowed only marginally as it hit the tower, bounced once, and then came in again at an angle. The gondola’s glass shattered and the metal frame above them groaned. The propellers whined until one by one they came to a halt, but not before one of them splintered when coming into contact with the tower.

      Sailors scrambled to pull in the mooring lines but the window glass had cracked and chairs had fallen over. A claxon sounded and, white-faced, the officer hurried the passengers off the ship to the staircase gangway, even though there was a gap of several feet.

      Leopold wasted no time. He grabbed Mingli’s hand and dove for it. “Be careful,” he said to her as they rushed down the steps and away from the airship.

      They ran down aisle after aisle between tents, heading for the fair’s exit. Leopold couldn’t help look back at the crippled airship. Was it his imagination that it was slightly bent?

      It didn’t matter. They reached the safety of the road outside the lighted archway and took the nearest cab. He waved a pound note to the cabby and the man didn’t blink a lash at the Whitechapel destination.

      And then he remembered. “Good Lord! Thacker!”

      “Right here, you old sod.” He poked his head through the cabby wall. “I’ve been walking the limits of my barrier. It don’t make much sense I can tell you…” He studied Leopold. “Here. What’s happened? You all right?”

      “Yes. Barely.”

      Leopold explained what had transpired on the airship and then they all fell silent. Leopold brooded out the window of the carriage. Once again, Mingli had pulled a weapon on him. And once again, she had been foiled by the presence of others. Why did she want to kill him? If she were working for Waldhar she seemed to scotch the man’s plans at every turn. And if she wasn’t working for Waldhar, then was she trying to dispatch Leopold for the sake of another superior?

      “Isten a tanúm,” he muttered, falling back on Hungarian for ‘God help me.’ Or better yet, Eurynomos help him.

      He slid his gaze surreptitiously toward her, but she, too, was occupied with deep thoughts, sending her glance out the window.

      Thacker watched the two of them, saying nothing, and keeping incongruously still as the carriage rocked around him.

      They arrived to the Whitechapel warehouse as a clock tower somewhere struck eleven.

      He climbed out and leaned into the carriage.

      “It has been a most interesting evening, Inspector. But now I really must leave you.” He handed the cabby the pound note. “Take the lady to wherever she likes.”

      “You must stop this Device, Mr. Kazsmer. I can help you where I can…”

      “There is no need, Inspector.”

      She lowered her eyes. Luscious lashes shadowed her cheeks. “You still don’t trust me.”

      “Would you?”

      She brought up a pained smile. “No. Good night, Mr. Kazsmer. Inspector Thacker.”

      Thacker touched the brim of his hat and bowed. They both watched as the cab trundled away, horse hoofs clopping into the fog and growing fainter.

      Leopold looked at his ghostly companion. “And now what to do with you.”

      “It ain’t like I need a bed. I’m not tired and I’m not hungry. I’m not even thirsty, though Lord love me, I could use a drink.”

      “I’ll see what I can do. Maybe Raj will have a suggestion. I have no experience with ghosts, I’m afraid.”

      “Raj? who’s that?”

      “I’d rather you saw him first.”

      He turned toward his lockup and knocked on the door. Von Spiegel answered. His hair was in disarray and his waistcoat and shirtsleeves looked disheveled. “Oh, Mr. Kazsmer, come in, come in! I have made much progress in your absence.”

      Weary and bruised, Leopold entered and removed his hat, hanging it on a peg. Thacker floated to the far corners, examining this and that. Von Spiegel had moved tables side by side in order to accommodate the stitched together papers that bore his new plans. “See here,” he said anxiously, pointing to the drawing of a fuse box, looking remarkably like the one on the Device in the airship. “I have only glimpsed the Device’s plans and I have designed this. This is where the vacuum tube must go.”

      “Vacuum tube? Of what sort? Wait. I saw this. I saw a space for this in the Device or one like it. I thought it was for… never mind. He’s got smaller devices in his damned airships.”

      “Gott in Himmel! Yes, I see. Waldhar has specially designed these vacuum tubes to capture the magical vapors needed to open the gateway. But we will leave instead a tube that will counteract the Daemon Device’s power. This is the crux of the Lock. It is the mortar that shuts the gateway for good.”

      “Is there a gas within?”

      “Not so much a gas but it is filled with incantations. Incantations you will now seal within with your magical signature. Here are the instructions.” He pointed to another area on the plans where his tiny careful handwriting formed a perfect square.

      “I see. Yes. I understand.”

      “This you need to build posthaste, Mr. Kazsmer. This box. These configurations exactly. We must not let him succeed at the time of alignment.”

      “I did read up on that, Herr Professor.”

      “Good, good! Well!” He shook his head. “I must say, I had a productive night, but now I am weary and wish to return to my hotel and to bed.”

      “Oh. But I have sent the coach away…”

      “I’ve sent a young man to fetch me one. He was selling meat pies. And I bought one. It was hungry work.”

      “Yes, I can imagine.” Leopold looked over the drawings and measurements. “I am encouraged by this, Professor. I can accomplish this in two days, I’m sure of it.”

      “And so you must. So few days to go.” He loosened his rolled sleeves, secured the cuffs, and grabbed his coat lying over a chair. Leopold heard the sound of the carriage arrive and walked with him to the door.

      “I shall call upon you in a few days then, Mr. Kazsmer. And we shall plan how to get it to the device. Be well!” He raised his cane in salute and climbed into the carriage. Leopold closed and barred the door before the coach rode away.

      Exhausted, he moved to a chair and flopped into it. “Well, Spense, we are alone at last. And I can finally introduce you to one of my unusual friends.” Glancing at the coal stove, he decided to get it lit and spend the night here. He was too tired to travel and too tired to eat much. Perhaps there were some digestives still in the jar he kept near the stove.

      “Despenser Thacker, meet Raj…the mechanical man.” He gestured toward the automaton.

      Thacker glided toward him. Sometimes when the ghost moved, he seemed to forget to move his legs and they morphed into a sort of tail. Leopold supposed ghosts didn’t really need feet or legs.

      Thacker studied the automaton with a low whistle. “Blimey. It’s a machine.”

      “A machine that is much more than a machine. It’s all right, Raj. You can move and speak. Thacker is my very dear friend. And as you can see, he is in a different state now. Or…perhaps you can’t see him. I just assumed you could. He’s a ghost, I’m afraid.”

      “Pull the other one, Leo. That machine ain’t gonna come to life.”

      “I assure you he will. Come, Raj. There is much to tell you. But first, you can at last tell me what the devil occurred here.” He added kindling to the stove. “Raj? Don’t make me wait. Was it Waldhar’s men?” He took a matchbox from his waistcoat pocket and lit the kindling, getting a small fire going. He checked the scuttle and found enough coal there. “Raj, don’t be angry with me.”

      He turned to examine his friend, for even though he could not change his facial expressions, he seemed to be able to convey his emotions through the cast of his eyes or the tones of his mechanical voice.

      But Raj remained frozen.

      “The Professor is gone, old friend. No one else is here but Spense.” He looked around, scanning, just to make certain. There were no more crates, at any rate, to hide a man, and the arched ceiling and walls concealed nothing.

      Thacker was beginning to get that skeptical look again.

      “Raj?” A stab of fear radiated its heat throughout his chest and he stepped quickly up to his friend, touching his shoulder. “Raj?” The automaton did not move. But he had before! He had winked at Leopold, telling him in the only way he could that he was all right. Hadn’t he?

      “Raj!” He cast up the boiled shirt and stared at the interior of Raj’s torso beneath the delicate brass ribcage. But the expected glow from the gases in their crystal vials that breathed life within him were extinguished, cold, and still.
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      LEOPOLD SPENT THE better part of the night trying to get Raj to work again. The absence of hissed air through his many tubes and pistons filled him with dread. Finally, when his shelf clock struck three, he sat back on his haunches and stared at the silent automaton. “I can’t fix you,” he said, disbelief rife in his voice. “I don’t understand it. Nothing is broken. And the gases are present, but they don’t glow. I never knew what made them glow in the first place.”

      “This bloke really does speak, then?”

      He was startled though he shouldn’t have been. But he had been so concentrated on his work that he had forgotten about Thacker, even though he had remained a glow in the corner of his eye.

      “Yes. And think and feel.”

      “Where is God’s name did you find him?”

      “He found me. He talks in no one else’s presence. I found him in an old secondhand shop. He was dusty and shopworn but there was something about him as I walked by and I stopped to look. When he spoke at first I thought the proprietor was having me on. But then…I could tell that that wasn’t the case.”

      Hours ago he had rolled up his sleeves to work and now he looked down at his naked arm, at the All-Seeing Eye glaring back at him. Raj’s repair was beyond his capacity. He needed help.

      “Listen, Spense. I’m about to do something that might startle or terrify you. Please be aware that I am in full control.”

      “Eh? What are you going to do?”

      He reached into his waistcoat and retrieved a small switchblade. He pushed in the button, releasing the sharp knife blade with a snap. Before he could talk himself out of it, he swiped the blade across his arm. The unexpectedly sharp pain made him gasp as the blood welled up and dripped upon the floor.

      “Jesus, Leo! Christ! What have you done?” Thacker lurched to grab his arm but his hands went through it. In a panic, he flew around the mews like a balloon releasing its air.

      “Perfectly controlled,” said Leopold between clenched teeth. And then he chanted. “Titgale befanai shed afel, Eurynomos!”

      The pool of blood lurched, rippled, and then grew, first spreading across the floor and then rising up like a bubble of lava.

      Leopold was glad he was already on the floor. His head was light from fatigue and lack of food and now the loss of blood. He pressed the fingers of his other hand to the wound, but the blood oozed over them. He fell forward on the elbow of the sliced arm and watched as the daemon rose out of the blood.

      “Leopold, old man.” And then the daemon noticed his distress. He rushed forward, the blood having disappeared from the floor. He grabbed Leopold’s wrist and the slice instantly healed. Eurynomos closed his eyes and licked his lips in ecstasy before slowly releasing him.

      “The greater my pain the sweeter it tastes, eh?”

      The daemon opened his eyes and with a sadness there he nodded. “I am afraid so. It is how these things work, old man.”

      “What is that?” screeched Thacker.

      The daemon turned his huge head and let out a squeak. “Gods! A ghost!”

      Thacker fell back, blinking. They both regarded one another with wide eyes.

      “I could use some brandy,” muttered Leopold. “Eurynomos, meet my good friend Inspector Despenser Thacker. He’s been murdered, I’m afraid. And Eurynomos is an old friend from long ago. And he’s a sort of daemon chappy.”

      “Leo,” said Thacker, his hat now pushed nearly to the back of his head. “Old sod, you know the damnedest people.”

      The daemon seemed to have calmed and smiled. “Likewise, I’m sure.”

      “I could still use some brandy.”

      “Good grief, where are my manners,” said the daemon. “Have you any here? You look pale as death. Never mind. I’ll conjure it.” And no sooner had he said it than it was in his hand, a crystal decanter and glasses. Eurynomos poured from the delicate crystal into the three dainty glasses with his enormous scaly hands. He handed a glass to Leopold, who took it gratefully and knocked it back.

      Eurynomos tsked. “Is that any way to treat Napoleon brandy? That’s from Napoleon’s own stock, by the way.”

      “I never know when you are jesting with me.”

      “I assure you I am not.” Eurynomos extended the second glass to Thacker, who licked his lips in anticipation, but though the phantom tried to grasp it, he couldn’t and it fell through his transparent fingers and exploded into shards on the floor.

      “Oh, sorry, old man,” said Eurynomos. “I’m afraid I know nothing of ghosts.”

      “I ain’t too clear on the matter m’self,” said Thacker sadly, looking forlornly at the spilled spirits on the floor.

      Leopold poured himself a second glass and sipped it with relief.

      “It’s late, Leopold. Why have you summoned me?” But when he cast his glance at Raj he too gasped. “What’s happened?”

      “Someone has switched him off. I have no other explanation.” And he described how the lockup had been turned over and the plans stolen.

      He didn’t know if he had ever seen Eurynomos as angry. His elegant horns began to smolder. “Who has done this?”

      “I don’t know. Possibly Waldhar’s men. But that ‘special inspector.’ I don’t much trust her either. She knows far too much about me, about all—” He gestured loosely toward the room. “This.”

      “Perhaps I should look into this Mingli Zhao.”

      “That would be helpful, Eurynomos.” The daemon reached down and helped Leopold to his feet.

      “And why is your friend haunting you?”

      “He’s not haunting me…are you?”

      “No! I just…that Chinky slag brought me here. I don’t know where I was before that. Better that I don’t, likely.”

      “So you’re here to help Leo? Oh, he does need it. You are most welcome.”

      Thacker saluted uncertainly, studying the daemon from head to foot. His dark expression seemed to indicate that he was putting two and two together about Leopold’s trouble at the theatre.

      “What of Raj?” Leopold pleaded. “Can you help him?”

      Eurynomos shook his head. “Raj is made from the magic of Old Ones. I do not know the source of its power, nor how to repeat it.”

      Leopold sagged. “Then…he is…he is…”

      “He is sleeping for now,” said the daemon, and he rested a taloned hand on the shoulder of the automaton. “Rest, old friend. And if you dream, dream of the future.” He cast a glance at Leopold. “When was the last time you ate, Leo?”

      “I don’t know. But I must now get this Lock created. I saw the wretched device, Eurynomos. I must stop it.”

      Eurynomos walked to the tables and looked over the plans. “I don’t know, Leopold. This appears to be quite dangerous.”

      “What choice do I have?”

      The daemon studied it quietly for some time before moving away from it, picking up various odds and ends on shelves and from the broken crates.

      He had never seen Eurynomos like this. First anger then distraction.

      “What…what is it you are thinking about, Eurynomos? You seem preoccupied.”

      “Hmm? Oh, it’s nothing.”

      “Is it?”

      Those yellow eyes focused on Leopold and stared. If Leopold weren’t careful, he’d fall into those mesmerizing eyes and never recover. He knew it well, but he was tired. So tired. He felt himself falling and then, with all his strength, he pulled away. The sensation was unpleasant but he owed it to the strangeness of daemons. They had their own way about them, to be sure.

      “I don’t like it. This Lock. I don’t think you should pursue it, Leopold.”

      He dragged himself to the table and leaned against it, looking down at the confusing scrawls and notes. Thacker glided forward and leaned over the table too. He tried to brace his hands on it but they just went through. Swearing, he straightened and merely hovered.

      Leopold had the metal parts on hand, the machining tools. Von Spiegel said he would bring the glass cylinder needed to make the thing function, but it was Leopold who would have to perform the incantations to fill it with magical vapors, his magical signature. Was he truly capable?

      Looking over the notes, he wasn’t entirely sure what the incantations said. They were a mixture of Latin, medieval French, and R'lyehian, none of which he spoke with any fluency.

      “It must be done, Eurynomos. I must stop that Daemon Device.”

      The beast frowned. “This Lock. It holds great power. Perhaps too much power. Once it locks the gateway, then what will be done with it?”

      “Well, I…I don’t know.”

      “Will the Lock be yours then, Leopold? Will you wield the Lock?”

      “Wield the Lock? What’s gotten into you? I am building it to stop a madman from destroying the world.”

      “The world you know. It may little affect mine.”

      “But that’s what we’re talking about! Saving my world. Eurynomos, don’t you want to save my world?”

      The daemon hesitated. Maybe it was the late hour or the levels of exhaustion lashing at Leopold’s senses, but he didn’t like what his old friend seemed to be insinuating. “Do you think I am incapable of controlling it? Or surrendering it once it has done its job? Do you think I would be emperor of the Universes?”

      Eurynomos turned to him. The great shadow of his horned head loomed against the wall. “You would not be the first. Nor the last.”

      “I am not any of that!” He paced, gesticulating wildly. “And if you think that of me maybe you aren’t the person I thought you were.”

      “No, for I am not a ‘person’. Not at all.”

      “Beast, then,” he flared. “Creature.”

      Thacker floated toward Leopold. “Leo, steady on, man.”

      But that large head nodded. It was the bobbing of some great bull with its horns twisting and climbing heavenward. “I am a creature and a beast. Sheid. You knew that when you summoned me. You knew that when you reached for me that day, when blood covered your face, and your father was dead, pulled away from the Land of the Living, when you asked for my help and I gave it. You knew all these years, Leopold, each time you went against the Torah to shed blood and bring me forth, and you knew it as deeper and deeper you cut. What am I to you and you to me, chaver?”

      “We…we are chaver, friends.”

      His yellow eyes narrowed, focused, taking a bead down the barrel of a gun. “Are we?” he said softly.

      “I have always thought so.” When had it happened that tears had welled in his eyes? Leopold’s sight was blurry until they spilled down his face.

      Eurynomos drew back, and he seemed to retreat yards and yards away. “Then that is your answer.”

      “You’d…best go.”

      “You shouldn’t do this, Leopold. You should think it over.”

      “Just go, Eurynomos! Go before I say something I will regret.”

      The crimson shoulders slumped and his head bobbed down between his shoulders. He backed away. In any other circumstances, he would have crashed into the rickety washstand, but because the daemon, once dismissed, was phasing through the realms, he simply moved through the furniture and then the brick wall, until he was as transparent as a dusty window and then gone all together.

      “Leo,” said Thacker quietly after a time. “I don’t mean to get between a man and his…daemon…but he seemed like a right straight bloke. I think he had your best at heart.”

      “I don’t know, Spense. I don’t know anything anymore.”

      Leopold stared at Raj. Since magic was all around him now, he tried to use it to awaken his mechanical friend, but his magic brushed up against that which was completely alien and it bounced off of the automaton like a stone skipped upon a lake.

      Even with an abundance of magic, he felt powerless. Eurynomos, Mingli, the unusually silent Raj, Thacker…whom could he trust? Who to turn to?

      He didn’t want to work on the Lock just now. He grabbed his coat and a top coat and threw the bar from the door aside.

      “Leo, where are you going?”

      “I’m going out for a while. On my own. You…you’re free to stay here.”

      The ghost wilted. “Where else am I gonna go?”
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      AFTER LOCKING UP, he dug his hands into his coat pockets, and, collar up to his ears, trudged down the lane, not really caring where he ended up.

      He walked a long time at a steady pace and was suddenly surprised to find himself on the outskirts of London and absent-mindedly heading toward the Romani camp.

      The dogs raised their heads but did not bark. They recognized his scent, he supposed. No matter how he dressed, no matter what affectations he acquired, there was no disguising the Romani in him.

      Even the men with clubs never moved from their spot around the fire. They simply raised their arms in greeting, and went back to their pipes, blowing lazy smoke rings above their heads into the quiet early morning.

      Gray was giving way to rose along the horizon, though trees and caravans were still in silhouette. It wasn’t hard to find Uncle Yanko’s caravan. Leopold climbed the steps and didn’t bother knocking. He opened the door as quietly as he could. And there was the old man, sitting up in his chair, his pipe lying on his belly with ashes spilling out. It was a wonder the man never set himself on fire. His head lay back against the cushion, and his mouth hung open with a snore. Leopold remembered those snores that jerked him awake with their thundering grunts and growls.

      He tenderly pulled the pipe from the old man’s mouth and set it aside. Staring down at his uncle, the man who had taken him in, fond remembrance welled up in his heart, nudging the emptiness aside. Leopold, with all his clothes still on, threw himself on the bed, gathered the musty knitted quilt around him, and curled up.
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      WHEN HE AWOKE, the sun was streaming in through one of the windows near the bed. The smell of streaky rashers sizzling in a pan and coffee boiling in the pot immediately assailed his memories of happier times. He opened his eyes stickily and watched for a moment or two as Yanko stood over the hob, fork poised over the bacon. There was a time that he refused his uncle’s attempt to feed him bacon in deference to his father and the religious prohibition against pork, and Yanko had conceded to it, giving Leopold bloaters for breakfast instead, but he had weakened under the irresistible smell, and now only Eurynomos would give him any grief for it.

      As usual, Yanko was in his stocking feet and shirtsleeves, braces pulling his trousers high just under his ribcage. He had not donned a collar for the shirt, though a ragged scarf was wound round his neck to ward off the chill.

      “So you are awake,” said Yanko without turning.

      Leopold sat up and looked down at himself. His clothes were wrinkled and disreputable. He took off his outer coat and laid it carefully on a nearby chair and unbuttoned his coat to remove that, too. Perhaps he could get an iron to press it. The caravan was warm, at any rate, so he didn’t mind rising and walking toward the stove in his shirtsleeves.

      “Good morning, Uncle.”

      “Good morning, Nephew.” He turned then, looking Leopold up and down. He seemed shocked by what he saw. “Take the coffee. It is ready.”

      Without thinking, Leopold reached up to where the cups hung on hooks and took one down, the chipped one he used to use. He grabbed the coffee pot’s handle wrapped in a rag and poured the dark, bitter brew into his cup. It was full of chicory and spices, but it smelled heavenly, and he sunk his face into the cup, closed his eyes, and let the steam rise and anoint him before he took that first scorching sip.

      Just as he remembered it.

      “You look like the day your father…” But Yanko said no more. In truth, Leopold felt like that. Lost.

      “Sit,” said Yanko. “Eggs and tomatoes? I have some lovely tinned tomatoes. You sit, I cook.”

      Leopold did as told, alternating blowing on his coffee and sipping it, holding it between his hands to warm them.

      It wasn’t long before Yanko set a plate before him with three eggs, their bright yokes welcoming, with a pile of bacon and slippery tomatoes leaking into the whites.

      He sifted pepper on all of it and dug in, relishing the homey flavors, the sharpness of the tomatoes, the richness of the eggs, the savory bacon. Yanko poured him more coffee, and when he finally pushed the plate back and drank his coffee down to the dregs, he wiped his mouth with a serviette and sat back on the rickety chair.

      “Now maybe with full stomach you tell me why you’ve come, Leopold?”

      “Oh, Uncle. I wish I could tell you all. But there are some things I know you don’t want to know.”

      The man crossed himself, and then studied the coffee in his own tea cup. “You know, Leopold. We are wanderers, our people. We go from town to town, country to country. What are we seeking? What do we need? New sights, new sounds, new smells. But then we come back, back to the places we think of as home, even though we carry our homes with us. We like the look of the stars overhead, those constellations that we have grown accustomed to. We like the feel of these particular trees, the sound of that particular train when its whistle blows down in the lonely valley. These are the things that draw us. And though I am not an Englishman, I feel that this place is my cousin. And as a cousin, it must welcome me back.”

      “Maybe I felt like that last night, Uncle. I was…lost. I needed the familiar. I didn’t even know I was coming here.”

      “But your heart knew. Leopold, it is your heritage as much as you think to escape it.”

      “I know, Uncle.” He felt ashamed. Ashamed of the way he had divorced himself from everything and everyone he had ever known. Jaelle’s death made him feel it keenly. “Uncle Yanko, there is great evil in the world.”

      “Yes, this I know. I don’t mean rozzers. I know there is more to the world than the eye can see. The Holy Mother, she protects us.”

      “I don’t think she can protect from this. It falls to me.”

      Yanko frowned, folding his arms over his chest. Those hairy arms were once brawny and strong, but now they were dusted with gray hairs and lacked the elasticity of an earlier day.

      “What are you mixed-up in, Leopold? It was that Jewish father of yours getting you confused.”

      “No. Not now, Uncle. Don’t start on that now. I don’t have the stomach for it.”

      Yanko lifted his hands in surrender, but his scowl had not left his face. And his eyes darted toward the tattoo just visible at Leopold’s stiff cuffs. Deliberately, Leopold pushed the sleeve back, revealing it. The mark seemed to have no place in the warm glow of the room with its heavy drapery and fringe. It sat like a coal smudge on his white arm. “Is this what you’re looking at, Uncle?”

      “No. I don’t like that.”

      “My father would not have approved either. Does that surprise you? That the two of you would have agreed on something? After all, ‘ye shall not make any cuttings in your flesh for the dead, nor imprint any marks upon you.’ So says Leviticus.” He smiled weakly for only a moment. “Uncle,” he said with gravity, “have you ever seen this mark before?”

      “Many times. On you.”

      “That’s not what I mean.”

      Yanko shot from his chair faster than Leopold could give the old man credit for. “I will not speak of such things. Neither should you.”

      “Uncle.” He got to his feet and pursued the old man across the carpeted floor. There was nowhere to go and Yanko ended up looking out the window, arms still folded. “I must know what you know.” He thrust his arm forward, hand closed into a fist, and showed him the underside where the All-Seeing-Eye glared up. “What do you know of this? Have you seen it before?”

      Stubbornly, Yanko jutted his chin and looked away. “You must pray to the Virgin for deliverance, Leopold. That is what your mother would have done.”

      “Your statues and candles won’t work this time. Can’t you see that!”

      His scowl deepened. “Do not blaspheme,” he said in a low dangerous voice.

      Leopold took a breath and stepped back, letting the sleeve fall over the Eye again. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. But you must find a way to protect yourself in the next few days, Uncle. Protect the camp. And don’t let anyone else go to the dirigible fair.”

      “Why not?”

      “Please. Just trust me on this. It isn’t safe. It’s where Jaelle died. There’s more there…that I can’t talk with you about. Please trust me, Uncle.”

      Yanko shrugged. “Of course. If you say so, Leopold.”

      He looked about him and for the first time that morning felt embarrassed that he had come running home with his tail between his legs.

      “I, er, thank you, Uncle, for your hospitality. And for breakfast. It was delicious.”

      “You should visit more often, Leopold. Not just when you are frightened.”

      “I’m not frightened!” He puffed out his chest, but Yanko’s busy gray brows seemed to spring toward him. “Well, maybe I was. A little. Believe me, there is a lot to fear.”

      “Of that I have no doubt.”

      Leopold shook out his coat and pushed his hands into the sleeves. It didn’t look so bad after getting a chance to hang properly, and likewise his top coat. He dressed again, straightened his cravat, and felt presentable once more.

      “Do you have to go?”

      He looked up from brushing down his coat. His uncle was an old man. He couldn’t hurt Leopold anymore, not really. “I do. But…I’ll be back.” He put a hand to the man’s shoulder and squeezed once before letting him go. “Do you need any money?”

      “Money, money, money. Is that all you think about?”

      Leopold reached into his waistcoat and drew out some coins. He covertly left them on a shelf beside his uncle’s tobacco jar, a place he’d be sure to find it. His uncle walked him to the door and stood in the doorway as Leopold descended the short steps. With his hat secured he turned to his uncle. “Take care, Uncle Yanko.”

      “And you, too, Leopold. May the Holy Virgin help you on your way.”

      He ducked his head, shedding the last bit of embarrassment, and walked out into the camp. The dogs had awakened and were trotting here and there, looking for scraps. Chickens, too, were making their way over the dirt and trodden grass, pecking furtively.

      When next he looked up he stumbled to a halt. Ilonka, the old fortune teller, stood in his path. Though most of the Romani in the camp adhered strictly to their Catholic faith, there were some who also retained some of the old ways.

      She stood in front of him deliberately, studying him with a questioning look in her eye. He touched the brim of his hat. “Ilonka, how are you? It’s me, Leopold Kazsmer.”

      She raised her wrinkled hands and laid them on his lapels. “I know you, Leopold. Did you truly think I didn’t?”

      “Well, it’s been a long time…”

      “I’ve been waiting for you. You come in.” She gestured toward her caravan. The side was painted luridly with a crystal ball with rays of light emanating from it and a giant eye reminiscent of the tattoo on his wrist. He hated the sight of the thing.

      “I’m sorry, Nénike, but I must go.”

      Her fingers curled around his lapels and pulled. “You come now.”

      He opened his mouth to object again but let out a sigh instead. “Very well. But only for a moment.”

      She released him and led the way up her steps. Her caravan was much like Yanko’s but hers was designed for a visit from the punters. The whole front half was swathed in silks and exotic fabrics like a tent that shimmered in the scant light, and they blocked the rest of the caravan from prying eyes. In the room was a small table, draped with a heavy cloth, and on its center, a crystal ball. The place smelled heavily of burning incense.

      “Have you ever had your fortune told, Leopold?” Her accent was as heavy as his uncle’s.

      He thought of Raj from only a week ago when he still had a magic act, assistants, and a theatre. “Yes.”

      “Then come. Sit.”

      “Nénike, I really don’t think…”

      “Don’t think. Sit!”

      He did. She bustled behind the table, and with the coins sewn to her dress clinking like little bells, she settled into her seat, flattened her hands on the table, and stared into the crystal. “You are a busy man, Leopold. A successful man.”

      “I do already know that, Nénike Ilonka.”

      “Shush!”

      He closed his mouth and watched her as she concentrated on the crystal.

      She swayed, looking deep within the crystal, eyes narrowing. “You have seen much pain. Much loss. Your father…”

      His hands curled into the tablecloth.

      Ilonka squinted. “Your father does not dwell in the Land of the Living. He is far away, searching for a path.”

      “Please, Ilonka.” His thoughts went to poor Despenser Thacker, now wandering far from the Land of the Dead. “I know my father is dead.”

      “Dead? Hmm. He is not in the Land of the Living, true. But the ghosts of the dead…have not seen him.”

      Leopold sat up. “What did you say?”

      “The gateway is closed, but there are forces threatening it.”

      His breath came quicker.

      She leaned in, eyes focused on the blurry crystal. “The gateway…the gateway…” Suddenly she screamed. “Oh God! Oh precious blood of most holy Jesus! Look! The people! The people! They melt! A Föld kigyulladt! A végtelen láng éget mindent! Az Öregek jönnek!”

      Horrified, Leopold longed to jump up, run away, but he was frozen to his seat.

      Her eyes rolled back in her head and she fell back against her chair. As if a spell was broken, Leopold leapt to his feet and grabbed her shoulders. “Nénike! Nénike Ilonka!”

      Her eyes fluttered and she slowly came back to herself. She turned and looked at Leopold and tried to smile.

      “You frightened me there for a moment, Nénike. Are you all right?”

      “Yes, Leopold.” She patted his hand. “You are a good boy.”

      “But… Nénike, what was that you were saying? About the ‘endless flames burning the world’ and the ‘Old Ones are coming’?”

      “I…I do not know, Leopold. When I am in the crystal, I only see it when I am there, not once I leave it.”

      “But you…” He hesitated. “You…also said something about my father. That he was not in the Land of the Living but that the ghosts of the dead hadn’t seen him. What does that mean?”

      “Leopold, I cannot say. I don’t recall. It is gone so quickly.”

      He ran his hand over his mouth, on the beard stubble freckling his chin. “I see.” But he didn’t. He wanted to know what she saw, what it meant. Did she mean that his father was not dead? Because if that were the case, then he was trapped, and only Leopold could find him…and bring him back.

      But the gateway. She had seen what would happen if the gateway was allowed to open. The burning. The people all burning, melting. The Old Ones coming through. He couldn’t allow that to happen. First, he had to make that Lock, and then he would worry about his father. Only then. He tucked it away in a safe and deep place.

      He stood and took some coins from his waistcoat, dropping them to the table. “Thank you, Nénike Ilonka. For your trouble. I will see you soon.”

      “May God bless and keep you, Leopold,” she said, raising her hand in benediction.

      He pushed his way through the drapery and left the caravan in a cloud of incense. And before anyone else could accost him, he hurried down the grassy hill toward the train station where the first train was just chugging up the line.
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      Leopold awoke and sat up stiffly. He had fallen asleep at the worktable again, working all night at the lockup. His landlady will think he had disappeared he made so infrequent stops there, hadn’t spent a night there in days.

      As usual, his only companion was Thacker, endlessly pacing in his hovering sort of way. He talked of his life when he was alive and Leopold let him, for Thacker had no life left and Leopold thought that it was a kindness to let him reminisce, to remember while he could, to tell someone else who listened. It seemed the inspector led a lonely existence. He told of the girl he had courted and was pledged to marry, but his drinking got in the way of it, and she soon left him.

      “I am sorry to hear that, old friend.”

      “Ah well,” said Thacker. “What’s an old rozzer like me doing with a lady? It never would have worked. She would have grown tired of the late nights, the early morning crawls. It’s no life for a woman.”

      “And yet this Special Inspector Mingli Zhao seems set on it.”

      “I never heard of no special inspector. What’s that all about, I wonder.”

      “I tell you what you should do, Spense. You should go back to the Yard and investigate. You can go through walls, through locked files. You can see who she is.”

      “Say.” He smiled and rubbed his chin, now scratchy with stubble for all eternity. “That’s an idea. But…” His shoulders drooped. “I can’t touch nothing. I tried like the dickens, Leo, but I can’t touch or grasp anything. How can I open files?”

      “Well…I wonder if you could simply…thrust your head through the files themselves, through each page, and read them.”

      He took a few steps in thought. “I wonder.” He rushed toward Leopold’s stack of books and after a pause shoved his face into them. His head disappeared, but his neck and body remained. “Go ahead, Leo. Ask me what’s on page thirty-two of this book of chemistry.”

      “Very well,” he said as excitedly as Thacker’s muffled voice sounded. “What is on page thirty-two?”

      “Damned if I can understand it.” He pulled his head out. “But I could read it just the same. I’m off to the Yard. Then bob’s your uncle, I’ll be back.” He zoomed through the wall and was gone.

      Leopold hadn’t realized how much he had appreciated his presence and companionable voice. The place was deadly still again, emphasizing Raj’s silence all the more.

      But at least the damned Lock was nearly complete. During his work, he kept catching glances at Raj, stoic and silent in the shadows. He dismissed what the fortune teller had said. He was bolstered by the presence of Eurynomos’ magic around him, and conveniently set aside their argument. The Lock was all. The Lock had to be finished.

      He scribed the incantations into the metal as the notes said, imbuing it with his magic through he couldn’t understand the words.

      He stretched and looked about. He felt scruffy. Needed a shave. He plucked at his chemise as he had taken to simply divesting himself of his shirt in order to keep it clean. Needed a bath, too. All he had here was a washbasin but it would have to do.

      He stopped off first at the stove and stoked it with kindling, got it lit, and laid coal atop the burgeoning flames. Putting the kettle on, he stretched again and looked back at the pieces of the Lock. He knew how it fit into the Daemon Device, but of how exactly it counteracted its function, he was unclear. After all, he was never given the plans for the actual Daemon Device, something von Spiegel, with all his connections, was unable to obtain.

      And what about this von Spiegel? He just happened to know Leopold’s father, just happened to find Leopold? What were his magical gifts…if any?

      He put a hand to his forehead. It was late. He was tired. Was he to be suspicious of everyone now? Von Spiegel had said that he needed Leopold’s magic specifically. So of course he’d come looking for him. But it was curious that Waldhar’s men had not known what the little professor had been about. Surely, they could have stopped him in their brutal way.

      He glanced at the kettle again. Never mind the professor. He worried about Raj. How was he to fix him? There was nothing for it but to do some research on the matter. Surely there was some book somewhere that would offer details on a living automated man…

      The water steamed and he took a rag to grab the kettle, walking with it to the basin. He poured a portion in and then added the chilled water from the jug. Sluicing his face, he dipped the shaving brush in the basin, swirled it in the shaving mug, and applied the lather to his chin.

      He positioned the razor in his fingers and began to stroke the sharpened blade up his neck. Moving the blade carefully so as not to nick his chin, he flicked the foam and hair into the basin.

      A knock on the lockup door nearly caused him to slice his cheek. What day was this? He glanced at his clock. “Blast!” Not only had he lost track of the time but the days as well. Hadn’t he received a reply to his advertisement only yesterday and was to meet with two potential assistants this very hour?

      “Damn! Be with you in a moment!” he called out. Quickly he finished his shave, ran a brush over his hair, and donned a shirt, buttoning it as he rushed to the door. He stood a moment composing himself, before he opened it to the two women.

      “Hallo, guv’nor!” said the cheery woman, whose auburn hair nearly rivaled that of Ruby and Rose’s. She was fresh-faced, round-cheeked, and rosy-lipped. She cocked her head toward her twin, who smiled and winked at him. “We’re the Templeton Twins. Used to do a little music hall, but it’s been a while. We’ve been out of London for a time.”

      “Please do come in,” he said, accent getter posher to counteract their own East End drawl.

      “Don’t mind if we do.”

      “And your first names, ladies?”

      “Well now,” said the first, looking around. It was then Leopold realized he had left the Lock exposed and casually made his way over to the worktable and covered it. “It’s Agnes and Aimee. I’m Agnes, that’s Aimee. Aggy and Aimee, that’s us.”

      “Charmed. Have you ever worked with a magician before?”

      “Ow!” cried Agnes, as she elbowed her sister. “Didn’t I say that I thought it was for a magician? ‘Assistants’ the advert said. That’s what I told Aimee. I said it was likely a magician. That’s fine, innit?”

      Aimee, decidedly the quiet one, merely offered a charming smile. He said nothing as he walked around them, examining them closely. “You’re identical?” he said matter-of-factly.

      “Only to each other. Haaa!” she brayed. “That’s a good one, ain’t it, guv?”

      “Yes, because I’ve never heard that one before,” he muttered. They did, indeed, seem identical. “You do understand the situation? In order to appear that I am performing my prestidigitation, that is, making one of you vanish in one place and appear quite unharmed in another, the use of twins—”

      “Ow, we know all about that, guv. Can’t perform at a music hall without meeting some magicians. Always thought that was a lark, eh? Shall we prove we can do it?” She was already removing the pin from her hat and setting it aside. The other did the same and they removed their outer coats and gloves as well.

      He nodded. They seemed amenable enough. Eager. And they were pretty which would help entice and divert the audience.

      One of his few illusions left intact was his Proteus cabinet. Moving to the back of the mew he grabbed it and wheeled it forward. As he placed it carefully and locked the wheels, he noticed Agnes examining the silent Raj.

      “Cor! That’s a thing to behold, ain’t it? Look here, Aimee. A mechanical man. Can we see him work, Mr. K?”

      “It’s Mister Kazsmer, if you please.”

      She gave a little curtsey with her giggle. “So sorry. I ain’t…I’m not as formal as I should be. Aimee is always getting after me—”

      “He doesn’t work at the moment. I am attempting to repair him.”

      “What’s he do?”

      “He…reads the cards. Fortune telling.”

      “Blimey! I should like to see that.”

      Leopold warmed at her interest. Rose and Ruby hadn’t liked him. “So…you like Raj, then?”

      “Raj? Is that his name?” She ran her hand over the table he sat at, fingers tentatively touching the brass ribcage. “I think he’s lovely,” she whispered, eyes shining.

      “He is the ‘Amazing Raj, the Automated Man’. And I’m sure he’d be pleased that you are so taken with him.”

      She giggled louder at that and blushed. At least she had a better reaction. That was a point in her favor.

      “Have you ever seen the Proteus cabinet performed?”

      “’Course! Are you going to show us how it’s done?”

      “Not only that, but you will be performing in it. It takes skill, finesse, and a certain amount of, er, physical flexibility to be a magician’s assistant.”

      “’Physical flexibility’?” She eyed her sister and elbowed her. “I reckon we’ve got that one down.”

      “I daresay,” he muttered, forcing himself not to blush. He couldn’t stop himself from thinking of his last encounter with Special Inspector Zhao. “But as my assistants, I call for a strict curfew and exceptional virtue. I can’t have you catting about and giving away my secrets. Is that understood?”

      “Oh, aye, virtuous.” She winked. “Of course!”

      He sighed. It was difficult expecting it from those in the theatre but he insisted on it from his employees. “Now, er, ladies, if you will…” He took Agnes by the hand and showed her the inside of the cabinet, explaining the little shelf she would be required to squeeze behind. He told them that twins and sometimes triplets were used in magician acts for purposes of deception, and that the general public was never allowed to know that there were two identical assistants as that would spoil the illusion, and so their names would never be revealed. They would both be called by one name and one name only. No one was allowed to see them together and if he hired them they must behave in this manner for the duration of their partnership.

      “Now, let me explain how it works.” He opened the cabinet door and entreated them to look inside. “Such a trick works best in all its permutations in a square-sided box, for the mirror inside conceals and reflects the corners to the audience, making it appear perfectly empty.”

      “Ow!” cried Agnes. “Ain’t that clever.”

      “Yes, it is. There are pivots, hinges, and a very small space for one of you to hide behind. Do you see?”

      Agnes grinned. “Will you look at that, Aimee. We’re magic!”

      “You will have to practice to be smooth and quick with all our illusions. If you can’t manage it, if you slip up and the audience sees what you are about, then my credibility flies out the window.”

      “Look here, guv’nor. I’ve seen magicians before. They show you the inside of the box and tell the audience that there ain’t no trap doors and such…”

      “We are lying.”

      “Blimey!”

      “It is a theatrical presentation, Miss Templeton, not a court of law.”

      She elbowed Leopold. “You said it. Don’t worry, guv. We’re up for it.”

      After a bit of practice, both Agnes and Aimee, the latter quiet but amenable, seemed to accomplish the task easily and with little direction. Leopold felt satisfied that he had found his new troupe.

      Agnes shrugged back into her jacket and fixed her hat to her head as Leopold told them what he would pay and expected them back here to rehearse.

      “And when’s the first performance, guv?” she asked, threading her arm through Aimee’s. This was perhaps the first time in their lives they would have to be parted, including living in different flats.

      But it was then that Leopold was brought up short. He had been so involved in the murders, the Daemon Device, Thacker, and thoughts of Mingli, that he had completely forgotten that he no longer had a theatre in which to perform.

      “Er…I will let you know. Currently, I am…erm, between theatres.”

      She clutched the money pouch he gave them for a new flat and costume materials. “Right-o! Just let us know when, guv. Ta, Raj!” and she wiggled her fingers toward the silent automaton.

      They bustled out and he barred the door again, pressing his finger to his lips in thought. He needed a theatre. Assuming his Lock would work and England and the world would be saved from a golem invasion, he would still need a way to make a living.

      “Blast.” He poured himself a scotch, drank it, and kept on pouring.
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      THE GASLIGHT BURNED on as Leopold worked. And though his fingers had grown red and raw with filing and machining the tiny parts included in the Lock, he was finally finished and it was a beautiful thing to behold. The brass parts gleamed against the polished steel. Each rivet had been placed with care. Each gear machined to perfection. All that was needed was the glass chamber that von Spiegel would supply, and then Leopold would further use his powers to fill it with incantations in a language he didn’t understand. But von Spiegel’s notes made it clear that it was his power that would achieve it, not any mispronunciation on his part. He hoped that was so.

      “That’s some fine work there, Leo,” said Thacker, who had been trying to etch words with his finger all afternoon on Leopold’s mirror.

      “If I do say so myself. How did you get on at Scotland Yard? Did you discover anything about our mysterious Miss Zhao?”

      He tipped his bowler hat up his head. “That’s just it. I couldn’t find out a damn thing about her.”

      “Blast.”

      “I don’t just mean her address or where she came from. But not anything. No record of her being appointed. No documents stating who she is. No correspondence. No file at all.”

      He turned to the inspector. “That’s unusual.”

      “You bet your boots it is. Who called her in, eh? How’d she know to come to the Yard? Who does she report to?”

      “The Prince Regent?”

      “No record of even that.”

      “Curious.”

      “It’s more than curious. It’s…diabolical.”

      Leopold put his oily fingers to his lips. He hoped Eurynomos would come up with more information, but so far, he hadn’t.

      He sat back and took a moment to think about that photograph the professor had shown him. He had no photographs of his parents. To see his father again…and so young! Before he had been beaten down by life and circumstances. Before…Gehenna…

      He longed to see the photo again. Perhaps he could persuade von Spiegel to gift it to him. After this was over, of course.

      He turned his attention back to the paper. So all-consuming was it that it took some time before the sound of knocking finally permeated his consciousness.

      He grabbed a rag to wipe his oil-stained hands and lifted the bar on the door. Mingli Zhao, pert and pretty in a dark maroon satin dress, with its layers of drapery and ruffles she was fond of, stood on the street, tapping her foot impatiently. Her ever-present umbrella served as a walking stick, but he knew what secrets it held.

      “Yes, Miss Zhao?”

      “Good God! What happened to you?”

      “What about me?” he grumbled.

      “It’s been days since anyone’s seen or heard from you. And just look at the state of you. Your clothes are disheveled and covered in grease, and your attitude is lacking civility.”

      “I think I owe you little by way of civility.”

      “Oh? How so? Do you still think I am trying to kill you?”

      “Of course I do! You aimed a sword and a gun at me on two separate occasions. How many excuses can you come up with, I wonder, before the deed is accomplished?”

      “Leo!” said an appalled Thacker.

      “It’s true,” he said petulantly.

      “Mr. Kazsmer, I give you my word as a lady and as a special inspector, that I am not trying to kill you. And if I were—and I say this in all modesty—you’d already be dead by now.”

      “I am not reassured by that.” He moved to close the door on her face, but she pushed back with remarkable strength.

      “Please, Mr. Kazsmer. Hear me out.”

      “I’m done listening to you. Take your insufferable Oriental self off my property.”

      “My ‘insufferable’… Oh! Of all the bigoted… Really!” She shoved hard and Leopold stumbled back. But he was having none of it. His magic came forth without his conjuring it, and the force of it pushed her away and through the entry, slammed the door, and barred it for good measure.

      Surprised himself with its vehemence, he stood at the door a moment, wondering, hoping it hadn’t hurt her. Almost he shouted through the door to ask, but then dismissed it with a shake of his head.

      He put the kettle on to warm the water and began peeling off his shirt down to his chemise.

      “Pardon me for saying so,” said Thacker, “but weren’t you a bit harsh with her?”

      “You’re siding with her? She’s the one who brought you back from death as a spirit. I don’t know that she’s done you any favors.”

      “Well…that might be true enough. I don’t know. I just know that I’m glad to be with you again, my friend, and to try to help you where I can. I certainly was doing no good dead and all.” They both fell silent, until, “Say, Leo. How was my funeral?”

      “Oh. Spense. Well, it was…good as funerals go. Many a constable spoke on your behalf. Most of the station attended.”

      “That’s nice. I wish I’d been there.”

      They looked at each other and suddenly burst into nervous giggles.

      “You know what I mean,” said an abashed Thacker.
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      LATER, WHEN LEOPOLD was clean and shaven, he tucked his shirt back into his trousers and began to button it when a knock sounded on the door again.

      Pulling his braces up to his shoulders, he opened it cautiously to Mingli once more. In her hands was a flask and two tin cups. “I see you took my advice,” she said. “I brought spirits to help your blood.”

      He sighed. “One moment.” He closed the door and took a canvas cloth to cover his work. When he returned to the door, he opened it wide to allow her to pass through. With a nod of thanks that bobbed the feather on her hat, she walked in. “Greetings, Inspector Thacker.”

      He touched the brim of his bowler and bowed slightly.

      “I’m afraid I didn’t bring a cup for you. I don’t think you can drink.”

      Thacker licked his lips and sighed sorrowfully.

      Unscrewing the cap of the flask Mingli poured and handed Leopold a cup.

      He looked at the contents suspiciously. “Won’t you have some, too?”

      “Still don’t trust me, eh?” She smiled and poured some of the liquor into her own cup. She saluted and drank it down.

      He sniffed it—single malt scotch—and drank it in one. Its initial burn mellowed as he felt it warm his insides. He set the cup aside and cleared his throat. “I thank you for this. And I’m…I’m sorry about earlier…”

      “If you think it is somehow easy for a Chinese woman to be on a police force and receive any cooperation, you are sadly mistaken. I have had my share of mistrust, disbelief, misogyny, and unabashed bigotry. But I have never been accused of conspiring to kill anyone before. And I say again, I am not trying to kill you, Mr. Kazsmer. Now or at any time.”

      He wanted to believe it. He glanced at the discarded and battered tin cup and thought about another dose of scotch, but then thought better of it. Best to keep a clear head when she was around.

      Thacker hovered and by his expression he was urging Leopold to give her the benefit of the doubt.

      “At any rate, this is not a social call.” She capped the flask again and set it down on the worktable. “I came to bear unhappy tidings. There has been another murder. At the Gypsy camp, this time.”

      His heart lurched. Uncle Yanko! No!

      “Who?”

      “An old woman. A fortune teller.”
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      THEY REACHED THE Romani camp in less than half an hour, what with the extra shilling Leopold promised the cabby for his speed.

      Thacker, of course, wasn’t able to travel that far. He had signaled silently to Leopold that he was returning to Scotland Yard.

      The blue uniforms of policemen sprouted all about, and the wary Romani stayed at the outskirts of their own camp. He only saw the men. He suspected that the women were told to stay within the caravans.

      A tent was erected around the body near the edge of the woods. Mingli led the way solemnly. In fact, she had said nothing further to Leopold after she had given him the news and hailed the cab. She strode across the wet grass, oblivious to the eyes of the Romani men upon her. She cast open the tent and Leopold got a glimpse of the shrouded body before he, too, entered.

      The be-whiskered physician that Leopold had met before, Dr. Woodbine, was just washing his hands in a basin. Red clouded the water as he reached for a flannel.

      Woodbine glanced at Mingli standing stoically over the corpse, and then cocked his head at her. “Can’t say I’m pleased that this Chinky has taken charge.”

      Leopold bristled. Perhaps he had had the same sentiments when this all began, but though he still mistrusted her he did not harbor any prejudices for her race or her womanhood, despite his earlier rudeness. “May I point out, doctor, that she has shown a professionalism that one might be hard-pressed to find amongst her colleagues.”

      The physician shrugged into his dark coat, looking from Mingli to Leopold. “I see.” His tone raised Leopold’s hackles.

      “I do not think you do, but that matters little. The murder. Was it the same as the others?”

      “No. This time every bit of her skin was flayed from her body. None of it remains.”

      Leopold gasped. He glanced at Mingli. “What do they need it for?” Leopold muttered. Was it somehow part of this Daemon Device? He didn’t know if Ogiel was working for Waldhar or not, if indeed, he had anything to do with this. All he could see in his mind where those goggled physicians in their long white coats. How could it have been them and none of the Romani known about it?

      He did not go to look at Ilonka. A measure of guilt kept him from the body. Had they gone after her simply because Leopold was the last one to speak to her? Or was it because he had spoken to her at all?

      Yes, she could have been targeted because of him. That gave him pause. Would the special inspector also be a target?

      “Miss Zhao,” he called.

      She turned, her face unreadable.

      “Please?” he said, gesturing for her to follow him out of the tent.

      Leopold looked across the camp and spotted Yanko standing by his caravan. He was watching Leopold and smoking a pipe, its white smoke drifting lazily about his head. Leopold did not acknowledge him, and neither did his uncle do the same.

      He took Mingli’s arm, despite her grunt of protest, and steered her away from the others. A policeman eyed them for a moment before he went back to observing the meadow beyond.

      “I fear she was killed because of me,” he confessed.

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Because it was a few mornings ago that I spoke extensively to her. She made some…predications for me.”

      “Did any of them involve her own destruction?”

      “No. Only that which involves the Daemon Device. She was fairly precise.”

      “I see. You believe she was targeted.”

      “Yes. And I’m afraid that also includes you now, Miss Zhao.”

      She smiled. “Don’t worry about me, Mr. Kazsmer. I can take care of myself.”

      “No, you can’t,” he hissed. “Not against this!”

      “Yes, against this. Why do you think I am a ‘special’ inspector, Leopold? Because I am Chinese? Because I am a woman? No, it is because this is my specialty. As it is yours. It was why your friend Thacker called upon you, no? Not because you have expertise on the stage. Surely he recognized your other talents even if you both would not openly acknowledge them.”

      “But he died because he got in the way. And you will, too, Miss Zhao.”

      “So. You now acknowledge that I am on your side?”

      “I don’t care. I just don’t want you to end up…like that.”

      She blinked at him. He noticed her long lashes, the curve of her brow, that scandalous mouth. And then he tried not to notice them.

      “You’re doing something about it, aren’t you?” she said softly. “That Lock. I want to help.”

      “You will only interfere.”

      “At least let me see it. There might yet be something…”

      “Dammit, woman! Must you be so…so…”

      “So stubborn? Like you?”

      Suddenly his anger deflated. “Very well. I give up. Spy or no, assassin or no, I can no longer fight you.”

      “Then it’s a good thing I am neither, so we won’t waste our time. Back to your lockup?”

      He nodded.
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      IT WAS EVENING again by the time the cab dropped them off near the mews. Leopold’s mind was in a whirl. If she could help, it will have been the first time any woman had known him this well. If he could only fully trust her. If only…

      He smelled it first. Even as he pressed the key to the padlock. Sulfur. Smoke. Something vile…

      The door exploded open, knocking them both back in a cloud of smoke. Ogiel the Cloven-Hoofed One, along with his disgusting imp, stood in the center of the mew, destroying what was left of his furniture and goods.

      Without thinking, Leopold raised his hands and cried out. Hebrew? Latin? He didn’t know. But white angry light burst from his fingers and slammed the Otherworld creatures into the wall, dislodging several bricks.

      Ogiel recovered first and snapped his head toward Leopold. “Kazsmer,” he growled. His enormous fist swept toward him, but Leopold jumped aside before that hand crashed to the floor, denting it.

      He had to summon Eurynomos. He couldn’t fight the beast alone.

      He reached for his switchblade, but that giant arm arced toward him again, this time aiming for Mingli. He grabbed for her hand and yanked her out of the way just as the clawed hand scraped along the stone floor with a cascade of sparks and a skin-crawling screech.

      They both rolled and righted standing across from each other, with the beast situated between them and the door.

      Remarkably, the switchblade was still in Leopold’s hand, but the moment he tried to poise it over his arm, the floor tilted. Ogiel’s weighty steps buckled the stone and the blade slipped from his fingers. A blur of red and the imp snatched it out of the air, dancing away with it held high in its hands. He scrambled up the wall and stood on the ceiling, laughing in a high-pitched cackle.

      Ogiel squared with Leopold and Mingli. He closed his hands into fists and raised them. Each fist would crush them to a stain on the floor. Leopold gathered his magic again to push him back when the beast suddenly froze.

      The imp’s laughter halted as well, as if a cork had been thrust into that wide muzzle.

      They were both suspended in time, unable to move or speak.

      Leopold looked at his hands. He hadn’t done anything; he was sure of it.

      “Come on!” cried Mingli and grabbed his hand, pulling him toward the beast. He hung back until he realized she was aiming for the space between Ogiel’s spread feet and to the door and escape. “We only have a moment!”

      “What did you do and how did you do it?” he asked as they neared the beast’s scaly legs.

      “I have my own ways,” she said. “Do you think you are the only one who is marked?”

      Before he had a chance to ask, Ogiel awakened again and seemed perplexed that his quarry had vanished. Mingli headed for the door, but Leopold shook her hand free and ran back.

      “What are you doing?”

      He slid along the floor under the giant daemon’s legs, grabbed the plans from the worktable and crushed it to his chest.

      Ogiel bent down and looked between his legs at the retreating man. He howled and spun around.

      Leopold zig-zagged and skidded toward another workbench and snatched the mechanism.

      Ogiel stomped toward him, a roar on his open mouth.

      Leopold looked back and saw the beast closing on him. The taloned hand reached.

      Clutching the Lock and plans tight to his chest, Leopold dove for the door, all the while incanting, “Et clauso ostio, signatus servat!”

      A flourish of light burst all around him in gold and crimson. He speared through it and just as he hit the pavement outside, the door slammed shut. The bricks surrounding the door began to melt and flow over the jamb and lintel until the entire door was covered in red hot liquid brick. On his knees and panting, Leopold’s cheeks heated from the smoldering sealed portal. He closed his eyes as it steamed and cooled. Slowly he lowered his taut shoulders.

      Mingli was standing beside him and Thacker had landed next to her. “Cor blimey! You did that?”

      He nodded, still out of breath, and slowly got to his feet.

      A muffled roar and a mighty bang trembled the sealed door and Leopold edged back, but it held. A roar of frustration rang through the brick wall and Leopold sent a small ward through the wall to protect Raj before looking both ways up the street. “Come on. We’d best get out of here.”
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      BACK AT HIS flat, Leopold quickly ushered her inside.

      “Will they follow us here?” she asked breathlessly.

      “My flat is warded very strongly. I never did ward the lockup. I don’t know why.” He dumped the plans and Lock on his drawing room table and fell into a chair.

      Mingli did likewise. “Ogiel,” she sighed, wrinkling her nose. “He always smelled like a cesspool.”

      “That’s an insult to cesspools,” said Thacker, appearing through the wall. “Why are we talking about cesspools anyway?”

      She laughed and the sound eased Leopold’s heart. His tensed muscles unwound. “You missed a great deal, Spense. Ogiel, the same creature that dispatched you was at my lockup.”

      Thacker nodded gravely. “I went there first, but I didn’t go in because…because…”

      “Because though a spirit, your senses are attuned to the Otherworld,” said Mingli.

      He pushed back his bowler. “And, er, that means…?”

      “It means, Inspector, that your ghostly senses could tell that evil had been there and you naturally shied away. Had you been evil, it wouldn’t have bothered you.”

      Thacker seemed to think about for a moment before a smiled cracked on his face. “Not evil. You hear that, Leo. Good news at last!”

      “I knew it all along, Spense.” Leopold looked about his parlor wearily. “I’m afraid I haven’t much to offer you here, Miss Zhao. There’s tea, of course, but I have nothing by way of food. I might be able to ring up the pub and have something delivered.”

      “I would like that,” she said. “But if you have spirits, I would also like that about now.”

      He rose creakily and headed for a sideboard that boasted of crystal decanters. “Scotch, brandy, sherry?”

      “Scotch, please.”

      He refused to raise a brow, for there was nothing about her that surprised him anymore. He pulled out the stopper and poured into two glass tumblers, with an apologetic glance toward Thacker. He returned to her and handed her the glass.

      “Kong chien,” she said, and drank it down.

      “What does that mean?” he asked after taking a sip.

      “The Chinese equivalent of ‘Bottoms Up’.”

      He repeated the sounds in his mind and drank again. “I’ve neglected to ask you about the woman we rescued, the one we took to hospital. I have been otherwise absorbed, I’m afraid. Is there any news?”

      She licked her lips and rested her glass on the side table. “As I suspected. She was drugged and had no idea what had happened to her. She was, no doubt, snatched off the street but has made a full recovery.”

      “I’m glad of that. Does she recall anything?”

      “No. Lucky for her. Not so much for us.”

      “Human skins. Like Ilonka. What are they doing with them? Was it Ogiel or those goggled physicians? And what the bloody hell is the Order of the Valkyrie?”

      She leaned forward. “I’m not yet certain of the details, but I believe it all has to do with Manfried Waldhar. First of all, that warehouse is owned by a German corporation, whose owner is yet unnamed. And there are copious rumors that tie him to proto-nationalist organizations. They consist of Germanic people who believe they are direct descendants of Odin.”

      “Preposterous.”

      “We’ve both seen stranger things.”

      “But really! Odin?”

      She chuckled. “Well, it does do great things for one’s self-importance when one thinks themselves to be descended from a god, no?”

      “Lunatics.”

      “Lunatics with a great deal of money. The rolls of businessmen who deal in English properties are said to be full of Germany’s elite. Their exceptionally wealthy elite. They could be financially supporting Waldhar’s whole world domination scheme. Just think of it. A free ride on luxury dirigibles, a gathering or two, all for a promise of dominion over all you survey? It’s very appealing. Well worth the price.”

      “Not to you, I hope.”

      “Don’t be absurd.”

      “I want to know more about this Waldhar,” said Thacker. “If you don’t mind, I think I’ll just nip back to the Yard and do some searching.”

      “You might try the files in the Chief Superintendent’s office,” she said. “I’ve not been able to get access there.”

      “Right!” He tipped his bowler, turned, and vanished through the wall.

      She smiled. “I don’t know that I’ll get used to that.”

      He was caught again by her calm rational recitation of facts and her amusement at their absurd situation. And yet, even though this made her more than appealing, something else kept poking at his senses. Something she had said earlier. “Miss Zhao, er, I hope I’m not being too personal. But you said to me previously that I was not the only one who was marked. What exactly did you mean by that?”

      She closed her eyes and laid her head back against the velvet chair. When at last she opened them again, they fastened on him with a decidedly determined glint. “I’ll show you.”

      She stood and peeled off her gloves and cropped jacket. What remained was a white ruffled blouse with a high collar tied with an elegant bow. She reached for that bow first and undid it, sending the wide ribbons fluttering on either side of her prominent bosom.

      Leopold swallowed.

      The untied bow left a gap at her throat, and below it the first of the buttons. Her deft fingers began to release the small, pearl buttons from their holes. As each button opened, the blouse cleaved wider, revealing a frilled and pin tucked camisole with pink ribbons running through eyelets.

      Leopold slammed his glass to the table. “Madam! I’m sure this isn’t necessary…”

      “Sit down, Leopold.”

      He fell back into his chair, and she leaned over him, hands on each chair arm caging him in. Her blouse draped open wider revealing the whole of the camisole and consequently her bosom close to his face. He couldn’t help but inhale a healthy dose of lilac and woman. He pressed himself back into the chair as far as he could.

      When she shifted back and stood up, she unbuttoned her cuffs and started removing her blouse. He made as if to rise, but she shunted him back down with only a glare. Her blouse hung from her arms revealing naked shoulders and an alluring décolletage.

      “M-miss Zhao…”

      Her thumb slipped under one sleeve of her camisole and pushed it down over her shoulder. That’s when Leopold saw it. At least the beginning of it. Keeping her eyes on him, she slowly turned, revealing a tattoo of intricate design, wending across the delectable curve of her back and down beyond her skirts. Chinese characters artfully combined to form the sinewy figure of a woman.

      “It’s an incantation in a logogram, Mr. Kazsmer… Leopold. It is the yuan gui. Designed loosely in shape of the spirit itself. The Chinese term can be translated to ‘ghost’, but it is somewhere between a spirit and a daemon. Yuan gui is the ‘ghost with a grievance.’ I was marked to save me and to curse me. For I am haunted by the spirits of persons who died wrongful deaths and I must constantly strive to make it right. And they protect me, too, so that I may carry out my mission, for however long the gods wish it of me.”
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      HE COULD NOT help but continue to stare not only at the delicate design of the tattoo, but at the seeming miles of smooth curving skin she showed him. Her blouse hung alluringly from her elbows and one side of her camisole lay languidly off one shoulder, revealing the corset beneath.

      His breath had left him some time ago. Yet he managed to gasp, “That…must be…quite a tale…”

      “It is.” She knelt beside his chair and leaned in. “Just as your tale must be quite… something.”

      He found himself leaning toward her. “I don’t know…that I am ready to tell it. I don’t know that I will ever be ready.” Her face was closer. Looking into her eyes, he noticed her irises were as dark as her pupils, long lashes shadowing all. But more than that, those slightly rouged lips parted, and he could feel her breath on his mouth.

      “You must speak of it to someone,” she whispered. Too close. “Or it might break you apart.”

      “I’m not broken.”

      “We’re all broken…to some extent.” Her mouth was so very close to his. So close. He needed only to lean a little more…

      She stood abruptly and began shrugging the sleeve of her camisole back over her shoulder and lifting her blouse back into place, deftly buttoning up to her throat.

      Panting, Leopold sat back, eyes closed, drawing on years of self-control.

      With a deep sigh, Mingli glanced at him, still buttoning her blouse. “I was a slave in my uncle’s household.”

      Startled, Leopold jolted forward. “What…?”

      “You see, in China, when a family is poor and has too many girl children, they are sold. Even though my father was a scientist, he made little money and there were many mouths to feed. My uncle was rich, by our village’s standards, and he bought me. I was ten. He forced me to work in the kitchens, but when I blossomed early at twelve, he made me work in his brothel.”

      Leopold’s mouth dropped open. “My dear Miss Zhao,” he said softly.

      “Is it so different from the poverty you find here in London? Girls are sold here, too, by unscrupulous men, but little is done to stop it. At least in China they are forthright about it.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “No, there is no honor in this.”

      “It is the way things are done, Leopold. Some girls make their way in that life, grow self-reliant, can even barter their way to higher positions in the house. But I never…took to it. I was meant for other things. I was attuned to a different life. And the spirits and daemons knew it. The household daemons soon found me. The others could not see them or hear them as I did, and I made a bargain with them to help me win my freedom. There is no dealing with daemons without a bargain. They are like a gambling house, you see, and the house always holds all the advantages. This mark I bear was put upon me by the ghosts of those wrongly killed. It was for my protection but also as a reminder of what tasks I had yet to perform.” She fell silent, her steady gaze looking beyond him. He didn’t move, waiting for her to finish her narrative.

      “One night, there was a…mysterious fire in the house. The ghosts told me to take one object to safety and leave the rest. And that meant the people as well. That was my sacrifice.”

      “The people all died?”

      “Yes.”

      “What…what was the object?”

      Her eyes traveled back from the past and landed on Leopold. Her gaze stayed on him as she lifted a chain from her neck. The end of it fell deep into her décolletage. She dragged it up into the light. Holding it between her thumb and index finger, she turned it. It was no larger than a pocket watch. A carved piece of jade. It looked to be a dragon.

      “This small piece,” she said. “It was my uncle’s pride and joy. I’m afraid I had to hit him over the head to get it and he was one of the first to die in the fire. Pity.”

      There was no sympathy in her voice. He could easily appreciate it.

      “What was the purpose of saving this object?”

      She studied it, as she must have studied it for years. “I don’t know. They have yet to tell me. But I am certain that its great importance will one day be revealed to me at the most inconvenient of times.”

      “And so they…they marked you.”

      “Yes. It starts at my shoulder here,” she said, laying her hand on the right side of her neck, “and winds about my back to stop here,” and she touched low on her left hip.

      Leopold swallowed. As terrible as her tale was, he couldn’t stop himself from wanting to see that tattoo in its entirety.

      She seemed to read his thoughts and leaned toward him. Her blouse was still opened at the throat and there were dots of perspiration there. “When we know each other a little better,” she whispered, “I will show you the whole of it.”

      “There’s r-really no need of that, Miss Zhao.”

      “Oh, I think there is. You and I know about daemons and spirits. And I hate them so.”

      “Well,” he said, licking his lips, “some daemons are harmless. Even friendly. I have relied on one for many years. He saved my life and I count him as my friend.”

      She raised her animated brow. “Your friend? Leopold, you must not make the mistake of believing that.”

      “But it’s true. You don’t know the literal hell I’ve been through. You don’t know…how he saved me, continues to save me…”

      She slowly shook her head. “Have you never heard the tale of the turtle and the scorpion? How the scorpion wished to cross the rushing river but the current was too powerful. He saw a turtle and begged her to take him across. ‘But you will sting me with your deadly poison,’ said the turtle. ‘No,’ said the scorpion. ‘I promise I will not do so, for I wish to cross this river.’ And so the turtle agreed. The scorpion hopped onto her shell and rode. But when they got to the center of the river, the scorpion reared back and stung the turtle. The turtle, quite shocked, turned to the scorpion. ‘Why did you do that! Now I will surely die and so will you as we sink beneath the waves.’ The scorpion merely shrugged. ‘You knew I was a scorpion when you agreed to carry me. It is my nature to sting.’ And so they sank down together into the depths of the river.”

      “You are saying it is the nature of daemons to act toward our destruction?” He shook his head. “Not the Jewish daemons. They are helpers. They warn. True, some punish, too, but for the most part, these are, well, good daemons.”

      “Ogiel didn’t seem so good to me.”

      “He is of another sort. My friend comes when I call him.”

      “And what must you do to call him? What sacrifice must be made?”

      He fell silent.

      “I rest my case.”

      “Ogiel must be working with Waldhar. That dashed Saxon has something that reins in the beast, for a Cloven-Hoofed One is not so easily tamed, nor easily controlled. We are dealing with great forces. I don’t know whether his dirigibles are a curtain he hides behind or is useful for recruiting the soldiers he needs, but they are all connected.”

      The dead fortune teller’s words ran through his head and he knew he must talk to Eurynomos.

      Mingli tied the artful bow around her neck and slid her arms into the sleeves of her short jacket. She was all bustle and frills and prim inspector again. She tugged on her gloves. “I should like to look at the Ripper files. Perhaps there are clues there. Surely you can’t help but compare what has happened recently to what has come before when the Ripper was on the streets?”

      “I have. And Thacker had as well.”

      “Then we should go to Scotland Yard.”

      He glanced past the curtains and sighed. “It’s late.”

      “Scotland Yard never closes. Come. I’ll treat you to supper.”

      “That’s not necessary.”

      “Come anyway.”

      He should get to that Lock, though there was little left to do but wait for von Spiegel to help him with the incantations. But the alluring tilt of her head that showed the curve of her neck, those penetrating eyes (her pale throat, those smooth shoulders), and he found himself agreeing.
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      THEY WERE BACK in Thacker’s old office. Strange to be there again. Had it only been a week? And yet, all that gave it the character of Thacker’s chamber was gone. Mingli had taken to it like a hurricane and removed his books, files, papers, statuettes, and—much to Leopold’s regret—the Wellington boot umbrella stand. In its place was a pristine almost sterile arrangement of books and art. The art was tasteful, scaled to the room, and hung in appropriate frames. All very English. The only nod to her race appeared to be a long scroll, ancient, by the look of it, mounted in a simple frame on the wall opposite her desk. It was rectangular and tall and appeared to be Chinese lettering, or perhaps logograms like the markings on her skin…but that conjured images he didn’t wish to revisit. Not in polite company, at any rate.

      It reminded him of the scroll from the old Chinese woman. “Have you had any luck deciphering that scroll the old woman gave you?”

      “Not as yet. Not only is it in an old and unused dialect, but there are coded words and phrases within. It is a puzzle within a puzzle.”

      “Dash it all. Why couldn’t the old thing be forthcoming?”

      “It is not their way.”

      They were waiting for the serjeant on the watch to return with the files on the Ripper. Leopold sat in a red velvet chair, running his hands over the scrolled wooden chair arms. Mingli was at her desk, looking through some papers.

      “I’m sorry,” he said suddenly.

      She looked up. “For what?”

      “For…for what happened to you. Your uncle…”

      Her eyes dropped back to the page before her. “That was a long time ago.”

      “But you are still left with the scars.”

      “As are you, I daresay.”

      “But I’m talking about you. And I’m sorry.”

      “It made me the woman I am today. I cannot be sorry for that.”

      He nodded conciliatorily. “I suppose…”

      “If you are under the impression that I weep at night with the remembering, you are sorely mistaken.”

      “I can’t imagine it,” he said, pinching the bridge of his nose between tired eyes.

      “Good,” she said under her breath.

      Leopold inhaled deeply. Swallowed. Took another breath.

      “My dear Mr. Kazsmer!” Mingli was suddenly at his side.

      He felt sick. He wanted to speak, to tell her… Suddenly a glass of water was thrust into his hand.

      “You’re pale as death. Please drink this.”

      He raised the glass to his lips with trembling hands. The water soothed. She took it from him after a moment and set it on a side table. His cheeks felt suddenly hot with embarrassment. He must look the utter fool to her, he thought. Getting pale and sick like any fainting female just because…because….

      Still crouching beside him she touched his hand. “Mr. Kazsmer…”

      “I…I was ten when my mother died.” He pulled his collar away from his sweaty neck. “My father was a teacher. And a scholar. He studied the Kabbalah. Jewish mysticism. And I shared his interest. He was Jewish and my mother was Romani, what you would call a Gypsy.”

      Mingli sat back on her heels, folded her hands one over the other, and attended to him with a soft expression.

      “She gave up the life to marry my father. We followed Jewish tradition and customs in our household, you see, but to marry outside her faith was to estrange her from her family and fellow Romani. They wouldn’t forgive my father for taking her away. But it didn’t matter. The three of us were happy. I was intrigued by the history, the rituals, the food…” He smiled. “We were happy. Until…until she died. It left a…hole in our lives. Papa threw himself into study to escape his loneliness. He began researching Jewish daemonology. I was at school the day he was successful at summoning. He was terribly excited by it, and I’m afraid his excitement was contagious, for I, too, became interested in the realms of the Otherworld, daemons, and the magical arts. To achieve fruition for his hard work was a boon to him and his empty heart. For both of us.”

      Leopold’s fingers traced the scrollwork on the wooden arm of his chair.

      “But he began to be drawn deeper and deeper into it. He lost his situation at the school because he had neglected to attend his classes. I quit school and picked up the odd job to support us. He…didn’t know. I didn’t tell him. His world of daemons was the only thing to bring life back into his eyes. I couldn’t take that from him. And after all, I was only eleven. Hardly capable of distinguishing what was proper for an adult male to do or not to do.

      “One day when I came home from one of many jobs, I found him agitated. He had a mark on his arm, similar to this one,” and he lifted his left arm perfunctorily. “I asked where he had gotten it, but he evaded my questions.” He rubbed absently at his own wrist. “But he seemed more confident because of it. And I knew it had to do with daemons. And I began to want one, too, to learn the secrets that he knew. So I pretended to leave one morning only to return back. I entered the house stealthily and spied on him. In the parlor, he had summoned Eurynomos. I was amazed. I had never seen the like before. The daemon spoke so well, not as we did being from the East End. I cultivated my speech patterns. It took many years, but I wanted to sound like a proper gentleman. I fashioned my accent after the beast himself.” He chuckled. “Imagine that, eh?”

      She offered a brief smile before he continued.

      “It wasn’t long till they discovered me. But instead of condemnation, Papa was entranced with the idea of schooling me in the art of summoning. And Eurynomos took to me, as well. We spent many hours together. He taught me so many things.

      “There came a day when my father thought I was ready to summon. I thought I was ready, too. I wanted that mark on my arm, the mark of power my father seemed so proud of. But something went horribly wrong. The…the Unholy Hosts were summoned instead. They were angry. And they wanted a great sacrifice. They wanted me.”

      “Oh Leo…”

      “Papa argued with them, fought them. He tried to send them back but he hadn’t understood that his mark, though a sign of power, was a shackle, too, and he was suddenly sucked up into the gateway. I saw it happening, and I flung myself in after him.”

      He leaned back against the chair. The sick feeling in his gut when he thought of it hadn’t lessoned with the passing years.

      “When I found myself on the shores of Gehenna, Papa was gone and I was alone. Such a foreign place, where gravity has no meaning.” He put a hand to his head, an ache of remembering throbbing there. He closed his eyes. “Mountains are upside down. Forests stand parallel to the ground. Colors are…absurd, rendering the landscape unrecognizable. I called out to him. A mistake. It attracted the attention of…of those who dwelt there. I ran. I was pursued by beings whose figures where unimaginable. I knew I would soon lose my mind from the strangeness, from my own wild fear. That’s when Eurynomos found me. I told him what happened and though there was fear in his eyes as well, he comforted and protected me. He wanted to bring me back to my world, but I refused. Not until I could bring Papa back. And so we went on. To a realm called Sitra Achra. It is the origin of all evil. Evil comes from it and descends to it. No living man had ever gone there and my father was trapped. I couldn’t leave without him, you see. I could not leave him in that place.”

      His face was wet. He wiped at it mechanically.

      “Eurynomos and I traveled far. I don’t know how long it took because Time had no meaning there. But we finally found the gates. The daemon was allowed to pass through, but they wouldn’t allow me the same access. Eurynomos promised to go on to find him, but I insisted on going. The gatekeepers demanded payment. What had I to give but part of myself?” He looked down at his wrist. “They marked me. But because I knew some magical arts, I prevented it from making me their slave, their puppet. The Eye watches me but can do little to harm me. I was that competent at least. I use it for my own means, just as my father did. I use it for protection. But the Eye…sees both ways. At any rate, I bargained for the return of my father. But I had made a poor bargain, for they did bring my father to me—grayed and somehow much older—but they did not give permission for us to leave.”

      He stared at the Eye and the Eye, as always, stared back.

      “My life force began to attract the others. Daemons of all stripes began to gather. They fed on my life force like ambrosia. And I was weakening. I saw what they had done to my father and it was beginning to happen to me. But my father called upon the power of the Kabbalah, used his mark and his own blood to force the fiends away. He offered his life for mine. I saw all the beasts fall upon him to take what little life he had left, and when I tried to help him I was suddenly yanked back to my own realm and dumped into our parlor. I was alone. My father was dead. I had nowhere to go but to live with my mother’s brother to live the life of a Gypsy. They forbade my Jewish heritage and my study of daemons, but I pursued it secretly. I vowed to discover what they had done to my father and to me. I had to learn the nature of this mark and how to dissolve it. After a few years I left the camp to strike out on my own. My study of the Kabbalah and its secrets had led to my discovery of performance magic and the ambition to make something of myself. But I haven’t stopped my study of Jewish daemonology. I have my father’s notes. And someday I hope to rid myself of this!” He shook his arm. The Eye did not stop its ceaseless staring. “This thing that ties me to the Otherworld.” The thing which that detestable imp said makes me prey.

      They both fell silent.

      Mingli stared down at her lap. “Then…you understand better than most what Waldhar means to unleash.”

      “Oh yes. I quite understand.”

      They both seemed relieved when the serjeant arrived and broke the morose silence. Mingli rose and walked back to her desk and sat. The serjeant eyed her progress with disdain. He didn’t appear to fancy being the errand boy to the inspector. But he was polite in his silence, and merely laid the box on her desk before turning smartly on his heel and quitting the office.

      Leopold suspected that the tale of how the serjeant found the two of them would be all over the Yard by tea time tomorrow.

      She pulled the box forward and untied the laces that kept the file closed.

      Leopold wiped his face with his kerchief, tucked it carefully away again, and got up from his seat to come around her desk and peer over her shoulder. Being more on equal footing with her, he no longer felt the need to stand on ceremony.

      She shuffled through the papers, some old and dingy. There were photographs of the victims, the taunting letters from “Jack”, and note after note written in the stilted hands of the detectives on the case. It had never been solved. And the Ripper had terrorized London from the last day in August to the ninth of November 1888. The photographs were gruesome and detailed. He saw faces with missing noses, skinned along the edges as if trying to pry the faces off. But they weren’t anything like what had happened to the women recently found.

      “Wotcher, Leo?”

      He startled…and was unaccountably pleased to see Mingli startle too.

      “Thacker. It isn’t polite to sneak through walls to frighten your friends.”

      “Sorry ‘bout that,” he said, an amused twinkle in his eye. “But I was surprised to discover you was both here.”

      “How did you know?”

      “I heard a copper saying some rather…er, disparaging remarks as regards Miss Zhao here.”

      She sighed but didn’t look up as she flipped through the photographs.

      Thacker pushed his bowler back up his head. “Blimey. That’s the Ripper, innit?”

      “Yes,” she said, and turned a photo to show him.

      He grimaced. “But was it that scum Ogiel and not some man that dunnit?”

      “Hard to say,” said Mingli, frowning. “This will not do.”

      “What?” said Leopold.

      “I fear I need the secret files.”

      “Er…secret files?”

      “Of course. You don’t think that such a horrific case could be left out for any serjeant to get their grubby hands on it, do you?”

      “But…” He gestured weakly toward the doorway where the serjeant—grubby hands or not—had only recently passed.

      “Close the door, Leopold.”

      Why was everything she now said loaded with sultry meaning? His libido was clearly running away with him, but he merely ducked his head and moved to comply, trying to hide his condition from Thacker’s hovering. At least the ghost would serve as a chaperon.

      Once the door was shut, he leaned back against its solid form, gaining strength from the heavy oak.

      Mingli rose and turned to face the bookcase behind her. As Leopold watched, she pulled several books out from the shelf, but only enough so that each book was only moved a few inches. There was a muffled sound of a spring and gears, and the bookshelf suddenly shifted, leaving an opening. She grabbed an electric lantern from her desk and raised a smile to him. “Coming?”
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      THACKER MADE A sound like a squeal. “What the bloody hell? How long has that been there?”

      “For ages I should think, Inspector,” said Mingli as she ducked inside.

      Leopold exchanged a surprised face with Thacker but in the end had no choice but to follow. They walked single file through a narrow passage lit only by her lantern, while Thacker, not needing steps or, as it turned out, lighting, floated on ahead, and Leopold could hear his faint cries of “Bloody hell” as each new sight assailed him.

      The passage led to an iron spiral staircase which they descended. It opened into a large chamber with a vaulted ceiling. The chamber was fitted with rows of shelving on which appeared to be files.

      Mingli moved to a wall plate, swung it open, and pulled back a switch. Electric light filled the open chamber. It was far bigger than Leopold first thought it. Far bigger, it seemed, than Scotland Yard itself.

      Mingli continued on and made note of a sign on one side of a shelf after switching off her lantern. She retreated to the next shelf, repeating the process until she appeared satisfied and trod down the row. Leopold followed, gaze taking in the curious files and endless shelves. In the corner of his eye, he saw the glowing spirit of Inspector Thacker drift by.

      Leopold peered down the seemingly endless rows of shelves. “Just how many files are here?”

      “Oh, thousands upon thousands, I should think. They go back much further than Scotland Yard’s history. I believe there are documents that go back to the early Middle Ages—around the time the Romans left Britain.”

      He stared at her askance, but since he knew she wasn’t given to jesting with him, he was forced to take her at her word. “But…what sort of documents would interest a chronicler in this secret archive?”

      “Why, supernatural ones, of course.” She turned away and followed along the shelf, lips silently moving as she read the labels. “Here,” she said, her voice echoing in the expansive space. She handed Leopold the lantern as she slipped the box from the shelf. Proceeding to a library table she laid the box upon it and opened it. “Look here,” she ordered.

      Thacker glided forward and leaned over Leopold’s shoulder as she read a page. “Ah. Yes, this is better. The other was the ‘public’ file, prepared by Sir Melville McNaughton. It was his task to dissemble the facts just enough to seem reliable, while hiding the hideous secrets the public was unprepared to know.”

      “Was it not hideous enough?”

      “It was, but this is the true file. I think you will find it far more interesting. Chief Inspector Frederick Abberline prepared this one.”

      Leopold recalled him as a man in his late forties, balding, with wide muttonchops.

      “I remember him,” said Thacker. “I came to him more than once on a perplexing set of circumstances. That was before I met you, Leo. Now I guess I know why he seemed to know so much.”

      Leopold leaned over, shoulder to shoulder, and looked where Mingli directed. These photographs were different. They were more like the murders he had seen. The women here had no mutilated faces or limbs. Simply the rectangular openings in the torso, the hollowness where the ribs were cut or broken open.

      And there were those few skinned corpses, but only of their heads and hands.

      “But this is…this is…” He raised his head and scanned the room again. All of these files were then the true files of what happened in London, and all of England. If that were the case, what chance had the metropolitan police at solving any of their crimes?

      “I know what you’re thinking,” she said. “But there is more here than merely criminal files and records. Far more. But we don’t have time to go into that now. Look here.”

      “But the photographs of the Ripper cases are far different from these. Those showed women hacked up, quite inexpertly.”

      “Of course,” she said. “Those photographs were placed there by Abberline on purpose. They would be far more believable than the precise cuts of the actual cases. Much must be kept from the public. A far worse panic would have ensued.”

      “Are you saying there is a vast conspiracy to—”

      “Leopold, don’t be so naïve. Of course the government covered it up. And a great deal more than that, I daresay.”

      He glanced again at the many shelves. “But—”

      “Leo! Concentrate!” She pointed impatiently to the page in the files.

      He read. Yes, it was the Ripper, but not the same Ripper that the papers sensationally reported. Abberline postulated that these crimes must have supernatural origins but had little proof and no way of stopping them. They had simply stopped occurring December of 1888, nearly three years ago.

      Thacker shook his head angrily. “We should have been told! We could have done more.”

      “I doubt that, Inspector Thacker,” said Mingli. “How could you have—ill equipped as you were—tackled demons who came into our world. Look at yourself, sir.”

      Thacker looked down, slightly spreading his Ulster to gaze at his horrendous wounds. “We still could have been told. Forewarned is forearmed.”

      “Maybe so,” she said reluctantly. And then, “Oh ho! This should be of special interest.” She lifted a newspaper clipping about the Ripper. But that was not what interested her. She waited, biting her lip prettily until Leopold noticed the advertisement. “Luftschiffbau Waldhar,” it read, “otherwise known as the Waldhar Airship Company, presents a Dirigible Fair.” That was in August of 1888 through December of that same year. They hadn’t returned since. Until this year…when the murders started up again.

      “Damn me,” said Leopold.

      “Exactly.”

      They shuffled through the papers together, each reading bits and pieces as Thacker moved from one to the other, unable to touch the papers himself. But they all came to the same conclusion.

      “So Waldhar is behind it,” said Leopold unnecessarily. “And the organs. We saw the cube with the heart. It opened the gate.”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “But why had his operations been suspended for three years?”

      “Perhaps he had not perfected his Daemon Device.”

      He couldn’t stand it, the thought of it. “Please tell me, Miss Zhao. Did you work for Waldhar at any time?”

      She stiffened. “No, I did not. I would not. I will never be under the thumb of any man ever again.”

      Her vehemence convinced him this time. Or he wanted to be convinced. “I…good.”

      He felt her approach. “Do you trust me now, Leo? That I am not trying to kill you? There have been so many instances where I could have. Here, for instance. For we are quite alone…except for your friend who is hiding behind the shelves.”

      “Eh?” called Thacker. He stuck his head through the files several shelves away. “Did, er, someone call?”

      Leopold ran his hand over his brow. “I must return to my work. You see now how important it is that I finish it.”

      Her shadow drew back from him. “Yes,” she said. “You must.”

      “I shall return to my lodgings for the plans and the Lock. And then go on to my warehouse to see if all is clear.”

      “That’s dangerous.”

      “No, I’m certain Ogiel has left by now.”

      “But you sealed the entrance.”

      He chuckled. “Surely you don’t think he arrived by the front door.”

      She smiled warily. “No, you’re right. Will you ward it properly this time?”

      “I better had. I must do my work there…if there is anything still intact there to work with. I hope my…” He didn’t want to mention Raj, but he was in it now. “My automaton…he is also my friend and I must repair him if I can.”

      When he looked over his shoulder that delightful mouth was curved into an “O” of surprise. It seemed he could still amaze her. The notion unaccountably pleased him.

      Thacker cleared his throat. He had floated just behind her again, straightening his transparent Ulster and bowler.

      “I will continue my studies here, then,” said Mingli. “Perhaps it will offer a clue.”

      “Good. To work then.”

      He turned and headed for the staircase when she said, “Oh! But I promised you supper.”

      “Another time, Miss Zhao.” He doffed his hat and bowed, even as his cheeks warmed.

      Thacker looked from one to the other. “Inspector,” said Mingli. “Perhaps you can assist me here. You can fly through the shelves and look in the files, no? I think you can be most helpful.”

      Thacker gave Leopold an apologetic and sheepish expression and glided toward the shelves Mingli indicated.
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        * * *

      

      HE STOPPED OFF at the Regent Street flat to pick up the Lock, the plans, a tin of salt, and a bottle of scotch, hurrying to the lockup. The bricks were still melted over the doorway.

      He felt the tingle of plenty of residual magic and so after looking one way up the street and then the other and finding no one, he laid his hands upon the brick, and softly incanted, “Paqach!”

      His hands glowed and the bricks warmed beneath his fingers. He pressed his hands harder until the heat became unbearable and he had to step back, still keeping his hands and arms outstretched. The bricks re-melted, but instead of flowing downward as Sir Isaac proclaimed they must, they flowed upward toward their original places, reformed into white hot bricks, and quickly cooled, till there was nothing left of the glow except for the smell of warm clay. The door—untouched by the heat—was as he had left it.

      He was fairly certain that Ogiel had departed, but he nevertheless approached cautiously and unlocked the still warm padlock. He withdrew his wand from the inner pocket of his coat, cast the door open, and jumped back.

      When nothing leapt out at him and he could not smell the odor of sulfur or cesspools, he gingerly peered inside, expecting the worst.

      The walls were blackened, the crates smashed to kindling, and some of his magic paraphernalia was destroyed beyond repair, but Raj still lurked in the corner, and there remained, remarkably, a worktable still intact along with several other objects that had escaped Ogiel’s wrath.

      The first thing he set about doing was warding the place. He poured a trail of salt about the mew’s perimeter, mumbling the protective incantation the whole time. And then he stood in its center, shooting sparks in the cardinal directions with his wand, demanding protection from the spirits of the ether. He knew it was complete and secure when the walls glowed once in a myriad of sigils and then fell away to normal again.

      Tucking away his wand, he looked at Raj in the corner. He approached him and examined the automaton again. “Old friend, I wish I knew what was wrong.” He opened the boiled shirt and peered in between the brass ribcage again. There was that glass cylinder full of its gas, not too dissimilar to what he was attempting with the Lock. If he had a better understanding of the language of the incantations, he might be able to get Raj functioning again.

      And if that were the only thing on his mind, he might be able to concentrate on a solution. But the fortune teller’s words also played havoc with him. Semantics. His father was not in the Land of the Living, but perhaps it didn’t necessarily mean that he was dead. Yet he saw the beasts fall upon him. He felt Papa’s life force leave him.

      With a sigh he realized there was no getting around it. He had to talk to Eurynomos. He had to know if the daemon had been lying to him all these years.

      He stood and took off his coat, laying it carefully over one of the remaining chairs. He rolled up his left sleeve and held out his arm. His switchblade was stolen by the imp, but he still had a penknife and he drew it from his pocket and opened it. He hoped it was sharp.

      It was. The slash made him blink with the bright pain and it only took the splash of two drops of blood hitting the stone floor for Eurynomos to rise before him, as if he were only waiting behind a door like some attentive butler. The image amused for but only a moment. Eurynomos wore a worried expression after he healed Leopold.

      “Leopold, old man. It’s good to see you.” And then he looked around the charred room. “Good grief, what happened here?”

      “Ogiel and his little imp minion.”

      “Daniel, Ezekiel, and Job!” he swore. “The bastard. When I get my hands on him…”

      “Never mind that, Eurynomos. I have taken care of him, at least for a time.”

      Eurynomos sighed and ran his clawed hand over his square chin. “Look, old man. I’m sorry for what I said before. I didn’t mean that you would attempt to take over the world—”

      “I’m sorry, too, for overplaying, but…”

      “Then if that’s out of the way,” he said, smiling his sharpened teeth and rubbing his hands together, “I found out a thing or two about—”

      “Wait, Eurynomos. I must talk with you about another matter.”

      He seemed taken aback. “Oh? Go on, then.”

      Leopold glanced at the table with the completed Lock. He noted the moment the daemon spotted it. “You’re still going through with it, then?” he said in a low growl.

      “What choice do I have?” He swiped the air with his hand and a canvas flew from across the room and covered it neatly. “Never mind about that now. That’s not why I summoned you.”

      Eurynomos trailed a talon along the table. He had shrunk down to the size of a tall man. “Then why?”

      It was harder than he thought. Eurynomos had been his only friend once he left the Romani. A powerful friend, protecting him, teaching him the ancient ways, nurturing him. Had it all been a lie? Was all his childhood a lie?

      He simply came out with it. “Is my father truly dead?”

      Eurynomos stopped. The arm that he moved along the table fell back to his side. But he did not look at Leopold. “He is no longer in the Land of the Living.”

      “Don’t…lie to me. Your obfuscations mean nothing. He is ‘no longer in the Land of the Living’ is not the same as ‘he is dead’. And you know it!”

      Eurynomos raised his head. “He is dead then. Is that what you want to hear?”

      “No! Yes…I mean…”

      “Leopold.” The daemon crossed his brawny arms over his chest. “You saw it. You were there. You felt his life force…” He sighed. “He wouldn’t have wanted you to keep obsessing on the matter.”

      “Eurynomos, I have reason to believe my father isn’t dead.”

      “What reason? Who told you such a thing?”

      “One of my Romani. The one who was killed. The fortune teller. She told me…she said…”

      “And you believe her…over me?”

      “But…the things she said…”

      The daemon lowered his head. “What is it you think you know, Leo?” he said quietly.

      “That Papa didn’t die. That he’s trapped there.”

      “I tell you it isn’t true!”

      “Then look at me now, Eurynomos. Look me in the eye and tell me true, that my father is dead and beyond my help.”

      Leopold waited. He was certain the beast would face him, would raise his chin and speak the words he so needed to hear. He waited longer than he had waited for anything else in his life. Yet Eurynomos’ eyes darted everywhere but at him. A sensation of falling gripped his gut, twisting and tilting it in sickening directions.

      He shook his head, refusing to believe it. “My God! You have been lying to me.”

      The daemon twitched his shoulder ever so slightly and Leopold was now certain.

      “Why? Why all these years? Eurynomos, I trusted you above all others. Why would you lie to me about something…something so…important to me?”

      Slowly the daemon raised his head. “Because I had to, Leopold. I…am not at liberty to explain it all.”

      “Then who is?”

      “No one you are at liberty to talk to. But Leopold. You must listen to me.” The daemon stepped toward him, reached for him, but Leopold turned away. Eurynomos hesitated. “Leopold, old man, just because your father isn’t dead, doesn’t mean he is alive in the sense you understand it.”

      “And what does that mean?”

      “It means there are other forces at play. It means that he is…inaccessible.”

      “To you?”

      “Yes. And to you.”

      “I cannot accept that.”

      “You must. The forces that allowed you to live, albeit with that mark you now bear, make all the rules. They can snuff you out this instant if it pleases them, or they can make you live forever. A very uncomfortable forever.”

      “No,” said Leopold, looking down at his arm and at the flesh that had taken hundreds of cuts but showed none of them. “There are rules. And we all abide by them. Even the Old Ones. But rules are meant to be broken. I may soon tire of all these petty games in order to play my own.”

      “You won’t win.”

      “Won’t I?” He turned to the beast then. Eurynomos was the very image of contrition but could it be believed? “The simple fact is… I don’t trust you anymore. That’s the hellish part of all of this. You, who were the most trusted of all. How could I still trust you after all the lies? Ha! A sacrifice. You told me yourself when I wept my eyes out for my father that a sacrifice had always to be paid. You made me believe that my father was gone forever. For my sake! But you lied. And why not? After all, you’re a beast, a thing. A monster! Why would I ever trust you again?”

      Eurynomos blinked furiously. “Leo, I know you are hurt…”

      “Don’t talk to me! You’re a liar. Mingli was right.”

      “Leopold, there’s something you should know about Mingli—”

      “Just get out! And don’t come back.”

      The daemon gasped. “You don’t mean that, Leopold.”

      “I do. I never want to see you again. All my troubles began with daemons and I’ll likely die by the hand of one. Maybe soon. I don’t need to see you anymore.”

      “But your magic—”

      “I can summon any number of low daemons. It was you who taught me that.”

      “Yes,” he said sorrowfully. “So I did.”

      “Just go.”

      “Leopold…”

      “Go, damn you!”

      Looking smaller still, Eurynomos frowned and lowered his head. If his expression could be believed, it was one of deep stabbing pain. “As you wish…old friend.”

      Leopold didn’t look. He heard the whoosh of air as if a door had closed and then… silence.

      He pounded a fist on the table. If his father could be found…but dammit. He’d likely need the help of Eurynomos to do it, but the creature couldn’t be entirely trusted could he. Or…could he? He did save Leopold, this he knew. He was there. He remembered. What were his motivations, then? Simply to feed on Leopold’s blood? A side benefit, perhaps, but not enough to sate a daemon for his help. Though what he knew of the creatures, he had learned from Eurynomos, so the beast could have told him anything.

      If Leopold was at all successful in his work, the work of a magician, that is, he had to have a certain sense of people. It began when he lived the life of a Romani. You chose your marks. You wouldn’t pick the pocket of a man who was wary of that very thing. You chose someone else, someone distracted or someone who could be distracted by your artifice. Leopold learned to “read” people. And he had “read” Eurynomos, because he had to know, had to rely on him. That terrible year when he and his father were both trapped…

      His telephone chimed.

      He startled, feeling slightly lost and confounded when he approached his telephone instrument. He picked up the hand set and put it to his ear. “Hullo, hullo?”

      “A call, sir,” said the operator. “From Scotland Yard.”

      “Put it through, please.”

      The next voice said, “Leopold? It’s Mingli.”

      “Miss Zhao…”

      “I’ve found something. Return to Scotland Yard at your earliest convenience.”

      “But—”

      The line clicked off.
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      LEOPOLD RUSHED THROUGH the corridor and came to Thacker’s—Mingli’s office—and knocked smartly on the closed door.

      “Enter,” he heard her call.

      He pushed open the door and found her leaning over her desk, examining a photograph with a large magnifying glass. Thacker stood behind her with his hands behind his back, though, strangely, Leopold could vaguely see them through the man’s transparent body.

      “Oh, Mr. Kazsmer! You’ve come promptly. Come see. And close the door after you.”

      He did as instructed and came around her desk, nodding toward Thacker. He recognized the papers and photographs from the Ripper’s “secret” file. Taking off his hat, he set it aside. “What have you found that I needed to come so urgently?”

      She pressed the magnifying glass on him. “Your friend the sharp-eyed inspector here found it.” Thacker rocked on his heels with satisfaction. “Take a look. A close look.”

      He held the solid glass, leaned in, and suddenly felt the warmth of her cheek next to his. He swallowed hard, concentrated on his task, and refused to inhale the lilac scent.

      He scanned the photograph with the lens, going over it meticulously, wondering what it was he was supposed to see. It was a crowded street scene, for all he could tell. The legend at the bottom written in the detective’s hand said it was right outside the Ripper’s victim’s abode. He examined the buildings, the street, and finally the crowd. And there, in the back was the bespectacled Franz von Spiegel.

      He snapped up straight. “Is that…?”

      “What did you see?” Her eyes sparkled and crinkled from her knowing smile.

      “You know what I saw. Professor von Spiegel.” He looked again. “But it could be someone else. Perhaps it merely looks like him. An elderly man with a cane, a white beard and mustache, round glasses…yes, it could be anyone.”

      “How about here.” She placed another photograph over the other.

      Reluctantly, he put the glass over the photo and looked again. This was a better, closer angle. It was definitely the professor.

      “And this one,” she said, doing the same. It was a different victim but the same professor.

      He lowered the glass and looked away. “What does this mean?”

      “You tell me.”

      “It is mere coincidence…” But that rang hollow to his own ears. “Scientific curiosity… Look here, what are you trying to say?”

      She leaned back in her chair and gave him a steady gaze. “Don’t you find it odd that he is present at each of these killings?”

      “After the fact.”

      “Even so.”

      He frowned. “Are you implying that he is somehow connected to these killings?”

      “I don’t know. There is no evidence to suggest it. I simply find it highly irregular that he is in these photos at all of the killings.”

      Even Leopold had to concede to that. “He said he used to work for Waldhar,” he said slowly.

      “But what exactly is it that he did?”

      Moving away from the desk he paced. “He never told me.”

      “I think it time we have a long chat with Herr von Spiegel, don’t you?” she said, rising. She shrugged into a top coat and grabbed her umbrella from its stand by the door.

      “Miss Zhao, do you think that’s wise? We don’t truly know the circumstances. And it could very well be perfectly logical. Perhaps I should go alone…”

      “If you still think I am working for Waldhar this will dispel any misconceptions, will it not? Come along, Leopold.”

      “Miss Zhao,” he said, scrambling after her. He went back for his hat, stuck it on his head, and ran to catch up. “Miss Zhao, these familiarities,” he said out of the side of his mouth, flicking his glance at a smirking Thacker. “They are uncalled for.”

      She glanced back at him over her shoulder in a most fetching manner. But she said nothing.

      “It is far too familiar,” he whispered harshly after she waved her hand for a hansom.

      “Is it because I am Chinese? These are old-fashioned ideas, Mr. Kazsmer. I am as English as you are.” There was that twinkle in her eye again. For just how English was he with his Jewish-Gypsy background?

      “I am not ashamed of your Oriental heritage,” he said and was surprised he meant it. “It is your brass, your abruptness that gives me pause.”

      “Oh.” She was silent until the cab arrived and they climbed in.

      “Winterpark Hotel,” Leopold told the cabby, and they fell back into the seat as the horse drew ahead.

      “I wonder if I can get that far,” said Thacker, head and torso popping through the back, making Leopold and Mingli keep a decent distance from each other.

      Mingli gazed thoughtfully out the window, chewing on the finger of a glove, dampening the leather. “Is it that you do not like forward women?” she asked suddenly after a long silence.

      Leopold caught Thacker’s eye, but the ghost looked as if he wanted no part of this conversation. “Oh, I er…think I’ve reached my limit…” He slowly sank through the carriage wall and disappeared.

      “Precisely,” said Leopold quickly, in case Thacker changed his mind. He scooted closer. “A man likes to make the overtures. It is his role to woo, not to be wooed.”

      She angled her head in such a way as to give him only the curve of her cheek, the sliver of an eye. “You don’t want to be wooed?”

      “N-no. It’s not proper.” He sat primly, his hands clasped in his lap.

      She turned toward him. “So you don’t want to kiss me?”

      “I…I...”

      “Because…” She inched closer. “If you were to take me in your arms and lead the kiss, you would then be in the superior position.”

      Leopold glared at her and noticed the cabby’s bright eyes staring at them through the roof’s trap door before the man quickly looked away.

      “This is not the place, madam.”

      Her hand curled around his arm. If he wasn’t mistaken, there was also the warm swell of breast pressed against that same arm. He felt his cheeks heat with fire. He wanted to shake her off but determined it might be too rude. Instead, he sat stiffly, his back barely against the seat. He nearly flew out of the carriage when it came to a halt outside the hotel and charged toward the front desk just inside the lobby. The hotelier smiled at him from behind his round glasses.

      “How can I be of assistance, sir?”

      “I am looking for Herr Franz von Spiegel. What room is he in?”

      The clerk shook his head and looked down at his registry. “Oh, I am very sorry, sir. But Professor von Spiegel checked out some time ago. He left no forwarding address, I’m afraid.”

      Mingli and, surprisingly, Thacker joined him at the desk, and the clerk eyed only her with obvious disdain. “What happened?” she asked.

      Leopold looked at her. “Gone. No forwarding address.”

      “Dear me.”

      Leopold’s eyes suddenly widened. “The Lock!” He tore back through the lobby and hailed the same cab they had just left at the kerb. “Whitechapel!” he called to the man. Mingli leapt for the door just as the hansom pulled away.

      She settled in, fixing her hat. “Mr. Kazsmer…”

      Leopold clenched his hands. No, he couldn’t have been so stupid. He trusted that man! But on what evidence had he trusted him? A story told by a pitiful old man? A faded photograph? He was a fool a thousand times over.

      The ride seemed to take an eternity and he bounced a leg nearly the whole way in his anxiety. When they reached Whitechapel, he nearly tumbled from the carriage in his haste to get to the mew. He unlocked the padlock, threw open the door, and lit the lamp.

      Thacker was standing in the middle of the lockup. He’d obviously flown ahead. Looking around him, he gave Leopold a sad glance.

      No sign of the Lock or the plans.

      Leopold pushed his hat from his head and grasped his hair. Why? Why have Leopold create the Lock only to steal it before it was complete. “It makes no sense!”

      “Perhaps he feared discovery,” she said, coming up from behind him. “He feared what Waldhar might do to him.”

      “Yet it does not explain his appearance in those photographs.” Brooding, he walked across his mostly empty mew. The debris had been cleared away, leaving behind only a few tables, chairs, books, the Proteus cabinet, some assorted tricks and costumes, and a silent Raj. He stared at his friend.

      Mingli came up behind him again on soft steps. “Your automaton is unusual, no?”

      “Very unusual.”

      She stepped forward and examined Raj but did not touch him. “Very unusual,” she murmured. She stayed but for a moment.

      When he heard the door close and the scent of lilac with it, he knelt before Raj. “I’m going to fix you, old friend. I recall enough of that incantation for the Lock that might help you. Let us see what can be done.”
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        * * *

      

      AS FAR AS Leopold knew, there was not a soul in the world who could help him fix Raj. Yet someone must know, for someone had created him. Leopold did not know how or when, but by the look of the mechanisms themselves, Raj couldn’t be older than a few hundred years. He believed that the earliest could have been in the eighteenth century, when such clockworks were able to be properly machined. Any earlier and it was simply not possible.

      “I wish I could help you, old sod,” said Thacker, pacing in his strange gliding manner.

      “Just your presence is a comfort, Spense. You don’t know how much.”

      Thacker smiled weakly and continued his pacing but slowed to a stop to watch what Leopold was doing.

      Leopold drew a careful pentagram on the floor around Raj with a piece of chalk he had warded by rolling it in salt. He sat Indian style on the floor before him, studying the empty crystal cylinder. He had inspected it numerous times before for any signs of a crack. It was in perfect condition and all the components that attached to it were also in fine form. Its internal gases had simply been made inert and Leopold surmised that it had to have been by magical means. And so by magical means would he be restored. He hoped.

      He sat quietly, meditating on the incantations he had memorized from the Lock’s plans. Of what he understood from it, it was very close to the summoning charms he had been taught in Gehenna. Only he wasn’t summoning daemons, but their power. An infinite power source since it derived from the universe itself. It had to be the same that powered Raj, but even if he could restore his power source, would Raj be the same?

      He pushed those disturbing thoughts aside and worked on rumbling the incantation through his mind, until he was ready to speak them. Just to be on the safe side, he laid his sharpest knife before him. Should he need to summon a daemon—don’t think about Eurynomos. He wanted to be ready.

      “Do you think,” said Thacker quietly, “that maybe you shouldn’t be doing all this, Leo? I mean…summoning daemons. It ain’t right is it. It ain’t Christian.”

      “Well, neither am I, not to put too fine a point on it.”

      “Oh. But…Jews. They’re the Old Testament. Same thing, ain’t it?”

      Leopold offered a smile. “Not quite, old man. Just different enough to matter. Besides. I’ve already been to Hell.” He closed his eyes and began. The words stumbled over his tongue. He was unfamiliar with R'lyehian and he hoped his pronunciation was sincere enough for that most ancient and foreign of languages. Once complete he began again. Somehow, he sensed that the drone of the incantation was more important than completing any one ritual. He had a feel for this kind of magic. Eurynomos had said so. Even his father had said so.

      He snapped his eyes open and stopped speaking. A thrum began vibrating up through the solid floor and climbed up his body, subtly at first and then with more insistence before the first sounds emerged.

      A rumbling, like an earthquake blending with the distant moans of many voices in chorus, rose all around him. He’d heard those voices before and though it filled him with dread he stayed rooted to the spot. He looked up at Raj, and the automaton began to glow.

      Light shimmered and darted all around him, like living embers, shooting in ever faster circles. The brass shone with a greenish light, sliding up his silent porcelain face. One piston moved and wheezed. A wheel squeaked into movement and stopped. His head jerked and Leopold leaned forward, mesmerized by the activity, the balls of energy suddenly rolling around the automated man. It was as if it was testing each joint and gear, each piston and tube. Another piston surged and the empty cylinder began to glow with a supernatural light. A fog appeared within, roiling like a thundercloud, complete with little bolts of lightning feathering up the sides of the glass. Raj’s head jerked again as the glow brightened, flashed, fluctuated.

      Leopold wanted to jump up, embrace him, but the event hadn’t finished. The lightning in the bottle made each contact shimmer and spark. A pop, a cloud of smoke, and the light in the clear crystal cylinder settled to a stable glow. The smoke dissipated, the thrum died away, and all lay quiet again in the dim space.

      Leopold looked down, and the pentagram had been completely burned away leaving nothing but scattered ash.

      That familiar sound of whirring gears and clicks accompanied Raj moving his head from side to side. “Leopold…” His voice was weak but there.

      Leopold did jump to his feet this time and laid a hand gently on his friend’s arm. Giddy relief flooded his being. “Raj. Are you all right?”

      “I…I think so. My goodness. That was extremely unpleasant.”

      “I’m so sorry, Raj. So sorry I wasn’t here to protect you.”

      “You couldn’t have protected me from that, Leo. It was too much power, too much…evil.”

      He knelt beside him, balancing between examining the clockwork within and looking at his friend’s expressionless face. Expressionless to the punter, but Leopold could always detect more in those glass eyes. “Tell me.”

      “How much time have I lost? How much?”

      “Since you were incapacitated? Over a week.”

      “Śāpita kamīnē!” Raj blinked and flailed his arms. “Is it too late? What of the Lock?”

      “Stolen. Along with the plans.”

      “By von Spiegel! He did this to me.”

      “He did!”

      “Yes. That insufferable kuttē kamīnē—forgive my language, Leopold. I am naturally upset. I watched Herr Professor rooting around in your things when you were gone. I tried to discover what he was about, spying as much as I could, but it wasn’t long until he recognized my nature. He tried to get me to speak, to move, but as you well know, when I chose not to, I am like a stone. This didn’t seem to trouble him. Instead, he removed a small device from his coat pocket, inserted it into my spine just under the back of my head, and I felt myself shutdown.”

      “Oh Raj.”

      “I was helpless to stop him. But I was aware, my friend. I was still aware and I watched what next he did. He summoned the Cloven-Hoofed One and gave it instructions in German. And that damned beast began to destroy your goods, Leopold, and there was nothing I could do to stop him.”

      “I lay no blame on you, old friend.”

      “Nevertheless.” The automaton shook his head in a comforting whir and click that Leopold had sorely missed. The glow within the man’s brass ribcage shone as strong as ever. “I tried as hard as I could to do something. To no avail. I feared I would be trapped this way for all eternity. But Leopold, you saved me.”

      “I…I didn’t know what else to do. I took a chance…”

      “It was the right one.”

      “It could have just as easily destroyed you.”

      “And that would have been a better death than endless limbo, I can assure you.”

      Leopold dropped his head, hiding his tears. The squeak of the wheel as Raj approached made him lift his face.

      “Ah, Leopold. Thank you. You are a true friend…and a very powerful mage. Never forget that.”

      “It’s the daemons…”

      But Raj shook his head with a squeak and a click. “No. It isn’t.”

      Leopold rose and dusted off his trouser knees.

      “I keep thinking I can’t be amazed anymore,” said Thacker, bowler hat pushed nearly to the back of his head.

      “Ah, Inspector!” said Raj. He bowed his head. “It is a pleasure to meet you at last.” Raj lifted his child’s hand.

      Thacker cautiously approached and tried to take the offered hand to shake but his ectoplasmic hand passed through it.

      “You must be a new spirit,” said Raj sagely. “I can help train you to touch objects in our world.”

      “You can?” He glanced at Leopold. “Cor blimey. You know the most interesting people, Leo.”

      “I like this one,” said Raj. “He calls me ‘people’. And I like your new assistants as well. Round and pretty.”

      “Not as pretty as that Mingli,” said Thacker. “I think Leo’s gone and fallen for her.”

      “You don’t say! Leo!”

      “No, I haven’t,” he said petulantly. “If I had known the two of you would join forces against me…” He rolled down his sleeves, hiding his reddening face. “So von Spiegel was not who he said he was,” he went on. “But why have me make his Lock only to steal it away before it was complete?”

      “I am not so certain that this Lock is what he professed it to be,” said Raj. “I think it was something more. He assumed I was gone, you see. He likes to talk to himself and his imps that did his bidding, stealing this and that. I think the Lock is more and he needed not only your dexterous skills but your magic, for as you worked upon it you imprinted your magic within. With each scribed sigil, with each whispered incantation, it absorbed you.”

      “He knew, then. I didn’t need to say the incantation. He knew.” He stared hard at the floor. “But why my magical signature? What does that gain him?”

      “Power,” said Raj. “Deadly power.” The automaton wheeled slowly as he thought. “Still, there was something odd about this professor. He seemed very determined. But…not quite right. Not as I expected. Something about him…”

      Thacker put a hand to his stubbly chin. “Perhaps he was scared of Waldhar.”

      “That could well be,” Raj went on. “Yes. He seemed to fear him. But…I had my misgivings. I had a great deal of time to observe him and to think about my observations. And something else. He said one incantation that perplexed me.”

      “What’s that?” asked Leopold.

      “He said, ‘Beschwöre sie.’”

      “And what does that mean?”

      “It is German, my friend. It means, ‘Summon them.’”
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      LEOPOLD WANTED TO kick himself. He had been used. It was as simple as that. He had trusted the frail old man and his stories. Why? Why had he fallen for it like some punter off the street? Surely his experiences should have made him wiser, less trusting. But that photograph. Was it even real? It could have been manipulated. But it had seemed real. Or was it just that he had wanted it to be so, wanted to know someone who had known his father in a good light?

      Eurynomos would have said that his trust was his strength, but he was certainly in no mood to hear such platitudes. Because what Raj said disturbed him. Von Spiegel was also nervous, frightened.

      He put in a call to Scotland Yard to summon Inspector Zhao.

      He paced, waiting for her. What mocking thing would she say to him? Would she call him a naïve fool? He’d deserve it, that much was clear. But he needed her help. There was no getting around it. She knew more about all of this than she let on, but she had also confided in him more than he ever expected or deserved. He owed her his trust. Even if he turned out to be a damned fool to give it.

      And what’s more he wanted to give her his trust. He wanted to trust her. Was it because of her seductiveness? Well, he admitted with a definite stirring below, that was certainly part of it. He wanted to trace that tattoo of hers, wanted to see it in its entirety. Wanted to leave his inexperience behind…with her. And she would be experienced, wouldn’t she? He mulled those thoughts in his mind. He should have dismissed her as used goods, soiled. But he only found outrage on her behalf and a desire to protect her. Oh, he was a fool right enough. As foolish as the punters he engaged with when he was a dirty-faced Gypsy plying his trade on London’s streets, swindling them out of their coins and laughing about them later with the other chaps around the camp fire.

      Still, Eurynomos had found out something about her and had been trying to tell him when Leopold sent him away for good. If it turned out that she was also on Waldhar’s payroll then he would give up entirely. Give up this new life he made and maybe move to America. He could find some other profession that didn’t involve Romani or daemons or magic. Some honest labor…like making shoes.

      It suddenly sounded very appealing.

      “Leo,” said Thacker softly. “I know what you must be feeling.”

      “I really don’t think you do.”

      “Maybe not. But best not to let it all cloud your judgment. You’ve got a good head on your shoulders. You’re smart. Even for a Gypsy.” He offered a lop-sided grin before it faded away. “And you’ve got your…your friends here to help you. This Raj, that Mingli, me your ghost, and even that daemon who don’t wear enough clothes for decency.”

      “Please, Spense…”

      “Now, now. I said you mustn’t let emotions cloud your judgment. That’s what me serjeant used to tell me when I was a copper on the beat. Oh, we liked to bash a few heads, mind. But as soon as I listened more than bashed, well, that was when I went from copper to inspector. There’s more here than meets the eye is all I’m saying.”

      “The inspector may be right, Leopold,” said Raj thoughtfully.

      “So noted, Raj…and Inspector.”

      A knock sounded on the door and he rushed to open it. “Miss Zhao. How good it is to see you.”

      She raised her brow at that and sauntered into the room, using her umbrella like a walking stick. She seemed to immediately notice a difference in Raj and stepped quickly toward him. “You managed to repair him!”

      “How the devil did you know that?”

      “I can see a faint glow beneath his shirt…and in his eyes. May I…will he…talk to me?”

      But before he could offer an explanation, the telltale whir and click of Raj’s motors and armature filled the quiet mew and he turned his mechanical head toward Mingli…and bowed. “Miss Zhao,” he said in his hollow voice.

      She raised her hand to her mouth and gasped. “I wouldn’t have believed it,” she said breathlessly. She turned toward Leopold, eyes shining. “If he hadn’t been connected to you, I would not have believed it, not a bit of it.” Facing Raj, she offered a curtsey. “Sir.”

      With a bow to his head, Raj gave his semblance of a smile. “Madam. I am the Amazing Raj, the Automated Man. At your service.”

      Her broad smile was genuine and had the effect of thumping Leopold’s heart that much faster. He had no idea what effect it might have on Raj.

      “I am Mingli Zhao, Special Inspector to Scotland Yard. But I expect you know that already if you have been allowed to eavesdrop all this time.”

      “A curse of my species, I am afraid, Miss Zhao. I am naturally wary of strangers.”

      “And are you feeling quite well now?”

      “Oh indeed, quite well, thanks to Mr. Kazsmer’s kind attention.”

      “Miss Zhao,” Leopold interjected. “I hate to interrupt this charming tête-à-tête, but there is much to do.”

      She straightened her jacket and nodded. “Of course, Mr. Kazsmer. Do forgive me. But it isn’t every day I meet a living mechanical man.”

      “I quite understand.”

      “I believe you were about to suggest,” offered Raj, “that you and Miss Zhao confront Manfried Waldhar at his home.”

      “I was?”

      “You were,” Raj muttered and then made a sound very much like the clearing of a throat.

      “I…suppose I was,” said Leopold, catching on. He faced Mingli. “If von Spiegel is indeed still working for Waldhar we must know what he is up to. We know what Waldhar is planning and he knows we know it. It’s time to get the constabulary involved, don’t you agree, Miss Zhao?”

      “I do. It is high time I make use of my official capacity as Special Inspector. Shall we? It was a delight to meet you, Mr. Raj. I hope to see you again soon.”

      “It was entirely my pleasure, Miss Zhao. Do come back. It gets so dull amongst the books and magical accouterments. We shall take tea.”

      “Oh. Do you…?” She gestured vaguely to his seated form.

      “Ah, no. It is a mere conceit of mine. I do enjoy others taking tea, though I cannot partake myself. My enjoyment is purely by proxy.”

      She smiled and offered her hand. Raj took it and shook it gently. She turned on her heel, slapped Leopold in the chest, and said smartly, “Come, Mr. Kazsmer!”

      “What about me?” said Thacker.

      Poor Spense, thought Leopold. He didn’t quite know where he belonged.

      “I should like to take the inspector under my wing,” said Raj. “I can teach him much about being a phantom.”

      Leopold looked to Thacker to see if he were amenable. “If you don’t need me,” he said. He seemed torn between helping Leopold and all the mysteries that Raj could impart.

      “I leave it entirely up to you, old man. I’m sure the invaluable Miss Zhao has enough tricks up her sleeve to keep us safe.”

      His conflict turned to a twinkle in Thacker’s eye. “I’m sure she does,” muttered the ghost.

      “Are you coming, Mr. Kazsmer?” she repeated.

      Right then. Leopold could do little but obey her summons and reddened under the dry chuckles coming from Raj’s direction.
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      THEY ARRIVED TO the Georgian house, now fitted with a mooring mast on its roof. A small airship attached to the mast bobbed with the wind. Waldhar was certainly at home. Carriages also lined the parkway and by the sound of it there was a party at the Waldhar estate.

      Leopold hesitated, but Mingli had no such reluctance. She trotted quickly up the steps, but before she could ring the bell, he cautiously laid a hand to her arm.

      “I know you don’t like to be touched and I apologize,” he began.

      “I’m…warming to it,” she said, eyes hooded.

      He cleared his throat. “You see, Raj told me that von Spiegel seemed…agitated, different. And he used a Chinese phrase to one of his imps.”

      “Oh? Which phrase?”

      “Something like…Beshwer Sie…”

      “Beschwöre Sie?”

      “That’s right. ‘Summon them’ he said. Why would he say it?”

      Mingli stared off into the middle distance, pondering. “That is interesting,” was all she would say. “We must know more. The only way is to go forward.”

      She seemed to be waiting for his permission. He gave a little nod and she stepped forward to ring the bell. Straightening her hat and jacket, she waited with head held high. Leopold adopted a similar posture, gloved hand on his suit jacket, and they stood like any other couple paying a call on a friend.

      The condescending butler answered the door, said nothing, and merely looked them both over.

      Mingli produced a badge from somewhere. She seemed as good at sleight of hand as Leopold. “Guten Tag. Ich bin Mingli Zhao, Sonderinspektor von Scotland Yard. Wir sind hier, um zu sprechen, Herr Waldhar.”

      The butler glanced quickly over her proffered badge and just as quickly dismissed it. “Herr Waldhar nicht verfügbar.”

      “Nonsense, man. I can hear for myself that there is a party.” She pushed him aside and strode through the doorway.

      The butler glared, and Leopold tipped his hat. “Sorry, old man. I always do as the lady says. If you will excuse me…” He shouldered by the butler and entered the foyer, with its checkerboard floor and enormous spray of flowers displayed on the center table. Mingli didn’t stop and proceeded on to the open double doors to what appeared to be a ballroom.

      A string quartet bravely played amid the buzz of conversation. Leopold heard snatches of German as well as English as they moved through the crowd. The afternoon reception seemed to be in celebration of something and Leopold feared what exactly that might be. He scanned the crowd, as did Mingli, but he wasn’t quite sure whom he was looking for.

      He snatched a glass of champagne as a waiter walked passed with a tray and sipped. Mingli looked at him askance but he merely shrugged. “I’m thirsty,” he said in explanation, finished it quickly, and set down the empty glass on the nearest surface. He pulled off his gloves and tucked them into his pocket, just as the butler came up behind him and unceremoniously tugged off his top coat. Startled, Leopold jerked back but had the presence of mind to remove his hat and handed it to the scowling butler. The man’s eyes darted briefly to the left, and Leopold looked in that direction.

      “I say,” he said to Mingli. “I haven’t yet made the acquaintance of Herr Waldhar, but is that him?”

      Mingli turned.

      A straight-backed tall foreign gentleman sporting a monocle with shaggy gray hair and pronounced brows was looking at them intently.

      “Yes,” she said. But before they could begin to approach him, the butler was at his master’s side, whispering in his ear, and looking straight at Mingli and him.

      “We’ve been spotted,” he whispered back to her.

      Waldhar strode toward them. An Iron Cross hung from a red ribbon at his throat against his starched white shirt. He was clean-shaven with a sharp nose and small gray eyes.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?” he said in a cultured German accent. “I am given to understand that you are the special inspector from Scotland Yard.” He eyed Mingli with suspicion.

      “That is correct, Herr Waldhar. I am Mingli Zhao.” She presented her hand. He hesitated a moment before he took it and pressed his lips quickly to the back of it.

      “An Oriental woman in such a position of power?” He chuckled. “Only the English would have the audacity.”

      “Or the intelligence,” she offered with a smile.

      He gave a slight smile in return. “Perhaps.” He then turned his attention to Leopold. “And you, sir. I did not catch your name.”

      “I don’t believe I dropped it.” Leopold bowed. “Leopold Kazsmer.”

      “Also with Scotland Yard?”

      “I am occasionally called upon to help.”

      Waldhar stared but when nothing more was forthcoming he blinked and sighed. “Kazsmer. That is a Hungarian name?”

      Leopold stiffened. The way he said “Hungarian” was very like Uncle Yanko’s mention of his Jewish father, and he suddenly didn’t like it from this man. “Yes.”

      “Such interesting and simple people,” said Waldhar, casually dropping his monocle in his hand and slowly and methodically polishing it with his handkerchief. “Simple people full of music and dance.”

      “I find that to make casual and demeaning pronouncements on any particular people or race is only to expose one’s own shortcomings.”

      Waldhar fixed the monocle back in place and scrutinized Leopold’s face. “Shortcomings? I have no shortcomings.”

      Leopold blinked at the monocle. “Shortsightedness, then.”

      A brow rose, a corner of the man’s mouth curled unnaturally into a smirk and then his face stiffened. “What is it the London constabulary wish to speak to me about?” Waldhar continued. “Is it to tell me about the culprits who ruined my dirigible?”

      Mingli shook her head. “Sadly, that investigation has not yet proved conclusive.”

      “No. I thought not.” He gauged them both again and Leopold thought that perhaps the jig was up. Waldhar could not have failed to be told that there was a couple who disappeared for most of that dirigible tour, and one was a dark-haired gentleman and his ladyfriend, an Oriental woman.

      Instead, Waldhar toyed with a silver fob chain at his waistcoat and waited.

      Mingli squared her shoulders. “Have you ever heard of daemons and golems?”

      Leopold coughed into his hand. He supposed she didn’t believe in holding her cards close to her vest.

      Waldhar didn’t so much as twitch an eyelash. “How extraordinary. Pray, what would I be doing with Jewish creatures of lore?”

      And there it was, saying Jewish in that dismissive way that Yanko always used. It stiffened Leopold’s shoulders.

      “Oh please, Herr Waldhar,” said Mingli. “Don’t let’s insult each other’s intelligence. I know that you have heard of them. I know that you study them.”

      There was a pause before Waldhar laughed. “Inspector, you are a delight! I never knew Chinese women to have such a sense of humor. So diminutive. So attentive to the needs of others. Of their masters.”

      Leopold shot her a glance but Mingli’s expression never changed.

      “You have been studying daemons for quite some time and are in the preparation of a device to enslave nations not descended from Germanic peoples, to corrupt and connive, and to sequester funds to promote your campaign of world domination. Your Order of the Valkyrie.”

      Leopold gawped, mouth open. She had done her research ahead of him, apparently.

      “What an imagination you have!” said Waldhar. “And you, Mr. Kazsmer, do you subscribe to this fantastical notion?”

      He smoothed his expression. “Subscribe to it? Why, sir! I am a witness to it.”

      Leopold detected the merest tick in Waldhar’s cheek. Perhaps this had struck home.

      He blinked slowly. “Interesting. That is quite an accusation.” He readjusted his monocle. “Then what would you have of me, Inspector?” Reaching into his coat he pulled out a gold cigar case, selected one, and put it in his mouth. He offered the case to Leopold, but Leopold politely declined. Waldhar next retrieved a pen knife from his pocket to slice off the cigar’s end and turned the knife around. It was also a lighter. “Would you see my papers, then? Talk to my servants?”

      “That would be a good start. I should like to know more about your Daemon Device. I’m certain the Prince Consort would never approve of that.”

      He slowed his puffing but finished the job until the cigar was well lit and his gold items had disappeared back into pockets. He puffed a few times and spewed smoke from the side of his mouth in near perfect rings.

      Turning his blank expression on Leopold, Waldhar said, “And you, Mr. Kazsmer. Do you also wish to be told of this…what did you call it? Daemon Device?”

      “Most assuredly, sir. For I should like nothing better than to…lock…it up.”

      Mingli stepped closer. “I’m particularly intrigued by the murders of the eviscerated women and why you need their organs. It is to somehow feed that diabolical machine of yours, or perhaps to feed your daemonic servants?”

      “Murder. Evisceration. Daemons. I must be quite the threat indeed.” Waldhar stared and puffed for a few seconds more. He didn’t look away as he raised his hand and snapped his fingers. Two strapping men in morning clothes approached and clicked their heels with a bow.

      “This man and this woman have overstayed their welcome,” said Waldhar to them. “Please see that they are escorted out. And make certain it is far enough away that they cannot easily find their way back here.” Waldhar puffed on his cigar, tilted his head toward Mingli and Leopold each. “Good-bye, Miss Zhao, Mr. Kazsmer. I cannot in all truth say it was a pleasure.” He turned abruptly on his heel and strode back into the thick of his gathering.

      Leopold grabbed Mingli’s arm and pulled her away from the two men bearing down on them. He looked behind him for an escape, but two more men were approaching. There was no way out of this…until it sparked an idea.

      “Ladies and gentlemen!” he cried at the top of his lungs. People turned to look. “Meinen Damen und Herren! Today, you will be privy to a most amazing exhibition of prestidigitation! Please gather and observe!”

      “What are you doing?” Mingli rasped.

      Out of the side of his mouth he replied, “I’m getting us out of a tight fix.”

      He felt about for the tingle of magic. There was some present, but it was strange and foreign. He wasn’t sure of its nature and didn’t know if he could trust it enough for any spectacular escape. A good old-fashioned distraction would be in order instead.

      “Your gracious host has engaged me, Leopold Kazsmer the Great Enchanter, to entertain, to amuse, and to amaze you!”

      Delighted faces accompanied their applause and they moved closer, surrounding Mingli and Leopold. Leopold scanned over their heads and saw Waldhar’s goons drift back into the crowd. Waldhar was making his way to the back as well. Damn! He mustn’t get away!

      He took Mingli’s hand and found it trembling. It was the first time he had ever seen her discomfited. Strangely, it gave him confidence.

      He led her to where the quartet was staged and the crowd parted to accommodate them. “I will need a broom,” he said, looking about. “Can anyone acquire one?” There was some shuffling and calling upon servants, but one arrived in little time.

      “My lovely and exotic assistant will step forward,” he said, brandishing the broom. He caught just the edge of her narrowed glare before Mingli complied with a cautious smile. “We will place the broom so,” he said, putting it handle down and bristles upward. He usually performed this trick with carefully placed wires so that the art of the trick would not be detected. But he knew he had just enough magic to truly make it work. “And now, if the beautiful Mingli will stand here…” He positioned her so that the broom bristles were tucked under one arm.

      “By the power of the Great Ones, the Ancient Ones, I shall place my assistant into a trance. I must ask you all to be very quiet, for the spirits who will keep her asleep are very shy. Will you do that?” The crowd nodded, exchanging glances with one another eagerly.

      “Mingli.” She looked at him and he spoke quietly. “Relax. Let the spirits guide you to sleep. Let yourself go. Close your eyes.” Her eyes beseeched for only a moment, but then she closed them. He wished he could have explained but there was no time. Instead, his spread fingers caged her face, gently stroking. She would not be put to sleep. She would be aware and he hoped she would soon understand.

      “She is asleep,” he said, voice low and even. “Watch. Watch carefully what the spirits allow me to do.” He knelt at her feet, grabbed her ankles together, and lifted her up parallel with the floor. Slowly, he let them go and she stayed, floating, resting only on the broom.

      The audience gasped. Yes, it was a good trick, even with his connivances, which he didn’t have with him. They didn’t realize that, at the moment, it was the best trick they’d ever seen.

      He had been swift and clever because while he had lifted her, he had reached within her skirts and grabbed her gun. As heart-stopping as it had been for him, he admired her all the more for her failure to make a movement or a sound at the inexcusable intrusion. Quicker than anyone could see, he placed the gun in her hand, concealed by her draping skirts.

      “The spirits will uphold her,” he said in that same mesmerizing tone. He grasped the broom and yanked it away. And still she floated there without benefit of anything but magic.

      The audience applauded softly.

      But Leopold wasn’t done. With a flourish of his hands, a flash and a cloud of smoke covered her, and suddenly she had disappeared. He looked to the back of the crowd even as their applause grew furious and saw her reappear at the top of the stairs, aiming her gun at Waldhar, who had been stealthily climbing them. No one looked at them, their eyes were all on Leopold. But he watched as Waldhar raised his arm and swatted the gun away. His fist came up again toward her, but she blocked it with her arm. She fell to one knee, clearly hurt by the blow.

      Waldhar pushed her aside, nearly dumping her down the stairs, but she had the presence of mind to stop herself from tumbling all the way.

      He was getting away. Leopold had no choice.

      He yanked back his sleeve, pulled out a knife…and hesitated. It won’t work. He won’t come. He had effectively dismissed Eurynomos. He had all but said the words of abjuration. It meant that not only would the daemon not come, but he couldn’t come. Even if he hadn’t said the exact words, was the meaning still clear? Had he permanently barred Eurynomos from aiding him?

      But even if that were not so, would he come? He won’t. Was there time to find another daemon, one he wasn’t as certain of? He had to try, had to put his anxiety aside. For only a confident and certain heart could summon daemons at all.

      He slashed the blade downward, not knowing what to expect. His mind couldn’t help but picture Eurynomos as he cried, “Ani mitzavehl l'cha lachshof et atzmecha!”

      A pause.

      He won’t come. But something like a prayer also passed silently over his lips.

      The floor erupted in fire and smoke and a daemon emerged from the flames, tall, horned, terrifying. Eurynomos. A look passed between them before he grabbed Leopold’s arm and healed him before Leopold keeled over from the loss of blood. The daemon looked around, taking in the crowd, and falling into character.

      “You summoned me, Master?”

      “Yes. Stop that man!” He pointed to the gallery at the top of the stairs, where Waldhar had stopped in midstride. But instead of the terror Leopold expected to see on his face, the man wore a wide grin. He quickly drew an object from inside his coat, a glass orb with brass fittings on each axis, twisted something on it, and held it forth. It immediately burst with white light so bright everyone screamed and looked away.

      The crowd had already fallen back with cries and exclamations when Eurynomos appeared. But now complete panic ensued.

      The light seemed to grow brighter, painfully so. But the pain was not just in the looking at it. Leopold clutched at his chest. Something was drawing on him, tearing at him. At first he thought his heart would burst from his breast, but then in another horrifying moment, he realized it was his magic. His magic! Some force gripped it as if it were a living thing and yanked it painfully from him, ripping his insides as it went. He fell to his knees with the agony of it and screamed. Fighting against it was useless. He could not draw the magic back. And then his ears filled with more howls and screams, but it wasn't from his own throat or that of the scattered crowd, but instead it came from his wrist, from the mark. He looked down. The tattoo writhed and slithered along his arm, the Eye blinking and narrowing. Every ounce of magic was ripping from him and he was powerless to stop it.

      And when he looked up to Eurynomos, beseeching with his eyes for the daemon’s help, he beheld a sight even more terrifying than the tattoo upon his wrist.

      Eurynomos fought. He seemed to be caught within a whirlwind of color and light. His mouth opened in agony but there were no sounds but the rushing of wind and the howling from Leopold’s wrist. The beast stretched, elongated, almost tearing apart. Leopold reached for him but the terrible wind cast him back to the floor.

      Eurynomos and his whirlwind slid across the checkered floor toward the stairs. He was the wind, a red wind whirling and shrieking until he stretched so long he was indistinguishable from it and simply shot up the stairs. The red wind darted forward toward Waldhar and suddenly collapsed into the orb, roiling in red clouds but now perfectly silent.

      Leopold collapsed, his tattoo stationary once again, the sounds quelled.

      Waldhar calmly placed the orb back into his coat, strode across the upper gallery, and through a door.

      Suddenly at his side, Mingli sat on her knees, cradling him. All the others had fled, including Waldhar’s goons.

      “My God, Leopold!” she cried. “My God!” She helped him to his feet and held him as he stumbled out the door. They stood on the threshold, panting, gaining strength, before they descended the stairs to the street.

      Leopold looked into her eyes and saw fear there for the first time. Was it for him? For the display with the daemon?

      And Eurynomos! What had happened to him? His heart contracted with dread.

      “Look,” she said and pointed.

      A glow filled the skies of London. But it was not a fire. It shimmered and danced more like the Northern Lights. Mingli seemed to know what it was just as Leopold was beginning to understand. It wasn’t the Northern Lights. It was coming from the direction of the fair.
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      WALDHAR’S PERSONAL AIRSHIP launched from his roof and before Leopold could even find a hansom, the man was halfway to the fair. Leopold paid the cabby extra to get them to Battersea as fast as possible. The whip was not spared.

      “By the way,” said Mingli, holding her hat straight on her head. “I managed to decipher the scroll. It is a dēng mí, a lantern puzzle.”

      “What in blazes is a lantern puzzle?”

      “During the Festival of the Lanterns, my people create these riddles and fortunes. The riddles are supposed to be hard to puzzle out, as difficult as fighting a tiger. That is why some are called wén hu, a ‘literary tiger’.”

      “So…what does it say?”

      “The riddle goes something like this: He devotes his life to caring for the house. His mate always follows wherever his master goes. A gentleman sees him and goes away. A villain sees him and bad luck follows. Who is he?”

      “He devotes himself to caring for the house. A servant? No. His mate…” Leopold rubbed his chin and was suddenly embarrassed by the feel of the stubble. He dismissed it to figure out the riddle. “A gentleman sees him and goes away but a villain brings bad luck. A gentleman…” He snapped his fingers. “I’ve got it. A gentleman sees it and knows the master is away and will return. A villain sees it and breaks into the house. The mate is a key. Therefore, the answer is a lock!” But as soon as he said it, his elation faded. “A lock.”

      “That’s quite an extraordinary coincidence, is it not?”

      “I do detest fortune tellers,” he grumbled.

      “But it begs the question; why would the old sorceress give me this scroll? We already knew about the Lock.”

      “Yes. Just twisting in the knife, perhaps? Being unhelpful to the white man?”

      “It’s not as simple as that. I paid a coin. An enchanted coin. She had to tell me the truth.”

      “A truth we already knew.”

      “Yes.” She sat thoughtfully again, her glove’s finger getting a gnaw once more. “But there might be more to this truth than we know.”

      The mad ride of the carriage stopped in the woods as instructed. After the hansom left, he and Mingli crept through the forest’s edge as night fell around them. Mingli’s gun was in her hand again and Leopold swallowed hard.

      “Miss Zhao, I feel I must apologize for, er…for…retrieving your gun…earlier…”

      She flashed him a grin. “You’re just full of surprises, Mr. Kazsmer.”

      “I didn’t mean…that is, I knew you would need your weapon…”

      “No scolding necessary, Leo. And no recriminations on your part, certainly.”

      “Yes, well. Thank you.” He pulled his Webley from his coat.

      “And you are armed as well. Good.”

      “My magic seems to have left me rather abruptly,” he said.

      “I meant to ask…”

      “Whatever that orb was it stole my magic and somehow captured my friend.”

      “That was your daemon friend?”

      “Eurynomos.”

      “If I know my daemon lore, he is called the Prince of Death…and gnaws off the flesh of those in the Otherworld.”

      “He has always told me this was merely bad press.”

      “Indeed.”

      “I trusted him with my life. I…used to.”

      She stumbled over a root and swore softly. “I wish we had a lantern. ‘Used to’, you say?”

      “We…had a falling out. In truth, I never expected to see him again. It was only because of the dire circumstances that I called upon him tonight. Frankly, I didn’t expect him to appear. His presence usually fills me with magic and it lasts a great deal of time. But that orb that Waldhar used, it…drained every last drop.”

      “I felt it too.”

      “Yes. Yes, your own tattoo. Did it…were you…”

      “I felt as if something were tugging on me, draining me.”

      He nodded when they made it to the edge of the wood and looked down into the fair. Its gates were locked up, the great electrified archway dark. But strange light pulsated from the largest tent. “Eurynomos must be freed,” he said quietly. “No matter what I might have felt before. He doesn’t deserve whatever fate Waldhar might have in mind.” He tightened his grip on the Webley. “Shall we?”

      She nodded once and he led the way downward. Once they were near the gate, Mingli started to look for a way around it, but Leopold shook his head. “I have other tricks up my sleeve that don’t involve magic. Remember, I had an unusual upbringing…in a Gypsy camp.” He retrieved his lockpicks from his waistcoat pocket and held them up with a smile. He handed her his gun and knelt at the lock. He examined it and chose his picks, inserted them, and worked them around until he felt the pins fall into place. With a soft click he pushed open the gate with only the merest of squeaks from the hinges.

      “A useful talent,” she said.

      He took his gun back and secured his picks. “The main tent?”

      She nodded and followed him.

      They moved stealthily down the vacant avenues. The smell of saloop and roasted peanuts still permeated the air, but also a strange odor of decay wafting on the breeze, that ineffable something that spoke to him of the Otherworld. Which might very well mean that the gates had already been opened.

      He didn’t want to think of it, but he had to form a plan as to how to close it and he hadn’t a clue how. He glanced at Mingli. His instincts had always been to go it alone. After his father was killed—or had seemed to be, he reminded himself—he had never allowed himself to trust another living soul to be put in any similar situation. But here was Mingli who had suffered at least as great a fate as he had. And now Thacker, a seemingly helpless ghost, but yet another friend, Raj, was tutoring him in ways Leopold never knew the automaton was familiar with. And, of course, his oldest friend, Eurynomos. He had garnered a little band without even trying.

      Mingli was standing beside him. Could he really trust her? Ah, but that was moot, for he feared he already did. Certainly with the fragility of his heart. A stupid foolish thing to do, but nevertheless…

      “What shall we do once we get there?” he asked, surrendering something with the asking.

      “We shall have to find the means to destroy that device.”

      “Without magic?”

      “It would appear so. Luckily enough, I have a bomb.”

      “What?”

      She smirked at him. “I have a bomb. I anticipated such an event and made preparations. A timed device. Small but efficient.”

      “Why Miss Zhao, I could kiss you.”

      Her smirk turned to a genuine smile. “Later.”

      He smiled himself at the implication. Now more than ever, he hoped there would be a “later”.

      They turned the corner and beheld the main tent. Light streamed from every crevice in the canvas, from the topmost peaks to its lashed sides. A glowing, pulsating light and a deep vibrating sound.

      There were no guards stationed outside. They were no longer needed.

      Leopold crept closer until he was standing at the tent’s entrance. He used the nose of his gun to gently push the tent flap aside. He was glad of the thrumming sound, for it drowned out his gasp and that of Mingli’s beside him.

      The Daemon Device, that huge structure of iron and brass glowed and chugged with energy. A door had opened in its metal side where there had been none before. A doorway of light. And through that doorway, two by two, Waldhar’s army of golems marched. Solemn, expressionless, they trudged from the Otherworld, still dripping from the mud in which they were made and lined up in a vast array of battalions. Men in oilskin coats and black vulcanized gloves hovered above on a catwalk, either looking down at the forming army or at their clipboards or checking the gauges and dials on the device itself.

      He checked on Mingli. After all, she was a woman and might be horrified and too frightened to continue. But he needn’t have worried. Frightened she might be—indeed, he certainly was!—but she was made of sterner stuff than the rest of her sex, for she wore just as a determined look upon her face that he surely wore himself. Her fingers tightened on her gun.

      Leopold looked for ways to get closer to the device but it was out in the open in the center of the tent, and though he never saw any guards there were plenty of men in those oilskin coats wandering both on the catwalks above around the device and on the floor, supervising the growing number of golems. Some were being directed to a gangway that led to the dirigible in the tent.

      They would simply have to circle the long way around and look for an opening. Leopold signaled to Mingli to follow him, and he edged to the open space, keeping to the many crates surrounding it and stalking through what shadows they could find.

      “Halt!”

      Leopold turned.

      A man dressed like one of the dirigible sailors stood behind him holding a very large gun. “Waffen fallen lassen.”

      “I believe he would like us to drop our weapons,” said Mingli, matter-of-factly.

      “I shouldn’t like to do that,” said Leopold.

      “Jetzt!” the man insisted stridently, jutting his gun forward.

      “I say,” said Leopold, gently setting his gun to the floor and raising his other hand. “These Saxons only seem to have one volume: Loud.”

      “It is because the language itself is so punctuated with exclamation marks,” she went on, putting her gun down as well.

      “Gehen!” said the sailor. “Und verstummen!”

      “Did he just tell us to shut it?” asked Leopold.

      “I’m very much afraid he did.” She turned to the man. “I don’t think that’s very polite.”

      If Leopold had blinked he might have missed it. But Mingli abruptly pulled up her skirts, spun, and snapped her leg out, striking the sailor in the face with one boot after the other in rapid succession.

      The gun flew out of his hand and Leopold leapt up and snatched it out of the air, just as Mingli elbowed the man sharply in the throat. He lay on the floor insensate or possibly dead. Leopold couldn’t muster the energy to care which.

      “You’re quite nimble,” he said quietly, retrieving their guns from the floor, and pocketing the sailor’s.

      “Long practice. You use magic, I use my body…in various ways.”

      “Indeed,” he muttered, cheeks burnished.

      Quickly, they moved away from the body and around the crates. And there, standing alone, was von Spiegel.

      Leopold scrambled forward. Von Spiegel put a finger to his lips. “Oh, Mr. Kazsmer. You must be very quiet.”

      “Professor. I must say, I don’t know what to make of you.”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Kazsmer. Truly sorry. You don’t know how much. But…I was forced to do what I did. I even switched off your automaton friend, for I sensed he was more than a machine.”

      Anger rose but he quickly quelled it. “Why, Professor?”

      “Because I needed you to make the Lock.”

      “You summoned Ogiel!”

      “I know. I am so sorry. You see, I worked for Waldhar for many years. It was fascinating work, studying daemons, harnessing their power. It was I who came up with the idea of the Daemon Device, but once I understood its power and how it could be twisted to be used for a villain like Waldhar, I tried to destroy the plans.” He stopped, looking imploringly at Leopold. His face was pained, revealing the layers of grief and disgust…before he burst into laughter. He covered his face and shook his head. “Oh, dear me. I just didn’t know how much longer I could go on with it.” He sighed out the last of his laughter and stood with fists at his hips. “How tiresome von Spiegel is. Truly. Yes, he did try to stop Waldhar. He truly did. But I’m afraid…I’m very much afraid that I had to kill him a long time ago. He was getting far too close.”

      Leopold stared. What was the man talking about? Had he lost his mind? He was about to speak up, when Mingli uttered a string of Chinese curses. Von Spiegel looked at her and smiled. The wrinkles at his mouth seemed odd. And his voice. It had deepened, changed.

      Leopold took a step back.

      “That isn’t von Spiegel, Leopold,” said Mingli. “He’s only disguised as von Spiegel.”

      An alarm sounded. Men came out of nowhere, scrambling across the floor, carefully skirting the rows of silent golems. Leopold grabbed Mingli’s arm to drag her back to the shadows and to the tent wall, but it was too late. Waldhar’s men surrounded them.

      Quickly relieved of their weapons, they were marched to the bottom of the Daemon Device. Von Spiegel followed, shoving them forward. Leopold got a good look at the Device at last as it worked. The bright gateway paused and narrowed to a slit. Switches were thrown. Its light dimmed and the constant march of golems stopped.

      Where was Waldhar?

      Von Spiegel laughed again. “I suppose you’re wondering where your leader of the Order of the Valkyrie went off to. But of course, he’s here. Right here.” He reached up to his forehead and began to pull.

      Horrified, Leopold watched. Von Spiegel reached up and grabbed his hair. With several tugs his eyes elongated upward, stretching. The mouth grimaced unnaturally, and soon the whole face and head pulled off with a sticky squelching sound, revealing the face of Manfried Waldhar. As he stripped himself of the von Spiegel suit, he grew taller and broader. Instead of the appearance of a diminutive and slightly hunched old man, the taller man pulled himself free, like sloughing off a chrysalis. Von Spiegel was now nothing more than a loose, boneless costume, pooled beneath him. When he stepped out of it, he cast the rubbery skin with its clothes away and shook out his head of shaggy hair. Tall, Teutonic, the very image that his kind professed to be superior. He pulled his monocle from his vest pocket, carefully cleaned it with his handkerchief, and placed it in front of his eye. “Such an unpleasant thing, living in another’s skin. Even the magic little helps.” He straightened his clothes and looked at Leopold and Mingli through his monocle.

      “I cannot seem to escape you, Inspector Zhao and Mr. Kazsmer. Always you are underfoot. But that is about to change.”

      “You won’t succeed,” Leopold announced, though he had no idea how he was to stop him now.

      “Please, save your speeches for the penny dreadfuls. I haven’t the stomach for such naïve platitudes.”

      Mingli struggled with her captor. “You’re a horrid man.”

      “That may very well be, my dear.” He stopped before her and lifted her chin with a gloved finger. “And though death may be preferable once my army is unleashed—and death will certainly come to you, Mr. Kazsmer soon enough—I think this exotic creature will have…other uses.”

      Leopold yanked nearly free from the men holding him. “Don’t you dare touch her!”

      “Oh ho! Chivalrous, surely. But do I detect something more, Kazsmer? Might you be enamored of the lovely inspector? Oh, how sad. Truly operatic. Well, your death will not be in vain, then. We will have to think of something very interesting in order to finish you off.”

      Leopold struggled but was pulled back. A swipe to the head with a fist slowed him down.

      No, no! This wasn’t supposed to happen this way. He tried to summon his magic, any magic, but it felt as if there was a void where there should have been plenty. After all, the gateway had opened, the Otherworld trickled in. He glanced toward the device and released a small noise of surprise to see his Lock in place.

      Waldhar hadn’t missed his glance. “So, you see your own mechanism. You are clever indeed, Kazsmer. So nimble of finger as well as mind. Your magic quite permeated every inch of it. The perfect sort of magic. When I performed the incantation, it worked flawlessly. With much thanks to Herr Professor. Well…the real von Spiegel before we divested him of his skin.”

      “I don’t understand. It was supposed to stop your damned device. It was a lock!”

      “Poor Franz. The real von Spiegel, of course. He was nearly convinced that the ‘Lock’ would stop the device.”

      “You fiend! You used him.”

      “I’m afraid the real von Spiegel has been long dead. A year at least. But I must say, you were very solicitous to that kind old man, Leopold. May I call you so? I feel as if we have been through much together.”

      “You used his…his skin to get to me? Why?”

      Waldhar looked down and toed the von Spiegel skin. “We discovered a way to preserve and animate the skins of others, in order to look like them. Like a prime minister, for instance, or other head of state. You see, the magic reconfigures the skin’s inhabitants. A tall man can be short within the skin, or a short man taller. One day, soon, even your queen shall be inhabited. You see how convenient this will be to put my own people in place to…urge the populace into conforming to my wishes.”

      Leopold tried to pull from his captors, but to no avail.

      “As for the rest, I believe von Spiegel explained it adequately. He knew your father, understood that your unique magic was needed to create the final ingredient for my Device. There were simply some things I couldn’t do for myself. And only the purest of hands could accomplish them. Yours, I’m afraid. And your magical signature. It’s quite unique, you see.”

      “But why steal the plans in the first place only to have his imposter recreate them?”

      “They needed adjusting. And I wanted to confound you for as long as possible. It turns out I’m an excellent actor.”

      “But I made you a bloody lock!”

      “Foolish little man. It was never a lock. Look at it! It didn’t need a lock. What it needed was a key.”
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      LEOPOLD STARED AT his handiwork in horror. He had helped him. Unwittingly to be sure, but if it hadn’t been for him the damned thing wouldn’t have worked at all.

      “You used me,” he whispered.

      “Of course I used you! It is what the superior race does to the inferior. And you are quite inferior, are you not, Leopold? Not only a Gypsy but a Jew! My, my, my. I can’t think of anything lower, to tell you the truth. Unless you were also part pickaninny. No? Well then. See what your good work has achieved!”

      Leopold did look. The seams flared with light. The gateway wanted to push forth, to open wide. What the device did, what his “lock” helped to do, was keep it all in check, dialed down to exactly the precision that Waldhar wanted. He could keep the door opened but a sliver or cast it open wide if he so chose.

      The golem army stood by. Their solemn sagging faces looked forward blankly. Holes for eyes, a mere swash for a mouth, their hideous features were all the more terrifying for their blankness, their soullessness. So fresh were they, that the clay dripped onto the floor like the droppings from cattle.

      “And not only did you supply me with the key,” Waldhar went on, “but also with the power source I needed. You summoned that daemon at a most opportune time. For the organs harvested from my sacrificial females, could open the gate but could not focus it. And then there you were. Oh Mr. Kazsmer, I cannot tell you how grateful I am. Perhaps because of it, your death will be swift. Would you like that?”

      “What have you done?” Leopold twisted to look at the device again, searching for Waldhar’s meaning.

      “Bring him closer,” said Waldhar to Leopold’s guards. “Let him see just what he has wrought.”

      Leopold strained against his guards and approached the heaving metal. He could feel the heat emanating off of it, smell the odor of the forge and of the Otherworld creeping in like a leaky sewer pipe. A small window set in the metal seemed to be made of some sort of fireproof crystal. Coming closer, Leopold peered inside. He gasped and pulled back.

      Shackled by fire with his arms outstretched, was Eurynomos. He writhed and strained against his obviously agonizing bonds. His mouth was open in a silent howl. Horns twisting upward, his body glistened with sweat. He could do nothing against the tethers of flame that kept him in place.

      “What have you done to him?”

      “He is in bondage now. A very powerful daemon, is your friend, Leopold. Unlike…such creatures…” He gestured aside and Leopold didn’t need the use of his special spectacles to see the imp scamper across the floor, scramble up the side of the hot metal Daemon Device, and skitter down again. It grabbed Waldhar’s trouser leg and looked back at Leopold from the safety he found there. Waldhar shook him loose. “Disgusting creature. Don’t touch me.”

      “Will not touch, Master. Will wait for orders.”

      “And that is all you are good for. Not this strapping daemon captured within my device. His magical strength pulls the gateway open and the Device keeps it that way and creates my armies of golems. They come because, like moths to the light, they are attracted to its glow. Your friend will continue as my power source until he is used up…in one hundred years or so. The Cloven-Hoofed One is of lower hierarchy than your friend and could never have supplied the power necessary. I know. I tried.”

      Leopold’s gaze was riveted to the little window. All his mistrust was forgotten. The pain on Eurynomos’ face was enough to wipe the slate clean. And all he could think about was how to help him. But how could he possibly?

      “As soon as the Device is at full power, the dirigible mini-devices can supply their own golems. I am very pleased that this is working so well. Thank you, Leopold. Ordinarily I would have rewarded you handsomely. But you are more of a hindrance than I need. You!” he said to the imp. “Bind them both! And you!” He turned to the golem army standing by. “Guard them. I do not trust this idiot imp.”

      All the golems in formation began marching toward them, but then Waldhar held up his hands. “Halt, you dumkopfs.” He shook his head with a sigh as the clay men stopped in their tracks. “These Jewish golems, they are so literal. You, you, and you,” he said, pointing to three in the front row. “Guard them.” He spoke slowly and carefully as if to a small child. “The rest of you, follow me.” He smiled over his shoulder at Leopold. “I must attend to my army. Each must be given their orders or they will fall into chaos, I’m afraid. But an order to a golem is an order. They will guard you till the end of time until I give the countermand.” He chuckled. “Once I have secured England, we shall talk again. It’s a shame, really. I could have used you.”

      “Never!”

      “I could always…skin you. It’s simple once you know how. We’ll replace the crowned heads of Europe and put my own operatives in their shoes. The invasion will go much easier, you see. Farewell, Mr. Kazsmer.”

      The three golems ordered to stay, stood surrounding Leopold and Mingli.

      Before Leopold could think of a plan, the imp cackled and raised his hands. Ropes shot forth and spun around Leopold and Mingli. They crashed together back to back on the floor and Leopold knocked his head against the hard-packed dirt. Stars flashed in his eyes.

      Back to back with Mingli, head ringing with pain, and heart hammering with anger and grief, Leopold brooded. The imp danced before them cheering as each battalion peeled off and marched away at the direction of the German guards’ orders. The sound of mud slapping the ground carried on for long minutes, until the golems had finally all departed.

      The Device thrummed and a ray of light escaped now and again to shoot upward toward the tent roof, but all other activity seemed to have ceased. He could not see any more oilskin-clad workers, nor the henchmen.

      The imp danced about them, cackling in its absurd form of laughter.

      “Ugh, Leo, you are quite right. He is a horrid little bugger.”

      The imp stopped and stared at Mingli, coming closer. He tilted his head left then right. “You are not pretty either. Flesh men are very ugly.”

      “Shoo!” she cried, and the imp staggered back, afraid, and fell back on his naked bum.

      Leopold laughed. The imp shot to his feet and got up in Leopold’s face. “You not laugh. You are the one to die! You not laugh at me.”

      “I’m very much afraid, old bean, that you are incredibly comical. I can’t see doing much else but laugh.”

      And then Mingli laughed as well.

      “You no laugh! You no laugh!” The creature stomped back and forth between them, screaming at the top of his lungs. His small wings flapped erratically. He ran up to Leopold and glared. “You no laugh. Or I tell your father.”

      Leopold’s mirth stopped abruptly. “You filthy liar.”

      The imp settled back, a smile spreading on his face. “Not a liar. I saw him. Just yesterday.”

      Leopold lunged toward him but stopped abruptly when Mingli cried out. He had forgotten he was tied to her.

      “You never saw my father.”

      Mingli rested her head on his back and said softly, “Leo, he’s baiting you.”

      “You never saw my father,” he said, gritting his teeth.

      “I did! I did!” He danced about again. His tail flopped up and down. “I saw him. I spoke to him.” He shook his head with an expression of mock regret. “He isn’t very happy. He would rather be dead.”

      He almost shouted that his father was dead…but he now knew the truth of it. Eurynomos had hidden that fact from him on that hideous day, when his father was taken from him and Leopold had had to make a deal with the denizens of the Otherworld in order to save himself. But of course the daemons had lied. Even Eurynomos. But his friend had done it to save Leopold the pain of it. At least that’s what he now believed. He had to believe it.

      “He wouldn’t talk to you,” said Leopold with a scowl. “He’d never talk to the likes of you.”

      “But he did. It is so lonely where he is, you see. Lonely. Hee hee! But you will not be lonely when you die, Leopold Kazsmer. Oh, you will have so much company. So many souls in torment to keep you company!”

      The imp drew near just so he could sneer into Leopold’s face. And that’s when Leopold felt it. The tingle of magic. He felt it first in his wrist, along the winding tattoo. Each time the imp drew near him he felt the magic leech off the frightful bugger.

      Leopold steadied his gaze on the red-skinned imp. “You come here and tell me exactly what he said. I dare you.”

      “Leo,” Mingli said quietly. “Let it go.”

      “Come here, you little bastard,” he repeated, ignoring her. “Tell me to my face.”

      “He weeps,” said the imp. “Oh, he weeps bitter tears.” The imp sidled up to Leopold and bent over to look him in the eye. “And then he said he will never see you again, or those he loves. It is a sad place in a dark and deserted corner of Sitra Achra. A troubled place.”

      Leopold only half-listened to the little creature’s words. The closer the imp got, the more magic Leopold gathered. He concentrated, and the bonds began to loosen. Mingli made a small gasp but otherwise kept silent.

      “Poor sad Mr. Kazsmer,” said the imp. “He will never know his son dies. Never know. Never see you again. Never—grgh!” Fast as lightning, Leopold’s unbound hands snapped up and closed around the imp’s neck. The scaly skin, the hotness of it barely registered on his senses. The imp’s eyes widened impossibly and his claws scrabbled at Leopold’s hands until he squeezed tighter and the imp’s hands fell away.

      “Who’s going to die now?” he rasped. Still clasping the imp by the throat, he got to his feet. Out of the corner of his eye, he glanced at the golems, but they didn’t stir. As long as he stayed where he was, they didn’t seem to care what he did.

      “I think I’d like to snap your neck.”

      The imp shook his head wildly. His wings flapped uselessly at Leopold’s arm.

      “Then tell me how to shut down this device.”

      The imp shrugged, shaking his head.

      Mingli tried to move away to study the control panel, but one golem advanced on her…until she backed up to where she was before.

      “Leo, we must get rid of these golems…or all is lost.”

      “I know, I know. Have you got back any of your own powers?” he asked her.

      She nodded. “But they are still weak.”

      He shot a glare at the golems stoically surrounding them. “I should like to kill this imp,” he said with gritted teeth. “But I think I have a better idea.”

      He held that scrawny neck taut with one hand and with the other reached into his pocket for his new switchblade.

      The golems did nothing.

      He pressed the button and the shiny blade snapped out. The imp stared at it, legs pumping in the air.

      “You’ve been Waldhar’s little servant—his bitch—haven’t you? But now you’ll be mine.” He dug the tip into the scaly flesh of the imp’s chest and began to carve. The imp shrieked but it never effected Leopold’s steady chanting. “Ani mitzavehl!” He etched the Hebrew glyphs into the skin. Black blood oozed from the wounds. The imp tried to wriggle away but Leopold tightened his grip on his neck. All the imp could do was howl.

      The mark at his wrist glowed and he released the imp with a “Ha!”

      The imp fell to the floor in an undignified splat. It scrambled to its webbed feet and looked down at the new marks on its chest. “No! No!”

      “Oh yes. Now I command you. You will come when I call. And you will leave when I say so. What is your name?”

      It held its head and rocked back and forth. “You trick, you trick! I hate you.”

      “What is your name?”

      “Suchah,” it uttered reluctantly.

      Leopold laughed. “Suchah? That’s fitting. ‘Filth’ you are, then. Can you destroy that device?”

      Suchah didn’t even look at the Daemon Device. He lowered his head. “No. No can do it. Too big. Too powerful.”

      “Very well. Since you are of no further use to me at the moment, you may go. But when next I need you I need only touch this mark upon my wrist to summon you. Do you understand?”

      “Suchah knows.”

      “Then go, you vile pustule.”

      In a flash of light, Suchah was gone.

      They were alone…except for the golems. Leopold tested them. He stepped out of the circle, and one approached, reaching for him…until he took a step back to where he was before. “Strange, aren’t they?”

      “Yes.” She was staring at the one behind them. “I’ve only heard tales of Jews creating them, not those who were the enemy of Jews. Were they not designed to protect your people from their persecutors?”

      “They have no minds of their own. It doesn’t matter to them. They are only tools. With feet of clay.” He studied the one directly in front of him. “Clay.” An idea. He closed his eyes and reached for his magic. Yes. It was growing stronger. “Miss Zhao, when I tell you to duck, I want you close your eyes and do it.”

      “Why? What for?”

      “Dash it, woman. Can you not obey one single order from me without questioning it?”

      “Very well. On your order.”

      He gathered his magic. It was still weak but this he could do. “All right. Ready? Duck!”

      She dropped to the ground, arms over her head. Leopold’s gathered magic shot forth from his chest in great waves of fire. The blast encompassed the three golems surrounding them. They glowed red within the flames until Leopold couldn’t hold the magic any longer and the flames ceased, leaving only a black curl of smoke. The golems still glowed until they cooled to gray again. But cracks formed on their baked surfaces as the steam rose from their heads and shoulders. Leopold licked his lips, reached out experimentally with his arm, and pushed on the golem in front of him. Stiffly and without resistance, it tilted backwards, more, more…until it tipped to the ground and shattered.

      Mingli didn’t wait. She shoved her golem over and it, too, fell to fragmented sherds. They both shoved the third one, and it followed suit, looking like broken crockery.

      “You are a clever man,” she said.

      “They were made of clay. They needed only to be fired like any clay pot.”

      Leopold kicked the sherds away and raced to the Device. “Can we destroy that control panel at least?”

      “No. I don’t think so. It is now more than the sum of its parts, I’m afraid.”

      “Meaning?”

      She raised a finger and gently probed near it and a spark flashed, encompassing her finger in blue light before releasing her. “It is not merely steel, iron, or rivets any longer. It has taken on the properties of the Otherworld. It is not man-made anymore. Your erstwhile ‘Lock’ and this control panel are now beyond reach.”

      He took a shaky breath. “That’s damnable.”

      “Yes.” She seemed perplexed. It wasn’t a good look on her.

      “But now what? How do we destroy this thing?” He stepped up to the porthole and gazed at Eurynomos, still yanking at his fiery bonds. “And what of him?” He turned suddenly to Mingli. “The bomb. You have a bomb. Can we use it to destroy it?”

      She reached into her jacket and pulled out a compact object, a metal orb with a turning gear atop it. She looked at it and slowly nodded. “It was made with the help of supernatural means. I am certain it can disable the Daemon Device. But it will also most certainly kill your friend.”

      Leopold stared at the bomb with an ache in his gut. He pressed his hands to the hot metal and stared through the crystal. “Eurynomos! Can you hear me?”

      The beast slowly turned his head and with eyes dulled by pain gradually focused on his. “Leo,” he groaned.

      “Old friend!”

      Eurynomos heaved a breath and though Leopold could tell he struggled through the pain, his eyes shone with a kind of relief. “And so…we are still friends?”

      “I’ve been a fool, Eurynomos. Yes, of course we are. Please forgive me.”

      The daemon smiled. “Forgive you? It is you who must forgive me. Please know that I did it to protect you. Always to protect you. That’s what Ákos wanted.”

      “I know that now.” The metal was becoming too hot to bear but it seemed so little a thing compared to what his friend was suffering. “We need to destroy the device.”

      The daemon nodded. “I tried to control it from within but with these magical bonds I cannot. Sorry, old man.”

      “We…we have a bomb that I believe will work. But…”

      “I’ll blow up with it. Well, c'est la vie.”

      “Eurynomos…”

      “Look, Leo old man, it must be done. I’ve had a very good five thousand years. Nothing lasts forever.”

      “But…” He rested his forehead against the crystal. His own burning flesh made his nostrils flare. Mingli grabbed him by the shoulders and pulled him away. His hands smoldered and his forehead burned.

      “Leo,” she said softly. “You mustn’t hurt yourself.”

      He scarcely took notice.

      The daemon bowed his head to her. “Miss Zhao. You’ll take care of him, won’t you? He’s useless on his own.” His gaze slid toward Leopold. “Use the bomb, Leo. You know you must.”

      “I can’t.” When had tears blurred his eyes? “There must be another way.”

      “You know there isn’t. You’ve got to use that bomb and you’ve got to do it quickly. There’s no more time to waste.”

      He stared again at the apple-sized bomb in Mingli’s hand. He inhaled a shaky breath and reached out to grab it. His sleeve slid back revealing the Eye of Providence glaring from his flesh, and he froze, gaze now fixed on the mark. The wretched mark. The Unholy Hosts had set it there, had bound him to the Otherworld in ways he was yet to discover. There were debts to be paid and though he was paying them he knew that a man sometimes had to sue for more debtors in order to secure a future, if not for himself then for others. His father had made a sacrifice. Why not him?

      He withdrew his hand and left the bomb in Mingli’s palm. She looked at him with imploring eyes, but instead of answering, he pushed up his sleeve and fully exposed the mark. He held his arm up, aiming the eye toward the Device.

      “I call upon the Unholy Hosts!” he cried in his loudest voice. “I call upon you dread gods of the Otherworld who marked me with your flaming eyes.”

      Eurynomos struggled toward the crystal window. “Leo, what are you doing? No! Don’t do it! Not for me.”

      Leopold turned away so that he would not see the pleas on the daemon’s face. “I call upon you to come to me now. Open the gate and listen to me. Hear my plea!”
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      A DEEP BOOM beneath their feet rocked the earth and Mingli and Leopold tumbled to the ground. A sudden swirling wind surrounded them, howling with the sounds of countless souls. Leopold could feel each one of them as they strafed over his skin, like the raking of thorns over his flesh. He writhed and cried out. Mingli screamed beside him but there was nothing he could do to protect her. They were caught in the vortex of spinning light and dread, flashing over them, and they wanted nothing more than to curl onto the ground in helpless weeping.

      Eurynomos’ howl sounded above the cries of the Otherworld but his voice was soon drowned out by the cacophony as the floor cracked open and a bright green light shot upward like a pillar of fire.

      Leopold, barely holding on to his senses, grabbed Mingli and thrust her behind him. By summoning his last ounce of strength, he got up onto his knees and stayed there. He lifted his arm against the tide and held the mark forth until the light and sound coalesced into vague hulking shapes. They might have been tentacles. They might have been robes flowing with an unearthly current of ether, it was difficult to tell. Leopold held his eyes wide open against the blast of heat when all of his senses were telling him to close them, to run, to hide. Even to tear his own skin from his limbs.

      Mingli whimpered behind him. He wished he could curl up beside her and do the same.

      “yOU hAVE sUMMONED uS.”

      The voice was like the slapping of offal upon the ground. Like the cracking of a limb from its joint. Leopold shuddered, felt nauseated, but stayed steadfast and upheld his arm with his other hand.

      “Yes. I have summoned you.”

      “aND WHO ARE YOU, lEOPOLD kAzsMER, TO DARE UTTER oUR NAmE?”

      “I would close the gateway. Prevent more golems from coming through. Save Eurynomos and destroy the Device.”

      The sound could have been laughter. It was too much. It rumbled deeply in his gut. He had no choice but to lean over and wretch. Emptying himself, he managed to stop by will alone, wiped his mouth with his sleeve, and resumed holding up his exposed left arm, steadying it with his right.

      “YOu DON’T aSK FOR MUCH, dO YOU? SUCH SIMPLE CREatuRES YOU ARE. sO NAÏVE AND DuLL. bUT YOU MAkE EXCELleNT SERVaNTS.”

      He took a deep breath. “And I would serve you.” The words left his lips and terror filled the hollowness. Now he’d done it. He couldn’t take it back now. Eurynomos howled behind him.

      The shapes of the figures before him seemed to mill together, commiserating. The air around him tingled with electricity, and the harsh sounds of the Otherworld through the crack in the earth died back as if sound itself was sucking away, leaving behind a void that drew him closer to the abyss. He even edged toward it before he shook himself free of the mesmerizing siren song. His fingers gripped his naked elbow and raised his arm higher, defiant of his own good sense that told him to flee instead of stand there, waiting for whatever horror to leap out of the deep and consume him.

      Their chorus of voices pierced the odd silence. “wE WILL DESTROY thIS DAEmON dEVICE BUT THe PRINce OF dEATH IS OuRS.”

      Leopold fought against the primitive panic trying to gain control of him. “No. I will not bargain with him. He is free or we don’t have a covenant.”

      “YoU dARe!”

      He fell back. But he righted himself, leaned into the wind, and slowly got to his feet. He held out his left arm without bracing it. “Yes. I dare. Release him or there is no bargain.”

      “aND WHAT WilL YOU give US IN ReTURn?”

      “Noooo!” cried Eurynomos. It seemed his voice came from very far away.

      Leopold wanted to look back at him, look through the crystal window, but he dared not turn his back on the Unholy Hosts.

      He screwed up courage that was quickly fading under what his eyes were only now beginning to discern. The figures became more distinct as he stood there. He didn’t want them to come into full focus. Nightmares must never be recalled this distinctly.

      “Anything,” he breathed.

      “Leo!” Mingli cried, but he ignored her.

      The laughter again, a horrible sticky squelching noise. “dONE!”

      He suddenly collapsed to his knees.

      “yOU HAVE pROVED YOUrSELF VERY INTereSTING TO US, LEOpOLD kAzSMER. YOU wiLL BE OUR SErvANT AND WHEN wE CALL UPON yOU, THERE wILL BE oBEDIENCE. dO YOU AGREE?”

      “Yes. I agree.”

      “ThEN…BEHOLD! oUR COVENANT WIth YOU.”

      Searing heat wrapped around his wrist and Leopold screamed from the agony. He was certain his hand was being burned off, but when he looked at it, it looked the same as ever. But the mark…

      It glowed. And with each pulse a renewal of the pain of a hot poker burned into his flesh. He grit his teeth, and panted, watching, as the knotted band writhed and roiled on his wrist. One of the knotted bands split in two and moved slowly up his arm. The Eye, now animated, watched it move, until it twisted and made its own triple band and settled above the first. Only the new band glowed with a white-hot flame and suddenly ceased. His arm smoldered and a dull ache was still there. And now there was an addition to the original tattoo. A spiky knotted band, wider than the first. Marked again.

      He dreaded asking. But he needed to know. Needed to reconcile as quickly as possible what he was to become. He’d be worse than the imp Suchah. He was merely a tool of the gods now. “What…what would you have me do?”

      Silence again, but this time it was unbearable.

      “What would you have me do! I need to know.”

      “PATIENcE, LEOPOLD kAZsMER. wE HAVE NO NEEd OF YOU foR NOW. oNE DAY WE wILL CALL upON YOU. ONE DAY yOU Will BE OUr SLAVE.”

      He wanted to wretch again but swallowed down the bile. “Then…free Eurynomos.”

      A clap of thunder deafened and he raised his hands to his ears. He looked back at the Device. A wide crack had formed on its metal surface and a light followed the jagged line of that crack. The metal began to vibrate and soon it was at such a frequency as to appear blurred. Leopold leapt toward Mingli, gathered her in his arms, and turned his back to the Device, protecting her just as it exploded outward.

      Shards of white-hot metal soared by him. A piece singed his hair, whistling as it went. But no pieces touched him. He was protected by his mark. It was little comfort.

      He turned to look. The metal had been bent wide open, like a tin of beef peeled back with a rusty opener.

      Eurynomos stood in the center of the smoldering debris. Shoulders sagging, head down, he panted hard, blowing smoke through his nostrils. All at once he looked up. His eyes were wide burning coals. And he rushed over the broken metal to scoop up Leopold into his arms, pushing Mingli back.

      “You stupid, stubborn, wonderful man,” he muttered, rubbing his cheek against the side of Leopold’s head. “You fool, you fool.”

      Leopold would have pushed the beast back but he had no strength. He hung limply in the daemon’s embrace, exhaustion dragging on him.

      “reMEMBER OUR COVEnANT, lEOpOLD kAzSMER. aND OUR GIFT.”

      “Gift’?” he said weakly. But even as he sagged in Eurynomos’ arms, he felt the sudden warmth of magic enveloping him. The new mark stung even as he filled with power and he put his feet to the ground and stood on his own.

      The crack in the floor slowly closed itself and the light and the sounds receded back to where nightmares generally reside.

      The sharp smell of sulfur was strong in the air and he looked down at his wrist again. Tentatively, he touched the still stinging new mark. The shadow of a horned beast fell upon it but it was only Eurynomos leaning forward.

      “Hmm,” said the beast, touching it gently with a talon. “Interesting.”

      “Is that all you can say?”

      “For now,” he whispered. “Mostly I’d like to say…thank you.” His friend smiled his sharpened teeth.

      “God, you’re truly an ugly creature,” said Leopold.

      “I was going to say the same about you.”

      Mingli moved between them. She had lost her hat, her hair had untangled from its careful ringlets and fell alluringly over her shoulder where the sleeve was ripped. A smudge of dirt ran across her nose. “This is all very touching indeed, but now what? Is it destroyed?”

      They all looked back at the machine, at its sheared metal. A light deep within it was dimming. Above it, the tent roof had torn open, leaving the sky visible. Several dirigibles, their lanterns hanging just beneath their gondolas, moved sluggishly over the countryside. All at once, one by one, they shuddered violently and holes suddenly shot through the membranes of their hulls. Bits of somethings were falling from the ships. Leopold grabbed his spectacles from his coat pocket, flipped the lenses till he got the binoculars, and stared hard into the distance. Bodies. But not of men.

      “The golems are disintegrating. Exploding.”

      The nearest airship was going down. Too many holes had torn through the envelope. The golems were bursting apart and shooting through the fabric like buckshot. And then, like a whale sounding, the airship rose up and then tilted downward. It hit a copse of trees before final descent and something ignited the hydrogen. It burst into spectacular flames, lighting up the countryside. The soft booms rumbled like distant thunder. For a moment, Leopold could see in bright relief a remote farmhouse, the hedgerows that separated the fields, and the tops of other copses along the open plains.

      Another airship further away was also headed downward. The crew seemed to have more control and were setting it down near the railway station in an albeit bumpy landing. A third was suffering the same fate.

      But where was Waldhar?

      Mingli ran outside and Leopold and Eurynomos followed. She pointed up in the sky in the opposite direction. “Look! He’s headed toward London.”

      “He’s escaping. He’ll cross the channel before we ever get near London.”

      “Another dirigible!” she cried.

      Leopold looked where she pointed. Tethered to a distant tent was a lone dirigible, much smaller than the others that had taken to the skies. And it looked to be abandoned.

      Leopold nodded. “Let’s take it. Eurynomos, will you be coming with us?”

      “Judging by the current strength of your magic, I would say that you little need my help. But I will be happy to give it, only…”

      “Only?”

      “I think I have more matters to repair in Gehenna. Trouble has been brewing for a long while, and during the brief time I was away there may have been more mischief afoot. I must find out, for instance, who is allowing the likes of Waldhar to commandeer the denizens of the Otherworld. True, it only takes the right incantations, but surely someone shouldn’t be asleep at the wheel. Heads will roll, I assure you.”

      When he turned to Mingli, she had her gun in her hand. She smiled and winked. “I think we can take it from here, Master Eurynomos.”

      “Master? Oh, I like her, Leo.”

      Leopold cleared his throat. “What of the golems?”

      Eurynomos looked to the skies again. “I would say that they are disintegrating. Without the gateway to keep them alive, well. They are nothing but clay, after all. We’ve already seen what they did to that one airship. The others must be filled with spatters of wet clay.”

      “Even so we may have stopped this plot but we must stop Waldhar himself, or he will only try again.”

      “Then go, Leo. Go, and I will be near. I am only a summoning away. And with that little addition to your arm, you may not need to cut as deep. I’d hate for you to start hewing off limbs, after all.”

      He fought the urge to look again at his detestable mark, made more detestable by the Unholy Hosts. “Truly?”

      “It hurts, doesn’t it?”

      He squeezed his hand into a fist and let it go. “Yes. Just enough to let me know it’s there.”

      Eurynomos nodded. “It’s like a foot perpetually in the door now. I’ll be able to just hear you even if you don’t draw any blood. But I shan’t be able to come without blood being spilt.”

      “But the amount needed will be less?”

      “The amount will go back to what it was at the beginning. But then it will increase eventually once more. Sacrifices. Balance. That’s what it amounts to.”

      “I see. A ‘gift’ indeed.”

      “If not a gift then a reprieve. But just remember, Leo. A gift…can sometimes be returned.” The daemon grinned but before Leopold could ask, Eurynomos spun and shrank until he was nothing but a spark and then winked out.

      He stared at the space that had been so recently occupied by his friend—and he was grateful they were friends again, though a long conversation was needed—before Mingli elbowed him. “Well? Are you ready?”

      “Yes. Let’s go.”
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      THEY RAN AROUND the main tent down the deserted avenues of the fair toward the lone dirigible. It was tethered to a wooden mooring mast with a winding staircase. Leopold took the stairs two at a time and when he reached the top and walked across the gangway, he yanked open the unlocked door.

      Mingli was right behind him and he strode straight for the pilot’s bridge. “Do you know how to fly this thing?” she asked.

      He studied the gears, the gauges. Gas valve control. Gyroscopic compass. Ballast control. The two wheels, one for rudder, one for elevator. At least he had listened during the tour, even if he didn’t quite know what everything meant. And all the damned labels were in German. “Er…certainly. Why not?”

      “Why not?”

      “I mean I think I can ferret it out. Look. Here’s how to start the ruddy thing.” He jammed a gear forward but nothing happened. “The forward controls should have…”

      “Telegraphed a message to the engine room.” She folded her arms over her chest.

      “Oh hell. I forgot about that. I don’t suppose you know how to get the engines started.”

      “And why would I know that?”

      “Well, you know everything else!”

      “Thank you. But I am not quite that accomplished.”

      “Very well. Then I will go to the engine room and you steer the vessel.”

      He moved forward but a hand on his arm held him back. “But I…” She bit her lip. “I’m not sure I can…”

      Bolstered by the warmth of magic surging through his system, he clasped her arm reassuringly. “You can do it, Miss Zhao. If anybody can, it would be you. I’ll signal you from the engine room that all is ready.”

      He escaped out a small door and hurried along a metal walkway till he reached the engine room. This being a smaller craft than the Valkyrie class from their tour, it had only one engine. But the boiler that powered it was stone cold and it would take a long time to fire up.

      For an ordinary man.

      Leopold whipped off his coat and rolled up his sleeves. He couldn’t help but glance at the new band wound round his wrist. Spreading his arms, he gathered a ball of power until it glowed like a fiery globe in his hands. He held it for a moment, stabilizing it, then shoved it forth toward the boiler where it sunk through the copper and immediately boiled the water. The gauges needles’ instantly rose and the system groaned with the sudden influx of steam.

      He got on the talking tube. “All engines ready. Full ahead?”

      “Yes,” came the tinny reply through the tube. “Let’s do that.”

      “You’re supposed to say ‘aye, aye.’”

      “Just do it, Leo!”

      “Aye, aye,” he muttered, grabbed the lever, and forced it over. The steam released into the pipes and the propellers sputtered to life. “Hooray!” He leaned toward the other window and saw those propellers also spinning. Clapping his hands, he grabbed his coat, slipped it back on, and retreated out the door to the bridge.

      He stuck his head in and smiled. “We’re under way!”

      “Yes we are.” She blew a long strand of hair out of her face. Holding onto the rudder wheel for dear life, she pointed to the other one. “Take charge of that wheel, will you. It helps us go up or down.”

      “Jolly!” He trotted toward it and took hold. “Did you release the mooring?”

      “Oh double damn!” She reached up and pulled a lever marked “anbinden”. The airship jerked and then floated free.

      Leopold gently turned the wheel and the nose rose. “Outstanding! Steer us, Miss Zhao. We can catch him.”

      But when he looked out the control room windows, the lights from Waldhar’s ship were far ahead.

      Leopold concentrated. He attuned himself to the airship, to the wind, and closed his eyes. With his mind and his magic, he moved the ship into the proper place, found the slipstream, and let the ship go. It seemed to spear forward and Mingli made a sound of surprise. When he opened his eyes, she was scowling at him.

      “Warn a girl next time.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “What did you do?” She clutched the wheel, staring straight ahead out the window as they zoomed forward. Now it didn’t look as if Waldhar’s ship was all that far away. In fact, they were gaining on him.

      “I simply set us in the slipstream. We’ve got a tail wind now.”

      “You’ve got your magic back.”

      “And then some. I have never felt more powerful.”

      “Just have a care. If it leaves you suddenly, you don’t want to be caught off guard.”

      “Quite right. No need to get cocky. If I am anything it is cautious.”

      They fell silent with only the drone of the propellers for company. Leopold felt compelled to rock forward, urging the airship faster as Waldhar’s lights became more distinguishable, and his airship filled more and more of the window’s view.

      Leopold shook his head. Even after the many sights he had seen in Sitra Achra, Von Spiegel’s skin face being pulled off was something he knew he would relive in his nightmares.

      The lights of London broke over the dark landscape below like a shining beacon. It was vast, more than Leopold realized, and if he weren’t in such dire circumstances, he might have stopped to enjoy the view.

      But as he looked over the tiny street lamps marching away in row upon row, he could also see the blackness beyond it. It wasn’t all that far to the channel as the crow flies. If Waldhar was allowed to cross the channel… but no. Leopold didn’t care about borders or laws. Not in this instance. This was entirely beyond the scope of the judicial system. He’d follow the bastard to the ends of the earth to stop him. At least his golem scheme was done, but who knew what else he might conjure in his sick imaginings?

      “Once we catch up to him,” said Mingli, “any thoughts how we’re to stop him?”

      “Er…” He hadn’t thought that far ahead. The immediate imperative had been to at least catch up to him. “Have we any weapons aboard?”

      A crash of shattered glass, and after Leopold rose from his instinctive need to duck, he glared at the window. A bullet had passed through the glass and left a spider web of cracks. “They’re firing at us,” she confirmed, crouching behind the wheel. “But I think…” She made a quick survey of the instruments before her. “Yes.” She grabbed a lever and released it, fixed her hands on two handles, and fired.

      A Gatling gun. Leopold had never seen one in operation before and watched open-mouthed as the rounds pierced the sky. They were now close enough to see the result as it shredded a flag, blew up a lantern, and strafed the gondola, putting out all the windows. The sailors were visible through the empty ports, shaking their fists at them.

      “Good shot!” he shouted over the gun’s roar.

      She stopped firing and peered out the window. “Duck!”

      Something whistled toward them and shattered the remaining glass. It rolled along the floor and settled under a table.

      Leopold grabbed Mingli’s hand and rushed her out the door just as the world burst apart.

      The gondola exploded, rendering the control room useless. It was aflame in no time. They staggered along the catwalk inside the hull. And all around them were gas bags full of hydrogen.

      “We have to get out of here,” he gasped.

      She coughed. Her poor gown was the worse for wear what with explosions tearing it to shreds. “Where do you suggest we go?”

      He glanced all around the iron framework. “Up.”

      He began to climb and Mingli followed suit. He could feel the dirigible losing control. And altitude. If they couldn’t get to the outside and leap to Waldhar’s airship they would lose him. Not to mention that they would soon explode.

      He reached the top of the arc of steel and tried to ignore the glare of fire from the disintegrating control room. Mingli was right behind him and he reached down to help her up the last step. He took his knife and ripped a hole in the envelope above them. The rush of air and wind blasted his hair back. He climbed and headed for the nose and the battens. He kept checking over his shoulder to make certain Mingli was holding on.

      Waldhar’s immense Valkyrie class ship loomed ahead of them, but Leopold heard the change in the engines. They were maneuvering away from Leopold’s doomed ship. He didn’t need to tell Mingli to hurry. He assumed she could well hear the change in the droning engines for herself.

      The Valkyrie class ship dipped, flying below their vessel that passed bumpily over it. Leopold reached back and took her hand. They shared a significant look before he leapt, pulling her with him. His grip tightened on her hand, determined not to let her go. They landed with a bounce on the outside of Waldhar’s hull, and began to slide down its curved surface. Before they went over the side, he grabbed the first thing he could; a mooring line.

      Leopold saw the flare before he heard or felt it. He yanked Mingli to the side, as far away from the exploding airship as he could. The boom sent a shockwave that rocked the Valkyrie class. Leopold grasped tight to the line with one hand and Mingli’s delicate gloved hand with the other.

      The hull’s envelope seemed to melt away as it descended rapidly. The ruptured aluminum skeleton glowed from the flash fire and the whole crumpled in on itself as it spiraled downward. He hoped it wouldn’t land on his flat—or worse!—a theatre.

      He made certain that Mingli had a good hold of her own mooring line before he let her go to climb.

      “Why are we climbing?” she shouted from below.

      He turned. “We can’t very well get into the gondola. I’ll cut a hole and we’ll get in that way.”

      “Won’t that scuttle the ship?”

      “Remember, the hydrogen is in gas bags between the envelopes. It’s not a balloon.”

      He took out his knife and waited for her signal of approval before he carefully felt for a rib and sliced through. He wanted to be as close to the framework as possible in order to have something to climb down. The material flapped away, beating on the outside of the hull, as he slipped the blade back into his coat. He put his head in first and scouted. Spatters of mud were everywhere. The golems. But these hadn’t ripped the hydrogen bladders as it had in the other smaller ships. He had to assume that Waldhar’s own flagship would be more secure.

      He pulled himself through, grabbed onto the rib, and climbed down the short treads embedded in the aluminum. Mingli followed.

      When they were both safely settled on the catwalk, he noticed Mingli had her gun in hand again. “Where to now?” she asked.

      She was delightfully disheveled. Her hair had completely fallen out of its careful coiffure and sooty smudges decorated her face. Her gown was torn and dirty and would be unfit for anything after this. And yet there was a spark in her eyes that spoke of eagerness despite appearances to the contrary, and it was suddenly endearing. He wanted to kiss her, but his previous boldness had worn off.

      Before he had a chance to answer, he heard the shouted, “Halt!” behind him.

      Sailors, many with faces spattered with golem debris, were lined along the catwalk. Some had guns, others had clubs.

      He turned to Mingli. “How’s your magic, by the way?”

      “Couldn’t be better.”

      “So, gun or enchantments?”

      She flipped the gun down, lifted her skirts—much to the wide-eyed enjoyment of the sailors—and holstered it. “Enchantments.”

      They raised their hands at the same time. His choice was to freeze them in place. But hers was to send them blasting back. They landed in a rigid pile in the far corner against a rib.

      She sneered and dusted her hands. “That’s for lobbing that grenade at us.”

      “Well done,” he muttered. “Do you suppose that’s all of them?”

      “In this big a ship? I doubt it.”

      “Then let us go to the control room.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” said Waldhar.

      Across the expanse of the hull’s interior, the man himself, dressed in a uniform with a multitude of brass buttons and epilates and complete with sword hanging from his side, stood on a catwalk. A hatchwork of guy wires and the keel longitudinal framework separated them.

      Leopold narrowed his eyes. “As you can see, Waldhar, your plans have come to ruin. Sic semper tyrannis.”

      “Tyrant? I? You’re such an amateur, Kazsmer. But I expect it of your race, this inability to reason, to see the big picture.”

      “You insufferable jingoist. I’m here to stop you. Yes, to be bested by a Hungarian Jew and a Chinese woman. How’s that affect your world view?”

      “Very little. I do have another garrison of sailors at my disposal, you see. It’s too bad you felt the need to destroy my airships. But there are factories full of them across the channel.”

      “You’ll never get there. I’ll see to that.”

      Waldhar chuckled. “I must say, I am surprised to see you here and unharmed. But I inferred by the damage to the golems that my Device was disabled.”

      “Destroyed more like,” said Mingli with vigor.

      “Oh? How tiresome. I shall then have to build another.”

      “I don’t think so,” said Leopold. “You don’t have a daemon to power it and I’ll never let that happen again. If I have to go to the Prince Consort myself, I will see to it that none of your compatriots sets foot on these shores again. And as for doing business, well. I doubt very much that there will be much importing of goods from Germany.”

      “You would condemn a whole people because you do not like me? That’s very undemocratic of you, Kazsmer.”

      “You’re right. Just any companies having to do with you or your ilk. I remember faces and I’m sure I can put names to those at your house party. That’s a lot of friends of yours who will be quite annoyed with you.”

      Waldhar frowned. “You think they’re my friends? They are my tools. I don’t need friends. Odin didn’t need friends when wandering the earth. He had minions and slaves. As I will have.”

      The catwalk shuddered and Leopold didn’t have to look up to know that more of Waldhar’s men had come to join them.

      Waldhar raised his hand. “Halt. Ich werde damit umzugehen.” The sailors held off and waited as Waldhar drew his sword.

      Leopold smiled as he pushed Mingli behind him. She made a sound of protest and punched her fist into her hip. “And I’ll just stand here once it all goes pear-shaped, shall I?”

      He said nothing in reply as he withdrew his wand from his pocket and extended it into a foil.

      Waldhar chuckled. “Ah. I’m impressed. But a foil against a saber?”

      Leopold looked at his blade. “You’re right.” The blade shimmered and the wand and thin blade metamorphosed into a saber with a proper hilt.

      “Very impressive,” said Waldhar. He stepped delicately over the guy wires to a wider catwalk in the center of the hull and postured. “Have you been schooled in the proper technique, Kazsmer? My training has been in old Teutonic swordsmanship.”

      “Mine has been somewhat more…eclectic.” His father taught him his first feeble attempts. It was Eurynomos who completed his education.

      He saluted with the sword and positioned in en guard while Waldhar followed suit.

      It was all a foolish gesture, he knew that. He could take down Waldhar with a mere flick of his wrist. But there was something to be said for the politer things, for formality. After all, in Waldhar’s eyes, he was a serf and serfs did not duel with nobility. But he would show this man that he was no one’s serf.

      That is, not until the Unholy Host called in their marker.

      His gaze settled on Waldhar’s face, on his shadowed eyes that followed each little tick of Leopold’s brow, each movement of his hands. There was a pause. And then Waldhar cocked back his arm and with the vengeance of the Valkyrie, came at him. Both swords engaged with the spark of steel on steel.

      Waldhar’s style was as formal as Leopold suspected it would be. His back was straight, his thrusts where elongated, he parried with little movement of his wrist.

      Leopold’s was serviceable, more like a foot soldier than a knight.

      And he was beginning to see how a more formal style could be beneficial. Waldhar’s swift and studied slashes didn’t seem to tire him in the least, whilst Leopold’s more brash and athletic bravura kept him winded. Perhaps this had been a foolish conceit. He spared a glance toward Mingli and her body language confirmed that she thought his decision to go through with this dance to be mere male posturing. He should just use his magic and be done with it…but with a jolting wash of dismay, he felt his magic receding. Had he used too much? Was it because Eurynomos was so far away? No, his flush of magic had come from the Unholy Hosts, but it seemed their “gift” was fleeting.

      He took several steps back from Waldhar and reconsidered.

      The saber slashed down at him again and he managed to block it with his blade. But now he was definitely on the defensive. He stumbled backward over a guy wire and righted clumsily. He brought his sword up in time to avoid a slash to his leg, and scrambled back.

      “Poorly trained,” tsked Waldhar. “Gypsy techniques can hardly compare to proper training, Kazsmer. You’ll never succeed this way.”

      “Leo…” He heard the caution in Mingli’s voice. Perhaps her magic had receded as well. But what was he to do? He couldn’t back out of it now, especially with the rest of those men breathing down their throats.

      “Position yourself, Miss Zhao.” He hoped she would know what he meant by that. He needed her to be in a safe position, and also able to take down the airship if he could not by some incapacity…or death.

      She stood on a different catwalk from the sailors and that gave her what he considered a headstart.

      Leopold caught his breath and vied for time. “I commend you, Herr Waldhar, on your skills with a saber.”

      He shrugged. “A gentlemen always prepares with schooling and tutors. I couldn’t expect the same of you, of course.”

      “Well, you never know. A keenness for the art of swordplay and enthusiasm can take one far.”

      Waldhar smiled. “Though not quite enough.” His smile turned to a grimace as lunged forward, slashing his blade.

      Leopold parried them, all the while finding himself backing up. He’d soon hit the hull with nowhere else to retreat. “That…remains…to be…seen!” he gritted out.

      He saw Waldhar winding up, drawing his arm back with force to deliver a hard blow. Leopold took a breath, coiled his muscles, and somersaulted over Waldhar, landing behind him a little unsteadily. He chuckled. “A little Gypsy training goes a long way.”

      Waldhar spun. His hand flexed over his hilt’s grip. “Tricks and Gypsy deceptions. That will not get you far.”

      “It got me here.” He raised his sword and jolted forward, doing his own slashing for a change. It caught Waldhar off guard, at least for a moment. But that was all it took for Leopold to stab his shoulder. Leopold knew the wound was not deep but it did draw blood.

      Waldhar stepped back and looked down at the uniform’s sleeve, now spreading with a red stain. “You drew first blood. Very good, Mr. Kazsmer. In a sporting contest, you would be declared the victor. But as you know, this current fight is not for medals or trophies. It is to the death.”

      “Leo!” cried Mingli.

      The sailors decided to make a move. They wended their way over and under the maze of guy wires toward her.

      “Do what you have to,” he said to her, flicking his gaze back to Waldhar, who slashed his blade down defiantly in a mock salute. Leopold saw him raise his foot to attack and he got there first, waving the sword over his head like a Saracen.

      A hot flash of pain and Leopold stepped back. Waldhar smiled. “And now I have spilt your blood.”

      Leopold raised a hand to his cheek and saw the blood on his fingers. “That’s going to leave a scar.”

      “I’m sure you won’t mind,” said Waldhar. “The grave is a fine and private place.”

      “You assume I will lose.”

      “It isn’t an assumption. It is a matter of fact.” The saber swooped close to Leopold’s face again and he ducked, dodging it.

      Angered, Leopold slashed outward back and forth. It forced Waldhar back a few paces before he came charging forward. Leopold spun, but not before Waldhar’s blade sliced his arm. The weapon clattered from his hands.

      “Leo!” Mingli cried.

      Waldhar, smiling triumphantly, aimed his sword at Leopold’s throat. Leopold skittered back and slipped, arching his back along the narrow aluminum beam.

      Waldhar raised a brow. “Pick it up. We are not finished.”

      Leopold didn’t waste any time reaching into the web of wires and steel supports for his sword and scrambled quickly to his feet. The gash in his arm stung but it was certainly no different from any number of other times he willfully cut himself to call upon his daemon. Should he do so now? But no. The Dirigible King’s smugness was a slap in the face. He believed he was better than all his underlings, better than Leopold, than Mingli—who had shown herself time and again as one with a superior mind and agile body. Waldhar’s superiority had manifested itself into his horrific plans for world domination. If a man alone could not stand against it, then there was little hope for the human race.

      Waldhar didn’t wait and began slashing again. “You people never learn,” he said between strikes. Leopold’s blade maneuvered swiftly to block each hit. “You think we are equals, but there is no equality amongst the inferior. You can try to get close but you never can. The Übermenschen cannot be joined like a club. You must be born to it. Generations and generations back. And you, my dear Mr. Kazsmer, can never be my equal.”

      “Good grief,” he said, arm tiring with the work of blocking and lunging. “I shouldn’t want to be your equal, Herr Waldhar. What an unpleasant thing that would be.”

      “You only scoff because you crave it.”

      “I scoff because you are so very detestable and don’t even know it.”

      Waldhar struck hard. His saber came down with a crack over Leopold’s sword and snapped it in two. They both froze, staring at what was left of the jagged steel. “You broke my blade.”

      “As I shall break you.” He raised the saber and thrashed down. Leopold used the remainder of his blade to fend it off, but his arm with its wound became weaker with each hit. He summoned the remains of his magic, but he couldn’t repair the blade.

      A gun fired and both Leopold and Waldhar halted and snapped their heads toward Mingli and the sailors. She had fled up one of the hull’s ribs and a sailor stood with his smoldering gun still aiming at her. He was cocking back the trigger to fire again.

      “Dumkopf!” Waldhar cried. “Um Gottes Willen nicht ausgelöst haben Sie Ihre Waffen!”

      Shamefaced, the sailor dropped his arm. But they all watched as Mingli reached under her skirts and pulled out her own gun. She raised it first toward Waldhar, but then raised it higher toward the gas bags overhead.

      Waldhar stepped toward her. “NO!”

      She fired. A ball of flame exploded from the hull setting off another and another.

      Waldhar watched helplessly as the envelope began to flame.

      Leopold took advantage of the distraction. He dropped to his knee and thrust upward, spearing the man as far as his broken blade would go. Blood spattered his face and Waldhar looked down at him, eyes wide in shock.

      Leopold held his gaze as he shoved the blade deeper and twisted.

      The Dirigible King opened his mouth in a weakened cry before collapsing to his knees. Gore covered his once pristine uniform.

      Leopold pulled out the blade and let the saber return to its previous form as a wand. He held it tight in his hand and looked toward Mingli. Her face was shiny with tears and the bright golden light of the explosions.

      He leapt across the metal framework, dodging guy wires as they pinged loose and whipped over his head like deadly snakes. She was high on a rib but he grabbed her ankle and yanked her down. At the same time, he used his wand’s magic to slice a hole below them through the envelope and dropped through it.

      They fell, plummeting downward toward London through a rush of wind and the smell of burning canvas and aluminum. A rope suddenly whipped before their eyes and Mingli reached out and grabbed it. He jerked at the end of her leg, hoping her boot was laced securely.

      A mooring line. They swung from it as the gas bags continued to explode above. “We can’t stay here!” he yelled up to her.

      “Where else are we to go?”

      He looked down. The dirigible was quickly falling toward the city, toward St. Paul’s dome. The Thames, dark and snaking through the city with a necklace of streetlamps lining it on both sides, churned and glittered below them.

      “We’ll have to jump for it.”

      She shook her head. “The Thames isn’t deep enough at this height.”

      “Water or fire, make up your mind, Miss Zhao!”

      He looked up at her face, desperate, uncertain, until she looked down at him. She nodded. “On three.” They counted together. “One…two…three!”

      She released the rope and they dropped, screaming all the way down. The river grew wider and closer by the second until Leopold’s feet slammed the water and he was swallowed up by cold darkness.

      He might have touched bottom. He wasn’t certain, but the pain in his legs made it difficult to paddle. But paddle he did, for his lungs cried out to him for air. And the light from above seemed a long way off. He fought, slapping back waving fronds of seaweed. He started to feel the cold and struggled but never wavered from the single determination to reach the surface, and when he broke free, gulping in air, he was almost surprised he had gotten there so swiftly.

      Another head broke the surface beside him and he looked gratefully toward Mingli, before both of them turned their heads and watched in horror as the flaming dirigible, completely engulfed in fire, sank toward Christopher Wren’s dome of St. Paul’s. It crashed and exploded in one gigantic fireball, cracking open the dome like a giant egg.

      He grabbed Mingli and pulled her under the waves again as flaming debris fell toward them. When the explosions ceased, he rose again with Mingli clinging to him.

      She watched the flaming dome in awe. “Shénshèng de gǒu shǐ!”

      He pushed his soaking hair away from his face. “What does that mean?”

      She gave him a shy dimpled smile. “I’m a lady…so I won’t translate it.”

      They swam toward shore and clambered up the rocky bank. By then, because of the explosions, people had gathered, and they helped to pull a sodden Leopold and Mingli up to street level. Someone gave him a coat but he draped it over her instead. He wound his arm around her shoulders, hailed a cab, and they both set off for Scotland Yard.
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        * * *

      

      WITH HOT TEA in his belly, and a rather loose but dry uniform on his person, Leopold was happy. He sat before a hot coal stove in the policemen’s parlor, while Mingli shouted out orders. Her female warden’s gown wasn’t the least appealing, but it was all they could find to clothe her in. She refused to leave for home and demanded to make a full report. Her delicates hung by the stove, much to her consternation, before a warden took pity and gathered them up and left them in the charwoman’s room in the undercroft to dry before that fire.

      Messengers were sent to the palace to explain what they could. Fire engines had been dispatched to the environs of St. Paul’s. The church was in ruins. All hands had been lost, including what looked to be Manfried Waldhar. And what was to be done about that? Would it end up in one of those secret files in the bowels of Scotland Yard, or would it be reported to the papers as a warning to any other aspiring Übermenschen who thought they could rule the world in the name of race?

      Leopold longed to know, but he was relegated to staying out of the way, and fed doughnuts and tea instead.

      Hours later, Mingli finally sat beside him, took his mug of tea out of his hand, and without so much as a by your leave, gulped it down.

      “You should rest,” he told her. At last she looked ready to take that advice.

      “I’ve done all I could,” she said.

      He took the mug from her hands and filled it again from the brown teapot on the hob. He handed her a doughnut and she bit into it hungrily. She chewed and drank, all the while leaning against him. He liked the feel of it.

      “So tell me, Miss Zhao. Now that this case is closed…will you be leaving?”

      She turned to look at him with a measured gaze, mouth full.

      He felt like that silly-ass again. “I mean, isn’t that why you came? To investigate this particular case? Being special inspector and all.”

      “I suppose,” she said, mouth still full and gulping her tea, “you long to see the back of me.”

      Leopold froze, thinking of smooth shapely backs with tattoos running riotously down its contours, before he mentally slapped himself and sat at attention. “Er…no! I mean…”

      She laughed, rocking on her stool. “I didn’t quite mean that!”

      The damnable woman was uncanny at reading his mind. Or perhaps she read it all in his face.

      She swallowed and set the mug on her thigh. “I don’t know. My particular talents may be needed elsewhere.”

      He shrugged, trying not to look too disappointed. “I see. Well, you are a very important person,” he muttered.

      She drank the tea and said nothing. But she leaned even more of her weight against him and hummed a strange foreign tune.

      A glowing figure popped into his view and he startled back.

      “Bleedin’ Christ, Leo!” cried Thacker. “I heard there was a ruckus in the heart of London. What did I miss?”
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      THE BAND PLAYED, even as the wind gusted the music on their stands. The open shell and framework of the ruined dome of St. Paul’s, charred and blackened by fire, stood in stark contrast to the brightness of the clouded sky. Much had been said in the papers about the terrible accident that took the life of the Dirigible King. Many speculated how he himself was possibly at the helm and had steered the doomed airship toward the uninhabited church in order to save as many lives as possible. Nothing was said of terrible plots of world domination. Indeed, there was no proof of any supernatural army, when they had been reduced to spatters of mud.

      But there were other stories in the newspapers, smaller stories on narrow columns well inside the papers. Stories of strange lights and hulking figures in the darkness. Of a farmhouse terrorized by unknown beings who exploded suddenly, leaving nothing behind but mud. Of the patronage of the crown being pulled from other foreign shops, and how the Prime Minister was in talks with Germany to settle some complicated import/export treaties. Certain stocks plummeted while other domestic stocks rose. All in all, England was up, and Germany down.

      But these were matters to consider for another day. Leopold was occupied at the moment, standing before a giant curtain set up in St. Paul’s Square. On one side of the curtain stood Raj with his table. He had been performing his tarot reading much to the delight of the crowd, but now he was silent and still. Leopold cast a glance toward him and Raj gave him an upstage wink.

      His new assistant Agnes or possibly Aimee stood on the other side of the curtain edge wearing a scarlet gown with short sleeves and a short skirt revealing her booted ankles. She shivered slightly in the cold breeze and had hiked her black lace gloves up and over her elbows for whatever warmth they could offer. She used her wiles to direct attention to the poster on an easel screaming in large type about Leopold Kazsmer, the Great Enchanter.

      The music played on as Leopold scanned the crowd. He had hoped to see the Oriental features of a certain lady, but he saw only the windswept faces of Londoners, both upper crust and lower.

      And off to the side, a glowing figure bobbed. He gave Leopold the thumbs up.

      At last it was time.

      Leopold stepped forward and the band quieted. As he made his way to the center of the curtain, several photographers from the dailies snapped his photo with the flash of powder and their billowing smoke. The crowd hushed in a wave from front to the back, as those farther away strained to listen.

      In his loudest voice he announced, “Ladies and Gentlemen! You have come to see one of the most spectacular feats ever attempted by any man anywhere in the world. Today, you alone will be a witness to the instantaneous repair of the dome of St. Paul’s.”

      There was a fair bit of laughter rolling through the assembly. Leopold nodded his acknowledgement and calmed with his raised gloved hands. “Oh yes. I understand your skepticism. But there are few men who truly understand the magical arts. It is an ancient and secret cabal of magicians, enchanters, and sorcerers. And we few who have been invited to be a part of this secret society know such mysteries that must never be shared with those laymen like yourselves. It is a dangerous and worthy occupation. As you will see. Be skeptical…until the moment you, too, are amazed!”

      The band played a low drone of music, recalling the strange arts and exotic places where magic began.

      Without further ado, Leopold pointed toward the broken dome and stepped behind the curtain. He watched the shadow of Agnes/Aimee walk before the curtain in her brightly-colored dress, holding the poster board so that all would be reminded that other feats of prestidigitation were yet to be seen.

      He took out his switchblade from his coat, pushed up his left sleeve—glanced once at the double row of tattoo bands—and slashed his arm. Blood spilled and he whispered the words of summoning. Eurynomos slid through the crack of fire that appeared out of nowhere and grasped Leopold’s arm to steady him and to heal him…as well as to feast on the blood. He smacked his daemonic lips and smiled. “Are you ready, old man?”

      “Whenever you are.”

      “Good.” He rubbed his taloned hands together. “Let’s make magic.”

      Leopold straightened his cuffs, rolled his shoulders, and moved to the front of the curtain again.

      Raising his hands dramatically, he aimed them toward the dome and spoke as loudly as he could, “Great dome of St. Paul’s, awaken! Repair! Return to your former glory!”

      A great cloud of smoke gushed up and clouded the dome. The crowd oohed and awed. Some made nervous noises while still others cat-called. Leopold held his pose, closing his eyes in concentration. It was a little bit Eurynomos, a little bit Leopold’s magic, but with his concentration, he knitted the arches and beams of stone, repaired the ceiling within and the stone floor below until it was all complete. With a harsh, “Psst!” from Eurynomos from behind the curtain, Leopold knew it was finished. He signaled Aimee/Agnes to pull a silken cord, and when she did, the curtain came flinging down, revealing…the reborn dome.

      The crowd went wild. Some screamed, some fainted, some merely stood with mouths agape. “It’s a trick!” someone cried, but as the smoke cleared and the crowd moved across the square—for the policemen provided were instructed to let them through—they could plainly see it was repaired.

      Eurynomos had disappeared but had not left. Leopold noted an unusually swarthy fellow in the front row with dark glasses, who was grinning like a mad man…with sharpened teeth.

      The crowd gathered about Leopold. He stiffened, fearing the worst, and when they lifted him off his feet he struggled…but only for a moment. He suddenly realized that it was a cheer of accolade that upheld him, not a mob out to tar and feather. The cheers rolled over London as more and more could see the miracle. Camera’s popped off nonstop and carriages stopped in the middle of the street. People poured out of the surrounding buildings.

      Stunned, Leopold gazed at all the smiling, tear-streaked faces upholding him…and all at once the painful years of his childhood fell away. He was no longer the reviled Gypsy boy, or the mistrusted Jew…or the pathetic orphan. He was Leopold the Great Enchanter and his past didn’t matter anymore.

      It was hours and hours before he was left alone. Reporter after reporter asked him questions until he was quite exhausted. Once they all left, a portly man in a gold embroidered waistcoat hovered and slowly approached. “Leopold, my friend!”

      Leopold merely raised his brows. “Barnabas Dawes. Since when are we considered friends, especially after you sacked me from the King’s Garden Theatre.”

      “Sacked you? Aw now, Leopold. You know me. I’m a fellow full of vim and vinegar. You merely caught me on one of my shouting days.”

      “’You’re sacked!’ seemed pretty plain to me.”

      He put his arm around Leopold’s shoulders. “I tell you what you do, my lad. You get yourself over to the King’s Garden and we’ll put together a cracking new contract, eh? You’ll be headlining there for just as long as you want.”

      “Not for the same price.”

      “Aw, now, Leo! We’re friends. You wouldn’t want to take advantage of me, now would you?”

      “Yes. As you’ve taken advantage of me all these years.”

      He sputtered. “Barnabas Dawes don’t take advantage of no one!”

      Leopold withdrew several telegrams from his trouser pocket. “Look here. I’ve got offers from all over London. Even one from Paris—”

      “Let me see that!” Dawes snatched them out of Leopold’s hands and furiously read. “Why, these are outrageous!”

      “They are fair for the price of the tickets you can now charge, Dawes.”

      “Well…well…” Dawes’ face reddened. “All right! I’ll meet the highest offer.”

      “In writing.”

      “Yes, blast you. In the Queen’s English. Meet me at the theatre in half an hour and my solicitor will bang it out.” He rubbed his hands together. “Oh, Kazsmer, we are going to make a fortune! Now, don’t be late.”

      Leopold doubted the man had ever paid so high a price for an act in his life. And Leopold was determined to add several clauses to keep all of his acts safe from Dawes’ interference.
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        * * *

      

      AFTER LEOPOLD HAD signed the contracts, Dawes left him alone in the theatre—as per their new agreement. Leopold insisted that the theatre be cleared of even stagehands when he requested it while he rehearsed. And now the only occupants were himself…and Eurynomos coming down the aisle, pushing Raj’s wheeled table forward. The glowing figure of Thacker’s ghost glided over the floor behind them.

      He stood on the stage and looked out to the red velvet seats, to the balcony high above, the boxes on the sides, and inhaled deep of curtains, varnish, paint, and the mustiness of the theatre itself.

      Pulling the telegrams from his pockets, he allowed them to vanish. They never had been real in the first place.

      Eurynomos reached the stage and slapped him on the back, nearly sending him into the orchestra pit. “Good show, Leo! The permanent headliner of the King’s Garden Theatre! How splendid that will look on your signboard!”

      Leopold grinned like a loon. “I can’t believe it. Me. A ruddy Gypsy boy. I just might be the richest most successful magicians on the circuit. Who would ever have believed it?”

      “I would.”

      They all looked up, startled. Upset, Raj wheeled in a circle, and Eurynomos tried to grab a piece of scenery to hide behind…before they both remembered that Mingli had seen them before.

      “Oh, what a comical team of supernatural beings,” she scoffed. “I crept right in under all your noses and surprised the lot of you.”

      “I knew you were there,” said Thacker, trying to recover his dignity.

      Eurynomos pressed his hand to his naked chest. “In truth, we didn’t expect you.”

      “Of course.” She turned to Leopold and grinned. “You bloody well did it.”

      “Miss Zhao! Really!”

      “Oh, come now. Surely I’ve said worse before.”

      Leopold slipped his coat back on and straightened it. He leaned down and helped her up the stairs to the stage. She looked around, amused. “You’re back.”

      He puffed a little. “Yes. I’m back.”

      “As well you should be. I shall soon be quite left behind.”

      “Dear Miss Zhao,” said Eurynomos. “If Leo should be so stupid as to do that, I’m sure I’d be pleased to keep you company.”

      “Would you?” She blushed.

      “Or I,” said Raj.

      “Or me,” said Thacker abashedly. He took off his bowler. “Though…there are obstacles.”

      She laughed.

      Leopold stepped between Mingli and Eurynomos. “Gentlemen, please! Miss Zhao, er, a word?”

      “Of course.”

      He steered her without taking her arm to a quiet spot upstage. She glanced curiously at the ropes and up into the fly space.

      He smiled. “I’m very glad you came. Did you miss the, er…”

      “No. I saw it. Quite extraordinary. Even the canon of St. Paul’s was astounded. I thought he would fall upon his knees in supplication. If only he knew it was the work of Jewish daemons.”

      “And a Romani.” He wanted desperately to take her hand but he knew how she disliked being touched. Instead, he drew closer and spoke softly. “Have you decided whether you will stay in London…with Scotland Yard…or not?”

      “Yes, I have. The crown offered me a commission with the Yard…and I chose to take it. For now.”

      “Why that’s…that’s excellent news! Really!”

      “I’m so glad you’re pleased.” She drew closer and her perfume clouded about him. He blinked. She raised her face, eyes hooded. Did she…was this an invitation to kiss her? He wished he knew the finer arts of courtship. He leaned in.

      “There is one thing I must tell you,” she said, spinning away and twirling her ever-present umbrella. Leopold stumbled and righted himself in time and hoped he hid his embarrassment adequately as she smiled at him. “The scroll from the old woman. It seems we were slightly mistaken. I looked at the ideograms once more. Yes, the riddle was about a key, but it turns out that you were the key.”

      “That still wasn’t exactly helpful.”

      “I must try to be more precise next time when I ask my questions.”

      “Next time?”

      “Well…you never know.” She winked, twirled the umbrella once more, and strode away down the stage, all lilac and ribbons and ruffles. They all watched her walk up the aisle and disappear out the double doors.

      “So she’s staying,” said Thacker. He nodded his approval and slapped Leopold hard on the back.

      Leopold spun to look at him. He had felt a very faint and cold touch. “By Jove, Spense. I felt that!”

      “Did you? Well then.” He beamed toward Raj. “Thanks to Raj here for his training.”

      “We shall get you corporeal yet, my friend!”

      Leopold stood on the apron of the stage for a moment before he sat down, dangling his legs over the side. Eurynomos joined him.

      “And here we are, just like the old days,” said the daemon.

      “Not quite like the old days,” said Raj with a hint of gravity.

      “You can say that again,” said Thacker. He sat too, though he wasn’t quite actually on the stage floor.

      “True.” Leopold stroked the mark under his sleeve. He knew no one else could feel it, but he could detect the raised flesh under his fingertips. What had Eurynomos said? It was all about balance. He had this new mark, this new worrisome thing hanging over his head, but he also now had his job back and fame he never could have hoped to achieve on his own. And he had stopped a mad man from inflicting his terror upon the world. “How had von Spiegel…or, I suppose, Waldhar, found out about me in the first place?” he asked aloud.

      Eurynomos watched his own naked feet, their long talons curling, as he swung them back and forth. “You are known in the Otherworld, I’m afraid.”

      He frowned. There was so much he had to learn. Perhaps he shouldn’t have spent so much time on this foolish career as a magician and spent more time researching the ancients and the nature of daemons, the Unholy Hosts, and the gates of Gehenna, as his father had done. “Suchah, that little disgusting imp…said he saw my father.”

      The daemon stopped swinging his legs. “It’s…possible.”

      “Eurynomos, I want to find him.”

      “I know, old friend. But I advise against it.”

      “If there is the slightest possibility that I can bring him back…”

      “There isn’t.”

      “But I must try.”

      He patted Leopold’s back very gently so as not to dislodge him from the edge of the stage. “I know.”

      They sat in silence for a time. Even Raj and Thacker thought their distant thoughts.

      Leopold sighed. “You know, in all the excitement and preparation for all this, I neglected something.”

      “Oh? What’s that?” The beast leaned back on his hands and stared up to the ceiling of the theatre, eyes tracking along the plaster rococo scrolls and foliates.

      He turned to his scaly friend. “I forgot to inquire what it was you were going to tell me about Miss Zhao.”

      “Oh! The beautiful and succulent Miss Zhao.” Leopold blushed in spite of himself. “Well, old man, it’s really quite interesting.”

      “She wasn’t working for Waldhar, was she?” Please, don’t let it be that!

      “Oh dear me no!” Leopold relaxed. The sound of the daemon’s voice was cheerful, not full of dread. “Something quite different. I’ve not seen the like before but thought you should know. I don’t quite know what it means yet, but it could be worth some investigation and discussion…”

      “Dash it all, Eurynomos! Get to the point!”

      “The point? The point is this. You see…” He smiled with his sharp teeth and leaned against Leopold’s shoulder. Very quietly he said, “You see—and even she doesn’t know it—your Mingli…is part daemon.”
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      THE CEMETERY STANK of rot and bog. The full moon glazed the headstones and tombs with silvery light. A man hurried through the many stones and monuments, pulling his coat tighter about him. He looked furtively from one stone to the next, peering close at the tombs he passed, but not finding what he was looking for. He stopped at a willow tree, assessing.

      An angel weeping over the grave of a child caught his eye and he roved his gaze over the careful marble carving, but cracks had already started to form in the stone and green crept slowly between the cracks, gradually staining it gray and crumbling it, until one distant day it, too, would be dust.

      The monument must have given the man a point of reference, for his steps became surer when he strode on.

      He whipped his head over his shoulder when an owl hooted from an oak and he stepped back with a gasp as it spread quiet wings and soared over him. He watched its flight for as far as he could see it before the mist swallowed up the apparition. Licking his lips he hurried on, skirting the stones until he saw the crypt and slowed. He stood before it, laboriously reading the name above the gated door before he swallowed again and looked behind. He saw the headstone and the rock sitting atop it, just as he had been told. He walked toward it and picked up the mossy rock and clapped it hard to the top of the grave stone—once, twice, three times—before he set the rock back in place.

      He stared at the crypt and held his breath, whispering a prayer.

      A shuffle. Then another. His heart beat faster, the breath he held expressed to a tight rhythm of inhales and exhales. Now was the time to decide. Would he stay or would he run? His body was telling him to run. The panic began in his head screaming at him to flee. He even took a step. But he held himself in place. He needed to know. Had to know. So much depended on it. Cecelia. His Cecelia.

      The crypt’s door scraped against its stone floor. The door and its hinges had warped after so many years of rain and snow and now it scraped, stuck, scraped again, until it opened wide enough for the dark figure to curl bone-white fingers on the bars of the gate.

      Run, he told himself. Nothing is worth this!

      Still he stood, watching in horror as the…thing…pushed gently at the gate and it opened with a whine. The man saw that the creature had only one complete arm. The other was a ragged hem of flesh dangling from an exposed elbow joint barely covered by a rotted sleeve.

      “Who comes?” came the voice like the grave itself. Breathy, overgrown, dark. “Who comes to ask his question?”

      “I…I do,” said the man, now more fearful than ever. He couldn’t run now. His feet would not convey him.

      The face, begun in shadow, turned. Moonlight caught it and the man wished with all his might that a cloud would cover the face of the moon and hide again that terrible visage. He saw how one cheek was rotted or possibly eaten away so that bone and teeth shone through. How the jaw didn’t quite sit right anymore and hung at a slight angle. How moss infected the creases in his face. How his eyes were sunken deep in darkened hollows. But when the creature grinned, he saw the sharpened canines well enough. The dull eyes seemed to brighten.

      “You wish to get your prophesy?” said the deadened voice.

      “Y-yes. I was told…I was told you could foretell the future.”

      “I can. It is the last thing I can do, for I am fit for little else. Are you willing to pay?” A mossy tongue slipped out of his rictus mouth and licked what was left of his lips.

      Aghast, the man shrank back. “I…I…”

      “You must pay!” The living corpse lurched forward, that which was once a vampyre, or so it was said. “You will get no prophesy without payment.”

      Dread filled the man but he bolstered himself with another silent prayer and stepped forward. “I will pay.”

      The vampyre smiled and chuckled. “Pay. They always pay. Don’t worry, my fleshy friend. I never take more than is offered. You will live past this encounter. And so will I.”

      The man approached until he stood no more than two feet from the creature. He could smell him now, the unmistakable odor of the dead.

      “Do you fear me?” asked the vampyre.

      “Y-yes.”

      “Ah. Then I haven’t lost my spark. Come. Your arm will do. I am too old and too wretched to try for the neck.”

      The man swallowed down the bile and reached out his arm. Faster than he expected, the vampyre grabbed it and the man let out a shriek. The vampyre laughed and examined the white arm, looking it over as a customer might examine a cut of meat at the butcher’s. He let it go and petted it, stroked it, watching avidly as the vein pulsed. He grabbed it again and slowly brought it to his mouth. His jaw loosened, dropped open, and then he fell upon it, biting down hard, sucking the release of warm blood. The man screamed and squirmed, trying to wrestle his arm back. But the vampyre possessed an amazing strength the man hadn’t been prepared for.

      All at once he let the man go. His face was covered in blood. But that mossy tongue dipped out longer and longer and lapped it up, leaving not one drop to spare.

      Panting, weeping, the man looked down at his arm expecting a bloody ruin. But it was clean and blemish-free…except for two tiny holes.

      The vampyre lifted his head and stared at the man. “Ask your question.”

      “I…I need to know if this business proposition is the right choice. It’s all the money I have in the world. If I lose it, it’s the poor house for me. And my bride. Please, can you tell me? Is it the right decision?”

      The vampyre took a deep breath. His eyes rolled back and he closed his lids. “Mmmmm,” he moaned. “I see…a brick row house with a black door and a shiny brass knocker. I see the name ‘M. McBride’ on a plate above the door. I see you, in a fine suit and a woman with light brown curls standing beside you with a babe in her arms, fat and healthy. Because you chose this path. Yes. It is the right decision.”

      The man’s eyes welled with tears. “Oh God thank you. Thank you! Cecelia will be so pleased. Thank God. Thank you. I…wish I could offer you…”

      “You are done,” said the vampyre, leaning heavily against the gate. He waved his remaining arm at the man and shook his head. “Begone. You’ve been told. Go live your life…and let me live mine.”

      “Thank you, thank you,” muttered the man. He stumbled away, looking back at the creature standing in the crypt’s doorway. “Thank you, thank you,” he said on the wind.

      The vampyre watched until he departed and sagged back. Perhaps he had not wanted the man to witness the extent of his feebleness.

      He began to return toward the silence of his crypt when he heard the breaking of a twig and turned back sharply. “Who is there?” His dark eyes scanned the underbrush. Shadows. The skeleton fingers of dead foliage. Nothing…until the dark man emerged. He walked forward with the sound of a clicking whirr and a whoosh of air making the vampyre squint at him. He carried a large leather satchel, at least four feet long. “Who is there?” he said again.

      “A friend,” said the man in Hungarian.

      “Ah!”  The  vampyre smiled. “I  have  not  heard my  mother  tongue…” he  sighed  and  replied  in Hungarian, “for so long. So many decades. Centuries.”

      “You sound like a gadjo,” said the dark man, looking the vampyre over.

      “I have learned to speak like an Englishman. I have been here too long. And I shall remain here even longer.” He eyed the man with an unblinking gaze. “What do you want?”

      “You are the prophesying vampyre. I have heard tell of you far and wide. Will you tell me my fortune?”

      “You must pay,” said the vampyre. His chest rose out of habit, but he hadn’t needed to breathe in a long time.

      “Of course,” said the dark man. He dropped his satchel with a clang, pushed back his sleeve, and thrust his arm forward unafraid.

      The vampyre looked delighted. Two in one night. No doubt, he would feel better than he had in decades. He nearly drooled through the open maw of his cheek. “Splendid,” he rasped. He lifted his one arm and grasped the wrist. The vampyre’s fingers were cold but the man didn’t flinch. And when the creature bent his head to bite and suck upon the mysterious man’s flesh, the man watched the transaction curiously, rather than with dread.

      The vampyre lifted his head, licking the blood off his face as he had done from the previous man before him. This, too, the man watched with curiosity.

      The vampyre sighed contentedly. “I haven’t supped this well in many a day. Go ahead. Ask your question, my friend.”

      “I need to know,” said the man rolling his sleeve back down, “if the daemon Eurynomos still walks the earth from his home in Gehenna and if he will destroy me.”

      The vampyre stared hard at the man. “A daemon?”

      “Look to my future, old man. I need to know.”

      The vampyre slowly nodded. He tilted up his chin, his eyes rolled back, and he closed them. “Mmmm,” he moaned. “You…it is difficult. Hard to see. I see Gehenna’s gates…but they are closed. The daemon…no, he cannot touch you. Something has blocked it. He cannot touch you. You walk away from him.” He opened his eyes again and stared at the man with something like fear in them. “He cannot touch you and you walk away.”

      “That’s all I wanted to know.” He bent down and opened his satchel. From it he grabbed a two-edged battle axe. The vampyre watched him curiously, until the man took the handle in both hands, cocked his arms back, and swung. The vampyre’s head sliced cleanly from his neck, spun in the air for a moment, before landing with a thud to the now gory grass at the foot of the crypt. Both head and body began to melt into black ichor and became part of the dew.

      The man wiped the blades off on the grass and stuffed it back into his satchel. He turned his head and listened to the night. A gear turned and a piston whooshed as his jaw rose into a smile.

      “Leopold Kazsmer…you’re next!”

      

      To be continued in… CLOCKWORK GYPSY
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      WRITING ABOUT ANOTHER time, even one so similar to our own, comes with its own drawbacks. The language, for one. It isn’t complicated like Elizabethan English, or archaic like Middle English. In fact, closer to contemporary is harder. Idioms become tricky business. Did they use that phrase in quite that way back then? Well, that’s what the Oxford English Dictionary is for.

      But there are also terms that one must use that aren’t politically correct today. Let’s look at a few:

      Oriental. Today, we would use the term “Asian” to mean eastern Asian descent. But back in Imperial Britain’s day, it meant, well, anyone with any sort of Asian characteristics. It also referred to certain Arabic peoples (Oriental rug, for instance) but that branch had its own share of other derogatory terms. It’s used here because it is accurate to the time period, and although we are steeped in fantasy, steampunk doesn’t mean we need diverge too much from actual Victorian mores and sensibilities.

      Gypsy. I know most people don’t look upon this as a racial slur but it is. The proper term is Romani or Roma. Thought to be descended from Egyptians, many Romani didn’t disabuse the gadjo or non-Romani of that perception. They actually began in India and moved across eastern Europe and the United States, gathering different DNA along the way. Romani people come from all parts of Europe, not just Hungary. Other offensive terms one might encounter are Traveller and Pikey.

      Pickaninny. Not a good term today at all. Though in an earlier day, mid-nineteenth century, it referred to the children of black descent. A definite racial slur.

      Saloop. It’s a hot drink made with sassafras. Very popular in Victorian times.

      Daemon vs Demon. Sometimes interchangeable, but more accurately, “daemon” refers to good creatures, while “demon” means evil. They are pronounced the same.

      Steampunk. A lot of folks have wondered what this term means. More commonly, it refers to a subgenre of science fiction and fantasy inspired by the aesthetic of the steam-powered era. It also incorporates alternate history (as we have here with Prince Albert surviving his brush with death and the presence of steam-powered airships throughout London.) Technology is strictly steam-powered, even advanced technology, inspired by the works of H.G. Wells and Jules Verne, steampunk masters though they didn’t know it.

      I have always been fascinated by this time period of magicians, where séances and the investigation into the next world compelled and enthralled, and science was still crossed with a certain level of mysticism, where maybe magic was a real possibility. I think this book and these characters have been percolating in my mind for a very long time and I was glad I finally had the opportunity to bring them to life.

      THE DAEMON DEVICE is the first in a trilogy of books about Leopold Kazsmer, the Great Enchanter. If you liked the book, please review it. You can find out more about my books—including my medieval mysteries and paranormal romances—as well as sign up for my newsletters at JeriWesterson.com and BookeoftheHidden.com.
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