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      The nightmares had come again.

      With a surge of panic, Simon Cross pushed himself off the bed and away from the cold, sweat-soaked sheets. His heart racing, his breath quick and rough, he forced his eyes to adjust to the dark room as the last vestiges of sleep faded.

      He glared down at his bed, as if it were to blame, as if the sheets and pillows had knowingly harbored the nightmare. Swearing, Simon escaped the darkened bedroom wanting to get as far away from the nightmares as he could, but they trailed along with him. They followed him down the hall and down the stairs.

      A nearly full moon cast its silvery light through the open curtains giving the living room an unearthly glow. Vague shadows stretched out like the taunting specters of his nightmare.

      Simon ignored the stacks of open boxes and crates that littered his floor and blocked his path to the liquor cart. His hands trembled as he poured a stiff Scotch and downed it in one swig. Without pause, he poured another. Gripping the crystal glass, he tried in vain to keep it from clattering as he set it down on the silver service tray.

      “Bloody hell.”

      Simon let out a short burst of breath. Could he convince himself this had merely been another dream? Another dream about her.

      It was only natural she’d be in his thoughts. He was, after all, only human. Elizabeth was attractive, intelligent and everything he wanted, but could never have. Men like him didn’t deserve women like Elizabeth, not even in their dreams.

      Then again, this wasn’t just a dream, was it? This wasn’t a fool’s late night fantasy, brought on by loneliness and assuaged by a cold shower. This was something unspeakable, and yet, so alarmingly familiar that he could not ignore it.

      Another chill ran through him. Though the last time he’d had a nightmare like this was over thirty years ago, the memory of it rang with sharp clarity in his mind. His grandfather. The violence. The blood. And above all, the helplessness.

      No concrete images remained, none that he could trust. After all, he’d been just a boy then. But just as there had been then, so was there now—the unwavering sense of a horror yet to come, of some inevitable evil.

      He took another drink and concentrated on the warm burning sensation as the liquor seeped down into his chest. There was no avoiding the harbinger of his dream. With the certainty only a condemned man can feel, he knew one absolute truth.

      Elizabeth West was going to die.

      

      

      As always, there wasn’t an empty seat in the small auditorium. Introduction to Occult Studies was a favorite at the University of California Santa Barbara. If she weren't the TA and guaranteed a chair off to the side, Elizabeth doubted she’d have found any seats in the first ten rows. Not only was Professor Simon Cross one of the best looking professors on campus, as evidenced by his overwhelming female enrollment, the less informed students thought his Introduction to Occult Studies class would be an easy A, like attending a semester-long horror movie. Boy, were they wrong.

      When Elizabeth had been an undergrad, floating along in a sea of undeclared, she’d enrolled in this class for the same reasons. And though she definitely had enjoyed Professor Cross’s looks, she’d learned quickly, just as everyone else had, that all grades were hard-earned, and if they were looking for a goof-off course, this was not it.

      If someone had told her four years ago that she’d become his graduate teaching assistant working toward her Masters in Occult Studies she’d have laughed in their face. And yet here she was doing just that. A class she’d taken on a whim to fulfill a Humanities requirement had turned into a life path. A man who’d taken her breath away the first time she’d ever heard him speak had become her reluctant mentor in her chosen field. 

      It had been an uphill battle convincing him that she was the woman for the job. For every reason he’d insisted she wasn’t right for the position she’d given him five that she was. She wasn’t sure how, but she’d worn him down.

      She’d also fallen in love with him.

      Elizabeth shifted and straightened her skirt and tried not to think of that which could never be. It was hopeless and made more so by the fact that she would never tell him. Not only was he her boss, and she needed this job, she knew that even if she did somehow muster up the nerve to say something, nothing would come of it except that awkward moment before being shot down. And fired.

      Aside from the twenty year age difference, he listened to Stravinsky, she listened to Sting. He was from South of London, she was from North of Lubbock. She was the spork to his silver spoon. It didn’t hurt to dream though. She’d dreamt about things she could never have all her life. No reason to think this was anything different.

      Professor Cross paced slowly behind the lectern, hypnotizing the class and her with his fluid movements, setting them up for the kill. He was tall and graceful, slender, but not lanky. He used his hypnotic, deep baritone, cut glass English accented voice to draw them further in. No matter how many times she listened to his lectures, she marveled at the way he held the class in the palm of his hand. His sharp green eyes scanned the classroom, pulling each student under his spell. When his gaze fell upon her, Elizabeth’s heart skipped a beat, but instead of looking past her as he usually did, Professor Cross paused as if he’d lost his place in his lecture. He recovered quickly and no one else seemed to notice the minor lapse, but klaxons went off for Elizabeth. 

      To the untrained eye he was typical Cross—brilliant, terse, impatient, and a few other less than flattering adjectives she’d heard bandied about by his colleagues and former students. True, he was often all those things, but they didn’t know him like she did. In the two years they’d worked together she’d had a few rare glimpses of the man behind the mask. There was something gentle beneath that hard edge, something needful beneath the control. But it was an off moment when he let that control slip, and he was definitely off today.

      His normally squared shoulders were hunched. His sandy brown hair slightly unkempt as though he’d dragged his fingers through it too many times. She’d noticed it this morning too and had chalked it up to overwork, but there really wasn’t a time when he wasn’t overworked. Elizabeth narrowed her eyes at him and tilted her head to the side to get a different perspective. Nope. He was definitely out of sorts.

      “And unlike the overly sentimentalized versions of vampires we see in today’s media, Calmet’s writings spoke to the truth of the beast. An unyielding malevolence.” 

      He paused and leaned on the podium. “Grotesque and misshapen. Bulging foreheads, protruding veins and glowing yellow eyes. Purge Tom Cruise and Twilight from your malleable little minds.”

      The class snickered, and he waited for them to settle before he continued. “The vampire would suck the blood of the living, so as to make the victim’s body fall away visibly to skin and bones. An insatiable hunger that kills without remorse.” 

      He surveyed the classroom. Elizabeth knew that look, a forlorn hope of seeing some spark of interest, or God forbid, hear some intelligent discourse on the subject. Instead a sound of disgust came from the back row.

      Elizabeth turned in her seat. Michelle Danzler. Pretty, smart enough when she wanted to be, but definitely not in the class for the long haul. 

      Elizabeth looked back to Simon, waiting, along with the rest of the class for whatever stinging rebuke that was sure to follow.

      Professor Cross frowned, but before he could say anything a handsome, athletic student sitting next to Michelle bared his biceps. 

      “Don’t worry, baby. These are lethal in all dimensions.” 

      Elizabeth fought a smile, but Professor Cross was not amused. He assumed his well-practiced air of indifference. 

      “Failing that, Mr. Andrews, you could always bludgeon the demon to death with your monumental ego.”

      Another wave of stifled laughter traveled across the room and Mr. Andrews shifted in his seat. As much as the students enjoyed the dark fascination of Cross’s Occult Studies course, they also loved his unrelenting sarcasm. Though, sometimes, he went too far, and Elizabeth was left to smooth the ruffled feathers.

      “Sadly, it appears the only thing thicker than your muscles is your skull.”

      This was one of those times.

      The class ended and Elizabeth left her seat and started toward the back of the classroom. Time for a little damage control.

      

      

      By the time he’d gathered his notes from the podium and turned to look for her, Miss West was gone from her seat. His heart lurched uncomfortably, but then he caught sight of her climbing the stairs toward the back of the amphitheater.

      Simon knew what she was doing—smoothing the rough seas he’d left in his wake. It had quickly become their modus operandi. He would enlighten and insult; she would tend to the afflicted. It was a good system and had worked quite well for them for the past two years. However, today Simon found it irritating in the extreme. Perhaps it was the residual anxiety from his nightmare, or that third glass of Scotch, or, quite possibly, it was the way that idiot Andrews was looking at Elizabeth. Blatantly appreciating her figure—the curve of her small waist, the way her auburn hair shone like burnished copper. The look in his eyes was positively salacious.

      Simon closed his briefcase with more force than necessary and tried to look away. He frowned at the familiar way Elizabeth touched the young man’s forearm. Not that he was jealous. That would be patently absurd. He simply didn’t suffer fools gladly, even by proxy. His mood soured as Elizabeth said something undoubtedly utterly charming and won a laugh from the hulking imbecile, and he gritted his teeth, waiting impatiently for the scene to come to an end. Elizabeth smiled one last time and headed back down the stairs. He narrowed his eyes at her in greeting and gestured brusquely that they should leave.

      His mood still dark, Simon opened the classroom door and held it for her. Elizabeth smiled her thanks and moved ahead of him and out into the corridor. He followed her, moving quickly down the crowded hall, keeping his strides long, forcing her almost to jog to keep up. After a few moments of tense silence, he stopped abruptly and turned to glare down at her.

      “I don’t need a nursemaid, Miss West.”

      Elizabeth cocked her head to the side and frowned. “That’s debatable, but I wasn’t—”

      Simon arched an eyebrow, challenging her to deny it.

      “All right, I was.”

      Simon snorted.

      “But you’ve got to admit you were in rare form, even for you.”

      “Your point?”

      “That a little browbeating goes a long way. Lance is a good guy. He was just showing off.”

      “For your benefit, I suppose?” Clearly, the little show in the classroom had been for Miss Danzler, but the touching and the laughing and the flexing that happened after class had all been for Elizabeth.

      She laughed and gave him a rueful, lopsided smile. “Hardly. I’m not exactly his type.”

      How did she do that? One moment she was forthright and confident, challenging him; and the next shy and achingly vulnerable.

      Simon instantly wished he could take his words back. He felt an odd urge to comfort her, to tell her that she was far too good for the likes of a clod like Andrews, but the words died in his throat.

      “Besides,” she added. “It’d be unethical to date a student.”

      That was something he’d told himself daily. He cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Yes, quite right. Well, we have work to do. Shall we?” he said and gestured down the hall.

      “No rest for the wicked,” she said with a grin and started down the corridor.

      Simon watched her disappear into the mass of students and took a deep breath. The scent of her perfume lingered in the air. “None indeed.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    
    
      The fall evening air was crisp, as crisp as it got in Southern California. A cool breeze swept over the lawn in front of Professor Cross’s house, which was, of course, a Tudor-style mansion—strong and intimidating, reeking of old money. It was also dark; not even the porch light was on. Elizabeth frowned down at the stack of papers she held. Had he forgotten she was coming by to drop them off? Normally, she’d say that wasn’t possible. Professor Cross forgot nothing. But these past few days he hadn’t quite been himself and it worried her.

      Chilly, Elizabeth tugged her T-shirt down more securely over her navel. She shifted the papers in her arms and peered through the dirty car window. There was a sweater in there somewhere, buried under the piles of books. Wasn’t worth the effort, she decided. After all, this was a hit and run. Drop the papers off and then back to the library. Again. It wasn’t as if he ever noticed what she wore anyway. She could wear live cats and it wouldn’t faze him.

      A strong gust blew past her. Fallen leaves scraped against the pavement, the only sound in an otherwise strangely silent night. It wasn’t that late, but the street was empty, as if everyone knew something she didn’t, some coming apocalypse she’d missed the memo for. Maybe it was the full moon or the coming eclipse. She looked up into the bright moonlight, but the man in the moon wasn’t sharing his secrets either.

      A large, gnarled oak tree blocked out most of the light from the moon and kept the front door shrouded in darkness. She stumbled on the path and almost lost her hold on the papers. Leave it to Professor Cross to have cobblestones. Probably imported them from England for the sole purpose of tripping young Americans.

      She rang the bell and waited. After a few moments, the porch light came on and Simon opened the door. He wore casual slacks and a loose-fitting, forest green sweater. Normally, the color would have set off his eyes; now it only served to draw attention to how bloodshot they were.

      “Miss West. What are you doing here?”

      She held out the stack of graded papers. “You said I should drop these off.”

      “What?”

      “The essays from last night,” she prompted with a frown.

      He ran a hand through his hair and nodded absently. “Right. Papers. Come in.”

      They passed through the dark foyer and into the warm living room. A fire blazed in the hearth, and a single floor lamp cast a pool of soft light onto a large, leather wingback chair. As she entered the room, she felt she was stepping inside the man. Outside, the exterior was cold and imposing, but the inside was inviting and comforting.

      She’d been to his home before and took each opportunity to find some new artifact or personal item. To put one more piece of the Simon Cross puzzle in its place. She set the papers down on the edge of a long, fruitwood trestle table and tried again to force her hair into some semblance of human appearance. “Essays weren’t too bad. I think a few of the students might actually be learning something.”

      Simon hovered uneasily in the center of the room. “One can only hope.”

      She knew she should bail. He wasn’t exactly in the receiving company sort of mood, but she couldn’t seem to leave well enough alone. Instead, she glanced around the room, guiltily sneaking a peek at the intimate details of his life. A grand piano sat in the corner. Although there was sheet music out, she couldn’t quite conjure the image of Simon ever playing it. Then, she noticed two large, open shipping boxes next to the sofa and gave in to her absurd urge to make small talk. “Get anything good?”

      He looked confused and she gestured toward the crates. “Your boxes. Anything good in them?”

      Good manners succumbed to curiosity, and she walked over to inspect the crates. Maybe there was something in them that was the cause of Simon’s recent un-Simon-like behavior.

      An old photograph rested on top of the crumpled paper inside the box. She leaned over to get a better look. In the photo was a young, gangly boy who stood with his hands planted firmly on his hips. Pure Simon Cross. Although, the cheerful smile was an expression she’d never seen him wear. A dapper, older man with a shock of white hair and an outrageously bushy mustache had his arm draped over Simon’s shoulder. They looked like two great white hunters, their quarry just out of frame.

      She’d been so caught up in the photograph she hadn’t noticed Simon at her side until she smelled the musk of his aftershave. He reached down and picked up the photograph. “My grandfather. Sebastian Cross.”

      Elizabeth nodded. “The anthropologist.”

      Simon fixed her with a piercing gaze, the flickering light from the fire reflected in his eyes. “You’ve heard of him?”

      “Not a lot of Crosses in our field,” she pointed out. “I saw his name and got curious.”

      She looked back at the photograph. “I read a few of his papers,” she continued. “He was—"

      “Insane?" Simon’s voice was sharp, almost accusing.

      It caught her off guard and she slid him a careful side eye. “I was going to say eccentric. His papers were…unique.”

      Simon laughed. A cold bitter sound. “That’s the kindest assessment I’ve heard.”

      Oddly, she felt the need to defend this man she’d never met. Sure, some of his theories were out there, but there was something so genuine and charming about the way he wrote. “The papers were very interesting.”

      “If by interesting you mean they were disparaged in academic circles, you’d be correct.” He crossed over to the fireplace and carefully set the photo on the mantle.

      In the two years of seeing him battle the impolitic politics of university life, she’d never seen him this defensive or wounded. “I didn’t mean that, Professor Cross.”

      Simon gripped the edge of the mantle and stared into the blazing fire. The muscles of his back, tense and formidable, stood out in relief against the taut fabric of his sweater. A loud, crackling pop accentuated the silence.

      “I know it’s none of my business,” she continued, throwing caution to the wind. “But if you want to talk, I’d—”

      "You’re right.” Simon turned to face her, any sign of his turmoil replaced with an implacable hardness. “It’s none of your business.”

      Stung by his rebuke and feeling foolish for having tried, Elizabeth said the only thing she could. “I guess I should be going then.”

      Simon clenched his jaw, a deep frown furrowing his brow.

      Elizabeth waited for another tense moment, courting the hope that he might ask her to stay. Finally, she gathered her wits and the shreds of her dignity. “Goodnight, Professor."

      She was nearly at the foyer when she heard his voice, demanding and pleading at the same time. “I’m—I’m sorry, Miss West. That was rude of me.”

      She stopped and slowly turned to face him.

      Simon glanced back at the photo of his grandfather, as if he could find the answer to some unspoken question in the faded Kodachrome. She’d never seen him like this—so at a loss. It was strangely appealing and more than a little unnerving.

      “There’s something I’d like to show you,” he said and indicated that she should come back into the living room. “That is, if you don’t have another engagement.”

      Elizabeth shook her head and smiled. He was actually asking her to stay, and she knew him well enough to know it cost him dearly to ask. Trying not to appear too giddy at the prospect and failing miserably, she said, “I’m all yours.”

      He nodded, the ghost of a grateful smile in his eyes. “Please,” he said, gesturing to the sofa.

      Simon waited until she’d taken her seat before he sat opposite her in the overstuffed wingback. He looked down at his hands, and the silence stretched out between them. He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry. Can I offer you something to drink? A glass of wine?”

      She wondered if the earth had shifted on its axis. Two apologies from Simon Cross in under a minute.

      “Only if you’re having one,” she agreed, and he excused himself and went into the kitchen. Elizabeth couldn’t imagine what had come over him. One minute he was distrustful and caustic, the next he was a gracious, even nervous, host.

      She glanced around the room and hoped to find some clues to explain his aberrant behavior of the last few days. Vases and more picture frames poked out of the crates. Small statues, one of them a very well-endowed fertility god, were strewn about the bases of the boxes. They all looked to be almost discarded, as though he’d gone through the crates looking for something in particular. That’s when she noticed an ornate box made of deep, rich mahogany on the coffee table. At first, she’d thought it was just decoration, but a small bit of packing paper was caught between the lid and the body. It had clearly come from one of the crates and now she wondered if it was what he’d been looking for.

      An intricate gold and porcelain inlay of a globe adorned the lid. As she leaned in to get a better look, Simon came back into the room and handed her a glass.

      “I’m afraid I only have Cabernet,” he apologized, but she hardly cared.

      Elizabeth took a sip and leaned back into the sofa cushions. Curious what he’d say, she indicated the box on the table.

      “That’s beautiful.”

      Simon glanced down at the small chest. “It was my grandfather’s. All of this was his.”

      She knew from what little she’d read about Sebastian that he’d died nearly thirty years ago. Why were the belongings just now being passed on?

      As if sensing her question, Simon lifted his eyes to hers. “My aunt died last week and the family sent these along.”

      That certainly went a long way in explaining some of his behavior the last few days.

      “I’m sorry for you loss,” Elizabeth said. “Were you close? To your aunt, I mean.”

      “Hardly,” Simon said. "She had a unique talent for making you feel very, very small. My family wasn’t exactly what you’d call…” He frowned searching for the right word. “Functional.”

      “Functional is relative. Sorry, bad pun.”

      Simon took a sip of wine and set his glass down. “I wasn’t very close to my family, except for my grandfather. I spent my summers away from boarding school with him in Sussex.”

      “He’s the reason you teach occult.”

      It wasn’t any great leap of logic, but he seemed surprised she’d come to that conclusion. He leaned back in his chair and studied her for a moment. His expression eased from surprise to reluctant admiration. “He specialized in anthropology of the supernatural. And, not surprisingly, was ignored and ridiculed for what most saw as a specious field of study at best.”

      “Unlike today, when it’s so revered,” she teased him, thinking of their constant battles with the grant department, the minuscule office they were forced to share and a hundred other indignities she’d seen him endure at the hands of people who thought Occult Studies the bastard child of interdepartmental parents.

      Simon lifted his chin and his glass in acknowledgment. Then he took a drink and spent a long moment in thought before he said, “My grandfather was an extraordinary man.” And just like that, the reticent Simon Cross started sharing.

      Elizabeth nursed her drink as Simon recounted his summers with his grandfather. She didn’t dare interrupt with any questions, afraid he’d stop. The most personal thing he’d ever said before was that, in his opinion, Thousand Island dressing was an abomination. She sat quietly with rapt attention as the unfathomable Professor Cross revealed fathom after fathom.

      The old man had told him stories of his adventures with everything from the anthropomorphs of ancient Greece to the zombies of eighteenth century France.

      “And, like any young boy would be," Simon continued. "I was enthralled. His ‘brunch with the death eaters of Peru’ was a personal favorite."

      He seemed to retreat inside himself, as he slowly ran a long finger against the smooth edge of the mahogany box. “I was never allowed to touch this when I was a boy.”

      Elizabeth’s curiosity, as it was wont to do, got the better of her. “But you’re not a boy anymore.”

      He glanced at her.

      “No,” Simon said, his voice stronger and his eyes clearer. He paused only a second and then he took a small key from the table, slid it into the lock and opened the box.

      There were dozens of small items resting on a red velvet covering. Jewelry, charms, and coins. He picked up a small pouch by its leather strap.

      "A gris-gris,” Elizabeth said, barely able to contain her excitement.

      "Typical of turn of the century voodoo practitioners, if I’m not mistaken,” he said, handing the charm to her.

      He picked up another item from the box, a small silver coin no larger than a dime. He held it to the light. “This is odd.”

      Elizabeth pulled her attention away from the gris-gris. “What is?”

      Simon gave her the coin. “What’s wrong with this?”

      Elizabeth examined it as he’d taught her.

      “Well, it’s Greek. A griffin on one side and the head of a bull on the other. It looks authentic enough, but—" Her eyes rounded as the realization sunk in. “No signs of wear at all. It looks newly minted.”

      Simon reached for the next anomalous item, but he stopped and then slowly drew his hand back and rubbed his jaw. His eyes were locked upon a beautiful, gold pocket watch.

      “I remember this,” he said, his voice not as strong as it had been a moment before. The cords in neck worked as he swallowed down some unwanted emotion and reached for the box again. “Grandfather always carried this watch with him, but I never once saw him open it.”

      Simon’s hand trembled as he took the watch out of the box. “I remember some men coming by the house asking about it not long after his death. I never did find out who they were.”

      He looked across at her and cocked his head to the side. “Strange, don’t you think? Sending four men after a simple pocket watch.”

      “Collectors?” she asked.

      He shrugged, his eyes clouded with worry and a tinge of fear.

      Elizabeth set down the coin and moved to stand next to him. The watch case was etched with an intricate replica of the Mercator globe. He turned the timepiece over and summoned the courage to open it. He flexed his fingers and carefully undid the small clasp.

      The interior face was ringed by two thin bands, each marked with N, S, E and W. The face itself was a complex configuration of dials. Some dials were numbered with the standard one through twelve, while others were in increments of ten to one hundred. Near the stem was a cutout inset where the phases of the moon were displayed. The illustrated moon was full and there was a small black disk slowly moving across its face.

      Simon’s finger brushed against the crown. The stem clicked and extended. Elizabeth wasn’t sure, but she thought the hand on one of the smaller dials had changed position. Very carefully, Simon pushed the stem back into place.

      “It’s beautiful,” she said, peering over his shoulder.

      Simon nodded, but he was clearly lost in the watch.

      Wanting to leave him to his private memories, Elizabeth peered into the box. “May I?”

      Simon glanced up. “Certainly.”

      Elizabeth picked up a small, Egyptian scarab ring. The scarab itself seemed genuine enough, although there was a crack down the beetle’s back, but the band and the setting were far too modern, probably from this century. She was about to comment on the irregularity, but stopped when she saw how carefully Simon was inspecting his grandfather’s watch.

      Clearly, he had an emotional connection with it, and she absolutely understood. There were times when she’d be sailing along just fine and then come across something of her father’s and it would abruptly alter her course. Most of the time, it’d make her smile, but other times, finding his lucky cufflinks or his favorite deck of cards sent her into a tailspin. This was obviously one of those times for Simon.

      She watched as he caressed the case, his fingertips tracing the vaguely familiar contours of the elegant design. The design…

      She frowned and looked at it more closely, then closed the small chest and studied the lid. The design on the watch was the same as on the lid.

      “They have the same inlay,” she said and moved back to look over Simon’s shoulder. She squinted down at it again.

      “Interesting,” he mused, holding the watch out next to the box’s inlay.

      Carefully, he opened the watch and she noticed a small black disc on the face click forward. “How does it know we’re having a lunar eclipse tonight?”

      Simon looked up at her, poised to say something, but he stopped because, as if on cue, the room began to darken slightly. The moonlight filtering in from the window was slowly obscured by the earth’s shadow. Moving in perfect sync, both the disc on the dial and the darkness blotted out the moon.

      Without warning, a crackle of energy erupted from the watch. Small blue streaks snaked out, shimmering over Simon’s hand. Like azure lightning, the bolts moved up his arm and covered his entire body.

      Startled, Elizabeth reached out to him, and as soon as she touched his arm, the blue light slithered onto her hand and enveloped her, paralyzed her.

      The world around her began to vibrate, faster and faster. Like the wings of a hummingbird the motion was so quick the edges of reality began to blur. It was as if the universe were trying to shake itself apart.

      And then, it did.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    
    
      The sun sliced the alley in two.

      Simon groaned and rolled onto his side, his hand falling into a puddle of warm water. The strange sensation brought him back to the edge of consciousness. The blaring of car horns in the distance grew more insistent and drew him out of the haze.

      The acrid smell of gasoline and burning coal filtered between the old brick buildings. He took a deep breath and gagged on the stale, dank air. Bright sunlight stabbed into his eyes, and he brought a hand up to shield his face from the glare. Squinting against the light, his head throbbing mercilessly, he forced himself to sit up.

      The world around him finally came into focus. Battered trash bins and discarded wooden crates lay like victims of a firing squad against a brick wall. What in God’s name had happened? What the hell was he doing here? Or was this another vivid dream strangling him with realism?

      Days haunted with sleepless nights blurred his memories. The last thing he could remember was sitting in his living room. He’d been going through his grandfather’s things. Decomposing fragments slowly came back to him. He’d settled in for a night of warm whiskey and cold memories, but someone else was there. In his mind’s eye, he saw a flash of auburn hair and a familiar curve of a cheek.

      Elizabeth! Good God, whatever had happened, she’d been with him. The aching pain of his dreams, the loss and desperation rifled through his senses in rapid fire succession. He pushed himself to his feet and stood on shaky legs. His mind refused to clear, except for one thought—he needed to find her. Frantically, he scanned the alley, dreading what he might find.

      Whatever had happened, if he’d been attacked in some sort of home invasion or kidnapping gone wrong, she’d been with him. She’d called out to him. His heart raced as his eyes focused.

      It took him a moment, not long, but long enough for his heart to clench with fear for her, but he found her. She was only a few feet away, lying face down in the shadows. His heart raced faster in his chest as he stumbled to her side, dropping to his knees next to her.

      She wasn’t moving. This had to be a dream.

      “Miss West,” he said insistently.

      Nothing.

      He steeled himself for the worst. Perhaps this was a nightmare after all. His hands trembled as he gripped her shoulder and cradled her head in his hand. Carefully, he rolled her on to her back. Her face was pale, as if all the blood had been leeched away. Her body was limp in his hands. An unerring sense of déjà vu overwhelmed him.

      “Elizabeth.”

      She moaned and rolled her head to the side.

      “Thank God,” he whispered and without thinking, stroked her cheek. Emotions whirlpooled inside him. With a shuddering breath, he wrestled for control and finally won.

      Her eyes opened and struggled to focus.

      “Are you all right?” he asked, clenching his fist to keep from caressing her.

      She brought a shaky hand to her forehead and groaned. “Professor?”

      He scanned her for injuries. Her pupils reacted to the light. That was a good sign. And she seemed to be coming around. “Are you hurt?”

      She squinted up at him, grunting a little as she struggled to prop herself up.

      “I’m okay, I think. Except for one hell of a headache.”

      “It’ll pass soon,” he lied. He felt worse than before. His own head pounded. He wasn’t one to offer false comforts and did his best to ignore the fact that he’d done just that.

      She glanced at their bizarre surroundings and shook her head, trying to clear it. “What the heck was in that wine?”

      Ignoring her joke, he looked anxiously around the alley and then back to her. They were alone. For now. “Can you stand?”

      She nodded and took the hand he offered. He watched her carefully. She swayed a bit and he reached out to steady her. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      She wobbled and gripped his forearm. “Maybe I should sit down,” she suggested.

      Tightening his hold, he put an arm around her back to support her as he helped her make her way to a pile of wooden crates stacked beside a metal door. She sat down heavily, and immediately bent forward at the waist, dropping her head between her knees. For a moment, he thought she might topple over completely and put an arm around her waist to keep her from pitching forward.

      “Miss West?” He didn’t want to hover, but he couldn’t help himself. Was she concussed? Should he even have let her move?

      Elizabeth turned her head and peered up at him through her hair, and then with a grunt slowly worked herself back into sitting up straight.

      “I’m fine,” she said as she looked up into his face. Her pale skin flushed pink. “I’m all right.”

      Slowly, more reluctantly than he wanted to admit, he moved his arm from her back. He wasn’t quite ready to let go completely, so he held her arm tightly in his grasp.

      “Take your time.”

      She gave him a wan smile and nodded. “I’m okay,” she said and then seemed to notice where they were for the first time. “I think. Where are we?”

      “I’m not sure,” he said as he glanced around the alley.

      “This is definitely not your living room.”

      Simon laughed softly, relieved that she at least still had her sense of humor. “It’s good to see your powers of observation are still intact.”

      She offered him a wry smile, but it faded as she twisted on her seat and turned to take in all that she could. “This isn’t even Southern California. At least no part I’ve ever seen.”

      She was right. The architecture, what he could see of it, was completely wrong. Not to mention the smell of coal thick in the air. A shrill, odd-sounding car horn blared around the alley’s corner. And like the proverbial cat whose curiosity would always get the better of it, Elizabeth stood and started toward the mouth of the alley.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Simon asked.

      “Having a look around. We’re not going to figure out where we are just standing here.”

      He didn’t know what bothered him more. That she was so willing to wander off into God knows what, or that she was right.

      “Hang about,” he said and hurried to catch up.

      He grabbed her arm again, and she rolled her eyes. Petulant he could deal with. Out of his sight, he couldn’t. “Were you or were you not about to pass out a mere two minutes ago?”

      She narrowed her eyes at him but relented enough to convince him that she was not going to run out into the open. He edged in front of her, just at the corner of the building.

      His blood pressure rose as he braced himself for what was to come. If whomever had brought them here was still nearby, he had to be ready. But, as he peered around the corner, it wasn’t some mystery assailant he saw. It was something else entirely. His mind raced to process what his eyes saw, but the disconnect was too great. What on earth?

      After a long steady silence Elizabeth, who had crept up next to him, said in a soft voice filled with the same confusion he felt, “Tell me that isn’t a…I must be hallucinating. Tell me you don’t see what I see.”

      “A Model T?”

      And not just one. A mass of tall, long, rectangular shaped cars trundled past. Simon took an unsteady step backwards. Where in God’s name were they?

      “I was really hoping for hallucinating.”

        The cacophony was nearly deafening. High-pitched horns wailed up and down the endless street. A horse whinnied and reared, its hooves scraping the pavement. A sea of people, all talking at once, surged on the sidewalk in front of them. Men in suits and fedoras, women in vintage dresses walked by. A large horse-drawn cart clattered over the pavement. The clothing, the conveyances, everything was out of place. Or were they the ones out of place? The thought made his headache pound that much harder.

      Elizabeth nodded to herself, as if she’d pieced the whole thing together, but her eyes were a little desperate. “We’re on a set. They must be making a movie.”

      Simon had a terrible sinking feeling. He tugged on her arm.

      “Miss West,” he said, urging her to follow his lead and pulled her back into the alley. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

      She rubbed her forehead. “Being in your living room,” she said, blinking rapidly as she searched for more memories. “Looking at your grandfather’s things and then the watch went all higgledy-piggledy.”

      Adrenaline coursed through his veins. He raked both hands through his hair, stopping at his temples as if that could somehow keep his head form exploding. Something tickled the back of his mind, and he turned on his heel and looked down the length of the alley.

      The watch. It was absurd. But…could it be, he thought?

      In his single-minded concern for Elizabeth, he’d completely forgotten about it. He moved back down the alley and scoured the pavement until he found the timepiece only a few feet from where he’d regained consciousness. Gripping the case tightly, he carefully opened it. His eyes darted over the complex dials—times, dates…coordinates.

      “Impossible,” he said softly, trying to accept the unthinkable. The stories his grandfather had told him, what his own eyes had just seen…“Time travel isn’t—”

      Elizabeth appeared at his side. “Are you thinking that…thing brought us here?”

      He looked at her uncertainly. It was mad. His grandfather’s watch a time travel device? And yet….

      “I’m not sure,” he said finally, running his fingers along the embossed edge.

      Her eyes flashed with worry. “Be careful with it.”

      “I’m not an imbecile, Miss West,” he bit out.

      “No offense, but I’m not looking for a repeat performance of…whatever that was.”

      Neither was he. He knew the answer to all his questions lay in the watch. The strange dials that had been a mystery before now began to coalesce into a semblance of reason. If one could call it that. Simon’s head was spinning, and not just from the damnable headache that wouldn’t go away. It was insane. Absolutely insane to even consider, and yet….

      He looked back toward the mouth of the alley, trying to make the pieces of what had happened fit together. Simon pulled a slow hand down over his mouth and scrubbed at his chin and he put the pieces, however impossible they seemed, into place.

      Was it truly possible that all of the stories his grandfather had told him weren’t stories at all? The destruction of Pompeii, a night at Valley Forge, the War of the Roses. Dear God. Had he actually been there?

      Elizabeth leaned in to get a better look at the watch, her body brushing against his. “What’s going on, Professor?”

      How could he expect her to believe what he could hardly comprehend himself?

      She gripped his arm, and forced him to look at her. Her blue eyes, usually filled with confidence, danced nervously across his face. “What happened to us? Where are we?”

      He tried to quell his growing sense of panic and keep his voice calm and detached. “It’s not so much where we are, but when.”

      She shook her head. “What do you mean when?”

      He did some quick calculations. “Judging from the cars and style of dress, we appear to be in the late twenties.”

      “Twenties? As in Nineteen Twenties? You can’t be serious.”

      “Perhaps early thirties, I’ll need to check.”

      Research—the haven for a logical mind. Simon always sought refuge in detail, in the search for answers. His entire career had been built on the foundation that anything could be proven, no matter how incredible it sounded, if the right research was performed.

      “Check what?” Elizabeth asked following his gaze to the mouth of the alley before turning back and squeezing his arm more tightly. “I think you’d better tell me what the hell’s going on.”

      Simon held out the watch and stared down at the complicated dials. “If I’m reading this properly, I’d say it’s 1929. July 17th, 1929 to be exact.”

      Elizabeth let go of his arm and stepped back. Her voice trembled and she shook her head in denial. “That’s impossible.”

      A fresh wave of guilt washed over Simon. He couldn’t afford to give in to it. He cleared his throat and attempted to explain, but for the moment, could offer only, “It seems that my grandfather was more than merely eccentric.”

      Elizabeth stared at him, her expression blank. “Are you saying that thing’s really some sort of time machine?”

      “Apparently.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      “Apparently not.”

      She put her fists on her hips and looked at him accusingly. “You’re awfully calm about this.”

      He was anything but calm. Still, he knew they had to keep a clear head if they were going to find a way out of this mess. “Would you prefer I panic?”

      “A little, yeah. I mean—Hello! Time travel. Not an everyday thing,” she said, a frown coming to her face. “Unless, you’ve done this before.”

      “Don’t be absurd.”

      She dropped her arms to her sides in an uncharacteristic huff. “Yeah, wouldn’t want to be absurd standing in an alley in Nineteen Twenty-Nine.”

      Simon took a deep calming breath. “I assure you, if I had any idea what this watch was capable of...”

      Elizabeth relented. “I know. I’m sorry,” she said, nodding. She put one hand to her hip and pulled the other through the length of her hair as she turned and surveyed the alley again. “Can you undo it? Put it in reverse or whatever?”

      “I don’t think we should stumble ahead blindly.”

      “Worked getting us here.”

      Simon blanched at the remark. Whatever had happened to them was his fault. He could bear that, if there were a way to undo it.

      “I didn’t mean that the way it came out.”

      “No, you’re quite right, Miss West.” The weight of their situation truly dawned on him. If he’d been alone he could have faced it without pause. But now, for the first time in his life, he was responsible for someone else. “The situation is entirely my fault.”

      Simon felt the unaccustomed need to comfort welling inside him again. Compassion had never been a strong suit of his. If anything, the opposite was true. “You do know that I would never knowingly endanger you.”

      She paled a little more. “I know that. I...You think I’m in...I mean, we’re in danger?”

      “We’re in an unknown situation. I’d prefer to err on the side of caution.”

      “Agreed. Let’s err there.”

      Simon couldn’t shake the feeling that something terrible was going to happen. It was more than the lingering memories of his dream. More than the situation they’d been thrust into. He’d never given much credence to hunches, but he had a sense he’d started something in motion bringing them here. Something he wouldn’t be able to control. Something inevitable.

      “Professor?” Elizabeth said, breaking him from his thoughts. “Maybe we should try to get back home?”

      “Agreed. But the question remains—how?”

      “We’ll just re-create everything,” she continued, her usual exuberance returning. “You were holding the watch. Did you do anything to it? Push any buttons?”

      “The stem did extend, but...”

      “Okay. Just do exactly what you did before.”

      “I’m not sure that’s wise. I’d much rather be sure of what I’m doing before I make another mistake.”

      “It’s worth—”

      A thick metal door swung open with a loud clang. Elizabeth jumped at the sound and grabbed Simon’s arm. A large, burly, unshaven man stepped into the alley. His white undershirt was stained a sickly yellow with sweat. “What you doin’ here?”

      Simon put his hand over Elizabeth’s and pulled her slightly behind him. He turned to glare at the man. “We were simply—”

      “Do it someplace else,” the man growled with a thick Brooklyn accent, as he threw his bucket of empty bottles into a nearby trash bin. “Go on, get out of here!”

      Simon ignored the man and started to turn back to Elizabeth.

      “You want I should call the cops?” the man said with a sneer, as he looked Elizabeth up and down. She was wearing a tight blue T-shirt and jeans, but his eyes traveled her figure as if she were naked. Her clothes were far too form-fitting for the period to be anything other than something a tramp would wear. “Take your quiff and get a room.”

      Simon’s body tensed. He slowly pulled out of her grasp and took a long direct stride toward the man. “I beg your pardon?”

      The big man only smiled. “You heard me.”

      Simon started forward again, but Elizabeth pulled on his arm.

      “We can’t afford to see the police,” she whispered. “Let’s just go.”

      Simon’s eyes flared, and he turned back to the big man. Long dormant emotions boiled to the fore. His instinct to defend Elizabeth crashed into his common sense. He’d known more than his fair share of bullies, and most could be cowed with a biting remark. But this was something different. He’d never felt such an overwhelming desire to punch someone in the mouth.

      “Professor,” Elizabeth urged and tugged on his arm.

      Simon gave the man a long, steely glare before he turned back to Elizabeth. Without another word, he took her by the arm and led her out of the alley.

      “Good idea, Professor,” the man called out after them.

      

      

      Elizabeth could feel Simon’s tension and anger radiating off him as they walked away. They’d nearly gone halfway down the block before he relaxed enough to finally release her. Frowning and apparently embarrassed by his show of emotion, he shoved his hands into his pockets. “I’m sorry.”

      Elizabeth couldn’t help, but grin. “You’d better stop apologizing. Might be habit forming.”

      Simon smiled back. Why couldn’t he have smiled like that back home? Had to be here, she thought, and looked around at the busy street. Wherever here was.

      The cars were huge, and there were so many of them. Big black sedans with cloth-canopied tops and headlamps sticking out like bug eyes meandered along the street creating some semblance of lanes. The foot traffic surged around them, and Elizabeth felt terribly underdressed. Some men wore knickers and bow ties, or Oxford bag pants that ballooned as they walked past. Every one of them wore a hat. Fedoras and bowlers. And the women too. They all had on hats. Tight-fitting cloches or veiled peekaboos. And dresses.

      A couple glared at her, whispering disapproval as they noticed her pants. Not one woman wore slacks, only dresses and skirts. Some wore their hose turned-down in a risqué fashion statement, but clearly wearing blue jeans was not something a lady did. All too aware that she was showing off her limited goods, Elizabeth self-consciously crossed her arms over her chest.

      Hundreds of cars and thousands of people teemed around them in a dizzying rush. More and more passersby gave them odd, disapproving looks.

      A young boy with a ragged, woolen cap strode past them. “Paper! Get your paper here!”

      Simon startled her as he called out. “Boy!”

      The young man came over to them and held out a paper. Simon reached into his pockets and came out empty. And even if he had change, she realized, they couldn’t start spreading twenty-first century money into the past.

      “Sorry, I don’t…” Simon showed the boy his empty palm.

      The newsboy sighed, but then noticed Elizabeth for the first time. He waggled his eyebrows suggestively. “Ain’t you the stuff?”

      He couldn’t have been more than twelve, and by no means a threat, but she couldn’t help but feel a little tingle when Simon stepped closer to her and glared at the boy. But she couldn’t dwell on that. Using Simon’s momentary distraction of the boy to her advantage, she used opportunity to get a glance at the paper.

      “Just lookin’,” the kid said quickly and started back down the street.

      Elizabeth leaned in and whispered in Simon’s ear. “You were right. July 17, 1929. And the Yankees lost again.”

      Simon raised his eyebrow in question.

      “Read the headline.”

      “That’s my girl,” he said, but then cleared his throat and looked away.

      Her stomach fluttered at the compliment, not to mention how adorable he was when he was flustered. “And we know that you can read the watch.”

      “True,” he said, pulling her closer as the crowd surged across the intersection. He led her to an empty doorway away from the mass of people. “But, I’m afraid, reading and manipulating are far different things.”

      “You’ll figure it out.”

      Simon didn’t seem so sure. He looked down at the watch once more before he put it in his pocket. “This may take some time.”

      The doubt in his voice sent a shiver up her spine. He’d never been anything but certain, and to see him off-balance was incredibly disconcerting. But why should it all be on his shoulders? She wanted to allay his fears, but she knew him. Recognizing he had them would be an insult. Better to lighten the mood. If anyone was ever in need of a little cheering up, it was Simon. “If my boss doesn’t mind that I’m late,” she said. “Then I’m game.”

      His lips quirked into a smile. “You will be docked pay, of course.”

      Elizabeth laughed, but it didn’t last long. They couldn’t exactly stand around on the street while he figured out the watch. There was no telling how long that might take and the sun was already dipping behind the buildings.

      Their current, hopefully temporary situation was surreal, but she could deal with it. What choice was there? They just needed a plan. Time for some acting and not just reacting.

      “So,” she said. “We’re going to need shelter, at least for the night.”

      “Yes. I’d prefer not to stay on the streets. I doubt New York has changed that much in the last seventy years.”

      “Right.”

      “And we’ll need clothes,” Simon added. “I’m afraid we’re garnering a bit too much attention as we are.”

      Elizabeth’s stomach growled loudly.

      “And evidently food,” he continued. “Preferably something not out of garbage can.”

      “So we need money,” Elizabeth summarized. It always came down to money, didn’t it?

      “So it would seem,” he agreed. “Any ideas?”

      She shrugged. “I guess we’ll do it the old fashioned way.”

      He nearly choked. “Prostitution? Miss West, I—”

      She put a hand on his arm. “Pawn something,” she clarified.

      He hesitated. “We can do that?”

      Elizabeth swallowed the laugh that threatened to bubble up. He seemed genuinely alarmed at the idea. “It’s not the best bang for your buck, but when you’re in a pinch.” She shrugged. “I think this qualifies as a pinch.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know...” he said and then held out his hands helplessly.

      Elizabeth smiled. This she knew how to do. It was a good feeling to be able to help. “I do. We need jewelry, things like that are the easiest to pawn. What do you have?”

      Simon took stock of his personal items. She’d never seen him wear jewelry of any kind, except for his wristwatch. He pulled back the sleeve of his sweater and took off the watch. “Will this do? It’s not a very modern design.”

      Elizabeth took the watch and frowned. “Broken,” she said. The crystal was smashed. “Must have happened when we crash landed.”

      Simon put the watch back on his wrist. “Your necklace?” he asked.

      Elizabeth self-consciously tugged at the chain. “Not worth anything. My ring’s a fake too,” she added with an embarrassed smile.

      She’d never had any real jewelry, certainly nothing worth pawning. She looked down at her ring. Fat lot of good it would do them. They needed something real, something gold.

      “The ring!” she blurted and then without further explanation took off back down the street.

      She’d nearly forgotten it in all the excitement, but she’d been holding it when they’d…done whatever they’d done to end up here.

      Elizabeth turned the corner and hurried back into the alley, glad to see the big steel door was shut again.

      When Simon caught up, she was on her hands and knees crawling around on the pavement in the alley.

      “What in God’s name are you doing woman?”

      “Ah-ha!” she cried and jumped to her feet. She held out her hand to him in triumph. In her palm rested the small scarab ring. “I thought I remembered holding it when the watch did its thing.”

      Simon’s face paled as he took the ring from her. Elizabeth watched the play of emotions across his face, a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach.

      “It’s a good thing, right?” she asked. His face was ashen. “Bad penny?”

      Simon looked up at her and clenched the ring in his hand. “Very much so.”

      She waited, but he offered nothing else in the way of explanation. “We can find another way.”

      “No,” Simon said and put it away in his pocket. “It should bring a good price.”

      He stood up a little straighter and nodded toward the street.

      “It’s getting late,” he said. Everything about his demeanor had changed. All the emotions he’d let seep out were tucked neatly away. Even his voice was different. Crisp and business-like. What was it about that ring that frightened him so much? The tension in his body was palpable. “We should find a pawn shop.”

      “Right.”

      Simon stepped back and gestured toward the mouth of the alley. His face was again an impassive mask as they headed back out. Elizabeth’s eyes darted toward the street. Despite Simon’s mood change, she felt a sense of calm acceptance start to take root. If life had taught her anything, it was that she couldn’t control anything except her response to it. Especially when the unexpected happened—like a little unplanned trip back in time.

      She could do only one thing. If she wanted to survive, she had to take each day as it came and mine the good from the bad, as she’d always done. At least this time, she wasn’t alone. She let out a deep breath and glanced over at Simon. Together they rounded the corner and stepped into the past and into their future.
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      Calvin Coolidge said the business of America was business. And nowhere was it more evident than the streets of Manhattan in 1929. From the red-hot vendors and shoe-shine stands to the upscale Stork Club and New York Stock Exchange—money was in constant flow and so were the people. 

      Elizabeth could feel the energy of a city at the height of its power and purpose. People walked with a fast pace suited to the jazz rhythms of the nightclubs. Traffic surged along the streets in tempo with the city’s heartbeat. Raucous, dizzying and intoxicating—New York was a party spiraling toward the inevitable calling of the cops.

      The people were well-dressed by modern standards. The only ones casually attired were workmen in their coveralls. She felt as if she’d shown up for a wedding in a potato sack. Or worse. There was sharp disapproval in the eyes of people they passed and something she didn’t want to define in a few of the men. She tugged self-consciously at the hem of her T-shirt.

      “I wish everyone would stop staring,” she whispered to Simon.

      Simon arched a brow and said off-handedly, “I’m sure your T-shirt has nothing to do with it.”

      “What? It’s brand new, mostly. What’s wrong with it?”

      “Nothing a little more of it wouldn’t cure,” he said and looked down at her uncomfortably. “It is rather on the small side, isn’t it?”

      Elizabeth stopped walking and tugged at her shirt again. Getting fashion tips from a man who thought a Windsor instead of a four-in-hand knot was accessorizing was really too much.

      Simon sighed heavily and pulled his sweater over his head, leaving him wearing only a crisp white oxford shirt. He held the sweater out to her, but his eyes wouldn’t meet hers. “Put this on.”

      It was ridiculously large for her. The sleeves fell well past her hands and the hem rested barely above her knees. But it was a good fit in other ways, better ways. It smelled like Simon—clean, with a hint of aftershave. The weight of the soft fabric was comforting, like the pressure of a hand on the small of her back. She let herself snuggle into it and then noticed Simon looking at her with a strange, far off look in his eyes. Whatever he’d been thinking, he pushed it away quickly and found a fascinating spot of gum on the sidewalk.

      Elizabeth pushed the long sleeves up to her elbows. “We should be...”

      Simon put his hands in his pockets and nodded. Slowly they fell into step together again and joined the busy flow of pedestrians.

      They started in mid-town and after a few inquiries headed south toward the lower class sections where pawn shops would most likely be found. Before too long, the neighborhood changed. The streets were a little dirtier, and the people a little harder. The Lower East Side was a haven for immigrants and the working class, all of them trying to find their piece of the American dream.

      “There we go,” Elizabeth said and pointed to a sign: Arbogast J. Smith - Pawnbroker.

      As they stepped inside, she was struck by how every pawnshop was like the next—a sad mixture of lost hope and second-hand dreams. The owner stood behind the glass-cased counter and looked up sharply when the bell at the top of the door announced their arrival.

      He was a tall, thin man with dark eyes that seemed unnaturally large behind the thick lenses of his glasses. Elizabeth shuddered. He looked like the proverbial spider, and she felt like the unwitting fly.

      “Why don’t you see what you can get for the ring and I’ll try to find some clothes,” Elizabeth said. She tried to shake the feeling she was being sized up for something unpleasant and browsed the shop’s wares.

      His large bug eyes followed her as she looked at the merchandise—clothes, jewelry and the inevitable saxophone. Why was it every pawn shop seemed to have a tarnished sax hanging in one corner? A bit of someone’s soul dangling by a thin cord. A piece of someone’s heart taken in trade. She’d left a few chapters of her life behind in glass cases.

      She noticed Simon hadn’t started haggling and nodded her head toward the counter to prod him along. She thought about doing it herself. Simon was clearly out of his element. But could a woman in the 1920’s get the same price as a man? Hell, they couldn’t even in the next century. Some things were slow to change. She reminded herself to try to check her impulses. A headstrong woman in this time would be as welcome as a skunk at a lawn party, and they couldn’t afford to stick out at all. She spied a rack of second-hand dresses in the back and went to find something suitable.

      

      

      Simon watched her disappear into the back of the store and then turned his attention to the owner. The man wasted no time appraising Simon, and a thin smile stretched his pinched mouth. “Name’s Smitty. What do you have for me today?”

      Simon didn’t have much experience in bargaining, but he knew a shark when he saw one. He took the ring out of his pocket but didn’t hand it over just yet. “A family heirloom. It’s quite valuable.”

      Smitty’s lips quivered in anticipation. “Of course.” He held out his bony hand.

      Simon hesitated, looking at the man’s black, smudged fingers. He had little choice though, and set the ring on the counter. He loathed the idea of pawning it. Even though the ring brought with it painful memories, they were the last he had of his grandfather. The watch and the ring had come to symbolize those final moments—frightening and confusing, but all he had left.

      Elizabeth poked her head around the corner and held out a pale, floral print dress. “Is there somewhere I can try this on?”

      “There’s a partition screen in the back,” Smitty said, as he stopped examining the ring and leaned over the counter to stare at Elizabeth.

      She came around the corner and put the dress on the counter. As she started to pull the sweater over her head, Simon gave in to the ridiculous urge to block Smitty’s view. Not that she was undressing, but there was something sensual about the way she moved, the way her hair fell across her shoulders.

      She smiled and handed Simon his sweater. “Thanks for the loan.”

      He watched Elizabeth walk to the back of the store and then turned to Smitty, whose leer slid effortlessly into an oily smile.

      “Mr. Smith,” Simon bit out. “If you don’t mind...”

      Smitty’s lips tightened, his mouth looking like a gash cut into the middle of his face. Simon clenched his jaw. He couldn’t afford to say the things he wanted to. Not now, when they needed money so badly. The sooner they finished their business here the better. “The ring,” he said tightly.

      “Of course,” Smitty said and examined the small scarab. He turned it over in his hands and looked at the setting closely. “You’re not from around here, are you?”

      “We’re new in town,” Simon said. Now he was going to be forced to make small talk with this creature.

      “Where ya staying?”

      Simon hesitated. “We haven’t settled in quite yet.”

      Smitty looked up from examining the scarab. “You on the lam?”

      “Of course not,” Simon said and racked his brain for viable story. “We just got off the train and…I really don’t see how it’s any of your affair.”

      “You’re a little jumpy aren’t ya? No luggage, odd clothing. If this ring’s hot it’ll affect the price.”

      “Now, see here—”

      “You wouldn’t be the first.”

      Simon’s patience was wearing thin. “We are not on the run.”

      “No?” His bug eyes narrowed and the corner of his lips curled in a smirk. “Out for a little fun then?”

      “What exactly are you implying?”

      Smitty shrugged. “You wouldn’t be the first man to have a little milk without buying the cow.”

      Simon reached the end of his rope. No matter how badly they needed money he wasn’t going to tolerate such insolence. “Mr. Smith,” Simon ground out. “If I were you—”

      “We’re newlyweds,” Elizabeth said as she came to Simon’s side. She hooked her arm through his and turned to Smitty with her sweetest smile. “He’s still getting used to the idea.”

      “Yes,” Simon stammered. Smitty seemed to step back a little. Apparently, Simon’s claim on her was enough to bring the man up short. It was a ridiculous charade, but if it gave Elizabeth a modicum of safety he’d gladly keep up pretenses. “It all happened rather unexpectedly.”

      “Very,” Elizabeth said with a grin, her eyes bright with mischief.

      Smitty narrowed his eyes. “She’s not wearing no ring.”

      “There wasn’t time to see to everything properly,” Simon said. “We were hoping you could help us with that. Unless, of course, you’d rather continue to insult my wife,” he finished, laying his hand possessively over hers.

      Smitty didn’t seem to believe them, but if it meant more business he clearly didn’t care what their story was. “I think I might have something.”

      “I thought you might,” Simon said. He looked down at Elizabeth sternly, but his pique melted. The dress she was wearing was simple, but she looked wonderful. The pale blue-green pattern made her hair seem that much more striking. A series of ridiculously tiny buttons ran up the front, stopping at the base of the V-neck. Her pale skin led to the enticing arch of her collarbone. The scalloped hem fell to her knees, giving him a glimpse of her shapely legs. Elizabeth seldom wore dresses, and he wondered why when she was so enchanting in them.

      Elizabeth ducked her head shyly. “Do you like?”

      Simon swallowed. “Very much.”

      She blushed and stepped back. She couldn’t quite meet his eyes. “I’m gonna need shoes too. I’ll just go see what’s back there.”

      Simon watched her walk away. She should definitely wear dresses more often. Or perhaps it was best she didn’t. He had enough trouble keeping his feelings under wraps as it was. The softening of his heart whenever she was near was untenable enough. Now, with seemingly every man they encountered leering at her, it was almost impossible to hide how he felt.

      “I’ll give you thirty for the ring,” Smitty said.

      “Thirty? It’s worth ten times that.”

      “Got a crack in the stone. Thirty.”

      “Thirty-five.”

      Smitty’s cold face split into a grim smile. “I say it’s worth thirty.”

      “Unconscionable,” Simon muttered.

      There had to be other pawn shops and he glanced out the door half-tempted to take his business elsewhere. But he didn’t know the city and the day’s light had already started to dim. They couldn’t afford to search all night for another shop.

      “Take it or leave it. No skin off my nose.”

      It was a crime to sell the ring for so little, but they needed money. Now.

      Simon grimaced. “Fine.”

      “The ticket’s good for sixty days, then it goes in the general merchandise,” Smitty said and wrote out the receipt. “Pleasure doing business with ya.”

      “I assure you,” Simon muttered. “The pleasure was entirely yours.”

      With the money he purchased one dress, one suit, one broadcloth shirt, one pair of ladies shoes, a small suitcase. He’d also bought a pair of imitation gold rings, much to Smitty’s confusion. While women had worn wedding rings for centuries, it wasn’t common for men to wear them until WWII when they’d taken to wearing the rings to remind them of home. A man wearing a wedding ring in the 1920s wasn’t unheard of, but it was rare. It had been an illogical thing to do, buying a pair of rings, but for reasons Simon didn’t want to examine too closely, he wanted to wear his. Even if it was only a charade.

      The rash of purchases had left them less than twenty dollars and still no place to stay.

      The street was dimly lit, but still filled to the edges with people hurrying this way and that. No wonder it was called the city that never sleeps. As far as Simon could tell it never even took a breath.

      They walked aimlessly in an uncomfortable silence until Elizabeth suggested they ask someone for directions to some boarding houses. Simon didn’t think they needed help, but when they passed the same little diner twice, he finally relented. With vague directions to head down Market Street, they set off again. The uncomfortable silence joined them.

      Clearly, Elizabeth had some sort of allergy to silence and broke it quickly.

      “Well, this is quite the adventure, isn’t it?”

      He glanced sideways at her. “Which part?”

      She shrugged. “All of it, I guess. I mean…” She glanced up at him. “We’ve had a big day.”

      “Quite,” he agreed. “Traveling through time, being rooked at a pawnshop, getting married…. Not sure how we’ll ever manage to top it.”

      His sniping shut her down for nearly an entire minute.

      “Sorry about springing the whole just married thing on you back there,” Elizabeth apologized.

      Simon looked at her, waiting for more of an explanation.

      To her credit, she did look uncomfortable.

      “It sort of came out. But it’s probably a good cover. We can’t exactly rent a room together if we aren’t. I mean we could, but there are only so many times in one day a girl can be called a…you know before it starts to affect your self-esteem a little.”

      He smiled sympathetically and nearly touched her arm in comfort before he could stop himself.

      “I guess we could get two rooms,” she continued. “Be most of our money, but if you’d rather—”

      “No,” he said quickly. One room was the best idea and not just monetarily. He had no intention of letting her out of his sight while they were here. And if the few reactions she’d gotten from men so far were any indication, she was going to need some looking after. “One room will do, Miss West.”

      She pinned him with an adorable expression of admonishment. “We’re married now, remember? People will think we’re into something kinky if you keep calling me Miss West.”

      Her candor was a sucker punch to the gut. “Dear Lord.”

      “I know it’s awkward, but...”

      “We don’t have any choice, do we?” he asked too sharply. He rolled his shoulders to release some of the tension. It wasn’t her fault he couldn’t get a grip on himself. He was used to having a place for everything and everything in its place. This sudden turn into the unknown left him off-balance and he didn’t like the feeling one bit. Not to mention being here with her. He’d managed quite well to control himself around her before. But then, he’d been able to hold academia between them. He could step back and regain himself, rebuild the wall she unwittingly felled. But now, they were forced together and he wasn’t sure what to do. For the first time, he wasn’t sure of anything. And they’d only been here three hours.

      He turned his head away from her and kept his eyes on the opposite side of the street. Dilapidated tenements and brownstones nearly black at the base with soot told them they were in the right area. This area they could afford at least. Simon watched the people gathered on the stoops warily and gripped the handle of their suitcase that much tighter. Thankfully, it wasn’t long before he saw signs for rooms to rent.

      They settled on the Manchester Arms. It was an average sized residence hotel—three stories, no elevator, but the lobby was clean and the price was right. Seven dollars for the week, paid up front. Simon took the key from the desk clerk, and they started up the stairs.

      “He was nice. I was beginning to wonder if everyone here was just nasty,” Elizabeth said. “Gives me faith in humanity again.”

      “You’re easily persuaded,” he said, squinting to read the door numbers in the poorly lit hallway.

      “You’re such a cynic. I thought he was nice.”

      “A bit too nice, I think.”

      “Come on, newlyweds always get special treatment,” she said. “Ah. Here we are. Room thirty-four.”

      Simon set the suitcase down and unlocked the door. He pushed it open and gestured for Elizabeth to go first.

      “Aren’t you going to carry the bride over the threshold?” she teased.

      She was impudent and absolutely charming. “Miss—”

      “Elizabeth. You know, you haven’t said it once.”

      Simon took a deep breath. “Elizabeth.”

      She blushed a little and grinned. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

      What could he say? Yes, it was. That saying it meant he’d crossed some invisible line he’d drawn for himself? That the mere thought of her name made his stomach drop with desire? That the way it fell across his lips felt like a prayer he wasn’t worthy of?

      “No,” he said. “It wasn’t.”

      “Good,” she said with a smile and took a step into the dark apartment. She found the light switch quickly and turned it on.

      Simon picked up the case and followed behind. She stopped a few feet inside the door. He was about to ask what was wrong, when he saw it for himself.

      The bed. There was one bed. One tiny, little double bed, for them both to share.
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      Elizabeth could feel Simon’s presence behind her. When she’d pulled up short, he’d practically run into her and now they were standing so close they were almost touching. Touching. The bed. Those two thoughts definitely needed to be separated, and so did they. She tore herself away from staring at the small bed and walked over to the window.

      The room was musty and could use some fresh air. And so could she. “Is it me or is it hot in here?” she asked, and then yanked open the drapes.

      Simon cleared his throat and set the suitcase down. “Yes, it is rather warm.”

      She tried to jimmy the window open, but it wouldn’t budge. “It’s stuck.”

      “Let me,” Simon said from close behind her. Too close behind her.

      She turned around, and they were almost touching again. She smiled nervously and side-stepped out of his way. “I’ll unpack,” she said, desperate for something to do.

      For all her bravado about making this an adventure, she hadn’t considered this part of it. Alone in a bedroom with Simon Cross.

      She was generally comfortable around men. Working with them, playing with them, but never simply being with them. She’d grown up surrounded by men. Her mother had left her and her father when she was too young to remember. It had been just the two of them, so she tagged along wherever he went. And he went a lot of places. Not the typical American childhood, growing up in back rooms and pool halls in towns all across Texas, but she wouldn’t have traded it for anything. She’d learned an awful lot about people. How to read someone’s face when they’d drawn an inside straight. How a man’s hands told his life story. Or how the truth was easier to keep track of than a lie. But, even in all that, she hadn’t learned much about being a woman.

      She’d had relationships, but somehow there was always something eluding her, like there was a secret handshake she didn’t know. Each time a man asked her out she was surprised, flattered and a little frightened. Some had lasted weeks, some months, but inevitably, her insecurities brought things to a premature end. Not that she’d been heartbroken over any of them. They were good men, most of them, but none of them had managed to force her heart to overrule her head.

      “Bloody piece of...” Simon grumbled and took off his jacket, tossing it over the back of a chair.

      She opened the suitcase and put their old clothes away in the small dresser and armoire that served as a closet. It was a silly thing to do really. She didn’t expect to be staying. But she’d lived in hotels most of her life and the first thing she always did was unpack. It made the room hers instead of yet another place to stay.

      Simon rolled up his sleeves and hit the wooden window frame with his fist. After a few more good bangs, it finally opened. A breeze blew into the room, but the night air wasn’t much cooler than the hotbox of their apartment.

      He turned around triumphantly, and she offered him a smile.

      “Here we are,” she said.

      Simon stared back, and the awkwardness hovered between them. They’d spent hour after hour in closer quarters than this, but then again, the office didn’t have a bed in the middle of it.

      “Yes, well,” he said and sat down in one of the two chairs that accompanied the small, round table near the window. He took out his grandfather’s watch and carefully opened it.

      He worked best uninterrupted and she tried to find something to occupy herself. She looked around the small apartment anxious to find anything of interest. The walls were an indistinct beige and the rug a darker shade of indistinct beige, stained and tattered at the edges. She could see the ghost of earlier wallpaper, some sort of dizzying stripe hidden beneath the hastily applied paint. The room itself was no more than ten by twelve. The ceiling light, a thin brass tube jutting straight down to a chipped smoked glass shade, hung down too low.

      She made her way to the bathroom and nearly bumped into the sink when she opened the door. The fixtures were dull and rusted. The faucet arched high over the basin like a drooping branch, its constant drip leaving a dark yellow stain on the porcelain. The paint was bubbled and peeling.

      There wasn’t a shower head, but she supposed she should be thankful they had a bathroom at all. It sure beat long walks down the hall in the middle of the night to a community bath. The bathtub was old, and she noticed a series of deep scratches gouged into the tub. What the heck could have made those? Maybe some bathtub gin, she thought with an odd thrill. Or a gangster shoot out, bullets ricocheting from a mob hit. Or not.

      She went back into the bedroom and Simon was still hunched over the watch, completely oblivious to her. Some things never change. And on that depressing note, she busied herself with looking around the room again.

      The furniture was plain, but practical. The bedside lampshade was crooked. She tried to straighten it, but like everything else in the apartment it did what it wanted and apparently it wanted to be crooked. She’d stayed in worse places, but those had been with her father. Being with Simon was an entirely different story.

      A splash of red caught her eye. The only decoration in the room was a god-awful painting of a barn over the bed. Elizabeth shook her head. The bed. She’d managed to ignore it for all of two minutes. Time for a little more ignoring.

      “So,” she said too brightly, walking over to the table to look over his shoulder. “You got it figured out yet?” She thought she saw Simon smirk.

      “Incredible workmanship,” he said. “These dials control the time—century, decade, year, month, day. Down to the very minute. Fascinating.”

      Elizabeth pointed to the thin bands that ringed the face. She leaned in closer and rested her hand on his shoulder to steady herself, and willfully ignored the feeling of his muscles beneath her fingers. “And those must be directional coordinates. Longitude and latitude.”

      He cleared his throat. “Exactly.”

      “Then shouldn’t you be able to set it for the time and place we left? And voilà. Home again, home again, jiggety-jig.”

      “Or it could have a built-in homing device. Automatically returning the person to the point at which they left.”

      “What makes you think that?” she said and took a chair.

      He glanced up at her. “I can’t seem to change the dials anymore. They appear to be locked in place.”

      “Well, then let’s hope it’s got an auto-return feature.”

      Time travel was fun and all, but deep down she’d always believed Simon would be able to control the watch without any trouble. The small room got a little bit smaller.

      He tried varying the extension of the stem, but the dials remained fixed. “I wish I knew how it was activated in the first place.”

      “We could just recreate exactly what we did before,” she reminded him.

      Simon looked up from the watch and gazed at her intently. “It could be dangerous.”

      “Nothing ventured...” she said and came to his side.

      

      

      A smile tugged at Simon’s lips. Her confidence and bravery shouldn’t have been surprising. She’d met each obstacle they’d encountered so far with enthusiasm and a very appealing sense of adventure. She really was quite bewitching. Abruptly, his smile faded. He had to stop doing that. Every time he looked at her his thoughts drifted to foolish schoolboy notions. Now was not the time.

      “Right, exactly as we were then.”

      Elizabeth put her hand back on his shoulder. “You were sitting, and I was looking over your shoulder. What did you do next?”

      Simon pretended not to notice she was touching him, that the simple gesture made his heart beat a little faster. “That’s the problem. I didn’t do anything. The watch simply...started.”

      “You must have done something. Did you close the case?”

      “No. I remember watching the moon phases as it—”

      Elizabeth interrupted him, her voice loud with excitement. “The eclipse! Remember, we had a lunar eclipse and that little black disc slid over the full moon?”

      The enthusiasm ebbed from her voice as well as her body. “You don’t think we need an eclipse to make this thing work, do you?” 

      The moon displayed now was barely half full, and there was no sign of the small disc. He wasn’t surprised she’d come to the same conclusions he had. It was one of the things that had drawn him to her when she first started working for him.

      “It’s not uncommon for astrological phenomena to play a critical role in the supernatural.” The words were spoken by rote. He’d probably said the same thing in his class dozens of times, but he’d never considered what it really meant.

      “So we have to wait for an eclipse?”

      “Possibly.”

      His mind was racing now. Memories of conversations with his grandfather sped across his thoughts. Grandfather had always been obsessed with the phases of the moon. Simon had never paid it much heed. Sebastian Cross had been obsessed with many things.

      Elizabeth started to pace. “I wonder how long we have to wait.”

      “A few days. A few months. A year.”

      She stopped pacing now and looked back at him, stricken. “A year?”

      He wanted to reassure her, but he wasn’t going to give her false hope. What would be the point?

      “We’ll have to research that tomorrow. There is another possibility. The watch could have broken when we landed, and we will never be able to return.”

      “You must be fun at parties,” Elizabeth mumbled. She shook her head and pushed out a deep breath. “For now, I’m going to believe it’s set on auto-return.”

      “Believing it doesn’t make it so,” he said matter-of-factly and went back to studying the watch.

      “Sometimes believing something is all you have,” Elizabeth snapped. “I’m going to get ready for bed.”

      “Miss…Elizabeth,” Simon said, alarmed at her abrupt change in tone. “I didn’t mean….” 

      Ignoring the worst was only an invitation to bring it to bear. He couldn’t let himself simply believe in things. He had to prove them first. It was the only way to avoid disappointment. It was a philosophy he’d lived by and it had never failed him. Until now. Part of him wanted to share her faith, but it meant offering far too much of himself.

      Elizabeth shook her head. “It’s okay. I didn’t mean to bite your head off.” She ran her hand through her hair and heaved a heavy sigh. “You’re right. We have to be prepared for that possibility.”

      She looked suddenly very tired. Dark smudges hung below her eyes. Clearly, the day had taken a greater toll on her than he’d thought. Despite wanting to keep analyzing the watch, he closed it. “All of that can wait until tomorrow though.”

      “Right. Tomorrow,” she said resignedly. “So, what side do you want?”

      “Oh, I...” Simon said, his mouth suddenly dry. “I’ll sleep in the chair.”

      “Don’t be silly.”

      “I think...” he stammered and tugged at the collar of is shirt. “I think the chair is best.”

      She sighed. “For heaven’s sake, we’re both adults.” A sudden, wicked smile brought a delightful, wicked light to her eyes. “I won’t compromise your virtue.”

      Simon was so pleased to see her spirit back that he forgot himself and returned her smile. “Is that a promise?”

      “I believe it is,” she said.

      They held each other’s gaze for a long moment, but the playful exchange melted into something more. Before the tension became too much, Simon looked away.

      “I’m going to get washed up,” Elizabeth said and ducked into the bathroom.

      He heard the door click shut and slumped down into his chair. She had to be part siren. What a wonderful idea. A little sexual repartee before sharing a bed with a woman you can’t have. Bloody brilliant.

      He spent the next few minutes reminding himself of why he’d put the barriers between them in the first place. Loving someone was a risk he couldn’t afford. He’d spent too many years trying to close wounds that wouldn’t heal to open a fresh one now. No, his life was fine the way it was. Distance meant control. And now, more than ever, he needed both. Feeling more himself, he turned calmly when she called out from behind the partially opened door that she was getting in to bed.

      So much for calm. He wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting, but it certainly wasn’t this. She stepped tentatively into the room, self-consciously tugging her T-shirt down. Simon turned quickly away, but it was too late. The image of her wearing only the small shirt and panties was burned into his memory. Not to mention the fact he could see her reflection quite clearly in the window.

      She slid under the covers and pulled them up to her chin. “S’okay. You can turn around now.”

      Simon stood awkwardly on the far side of the room. This was impossible. He looked nervously around the room and noticed the light switch near the door. “Do you mind if I shut the light now?”

      “Sure.”

      Simon turned off the light, but instead of feeling relieved, he felt strangely more on edge. The darkness only heightened the sense of intimacy. The rustle of the covers as Elizabeth moved in the bed brought images to his mind the darkness couldn’t hide. He walked back over to the table and began to undress.

      His fingers fumbled at the buttons of his shirt. He hadn’t been this nervous undressing since Eton. But he’d been a boy then, losing his virginity in the blink of an eye with a girl he couldn’t even remember. Now he was a man. A man who had to spend the night lying chastely next to a woman he desired more than any he’d ever met.

      He really had to curtail that train of thought before he embarrassed them both. Latin. Consummate—conjugate verbs. Abstenero, absteneras, abstenerat…

      Finally, when he’d finished undressing, he slipped under the covers and tried not to feel the heat of her body next to his.

      A soft moan escaped her lips in the darkness. He lifted himself up on his elbow. “Are you all right?”

      “Fine,” she said and swallowed. “It’s all just a little overwhelming.”

      “We’ll be fine,” he said in a voice that felt far too deep. He cleared his throat. 

      “You don’t snore, do you?”

      He could see the vague outline of her face as she moved onto her side. The soft curves of her smile shone through the darkness.

      “I don’t think so,” he said. “But I’m sure you’ll tell me.”

      She laughed and let her head rest on the pillow. “Goodnight, Simon.”

      “Goodnight, Elizabeth.”

      She rolled away from him, and he let out a deep breath, closing his eyes.

      Sleep was a long time in coming. As the night dragged on, he found himself watching her. It was soothing and comforting in ways he didn’t dare explore. He listened to her slow breaths and watched over her until sleep finally claimed him.
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      “I’m tellin’ ya that ump was blind. Fletch oughta get him some cheaters. The Babe was robbed. That was a two bagger,” a man growled loudly and thumped his hand on the counter.

      “Don’t see what you’re gripin’ about. Yanks won, didn’t they?” his companion said.

      “It’s the principle of the thing. Ain’t right.”

      Simon glared at them, but their argument continued. It seemed everyone in the diner felt the compulsion to converse loudly enough to wake the dead. He turned back to Elizabeth, who’d been listening to the conversation with glee.

      “Can you imagine getting to see Babe Ruth play?” she said. “If we have time, we are so going to a game.”

      “This isn’t a vacation, Miss West,” he said, picking up his menu.

      “It isn’t a prison sentence either. Think of the opportunity we have. We get to see what it was really like. Not some revisionist history from a book, but the real deal. And I’ve always wanted to go to Yankee Stadium,” she added with a grin.

      “Miss West—”

      “I’m kidding. Mostly. And it’s Elizabeth, remember?” she said, wiggling her ring finger.

      He hadn’t forgotten. He hadn’t forgotten last night when she’d rolled against him in her sleep. He hadn’t forgotten this morning when he’d awakened to find his hand resting casually on her hip. He had not forgotten.

      After this morning especially, he felt more compelled than ever to keep his distance. It wasn’t bad enough that he’d dreamt of her and that the dream had coalesced, in a frighteningly smooth way, into reality. But if he was going to wake up every morning with a raging morning erection, this was going to be impossible.

      “First thing we should do is visit the local library,” he said. “We need to know the exact time of the next eclipse.”

      “Wouldn’t want to be caught with our pants down.”

      Simon cleared his throat. “No,” he said and quickly went back to his menu. The prices were absurdly inexpensive. Steak and eggs for a quarter. Coffee and a donut for a dime. Blue plate special only fifteen cents. Remarkable really, or would have been if he had more than twenty dollars to his name.

      He heard someone snapping gum and looked up to see their waitress impatiently tapping her stubby pencil on a pad. “What’ll it be?”

      “You don’t have Wheatina.”

      Snap. Pop. Snap. “Nope.”

      He stared down at the menu looking for something that didn’t sound positively dreadful.

      “We’ll have two specials,” Elizabeth said. “And two coffees.” She glanced over at Simon. “Unless you want tea?”

      Simon was about to say something about being able to order for himself, but the idea of some tea in his future blocked out everything else. “Do you have Chinese Gun Powder?”

      “This look like an armory to you, buddy?”

      Elizabeth handed her menu to the waitress. “Two coffees will be fine.”

      Simon pursed his lips and gave up. He watched her walk away and looked around the diner. Steam billowed from behind the cook’s counter. A corpulent man with a sour face and a grease-stained T-shirt tossed ridiculously large slabs of meat on the grill behind the long curved counter. There wasn’t even an empty stool, so Simon was pleased they’d managed to get a booth. At least here they had a modicum of privacy.

      “We won’t be having tea at the Ritz any time soon,” Elizabeth said. “Better get used to it.”

      Simon wiped the tabletop in front of him with his napkin and set it aside. “That much is clear.”

      “So, how’d you sleep?”

      “Well enough, thank you,” he said uncomfortably. But she smiled back innocently, and he felt his tensions ease a little. “Did I snore?”

      Elizabeth grinned. “Nope.”

      “You did,” he said.

      She sat up a little taller. “I do not snore.”

      “Like a locomotive,” he teased, thoroughly enjoying her look of embarrassment.

      “That’s not a very nice thing to say.”

      “The truth is often ugly,” he said, trying not to smile.

      She blushed. Beautifully. “Did I really snore?”

      “It was more of a gurgling sound really.”

      “Oh, really? Well, better a gurgler than a bed-hog.”

      “I beg your pardon.”

      “You practically pushed me off the side.”

      “I did? I’m sorry. I...” Who knows what he’d done in his sleep. If it was anything like what he dreamt of...

      Elizabeth grinned. “I was joking. Mostly. You did bogart the middle a little, but it is a small bed and well, by size rights you should have two thirds anyway. It’s only fair.”

      Simon was about to argue the point when the waitress arrived with the coffee.

      Elizabeth took a sip and let out a contented sigh. “Oh, I needed that. So, after the library, what’s next on the hit parade?”

      Simon tried the coffee. It was too strong and too bitter, but he forced it down. “That depends on how long we have to stay here. I had considered trying to contact my grandfather.”

      She seemed surprised at that.

      “He was living in London at this time, I believe. Although, aside from the difficulty of tracking him down, I’m not sure we should. I doubt he knows anything about the watch at this point in time. We have no idea when it came into his possession, and if I were to tell him something about the future, the consequences could be disastrous.”

      He took another sip of coffee. It didn’t taste any better than the first. And his beard was beginning to itch. “We have to do everything we can to ensure the integrity of the timeline.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that. Your grandfather seemed to get pretty involved in the times he visited. Brunch with the death eaters and all.”

      “No doubt he embellished his adventures for my benefit.” Although at this point, the line between fact and fiction seemed blurred beyond recognition.

      “Could be. But then again, maybe not,” she said, her brow furrowing in thought. “The Heisenberg Principle says that we change what we study by the very act of studying it. Maybe he was telling the truth.”

      “Perhaps.” Regardless, he thought, the less they were involved in the unknown here the easier it would be to keep an eye on her. There were far too many factors as it was, in a city and a time he was unfamiliar with. Adding in more could only spell disaster. She was far too open and accepting, but she wasn’t a fool. She had a good head on her shoulders, and he decided to appeal to her logic. “But, you must admit, the less we interfere here the better.”

      Elizabeth nodded grudgingly, but fixed him with a raised eyebrow.

      “We’re going to have to do a little interfering though,” she reasoned. “If the eclipse is more than a day or two away, and judging from our luck, my money’s on months, we’re going to have to find a way to earn money. Even at these prices twenty dollars won’t last much more than a week. We’re going to have to get jobs.”

      She was right, of course. How did she manage such calm, even enthusiasm in the face of this gaping maw of uncertainty? Didn’t the prospect of spending months, perhaps a lifetime here unsettle her in the least? Simon sighed and forced his mind back to the issue at hand. Money had to be a priority. It was a rather daunting prospect. He had never wanted for money in his life and he sincerely doubted there was a great call here for professors of the occult. “I don’t think it’s quite that simple.”

      “Two specials,” the waitress said, putting down plates laden with eggs, hash browns, bacon and toast. “Anything else?”

      “Know where we might find some jobs?” Elizabeth asked. “We’re new in town and really don’t have any idea where to start.”

      The waitress raked her eyes over Simon and arched a thinly plucked eyebrow, before turning back to Elizabeth. “There’s a chalk board over on Fourth and Broadway. Lists all sorts of jobs, but I don’t think they’re exactly your type.”

      Elizabeth gave a good natured shrug. “You never know. Thanks.”

      The waitress snapped her gum and ripped their bill off her pad. “Good luck, honey.”

      Elizabeth turned to him and smiled triumphantly. “That wasn’t so hard. Library, job boards. Looks like it’s going to be a busy day.”

      She dug into her food with relish. “Better eat yours before it gets cold.”

      Simon poked a fork into his runny eggs. Busy indeed.

      

      

      Elizabeth had never ridden a subway before. The cars bumped along, jigging from side to side, as they clattered through the dark tunnels. She felt like a native, bouncing in her seat like the rest of the passengers. If they only knew.

      The train’s brakes squealed as it ground to a halt at the 42nd Street station. She and Simon fell in with the press of people hurrying out the doors and up the steps. She could see the library looming down the block.

      It was enormous and comforting. Inside, it looked like every other public library in a big city. Same vaulting architecture and marble floors. It felt like a little bit of home.

      They found a book on eclipses easily and settled into one of the long tables in the main reference hall. Elizabeth watched Simon skim through the pages until he hit the one they’d been searching for. His face was unreadable as he closed the book.

      “Well?” Elizabeth prompted. “You going to tell me or what?”

      “It could have been worse.”

      It was an annoying habit of his, withholding information just for the privilege of watching someone squirm in anticipation. “And?”

      “The next lunar eclipse will occur September 3rd of this year.”

      She did some quick math. “Six weeks?”

      “So it would seem,” he said.

      September third. That was a month and a half before the stock market crash. She hated to admit it, but Simon was right—they should limit their involvement in the culture. She’d read enough science fiction to know that, but it was so tempting. To be able to avert one of the darkest periods in American history. Not that she really could. What was she going to do? Walk the streets wearing a sandwich board that said, “Sell your stocks! Black Tuesday approaches!” They’d lock her up and throw away the key. Still, it was an enticing idea. However, there were definitely more pressing matters to think about. Six weeks was a long time. And even then, there was no guarantee the watch would work. They might be trapped here forever.

      “Are you all right, Miss West?”

      “It’s Elizabeth, remember? And I’m just thinking.”

      “Indeed,” he said with a sigh. “Since we seem to be stuck here for an extended period, I suppose we should look into employment.”

      The way he said employment nearly made her laugh, as if he were being asked to live in a basket of snakes. Her own fears about what may or may not come fell away. Why was it facing adversity was easier when someone else needed you? “It’s not that bad.”

      Simon looked surprised. “You almost sound as though you’re pleased with this turn of events.”

      She shrugged. “Like you said, it could have been worse. Now that we know, it’s not so bad really. It’s kind of an adventure.”

      He frowned, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Your definition of adventure is profoundly warped.”

      

      

       

      After they’d finished at the library, they started back to lower Manhattan. Fifth Avenue was a far cry from their neighborhood, at least the little she’d seen. Huge buildings stretched toward the sky, except for one huge hole in the ground. A large, elaborate sign stood at the rim—"Future Site of the Empire State Building - Starrett Bros. & Eken.” The Empire State Building, something that seemed so old in her mind, hadn’t even been built yet.

      Everything about the city seemed about to happen. As if every person, every thing were on the verge of something better. She always thought New York would feel oppressive, impersonal, but it was just the opposite. Energizing and inspiring, where the only limit was your own imagination.

      Reality, however, came back with a swift vengeance when they reached the job boards on Broadway. Most of the offerings had already been erased, leaving only dishwashing for fifty cents a day. So much for getting a job easily.

      But, as she always told herself back home, if you can’t make money, spend money. Simon had balked at first, until she pointed out that he could simply never shave again. Off they went to F. W. Woolworth Co. 5 and 10 Cent Store.

      The Woolworth’s back home had been nothing like this. Complete with a soda fountain, which Simon wouldn’t let her try, the store had everything a person could want. Clothes, canned goods, jewelry, personal items, the list went on.

      For someone who’d never lived on a fixed budget, Simon was absolutely miserly. She managed to finagle a few items anyway. Toiletries were a must. The sales woman suggested a new product—Charmin bath tissue. What in God’s name did they use before? The soap smelled more like lye than lilacs, but at least it was something. They bought all the necessities: toothpaste, hairbrushes and a safety razor that looked anything but. They purchased towels and undergarments—Simon had delicately disappeared for that one—and one pair of pajamas. Simon hadn’t thought her suggestion that he be tops and she be bottoms was all that funny. But with less than ten dollars left, they couldn’t afford a second pair.

      

      

       

      It was early afternoon when they dropped off their packages at the apartment and hit the pavement again. For such a big city, there were precious few jobs to be had. It certainly didn’t help not having the faintest idea where to look either.

      They wandered aimlessly for a few hours before Simon suggested they work on a grid. Walking the business districts block by block, east to west. By late afternoon, they’d traveled from Columbia Street on the East to Bowery on the West. Still no jobs, not even a nibble.

      As the day wore on, Simon grew more and more quiet. She knew he held himself responsible for them being there. She also knew that no amount of talking would make him feel otherwise. Screwing on her best smile, she suggested they get an early dinner.

      They walked a few more blocks when the unmistakable smell of garlic cooking in olive oil caught her attention. She sniffed the air like a bloodhound on the scent and led them further down Delancy. Even before she saw the street sign, she knew where she was—Mulberry Street, the heart of Little Italy.

      “Wow,” she said. “Just like in The Godfather.”

      Simon was unimpressed. “Quaint.”

      “Oh, come on, look at it,” she said, tugging on his sleeve and pulling him into the fray.

      The street was small, barely wide enough for two cars, and bursting with life. Sidewalk cafes crowded with men playing cards and dominoes. Groceries with large wooden boxes displayed fresh fruits and vegetables on the sidewalk. Push carts selling every food imaginable clogged the streets. A few cars trying to weave through the mass crawled along more slowly than the people on foot. Green and white awnings jutted from the brick facades. Lace curtains covered the lower half of etched glass windows. And the smells. Garlic and oregano. Basil and simmering olive oil.

      Three men in black pants with crisp white shirts leaned against a light pole smoking cigarettes. “Ah, bambina. Molto bella. Venga averci una bevanda con.”

      Elizabeth giggled. “Hello.”

      Simon grunted and moved between the men and her, taking her arm and hurrying her past.

      “Isn’t this great?” she asked.

      Simon let go of her arm. “Charming.”

      He could be a spoilsport all he wanted to.

      “I’ve always wanted to come here,” she said after enduring nearly a minute of his funk. Simon hardly seemed interested, but she ignored him. “Fun Tony always told the best stories about growing up on Mulberry Street.”

      Simon raised one privileged, boarding school-bred eyebrow. “Fun Tony?”

      “A friend of my father’s. Tony Funnico. I wonder if he’s alive yet?”

      She looked at the young boys running down the street in their caps and knickers, and wondered if he might be one of them.

      “He’d be very upset with me if I didn’t have a cannoli.”

      Simon snorted and pushed his hand into his pocket, pulling out the few dollars they had left. “I’m afraid luxuries like that might have to wait.”

      Reluctantly, she agreed. They had a quick dinner, eaten standing on the sidewalk, of sausages and onions wrapped in flat bread. Later, when they had money, she’d come back for her cannoli and eat one of every kind.

      After dinner, on their way home, they zigged when they should have zagged and found themselves well off the beaten path. The street was deserted and eerily quiet. Elizabeth hummed a Cole Porter tune she’d heard playing in a music store. It was a nervous habit she’d picked up from her father. She glanced over at Simon and could tell from the way his back was ramrod straight and his eyes were narrowed that he was tense.

      “We’ll find work soon,” she said. “I can feel it my bones.”

      “Your bones are very optimistic.”

      “Better happy bones than sulky bones.”

      “I prefer to think of them as realistic.”

      “All right, if it—” she started, and then stopped walking. In the distance, she heard something, and grabbed Simon’s arm. “Do you hear that?”

      He frowned and they both froze in place and listened.

      The soft scrape of shoes being dragged along uneven pavement, a cry of pain muffled by pride, a sharp crack of something hard against something broken—the unmistakable sounds of a struggle. She’d heard them from behind closed doors before and knew the images that filled the keyhole. The sounds filtered down the street, seeming to come from an alley barely twenty feet ahead.

      Elizabeth started toward the sound. She heard more thumps and sobs of pain as she neared the darkened alley. She rounded the corner and stopped dead in her tracks.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 7

        

      

    
    
      Elizabeth’s breath caught in her throat. A man was on his knees holding a shaking, bloodied hand out before him. He was flanked by two large men. One casually toyed with a small blackjack, while the other leaned against the high fender of a large, expensive car. There must have been someone inside the car, because the leaning man stepped forward and lit a match, extending it inside the back seat window. Elizabeth saw a black, gloved hand steady the flame. The suffering man continued to moan, and Elizabeth was about to call out when she was yanked back around the corner.

      Simon’s eyes blazed down at her in the moonlight. She tried to struggle out of his grip, but he only held her more tightly. He pulled her away until they were pressed up against the brick of the corner building.

      “Let go,” she said.

      “Quiet,” Simon hissed. Once he seemed sure she wasn’t going to do anything rash, he peered around the corner. After only a few seconds, he pulled his head back.

      “He needs our help,” she whispered.

      Simon gripped her arm again and pulled her back the way they’d come.

      “What are you doing?” she said as she tried to slip out of his iron grip.

      “Getting the hell out of here.” Once they were more than a block away, Simon let go of her arm and stared down at her angrily. “What in God’s name do you think you were doing?”

      “That man was being beaten,” she said. “We should have done something.”

      He looked positively flabbergasted. “Of all the idiotic—They had guns. What do you propose we should have done? Getting yourself killed wouldn’t have been much help now, would it?”

      Elizabeth quietly seethed. “I still think we could have done something.”

      Simon took her arm again and his eyes bore into her. “You must promise me you will never do that again.”

      “I didn’t do anything,” she said bitterly. She hated being a helpless bystander. One thing she’d learned in her life was that you took help when it was offered and gave it when it was needed.

      “Miss West...Elizabeth, please?”

      She was about to argue when she saw the look in his eyes. He was frightened. Not for himself, but for her. Some of the righteous went out of her indignation.

      “I’m sorry. I...I just wanted to help.”

      “And we will. We’ll find a policeman and report it. It’s the best we can do.”

      Elizabeth didn’t say it wouldn’t be enough; Simon knew that as well as she did. They made their way back toward Mulberry Street, and told the first policeman they found what they’d seen.

      If his ruddy complexion and red hair weren’t enough, his accent pegged him as one of the many Irish immigrants who found their niche in the NYPD. She’d always thought it was a bad movie cliché, and yet, here he was.

      Officer O’Malley diligently scrawled the details in his small notebook, but his face paled when Elizabeth told him about the car.

      “A black and tan, ya say?”

      “Yeah, maybe a limousine. There were three rows of windows and a man sitting in the back. He was wearing black gloves. That’s all I could see.”

      The policeman’s face was a blank slate as he nodded and tucked his notebook back into his breast pocket. He absently brushed his cuff over his badge to polish it. He didn’t seem in a hurry to do a damned thing.

      “Aren’t you going to do something?” she asked, unable to keep the impatience out of her voice.

      “Don’t you worry yourself, Miss. You folks go on home now.”

      “But—”

      Simon intervened. “Thank you officer. Good night,” he said and led her down the street.

      Elizabeth glared up at him. “What was that all about?”

      “Isn’t it obvious? The policeman recognized the description of the man in the car and judging from his reaction, it’s someone even the police won’t become involved with. We should follow his lead and stay out of it.”

      She nearly tripped them both up as she screeched to a halt. “But that’s crazy.”

      “The twenty-first century doesn’t have a monopoly on corruption,” he said. “Remember where we are. When we are. Prohibition, gangsters. This isn’t a romantic period; it’s a dangerous one.”

      She started to argue, but stopped. He was right. It was frustrating as hell, but he was right. Suddenly, she felt very tired.

      “It’s been a long day,” he said, his expression softening. “Let’s go back to the flat.”

      She nodded and they started back to the apartment.

      

      

       

      Their room was stifling even at nearly midnight. Clouds hung over the city keeping the air thick and still. Without a breeze, their little apartment housed the heat like an unwanted house guest who comes to visit and simply refused to leave.

      Simon took his place in the chair by the window while Elizabeth brushed her teeth and had a bath. He was happy for the respite. Not that she was bad company. Far from it, she was managing their predicament better than he was. He’d never considered having to provide for someone, and it seemed his first foray was a titanic failure. Where she’d met the day with unflagging enthusiasm, insisting the answer lay just around the next corner, he’d been dour and judgmental.

      The people were coarse and uneducated. The streets were crowded and dirty. The only thing that lay around the next corner was another problem. He shifted in his chair and tried to relax. He hadn’t slept well the night before, but at least the nightmares hadn’t come. Perhaps the danger to Elizabeth existed in the future and not here in the past. As tempting as that notion was, he refused to accept it. Their little night adventure was proof enough of that. He felt certain she was threatened. Not knowing how or when was the rub.

      They agreed to try their best to put the incident out of their minds. Their best wasn’t good enough, not for Simon. What took place in the alley was a reminder of what he’d feared since they first set foot here. He’d been a fool to let his guard down, even for a moment. And her reaction. Good Lord. She’d practically run headfirst into the mess. Where angels fear to tread indeed.

      Even though the day had been exhausting, he found he couldn’t quite sit still. He stood and looked out the window at the dark street below. The lamps glowed, but left only faded pools of light on the pavement. The fire escape was less than comforting. It was spindly thin and looked ready to give way under the slightest weight.

      “Oh, that felt good,” Elizabeth said as she emerged from the bath.

      She was wearing the pajama top. The shirt was long enough to fall mid-thigh. With the sleeves rolled up, she looked like she was wearing one of his oxford shirts. An image lifted from his dreams. Thick, damp tendrils of hair clung to her cheeks and curled about her shoulders. Her skin, pink from the day’s sun, still glistened with droplets of water.

      The situation was difficult enough without her walking around the apartment looking like sex personified. She clearly had no idea of the effect she had on him. Her unassuming sensuality only drove him that much closer to madness.

      “A nice cool soak. Can’t recommend it enough,” she said.

      Or an ice cold one, he thought grimly.

      “Good idea,” Simon said and hurried into the bath. He closed the door and let out a long breath. The room smelled of the shampoo she’d used. He knew that scent would drift over to him in the night and carry him off to dream of things that shouldn’t be. He twisted the taps and concentrated on the rush of cold water. At least that would solve his body’s reaction, if there were only something for his heart.

      He really had to stop thinking like this. He wasn’t the sort of man to ogle a woman. He’d never been one to daydream. Now, his mind was in a constant state of drift; thoughts of Elizabeth always under the surface.

      Bath finished, he pulled on the pajama bottoms and a T-shirt, took a deep breath, and stepped back into the bedroom. It was empty. “Elizabeth?”

      His heart began to race as he searched the room. “Elizabeth!”

      “Out here,” she said and poked her head in through the window.

      Simon closed his eyes for a brief moment and collected himself. “What in God’s name are you doing out there?”

      “It’s much cooler. Come on out, there’s room.”

      “Come back inside,” he said.

      “You don’t know what you’re missing.”

      “It’s not safe. Elizabeth...”

      “Don’t tell me you’re afraid of heights.”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “I am actually,” she said, leaning one elbow on the windowsill. “Afraid of heights. Not really in the ‘oh, I’m gonna fall’ kind of way. More in the ‘oh, I sort of want to jump’ kind of way. Nutty, huh?”

      “Yes, now come inside.”

      “All right, don’t get your knickers in a twist,” she said, putting a leg inside. Simon held her forearm and tried not to look at the smooth skin of her thigh as she clambered back into the room.

      “I’m in. Happy?”

      “Thank you,” he said. They stood awkwardly for a moment. Simon realized he was still holding onto her and quickly let go. Needing something, anything to purge himself of the image of her very shapely leg, he gave the fire escape a cursory inspection. “Rusted, shoddy construction. I should speak to the management about it.”

      He stayed looking out the window for a long moment, before summoning the courage to turn and face her again. The pause did him little good. She looked as charming as ever.

      “Perhaps we should go to sleep,” he suggested. “It has been a trying day.”

      “Not really tired anymore. Bath gave me a second wind.”

      “Did it?” he said, hoping he didn’t sound as anxious as he felt. He looked around the room, desperate for a distraction.

      “How about a game of cards?” she asked.

      “Since you insisted on wasting our money on them,” he said raising an eyebrow at her, and then realizing he sounded far more irritated than he was, added, “I suppose we should put them to use.” He gestured toward the table.

      She walked over to the bureau and picked up the pack. “A deck of cards is one of life’s necessities.”

      He wasn’t sure about that, but at least they were a safe diversion.

      She sat down opposite him and opened the deck. “So, blackjack or strip poker?”

      Simon nearly choked as libidinous images flashed through his mind. With the little she had on, it would only take a hand or two. He massaged his temple, trying to rub the thoughts away.

      Elizabeth laughed. “I’m only joking. You do know how to play cards, don’t you?”

      “Of course. I went to boarding school.”

      “Of course,” she said with a smile. Settling the cards in her hand, she shuffled them once, then again with a bit more flair. A waterfall shuffle and a skilled fan were followed by a few more difficult flourishes. He arched a questioning brow, surprised and impressed.

      She shrugged and performed another impressive flourish. “Daddy taught me well.”

      She cut the cards one-handed, but the top stack slipped. Her forehead wrinkled in a thoroughly endearing scowl. “Damn hands,” she muttered.

      She held them out, palms up and frowned at them. “Too small.”

      Simon had always secretly admired her hands. They were small, even for a woman her size, but he thought they suited her well. They were delicate, almost fragile, but there was strength there too. In his weaker moments, he’d wondered what it would be like to hold them.

      “Daddy said I could have been one hell of a gambler if it weren’t for them,” she said with a wistful smile. “But there’s one thing a card player never has. A small hand.”

      “Your father was a gambler?” Simon asked. She’d never offered much about her family.

      “With a friend named Fun Tony, you have to ask?” she teased, and then she sighed. “He was. Just not a very good one.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She smiled again, but there was sadness behind her eyes.

      “Don’t be,” she said. “He was good at the important things.” She set the deck down on the table. “How about a little gin rummy?”

      Simon wanted to know more, but was willing to let her tell him in her own time. “Gin it is.”

      She dealt the cards with a quick, smooth hand.

      “Ya know, I’ve been thinking,” she said.

      Simon hmm’d as he picked up his cards and arranged them.

      “Why here? Why now?” she continued.

      Simon looked at her questioningly.

      “I mean, why was the watch set to go here? Now? Do you think your grandfather was planning to come here himself?”

      Simon put his cards down on the table and toyed with the edges, lifting them slightly, only to let them fall again. “Perhaps. It’s also possible he’s already come and gone.”

      Elizabeth nodded, but frowned. “But why here and now? The other trips he took sounded like they had special attractions—death eaters, anthropomorphs. Occulty stuff.”

      Simon’s brow knit together and he leaned back in his chair. “Yes. I had wondered about that.”

      “Do you think there’s something here he was going to study? Like zombies at the Palladium or yeti cab drivers?”

      Simon rolled his eyes at her absurd suggestions, but the idea behind them was far from absurd. Granted, he’d spent his life looking for evidence of proof of the occult—that golems or vampires or the fae really existed—and had come up with not one shred of credible evidence. But that had been before he’d been thrown back in time by a pocket watch. If the legends his grandfather had told him were true, there was no telling what might exist here, or anywhere, for that matter.

      “I doubt we’ll ever know,” he said. “Even if there is something…otherworldly here, New York is a big city and the odds of us stumbling across it…”

      Elizabeth leaned forward, her smile growing. “But it’s possible.”

      “Anything, I suppose, is possible,” he conceded.

      Her grin grew impossibly wider, seeming to take his statement as firm agreement with her wishful thinking. “I never thought I’d hear you say that, Professor.”

      He cleared his throat and picked up his cards. “Possible does not mean probable.”

      She leaned back, but her smile didn’t falter. “But you never know.”

      Simon gestured toward the cards and they began their game. A comfortable ease in companionship and gentle sparring made the hours slip by without notice, until, in the end, Elizabeth and fatigue finally won out.

      They removed their rings and set them on the nightstands. Smitty had warned them that the fake gold would turn their fingers green if they didn’t. The tension from earlier in the night returned, as they slid under the covers, each too aware of the other.

      Once Elizabeth was asleep, Simon rolled onto his side and saw the moonlight reflect off the fake gold of his wedding band. It was eerily familiar somehow. A ring caught in the moonlight. He closed his eyes and tried to place the memory, but each time he almost grasped it, it slipped away. The uneasy feeling lingered and carried him to a night of fitful sleep and taunting dreams.

      

      

      The next few days were spent much as the first, in a vain search for employment. Block after block they walked, hoping to see a help wanted sign in a window. They asked for leads at various stores, but very little was forthcoming. One job was going to be hard enough to find, but two was looking downright impossible. The late afternoon sun started to fall behind the taller buildings and sent long shadows stretching down the street.

      A man at the haberdashery had suggested they try closer to the Bowery, so they decided to take a short cut over to Canal Street and try their luck there. A group of children huddled in the middle of the street arguing. Barely visible among them was a small priest. His face was shiny with sweat, and he mopped his brow as he tried to settle the boys down.

      “Now, Jimmy,” he said with a delightful Irish lilt. “If your toe’s not touchin’ the base there’s not much chance you’re safe, now is there?”

      A pimple-faced boy scuffed his shoes on the pavement and pointed toward a dirty shirt on the ground. “But he yanked the bag away!”

      “Who’s the umpire here?”

      “You are,” the boys chorused in what was obviously a trained response.

      “That’s right, I am. And what I say goes. And I say you should get back to playin’ ball before this old priest melts in the sun.”

      The boys reluctantly agreed and went back to their positions in the street.

      “And you were out by a mile, Jimmy,” the priest added with a wink.

      Elizabeth and Simon stood on the sidewalk with the priest as the stickball game resumed. It was nice to watch something so normal, so human, regardless of the time. She caught the priest’s eye and he bowed his head in greeting. He looked like he’d fallen off a charm bracelet. No more than five foot two and with hair that swooped back from his forehead in gray waves, he was Barry Fitzgerald incarnate.

      “They’re a lively bunch, but they keep me young. Name’s Father Cavanaugh,” he said extending his hand for a shake. “I don’t think I’ve seen you two around before. New in town?”

      Elizabeth grinned. “Does it show?”

      His bright, pale blue eyes crinkled at the edges. “A little.”

      “My name’s Elizabeth and this is Simon, my husband,” she added quickly.

      “Father,” Simon said and took the priest’s hand.

      “I don’t suppose you know of any jobs available in the neighborhood?” Elizabeth asked.

      The father tugged on his ear in thought. “Not off the bat, no. But I’ll be sure to ask around. I’m over at St. Patrick’s,” he said. “If you need a little hand.”

      “Thank you, Father. That’s very kind of you.”

      “You’re very welcome,” he said before his attention was pulled back to the game. “Now, Vincent, none of that! We play a clean game or we don’t play at all.” He walked out into the street and was once again lost in the crowd of children.

      “We still have time for a few more blocks before it gets dark,” Simon said.

      “Right. Once more unto the breach.”

      

      

      Elizabeth wiped a bead of perspiration from her forehead and sighed. “I don’t know about you, but I could use a drink.”

      “A little early for that, isn’t it?”

      “I meant a soda,” she said.

      He looked almost chagrined, but covered it with a frown. “Why don’t you rest for a moment in the shade. I’ll get us something.”

      Elizabeth smiled gratefully and walked over into the shade. She watched Simon disappear down the block into a small grocer’s. Leaning against the brick wall, she closed her eyes. At this rate, they were going to run out of money long before they ran out of time.

      “What am I supposed to do now?” she heard a deep, gruff voice say.

      Elizabeth glanced over and saw a large, brawny man talking to a pretty little red-head. The woman smiled up at the older man. “I’m sorry, Charlie. We didn’t plan it, but...” her voice trailed off as she placed a hand over her stomach.

      Charlie smiled wistfully. He looked like a bear, barrel-chested with a belly to match. “He take good care of ya?”

      “The best. I know I’m leavin’ ya in the lurch, but Tommy’s kinda old-fashioned. Specially now I’m in a family way and all.”

      Charlie shook his head. “Don’t know what I’ll do without ya, Viv. Where am I gonna find another girl like you?”

      Viv grinned and laughed. “We’re everywhere.” She looked around the street. “See there’s one right there,” she said pointing at Elizabeth.

      Elizabeth quickly looked away and pretended she hadn’t been blatantly eavesdropping. Was fate really dropping this in her lap? Maybe things were finally turning around for them.

      Charlie laughed. It was a rich, wonderful sound. “You’re a pip.”

      “I hate to do it to ya, Charlie, but I gotta go. Thanks for everything,” she said sadly and went up on tiptoes to kiss his cheek.

      Charlie cleared his throat and blushed. “Go on. Go home. And take care of yourself, ya hear?”

      “I’ll see ya around, Charlie,” she said, turned and walked down the street.

      Charlie watched her for a moment and shook his head. He turned to go back inside when he took another look at Elizabeth. He gave her the once-over and smiled.

      “Don’t suppose you’re lookin’ for a job, are ya? I got girls havin’ babies and...” He shook his head and waved his big, meaty hand in defeat. He turned and reached for the door.

      “Wait,” Elizabeth said. “I am.”

      “Are what, honey?”

      “Looking for a job.”

      He smiled and looked her over again. He walked toward her and sized her up quickly. “You’re pretty enough. Ever wait tables?”

      She hesitated and decided to lie. “Sure.”

      Charlie saw right through her. “I ain’t got time for nobody green.”

      “I’m a quick learner,” she said. This was their first job offer, and she wasn’t going to let it slip by. “If you give me a chance, you won’t be sorry.”

      Charlie cocked his head to the side. “Turn around.”

      Elizabeth knew she should have felt uneasy, but there was something gentle in his eyes. Some people just feel right, and Charlie was one of them. His face was big and round, with jowls like a hound dog that shook when he laughed. He seemed the sort of man you could lean on, good broad shoulders to cry on and big, brawny arms to hold you up. His shirt was wrinkled and she could see crude patch jobs at the cuffs. A bachelor if ever there was one. She trusted him instinctively and turned around as he asked.

      “What’s a doll like you doin’ hanging around here?”

      “I’m waiting for my...husband.”

      Charlie’s face fell with disappointment and he looked like he regretted what he had to say next and Elizabeth had a feeling she would, too.

      “Married, huh?” Charlie said with a shake of his head. “Well, best of luck to ya.”

      He moved to walk away, but Elizabeth grabbed his arm. “Wait.”

      “Husbands. Don’t go over so good. I got enough problems,” he said and gently lifted her hand from his arm.

      “It is just waiting tables, isn’t it?” she asked.

      “I run a clean joint,” he said obviously affronted. “No funny stuff in my place.” He looked her up and down again. “I don’t know.”

      She wasn’t out of the running yet and hope bloomed, so she tried again.

      “I really need a job. We’re new here, and we’re kind of running out of money. And don’t worry about my husband. He’s very forward thinking.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Please?” She put on her best pout. Charlie frowned, but she could see she’d gotten to him.

      “I always did have a soft spot for dames in trouble. All right,” he groused. “We’ll give ya a try.”

      Elizabeth was so excited she stepped forward and pulled him into a hug. “Thank you!”

      “And your husband. You sure he won’t mind?” Charlie asked.

      “Positive.”

      Charlie looked over her shoulder and his expression darkened. “Cause he looks like he minds.”

      Elizabeth didn’t understand until she stepped back and followed his gaze. Simon stood behind her and looked like a brewing storm.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 8

        

      

    
    
      Simon glared at Charlie with a look that had made the first year students tremble. “Who are you?” 

      “Simon, darling,” Elizabeth said sweetly, as she took his arm. The muscles under her fingers were corded. When Simon wanted to, he positively oozed danger. “I’ve got a job.”

      Simon narrowed his eyes at Charlie. “Doing what exactly?”

      Charlie shrugged and looked at Elizabeth. “I told ya, doll. Husbands.”

      “No, no. He’s just excited. Aren’t you, Simon?”

      Simon set his jaw, his piercing gaze never wavering from Charlie. “You still haven’t answered my question.”

      “Waitress. At Charlie’s place. Isn’t that good news?”

      “You own a restaurant?” Simon asked, skepticism dripping from every syllable.

      Charlie crossed his arms over his big chest proudly. “A club. We serve a lot of tea, if ya get my meaning?”

      Simon’s lip curled in distaste. “A bar.”

      It was Charlie’s turn to be suspicious. “You ain’t a G-man are ya?”

      Elizabeth laughed. The idea of Simon as Elliot Ness, pulling down the brim of his hat and shouldering his gat was...not so funny really, and pretty darn sexy. Regardless, Simon clearly failed to see the humor in the situation. His arm tensed under her hand.

      “Don’t worry. Nothing like that,” she said.

      Charlie eyed Simon apprehensively, then softened. “A limey Fed. That’d be a first.”

      Simon bristled at the word limey and seemed ready to make a scene. Things were going from bad to worse in a hurry. Elizabeth hoped she could keep Simon from ruining their one chance at some money. She needed to move quickly. “When can I start?”

      Simon glowered down at her. “I think we need to discuss this first.”

      Charlie looked from one to the other, the wheels turning in his head. He let out a deep breath. “Tell ya what. You come by tonight at six, and the job’s yours. I don’t see ya, I find somebody else. Jake?”

      “I’ll be there,” she said.

      “Help if I knew your name, doll.”

      “Elizabeth. Elizabeth We—Cross,” she said and held out her hand.

      Charlie chuckled and shook her hand. “You got moxie, kid. I like that.”

      Simon mumbled something under his breath and Charlie released her. “Hope ya got enough,” he said, casting a quick glance at Simon. “Well, I gotta see a man about a dog.”

      He pointed to a heavy metal door. “Knock twice and tell em Charlie said you was okay.”

      “Thank you,” Elizabeth said. He gave her a quick grin and headed off down the street. She hated to see him go. He was the first person who’d actually given them a chance, and Simon had to go and be a big pill.

      She let go of Simon’s arm and stepped back. “What was that all about?”

      “I’d prefer to have this discussion in private.”

      “Fine,” she said and started toward their apartment. If Simon said anything in return, she didn’t hear it. By the time they’d reached their room, they’d both worked themselves into a lather.

      “So talk,” Elizabeth said, slamming the door behind them.

      Simon stalked over to the window. “I don’t approve.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing I’m not asking for it then, isn’t it?”

      Who did he think he was? And what the hell was wrong with him? They’d spent three days looking for jobs and when one fell in their laps he decided to have issues?

      “Elizabeth—”

      “I can’t believe you have a problem with this.”

      He folded his arms smugly over his chest. “Need I remind you that working in a speakeasy is illegal?”

      “Prohibition was idiotic.” She knew he had Puritanical tendencies, but this was too rich. “Let’s make booze illegal so the underworld can thrive. What a good idea.”

      Simon took off his coat and tossed it onto a chair. “The law is still the law.”

      “And I suppose you’ve never broken the law.”

      “I understand that having a gambler for a father might have skewed your—”

      Elizabeth’s mouth fell open in disbelief. “You did not just say that.”

      To his benefit, Simon did look a little less certain of himself for a moment, but he recovered quickly and before she knew it His Highness was back.

      “Miss West,” Simon said, clearly trying to control his temper. “We are not so desperate that we need to resort to something of this sort.”

      “Maybe having two dollars to your name isn’t real to you. But it’s real to me. And if taking a job waiting tables means we can pay the rent then I’m grateful for it.”

      She narrowed her eyes and continued, “If I didn’t know any better I’d say some Paleolithic gene kicked in and you were angry that a woman got a job before you did.”

      Simon clenched his jaw and turned to look out the window. “Don’t be absurd. You’ve known this Charlie person for ten minutes, for God’s sake. Who knows what sort of man he is.”

      She knew exactly what sort of man he was. With some people, you could just tell. And with others, she thought, as she stared at Simon’s back and felt like she was looking at a stranger, you never knew them. Suddenly, the argument seemed more pointless than ever.

      “So…don’t trust anyone? Not even you?”

      Simon turned around, but didn’t offer any argument. His face was hard and unreadable. Any closeness they’d achieved in the last few days evaporated.

      “Maybe you can live that way,” she said. “Keep everyone at arm’s length, but I can’t do it. I can’t afford to do it.”

      “You can’t afford not to,” he said fiercely, covering the distance between them with two quick strides. “Our position is difficult enough. You have no idea what that man’s motives are, what sort of situations you might find yourself in.”

      “Yeah, like getting a paycheck,” she said and then shook her head. “Since we got here, I’ve been leered at, called a whore and generally treated like crap. Charlie’s the first person who’s given me a break and I’m gonna take it.”

      “It’s a mistake.”

      “It’s mine to make.”

      He glared at her, but she wasn’t about to be cowed by him now.

      “I’m going out,” he said.

      “Fine.”

      “Fine.” He slammed the door and stormed down the hall.

      Elizabeth slumped down onto the bed. “That went well.”

      

      

      The street was crowded with people. For most, the workday was ending. Vendors packed up their wares and trundled their carts off for the night. Shopkeepers pulled metal grates closed with a resounding clang. The entire city was in transition. The long work week was giving way to a hard fought weekend.

      The world had certainly changed in the wake of the First World War. At least, Simon had vague memories of his grandfather telling him as much. The twenties began with a pause. Never had there been such loss, such senseless destruction. It left the world stunned and somber. But as with all great times of darkness, once the veil lifted, the sun shone brighter than before. Nothing makes life sweeter than a reminder of its tenuous nature.

      Cars were now a luxury most Americans could afford. The city and the country, once worlds apart, grew closer. Buildings sprouted out of the landscape. Higher and higher they reached, echoing the newfound desires of the people. Bigger was better, and nowhere was it truer than in New York City. Movie palaces, grand ballrooms, and high-rises stood testament to the new age. The Jazz Age.

      Jazz embodied the time. From its primal, blues riffs to the complex melodies of Gershwin, it all cried out to the soul of the New Yorker. You’ve worked hard, now it’s time to play hard. And play they did.

      Not since the rise of the Roman Empire was a society so hell bent on excess. Women painted their faces and bobbed their hair. As buildings went higher, so did women’s hemlines. Men built spectacles of human achievement: the Chrysler building, Holland Tunnel and the beginning of the Empire State building. So quintessentially American.

      Lubricating the party was a never-ending supply of booze: bathtub gin, Havana rum and whiskey with a kick. Women who would never have been seen drinking in public now frequented the dark speakeasies that dotted the landscape. There were more than five thousand to choose from in Manhattan alone. Everything from the upscale Conga Room to the hole in the wall, like Charlie’s Blues in the Night.

      “A speakeasy, of all places,” Simon mumbled to himself. He made his way down the sidewalk shouldering against the tide of humanity. Why was it he always seemed to be going against the traffic?

      What in God’s name could she be thinking? Hadn’t she gleaned anything from that scene in the alley?

      “Damn woman.”

      She was clearly without a grain of sense in her head.

      The wailing of car horns and early evening chatter were no more than an annoying buzz in his ear. His thoughts were filled completely with Elizabeth West and her damnable talent for making him feel completely undone. His temper had always been quick to light, but he’d been its master. Bloody hell.

      Why was she so damn obstinate? He was merely looking out for her welfare, which she seemed more than content to completely ignore. Rushing off down that alley the other night had been idiotic. She must have been dropped on her head as a child.

      And then to accuse him of trying to keep her from working because of some male pride on his part. The idea was laughable. Absurd. It was mere happenstance she’d found employment first. It wasn’t a reflection of his lack of skill. It didn’t mean that he was incapable of providing for her.

      “Bugger.”

      He wasn’t entirely without skills. Surely he could secure some employment and they could afford to find her more suitable work. His search would have to wait until tomorrow; the sun had all but disappeared from the horizon.

      He’d never given a moment’s thought to caring for someone else. And now, suddenly it seemed to be the only constant in his world. He’d happily lived his life barely registering the other people in it. How did this damn woman find her way inside him? And for her to see him so clearly, so easily. She must be some emotional savant.

      He’d wanted other women, had been with other women, but not one of them had gotten under his skin the way she had. Even her friendship, if he could call it that, ran deeper than the trysts at Oxford or the stunted relationships he’d bungled in the years after. Intimacy was simply not part of his makeup. It required skills he’d never cultivated and he felt no inclination to do so. Until now. But it was too late for that. He was comfortable with the life he’d built.

      He spent years refining the layers that buffered him from the outside world. His work had always been enough. The search for answers. Facts could be categorized, put in their proper place. Text books were conveniently black and white, but now the world was a swirling mass of murky grays. Feelings he couldn’t grasp, much less control, were getting the better of him day by day.

      And now, the one thing he’d been able to cling to, the one thing that centered him, was gone. If there were no way to get home, he felt for the watch in his pocket, he’d be trapped here without his work. He supposed he could start a research project here, check some texts that were lost to the future. But it would do little good. Elizabeth had become an inexorable part of that too, he realized. There wasn’t a facet of his life she hadn’t slipped inside of, even his past—the one thing that separates each person from the other. His grandfather’s death, his nightmares, were now all inescapably linked with her.

      A fresh wave of guilt and dread washed over him. If ever there was proof that he should have kept her away from him, this was it. If he’d never given in to her curiosity, never allowed her into his life, she’d be safe right now. Instead, she was trapped here with him, and about to walk headfirst into God knows what.

      It was impossible. She was impossible. The way her eyes sparked with fire when she argued with him. The way her cheeks flushed. The way her pulse pounded out her fury. He wanted to strangle her with one hand and caress her with the other.

      Why did the simple act of watching her sleep make him feel more content than he could remember? Why did he care so much what she was thinking? What she was feeling?

      Why did he want her so very much?

      He stopped walking, and the crowd surged past him. He stood like a rock in a stream of humanity. Their current pushed against him, silently urging him to join the human race. Shapeless faces passed him by, dimly lit by the night stars and glow of the street lamps. Each a life, each on their way to something, to someone.

      He let out a long breath, stepped into the current and started home.

      

      

      Father Cavanaugh wiped the sweat from his forehead and hastily shoved the handkerchief under his robes. Those boys would be the death of him. Extra innings for goodness sake!

      He pulled open the heavy wooden doors to the church and took a deep, calming breath. Old St. Patrick’s wasn’t what it once was since the diocese had been moved to the larger cathedral uptown, but he wouldn’t have traded his parish for the world. The air inside the church was cool, even in the midst of summer. The smell of candle wax and incense filtered from the side altar. Breathing in the soothing mixture, he smoothed down his robes and brushed a bit of dirt away.

      It was time.

      He walked over to the confessional booth and pulled back the plush, velvet curtain. This wasn’t the regularly scheduled confessional session. It wasn’t even, in the strictest sense, a confession. Sins were spoken of, not in coarse whispers of repentance, but in cold detachment. A soul dangled, suspended between good and evil. A man nourished by the dark side and seemingly abandoned by the light.

      Father Cavanaugh settled himself on the small bench and pulled the curtain closed. He lit the small candle that served as light in the booth. The wick struggled to come to life.

      “You’re late,” came a voice through the thin mesh window.

      The vague smell of stale cigarette smoke infused in the man’s clothing drifted through the partition.

      “Yes, I’m sorry,” the father said, trying not to be unnerved by the subtle venom that laced every word the man spoke. “As always, your confession is sacred, kept in the strictest confidence, with only God as—”

      “Please save your prattling for someone upon whom it won’t be lost,” the man said. “You should know me well enough by now that I wouldn’t talk to you if I didn’t trust your...discretion.”

      Father Cavanaugh laced his hands in his lap, deciding to plunge headfirst into the matter at hand. “Would you like to talk about what happened the other night?”

      “My business matters are irrelevant to our conversations.”

      “It’s not a line so easily drawn, my son. Such violence. A sin committed—"

      “He got what he deserved,” the man said in a smooth voice. “Make a deal with the devil and you pay the price. Right Father?”

      Father Cavanaugh could hear the sneer in the man’s voice. “Is that how you see yourself? As the devil?”

      A long silence followed, and Father Cavanaugh wondered if he’d overstepped. It was a delicate dance, his relationship with this man, and one he couldn’t afford to ruin. The cost would be both of their souls.

      “You tell me,” came the hushed response.

      “The devil wouldn’t be here with me now,” the father said. “In God’s house.”

      Another protracted silence followed, and the flame on the candle danced. “I’m not here to find God.”

      “But to save your soul. Is there really such a difference? Every soul seeks redemption. In that, you’re no different than anyone else.”

      “Oh, but I am, Father,” he said. “Or have you forgotten? Forgotten what I am?”

      Father Cavanaugh felt the same cold rush of fear he’d felt when he’d first learned of the man’s…unique nature. Despite everything he’d learned in seminary about the existence of demons, he’d scarcely been able to believe what his own eyes had seen as the man had changed from mortal flesh to something unspeakable before him.

      It had seemed impossible that such a creature could truly exist, and yet, here he sat with one. Something from legend—inhuman, and yet, not. This man might have been controlled by a demon, but his soul lingered. Somehow, it had survived and it yearned for salvation, and Father Cavanaugh would not abandon any plea in the dark, no matter the source.

      “You have a soul, my son,” the father said. “You must be patient. God will show you the path, but you must have the strength to take it.”

      “You make it sound so simple.”

      The father heard the pain, and the longing hidden in the words.

      “No, it’s never that. But you must have faith, my son. God will show a sign, you need only have the wisdom to recognize it.”

      “A sign,” he said, testing to see how the word felt across his lips. “I hope you’re right.”

      The father heard the whisk of the curtain being pulled back, and the man was gone. The small candle that lit the tiny room flickered in the residual breeze and was nearly snuffed out. Such a fragile thing, so easily extinguished. But even a small flame can light the darkness.

      Father Cavanaugh closed his eyes and prayed. Prayed for a vampire’s soul.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 9

        

      

    
    
      “Two Yack Yacks and a Panther,” Elizabeth said as she leaned against the far end of the bar and waited for her order to be filled. Only three hours into her shift and her feet were already killing her. She glanced at her reflection in the long mirror hanging behind the bar. Between photographs of Clara Bow and Mary Pickford, her own coal-rimmed eyes looked back. She barely recognized herself. Her hair was in a loose ponytail, lips painted in a bright, red cupid’s bow. Her eyes shone a brighter shade of blue as the thick, black Egyptian-style liner stood out against her pale, powdered skin. The effect was a popular style of the day—an odd mix of Lolita and wicked city woman.

      The green-spangled bandeau headband and its crimson feather made her feel like a reject from some bizarre Hiawatha Christmas pageant. She could live with all that. It was the rest of her outfit that made her feel uncomfortable. Her uniform amounted to no more than a one-piece bathing-suit covered with green sequins and few strategically placed feathers. Every nuance of her figure was on display for all to see. That was the point really—to appeal to men’s vices, all of them. Charlie, bless him, had seen how nervous she was and reassured her. He had a strict “look but don’t touch” policy. If anyone got out of line, Lester was there to give them the bum’s rush.

      Lester, the bouncer, was easily over six foot four and nearly as wide. His square, bald head sat directly on his shoulders, making him look like a Rock ’em Sock ’em Robot. His muscles threatened to burst out from under the strained material of his tuxedo. The upscale outfit was an odd counterpoint to the rest of the club. Not that it was the low end of the spectrum, where décor was a page ripped from a magazine and the only clean glass was one you brought yourself. Charlie’s club was the top rung of society’s bottom ladder. It was just nice enough to lure the uptown crowd looking to go slumming, but not too expensive to scare away the working Joe who wanted to find a good way to burn his hard-earned money.

      Tendrils of cigarette smoke wound their way up into the thick haze covering the room like a cloud. Stools lined the long, wooden bar and small, two-top and four-top tables filled nearly every inch of the modest floor space. A small, upright piano was pushed against the far wall, but no one was playing it. The crowd didn’t seem to notice the lack of music. They were having a good time and didn’t mind showing it.

      The club was dark. Two weak, overhead lights cast a yellow glow that barely made it to the plank floor. Dark stained, wood paneling and deep red brick made the place feel even smaller than it was.

      Elizabeth was more than a little overwhelmed at first. The doors opened at eight o’clock, and people had been streaming in ever since. They barked out orders for Panther and Scat and a hundred drinks she’d never heard of. She’d laughed when Charlie loaded her first tray with tea cups. He explained all drinks were doled out in tea services, a rather thinly veiled attempt at confusing police raids. It made the room look like a mad tea party, or something out of a Fellini film.

      Charlie patiently taught her what each drink was and, thankfully, she was a quick study. A Yack Yack was a glass of bourbon flavored with iodine and burnt sugar. A Panther was whiskey with a touch of fusel oil. When the bartender asked you to pick your poison, he wasn’t kidding. But the danger didn’t seem to bother anyone. They were already living dangerously, breaking the law by being there, so what was another risk? After all, that’s where the fun was.

      Charlie set down the drinks she’d ordered and gave her an encouraging smile.

      Dixie, the club’s other waitress, slid in beside her. “You doin’ okay, honey?”

      She felt as tired as Dixie looked. Dix couldn’t be over thirty but looked ten years older. She wore too much make-up, trying to hide the lines, but it only made her look used up. Peroxide blonde hair one shade too pale for platinum curled in tight waves around her face. She was the type of woman life liked to kick around. Always getting the fuzzy end of the lollipop, she’d said with a hint of southern twang. She’d come to New York from Georgia when she was seventeen. Lookin’ for somethin’ better, she’d said. When Elizabeth asked if she’d found it, Dix had just smiled and cast a quick, rueful glance at Charlie. Not that they were an item or anything. Can’t compete with a ghost.

      “I’m all right,” Elizabeth said with a smile. “Hanging in there.”

      “Servin’ swill with a smile. You’ll do okay, kid.”

      Elizabeth nodded and, armed with her tray and a new round of drinks, went back to work. As tiring as it was, she hadn’t realized how much she missed having something to do. It helped her keep her mind off Simon. The big jerk.

      She served the drinks and put the money in a small clasp box she kept on her tray. “Y’all need anything else?”

      “We’ll let ya know, honey,” the man said with a smirk.

      Elizabeth smiled and turned to take another order. So far the patrons hadn’t been too patronizing. A few propositions and one loud proposal were about it. She wasn’t used to being stared at, but it was oddly intoxicating. She’d spent most of her life trying to downplay her sexuality, but there was nowhere to hide in this outfit. Much to her surprise, a part of her found she liked it—the attention, the subtle power, the confidence.

      “What in God’s name are you wearing?” said an all too familiar voice.

      She turned to head back to the bar and felt herself flush. Men had been watching her all night and one off-handed comment from Simon made her feel self-conscious again. Quickly, she shoved that feeling aside and lifted her chin in what she hoped was cool detachment. “Simon.”

      He continued to look at her with his patented disapproving face.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked with forced disinterest.

      “Another round, doll!” a man from a nearby table shouted.

      “Comin’ right up,” she said and then turned back to Simon. “If you don’t mind, I’ve got work to do.”

      He followed her to the bar. “It took me two hours to find this damnable place. The least you can do is talk to me.”

      Charlie had clearly heard the damnable place remark and frowned. Elizabeth gave him an apologetic smile, before turning back to Simon.

      “So you came here to what? Remind me you don’t approve?”

      “I came to apologize,” he said through gritted teeth.

      She refused to show her surprise, and instead set down her tray and crossed her arms under her chest. “Okay.”

      His eyes darted down to her cleavage, and she quickly uncrossed her arms.

      “Hey, baby. You new around here?” a man on a stool asked with a sloppy wink. Apparently Simon wasn’t the only one to notice her breasts nearly spilling out.

      “I beg your pardon?” Simon said coldly. “I’m trying to talk to my wife.”

      The man snorted and mumbled something under his breath.

      Charlie leaned on the bar. “Problem, Lizzy?”

      “Yes,” Simon said.

      “No,” Elizabeth said quickly. “No problem, Charlie. Is it okay if I take a break? Just for a few?”

      Charlie looked at Simon and frowned, before giving her a quick nod.

      She smiled at Charlie and brusquely led Simon over to a relatively quiet corner of the room where the dirty dishes were stacked.

      “Well?” she said, nearly crossing her arms again, before thinking better of it. She did feel more at home in her own skin, but not quite that comfortable.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “That’s it?”

      He glanced irritably back over to the bar. Charlie was watching them out of the corner of his eye. “While I don’t like the situation, this place isn’t what I’d choose. I...I respect your decision.”

      “Thank you.”

      He nodded curtly and shoved his hands into his pockets. “I reacted badly this afternoon. The stress of our situation. I apologize for taking it out on you. It won’t happen again.”

      She could tell how hard this was for him. Admitting he was wrong came at a high price for Simon. Although, he did deserve it. He’d acted like a prize mule this afternoon and she really had no idea why. She wanted to make him squirm, but she felt oddly touched by the nervous way he pushed his hands into his pockets and looked away, almost shyly.

      “It’s all right,” she said. “I was kind of in your face.”

      “Yes, you were a bit—”

      She put her hand on his arm to interrupt him. “You better stop while you’re ahead.”

      Simon smiled gently. “Right.” He looked down at her small hand resting on his arm.

      She was about to pull away, when she looked over Simon’s shoulder.

      “Charlie’s watching us,” she whispered.

      They were so awkward around each other, so aware of the other physically, it was hard not to notice. Charlie did. If they were going to fly under people’s radar, they had to look and act the part of a couple. She tentatively ran her hand down Simon’s arm. “We need to play our parts remember?”

      He cleared his throat, his eyes on where her hand was touching his arm. “Parts?”

      Elizabeth nodded slowly, gaining confidence from the tremor in Simon’s voice. “We’re married, remember? Newlyweds. Charlie may not look it, but he’s damn savvy when it comes to people. Just play along.”

      She licked her lips and moved a little closer. She realized under this pretense she could play out things she would never allow herself otherwise. This was a chance to touch him, to feel how it would be to be with him. She laid a hand on his chest and could feel his heart beat faster at her touch, see his eyes grow darker. She moved closer, all her reasons forgotten. She let her eyes slide down from his eyes to his lips. They were so sensual. She could almost feel the warmth of his breath on her cheek. She wanted to kiss him. Knew she could, and leaned that much closer.

      Simon’s hands, strong and warm, wrapped around her upper arms. For a moment she thought he might push her away, but his head inclined a fraction, his eyes dipping down to her mouth. The rest of the room blurred around the edges and left only him. Inescapably, she was pulled closer and closer, her lips nearly on his.

      “Doll! How’s about some service?” a man at a nearby table called out.

      Startled, they both jumped back. As quickly as it had been woven, the spell was broken.

      All her courage drained away, Elizabeth stepped back and looked down. “I...I should get back to work.”

      She wanted that moment back, but the brief intimacy had dissolved, replaced with their usual guarded tension.

      “Of course,” Simon said awkwardly. “I’ll be going.” But he didn’t move.

      “Right.”

      “Right.”

      He looked like he was about to say more, but merely nodded and turned for the door. She watched him walk away and let out a quick breath. As almost kisses went, that was a doozy. 

      Simon left the club as more patrons were coming in. A thick, burly man shouldered past him and surveyed the room. With a quick nod to Charlie, he turned and pulled open the door, motioning the all clear. Slowly, conversation waned. When the newcomer stepped inside, it stopped entirely.

      Whoever he was, he certainly knew how to fill a room. He was tall, but it was the ineffable way he commanded attention that made him seem larger than life. He walked down the few steps that led to the floor, surveying the room the way a lord surveys his subjects. He not only accepted their rapt attention, he demanded it. The initial silence gave way to anxious murmurs. The man caught Charlie’s eye, and with a nod, summoned him.

      Elizabeth watched the interplay from across the room. Dix set down a stack of dirty cups and whispered in her ear, “Just play it cool, kid.”

      “Who is that?”

      “You really aren’t from around here, are ya? That’s King Kashian,” Dix said as though that explained everything.

      King’s bodyguard approached a small table near the bar and said something to the young couple seated there. Their faces paled, and they quickly took their cups and fled.

      King moved like a big cat, all sinew and grace, a careless prowl. He and Charlie sat at the vacated table. While King was the definition of calm, Charlie was jittery and nervous. He bobbed his head in answer to some unheard question.

      Elizabeth had never seen Charlie anything but affable and at ease. She’d only known him a day, but still…. “What’s up with Charlie?”

      “I don’t know, but King never comes here himself unless it’s something bad. The payment was on time. Gave it to Vic myself when he came in last week.”

      “Payment?” Elizabeth asked. “You mean protection money? King’s a gangster?”

      “Jeez,” Dix said anxiously, and looked around to see if anyone heard her. “Just take some orders and don’t look him in the eye, okay?” She hurried back to work as far from King as possible.

      Elizabeth stood rooted to her spot. A real live gangster. It was kind of exciting. He wasn’t what she’d expected. He was young, maybe thirty and very handsome with naturally olive-colored skin and hair as black as pitch. A well-tailored suit covered his obviously athletic physique. He was attractive in a dangerous, might makes right, sort of way. There was something cold about him, though. She could feel it even across the room. Maybe it was the way his black gloved fingers moved so sinuously, like snakes. Definitely cold blooded.

      His expression was an odd paradox of disinterest and keen awareness. As if on cue, he looked away from Charlie and caught her staring. His eyes were piercing even from a distance. He seemed to be seeing right through her. She wanted to disappear into the crowd, but couldn’t look away, and his lips curled into a thin smile.

      King said something and Charlie shifted nervously in his seat and shook his head. King turned his gaze onto Charlie, and a moment later Charlie stood and called out, “Lizzy, come here for a sec.”

      Now she’d done it. She took a deep breath and approached the table.

      Charlie looked like he was about to have kittens. “King,” he said, and shot Elizabeth a quick apologetic glance. “This is Mrs. Cross.”

      Elizabeth would have giggled if Charlie hadn’t looked so pale. Mrs. Cross.

      King nodded slightly and leaned back in his chair. His eyes, the color of dark, bitter chocolate, traveled the length of her body. The corners of his mouth turned up in a small smile, and reached into his coat pocket and took out a silver cigarette case.

      Something about him kicked in Elizabeth’s fight or flight instinct, and she felt the overwhelming urge to sprint for the door and not stop running until she hit New Jersey. Somehow, she held her ground.

      His gaze inched up her body in a salacious caress. It was all she could do not to shiver. There was something terribly unnerving about the man. The way he moved, so fluidly. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but it wasn’t just that he was a gangster, and a powerful one, it was something else. Something unnatural. Something wrong.

      She pushed the thought away, chalking it up to nerves, and forced a pleasant smile to her face.

      King tapped the end of his cigarette on the table and then lifted it to his mouth. His bodyguard appeared at his side and flipped open a silver lighter, extending the flame. He leaned forward and steadied the light.

      She felt her stomach drop with sickening realization. She’d seen that before. The night in the alley. The man wearing gloves. King was the man in the car.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 10

        

      

    
    
      Exhaling a billowing cloud of smoke, King leaned back in his chair. Elizabeth wracked her brain for something to say. Nice to meet you. Have anyone offed lately? Finally, she blurted out nervously, “Those things’ll kill ya.”

      King’s lips curled in a Cheshire smile as if enjoying a private joke. “I wouldn’t worry about that.”

      The smile was even more disturbing, and she self-consciously pulled on her fingers. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      Charlie, who’d been standing to the side, shifted nervously, but Elizabeth couldn’t tear her eyes away from King. Instinct told her never to turn her back on this man. The surge of something unmistakably feral that flickered across his eyes told her she was right.

      “Perhaps another time,” he said.

      His voice was mesmerizing—smooth with a touch of melancholy, like a French horn. How very Peter and the Wolf, she thought. She wanted to walk away, to get as far away from this man as possible, but his eyes held her captive. It was more than that though. There was something odd about them that she couldn’t quite place. Like looking into a reflection of a flame, a mirror image of something once removed, something that existed in the periphery, lying in wait.

      She knew he wanted her to submit, to show her deference somehow. Clearly, he was the predator, and she was the prey. As idiotic as it probably was, as dangerous as she knew it to be, she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. Men, modern or not, who expected blind obedience weren’t going to find it in her. She stood her ground with as much calm as she could muster. Turnabout being fair play, she stared back at him, meeting his challenge with one of her own.

      A ghost of a smile crossed his face—surprised and pleased. He took another drag from his cigarette and flicked the ash onto the floor. “You’re an intriguing one, aren’t you?”

      “Not really,” she said. “I’m really more intrigue adjacent.”

      “Somehow I doubt that,” he said, amused, and then turned to Charlie. “I like this one.”

      Charlie cleared his throat and frowned. “She’s a hard worker. Maybe you should get back to it, Lizzy?” He looked to King for permission. “Lotsa thirsty people.”

      King nodded and narrowed his eyes once more at Elizabeth. “Yes, of course. Charles and I have some business to attend to. We’ll talk again soon, I’m sure.”

      There was an implicit promise in the way he spoke. Or was it a threat? She nodded once in his direction and carried her tray over to Dix.

      “You okay, kid?”

      “Yeah. Fine,” Elizabeth said and cast a glance back over to the table. “I think his bark’s worse than his bite.”

      Dix started and dropped her tray. “Damn it,” she muttered.

      Elizabeth knelt down to help her pick up the broken cups and noticed that Dix’s hands were trembling. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah, sure,” Dix said. She was clearly anything but all right. She grasped Elizabeth’s wrist and looked at her with uncharacteristic seriousness.

      “About King…” She shook her head, her forehead furrowed with worry. “Just stay away from him. He’s…bad news, okay?”

      What was she holding back? Elizabeth wondered. It was clear she’d wanted to say more, but was afraid to for some reason. For someone who’d been around the block and back again, Dix was awfully jumpy about King.

      “Don’t worry,” Elizabeth assured her. “I’m not looking for any trouble. Believe me.”

      Dix nodded nervously and moved to dump the broken dishes in the trash. Elizabeth stood and took up her tray again. A pair of men at a nearby table called her over, and she went to take their orders. Grateful to be back at work, she tried to let the tension from her meeting with King fade away. But no matter where she went in the small room, she could feel his eyes on her.

      A few minutes later King’s henchman whispered something in his ear. He stood and said something to Charlie, who nodded vigorously. Finally, King left. The strangling energy that came with him began to lift, and the bar came to life again.

      Charlie hurried back behind the bar, mumbling to himself. “Damn Sully. Goin’ and gettin’ his fingers all busted. Now what am I supposed to do?”

      “Anything I can do?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Not unless you play piano.”

      “Sorry. All thumbs,” she said. Once again, her curiosity got the better of her. “What happened to Sully?”

      Charlie’s ruddy face crumpled as he sighed. “King said he had an accident. Broke his fingers. All of ‘em.”

      Elizabeth’s stomach dropped as she realized what he meant. She remembered the man’s cries from the alley, the way he held his trembling hands.

      “I think I saw King and Sully the other night,” she said, thinking out loud.

      Charlie’s frown deepened. “No, ya didn’t.”

      “Yeah, in an alley. I was—”

      Charlie reached out with his big, meaty hand and clasped her wrist. “You didn’t see nothin’, ya hear me?” he whispered urgently. “You didn’t see nothin’.”

      The knuckles of his hand were gnarled and swollen. Silently, they spoke louder of pain than any words could, and she shivered.

      “Okay, Charlie.”

      His face softened and he patted her hand gently. “You stick to your own business. For my sake, all right? Stay away from King. Far away.”

      “Sure, Charlie.”

      He sighed again and picked up his dishrag. “Where the hell am I gonna find another piano player? Sully wasn’t much, but he was cheap. They don’t fall outta trees ya know.” He rubbed down the bar and a small smile lit his face. “Course, you did, didn’t ya, Lizzy? Fell right outta the sky.”

      Elizabeth smiled to herself. “Something like that.”

      Charlie winked and went back to work.

      By the time Charlie gave last call, it was almost three in the morning. He ushered out the last straggler, and she and Dix set about closing up for the night. It was a little past three-thirty by the time Elizabeth finished her chores, changed and said her goodnights.

      She stepped out of the smoky club and took a deep breath of the fresh night air. She was about to start down the street when she saw Simon. He was leaning against a lamppost, his shirt sleeves rolled up, jacket hanging loosely over one forearm. Waiting, and looking damn sexy doing it.

      Elizabeth fought a smile and took a step toward him. “What are you doing here?”

      Simon pushed himself upright and took a step toward her. “Waiting for you.”

      In the dim light, she couldn’t quite make out his expression, but his voice sent shivers up her spine. The good kind. She’d been anxious to tell him about King, but all thoughts of the gangster fled as Simon approached. Memories of how she’d felt when he came to apologize resurfaced: the racing of her pulse, the temptation to kiss him. The balmy night air seemed to grow that much warmer against her cheeks.

      “You’re flushed,” Simon said, as he drew nearer. “Are you all right?”

      “Fine. I just...You waited for me?”

      He shifted his jacket unnecessarily from one arm to the next. “I don’t like the idea of you out alone at this time of night.”

      A little part of her thought that maybe, just maybe, after what almost happened tonight, that there was a little more to it.

      

      

      He’d had far too long to think about things, to think about her. Simon had tried to concentrate on creative ways to research time travel. The library, not surprisingly, was of little help. In his desperation, he’d even gone so far as considering tracking down H.G. Wells, who according to a recently published article was living somewhere in France. Perhaps his science fiction was as much thinly veiled truth as his grandfather’s work had been. But keeping the timeline intact forbade even that preposterous wild goose chase. Hours of work later, and with nothing to show for it, his mind drifted back to Elizabeth and the way she’d looked in the club, the way she’d looked at him. The way she was looking at him right now.

      He cleared his throat and attempted to clear his mind. “A respectable woman in this time would not be walking by herself. I’m only being practical.”

      “Of course.” The blush on her cheeks faded, and her eyes seemed dark and troubled.

      “You sure you’re all right?” he asked.

      “Just a long night.”

      “Understandable,” he said, his hand hovering behind her back, resisting the urge to touch her, if even only for a moment.

      The streets were deserted. It was the only time New York was still. A pause between the end and the beginning. The sounds of their footfalls echoed against the brick walls.

      “The rest of your shift went well?” Simon asked.

      When he wasn’t uselessly lost in the stacks, he found himself wondering what she was doing and trying to forget how she looked doing it. He was loath to admit it, but even in such a short separation, he missed her. It wasn’t a comforting thought. Surely, it was unnatural to think about someone so much. But no matter how hard he tried, his thoughts always came back to her.

      “Work was okay,” she said. “Charlie gave me an advance so we’re okay, in the money department at least.”

      “Thoughtful of him,” he said, unable to keep the slight sneer from his voice.

      “I thought so. I seem to remember asking another boss for an advance once. He wasn’t quite so generous.”

      Simon barked out a quick laugh. “If I remember correctly you needed the money to buy a pair of Italian shoes.”

      “They were on sale for a limited time,” she said. “Charlie’s a good man. He worries almost as much as you do.”

      “I don’t—” Simon started in protest. “What does Charlie have to worry about?”

      “Gangsters, piano players; it’s a regular Scorsese film fest.”

      “A what?”

      “Scorsese. Do you even go to the movies?”

      Simon ignored her jibe and took hold of her elbow. “Gangsters. You’re sure?”

      “Well, one anyway.” Elizabeth went on to tell him about her encounter with King, her realization about the attack in the alley and Charlie’s warning. Simon asked her detailed questions about each conversation. When she finished, he fell into a thoughtful silence.

      Barely three days into their journey and already she’d caught the eye of the most dangerous man in town. If his reservations about her taking this job hadn’t been justified before, they surely were now. Tomorrow, he’d find employment, no matter what it was. Perhaps, he’d found the lead he needed tonight.

      “All in all,” she said, “an interesting night. And can I just say my dogs are barking. If I’m going to make it through tomorrow night, I have got to get some better shoes. Wonder if I can find something Italian.”

      “Tomorrow? Surely you’re not thinking of going back there?”

      “Surely I am.”

      “Elizabeth—”

      “Simon,” she said and stopped walking. “We’ve already had this conversation, and I’m too tired for a repeat performance. I know you don’t like me having this job, but I have it. We need it. And besides, Charlie already paid me for the week. And I ain’t no welsher,” she added with a grin.

      Simon frowned, intent on not being swayed by her smile. “You are the most stubborn, pig-headed, obdurate woman I have ever met.”

      “You forgot bull-headed.”

      Simon shook his head. There was no use arguing with her tonight. She yawned, and he noticed for the first time how tired she looked. Her eyes were beginning to glass over, and her slim shoulders curled forward weighted with fatigue. She’d taken on all of the responsibility, and he’d done nothing but berate her for it.

      “I realize I haven’t been exactly supportive of your decisions the last few days, but I do...I wanted to...thank you.”

      Elizabeth smiled and touched his arm tentatively before pulling away. “You’re very welcome.” She stifled another yawn. “We better get me to bed before I turn into a pumpkin.”

      “To bed,” he agreed and then realized how that might have sounded. “Right. Well then.” He gestured nervously down the street, and they walked home in companionable silence.

      Exhausted, Elizabeth took a quick bath and then fell asleep almost before her head hit the pillow. Simon watched the gentle rise and fall of her chest. The corners of her mouth were turned up in a quiet smile. She looked so peaceful, so beautiful. Only in the dim predawn light would he allow himself such thoughts. Well, that wasn’t quite true really.

      He remembered the way she looked at the club. Every curve of her figure leading his eyes to the next. He’d drunk them in greedily. He couldn’t help himself. Unassumingly seductive, she had no idea what she did to him. How his body reacted to her nearness. How when she’d moved so close, he could have closed his eyes and still felt her presence. Still felt the desire. He almost wished he had kissed her. Maybe if he could taste her once, he could get her out of his system. Be free from the endless thoughts of what might be. It was folly, of course. He knew there wouldn’t be just one kiss. Not that it mattered. She deserved a better man than he could ever be. He was carved from an old stone. Rough hewn edges and a cold, hard center.

      Elizabeth’s gentle snoring interrupted his thoughts. She rolled onto her side, moving closer to him. Her arm snaked out from under the covers and fell onto his chest. His breath caught at the intimate touch, but that wasn’t the worst of it. She wiggled closer still, and snuggled her head into the crick of his shoulder, her warm breath fluttering against his neck.

      Even a stone can feel heat.

      He could smell the clean fragrance of her soap and feel the silk of her hair as it brushed against his neck. She felt so wonderful against him, the gentle pressure of her along his side. It was far too tempting to slip his arm around her, to give himself over to the feeling of her in his arms. But it was a pleasure that wasn’t his to take. If his performance at the club were any indication, he desperately needed to keep her at a distance. He couldn’t afford to let his guard down. His brain was muddled enough as it was. His heart couldn’t take one more blow. And he knew it would happen. He could never forget that. Time was his enemy, slowly inching toward the inevitable, the culmination of his nightmares. A week? A month? A year? The end would come.

      Elizabeth shifted again in her sleep. He rolled away from her onto his side and closed his eyes.

      Tennyson was wrong. Sometimes, it would be better never to have loved at all.
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      Barely a rippled disturbed the surface of the water. The sun shone brightly and soft puffs of clouds drifted lazily across a cerulean sky. Simon sat alone in a small rowboat. Only thirty feet away, Elizabeth drifted in her own. She smiled gently and waved to him. He loved the ease of the day, the mild rolling motion of his boat as it bobbed slowly in the water. Elizabeth leaned back and raised her face to the warm sun. She looked like an art deco goddess, her lithe figure in a pose of supplication to the sky above. He wanted to be with her, by her side, and started to row his boat closer. His boat cut easily through the water. The small wake it created pushed gentle swells toward the distant shore.

      A billowing cloud slipped in front of the sun and cast a dark shadow over the water. Simon felt the beginnings of a cold wind sweep across the bow of his boat. It sent chills across his skin. His desire to be with her blossomed into need. He dug his oars into the water and watched as they sliced into the murky depths.

      The wind grew colder, stronger. He looked for Elizabeth, but she was further away, not nearer. Her boat had turned away from his, as if pulled on an invisible string toward the horizon. He should have been getting closer, but with each moment that passed, she was further and further away.

      The icy wind bit into his cheeks. He gripped the oars more tightly and deepened his stroke, plunging them into the water. The harder he struggled, the rougher the water became. Another cloud, larger than the last, darkened the sky. Whitecaps broke over the growing swells like angry mouths searching for something to sink into.

      Simon fought against the roiling sea and called out to Elizabeth. But the wind was fierce and threw the sound back at him. Her tiny boat rocked back and forth, drifting further and further away. She gripped the gunwales as a large wave nearly capsized her. Simon called out again as he struggled to reach her. She must have heard him this time, because she turned and cried out, but any sound was lost in the wind.

      Rowing desperately, Simon’s muscles burned. The cold wind sliced into his face, and his fingers ached with the effort. But none of it mattered; he had to reach her. She called out again and held up her hand, urging him to stop. But it was too late. He looked down into the water and saw the small wave he’d created growing larger and larger until it became a huge wave, heading straight for her boat.

      The cresting water was too powerful and crashed into her, flipping the boat over. Simon called out again and strained to see her. His boat was finally making progress. He rowed with all his heart and when he saw a glimpse of color his heart soared. But as he drew closer, the color grew brighter. A scarlet red, blossoming like a stain.

      Blood.

      Her body bobbed to the surface. A wave rolled her onto her back. Her bloody, lifeless face stared back at him.

      “No!” he cried and lunged forward. The covers fell off his body, as he sat up with a start.

      “Wha? What? Simon?” Elizabeth said breathlessly.

      He panted furiously and twisted around to see Elizabeth awake and alive by his side. He gripped her tightly by the shoulders.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, trying to blink herself awake.

      He searched her face, desperate to reassure himself she was all right. The horrible gash and lifeless eyes he envisioned in his dream overlaid her worried face. For a moment, the two images existed together in grotesque harmony. He clamped his eyes shut and when he opened them again, the nightmare was gone.

      “Nothing,” he said. “Just a nightmare.” He released his iron grip on her and tried to calm his thundering heart.

      “Mmmm,” she said, rubbing her eyes. “What happened?”

      Simon looked down at his shaking hands and wound them into the sheet. “I don’t remember,” he lied. In fact, he remembered every horrifying detail. That unnerved him more than anything else. All his other nightmares had been vague at best, disturbing images that faded quickly. This dream was still vivid in his mind. Too vivid. “I’m sorry I woke you. Go back to sleep.”

      “You’re okay?”

      “Fine. Go back to sleep.”

      Elizabeth yawned and lay back down. “Just think good thoughts. You’re in a field of wildflowers,” she mumbled into her pillow. “Lots of...”

      He glanced over at her, still amazed at her ability to fall asleep so effortlessly. He watched her burrow under the covers and curl up on her side of the bed.

      Letting out a long breath, he lay back. The damn nightmares were getting worse. At first, he’d tried to write them off as nothing more than subconscious manifestations of his inner turmoil. But the frequency and power of them foretold something much more sinister. He’d studied the occult far too long to overlook the significance. Portents and harbingers of death were part of his stock and trade. But objective, intellectual discovery and personal experience were far different things. And it wasn’t as if this were the first time either. His grandfather had died days after his first night terror. He’d been too young and traumatized to see the correlation. And now, he felt like that frightened boy he had been thirty years ago. He simply couldn’t bear that sort of loss again. Elizabeth was alive, but the nightmares still came. Try as he might to rationalize and deny it, there was a truth in the dreams he couldn’t escape.

      He fought against sleep and the horrors it brought. Eventually, he lost the struggle and fell once again into the world of nightmares.

      

      

      King Kashian leaned back in his chair and stared at the ancient Egyptian relief of the goddess Isis that adorned the far wall. On the other side of the desk, one of his men droned on in his daily report, but King’s mind was elsewhere.

      He’d been searching for his own Isis for the last eight years, someone who could rule at his side, someone who could breathe life into him again. But New York was dull and filled with the same women it had been before. Small people with small lives. Insignificant and thoroughly uninteresting.

      Although, he thought, remembering the girl he’d seen at the club, there was one who showed promise. She was different. He couldn’t put his finger on what exactly what it was about her, but something about her called to him. At the very least, she might provide an amusing diversion from the tediousness of day to day existence.

      “…And the Taglianis are plannin’ somethin’, boss,” his man said, bringing his focus back.

      King’s eyes shifted to him. Victor was a lump of human clay—gray and indistinct. As banal on the inside as he was on the outside. He was, however, the perfect soldier, having virtually no mind of his own and a penchant for unspeakable violence.

      “I’m tellin’ ya,” Victor continued, “they’re tryin’ to edge in. You gotta cut ‘em off. Let ‘em know what’s what.”

      King smiled thinly. Did this idiot think him as thick as he was, as uninspired as his rivals were? “Is that what I’ve gotta do?” King said slowly.

      Victor had at least enough good sense to trip over himself as he backtracked. “I didn’t mean nuttin’. You know what’s best, boss. I-I’m just sayin’—”

      King waved his hand and Victor obediently fell silent.

      The man might have been a dullard, but he was right in one thing. If King allowed the Tagliani family to think they could encroach on his territory, it would be a sign of weakness and the other families would test his borders as well.

      King sat forward. “Find one of them. I don’t care who it is. And bring him to me. I’ll take care of this, personally.”

      Victor’s face broke into a broad grin. “You got it, boss.”

      Just as Victor rose to do his bidding there was a knock at the door.

      “Yes?” King said.

      The door opened to reveal another of King’s men and a delivery man with a hand truck and a crate.

      “He tried to leave it at the desk,” his man said.

      King put his hands flat on his desk. “Did he?”

      The delivery man shook his head. “I was just—”

      King motioned for him to be silent and for them to come into the office. He looked at the delivery man with narrowed eyes. “You thought you’d just leave it, did you?”

      The man started to say yes, but thought better of it. Sweat was already breaking out on his upper lip.

      King stood and moved around to lean against the front of his desk. He gestured for his man to open the crate. “You see we’ve had a bit of problem with deliveries lately. Things missing, broken. You can understand my…frustration.”

      The man inched nervously to the side and King’s men pried off the crate’s lid. One of them pushed aside the wood shavings, pulled out a small box and handed it to King.

      He’d been expecting a delivery of artifacts, but it had been delayed. Again. This had better be it, he thought as he opened the box. Nestled inside was a small scarab. The back was cracked as he’d expected, but it was exquisite. He turned it over in his hand and immediately recognized the cartouche—Isis.

      It had taken him years to find, but it was finally his. He held the scarab in the palm of his hand. It was smaller than he’d imagined, but would make a perfect ring. A perfect ring for her.

      One of his men continued to dig into the crate. “Uh-oh.”

      King looked up to see him pull out a broken piece of alabaster and then its mate. He handed them to King, who frowned down at what had once been a precious vessel.

      The delivery man let out a quick puff of air and then stepped forward quickly. “That must’ve been like that.”

      King stood slowly. “Do you think I’d spend a thousand dollars on this?” he said as he held up the broken pieces. “Do you think I’m a fool?”

      “I didn’t mean anything. I—”

      “No, of course, not,” King said, handing the pieces to one of his men. “You just thought you could leave these for me and I’d be none the wiser. Is that it?”

      “No, I didn’t—"

      King held up one gloved finger and the man fell silent. The perspiration was beading on the man’s forehead now, the smell of fear thick in the air. Keeping his eyes fixed on the delivery man King asked for the room.

      Obediently, quietly, his men left and closed the door behind them. The little delivery man squirmed in place like a worm on the end of a hook.

      “I didn’t know. I would never…” he said, his words spilling out like blood from a gaping wound.

      “And you never will,” King said as he slowly advanced on him.

      The man’s blubbering stopped and his eyes went wide with fear.

      “Oh, God,” he whispered.

      “No,” King said. “Just me.”

      

      

       

      Elizabeth waited impatiently for Lester to open the door to Charlie’s. It was after six, and Simon hadn’t come home. He’d mentioned something about chasing down a lead on a job and she hadn’t seen him since. Lester slid the peephole open, and she saw his eyes crinkle in a smile.

      “Hiya, Lizzy,” he said as he opened the door for her.

      “Thanks, Lester,” she mumbled and made a beeline for Charlie, who was standing behind the bar.

      “You’re late,” he said, as he counted inventory for the night.

      “I’m sorry. I know, but Simon didn’t come home, and I don’t know where he is.”

      Charlie’s big face split into a grin and he looked over her shoulder. “Turn around, doll.”

      “What?” She followed his gaze and turned around. Simon stood on the other side of the room. He leaned casually against the piano, enjoying his moment of triumph.

      He was wearing a black tuxedo and a smug grin. Elizabeth blinked a few times. She hadn’t expected to see him here, and certainly not looking absolutely devastating. The tux was simple and classic. The long straight lines made his shoulders look broader. His legs were long and set apart in a casually confident stance. The vee of his crisp, white shirt drew her eyes up to his face. She’d always thought him a handsome man, but a handsome man in a tuxedo was something else entirely. Elegance and power combined.

      She realized she was staring, that her jaw was probably scraping the floor. She pushed away the fluttering feeling in her belly and walked towards him. “What are you doing here?”

      Simon nodded toward the piano. “Working.”

      “You mean, you…you can do that?”

      Simon laughed and brushed a piece of invisible lint from his lapel. “I can do a great many things.”

      He did have a piano in his living room, but still, this was…. “I had no idea you had a love of music.”

      “A man should have more than one love, don’t you think?”

      Elizabeth smiled. Life affords few opportunities and this one was too good to pass up. “Well, that depends,” she said, and stepped closer, “on the man.”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed nervously in his throat. “Indeed.”

      “You could have told me.”

      Simon’s expression remained amused and in control. “And miss this? Hardly.”

      “The mysterious secret life of Simon Cross?”

      “Hey, Lizzy!” Charlie called out from across the bar, interrupting them. “You better get changed.”

      “Will do,” she said, and then turned back to Simon. She smiled slyly and eyed him up and down. “Well, I do love a good mystery.”

      Simon swallowed hard and seemed at a loss as to how to respond to that salvo. She enjoyed his discomfiture for a long moment before giving him a saucy wink and heading toward the back room. Point, Elizabeth.

      

      

      This was how Saturday night was meant to be. The club was packed to the rafters with people ready to revel. Simon was pleased that they seemed to appreciate his piano playing. Charlie had even told him that he could have given Sully a run for his money. Keeping the selections lively, Simon realized that, much to his chagrin, he actually enjoyed himself.

      He kept a not so surreptitious eye on Elizabeth. A few men were overly solicitous, but she handled them smoothly. Her ability to appease people without losing ground was a skill she’d had years to hone as his assistant. Even if she didn’t know it, she was masterful. He found himself simply watching her. The easy way she engaged people was alluring. He was sure more than one man ordered well past his limit just to talk to her again.

      The bar wasn’t quite what he’d expected. His imagination coupled with his brief glimpse last night had given him the impression of a tawdry bacchanal—crowded, loud and dirty—but the people were amiable, even generous. Charlie ran the place well. He stayed on top of countless drink orders and kept things running smoothly. Not to mention Simon had seen him have a few harsh words with one of the men who’d given Elizabeth a hard time. All in all the evening went well. And, thankfully, King Kashian was nowhere to be seen. Although, judging from what Elizabeth had told him about her encounter with the man, they would certainly be seeing him again. His hand went unconsciously to his pocket and he felt the outline of the watch. It was their only chance of getting home and it was reassuring to know it was there.

      The bulk of the night passed in a blur. Just when it seemed they’d barely begun, their shift was over and Charlie gave last call. Only Simon’s aching wrists and Elizabeth’s sore back let them know how hard they’d really worked. They changed into their street clothes and were ready to head home when Charlie offered them a nightcap.

      “None of that rotgut,” he said. “The good stuff. Glenlivet do ya?”

      Simon arched an eyebrow. Brand name drinks were a rarity during prohibition. The other bottles were of indeterminate origin, homemade labels sloppily pasted on.

      Charlie understood the unasked question and set the bottle down. “Fella I know brought a few bottles back from the war. Smooth as a baby’s bottom.”

      A drink sounded wonderful, but it was outrageously late. “Some other time perhaps.”

      “Just one?” Elizabeth said and cast a quick glance at Charlie. “Besides, it’s tradition. Your first night working in the club. Gotta have a drink.”

      “Right,” Charlie said too quickly. “Uhm, it’s tradition.”

      “Tradition?” Simon said, easily seeing through her ruse.

      “Well, traditions have to start somewhere,” she said and settled herself on a stool. “Just one drink and then we’ll go.”

      His inability to deny her would surely be the death of him. “All right,” he said taking the stool next to hers. “But just one.”

      Charlie set up the cups. “Dix, you want a snort?”

      She put down her dishtowel and came to join them. “Don’t mind if I do.”

      Charlie raised his cup. “Here’s mud in yer eye.”

      They toasted and drank. The scotch was warm and soothing, and reminded Simon of home. He wasn’t a social drinker, preferring his own company to most others’. He’d never given much thought to the notion that he drank alone. The idea of sitting at a bar making idle chitchat was vaguely nauseating, and yet, here he sat. And it wasn’t so bad after all. Elizabeth made conversation, while Simon merely listened, content as usual to simply watch.

      She was animated and engaging as she regaled them with stories of her father and their misadventures at the race track. Dixie and Charlie chimed in with stories of their own, but Simon’s attention was swallowed whole by Elizabeth. The way the soft light brought out the golden highlights in her hair. The gentle timbre of her voice as she laughed. Her graceful fingers delicately tracing the rim of her empty cup.

      “What about you, Professor?” Dixie asked, breaking him away from his reverie. “What sort of professor are ya? Music?”

      Simon chuckled softly and wondered how to proceed. “I teach folklore and mythology.” Somehow that sounded better than the occult might in this time period. If he’d said that they’d probably think he taught people how to worship the devil.

      “Like fairy tales?” Charlie asked surprised.

      “In a way.”

      Dixie leaned forward. “You mean like creatures and stuff?”

      Simon nodded.

      “Like vampires?” she asked.

      Charlie shot her a quick disapproving look. “The professor probably don’t want to talk shop now, does he?”

      Dixie smiled quickly in apology. “Sure. Right.”

      Simon glanced over at Elizabeth. Her expression was as puzzled as his must have been. The exchange between Charlie and Dix was odd and uncomfortable.

      “I didn’t mean nothin’,” Dix said.

      “It’s quite all right,” Simon said, unsure of what invisible line she’d thought she’d crossed.

      “Maybe we should call it a night, huh?” Charlie said with one last searing glance at Dix as he put the cork back in the bottle. “You two go on. Dix and I’ll close up.”

      As curious as he found that exchange, Simon’s fatigue was growing. He stood and held out his hand to help Elizabeth slide off her tall stool.

      “We’ll see you tomorrow then,” Simon said.

      “Day after,” Charlie said. “Tomorrow’s Sunday.”

      Simon nodded. He’d been so tired, he’d forgotten. Relief coursed through him as he and Elizabeth left. Finally, after all they’d been through, a day of rest.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 12

        

      

    
    
      Sunday, Elizabeth thought lazily as she started to wake. Her eyelids were heavy with sleep, and she forced them half-way open. The late morning sun filtered through the thin curtains as they fluttered in a warm breeze. Even with the city outside bustling with weekend foot traffic, the room was quiet and peaceful. Reluctantly, she began to push herself upright, but the bed beneath her hand didn’t feel right. Too firm, too warm, too Simon.

      Instantly awake now, she dared to open her eyes. Well, this is embarrassing, she thought. Sometime during the night, she’d practically crawled on top of him. One arm lay across his chest, one leg draped over his thigh. And a nice thigh it was. She felt the long, taut muscles beneath her. She could almost picture the sculpted strength of them. The way they might tighten and relax if he were.…She quickly glanced up to see if he’d heard her thinking and sighed softly. He was still asleep.

      She started to pull her hand away from his chest, but the broad planes of muscle felt solid and comforting under her fingers. She felt his heart beating. Quickly. Too quickly for sleep.

      She looked at his face again and noticed things she’d missed before. His jaw wasn’t slack, but slightly clenched. His lips weren’t as full as usual, and lay in a flat line. The corners of his eyes crinkled with the effort to keep them tightly shut. The big faker. The big, adorable faker. She nearly laughed out loud. It wouldn’t do to embarrass him and, after all, she was the one who’d climbed on top of him. Not that he’d resisted apparently. His arm curled under her shoulder, the long fingers of his hand barely brushing against her.

      Maybe she could pretend with him, for just a few more minutes? She laid her head back down on his shoulder and closed her eyes, letting herself drift into a fantasy. This was how Sundays always were. Waking up early in his arms—safe and content. Maybe they had breakfast in bed? Or made love?

      As her mind floated along in the pleasant current of her daydream, his hand slid down her arm and tightened ever so slightly. Was he caught in the same current? With a contented smile, she sighed and fell back asleep.

      When she woke up again, Simon was out of bed and fully dressed. “What time is it?” she asked with a yawn.

      “Nearly one in the afternoon,” he said and turned the page of the paper with a snap. “Did you sleep well?”

      Elizabeth felt the blush steal over her face. “Very.”

      Maybe it was her imagination, but she thought she could see him smile behind the paper. She grabbed her dress and slipped into the bathroom. A few minutes later, she emerged washed, dressed and ready to meet the day. After last night, who knew what it might bring.

      “So,” she said and took the chair opposite Simon by the window and opened the small brown paper sack that sat on the table. “Bagels!

      He glanced up at her from his morning paper. “When in Rome,” he muttered and she smiled and took a bagel out.

      “What should we do today? We’ve got all day. Or what’s left of it anyway.”

      “I’m not sure,” he said, putting down the paper and picking up the watch from the table. “It seems our time is our own. For six weeks at least.”

      “At least?” She didn’t like the way he said that.

      “My research has generated absolutely nothing in the way of leads. We have little choice but to trust the watch will do what we think it will,” he said as he slipped it inside his jacket pocket. “If not, we’re on our own, I’m afraid.”

      Their little adventure suddenly took on an epic scope, and she felt a yawning abyss of uncertainty opening at her feet. A few days, weeks even, she could handle. That was manageable. The idea that they might never return was unnerving, to say the least.

      “It’ll work,” she said.

      If Simon saw through her bluff, he didn’t show it. He simply arched an eyebrow and returned to his paper.

      Elizabeth tore off a small piece of her half-bagel and popped it into her mouth. It was good, but a little dry. What she wouldn’t give for a schmear. After a moment, she heard Simon hmm thoughtfully.

      She forced down her mouthful of bagel. “Something interesting?”

      He hmm’d again and then slid the folded paper across the table. “Third column.”

      She read it out loud. “In the latest salvo of warring crime families, another body was found last night near Hudson’s Meatpacking. Alfonse Romano said he found the mutilated body of Johnny Granzino, a low-level member of the Tagliani crime family, hanging next to the half-sides of beef when he came on for the late shift. Like the other two victims found earlier this summer, Granzino’s throat had been savagely torn out and all of his blood drained away.”

      Elizabeth put the paper down as her stomach dropped. “Drained away?”

      Simon nodded and pulled the paper back across the table. “They go on to speculate that it’s probably just another gangland slaying, but there are rumors that it could be something…else.”

      She leaned forward and tried to read the end of the story. “Do they say what?”

      His eyebrows lifted in dismay. “A demon of some sort. Apparently, a woman saw a ‘man-shaped’ creature with demonic features. Of course, the logical thing is that a man-shaped creature is merely a man, but that hardly sells newspapers, does it?”

      “Maybe,” she said.

      Simon narrowed his eyes at her. “But?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe there’s something to it. Maybe that’s why Dix asked about vampires last night? That was weird, right?”

      Simon’s brow furrowed in thought as he glanced down at the paper and nodded.

      Elizabeth tapped the newspaper with her finger. “Maybe that’s why your grandfather was coming here, to study whatever that is.”

      “That’s quite a leap.”

      “But it’s possible,” she said, feeling her excitement grow. “Maybe we should poke around—"

      “Absolutely not.”

      Elizabeth didn’t understand his reticence. If they’d been back home, he would have been on it like white on rice. “I don’t understand. I thought you’d be all over this. It might be a wild goose chase, but that’s never stopped you before.”

      Simon looked at her briefly and then focused on the edge of the table. “I doubt it’s anything worth pursuing, but regardless, we are out of our element here. Vulnerable. I’d rather not risk more than we absolutely must in order to return home safely.”

      Elizabeth was still puzzled by his reaction, but that did make some sense.

      “If circumstances were different, perhaps,” he continued. “For now, we’re better off not borrowing trouble. Not to mention that you seem to find enough on your own.”

      Elizabeth had to laugh at that. She did have a knack for stepping in it. She looked across the table and wanted to argue the point further, but the sincere concern on his face brought her up short. She relented, for now.

      “All right,” she said. “But we’ve still got the day off. We might as well make the best of it and do something.”

      “Well,” he said. “We could go to a movie, I suppose.”

      Elizabeth raised her eyebrows in surprise.

      The corners of his mouth twitched and he added, “Yes, I do go to the movies on occasion.”

      She grinned and tried to picture him with a bucket of popcorn and a thirty ounce soda. Somehow, the image wouldn’t gel. “That would be fun, I guess,” she said with calculated indifference.

      He eyed her suspiciously.

      She leaned forward and hunched her shoulders with barely contained excitement. “We’re in 1929. Think of all the things we could see. A movie would be interesting, but what about... I don’t know, the Ziegfeld Follies, or is Houdini alive? Wouldn’t that be amazing? What about the Hippodrome? Wait a minute, that’s not here anymore more, is it? I can’t remember. But there are tons of things.”

      She didn’t want to do anything extravagant. They didn’t have much money to spare and what little they did, she was secreting away to pay off the pawn ticket for his grandfather’s ring. But there had to be something on the cheap side they could do.

      Suddenly, an idea came to her. “Oh, I know!”

      “Yes?”

      “Coney Island!”

      She loved amusement parks, and a chance to see Coney Island as it was meant to be was thrilling. “Wouldn’t it be fascinating to see it in its heyday? You know, before it got all kitschy and gross.”

      “I’m not sure I’m—”

      “This is living history. How many people get a chance to see that?”

      “Be that as it may—”

      “Haven’t you always wanted to go to Coney Island?"

      “I think I can safely answer that with a resounding no.”

      “Oh, come on,” she said. “It’s too good to pass up. And it’ll be fun. Roller coasters, strange freaky side show things.”

      “As appealing as that sounds, which by the way, is not at all, I don’t—”

      “Okay. You don't have to go,” she said quickly.

      “Thank you.” He watched her for a moment, then picked up the paper again. “I understand there are free concerts in Central Park.”

      “I’m sure you’ll have a good time, but I’m going to Coney Island.”

      “Elizabeth,” he ground out.

      “Simon,” she mimicked. “Really, you don’t have to go,” she said, as she coyly played with the collar of her dress. "I think it would be fun and educational. A double whammy. But, if you want to mope, I mean, stay around here, you’re perfectly welcome to.”

      Simon put the paper down and sighed. “I’m not really the amusement park type.”

      “You didn’t strike me as the piano player in a speakeasy type either, but...” she said with what she hoped was a dangerously engaging smile.

      “Lord help me.”

      

      

       

      The early afternoon train was packed with people heading out to the island. Back to front, side to side, two to a seat, people crowded into the subways and the elevated train to Brooklyn. The crowd jostled with every bump and turn as the train moved steadily toward the Nickel Empire, where five cents bought everything from a red-hot to a turn at the Tilt-A-Whirl.

      Simon gripped the overhead handhold, and Elizabeth gripped Simon. Unable to reach a pole or a handgrip, she’d tried standing on her own for the first few minutes. The shimmying of the car nearly knocked her off her feet and would have if Simon hadn’t caught her. She smiled bashfully and wound her fingers into the fabric of his jacket. He kept an arm loosely around her waist.

      She looked up at him with a questioning glance.

      He looked away shyly and then lifted his chin in poor imitation of indignation. “Purely for safety reasons.”

      Elizabeth slipped her hand onto his shoulder. “Safety first, I always say.”

      The car was stifling, or would have been if either had been paying the least bit of attention to anything but the other. The tiny windows let in only the barest warm breeze, and the mass of bodies filled the car with an unrelenting heat.

      Elizabeth felt a single drip of sweat inch down her back with torturous slowness. It started to tickle, and she arched her back to help it along. In the close quarters, her tiny movement forced her hips up against Simon. She thought she heard him groan, but the bustle of conversation and the thrumming of the train made it impossible to tell.

      “Sorry.”

      He shook his head. “What?” he asked loudly.

      She started to push herself up on her tiptoes to move closer to his ear, when the car abruptly lurched. She threw her arms around him to steady herself and felt his hand press firmly against her back. She was only inches from his face now. The sharp rise and fall of his chest pressed against hers. His lips were so tantalizingly close. Full and masculine, seemingly waiting to be kissed. She looked up into his eyes. They were dark and intense. They lingered with hers before dipping down to her mouth, then back again. An unspoken question hovered between them. Her heart was about to answer when the car jerked violently and started its swift deceleration.

      Once again, their moment was gone and reality crashed back in. People shouldered for the door, each having to be the first one out. Simon glared at a large sweaty man and his wife who shoved their way past them.

      Elizabeth reluctantly eased her arms down from his shoulders. That was the second time she’d been in his arms, not that she was counting. Okay, she was counting. And each time to have someone ruin it when they were so close. Not that there was anything to ruin. Was there?

      The crowd pushed up against her and when the doors opened she was swept away with them. She lost sight of Simon the moment her feet hit the platform. She struggled back to him, but it was no use. Caught in the tide, she edged her way to a large stanchion. Wriggling her shoulders and giving a few people a good elbow in the ribs, she managed to grab hold of the pillar. She stepped up onto the lip and scanned the crowd for Simon.

      He was being swept along as she had been, but was fighting it all the way.

      “Simon! Over here! Simon!”

      His head jerked around, and he saw her. His expression both frustrated and relieved. He forced his way through the crowd, which was finally thinning.

      “What the devil?” he ground out.

      “Pretty enthusiastic bunch, aren’t they?”

      “Ill-mannered, rude—”

      “They’re not that bad. And anyway,” she said with a gleam in her eye, “we’re here.”

      His face was flat. “Hooray.”

      “Oh, come on sourpuss. This is gonna be fun. You’re gonna love it. Trust me,” she said and held out her hand.

      He looked at her hand suspiciously. Finally, he took it and sighed. “All right, I’ll come, but I’m not going to enjoy it.”

      

      

      But he did enjoy it. Walking among the throng, holding Elizabeth’s hand, he felt like he belonged. He wasn’t apart from life now, but a part of it. He glanced down at her hand resting in his. It really was so small, his fingers seemed to engulf it completely. And he liked the feeling. The constant, subtle reminder that he wasn’t alone.

      Surf Avenue swarmed with tens of thousands of people. Cars tried vainly to weave their way between the pedestrians. Simon pulled Elizabeth onto the crowded sidewalk, and she gawked at the scene.

      Barkers sang out their outrageous promises of the fantastic to lure the unsuspecting to their attractions. The roaring sound of the roller coasters rumbled like thunder, and the smell of garlic and cooking meat drifted through the crowd, tempting each passerby.

      “This is amazing!” Elizabeth cried.

      “It is quite a spectacle,” he admitted.

      They paid the quarter admission price and stepped inside Luna Park. A large, artificial beach and long, rectangular pool rested just inside the gate. He could smell the salty air rolling in from the Atlantic Ocean, barely a block away. Bright, white towers topped with intricate spires and lattice work reached for the sky in the distance. Elizabeth turned around in a circle, taking it all in. People swarmed around her, excitedly buzzing about the afternoon’s pleasures. Eclectic architecture ringed the outer perimeter, a series of snapshots of faraway lands, transporting each visitor to places they’d only dreamed of. 

      After the constant browns and grays of the city, the pristine white buildings and red shingled roofs were another world. She wasn’t the only one gawking at the splendor of the park, Simon realized. There was an electricity in the air. People who had never traveled more than a few miles from their homes were suddenly thrust into a replica of an ancient Egyptian tomb or a jungle oasis filled with headhunting natives, anything the imagination could conjure.

      The frantic strains of a ragtime band seemed to catch Elizabeth’s attention, but before she reached the bandstand, another spectacle pulled her away. There in the middle of the park sat a huge lagoon. She ran to the railing and leaned over to look down into the murky, deep, green water.

      Simon, who’d been trailing behind, finally caught up with her. She moved around the park with exhausting enthusiasm, reminding him how young she really was. As she leaned against the rail, a gentle breeze blew the hem of her skirt, and he caught a glimpse of her legs and the black garters that hugged her thighs. He felt his pulse race and forced himself to look away. Perhaps, not quite so young after all.

      “Wow. Look at that,” she said, pointing to the far end of the lagoon.

      A boat, large enough to hold six people, slid down a wide flume more than one hundred feet long before it plunged into the lake. A crowd standing on platforms around the Shoot-the-Chutes applauded as each boat took its turn on the giant slide and splashed down into the lagoon.

      The hairs on the back of Simon’s neck prickled with anxiety. It was all too eerily reminiscent of his nightmare. It was an unreasonable fear, he knew, but as he watched Elizabeth lean farther over the railing, a cold panic washed over him. He gripped her arm tightly and pulled her away from the edge.

      She looked at him in surprise and he let go. “I...This looks interesting,” he said too casually and gestured to another attraction a safe distance from the water.

      If she noticed the strain in his voice, she chose to ignore it and happily continued her giddy exploration of the park. He grumbled good-naturedly as she dragged him from one end of it to the other. He pointed out the egregious historical and cultural inaccuracies of each exhibit they visited: the ridiculous errors of confusing the Fourth and Eighteenth Dynasties of Ancient Egypt, the headhunters of Borneo sporting Central African headdresses. It certainly wasn’t the way he’d choose to spend an afternoon. But she met each new discovery with such unremitting avidity, he found himself actually having a good time.

      After a rather nauseating spin on the Tilt-A-Whirl, Elizabeth was ready for something a bit more sedate and forced Simon to choose their next destination.

      He balked. She cajoled. He relented.

      He suggested the cyclorama, not mentioning that the short line was the main appeal. Cylcoramas were shown in cylindrical rooms with the crowd seated in the middle. A large, movable painted canvas was stretched around the circle with sound and lighting effects used to heighten the drama. The Battle of the Marne was a spectacular recreation of one of WWI’s epic battles. Despite the antiquated effects, it was frighteningly effective, perhaps too much so. The costly battle was still fresh in the minds of the world. When the lights went on, the small crowd was quiet and reflective. The somber zeitgeist cast a pall on the day. Simon had the absurd feeling that things had somehow taken a turn for the worse. When they left Luna Park and headed back down toward the Bowery, he knew he was right.
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      The all-monkey orchestra at the Hippodrome was too good for Elizabeth to pass up, and after the depressing show at the cyclorama Simon hoped something fun and silly would lift her mood.

      The performance consisted of fifty trained monkeys dressed in band uniforms playing miniature instruments. It was certainly silly, but not the fun he’d been hoping for. This was a different time, he reminded himself, with different sets of morals. The notion of animal protection was still in its infancy. It wasn’t as though the creatures were being overtly abused, but the sight of them subjugated in such a ridiculous farce set Elizabeth even more firmly in her dark mood. The SPCA was hardly a blip on the radar, no one was going to look after them, and with so many shows throughout the day, there was no way they were treated properly.

      Simon took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. When the show ended, he led her silently out of the amphitheater. They tried a few more exhibits, but she found each one more disturbing than its predecessor. He’d purposefully tried to steer her away from Wagner’s World Circus Side Show, but the crowd had surged and she’d gone with them. The final straw had been when Wagner brought out Pipo and Zipo, two microcephalics, or Pinheads, as they were more commonly and brutishly known.

      The crowd gasped in shock as the pair walked across the makeshift stage. Children hid behind their mothers, only to be encouraged to gawk at the poor couple.

      It was more than Elizabeth could bear, and she hurriedly slipped through the crowd. She didn’t stop walking until she reached the edge of the Boardwalk. Black waves lumbered ashore in the distance, a dull roar in the background of the night. Simon came up behind her, but she didn’t turn around.

      “God, this place is awful. I’m sorry I made you come,” she said. The sand close to the walkway glistened like pyrite.

      He leaned back against the railing. “It’s a different time.”

      Elizabeth mimicked his pose, turning back to face the park. The sun had set and thousands of fairy lights sparkled in the night.

      She frowned and nodded toward the park. “It’s just a Potemkin village, isn’t it? A beautiful façade hiding a dark reality.”

      “Aren’t most things?”

      “I guess so,” she said and pushed away from the railing. They started back slowly toward the Bowery.

      They walked the short distance up 12th Street, passing the huge two-hundred foot Wonder Wheel. The sideshow carnies and their nickel games of chance lined the sidewalk—age old scams waiting for the next sucker. Hucksters and conmen were all too familiar to him, and probably her as well, he realized. They’d certainly met enough of them in their work, and Elizabeth had undoubtedly met her share with her father.

      They were nearing the end of the midway when a stall owner cried out, “We have a winner!”

      He handed a man a kewpie doll. The woman with him threw her arms around his neck and squealed in delight. The happy couple walked away arm in arm.

      Simon had grown increasingly distressed by Elizabeth’s silence. More than once he’d wished she would curb her enthusiasm, but now he found he missed it. Her smile that had warmed him during the day had faded with the afternoon light. He wanted to reassure her, but false comforts weren’t his nature. He knew it was absurd, but he felt compelled to see her smile again. He noticed the byplay of the couple and had an idea.

      “This way,” he said and led her toward one of the ring toss stalls.

      “Nickel for three tries,” said the carny. “Win something for the pretty lady?”

      “What would you like?” Simon said confidently. How hard could it be?

      Elizabeth laughed, but it was still lifeless. “It’s okay.”

      Simon surveyed the prizes. The kewpie dolls were hideous. He looked over at Elizabeth and saw her eyes lingering on a small stuffed animal on the top shelf. “What do I have to do for the tiger? That one in the back?”

      The carny’s lips curled in pleasure. “Just gotta get one ring on the blue bottle and it’s yours.”

      Simon took off his coat and handed it to Elizabeth. She smiled, a bit of the spark he so loved lighting her eyes. Shouldn’t be difficult really—one ring out of three.

      Ten minutes and three dollars later, he still hadn’t hit a sodding thing. He slammed another quarter down on the wooden ledge.

      “Really, it’s okay,” she said, biting her lip in an obvious effort to keep from laughing.

      “No, it’s not,” he said.

      He tossed the ring, and it clattered off to the side. The second rimmed off the blue-necked bottle. Finally, the third hit its mark. It looped around the bottle and settled in place.

      Simon grunted in triumph. “About bloody time.”

      Elizabeth laughed and gave him a round of applause. He suddenly felt embarrassed. He wasn’t one for overt, or covert for that matter, shows of testosterone. But the way she looked at him, almost adoringly, it was enough to turn lead into gold.

      The carny used his long pole to retrieve the stuffed tiger and handed it to Simon. Elizabeth positively beamed when he turned back to her. Whatever the cost, it had been well worth it.

      Feeling the carny’s eyes on them, Simon led Elizabeth to a secluded spot near a darkened stall for more privacy. He looked down at the tiger. It was ridiculous really, poorly made and covered with a layer of dust. The stitches were loose and haphazard, ready to split apart at the slightest provocation.

      He turned it over in his hands, feeling suddenly foolish. Such a paltry thing for all the money he’d spent. Money they didn’t have to spare. He took a deep breath. “I think he belongs to you,” he said softly and handed her the tiger.

      Elizabeth brushed the soft fur and played with one of the ears. “I love him,” she whispered. She steadied herself on his shoulder and leaned up to kiss him. Just the barest caress on the corner of his mouth, but the feeling was electric. She pulled away just far enough for him to see her face—surprised, questioning, and desiring. A breathless moment hovered between them.

      A voice inside Simon’s head screamed at him to step away, to stop this before it went too far. She moved closer again, her lips brushing against his. And the voice fell silent. Everything Simon knew, every good reason, every second thought, disappeared in that instant. The only thing that mattered was the feeling.

      Her lips, tentative and soft, pressed against his. His hands moved without thought and pulled her body closer. Fueled by desires too long buried, he kissed her with all that he was, all that he dreamt of being. She opened herself to him, and he took all she offered. The gentle kiss blossomed with passion, as he tasted her, drank her in, devoured her. He felt her breasts crush against his chest as he pulled her closer still. His hands splayed across the arch of her back and the delicate curve of her neck. The silk of her hair wound its way around his fingers as she wound her way around his heart.

      She eased her mouth from his, and he could feel the soft warmth of her breath against his cheek. He groaned with pleasure and opened his eyes.

      “Simon,” she whispered breathlessly.

      He pulled back and looked into her face, flushed with the heat of the moment, lips swollen and slightly parted. Her eyes glistened in the moonlight, pulling him in. He was falling, spiraling, completely out of control. Out of control. Slowly, a swelling terror rose in his chest. The panicked feeling from his dream, the loss and desolation, surged inside him. Dear God, what had he done?

      It was a moment he would revisit for years to come—the moment he pushed her away.

      He still held her, not to him, but away from him. His fingers dug into her arms, as his grip tightened. He couldn’t do this. He’d been a fool to think he could lose himself in her. He could never outrun who he was, who he wasn’t. Love was a luxury for other men. He shook his head slightly and winced as pain and confusion colored her expression.

      “That was a mistake,” he said.

      Her face blanched, and she gripped the small, stuffed tiger tightly. “I...I don’t understand,” she stuttered.

      He couldn’t explain it. How could he confess that he could never be the man she wanted, the man she deserved? Wanting her in return couldn’t change that. No matter how much he wanted her. He’d selfishly taken what she’d offered without thought to the consequence. He could love her. He did love her, he thought with a deepening sickness in his heart, but he couldn’t bear to be loved by her. To have something so beautiful and know it couldn’t last. To know each day spent with her was one fewer day left to them. The swell of panic from his nightmares overwhelmed him again. He could not bear to let her in, only to have to let her go again. His heart couldn’t take the risk.

      “But on the train,” she said. “And this morning.…”

      The pain in her voice cut into his resolve, but he couldn’t waver. He knew he was a coward. That realization only reaffirmed he was right in pulling away. He wasn’t capable of being what she needed. He was selfish and afraid. The sooner they both faced it, the better. She deserved a whole man, not broken pieces.

      “Mistakes,” he said more firmly.

      She looked as if she’d been struck. Every fiber of his being screamed for him to comfort her. He reined them in. Better a clean cut. He would watch over her, loving her safely from afar. If he kept his distance, maybe one day he could forget her. Or perhaps, if he stayed away from her, the terrible fate he’d dreamt of would never come to pass.

      “We should be getting back,” he said. He set his jaw and let his eyes fall to the ground.

      Elizabeth glared at him for a long moment. He could feel her eyes boring into him, but he didn’t have the courage to meet them. Didn’t have the strength to weather the questions and the anger he knew they held. Then, without another word, she turned and walked away.
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      Elizabeth couldn’t bear to look at him, not without yelling, or worse, crying. She wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of either.

      They’d sat apart on the train. She’d left the stuffed animal behind, not able to look at a reminder of what had almost been. The walk home was silent. She wanted to run; she wanted to run and hide and disappear. Her father’s voice was the only thing that kept her from losing it completely. Never let ’em know you’re scared. Eddie West’s kid didn’t run away. No matter what.

      The door to the apartment closed behind her. She shivered and wrapped her arms around her chest. For a fleeting moment, she wished he’d come to her. Say he didn’t mean it, that it was all a mistake.

      A mistake. How those words cut.

      She heard him pad over to the table by the window. He wasn’t going to take it back. He meant it. She was a mistake.

      She lowered her hands to her sides and tightened them into fists to keep them from trembling and walked into the bathroom. She simply couldn’t be in the same room with him. Slamming the door behind her, she looked into the mirror.

      How was she going to face him again? The look in his eyes when he’d said it, shocked and appalled, almost angry. She’d put her soul into that moment, into that kiss. She offered him her heart, and he’d looked at her like she was a fly in his soup.

      Why was it the things you want to forget the most are the things that stay with you forever? She closed her eyes, fighting back the tears that threatened to spill out. There were precious few times she missed her mother. Daddy was all she’d ever needed, most of the time. But what she wouldn’t give to have her mom, right here, right now.

      Elizabeth grabbed a handful of toilet paper and wiped her runny nose, sniffling back the tears that clogged her throat. There was no one here for her to talk to. No one to tell her it was going to be all right. And besides, it wasn’t going to be all right.

      What the hell had she been thinking? He’d spent a few dollars on a cheap stuffed toy, and she threw herself into his arms. 

      She pushed away from the sink and slumped down onto the toilet. She was a complete fool. He’d been nice to her. Nothing more. Was she that desperate for the illusion that he cared? Seeing things when nothing was there.

      Simon was right. Believing something didn’t make it true. It just made you look like an ass.

      Elizabeth ran a shaky hand over her eyes. God, if she could only take it back. Rewind, call a do-over. She replayed the scene in her head again and again. The way he looked at her right after she thanked him for the tiger. He wanted her, he felt something. Or was that revisionist history? She could remember every nuance, every place his hands had touched her. And it hadn’t meant anything to him.

      Could she be more pathetic? She’d actually discovered a whole new level of humiliation. Maybe they’d name it after her, like Lou Gehrig’s disease. West’s Shame: not fatal, but you wished it were.

      He could have stopped it before it started, if it was such a big mistake. But he didn’t. He kissed her back. He wanted to kiss her. He felt something. She was sure of it. This wasn’t just another kiss. She’d kissed enough horny underclassmen to know the difference. Lust was hands up your shirt and tongues down your throat. Simon caressed her, held her. It had been more than the twenty year difference in experience. It was passion, tempered. But tempered with what? Why the hell had he pushed her away? What was he running from? Was the mighty Simon Cross afraid? 

      She let out a long sigh and moved back to the sink. She turned the taps and let the water rush over her hands. The cold against her face made her gasp, but she wasn’t going to be red-faced and puffy-eyed if she could help it. Rivulets of water ran down her chin, and she rubbed them into her neck. She looked at herself in the mirror again, when a knock on the door interrupted her thoughts.

      “Eliz— Miss West?” Simon’s voice came from the other side of the door. “Are you...Is everything all right in there?”

      She stared into her reflection and felt a new heat rising in her. Anger. It was a damn sight better than the abject humiliation of a few minutes ago. If he wanted to be a repressed schmuck, he could do it on his own damn time. You didn’t make someone feel something and then pull the rug out from under them. You just didn’t do it.

      Her T-shirt was hanging on the thin clothesline over the tub. Thank God she’d done laundry earlier and didn’t have to go back into the room to get her clothes. She wasn’t about to wear the top of their matching set of pajamas. Shrugging off her dress, she pulled the tiny shirt over her head. The hem fell slightly above her panties and she started to tug it down, but the hell with it. What did it matter now anyway? She grabbed a towel and dried her face. Taking one more steeling breath, she opened the door.

      Simon took a step back and shifted nervously.

      She glared at him for a moment until he had the good sense to look away. She walked over to the bed and pulled the coverlet down on her side. It was probably foolish to even ask why, but she couldn’t help herself. And maybe in the asking she could find a little bit of control.

      “There’s only one thing I want to know,” she said, as she turned to face him. “What are you so afraid of?”

      Simon frowned and shook his head. “I... I’m sorry.”

      “You’re sorry?” She waited for more, but he just looked at her with those shuttered eyes. That was all he had to say? She tensed her jaw and fought the urge to shake him. He could barely look at her. He should at least have the decency to look her in the eye. A screaming match would have been better than the defeat, the complete lack of anything. Was he that shut down? Maybe it all wasn’t a façade. Maybe he really was a cold-hearted bastard.

      They stood in an awkward silence for a painfully long moment before she shook her head with undisguised pity.

      “Fine. You be sorry. Be whatever the hell you want. I’m going to bed.”

      

      

       

      Simon turned the corner onto Mulberry Street, already planning his next move. If she wasn’t there, he’d try Saint Patrick’s, then go back uptown and retrace their steps from earlier in the week.

      Damn that woman.

      The last thing he’d wanted was the one thing he’d gotten. She’d been gone that morning when he woke up. No note, nothing except an empty bed. It was just like her. To rush off to God knows where.

      He rolled his neck, trying to work out the kinks. A night in the little wooden chair had done little to help his mood. Now, his body was twisted in the same knots as his heart.

      He went from store to store, pushing his way through the crowd. She had to be here. This was the sort of place she’d seek. Get that cannoli she’d talked incessantly about. Pastry shop after pastry shop and still no Elizabeth.

      Could he have made a bigger cock-up of the situation? He should never have let things get as far as they had. Never should have given in for one moment of perfection.

      Damn her. She should have, at the very least, had the decency to tell him where she was going. She could be anywhere in the city. Anything could be happening to her.

      With a force of will, he pushed that thought aside and continued through the crowd. He’d find her sooner or later. Not that he had the slightest notion of what to say when he did. His stuttering apology last night only drove her further away.

      He shoved his hands into his pockets and felt the cool, embossed metal of his grandfather’s watch. His fingers ran over the surface. Odd, how in only a few days it had become a talisman. An anchor to reality. But it was nearly meaningless without her. He gave a short painful laugh. What wasn’t?

      As he neared the end of the block, he mapped out his next move. Take the subway uptown and work his way back. Surely she wouldn’t leave the city. No. He had the watch. She’d come back to him, if for no other reason. Cold comfort.

      He was about to reverse his course when he felt someone watching him. He turned around quickly, scanning the crowd.

      In the shadows of a doorway stood an old woman, arms wrapped under a black shawl, dark eyes boring into him.

      Then he noticed the hand-painted sign that adorned the window next to her—Spiritualist and Medium. Undoubtedly, one of the many charlatans that had found a way to profit from people’s suffering. A legacy of the first World War.

      After the war, after any time of great sorrow, people looked for answers. So much loss led to questions about life, death and what lay between. Some turned toward religion, and people like Aimee Semple McPherson came into power. Some turned away from everything, and others turned toward the slightly less ordinary.

      Spiritualism had been reborn. Finally out of the back rooms and dark alleys, the movement was big business. From the average housewife to the cream of society, nearly everyone embraced the prospect of speaking to a lost loved one.

      Simon eyed the old woman with undisguised disdain. His years in the occult had led him to more than his share of impostors. He’d even, for a brief time, considered following in Houdini’s footsteps and spending his life debunking those who’d gain from others’ pain. But he’d had his own battles to fight.

      “You have lost something?” the woman said, in a thick Italian accent.

      His frustration nearly let loose in a biting reply, but he stopped himself. He had far more important things to do than expose a two-bit hustler, although it was tempting.

      She glared at him and wrapped her shawl more tightly about her shoulders before turning her attention to a young, sightseeing couple.

      Simon rounded the corner, leaving Mulberry Street behind, and headed toward Old Saint Patrick’s. He spent the rest of the afternoon searching for her. Charlie hadn’t seen her, and the small tremors of anxiety he always carried with him grew until he was frantic with worry. He’d make one last check of the apartment, then he’d go to the police. Timelines be damned.

      He keyed into their rooms and stopped dead in his tracks. Elizabeth was sitting at the small table, very much alive.

      He breathed a sigh of relief and closed the door behind him. “Where the hell have you been?”

      Elizabeth kept her gaze out the window and gave a bitter laugh.

      His relief was pushed aside by a wave of anger. “The least you could have done is left a note. I looked all over the damn city for you.”

      She turned slowly in her chair. “Now, you found me.”

      Her calm was maddening. “What were you thinking?” he said and strode toward the table.

      She stood and met his anger with her own. “I don’t think you want to know.”

      Simon clenched his jaw. She was right about that. He didn’t want to know.

      “But since you asked so nicely,” she said icily. “I think it’s best if we don’t share an apartment anymore. I wouldn’t want any more mistakes, would you?”

      He winced and tried to think of something rational to say, which was distinctly lacking in this conversation. “Elizabeth—”

      She walked away from him and busied herself with preparing her outfit for the club. “I should have enough money by the end of the week.”

      She couldn’t be serious. He couldn’t let her move out. There simply had to be a way to convince her not to. God knows, it was hard enough to protect her as it was, but if she weren’t with him...

      “Don’t be absurd,” he said and winced as soon as the words left his mouth.

      She arched an eyebrow in challenge. “Oh, I’m sorry. Was I being absurd?”

      “That’s not,” he stuttered and shoved his hands into his pockets. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “It doesn’t matter anymore. You made yourself quite clear last night. I’ll have my own place by the weekend.”

      He fought against the urge to take her in his arms. Tell her it was all a mistake. That he’d made the mistake in pushing her away. But his feet wouldn’t move. He had done the only thing he could yesterday, but he couldn’t let her leave.

      “Like it or not,” he said, as evenly as he could. “We’re in this situation together.”

      “No. We’re not.” She picked up her costume and lifted her chin. “We need to keep up appearances. But since that’s all they are, where I spend my nights is none of your business.”

      

      

      King flicked the long ash of his cigarette out of the back window of his car and leaned forward to see across the street. These rounds were growing more and more tedious. It was hardly the first time Victor had collected payments. What could possibly be taking so long?

      Impatient to move on to the inspection of the new club in Chinatown, King reached for the door handle. His gloved hand froze in place as he saw a familiar face walking up the sidewalk in the late afternoon shadows. Elizabeth Cross.

      She was a puzzle, that one. One he’d enjoy solving.

      She looked around nervously, and King leaned back in his seat to hide his face. She didn’t give any sign of seeing him or recognizing his car.

      What was she doing here?

      Just as she reached the doorway to the pawn shop, Vic stumbled out and nearly into her, the big oaf. She sidestepped him and went inside.

      Curious.

      Victor lumbered across the street toward the car.

      “Hey, boss,” he said, jerking his thumb over his shoulder. “That dame from the club, she’s—"

      “Shut up and get in the car,” King hissed.

      With one last ponderous look back at the pawn shop, Victor did as he was told.

      King stared at the door to the pawn shop, his mind sifting through possibilities. A few minutes later, Elizabeth emerged. She pulled down the rim of her cloche hat and hurried off down the street.

      King waited until she was out of sight before opening his door. “Wait here.”

      He swiftly crossed the street and entered the shop.

      One patron who was idly looking through the wares turned white when he saw King. Lowering his eyes to the ground, the man scurried for the door, leaving the shop empty.

      “King,” Smitty said with a broad, false smile that faded and quivered under King’s gaze. “The payment was in full. I double checked it.”

      King waved the notion away with his hand and looked down into the glass case before moving his gaze back up to Smitty. “That woman who was just here. Did she buy something? Sell something?”

      “Neither one,” Smitty. “She’s paying off a ticket.”

      King stared at the man, impatient that his needs were not already anticipated.

      “Oh,” Smitty said as dawn broke. “It’s an odd one. I should have come to you about it,” he added quickly as he dug around behind the counter. “It’s right up your alley, with the collecting.”

      King waited while the man opened and closed drawers.

      “Here it is,” he said triumphantly as he turned and unfolded a bit of cloth.

      King could barely believe his eyes. “How did you—?”

      His hand went quickly to his own breast pocket where he felt the outline of the ring inside. He stared down in disbelief. Identical, even down to the crack along the scarab’s back.

      “It’s probably a fake,” Smitty said. “Not worth much but—”

      King picked up the scarab ring and held it up to the light. “Oh, it’s worth a great deal, Mr. Smith. A great deal. To me.”

      

      

      Elizabeth ignored him all the next night at the club, never once even glancing in his direction. Simon managed to play the music, but he wasn’t sure how. Her anger was well deserved, but that was hardly a comfort.

      He finished his set and sat on the piano bench watching her lean against the bar, waiting for her order to be filled. She tucked a few stray strands of hair behind her ears and gave Charlie a fleeting smile.

      The night dragged on painfully slowly. The bar was doing a brisk business for a Monday night, but every couple, every happy reveler was nothing more than painful reminder of something he’d never have. He watched her as she greeted each table with a smile. He hadn’t realized how much he’d come to rely on her smile. How much that simple thing meant to him. Now they were all for someone else. He was starting to feel truly maudlin when the buzz of the crowd softened to a whisper. Every eye in the club was on the man in the doorway.

      “King!” Charlie said with forced enthusiasm. “Your table is waitin’ for ya.”

      The dark haired man nodded his head once and took a seat along the far wall. Simon nearly forgot his place in the song as he leaned to his right to get a better view. So this was King Kashian? He used so much oil in his hair, there was enough left over for his smile.

      Dix went to his table, but he waved her off. His dark eyes traveled across the room until they found their prize. Elizabeth. Dix signaled for her to come over. King’s gaze raked over her body, and Simon hit a sour note. He covered quickly, then strained to see them through the crowd.

      The man’s look was positively indecent. King waved a gloved hand and gestured for Elizabeth to join him. She shook her head. Good girl. King leaned forward and narrowed his eyes. Elizabeth put her tray down on the table and took a seat.

      They spoke for a few minutes until King turned and nodded toward Simon. Elizabeth followed his gaze and said something in response. King laughed, and they both turned away.

      What the bloody hell was she doing?

      Simon ground his teeth with growing aggravation. He wished he could see Elizabeth’s face, but all he could see was King’s smug expression. They were too far away for lip reading, but it was clear enough that the gangster was enjoying her company. A bit too much.

      Simon played a few more standards, trying not to race the tempo, but his heart wasn’t in the music. After a few more minutes, King pushed his chair back and stood. He gave Elizabeth a courtly bow and a not so courtly leer, before heading for the door. She took up her tray and walked to the bar. Simon finished the last bars of “S’Wonderful”, ignored the smattering of applause and walked over to her.

      She was waiting for an order to be filled when Simon gripped her by the arm and forced her to turn toward him. “What was that all about?”

      Her eyes were cold, and she wrested her arm from his grip. She turned away and grabbed her tray. “Thanks, Charlie,” she said, and moved back into the crowd without giving Simon another glance.

      He grunted in aggravation and ran a hand through his hair. What did she think she was playing at? They knew King was dangerous. Why didn’t she just go and play in traffic, for God’s sake?

      “You all right, Professor?” Charlie asked as he served up a particularly vile smelling concoction.

      Simon gave a terse laugh. “Fine.”

      “Sorry about King. Fancies himself a real cake eater.”

      “Really?” Simon said, unimpressed. “And I suppose fraternizing with the clientele is part of Elizabeth’s job.”

      Charlie frowned. “It ain’t like that. When King wants to talk, ya talk.” He put down his dishrag, leaned against the bar and nodded toward Elizabeth. “I don’t know what you did, Professor. But if I were you, I’d fix it.”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Simon said, bristling.

      Charlie shrugged. “I’m just sayin’ flowers might not be a bad idea.”

      “I don’t remember asking you for advice on our relationship. I’m fairly certain it’s none of your business.”

      Charlie’s kind eyes grew hard. “Anything affects the club is my business.”

      Simon cocked his head to the side in challenge. “If you have a point, I suggest you get to it.”

      Charlie sighed. “Look, I like ya. Well, I like Lizzy; you’re a pain in the ass. But Lizzy likes ya, so you can’t be all bad.”

      “Thank you,” Simon said dryly.

      “Alls I’m sayin’ is: men, we mess up. Don’t always know why, but I know one thing. You got a good thing in Lizzy. Do what you gotta do. Cause trust me, there’s always somethin’ or somebody there waitin’ to take it away from ya.”

      Simon nodded and turned to watch Elizabeth. If Charlie only knew how true that was.
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      Back at the apartment, Elizabeth kept her distance and her silence. They hadn’t said more than two words since their brief contact in the bar. Simon continued to sleep in the chair. Nightmares plagued him. Awake or asleep, it didn’t seem to matter. No matter how hard he tried, doubts crept in. He told himself time and again that he’d done the right thing, but the truth inched its way to the surface. He wasn’t protecting her at all. It wasn’t a matter of sparing her the infliction of his inevitable failure, it was something much simpler. Something far less noble. She was right. He was afraid. Petrified actually. The idea of loving someone, of being loved in return frightened him beyond words.

      More often than not, he’d ended the relationships before they could begin. Then Elizabeth had come into his life. All the walls he’d built were slowly being worn away. Until now, when the cracks became fissures, and the walls started to crumble. He could feel the past repeating itself. Was he strong enough to face it all again? Or could he change his destiny?

      The things that had once defined him, detachment and control, lay in rubble at his feet. She’d given him the chance to live again, and he’d thrown it in her face. Judging from the way she’d treated him since, she wasn’t about to forgive him. Not that he deserved her forgiveness. Or would even know what to do with it if it were given. Not much to worry about there either; she would be gone in the morning, just as she had been every morning since Coney Island. Yet, somehow, hope flickered in his chest, refusing to be snuffed out completely.

      Knowing Charlie’s was the only place he’d see her, Simon went in early. The bar was eerily quiet. Empty tables, empty chairs: the perfect place for an empty man. Charlie was putting a new picture of Lillian Gish on the wall behind the bar. He straightened the corners and stood back to admire his work.

      “Pretty little thing, ain’t she?”

      “Hmm? Oh, I suppose,” Simon said, as he took a seat on one of the wooden stools. He’d never felt so at sixes and sevens; a bleak future ahead, and nothing but mistakes behind him.

      Charlie shook his head and pulled out the bottle of Glenlivet from behind the counter. “You got it bad,” he said and set-up two cups. “Lizzy still givin’ ya the cold shoulder?”

      Simon’s frown was answer enough, and Charlie nodded in commiseration. “Want a snort? Cure what ails ya?”

      Simon desperately wanted a drink, but feared he wouldn’t be able to stop with just one. “I don’t think that’s wise.”

      Charlie opened the bottle and poured the drinks. “Naw, probably not.” He slid one cup across the wooden counter to Simon. “Sometimes wise ain’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

      Simon laughed and took the cup, but he didn’t drink. Charlie raised his cup in toast. “Here’s mud in yer eye.”

      Simon breathed in the scent, letting it fill his lungs with pungent warmth before taking a sip. “Quite good.”

      Charlie nodded and stared down into his empty cup. His usually jovial face was lined with worry. “You try the flowers?”

      “I think we’re well beyond that,” Simon said, surprised at his willingness to talk to the man, but he felt too tired to fight it anymore.

      “I know you don’t want me stickin’ my nose in, but bein’ alone ain’t good for no man.”

      Charlie’s wide shoulders seemed bowed under some unseen pressure. He looked at Simon with unaccustomed passion, a ghost of pain floating in his eyes. Simon knew the look. He’d seen it often enough in the mirror. “Who was she?”

      Charlie’s meaty face wrinkled in a mixture of chagrin and sorrow. “Mary. She was beautiful, my Mary.” He poured another drink and looked down into the cup, his eyes dreamy and distant. “Seems like yesterday.”

      Charlie closed his eyes for a moment and smiled ruefully. “A real looker. And a sweeter girl you never will find. Met her in the park. Saw her walking with her sister. Real pinched-face sort of broad. Just made Mary look even prettier. Not that she needed the help.”

      He stopped for a moment, poured another and took a deep drink of the Scotch. “Minute I laid eyes on her, I knew she was the girl for me. Crazy, huh?”

      Simon shook his head, remembering the first day he’d seen Elizabeth. She raised her hand, interrupting his lecture, and challenged his theory on the motivational hunger of lycanthropics. He was annoyed at the disruption and impressed with her audacity. But it wasn’t her question that lingered in his mind later that day. It was the sound of her voice, the tilt of her head, the fire in her eyes.

      “Anyway,” Charlie continued, breaking Simon from his reminiscence, “I walked right over to her and introduced myself. Tipped my hat and said, name’s Charlie Blue and I think I love you.”

      Simon grinned in spite of himself.

      Charlie laughed and reddened at the memory of his boldness. “I know, but ya say some pretty stupid stuff when you’re in love. She laughed at me, but I was a cocky son of a gun and didn’t give up. She said it was improper for her to talk to a man she hadn’t been introduced to. See? Her sister piped up that no matter what, it wouldn’t be proper for her to be talking with the likes of me, but Mary, she had this look in her eyes. Then she, I’ll never forget, she asked me if I knew anyone in the park. Told her I knew the cop over on the southeast corner. Course, I didn’t tell her how I knew him,” he added with a wink.

      “Luck was on my side that day. She knew the fella too. God bless him, old Pete never let on and gave us the proper how do ya do’s. And from that moment on, I couldn’t think of nothin’ else but her. It was like a fever, ya know? A wonderful fever.”

      Charlie started to take another drink, but his cup was empty, and he set it aside. “I courted her best I could. She was from a good family. The kind that lives so high up they can’t see nothin’ without lookin’ down their noses. Me, I was a regular Joe, but Mary, she made me feel special. Like me, Charlie Blue, was somebody.”

      Simon knew the feeling, the way Elizabeth had looked when he gave her the stuffed tiger--like he was the only man in the world.

      Charlie looked at the bottle for a moment, then pushed it aside with the back of his hand. “One day, we hadn’t seen each other for a week. We’re supposed to meet, and she don’t show. That’s not her, so I get worried. I go round to her house, and her mother tells me she won’t be seeing me no more. Seems she’s found another fella. Somebody who could give her the things I couldn’t, I guess.” His voice couldn’t hide the bitterness, even after all the years.

      “I didn’t believe it at first. Not my Mary. So, I went back the next day and told ’em I wasn’t leavin’ till she told me face to face.”

      Charlie shook his head, and his eyes misted over. “I was a damn fool. She came down and stood behind the screen door. Looked me in the eye and told me it was over.”

      Simon remembered all too well the expression on Elizabeth’s face when she told him she was moving out. An ending before a beginning.

      Charlie’s brawny hands clenched around the empty cup. “I was so angry, I couldn’t see straight. Didn’t see straight. Didn’t see what was right in front of me. She was thin. Too thin. And so pale. But I didn’t see it. All I saw was red.” He laughed bitterly. “Last time I saw her, and I didn’t even really see her.”

      Simon fought down the panic that welled inside his chest.

      Charlie sighed heavily and played with the frayed ends of his bar rag. “Got a letter from her sister ’bout two months later. Mary had the influenza and...died. Didn’t want me to know. Didn’t want me to watch it happen.”

      The desperation Simon had felt during his nightmare prickled at his skin. Watching Elizabeth die.

      Charlie nodded slowly, once again resigned to his fate. “I woulda taken those two months over the nothin’ I got any day. I shoulda kept on tryin’. Never be another Mary. Not for me.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Eleven years ago. Coulda been yesterday.” He looked up from the tattered edges of the rag and made sure he caught Simon’s eye. “You’re a lucky man, Professor. You’ve got your Mary. Don’t let her go.”

      Simon nodded thoughtfully and drank the last of his Scotch. Elizabeth wasn’t his to lose. Or was she? The real question was, did he have the courage to find out?

      

      

      Elizabeth gave Simon a wide berth all night. A few times he made tacit overtures; a gaze that lingered a moment too long, the beginnings of an unsure smile, and he even stuttered something about her hair. If she didn’t know better, she might let herself believe he was feeling contrite. But this was Simon Cross after all. The same man who’d just two nights before rejected and humiliated her. The same man who had nothing more to say than that he was sorry.

      She’d fooled herself into believing he was something he wasn’t and paid the price. Working at Charlie’s used to be fun, but now it was all she could do to keep a smile plastered on her face for the customers. It wasn’t bad enough that she had to work with him all night, but the walk home was unbearable. Once they were in the room, she could crawl into bed, hide in the darkness. But the silence and awkwardness of walking home on the deserted streets was strangely too intimate.

      Tonight she was lucky; it was bank night. Growing up around pool halls and race tracks, Elizabeth knew what that really meant. Banks, the kind Charlie and some of her father’s friends used, were no more than glorified bookies. A safe house to store your cash. The locations changed to keep the bad guys and the feds guessing. It was a risky way to handle money, but when you made your living under the table, it came with the territory.

      If she could make the run with Lester the bouncer, then he could walk her on to the apartment, and she could avoid the death march with Simon. It was a good plan. Of course, convincing Charlie wasn’t so easy. He rejected the idea at first. He wasn’t too crazy about letting her go to the safe house. Guns, money, and a pretty girl--nothing good ever came out of that mix. She promised to stay out of the way, but he wouldn’t budge. When she pushed out her lower lip in her patented pout, his resolve began to weaken. She knew it was dirty pool, using her feminine wiles, but what good were wiles unless you used them now and again? Finally, Charlie agreed, the old softie, but only if she did everything Lester told her.

      For his part, Simon accepted her announcement with resignation. She’d expected a lecture, or, at the very least a disapproving glare. He simply nodded and asked her to be careful. With one last significant look at Lester, he left to walk home alone. For a brief second, Elizabeth wanted to go after him, but thankfully the moment of madness passed.

      Once the money was bundled, she and Lester started out. The strain of the last few days was finally beginning to hit her, and she was more than grateful that Lester was a man of few words. They walked quietly along the empty streets. The sound of their footsteps and the occasional clatter of a milk horse cart were the only noises to disturb the night and her thoughts. Had it been her imagination or was Simon less Simony tonight? He seemed distracted and softer around the edges somehow.

      She shook her head and walked a little faster. No. She was not going to fall for it again. She’d take the little, shreddy remnants of her heart and move on.

      She was moving on.

      Definitely moving on.

      If he wanted to apologize, really apologize, he’d had ample opportunity. Well, maybe not ample. She’d been gone each morning before he woke up, ignored him at the club, and didn’t talk to him at home. But if he really wanted to, he’d have found a way. So, clearly, he didn’t want to. He liked it the way it was. Her suffering and burning in the hell of abject despair was obviously the way he wanted things.

      And that was fine by her. Not the suffering, she could definitely do without that part, but she didn’t need him. She was a rock. She was an island. And channeling Simon and Garfunkel was never a good sign.

      She sighed so heavily, Lester actually spoke. “You okay, Lizzy?”

      “Yeah. Just thinking.”

      “Ah,” he said and nodded sagely. “Gotcha.”

      “We almost there?”

      “Yeah, not too far. Ya know,” he said, casting a quick glance over at her. “Charlie might brain me for sayin’ sumpthin’ but, I figure you got as much a right to know as anybody. Maybe more.”

      That caught her attention. “Know what?”

      “About King. He ain’t what you—"

      Suddenly, Lester stopped walking and grabbed Elizabeth’s arm. He cocked his big, bald head to the side.

      “What is it?” she asked anxiously. His sausage-sized fingers dug into her arm.

      “We’re bein’—”

      The figures came out of the darkness too fast for either of them to react. A pair of iron hands clamped onto her arms, pulled her out of Lester’s grip and tossed her into the shadows of the alley.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 16

        

      

    
    
      Simon sat in his chair, his personal prison, and waited. The minutes dragged on and still Elizabeth wasn’t home. The streets below were empty and still. The only sound piercing the night was the clatter of an old-fashioned milk cart, the horse’s hooves beating out an unnatural cadence in the city night.

      Simon pulled back the curtain and looked down into the darkness, willing her slender silhouette to walk down the sidewalk. Not a soul was there. Slumping back into his chair, he absently felt for the gold watch in his pocket. The feel of the etched case under his fingers wasn’t as calming as it had been a few short days ago.

      He took a deep breath and tried to content himself with waiting. As the minutes grew into an hour, an uneasy sense of foreboding welled deep inside him. He should have protested her accompanying Lester on Charlie’s errand, but he knew it would have fallen on deaf ears, or worse yet, driven her further away.

      He’d been an absolute fool. He’d pushed her away and then idiotically wondered where she went. He should have gone after her tonight. The niggling voice in the back of his mind whispered his darkest fears. Was tonight the night his nightmares became reality?

      The room was empty without her. He was empty without her. He should have laid his heart out for her, but he’d run away. Simon pushed the chair back and stood. Time to bloody well stop running.

      He retraced the path he’d taken home—up Market Street and down Madison. He vaguely thought of calling Charlie at the bar, when he realized pay phones weren’t commonplace in the twenties. He rounded a corner when he heard a voice filtering up the street. He stopped for a moment and listened. There it was again. He crossed Madison and the sounds grew more distinct—a low guttural moan and a higher voice talking in hurried, anxious tones. His long legs quickened their stride and came to a sudden stop at the mouth of an alley.

      Lester lay on his back, and the small huddled form of Elizabeth bent over him.

      “Dear God,” Simon choked out.

      Elizabeth swung her head around at the sound. Her eyes were wide with fear and a trickle of blood on her forehead stood out in stark contrast to her pale skin.

      “Simon,” she gasped in relief. “How did you...” Her voice trailed off, and her expression changed. Her eyes hardened. “What are you doing here?”

      She turned back to Lester, who moaned and tried to lift his head. “It’s all right, Les.”

      Simon managed to get his legs to move again. It was all he could do not to take her into his arms. He knelt down next to her and tried to slow his thundering heart. “You’re hurt. What happened?”

      Ignoring him, she gently touched the side of Lester’s face, below the growing knot on his forehead. “How do you feel?”

      “Like I went twenty with Sullivan,” he croaked.

      He reached for his breast pocket and his thick brow furrowed when he found it empty. “Damn. You okay, Lizzy?”

      “Of course, she’s not,” Simon barked. “Look at her.”

      She glared at Simon before smiling back down at Lester. “I’m okay.”

      “What happened?” Simon asked, as she raised a shaky hand to her ashen face. She wasn’t all right, and he damn well wished she’d stop pretending she was. He helped Lester push himself into a sitting position, but his eyes never left Elizabeth.

      “Old-fashioned mugging,” she said in a tremulous voice that belied the flippancy of her words.

      Simon’s heart took another step into his throat as images of Elizabeth being thrown against the hard, brick wall flashed through his mind. “Mugged?”

      “Naw, they musta followed us,” Lester said.

      “Followed you?” Simon asked.

      “Musta known about the deposit,” Lester said as he tentatively felt the mouse growing on his forehead. “Charlie’s gonna skin me alive.”

      Elizabeth put a comforting hand on his arm. “Money can be replaced.”

      Lester laughed and then winced in regret. “Not this money, but I was talkin’ bout you. Charlie made me promise six days to Sunday I’d look out for ya.”

      Simon bit back the derisive comment that rolled on his tongue. He was in no position to cast stones; his glass house had shattered days ago.

      Lester leaned against the wall and managed to stand up. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m fine,” she said and ignored Simon’s offer of help as she got to her feet.

      Lester shook his head and sighed. “Guess I better go face the music.” He looked at Simon and his dull eyes glinted in the lamplight. “You take care of her?”

      Simon didn’t trust his voice and simply nodded.

      Elizabeth took a shaky step toward the street. “We’ll walk you back.”

      Simon was at her side in a moment and held her elbow for support. Whether she liked it or not, he was going to help her.

      “Hell no,” Lester said. “It’s gonna be bad enough without him seein’ ya like that. I really am sorry, Lizzy. They came outta nowhere.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “It ain’t, but thanks,” he said sheepishly. Lester shook his head once to clear it and started down the street mumbling to himself.

      “We should follow him,” she said, taking an unsteady step forward.

      Simon gripped her arm more tightly and shook his head. “He’ll be all right.”

      “He was out for too long,” she said. “I should—”

      “Would you stop! Just stop for one moment and let me take care of you!”

      She stared at him for a long moment in obvious shock. He saw a flicker of vulnerability cross her eyes, but she pushed it away. He’d seen it though, and it gave him hope. “Please,” he said softly. “Let me take you home.”

      “Home,” she said, and a near hysterical burst of laughter bubbled out of her throat. She glanced nervously around the darkened alley, and he felt her arm began to tremble. The trauma of the night finally caught up with her.

      “Elizabeth,” Simon said.

      She looked up at him, eyes bordering on tears.

      He slipped an arm around her back, and she nodded numbly.

      

      

       

      Once they were safely back in the apartment, Simon maneuvered her to the bed and piled pillows behind her. “I’ll get a cloth,” he said and disappeared into the bathroom.

      His hands shook as he turned on the cold tap. He glanced into the bedroom to reassure himself she was still there. She was, but it didn’t calm his pounding heart. He wet a washcloth and hurried back into the bedroom.

      Elizabeth’s head was tilted back against the headboard, her eyes closed. His heart clenched again. He’d come so close to losing her. He dragged a chair to the bedside, the sodden rag dripping in his hand as he leaned forward. “Do you need to go to hospital?”

      Elizabeth opened her eyes and shook head slowly. “Not that bad,” she said and reached up to touch her forehead.

      “Let me,” he said, holding out the cloth. He waited a moment before asking, “Are you going to tell me what happened?”

      “Mugged,” she said stonily. It was her turn to put up a wall. Was this what it felt like to be on the other side? Is this how she felt every time he shut her out?

      “They grabbed me,” she continued, closing her eyes briefly. “And I hit my head. I think I saw them. I’m not sure. It’s all a little fuzzy.”

      “It’s all right,” he said, then held up the washcloth. “May I?”

      She nodded and watched him warily, but he made sure to be gentle as he probed the wound. The cut was nestled below her hairline. It wasn’t very big, and the blood was already starting to congeal. He carefully wiped away the few dark, crimson lines that streaked her face. She hissed in a quick breath when he touched a particularly sore spot.

      He pulled his hands away quickly. “Sorry.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” she said.

      Simon rested his elbows on his knees and looked down at the soiled carpet at his feet. It did matter. If he could only find a way to tell her just how much. “I am sorry.”

      “You already said that.” Her voice was bitter and harsh. The tone, even more than the words, struck a chord in him. Wounded and lashing out. And it was all his doing.

      “I don’t mean...” he said and sighed in frustration. He simply couldn’t remain seated. He stood and walked to the far side of the room, tossing the bloody cloth onto the table. “I’m a fool.”

      Elizabeth folded her arms over her chest. “Go on.”

      “You have every reason in the world to hate me,” he said hoarsely. When she didn’t deny it, he felt his resolve weaken. There were so many things he wanted to say, needed to say, but he couldn’t find the words. He touched the back of his chair by the window and nearly fled into the safe confines of lonely misery it provided. The little, wooden chair had come to symbolize his retreat from life. Twice, he’d sought refuge there, hiding from his emotions, but it was a lost cause.

      Closing his eyes, the images from his nightmare flashed before him. He remembered the desolation he’d felt at the end of each dream, the unspeakable torment of watching her die. He’d never been more frightened in his life. Until tonight.

      “I understand if you choose not to forgive me,” he said slowly, unable to look at her. “I behaved abominably. It was a mistake.”

      “You said that too.”

      Simon turned to look at her, letting her rebuke find its mark. He nodded in acceptance and started to pace. Words drifted just beyond his reach, and he moved more quickly in a futile attempt to capture them.

      “I’ve never been good at expressing my feelings and, bloody hell, why should it be different now?” he said, exasperated.

      “No matter what I do, I can’t get a moment’s rest from thinking about you. You’re always there. Did you know that?” he said, accusing her. He put his fists on his hips and sighed. “Of course you didn’t. How would you? I could barely admit it to myself. Deny and rationalize. I’m a master at that, you know. Finding ways to mine misery out of pleasure.”

       She moved to sit on the edge of the bed, her hand fleetingly going to her forehead. “What is it you want, Simon? You want me to feel sorry for you?”

      “That isn’t what I want.”

      “Then you need to tell me what that is because I don’t have any idea. You’re scared. Who isn’t? You think I’m not? You think I wasn’t terrified tonight when...” Her voice trailed off and she clasped her hands in her lap.

      “If all this is about asking my forgiveness, we can cut to the chase. Consider yourself forgiven, and we can forget this ever happened.”

      “I can’t forget. And I don’t want to.”

      “So far this week is pretty high on my things to forget list. It’s not exactly filled with picture postcard memories.”

      “I take full responsibility for—”

      “Would you stop that,” she said, jumping to her feet and fighting for balance. “Not everything is about you. It’s so convenient to take too much on your shoulders, isn’t it? So when you collapse under the weight no one can blame you.”

      He whirled around to face her. “Do you think I wanted this? Do you think I wanted to hurt you?”

      “The results speak for themselves.”

      “No they don’t. The last thing in the world I wanted to do was hurt you. When you kissed me, I...I panicked. I’m not proud of it and I’m not trying to make excuses. You said that I’m a selfish man. Perhaps I am. For wanting things I can’t have,” he said and let out a deep breath. “For wanting you.”

      He stood there, raw and vulnerable for the longest moment of his life, before he turned away.

      “Don’t say that if you don’t mean it,” she said, her voice trembling.

      “I’ve never meant anything more in my life,” he said. “I don’t expect you to understand. God knows, I don’t. I’ve spent the better part of my life avoiding any sort of personal entanglement. But you, you’re...unavoidable. I tried. You have no idea the hours I spent trying not to think about you. Trying not to imagine what it would be like to hold you in my arms.”

      He forced himself to look into her eyes. “You absolutely terrify me. Whenever I’m with you it’s as though someone has reached inside my chest, until the pain is almost more than I can bear. And when I’m not with you, I’d give anything to feel that way again.”

      He heaved a deep sigh and continued. “Tonight when I saw you in the alley... I...No, it was before that. I know it doesn’t matter. I know you can’t possibly return my feelings after the way I’ve treated you,” he said and felt his courage failing. He turned away, unable to bear the rejection he knew he’d see in her face. “But I...I couldn’t go another day as I was.”

      The silence was oppressive. Slowly, he eased back around to face her. Her small hands were clenched tightly at her sides, eyes pleading. She was trying so hard to be strong, defying him to hurt her again. 

      “And who are you now?” she asked.

      “A man hopelessly in love with you.”

      She closed the space between them, and his heart raced with each step. She stopped a few feet away and then slowly, beautifully, a smile came to her face.

      If he could only stop time, he would lock this moment away for eternity. Tentatively, he lifted his hand to her cheek, barely a caress, and gently pushed a stray lock of hair away from her face. He searched her eyes for any sign of resistance, but she leaned into his touch. Emboldened, he loosely cupped her face with the palm of his hand. He moved slowly, giving her every chance to pull away.

      His lips met hers in a tender kiss. Her hands came to rest on his chest and for a fleeting moment he feared she’d push him away, but her fingers curled into the fabric of his shirt and pulled him closer.

      Simon brought his other hand to her face, trying to convey his love and desire in every touch, to show her how precious she was to him. Finally, he could let himself out and let Elizabeth in. A world he’d only imagined, one he’d feared to even dream of, was born before his eyes. The impossible and unreachable had fallen into his hands. His heart still ached, but it was a sweet, beautiful pain. 

      Somewhere in his life he’d lost his way and now he’d found it again in her kiss. A piece of a puzzle he didn’t know was missing slid into place. Supple lips pressed against his, caution forgotten in the sublime feel of her mouth upon his. Tentative at first, the kiss flourished with passion. He felt her nimble fingers brush against his throat and then move down his chest to unbutton his shirt. He wanted this so badly, wanted her more than he thought possible, but the last shreds of coherent thought clung to his brain. He had to be sure she wanted him. This had to be her decision. He pulled back breathlessly and looked at her. As much as it frightened him, she was the one in control.

      Elizabeth’s smile faltered. Afraid she might think he was pushing her away again, he gently ran his hands along her arms and took her hands in his. “Are you sure?” he asked.

      Her smile blossomed again; the love he’d been denying himself shone back. How had he possibly survived without it? Now that it was his, it was as much a part of him as breathing, and he would never let it go.

      She caressed his cheek, and then kissed him, more demanding than before. Her hands slid from his face and moved back to the buttons of his shirt. She worked her way down to his belt and rucked the fabric up from his waistband, then tugged on his undershirt. Reluctantly, he moved away from her kiss and pulled the shirt over his head and tossed it aside.

      Elizabeth’s eyes, dark with passion, swept over his body and he watched as she took him in. She hadn’t turned away, she didn’t leave him as he so deserved. Instead, she laid her palm flat against his skin, feeling the beating of his heart. 

      A maelstrom of emotion swept over him. He felt himself falling again, and knew this time there was no turning away. She loved him. As unthinkable as it was, one look in her eyes told him a world of truths.    

      Her hand slowly slid down his chest and stopped at his sharp intake of breath. With an intoxicating half-smile, she pulled away and began to undo the buttons of her dress.

      His hands caught hers, and she looked into his eyes. Silently, he asked permission, and she let her arms fall to her sides, offering herself.

      Without taking his eyes from hers, he unbuttoned her dress, his long fingers trembling. The thin, cotton dress fell open. The lace of her bra peaked out from behind the edges of the fabric and begged for his touch. He reined in the impulse, wanting to take this as slowly as possible, to savor each moment as it was given.

      He brushed the tips of his fingers along her collarbone, easing her dress from her shoulders. Leaning forward, he lifted her hair away from her neck and kissed the sensitive skin at the nape.

      She rolled her head to the side, allowing him to work his way along her neck and down again to her shoulder. With each kiss his need for her grew. His hands slid down her sides and came to rest on her waist, gently pulling her body to his. He could do nothing to hide his attraction for her, and he didn’t want to.

      Feeling bolder now, he nudged the dress further off her body. It slipped completely off and pooled at her feet.

      Elizabeth ducked her head in embarrassment. Was it possible she didn’t know how attractive she was? Touching her cheek, he urged her to lift her eyes. If she doubted before, she never would again. As long as he had breath in his body, she would know how lovely she was. “You’re so beautiful.”

      Her skin blushed a bright red that rose from her cheeks and traveled deliciously down her chest. His eyes followed the path in a loving touch.

      She was perfection.

      Elizabeth took hold of one of his hands. Slowly, she urged him back toward the bed, undressing as she walked. She slipped off her shoes before she lay down, and reached out silently asking him to join her. He knew in that moment, he’d follow her anywhere, and without question to the heaven she offered.

      Simon undressed quickly and stretched his body out next to hers, the first unfettered touch lost in the smoky haze of her eye.

      The words came out as naturally as their bodies fit together.

      “I love you,” he whispered and then took her mouth in a tender kiss.

      After they made love, she looked up at him, eyes still blurry from passion. How many times he’d dreamt of that look, of being the man that brought her to it. She lifted a weak hand and ran her fingers through the hair at the back of his neck.

      “I love you, Simon,” she said, still breathless.

      He kissed her tenderly, humbled by her words. He was sure he wasn’t worthy, but he’d spend the rest of his life trying to be.

      Gently, he moved to the side and pulled her into his arms. She rested her hand above his heart. Such a small hand held everything he was.

      The bright hues of dawn’s first light filtered through the window. He held her as she drifted off to sleep and prayed when he woke, that it all wasn’t a dream.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 17

        

      

    
    
      Elizabeth awoke to the feel of warm skin, hard muscle and a distinctly male scent. Simon. He’d been so tender, so unsure. She could remember the moment the shutters of his eyes opened. How hard it must have been for him to lay bare everything he’d kept so carefully hidden. The way he’d looked at her, waiting for the rejection, and the surprise when she touched him.

      She could feel his arm around her, strong and loving, and nuzzled her cheek into the crook of his shoulder. The lump on her forehead reminded her of last night’s other activities, but any pain was lost in the feeling of being in his arms. The thin sheet was pooled around his waist, and her hand rested against the bare skin of his chest. A soft sprinkling of hair tickled her palm, and she slid her hand across the muscles.

      Simon cleared his throat. “Good morning.”

      Elizabeth smiled at the formality in his voice. Even with a naked woman in his arms, he was still Professor Cross. She knew Simon was in there somewhere, he just needed a little coaxing. Her fingers drifted down his ribs to his abdomen. He sighed, almost sadly, and she pushed herself up onto one elbow. He was watching her carefully, bemused but apprehensive.

      “Good morning yourself,” she said and dropped a kiss onto his chest.

      His hand touched her shoulder tentatively and his eyes fell away from hers. “How do you feel?”

      Nervous as hell. “Wonderful.”

      He smiled, but still his eyes didn’t meet hers. She gently eased his face back to hers and kissed him reassuringly. When she pulled away, his expression was still troubled. He pushed a lock of hair behind her ear, and his eyes fell on the bruise on her forehead. He sighed and closed his eyes for a moment. When he looked at her again, his brow creased and she could see it was difficult for him not to look away again. “About last night...”

      Her body tensed and he quickly shook his head. “Not that.”

      “If you’re worried about birth control, I’ve got that covered.”

      “Dear Lord. I hadn’t even thought of that,” he said, clearly appalled at his lack of foresight.

      “We did have a lot on our minds.”

      He relaxed a little and nodded. “I just wanted to...” he said and then shook his head again. “Thank you.”

      Elizabeth laughed in relief. “If I remember correctly, I should be thanking you.”

      Simon chuckled and she could feel the rumbling in his chest beneath her. “I’m fairly certain I don’t deserve you.”

      “Why don’t you let me be the judge of that?”

      A trace of a smile lifted his lips. “And if your judgment’s impaired?”

      “I guess you’ll just have to trust me.”

      He paused and nodded slightly. A nearly imperceptible movement acknowledged something so profound. His long fingers brushed the hair away from her face and trailed down her cheek.

      She leaned into his touch and settled herself more comfortably. “And how do you feel?”

      He smiled for a moment, but then something else won out and he looked up at the ceiling, letting out a long breath. “Like I’m on top of the bloody world.”

      She could hear the tremor in his voice. “And about to fall off?”

      Simon’s eyes flicked back to hers, seemingly surprised and a little embarrassed by her insight.

      Elizabeth shook her head. “Not gonna happen.”

      “You seem terribly sure.”

      She arched an eyebrow and slipped her body onto his. “I like it on top.”

      

      

      Charlie hadn’t stopped grinning all night. Only when Elizabeth mentioned the mugging had his expression faltered. He shrugged off her concern over the money with a wave of his hand. She was all right, and that was all that mattered. The club was doing a land office business, but Elizabeth had a feeling his ear-to-ear smile was something a bit more personal.

      “You look like the cat that ate the canary,” she said, as she waited for another order to be filled.

      He shrugged innocently. “Just a happy man.”

      She saw his eyes dart over to Simon and his smile broaden even further. She fought the urge to giggle. Charlie, the two hundred pound cupid.

      However it had happened, she was grateful. Was it only yesterday she stood in this very same spot and thought her world had come crashing down? She looked across the bar at Simon. He really did play beautifully. She couldn’t see his hands, but could imagine the way they moved across the keys with sensual grace. She grinned to herself, remembering how they’d moved across her body that morning.

      The warmth of the memory and the velvety melody of “Someone to Watch Over Me” lulled her into a pleasant haze. She didn’t notice the hushed voices and the newborn tension in the room until King was standing at her side.

      “Penny for your thoughts,” he said in a voice smoother than silk. “Although, I’m sure they’re worth much more.”

      She tried not to let her fluster show and busied herself with rearranging the nearly empty tray. “Mr. Kashian.”

      “King.”

      She nodded once. “What brings you here again?”

      His dark eyes flashed with something almost preternatural, but he schooled himself quickly. “A little business,” he said and then moved ever so slightly closer. “And perhaps a little pleasure.”

      She tried not to shiver. She was used to space invaders, people who infringed on your personal bubble, but King was something else entirely. It wasn’t simply the fact he was a gangster, although she knew that should have been more than reason enough. It was that something in his eyes. Some mysteries are better left unsolved, a tiny voice told her. For once, she listened.

      “I hope you have an enjoyable evening,” she said with as much finality as she could muster.

      King merely smiled, and she was saved from any more conversation when Charlie appeared with her drink order.

      “Here ya go, Lizzy.”

      She took the tray, but couldn’t help one last glance at King. Expecting his usual entitled, insouciant expression, she was surprised to find a tinge of sadness and even a glimmer of uncertainty.

      She was about to leave when she noticed her order wasn’t complete. Damn. “I need another Scat, Charlie.”

      “Right, sorry.”

      King shifted his shoulders and rested his gloved hands on the bar. “We have business matters to discuss, Charles.”

      The bottle of whiskey trembled in Charlie’s hand. “Yeah?”

      “Nothing to worry about really. The local police department will be paying you a visit tomorrow.”

      Charlie’s face blanched. “A raid? You sure?”

      King snorted derisively. “I assure you, my sources are never wrong.”

      “I didn’t mean--”

      King waved him off impatiently. “You’ll close tomorrow.”

      Charlie had completely forgotten about the drink order. “Right.”

      King fastidiously tugged at his kid gloves. “The situation is an aberration. An error in someone’s judgment,” he added darkly. “It won’t happen again.”

      The cold resolve in his voice reminded Elizabeth exactly why she should avoid this man. He turned to her and bowed slightly, extending his hand. Reluctantly, she gave him hers. When he leaned down and kissed the back of her hand, she nearly gasped. His lips were ice cold.

      His eyes fell on her wedding ring as he released her hand. “Mrs. Cross,” he said, the enigmatic exterior once again fully in place.

      Without another word, he gave her his back and left. Elizabeth was still recovering from the shock when she felt Simon come up behind her. Funny how she could feel his presence now without looking.

      “That was quite a display,” he said.

      She turned around and did her best to push away the skin crawlies she felt lingering from King’s touch. “He was just being theatrical,” she said.

      “That’s one word for it,” Simon said, shooting daggers at the door.

      She placed her hand on his chest, and he covered it with his own before looking down. His face was clouded and he seemed to struggle for words. “I... I don’t like his touching you.”

      “It didn’t mean anything.”

      “To you perhaps. But it did to him and most assuredly to me.”

      Elizabeth felt a rush at his words. Proprietary and jealous. It was silly, but the threat he exuded made her feel safe.

      She smoothed his lapel and leaned closer. “Do you know how sexy you are when you’re jealous?”

      “Elizabeth...”

      “I can’t help it,” she said with a breathy sigh and whispered in his ear, “if I want you.”

      She felt his body surge closer to hers, his hands gripping her hips, even as his hands shook. “We’re in public,” he managed in a rough voice.

      But he didn’t pull away, as she slipped her arms around his neck. “But we have all day off tomorrow. Raid,” she said and blew a soft breath onto the flushed skin of his neck. “Any ideas?”

      He pulled back to see her face, and she felt a thrill at the passion in his eyes. “A few.”

      Heat flooded her body and she brushed a tempting kiss against his lips before leaving his embrace. She picked up her tray and looked back at him over her shoulder. “Only a few?”

      “Dozen.”

      Tomorrow could not come soon enough.

      

      

       

      They spent the next morning and an indecent part of the afternoon in bed. Simon would have gladly stayed where he was, but Elizabeth’s growling stomach reminded him they hadn’t eaten in nearly twenty hours. Truth be told, he needed a little sustenance himself.

      He went out alone and found a small deli down the block and bought roast beef sandwiches, two bottles of some strange lemon cola and an afternoon paper. He’d only been gone fifteen minutes and already he missed her. How quickly he’d grown accustomed to having her by his side. It seemed that everything before her was merely an echo.

      Life was suddenly vibrant, colors sharper, the world alive around him. Even the people on the street seemed different, or perhaps he was only really seeing them for the first time. The smudge of newsprint on the paper boy’s cheek. The apple vendor’s stern concentration as he meticulously scrawled a new sign for his cart. The grin on a small girl’s face as she was pulled down the sidewalk in a little red wagon. They’d all been there before, he simply hadn’t bothered to notice. Simon tucked the newspaper under his arm and started back to the apartment.

      When he returned, Elizabeth was still in bed, although she had gotten up long enough to put on one of his shirts. She looked absolutely adorable, sitting on the rumpled sheets, swimming inside his shirt. It was so oddly familiar, he had to remind himself this wasn’t the way it had always been. A wave of nervousness coursed through him, suddenly far too self-aware. He forced himself to ignore it.

      “Aren’t you ever getting up?” he asked, as he set down the paper bag.

      She pouted theatrically. “Don’t wanna.”

      “Lunch is served.”

      “In that case,” she said and walked over to the table. But she ignored the food and slipped her arms around his neck and kissed him.

      “I thought you were hungry?”

      “Oh, I am. Starved,” she said and insinuated her body against his. “Sex makes me hungry. And I’m very hungry.”

      “Elizabeth...”

      With a grin she eased out of his arms and plopped down into a chair. “What’d ya get?”

      “Cold sandwiches and warm soda, I’m afraid.”

      Elizabeth peered inside the bag. “Sounds good to me.”

      “And a paper,” Simon said as he took his seat. “There is a whole city to explore, you know.”

      “Bored with me already?”

      Simon reached across the table and rubbed his thumb across the back of her hand. “Hardly. But as much as I’m loath to admit it, I’m not seventeen anymore.”

      “Could have fooled me,” she said, and took an outrageously large bite from her sandwich.

      He watched her devour her lunch. For such a small thing, she ate like a horse. He carefully unwrapped his sandwich and picked up the newspaper. Studiously ignoring the gory headline emblazoned across the front page, he flipped to the middle section. “I wonder what’s playing at the Roxy.”

      Elizabeth giggled. “You’re certainly getting into the spirit of things.”

      “Just swimming with the tide.”

      Simon skimmed the pages, waiting for something to catch his interest. “There’s a new Marx Brothers movie,” he said and peered around the edge of the paper. Elizabeth’s expression stopped him cold. Her face had gone white. “What’s wrong?”

      Never taking her eyes from the paper, she took it from his hands and laid it down on the table.

      “This...this man,” she stuttered and pointed to the picture below the “Butcher Strikes Again!” headline. In grainy black and white, a man hung upside down in a butcher’s window. Her fingers trembled as she turned the paper around. “I think he was one of them. One of the muggers.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “No. I...It was dark and it happened so fast.” She squinted at the picture. “I can’t tell. Maybe.”

       Elizabeth read the lead of the article. “Drucker’s Butcher Shop had more than its usual fare hanging in the window this morning—side of beef, pig and Dutch O’Banion.”

      She nervously rubbed her forehead just below the small cut at her hairline.

      Simon felt his stomach clench. “Elizabeth?”

      She startled and her eyes darted back and forth. “I think one of them called the one that grabbed me Dutch. I think.”

      “Try to remember,” he said.

      Her eyes flashed to his. “I am.”

      Simon took a deep breath and nodded. Of course, she was trying. But if that man was one of those who attacked her, one of those who’d been butchered by this man or demon…they’d managed to become embroiled in something far greater than a mugging.

      “I don’t know,” she said and looked at the photograph. “God, this is sick. Who would do something like that?”

      Simon moved his chair next to hers. He squeezed her hand and gave her a smile he didn’t feel. “What does the article say?”

      “In what looks to be the third in a trio of gangland slayings, a message has been sent. The bodies of Fish Brody and ‘Mustache’ Pete Arnold were found near the East River earlier in the day. Both had been seen frequenting clubs in the Lower East Side with none other than Dutch O’Banion.”

      She leaned in closer to the paper. “I wish I could see his face more clearly. Or maybe it’s better I can’t.”

      The photograph was blurry, but the gruesome details were clear enough. The gaunt man had been strung upside-down in the window like another side of beef. His mouth hung open, his blank eyes fixed and unseeing. A severed pig’s head rested beside him.

      Simon didn’t know what to say to comfort her. He’d imagined the things he’d do if he ever came across the man who’d attacked Elizabeth, but this, this was inhuman.

      “Father Cavanaugh of St. Patrick’s parish,” Elizabeth read, “found the body after returning from a late night call. O’Banion’s death follows the same macabre pattern of the murder of the Weasley twins and Johnny Granzino—throat torn out, blood drained. Some say the work of a demon.”

      Simon’s hand clenched over hers. Inhuman, indeed. Could it possibly be?

      Elizabeth kept reading. “In each case, the blood at the scene was minimal, leading police to believe the murders occurred elsewhere. The small puddle of blood doesn’t account for the shriveled, desiccated skin of the corpse.”

      Elizabeth looked up at him, her eyes wide. “The vampire would then suck the blood of the living,” she recited, “so as to make the victim’s body fall away visibly to skin and bones.”

      He stared at her intently, wishing the words away.

      “In your lecture—”

      He pushed himself up and away. “I know what I said.” His heart thrummed in his chest. He took a breath and turned back. “I’m sorry.”

      “We ignored it before,” she said. “But now. What if it really is a demon? A vampire?”

      “Don’t discount the level of horror one man, one human, can inflict upon another.” Lord knows, every ounce of pain he’d come across in his life had been man-made.

      Elizabeth stood and walked over to him. She took his hands in hers. “Simon, you’ve spent your life looking for something like this. Imagine if this is tangible proof of the occult.”

      “It’s probably nothing more than gangland savagery, which, by the way, is reason enough for us to leave it be.”

      She looked at him curiously and he moved away again. He could feel her watching him.

      “It might be,” she said. “But what if it’s not? What if this is why Sebastian was coming here?”

      “I don’t care,” he said.

      “You do, I know you do.”

      He turned back to her. “I care about you.”

      She moved across the room and touched his cheek. “I know you do. And I love you, too. And the man I love can’t just put aside who he’s been his entire life until now.”

      That was before she’d been in his life, before he had something precious to lose.

      “You’d be surprised how quickly I can do just that.”

      Elizabeth looked at him with sympathy.

      “Nothing is worth your life,” he said quietly.

      “I’m pretty fond of my life, too,” she said with a smile that faded quickly. “And maybe that’s why we need to know what’s going on.”

      He shook his head in confusion.

      She looked up at him with a brave face, but he could see the fear in her eyes. “Whoever or whatever did this, I’m already mixed up in it, aren’t I? Wouldn’t it be better to know what that really means?”

      He put his arms around her and felt ashamed. He’d been so afraid for her, he’d nearly forgotten how she must feel. “I just want to protect you.”

      She nodded. “I know. But if this is something more than human, wouldn’t it be better to know that?”

      Simon sighed. She was right, of course. He could hardly protect her if he had no idea what he was protecting her from.

      “We’ll have to be discreet,” he said finally. “The last thing we want is to draw more attention to ourselves.”

      She nodded. “Right.”

      “It’s likely simply revenge for the robbery rather than…something else,” he said, ignoring his niggling doubts.

      She nodded again and patted his chest. “But if it is, there’s no one I’d rather have on my side than the foremost expert on…something else.”

      He managed a weak smile at the compliment, but found strength in her words. Knowledge was power and it was time for him to wield both.
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      Elizabeth didn’t feel like a vampire hunter. She sure didn’t look like one. She’d always pictured them as grim men in long cloaks, stalking through the cemeteries of seventeenth century Europe. Her light floral pattern dress and ankle strap pumps were hardly de rigueur.

      Simon, on the other hand, could have slipped back a few centuries and fit right in. Judging from his dour expression, he had grim down to a science.

      They went to the crime scene first. No yellow tape cordoned off the butcher shop. No large crowd was held at bay by the police. Even the severed pig’s head still sat in its place. A closed sign in the window was the only hint that it wasn’t business as usual.

      Simon looked from storefront to storefront trying to divine some clue in the location itself. He was as meticulous now as he was back home. It was one thing she envied about him. He could patiently work through endless stacks of materials, painstakingly sorting through them for that one kernel of evidence.

      People were a different matter. It was as though all his patience was spent on inanimate objects, leaving none for the rest of the world. Only the most brave or naïve students dared to darken his door during office hours. She wasn’t sure which category she fit into. A little of both, perhaps.

      In the end they complemented each other. They worked well together at home and here, she was sure, it would be no different. While he cautiously scoured the crime scene for some sort of physical evidence, she lingered on the periphery and people watched. That was what she did best.

      The usual crowd was there, looky-loos and curious passersby. Some people would stop to gawk, to gossip about what they’d read in the papers. She drifted onto the periphery and scanned the nearby buildings. Maybe someone had seen something?

      She walked across the street and was about to start knocking on doors when she noticed a little girl standing on the broad cement railing of the stoop of one of the tenements trying to see over the crowd. Elizabeth made her way toward her. The girl couldn’t have been more than seven or eight. Her dress was patched, but clean, and she held a cinnamon-colored teddy bear tightly to her chest as she held onto the side of the building and pushed herself up on tippy-toes.

      She caught sight of Elizabeth and looked down shyly.

      “Hi,” Elizabeth said. “Do you live here?”

      The girl nodded and then tucked her chin down onto her chest.

      “My name’s Elizabeth. What’s yours?”

      The girl squatted down and put her bear down on the wide railing. “June.”

      She played with bear’s crimped ear.

      “And who’s this?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Bernard,” she said. “He protects me.”

      “He looks like he’s very good at that,” Elizabeth said.

      June nodded and started to climb down. Elizabeth helped her off the railing and onto the stoop.

      “What does he protect you from?”

      “Monsters,” the girl said matter-of-factly.

      Elizabeth was a little taken aback. It could have simply been the child’s imagination talking, but…

      “There was a monster last night,” the girl continued, “and he scared him away.”

      Elizabeth’s heart beat a little faster. “He did? Good old Bernard.” She moved a little closer. “What kind of monster was it?”

      The girl chewed the inside of her lip and continued to look down at her bear. “His face was all bumpy and…” she shrugged in that exaggerated way small children do.

      “Bumpy? How?”

      June held her hands over her forehead. “Here and his eyes were all yellow.”

      “Yellow—"

      “Elizabeth!” Simon’s voice made them both jump. “What on earth were you—"

      Elizabeth cut him off with a glare and turned back to June. “It’s all right. He’s my Bernard.”

      June looked up at him, unsure.

      “Simon, this is June,” she said slowly, her eyes flashing with frustration at his interruption. “She was just telling me about what she saw last night.”

      “Oh,” he said. “Hello.”

      She looked down at him, still a little frightened.

      He smiled kindly. “You saw something?”

      She nodded, but didn’t say anything.

      “She said it had yellow eyes,” Elizabeth offered.

      June nodded again.

      Simon’s eyebrows arched in surprise. “Yellow? Did they sort of…glow?”

      She nodded. “And he was—”

      “June!” a woman’s voice inside the building called.

      The girl’s eyes went wide.

      “You have five seconds to show yourself!” the woman’s voice said again, louder than before.

      June grabbed her bear and dashed for the door.

      Elizabeth wanted frantically to ask her more questions, but the girl disappeared inside. She could hear the mother scolding her for being outside alone. She wanted to knock and explain, help the girl, but she doubted the mother would find much comfort in her having talked to strangers.

      Simon held out his hand. “She’ll be all right.”

      With one last look at the door, Elizabeth made her way down the steps.

      “Glowing yellow eyes,” she said once she was at Simon’s side. “That sounds familiar, doesn’t it?”

      Simon made a sour face, but sighed in resignation.

      “What now?” Elizabeth asked.

      He looked down at her, his jaw set with determination. “We have one more place to go.”

      She quirked her head to the side in question.

      “I think it’s time we went to church.”

      

      

       

      The sun had finally set, but instead of providing relief from the stifling heat, it merely cloaked it in darkness. The sharp spires of old St. Patrick’s rose in the distance like a fist full of daggers. Gothic architecture had never bothered her before, but now it seemed too jagged, too oppressive. The dark gray façade loomed over the small street, and a cold shiver ran down her back.

      As they walked up the steps of the cathedral, Elizabeth saw a familiar face. “Dix!”

      Happy to have any distraction from her increasingly uneasy thoughts, she walked over to the other woman. “What’re you doing here?”

      “Just sayin’ hello to the father,” Dix said, nodding her head in the direction of the large double doors where Father Cavanaugh stood talking to a young family. “Not that I’m religious or anything. Just droppin’ in, ya know?”

      Elizabeth recognized protesting too much when she saw it, but wasn’t about to pry. “We were doing the same,” Elizabeth said. “He offered some help a while back. We wanted to let him know we were doing okay.”

      Dix nodded, and her eyes darted to Simon and then back to Elizabeth. “Glad to hear it,” she said with a smile.

      Elizabeth could see the sadness tugging a bit too much at the corners of her mouth. Oh, Dix was happy for them, but her eyes had the look of a woman who wanted the happiness she saw and didn’t think she’d ever find it. Unrequited love was an albatross Elizabeth knew too well.

      They stood awkwardly for a moment, having run out of small talk and neither wanting to discuss why they were really there.

      “Well,” Simon said, breaking the stalemate. “We should say hello to the father before it gets too late.”

      “Yeah. I gotta be goin’ too.”

      “See you tomorrow, Dix,” Elizabeth said, as Simon led her away. She was about to say something to Simon about Dix when he called out to the priest.

      Father Cavanaugh said his goodbyes to the young family and waved them over. “Ah, good to see you two again. Elizabeth was it?”

      “Simon and Elizabeth Cross,” Simon said.

      A girl could get used to that.

      “Of course,” the father said with a broad grin. “What can I do for you?”

      “I was hoping to ask you about yesterday. I understand,” Simon continued, “you found the body in the butcher shop.”

      “Oh, yes. Terrible, terrible business.”

      “Did you get a good look at the body by any chance?”

      Father Cavanaugh was surprised at the question, but he hid it quickly. Curiosity and a tinge of concern colored his face. “And why would you be wantin’ to know about such things?”

      Not accustomed to having to explain himself, Simon stumbled for a reason.

      “He thinks he’s Sherlock Holmes,” Elizabeth added. “Trust me, it’s better to humor him.”

      “Ah, likes to play detective, does he?” the father said with a wink.

      Elizabeth thought of all sorts of replies to that, but managed to merely smile.

      Simon ignored the byplay. “Can you describe the body? The wounds to the neck were unusual.”

      Elizabeth could have sworn a flash of fear passed over the priest’s placid face.

      “I’m afraid people are always findin’ new ways to do each other harm,” he said noncommittally.

      “Yes,” Simon persisted, “but the flesh was torn away. Almost like an animal bite.”

      There it was again, a brief glimmer of alarm. His eyes shifted from side to side, trying surreptitiously to make sure they weren’t being overheard. “An animal,” he said with a laugh. “No, it was as the paper said, a sad example of the darkness some men find themselves driven to these days.”

      “Yes,” Simon said. “But the draining of the blood seems almost ritualistic.”

      “I’m afraid the newspaper man overstated that.”

      “But the photographs...”

      “To sell papers. I’m afraid they paint a more gruesome picture for effect.”

      “Really?” Simon said.

      If Father Cavanaugh noticed the skepticism in Simon’s voice he chose to ignore it. “We live in different times. Newspapers aren’t what they once were. Hearst and Pulitzer have seen to that,” he said, then offered them an embarrassed smile. “That was bitter, wasn’t it? Before the seminary I tried my hand at reporting. Fresh to America from Ireland and my first assignment was the Spanish-American war. Somewhat of a birth by fire.”

      “You were a reporter?” Elizabeth asked, trying to get her mind around a young Father Cavanaugh.

      “Ancient history.”

      “That is fascinating,” Simon said dryly, obviously recognizing a diversionary tactic when he saw one.

      Father Cavanaugh smiled genially again and checked his pocket watch. “Well, I’ve talked your ear off, haven’t I? I really should be going. I’m sorry I couldn’t be more help, but it’s probably best to leave the evils of our society to the professionals, eh?”

      “Thank you, Father,” Elizabeth said with a quick glance at Simon, hoping he wouldn’t press the issue.

      “Good night to you,” the priest said with a nod, and hurriedly disappeared into the crowd.

      “Well,” Simon said, his eyes narrowing and following the priest as he disappeared behind the heavy wooden doors to the church. “That was... interesting.”

      “Yeah.” Interesting was one way to put it. Terribly unnerving was another.

      “He obviously knows more than he’s saying,” Simon said.

      “Maybe he can’t say more. Father-client privilege, or whatever it’s called.”

      “It could point to someone in the parish being involved.”

      “But what are we going to do? Pretend we’re census workers? Make sure you check the creature of the night box, should it apply.”

      “The library.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Have you forgotten everything I taught you?” he said, and then got that gleam in his eyes. The wheels in his head were spinning in overdrive. “If this is the work of a vampire, it would need to feed. Which means more victims. Just the sort of thing a sensationalistic paper would print, don’t you think?”

      They pored over newspapers at the library until it closed. Three similar cases were reported in the last few years. That would have seemed like a decent lead if it weren’t for the fact that there had been six murders with ice picks and four beheadings. Maybe the butcher shop murder was nothing more than a gangland signature killing.

      They’d considered talking to the reporter, but aside from the potential headline: Future Couple Seeks Vampires in Gotham, they could be putting themselves and any witnesses in more danger from gangster reprisal.

      In the end, their initial foray as vampire hunters had turned up bupkis, except for what the little girl had seen or imagined. Elizabeth wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or frustrated.

      As the days passed, and the incident drifted further away, she fell into an easy routine. Simon took a bit longer to let go, but eventually he stopped asking questions. Stopped asking them out loud at any rate.

      

      

       

      The limited avenues for research frustrated Simon. At least twice, he’d reached for a phone that wasn’t there to call contacts who weren’t born yet. Even if there were documents that might give him clues to the existence of vampires in the city, he couldn’t afford to find them. Aside from not having the credentials in this time to gain access to them, he couldn’t risk the inevitable questions that would follow. His logical mind told him to give up the ghost, but his instincts wouldn’t be silenced. There was more to the murder than a gangland killing, but without any more paths to follow, he was at a loss. Being so close to what he’d been searching for would have sent him into a tailspin if it hadn’t been for Elizabeth.

      She gave him things he hadn’t known he’d needed. Now that he had them, he was sure he couldn’t live without them, without her. The days spent in their small apartment were a revelation to him, discovering her likes and dislikes. Her passion for American football confused him almost as much as her nearly pathological hatred of the innocent lima bean. Each discovery, from the ridiculous to the sublime, left him wanting more. She could make him laugh with a freedom he’d nearly forgotten, and melt his heart with a few gently whispered words.

      He could spend a lifetime trying to understand her and never tire of the challenge. Stories of her threadbare childhood left him wanting to give her the world. Not that she complained about it, to the contrary really, she had the gift to see what she had and not focus on the things she didn’t. He could envision her as a small child sitting in some poxy hotel room making jewelry out of gum wrappers. She’d faced the cards life had dealt her with the equanimity only a gambler’s child could. Even so, he could see the hollow spaces inside her, the missing pieces of her life he’d never been aware of before. But, as she said, Swiss cheese wouldn’t be any fun without the holes.

      It was overly dramatic to say he’d been reborn, but the truth of it was, that’s exactly how he felt. Like he’d stepped into the sunshine for the first time after a life spent underground.

      He found himself speaking freely of things he hadn’t thought of in years. Memories secreted away now spilled out. The summers spent at his grandfather’s knee where he listened to fantastic tales of faraway places. He’d visited them in his imagination, escaping from the cold rigidity of boarding school and the arch pragmatism of his parents. He hadn’t realized it at the time, but he would spend the rest of his life searching for those fantastic places, even if he didn’t quite believe they were real.

      He told her how after his grandfather died, the chasm had grown between his parents and him, and again, when he told them he wasn’t going to be a barrister. One black sheep in the family was one too many, and Simon didn’t have the excuse of being a doddering, old fool. They never let him forget their disappointment. His years at Oxford were empty and lonely. It all sounded so clichéd. Poor little rich boy. But Elizabeth listened intently, without judgment. All these were things he’d never shared, and now, not only was it painless to do so, it was oddly comforting. He wasn’t sure what was more surprising, the ease with which he revealed himself or how much it pleased him that she wanted him to.

      Loving someone and being loved in return was a shock to his system. Like any muscle that hadn’t been used, his heart didn’t always run smoothly. In the quiet of their room, life was bliss, but add in a few outside factors and the mixture became volatile. Fleeting moments of insecurity passed quickly enough, but that Saturday night at the club, something else came to the fore. Unprovoked jealousy spiked to the surface.

      King Kashian was back.

      Simon did his best not to watch the man watch Elizabeth, but it was a losing battle. He tried busying himself with some new sheet music Charlie had bought, when a little man sidled up to the piano.

      He looked to be in his late fifties, but the years hadn’t been kind to him. His legs were bowed and spindly; it looked as if it took a great effort just to cross the room. But it was his face that most struck Simon, etched with deep lines only grief can carve.

      “You’re British, right?” the man slurred.

      Why was it Americans felt the need to ask him what was obviously apparent? “Yes,” Simon said.

      “Good,” the man said with a lop-sided smile. He reached into the breast pocket of his wrinkled coat and took out several pieces of folded paper. “That’s real good. Right and proper.”

      He leaned heavily on the piano and unfolded a few pages of sheet music, methodically smoothing the creases.

      Charlie came up behind him and laid a hand on the small man’s shoulder. “That time again already, Frank?”

      Frank nodded and continued to lovingly smooth out the papers. “Woulda been thirty today.”

      Charlie gave his shoulder a comforting squeeze and looked down at Simon. “Frank’s son was killed in the war. Comes in every year on his birthday, and the player sings this song.”

      Simon felt distinctly uncomfortable. The last time he’d sung, well, to be honest, he couldn’t remember. “I’m afraid I’m not much of a singer.”

      “You in the war?” Frank asked suddenly, his hand jerking with a phantom spasm.

      Simon wracked his brain. This was 1929; he would have been in his late twenties during the war years. As an able bodied Englishman, he would surely have served. “Yes, I was.”

      Frank’s eyes brightened with something more than the bourbon. “Maybe you knew my son? Where’d you see action?”

      He should have seen that question coming. He blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “The battle of the Marne.”

      The cyclorama at Coney Island had given him a superficial understanding of the battle at best, but it was, he thought sadly, the only specific battle of World War One he could remember. Shameful.

      “Marne,” Frank said softly. The name a curse and prayer at the same time. “First or second?”

      “Second.”

      Frank’s smile faltered as he rubbed the faded sheet music. “Jimmy was there.” He looked at Simon, a glimmer of life, of hope, in his eyes. “Don’t suppose you ever met? Thin as a reed, all arms and legs and hair like wheat?”

      Simon shook his head and felt sick at his deception, but there was no turning back from it now. “I’m sorry.”

      Frank clapped Simon on the shoulder. “S’ok.” He turned unsteadily to Charlie and said, “I’d like to buy this man a drink. Served with my son.”

      Simon shifted uncomfortably on his bench, but he couldn’t very well admit the truth now, could he?’

      “Sure thing, Frank,” Charlie said and held up two fingers to Dix. “But it’s on the house.”

      Frank nodded solemnly. “I thank you.” He looked down at the sheet music, his kindly eyes growing moist with unshed tears. “Mother doesn’t come out anymore. But I do. Honor his memory and all. And I’m pleased to share a drink with you.”

      “Thank you,” Simon said as he took the glass from Dix.

      “But first we sing!” Frank said too loudly. He poked at the sheet music with a gnarled finger and slid it across the top of the piano to Simon.

      Simon wanted to protest, but how in good conscience could he possibly disappoint this man? He looked at the music and realized he was actually familiar with it. “Keep the Home-Fires Burning” was a stirring ballad from early in the war. Vague memories of his grandmother’s voice came back to him. She’d died when he was very small, and he’d all but forgotten her. As he read the words on the page, a latent feeling of loss welled inside him. Like the light of a dying star, the grief reached him years after the fact.

      Simon cleared his throat and set the papers on the music stand. As he played the first few bars, a reverent silence fell over the room.

      He sang the first lines, unsure and nervous, but his voice steadied by the second verse. The poetic recounting of a time when sacrifice was the norm, when men left their lives when called, brought a hush to the crowd. Until the chorus came, when an amazing thing happened. Each man, each woman, joined their voices in the song.

      What had been only a page in a history book was suddenly brought to life. Even ten years removed from the horrors of the war, the scars were still fresh.

      The wave of emotion was palpable as they came to the last chorus.

      Simon played the final note, and the room was completely silent. All around them men and women raised their glasses. Frank wiped a tear from his eye and lifted his. “Thank you.”

      Charlie put an arm around the little man and took the sheet music from the piano. He led him to an empty chair and smiled his thanks to Simon. 

      The conversation in the bar slowly started to pick up again, but the feeling of loss still hovered in the room. Never trusting anyone enough not to use a moment of weakness against him, he’d never been one to seek comfort. Now, he unerringly searched out Elizabeth and found her at the bar placing an order. He caught her eye, and she seemed to know exactly what he was feeling.

      Intent on ignoring King Kashian, Simon met up with Elizabeth at the storeroom door and then followed her inside.

      Wooden crates lined the walls, leaving a gap only for the door to the alley. Simon leaned back against a shabby old desk cluttered with papers and sighed. Without needing to ask, Elizabeth moved into his embrace. He wound his arms around her and held her to his chest. The feel of her was all the palliative he needed.

      He dropped a kiss on the top of her head, and she leaned back and looked up at him.

      “You play the piano, you sing, any other tricks?” Her eyes twinkled with mischief.

      “Man of mystery,” he reminded her and then he smiled down at her, unsure of how to express how grateful he was to have her in his life. “Thank you.”

      Her teasing expression faded to a gentle smile and she touched his cheek with her small hand. “What for?”

      He paused for a moment and then shook his head. “Everything.”

      Elizabeth’s smile lifted his mood, as it always did.

      She sighed dramatically. “Is it time to go home yet?”

      “Another hour I’m afraid,” Simon said, as he pulled her closer for a kiss.

      They shared a few more longing kisses before it was time to get back to work.

      The hour seemed to pass quickly enough and before he knew it, Charlie made last call. Slowly, the bar emptied. The poor man who’d asked Simon to play for his son had long ago passed out at his table.

      Charlie gently shook his shoulder to wake him. “Come on, Frank. Time to go home.”

      The man mumbled something incoherent and ran a hand roughly over his stubbled chin.

      Charlie patted him on the shoulder and looked over to Simon. “Professor! Gimme a hand, will ya?”

      Simon helped the older man to his feet, but he swayed precariously and leaned against the wall.

      “Ah, a real snootful tonight. Do me a favor, Professor?” Charlie said. “Take old Frank home for me? I let Lester go early. Wife’s ailin’ and I can’t leave the club.”

      Simon frowned. He did feel an odd responsibility for the old man’s well-being. It was a strange sensation—concern for a stranger’s welfare. Before, he wouldn’t have given the man a second thought, but now, it was simply the right thing to do. However, he didn’t want to leave Elizabeth alone with King, and his eyes quickly sought her out.

      Charlie nodded his understanding. “I’ll keep an eye on things. It’s not too far down on Delancy. Four twenty, right Frank?”

      The man grunted and licked his lips. “I can make it.”

      “S’alright. Professor here’s gonna give ya a hand.”

      Simon looked anxiously at Elizabeth, who set down her tray of dirty dishes and walked over to them. “Something wrong?” she asked.

      Simon shook his head and glanced at Frank, who was humming softly. “No, I just have to make sure he gets home. I won’t be long.”

      Elizabeth squeezed his forearm. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      He looked over her shoulder at King, who lounged idly in his chair. “I’ll be back soon.”

      

      

      Once the dishes were stacked and the tables wiped down, she was ready to change. She had to pass by King, whose table was near the door to the stockroom. His eyes continued to follow her, but his expression was dispassionate, even a little bored.

      She shut the door behind her and draped Dix’s robe over her shoulders. She usually felt completely safe changing in the back, but with King in the bar, being totally naked felt, well, totally naked.

      She turned her back to the door and began to undress. She’d barely managed to slip off her costume when she heard the creaking of a door opening. She wrapped the robe tightly around her body and spun around, ready to tell King a thing or two about privacy. But it wasn’t King, and the door to the club remained shut. Then she heard the cough and wheeze, and looked to the other side of the room. A rail thin man stood in the doorway to the alley. His face was sallow, covered with a sheen of sweat. In his trembling hand was a black revolver, the thick muzzle pointed right at her.

      “D-don’t scream,” the man sputtered. His fingers clenched spasmodically around the handle.

      Elizabeth went cold with fear and held up her palms and, insanely, tried to keep the robe from falling open. Modesty even in the face of death. “Okay.”

      The man’s cheek twitched and his blood-rimmed eyes blinked at uneven intervals. “The money. Heard there was money here.”

      It was like a scene out of a movie. A bad movie. She tried to keep her voice as calm as possible. “Take it easy, okay?”

      “The money!” he blurted out loudly with another severe twitch.

      Elizabeth’s mind raced. What the hell was she supposed to do? “All right. Just put down the gun.”

      He shook his head so hard she thought it might swivel off his shoulders. “They said there was money here.”

      His hand trembled so badly, he had to grip the gun with both hands now to steady it.

      Elizabeth was about to say something when the door to the club slammed open. King filled the doorway.

      The next few moments passed in slow motion. The man with the gun panicked. He looked at King and then back to Elizabeth. His shoulders hunched as he braced himself. With a wild look in his eyes, he pulled the trigger.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 19

        

      

    
    
      The world moved in liquid time.

      A bright, sparking flash of fire spewed from the muzzle of the gun like a roman candle caught on slow motion film. Elizabeth could have sworn she saw the dark streak of the bullet flying toward her. It was a mutated version of reality, both sluggish and swift, blurring her senses. Before the scream could escape her lips, she was being shoved out of the way.

      She had a vague sense of something rough and bleached rushing toward her. Too late she realized it was one of the wooden crates as she crashed shoulder first into the hard planked box and fell to the floor.

      The thundering crack of the gun’s report filled the small room. A dull thump was quickly followed by a deep grunt from King, and she heard him stagger backwards, his shoes scraping against the floor. Partially obscured by the boxes, King’s broad back hunched slightly as he faced the robber. She heard the gun slip from his fingers and clatter to the floor.

      “Sweet Jesus,” the man whispered.

      She could only see a hint of King’s profile, the smooth contours of his face distorted by excruciating pain. Peering around the edge of the whiskey crate, she saw the intruder’s face. He was ghostly white now, his eyes bulged out of their sockets, bright with a primal fear, and locked onto King. A low guttural sound, deeper and more feral than any animal, rumbled from King. The thief gasped and ran out the back door. King stood motionless for a moment, then he rolled his shoulders and bowed his head.

      Elizabeth pushed herself up on shaky legs. “Are you okay?”

      King flinched at the sound of her voice, as though he’d forgotten she was there. He took a lurching step away from her and leaned heavily on the small desk.

      She rose to her feet and hurried to his side. “Were you hit?”

      He kept his face turned away from hers and merely shook his head. She started to reach out to him when the door to the club banged open.

      “Nobody move!”

      Elizabeth spun to see Charlie, shotgun at the ready. “What happened?”

      “I think King was shot,” she said, trying to keep her heart from hammering its way out of her chest.

      Charlie took a step forward, but stopped short when King spoke. “I’m fine.”

      He kept his face turned away and judging from the way he was hunched over, he was anything but all right. “King—”

      “Leave it,” he barked.

      She turned back to Charlie, but he merely shook his head. He scanned the room quickly until his eyes fell back on King and narrowed with suspicion and tempered fear. Charlie’s ruddy face finally slackened as he lowered the huge, double-barreled shotgun.

      “You all right, Lizzy?”

      She let out a quick breath and nodded. “There was a man with a gun. He ran out there,” she said and pointed toward the alley door.

      Charlie looked gravely at King and then back to her. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      He puffed out his cheeks and ran a hand over his sweaty brow. “Good.”

      She managed a weak smile. “We’re okay. King scared him off, I think.”

      Charlie seemed about to say something, but must have thought better of it. “Long as you’re okay.”

      He put the shotgun in the crook of his arm and headed back into the bar. “S’okay, Dix. You can get out from under the table now.”

      Elizabeth waited till she was sure Charlie was gone before turning back to King. She could have sworn he’d been shot. There was no way he could have gotten out of the path of the bullet in time.

      Steeling herself against the bloody wound she imagined she’d find, she tentatively touched his shoulder. He flinched again, but didn’t pull away. “King?”

      Slowly, he straightened and tugged at the edge of his waistcoat as he turned around. His face was implacable, but the strange fire in his eyes burned even brighter.

      “Disgusting,” he muttered. “Drug addicts. Barely worth their own skin.”

      He ran his gloved hand over his vest again and Elizabeth saw a small, scorched hole about the size of a dime next to the bottom button. It didn’t make any sense. If he had been shot, where was the blood? And he certainly wasn’t acting as if he had a bullet in his stomach. And yet, she’d seen the proof, right there in his vest.

      Avoiding her eyes, King quickly buttoned his coat and smoothed the material. “Are you all right?” he asked placidly.

      She wasn’t about to be put off and leaned in closer to try to see the hole. “You’re hurt.”

      He smiled, but it came off as more of a grimace. “You needn’t worry about me.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with worrying about another person’s welfare.”

      “That depends entirely on the other person,” he said, his trademark smirk back in place. “That filth from this evening deserves nothing more than contempt.”

      He appraised her for a moment, then strode to the alleyway door. “I’m sure my men will find him. Eventually.”

      A chill went through Elizabeth’s shoulders. He turned back to her, any trace of the incident was washed away from his expression, and he walked toward the bar.

      Elizabeth reached out and touched his arm again. “Thank you.”

      He looked down at her hand and she thought he was going to tell her to let go. Yet when he raised his eyes, his cold exterior was flushed with humanity, as if no one had ever genuinely thanked him for anything. It was only the barest of glimpses, but she saw another side to King in that moment. A mere second’s exposure of his soul.

      As quickly as it had appeared, the glimmer of something more receded into the darkness of his eyes. “Good night, Mrs. Cross.”

      

      

       

      Simon closed the door to their apartment and turned impatiently to Elizabeth. She’d told him about the attempted robbery, but she was clearly holding something back. What could be worse than almost being shot? His stomach lurched. He didn’t dare follow that thought to its natural conclusion. “All right, we’re home. Are you going to tell me what really happened or not?”

      She sighed, as she turned on the light. “First things first. I’m okay.”

      His natural frown deepened. Any discussion that began with an assurance that she was all right was not going to be one he enjoyed. “Go on.”

      She put her hands on her hips and scowled. “Well, you could be a little happier about that part.”

      He was already impatient and her delaying tactics were only pushing him closer to the edge. “Elizabeth...”

      “Maybe I’m imagining things.”

      “Would you please—”

      “I know, it’s just...I’m not even sure I saw what I saw. Does that make any sense?”

      “At the moment you’re not making any sense at all.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Almost getting killed sort of threw me.”

      He forced himself to try and relax. Bludgeoning her wasn’t going to help, but how could she expect him to be calm? She’d been white as a sheet when he’d come back from taking Frank home. In typical form, she’d downplayed the incident, as if aggravated assault was nothing more than an annoyance. As absurd as it was, he could live with that. She’d been spared. Thank God, she had. It was the secret she’d kept, insisted on keeping, until they were home. He sighed in frustration.

      “I know,” she said with sad resignation. “I’m just a little frazzled.”

      She wrapped her arms around her chest. He crossed the room and pulled her to him, kissing the crown of her head. Eventually, she eased out of his embrace and sat on the edge of the bed.

      “I didn’t want to say anything in front of Charlie and Dix. But...when the man fired the gun, I swear King was hit.”

      “Wouldn’t it be rather obvious if he had?” he said, taking a seat next to her.

      “You’d think so. He says he wasn’t,” she said, her eyes filling with insistent fire. “I’m sure he was.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I’m not sure I do either. He pushed me out of the way, and then there was this sound. This whoomp, and no ricochet. If it had missed I would have heard it hit the crates or the wall. Something.”

      Simon gave in to the need to touch her again and took her hand, but even that couldn’t assuage the growing sense of dread in his chest. Did they have bullet proof vests now? Most likely not. He reached for another explanation.

      “It all happened so quickly, you could have missed it.”

      “Maybe. But he had this little hole in his waist coat. And he was in pain, I know he was. It didn’t last long, maybe a minute, then he was normal again. For King anyway.”

      She squeezed Simon’s hand and the fear she’d kept at bay glistened in her eyes. “Sometimes when he’s looking at me, there’s something in his eyes.”

      Simon tried to quell the surge of possessive jealousy that shot through his veins. Apparently, he did a poor job of it because Elizabeth shook her head.

      “Not like that,” she continued. “Well, sometimes like that, but there’s something not right, something shadowed.”

      The hairs on the back of his neck prickled, but he wasn’t going to give in. Elizabeth needed assurances, not more to worry about. “He is a gangster.”

      She shook her head. “I’ve known gangsters before. Sure, they were just two-cent hoods, but they didn’t see themselves that way. With King, it’s different. There’s something about him. It’s not...natural.” She paused in thought then shook her head again. “Or maybe I have vampires on the brain.”

      Simon let go of her hand, and his fingers curled into fists. The niggling suspicion he’d been harboring was finally given voice. “You think King is a vampire.”

      “No,” she said too quickly. “Not really. I don’t know. I guess I’m a little shaken, not stirred. Addled my brain. I’m not even sure what I saw. Maybe I didn’t see anything.”

      “You’ve never been addled in your life,” he said, pushing himself up off the bed, his agitation growing with every passing second.

      “Did you see any signs of transformation? Changes in his face?”

      “I couldn’t really see his face. He was turned away from me.”

      Simon did his best to slam the door on the voice that screamed “Harbinger!”, but the door wouldn’t close. Inexorably, he could feel his dream becoming a reality. Losing Elizabeth was more than untenable, it was absolutely unthinkable. If this man were the creature they feared he was…

      A thousand thoughts swirled in Simon’s mind. If King was a vampire, how could he destroy him? There were dozens of different legends, different species. According to everything he’d read, lead bullets wouldn’t harm a vampire. So if he had been shot, it wouldn’t have done any permanent damage. Silver bullets, perhaps.

      Nosferatu were never sighted out of Romania and not capable of taking on human guise. Uboir had been seen outside of Bulgaria, but weren’t susceptible to silver poisoning. If only he could call his colleagues at Oxford. Of course, they’d think him mad.

      “Simon?”

      Her voice pulled him from his thoughts. He held his hand out to her and she stood and stepped into his arms. “I’m sorry. I’m sure there’s a perfectly logical explanation.”

      Ockham’s razor dictated that the simplest explanation was the best. Then again, he’d never been a believer in accepting the obvious. Except, of course, when it was standing in his arms. And he intended to do whatever had to do to keep her there.

      

      

       

      An hour later, Elizabeth rolled onto her side, and her arm fell across the empty bed. She could still smell his scent, but where his strong, warm chest should have been was only the cool smoothness of sheets long-abandoned. The unexpected change forced her awake. Still groggy, she looked around the room and found him sitting in his chair by the window. Even in the dim light of predawn, she could see him watching her.

      “Simon?”

      He didn’t respond, but she saw his shoulders rise and fall with the intake of a deep breath.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      He gave her an almost imperceptible shake of his head.

      “Simon.” She started to get out of bed, but he leaned back in his chair, lifting his elbows from his knees and curling his long fingers tightly around his thighs. She could feel him retreating, almost see the emotional shield he wielded in defense. With a deep breath of her own, she settled herself against the headboard. “Nightmares again?”

      “Go back to sleep,” he said, but the strain in his voice betrayed him.

      “Did you try—”

      “Visualizing your wildflowers wasn’t quite up to the task,” he said with a touch of sarcasm, reminding her of her advice to him from what seemed a lifetime ago. “Go back to sleep, Elizabeth.”

      There was something so despairing, so anguished in the way he said her name. She came instantly awake. “You want to talk about it?”

      “No.” Quick, terse, definitive.

      “Maybe talking about it’ll help.”

      “I doubt that.”

      She couldn’t let it rest. “You’ve been having them since we first got here, haven’t you?”

      He ran a hand through his hair. She could feel the tension in his body even from across the room.

      “Please,” he begged. “Some things are better left to the darkness.”

      The silence pressed down between them until she couldn’t stand the weight of it. “Are they about this? Being here? Me?”

      His head snapped up and she knew she’d hit a nerve. The fierceness of his expression surprised her, frightened her. Before she could learn more, he tore his eyes away and clenched his fingers tightly against the muscles of his leg, digging in against her, against the truth. His chest heaved with frustration as he pushed himself out of the chair and stared out the window. “Don’t ask me about them.”

      If he wouldn’t be drawn out, then she’d get behind him and shove. “Please, don’t shut me out.”

      “I’m not. I just…you don’t understand.”

      “Then explain it to me.”

      He moved toward her, but stopped in the middle of the room. He started to say something, but clamped his jaw shut and shook his head. His hands, always so still and sure, hovered nervously in front of him. Finally, they dropped to his side, and his expression moved from frustration to loss. His eyes, which had been looking everywhere but at her, fell on her face. When he spoke, his voice was barely a whisper. “You die.”

      She shuddered. It wasn’t just the words, although “You die” would have been enough. It was the way he said them. Like a confession.

      “But it’s only a dream,” she said, trying to comfort him, or was it herself?

      He moved back the chair and slumped into it. Relieved or defeated, she couldn’t tell. She ran her hands over her arms trying to smooth out the gooseflesh.

      When he began, his voice was a crumbling whisper. “Thirty years ago, when I was barely ten years old...” he began, his eyes flicked to hers, sensing her confusion. “Everything begins before we think it does.”

      She could feel him ebbing away like the tide, but after a brief pause, he continued, “I was spending the summer at my grandfather’s home in Sussex. I’d had nightmares all that week, but they were vague. Until one night, I remember waking suddenly, my heart bursting through my chest. And I simply knew—my grandfather was going to die.”

      He paused and she could see his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed and tried to control himself.

      She could picture young Simon, as he’d been in the photograph on his mantle, full of the fear and helplessness of being so young and afraid.

      He sighed heavily and ran a shaking hand through his hair. “I heard a sound coming from downstairs, like someone falling. And I ran. Stumbled down the stairs and...there he was.” His voice began to quiver and the words came out in a rush. “Just like in my dream. I saw him, lying on the floor.”

      Elizabeth shuddered at the image. What a terrible thing for a child to see. No wonder he had nightmares.

      “He was covered in blood. The front of his shirt was soaked in it. And the smell.”

      Elizabeth felt a chill. Was this what his nightmares about her were like?

      “He was lying there in a pool of his own blood, reaching out to me, and I wanted to run.”

      Simon wiped a hand across his face, briefly pausing to massage his temples. “He tried to say something, but there was too much blood. His lips were moving, but I couldn’t hear him. He whispered to me, in a voice I couldn’t forget in a thousand lifetimes. ‘We’re running out of time,’ he said, and then his eyes cleared and he...he smiled at me.

      “‘You made a fine man,’ he said. A fine man.” Simon shook his head and groaned in self-derision.

      She wanted so much to go to him, to wrap her arms around and tell him he was a fine man, that everything would be all right. He wouldn’t welcome it. He was hanging on by a thread. If he needed space, no matter how much she wanted to hold him, she’d give him that.

      His breath caught and he shook his head, struggling for control. “And then he was gone. Just like that, this man, who meant everything to me...”

      He flexed his hands and cleared his throat. “It wasn’t until the servants came in that I even noticed his hands. The watch, our watch, was in one.”

      “And the scarab ring was in the other,” Elizabeth said suddenly, remembering Simon’s reaction when he’d seen the ring for the first time.

      He didn’t look at her, but nodded slowly. “And a scrap of black cloth,” he added, and then pulled himself from the memory. He wiped his palms on his pant legs. “Of course, as I told you, the family did their best to keep it quiet.”

      He pushed out a quick breath and continued, “They took the watch and the ring. Locked them away with everything else he owned.”

      “So, you hadn’t seen the watch until we opened the boxes in your house that night,” Elizabeth said.

      Simon leaned back in his chair. “The nightmares started the night I received the crates.”

      “That’s natural. Seeing his things, probably triggered old memories.”

      “They weren’t about my grandfather.”

      “Oh,” she said softly. “You mean you dreamt about me before we got here. Before we even—”

      “Yes. The night his things arrived. I’ll admit I’d had dreams about you before that,” he said with an almost shy smile that faded quickly. “But not...”

      “With me dying.”

      He glared at her so fiercely, she thought he might try to grab the words out of the air and cram them back down her throat. She drew her knees up to her chest and watched him stride back to the window. He pressed his fist against the glass.

      “It’s happening all over again. Inch by inch, night by night, I’m drawn closer to it.”

      “Tell me about them,” she said, knowing even the worst had to be better than the helplessness she felt.

      His back tensed, and he gripped the window sill. “No.”

      She eased off the bed and laid a hand on his back. He jerked forward, but she wouldn’t relent. “Simon.”

      He turned around, and she’d never forget the haunted look in his eyes as they bore into her, beseeching and desperate. “Don’t make me relive them.”

      “I don’t think you need my help for that. You’re doing that right now aren’t you? You close your eyes and they’re there, aren’t they?”

      He let out a shuddering breath. “Yes.”

      “Then if I have a starring role in them, shouldn’t I—”

      “Don’t make light of this,” he bit out and stepped around her. He stalked back over to the chair and sat down heavily. “Not this.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. But nightmares are normal. They—”

      “This isn’t some subconscious manifestation of my fears. They’re real, Elizabeth. The things I see in them,” he said in low rasping voice. “They will happen.”

      She walked over and knelt before him, taking his hand in hers and waiting.

      She squeezed his hand and forced him to look at her. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “I don’t think I could bear it, if...”

      She gripped his hand more firmly. He pulled her hand to his lips and kissed her palm. His eyes shut tightly against the overwhelming emotions.

      Elizabeth slipped into his lap. His arms tightened around her, and he let out a long breath before opening his eyes. He tried to smile, but faltered and it fell away. She kissed the corner of his mouth and felt his mouth open to hers. His kiss was quietly desperate. Without words, he eased his hand under her bare legs and carried her to the bed.

      He made love to her with surprising slowness. Instead of ravishing her, he worshipped her. Elizabeth savored every touch, every motion. Her skin was burned by the roughness of his unshaven cheek, then soothed with supple kisses. Every brush of his fingers, every facet in his eyes called out to her. It was amazing to be loved so much, to be needed with such consuming desire.

      She wasn’t sure how much time had passed when dawn’s bright light sliced through the window and heralded a new day. All the things they’d run from, the solace they’d found in each other’s touch, were gone. She’d tried to rationalize his dreams about her, but he’d sounded so certain about them. He was so sure they’d come to pass. The one thing he seemed to believe in was the one thing she refused to. Simon was a man with issues. Big, fat issues. No wonder they came out in his dreams. So what if the dream about his grandfather had come true? That didn’t mean these dreams were portents. Did it?

      Eventually, exhaustion took hold of her body and she snuggled closer to Simon. She could feel him watching her. And she knew, when she awoke again, he would be watching her still. Watching and waiting.
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      The next night at the bar, Simon’s mood was black even before King appeared. Sleeplessness and worry had conspired to shorten his fuse. The smug, far too gratified smile that curled King’s lips as he took his drink from Elizabeth made Simon’s stomach churn. It wasn’t enough that he hadn’t been there to protect Elizabeth, but to have this creature be the one who came to her rescue gnawed at him. Being beholden to anyone was uncomfortable enough, but to owe her life to King was impossible.

      Simon watched him carefully, looking for any sign to confirm their suspicions. Of course, there were none. King looked like a man, but then he would until the change. If he changed…

      Simon’s frustration grew and he jabbed at the piano keys, indifferent to the romantic melody. The set seemed to drag on endlessly, as he waited for the moment he’d been dreading. The thought of thanking that bastard forced the bile to rise in his throat. But if there were a chance to draw attention away from her, he’d take it. If he could make it a duty owed to him and not to her, he’d swallow his pride gladly. It was undoubtedly a deal with the devil, but better him than Elizabeth. If there were even a vestige of honor in King, surely he’d accept the debt as Simon’s alone.

      Once he was sure Elizabeth was well occupied with other customers, Simon made his way to King’s table.

      “I’d like to speak with you about last night,” Simon said struggling to keep his voice even.

      Pulling his attention away from Elizabeth, King arched an eyebrow in mildly amused interest and gestured for Simon to take the empty chair.

      The arrogance of the man was infuriating, but Simon stilled the barbs that stood at the ready on his tongue. He ignored the offered chair and enjoyed the feeling of looking down on King. “I don’t believe we’ve been properly introduced.”

      King lit a cigarette and leaned back in his chair. “No, we haven’t.”

      “But it seems you know my wife.”

      King’s lips curled in a self-satisfied grin. “Yes,” he said, as his eyes unerringly sought her out in the crowded room.

      “My wife,” Simon said sharply and with unmistakable emphasis, “tells me I owe you a debt.”

      Simon clenched his jaw as King watched Elizabeth. Everything about the man was an affront. Even the most casual glance at her was prurient.

      King looked back across at Simon. “It was my pleasure. Elizabeth is an exceptional woman.”

      Simon’s voice dripped with venom as he said, “More than you’ll ever know.”

      King gave a short laugh, and Simon kept himself from taking a small step forward. How he hated this man. He almost wished King were a vampire so he could drive a stake through his cold heart.

      King smiled casually, unruffled by the hatred Simon knew was clear in his eyes. They understood each other all too well.

      “I’m in your debt,” Simon said, with a final incline of his head. At least for now, King’s focus was on him and not Elizabeth.

      Simon walked away from King and took his place back at the piano, a sense of satisfaction coursing through his veins. He’d never been proprietary before and was pleasantly surprised at the feeling.

      King soon turned his attention back to Elizabeth, and Simon wondered if his coup hadn’t been more of colossal blunder. The gangster invited her to sit with him. Even though he knew she couldn’t really refuse the request, Simon felt a flare of jealousy and anxiety as she took the chair.

      When he saw Elizabeth shake her head and give him a worried glance, Simon shoved the sheet music aside and moved to interfere, but Charlie grabbed his arm as he walked past the bar.

      “Don’t go makin’ a scene now, Professor,” Charlie warned as he deftly slipped between Simon and King’s table. “’Sides, I could use a hand in the back.”

      Simon let Charlie guide him past the table, but it took all of his control not to wipe the grin off King’s face with his fist. In the back room, they moved a series of crates digging out some Panther whiskey. The physical labor did little to quell the anxiety Simon felt, but thankfully, King was gone when they returned. Simon searched the bar for Elizabeth.

      She was setting up cups on her tray with shaking hands. A teacup clattered out of her grip and the liquor spilled.

      “I’m sorry,” she said and took the rag Dix offered.

      “No problem, kid,” Dix said. “But ya better wipe it up before it eats through the bar.”

      Elizabeth laughed nervously and dabbed at the spill.

      Simon came up behind her. “Are you all right?”

      She jumped and nearly knocked another cup over.

      “Elizabeth?”

      “I’m fine,” she said, but wouldn’t meet his eyes. “Just clumsy.”

      She handed the rag back to Dix, gathered her tray and gave Simon a forced smile.

      He touched her arm gently and she looked at him with an odd expression. Whatever it was that crossed her face faded, and she gave him a genuine smile. “I’m okay. Really.”

      He let her go and watched as she served a table. He knew she was lying; she was far from all right. As the evening wore on, Simon kept a close eye on her. Slowly, her body language eased, and she engaged the customers with her usual charm. The strange way she’d looked at him earlier kept tugging at his mind. He wasn’t sure if it was only his dour nature or there really was something looming on the horizon. But as work ended that night, he had the feeling that their journey had taken a sharp left into the darkness.

      

      

       

      Elizabeth knew she should have told him right away. The longer she waited, the harder it was to get the words out, and the worse his reaction was going to be. Simon had known something was wrong straight off and tried to ease it out of her. When that failed, he poked and prodded, until her silence rubbed off on him, and he withdrew to the isolation of his chair by the window—his fortress of solitude.

      What a hypocrite she was. Last night she’d badgered him into telling her his worst fears. Now, given an easier task, she was taking the chicken exit. She knew what he was going to say, the argument they would have. Just for a few more hours she wanted the closeness they’d found to stay. For all the good it had done her. He’d withdrawn his questions and himself. Anything would be better than the chilling silence. The cold, gray light of predawn glowed outside the window. Time to own up.

      He sat stiffly in his chair, his back ramrod straight, glaring out the window.

      Rock, meet Hard Place. Hard Place, this is Rock.

      “King invited me to dinner.”

      Whatever he’d been expecting her to say, that wasn’t it. He turned to her and looked almost relieved. “Did he?”

      “I know I should have told you right away, but I was afraid of how you’d react.”

      “Is that what all this is about?”

      “Well, yeah.” Where was the anger? The possessive, ‘Bess, you is my woman now’?

      He almost laughed and then rose from the chair. “Good lord, I thought it was something dire.”

      “It isn’t?”

      He grinned and sat next to her on the bed. “Comparatively? No.”

      “Really?” That wasn’t quite the reaction she’d expected. He seemed almost nonplussed. She’d expected him to be plussed all over the place.

      Seeming to think the issue was finished, he slipped off his shoes and tugged off his socks. “You’re a beautiful woman. He’s a man completely without a shred of decency. I’m actually surprised it took him this long. How did he take it when you refused?”

      That explained the reaction, or lack thereof.

      “I can’t imagine he was too pleased,” Simon said with a small smile. “I wish I could have seen it.”

      “I accepted.” She hadn’t meant to blurt it like that, but the words came out in a big, fat, ugly blob.

      His hands stopped in mid-motion and his head snapped up. “You what?”

      For all the time she’d had to come up with a plausible story, everything slipped out of her mind at the anger and betrayal in his eyes. “It’s not what you think.”

      “Then you’re not having dinner with him?”

      “No, I am. It’s—”

      “What the hell can you be thinking?” he shouted and stood, towering over her.

      There it was.

      “He saved my life,” she said, ignoring his derisive snort. “I owe him for that.”

      “And I’m sure dinner is all he wants.”

      “Simon—”

      “Don’t be naïve. At worst, he’s a vampire and you won’t live the night. Or he’s a gangster, hardly better. At best, he’s a man whose interest in you goes far beyond dinner conversation, I can assure you. How can you possibly expect me to roll on my back while this creature, this man, goes after my wife!” His expression faltered and he turned away.

      She moved to stand behind him, but he moved away before she could reach out to touch him. “Simon, please?”

      The desperation in her voice must have penetrated his anger, because when he turned around his eyes softened for a moment, and the Simon she loved peeked through. He looked as if he were about to touch her but thought better of it.

      She closed her eyes. She’d been hoping, stupidly hoping, she wouldn’t have to tell him the whole of it, but there didn’t seem any other way now.

      “Do you really think I’d do this if I had a choice?”

      “What do you mean?” he asked, taking a step closer. “Did he threaten you?”

      “No,” she said, and let her shoulders sag under the weight they’d been carrying. “Not me.”

      “Me then?”

      She nodded. “You and Charlie. Oh, he didn’t say it flat out, but it was clear enough.”

      “I see.”

      “So, I go.”

      “Don’t be absurd. You’re not going to dinner with that man. My God. What if he really is a vampire?”

      “Maybe you missed the whole threatening part, but that sort of made it a lock for me.”

      Simon walked over to the armoire, took out their suitcase and set it on the bed. “We’ll leave immediately. If his threats are legitimate, and we have to assume they are, we can be miles away before he suspects.”

      “We can’t leave.”

      He ignored her and took their clothes from the hangers and tossed them into the case. “Perhaps Philadelphia,” he said to himself. “Or maybe a small town. We’ll see what tickets are available at the train station for the money we have.”

      “I can’t leave,” she said in a mixture of defeat and resoluteness.

      Simon crossed to the dresser and pulled open the drawers. “Of course you can. What choice is there?”

      “Staying.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      She bristled at his tone and moved into his path. “I’m not being ridiculous, and I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Elizabeth—”

      “How could we? What about Charlie? How can you turn your back on him?”

      Simon tossed the clothes he had in his hands onto the bed and sighed heavily. “With surprising ease, when it comes to a question of your safety or his.”

      “I’m not the one in danger.”

      “I beg to differ.”

      Elizabeth came to his side. “If I don’t go to dinner with King, good people will be hurt and I can’t live with that. I won’t let that happen.”

      “Even after what I told you last night? he asked. He felt betrayed. She could see it in his eyes. “You may think they’re just dreams, but I know what they are. They’re as real to me as you are right now.”

      He cupped her cheeks. “Losing you is real to me. We should run. Now, while we have the chance.”

      “And losing you is just as real to me,” she said. “I can’t go. Not if it means someone else will get hurt.”

      She looked into his eyes, willing him to understand. She didn’t like this anymore than he did, but King hadn’t given her any choice.

      “And when the eclipse comes? And King finds you’re gone? What happens to Charlie then? One way or the other, we’re leaving town, Elizabeth. There’s no reason to wait. The outcome is the same either way.”

      She hadn’t thought of that. She’d been so caught up in the here and now, what happened after they went back to their time didn’t even cross her mind. “All I know is, right now, I can keep Charlie and you safe by going. So, I go.”

      “It’s insane.”

      Elizabeth let out a shuddering sigh. “I know.”

      She could see him struggling, see him weighing his options, considering drastic measures.

      “Even if you could force me to go,” she said, knowing his desperation might force his thoughts there, “I might be safe, but if something happened, I’d hate you for it. Hate myself.”

      She took his hands in hers. “I’ll come back to you.”

      He looked down at her, his emotions raw. He gently caressed the side of her face and tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “I’m lost without you.”

      Elizabeth laid her hand on his chest. “It’ll be all right,” she said. “I don’t know how, but I know it will be. We’ll find a way.”
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      Twilight blanketed the city. Dull, gray light swallowed the afternoon shadows. Depth and perspective muted into a flat, colorless world. Simon stood motionless, only dimly aware of the city bustling around him as King’s tan and black car pulled away with Elizabeth in the back seat. Cars, no more than blurs of black, crowded the street. People, hurried and faceless, wove their way around him. And he stood.

      He’d let her go. It all seemed an impossible dream, a scene from one of his nightmares. Perhaps it was. His heart thrummed against his ribs, every sinew in his body taut, and yet, he couldn’t move. He vaguely wondered if he was suffering from apoplexy.

      He was a fool. A simple, excruciating answer to a complex question. The constant barrage of his nightmares had somehow left him in submission to fate. An entropy of will in the face of the inevitable.

      But what could he have done? Thrown her over his shoulder and carted her off to parts unknown? She was right, she would have hated him for it, but she would have been safe. Did he really need her love and acceptance more than her life itself?

      He’d been so dazed by the revelation that she loved him, that he could be loved, that he’d accepted the transience of it all. After all, to love someone was to lose them. But now that he’d tasted what life could be like, there was no going back. The few weeks they’d shared weren’t enough. A lifetime with Elizabeth wouldn’t be enough.

      It was a graceless epiphany, but one nonetheless. Invigorated with a purpose, Simon turned on his heels and marched to the door of Charlie’s Blues in the Night. He pushed past Lester and called out to Charlie. Charlie leaned against the cash register talking to Dix when he noticed Simon. “Professor, what can I—”

      “King,” Simon interrupted. “Where can I find King Kashian?”

      “Ah, you don’t need to—”

      “Where?”

      Charlie cast a quick, nervous glance at Dix and then rubbed his nose. “I don’t know, Professor.”

      Simon grunted impatiently. “Then I’ll ask elsewhere.”

      “Wait!” Charlie said, as he came out from behind the bar. “Why do you want to find King?”

      Simon hesitated, but then what was the point in lying now? They’d hear about it sooner or later. “Elizabeth’s gone to dinner with him,” he said. “And I plan on interrupting.”

      Charlie’s eyes went round with alarm. “Lizzy? Why would she do that?”

      As if he weren’t worried enough, Charlie’s near panicked voice sent Simon into overdrive. “Where does he live?”

      “You can’t just go bustin’ in. King’s not a man you wanna cross.”

      “Neither am I.”

      They stood at an impasse. The silence in the room stretched out between them until it was paper thin.

      Charlie gave him a measured look. “There’s somethin’ you need to know, Professor.”

      Dix paled and gripped his arm. “Charlie.”

      “Get me a bottle of the good stuff,” he said without looking away from Simon.

      Didn’t this buffoon realize every minute was precious?

      “I don’t want a drink.”

      Charlie shook his head. “Ain’t for you. Come on,” he said. “Give it over, Dix.”

      Her hands trembled as she held the bottle, her eyes beseeching. “But you said we ain’t supposed to say nothin’, Charlie.”

      Charlie took the whiskey from her hand and then opened the door to the storeroom. “You might think I’m one stop from Bellevue, but...there’s something you need to know.”

      

      

       

      Elizabeth had never been claustrophobic before, but she had the feeling the walls of the elevator were closing in on her as she neared King’s penthouse. She took a few deep, calming breaths and swallowed the urge to make inane small talk with the elevator operator. Not that he would have responded. He hadn’t met her eyes once since she’d gotten in. He looked straight ahead like a soldier, working the car’s levers with quick, sure movements. He brought the car to a stop and the doors opened to reveal a lavish foyer.

      Art deco moldings circled the high, arched ceiling of the rotunda. Stark, white, Greek marble statues stood sentinel to over-sized doubled doors. She hesitated and then stepped off the elevator. The doors shut quickly behind her.

      She was debating whether to knock or run away when the double doors opened inward. For a second, she thought they’d opened by themselves. Then she saw one of King’s men standing there, devoid of expression. He stepped back and gestured for her to enter. A ghostly butler would have been better.

      There was no turning back now, Elizabeth realized as she steadied her jangled nerves and walked inside. She flexed her hands and tried to relax. The last thing she needed was to go into dinner already on edge.

      Antiquities from every imaginable period lined the walls of the main hall. Cloisonné vases, intricately carved ivory statues mingled with marble busts and classical paintings. Thick tapestries covered most of the walls. There wasn’t an empty space to be found. It wasn’t exactly cluttered, but full. Too full. The overly ornate chandelier hung overhead like a crystalline storm cloud. Candlelight reflected in jumbled prismatic colors. She shuddered; it wasn’t the cold room temperature, but the impersonal chill of things to be admired, but never touched. Oppressively rich and heavy fabrics covered the windows.

      The henchman gestured for her to follow, and she trailed along behind him down the hall. She’d never seen such an ostentatious display of wealth. In spite of her nerves, she couldn’t help but stare. An exquisite soft-paste porcelain vase painted with Roman soldiers and Cleopatra sat nestled on a glass case. Under the glass was row after row of jewelry. Jade, gold, every kind of stone imaginable rested in ornate settings.

      To the left was a brown ink drawing of a woman holding the hands of small children. She stopped walking, drawn in by innocence of the piece, so atypical to what she knew of King.

      “Beautiful, isn’t she?”

      She jumped back and crashed into King, who’d silently moved behind her. “S-sorry. I...Quite a collection.”

      He smiled down at her before turning his attention back to the artwork. “I’ve always collected beautiful things.”

      She smoothed down her already smooth hair in an attempt to gather her composure. “One of the perks of being richer than God, I guess.”

      He laughed easily and looked at her. “Money has its benefits, but there are some things beyond price.”

      Small talk. Small talk was safe. She gestured toward the art that lined the hallway. “So, you bought all these?”

      Lame. She was so lame.

      “A little money. A little creativity.”

      “You mean you stole them?” It was a stupid thing to say, but he didn’t seem offended at all, in fact, he looked amused.

      “I paid people to steal them. It’s entirely different. Would you like a tour?”

      She didn’t. She wanted to wolf down whatever passed for dinner and run like hell. And where had that bodyguard gone? They were alone now, and she swallowed nervously.

      “There’s something I’d like to show you,” he added.

      That sounded ominous. “You do know this is only dinner, right?”

      “You wound me,” he said with a mocking grin, placing a hand over his heart.

      “I just want us to lay our cards on the table. I’m here because, well, because you coerced me. And because I do owe you for saving my life. But that’s it,” she said and lifted her chin defiantly. “Nothing more.”

      His eyes flashed briefly and a smile crept to his lips. “Of course.”

      With that vague assurance, he led her down the main hall. The tour was blessedly brief, and he completely ignored one wing of the penthouse. She figured it must have been his private chambers and felt a surge of relief that he hadn’t asked her if she wanted to see his etchings. King was a cad, but so far at least, he was behaving like a gentleman.

      The dining hall was formal. A long, mahogany table filled the floor space. Wingback chairs, enough for a dozen guests, rimmed the edge.

      “You must entertain a lot,” she said.

      “Hardly,” he said and held out her chair. She wished she’d been seated at the far end of the table, but the place settings were tucked together at the end furthest from the door. “Only on very special occasions.”

      That was the rub. “And what’s so special about this occasion?”

      He opened his linen napkin with the flair of a magician. “You.”

      She wriggled nervously in her chair and studied the silver salt and pepper shakers. He was actually being charming. Under different circumstances, if she weren’t already in love, if he weren’t a murdering gangster and possible vampire. But then if wishes were horses, she’d saddle one up and ride it the hell out of here.

      He leaned back in his chair confidently. “Is it really so wrong that I want to get to know you better?”

      “I guess not,” she said. Keeping the conversation neutral was probably the best idea, but there was nothing neutral about King. Besides, he seemed to appreciate her honesty. “But if you’re looking to make friends, threatening them...not a good first step.”

      “Would you have come if I hadn’t?”

      She rubbed her sweaty palms on her dress and managed to meet his eyes. “No.”

      He inclined his head and reached for a crystal carafe. “Precisely. Wine?”

      She eyed the wine suspiciously. Why did it have to be red wine? Dark, red, the color of blood. “No, thank you.”

      He set the carafe down with a thud. His face tightened, and his voice was low and harsh. “If I’d meant you any harm, I wouldn’t have bothered saving your life. Don’t make me regret that decision. I suggest you drink the wine.”

      Elizabeth pressed herself back in her chair. Aside from the obvious threat, there was a cruelty in his voice that scared her even more. God, how she wished Simon were there. Although, come to think of it, it was definitely better that he wasn’t. His temper would surely get them both killed, and the object of the game was staying alive.

      She twisted the napkin in her lap, fumbling for a way to diffuse King’s anger. If she was going to get out of here in one piece, she’d be wise to play the well-mannered guest. She forced herself to sit up straight and not fidget.

      “I suppose one glass wouldn’t do any harm.”

      As quickly as it had come, the storm cloud passed from his face and he smiled. “It’s an excellent vintage, I assure you.”

      Great. Dinner with Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde—An Intimate Portrait.

      She managed a small sip and an even smaller smile. “Good.”

      “I’m pleased you approve.”

      King, once again the genial host, leaned back in his chair. As if on cue, two servants appeared with silver trays. “I’m sure you’ll find the meal satisfactory. Far better than that diner you frequent, I assure you.”

      The fork slipped from her hand. “You’ve been spying on me?”

      “Spying has such a negative ring to it. I’m merely... keeping an eye on you. It’s a dangerous city and the Manchester Arms isn’t in the best neighborhood, but then I don’t need to tell you that, do I?” he said and lifted one of the silver coverings from a tray. “I think you’ll particularly enjoy the duck.”

      She felt sick. He knew where she lived, where she ate. Who knows how long he’d been having them followed. “I’m not feeling very hungry anymore.”

      King smirked and set the covering down. “Very well. I’m a patient man. We’ll simply enjoy each other’s company until your appetite returns.”

      There was no getting out of it. No getting out of any of it. Maybe the sooner she ate, the sooner she could leave. She picked up her fork and managed to get a mouthful down.

      The dinner, what she ate of it, was excellent, or would have been if her stomach hadn’t been on strike. The chef at the Ritz owed King a favor, for what she didn’t ask, and had prepared an elegant meal. King rearranged the food on his plate, taking small bites. As she watched the candle light reflect on the shiny surface of his black leather gloves, she realized she hadn’t seen him without them. Odd enough in the middle of a heat wave, but at dinner, in his own home?

      He must have noticed her staring, because he set down his fork and rubbed his gloved palms together. “An affectation,” he said, with a mild grin. “My hands are always cold. But as they say, cold hands, warm heart. As it were.”

      She smiled and went back to her meal. Cold hands, ice cold heart was more like it. Or was it even more than that? She remembered the feeling of his ice cold lips the night he’d kissed her hand. Vampires lacked normal blood circulation and were rumored to be cold to the touch. And, she thought, looking at his untouched food, they didn’t eat.

      Maybe her imagination was running away with her. There were other explanations, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that the man sitting across from her wasn’t a man at all.

      The conversation was sporadic and more often than not ended with a dangling question or an ambiguous answer. Once the final course had been served, King leaned back in his chair and regarded her with calm appraisal.

      “You are a charming guest. When you set your mind to it.”

      Elizabeth hoped her smile didn’t look as false as it was. “Thank you, I think. And it was a lovely dinner, but I really should be getting back. Simon will be—”

      “Ah, yes. Professor Cross,” King said, lingering over the name with mild amusement. “I don’t think he likes me very much.”

      He hates your guts didn’t seem like a profitable thing to say, and so Elizabeth merely shrugged.

      “But I see why he likes you. You’re different, Elizabeth. Very different from the women I’ve met. A man could spend several lifetimes looking for a woman like you. There’s a uniqueness, I can’t put my finger on it, an unusual quality about you.”

      “I could say the same about you.”

      He spread his fingers and nodded. “Touché. So, tell me,” he said casually. “How did you meet your husband?”

      The way he caressed the last word made her tense. “Simon?”

      “Unless you have more than one.”

      “No, just the one.” She crammed a spoonful of crème brûlée into her mouth to buy time. She could make up a story, but there was no guarantee she’d remember it. Best to stick with the truth. “We met at college. I was a student there, and he was a professor.”

      King’s smirk reached all the way to his eyebrows. “Dating the professor? I’m shocked.”

      “We didn’t actually date until after I graduated.”

      “A college graduate working as a waitress. That’s odd, isn’t it?”

      Elizabeth shrugged. “Good jobs are hard to find.”

      King grunted noncommittally and sipped his wine. “Where did you go to school?”

      “Out of state.” This was getting worse and worse. Time to go on the offensive. “But enough about me and my boring life. Tell me about you. How does somebody become a...”

      “A gangster?” he said with that damn smirk. “Family business. Tell me more about yourself. I do find your story fascinating.”

      Elizabeth grew nervous at the way he said the word story. Best to stop this conversation now. “Didn’t you say there was something you wanted to show me?”

      King smiled. “Yes, there is.”

      Out of the frying pan into the fire. Smooth.

      King set down his napkin and pushed back his chair. “Shall we?”

      Knowing she had little choice, Elizabeth agreed and followed King out of the dining room and down the main hall. They veered into the wing King had avoided earlier. He stopped at a dark paneled door and took a small key from his pocket. He opened the door and waited for Elizabeth to enter first. The room was dark and there was a thick odor of strange spices. King stepped in behind her and turned on the overhead light.

      She blinked to let her eyes adjust to the sudden light. It was like stepping into the Egyptian section of the British Museum, at least according to the brochures she’d seen. Artifacts ranging from small statues to a complete sarcophagus filled the room. Large, limestone blocks were piled in one corner. The paint had faded, but the images were still clear.

      Despite her fears, her curiosity couldn’t be contained and she walked further into the room. “This is amazing.”

      King closed the door. “Beautiful, aren’t they?”

      “Yeah,” she said and moved to keep her distance as he crossed to the small table in the center of the room.

      He picked up a small statue and held it reverently in his hand.

      “A shabti,” he said and held the brightly painted figure for her to see. “They’re said to come to life once their master is awakened in the afterlife. Do you know much about Egyptology?”

      “A little.” In her research with Simon, she’d studied some of the ancient beliefs about eternal life. They’d managed to acquire a few artifacts for his collection, but the market for them was ridiculously overpriced. Even their few visits to the local museums couldn’t compare with the collection in this room.

      “I’m something of an enthusiast,” he said in gross understatement. “They believed that a person never truly dies. Eternal life. Quite an intriguing concept.”

      “I suppose.”

      “You wouldn’t want to live forever?”

      “I guess there might be perks, but no.”

      King smiled enigmatically and set down the small statue. “They believed that the soul, even after death, remained in the body. Remained there awaiting judgment, until granted entrance to the underworld by Osiris.” He waved his hand at the table. “All of this, elaborate ointments and rituals, would secure the soul even in the face of human mortality.”

      “That’s interesting,” Elizabeth said and eased her way toward the door. “Really quite a collection, and thank you for sharing it with me, but it’s late.”

      “Time is irrelevant,” he said, “if you want it to be.”

      She definitely didn’t like the sound of that. “I don’t understand what you mean.”

      “Don’t you?” he asked and walked slowly toward her. “Surely, you’ve sensed it.”

      She backed up against the door and tried the handle, but it was locked. “I’d like to go now.”

      “I haven’t shown you everything.”

      “I’ve seen enough. Please, unlock the door.”

      He stopped in the middle of the room. “Don’t be frightened.”

      He closed his eyes and Elizabeth couldn’t stifle her gasp.

      His face changed. Thick, corded veins bulged out on his forehead, slicing over his temples and popping out along his neck. Swollen and pulsing, the deformities stripped away any illusion of humanity. His mouth gaped open and his incisors grew before her eyes, grotesque fangs like a serpent’s, curved and wicked. Finally, he opened his eyes and they glowed like amber lit from within. It wasn’t the face of a man anymore.

      It was the face of a vampire.

      “Holy crap!”
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      “Holy crap!”

      Elizabeth shrank back and tried to push herself through the door. King’s yellow eyes glowed brighter. His nostrils flared as he tilted his head up and stole her scent from the air, a predator finding its prey. He took a step forward, and she flattened herself against the door as tightly as she could. Her blood pounded in her veins and she knew he could sense it too. Slowly, the rhythm of her beating heart was pulling him closer.

      “King,” she whispered, barely able to get the word past her dry throat.

      He took another step, closing the distance between them. His bulk blocked out the light, and his face fell into shadows. Only the surreal glow from his eyes filled the void between them. He raised one hand, the gloved fingers stretching out and nearing her face.

      She was going to die. She pressed her palms against the door, as she raised her chin, one final act of defiance. Then, King’s hand halted its approach and hovered inches from her face, trembling.

      “King,” she said again, more strongly than before. If the man was in control of the demon, she had to reach him.

      He closed his eyes and lowered his head. The demon visage faded. When he opened his eyes, he was a man again, but the cool restraint she’d seen before was gone. He pushed out a quick breath and took a step back. He looked nearly as shocked as she was by his lack of control, but he recovered quickly.

      Elizabeth licked her dry lips and tried to speak, but her voice came out in a croak. “You’re a vampire.”

      “Not just that,” he said, fully in control again. Whatever battle had waged inside him was over. “If that’s all I were, you’d be dead right now.”

      Her head was spinning. How could this be happening? It was one thing to read texts, to read two hundred year old accounts, but to be standing face to face with.… She could barely bring herself to think it. Even having considered the possibility, facing the truth was shocking. Vampires were real. Real and staring at her.

      “How?” she asked. That was too simple a question, but the best she could do.

      King seemed pleased at the question. “Let’s start at the beginning, shall we?” he said and then shook his head, ever the gracious host. “Would you like to sit? Your legs look about to give way. It is quite a shock.”

      He was right about that. Her knees hadn’t stopped wobbling. “Standing’s fine, thanks.”

      “As you wish,” he said and then walked to the center table. He ran his finger over one of the small figures. “Eight years ago, when Carter discovered Tutankhamen’s tomb, I knew I had to have a part of the treasure. From one King to another. It began merely as avarice, to have something so unique. To own it. But once the artifacts began arriving, it grew into something much more.” He looked around the room proudly. “Much more.”

      “I’d recently inherited my father’s business,” he said without an ounce of sarcasm. “He was killed by rivals, and I assumed the mantle of command but had no desire to die an early death. They’re quite common in my line of work. I’d read of the ancient Egyptian’s beliefs in eternal life, and set out to discover their secrets. How to cheat death.”

      Elizabeth’s knees had stopped wobbling, but she didn’t dare move. King walked smoothly around the room as he told her his story. It was so shockingly antithetical to the demon she’d seen, the pleasant timbre of his voice, the graceful movements.

      “My brother, it seems, had different ideas. He’d always been jealous of the favor our father showed me,” he said and shrugged indifferently. “It devoured him, until he tried to kill me. Technically he succeeded, but his plans, like everything else in his life, didn’t quite work out. He aligned himself with a group of vampires.”

      “You mean there are lots of you?”

      He smiled indulgently. “Not anymore. But I digress. My brother’s first mistake was to trust them. They’re stupid creatures, guided only by lust and hunger. They exist only to feed. No better than drug addicts.”

      As if sensing her unspoken question, he continued. “I am, as I said, not just a vampire. The demon doesn’t control me, I control it.”

      She knew that was only partially true. When he’d let the demon out, his control had faltered. For those brief, infinitely long moments, he’d been nothing more than a beast, wanting only the kill.

      “But these creatures were like animals, no discipline, no thought. Pathetic,” he said and gave a mirthless laugh. “This group, although rather inept, had managed to function as a small gang. My brother offered them a chance for a bigger score, to climb the food chain, as it were.”

      Even in her fright, Elizabeth found herself listening with rapt attention. A gang of vampires loose on the streets of New York City. The underworld run by, well, the underworld.

      “The ambush was ill-conceived and poorly executed,” King continued. “My brother wanted to strike me down here, in this very room. His version of irony, I suppose. But I’d gotten wind of his plan and was prepared in ways they couldn’t imagine. Of course, they were supposed to kill me, but they betrayed my brother, to no one’s surprise but his own. Why take the runt of the litter when you can have the best? They wanted to make me one of them, add to their cadre. Fools.”

      He stopped pacing and turned to face her. “The Egyptians were right. Death isn’t the end, it’s merely a bridge. That very day, I performed the ritual for preserving the soul. When they tried to turn me, I retained my soul. The typical victim is no more than a shell, a husk that provides the demon with access to this world. But my soul was bonded to my body, and it made me more powerful than they could imagine. A demon and a soul yoked together.”

      Elizabeth shuddered. That explained the dual personality she’d sensed. “And your brother?”

      King’s eyes sparked. “He was the last to die, and the most pleasurable to kill.”

      Her knees threatened to buckle. She was standing in a room with a mass murderer. A demon. How often did he kill? How did he choose his victims? Was she next? Why hadn’t he killed her when he had the chance? She tried the door handle again, and to her surprise, felt it turn. It wasn’t locked. In her panic, she must have turned it the wrong way.

      “You were always free to leave,” he said.

      Despite the voice in her head screaming for her to run, to run and never look back, there was a chorus of other voices asking questions, questions she and Simon had spent years trying to answer.

      She looked at King and said the only thing she could. “I’m sorry.”

      His back straightened. “I didn’t tell you this for pity.”

      “Why did you tell me?”

      He regarded her calmly. “Because it’s what I am.”

      “But why me?”

      He walked over to her, and she somehow managed to stand her ground. He stroked her cheek with his gloved hand. “How does any man answer that question? You are an amazing woman.”

      She tried not to shrink back from his touch. “I don’t understand.”

      He smiled enigmatically and stepped back. “I don’t suppose you do. Yet.”

      Her head was throbbing and his cryptic answers weren’t helping any. She ran a hand over her forehead and massaged her temple. She had the beginnings of one hell of a headache.

      He pulled a watch chain from his pocket. “It’s late, and you’re obviously tired,” he said, once again the well-mannered host. “We can continue this another time.”

      “You’re letting me go?”

      “I told you that you were always free to go.”

      There had to be a catch. There was always a catch. “And you won’t hurt anyone. Simon or Charlie?”

      “That’s up to you. Every action has a consequence.”

      She could leave, but he’d know every move she made, and Simon would pay the price. “So, I’m not really free at all, am I?”

      “We’re all bound by the choices we make,” he said and reached into his breast pocket. “I don’t think you’d want to leave town without this.” He held out his hand, and resting in his palm was Simon’s scarab ring.

      She felt her stomach drop. “Where did you get that?”

      “I could ask you the same question,” he said and held it up to the light. “Very unusual. One of a kind?”

      “That doesn’t belong to you.”

      “Oh, I think it does. But I am curious. How did you come by it?”

      “A family heirloom, and I’d appreciate it if you’d give it back to me,” she said and held out her hand.

      “Perhaps,” he said and slipped it back into his pocket. “In time. As I said, I’m a patient man.”

      And one who had, literally, all the time in the world.

      

      

       

      Simon leaned on the far end of the bar and stared down at his clenched fists. It had taken all of Charlie’s strength to keep him from forcing his way out into the night and blindly banging on doors until he found King. He knew it would have been useless, but anything had to be better than waiting. He’d spent the first two hours pacing in the back room, until the walls started to close in. Being in the bar was no better. Every time someone laughed he wanted to cram it back down their throat. Every minute that scratched by took another layer of skin. Every glass of whiskey that passed over the bar called his name. He ached for a drink, anything to blur the horrific images that cluttered his mind.

      A vampire. His worst suspicions confirmed. Elizabeth was with the creature and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do but wait. He clenched his fist until the knuckles strained white. Useless. Bloody useless. He wanted to rage, to hit something until his hands were as raw as he felt inside.

      A man shouldered up to the bar and tapped Simon on the shoulder. “Ain’t ya gonna play or what?”

      Simon blinked a few times and then turned to the man with a withering gaze.

      Charlie interrupted before things got worse. “Ankle it. Go on. Get,” he grunted and pulled the man forcibly by the lapels away from Simon. “Sorry ’bout that, Professor.”

      One more hour. He’d give her one more hour to return, then he’d take the city apart brick by brick till he found her. Charlie’s assurances that if King wanted to hurt Elizabeth he’d have already done it weren’t comforting. Going in half-cocked and getting himself killed wouldn’t help her either. Damn it. There had to be something he could do.

      If only he’d been more careful with the watch. If he’d only pushed her away when the light had enveloped him. If only. A thousand chances to keep her out of harm’s way, each one missed. Each missed opportunity had brought her a step closer to him, and the death his very presence would inevitably bring. Or had it already? Was she...?

      He pushed that thought aside ferociously. No, she wasn’t. She couldn’t be. It was his fate to watch. He knew that as surely as anything. When the time came, he’d bear witness to it. He took morose comfort in the thought. A drowning man will grasp even the blade of a sword.

      There had to be something he could do, some way to protect her. Was he so pathetic as to let fate wrench away the only thing that meant anything to him without a fight? He’d spent years studying the bloody things. They had weaknesses. King had to have a weakness. 

      Vampires could be destroyed, he knew that much. They were strong, but not invincible. He needed weapons, tools, something, anything. If King harmed one hair on Elizabeth’s head, he’d kill him with his bare hands if he had to.

      “Professor?”

      Simon looked at Charlie expecting to see the same haggard, worried face he’d seen for the last few hours.

      “Told ya,” Charlie said, grinning from ear to ear. He mopped his brow with the bar rag and nodded toward the door. “She’s back.”

      Simon turned and Elizabeth was standing in the doorway. She looked tired and pale, and more beautiful than ever. He strode across the bar, one step behind his heart, and gathered her into his arms in a crushing embrace.

      “I’m all right,” she said.

      He pulled back to look into her eyes. He needed to see her face to be sure.

      “Really,” she said with a small smile.

      His hands cupped her cheeks as he searched her eyes. Her skin was warm, alive, but even that reassurance didn’t stop him from sliding them down her neck.

      She pulled away and looked at him accusingly. “What are you doing?”

      “I had to be sure.”

      Her brow shot up. “You know?”

      “Charlie told me.”

      She pulled back, her eyes clouded with confusion and betrayal. “Charlie knows?”

      “Lizzy!” Charlie said.

      “I’ll tell you later,” Simon whispered, before Charlie pulled her into a bear hug. Her body tensed as Charlie held her arms.

      “You look all right,” Charlie said, as he held her at arm’s length. “I was so worried, thought I might have kittens.”

      “I’m all right, just tired,” she said wriggling out of his embrace.

      Charlie stood awkwardly for a moment still holding her arm. “Sure. Course ya are.”

      “We’re going home,” Simon said and eased her out of Charlie’s grasp.

      “Right. Yeah,” Charlie said, and smiled at Elizabeth. “Sure glad you’re okay, Lizzy.”

      Elizabeth nodded, her eyes glinting with mistrust, and slipped her hand into Simon’s. “Let’s just get out of here.”

      

      

      Simon hurried them along the dark streets. As much as he wanted to know what had happened, he needed to feel she was safe, and their little flat was as close as he could get.

      Once they were home, Elizabeth stood in the middle of the room, her arms wrapped around her chest. Simon came up behind her, and she jumped when he put his hands on her shoulders.

      “I’m sorry,” he said quickly.

      She turned and smiled, shaking her head. “It’s okay. I’m just a little jumpy.”

      He nodded, trying to hold back the torrent of questions he had, giving her the space she needed, but it was killing him to do it.

      Elizabeth sat down on the edge of the bed, her eyes fixed on the far wall before looking up at him.

      “Charlie knew? This whole time?”

      Simon shook his head and sat down next to her. “I think I understand his reasons, but that’s not important right now.”

      He took her hand in his, warm and human, thank God. “Are you all right?”

      She nodded, a frown wrinkling her brow.

      Simon tried to steal himself for the worst. She didn’t appear to be injured, but she was clearly in shock. His mind reeled with possibilities, each more horror-filled than the last.

      “Tell me what happened.”

      She opened her mouth to say something, but paused.

      “Did he...Did he touch you?”

      “No,” she answered quickly, and Simon felt one of the fists that clenched his heart ease its grip, but he had to be sure. He looked at her closely, into her eyes for any hint of something hiding from him.

      She smiled sympathetically, patiently—his Elizabeth through and through.

      “I’m fine, really. Freaked out, but fine.”

      Finally, Simon’s heart began to slow.

      “He was a perfect gentleman,” she said with a bitter laugh, “when he wasn’t threatening you or Charlie.”

      Slowly, she told him everything. She didn’t know where she’d been taken. The limousine had curtains in the back, and they’d remained closed for the trip. Judging from the distance she’d traveled, she guessed it was somewhere uptown, but couldn’t be more specific than that. She described the lavish apartment and recounted the details of King’s change with chilling precision. The academic part of Simon’s brain catalogued each detail of the creature’s appearance, while all his heart wanted to do was to tell her to stop, to blot out the last twenty-hours and spirit her away.

      She told him all she could remember of their conversations, including the chilling revelation that King had been not only following them, but actively investigating them. Who knew what, besides his grandfather’s ring, King had gotten from Smitty at the pawnshop. Simon tried to remember the scene to see if they’d inadvertently let any telling details slip.

      “I guess there’s nothing to do but wait,” she said finally. “It’s only a week until the eclipse.”

      “Too much can happen in a week,” Simon said, as he pushed off the bed and started to pace.

      “What else can we do?” she asked, and then quickly read his expression. “We can’t leave. He’ll follow us.”

      He gritted his teeth and shook his head. “Have I mentioned how much I hate this?”

      “I know,” she said. “And I’m so sorry about your grandfather’s ring.”

      Simon dismissed it, but there was something very troubling about it, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Perhaps King had taken it as tangible proof of his knowledge about them.

      “It’s not important,” he said. “We’ll find some protection tomorrow. Go to St. Patrick’s and get supplies—holy water, crosses.”

      He didn’t actually put much stock in the idea of religious icons affording them protection, but if there was even the slightest chance they might help, he’d get them.

      “I don’t remember reading about any accounts of vampires that quite match your description,” Simon said, his need to categorize and analyze giving him a respite from the helplessness he felt. “The veins are somewhat similar to the Danag of the Philippines, but the eyes are all wrong.”

      Elizabeth’s eyes narrowed in thought. “Maybe having a soul mutated him somehow?”

      “Perhaps. You don’t remember any particular odors?”

      “No. Why?”

      “Some species give off a slight metallic scent. Some attribute it to the blood they’d consumed. Ancient alchemists, believed that if you could find the proper ore, you could forge a weapon to kill them.”

      “You don’t see a lot of forges on the lower east side.”

      “No,” he said with a small grin. “But I’m sure there are factories not far away. It’s something to consider. Silver shouldn’t be that hard to find, although I doubt we could afford very much.”

      “And we’re not even sure it would do any good.”

      “No,” he said with a sigh.

      Elizabeth stood and crossed the room toward him. She slipped her arms around his waist. “At least we know now. No more guessing. And, upside, we found the proof you’ve been looking for.”

      He looked down at her. “It found us.”

      He pulled her closer. His lifelong ambition had been achieved, and he would have given anything for it not to be so.

      “Your grandfather was a brave man,” she said.

      Simon smiled. He was, and in ways Simon had never known.

      The stuff of nightmares was real. And, he thought as he looked down at Elizabeth, it wanted her.

      Simon pulled her closer. He would not let that happen. Whatever the cost, whatever it took, he’d find a way to protect her. Find a way to bring them home.

      “It will be all right,” he said, praying it was true and fearing it wasn’t. “I promise.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 23

        

      

    
    
      “Doesn’t stealing it de-holy it or something?” Elizabeth whispered, as they dipped another vial into the shallow holy water font. She wasn’t religious, but pilfering from a church couldn’t be good.

      “Shhh,” Simon urged with a nervous look around.

      Old St. Patrick’s was a heavily frequented church. They’d almost been caught twice by people passing by on their way to pray.

      “Can I help you?” said a familiar voice with an unmistakable Irish lilt.

      Oh boy. “Father,” Elizabeth said as she turned around.

      “And what exactly would you be needin’ with the entire day’s holy water?”

      “It’s a funny story really.”

      “Oh, is it now?”

      “Not exactly haha-funny, but...Tell him Simon,” she said with a nudge to his ribs.

      Simon rolled his eyes and recapped the small vial. “I don’t expect you to understand or even believe me, but we need this to fight a vampire.”

      Elizabeth dropped her vial. “Sorry,” she said and scrambled to pick it up. So much for subterfuge.

      Father Cavanaugh sighed and nodded. “I see. Perhaps we should continue this in the back?” he said, and gestured to a door in the rear of the church.

      Softly murmured prayers filled the silence. As she watched Father Cavanaugh and Simon whispered something to each other, she realized what it was. It was secrets. Everyone there always seemed to know something she didn’t. For all her conviction, for all her words about believing being enough, a part of her always questioned, always doubted. She wasn’t raised in any particular religion and for the first time she envied those who were. She looked up at the brilliant sunlight streaming through the stained glass. How comforting it would be right now to give herself over to an all-knowing something.

      “Elizabeth?” Simon said, pulling her from her tangled thoughts.

      “Coming.”

      They followed Father Cavanaugh into a small back room. Cherrywood cabinets and a shining metal drum, like a water dispenser, lined the far wall. The father gestured to a beaten leather couch.

      “You’ve some experience with vampires?” Simon said in a very businesslike way, as if he asked the question every day.

      The father nodded.

      “I thought as much.”

      Father Cavanaugh pulled up a rickety wooden chair and sat down. “And it seems, so do you.”

      Simon’s expression was deadly serious, emphasis on deadly. “What can you tell me?”

      “A man of few words, I see. I respect that, but may I beg a little indulgence? I’m an old man and prone to ramble on a bit, I’m afraid,” he said with a wink at Elizabeth.

      Normally, Elizabeth would have been charmed by the father’s easy-going, folksy tone, but she was angry. Angry that everyone, including people she’d trusted had known what King was, how dangerous he was and hadn’t said anything. What other secrets were they keeping?

      Next to her, she could feel Simon tense, even as he leaned back against the cushions. “Of course.”

      The father inclined his head and then turned his attention to Elizabeth. “What have ya seen, lass?”

      “How’d you know it was me?”

      “A demon is always drawn to the innocent.”

      She laughed nervously. “I’m not exactly what you’d call innocent, but thank you.”

      The priest leaned forward in his chair. “It’s a purity of the heart they seek. To sully the unsullied.”

      Simon grunted and shifted in his seat.

      “And if they have a soul?” Elizabeth asked.

      The father rocked back in his chair. “I see.”

      “Well, I bloody well don’t,” Simon ground out. “Soul or not. What difference does it make?”

      “Every soul is worth saving.”

      “Not this one,” Simon said. His voice was cold, edged with a crisp finality.  Simon Cross, judge and jury. No appeals.

      The father settled back in his chair and clasped his hands. “And why would that be?”

      “He’s after my wife.”

      Elizabeth felt a thrill at the words. Sure, it was a fib, but she felt like his wife, or what she imagined it would feel like.

      The priest smiled genially. “Coveting your neighbor’s wife is a sin, but hardly reason enough to be kept from Heaven.”

      “Murder, extortion. You can take your pick of sins. And honestly, I don’t care,” Simon said. “I didn’t come here to find a way to save a man I’d just as soon see dead.”

      Despite knowing how he felt, to hear the cold conviction in his voice shocked her. “Simon.”

      If Father Cavanaugh was insulted he didn’t show it. His placid face betrayed nothing. “Why did you come here? Aside from liberating some of my holy water?”

      Elizabeth spoke up before Simon could. “That’s all we came for, but now that we’re here, maybe you can help us?”

      Simon shifted impatiently in his seat and Elizabeth quickly continued before he said something insulting. “We know a little bit, but our practical experience is, well, different.”

      “And what experience is that, child?”

      “King. I guess you’ve probably heard about him.”

      “I’m acquainted with Mr. Kashian. We’ve spoken on occasion.”

      Simon snorted and Elizabeth stilled his tongue with a gentle hand on his forearm. There was something odd about the way the father looked when he mentioned King, but she put it out of her head.

      “I had dinner with him last night. Not that I wanted to, but he... persuaded me. And then, I’m not really sure why, but he told me about what happened to him.”

      “Did he now?” the father said, both surprised and troubled. “Isn’t that interesting.”

      “That isn’t the word I’d use,” Simon said tartly.

      The father smiled sympathetically. “No, I suppose not.”

      He looked back to Elizabeth. “Forgive me, you were sayin’? He revealed himself to you? But he didn’t attack?”

      “No,” Elizabeth said, “he didn’t.”

      “It’s some pathetic game to him,” Simon said.

      “Oh, no. This is no game,” the father assured them both. “Another creature wouldn’t have hesitated.”

      Elizabeth shivered. That’s exactly what King had said to her. Simon clutched her hand in his and gave it a comforting squeeze, but she could feel the tension in his grip.

      “It’s a terrible truth, I’m afraid,” Father Cavanaugh continued. “Used to be quite a problem here. Although, I fear Tammany Hall may be spawning something new.” He smiled ruefully. “Politics.”

      Good grief. She knew the government was corrupt, but demons too? It was too much to think about, and she tried to push the implications out of her mind. One problem at a time.

      “Used to be?” Elizabeth asked. “Is that because King... killed them?”

      The Father clasped his hands in his lap. “It’s a wicked debt to owe, is it not? Better a lone wolf than a pack?”

      “Unless that wolf is after your wife,” Simon said. “You’ll forgive me, Father. Under different circumstances I’d love to discuss the past, but it’s the present that concerns me. Soul or not, Kashian has made his intentions perfectly clear. I intend to protect my wife by whatever means necessary. If you have something that might help me, I’m in your debt. If not, we’ll try elsewhere.”

      “Simon—”

      “No, no. He’s quite right, my dear. And of course, I’ll do what I can to help you.”

      Elizabeth let out a shaky breath. “Thank you.”

      “You came for holy water and crosses, I imagine?”

      “If you can spare them.”

      The priest smiled kindly. “I think I can manage that, but I’m afraid they won’t help you. In the spirit yes, but not the flesh.”

      Simon leaned back and narrowed his eyes. “So it is a myth.”

      Elizabeth had been hoping Simon was wrong about that. He’d always doubted the claims of religious icons affecting vampires, but it sure would have been nice if he’d been wrong. “All the books I’ve read, all the research?”

      “Propaganda,” Simon said. “Another way the church exerts its control. Another in a long series of misinformation campaigns to keep people depending on the church for things it can’t provide.”

      “Or perhaps to give them faith,” Father Cavanaugh said. “Where’s the harm in helping quell people’s fear? To give them a feeling they have power over the Evil that surrounds us. Faith is the best protection.”

      “That’s wonderful in the abstract, and I’m sure it comforts children before they go to bed at night,” Simon said and leaned forward. “I wish we were dealing with fanciful notions and things that only haunt people’s dreams, but this is real. This isn’t some amorphous darkness lurking around the next corner. This is a creature, flesh and blood, standing in front of me and threatening to take everything I hold dear. You’ll forgive me for being blunt, but I didn’t come here for God’s help. I came for something much more practical.”

      “I find God very practical.”

      Elizabeth rushed to diffuse the situation. “He didn’t mean that the way it came out.”

      “Don’t apologize for me, Elizabeth. I meant what I said. We came here for weapons, nothing more.”

      “I understand,” the priest said. “But not all weapons are forged in steel. The most powerful weapon against Evil is inside you. Your faith.”

      Simon snorted, but Elizabeth tried to ignore him. “What if... I’m not very religious, Father. I don’t really know what I believe about God.”

      “Ah, but you have faith.”

      “I don’t know,” she said. She thought she did, but the last twenty-four hours had made her question lots of things. She’d believed they could face anything together, but there didn’t seem any way out of the mess they’d gotten themselves into.

      Father Cavanaugh looked from Simon back to Elizabeth. “You two love each other?”

      “Yes,” she said without hesitation.

      “And you believe in that. You believe in your love for each other?”

      Elizabeth nodded.

      “That’s God,” he said. “He goes by many names, many faces, but God is simply that—love. I find God in this church, in the faces of my parishioners. One man may find it in nature, in the majesty of a tree or a river,” he said and then looked directly at Simon. “Or another man may find it in a woman’s smile. Wherever it’s to be found, it’s to be cherished. When you find it, you hold onto it and nothing, no force, no evil can take it from you. It’s yours forever. And that, my dear, is something very powerful.”

      Elizabeth had never thought about faith in such simple terms. It had always been something vague and just beyond her reach. If love was the answer, she thought as she looked at Simon, she had that in abundance.

      “That’s a poetic notion, Father,” Simon said. “But I fail to see how that will save our lives.”

      “Not your lives perhaps, but your souls.”

      “You’ll forgive me if my concerns are slightly more immediate,” Simon said.

      Father Cavanaugh seemed troubled by Simon’s curt dismissal, but with patience born of years of practice, he nodded calmly.

      “If we can’t use holy water or crosses,” Simon said. “What can we use? What can you tell us of his weaknesses?”

      The Father sighed and his hands clenched before he spread his palms on his knees. “I’m afraid, I can be of very little help there.”

      He obviously knew things he wouldn’t, or couldn’t, share.

      “I see,” Simon said, clearly angry at the priest’s withholding, and rose from the couch. “Thank you for your time. Elizabeth?”

      She smiled apologetically and stood. “Thank you, Father. You’ve been a great help.”

      “It was my pleasure, child. You’re welcome here anytime.”

      Simon barely waited for her to catch up as he started for the door. After the cool sanctuary of the church, the midday sun beat down on them with a vengeance.

      “Sophistry,” Simon mumbled to himself and pushed out a frustrated breath. “I should have known that would be a waste of time.”

      “I don’t think it was.”

      He looked like he was about to give her a scathing rebuttal, but his expression softened as he gently touched her cheek.

      “Perhaps not,” he said. “Regardless, we should find stakes. There’s likely a hardware store not too far. There must be other weapons we can find.” He loosened his tie and rolled his neck. “Damn heat.”

      “Simon, I don’t think going all Rambo is going to help.”

      He stared at her blankly, clearly not following the reference.

      “I mean, I’d feel better with some sort of protection, but—” She shrugged.

      “Elizabeth, against my better judgment, I’ve agreed to abide by your wishes and stay in this...city. But I will not let another day go by unprepared.”

      Arguing was futile and the heat sapped her strength. It was impossible to remain angry with him. She knew how difficult it was for him to stay in town. How difficult all of this was for him. “All right,” she said. “But aside from getting stakes, what can we really do?”

      “Over there,” he said. “The telephone office.”

      “We’re gonna kill him with long distance charges?”

      “That was beneath even you,” he said, but couldn’t hide the smile tugging at the corners of his mouth.

      She stepped closer and fiddled with his tie. “You’re testy when it gets hot, aren’t you?”

      “Elizabeth, please,” he said and pulled the tie from her hands. “This will take subterfuge. Do you think you’re up to it?”

      “I can fuge with the best of them.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” he said and stepped back and looked at her appraisingly. “Do you have any lipstick?”

      Now that was an odd question. “Umm, no.”

      “Nothing to be done for it, I suppose.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      Simon ignored her sarcasm and narrowed his eyes. “Lick your lips.”

      Maybe the heat really was getting to him. There was a nice shady spot over by the newsstand. “I think you need to sit down.”

      “I need you to cause a diversion. Use your feminine wiles.”

      “Oh. Oh!” she said, realizing what he’d been talking about. She pulled the collar of her dress down and arched her back, pushing out her breasts. Shifting her hips to the side, she looked at him coyly. “Little ol’ me?”

      His frown deepened. “Maybe this isn’t such a good idea.”

      She pouted, and he shook his head. “Come along, Matahari.”

      

      

       

      “Be careful with that,” Elizabeth said as she closed the door to the apartment behind them.

      Simon carefully eased a mason-sized, glass jar out from under his jacket. “Would you stop nagging?”

      “When you put the acid down, I’ll stop.”

      It was insane, she thought. Brilliant, but insane. Religious icons aside, there were only four ways to kill a vampire--a wooden stake through the heart, beheading, burning, and exposure to sunlight. Too bad tanning beds hadn’t been invented yet. King was just vain enough to try one.

      The wooden stakes were easy enough to come by. A visit to the local hardware store and a few tent stakes later, they were set. Beheading, aside from being absolutely disgusting, was more difficult. That left fire. Burning the host body would also destroy, or release, the demon. Or so the books said. Carrying around torches was a bit too Mary Shelley and rather impractical. She doubted King would agree to a picnic in Central Park.

      That’s when Simon hatched his crazy scheme to acquire other means. While she’d caused her diversion in the telephone and telegraph office, Simon had slipped into the battery room and somehow managed to pilfer a jar of sulfuric acid. It wasn’t difficult really. She’d gone in first, face flushed from the heat. Of course, she’d run in place outside first to get a good sheen of sweat and that slightly out of breath helplessness look down. The two men on the desk were more than solicitous. A demure smile laced with batting eyelashes and an appreciation of their gallantry was all she needed. The heaving bosom was a bonus.

      “We’ll keep it out of the way in the corner,” he said, as he gently placed the jar on the floor.

      Elizabeth sat down on the bed and picked up one of the tent stakes and tried unsuccessfully to twirl it in her hand. “I still don’t get it. Acid’s a good weapon, I suppose. The flesh it burns and all that, but it isn’t exactly practical to carry around.”

      “We need to be prepared for all situations.”

      It was no use trying to talk sense into him. If he could have walked down the street with a broadsword, he would have.

      “We should think about acquiring a gun,” Simon said, giving one last glance at the jar in the corner. “But I’m afraid we’re a little short of funds.”

      “I’m not very fond of guns. And besides, we already know from practical experience that it won’t stop him.”

      Simon frowned. “Yes, but he has men who work for him. We need to prepare for every contingency. Perhaps we can acquire some silver bullets.”

      “No guns. They make me nervous.”

      “Well, for now we’ll have to make do with what we have,” he said and sat down next to her. He picked up one of the wooden stakes and slipped it into his inside breast pocket. “You’ll have to start carrying a purse. I’m afraid your dress doesn’t leave much room for concealed weapons.”

      “I thought that’s what you liked about it,” she said coyly. Before he could sigh and remind her, yet again, that this was serious, as if she needed reminding, she stood and smiled triumphantly. “I’ve already worked that out.”

      She put her leg up on the bed next to him, lifted the hem of her dress, and slipped a stake neatly under her garter belt. “What do you think?”

      He blinked a few times and then narrowed his eyes. “That is...disturbingly sexy.”

      “Is it?” she said and knelt on the bed, moving to straddle his lap.

      His arms snaked around her waist and pulled her closer. “Very,” he said, and leaned in for a kiss, but stopped just short of her lips. “You will be careful, won’t you?”

      “One more week and hopefully, it’ll all be over.”

      His forehead creased with worry, and Elizabeth reached up to smooth away the lines. “I’ll be careful. And you, try not to rile King.”

      He gathered her hand in his and brought her fingers to his lips. “I won’t start anything,” he promised, leaving unsaid the vow that, if need be, he would finish it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 24

        

      

    
    
      The air was thick with sweat and smoke in the club that night. The sweltering heat from the day hadn’t dissipated, and seemingly every denizen of the city was out looking for a place to slake their thirst. Charlie’s club was more crowded than ever before. It didn’t seem to matter that the room was stifling, or that the booze just made people thirstier; they came in droves. They crammed extra chairs up to tables meant for two, and pulled up crates when the chairs ran out. Shoulder to shoulder, hot and sticky patrons crushed against the bar, until it was nearly impossible for Elizabeth to maneuver from table to table.

      Around ten o’clock, King arrived. His customary table emptied quickly as the people scurried out of his way. With as much calm as she could muster, she walked to his table. “What can I get for you?”

      His dark eyes danced over her body in smooth appraisal.

      “We’re kinda busy tonight,” she said and nervously shifted her tray from one hand to the other. Courage, Camille, she told herself. One more week. Play it cool.

      “I can see that,” he said without taking his eyes from her.

      “So, you want something or not?”

      “I hope you’re feeling better today.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Mmmm. And I imagine you feel more secure with your...protection.” There was a hint of anger mixed with the amusement in his tone.

      Did he know everything they did? “Yes. I do.”

      He took a dramatic breath and leaned back in his chair. “I can see where your husband has his. The bulge in his coat is quite telling. But, where, I wonder,” he said and ran his gaze up and down her body, “have you hidden yours?”

      “You forget yourself,” she said tightly. 

      He leaned forward and eyes sparked. “I think it’s you who’ve forgotten who I am.”

      “No, I haven’t,” she said, taking a long breath that calmed her jangled nerves. How was she supposed to play it cool when it was hotter than blue blazes in here?

      “No, I don’t imagine you have,” he said, easing back in his chair. “You’d be wise not to.”

      Could he even have a conversation that didn’t include a threat? “You’ve already made that much clear.”

      “I’m glad we understand each other. It wouldn’t do to have a misunderstanding at this point, would it?” he said, as his gaze fell on Simon. “They can be so...unpleasant.”

      Despite the heat, she felt a cold shiver, which was quickly followed by a wave of anger. His eyes flicked back to her and he smiled, seeming to enjoy her discomfiture. “Things needn’t be that way, of course. They can be rather...pleasant, if you let them.”

      Her stomach heaved at the way he shaded the phrase with innuendo and dark promises, but she’d be damned if she’d let it show. “I really should get back to work. Did you want something to drink?”

      “No, nothing. I simply came to check on my...interests.”

      “The club’s doing well,” she said, ignoring the implication of his not so oblique reference.

      He grinned indulgently. “Yes, things are going well. Very well.”

      “Have a good night then.”

      “I already have.”

      She marshaled a weak smile and made her escape. King lingered for a few minutes, quietly surveying his domain. She could feel the weight of his eyes on her back as she moved around the club. But, thankfully, he left and the night progressed without another incident.

      

      

       

      Over the next few nights, the stress of waiting for King’s next move was starting to wear on them. Simon, true to his word, kept himself in check, but the tension at work spilled over into the day. They sniped at each other, pushing buttons better left alone. And it seemed the whole city shared their frustration.

      The unbearable heat wave that gripped New York shortened everyone’s fuse. Hot, muggy air enveloped the city day and night. Dark clouds loomed perpetually on the horizon, but the storm refused to break. Anxious energy crackled in the air like electricity.

      Even the normally congenial patrons at Charlie’s were beginning to show the strain. Bickering replaced conversation, and Lester had to break up two arguments before they broke out into full scale brawls.

      That Friday night, an older, well-dressed gentleman entered the club and walked over to a recently emptied table against the wall. His tailored, herringbone suit and shock of white hair would normally have brought a few stares, but the heat had sapped everyone’s curiosity along with their good natures. He folded his long frame into the rickety, wooden chair, crossed his legs and melted into the dark wall behind him.

      Dix didn’t even notice him at first. She was busy counting the hours till closing, dreaming of a cool bath to wash away the day’s grime. Eventually, she sidled over to his table to get his order.

      “Whiskey,” he said in a gentle, rich baritone as he pulled a small notebook from his breast pocket.

      “We got all kinds,” she said between snaps of her well-chewed gum. “Whatcha want? Scat? Panther?”

      He smiled politely, his grey eyes were cool and soothing. “Whatever you suggest.”

      “You’re English, huh?” she said, the thought taking the last of her energy.

      “Guilty as charged.”

      “The Professor is too,” she said, nodding her head toward Simon. “Don’t suppose you know him?”

      The gentleman cast a cursory glance at the piano and shook his head. “No, I’m afraid not.”

      Dix shrugged and dragged a finger under her eye to rub away the dripping mascara. “Ya never know. It ain’t...”

      The rest of her reply was drowned out by a commotion at the door. Three young men in their twenties stumbled into the bar making enough noise to wake the dead.

      Dix tugged at the top of her bustier. “Now, we got trouble.”

      “Charlie Blue, you old stinkaroo!” the shortest of the three bellowed. His pug nose glowed red from the heat and the four sheets he rode in on.

      Charlie hurried around the bar and caught the man before he fell face first into the bar. “Come on, Jimmy. Why don’t you and the boys go on home. Looks like you’ve already had enough for one night.”

      “I’m all right, old man,” he sneered and pushed away from Charlie. “We just saw Crash Murdock get the tar thumped outta him and I plan on celebratin’!”

      One of the other boys squished up his pudgy face—he looked like a cherub that was kicked out of heaven—and pushed out his thick lips in a pout. “I’m tellin’ ya, the fix was in.”

       Jimmy cackled and slapped him hard on the back. “You’re just sore cause you lost that fin, Eugene,” Jimmy said, drawing out the last syllable. Judging from Eugene’s reaction, his name was a sore point. “Come on Roy, drinks are on fat boy.”

      Eugene grumbled under his breath, and the trio pushed their way through the crowd. Charlie put up a hand to signal Lester to let things be. For now. Maybe, just maybe, they wouldn’t cause too much trouble.

      They commandeered a table not far from the piano and plopped down into the chairs. Dix started over to them, but Elizabeth beat her to it. She wasn’t too worried, in the past month she’d been impressed with the girl’s spunk. If she could handle dinner with King Kashian, she could handle these three mooks, no problem.

      Simon hit a sour note and Dix cast a quick eye toward the piano. He might be a problem though, Dix thought as she moved back to the bar. Best keep an eye on things.

      “What can I get you boys?” Elizabeth asked.

      Jimmy smirked and cocked his head to the side. “I can think of a few things.”

      “Why don’t you sit down, sweetheart?” Roy said, inching his chair back and patting his broad thigh.

      Elizabeth shook her head. After a month of waiting tables, this sort of thing was old hat. “You boys want drinks or don’t ya?”

      “Ooo, she’s got moxie, this one,” Jimmy said with a wink to his pals.

      Roy grinned and waggled his eyebrows. “That ain’t all she’s got.”

      “Call me when you make up your minds,” Elizabeth said and turned to leave, but Jimmy grabbed her arm.

      “Now, why are you runnin’ off so fast?” he said. “Not that I mind the view. You’re just as good goin’ as comin’. But I think I’d like you comin’ best.”

      Elizabeth tried to wrest her arm from his grip, but his dirty fingernails dug into her arm. Jimmy yanked harder and pulled her onto his lap. Grabbing her roughly about the waist, he tried to kiss her.

      “Come on, baby,” he purred, as he squeezed her backside.

      Dixie looked for Lester. Where was that big palooka?

      “Let go,” Elizabeth said, as she managed to get to her feet, turning when she did and slapping his face.

      He smiled, even as the red mark blossomed on his cheek. “Like it rough, huh? You’re gonna have to do better than that if you—”

      The rest of his sentence never made it past his snarling lips. The words and a good portion of nose were smashed back by the force of a hard fist connecting flush with his face. The power of the punch sent his chair toppling. He landed on the floor with a clattering thud.

      Everyone in the club fell silent, waiting like a derelict old fireworks factory hoping for that errant spark. Jimmy pushed himself upright and gingerly covered his nose. He looked up to see Simon flexing his hand, towering over him.

      

      

      Jimmy coughed through the blood that dripped over his chin and gushed down the back of his throat. “You broke my nose,” he gurgled.

      “Next time I’ll break your bloody neck,” Simon growled.

      God, it felt good to hit someone, Simon thought, as he clenched his fist. He glared down at the man, still sitting stunned on the floor, willing him to stand up so he could hit him again. Jimmy was too shocked at the sight of his own blood to move. Tacitly satisfied, Simon turned his attention to Elizabeth. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine. That was—Look out!” she cried, and tugged on Simon’s sleeve. He ducked, barely missing being hit in the back of the neck by Roy’s rabbit punch.

      Simon stepped aside, and Roy’s momentum caused him to careen off balance. He staggered and Elizabeth stepped forward, lifted her tray and clobbered him on the back of the head. The metal dented with a resounding bang. Stunned, Roy lurched forward and fell onto a small table that gave way under his weight.

      Simon blinked in surprise. “Elizabeth?”

      “What?” she said innocently.

      Eugene grunted and wedged himself out of his chair. “So you wanna play, huh?” he said, and charged at Simon. There wasn’t time to react, and the two of them crashed into another table. The stake in Simon’s pocket dug into his ribs. Teacups flew in every direction, hitting the floor and shattering into jagged shards. Freshly ordered whiskey dripped from the remnants.

      “We just got that,” a man lamented, more concerned about the wasted booze than the pile of humanity at his feet.

      “Told you we should have gone to Lenny’s,” his friend griped, oblivious as Simon pushed Eugene off his chest.

      Like cinders from a wildfire caught in the wind, smaller skirmishes flared up all around the room. Lester and Charlie did their best to put them out before they grew too hot. The blistering around the edges festered enough to keep them away from the main attraction.

      Simon laid into Eugene with vicious blows. All sense of purpose was gone, only blind rage remained. All his pent up frustration was unleashed in each strike. He pinned Eugene to the floor and pummeled him. His hard fist mashed into the man’s soft face. Eugene cried out for mercy, but Simon didn’t care. He gripped the man’s shirt front and hit and hit and hit.

      All thoughts of pity had evaporated in the heat and the unquenchable anger. It wasn’t Eugene he was hitting, but King. In his mind, all he could see was that swarthy bastard’s face, smirking at his helplessness. Eugene couldn’t fight back, all he could do was try to fend off the blows.

      Roy recovered from the blow to his head and pushed the broken table to the side. He jumped up, grabbing Simon by the collar of his coat, and pulled him to his feet.

      Elizabeth tried to intervene, but Roy swatted her aside like an annoying housefly. A kid in a man’s body—twice as strong as he was smart—he spun Simon around and cracked him hard on the chin. Simon tried to find where Elizabeth had gone, but the world dimmed. Like in an old fashioned movie, his vision tunneled, a circle of light fighting against the fade to black. Desperate to find her, he tried to push away the encroaching darkness.

      He stumbled and grabbed onto to whatever he could, then opened his eyes to see Jimmy’s grinning face. The prospect of a good fight—a good fight being one where they outnumbered the other guy three to one—pushed all worries of his flattened nose aside, and he punched Simon in the gut. Bile rose in Simon’s throat as his diaphragm did its level best to fly out of his mouth. He gasped for air, but his chest burned like he’d been skewered with a fiery poker.

      Elizabeth scrambled to her feet and grabbed Jimmy by the shoulder. Cocking her arm, she lunged into the punch.

      Her tiny fist smashed into Jimmy’s head right under the temple. Her knuckles popped as the tendons stretched and snapped back like rubber bands. It hurt like hell, but she set her feet and was about to throw another punch when, out of nowhere, Lester stepped in.

      A blow to the temple was an E ticket ride to what boxers called queer street. Lester took him the rest of the way.

      Without missing a beat, Lester grabbed Elizabeth by the arms, picked her up and set her aside. She was about to step back into the melee when another set of strong hands clamped around her arms.

      “Let him do his job,” Charlie said.

      Elizabeth struggled in his grip and watched as the bouncer did what he did best--bounced.

      Roy had picked up a chair and raised it over his head to finish Simon off, but Lester was too fast. He lunged forward and slugged Roy with a swift, straight right. Roy stumbled and dropped the chair. Lester delivered a quick one-two combination and Roy crumpled to the floor.

      As quickly as it had started, the fight was over.

      Jimmy lay unconscious, his broken nose oozing blood, Eugene, long since having given up, sat huddled on the floor, and Roy had enough sense left in his head to know when to call it quits. He was no match for Lester and he knew it. Everyone knew it. “Just havin’ a little fun.”

      “Get your boys and get out,” Lester said. “Or would ya like me to show ya the door? Up close and personal like?”

      Roy flushed and finally shook his head.

      Simon staggered to his feet as Roy brushed past.

      He started forward, but Lester put a strong hand on his shoulder. “S’all over, Professor,” he said. “Sorry it took me so long. A few others tried to join in.”

      Simon shrugged out of his grip, the searing pain in his back slowly subsiding.

      “Come on, Jimmy,” Roy said, as he slapped him back to consciousness.

      As Eugene crawled across the floor to his side, Jimmy came back around. He looked up again, only to see Simon glaring down at him. Cutting his losses, he blearily got to his feet. Lester stepped forward and escorted the trio to the door.

      Charlie let go of Elizabeth and turned to the rest of the bar. “All right. Show’s over. Club’s closed.”

      The patrons buzzed with the excitement of the fight and reluctantly made their way to the door. A few even stopped at the bar to even up tabs with Dix, who’d been hiding behind it.

      Elizabeth came to Simon’s side. “Are you all right?”

      He nodded, although it was clear from the pinched look on his face, he wasn’t. “And you?”

      Elizabeth knew better than to push him. “My butt’s seen better days,” she said, rubbing the spot where she’d landed.

      Simon started to laugh, but the movement was too painful. He sufficed with a weak smile and a touch of her cheek.

      She wrinkled her nose. “You reek.”

      His tuxedo, what was left of it, was soaked with alcohol. He tried vainly to straighten the hem of his jacket, running his hands over the sopping material. When they hit the bulge in his pocket, he cursed under his breath.

      Elizabeth’s brow furrowed with worry. “What is it?”

      “The watch,” he said and pulled the gold chain from his pocket. If the watch was damaged, there would be no way for them to return home.

      He opened the clasp and they both sighed in relief. It was all right.

      Neither of them saw the older gentleman with the thatch of white hair watching them, his eyes growing round with shocked recognition at the sight of the watch. Stuffing his small notebook into his breast pocket, he quickly joined the throng headed for the door.
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      The storm that refused to break held true to form and hovered northeast of the island. The heavy cloud cover kept in the heat like the lid on a boiling pot. Finally, the next day, the clouds broke and the sun triumphantly poked through. Simon had insisted they stay in as much as possible to lessen their exposure to King and his men, but Elizabeth was going stir crazy inside their little apartment. Eventually, she managed to cajole Simon into taking a walk to break the monotony.

      They took the subway up to Fifth Avenue and the Vanderbilt gate entrance to Central Park. Brilliant sun glittered off the glass panes of the Conservatory as they walked deeper into the park. The shores of the great reservoir stretched out in front of them. They walked along in peaceful silence under the shade of a grove of trees circling the perimeter. The paths diverged and meandered, but Elizabeth’s step didn’t falter; she knew exactly where she was going and Simon was content to follow.

      They crested the top of a small hill and Elizabeth stopped. “This is what I wanted to show you,” she said, pointing across the velvety grass.

      Standing on a slight knoll in the distance was a castle. The design was simple, but the effect was magical.

      “Belvedere Castle,” she said, and turned to him. “And you’re my knight in shining armor.”

      His chin was bruised and his green eyes were bloodshot from lack of sleep.

      She reached up and gently touched the bruise near his eye. “And sporting a heck of a shiner.”

      Simon pulled her hand away and squeezed it. “Where did you learn to fight like that, or am I better off in ignorance?”

      “Daddy. Thought it was a good idea for me to learn a little self-defense. What about you?”

      “Boarding school. My first year I learned how to take a punch. My second, how to give one.”

      “And your third?”

      “That it’s better to avoid them altogether.”

      “Very sage for a teenager.”

      “Well, I am British.”

      Elizabeth smiled and pulled them toward the shade of a small grove of trees.

      “Some day,” Simon said, “I’ll take you to England. Show you a real castle.”

      Elizabeth leaned into his side. “Do you miss it?”

      “England? No, not very much.”

      They veered down a winding path. “There are some things,” he continued, his attention momentarily distracted. “But I haven’t thought of it as home in a very long time.”

      She tried to follow his line of sight, but couldn’t see anything. He was probably just being cautious.

      “Do you miss Texas?” he asked.

      “Not since Daddy died. Anyway, the idea of Texas is much more appealing than the reality. I do kind of miss home though.”

      He hmm’d in agreement.

      “I miss my car,” she said.

      “That dilapidated, old piece of scrap?”

      “Snob.”

      He chuckled. “It’s odd, but I miss grading papers.”

      “You never graded papers. I graded papers.”

      “Then I miss you grading papers.”

      She laughed and shook her head. “What else do you miss?”

      “My books. And an electric shaver.”

      Her hand stayed to caress his cheek. He closed his eyes for a moment, and the smile he’d been fighting curled his lips.

      “You’re doing pretty well without it,” she said, gently running her fingers along his jaw line. “But you won’t have to fight with the safety razor much longer,” she said, hoping the hint of sadness she felt didn’t show through. “Only four more days, and if the watch works we’ll be right back where we started, like none of this ever happened.”

      Left unspoken was the question—what if the watch didn’t work? A momentary flush of anxiety coursed through her, but it soon passed. The watch would work. It would.

      It was hard to believe that it was almost time to go home. The idea should have been comforting. They could get away from King, get back to their lives. But what exactly did that mean? His life before didn’t include her, not in the way it did now. Maybe things really would go back to the way they were?

      As if sensing her thoughts, he leaned closer and pulled her against him. “As improbable as it is,” he said, his eyes crinkling at the edges with wonder, “it has happened.”

      The way he looked at her, awed and loving, made her heart race. He wasn’t talking about going back in time, or working in a speakeasy. He was talking about her, about how he felt about her. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      He reached out and cupped her cheek. “And I wouldn’t change it for the world.”

      

      

       

      They made love slowly, stretching out each moment, each touch, then drifting into the next. Hazy afternoon sunlight filtered through the sheer curtains. Dust motes caught on a warm breeze danced in the air.

      He held her a bit more firmly and wondered if he should have told her what he saw at the park. There was no reason to worry her, and doubtless she’d caught on and was trying to spare him the worry.

      He hadn’t gotten a good look at the man, or men. There seemed to be more than one, although he couldn’t be sure. Ever since her revelation that King had been having them followed, he’d had the sense they were never alone. Today at the park was the first time he’d actually seen their shadow. Always keeping a discrete distance, but ever-present, the thick man in the black fedora had trailed them through the park. He should have noticed him sooner. Not that there was a bloody thing he could do about it. Four more days, he told himself. Four more days.

      Elizabeth pushed herself up and re-settled on top of him, folding her arms over his chest and resting her chin atop her laced hands. “What’s wrong? And don’t nothing me. You were grinding your teeth.”

      He thought about putting her off, but she had that look in her eyes. It would be more trouble than it was worth. “We were followed today.”

      “I know. Black hat. Built like a fire hydrant.”

      Damn her. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      Her Socratic method of arguing was frustrating to say the least. Especially when she had a point. He sighed and pushed his head further into the pillows. “I don’t know.”

      “I’ve been thinking...” she said. He narrowed his eyes suspiciously and she smirked. “Very funny. I think we should tell Charlie we’re leaving soon.”

      Simon looked down his chin at her in surprise. “You’ve forgiven him?”

      She shrugged. “I can’t really blame him for not crossing King, can I? He was just doing what he had to do to stay alive.”

      Simon nodded thoughtfully. “I don’t think it’s wise to tell Charlie our plans, however.”

      “Might not be wise, but it’s right. He’s been a good friend, Simon. We need to warn him. Who knows what King might do.”

      “It’s still a risk.”

      Smiling, she scooted down his body and kissed his chest. “Just a tiny one,” she murmured between kisses. “An itty bitty one.”

      She slowly eased her way down his chest to his stomach. “Let’s live dangerously,” she whispered, before brushing her soft lips against the sensitive skin.

      “Elizabeth,” he started softly, but the rest of his sentence was lost in the feeling of her silky hair brushing against him. He tried to remember what he was going to say, but all coherent thought was gone. Charlie was suddenly the last thing on his mind.

      

      

       

      Closing time was Elizabeth’s favorite, and not only because it meant the long work day was over. But there in the quiet of the club, the chores almost finished, when it was just the four of them, she felt a sense of belonging. The stillness of a place usually so bursting with life was all the more remarkable and cherished. A few nights a week, she, Simon, Charlie and Dix would linger at the club, share a drink and the consolation of shared experience. For the most part, she and Simon were no more than a willing audience for Charlie. He’d regale them with stories of the night when he was a boy and saw the last of the great bare knuckle fights. Gentleman Jim Corbett had beaten his idol, John L. Sullivan, in the brawl to end all brawls. He told them where he was when he heard President McKinley had been assassinated. And blushed when he recounted his ill-fated, one-time only, theatrical debut in Jilly Stein’s Traveling Burlesque Show.

      Of all the things she was leaving behind, she was going to miss Charlie the most. When she finally told him they were leaving, he hadn’t protested, hadn’t asked them where they were going. They warned him that King might try something and to be careful, but Charlie just heaved a big sigh, nodded and asked if they needed any traveling money.

      Elizabeth felt a lump form in her throat. Last night she and Simon had nearly wrecked the place. Their salaries over the next two weeks wouldn’t pay for the damage they’d caused, and here Charlie was offering them more.

      “No, please,” she said, and reached out to stop him from digging into his pockets.

       “If you’re worried about payin’ me back, you can send it when ya get settled,” he offered.

      “No, you’ve given us too much already,” she said and looked over to Dix, who was busying herself with the last of the night’s chores. “Both of you.”

      Dixie looked up from the pile of dishes and forced a weak smile to her face. 

      The big barkeep pulled a ragged handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his face. “Wasn’t nothin’,” he said, trying to hide his sniffles. “You just drop Ol’ Charlie a line now and then, all right?”

      Elizabeth’s heart dropped. In four days, if everything went as planned, she’d be home in the future and Charlie Blue would be long since passed. “Sure,” she said, hesitating, before stepping forward and pulling him into a hug.

      He returned it fiercely before pulling away and nodding firmly. “You take care, ya hear?” he said and then stuck out his meaty hand to Simon. “You watch over her.”

      Simon solemnly shook it. “I will, and thank you.”

      Charlie snuffled again and cleared his throat. “Aw, nuts,” he grumbled and turned to rearrange some perfectly well arranged bottles. “I’ll see ya tomorrow.”

      “Charlie,” Elizabeth said, casting a quick glance at Simon. “You don’t have any money in the stock market by any chance, do ya?”

      Simon hissed her name in warning under his breath, but she couldn’t let Charlie lose everything after all he’d done for them.

      “Naw,” he said. “S’all tied up in the club. Why?”

      Thank God. “Just curious.”

      “We should be going,” Simon said pointedly.

      “See you tomorrow,” Elizabeth said, as Simon hurried her to the door.

      Once they were outside Simon glared down at her. “Really, Elizabeth. What would you have done if he’d said yes?”

      “I know, but I couldn’t leave thinking I could have helped him. This is Charlie we’re talking about. It’s not like I took an ad out in the Times.”

      Simon didn’t seem moved. “It was wrong,” she continued.  “Very wrong. I’m a bad Elizabeth. Forgive me?”

      He sighed and shook his head. “You are incorrigible.” It had been a big risk. There was no telling the ripple effect of one simple change in the timeline. She’d been rash in trying to help Charlie, but she didn’t regret it.

      Simon put his arm around her. “I wouldn’t have you any other way.”
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      Father Cavanaugh stared up at the placid, marble face of the statue of Saint Patrick. He’d always found the countenance soothing and had taken solace from it many times over the years. He would sit in the closest pew and gently run the heavy wood under his palm. It reminded him of the smooth beads of his rosary. He’d rubbed the same spot so often that even the wood oil used to polish the benches couldn’t help. He liked to think of them as a testament to the struggle. Worn, but still strong.

      In his thirty years in the priesthood, he’d striven to find the same sort of peace he’d seen in the face of the saint. Not that he counted himself worthy of such things, but even priests had dreams. And nightmares.

      “Are you all right, Father?”

      Father Cavanaugh startled at the voice of his assistant pastor, Father Peter Fitzpatrick. The lad tried so hard, too hard sometimes, to be all that he thought a priest was. He was earnest enough, and his heart was truly given to God, but he was so young. It was hard to see past the pale, freckled face of the choir boy he’d known those years ago and see the man who stood before him now. Especially today, he thought, as he absently massaged his arthritic fingers. Normally, the signs of age served to remind him how far he’d come, but today they seemed to harken how little time there might be left.

      He had heard many late night confessions, but Dixie’s knock on his door in the early hours this morning and the conversation that followed had left him with a difficult decision. Knowledge can be a burden.

      He smiled at the young father. The boy would have to be a man to face the things this parish would show him. He wondered if he’d done the right thing sheltering the boy from the darker side of things. He wanted Peter to find his footing before he revealed the truth of what it meant to be pastor in these times. Perhaps he had waited too long.

      The younger man’s pale brow wrinkled in concern. “Father?”

      “I’m sorry, Peter,” he said, never having broken the habit of using his given name. “Just looking for wisdom.”

      That seemed to unnerve the younger man, and he tugged on his ear. It was a nervous habit that always made the older man smile. Father Cavanaugh stifled a chuckle. The poor boy couldn’t conceal his feelings if his life depended on it.

      “Is there anything I can do, Father?”

      Father Cavanaugh smiled kindly. “No, no. It’s nothing for you to concern yourself with. But I will be rather busy this morning. Several meetings,” he said, waving casually toward the office door. “Would you be a good lad and make sure I’m not disturbed?”

      “Of course, Father.”

      Father Cavanaugh patted Peter’s shoulder as he passed by. Opening the door to his office, he hoped for a few minutes to plan his opening remarks, but saw there wasn’t time for that.

      King Kashian flattened his gloved palms on the desk. “You’re late.”

      

      

       

      “You’re late,” the waitress said with a grin.

      Simon looked up from his menu. The diner was busier than normal and the din was at a new high. “Pardon?”

      She shrugged. “You two always come in at the same time s’all. Breakfast at one in the afternoon,” she said shaking her head and snapping her gum. “You want the usuals? Oh, I asked Fred about getting that Chinese tea stuff you’re always askin’ for. He said, ‘They want chink, they can go across town.’” She looked over her shoulder at the squat, little man behind the counter and gave him a quick wink, before turning back to the table and snapping her gum. “Course, Fred’s an ass.”

      Simon chuckled and put down the menu. “The usual will be fine. Thank you, Helen.”

      The woman smiled happily, as she always did when he used her name. He’d learned quickly how far a British accent could take him with most women.

      Elizabeth waited until Helen left before rolling her eyes. “You really are shameless.”

      He merely arched his eyebrows in mock innocence. Elizabeth shook her head and went back to reading her section of the paper. Simon watched her for a moment. How had he been so lucky to find her? Such a marvelous woman. And wearing, he noted with an appreciative smile, his favorite dress. The green set off her hair, and set his mind wandering to rather pleasant places.

      “Oh, the Marx Brothers are still playing at the Roxy,” Elizabeth said. “Wouldn’t that be great? To see an early talkie in the theater.”

      Simon grunted noncommittally and scanned the front page.

      “Come on, it’ll be fun. We only have two days left.”

      He shook his head and put down the paper. “It’s too dangerous.” Her face fell and he sighed. “Besides, The Cocoanuts is really one of their lesser films. You’re not missing much.”

      His comment had the desired effect, and her lovely face went from frowning to astonished. “You like the Marx Brothers? What else haven’t you told me?”

      He grinned and went back to his paper. “Many things. Many, many things.”

      Elizabeth laughed. “No doubt. I’m gonna use the restroom. Try not to flirt too much with Helen while I’m gone.”

      “I would never do any such thing,” he said, pleased she couldn’t see his amusement behind the paper.

      The headlines were much the same as they were back home--murder, corruption in the government and an unhealthy obsession with sports. The more things change, the more they stay the same.

      “Here ya go,” Helen said, as she returned and poured their first cups of coffee. “Order’s comin’ right up.”

      Simon put down the paper and thanked her with a smile. She winked and moved on to her next table. The coffee was dark and thick. Definitely one thing he wouldn’t miss. He leafed through the paper, searching for the crossword puzzle. Doing it together had become something of a daily ritual, but he could never remember what section it was hidden in. Finally, he found it buried in the back with the obituaries.

      He quickly scanned the puzzle, looking for cornerstone clues, when Helen returned with their breakfast plates.

      “You need anything else?” she asked.

      “No, thank you.”

      “Just give a whistle.”

      He nodded, but his thoughts had strayed. Elizabeth was certainly taking her time. Shrugging it off, he took another sip of the bitter coffee.

      When half the cup was gone and Elizabeth still wasn’t back, he began to worry. He tried to concentrate on the puzzle, but with every passing second he grew more anxious. The words on the page blurred under his scrutiny.

      Giving in to the apprehension, he slipped out of the booth and walked toward the counter. Helen was there picking up an order. “Have you seen my wife?”

      The waitress shrugged. “She went in the ladies’ last I saw.”

      He was probably over-reacting, but the seed of doubt had been sown. Simon wouldn’t be able to relax until he was sure. He walked through the storeroom toward the back. The passage was dimly lit by a single exposed bulb hanging too low from the ceiling. It swung back and forth in a slow arc, casting an alternating wave of shadow and light on the door.

      Simon knocked and waited for an answer. When none came, he tested the lock. It was open, and he pulled it slightly ajar. “Elizabeth?”

      Again, there was no answer, and he opened the door the rest of the way. The tiny room was empty, the faucet left running. His heart tripped and stuttered, before he reined it in. She’d gone out for some air. That’s all, he told himself. “Is there a back door?” he called out to Helen who’d been lingering in the hall.

      “Yeah, right back there,” she said, gesturing behind him.

      Simon hurried down the short, dark hall and threw open the door. It clanged against the building, shivering on impact. Bright sunlight streamed into the alley, burning his eyes, as he stepped out. His pulse galloped, refusing to be contained.

      “Elizabeth!”

      He looked quickly up and down the filthy alleyway, determined to find her standing there among the empty packing crates and battered trash bins. She simply had to be there. His mind couldn’t grasp any other thought. He ran to the mouth of the alley and stumbled into the crowd of pedestrians coursing down the busy street. Blaring horns and idle chatter receded like the tide. Blood roared in his ears, deafening everything but the pounding of his heart.

      Turning back to the doorway, a single discarded shoe caught his eye. No. Dear God. No. He knew, even before he held it, that is was hers. Frustrating hours spent buying it and precious minutes taking it off flashed in his mind. The leather strap at the back was torn. He clamped his eyes shut, but the images of her struggling, fighting for her life battered away at him. While he’d sat doing the damn crossword puzzle! His fist tightened over the shoe.

      Elizabeth was gone.

      

      

      “Where is he?” Simon demanded.

      Charlie’s eyes widened behind the peephole slot. “What’s wrong?”

      Simon pounded his fist against the heavy metal. He didn’t have time for this. “Open the bloody door!”

      Charlie quickly complied, and Simon grabbed him by the shirt collar. “Where’s King?”

      “Professor—”

      “Where?”

      Charlie’s big hand clamped around Simon’s wrist and tried to pull him off. “Take it easy. What’s happened?”

      “He’s taken Elizabeth, that’s what’s bloody happened. Now tell me where he is.”

      “You can’t—”

      Simon’s fist lashed out like a striking snake and hit Charlie flush on the jaw. The big man’s head jerked back, but his jaw must have been made of iron. The blow didn’t even stagger him. He grabbed Simon’s free hand and twisted him around, easily putting him in an arm lock.

      “Let go of me,” Simon growled.

      “Not ‘til you talk sense.”

      “Didn’t you hear what I said? King has Elizabeth.”

      Charlie spun Simon around again and shoved him backwards. “I heard you. And you think you’re any match for him? He’s got ten men twice as strong as I am. You go in there half-cocked, and you’ll get yourself ten kinds of killed. That ain’t gonna help Lizzy.”

      A part of Simon’s mind knew Charlie was right, but the rest was drowning in desperation. He shook out his hand. The knuckles throbbed, and he perversely welcomed the pain. “If you won’t help me, I’ll find someone who will,” he said and started for the door.

      Charlie blocked his path and held up a hand. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t help.”

      “Then tell me where he is.”

      “Everything all right, Charlie?” Dix asked, appearing in the doorway to the storeroom.

      Charlie never took his eyes off Simon. “No,” he said. “Things ain’t.”

      Dix rubbed a chill from her arms. “What happened?”

      Simon grunted and rolled his shoulders. All this talk wasn’t getting him any closer to Elizabeth. Didn’t they understand?

      “Professor says King’s kidnapped Lizzy.”

      Simon barely heard her gasp. Charlie’s words rang in his ears. The truth of it spoken aloud made his gut wrench.

      Charlie frowned, his thick brow wrinkled in thought. “You didn’t tell anybody you were leavin’, did you?”

      Simon shook his head. “Just you.” As soon as the words left his lips, the thought took root. “Just you,” he repeated his voice sharp with accusation.

      Charlie shoved out his barrel chest and met Simon’s glare. “I’d cut my own throat before I’d put Lizzy in danger. We didn’t say nothin’ to nobody. Right Dix?”

      When she didn’t answer, both men turned to look at her.

      A patina of sweat had broken out on her forehead. She shuffled her feet nervously, her painted fingernails digging into the soft flesh of her arm.

      “Dix?”

      She swallowed and finally lifted her chin. Tears puddled in her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 27

        

      

    
    
      Charlie shook his head. “What are you sayin’, Dix? You didn’t tell nobody, did you?”

      Her eyes closed and black, mascara tears streaked down her face. “I’m sorry,” she said, choking back a sob. “I—”

      Simon snapped out of his shock and lunged toward her. He grabbed her arms in a fierce grip. “What did you do? Who did you tell? Talk or so help me God—”

      She blubbered insensibly. It was all he could do not to put his hands around her neck and strangle the truth out of her. He’d never wanted to strike a woman before, but he could feel the rage burning inside to a fever pitch. With one final shake, he shoved her away before the final tether on his control broke.

      Dix staggered back, loose strands of hair, matted down by tears, clung over her face. She trembled and wiped a shaky hand under her nose. “I’m sorry. I didn’t have any choice.”

      Charlie took a few steps closer, but stopped when she cowered back. “It’s all right,” he said with a quick glance at Simon. “Tell us what happened.”

      She sniffled and took a few, hiccuping breaths. “I didn’t want to tell him. You gotta believe me,” she said. Her eyes darted to Simon before looking back pleadingly at Charlie. “I didn’t have any choice. King made me do it.”

      Charlie inched forward and laid a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Did he hurt ya?”

      “No,” she said and wriggled out of his touch. She looked over at Simon. “I didn’t do it to save my own hide, if that’s what you’re thinkin’. I know you don’t think much of me, but I’m better than that.”

      Simon forced himself to look at her, but didn’t trust himself to speak.

      “Then why, Dix?” Charlie asked. “Why’d you do it?”

      “For you,” she whispered.

      Charlie blinked in surprise. “Me?”

      “After work, he’d come by. Sometimes here, sometimes on my way home, and he’d ask me things. About them. I didn’t say nothin’ at first, but then he said there’d be a price to pay if I didn’t. I couldn’t let nothin’ happen to you, Charlie.”

      “You should’ve told me,” Charlie growled. “Wasn’t your choice to make. Don’t ya see what you’ve done?”

      “I did it cause I love you, Charlie.”

      Charlie looked thunderstruck, and took a step backward.

      “And so Elizabeth pays with her life?” Simon spat.

      Dix patched together what little pride she had left and set her jaw. “You woulda done the same thing. You can’t tell me you wouldn’t.”

      Even the truth in what she said couldn’t salve the sting of betrayal. He’d been a fool to trust them, to trust anyone.

      Charlie leaned against the bar, stunned. Whether it was from what she’d done or why she’d done it, Simon didn’t care. They were wasting time. “Where’s he taken her?”

      “I don’t know,” Dix said. “Really. I don’t know.”

      “Charlie?” Simon said. “Tell me where he lives, or I’ll walk out that door and question everyone I see until I get an answer.”

      The barkeep heaved his big chest and seemed to come to a decision. He walked around to the back of the bar and reached under the counter. “You ever shoot before?”

      Simon looked at the pistols in Charlie’s hands. “Only rifles.”

      Charlie nodded grimly and shoved the revolver across the bar. “Good enough. I got these after the break in. Figured they might come in handy,” he said and tucked a Colt into the waistband of his pants.

      Dix jumped forward and gripped his arm as he tried to walk past. “You’ll get yourself killed.”

      Charlie took her by the shoulders. “You go to your sister’s in Hoboken. I’ll call ya when the coast is clear.”

      “Charlie,” she pleaded, but he shook his head and walked around to Simon.

      Simon picked up the revolver and wrapped his fingers around the heavy metal. “This won’t stop King.”

      “We’re gonna have to get through a lot before we even get close to Kashian.”

      Charlie stood at the ready and Simon shook his head. “I can’t ask you to—”

      “You ain’t askin’, but I’m goin’,” Charlie said. “Come on, I got a car round back. You’re gonna need all the help you can get, Professor.”

      Simon felt a quick rush of denial, but Charlie was right. He did need help, and for once he had to be man enough to admit it. He nodded sharply and started for the door. The sooner they got to King’s, the better. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Charlie turn once more back to Dix. “You get to your sister’s,” he said, then gently touched her cheek. “You shoulda told me.”

      With one last look, he joined Simon in the doorway, and the two men headed off to face King Kashian.

      

      

       

      Charlie’s Studebaker swerved through the late, afternoon traffic, snaking its way uptown. The oppressive heat wave was back, and Simon felt a trickle of sweat run down his cheek. Through the dirty car window, he could see a storm brewing in the distance as it crawled its way down the coast from the north. Both men sat forward in the car, shoulders hunched, muscles corded, minds racing.

      The cars around them belched thick, black exhaust that coated Simon’s throat. He swallowed down the oily taste that clung to his tongue and burned his lungs. Gray buildings and black trucks passed by in a blur as Charlie maneuvered them through the jammed street. The once frenzied city now seemed to be moving at a snail’s pace, and Simon leaned forward, silently urging them to move faster.

      “We’ll park it around back,” Charlie said, as he ducked the car into an alley off Park Avenue. “I know the desk clerk. He runs a book out of the back room, so you let me do the talkin’.”

      Simon nodded and checked the gun in his jacket pocket. He tested the heavy weight of it, resting the grip in his palm. He flipped open the cylinder and ran his fingers over the back of the shells. Six bullets. That would have to be enough. Flicking his wrist, the cylinder snapped back into place, and he slipped the gun back into his pocket.

      They entered the upscale residence hotel through the back door. Charlie waved a hand, signaling for Simon to wait, and then peered around the corner and into the lobby. The gray marble floor was studded with elaborate columns, an echo of a Roman coliseum. Oddly appropriate, Simon thought, as they prepared to step onto the floor. A well-dressed couple left their key with the clerk on their way out through the revolving door. The room was empty. It was time. Charlie nodded once, and with frightening ease shed the urgency that had surrounded him and casually walked to the desk.

      The clerk was a hard looking man with thinning hair, slicked back with too much brilliantine. There was an upturned scar at the corner of his mouth that made him look like he was perpetually smirking.

      “How’s it, Mack?” Charlie said.

      The man’s scarred lip twitched. “What you doin’ here, Blue?”

      Charlie wasn’t fazed by the cold welcome and grinned. “Got a hot tip on the seventh at Pimlico. We do a little business?”

      Mack’s eyes landed on Simon and narrowed.

      “Don’t worry ‘bout him,” Charlie said. “He’s all right.”

      Mack didn’t seem convinced but nodded and shoved away from the desk. Simon and Charlie followed him into a little room.

      The dim light from a large radio dial glowed in the corner, as the always incongruous “Yes, We Have No Bananas” crackled through the static.

      Making sure the door was closed behind them, Mack took a small pad from the breast pocket of his uniform jacket. “How much?”

      Charlie casually walked past him. “It’s a good one. You might wanna lay down a little something. Dexter here,” he said, nodding his head toward Simon, “He knows the track doctor.”

      Mack’s face lit up and he took a step toward Simon. “You do? That’s—”

      Once Mack’s attention was turned, Charlie took out his gun and hit him hard on the back of the head. Mack slumped to the floor, unconscious before he hit the ground. The radio played on softly in the background.

      Simon stared down at the crumpled form and felt a sick sort of satisfaction. One less obstacle in his way.

      “He’s got a head like a brick. He’ll wake up soon enough,” Charlie said and eased open the door. “We gotta move, Professor.”

      Simon clenched his jaw and nodded. He was ready to do whatever it took to get Elizabeth back. His hand strayed to the gun in his pocket, as they hurried down the short hall to the elevators.

      The doors were already open as the car sat on the ground floor waiting. The operator nearly fell off his stool when Charlie and Simon stepped inside.

      “Penthouse,” Charlie said.

      The man righted his red felt bellboy cap and stood up looking like a defiant organ grinder’s monkey. “Who’re you?”

      Simon pushed him against the paneled wall. “Never mind that. Get this thing moving.”

      The little man shook his head and was about to protest, when he felt the cold barrel of Charlie’s gun press against his neck.

      Simon let go of his lapel. “Now.”

      The man nodded quickly and worked the levers to close the door and start the car. The lift dropped abruptly with a grinding sound and then began its ascent. Simon stepped back from the operator, never taking his eyes off him. When they reached the top floor, he dug down into his pocket and pulled out his gun. As the doors opened, they moved forward in tandem, guns at the ready.

      The opulent foyer was dark and empty. The light from the elevator spilled onto the marble floor.

      Charlie turned back to the operator. “Don’t do nothin’ stupid.” The little man nodded and took shelter in the corner of the lift. Simon moved stealthily across the floor into the foyer. He and Charlie exchanged quick glances. Simon slowly turned the handle and threw open the heavy double doors.

      Ready for anything, it was a shock to find absolutely nothing. The long entry hall was deserted, lit only by a single wall sconce. Slowly, shoulder to shoulder, they inched their way down the dark, empty passageway.

      The apartment was exactly as Elizabeth had described. Simon could almost hear her voice and he paused, nearly causing Charlie to run over the back of him. He shook off Charlie’s questioning look and kept moving. He couldn’t afford to think about how much he missed the sound of her voice, the feel of her. God only knew what was happening to her.

      Taking a deep breath, he steeled himself again and edged past where Elizabeth had said the Rubens drawing should have been. Nothing but a scratch and a bent hook remained. Outlines of picture frames stood out in pristine white, ghostly images surrounded by the stains of age. Slowly, they made their way down the hall, checking each room as they went. Each one was empty. Finally, they reached the end of the hall and Simon saw the door he knew must lead to the room with the Egyptian artifacts. 

      Fully expecting it to be locked, Simon was surprised when he tried the handle and found no resistance. This room was empty too. No people, no artifacts. Nothing. It had been stripped bare, and judging from the scraps of brown paper on the floor and the hooks hanging askance on the walls, they’d left in a hurry.

      “Damn it,” Simon growled. If they weren’t here, where the hell were they?

      Charlie laid a comforting hand on Simon’s shoulder. “We’ll find her.”

      Simon kicked a leftover box and watched it skitter across the floor.

      “Come on,” Charlie said, and stepped back into the hall.

      A shot rang out like the crack of a bullwhip. Charlie was thrown back by the impact and landed with a thunderous bang against the door jamb. He clutched his shoulder and staggered to the floor, falling into the middle of the hallway.

      Simon sprang forward and tried to grab Charlie. Another shot rang out and ricocheted off the marble floor just inches away. Simon jerked his hand back inside. That damned elevator operator must have gone for help. They should have tied him up.

      “Jesus,” Charlie moaned, holding his shoulder.

      Simon took a deep breath and stepped out into the hall, firing before his feet were set. The recoil from the gun was stronger than he’d expected, so his shot strayed into the ceiling. He recovered quickly and fired again, aiming blindly. The report of the gun was thunderous and echoed down the long hall.

      Simon saw a hulking figure at the end of the corridor. He was no more than a shadow backlit by the light of the elevator. The thug tried to lunge out of the way, and Simon fired again. This time, he hit his mark. The bullet tore into the man’s thigh. He lurched, but didn’t fall.

      Just as Simon was about to fire again, another shot boomed from behind him. Simon spun back around and saw smoke drifting from the muzzle of Charlie’s gun, before it clattered out of his hand. Simon turned back toward the gunman, ready to fire again, but the shadowy figure jerked back and fell to the floor. His gun slipped from his lifeless fingers and skittered across the marble.

      Simon stood frozen for a moment. The man didn’t move. He was dead. Finally, Simon broke from his fugue and turned to Charlie. “Are you all right?” he asked, as he knelt at his side.

      Charlie grimaced and put his revolver in his pocket. “I was shot. What do you think?”

      In spite of it all, Simon laughed.

      “Sure, laugh at the bleeding man.”

      “Can you stand?”

      “Yeah,” Charlie said, but he couldn’t make it without help.

      Simon steadied him and then saw the elevator doors closing down the hall. “Hold on to something,” he said and ran forward. He sprinted down the corridor and through the foyer, managing to wedge his arm between the doors just before they closed. He shoved them open again and pointed his gun at the cowering elevator man. “I should shoot you right now. Don’t give me another reason.”

      The little man tried to press himself into the wood paneling.

      “Go and help my friend,” Simon barked and pulled the stop lever. “Now!”

      The man scurried out of the elevator and down the hall. He tried to support Charlie’s bulk, and they shuffled back with excruciating slowness. They stepped over the dead thug sprawled at the mouth of the foyer. The man’s chest was bright crimson, a blossoming stain spreading out onto the cold floor beside him. Finally, they made it to the lift, and Simon waved his gun toward the controls. “Hurry it up. Is Mack awake?”

      The man trembled as he shook his head.

      “Is there anyone else down there?” Simon asked.

      “No. Just Vic,” he said, nodding his head toward the dead man.

      “Good. Now, get this thing moving.”

      The trip down to the lobby seemed to take twice as long as the trip up. Charlie was bleeding badly, but gathered himself well enough to walk unassisted as they slipped out the back door.

      Simon helped Charlie to the car. “We need to get you to hospital.”

      The barkeep shook his head. “Not in the city. King’s men’ll be all over it.”

      Simon put his gun back into his pocket, vaguely aware that he had four bullets left.

      Charlie opened the driver’s side door and managed to heave himself up into the seat. He dug into his pocket and pulled out his gun. “You might need this.”

      Simon nodded and took the gun. He slipped it into his waistband.

      “Better make sure it’s not cocked,” Charlie said with a smirk.

      Simon quickly pulled the gun out. It was uncocked. With a relieved sigh he put the gun back in his jacket pocket.

      “Can’t be too careful.” The brief moment of levity faded and with it Charlie’s smile.

      “I’ll be all right. I got some friends in Yonkers owe me a favor.”

      Simon was torn. Charlie was in no shape to drive, but night had fallen and he was no closer to Elizabeth. If anything, he was further away.

      Sensing his dilemma, Charlie shook his head. “You do what ya gotta do.”

      Simon heaved a sigh. How could he ever possibly thank this man? No matter what he said, it would pale in comparison to the debt he owed. A debt he could never repay.

      “Give Lizzy a hug for me,” Charlie said, and stuck out his hand, fingers drenched in his own blood.

      “I will,” Simon vowed and gripped his hand tightly, moved as much by Charlie’s faith as his courage.

      A wealth of understanding passed between the two men in the silence of the deserted alley. Charlie pulled his hand away and started the car with a grimace of pain. Simon stepped back and eased the door closed. Charlie put the car in gear, and with one last look, drove off into the night. The car turned the corner and disappeared from sight. Knowing he couldn’t linger there any longer, Simon headed back to Fifth Avenue.

      The city moved on, oblivious to the drama that played at its very heart. In a little over forty-eight hours the eclipse would come. Simon patted his pants pocket. The watch was secure. The gun was loaded. But his last chance to find King and Elizabeth had evaporated with the empty room upstairs. Or had it? With a new purpose, he fell in with the foot traffic, shoved his bloody hand into his pocket and started for St. Patrick’s.
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      Elizabeth opened her eyes. White hot pain pierced her head like railway spikes. She tried to think, but her mind was still wrapped in gauze. She blinked against an ungodly bright light that sliced through the louvered blinds. All she knew was she had to shut those damn things. But when she pushed herself up, the raging headache was joined by a wave of gagging nausea. She fought to keep from retching and the effort drove the ten penny nails deeper into her brain.

      She took a deep breath to try and stem the upsurge of bile, but the stale odor of rotting fish and thick, salty air had other ideas. She coughed and cradled her head. Her tongue felt tacky with a thick paste, and she could barely manage to swallow.

      Dying on the spot seemed like a good idea, but she settled for not moving. She stilled in mid-movement, caught in an awkward position, half upright, and one hand curled over the top of her head, pressing cool fingers against her throbbing temple.

      Slowly the fog in her head began to lift, and she dared to sit up the rest of the way. Either this was the worst hangover in the history of man, or she.... Slowly, it came back to her. Memories swimming upstream. She had been washing her hands when the door opened behind her. Just when she was about to politely remind the woman that the room was occupied, two huge men filled the doorway. One clamped a sweaty hand over her mouth before she could scream. The other thug grabbed her legs, and they carried her down the hall. She’d fought as best she could, finally managing to get a leg free and kick the thug at her feet in the groin.

      She’d flailed for a moment, getting in a few more shots, but he was too strong and had grabbed her ankle in a vice grip. She thought he’d torn her Achilles tendon. Looking down at her legs, she saw the red marks from his fingers just above her shoeless foot. Leaning down to massage her ankle, another wave of nausea made her reconsider the move.

      They’d dragged her into a car. She vaguely remembered one of them muttering something about “getting the stuff and shutting her the hell up.” Then the world faded into darkness. Until she’d woken up here. Wherever here was.

      The room was small but plush. A silk duvet covered the single bed. A small, mahogany vanity with an ornate, brass-framed mirror stood to the side. Two wingback chairs upholstered in midnight blue velvet sat on either side of a small table. A crystal carafe of water and a single glass sat waiting for her.

      She pushed herself up from the bed and teetered on wobbly legs before the world settled uneasily into place. She limped over to the table, poured a glass of water and gratefully drank it down.

      If only the ground would stop swaying like that. Leaning heavily on the table, she closed her eyes. The distant clang of metal and a soft scraping sound were strangely familiar, but her brain couldn’t find the answer.

      Bleary eyed, but feeling closer to human again, she lifted one of the louvers and peered out the window. It was dark outside, save for that damnable light that hung outside her room. Squinting into the glare, her eyes slowly adjusted. A white railing stood a few feet away, beyond that, darkness. A fluttering streak of creamy white appeared then disappeared on the horizon. And then another.

      The ocean.

      A boat. It had to be King’s boat. There was no other explanation. How far out were they? Could she swim for shore?She tried to stem the tide of questions that flooded her brain and concentrate on facts. She was on a boat. Judging from the gentle, nauseating, rocking, they were still moored to the dock. Score one for the good guys.

      She padded awkwardly across the carpet to the door and tried the handle. Locked. So much for one for the good guys.

      She leaned against it, and the reality of her situation slowly sank in. She was King’s prisoner. Maybe she always had been. Only now, the cage had just gotten a whole lot smaller.

      Elizabeth hobbled back over to the bed and sat down heavily. What was she supposed to do now? Wait to be rescued? Simon would...

      Simon. Her heart clenched at the thought of him. Had King taken him too? No. He wouldn’t do that. But he would kill him.

      “Oh God,” she gasped. What if Simon was dead? She flushed with panic. No, don’t think like that. Simon was alive, she told herself. He had to be.

      

      

       

      Thunder rolled in the distance as Simon pulled open the doors to the church. He moved quickly down the center aisle, searching fervently for a glimpse of the old priest. All he saw was a dour looking woman mumbling a prayer and caressing the beads of her rosary and half a dozen people sat scattered about the pews. Then, in the shadows at the far end of the room, he saw a stirring of black robes.

      “Father!” he called out, oblivious to propriety and the glare from the old woman. He dashed down the aisle, but stopped short when he saw it wasn’t Father Cavanaugh, but a young priest.

      “Please, sir. A little restraint—”

      “Where’s Father Cavanaugh?” Simon demanded.

      The young priest clasped his hands in front of him. “I’m Father Fitzpatrick. Is there something I can do for you?”

      “Is he in his office?” Simon asked and started toward the side door.

      “Please, sir. He’s resting,” the priest said trailing along behind. “Perhaps I can help you.”

      Simon ignored him and yanked open the office door.

      “Sir, I have to insist...”

      Father Cavanaugh was lying on the small couch.

      “You see,” Father Fitzpatrick whispered. “Come, let’s...”

      Again, Simon ignored him and made his way into the room. Even before he reached Father Cavanaugh’s side, he knew something was wrong. A palpable presence of something malevolent lingered in the air. The way the priest was laid out was familiar. Hands clasped over his chest, a crucifix resting underneath. Then it struck him. He wasn’t sleeping, he was lying-in-state.

      Dead.

      Simon stood over him for a moment, waiting, hoping to see the rise and fall of his chest, but knowing it would never come. Father Cavanaugh’s lips were already tinged with blue. His head wasn’t settled properly on his shoulders; it was shifted, unnaturally, just off-center. Simon knelt down and saw the tell-tale garish, purple bruise bulging beneath the stark white of his collar. His neck had been broken. It had to be King. He’d killed him and then posed him in this mockery of respect.

      “Father?” Father Fitzpatrick said, fear and uncertainty making his voice quiver.

      “He’s dead.” Uttering the words cut the final thread Simon had clung to. Without Father Cavanaugh, he had nothing to go on. No leads. No way to find Elizabeth.

      The young priest cried out and fell to his knees. Crossing himself, he mumbled a litany that faded with Simon’s hopes.

      Was it just this morning life seemed to be open before him? Elizabeth at his side, the future waiting to take them. And now, he’d seen death. Twice in the last hour, like a ghoulish specter nipping at his heels, lurking behind every corner, suffocating him.

      Hearing Father Fitzpatrick’s cry, parishioners crowded the doorway. Simon couldn’t breathe. He had to get out of that room. Desperate to escape the sobs and cries of dismay slowly filling the cathedral, he shouldered past the onlookers and stumbled down the aisle.

      He threw his weight against the heavy doors and staggered into the night. A bolt of lightning burst overhead, illuminating the street like a photographer’s flash, capturing a moment, stopping time.

      A single rain drop spattered the sidewalk. Then another and another. Soon, a sheet of despairing rain cascaded down. Umbrellas blossomed like black flowers in a potter’s field.

      Simon made his way down the street, needing to get as far away as he could from the church and the shadow of death. Carried on a tide of anger and desperation, he pushed ruthlessly through the crowd.

      And the heavens above raged.

      

      

       

      Elizabeth paced the short length of her quarters, feeling absurdly like a peg-legged pirate. She didn’t want to take off her one remaining shoe. It was silly. Even if she did manage to escape, there was no way she could run away wearing only one shoe. But there was something too vulnerable about being completely barefoot, so she limped back and forth across the Berber carpet. If nothing else, maybe she could wear a hole in the deck.

      She’d already canvassed the room for anything she might use as a weapon. Simon had taught her well, and the diversion kept her mind off things. They’d taken her hidden stake, but there were a few things that might come in handy. She wrapped the silver, handheld mirror in a pillowcase and broke the glass.  The jagged pieces would be as good as a knife, if she didn’t manage to slice her own hand in the bargain. She tore the hem off the sheet and bound one of the ends. The remaining blade was painfully small. Better than nothing, she thought, as she slipped it under the pillow.

      The water carafe was heavy enough to be a decent bludgeon, but she doubted she’d get the chance to use it. That left the hurricane lamp, a ready-made Molotov cocktail. The wick cast a deceptively warm glow around the room.

      Quite the cozy little prison.

      She heard men’s voices outside her window and peered through the slats. The two men she recognized as the ones who’d taken her from the diner maneuvered a dolly across the deck. A large barrel with Spanish lettering nearly skidded off its perch. Rain had started to fall, and the wooden planks were slippery.

      “Boss’ll kill us if we lose this rum,” one of them said.

      “Shut up and help me.” They struggled to right the huge cask and trollied it down the deck out of view.

       She pressed her face close to the glass and was startled by a knock at the door. She heard a key slip into the lock and quickly hobbled over to the bed. Sitting and bracing herself near the pillow, she took a deep breath.

      The door opened and King stepped in. He grinned broadly, his handsome face contradicting the truth that lay behind the mask. “Ah, you’re awake. How are you feeling?” he asked, helping himself to one of the chairs by the table. “No worse for the wear, I hope.”

      She balled her hand into a fist to keep from slipping it under the pillow and grabbing her makeshift knife. “I’ve been better.”

      He took off his rain soaked fedora and shook the water from the brim. “Sorry about that, but you weren’t exactly cooperative. Or so I hear.”

      “My first time being kidnapped. Didn’t know there was a protocol.”

      King chuckled. He was almost giddy. “I assume you’ve found your quarters adequate. If there’s anything you desire, you need only ask.”

      “Got an extra key?”

      “Now, now. No reason to be difficult. We’re about to embark on a glorious journey together.”

      “And where are we going?”

      “I was speaking metaphorically, but business before pleasure. Just a quick trip up the coast tomorrow, if the weather clears. Then we’ll have all the time in the world to get to know each other.”

      “Are you speaking metaphorically again?”

      King leaned back and rested his palms on the arms of the chair. A monarch on his throne. “You needn’t be afraid of eternity, Elizabeth. Imagine the things we’ll see. Civilizations rise and fall in the blink of an eye. All of it ours to behold. For eternity. Together.”

      Her heart was pounding now. She was sure he could smell the blood coursing through her veins. “And if I refuse?”

      “You won’t.”

      “You seem pretty sure of that.”

      “I’m a man who gets what he wants. I wanted you. And here you are,” he said, gesturing expansively about the room.

      “It’s fate,” he said and reached into his breast pocket. He pulled out Sebastian’s ring and set it on the table.

      He tugged off one of his gloves and rested his hand on the table, an exact duplicate on his finger. “What else can explain this? A one of a kind, suddenly two. A rather blatant sign, don’t you think?”

      Elizabeth shuddered at the implications. “Quite a coincidence,” she said, casually slipping her hand further under the pillow.

      King smirked. “Fate. So, you see,” he said as he tucked Sebastian’s ring back into his breast pocket. “It’s destiny. You can’t fight it.”

      “And the fact that I’m in love with another man?”

      “A mistake. You are, after all, only human.”

      “Love isn’t—”

      The sudden crack of King’s hand slapping the table made her jump. The sharp edge of the mirror fragment cut into her fingers.

      “Don’t lecture me on love!” he shouted, and stood up so quickly his chair fell back against the wall. His face began to change, arteries bulged from his neck. She could see him struggling to rein in the demon. He paused and with a great force of will, returned to humanity.

      “The priest tried that this morning,” he said in a thinly controlled voice. “He shouldn’t have interfered.”

      “You didn’t....” Dear God. Not Father Cavanaugh.

      “He was a fool. Even until the very end, he spouted his endless drivel about love and redemption. Telling me what I can and cannot have. Nothing in this world is given freely. You have to take what you want, before the world takes it from you,” King said and then seemed to realize he’d said too much. He squared his shoulders and pulled his glove back on. “He was an obstacle between us. I simply removed him.”

      She felt sick again, but would be damned if she’d show him weakness now. “So you killed him.”

      “Regretfully.”

      “Regretfully? Is that the demon or your soul talking? Or can you even tell the difference anymore?”

      “Do not speak of things you don’t understand.”

      “You’re right, I don’t understand. I don’t understand how someone with a soul could do the things you’ve done.”

      “I did what was necessary,” he said, anxiously moving around the room, teetering on the edge of madness.

      “Necessary for what?”

      “For us to be together.”

      Elizabeth steeled herself. It was a gamble, but, after all, she was a gambler’s daughter. When you’re dealt aces and eights, the only thing you can do is go down fighting. She played her last card. “We’ll never be together.”

      “We are. We will be,” he said like a plaintive child. “Forever.”

      “No, we won’t. You can take my body. You can kill me. You can turn me into a creature like you. But you will never get what you want.”

      In one quick movement he crossed the room. His fingers dug into her shoulders, and he jerked her to her feet. His dark eyes flared. “I will!”

      Elizabeth wanted to scream, to turn away in revulsion, but she’d made her final stand and wasn’t going to back down now.

      “You can’t make someone love you,” she said and saw the uncertainty flicker across his face. “And if you really loved me, you’d let me go.”

      His fingers dug painfully into her arms, as if he could control his demon by controlling her. “Let me go,” she repeated, her voice barely a whisper.

      The strong line of his jaw clenched and unclenched. Finally, he lowered his gaze and released her arms. Hope flared in her chest. She held her breath, only aware of the pounding of her own heart and the incessant tapping of raindrops on the windows.

      He stared down at the small bit of carpet between them. “You will love me,” he said quietly, then raised his eyes. “It’s fate.”

      

      

       

      The rain was as unrelenting as the man. Simon prowled the streets of Manhattan hour after hour. Sometimes swept along in the crowd and at others shouldering against them, but always searching. Everywhere he went there was no answer. Every straw he grasped slipped between his fingers until he was raw with the effort. Every minute that passed hollowed him out that much more, until the hope he’d clung to was frayed to a single, gossamer strand.

      Saturday night bled into Sunday morning. Hours slipped by as Simon scoured the city. Torrential rains pounded down from above. People scurried past, dashing from cover to cover, as Simon walked on. Block after block. Dead end after dead end. Exhausted, but unable to stop moving, Simon kept searching.

      Sunday afternoon disappeared into night.

      Oblivious to everything but finding Elizabeth, Simon ignored the chill that soaked through his clothes and the muscles in his legs that threatened to give way. His vision blurred and he leaned against a brick wall, pausing for a moment. Where in God’s name was she?

      “Here,” came a woman’s voice in the distance.

      His head snapped up, and he saw her through the driving rain. A slim figure in a green dress barely discernible through the striated landscape. She waved happily in his direction before turning to knock on a door. The wall opened and she stepped inside.

      “Elizabeth.”

      He ran down the almost desolate street and skidded to a halt, nearly falling on the slick pavement. It was only a wall. Brick and mortar.

      He fought the urge to laugh. Was he going mad already? Footfalls echoed to his right and a man rapped smartly on an indistinct door.

      The peephole slid open and the man muttered, “Bee’s knees.”

      The mysterious door slid open and the man stepped inside.

      He must have misjudged the distance. Elizabeth was inside that door. Simon pounded his fist against it until the slot opened and a pair of hooded eyes gazed back.

      “Let me in,” Simon rasped.

      “Password?”

      He’d just heard it and already it was fading from his mind. He heard Elizabeth’s voice in his head, “Oh, Simon. Find something and grip it.”

      “Bee’s knees,” he said and bounded into the dark, smoky room as soon as the door opened.

      He wiped the rain from his face and scanned the room. She was at the bar, but even before she turned around, he knew it wasn’t her. Maybe he’d known all along. She didn’t look anything like Elizabeth. It was a frightening testament to his desperation, and he felt his grip on that single thread slip. He leaned against the bar and rested his head in his hands.

      “You want somethin’?”

      “What?”

      The stocky bartender slammed a bottle of bourbon onto the bar and scowled. “I said, you want somethin’?”

      “No.”

      “This ain’t a flophouse. You drink or you get the hell out.”

      The rich amber of the alcohol sloshed against the side of the bottle, inviting him into oblivion. He took out a dollar and laid it on the bar. The bartender grinned. He must have known he had a live one. He poured the first drink and shoved it to the edge.

      The bourbon burned all the way down, but Simon scarcely felt it. He wondered if he’d ever feel anything again. He knew following that woman into the club was delusional at best. Glancing around the bar, the people were no more than shadows, vague images of life blurring around him.

      He drank two more shots in quick succession, throwing them back without thought. Tired, hungry and soaked to the skin, the alcohol blind-sided him. His elbow slid off the bar and he barely caught his head before it smashed into the hard wood.

      “Watch it buddy,” a man groused to his left.

      Simon lifted his wobbly head and glared as best he could with double vision. “Piss off.”

      The man shook his head and turned away.

      “Hate this bloody city,” Simon growled. “Give you something then take it away. Poxy, sodding city. King Kashian...Bloody bastard!” Simon nearly knocked over his glass. “Thinks he can take her away. Thinks I won’t find him. Oh, but I’ll find him. King! King Kashian!” he called out, spinning away from the bar.

      The crowd fell silent as he staggered forward, an instant pariah. People pulled away as he shouted, “King!”

      Simon felt a hand clamp on his shoulder and tried to pull away. “Let go of me!”

      “Vinny, show this palooka the door.”

      Another hand gripped him. Before he could even begin to struggle, the pavement flew up to meet his face.

      His head hit the concrete with a sharp crack, and the pain shot straight through to his neck. He touched his forehead and felt the lump already beginning to grow. He managed to push himself up and looked down the oddly tilting street. A few shuffling footsteps later he clung to the cold, wet side of a building. 

      He pushed himself along and heard the echo of footsteps trailing behind. They stopped when he stopped. Was he still being followed? Whirling around, he nearly lost his balance and a strong hand reached out to steady him.

      “Careful there, son.”

      Simon narrowed his eyes, blinking through the rain. The black night slowly encroached, shunting out what little light there was. Through the shrinking tunnel of consciousness he stared into the kindly face and choked back a sob. It couldn’t be.

      “Grandfather?”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 29

        

      

    
    
      Tea—Chinese Gunpowder. The smell was unmistakable. Strong, slightly bitter and somehow the essence of peace. This must be a dream, Simon thought. A counterpoint to the nightmare images still dancing across his mind, a magic lantern show of the macabre.

      He took a deep breath, and the insistent odor forced him back the last few paces to consciousness. Blinking against the bright pinpricks of light that stabbed his eyes, he rolled onto his side, and a new fragrance filled his senses. Elizabeth. Soft and fading, but one he’d know among thousands. Hope flared in his chest and then died a premature death. An empty bed and no Elizabeth. The last twenty-four hours fell back upon his shoulders with a crushing weight. He buried his head back into the pillow.

      “Drink this,” came a voice from behind him.

      Simon spun around on the bed with such force he thought his throbbing head would fly off his shoulders.

      He was sure it had all been a dream, but there, not more than five feet away, in their little apartment, stood his grandfather, smiling and holding out a cup of tea. Simon blinked a few more times and rubbed his eyes. Was he still dreaming?

      “Come on, lad. Drink your tea.”

      Simon’s wits slogged through the mud of hazy memories. His hand took the offered cup, but his mind could barely manage to cobble a thought.

      “How did you...?” he asked before trailing off, unable to cipher out just one question.

      Sebastian Cross smiled patiently, his grey eyes crinkling at the edges. “Ah. How indeed?”

      He retrieved his own cup and sat down at the small table. “As to the tea, Mrs. Larsen graciously offered her hotplate and tea service. Delightful woman. Lives in 304, I think. Second cousin to Amundsen. Good man, Amundsen. Brilliant explorer,” he said and took a sip from his cup. “And as to the tea itself. First rule of time travel, my boy, always bring your own tea.”

      Simon stared at him blankly. “But you’re—” He couldn’t finish the sentence and shook his head.

      He looked just as Simon remembered him. The herringbone suit, the knot in his tie off-center as it always was. White hair unruly as ever. Exactly as he was that last night thirty years ago. How many times had Simon wished to see him again? So many things left unsaid and not one of them would come to mind.

      “Are you real?” Simon asked, sounding every inch the little boy he felt.

      “Quite.”

      Simon placed his cup on the end table and stood, but his legs weren’t up to the task and he faltered. As he had been so many times before, Sebastian was there to steady him.

      “Take your time, son.”

      Simon looked into the weathered face smiling back kindly and swallowed the lump in his throat. He held on to the older man’s arm, afraid to let go.

      They stood together for a moment, the decades falling away. Years of longing settled in the dust. Simon gently squeezed his grandfather’s arm and when he found his voice, it was roughened with profound emotion. “It’s good to see you.”

      Sebastian patted his cheek. “And you too, my boy,” he said softly before clearing his throat. “Now grab your cuppa and come have it at the table like a civilized person.”

      Simon was torn in two. As much as he wanted to stay with his grandfather, Elizabeth was out there somewhere. He’d only found dead-ends, but he could not give up now.

      “I can’t,” he said. “I have to find Elizabeth.”

      He pulled his still wet jacket from the back of the chair and took a stumbling step toward the door.

      Sebastian grabbed his arm. “Easy there, lad. You’re in no shape to go running after her now.”

      Simon’s head pounded harder from the quick movement. He tried to shake it and his grandfather’s grip off him. “He’s got her. I don’t know where, but I’ve got to—"

      “Who does?”

      “Kashian. He’s taken her.”

      Sebastian cleared his throat and arched a bushy eyebrow in forced nonchalance. “King Kashian?”

      Simon’s head swam as he looked at his grandfather, but he was lucid enough to realize something. “You know about him.”

      Sebastian let out a breath and nodded, a frown coming to his face. “I’m afraid I do. I think you’d better sit down,” he said, gesturing to the table. “There are things—"

      “I know what he is,” Simon bit out.

      “Then you know you’re in no shape to face him,” he pointed out. “Even if you did know where to find him, he’d tear you apart.” Sebastian gestured to the table again. “Take some time to recover some of your strength.”

      “The eclipse—"

      “Isn’t for five hours,” Sebastian said quickly.

      Simon wavered, still unsteady on his feet.

      “You won’t do her any good as you are,” Sebastian added. “Sit down, boy. We should talk.”

      As loath as Simon was to admit it, his grandfather was right; he had to clear his head. Reluctantly, Simon sat down at the small table and Sebastian joined him.

      Hundreds of questions tumbled through Simon’s head. “What do you know about King? Is he why you’re here?”

      Sebastian hesitated and looked down into his teacup. “I’m on assignment.” He looked up and there was a note of pride in his voice when he spoke again. “You’ve broken more rules than I count, my boy. Your direct involvement in the culture here is a clear violation of the prescripts of the Council. I doubt they’ll be pleased.”

      Simon rubbed his temple. “What Council?”

      His question seemed to surprise his grandfather. “You’re not with the Council? I’d assumed you’d, well, followed in my footsteps, as it were.”

      “Your watch brought us here. It was an accident.”

      Sebastian frowned. “So, the girl isn’t an operative?”

      Simon didn’t understand. “Operative? No, she’s…What are you talking about?”

      “The Council for Temporal Studies. I’m in the anthropological department with emphasis on the occult. It’s a fine organization, if a bit overzealous on occasion.”

      “There are others like you?”

      “I’d like to think I’m unique,” Sebastian said with a wink. “But, yes. There are other field operatives. Temporal explorers. What I can’t understand is how you came by the watch if it wasn’t given to you by the Council.”

      “I inherited it,” Simon said.

      “I’m surprised the Council didn’t retrieve it after my death,” he said with a frown. “Well, I’m glad you have it now.”

      “I’m not. I wish I’d never seen the cursed thing,” Simon growled and pushed away from his chair. He walked restlessly toward the window. The storm outside raged on. Sheets of gray obscured the fading light. He gripped the window sill. “First the nightmares and now, this...nightmare.”

      “Did you have dreams? Prescient dreams?”

      Simon turned back to Sebastian. “How did you know?”

      “An uncommon side-effect of the watch. There’s a temporal wash given off, a sort of blurred fissure in time around it. Most people aren’t sensitive enough for it to register. It’s a rather remarkable gift really.”

      “It’s bloody awful, is what it is. You have no idea the things I’ve...” His voice trailed off. He couldn’t bring himself to tell Sebastian about the dreams. He turned back to the window. “I have to find Elizabeth. She’s...she’s everything to me.”

      “She must be a remarkable woman.”

      Simon closed his eyes for a brief second and then stared out into the darkening street below. “She’s stubborn beyond measure, thoroughly reckless and idiotically optimistic. All in all completely maddening.”

      Sebastian chuckled.

      Simon turned to face him. “And I love her more than I thought possible.”

      “I know the feeling, lad. A day doesn’t go by that I don’t think of dear Nora. God rest her soul. Your grandmother was an angel that walked the earth. For too short a time.”

      Simon had barely known his grandmother. She died in an accident when he was very small, but he remembered her voice and, of course, the stories Grandfather told over games of chess.

      Suddenly, a thought occurred to him. It was so obvious he couldn’t imagine why he hadn’t thought of it sooner. He pulled his watch from his pocket. “The eclipse. When it comes, I can set the watch to the day before yesterday and save Elizabeth. It’s so simple.”

      “Also impossible, I’m afraid.”

      “Why?”

      “A failsafe built into the watch. Once you travel through a time, you can never return to it. I’m sorry.”

      “Maybe you’re wrong.”

      “Don’t you think I tried when Nora was killed in the accident? No man can resist that temptation. The Council knows that. The failsafe is designed to protect the timeline. Certain things are meant to be.”

      “Not this.”

      “You have to consider the possibility. The Council—”

      “Sod the Council and sod their bloody timelines!” Simon yelled as he slammed his fist down on the table. He took a breath and straightened. “This is Elizabeth. And I will do whatever I must to get her back.”

      “Now, Simon—”

      “Don’t coddle me! I’m not a child anymore.”

      “No, you’re not. You’re man enough to know that what you want isn’t always what’s best. There are rules, Simon. I’m breaking the rules I’ve lived by for forty years just talking to you.”

      “Why?” Simon demanded.

      Sebastian cleared his throat and set down his teacup. “Because I couldn’t stand to see you lying in the gutter.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I love you, of course.”

      “And I love Elizabeth.”

      Sebastian took a deep breath. “You should have been a barrister,” he said and then gestured to the chair.

      Simon looked at his grandfather, he desire to be with him warring with his need to find Elizabeth. “If only I had more time. Since we came here, I’ve been counting down the hours till the eclipse, and now that it’s almost here....”

      Sebastian nodded in understanding. “Time’s odd that way, isn’t it? Drags on interminably when you want it to pass, and it’s gone in the blink of an eye when you want it to linger.”

      A moment of silence stretched out between them, both wishing for things that could not be.

      “I have to find her,” Simon said finally.

      His grandfather looked at him intently, and then he could see him come to some sort of a decision.

      “The reports I have on King are detailed, but there are gaps. No one wrote a living history of events, so my information is bodged together from various sources. Not all of them necessarily reliable.” He paused and spread his hands out on the table, clearly stalling for time.

      “Go on.”

      “It was reported that King died today. Some time this evening.”

      “That’s the first good news I’ve had in a long time,” Simon said as he joined his grandfather at the table.

      “Yes, well. It seems he was killed in some sort of explosion or fire. The details are rather sketchy. He was last seen this evening on a yacht, the Osiris, at a small marina in New Jersey.”

      Unbidden, images from Simon’s nightmare of Elizabeth in her small rowboat flashed before him. “A yacht?”

      “Yes, his destination wasn’t clear. But,” Sebastian said, his grey eyes growing troubled, “everyone on board perished.”

      For the first time since Elizabeth had vanished, Simon felt a faint glimmer of hope. If only he could get there in time. “What marina? Do you know the specifics?”

      “It isn’t necessarily reliable information, Simon,” Sebastian said as he plucked at the cuffs of his jacket.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Things will play out as they should. I’m only trying to spare you.”

      “Tell me.”

      Sebastian took a sip of tea and made a face. “Gone cold.”

      “Grandfather, please? I have to know.”

      “There was a report of a woman on board. It could have been someone else, there’s no guarantee it was your Elizabeth. Perhaps it was another body.”

      “Body?” Simon’s mind reeled. It was just as it had been in his dream.

      Sebastian leaned forward and rested a hand on Simon’s knee. “There are certain things we have to accept, lad.”

      “Not this,” Simon said and stood. “What marina?”

      Sebastian sighed. “Brown’s Point Marina in Keysport,” he said as he got to his feet. “We’ll go together.”

      “No. You have to promise you’ll stay here,” Simon said. “In this room until the eclipse.”

      “Balderdash. I’m not letting you run off to face King alone. Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “You don’t understand. You have to stay here. Promise me you will?”

      Sebastian squared his shoulders and jutted out his chin defiantly. “Out of the question.”

      The unstoppable force glared at the immovable object. The future and the past pulled him in opposite directions, until Simon thought he would be split in two. “Don’t make me force you to stay. By God, I will if I have to. I can’t have your death...”

      “My death?”

      “Please? I couldn’t bear it if...Stay here.”

      Sebastian released Simon, his eyes impenetrable. He stared at him for a long moment and then nodded. “You’d better hurry, son.”

      “Thank you,” Simon said softly and then it dawned on him—this would be the last time he would see his grandfather. “There are so many things I wanted to say.”

      “Consider them said,” Sebastian said and took Simon’s hand, covering it with both his own. “Now hurry, and for God’s sake, be careful.”

      Simon studied the older man’s face for the last time. “I will,” he promised and squeezed Sebastian’s hand firmly before letting go. He nodded once and then turned on his heel and left the room without looking back.
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      The only thing worse than a raging storm was a raging storm on the ocean. Even as Simon struggled to keep his footing on the muddy, treacherous slope, he could see the whitecaps whipped up into a frenzy by the fierce wind. The sea churned wave after merciless wave onto the shore, dragging out the sand into the murky, bone chilling depths beyond.

      He’d paid a fortune to the cabbie to take him through the Holland Tunnel to New Jersey, but far more precious was the time it had taken. More than two hours eaten away, leaving one golden hour until the lunar eclipse. He looked up into the black sky and wondered if he’d even know when it came. The moon was blanketed behind an endless cloud that seemed to cover the whole of the earth. Not that it mattered. Nothing mattered if he didn’t find Elizabeth.

      He would find her; he was sure of that. His nightmares had led him to this place, to this moment in time, where the images that had tortured him would come to their inevitable end. 

      His foot slipped on some loose pebbles, and he grabbed the thorny edge of a bramble bush to keep from falling. The thorns dug into his palm. Fresh rivulets of blood mixed with the rain and puddled in his hand. His fingers curled into a fist. He wasn’t beaten yet. There was no power on this earth that could keep him from trying. Elizabeth was alive, and he’d pay whatever price that was asked to keep her that way.

      The hillside he stood on gave him a good view of the marina below. It was a private dock, no more than five slips, surrounded on the shore by a chain link fence. Two men carried large casks out of a small warehouse at the base of the dock to a yacht sitting at the end of the pier. A third stood at the gangplank barking orders.

      Simon crouched down into the undergrowth. If he was going to have a chance in hell of confronting King, it would have to be on the shore. There were too many men around the boat. But if they made any move to leave, he’d take his chances there.

      Fate decided to throw him a crumb. Another man emerged on the gangplank and stopped to talk to the supervisor. A flash of lightning lit the night sky. King.

      Simon hurried down the rest of the hill, skidding to a halt at the base of the fence. It would leave him exposed to climb over it, but there was nothing to be done for it. The gate was well secured with a heavy chain. Patting his jacket pockets, he felt the outline of the guns. They might not kill the bastard, but from what Elizabeth had said about that night in the storeroom, they would slow him down. The stake in his inner breast pocket pressed against his chest, and he was warmed by the thought of shoving it into King’s heart.

      The metal fence shook and rattled under his weight. He clambered up the side, but his jacket got snagged on one of the twisted ends of wire. He yanked at it, but he was still caught. He gave it another tug and the jacket came free, but one of the guns fell from his pocket and landed on the wrong side of the fence. Damn it. He was vulnerable enough without trying this stunt again. One would have to do. Easing over the fence, he landed in a crouch and crept to the back of the storehouse.

      Pressing himself against the back door, he waited and listened. Muffled voices came from the other side. He strained to hear King’s among them. Then he heard the unmistakable voice that sounded like oil dripping on silk. Bastard.

      The voices faded away as the men trundled another barrel back to the boat. The thin sliver of light shining under the door died. With the cover of darkness on his side, Simon gripped the rusty knob and eased it open. King stood silhouetted on the opposite side of the room and watched his men wheel the last barrel down the pier.

      Simon eased the gun from his pocket and stepped into the room. He was sure the pounding of his heart would give him away, but King didn’t seem to take any notice of him. Simon took another tentative step forward and raised his gun.

      “I was beginning to wonder,” King said calmly, his back still to Simon. “If you were ever going to arrive.”

      He turned around slowly, his white teeth gleaming in a wickedly perfect smile. “Not that you would have been missed.”

      Simon’s fingers tightened around the handle of the gun and he cocked the trigger. “Where is she?”

      King laughed softly. “Waiting for me.”

      “Waiting to tell you to go to hell, I’d imagine. In fact, it would be my pleasure to give you a hand with that,” Simon said and pulled the trigger.

      The first bullet was high, and the door jam next to King’s shoulder exploded in a shower of splintered wood. King didn’t flinch and started forward. Simon strode forward meeting King step for step, the distance between them swiftly closed.

      The second bullet hit King in the shoulder and knocked him off stride, but only for a moment. Simon fired again and again; both bullets hit King square in the chest. The impact stopped King in his tracks, and his shoulders rolled forward as he struggled to keep his legs under him.

      The metallic click of trigger against empty chamber told Simon he’d run out of bullets. He tossed the gun aside and reached for his stake. King staggered, and Simon lunged forward, prepared to drive the wood into the bastard’s cold heart. But King’s reflexes were too fast, and his hand shot out and held Simon’s forearm in a crushing grip.

      King’s face twisted into a mockery of a smile. “Pathetic,” he sneered and squeezed Simon’s wrist. The bones almost snapped under the pressure, the stake fell uselessly to the floor. An icy pain shot up his arm. King tossed him aside.

      Simon crashed into the wall. Ignoring the screaming pain in his wrist, he pushed himself up.

      King watched, clearly amused and pleased to have a chance to play with his prey before the kill. “I wasn’t going to kill you,” he said calmly, nearly recovered from the onslaught of bullets. “I thought it might curry favor with Elizabeth to keep you alive, but I think I’m going to enjoy listening to you beg for mercy. Not that you’ll get it,” he added with a grin.

      He stepped forward and hit Simon with a brutal backhand that sent him rolling along the wall.

      Spikes of pain lanced through Simon’s temples, but he regained his feet. He stood tall and as firmly as he could. “You do know you’ll never get what you want.”

      King stalked closer. “I always get what I want.”

      “You’ll never have Elizabeth.”

      “I already have her,” King said, punctuating the statement with another cruel blow.

      Simon could barely stand. It took all his energy to keep from giving in to the welcoming darkness that slowly pressed down on him. He lifted his chin and met King’s eyes. “You don’t. You might kill me—”

      “I think I will.”

      “But I’ll take the one thing you want with me to my grave,” Simon said, finding an untapped well of strength in the force of his words. All of his weapons had been useless against King, except for one. It was an astonishing epiphany—simple and pure. Father Cavanaugh had tried to tell him, and he’d been too stubborn to see it. Elizabeth had given it to him, and he’d denied its power. Until now. “Her love will always be mine.”

      King’s mouth twitched with anger, and his fists clenched. Eyes once black now glowed an unearthly yellow. Bulging veins popped out on his neck and sharp white fangs curved over his lip. Face to face with one of the creatures he’d searched for all his life, Simon wanted nothing more than to destroy him, to obliterate the grotesque perversion of life.

      “She will love me!” King snarled. “As I love her.” He grabbed Simon by the arms and held him in a vise-like grip.

      Simon shook his head. “I feel sorry for you.”

      “For me? You’re the one that’s about to die.”

      Simon managed a weak smile. “But I’ll die for love.”

      King’s eyes flashed brighter, but Simon kept on. If this were his final piece, he would say it. “You’re not even capable of it. You may exist forever, but you’ll never live. Not even for a moment. You’ll never know how love feels.”

      A deep, demonic growl rumbled in King’s chest and he bared his fangs, prepared for the kill, but drew up short as a voice rang out in the darkness.

      “King!”

      The vampire turned. Sebastian Cross stood only a few feet away. King threw Simon against the wall and then advanced on the old man. He’d barely taken a step when Sebastian tossed the contents of a glass jar at King. A wave of clear liquid splashed onto King’s face. Instantly, his skin began to burn from the powerful acid. Acrid smoke billowed off the burning flesh.

      King roared in fury. With reflexes far too fast for the old man, he grabbed him and sank his teeth into the soft flesh of Sebastian’s neck.

      Simon’s heart leapt into his throat and tried to struggle to his feet, but he couldn’t stand.

      Soft, gurgling sounds and the fetid smell of burned skin filled the small warehouse. Sebastian clutched the front of King’s jacket in a futile effort to push him away. Ever increasing splashes of blood fell at their feet.

      “No,” Simon called out helplessly.

      The acid had burned away the side of King’s neck and the bulging vein ruptured. All the blood he drained from Sebastian poured out of the gaping hole.

      With a furious snarl, King tossed Sebastian aside. Still gripped in the dying man’s hand, King’s front pocket tore away.

      Simon started toward his grandfather, dragging himself across the floor, desperate to reach him.

      King stumbled toward the door. Smoke danced off his face as the acid continued to eat away at him. He pushed himself out the door and staggered into the driving rain.

      

      

      Fueled by rage and unyielding pain, King made his way down the uneven planks of the dock.

      “Jesus, Boss!” one of the henchman cried when he saw King through the rain.

      “Get this thing moving!” King bellowed.

      “What happened to you?”

      “I said,” King raged, grabbing the man by his shirt, “get this thing moving.”

      The man paled but quickly nodded and called out to the others. “Get the bow line! Cast off.”

      King shoved him away and boarded the boat as the men set into action, untying the mooring lines and pulling in the gangplank. In a maniacal fury, he threw open the door to Elizabeth’s room. She whirled around and gasped at the sight of him.

      “You will love me,” King growled as he stalked closer.

      Disgust and fear flashed across her face, spurring his wrath. Her hand moved quickly to her throat. He saw the gleam of a jagged shard press against her neck.

      She pushed the makeshift blade to her skin. A trickle of blood slid down her pale neck. “I’ll die first.”

      King froze. The demon strained inside him, barely reined in. It could smell the blood. Wanted to taste it. But his soul still held on.

      He lunged forward and gripped her wrist, wrenching her hand away from her neck. She struggled against him, and his mind clouded over as his own inner battle raged on. He shoved her away, and she fell back onto the bed. How easy it would be to take her now. To feel her pulse ebbing into his. To take what she wouldn’t give.

      He looked away from her for a moment and caught sight of himself in the mirror. His soul gave him that gift. But now, it was more than a curse. There was no hint of the man he once was in his reflection. Grotesque burns left his skin slagging off the side of his face. The white of his cheek bone, scoured by the acid, shone through the blistered mass. The skeleton of the beast.

      Elizabeth took advantage of his distraction and bolted for the door, but King grabbed her before she could make it past him. He spun her back into the room, but she wouldn’t stop fighting. She tried to get past him, hands clawing, grabbing for anything she could in a frantic attempt to escape. Her fingers curled around the base of the hurricane lamp, and she swung it at him. King pushed her back and leapt out of the way.

      The lantern crashed to the floor. Oil spilled out onto the carpet and caught fire between them. The flames spread quickly, slithering along the floor like a mass of snakes. The wall of flame licked higher and higher between them. Thick smoke filled the tiny room.

      Between the flashes of orange and red fire, King saw Elizabeth. She was trapped inside the room, imprisoned by a wall of flame.

      She coughed and covered her mouth, but the smoke was too thick. Frantically, she tried to ward off the searing heat and find a way past the flames, but it was no use. The flames were too high, the fire too strong. There was no escape. She was going to die. She stopped struggling and lifted her head, and her eyes met his.

      Beautiful, defiant and alive. Something stirred deep inside him. A cold, dead heart struggling to beat.

      In that moment, her life meant more to him than his own. The battle was won.

      King stepped into the flames.

      

      

       

      “Grandfather,” Simon gasped as he managed to pull himself up and stumbled to Sebastian’s side.

      The older man was alive, barely. He coughed as blood bubbled from his mouth and dribbled down his chin.

      “Why did you come here?” Simon asked desperately and tried in vain to stop the blood that oozed from the wound in his neck. “Don’t move. I’ll get help.”

      Sebastian’s eyes focused on Simon, and he managed to lift his hand to touch Simon’s. “Too late for that, my boy.”

      “No!” He couldn’t watch him die. Not again.

      Sebastian gasped for breath and another coughing jag wracked his body.

      “Grandfather.”

      Sebastian squeezed Simon’s hand. “My watch,” he said. “Put my watch in my hand.”

      “No, you—”

      “I can’t die here. I have to return to my own time.”

      “You’re not going to die,” Simon said fiercely.

      Sebastian managed a weak smile. “I wish I could have seen you grow into such a fine man.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      Sebastian’s eyes drifted over Simon’s shoulder, seeing something far off and undefined. “We’re running out of time. The watch.”

      Simon’s hand trembled as he pulled the gold watch from Sebastian’s pocket. He placed the watch in one hand and saw the other held a scrap of black cloth torn from King’s suit and resting in his palm was the scarab ring. In that instant, he was that ten year old boy at the foot of the stairs again.

      “Do you have your watch?” Sebastian asked. “You need to be ready. The eclipse is nearly here.”

      Automatically, Simon pulled out his watch and showed his grandfather.

      Sebastian nodded in approval. “Good lad.”

      Simon dropped it back into his jacket pocket and covered Sebastian’s hand with his own. “I told you to stay in the room.”

      Sebastian shook his head. “I’ve had a good life. Yours is just beginning.”

      “No.”

      “Running out of time,” Sebastian said, his eyes glassing over for a moment. “Simon...”

      “Yes?” Simon said, leaning closer.

      “You made a fine man. I’m so very proud of you.”

      A sob escaped Simon’s throat.

      “Now go,” Sebastian said his voice barely a rasping whisper.

      Simon hesitated, his heart severed in two.

      “Go.”

      

      

       

      King stepped through the flames. Struggling to breathe, Elizabeth stepped back until she pressed herself against the wall and could go no further. Flames covered King’s arms. He quickly shed his burning coat and grabbed the comforter off the bed. Wrapping it around her, he lifted her into his arms. Elizabeth pushed weakly at his chest, but the smoke was too much for her and she started to lose consciousness.

      Simon’s words echoed in his ears: “You may exist forever, but you’ll never live. Not even for a moment. You’ll never know how love feels.”

      His existence hadn’t amounted to anything, until this one moment. What he’d been searching for wasn’t something to be taken at all, but something to be given.

      King cradled her to his chest and plunged back through the wall of flame. Kicking the door open, he stepped out into the driving rain. The water slowly doused the small fires that burned away at his clothes.

      His men shouted and tried in vain to put out the fire in the cabin, but it was too late. The flames had grown too strong. Soon they’d eat their way though the floor and ignite the barrels of rum in the ship’s hull.

      King crossed the deck to the railing, his precious burden still in his arms. He pulled back the blanket from her face, and the cool rain began to bring her around. Elizabeth looked up at him, her eyes bleary and unfocused.

      For the first time in his life, as man or demon, he understood what it was to be alive—to love someone. “Tell him,” he said. “I do know how it feels.”

      Without another word, he lifted her over the railing and tossed her into the sea.

      

      

       

      Simon ran out of the warehouse. The boat was already a hundred yards from the dock and moving further into the night. Simon paused, his heart pounding against his ribs. How could he have waited so long?

      A bright, orange flame shot up from the boat’s deck. And another. The boat was nearly engulfed in fire. Simon ran toward the water, tossing his jacket aside. Heavy waves broke against the sand, crashing down with a deafening roar. Icy cold spray stung his cheeks as he fought against the power of the sea. His legs felt like lead weights in the thick salt water. Just as in his dream, the boat drifted further away. This was the moment his nightmares became reality.

      “Elizabeth!”

      He was in up to his waist when a blinding light burst on the horizon, quickly followed by a thunderous boom. Simon’s heart stopped as the explosion shattered the night. Fire blossomed on the sea. Burning embers rained down, snuffed out as they hit the cold water. Waves crashed into his chest, and he stood too stunned to move. Flames engulfed the ship. Burnished scarlet flickered on the dark ocean—a bonfire slowly consumed by the watery depths beneath it.

      His nightmare played out before his eyes in red and black, but there was no past, no future, nothing by this endless abyss. He stared out blankly as the sea swallowed the fire and the remains of the ship sank below the waves.

      He didn’t know how long he stayed there. It didn’t matter anymore. Time ceased to have meaning. With nothing to look forward to and only regrets to look back on, Simon slowly turned back toward the shore.

      Debris washed around him. Broken pieces of a life he might have had tumbled at his feet. His legs as numb as his heart, he stumbled on the sand. Was this what a living death was like? He’d been willing to die for her love, but he couldn’t face living without it. Gentle waves lapped at his feet, silently mocking his wish for a tidal wave to come and swallow him whole.

      He looked out at the vast nothingness of a black sea at night. Random pieces of flotsam and jetsam bobbed the surface, only to disappear again. Brown, grey and green. Green. His head snapped around as the flash of color caught his eye. Not more than twenty yards away, a pale green shape floated in the water.

      Elizabeth.

      He ran toward her, his heart sinking with each step. She lay face down in the water, a broken plank of wood caught under her chest. Her hair streamed out like an angel’s halo in the dark water.

      His hands shook as he reached out and took her by the shoulders. He knew what he’d find. He’d seen it in his nightmares. Carefully, he turned her over. A gash sliced across her forehead, spilling blood down the side of her face.

      “No,” he rasped, as he pulled her body to his.

      He stood in the water holding her. The rain had stopped, but his tears fell.

      Her head lolled back and he lifted it up, cradling her limp body so very carefully. His fingers trembled as he stroked her cheek.

      “No.”

      The waves buffeted against him as he carried her through the shallow water to the shore. Laying her down on the sand, he tilted her head back and leaned down until his cheek hovered over her mouth.

      No breath.

      His heart pounded in his chest as he blew two quick breaths into her lifeless body. He would bring her back. He’d shove his very soul into her if he could.

      Still nothing. Her neck was ice cold, and he couldn’t feel a pulse. He laced his fingers over her chest and thrust down.

      “Come back,” he said. “Damn it, you come back to me!”

      More compressions and still her chest didn’t rise. He could feel her slipping away from him, but he’d be damned if he’d let her go.

      He started another set of compressions, but then…he wasn’t sure, but he thought her eyes fluttered. He stopped and his heart skipped a beat. He cupped her cheek, willing life into her. “Elizabeth!”

      She coughed and water spilled out of her mouth. She gagged again and then gasped for breath. Simon thought his heart might explode with relief, and with trembling hands he eased her head to the side. Finally, her eyes opened.

      “I knew you’d find me.”

      “Oh, love,” Simon gasped and gathered her into his arms.

      He looked to the heavens in thanks. The clouds had parted, and the moonlight shone brightly now. A dark sliver grew larger across the face of the moon. The eclipse had begun. They didn’t have much time. Simon slipped his arms under her and stood. He carried her down the beach back to where he’d cast off his jacket. Kneeling down, he gently set Elizabeth on the sand. He fumbled through his pockets with trembling hands. Where was it? Finally, his fingers brushed over the cold metal and he pulled out the watch. The black disc already partially covered the moon dial. Simon grasped her hand tightly.

      “Don’t let go,” she said, and gripped his hand with both of her own.

      Simon tightened his grip. “Never.”

      The blue light sparked off the watch and snaked up his arm. Nothing would separate them now. Electric blue energy engulfed them. The world around them vibrated with frenetic energy. And they fell again into blackness.

      

      

      Simon woke to the gentle sound of a crackling fire. He opened his eyes, and his living room coalesced around him. Two wine glasses sat on the coffee table on either side of a small mahogany box. His entire body ached, and he lifted a hand to massage the pain in his temple. Disorientation faded and the memories came back.

      He lifted his head and reached out for her.

      “Elizabeth.”

      Dear God, what if she hadn’t made it back?

      Forgetting his headache, and anything but his fear, he pushed himself up from the chair. He scanned the room quickly and then saw her lying on the floor. She lay in heap, her legs and arms akimbo. His heart leapt into his throat. She moaned and opened her eyes. “Thank you God,” he said as he knelt down by her side.

      Her hand gripped his arm.

      “It’s all right,” he said as he stroked her cheek. “I thought I’d lost you.”

      “Gonna have to try harder than that.” Her voice was soft and hoarse, and the most beautiful thing he’d ever heard.

      He gave a short laugh that made his ribs scream in protest. She closed her eyes and let out a breath.

      “Did we make it? Or is this a dream?”

      “No,” he said, brushing his fingers below the cut on her forehead. “Not a dream. Are you hurt badly?”

      She shook her head and tried to sit up.

      “You shouldn’t move,” he said, pushing back gently on her shoulders.

      She wrinkled her forehead, grimacing in pain and bringing a shaky hand to touch the cut. He gripped her hand in his, reminded of a time a few weeks, or was it decades ago when he’d done the same thing.

      “You look like hell,” she said, touching the bruise on his head.

      Her clothes were soaked and sand covered her side. Blood trickled down her cheek and stained the collar of her dress.

      “You’re one to talk,” he said. “You should go to hospital.”

      She shook her head. “I hate hospitals.”

      “Elizabeth—”

      “I’m too pooped to be prodded.”

      “You’ll have a scar.”

      “Give me character,” she mumbled.

      “Elizabeth.”

      She closed her eyes. “Can’t you kiss it and make it better?”

      “You’re impossible.”

      “And inclined to stay that way,” she said. “But if you don’t help me up, I’m gonna fall asleep on your floor.”

      “No sleeping. Not yet. Take it slowly,” he said as he helped her sit up. “Good. We’ll move to the sofa now, all right?”

      “I’m not an invalid,” she said, but swayed on her feet and gripped his arm. “Except for now.”

      He maneuvered them to the sofa, and she sank down into the cushions with a groan. She nodded toward the coffee table. “I’d feel better if that thing were locked up.”

      Following her gaze, he saw the watch resting on the floor under the table. “Agreed.”

      Painfully, he leaned over and picked it up and quickly put it inside the box. He slammed the lid closed. If he never saw the damned thing again, it would be too soon.

      “Much better,” she said and leaned her head back against the cushions.

      “Right,” he said, turning his full attention back to her. Gently, he pulled her matted hair away from the cut.

      “Is it really over?” she asked, wincing as he checked the depth of her wound.

      “It seems so,” he said. The cut on her forehead continued to bleed. “You really should have that tended to.”

      “I know.”

      It felt surreal to be back in the quiet of his house. The stormy beach and the fight for their lives seemed like a dream fading from reality into memory. The abrupt shift back to normalcy left him oddly ill at ease. The once familiar surroundings felt more foreign than comforting.

      They sat in silence for a few moments. Elizabeth’s small fingers played over his, slowly tracing the tarnished band of gold on his ring finger. “What happens now?”

      “We take you to hospital.”

      “No, I meant, with us,” she said, her expression so endearingly unsure. “Everything’s different here.”

      He covered her hand with his. “Not everything,” he said, gently cupping her cheek. “As far as I’m concerned, there’s only one thing that matters. Elizabeth, if I have you, the rest of the world can hang. It doesn’t matter what place, what time. 1929, 2029, nothing can change the way I feel.”

      She smiled and wiped the tears from her eyes. “Simon.”

      “Welcome home, love.” 

      She leaned in to kiss him. He put his arms around her and gladly obliged.
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      London, 1900

      

      A deep, red smile of blood oozed from the gash at the guard’s temple. She raised the manacles over her head, ready to strike him again. The iron was heavy and sure.

      Through the screams, she heard noises down the corridor. She looked down at the guard as he lay on the cold hospital floor. His eyes had rolled back in his head. His arm stuck out in front of him, frozen in a moment of fear. If it had been Nurse Fletcher instead of the guard, she would have swung again. And again. And again.

      That was the one part of the plan she didn’t like, but he’d been right. If she’d had the chance, she would have gladly forsaken freedom to savor the sweetness of revenge. At least this way, Nurse Fletcher would be just as dead; he’d promised that, and she would be free. Free to do what she’d spent the last decade dreaming of. Outside these walls a sweeter vengeance waited.

      Heavy footfalls echoed down the hall. The other guards were coming. She stepped over the body of the dead guard and took the large ring from his belt. Dozens of keys slipped around the metal, but she knew what she was looking for.

      She turned the lock and opened the heavy door. Cold, sooty London air bit through the thin material of her gown, but she felt only freedom. She tossed the key ring onto the guard’s body and ran. She ran into the shadows of night. She ran barefoot across the wet grass and cold gravel. She ran toward freedom.

      Dogs barked in the distance. They’d gone to the kennel. She had to hurry.

      She flattened herself along the thick, stone wall of her prison. The barking grew louder, closer.

      A large horse-drawn carriage moved past on the street just outside the gate. She knew this was her only chance. She ran toward the back of the carriage, but she bumped into someone, something. She didn’t dare look back. She grabbed on to the carriage and pulled herself onto the small ledge. She curled up inside the luggage box and pulled the black fabric flap down to cover her. The carriage rolled down the street and into the heart of London.

      The dogs would lose her scent. She was free.

      And he was going to pay.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      The sun peeked through the sheers as unwanted as the morning. Simon had awakened Elizabeth in the cool grays of predawn light to make love before the rest of the world stirred to life. He’d been dreading this day, and not just because the private bliss of holiday was soon to be overrun with fatuous students and soporific lectures, although that was reason enough. He’d greedily savored their time alone where they could live cloistered from the world, where her smile was only for him.

      He was a selfish bastard really, he thought, as he gazed down at her still wrapped in dreams. The morning light caressed her cheek and like a jealous lover, he raised his hand to block the sun. The shadow of his fingers traced the contours of her face. As if she could feel his ghostly touch, she nuzzled closer to his body. Simon closed his eyes and pulled Elizabeth more securely into his embrace. The day could wait a little longer.

      Time, tide and the new winter quarter wait for no man, and the alarm clock finally sounded. With a swift movement Simon silenced the painful country western music station Elizabeth insisted they set the damnable thing to. He mumbled something rather rude about the singer’s wife-cousin and dog, Chet, under his breath and dropped his head back onto the pillow.

      Elizabeth gave a husky laugh that did nothing to further Simon’s desire to get out of bed.

      “You have a decidedly twisted sense of humor,” he said, hoping to steal a few more minutes next to her sleep-warmed skin.

      “That’s why you love me,” Elizabeth said, giving him a quick kiss.

      “In spite of that.” He caught her and pulled her into his arms. “In definite spite.”

      After a long, far from sufficiently satisfying kiss, Elizabeth eased back and arched an eyebrow. “Why Professor Cross, I think you’re stalling.”

      Simon tried to frown, but she was right. He was due at University for pre-term office hours, which, to his mind, were a complete waste of time. It was an odd sensation, this sudden urge to shirk his responsibilities. Although, he hadn’t exactly embraced many of his professorial duties, he’d never wanted to toss them aside for more pleasurable pursuits. Then again, he thought as he looked down at the woman in his bed, he’d never had such a pleasure to pursue before. He shook his head in defeat and pulled back the covers. “All right, Miss West, up with you then.”

      She clutched at the quickly receding blanket. “But it’s cold.”

      “If I have to suffer, you have to suffer.”

      She huffed out her breath in dramatic indignation. “You’re very Simon Legree today.”

      He chuckled and tossed her a robe. “Come along, Cassy.”

      “Very funny.” She put it on and tied the sash. “I almost forgot. Can you give me a lift to the mechanic’s? My car should be ready today.”

      Simon shrugged on his dressing gown. “I don’t see why you insist on throwing good money after bad.”

      “It’s a classic,” Elizabeth said, as she started for the bathroom.

      Simon followed closely behind. “It’s a bloody death trap.”

      Elizabeth splashed water onto her face. “But a classic death trap.”

      He handed her a towel and glared at her reflection in the mirror. Why was she so intransigent? “Elizabeth, I really wish you’d let me buy you another car.”

      Her expression was lost in the towel, but he could hear the frown in her voice. “Haven’t we had this conversation before?”

      “I live with irrational hope that someday you’ll be rational about it.”

      She handed him the soggy towel and slipped past him to turn on the shower taps.

      “I don’t see why you won’t let me give you something that’s well within my means to give. Not to mention the fact that I wouldn’t have to wonder if you survived each trip to university.”

      She stared into the shower for a moment before answering. Her voice was so soft he barely heard it above the running water. “Because it’s mine.”

      They’d been down this path before and he still had yet to fully comprehend her reservations. “What I have is yours.”

      “I know that,” she said, as she turned to face him. “And I appreciate it, but it’s…”

      Simon sighed and finished her sentence for her. “The first and only thing that’s ever truly been yours.”

      He knew how little she’d had and how much the little she did have meant to her. He simply could not understand why she balked at his attempts to give her more. He would give her the earth and everything on it if she asked. Stepping forward, he wrapped his arms about her waist.

      She seemed ready to give some pithy response, but merely ducked her head briefly in temporary defeat, and gave him a fleeting kiss before stepping into the shower.

      Simon watched the glass door close between them. Perhaps it was the way her lips brushed against his, or the sixth sense a lover has for his partner, but Simon knew that something else was wrong. With the practiced and stalwart nature of a man long on the short end of things, his chest tightened and he pretended not to notice.

      In the nearly four months since their return from 1929 New York City, Simon had grappled with the changes in his life — from exclusive to inclusive, from the periphery to a center he was sure could not hold.

      An accident with his grandfather’s pocket watch had thrown them both back in time to Prohibition era New York. He’d fought his attraction to Elizabeth for as long as he could. But the arrival of a gangster, intent on having Elizabeth for his own, lit a fire under the coals that had been his heart. As a professor of the Occult, he’d found the proof he’d been searching for, and as a man he’d found the love the he’d been hiding from. He’d nearly lost her and vowed he’d do anything to keep that from happening again. The rest of the world be damned.

      The first few days after their return were a blur of pain and the ecstasy of being alive, of being together. The physical wounds had healed in their course. Elizabeth still had the fading remnants of a scar on her forehead from the boat’s explosion. The soft pink crescent mark was the only visible sign of what they’d endured. There were scars that weren’t so easily healed or seen.

      “Are you all right?” she asked, breaking him from his reverie.

      With his thumb he brushed a wet strand of hair from her cheek and nodded.

      She leaned into his touch. “I think about it too.”

      He smiled wanly. Her memories, despite it all, were fond remembrances of how their life together had begun. His were painful recollections of how it had almost ended.

      She tipped her head up and kissed the corner of his mouth, just as she had for their first kiss, months, decades ago. This time, he didn’t pull away, afraid to love her. This time, he held her tightly, afraid to let go.

      

      

      Simon was already sitting at a table when Elizabeth arrived at the restaurant for lunch. “Sorry, I’m late. Meeting ran over.”

      “Everything all right?” he asked, as he rose and pulled out her chair.

      His instinctive manners were one of the many things she loved about him. Sometimes he was too good to be true — green eyes the color of Absinthe, a long, lean body that moved with easy grace and a baritone voice with a cut glass British accent.

      He took his seat again. “Your car didn’t break down again, did it?”

      He was also a royal pain. She spread her napkin out across her lap. “My car is just fine. Thank you for asking.”

      “I was only joking, Elizabeth,” he said, and reached across the table to take her hand.

      Just when she was all ready to get riled up, he had to go and be charming. Her buttons were far too easily pushed these days. One innocent question from him and she was ready to jump down his throat. Not that she didn’t adore him, even when he was being a pill. He meant well, but ever since they’d come back he’d been her constant shadow. At first, she loved the feeling of absolute safety his omnipresence had provided. Who didn’t want to be loved to distraction? Until it became…distracting.

      After the first few months, what had been cocooning became smothering. She didn’t blame him. She could only imagine what it must have been like for him after she’d disappeared. Mostly, because he hadn’t actually told her what he’d gone through.

      “I wish they hadn’t let Louis go,” Simon said. “The menu has never been the same.”

      “The Vichy just doesn’t soise like it used to.”

      “Very droll.” Simon peered over the edge of his menu and narrowed his eyes. “Something is wrong.”

      “No, nothing’s wrong,” she said, and bit the inside of her cheek in penance for the lie. Not that anything was really wrong, though she doubted Simon would see it that way.

      Simon wasn’t a big fan of change, and while she was certain this one was for the best, she knew he was going to resist every step of the way. She also knew she had to spit out the truth sooner or later. Unfortunately, later was catching up with her, but she wasn’t finished stalling quite yet. “How was your morning? Any students dare to enter the inner sanctum?”

      He closed his menu and set it aside. “As a matter of fact. I’m afraid you may have to have one of your talks with Mr. Goode.”

      “I knew I should have glued that hourglass to your desk.”

      Simon smirked in response and continued, “He had the ludicrous notion that I was in need of a new assistant.”

      Elizabeth nearly choked. Damn the campus gossip grapevine. It was worse than a beauty parlor. “He did?”

      “Someone’s idea of joke, I suppose.”

      Later was now. “Or not,” she said softly.

      “I’m sorry?”

      She took a deep breath and plunged ahead. “Nothing’s official yet, but I have been thinking about talking to Professor Aumond about working as his assistant. Or maybe even looking for something outside of the university.”

      Simon looked as if he’d been slapped. He jerked his head back and blinked several times before he muttered, “You what?”

      The shock in his voice took her breath away for a moment. He wasn’t angry; he was hurt. “I know I should have said something sooner, but I wanted to think about it first. Nothing’s set. I’m…I’m just thinking about it.”

      He leaned back in his chair dumbstruck. They sat in silence as a ten months pregnant elephantine pause stretched out between them. When he finally spoke, his voice was flat. “How long have you been planning on leaving me?”

      The guilt that had taken up residence in her heart at the start of the conversation just sublet a room to shame. She wasn’t leaving. There was no planning. There was a definite lack of planning involved here. Maybe there should have been more planning. She fiddled with her napkin. This wasn’t going well at all.

      “I’m not. I’m just thinking about the future.”

      “I see.”

      No, he didn’t see. Couldn’t see. She loved being his assistant, but she wanted more than that. She wanted to be his partner, but as long as he was signing her timecard that wasn’t going to happen. Not to mention that a few members of the university board had raised eyebrows and pursed lips at her and Simon’s work-home hybrid relationship.

      She reminded herself that being in a relationship was new territory for Simon. He’d managed to live his life without getting close to anyone and now that he was, it made him feel raw and vulnerable. For a man used to very firm footing, this was like a tightrope act without a net.

      “Simon, I love you. I’m just thinking about taking another job is all. And I’m just thinking about it. It might be best for both of us. But, nothing’s changed yet.”

      He ran his finger up and down the stem of his water glass. “Was there something about our…arrangement that bothered you?”

      “Aside from you calling it an arrangement?” she said in an attempt to leaven the situation, but it fell matzo flat on the table between them. “I love being with you, working with you, but we can’t do both.”

      “I don’t see why they’re mutually exclusive.”

      “The board does.”

      “I don’t give a bloody good damn what the Board thinks,” Simon said loudly, causing people at nearby tables to turn and glare their disapproval.

      “But I do,” she said quietly. “You deserve their respect and as long you’re sleeping with your assistant, an ex-student, you’ll never get it.”

      “Then I’ll quit.”

      “And give up teaching? You bark about it, but I know how much you love it. You don’t have to work, but you do. Nobody does that unless they love it.”

      “You didn’t have to go behind my back.”

      She huffed out a breath and tried to keep a cool head. Why did growing pains have to be so painful? “I didn’t go anywhere. And it’s not just the board, although that’s reason enough. I can’t stay your assistant forever. I just think it might be for the best.”

      “For the best?”

      “Why are you making this so hard?”

      “I’m sorry, am I forgetting to play my part?”

      Elizabeth gripped her napkin tightly. “That’s not fair.”

      “I dare you to find anything about this situation that is.”

      Elizabeth took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I know this is a shock.” Simon snorted, but she kept on. “I know I probably should have discussed this with you sooner.”

      “Is that what we’re doing? Discussing it? If that’s the case then let me give you my opinion. You’d be a fool to work for Aumond.”

      She counted to ten before she responded. “I understand that you have issues with him, but—”

      Simon crossed his arms over his chest. “This has nothing to do with me.”

      “Doesn’t it? You’re angry because I didn’t tell you what I was thinking and the reason I didn’t is because you’d be angry.”

      He slammed his palms down on the table causing the water glass to nearly topple over. “And shouldn’t I be?”

      “No. That’s just it, Simon. You might, oh I don’t know, consider what I want.”

      “Don’t I always?”

      “No,” she said with forced equanimity, the sort she knew got under his skin. “You consider what you want me to have.”

      She could tell that had hit mark. His expression faltered before he got all British again. “Forgive me for looking out for your welfare.”

      “I did manage to get up in the morning and make it through the day before I met you.”

      As soon as she’d said it, she wished she could grab the words and cram them back down her throat. Simon’s mask of control dropped for the barest of seconds and she saw the vulnerability behind it. His jaw muscles flexed under the strain of keeping his composure.

      “Simon—”

      “You made yourself perfectly clear,” he said as he placed his napkin on the table.

      “Simon—”

      He shook his head and stood. Taking out his wallet, he pitched a few bills onto the table. “I’m sure you can manage perfectly well.”
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      Elizabeth squeezed her car into a tiny parking space under a leaky pipe and yanked up the emergency break. Her VW Beetle groaned and creaked in protest, but she didn’t care. God, she’d made a mess of things. She wanted to go to Simon’s, but had no idea what to say. She shouldn’t have waited so long to discuss it with him. She’d seriously taken the chicken exit on that one, but now it was done. There was nothing left to do but give him some time.

      She rummaged in her purse and found her keys. She hadn’t been back to her apartment in weeks. The plants she hadn’t already managed to kill were probably dead by now. Three ferns and one relationship, not bad for a day’s work. The door to her apartment always stuck and so she pressed her shoulder against it, and gave it a good shove. It flew open, and she stumbled unceremoniously into her pitiful, little bachelorette.

      She closed the door, tossed her purse onto the Goodwill couch, and headed straight for the kitchenette. Everything in the apartment was an ette. The refrigerator was squat and older than she was, but blissfully still cold. She opened the door and pulled out an open bottle of chardonnay, yanked the cork and sniffed. Not too skunky considering it had been there for weeks. She poured herself a glass and took a deep swig.

      Sour grapes. She swallowed the irony with the wine. Her little apartment had never seemed so little before. Damn Simon and his spacious living.

      As she looked around, everything about her place spoke of someone living somewhere else. Clothes were strewn about in the haste of packing and not caring what she left behind. A washed bra, long forgotten, still hung on the partition she’d jury-rigged to create a bedroom space. It was her apartment and not even a crackerjack size, but it had never felt confining before. Until now.

      She poured the rest of the wine down the water-stained sink and walked back into the living room area. Maybe Simon had called, but the ancient answering machine’s red light stared back dull and unblinking. Even her cell phone had nothing to say.

      Maybe she deserved a little silent treatment. She’d really bungled this one. She’d wanted him to see her as a partner, so she’d gone behind his back. Smooth.

      She could still see Simon’s face when she’d said she could manage without him. If there’d been a ref there, she definitely would have had a point deducted for a low blow.

      Worst yet, she knew better. Not that she was any Dr. Phil, but she knew how hard this was for Simon. For him, being with someone was like being suddenly left-handed. It was awkward and sometimes you jabbed yourself in the nose when you brushed your teeth.

      Sighing, she plopped down onto the couch. The lump she’d nicknamed “Sciatica” dug into her hip. The scarf hanging on the wall as a poor man’s version of tapestry drooped at one corner, the thumbtack lying in wait for her bare foot. This was home.

      Closing her eyes, she listened for the familiar muffled sounds of apartment life, but everything was eerily silent. A knock at the door interrupted the start of her pity party. Elizabeth jerked upright and breathed out a sigh of relief. Simon. They’d argue a little more, talk it out, and have crazy monkey make-up sex. All in all, not so bad.

      She walked over to the door and pushed out a cleansing breath before opening it. “Simon, I—”

      A slight, balding man in a rumpled suit stared back at her with nervous, bright eyes behind black-rimmed glasses. He was the sort of man who was, even in his early forties, the spitting image of the boy he’d been. As he shifted his briefcase from the tight, clutching grip against his chest and into one hand, he offered her the other. “Miss West, it’s… it’s an honor to meet you.”

      Elizabeth took a cautious step backward and gripped the edge of the door. “And you are?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Peter Travers,” he said in a thin, high-pitched voice that sounded a little like Piglet and then glanced anxiously around the hallway where fluorescent lights flickered with a will of their own. “Could we continue this inside? I…I’d feel much better inside.”

      “I’m sure you would, but I’m afraid I’m just not interested in whatever it is you’re selling,” she said, gesturing to his briefcase.

      “Oh, I’m not a salesman,” he said, and then squared his slender shoulders and lowered his voice. “I’m with the Council. The Council for Temporal Studies.”

      Elizabeth’s grip on the edge of the door tightened. “The Council?” Horrible thoughts that she’d somehow single-handedly mangled the space-time continuum flooded her mind. “What do you want with me?”

      “I’d rather discuss this inside. If that’s all right with you?” A door opened and slammed down the hall causing him to jump so badly he had to right his glasses. He fished a handkerchief out of his pocket and mopped his shiny forehead. “Please?”

      “Right,” Elizabeth said, her mind still spinning, and allowed him into the apartment. “Is this about what happened in the past?”

      Travers smiled thoughtfully at her. “It always is.”

      A whole herd of butterflies took flight in her stomach. Dear God, what had she done? It could have been anything. Even the smallest ripple in time could potentially change the course of history. What if she’d eaten a piece of pie at the automat that someone really important was supposed to eat, like FDR, and he was so angry he didn’t get his blueberry pie that he never ran for president and we lost World War II?

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      Travers stopped rummaging in his briefcase and looked up in confusion. “For what?”

      “For whatever I did.”

      He squinted and shook his head. “I don’t follow you.”

      Elizabeth paced across the room, but could only take three steps in the small apartment. Why wasn’t her place big enough for a good solid pace? “I changed time, right? That’s why you’re here. It was an accident, you know. We didn’t mean to activate the watch.”

      “We know,” Peter said sympathetically. “And just to ease your mind, I’m not here because you changed time. Off the record, everything you did was just as it was meant to be.”

      Elizabeth stopped fidgeting and tried to get her mind around that. “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “Time is immutable. Or at least it’s supposed to be,” he added with a frown. “We’re not really sure on that one.”

      Elizabeth stopped her mini-pace and considered the implications of that little admission.

      “You were meant to go back to 1929,” Travers continued. “Everything that happened there was meant to be. You working for Charlie Blue, meeting King, Sebastian Cross’s…” His voice trailed off and cleared his throat.

      “You know about all that?” She didn’t know whether to be frightened or relieved or maybe just throw up a little.

      “I studied your case file extensively before I destroyed it.”

      Definitely, leaning toward frightened. “I have a case file? Wait a minute. Destroyed it?”

      “It was necessary.”

      “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “It isn’t,” he said, and then took a folder out of his briefcase. “We need your help.”

      There was something about those four little words that provoked clarity of mind. “My help?”

      Travers tilted his head to the side as if trying to figure how to say what needed to be said. Apparently not liking the answer, he tugged anxiously on his ear. “We have a…situation.”

      Euphemisms were never good. They were just a red flag for the big ugly lurking beneath a patina of vagueness. The Council’s situation. Her and Simon’s arrangement.

      “I should call Simon,” she said abruptly, and started for the phone.

      Turning a lighter shade of pale, he stepped into her path. “W-why don’t you hear me out first? Then you can call him and tell him everything. That way y-you have something to tell him.”

      That sounded logical enough, and truth be told, Simon probably wouldn’t answer the phone right now even if he was home. No one brooded like Simon. It was art.

      “All right,” she said. “But I am going to tell him everything you tell me. We don’t have any secrets,” she said, trying not to choke on that particular chunk of irony.

      “Of course.”

      He seemed inordinately relieved that she wasn’t calling Simon, but that thought was pushed away by a much more troubling one. “How do I know you’re who you say you are?”

      “Ah!” he said and reached into his briefcase, revealing a velvet pouch. Pulling the drawstring, he let the contents fall into his hand. Elizabeth’s breath hitched. It was an antique pocket watch just like Simon’s grandfather’s with the same Mercator map etched into its gold case.

      A rush of memories swept over her as he placed it in her hand. She ran her fingers over the etching, afraid to open it. She’d learned the hard way that time travel devices were not to be treated casually.

      “Go ahead,” he said, indicating that she should open it. “Nothing will happen.”

      She knew he was right, there was no eclipse to activate it, but she still felt a tingle of fear as she opened the clasp.

      It had the same complex dials and rings as Simon’s. He moved closer to admire it. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

      And dangerous. Elizabeth handed it back to him, but he refused it. “It’s yours.”

      She held it out to him. “You’ve made a mistake.”

      His brow knitted and if it could, it would probably have purled too. “You are Elizabeth West, aren’t you?”

      She couldn’t help but laugh, but the seriousness of what she held in her hand brought her back. “I am, but—”

      Taking out his crumpled handkerchief, he mopped the beads of sweat that had spontaneously popped out on his forehead. “I told them I wasn’t the right person for this assignment,” he muttered to himself, before stuffing the cloth back into his pocket. “This isn’t a joking matter.”

      Elizabeth looked down at the watch and tightened her hand around it. “I know.”

      “That watch is one of twelve. Nine are currently assigned and in the field. The tenth is, I believe, in Mr. Cross’ safety deposit box at the National Bank on First.”

      “How do—”

      Travers held up a hand to stop her. “The Council knows where all the watches are at any time and in any time. But that’s not important. What is important is what you do now.”

      He gestured toward the sofa. “May I?”

      Elizabeth nodded and he sat down uncomfortably, setting his briefcase down on the coffee table. He sat up straight and moved toward the edge of the cushion and cleared his throat. “The Council is need of your help. We find ourselves in a difficult situation.”

      “I don’t mean to be blunt, Mr. Travers, but I don’t see how that’s my problem.”

      “I’m afraid it might become your problem.”

      Elizabeth didn’t like the sound of that.

      “We have reason to believe that time has been altered, or will be. It’s difficult to explain, but our Council of Twelve is now a Council of Eleven.”

      “Someone quit?”

      “Someone ceased to be.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Charles Graham was a long-standing member of the Council and a fine field operative. Today, any trace, every record of his existence is gone. After some research, we discovered that his great-grandfather was murdered and never had children. Graham’s grandfather, father and subsequently Graham himself were never born.”

      “But how is that possible? You said time was immutable.”

      “I said we thought it was. Apparently, we were wrong.”

      Elizabeth didn’t know what to say to that. Our entire theory of time and space? Forget that. “But if time has changed, how do you know that it has? You’re part of the new timeline and this is giving me a serious headache.”

      “The memory of his existence is already fading. Proximity to the watch somehow lets us remember how it once was, but that effect will fade in time too.”

      “Simon’s grandfather Sebastian told him that there was a temporal wash from the watch.”

      “Yes, yes exactly. And to make matters worse—”

      “Let’s not do that,” Elizabeth said.

      “This moment in history is important to the Council in other ways as well. We don’t know many details about the founding of the Council itself. The files are disturbingly vague actually. But we do know that the watchmaker, identity unknown, created the watches in early 1907. It’s possible, he has some connection to the changing of events.”

      “I still don’t see what this has to do with me or Simon. I’m sorry for Mr. Graham, but—”

      “Ripples. One change leads to other changes. We’re afraid that Graham’s murder has the potential to change the shape of the Council, even its very existence. Ask yourself: If there’s no Council, what does Sebastian Cross do? How does his life change? How do the lives of his children and their children change? Do they even exist?”

      Elizabeth felt a chill run through her body and rubbed the goose bumps that covered her forearms. “You don’t know that will happen.”

      “We believe it will. And if we don’t act soon, we’ll forget everything that’s changed and it’ll be too late. You’ll never meet Simon Cross because Simon Cross will never have been born. And you won’t even know it.”
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      Travers left a few hours and a few hundred questions later. It was totally insane, but Elizabeth couldn’t get past one thing – if she didn’t try, the Simon she knew and loved might never exist. The very thought gave her a chill. It was bad enough to be fighting, to be afraid of losing him. But the idea of never even knowing him? That took her breath away.

      The whole thing was hard to wrap her mind around. Time travel paradoxes and the endless possible permutations gave her that same glassy-eyed feeling she’d had in Mr. Talbot’s calculus class. Things sort of made sense when she just let them come to her, but if she tried to hold onto something specific, it squirted away like a greased pig at the county fair. In the end it didn’t matter. No matter how hard she rubbed her brain cells together, her gut told her what she had to do.

      According to Travers, Victor Graham was murdered sometime late Easter Sunday 1906. In, of all places, San Francisco. Why couldn’t he be from Sheboygan? Travel back in time, stop a murder, and survive one of the worst earthquakes in history. Somehow she knew that would be easy-peasy lemon-squeezy compared to convincing Simon to go.

      When she and Simon had first returned from 1929, she was as relieved as he was, what with them both nearly dying and all. But, memory paints impressionistic portraits of the past, enhancing some images and blurring others. To her, the crucible didn’t seem nearly as important as the things it forged—friendship, courage and love. But it had been traumatic. For both of them. Not to mention Simon’s trust of the Council could fit inside a flea’s belly button. Even though his own life might depend on it, she knew he’d resist.

      To make matters worse, the clock was officially ticking. They had only two days until the eclipse that would allow the watch to take them back in time. She literally didn’t have a minute to waste.

      She pulled her Beetle up to the curb in front of Simon’s place. She ignored her poor car’s death rattle as it shook and shimmied before giving one last cough and shutting down. Anxious, but afraid of what might come, she looked at Simon’s house. The gentle glow of a single light from the study window filtered out into the quiet night making the house look like a dragon sleeping with one eye open. She tucked the folder under her arm. Time for a little slaying.

      Clutching the file tightly, she walked up the dark path to Simon’s house. She stumbled on an uneven cobblestone and swore under her breath. Even his house wasn’t going to make this easy.

      The door to his study stood ajar, the light jutting out in a sharp angle against the dark, hardwood floors. Gently, she pushed it open further. “Simon?”

      Sitting forward in an overstuffed reading chair, his elbows resting on his knees, Simon stared down intently at his clasped hands. “Where have you been?”

      For a split second, she felt her buttons being pushed, but she flipped the override switch and forged ahead. “You will not believe who I just talked to.”

      “Aumond?” he said, not bothering to hide his contempt.

      “No,” she said with a sigh. “I’m sorry about not discussing that with you sooner, but it doesn’t matter.”

      He raised his head to meet her eyes. “It matters to me.”

      “I know, but…” she said and paced across the room. Now, this was a room built with a good pace in mind. “Aumond is small potatoes; we’re talking the entire potato famine here.”

      “If you think I’m going to let what happened earlier go so easily…”

      Elizabeth stopped pacing and turned to face him. Of course not. He wouldn’t be Simon if he did. Soothing hurt feelings would have to wait though. She was going to bust if she didn’t tell him what happened. “The Council came to see me.”

      Simon’s head snapped back. He stared at her for a long moment before speaking in a voice that sounded like stone grinding against stone. “They what?”

      “They came to—”

      Simon surged out of his chair and was across the room and gripping her arms before she could finish her sentence. “You’re to have nothing to do with them,” he said fiercely. “Do you understand me?”

      Elizabeth blinked in shock, before gathering her wits and wriggling out of his grasp. “I understand that you might seriously need some Valium,” she said and massaged her arms. “What is the matter with you?”

      Simon seemed to snap back to himself and then faltered. “I’m…”

      “Slightly out of control?” She knew another parry was the wrong move. She needed to try to calm him and not provoke him, but the words spilled out.

      They seemed to help him regain his footing though. He fixed her with a piercing glare that held her more strongly than his hands ever could. “Don’t ever speak to them again, Elizabeth. You have to promise me you won’t.”

      “You don’t even know what they asked me.”

      He turned quickly away and strode across the room, raking a hand through his hair. “It doesn’t matter.”

      Had he lost the plot completely? Wasn’t he even the least bit curious? “It does matter,” she said with forced patience, before taking a breath. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. It matters a lot.”

      He stopped and stared at the far wall. “They’ll just have to make do without your help.”

      Something didn’t add up. She didn’t expect him to take it in stride, but something wasn’t right. “How did you know they wanted my help?” She felt the pang of a belatedly realized betrayal. Elizabeth tightened her grip on the folder and her surging anger. “They came to see you first, didn’t they?”

      Slowly, he turned around. “Yes, two days ago.”

      His frank admission, so matter of fact, stunned her. “And you were going to share this when?”

      “That’s irrelevant.”

      Oh, that was rich. “Wasn’t irrelevant at lunch.”

      His eyes darted away from hers. “That was different.”

      The air was suddenly thick and heavy and impossible to breathe. The word hypocrite danced on the end of her tongue, but she forced it back down. They’d deal with that later. He’d survive that, but the Council’s news was something else entirely. “What if everything they’ve said is true? Did you even consider that? Simon, your life is in danger."

      “Lies.”

      “Did you even listen to what he had to say?”

      “We’ve no reason to trust them,” he said as though that answered her question.

      Elizabeth huffed in disbelief. “We? I must have missed the ‘we’ part. Did that come before or after you decided what was best for me?”

      “My grandfather died on one of their… missions,” he said, practically spitting out the word. “Don’t think that a day passes when I don’t remember how close I came to losing you. All because of that bloody Council. I’ll be damned if I’ll let it happen again.”

      "And I don’t want to lose you!” Elizabeth took a deep breath and tried to calm down. “Would you at least listen to what I have to say?”

      Simon rolled his shoulders and stalked to his desk. He planted himself in the chair and waved his hand giving her the floor. Only Simon could be completely accommodating and utterly condescending at the same time.

      Not exactly a receptive audience, but at least he wasn’t shouting anymore. Elizabeth gave him the Reader’s Digest version of everything that Travers had told her.

      When she was finished, Simon leaned back in his chair. “And why don’t they send one of their own men? Why you?”

      “They want someone outside of the Council. There’s no telling how things have changed, how they might have been corrupted.”

      “No telling,” Simon echoed. “Might have. A story spun of what-ifs and maybes.”

      He leaned forward, intense. “They’re manipulating you.”

      That thought had crossed Elizabeth’s mind. She really had no reason to trust the Council and several reasons not to. “Maybe they are.”

      Simon got out of his chair. “Finally, some sense.”

      Elizabeth smiled sadly. “But I’m not willing to risk the consequences if they’re right.”

      “You’re not doing this,” Simon said.

      The words were absolute, but she heard the doubt and fear inside them. “You can’t control everything, Simon.”

      His hand sliced through the air. “It’s not—Damn it.” he said and let out a deep breath. “Elizabeth, if you love me—”

      “I’m doing this because I love you, Simon. I had hoped that even if you didn’t trust the Council, you’d trust me.”

      With that, she turned and walked out. If he had an answer he gave it to an empty room.
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      His moment’s hesitation at her departing declaration had cost him dearly. By the time he’d gathered himself enough to follow her she was already gone. Simon spent the next few hours searching for her without any luck. None of her friends had heard from her. He’d gone to her apartment, the office, even the damn library, but she was nowhere to be found. Clearly, she didn’t want to be found.

      He slammed the front door behind him as he returned home. “Damn!”

      Simon’s fantasies of finding her and talking some sense into her were just that, fantasies. He could have tied her to the bedposts and she would have found a way to go.

      It was folly, pure unadulterated idiocy, and exactly the sort of thing she was wont to do. He’d known it from the moment she’d mentioned the Council. And like a fool, he’d challenged her. Even if she wasn’t intent on going before, she surely was now.

      The grandfather clock in the hall chimed ominously, each resounding clang marking the time he’d wasted. A litany of invectives streamed behind him like a comet’s tail as he walked into his study.

      Why was she so reckless? So trusting? What could she be thinking? She’d run off and get herself killed. For what? Because the Council said they needed her help? It was idiocy. It was naïve. It was… He drew up short. It was love.

      She was doing this insane thing out of love. When it came to that, there was no stopping her. He’d been a fool. Again. He should have stood with her. He’d been so afraid of losing her that he’d completely ignored the fact that she felt the same way. The last time he let his fear get the better of him, he pushed her away and nearly lost her. And now, he’d done it again.

      The weight of that revelation pushed him down into a chair. He leaned forward and clasped his hands.

      He should have trusted her, but his overriding need to protect her had trumped his common sense. Not that she wanted his protection or needed it, but he felt compelled to give it nonetheless. Despite what she thought, it wasn’t because he saw her as incapable and it certainly had nothing to do with her being a woman. It did, however, have everything to do with her being the woman he loved.

      There was a life’s breath in being with her that he couldn’t live without. But, if he kept pushing her away, if he kept standing in front of her instead of beside her, he would lose her.

      She was willing to risk everything for him and he’d dismissed her feelings completely. He really was a selfish bastard and, damn her, she was going to save him whether he deserved it or not.

      He stood and strode over to his desk. Perhaps it was time to start deserving it, he thought. The fragmented feeling of helplessness was abruptly replaced by the firm conviction of singleness of purpose. He wasn’t going to waste the next two days in a fruitless search. If she didn’t want to be found, he wouldn’t be able to find her. But that wouldn’t stop him from taking action. He’d be damned if he’d let her go alone. This time, though, he’d be prepared.

      He turned on his blasted computer and pulled out his phonebook.

      He remembered scant details from that blithering idiot Travers’ tale to Elizabeth, but it was enough. It had to be enough. He remembered the date and location – April 9, 1906, San Francisco, just a little over one week before the catastrophic earthquake. That gave him pause. The San Francisco earthquake was nothing to be trifled with. If he remembered his history correctly, the quake was over 8.0 on the Richter scale and the fires that followed were even more devastating. He’d have to convince her to leave the city before then. A time and a place — not much to go on — but all he needed. Whatever Elizabeth was getting herself into, she wouldn’t be in it alone, and that was all that mattered.

      He sat down in his desk chair and got to work.

      Over the years he’d cultivated an extensive network of antiquity collectors and spent the next few hours waking, bullying and bribing them. The full complement of supplies had cost him an unconscionable sum, but he would have spent ten times that, if needed. Money had never meant much to him, until he’d been forced to live without it. Traveling back in time to New York and living as a pauper had been an object lesson he wasn’t soon to forget.

      Antique national bank notes, the only reasonable currency of the time, with a face value of nearly ten thousand dollars were being sent by overnight courier. Explicit instructions had been given to his tailor. A suit appropriate for a wealthy man at the turn of the century with all accompanying accouterments would be ready by noon. No excess was too excessive. No expense too expensive. No possibility considered impossible. He’d even contacted the family solicitor and asked him to send a few important papers.

      This time, he would arrive as a man of means. And those means had only one end —to do anything and everything to bring Elizabeth back safely.

      By morning, Simon had completed all his preparations, save one. He was at the bank when it opened and accompanied the clerk to his safety deposit box. The teller placed the slender metal container on the table and left him to his privacy. The cyclone of manic planning dwindled until only an ill wind remained. When he’d put the watch away four months ago, he’d hoped it would be the last time he’d ever see it. Only an unbreakable allegiance to his grandfather had kept him from destroying it.

      Slowly, he opened the lid to his own Pandora’s box and a plague of personal demons was released. Picking up the watch, he held his only hope in his hand. The last time he’d held it, the watch had wielded him, controlled his fate. This time, he would wield it.

      

      

      Simon tied the ivory cravat around his starched, white collar and looked at himself in the mirror. A gentleman of repute stared back. The tailor had outdone himself. Calfskin button boots settled just beneath the cheviot, dark grey twill of his trousers. A pristine, white shirt with stiff cuffs accented with sterling silver links stood out brightly against the pearl silk waistcoat and gloves.

      Through his cutaway coat the money belt bulged above his hip, but there was nothing to be done for it. He’d been forced to acquire smaller denominations than he’d wanted and the result was an unseemly lump. Luckily, the weather in San Francisco hadn’t changed in the last hundred years and his Chesterfield overcoat would still be de rigueur for early spring.

      Money wasn’t his only weapon, he thought as he slipped a 1905 Colt vest pocket pistol into his pocket. It was a small caliber gun, but the little magazine held six bullets. If he needed more than that, no gun, he feared, was going to be enough.

      With only minutes to spare, he shrugged on his overcoat and pulled the felt-banded brim of his hat down. A spider’s crawl of anticipatory dread inched up his spine, but he willed it away. Elizabeth needed him, whether she knew it or not, and he wasn’t about to let her face whatever dangers awaited her alone. Armed with certitude of purpose, he opened the watchcase, stared down at the moon inset and waited.

      He didn’t have to wait long. The paralyzing, blue light sparked out of the watch and up his arm. The world around him shivered and he was plunged into darkness.
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      Elizabeth struggled against the strange disconnected feeling until she felt her head definitely connect with something. Something… leafy? Managing to right herself, she stared at the offending bush before remembering to check for any witnesses. Thankfully, she was alone. Very, very alone. Damn you, Simon.

      She’d spent the last day and a half trying to soak up the reams of information Travers had given her and trying not to think about what she was leaving behind. Besides, if everything went well, it would be like she’d never left. Except for the arguing and gargantuan emotional chasm they’d have to cross. She’d leap that Great Divide when she came to it. Right now, she had a job to do, a Simon to save and twigs to get out of her hair. So much for the two hours she’d spent wrangling it into her best Gibson Girl imitation.

      Victor Graham was a wealthy businessman and that meant he traveled in elite circles. Travers had meticulously given her a crash course in Victorian and Edwardian society. Just the word society had been enough to make her pulse race. Living with Simon had given her a glimpse at how the better half lived, but they weren’t exactly on the social circuit. The closest she’d ever gotten to consorting with the horsey set was getting tips from the touts at the track. She was part of the great unwashed and had the dirt on her cheek to prove it. Thank God, Travers had insisted she stuff that kerchief into her sleeve. She glanced quickly around and spit into it before wiping her cheek.

      A smooth start. Taking a header into a hedge and spitting. Her head pounded and her stomach was a little wiggly, but it was a heck of a lot better than the headbanger’s ball she’d suffered through last time. Taking a deep breath she felt her ribs squish her innards.

      The corset she could have done without. Torquemada had nothing on whatever sadist invented it. Compressing her breasts into some sort of one-eyed, monobosom monster, squeezing the life out of her stomach and thrusting her hips backward, it successfully contorted her body into what society of the early twentieth century deemed an acceptable shape. It was all she could do not to rip the dang laces and start the bra-burning age a few decades early.

      Not being able to breathe was the least of her worries. She’d managed to arrive without passing out. Point one for her, although, she hadn’t managed to move from that spot. Quickly, she took stock of her surroundings. Large oak trees canopied expansive, outlandishly colorful flowerbeds. Flaming oranges and deep reds swirled in complicated patterns amongst a vibrant purple like some tapestry gone mad. Enclosing the entire thing was a large, boxwood hedge, with whom she was already well acquainted.

      This looked like the right place. Travers had said that if everything went well she’d arrive in the garden of Mrs. Eldridge’s safe house. It was secluded from the street, thanks to her friend the hedge, and she could appear without scaring the living bejesus out of anyone. Herself notwithstanding.

      Satisfied she was in one piece, and having stalled longer than was necessary, Elizabeth took a well-measured breath and headed for the front path. All she had to do was utter the simple code phrase Travers had given her and Mrs. Eldridge would give her whatever else she needed.

      As she edged up the walkway, the mansion loomed even larger. Gothic and imposing. Steeply pitched gables and sharp arched windows made it look more like a cathedral than a home. The fleeting image of being held prisoner inside one of the pinnacle towers flashed in her mind. But, she was no Rapunzel and her knight currently had his head up his ass. Just as she was having serious second thoughts, the front door opened and a young man and an elderly woman stepped out onto the porch.

      “I’ll be sure to give Mother your regards.” The young man bounded down the stairs and nearly crashed into Elizabeth. “I beg your pardon,” he said, quickly taking off his goggles and cap. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m…I’m fine,” Elizabeth managed. “Thank you.”

      He smiled disarmingly. “The thanks is all mine,” he said, and then turned back to the elderly woman. “Where have you been keeping her?”

      The woman, who simply had to be Mrs. Eldridge, lifted her pince-nez and arched an eyebrow. “In the garden, it appears.”

      The young man turned back to her and laughed. “You have,” he said and waved a hand in the general direction of her hair, “an intruder.”

      Elizabeth patted at her hair.

      “If you’d allow me?” he asked, and before she could protest, plucked a leaf from her hair.

      “That was embarrassing,” Elizabeth mumbled.

      He turned on that smile of his again. “I think it was rather becoming. And I’ll cherish it always,” he said as he stuffed the leaf into his breast pocket. “Maxwell Alexander Harrington the Third, your humble servant,” he added with a bow.

      The older woman sighed and lowered her glasses. “You are incorrigible.”

      “You’ll have to forgive me,” he said, not taking his eyes off Elizabeth. “Love does strange things to a man.”

      “Ignore him,” the woman said. “Riding in that new motorcar of his has scrambled his brain.”

      For a long moment, he didn’t react, just simply stared at Elizabeth. It should have been discomfiting, but he exuded an earnestness no amount of brashness could cover. Handsome by any standards, he was the very definition of the All-American Boy — tall, easily over six feet, sun-streaked hair and a dimple in his chin you could crawl inside of.

      “And your manners,” the older woman prompted. “How you could possibly be a relation of mine is beyond me.”

      “She’s my distant aunt,” he said by way of explanation.

      “And growing more distant with every passing moment.”

      Elizabeth liked her immediately. She was Helen Hayes with attitude. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      The woman waved her hand dismissively. “No, no. Maxwell was just leaving. What can I do for you, dear?”

      Elizabeth’s throat went dry. This was the moment of truth. “Mr. Holland sent me.”

      A brief flicker of surprise and then recognition crossed the woman’s face before she smiled as though Elizabeth had just complimented her prized petunias. “Oh, isn’t that lovely,” she said, coming down a few steps and holding out her hand. “I haven’t heard from him in ages. Won’t you come inside dear and you can tell me how everyone’s doing?”

      Just like that, Elizabeth was being shuttled into the house.

      “Another of your secret liaisons, Aunt Lillian?” Max said, trailing behind.

      Mrs. Eldridge never stopped escorting Elizabeth inside and merely said over her shoulder, “Goodbye, Maxwell,” and promptly shut the door behind them. Once they were a few feet into the entry hall she squeezed Elizabeth’s arm gently. “Welcome to 1906, dear.”

      

      

      Simon’s dizzying journey from intangible to tangible ended abruptly, punctuated with a hard fist connecting flush with his chin.

      The vague light of consciousness dimmed as he stumbled backwards and collided with something. The painful grunt in his ear told him that something was a man. Loud, garbled voices he couldn’t understand reverberated around him causing the sharp pain in his jaw to radiate up and join the timpani in his temple.

      Simon took a tentative step forward and shook his head trying to clear it. His vision was still blurry, but he had enough faculties left to know that one blow was usually followed by another. He tried to steady himself for the next attack and realized there wasn’t one man standing in front of him; there were six. All of them wore identical, over-sized, dark blue silk sacks and trousers, and shocked expressions. Braided queues of black hair peeked out from beneath their flat-brimmed hats.

      Tendrils of sandalwood smoke wafted between them and Simon’s eyes followed them back to the source. Lines of Joss-sticks billowed with incense. Bright red banners fluttered in the breeze down the narrow cobblestone street.

      “Gangui!” one of the men cried. “Gangui!”

      As his muddled brain instinctively recognized the phrase, the last piece of the puzzle slipped into place. Dear God, Simon thought. I’ve landed in China.
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      “Gangui!”

      The men who surrounded Simon were confused and frightened. Judging from their expressions and what he knew of Chinese mythology, they seemed to think he was some sort of demon. Simon rifled through his mind searching for some way to press his advantage. Surely, it wouldn’t last long.

      Even before that discouraging thought had taken root, the leader stepped forward and quieted his men with a harshly barked order. Once he was sure they feared him more than any demon, the leader turned and gave Simon an exceedingly discomfiting appraisal. The vague shadow of fear lingered in his eyes, but keen logic was winning out. The initial shock of Simon’s arrival was wearing off and the incongruity of a Chinese demon appearing as a white man, all irony aside, begged questions Simon didn’t want asked. The man lifted his chin in defiance and spoke to Simon in what was clearly a challenge.

      When Simon didn’t reply, the shadow of fear disappeared completely from the man’s eyes, replaced with the spark of an advantage gained. Simon’s heart beat faster. The odds of survival were getting worse with every passing second. The leader asked the question again and then turned to address his men. Whatever he said rallied them and they laughed, nervously at first, but with growing confidence.

      As the leader turned back, Simon did the only thing he could. He pulled the pistol out of his pocket and took aim squarely at the man’s head. The laughter died. After a brief flash of surprise, the leader narrowed his eyes in a quick study of his opponent. His gaze flicked over the pistol and Simon could almost see him calculating the odds of triumph or defeat. Six bullets. Six men.

      Simon held the pebbled grip in his hand already feeling the sweat forming in his palm. His arm was steady enough, although from this distance, they could rush him before he could get off more than two shots. Forcing his mind to clear as best he could, Simon met the leader’s gaze. In a silent trial of wills, they stared at each other. Simon felt the other men’s eyes boring into him, but he didn’t dare look away.

      The leader held Simon’s gaze with smooth confidence, content to wait for him to falter first. But Simon held fast and the tension grew between them. Adrenaline coursed through Simon’s veins. When the man’s mouth creased into a small smile, Simon gripped the gun more tightly. His finger gently took up the slack in the trigger.

      The penultimate moment dangled on the precipice until finally the leader broke eye contact. Prepared for a veiled signal to the men, Simon held the gun steady.

      As if Simon weren’t even there, the leader turned his attention to someone behind him. Simon dared a quick glance back and saw an injured man just rousing to consciousness. The leader spoke to the man in Chinese, and while the words were foreign the intent was a promise that whatever Simon had interrupted, it wasn’t over. With one last look to Simon, and a brief nod ceding this round, the leader ordered his men to leave.

      Simon kept his gun trained on them as they filtered into the crowd and disappeared down the street. It was only after he was sure they’d gone that he let out the breath he’d been holding. One crisis down and who knew how many to go. His palm was slick with sweat and he wiped it on his trouser leg and then slipped the gun back into his pocket. The crowd continued to stream down the street seemingly oblivious to the drama. Each person kept to his own business, averting their eyes and hurrying on their way.

      It was just as well. The sooner he got off this street, the sooner he could get the hell out of China. Damn watch. Like a fool, he looked down at his hand — no watch. The realization was like cold water thrown in his face.

      It must have been knocked out of his hand when he’d been struck. Desperately, he scanned the street gathering his hat along the way, and found the watch nestled between two crates of squawking, and very pungent chickens. He picked the watch up and prayed it hadn’t been damaged. Aside from a fresh scratch along the case, it appeared to be intact. Of course, he couldn’t be certain until he used it again, and God only knew when the next eclipse was.

      His jaw ached and his head was still swimming.

      Forcing his hat into some semblance of its previous shape, he started down the street when he heard the injured man groan. Simon stopped, but didn’t turn. It wasn’t any of his affair. He had his own problems to deal with. As he took a step away, a niggling voice in his head stopped him. The niggling voice sounded remarkably like Elizabeth’s. It had become the point to his counterpoint. Even in the confines of his own mind, he was no match for her. It seemed that despite his best efforts, her damnable altruistic nature had infected him. Heaving a defeated sigh, he turned back to the man.

      It was the first time he’d given him a good look and Simon realized how truly incongruous he was. He was undoubtedly Chinese, but his clothes were Western. He was probably in his early thirties. His black, three-button suit wasn’t well-tailored, but still a good quality and definitely Western. Blood trickled from his split lip and stained the white of his collar.

      “Can you stand?” Simon said as he held out his hand. The man looked at him in confusion. “Stand?” Simon repeated in the time-honored tradition of English speakers everywhere that any words enunciated clearly and loudly enough would be understood.

      The man eyed him warily, but accepted Simon’s help and managed to get to his feet. He stood for a moment on unsteady legs, then stumbled forward and gripped the wall for balance. Simon reached out to steady him.

      The man gestured that he could stand on his own and stared intently at Simon. His voice was quiet, but the words hit Simon like a cartoon anvil. “Thank you.”

      Simon’s hand tightened around the man’s arm. “You…you speak English?”

      “Is it so surprising?” he said, reaching into his pocket for a white handkerchief and dabbing at the blood on his chin.

      “Bloody hell. Of course it is.”

      “Not every Chinese immigrant is content to be a Coolie,” he said in perfect English, as he refolded his handkerchief and pushed it back into his pocket. He seemed to mistake Simon’s stunned expression for disapproval and quickly amended, “And that was ungracious. Forgive me.”

      Simon ignored the insult and the apology. “Immigrant? Where are we?”

      The man arched an eyebrow. “San Francisco.” He looked Simon up and down. “Perhaps I should be the one helping you?”

      “Chinatown,” Simon said. Any embarrassment he felt over his misconception was lost in the realization that Elizabeth couldn’t be far away. “Thank God. Which direction is downtown?”

      “This way,” the man said, as he stepped out into the street.

      Simon hesitated. He had no reason to trust him, and, Elizabeth’s voice whispered in his mind, no reason not to.

      “We should leave this place. Ling Tan and his men will be back soon and I’m afraid they won’t be unarmed this time. Unless you have a Gatling gun hidden in your trousers, I suggest we leave here as soon as possible. The tong is not forgiving.”

      Simon didn’t know much about San Francisco history, but he knew enough about Chinese gangs to know they needed to leave. Now. “Agreed.”

      They made their way up the narrow alley until they emerged onto a larger thoroughfare. The cramped confines of Chinatown quickly gave way to the broad elegance of the city.

      A cable car bumped its way up the street, the wheels grinding out a shrill symphony on the metal tracks. It paused and people clambered onto the crowded fringe.

      “This is our car,” the man said, climbing on board.

      Simon stepped onto the small platform and reached for his money, but the man had already paid their fare. “It’s the least I can do.”

      Simon nodded his thanks and didn’t argue the point.

      

      

      “More sherry, dear?” Mrs. Eldridge asked, as she took the crystal top from the decanter on the coffee table.

      Elizabeth shook her head, declining politely, and shifted uncomfortably on the settee. Even though Mrs. Eldridge had done everything she could to make her feel at home, as Elizabeth looked around the salon, she felt anything but that.

      The room was tastefully posh, although, between the wallpaper, the wainscoting, the rugs and the upholstery there were enough patterns to make her feel slightly nauseous. Other than that, it was the very image of elegant wealth. A little gilt here, a little velvet there, a little bit of lots of money everywhere.

      “You’re sure?” Mrs. Eldridge asked, holding up the decanter. A large bay window let in the last rays of the setting sun and they danced in the facets of the crystal.

      “No, thank you.” Aside from the fact that her corset had gone all anaconda on her once she’d sat down, the sherry was making her head spin. No wonder women swooned so much. They couldn’t get any blood to their heads.

      “My husband always found it to be rather restorative after his travels.”

      “Your husband was a… he traveled too?”

      Mrs. Eldridge put down the decanter and smiled wistfully. “For nearly forty years.”

      “Wow.”

      Mrs. Eldridge laughed softly and settled herself back into the plush divan. “You are new to this, aren’t you?”

      “Does it show that much?”

      “Only around the edges. Don’t worry, dear. You’ll do fine.”

      Elizabeth took a sip of sherry and suddenly wished it were something stronger. “I suppose you get used to it after a while.”

      “No. Never that. And if it does, you’ve gone one too many times. But I don’t think you have to worry about that for some time. You’ve got enough on your plate as is. Another tea cake?” she added with a grin.

      “Thank you, no. I…are you…?”

      The older woman shook her head. “’They also serve, those who stand and wait.’ Sometimes, I think being the one left behind is the more difficult task.”

      Elizabeth felt a fresh wave of guilt wash over her. Simon. She’d been so angry, so caught up in trying not to think about how mad she was at him, she’d nearly forgotten how much she missed him. Not that it wasn’t his own damn fault, but still.

      “I don’t understand,” Elizabeth said. “If things work the same here as they do for me…”

      “Waiting comes in many ways, dear. I used to think waiting for him to leave was the worst part.”

      The rest was left unsaid, but Elizabeth knew what the worst part must have been. The day he didn’t return. “I’m sorry.”

      Mrs. Eldridge sighed and glanced at the portrait over the mantle in the parlor. The man in the painting was a nice looking man in his sixties with silver hair and a kindly face. Mrs. Eldridge seemed lost in the murky haze of memories for a moment before smiling and regaining herself. “Another tenet of time travel—always live in the present, wherever and whenever that may be. And your present looks to be quite interesting.”

      Interesting was one way to put, Elizabeth thought as she nibbled on a biscuit. She wondered if Mr. Eldridge could be affected too if she failed. He was part of the Council. Wait. Something didn’t make sense. How could Mrs. Eldridge’s husband have been a Council member if the Council hadn’t even been created in 1906. Unless…

      “When was Mr. Eldridge from?”

      “1982. We met in Chicago. He was on an assignment.” Her smile was wistful. “And decided to stay. Of course, he did go back on occasion. Temporal commuting, he called it. He continued to work for the Council, but he always came home to me.”

      “I’m surprised the Council was okay with that.”

      “Evan could be quite persuasive.” Mrs. Eldridge smiled kindly and continued. “Now, how can I help you?”

      “You have anything stronger than sherry?”

      Mrs. Eldridge laughed. “Perhaps later. I’m sure Gerald has something hidden away.”

      “I’m not sure where to start. I missed the time travel extension course.”

      “Well, typically, Council members don’t discuss any details of their assignments, but in your case, perhaps we could bend that rule just a tad. Extenuating circumstances and all.”

      “Oh, they’re extenuating all over the place.”

      “Why don’t you start at the beginning, dear?”
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      The small puddles of light cast by the street lamps glowed on the sidewalk in front of them, illusive beacons of warmth in the growing chill. Simon wrapped his overcoat more tightly about him and tried not to think about Elizabeth.

      He’d been so caught in the minutiae of each moment, planning his arrival and surviving same, he’d barely considered the breadth of the task at hand. With each block they walked, it seemed as big as the city itself. Not to mention, given what he’d already experienced, there was no telling what she faced. He could only hope Travers had done his job well, and God help him if he hadn’t.

      “Here we are,” the Chinese man said, pulling him back to the matter at hand.

      Simon stopped walking and surveyed the street. Black horse drawn carriages hurried past. While the buildings had grown larger and the stench of chickens seemed left far behind, he still had no idea where he was. “And where might that be?”

      “Downtown. I believe you said that was your destination.”

      “Right,” Simon said and peered down the dark streets. “Thank you.”

      Each building looked much the same as the next. He could wander aimlessly for hours trying to find a suitable place to stay. Then he remembered that he’d stayed at the Palace Hotel on his last trip to San Francisco. That time, he’d come hoping to purchase a rare Aubin Codex, but like so many other trips he’d left frustrated and empty handed. This would not be one of those times.

      “The Palace Hotel?”

      The man nodded and after a few long blocks, he motioned toward a broad archway leading to the entrance of a large upscale hotel.

      If the lobby was anything to judge by, the Palace Hotel was truly turn-of-the-century opulence at its best. Heavy mahogany tables, red leather chairs, and ten-foot palms filled the spacious floor that easily spanned fifty by one hundred feet. It was a welcome taste of civilization.

      “Is there anything else I can do?”

      Simon mentally ran through the details he knew of Elizabeth’s assignment. They were pathetically scant. He couldn’t even remember the name of the man who was supposedly killed. At the time, he hadn’t thought any of it mattered. Idiot.

      “No,” Simon said, extending his hand. “Thank you.”

      The man shook his head and bowed. “Thank you.” With that he left Simon alone in the hotel.

      The lobby was a hub of activity. Dozens of people milled about; some coming, some going, none of them knowing the devastation that was to come. And, out there, somewhere, was Elizabeth. His Elizabeth.

      He walked up to the front desk. He’d made it this far. That was something, at least. Now, all he had to do was find her. One woman in a city of half a million.

      

      

      She was beautiful.

      As he removed the pins from her hair, each tendril that fell and caressed her bare shoulder was a prelude to his touch. He’d planned to travel slowly, but the sloping curve of the nape of her neck was too much of a temptation. As he placed a gentle kiss on her shoulder, her sharp intake of breath broke his restraint. He tightened his hands around her arms and he turned her to face him. Wrapping his arms around her, he pulled her half-dressed body flush against his. He whispered her name. “Elizabeth.”

      The sound of his own voice woke him from the dream.

      Simon opened his eyes and, in an instant, the warmth in his chest cooled. Long before he summoned the courage to turn his head, he knew she wouldn’t be there. Even knowing the truth, he couldn’t stop himself from looking.

      Closing his eyes he fought the discontinuity, trying to find some foothold on a dream lost in the morning sun. Nightmares had haunted him for years, but in the end, dreams were proving to be far crueler.

      Ignoring the unease he felt at the unfamiliar room, Simon tossed the sheet aside. Dreams and nightmares might taunt him at night, but in the day, reality was his to shape.

      Simon headed for the bathroom and prayed there was a shower. He would settle for a bath, if need be, but they always reminded him of being a child. Very few of his childhood memories were pleasant.

      He opened the heavy paneled door from his bedroom suite and turned up the flame on the gas lamp. The concierge had assured him that the Palace had every amenity and he hadn’t exaggerated. The bath was as well-appointed as the rest of his suite, although, he could do without the bidet. Leave it to the French.

      Dark mahogany-paneled wainscoting and elegant paper covered the walls from trellised light wood ceiling to the mosaic tile floor. A brass framework of pipes that looked more like some medieval torture device than a shower wrapped itself around the inside of the standing shower enclosure. His grandfather’s estate in Sussex had a similar contraption and as a boy he used to pretend it was the exposed ribcage of a vanquished giant. Of course, that was when monsters had no life outside of books and stories, when turning the page had kept him safe.

      How time changes things, Simon thought as he carefully turned on the taps. Cool water sprang out in thin arching streams from a series of holes in each of the pipes. After some adjustment, the temperature was tolerable and he stepped inside.

      After his shower, Simon wrapped a large bath towel about his waist. At least now, he felt marginally prepared to meet the day. He wiped the steam off the mirror and ran a hand over his stubbled chin. Hardly an appropriate look for entering society, but he hadn’t brought his shaving kit, or a change of underwear for that matter. His mood soured distinctly.

      Rubbing a towel over his damp hair, Simon walked back into his bedroom. Glaring down at his day olds, he heard a muffled knock coming from the front door. Hoping it was the tea he’d arranged for the night before, he headed for the main parlor.

      The bedroom suite gave way to a long hall connected to the parlor. Knuckles rapped smartly on the front door again. Simon draped the towel around his neck, quickly put on the hotel’s complimentary dressing gown and yanked open the door.

      A young steward swallowed so hard his Adam’s apple nearly jumped out of his throat.

      Simon waited, but only a squeak emerged from the young man.

      “My tea?”

      “I’m sorry sir. I’ll see about the tea, but the tailor you requested is here.”

      The young man nervously stepped aside and an obsequious little man popped into view. Adjusting the tape measurer draped around his neck and pushing his black spectacles back onto the bridge of his nose, he smiled too broadly. “Anton Brandise, at your service Sir Simon,” he said with a bow. His eyes glided over Simon in an appreciative sweep.

      Simon gripped the edges of the towel around his neck and glared at the little man. When their eyes met, a blush stole over Mr. Brandise’s face and he quickly averted his eyes.

      Mr. Brandise cleared his throat and then clapped his hands. “My trunk, boy.”

      The steward wheeled a large trunk to the door, but Simon blocked his path.

      “Sir?”

      For a moment, Simon considered turning them away, but the unpleasant prospect of having his inseam measured by Mr. Brandise was ultimately outweighed by necessity. Simon stepped out of the way and the steward wheeled the heavy trunk into the room, setting it down with a thud.

      “Be careful with that, boy!” Mr. Brandise barked then turned to Simon, his eyes drifting over Simon’s chest again. “So hard to find good help these days, isn’t it?”

      Simon stared down at the tailor in disapproval and a not so subtle reminder of who was working for whom. “Isn’t it?”

      The steward hastily retreat and closed the door behind him.

      Mr. Brandise opened his trunk to reveal a full compliment of clothing and accessories. “I’m sure you’ll find Brandise and Merchant has the best gentlemen’s wares in the city. Perhaps something in the way of hounds-tooth?”

      “I’ll need four pairs of trousers to start,” Simon said, not wanting this to take any more time than was absolutely necessary. “Striped worsted or cashmere. Black, dark brown or steel grey. Matching cutaway coats suitable for morning, business and day. Pinstripes no larger than an eighth of an inch. One suit, preferably black, for informal evening wear. And a complete formal arrangement, including top hat. With all necessary accessories—waistcoats, cravats, collars, cuffs. And no hounds-tooth. Do you think you can manage that, Mr. Brandise?”

      The tailor took out his kerchief and wiped his brow. “Yes, of course. It will take some time though.”

      “Time is something I do not have. If you can accommodate me by this time tomorrow you’ll be well recompensed. If not, our business is finished.”

      Stuffing his kerchief back into his pocket Mr. Brandise bowed his head. “I’m sure we can accommodate your needs.”

      “Very good. Now unless you plan on measuring me from there I suggest you produce suitable undergarments for me to wear as soon as possible.”

      

      

      The big blob of strawberry jam landed smack dab on Enrico Caruso. No wonder Simon had always insisted on spreading the jam for her when they had breakfast in bed. She was a stain waiting to happen. Thankfully, this morning’s disaster had been narrowly averted thanks to Mr. Caruso and the newspaper. His scheduled appearance at the Grand Opera House was the most anticipated event of the season. It would bring the house down all right. His debut performance was the night before the earthquake. Elizabeth tried to put that thought out of her head and quickly wiped the jam off Enrico. Luckily, Mrs. Eldridge didn’t notice.

      Breakfast was an elegant affair: Silver service trays, delicate china and plenty of wonderful food. Elizabeth had tried to eat, but her corset had other ideas. She’d barely managed to force some toast and tea down when she started to feel uncomfortably full. Maybe she could market the corset diet on QVC when she got back home. First though, she had to save the world, or at least her little part of it.

      “Don’t like my eggs?”

      Elizabeth jumped at the voice. Gerald, Mrs. Eldridge’s butler, was standing behind her. His natural expression was just this side of surly. He was definitely not what Elizabeth had been expecting. She’d always envisioned butlers and valets as Jeevesy, expressionless automatons. Gerald was anything but that.

      She guessed he was in his mid-fifties. It was hard to tell. His face was craggy with more than age. Despite that and his slight limp, he was a powerful, raw sort of presence. His brick-red hair grew off his head in angry waves. Bits of gray around the temples softened the overall effect, but with broad shoulders and at just over six feet tall, he cut an imposing figure.

      His relationship with Mrs. Eldridge was another surprise. She was the boss, there was no doubt about that; she was everyone’s boss. But their relationship was more than that. There was an ease with each other, and a mutual admiration that she was sure wasn’t typical for mistress and servant.

      Gerald nodded his head toward her plate.

      “Oh, no, I’m sorry. I was just—” Elizabeth said and quickly shoveled a forkful of cold scrambled eggs into her mouth. Gerald watched her without expression. Elizabeth smiled gamely as she forced down the rubbery bits. “Good.”

      Gerald’s hard face cracked into a smile and he laughed. It was a deep, scratchy rumble and Elizabeth liked him immediately for it.

      “Gerald,” Mrs. Eldridge chided.

      “Just testing, Lillian,” he said. “Nice to a fault, this one.”

      “Is cook ill again?” Mrs. Eldridge asked.

      Gerald picked up Elizabeth’s plate and gave her a quick wink. “Probably ate some of her own cooking.”

      “Or yours,” Mrs. Eldridge said going back to the paperwork she’d been doing.

      “Cook should be back this afternoon.”

      Mrs. Eldridge peered up from her papers, looking over her glasses. She smiled slyly. “Thank you, Gerald.”

      Gerald gave her a small bow and left.

      “He’s a wonderful butler and a dear friend, but a horrible cook,” she confided after he’d left. She took off her glasses and studied Elizabeth intently. “Now, as to your search for Mr. Graham. I think I might be able to help you on that count.”

      “It could be dangerous. I don’t want you involved any more than you already are.”

      “Aren’t you a dear? A few introductions,” Mrs. Eldridge said taking a sip of her tea. “What could be the harm in that?”

      That sounded ominous, but before Elizabeth could ask what she meant, she heard loud voices out in the hall. The voices grew louder and the door opened with a flourish. Maxwell Alexander Harrington III swept in like Lawrence of Arabia, pulled off his driving goggles and dirty, cream colored topcoat, and tossed them carelessly on a chair. “I’ll buy you new petunias, Aunt Lillian.”

      Mrs. Eldridge, who didn’t seem the least surprised by his abrupt entrance, calmly walked to the window and peered out. “They’re begonias. And you certainly will.”

      Maxwell raised his hands in submission when he noticed Elizabeth. “Well, hello again. So you weren’t a dream.”

      Mrs. Eldridge sighed heavily, but Max ignored her. “Aren’t you going to introduce us? Really, Aunt Lillian. Where are your manners?”

      “Elizabeth West, it’s my dubious pleasure to introduce my nephew, Maxwell. I believe he nearly ran you over yesterday.”

      “An accident. A most fortuitous accident,” he said, as he took Elizabeth’s hand.

      He smelled like lavender and gasoline.

      Mrs. Eldridge turned from the window. “And a developing theme.”

      Max, still holding Elizabeth’s hand, took the seat next to her, one knee almost on the ground, the very picture of the earnest suitor. Maybe it was the lighting, but she could have sworn one of the honey colored flecks in his light brown eyes actually twinkled. It was all Elizabeth could do not to giggle.

      “And what brings you to our fair city, Miss West? It is Miss, isn’t it?” he asked, flashing blindingly white teeth that were set off by his tanned face.

      None of which she should be noticing. Even if her heart was in tiny little pieces, they belonged to Simon. She pulled her hand out of his grasp and smiled her best “genteel, but watch your boundaries” smile.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, running his fingers through his floppy blond hair. “I’m a bit of a fool when it comes to a beautiful woman.”

      That remark won him a delicate snort from Mrs. Eldridge.

      “Somehow I find that hard to believe,” Elizabeth said.

      Mrs. Eldridge returned to her seat at the table. “Maxwell is quite the man about town.”

      There was little doubt of that. He was ridiculously charming and painfully handsome, the sort who could jump over a tennis court net and somehow not look like a complete jackass.

      “I wouldn’t go that far, Aunt Lillian. More tea?” he asked Elizabeth, holding up the pot.

      The thought of another cup made her stomach gurgle in a most un-genteel way. Her eyeballs were already floating. “No, thank you. Five’s my limit.”

      He laughed and set down the pot. “Oh, I do like her, Aunt Lillian.”

      “Then make yourself useful,” Mrs. Eldridge said. “Get that…thing out of my flower bed and clean yourself up.”

      “Yes, Aunt Lillian,” he said with a sigh.

      “You’re taking Elizabeth out.”

      “Yes, Aunt Lillian,” he said with much more enthusiasm.

      Before Elizabeth could protest, Mrs. Eldridge continued. “Control yourself. She needs an introduction to Victor Graham. I believe you’re acquaintances. Do you think you can manage that without crashing into something?”

      “It would be my pleasure,” he said with a broad smile.

      Elizabeth wasn’t sure this was the best idea. How was she ever going to get anything done with the Great Leslie glued to her side? Not that she really had much of a choice.

      Elizabeth smiled as demurely as twenty years of independence would allow. “This is very kind of you, Mr. Harrington.”

      He grasped her hand and helped her stand. If they’d had them in 1906, his smile would have flipped the circuit breakers. “Call me Max.”
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      “Simon. Simon Cross.”

      The man behind the desk gave the pages of his book a circumspect study. “I’m sorry, sir. I don’t see you on the list.”

      The concierge at the Palace had recommended the Haven as the most prestigious private club for a man of means. Judging from the haughty indifference of the man behind the desk and the expensive smelling cigar smoke wafting under the large oak double doors, it was the perfect place to find the people Simon needed to meet. “I’m not surprised. I’ve just arrived in town.”

      “I see. And your references? Do you have a letter from a member?”

      Simon had expected that and pulled an envelope from the inner breast pocket of his overcoat. He handed it to the clerk. Inside was a tidy bribe and formal paper. The man smiled as he pocketed the money and handed the paper back to Simon.

      “I’m sorry for the misunderstanding, Sir Simon.”

      Simon handed him a few more bills. “I’m sure you’ll find that adequate for my initial dues.”

      “Forgive me, Sir Simon. I’m sure I’ve misplaced your letter of introduction.”

      He opened a small drawer in the desk and pulled out a piece of paper. “Here it is,” he said as he wrote Simon’s name onto an empty space on what was obviously a well-prepared letter for just such an occasion. “Ah yes. I see you’re an acquaintance of Major Tuttle. The Major is rather forgetful. Hasn’t been the same since that business with Spain, I’m afraid. Doesn’t get out much anymore.”

      For once, Simon was pleased his low opinion of human nature had been proven correct. “Of course.”

      “Welcome to Haven, Sir Simon.”

      

      

      “Your chariot awaits,” Max said, as he opened the gate to the street with a flourish. “You aren’t afraid of automobiles, are you? Don’t believe anything my aunt says. I assure you, it’s an entirely safe form of transportation. The horseless carriage is the wave of the future.”

      Elizabeth swallowed her smile. “I’m sure.”

      She didn’t know what she’d been expecting, but it definitely wasn’t something so beautiful. His car, although still nestled in Mrs. Eldridge’s flowerbed, was exquisite. And huge. It had to be nearly twenty feet long.

      Catching her smile, Max quickly moved to rub dirt off one of the brass, gas-lamp headlights. “She’s something, isn’t she? Had her sent over from England a few weeks ago.”

      “She’s amazing.” Elizabeth had never been one to pay much attention to cars, just enough to keep her Bug running, but this was a work of art. Everything about it was elegant and powerful. It was a sleek convertible with an aquiline hood and broad sloping fenders. The cream colored paint, she realized, matched his suit.

      “The English don’t do much well,” Max said. “But Rolls knows what they’re doing when it comes it automobiles.”

      “Rolls Royce?”

      Max seemed inordinately pleased. “You’ve heard of them? The 40/50. Finest automobile I’ve seen. I’m a bit of an aficionado. Planning on making the Peking to Paris rally next year. That’s off the cuff, mind you, nothing official yet.”

      Dear God, it was the Great Race. He really was the Great Leslie. “Sounds very exciting.”

      Max dug under one of the seats and produced another pair of goggles and a topcoat. “Driving with me is always exciting.”

      He gestured for her to come around to the left side, as the steering wheel was on the right, and helped her into what was obviously a coat meant for a woman. Max was nothing if not prepared for the ladies.

      “Perfect fit, ” he said as took her hand.

      He helped her up onto the running board and into the seat, which was more like a large leather reading chair for two than any car seat she’d ever known. After tucking in her voluminous skirts, she took the offered goggles. There was a windshield, but it was far too small to offer much protection. Great. It had taken her five minutes to get the dang hat on straight. The feathered plume tickled her nose as she took out the pins.

      Max moved around to the driver’s side and flipped a switch. Gently, he eased a few levers on the steering wheel into position then jumped out again.

      “Have it going in a tick,” he said as he moved to the front and inserted the crank. He fiddled with the choke for a moment and then gave the crank two robust turns. The engine roared to life and Elizabeth gripped her seat. The sound was nearly deafening and the entire car shimmied violently. Securing the crank, he jogged back to the car and moved a few more levers.

      “Off we go,” he said as he released the parking brake on the right-side running board and simultaneously manipulated two of the three pedals on the floor.

      They lurched forward as the wheels finally got a grip in the beleaguered flowerbed and bumped off the curb. Without a seatbelt to be found, Elizabeth nearly bounced out of her seat. Where was Ralph Nader when you really needed him?

      Across the street, a horse pranced nervously in place in front of its carriage. The driver pulled the reins in with one hand and made a very unpleasant gesture with the other. Max waved back as they trundled down the street.

      Even though they were only going about twenty miles an hour the world passed by in a blur. Between the bumpy ride and the deep scratch on her goggles, which no matter how you sliced it, did not bode well, she could barely see anything. Apparently, Max couldn’t see much either as he narrowly swerved around another carriage. He squeezed the rubber bulb of the car’s horn and a loud squawking honk came out. That and the sound of another angry carriage driver were left behind them as they sped away.

      They were seriously picking up speed as he rolled down one of San Francisco’s ubiquitous hills. Elizabeth glanced down to see if Max was riding the brake. That is, if they had brakes. Just in case, she tightened her death grip on the seat’s edge.

      The street was crowded, but Max didn’t seem to mind as he careened in and out among the slower moving carriages. The intersection ahead was congested with cross-traffic, but Max didn’t seem to notice. Just as they were about to broadside a cable car, he gripped a lever on the running board and a high-pitched screech joined the roar of the engine. Dampening their speed barely enough, Max made the hard left turn.

      The force of the turn caused her to slide across the small loveseat, right against Max. “Handles like a gem, doesn’t she?” he yelled in her ear over the engine noise.

      It was reckless and totally out of control. And, Elizabeth loved it. The anxiety that had balled up in her stomach started to loosen. She gripped the seat and yelled over the din. “This as fast as she goes?”

      Max grinned and pulled down his cap. Elizabeth held on for the ride of her life.

      

      

      Oliver Wentforth droned on interminably. Normally, listening to a Civil War veteran would have fascinated Simon, but the man made even the Battle of Antietam boring.

      Simon had been in the Haven for barely an hour and already he was reassessing his strategy, but he knew he was in the right place. As much as men denied it, they gossiped like old ladies in clubs like this. The main topic of conversation was, not surprisingly, women. If a beautiful woman had just arrived in town, he’d be sure to hear about it in a place like this.

      Long ago, he’d forsaken this very sort of life for the very sort of reasons he wanted to stuff Wentforth’s Meerschaum pipe down his throat. Pompous and wildly embellished, his retellings of the historic battle made Simon want to cringe, but he dutifully played his part and nodded, adding the occasional requisite grunt of agreement.

      Several puffs on Wentforth’s pipe gave Simon the opening he was looking for. “Fascinating,” he said as he shifted his seat and hopefully the conversation. “Tell me, Gardiner. Did you serve in the army too?”

      Reginald Gardiner sniggered and Simon took that as a no. He’d doubted Gardiner was the military sort, but any change in conversation would be a welcome one. And, Gardiner seemed much more the sort of man Simon wanted to be acquainted with. From his fastidiously trimmed mustache and the overwhelming smell of brilliantine, he was obviously someone who thought himself a ladies’ man, wedding ring not withstanding. Foppish and lascivious was usually a combination Simon wouldn’t tolerate, but in this case, it was exactly what he needed.

      Gardiner played with the ends of his mustache as his laughter died down. “Good gracious, no. I’ll leave that sort of thing to men like Wentforth. I prefer a more personal battle, if you get my meaning.”

      Wentforth scowled and puffed out his pipe smoke with distaste. “Reg, really.”

      Gardiner shrugged and gave Simon a surreptitious wink. “All men have vices. For some it’s drink. Others laudanum,” he added, causing Wentforth to puff erratically. “Man is a flawed creature. Woe to woman for she is stuck with the likes of us.”

      If this was the sort of man Elizabeth was forced to consort with, he couldn’t find her soon enough. “Ah, but what a wonderful thing to be stuck to, no?”

      “Oh, or stuck in,” Gardiner said with a wink.

      It was all Simon could do not to throttle the man. Somehow, he managed a weak smile.

      “A kindred spirit. I think that calls for a drink,” Gardiner said with a haphazard wave to a waiter. “Cross?”

      “A bit early for me, but—”

      “Oh, come now. It’s never too early. I’ll order you some eggs to go with it, if it pleases you.”

      Simon forced out a short laugh. “No, thank you. But I might take you up on that drink later tonight.”

      Gardiner pouted like a small boy. “Oh, if only I could. Caroline is having another of her famous dinner parties. God help me. And you think he’s boring,” he added with a nod toward Wentforth.

      Simon sensed his opening, but months of playing cards with Elizabeth had taught him never to play his hand too early. “Surely it isn’t that bad?”

      “You have no idea,” Gardiner said, rolling his eyes to the ceiling and slouching in his chair. “Although at least the entertainment tonight isn’t that awful quartet. She’s found some psychic. Madame Palianko or Petroika or something equally Russian. You see my wife’s foibles aren’t just limited to her taste in music. They’ve somehow managed to venture into the Other World.”

      “Twaddle,” Wentforth said between puffs.

      “Caroline will be seeing spirits for weeks,” Gardiner said, rolling his eyes again. “Last time we had a medium over she was convinced the ghost of her Uncle Merryweather was trapped in the credenza.”

      “We don’t love them for their minds, now do we?” Simon said.

      Gardiner barked out a loud laugh. “No, indeed.”

      “They are pleasant company though,” Simon said. “I’ll admit my trip from New York has left me rather lonely.”

      Gardiner’s eyes lit up. “I’m sure. Perhaps I could make some introductions?”

      “Do you know any young ladies who perhaps have just arrived in town?”

      “That’s an odd stipulation.”

      Simon swallowed the bile that crept up in the back of his throat. “I find young women new to a city are more…pliant.”

      “Very good,” Gardiner growled appreciatively. “Hmm… I think I might just have the very girl for you.”

      “Really? And her name?” He didn’t dare get his hopes up, but he could feel his heart begin to race at the possibility.

      Gardiner waved the question away. “What does it matter? Someone Caroline met. You’ll come to the party and see for yourself. If she isn’t to your taste, I’m sure there are others that will suffice. I doubt you have trouble on that score. Being a baron and all!”

      “Baronet,” Simon corrected.

      “Tonight then?” Gardiner asked.

      Simon had little choice. He was in a city of nearly half a million people. Finding Elizabeth by wandering the streets was madness. He had to hope that San Francisco society was incestuous as every other he’d known and that eventually, he’d find her. “That’s very generous of you.”

      Gardiner laughed, a high-pitched unpleasant sound. “We’ll see if you still think so after the party.”
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      The end of Market Street was chaos. Cable cars queued up in a turn-of-the-century traffic jam, as a growing throng of people gathered at the front of the Ferry Building. As Elizabeth and Max got closer, she could hear a brass band belting out “Won’t You Come Home, Bill Bailey?” from a small stage that was decorated with red, white and blue bunting. A handful of people sat in chairs at the back of the platform as the band entertained the growing crowd.

      Just as it had in 1929 New York, Elizabeth was struck with how well-dressed everyone was. Nearly every single one of the men wore a suit and a hat. Many of them were a bit grungy, but then the streets were still half dirt and horses.

      The women’s dresses were all long, corsets tight and hats huge. Even the children that whizzed by with their penny candy and brightly colored pinwheels were miniature versions of the adults.

      As much as Elizabeth loved to slob around in her jeans and t-shirt, the world had definitely lost something when it went casual. Her father had been a throwback. He never wore jeans. She didn’t think he ever owned a pair. He had two suits, four shirts and two ties–one that was lucky and the one he was wearing.

      The gentle pressure of Max’s hand on her elbow pulled her out of the memory. “This way,” he said.

      The crowd was getting thicker as they neared the stage. “What’s going on?”

      “You wanted to meet Victor Graham, didn’t you? He’s the bulldog on the right,” he said, pointing to the back of the stage.

      Elizabeth craned her neck to see him, but they were still too far back, and she was far too short. Max took her arm and together they threaded their way toward the foot of the stage.

      “What is all this?” Elizabeth yelled above the din.

      “Graham throws a little party like this every time he buys something.”

      “What did he buy?”

      “Cable Cars.”

      “All of them?”

      “Almost,” Max said and then, spotting someone ahead, he waved frantically. “Teddy!”

      Max continued to lead her through the crowd until they finally emerged on the other side. Max and a small, nervous man with a neatly trimmed brown beard shook hands. The little man held a lunch-sized brown paper sack tightly to his chest and worried a peanut like a chipmunk. Max clapped him on the back. “Should have known you’d be here, old man. Elizabeth West,” Max said. “May I present Theodore Fiske. An old friend from school.”

      Teddy blushed beneath his whiskers and ducked his head.

      Max leaned in and whispered to Elizabeth. “He’s a bit shy.”

      Elizabeth extended her hand. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Fiske.”

      Teddy looked at her hand anxiously. He blinked nervously a few times and then extended his peanut-filled hand. “Sorry. I…” he mumbled as he dropped the peanuts and rubbed his hand on the leg of his trousers. “Hello. Teddy. I mean to say, you can call me Teddy. I’ll just…”

      He bobbed his head as Elizabeth shook his hand. “Peanut?” he offered shoving the bag toward her.

      Teddy wasn’t just shy; he was just a little different.

      “Teddy,” Max scolded gently.

      “I’d love one,” Elizabeth said, and dipped her hand into the offered bag. “And call me Elizabeth.”

      Teddy positively beamed at her with an endearing childlike quality that won her heart instantly and completely.

      The band finished “Bill Bailey” and swung right into “Pomp & Circumstance”. An attractive man in his early thirties moved to the front of the platform and waved to the crowd. They cheered loudly in response.

      He was energy personified, and reminded her of how Teddy Roosevelt must have looked when he was younger. He commanded the crowd with a confident ease.

      “That’s Graham,” Max said.

      Graham lifted his arms to silence the crowd. “Thank you. Thank you! Welcome to the future!”

      That was met with a loud, frenetic round of applause from the audience. Graham milked it for a moment before asking for quiet again. “Just over fifty years ago, San Francisco was one dirt road and a thousand dreamers.”

      He surveyed the crowd. “Today, San Francisco is home to over a quarter of a million dreamers. That’s progress, my friends!”

      The crowd roared its approval. He was good.

      “Electricity surges through this great city, lighting the way to the future thanks to great men like George Roe and Thomas Edison. That’s progress! Messages can travel around the entire globe from our own Cliff House to the foreign shores of the Empire of Japan and back in minutes, thanks to great men like John Mackay! That’s progress! San Francisco is the greatest city in the greatest country in the world thanks to people like you! That’s progress!”

      The crowd went wild with applause, and despite not having any idea what was going, Elizabeth found herself joining in.

      “I’m just a humble citizen. I don’t claim to be in the company of these great men, but I am proud to be part of this great city. And proud to welcome the Market Street Railway into the Graham Transportation family. That’s progress!”

      It didn’t make much sense, but the crowd didn’t care.

      “Consolidation! Better service! And that means potentially lower fares!”

      “You mean lower wages!” a voice yelled out over the din.

      Graham clearly heard the heckler, but did his best to ignore him and continue. “A more efficient company is a better company!”

      “Is that what you told the twenty men you fired when you bought the last one?”

      Elizabeth edged forward to get a better look at the heckler. He was small, but built like a bulldog with a face to match. Two larger men wearing gray coveralls and threadbare jackets flanked him.

      Graham apparently decided that he couldn’t avoid the dissenter anymore. “During a merger there are hard decisions to be made.”

      “Lies! You made promises you didn’t keep! Union shops, you said. Closed shops!”

      A few others from the crowd started to grumble. The anger from the men was palpable. And dangerous.

      “Lies are your progress!”

      Elizabeth saw the man nearest to her reach inside his jacket. He was going for a weapon. She reacted instinctively.

      

      “Gun!” she cried out as she closed in on him and lowered her shoulder. Her years of watching football under the Friday night lights in Texas had taught her what to do. Head up, shoulder down and drive through your man.

      She did, but it was a bit like driving a Yugo through a brick wall. It was a good thing he was turning and slightly off balance when she crashed into him or she would have just bounced off.

      As it was, they fell in a tangled heap onto the pavement. The big man under her was stunned and looked up at her with wild, blue eyes. The next minute was a blur of men grabbing men and Elizabeth being lifted off the ground.

      “Are you all right?” Max said, appearing at her side.

      “He’s got a gun!” Elizabeth said. “He was going to shoot Graham.”

      “I was not,” the big man protested in a thick Swedish accent.

      One of the men holding on to the gunman, she realized, was a policemen. He reached inside the Swedes’ jacket and pulled out what was left of a big red tomato. The gathered crowd laughed.

      “Going to throw this, were you?” the policeman demanded.

      “No!” the big Swede said. “It is my lunch!”

      That won another round of laughter from the crowd.

      “I was hungry.”

      Elizabeth’s cheeks burned with embarrassment and she wondered if she wished hard enough that she could turn invisible.

      “All right, all right,” the policeman said. “Show’s over.” He waited for the crowd to ease back before he let go of the man and turned to the heckler. “All right, Ross, you and your men have made your point. Head out.”

      Ross grunted, but nodded his head to his partners. “Let’s go boys.”

      “We wouldn’t want any more,” the policeman said as he tossed the Swede his smushed tomato, “vegetables hurt.”

      “It’s actually technically a fruit,” Teddy offered.

      The policeman narrowed his eyes at Elizabeth. “Keep an eye out for carrots,” he said before laughing and disappearing into the crowd.

      “Dear lord, can we please leave?” Elizabeth asked quietly, wishing they were anywhere else.

      “Not before you explain that,” Max said. “It was…magnificent.”

      This was so humiliating. She could still feel the crowd’s eyes on her. “Please?” she tried again.

      “Wait there!” a voice called out. Graham jumped down from the stage. He tugged on the hem of his vest and smiled broadly. “I didn’t get a chance to thank you, young lady.”

      Apparently invisibility by sheer will was a no-go. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize,” Graham said, half addressing her, but favoring the crowd. “You’re quite the heroine! Risked your life for mine, and for that I’m eternally grateful. I hope you’ll join me for the banquet luncheon at the Cliff House later today as my personal guest.”

      The crowd applauded.

      “This young woman is the very picture of progress.” He put his arm tightly around Elizabeth’s shoulders and turned her toward the crowd and, much to her eternal shame, a group of reporters.

      “My heroine. My Tomato Girl!” he cried as the bright light from a photographer’s flash-lamp exploded.
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      The Cliff House was built in the style of a seventeenth-century French chateau, although the pediments were clearly eighteenth-century. At least, according to Teddy Fiske, who wasn’t just a font of information he was an absolute geyser.

      When they’d arrived at the Cliff House grounds, Elizabeth had made an off-hand comment about one of the statues that lined the parapet. A brief, rambling and absolutely adorable lecture on the etymology of the word parapet followed. It started out well enough, with Latin roots, parare and pectus, and ended with a furious blush as Teddy realized he’d accidentally said the word “breast”.

      This particular parapet was far from your typical battlement though. It was more like one of the elaborate gardens at San Simeon. Beautifully manicured lawns led to a long walled edge that overlooked the Cliff House and the rocky shore below. The wall was studded with Roman statues, vases and wrought iron chairs. A few people even braved the cold ocean breeze to enjoy the view.

      And, it was an amazing view. From the cliff-side vista she could see for miles down the coast to the South or watch the tall ships sail in and out of the Golden Gate to the North. She couldn’t see the bridge from there, but she reminded herself, she couldn’t see the bridge from anywhere. It wouldn’t be built for another thirty years or so.

      A cluster of rocks just off the shore caught her eye. “Did that rock just…move?”

      Max laughed. “Seals. You’ll be able to see them better from the other side.”

      Elizabeth loved to watch the seals in Santa Barbara. After living landlocked in Texas for most of her life, she adored the movement and life of the ocean. It had been a pleasant surprise that Simon did too. He wasn’t exactly the beachy sort. It was impossible to picture him in pair of Bermudas and flip-flops. He was more the cable knit sweater and Burberry pea coat type. It shouldn’t have been all that shocking; after all, England is an island. Lots of water to be had.

      The party was already well underway by the time they arrived. Graham’s banquet took over the entirety of the third floor. Of course, there were seven stories to the Cliff House, so there was still plenty of room for everyone else.

      The private section of the party, for only the chi-est of the chichi, was held in a special dining room overlooking the ocean. A few dozen four-top tables were scattered through the long room, with one larger table at one end and a player piano on steroids at the other. The brand new orchestrion was a band in a box. A big box. The size of a huge armoire it played scrolls of popular music. But it wasn’t just a piano or an organ it had wind, string and percussion instruments. Its rendition of “Yankee Doodle Boy” was loud, bizarre and wonderful.

      Max, Teddy and Elizabeth were seated in a place of honor near the main table. Graham was a genial host, working the room, while his wife sat solemnly at the table. She was young, probably in her mid-twenties and pretty, but she looked tired and drawn. She pushed her food around the plate making it look as if she’d eaten more than she had. On Graham’s other side was an older gentlemen with a pinched face and a mustache you could hang towels on.

      “Who’s that?” Elizabeth asked. “The man next to Graham?”

      “That’s the Admiral,” Max said. “He owns the Cliff House.”

      “An admiral?”

      “Not a real admiral,” Max said. “He was in the Union Navy, but just as a cook on a sloop.”

      “Sloop of war,” Teddy corrected as he arranged and rearranged his silverware.

      “He’s a self-made man and not a fan of your mister Graham. Who married,” he said with a nod toward Mary Graham, “rather well.”

      Mary Graham looked a little like a hothouse flower with the heat up too high. So, Victor Graham had married her and inherited her family fortune. And apparently, wasn’t afraid to spend it.

      “Adler, that’s the Admiral,” Max continued, “put in a bid for the Market Street Railway. He wanted to connect the ferries with his own section of the rail all the way here to Cliff House.”

      “But, Graham got the deal?”

      “Graham always gets the deal.”

      The Admiral stood, giving Mrs. Graham a curt bow before walking over to the large bank of windows that overlooked the Pacific. He stood with one hand on the sill like it was the quarterdeck of a great ship. He looked like he might sail the whole darn continent into the West if he could.

      The Admiral was obviously not a happy man. Losing the contract to Graham must have been bad enough, but for Graham to have his celebration party at the Cliff House was rubbing salt into the wound. Way to make an enemy, Victor. That made two that she knew of, the union workers and the Admiral. And, judging from the expression on Mrs. Graham’s face, it might be three. How many enemies can one man have?

      It was a good thing she knew roughly when the murder, scratch that, attempted murder was going to take place—five days and counting, Easter Sunday. It would be impossible to stay with Graham every second of every day. As it was, she was going to have a hard enough time of it. He wasn’t exactly the stay at home and knit type, but, whatever it took, Elizabeth was going to save his life, and Simon’s.

      “You’re looking very intense,” Max said.

      “Am I? I must need more champagne,” Elizabeth said and then emptied her glass.

      “For the Tomato Girl? Only the best,” Max said as he waved to the waiter.

      Elizabeth shook her head. What a mess she’d made of that. “That was so embarrassing.”

      “It was surprising,” Max admitted.

      Elizabeth dug into the dusty files in the very back of her brain for an excuse. “It was McKinley all over again. At least, I was afraid it was. I just…reacted.”

      “Were you there when it happened?”

      Think, think, think. President McKinley had been assassinated by an anarchist at the Pan-American Exposition in 1901 in Buffalo, New York. She remembered that much, which she was pretty proud of, but it was hardly enough to spin a convincing lie. Luckily, the waiter came and refilled their water glasses, buying her just enough to time to come up with a plausible story.

      “No. I was at the Exposition the day before, but it was still very difficult.” She took out her handkerchief and held it to her mouth and fluttered eyelashes in a positively valiant attempt to ward off impending fake tears.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you,” Max said.

      “Tell me about you,” Elizabeth said, recovering too quickly, but desperate to veer the conversation away from her. “Where did you two go to school together?”

      “Harvard. But it’s not as impressive as it sounds. I was legacy, but our Mr. Fiske here is an actual genius,” Max said.

      Teddy giggled and waved his hand at Max. “No, no.”

      “Oh, but he is. Truly,” Max said. “While I was off reciting Ovid and wearing dresses for the Pudding, Teddy was wasting his time studying physics. He’s quite the inventor too.”

      “Really?” Elizabeth didn’t know much about physics and didn’t think having seen all three Back to the Futures would be all that helpful. She wracked her brain for something physics-y or inventorish to say. “I don’t suppose you know Thomas Edison?”

      “Bastard,” Teddy said, and then gasped as he realized he’d said that aloud.

      Elizabeth laughed. “I’ve heard worse. Worse about Edison too.”

      Teddy glanced at her and held her eye for just a split second. He smiled and looked down again. “I shouldn’t speak ill of the man, but I worked with Nikolai Tesla and—”

      “Tesla?” She knew that name. “Love his coils!”

      Teddy laughed delightedly. “You… you’ve heard of them?”

      “Yes. I don’t know much about them, but maybe you can explain them to me sometime.”

      Teddy swallowed hard and nodded. “I’d…I’d like that.”

      “Oh dear,” Max said with a dramatic sigh. “You’ve no idea what you’ve unleashed.”

      “And what was it you said about wearing dresses?”

      Max barked out a loud laugh. “Yes, it’s true. And I was lovely.”

      Teddy giggled again and nodded. “He was.”

      “Hasty Pudding. Were you studying theater?” Elizabeth asked Max. He was straight out of Central Casting for a leading man.

      Max moved his champagne glass aimlessly around the table as he spoke. “Literature or something. I left school early and traveled. Aunt Lillian calls me a gadabout who never finishes what he starts, but I like to think of myself as an adventurer. Amundsen, but with fewer polar bears and more hot toddies. I went to Tahiti, Morocco, Peru. Anywhere and everywhere I could. Fell in love…with automobiles and even raced a little — Paris to Amsterdam. As they say, it’s not the destination, but the journey.”

      “He sent me a shrunken head from Peru,” Teddy said as he aligned his water glass with his wine glass. “I buried it in the yard.”

      Elizabeth stifled a laugh and asked Max if he won the race.

      “No,” he said, the bright light in his eyes dimming just a little. “I didn’t finish.”

      

      

      “Solitary pleasures are the leading cause of consumption today,” Judge Philpot intoned ominously. “Needless depletion of the body’s precious fluids causes frightening effects in men: Premature senility and dementia. And in a woman,” he added with hardened gaze, “nymphomania.”

      Simon gripped the crystal tumbler of Scotch in his hand more tightly. So far he’d endured banal conversations, tedious entertainments and venomous gossip disguised as concern. But this particular form of idiocy was nearly more than he could stand.

      “Rubbish,” Simon said.

      The Judge spluttered and harrumphed. “I beg your pardon.”

      Simon was more than ready to spar, but Gardiner laughed and clapped the Judge on the shoulder in a friendly gesture that was not received as such. “I was talking about golf, old man. The solitary pleasures of golf.”

      Philpot grunted. “Fruitless labor. Also a vice.”

      Agnes Philpot, who would have been a pretty woman if her face hadn’t been weathered by the storms her husband created, gently touched his arm. “Perhaps this isn’t the place, Douglas. I—”

      Philpot silenced her with a glare and she withdrew her hand. “I can think of no better place. For far too long we’ve remained silent about the deleterious effects of sexual corruption on our society. We must shine the light of purity and truth on them or they will never be abolished.”

      In a testament to hypocrisy Gardiner chimed in, “So true. So true. Thank heaven for men like you keeping us on the straight and narrow.”

      The doctor swallowed Gardiner’s pabulum with austere humility. “It’s a burden we all must share.”

      Simon knew that if he continued with this conversation he’d undoubtedly say something he shouldn’t. As loath as he was to stay, he had to endure it. Gardiner’s female acquaintance still hadn’t arrived.

      Looking for any escape, Simon saw Mrs. Gardiner as she flitted about from servant to servant, nervously overseeing the party. He’d met her only briefly, but she reminded him so much of one of his aunts—desperate to impress and eager to please and married to a man for whom she could never do either. Simon excused himself and approached her.

      “Mrs. Gardiner?”

      She jumped at her name and then patted her chest with her kerchief. “Is anything wrong, Sir Simon? Canapé?” she asked, stopping a passing waiter.

      “No, thank you. And please, no ‘sir’. I’d rather not draw attention to it.”

      “Oh! Of course,” she said as she dismissed the waiter with a wave and anxiously pulled her kerchief through her hand. “I do so hope you’re enjoying yourself. I’m afraid the quartet isn’t up to its usual standards. I think the violinist has the croup. Poor fellow.”

      Simon waited a moment to be sure she’d finished. He’d noticed with her, you could never be quite sure. “I wanted to thank you for allowing me to join you this evening on such short notice. It was very generous of you.”

      She put a hand to neck to cover a blush, clearly overwhelmed at the small compliment. “Thank you, Sir Si— Mr. Cross. Mr. Gardiner has many acquaintances,” she said, her veil of frippery slipping for a moment as her eyes sought out her husband across the room. “But very few I’m so pleased to meet.”

      Simon didn’t need to look. He knew exactly what she was talking about. Clearly, Gardiner didn’t even attempt to hide his liaisons from his wife. There were a great many things Simon had no tolerance for and, slowly but surely, Reginald Gardiner was making his way to the top of that list.

      “I can assure you, Mrs. Gardiner, the pleasure is mine. You are a marvelous hostess.”

      She tittered nervously and waved the compliment away with swish of her kerchief. “I understand you’ve traveled from New York. Did you stay there long?”

      “Don’t bore the man to death with your questions on his first night, Caroline,” Gardiner said, appearing at their side. “Usually she doesn’t do that until the third party.”

      Simon kept a tight rein on his impulse to put the man in his place and merely said, “I wasn’t bored in the least.”

      “Ah, Cross, no wonder the ladies here can’t keep their tongues from wagging about you. And speaking of the ladies, I think we know one who’d like to make your acquaintance. And vice versa, if you catch my drift.”

      Hope flared in Simon’s chest. While he waited for Gardiner’s mystery woman, he’d been besieged by the attentions of single women of marrying age and then some since the night had begun.

      “You’ll excuse me, Mr. Cross,” Mrs. Gardiner said as she quickly primped, patting her hair and tucking her kerchief into her sleeve. “I see new guests I should attend to.”

      Simon bowed slightly. “Of course.” He turned back to Gardiner impatiently. “Where is she? This new girl?”

      “You are chomping at the bit, aren’t you,” Gardiner said as he draped an arm over Simon’s shoulder. “Oh, she’ll be here soon.”

      Simon shrugged out from under Gardiner’s arm. “You said that she—”

      “Oh, the entertainment’s here,” Gardiner said with mock enthusiasm. “Bully.”

      With a grand sigh he joined his wife at the door to greet their new guest.

      “Madame Petrovka,” Mrs. Gardiner gushed, “it’s so wonderful to have you here. Please, come in.”

      Madame Petrovka was not what Simon had expected. He’d envisioned a little old lady wearing a babushka. However, Madame Petrovka was no Madame Blavatsky. She was as elegantly dressed as any of the ladies at the party. She looked to be in her mid-forties. Her hair was black, almost aubergine, and was set off by startlingly pale violet eyes. She wasn’t exactly beautiful, her features were too sharp, but she was striking.

      Like most spiritualists and mediums Simon had met in his research, she carried herself with easy confidence seasoned with just enough humility to make her marks feel comfortable. And like most, she came with an accomplice, or as they liked to call them, an assistant. Hers was a small man named Stryker with a scarred chin and dull deep-set eyes.

      At one time, Simon had actually considered following in Houdini’s footsteps and exposing fraudulent spiritualists. During his early days in occult studies, he’d seen firsthand what their lies could do to a person. It struck a chord in him. Perhaps it was because his family was so adept at manipulation, but he felt a responsibility to try to protect their unsuspecting victims. It had been deeply shocking when Simon realized that they weren’t just the impressionable, the fragile and the desperate; they were men and women, educated people, much like himself, who had a hole inside them that needed filling. Much like himself.

      He’d studied their techniques and became quite skilled at seeing past the smoke and the mirrors. The tricks and the slight of hand weren’t the crux of it though. A good psychic was a student of human nature, schooled in behavioral science as well as spiritualism. The key to any successful fraud is willingness on the part of the victim. An astute spiritualist knows just what carrots to dangle and what buttons to push to achieve their end.

      As Simon watched Madame Petrovka greet the party guests, he recognized the signs. What others saw as casual introductions, he knew were quick assessments. She might be appearing to admire a broach, but she was fishing. Fishing for information and for players in her little mummer’s farce. He knew that she was measuring each person, calculating their viability, observing them with the cool precision of Sherlock Holmes.

      Holmes. That was a sad irony that Simon could never quite accept. How had the man who created the world’s greatest detective been fooled by so many spiritualists? Doyle had famously been a great devotee of spiritualism, even to the point of obsession. How could such a critically thinking man be fooled? And with the very skills he’d imbued his great detective with —observation, knowledge and deduction. Holmes solved crimes in the same way a fraudulent psychic fooled their victim. Doyle’s fascination was a testament to the power of spiritualism and the complex susceptibility of its victims.

      Not that all mediums were frauds. After all, there are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy. Simon believed it was potentially possible for someone to have the gift of sight. He’d just never met anyone who did. But considering the things he had seen, the things he himself had done, he’d be a fool to think it wasn’t at least possible.

      When it was his turn to greet Madame Petrovka, he could see the wheels turning beneath her raven hair as they shook hands. She took full measure of him in mere seconds and dismissed him just as quickly. The last thing a medium wanted was an unbeliever. Nothing can put the brakes on a reading faster than the negative energy of a naysayer. Sadly, no matter how deeply he wanted to stop what was about to happen, he knew he’d be an instant outcast if he did. He needed to be a good little guest and politely watch the show.

      Madame Petrovka held court in one of the salons of the Gardiner’s large home. There would be no séance this evening just readings and if, according to Madame Petrovka, someone deeply sensitive were to be found, a demonstration of somnambulism.

      She began with disarming small talk, all subtly probing for the most suggestible guest. Sadly, she had her choice. Spiritualism had become quite popular in the latter half of the last century. It had made its way into the royal families of Europe and the wealthiest homes in America. Finding someone willing to suspend all common sense was far too easy a task.

      “You are such a sensitive group,” Madame Petrovka said with the merest hint of a Russian accent, another staple of so many frauds. “I am sure the spirits are feeling welcome as we speak. But I sense there is one here who has contacted the Other World before. Is there such a person here?”

      Mrs. Gardiner shyly raised her hand. “I spoke to my dearly departed Uncle just a few months ago. In this very room, as a matter of fact.”

      “Yes!” Madame Petrovka said loudly, eliciting delighted gasps from the crowd. “I can sense a presence.”

      Reginald Gardiner snorted. For once, Simon was inclined to agree with Gardiner, but he kept his expression neutral.

      “Yes, he is here.” She put a well-manicured hand to her temple and concentrated. “But, he doesn’t feel welcome, I’m afraid. He did ask me to say goodbye to a Kitty.”

      Mrs. Gardiner gasped. “That’s what he used to call me!” This was followed by a cooing chorus of delight. Simon was far less impressed. It would have been easy enough for Madame Petrovka to have paid the last psychic for a little inside information. Considering the vagueness of the remarks so far, it could have been no more than a clever guess.

      As the evening wore on and Simon’s patience wore thin, he noticed that Madame Petrovka wasn’t a garden-variety medium. She used a mixture of techniques ranging from Mesmerism to automatic writing to enthrall her audience. She tried to channel the spirit of a Revolutionary War hero distantly related to one of the guests, but, apparently, his wounds pained him too greatly.

      Madame Petrovka was very good at what she did. She handled her audience masterfully, seeming to always know when to press on and when to retreat. Simon was impressed, and worried. He tried to brush his concern aside as merely his distaste for her profession, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to it than that.

      She unnerved him. He wasn’t easily frightened and certainly not prone to flights of fancy, but there was something about this woman that set his teeth on edge. He watched her through the night with equal parts curiosity and dread.

      In the end, the performance was far from exceptional and the young woman who he was supposed to meet never arrived. Gardiner had made some excuse, but it turned out that it wouldn’t have mattered. She wasn’t Elizabeth, just some red-headed, second cousin of someone Gardiner couldn’t remember.

      That night, as he rode in his carriage back to his hotel, Simon's thoughts were of two women—the one he had yet to find and the one he wished he hadn’t.
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      “Really!”

      Simon rubbed his temple and nursed his tea. Philpot was busy being affronted over something innocuous that poor Livingston had said, while Gardiner gleefully watched the spectacle. It was the very definition of tiresome.

      Simon reminded himself that it was only his second day there, but that didn’t make this lot any more tolerable. He’d dutifully taken up his post in one of the reading chairs in Haven’s clubroom, subtly and not so subtly, making enquiries about any young ladies that were new to town.

      If the morning at the club didn’t bear fruit, he’d spread his net wider. He’d already paid several bellboys and elevator operators a kingly sum to be his eyes and ears at the hotel. People in service and small children were the best spies. Most people ignored them and spoke freely about even the most personal things in their company.

      A shoeshine boy worked like the devil in the far corner of the room. Maybe it was time to bring a few more into the fold. Paperboys, shoeshine boys and street urchins were beneath most people’s notice and could be invaluable additions to his network.

      Simon had already visited several dressmakers’ shops. He knew Elizabeth would need clothes made. Time travelers, he’d learned, needed to travel light. Hopefully, one of the seamstresses would hear something about her and report back. This afternoon, if he wasn’t any closer to finding her, he was going to walk Nob Hill. Of course, that still left Russian Hill and a few other elite neighborhoods. It was a long shot, but he’d be damned if he was going to leave any stone unturned. The earthquake was just under a week away and they had to be out of the city by then.

      Simon shifted in his seat, trying to shut out Gardiner’s inane babble. He picked up a newspaper from the side table, unfolded it and stared in dumb silence at the front page. It took him a second to recover, and when he did, he let out a joyful laugh so loud that Wentforth dropped his pipe.

      “Good lord man!” Gardiner squeaked.

      Simon waved him off and stared down at the grainy photograph emblazoned on the front page. When he’d opened the paper, he’d fully expected to see more about the devastation left by Mount Vesuvius’ eruption. The last thing he’d expected to find was a picture of Elizabeth. “Tomato Girl,” he said with a chuckle.

      She was alive and well and, as he skimmed the story of her heroic rescue of Graham, in true Elizabeth form. How he’d missed her special brand of insanity. His heart beat faster at just the thought of being with her again. Knowing she was safe lifted the weight from his shoulders that he’d carried with him since she’d stormed out. He would make amends; he would beg her forgiveness; he would make it all right again. Of course, he still had to find her first.

      The paper didn’t give many details. The story itself was short. There was a photograph of Graham and Elizabeth, and an artist’s rendering of the “tomato incident”.

      Simon's relative solitude was interrupted by a loud hello shouted across the room. The man waved to someone and virtually jogged toward Simon’s section of the room with self-assured idiocy. He reminded Simon of the dunderheaded athletes in his class who carried themselves with entitled nonchalance. Until he failed them, that is.

      “So good of you to meet me, Mr. Roth," the man said. "My aunt was sorry she missed you the other day.”

      “Good to see you, Maxwell.”

      Simon tried to tune them out, only listening for bits of information that might be useful. He’d become rather adept at eavesdropping; able to cull out snatches of conversation that might provide leads worthy of following up later. This particular conversation consisted of what amounted to a plea for money for a charity, something to do with a Mrs. Eldridge and the Chinese Mission.

      “I’m sure something can be arranged,” Roth said.

      “Good. Aunt Lillian will be very pleased.” Maxwell flopped down into one of the club chairs and sighed.

      “You seem to be in a very good mood, even for you,” Roth said.

      The man stretched out his legs in front of him and slid down further into his chair. “I am. Have you seen the paper?”

      “No.”

      “Do you mind?” Maxwell asked. It took Simon a moment to realize he was talking to him. “The paper? May I?”

      Simon reluctantly handed it to him.

      Maxwell smiled down at the front page. “I never thought I’d say this, but I think I might have found the one.” He handed Roth the paper.

      “Since lightning didn’t strike you dead on the very spot, I suppose you actually mean that this time.”

      “I think I just might. Isn’t she lovely?”

      “The Tomato Girl?”

      Simon jolted upright. With more effort than he’d like to admit, he forced a veneer of calm over his features. “Do you know her?”

      “Not as well as I’d like to,” Maxwell said. He quirked his head to the side like a small dog. “Do I know you?”

      “Simon Cross.”

      Gardiner snatched the paper from Roth’s hands. “Sir Simon, Harrington. Harrington, Cross. Oh, she is delightful, isn’t she? And feisty too!”

      Simon reined in his impulse to shove the paper down Gardiner’s throat and instead looked at Harrington with what he hoped was a casual smile. “I don’t suppose you know where she is? We’re old friends, and I’d love to say hello.”

      

      

      Simon forced himself to sit on the sofa. He couldn’t exactly prowl the room or, worse yet, throw open every door in the place until he found her. Even if that was exactly what he wanted to do. Elizabeth was here, nearly within his reach, and he was forced to sit and wait, with Harrington of all people.

      The very picture of nonchalant privilege, Harrington leaned back in his chair and stretched out his legs as he plucked off his driving gloves. “You know how women like to keep a man waiting,” he said, as if they shared some common bond.

      It was all Simon could do not to knock out some of his perfect teeth. The proprietary way he’d said Elizabeth’s name when he’d instructed the butler to announce his arrival still chafed. Not Miss West, which would have been proper, but Elizabeth, implying an intimacy Simon did not want to consider. And, not a word of his waxing on about how she was the one for him had faded from Simon’s memory. All of that, however, would be dealt with swiftly and decisively, later. For now, the only thing Simon wanted was to see Elizabeth again.

      The doorknob turned and Simon sprung to his feet ready to go to her, but it wasn’t Elizabeth. An elderly woman entered and Harrington, all manners not completely deteriorated, managed to stand. “Good morning, Aunt Lillian,” he said as he kissed her cheek.

      Simon strained for a glimpse of Elizabeth behind her, but the hall was empty. Belatedly, he realized he was being introduced. Simon plastered on a courtly smile and gave a small, deferential bow. “Mrs. Eldridge. I’m sorry for barging in like this.”

      Harrington leaned against the door jam. “Rank has its privileges.”

      “You’ll forgive my nephew, Sir Simon. What he lacks in tact he more than makes up for in impudence. Won’t you have a seat?”

      “Thank you. I—”

      The rest of the words were lost when Elizabeth, his Elizabeth, walked into the room. Simon’s heart, like a cannon shell trapped in the breech, nearly exploded in his chest.

      She playfully greeted Harrington and then, as she turned, she saw him. In the breadth of a few seconds her expression raced from disbelief to something he prayed was love. “Simon?”

      He ignored the shock and heard only the hope. His voice was a rasp, rising from deep within his soul. “Elizabeth.”

      He’d missed her more than he could have imagined. She smiled. Then, as she remembered their audience, she bridled her emotions, but like her, they were far from tamed and it took an effort to control them.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked in a voice pressing far too hard on insouciance to be anything but the opposite.

      Simon kept his eyes fixed on her, drinking in every aspect. “It’s good to see you.”

      He could see her breath was short. Her chest rose and fell quickly and her cheeks were flushed.

      “I’ve just arrived from New York," he said. "Imagine my surprise when I saw you in the paper.”

      Her blush spread to her neck, but she recovered quickly. “Looks like it’s a day full of surprises.”

      “Isn’t it?” Harrington said as he glared at Simon for a moment, before turning to Elizabeth. “Are you ready to go?”

      “Be a good chap, won’t you?” Simon said before Elizabeth could respond. There was no way on heaven or earth she was leaving his side now. “I’m sure you could spare her for the day, so two old friends might get reacquainted.”

      Judging from Harrington’s reaction, Simon knew he had him trapped. Good manners were an underrated weapon.

      “That’s up to Elizabeth.”

      And damn her if she didn’t think about it. What in God’s name was there to think about?

      Finally, she broke the silence. “Do you mind, Max?”

      He was obviously crestfallen and Simon managed not to gloat. Too much.

      “I’ll make it up to you,” she said, winning a smile from Harrington and a silent curse from Simon.

      “Dinner tonight then? I’ve already made reservations, so you can’t say no.”

      Elizabeth hesitated, but only for a moment. “That would be lovely.”

      Harrington grinned stupidly. “I’ll fetch you around eight,” he said, and then cast a crowing smirk at Simon. “Cross.”

      Simon nodded his head in acknowledgement, content to let him enjoy his false victory. After today, that would be all he’d have.

      Harrington departed, leaving Mrs. Eldridge standing awkwardly in what was obviously a private moment. The older woman looked at them with what Simon thought was envy, but whatever it was, it quickly fled. “I’m sure you two don’t need me for this,” she said, and quietly closed the door behind her.

      For a long moment, neither Simon nor Elizabeth moved. He could barely believe she was standing there before him. Flickers of emotion played upon her face—relief or anger—he didn’t care which. He’d wanted only one thing for the last few days.

      When she finally spoke, her voice quavered as much as he feared his own would. “What are you doing here?”

      All the speeches he’d rehearsed in the last few days didn’t mean a damn thing. Now that he’d finally found her, there was only one thing wanted and words had nothing to do with it. With three quick steps, he closed the distance between them, pulled her into his arms, and kissed her with all of his heart.

      Fierce desire and tender affection blended together in that kiss. The feel of her in his arms set all that was wrong to right again. The nights filled with longing and misery vanished. He pulled her body against his, not daring to let go.

      After a long moment he pulled back. “That,” he said, “is what I’m doing here.”
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      Elizabeth stood frozen, trapped between wanting to fall into his arms and wanting to sock him right in the nose for everything he’d made her go through. He’d been a colossal ass, but he’d also fought through time and space to be by her side. Seeing him again and kissing him had addled her brains a little, but not completely.

      “Don’t think we’re not going to have a serious talk about you know what,” she said.

      He stared at her expectantly, torn between fear and hope. It was a stark reminder. That very dichotomy was one of the reasons she loved him so much. He was a collision of opposites. The cool, so very British exterior that hid the most passionate man she’d ever known. He could recite Chaucer and quote Monty Python. He shut out the world and let her in.

      “But right now,” she continued, reaching up to caress his cheek. “I think you’d better kiss me again.”

      He gladly obliged. “God, I missed you,” he whispered in a voice rough and tender with emotion.

      She rested her head on his chest for a moment, content to let everything that was and everything that would be disappear. She’d been so intent on doing everything alone; she’d forgotten what a gift it was not to have to.

      Simon kissed the crown of her head and she felt as much as heard his sigh of relief. In the days since she’d arrived, she’d spent so much time angry about what had happened, she’d forgotten even to consider what he must have been going through. She eased back and one glance at his face told her the story of hardship, worry and desperation he’d endured. No matter how often she saw it in his eyes, or heard him whisper it to her in the dark, she was always awed by the sheer power of his love. The stoic, impenetrable Simon Cross lay bare and offered his heart to her again and again.

      The lump in her throat grew to guava-size, and the glistening around the edges of Simon’s eyes told her they were both on shaky ground. And, Mrs. Eldridge’s parlor was no place for an emotional scene. Gerald wouldn’t approve.

      Clearing her throat, she managed a smile. “What took you so long?”

      Simon laughed with that deep, rich resonate sound that found its way straight into her soul. He really needed to laugh more often.

      He matched her smile, but his eyes gave him away.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” she said. And then she noticed a small bruise on the edge of his jaw. “What happened?”

      She touched his cheek, and he took her hand and kissed her palm. “It’s nothing.”

      The final burden seemingly lifted from his shoulders, he let out a deep breath and gently tucked a stray tendril of hair behind her ear. With as much tenderness as he’d had passion a few moments ago, his gaze caressed her face. His long fingers traced the edge of her jaw.

      Elizabeth closed her eyes and leaned into his hand.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “Much better now.” She took his hand and led him to the sofa. She stared at him for a long moment before looking down. “I never thought you’d…”

      Simon tilted her chin up. “I will always come for you.”

      Her heart fluttered in her chest. Love’s arrhythmia. “What made you change your mind?”

      Simon frowned and his eyes darted from side to side like they did when he was searching for the right words. Giving her a wan smile, he shook his head. He walked to the window and stared out into the yard before turning back to her. “I should have listened. I’m still not ready to trust the Council, but I should have trusted you. But I…was angry and, if I’m honest, I was afraid.”

      “I know it’s hard.”

      He shook his head. “I’m not sure you really know how difficult it is for me. I never thought I’d fall in love. I certainly never thought I’d fall in love with someone like you.”

      She smiled wryly. “Thanks a lot.”

      Simon ran a hand through his hair and rubbed the back of his neck. “You’d think after nearly twenty years of teaching I’d learn how to say what I want to say.”

      “You don’t have to say anything.” She crossed the room to stand next to him. He always looked so lost when he tried to make amends.

      “For five days, I’ve been thinking about what I was going to say when I found you. And now that I have, every word has fled me,” he said with a sad smile.

      She stepped toward him and cupped the side of his face. “Simon.”

      He closed his eyes for a moment and then sighed. “I can’t promise that I’ll always be the man you deserve, but I can promise that I’ll always try to be.”

      Elizabeth felt tears welling in her eyes.

      “When you came to me about the Council, I reacted badly. I’m sorry. I should have told you the day they came to me.” He took both of her hands in his. “I need you to know something, Elizabeth. I need you to know that I will always support you. No matter how reckless and insane your ideas may be.”

      “And there’s my Simon,” Elizabeth said with a laugh.

      “And yours for the taking.”

      She kissed him again. “Consider yourself took.”

      

      

      San Francisco was the poster child for growing America. Brash, striving and never satisfied, it embodied the spirit of a nation feeling its oats. From President Teddy Roosevelt to the newest immigrant to land on its shores, America was in vigorous pursuit of greatness. Always bold, often blundering, and seldom tactful, America was reaching for the brass ring with both hands.

      Full of growing pains and beautiful mistakes, San Francisco was a teenage city ready to bust out. The population had grown from a mere 500 before the gold rush of 1849 to close to half a million by the turn of the century. What had been little more than pastures and mining towns was now a cosmopolitan city with thriving industry, modern technology and more money than you could shake a stick at. Empire building was its favorite pastime.

      At the city’s heart, Market Street was packed with every possible conveyance known to man. Horse drawn carts and carriages parried with a few boisterous automobiles and bulky cable cars. Pedestrians and cyclists wove in and out of the mess at will. If there were laws of the road, no one obeyed them.

      “Be careful,” Simon said as he tugged on Elizabeth’s elbow, pulling her back and keeping her from being run over by a low-slung drayage cart.

      Elizabeth sheepishly smiled her thanks. She’d been so caught up in the spectacle she wasn’t paying close enough attention. It was only her second time travel experience, after all; she was allowed to gape a little.

      She knew Simon didn’t quite share her enthusiasm for the adventure of it all. What she saw as wondrous, he saw as potentially dangerous. And that was the rub, wasn’t it? That, in part at least, was what had split them apart.

      She was determined that it wouldn’t keep them apart though. Simon was, deep in his heart, an explorer too. He might have preferred to do it from the safety of a leather wingback chair and risk only paper cuts, but his mind was as inquisitive as hers. She just needed to give it a little nudge.

      And, if she were honest with herself, she liked the feeling of his protective presence. If it could always be like it was now, like the reassuring feeling of his hand lightly holding her arm. Not guiding her, not holding back, just being at her side.

      She and Simon had left Mrs. Eldridge’s to go for a walk and ended up, as apparently everyone else in the city did, on Market Street. As they walked, they’d caught each other up on their adventures so far. While his description was concise and on point, very Joe Friday, hers was long, rambling and would have been bound in several volumes.

      The most maddening part was that he didn’t seem to be as worried as she was, or frankly, at all, about the consequences if they failed. You’d think not existing would have been troubling, but he didn’t seem bothered. That was, she supposed, one of the perks of thinking the Council was full of beans. He considered the whole thing a wild goose chase, but had learned enough not to repeatedly point that out.

      He was quick, however, to point out that getting her face plastered all over the biggest newspaper in San Francisco wasn’t exactly time travel etiquette. Not that he could really be angry with her for it. It was, as he put it, quintessentially Elizabeth, and without it, he might not have found her.

      With only four days until the attempt on Graham’s life, they needed to learn more about who might want him dead. That meant finding out more about the Admiral and the union workers who’d protested his speech. Failing that, Elizabeth was going to have herself surgically implanted to Graham’s side.

      A horse cart clattered past followed closely by a buzzing handful of flies, and Elizabeth squinted up into the afternoon sun. It was an unseasonably warm spring day. Add to that, an endless supply of dust and Elizabeth, as they said back home in Texas, was mighty parched.

      Over the din of the traffic, Elizabeth heard the tempting gurgling sound of water. It appeared to be coming from a large bronze obelisk-ish type thingy. It was a bit like a streetlamp on steroids, and had large lion heads growing out of its base. Out of those lion heads, streamed fresh, at least she hoped it was fresh, water.

      “Now, that’s a drinking fountain,” Elizabeth said as she started to lean over to take a swig.

      “Elizabeth,” Simon said with a scowl and a shake of his head.

      “What? I’m thirsty?”

      “You are also a lady. Theoretically,” he added, winning pursed lips from Elizabeth. Simon merely arched an eyebrow in response and continued, “Wouldn’t you rather have a nice cold lemonade or a martini?”

      “Is the Pope Catholic?”

      “Really, Elizabeth.”

      She gave him a cheeky grin.

      He sighed and gestured to an enormous building across the street. “My hotel.”

      “Why, Mr. Cross! If I didn’t know better, I’d think you’d brought me here on purpose.”

      It was his turn to grin, and Elizabeth couldn’t help but laugh. How she loved that smile. It made all sorts of promises she couldn’t wait to collect on.

      

      

      “As big as Hell and half of Texas,” Elizabeth whispered to herself as they entered the Palace Hotel’s Grand Court.

      Simon approached the front desk and asked for his room key. The clerk quickly obliged, and Simon led Elizabeth to one of the “rising rooms” as they called them. The elevator was a little unsteady as it inched its way up to the sixth floor. It gave one last lurch and bumped to a stop. Elizabeth gripped Simon’s arm.

      He smiled down at her. “You get used to it.”

      When they reached Simon’s room, Elizabeth hesitated. “I’m not sure this is…proper.”

      Simon keyed the door open and turned to her, leaning in close. “I’m sure it isn’t.”

      

      

      The late afternoon sun was just starting to dip behind the buildings and hills of Market Street. In the coming sunset, even red brick looked hewn out of gold.

      “It’s incredible,” Elizabeth said as she stood at the window, and pulled the sheet tightly around her body. They’d made love and washed away the sins of the past week in the process. “I had no idea the city was so big already.”

      She didn’t need to look to know that Simon wasn’t enjoying the view, at least not the same one she was. She could feel him watching her. Finally, she turned to face him. He’d already dressed, mostly. He was barefoot and his starched white shirt was still undone. Her button-down professor was damn sexy when he was unbuttoned. For her part, she was going to enjoy her unfettered, beneath-the-sheet nakedness as long as possible.

      He started to say something, but stopped. Instead, he reached out and caressed the edge of her jaw with back of his fingers. The way he looked at her always made her stomach drop, but this time there was more to it. It was so tender, so happy; it made her heart ache.

      “I missed you too,” she said.

      He nodded and she could see the muscles of his jaw clench briefly. Taking pity on both of them, she stepped into his arms.

      They just held each other for a minute. And in that minute, they could have been anywhere or anywhen and it wouldn’t have mattered, as long as they were together. That was a truth Elizabeth clung to.

      Simon eased back a little and looked into her eyes. He held them for a moment before tilting his head down and capturing her mouth in a kiss. It was soft and gentle, like a first kiss.

      It was a tiny spark at first, but it grew quickly. Elizabeth could feel it well up inside of her, and she pulled Simon closer as she deepened the kiss. After a moment, Simon sat down in one of the large overstuffed chairs, and pulled her down onto his lap. She reached behind him to move his jacket from the chair, but it felt oddly heavy. She slipped her hand into his coat pocket and pulled out a pistol.

      “What’s this?” she said.

      He took it from her hand and placed it on the end table. “A gun,” he said and leaned in to kiss her neck.

      “Simon! You know how I feel about guns.”

      “And you know how I feel about you. And if you don’t, let me show you,” he added as he pulled her closer. “Again.”

      He kissed her soundly and any reply was quickly forgotten. A knock at the door ruined the moment.

      “Bugger.”

      “I’ll get it,” Elizabeth said as she slipped off his lap, picked up her sheet train and started for the door.

      “Very funny.” Simon grabbed her arm and nudged her to the bedroom. With a frown, she hid in the hall and peeked around the corner. The bellboy kept his eyes to himself as he placed their drink tray down on a table. Simon fished into his pocket, tipped the boy and hurried him out.

      “Where were we?” he said.

      “You were going to show me something…again,” Elizabeth said with a wink.

      “That’s right,” Simon said and handed Elizabeth her drink. “Cheers. I could order some food, if you’d like.”

      Elizabeth winced at that. “I’m having dinner with Max later, remember?”

      Simon grunted. “Ah, yes. About your date—”

      “It’s not a date, Simon, and you know it. Max is a nice guy.”

      “Have you forgotten the last time you went out to dinner with a ‘nice’ guy?”

      She hadn’t forgotten. You don’t forget a dinner with a vampire. Ever. But she wasn’t going to rise to the bait. “Max is a nice guy,” she repeated. “And yes, while technically they might be dates, to me their strictly mission-related outings.”

      She raised her chin high and tried to look mighty. It was a bit of stretch to pull off haughty though while wrapped in a king sized bed sheet.

      “I see.”

      She was about to give him what-for when she noticed the edge of his mouth quiver. He was trying not to laugh. He was toying with her.

      “Very funny,” she said.

      Simon took another sip of his drink. He was maddening when he was calm. “I trust you.”

      “Then you don’t mind?” Elizabeth said skeptically.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      Elizabeth huffed out a breath and plopped into a chair. “Simon—”

      “Elizabeth,” Simon said simply. “I trust you. You know that. Harrington is another matter.”

      “He’s not going to try anything tonight.”

      “No, he isn’t.”

      “You sound awfully sure of that,” Elizabeth said.

      “I am.” Simon took another sip of his drink. “I’m going with you.”

      “Oh, Simon. I don’t think—”

      He put his glass down and stood up. “Don’t think,” he said, holding his hand out to her and pulling her up and into his arms. He leaned down and kissed the top of her shoulder. “We’ve both done enough thinking.”

      He trailed kisses down her neck and with one fluid movement undid the loose knot she’d used to tie the sheet around her. It fell to the floor at their feet.

      He scooped her up and into his arms. “Thinking’s definitely overrated.”
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      Max obviously hadn’t been pleased with the new arrangement for dinner, but he was too much of a gentleman to make a scene. Of course, that didn’t stop him from taking a few corners too sharply and sending Simon sliding dangerously across the back seat of his car. Elizabeth had even seen Max smile to himself when he’d heard Simon’s epithets after they hit a particularly deep pothole.

      It was a hair-raising ride as usual, but they made it to the Poodle Dog restaurant in one piece. As Simon extricated himself from the backseat, his expression signaled that tropical depression Simon had been upgraded to tropical storm.

      Elizabeth patted his arm gently and straightened the collar of his jacket. “Please, Simon,” she whispered.

      No matter how much Simon hated it, they couldn’t afford to alienate someone like Max. He was their golden ticket through just about every door in town.

      Simon grunted, but she could see his eyes soften.

      The Poodle Dog restaurant was housed in a large six-story brick building. On the outside it was non-descript, but inside it was rococo gone loco. The large dining room had dozens of lavishly laid tables. The walls were covered with rich embroidered silks. Venetian glass chandeliers hung low from the gilded ceiling, and the chairs looked like they might get up and walk out on their thick, curved legs. It was wonderfully ridiculous. A lot like her three-way date, thought Elizabeth.

      Both Simon and Max reached to pull her chair out for her. Each man held tightly onto his side of the chair and glared at the other. Elizabeth stood in no-man’s land until the maître d’ came to her rescue, clearing his throat and slipping between the two men.

      “Mademoiselle.”

      “Thank you,” she said with a glance at Simon and Max that held a healthy dose of enough.

      Simon grumbled something about the French and Max frowned, but they both released the chair, and took their seats with all the grace of two schoolboys who’d just had their knuckles rapped. The maître d’ handed them the menus, and when it came to the wine list, he held it out and raised a questioning eyebrow.

      Max snatched it from his hand. “Please,” he said, cutting off Simon’s protest. “You’re my guest.”

      Simon’s manners hadn’t completely dissolved. That, and a quick kick in the shin under the table, brought a tight smile and deferring nod.

      Max gave the list a quick scan before handing it back. “Château Mouton Rothschild, ’78.”

      Simon gave a quiet, but not too quiet “humph”. If Max heard the disdain in it, he ignored it, and turned his attention back to Elizabeth. And the game was on.

      “So, Cross,” Max said with an easygoing smile. “You don’t mind if we dispense with the title, do you? This is America after all.”

      Elizabeth nearly blurted out, “What title?” but managed to stop herself. He would be explaining that later.

      “Of course,” Simon said to Max. “If it makes you uncomfortable.”

      Max’s lips quivered with the strain of keeping his casual smile in place. “I understand you’re here from New York. What brings you to our fair city?”

      Simon cast a quick, but meaningful glance at Elizabeth before answering. “Business.”

      “What sort?”

      Elizabeth had a flash of panic, but Simon answered smoothly. “Lloyds.”

      “Insurance?” Max said with a relieved smile. Any tension he’d had slipped away.

      “And investments,” Simon added.

      Max turned to Elizabeth, effectively dismissing Simon. “I’m sure it’s fascinating.”

      Simon’s expression was enigmatic. “At times. Regardless, I hope to conclude my business here quickly,” he said with a glance at Elizabeth.

      “If there’s anything I can do to hurry it along, old man,” Max added. “Don’t hesitate to ask.”

      “Very kind of you,” Simon said flatly.

      “I have to admit I find most business rather tedious,” Max said, as the waiter returned with their wine. “Life’s too short to spend it sitting behind a desk. Did you know that there are tribes of Negro half-men, barely the size of a child, in the darkest jungles of Africa? And legends of gold beyond your wildest imaginings in the hidden tombs of the Pharaohs of Egypt.”

      Simon coughed and nearly choked on the wine. They’d both had their share of the “Kings” of Egypt during their last adventure. Elizabeth cast Simon a pleading glance.

      “I’m sure it’s fascinating,” Simon said in a voice so dry it could have been vermouth.

      “It is,” Max said earnestly, missing the barb. “Of course, it’s not for everyone. The world needs bankers and insurance salesmen. No offense, old man. But for some…” he said as he turned to Elizabeth. “That’s not enough, is it?”

      Elizabeth ignored the question, knowing any answer would lead to a path she’d rather not go down. “Max is planning on racing his car from Paris to…”

      “Peking to Paris, actually.”

      “Right. Peking to Paris. Isn’t that interesting, Simon?”

      “Fascinating.”

      The conversation ground to a fine-grained halt. Apparently, in some cases, silence was more awkward than golden. Simon’s last jab had ended the round and left both men sitting in their corners prepping for the next. Before the bell could ring, Elizabeth jumped into the fray.

      “Simon has travelled quite a bit himself,” Elizabeth said quickly.

      Simon narrowed his eyes, but caught her expression. She wasn’t going to put up with much more. Just a peek of her pique seemed to do the trick, and he leaned back in his chair. “Europe and Asia, primarily. Good experience for a boy.”

      Max chuckled at that and leaned back in his chair to mirror Simon.

      Elizabeth sighed quietly. Men. “I haven’t traveled much.”

      It was true enough, a little time travel not withstanding. She’d seen a few states, but had never even left the country. The closest she’d come was a border town in Texas on a prom night that was best forgotten.

      “You’ve traveled across America. That’s more than most,” Max said. “I’m amazed the men of New York let you leave, actually. However, their loss is my most pleasant gain.”

      Elizabeth blushed and thought she could actually see a puff of steam come out of Simon’s ears.

      The waiter came just in the nick of time to ward off any biting reply Simon might have been about to make. Whatever it was, he washed it down with a half glass of fine wine.

      Once they’d placed their orders, the awkward silence returned.

      “So, Cross,” Max said, draining his own glass. “How do you know our dear Elizabeth?”

      “Dear Elizabeth,” Simon said between clenched teeth and a tight smile, “is an old family friend.”

      “Did you go to school with her father?” Max said. Elizabeth saw Simon’s jaw clench at the dig. “I’d very much like to meet him some day.”

      Elizabeth’s chest tightened the way it always did when someone reminded her that she’d never see her father again. Everyone said the feeling would fade away in time. She was still waiting.

      “I didn’t have the honor of knowing Elizabeth’s father,” Simon said. “I very much wish that I had.”

      That made Elizabeth smile. Her father and Simon couldn’t have been more different. And yet, she knew they would have somehow gotten along. What she wouldn’t give to have seen them meet for the first time.

      “My father passed away,” Elizabeth explained for Max’s benefit.

      “I didn’t realize,” Max said.

      She waved away his apology. “It’s all right. Both of my parents are gone. I’m the last of my kind.”

      “A rare and beautiful thing. Just what every adventurer hopes to find,” Max said as took hold of her hand brushed a light kiss across her knuckles. “Treasure.”

      Elizabeth felt a blush steal up her cheeks and took a quick sip of water. “Fool’s gold.”

      “Hardly. Isn’t she lovely when she’s embarrassed?” Max said with a smile. “I think I could grow quite used to seeing that.”

      “Really?” Simon said casually. Or at least it sounded casual to the uninitiated. Elizabeth knew better. And that was definitely steam.

      Oblivious, Max continued on. “What man wouldn’t? Surely, you have no shortage of suitors back home.”

      Elizabeth stole a quick glance at Simon. “It’s complicated.”

      “A beautiful and charming woman like you. How complicated can it be?”

      Elizabeth fiddled with the collar of her blouse and resisted the urge to look at Simon. “You’d be surprised.”

      “New York must be filled with blind men and idiots. Present company excepted, of course,” Max said with a nod toward Simon. “You should be proposed to regularly. In fact, I may take it upon myself to remedy the situation.”

      Elizabeth laughed. Simon did not.

      

      

      The rest of dinner was a mixture of tense and tenser. Max was either unaware, didn’t care, or enjoyed discomfiting Simon. Whatever his reason, he continued to court Elizabeth subtly and not so subtly through the entire meal. Maybe Simon was right. It looked to Max as if their outings had been dates.

      Elizabeth tried to steer the conversation to safer ground. She asked about Max’s mother, his car, anything to keep him and Simon from sparring.

      Finally, blessedly, the dinner ended. Now, she just needed to get this party train back to the station with as little blood spilled as possible.

      When they arrived back at Mrs. Eldridge’s house the tension was as thick as the evening fog. The two men escorted her to the front door. Max took her hand and kissed it as he bowed, bidding her goodnight.

      Simon kept his distance and stared at her for a long moment. His expression said everything he couldn’t. He bowed curtly and headed back down the walk without so much as a word.

      She wanted to call out to him, to invite him inside. But, judging from his body language, he needed some time to unwind. He was cranky, and she could hardly blame him. If their positions had been reversed, the cat would have had claws. Well, tomorrow was another day. And, she guessed from the milkman’s wagon that clattered down the street, only a few hours away.

      “Give you a lift, old man?” Max said to Simon.

      “No, thank you.”

      Max shrugged and started up his car. With a loud backfire that cut into the quiet, he drove off.

      “Goodnight, Simon,” Elizabeth said.

      Simon lingered at the end of the walk for a long moment. He looked like he was about to say something when he mumbled a goodnight, stuffed his hands into his pockets and headed off into the cold night.

      

      

      Elizabeth undressed and slipped into her silk nightgown, which was actually fancier than any dress she’d ever owned. She hated sleeping in something she was afraid to wrinkle though.

      The floor was chilly under her feet as she walked across the room to close the heavy drapes. She paused for a moment to enjoy the room's beautiful view of the side garden. The moon hung just over the large Magnolia tree that stood sentinel in the side yard. Oversized white blossoms caught the moonlight.

      Something tinked against the glass of her window and made her jump. The heck? Tink. There it was again. She peered out into the darkness and saw a shadowy figure step out from under the Magnolia tree. There was no mistaking who it was – Simon.

      Quickly, she undid the window lock and raised the lower sash. An absurd image of him holding a boombox over his head as a Peter Gabriel song played flashed into her mind. Of course, in this case, it would probably be a Victrola playing Rachmaninoff.

      She started to call out to him, but realized how late it was and held a hand indicating that he should wait there. As quickly and as quietly as she could, she made her way down stairs and slipped out the side door. She hurried across the cold, dewy grass.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “About bloody time. I’ve thrown half the rocks in the yard.”

      “Is something wrong?”

      He shook his head and reached out to tuck a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “No,” he said a bit hoarsely. “No. I just…” His voice trailed off and he shook his head again.

      His strong hands held her arms and pulled her into his embrace. His arms circled her and held her to his chest. His clothes were chilled and damp from the night air. She could feel as much as hear his deep sigh.

      When they pulled apart, Elizabeth rested her hands against his chest. He looked at her in that way that always made her heart skip a beat – tender, intense, absolute. She felt a surge of guilt. She knew she’d made the right decision. He could have come with her and chose not to. And yet…

      “I’m not going anywhere,” she said as she leaned into his warmth. Simon was always warm, her own personal heater.

      “Yes, you are,” he said covering her hand with both of his. “Back inside, your hands are ice cold.”

      Elizabeth hesitated for a moment and then said, “Come with me.”

      Simon shook his head. “I should go. I just needed to see you again.”

      She spread out her arms in display. “Behold the Elizabeth.”

      Simon chuckled, but it faded quickly. “There is one favor I’d like to ask though. Harrington.”

      “He’s harmless.”

      “But, you are not.”

      “Me?” She hadn’t done anything.

      “He’s falling in love with you.”

      Elizabeth waved her hand dismissively. “It’s been two days.”

      Simon shrugged. “You’re potent.”

      It took her a second to realize that Simon was completely serious. “He’s just flirting.” A lot, she added silently.

      “Perhaps,” Simon said. “And if he isn’t?” He let the question hang in the air between them.

      “Then I’m being unfair to him, aren’t I? Because there’s only one man I love. Only one man I’ll ever love.”

      Simon nodded almost imperceptibly.

      “That’s you, by the way.”

      She smothered his smile with another kiss.

      His hand came up to cup her cheek and he pulled back. “You’re freezing. You should go inside,” Simon said, rubbing her arms gently.

      “Come with me.” She wanted him. She wanted to wake up next him again.

      Simon smiled. “I don’t think Gerald would approve,” he said with a nod of his head toward the side door.

      Standing in the shadow of the doorway was Gerald, arms crossed tightly over his chest.

      Elizabeth had to laugh. “He’s just looking out for me. He means well.”

      “In that case, give him my thanks.”

      “He’ll love that,” she said with a laugh.

      Simon turned her slightly to obscure Gerald’s view and then caressed her cheek gently and kissed her once more. “Goodnight, love.”

      But he didn’t let go and she didn’t want him to. She could see his struggle and, despite what he’d said, she wasn’t sure he could let her go. Unless she wanted to spend the night standing out here in her shift, it was up to her. She savored the last bit of his warmth and eased back out of his arms.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” Elizabeth said, letting her hand linger on his chest. “Just the two of us this time. I promise.”

      “I’m going to hold you to that.”

      Elizabeth gave him a sly little smile. “I hope you do.”

      His eyes narrowed and she thought she heard him groan. “Goodnight, Simon,” she said and then walked back across the lawn to the door and past a scowling Gerald.

      “Goodnight, Gerald,” she said without pause or explanation. She started up the back stairs but heard him grumble, “Englishmen.”
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      “I hate you,” Elizabeth said.

      The corset didn’t reply. She hadn’t wanted to call the maid for help and nearly dislocated her shoulder tightening the laces herself. It was a cruel trick to keep women needy, she thought. Someone who can’t even get dressed by themselves is bound to rely on others for everything. Suffrage couldn’t come too soon.

      She was just opening her door when Jane, the young maid of the house, scurried up to her.

      “Good day, Miss,” she said, bobbing in a quick curtsy. “Mr. Foster was looking for you.”

      Gerald. She had a sinking feeling he was going to give her a lecture about what proper ladies did and didn’t do, including meeting men in the middle of the night in nothing but their shifts.

      He might have been the butler, but he was the lord of the manor in every other way. Mrs. Eldridge had even assured her that she and Gerald had no secrets from each other.

      “Where is he?”

      “He’s in his rooms, Miss. I was just bringing him these,” she said holding out a stack of neatly folded laundry.

      “I’ll take them.”

      “But, Miss—”

      “His rooms are upstairs?”

      “Yes, Miss, first on the right, but—”

      Elizabeth took the laundry. “Thank you, Jane.”

      She started up the stairs and suddenly felt like she was going to the principal’s office or, worse yet, her father’s room for a serious talking to. She knocked on the door.

      “Come.”

      Elizabeth opened the door and peeked inside. The room was fairly simple and Spartan, except for a portrait of President Roosevelt that hung above a small desk. Gerald sat on the edge of his bed, one trouser leg rolled up to his thigh. The stump of what had been his right leg poked out like a red, pinched and angry face.

      She’d noticed his limp before, but it had never occurred to her that it might be…this. Whatever injury had caused the amputation had long since healed, but the end of it still looked raw and painful. She tried not to stare it at, but the harder she tried the more magnetic it became.

      “I’m sorry,” Elizabeth said.

      Gerald looked up and his expression darkened. He stood on his one good leg and glared at her, his face turning a dark ruddy red. “What are you doing here? Don’t they teach manners when you come from?”

      “I’m sorry,” Elizabeth said again. She held out the laundry. “Jane was bringing these and…please, sit down.”

      Trying not to look at his leg, she set the laundry down on the bed next to him. She didn’t know what to say or where to look. “I didn’t mean to intrude. Jane said you were looking for me.”

      When she noticed the lotions and fresh stockings, she mumbled another apology and started for the door. He’d obviously been tending to his leg when she came in.

      “Do you always barge in where you’re not welcome?”

      Elizabeth turned back and answered without thinking. “Yes. At least that’s what people tell me.”

      Gerald glared at her. Even in this state, he was an imposing man. His hair seemed to grow a brighter shade of red to match his anger. And then, slowly, the hard line of his mouth quivered and the corners turned up in a smile. Finally, a deep, booming laugh escaped. It was a wonderful sound, rich and deep and from the heart.

      “Good. I like an honest woman.”

      “And I like a forgiving man,” she said.

      He laughed again, but this time there was no joy it. “I’m hardly that.”

      “Well, you haven’t thrown me out.”

      “Yet,” he said, but she could see the smile in his eyes. He gestured to a chair by the bed. “Are you going to sit or do I have to keep standing on my good leg forever?”

      Elizabeth sat down so quickly she nearly missed the chair. The room wasn’t as impersonal as she’d first thought. A few small photographs sat in silver frames on a dresser and there were lots and lots of books.

      She could feel him staring at her. She was trying not to look at his leg, but her eyes kept falling on it. The tip of it poked out from his pant leg. “Does it hurt much?”

      “Some days.” He picked up his prosthetic leg and turned it over in his hands. It looked heavy and had a large leather thigh brace, sort of like a corset for the upper-leg with thick laces and steel joints. Just below the knee, there was a hollow wooden calf with a semi-articulated rubber foot. “Better than the alternative.”

      He put the leg down on the bed. “Getting a Winkley next time. This one’s starting to chafe.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Unless you were manning a British cannon at Stoney Creek, you don’t have anything to be sorry for." He rolled down his pant leg. “But you don’t want to hear about that.”

      She did actually, but she wasn’t sure he wanted to tell her. In an attempt to change the topic, she blurted out, “Last night wasn’t what you thought it was.”

      If he was surprised by the sudden change in topic, he didn’t show it. “Wasn’t it?”

      “Okay, it was.” She hadn’t done anything to apologize for. What she did was her business, after all. “I just don’t want you to think I’m some kind of floozy.”

      “You don’t need to explain yourself to me, girl.”

      She didn’t, and yet, she wanted to. She had no reason for it, but she wanted Gerald to understand. He was a curmudgeon, difficult to read and never what she expected. But, she liked him. He was one of those men who didn’t give his approval easily and so it meant all the more when you earned it.

      “I know,” she said. “I have issues.” When it was clear he had no idea what that meant, she quickly added, “Missing parts, you know, little emotional scars.”

      Gerald stared at her for a long moment seeming to see right into her soul. “Some wounds never heal. You just learn to live with them.”

      Elizabeth was suddenly embarrassed at how painfully transparent she was. “Jane said you were looking for me.”

      “A messenger came this morning with an invitation for you.”

      “Who’s it from?”

      “I don’t read other people’s mail.” He picked up one of the stockings and started to dress his leg. Apparently, he was finished with her. She sat there like a dope for a moment, waiting for what she didn’t know, and then finally stood.

      “Thank you.” She opened the door and started to leave, but his voice stopped her.

      “I don’t, by the way.”

      “Don’t what?”

      “Think you’re a floozy,” he said with a hint of a smile. “Not that it matters.”

      She smiled back. “It matters a little.”

      

      

      The invitation was from Victor Graham. She and a guest were cordially invited to a dinner party at their home that evening. Judging from the little cable car shindig Graham had thrown at the Cliff House, this little dinner party was going to be of the ultra swanky variety, and she wanted to make sure she could swank right along with the best of them.

      Simon had dutifully waited in the other room while she had her measurements taken, retaken, clucked about and jotted down. He sat patiently during her endless dress fittings. He played the perfect boyfriend while she looked for the perfect accessories. Sadly, when it came to jewelry she was way, way out of her depth.

      Magritte’s Jewelers served only the poshiest of the posh. She’d never owned anything real and even her fakes were bad fakes. Not that she would have bought a lot of jewelry even if she’d had the money. But, as she looked down at a case full of sparkly things, one or two sparkles wouldn’t have killed her.

      Most of the jewelry was overly ornate, just like nearly everything else in Victorian and Edwardian America. If they could embellish it, they did, and then they did it again. Still, some of the jewelry was gorgeous. The rings with yellow or rose-gold and a big, but not Texas big, diamond were beautiful. There was one with a simple setting that whispered her name.

      “Elizabeth?”

      She jumped at the voice.

      “See anything you like?” Simon asked at her side.

      Her eyes lingered on the solitaire and she felt suddenly silly and embarrassed. None of this was for her. “It’s fun to look, but I’m sure Mrs. Eldridge has something I can borrow. I’m not the diamonds type anyway.”

      Simon looked like he was going to argue the point and part of her wished he would, but he just nodded, and asked her where else she needed to go.

      Their shopping trip took the better part of the day. When they’d finally finished, the carriage was filled with huge boxes. Every purchase was wrapped carefully and placed in a ridiculously large box and tied up with string. It was like being inside Santa’s bag.

      Shopping wasn’t the only thing that took forever. Getting ready for an elegant dinner was hard work. Her hair was being argumentative and it took over an hour to show it just who was boss.

      Little Jane had tried to convince her that face enamel was the makeup for any lady of the day, but Mrs. Eldridge had, thankfully, put the kibosh on that. A little eye pencil, rouge and lip-rouge would be more than enough.

      After half an hour of piling on layer after torturous layer of undergarments Elizabeth was ready for her dress. It was even more frightening than the prospect of enameling her face, whatever that was. The dress was probably the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen and she was sure she was going to look like a fool in it.

      It was gold satin-velvet with lace insets and velvet appliques. The bodice was golden draped chiffon with a sweetheart neckline. Elizabeth picked up the train she knew she would eventually trip over and looked in the mirror. She’d felt like an idiot when Jane had helped her on with it, but now seeing herself, it was like her fairy godmother had bopped her on the head. A beautiful, if not completely confident woman stared back at her.

      She put on the gold filigree and pearl necklace, and matching earrings Mrs. Eldridge loaned her, and was ready to make her grand entrance. She stood at the top of the stairs to catch her breath, but the way Simon looked wasn’t helping—confident, dapper and seriously en fuego. She’d always thought tails were kind of silly, but on Simon silly wasn’t the word that came to mind. “Hot damn” summed it up nicely.

      She put a hand on the banister and started down the stairs. In the movies, the heroine always glided down the stairs so gracefully. Props to them, because it wasn’t easy. Effortless grace took a lot of work. She tried to keep her eyes on Simon, but she nearly missed a step and tightened her death grip on the banister. Effortless was definitely out of reach. At this point, she’d happily settle for not going buns over teakettle.

      “So beautiful,” Simon said as he took her hand and helped her down the last few steps.

      “It is, isn’t it?” Elizabeth said, smoothing down the silk skirt.

      “I wasn’t talking about the dress, Elizabeth.”

      No matter how often he complimented her, it still caught her off guard.

      Simon leaned in close. “How important is it that we’re on time?” He kissed her cheek and then her neck. “Would they miss us if we were an hour or two late?”

      She managed not to lose all of her focus. “That might be pushing it.”

      He nibbled on the nape of her neck. “Twenty minutes?”

      “You’re a very bad man.”

      “I’m trying to be.”

      

      

      The carriage ride to the Graham’s took all of two minutes, which was a good thing considering they were running fifteen minutes late. The Grahams lived just a few blocks over on the knob of Nob Hill. She’d thought Mrs. Eldridge house was big, but the Graham’s was Big Four big. This was the sort of place she expected a robber baron like Crocker to live in. Maybe Mary’s father had been one of the railroad kings.

      The mansion was enormous and a little frightening. Maybe it was the foggy San Francisco evening, but it looked spooky, like Disneyland’s Haunted Mansion on steroids or the truly disturbing Winchester House in San Jose. Elizabeth's nerves were definitely starting to get the better of her. She really needed to stop watching the Discovery Channel.

      She and Simon were ushered into a large foyer where several servants helped them with their hats and coats. The butler then led them to a huge set of double doors.

      “Your names, sir?”

      “Sir Simon Cross and Miss Elizabeth West.”

      Simon was completely at ease, but she felt a little like Julia Roberts out on a date with Richard Gere. She tried not to fidget and swallowed a nervous laugh. Simon held out his arm and whispered reassurances in her ear.

      “Right. Courage, Camille.” She picked up her train and took his arm, when she realized that she’d completely forgotten to ask him about his sudden title. “Sir Simon?”

      He shrugged. “Just a minor baronetcy.”

      Amazing. She wasn’t even sure what a baronetcy was, but she was pretty sure there was nothing minor about it. How could he be so nonchalant about it all? “And I suppose you have a castle too.”

      “No.”

      “Good.”

      “There is a family estate, but—”

      The butler opened one of the doors and stood back. “Sir Simon Cross and Miss Elizabeth West.”

      They entered the large, lavish parlor. The entire room was paneled in a rich, deep mahogany and candled chandeliers gave off a warm yellow glow. A string quartet played something classical from their spot on the far side of the room. Victor Graham, looking smart and very at home in his tuxedo, excused himself from a small group of his other guests and greeted them. Elizabeth introduced Simon, stumbling over his title.

      About a dozen guests dressed to the nines, tens and elevens, enjoyed cocktails and chatted. All of them greeted her with what seemed to be genuine smiles and compliments. Simon was quickly pulled away to explain what it was like to be a baronet. She’d love to hear that herself.

      She was herded into a circle of ladies talking about the upcoming opera. Simon had tried to introduce her to opera. She’d fallen asleep in their box. She was more Pal Joey than Puccini.

      She smiled, nodded and small talked with the ladies at the party. But no matter how hard she tried, she still felt like a stranger in a very strange land until she heard a friendly voice.

      “Peanut?”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    
    
      “Teddy!” Elizabeth blurted out a bit too loudly. She was so relieved to see a familiar face; she’d let a little too much Texas out. “I didn’t expect to see you here. I didn’t realize you were close to the Graham’s.”

      Teddy tucked his little brown sack of peanuts into his jacket pocket and brushed a straggler off his lapel. “I’m not.”

      “But you were at the other party and this looks pretty exclusive.”

      “Oh, it is!” he said with a bright smile. “I wouldn’t be here if I weren’t rich though.”

      Elizabeth couldn’t help but laugh. Teddy’s unfiltered honesty was so refreshing. “Graham hitting you up for an investment?”

      Teddy nodded. “But you’re here because you’re wonderful.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      He ducked his head. “I would.”

      “Would what?” Simon said, appearing at their side.

      Like a rabbit seeing a hunter, Teddy fidgeted in place for a second and then tried to make a quick escape. Elizabeth grabbed his arm. “Teddy, I’d like you to meet, Simon—Sir Simon Cross. Simon, this is Teddy Fiske.”

      Simon stuck out his hand. “Fiske.”

      Without looking up, Teddy’s head bobbed and shook Simon’s hand with one quick pump. “Hi.”

      “Teddy’s the one I was telling you about."

      "With the photographic memory?” Simon asked.

      “Eidetic,” Teddy said. “From the Greek eidos, something seen. It’s not technically photographic.”

      She’d warned Simon about Teddy’s eccentricity, but Teddy was something that had to experience firsthand to be fully understood. She prayed Simon did.

      “I stand corrected,” Simon said politely.

      Teddy frowned. “I’m sorry. Sometimes I’m rude and I don’t mean to be. You look beautiful.”

      Elizabeth laughed. “That’s all right, Teddy. Some of my favorite people do that,” she said as she glanced up at Simon. “And thank you.”

      “Sorry to interrupt,” Victor Graham said as he joined them by the fireplace. “You gentlemen don’t mind if I steal my tomato girl?”

      Both men nodded, but clearly neither was happy with the prospect of being left with the other. As she was pulled away, Elizabeth gave Simon a pleading look with emphasis on Teddy, who looked like a child left on the school steps for his first day of kindergarten.

      Simon arched an eyebrow, but turned back to Fiske. “So, I understand you worked with Tesla.”

      

      

      The dinner itself was served in a large formal dining room. There was a big, not quite Citizen Kane big, fireplace where the flames from the fire cast eerie shadows on the opposite wall. An ornate crystal chandelier with dozens of cream-colored candles hovered over the beautifully laid table. A tapestry of a traditional English hunt covered the wall behind the head of the table and a large mirror the opposite. Simon was seated across the table from her, which made conversation nearly impossible. Thank heaven Teddy was sitting next to her.

      The table setting was ridiculously complex. Elizabeth could feel the sweat forming in her palms. The most formal dinner she’d attended was at Mexican Pete’s daughter’s quinceanera. And, that was ten years ago and in a VWF hall. Of course, Simon had taken her to some very nice restaurants, but it was always just the two of them. If she used her fish fork to eat her salad, only Simon knew. She glanced down at the place setting in front of her. Four forks, three spoons, two knives and a disaster waiting happen.

      She was careful to watch the other guests before she made any moves. In the end, it wasn’t difficult to follow along, but pacing herself was. Eight courses was five or six too many.

      And then there was the booze — cocktails beforehand, sherry with the first courses, then several glasses of wine or champagne, and finally port or Madeira. Luckily, she’d barely sipped each glass. For all the repressive trappings of Victorian society, they partied hearty.

      Somewhere between the soup and the fish, Victor Graham had offered a toast to his rescuer. The group drank to her health and laughed as Graham recounted their adventure. Unfortunately, Elizabeth’s x-gene of invisibility still hadn’t manifested itself, and so all she could do was smile and suffer gracefully.

      Graham was much as he had been at the Cliff House — amiable, talkative and entertaining. Mary Graham, on the other hand, sat quietly at the other end of the table doing more rearranging of her food than eating it. Even in the yellow glow of the candles and lamplight, she looked pale. She smiled politely and made small talk with the couple seated at her end of the table, but she was very different from the convivial host her husband was.

      Over three hours later, when the last course had been cleared, the men retired to a smoking room for cigars and brandy, and the ladies to the salon for a demitasse or a cordial. After all that food, all Elizabeth wanted was some Alka-Seltzer and a six or seven hour nap.

      While Mary Graham remained pinched in the face and waved off any offers of drink, she did in the conversations and was actually quite bright. Elizabeth expected the talk to be all frippery and fashion, but the ladies surprised her. They talked about politics, philosophy and art, and even listened in earnest to Elizabeth when she had something to offer. It was nearly midnight when Victor Graham opened the doors to the ladies’ salon and announced that the night’s entertainment was about to begin. The room was instantly abuzz with anticipation.

      Elizabeth found Simon in the hall. “It’s a marathon, isn’t it?”

      “And too much for some,” he said, gesturing to the smoking room where Teddy was fast asleep in an overstuffed leather chair. “We lost him about an hour ago.”

      He looked adorable as he hugged a pillow to his chest. “Poor Teddy.”

      “We’ll make sure he gets home after the…entertainment. God help us.”

      The party, which had shed a few members and was down to eight, was escorted into yet another salon. All the occasional chairs and tables had been pushed against the walls or removed, and were replaced by a large oval table. It was draped with a heavy red velvet tablecloth and ringed with nine hardback chairs.

      At the center of the table, amidst a cluster of candles, sat a lidless tureen of soup and a basket of bread. The overly sweet scent of incense filled the room and the wisps of smoke disappeared up into the dark of the ceiling.

      “Welcome to our séance,” Graham said with a wicked smile. Mary Graham stood at his side and seemed far less enthused at the idea.

      A figure stepped out of the shadows. “Please be seated.”

      “Petrovka,” Simon whispered in Elizabeth’s ear as he held out her chair.

      So this was the mysterious Madame Petrovka. Simon had described her well. She was a far cry from the gypsy fortunetellers and new age mystics she’d seen back home.

      Madame Petrovka gestured to a small, wiry man who followed her out of the shadows. “My assistant, Mr. Stryker, will join us to make the circle complete.”

      Slugworth had nothing on Mr. Stryker. As if he wasn’t scary enough, he had a long scar that ran from the corner of his mouth down to his chin. It made him look a little like a ventriloquist’s dummy. And those always turned up the creepy dial to eleven. Elizabeth nudged Simon and gestured questioningly toward Stryker. Simon shrugged in response.

      “Now, it is vitally important,” Mrs. Petrovka said slowly, “that everyone here be open to the idea of the Other World. The spirits will not come to us if they sense negative energy. I must ask that if you cannot give yourself completely that you leave the circle now.”

      No one moved to leave. Simon even managed to keep a straight face. She knew how he felt about these things. Despite having seen proof that the paranormal was more than fiction, he was still a skeptic. Elizabeth wasn’t exactly Mulder to his Scully, but she knew that the truth lied somewhere between them.

      Elizabeth had never been to a real séance before. The closest she’d come was playing Light As a Feather, Stiff As a Board with some other kids at a local motel just outside of El Paso. Chanting and lifting a sixty-pound, seven year old off the floor with “just their wills” and a few fingers didn’t seem as impressive now as it had then. She had the feeling this séance would probably be a little more involved than that.

      “Very good.” Madame Petrovka took her seat at the head of the table with Stryker to her left and Mary Graham to her right. “You are clearing your minds now. Please close your eyes. Breathe deeply. All together, please?”

      Everyone took a few deep breaths. The smoke from the incense was so thick Elizabeth could taste it. It was sweet, earthy and floral.

      “You are relaxing and opening to the world around you,” Madame Petrovka said. Her voice was breathy and yet, compelling, even commanding. “We want the spirits of the Other World to know that we welcome them. We are open to them and we hope they will join us. Please open your eyes and take the hands of the persons sitting next to you.”

      Simon took hold of Elizabeth’s right hand and squeezed it. Victor Graham held her left. Madame Petrovka nodded and Mr. Stryker blew out all but three candles.

      “Good, you are still relaxed and open. You must not let go of each other’s hands. The circle must not be broken. We make an offering of food to the spirits to nurture them and we invite them to join us.”

      This lady was good. Elizabeth hadn’t felt so good and relaxed in ages. All of the tension from the dinner had faded away and everything seemed…wonderful.

      “I will now try to summon any spirits that are amongst us. You must not break the circle no matter what may occur. We are all safe and open to the Other World.”

      Madame Petrovka’s eyes fluttered closed and she dipped her head. “Our beloved spirits, we bring you gifts from life unto death. Commune with us and move among us. If you are here, give us a sign.”

      A long silence followed where all Elizabeth could hear was her own heartbeat.

      “We welcome, beloved spirit. Come among us. We reach out to you. Give us a sign.”

      A sudden and loud rapping sound from the middle of the table sent a collective gasp through the room.

      “We are so pleased you’ve come to us,” Madame Petrovka said. “You are welcome among us, spirit. Do you want to speak to us?”

      Another loud knock came.

      “Are you familiar with this place?

      Another, a little louder than before.

      “Can you tell us who you are?”

      There was another long pause and then small flowers fluttered down from the ceiling. Violets. Victor Graham’s hand spasmed around hers.

      Mary Graham cried out.

      “Do not break the circle!”

      “This means something to you?” Madame Petrovka prompted.

      Mary Graham was softly crying and couldn’t speak. Her husband cleared his throat. “Our… our daughter’s name was Violet.”

      “She has passed on?”

      “Two years ago,” Graham said softly.

      “Beloved spirit,” Madame Petrovka said, “are you Violet Graham?”

      There was a long silent pause before a loud, sure knock made Mrs. Graham let out another strangled cry.

      “We should stop this,” Victor said, but Mary cut him off.

      “No, please.”

      Madame Petrovka nodded and closed her eyes. “Violet, you are welcome here. Your parents miss you very much. Would you like to talk to them?”

      The rapping on the table came again.

      “Yes, I sense her now.”

      “Violet,” Mary said through her tears. “We miss you so much, darling.”

      Elizabeth was fascinated, but felt like an intruder at the same time. Real or not, this was deeply personal.

      “She loved you very much,” Madame Petrovka said. “She… something’s wrong. What is wrong, Violet?”

      “What is it?” Graham asked.

      “She is frightened.”

      “It’s all right, darling,” Mary said.

      “She is moving,” Madame Petrovka said. “Why are you running, child? Are you playing a game?”

      The chandelier crystals clinked as it shook. A glass clattered against a tray on the far side of the room. A chair moved as it if had been bumped, and suddenly, Elizabeth felt something ice cold pass through her. She must have gasped because Simon clenched her hand in his and was looking at her with concern.

      “I felt her,” Mary cried. “She passed right through me!”

      “She seems upset,” Madame Petrovka said. “How did she die?”

      Graham answered in a hushed and hoarse voice. “Drowned. She was just four.”

      “Sometimes spirits, especially the young, don’t understand what’s happened to them,” Madame Petrovka said. “Are you afraid to cross over, child?”

      She appeared to be listening to a voice only she heard. “What’s wrong, child?”

      She listened again and her face grew grim. “Everyone must remain calm no matter what should happen next.”

      “What’s going on?” Graham demanded.

      “She is not alone.”

      “What do you mean not alone?” Graham said getting more agitated with every passing second.

      “There is a presence with her.”

      “We’re here, darling. Don’t be afraid,” Mary said.

      “It is whispering to her, always in the shadows.” Abruptly, Madame Petrovka’s demeanor changed. She was stern and angry. “Get away from the other, Violet. Right now!”

      “What’s happening to her?” Mary cried as she looked desperately from Madame Petrovka to her husband.

      “Tell her to do as I say!”

      “Listen to her, Violet,” Mary said, looking around the room trying in vain to see her child in the darkness. “Do what she says. Move away.”

      “It’s looking for her. It’s…” Madame Petrovka’s head fell to her chest. Slowly, she raised her head again, and when she opened her eyes, they were black. She opened her mouth and a sound Elizabeth would never forget came out. It was low and rasping and horrible. It grew louder and louder until it filled the room. Mary Graham screamed.

      Elizabeth gripped Simon’s hand more tightly. Mr. Stryker lurched from his seat and grabbed Madame Petrovka by the shoulders and yelled into her face, “Be gone!”

      Simon jumped out of his chair and stood behind Elizabeth’s chair, his hands resting protectively on her shoulders. The sound was horrible. It reached a crescendo with a thunderous clap and then stopped.

      Madame Petrovka blinked and seemed to come back to herself. Mary Graham cried and Victor tried to comfort her. The rest of the room sat in stunned silence as a wind blew through the windowless room and snuffed out the candles, leaving them in pitch black.
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      Simon threw open the doors to the hall and called for the servants. He cursed under his breath, knowing he should have stopped this charade sooner. A maid and footman hurried inside. The man lit the gas lamps and the room glowed back to life.

      Elizabeth went to Mary Graham, who was near hysteria. She tried to comfort her, but the woman was barely listening. The other couples dithered about unsure and frightened.

      Victor tried his best to calm his wife, but it was no use. “Ellen,” he barked to the maid. “Take Mrs. Graham to her room.”

      The young girl nodded and took a step toward her mistress. She stopped and looked down at the carpet. There were small wet footprints leading to Mrs. Graham’s chair. “Sir?”

      “Take her,” Victor said, easing his wife out of her chair and into the maid’s arms.

      Madame Petrovka had left the table and stood on the edge of the room, appearing faint and breathing heavily. Mr. Stryker held her arm and whispered in her ear. She nodded. “I’m sorry, Mr. Graham. I must recover.”

      She started to leave, but Graham blocked her path. “What was that? What are you playing at?”

      Madame Petrovka looked at him sadly. Mr. Stryker strode forward and tried to move Graham out of the way. “Later. She needs rest.”

      Graham was clearly torn, but stepped aside and let them leave. The remainder of the party fled the room, leaving Simon and Elizabeth alone with Graham and all wondering what in the hell had just happened.

      Graham’s breath was still ragged and his eyes were a little wild. Simon didn’t blame him in the least. He gave Graham a moment, and the man composed himself as best he could. “I apologize. This was not the entertainment I had in mind.”

      Simon knelt near one of the small footprints on the rug and felt the wetness. “Water.” He smelled it, and then brought a finger to his mouth and tasted it. “Salt water.”

      Graham looked like he’d been hit in the stomach. “Sea water.” His face paled again and he struggled not to break down. “Please excuse me,” he said and abruptly left the room.

      Elizabeth looked at Simon anxiously. “What the heck was that, Simon?”

      “I don’t know.” He picked up an oil lamp from the credenza and lit the wick. “But I plan to find out.”

      He knelt again and studied the small footprints, even lifting up the edge of the rug. He walked the perimeter of the room carefully scanning for wires, tubes, any sort of tampering. They searched under the table and above the chandelier. Nothing looked to be out of place, no hidden mechanisms or any of the usual tricks of the trade.

      Confident he’d searched as best he could, he turned to Elizabeth. That’s when he noticed how pale she was and that she was actually shivering. He took off his dinner jacket and slipped it over her shoulders. “We should go.”

      Elizabeth gave the violets that covered the tabletop one last glance and then nodded. They gathered up Teddy who was still sleeping soundly in the other room. After helping him out to his carriage, they got into their own and started back to Mrs. Eldridge’s.

      “Are you all right?” Simon asked.

      “I’m fine. I just…you didn’t feel it?”

      Simon rubbed one of her hands between his. It was ice cold. “Feel what?”

      Elizabeth shivered. “I don’t know. It felt like jumping into ice water.”

      “Can you remember anything else?”

      “I don’t know. It was right before that…what was that, Simon?”

      He didn’t answer. As much as he’d love to believe they’d witnessed an actual paranormal event, he knew that everything they’d seen that night could be explained. Somehow. Given enough time, he’d figure out Madame Petrovka’s tricks. Whatever had happened, the effects on the Grahams and Elizabeth were real enough.

      “I don’t know what it was,” Elizabeth said, sounding much more like her old self, “But I’m not a fan.”

      When they arrived back at Mrs. Eldridge’s, Gerald greeted them at the door. “Good eve— What’s wrong?” he asked Elizabeth. “What happened?” he demanded of Simon.

      “Tea, lots of it,” Simon said.

      “English,” Gerald muttered, but he left to start the tea.

      Simon and Elizabeth went into the front parlor. She was still shivering and Simon pulled a chair in front of the hearth. He stoked the fire and lit a few lamps. “Better?”

      “That was genuinely disturbing, Simon.”

      He pulled a chair close to hers. “Yes, it was,” he said with a deep frown. “And a little too coincidental, don’t you think? The man you’re sent here to save is the victim of a charlatan days before his murder?”

      Though Elizabeth nodded, he could see the doubt in her eyes. “That was more than smoke and mirrors though, Simon. And, besides, what could she gain from that?”

      “Control? Blackmail? I don’t know. But I do know that what happened was not what it appeared to be.”

      Elizabeth shook her head. “Color me unconvinced. You searched the room. How do you explain the flowers? And that thing at the end.”

      “There’s an explanation.”

      “What if it was real?”

      Simon didn’t have an answer to that. “I believe that we should consider the possible before the impossible.”

      “You didn’t—” Elizabeth started, but Gerald entered with a tray of tea. He set it down on the table and stood looking down at Simon with a disapproving frown.

      “Yes?” Simon said tartly. He didn’t know why, but Gerald did not like him.

      “You should know better than take a lady like her to places like that.”

      “What on earth are you on about?” Simon asked.

      “Chinatown at this time of night and those places—”

      “Chinatown? We went to the Graham’s,” Elizabeth said.

      “What makes you think we went to Chinatown?” Simon asked.

      “Your clothes,” Gerald said. “I know that smell. Opium. That’s not for the likes of you, girl.”

      “Opium?” Simon said.

      “We didn’t—”

      “The incense.” Simon shook his head silently berating himself for not having realized it sooner. “It was laced with opium. Would a real medium need to drug her audience?”

      “No,” Elizabeth admitted. “You’re sure that’s what it is, Gerald.”

      “It’s a not smell you forget.”

      “Thank you,” Simon said, dismissing him.

      Gerald completely ignored him and looked to Elizabeth who said, “I’m okay. He’s not so bad when you get to know him.”

      Gerald didn’t look like he agreed, but he bowed and left them alone. The man was irritating; although Simon knew he should be grateful that he had Elizabeth’s best interest at heart.

      Simon poured the tea and handed her a cup. She held it in both hands and stared into it. “Opium’s addictive, isn’t it? What if I’m an addict now and sell everything I own for my next fix?”

      Simon chuckled. “I wouldn’t worry. I doubt we ingested enough smoke for that. Just enough for us to be pretty little marks.”

      Elizabeth sipped her tea. “Whatever that was at the end, Simon, her eyes and that sound…” She shivered again at the memory.

      “It was impressive.”

      “Creepy as hell.”

      Simon conceded that point. “But remember, we were plied with food and drink for hours. We were tired and, not to mention, apparently drugged. All of that made us infinitely more susceptible to suggestion. The success of the deception depends on that. The mood, the manipulation, the willingness to suspend common sense. You know from our research that nearly every inexplicable event is eventually explained.”

      “Nearly every one.”

      Simon couldn’t argue with that, but it didn’t change how he felt. He put his teacup down and gazed into the fire.

      “I think the real question we should be asking isn’t how she did it, but why? If our Madame Petrovka isn’t what she appears to be, what does she want from Graham and, more importantly, how far will she go to get it?”

      

      

      The next morning, Simon found himself back where he’d started, waiting impatiently. He looked around the parlor for something to occupy himself while Elizabeth dressed. If she felt the same way he did, it might take her some time. He wished she’d let him stay with her. It would have been so much easier if they’d simply give up the pretense and shared rooms. But Elizabeth didn’t want to offend Mrs. Eldridgem and so he’d gone back to his hotel last night and suffered a fitful night’s sleep.

      It had been less than eight hours since he’d seen her and yet, he missed her. It probably wasn’t healthy, but then he was still new to the feeling. New to wanting to be with someone, of wanting to be home. After all, he’d spent most of his life wishing he were anywhere else. His parents had been more than happy to oblige.

      As with most boys in his position, he’d been shipped off to boarding school at the first opportunity. Eton was only marginally better than the cold and forbidding Grey Hall. At school, his reclusive nature had been honed by a creative cruelty reserved for the entitled English schoolboy. He’d become one of them before long, learning to cut without drawing blood. It was a skill that had served him well through the years, and one that had kept him always on the outside looking in.

      It was only the summers in Sussex with his grandfather that had saved him. Those few months had somehow planted the seeds of a good man inside the fallow schoolboy he’d been. He hadn’t done much of anything to nurture them. Despite his neglect, they’d somehow managed to take root. What else could explain a woman like Elizabeth being in his life?

      Simon reached for the tea the maid Jane had brought him, but it had gone cold. Pushing it away, he rose from the settee and walked over to the fireplace. He stared up at the portrait of Evan Eldridge. The old man’s face reminded him a bit of his grandfather. They didn’t really look anything alike, but there was a spark in the eyes, an understanding and a kindness that Simon envied. Would he ever look in the mirror and see that expression looking back?

      “He was a wonderful man,” Mrs. Eldridge said at his shoulder.

      He’d been so caught up in his thoughts he hadn’t heard her come in. “I’m sorry. Yes, I’m sure he was.” Simon cleared his throat and turned his back on the portrait, suddenly uncomfortable. “Is Elizabeth ready yet?”

      “Waiting’s terribly difficult, isn’t it?” Mrs. Eldridge said before returning her gaze to her husband. “If you are not too long, I will wait here for you all of my life.” She turned back to Simon with a wan smile. “If only my heart knew what too long was.”

      Simon clasped his hands behind his back. “The heart has its reasons for which reason knows nothing of.”

      “Pascal? Just so.” Mrs. Eldridge gestured for Simon to have a seat. He hesitated, waiting for her to sit first, and then sat back down on the settee. “If you don’t mind an old woman’s meddling—”

      “Please, you’re not—”

      “Old or meddling? I’m both, I’m afraid. But, if you’ll indulge me...”

      Simon wanted to stop her. He was uncomfortable with conversations like this under the best of circumstances, and according to Elizabeth, Mrs. Eldridge had a way of seeing right to a person’s heart. He didn’t protest though; he merely inclined his head politely.

      Mrs. Eldridge folded her hands in her lap. “Trust her.”

      Simon waited for the rest of it. Surely, there was more to it than that. He was a little confused when she didn’t follow up with more. “Yes, thank you. I do.”

      She laughed lightly. “It sounds so simple, doesn’t it? But trust doesn’t come easily for some and too easily for others. I suspect you’re the former and she’s the latter?”

      Simon nodded. Truer words were never spoken. It was a trait in Elizabeth that he found both maddening and endearing.

      “More tea?”

      “No, thank you.”

      “My mother always felt everything was better with tea. I was never so inclined,” she admitted.

      “Your one flaw,” Simon teased.

      Mrs. Eldridge smiled and then grew serious again. “I have many, I assure you. There was a time when I was terribly selfish.”

      Simon started to protest, but her raised hand silenced him. “No, it’s quite true. You see, I thought I could wait, patiently, for Evan to return from whatever mysterious adventure he was on. Usually, he returned almost at the same moment he’d left. But there were times when he was gone for weeks, months. And the lie I’d told myself started to sour my otherwise sweet and charming personality,” she said with a self-deprecating smile.

      “Until finally," she continued, "I asked Evan to stop. I begged him to destroy the watch and stay with me. I told him that if he loved me, he’d do as I asked. Much to my shame, he did. He knew what love was better than I, and it took some time for me to realize what I’d done.”

      She stood and walked back to the portrait. Simon reflexively stood in response. “He didn’t resent me,” she said, turning back to Simon. “He was too fine a man for that. But I’d destroyed something in him. Some crucial part of him. Something that made him the man I loved in the first place.

      “Those were very dark times,” she said, clasping her hands tightly in front of her. “Love tests us in many ways, Mr. Cross, and each requires a unique kind of courage. Trusting someone, allowing them beyond our grasp, can be the most difficult of all.”

      That particular truth was razor sharp and Simon knew the pain of its cut all too well.

      The door to the salon opened and Elizabeth breezed in, pinning her hat as she walked. “Simon, I was—” she said and stopped as she noticed he wasn’t alone. “Oh, Good morning, Mrs. Eldridge.”

      “Good morning, dear,” Mrs. Eldridge said. She met Elizabeth at the door and fixed an errant curl in Elizabeth’s hair. “There. Now, have a good day and try not to get into too much trouble.” She glanced back at Simon and smiled at him under her pince-nez. “Some of us are rather fond of you.”

      

      

      Elizabeth had a headache that wouldn’t quit. That morning, when she’d asked Jane if they had something she could take, the little maid’s face had lit up. She’d brought Elizabeth a basket of assorted pills, powders and tonics. The girl was apparently more than a bit of a hypochondriac.

      There were nerve and brain pills, blood pills, liver pills and, the always disturbing, worm cakes. She took a pass on Dr. Rose’s French Arsenic wafers and Sears Roebuck’s Egyptian Pile Cure. Finally, she’d found a bottle of aspirin powder. Happily, it had done the trick.

      Bless you, Bayer.

      She was sure that without it her brains would have been shriveled enough that they would have bounced right out of her head. The carriage hit another pothole and Elizabeth’s stomach lurched in protest.

      “I hope it isn’t too early to call,” she said as they arrived at the Graham’s.

      “I don’t think so,” Simon said. “It’s nearly noon.”

      They were asked to wait in a small front parlor which was clearly designed for short, "here’s your hat what’s your hurry" visits.

      A few minutes later Mary Graham joined them. She looked much better than she had last night, but was still pallid and nervous. She offered her husband’s apologies. He was feeling a little under the weather this morning.

      “I don’t mean to pry, Mrs. Graham,” Simon said. "How did you find Madame Petrovka?”

      “Victor suggested we have a séance. I don’t know how he found her. I’ve never been quite sure how I feel about those things, but he thought it would be… entertaining.”

      The sadness in her eyes nearly broke Elizabeth’s heart.

      “I know how you must feel,” Simon said.

      Mary Graham regarded him with surprisingly steely gray eyes. “Do you have any children, Sir Simon?”

      “No.”

      “Then I don’t think you do know how I feel.”

      “No,” Simon said clearing his throat uncomfortably. “You’re quite right. I can only imagine it. I do know, however, that if someone used my child like that, nothing on heaven or earth would stop me from finding out why.”

      “Used her? What do you mean?”

      Simon frowned and Elizabeth braced herself for the emotional tidal wave that was sure to follow.

      “I believe,” Simon said, “that Madame Petrovka is not what she appears to be. As I’m sure you’re aware, many of these so-called spiritualists are no more than con artists.”

      Mary fidgeted in her seat. “Yes, I’ve heard that, but—”

      “They use someone’s grief to manipulate them,” Simon said.

      Mary looked near the verge of tears. Elizabeth laid a hand on Simon’s forearm to stop him. Mary wasn’t ready for this kind of conversation. An uncomfortable silence began.

      Elizabeth saw a picture of a young girl on one of the end tables and picked it up. “Is this Violet?”

      Mary nodded and dabbed her eyes.

      The girl in the photograph looked about four years old. She was a beautiful little thing in a light summer dress squatting down over a tide pool.

      “She loved that spot,” Mary said, gesturing to the photograph.

      Elizabeth handed Simon the photograph and turned back to Mary. “What happened?”

      Fighting back the tears, Mary nodded. She started to speak, but faltered. The pain in the woman’s eyes was haunting. “If it’s too difficult…”

      “She and Victor were off on one of their outings. They used to go off together and have little adventures. They both loved the ocean. I was never too fond of it, so I stayed home.”

      She paused and Elizabeth could feel her summon the courage to continue. “They went down by the rocks, not far from where that photograph was taken, near Land’s End. He turned his back for less than a minute and…she’d crawled out and he’d…he’d told her so many times not to do that…and a wave must have come and taken…taken her.”

      The tears were coming freely now. “It was an accident, a horrible accident, but he blames himself. I don’t think a day goes by that he doesn’t torture himself about what happened that day.”

      Elizabeth had no idea what to say. “I can’t imagine how you must be feeling after last night.”

      Mary dabbed the corners of her eyes with a kerchief. “It’s harder on Victor, I think.”

      “If this was a cruel trick, can you think of anyone who’d want to hurt you or your husband?” Simon asked.

      Mary shook her head. “No, not like this.” She pulled at the lace trim of her sleeve. “What if that really was our Violet? Reaching out to us?”

      “Then we’ll find a way to help her,” Elizabeth said. “I promise.” It was an absurd promise, but she couldn’t help herself. She didn’t dare look at Simon. She could just imagine the look on his face.

      Mary covered her mouth with her kerchief and grimaced. She took a spoonful of tonic from a tray on the side table. “You’ll forgive me,” she said as she stood. “It seems I’m not feeling all that well myself.”

      Simon stood and helped her to the door. “Thank you for seeing us.”

      “Henry will see you out.”

      Out in front of the Graham’s house, the coachman opened the door to their carriage for them.

      Simon reached out to help her into it, but Elizabeth shook her head. “Let’s walk. I could use the air.”

      Simon nodded to the coachman, sending him on his way, and then wound Elizabeth’s arm through his.

      They started back to Mrs. Eldridge’s. “That was quite a promise,” he said.

      “I know it’s crazy. I just kept thinking how I’d feel if it was our daughter.”

      She cast a quick glance at Simon, but his expression was unreadable. They’d never discussed children. They’d never even discussed pets. Heck, they weren’t even engaged. But she did wonder though, more often than she’d like to admit, if he even wanted a family. His previous family experience had pretty much stunk on ice. Not that she wanted kids. Not right now anyway, but someday. Maybe.

      “If it had been our daughter, neither one of them would have left that room under their own power.”

      Elizabeth’s stomach flipped at the fierceness in his voice. It was probably wrong to feel this way, she thought, but that was damn sexy.

      Simon ground his teeth and then continued, “Regardless, we need to know more about Madame Petrovka. All we know so far is that she lived in England for several years.”

      “Max has some friends there. Maybe he could cable them, ask them to poke around?”

      “Good. And speaking of Mr. Harrington.”

      Elizabeth raised a hand to stop him. “I know. I’ll talk to him today. I can just see it. ‘So sorry, Max, I’m not interested, by the way would you like to do me a favor?’ Smooth.”

      “It’s better than pistols at dawn.”

      Elizabeth laughed although the image of Simon dueling wasn’t actually hard to conjure. “I’ll talk to him.”

      “We should also find out what we can about those union workers.”

      “And the Admiral,” Elizabeth said. “Although, he doesn’t seem the sort.”

      “Men have done far more for far less,” Simon reminded her.

      That was true enough and far from comforting. The weight of it all was starting to feel a little overwhelming. “I wish we had more time. Even if we do discover who wants him dead, I don’t know how we’re going to stop it.”

      “We’ll find a way,” Simon said, pulling her closer. “It’s what we do.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 17

        

      

    
    
      Max was very understanding. Too understanding. She’d told him that she and Simon had been together in New York, had fought and were now trying to make it work. It wasn’t a lie really, and she thought she told it fairly well, but Maxwell just smiled and nodded. Also, he’d seemed more than happy to help when she’d asked him to look into Madame Petrovka. He didn’t ask any questions about why she wanted to know; he just grinned that trillion-watt smile of his and promised to do his best. It was unnerving. Either she was becoming as suspicious as Simon, or she wasn’t actually all that and a bag of Skittles.

      While she’d been letting Max down easily, Simon had been looking for the Union Labor Party headquarters. During the time he’d been looking for her, he’d cultivated his minor army of spies, who, for a few coins, would be happy to tell him just about anything about anyone.

      He learned that the man Elizabeth had intercepted that day at the Ferry Building was named Olaf Karlsson. Judging from the anger Olaf and his comrades had shown at Graham during his speech, they were definitely potential problems. Olaf and a few others were scheduled to make a speech at Lotta’s Fountain near the Palace Hotel.

      By the time Elizabeth and Simon arrived a small crowd was already gathering.

      “Over there,” Elizabeth said, pointing toward Olaf and the heckler from the speech. Both were leaning against the fountain, watching the crowd.

      She and Simon made their way to the two men. “Mr. Karlsson.”

      “You!” Olaf said, shoving himself away from the fountain.

      Simon stepped forward and raised a hand. “We’re just here to talk.”

      “Len does all of our talking,” Olaf said, jerking a thumb toward the other man.

      The little man smiled revealing rows of crooked, yellowing teeth. “And boy am I gonna do some talking today.”

      “You should go,” Olaf said to Elizabeth.

      “I’m sorry about what happened. I thought you were going shoot him or something.”

      “Or something,” Len said, stepping out into the street.

      “I really am sorry, but there have been threats made to Mr. Graham and you and your—”

      “This is no place for you,” Olaf said.

      She was definitely getting a little tired of people telling her that. Simon, Gerald, and now Olaf. Why did every man in creation think he was suddenly the boss of her?

      That’s when she heard it. First it was just a brass band approaching from the distance, and then voices. Lots of them. She and Simon stepped out into the street. Turning the corner of Market and Kearney had to be hundreds of men with a large red banner at the front that said “Workingmen Unite!”

      Red banners were never good.

      “Aw, crap,” Elizabeth mumbled.

      “Agreed.”

      In less than a minute, they were surrounded and buffeted about in the crowd. Simon wrapped his arm around Elizabeth and tried to weave his way toward the hotel.

      Len was hoisted up onto one of the corners of the fountain. “Like our brother Haywood, we will not be controlled. Put our blood here!”

      A few other men climbed the fountain to string up the banner, but a group of blue-coated police appeared, and that’s when all hell broke loose. The crowd became a mob. Fights broke out indiscriminately all around them. Bricks, iron scrap and slabs of terra cotta from a nearby construction site were instant missiles.

      A group of men jumped on a passing cable car and pulled the passengers right out of their seats. Police rushed in, but they were completely overwhelmed. And Simon and Elizabeth found themselves trapped in the middle of a full-scale riot.

      Simon held her close to his chest as he tried to hurry them through the crowd, but they were blocked at every turn. Elizabeth was shoved and grabbed. Something akin to genuine panic started to well up inside her. Someone jabbed her in the ribs, hard, and she cried out in pain. She heard a loud thud and then iron hands gripped her arm. But they weren’t Simon’s. She spun her head around to see Olaf, red faced and with a small trickle of blood running down from a cut above his left eye.

      “This way,” he yelled, and then pushed, shoved and tossed people aside. With raw brute force, he cut a path through the crowd. Luckily, the melee started to thin on the sidewalks near the front of the Palace Hotel.

      Just as Olaf propelled them toward the front door, a policeman cracked him on the back of the head with a billy club. Olaf’s head snapped forward and his legs wobbled. Another officer grabbed him by the arm and started to drag him away.

      Elizabeth tried to go to him. “He just was helping us!”

      But she couldn’t move. Simon held on to her too tightly and dragged her past the doormen into the hotel. The big doors shut behind them and they stumbled into the surreal quiet of the hotel lobby. Everything felt unnatural, like it does just after a car accident. She felt the tingle of adrenaline coursing through her.

      “We should help him,” Elizabeth said.

      Simon shook his head. “It’s too late. There’s nothing we can do now.”

      Even though she knew he was right, Elizabeth was ready to argue, but a sharp pain in here side stopped her.

      “Are you hurt?” Simon said.

      She shook her head, but Simon wasn’t convinced. “Come on,” he said as he guided her to the bank of elevators, stopping only briefly at the front desk to get his key and bark some orders. “Uncanny,” he muttered.

      “What?”

      “You and trouble.”

      “It’s a gift.”

      

      

      Once they were safely inside his rooms, Simon quickly shed his jacket and set about tending to Elizabeth. She’d taken off her hat and, thankfully, didn’t look to be too much worse for the wear.

      He helped her off with her jacket and then gently probed her side. “How bad is it? Be honest.”

      “A little sore, but not bad. Honestly.”

      He wasn’t sure he believed her. She had an unnatural aversion to going to hospital. “Just a flesh wound?”

      She smiled and laughed a little. “I’m fine, really.

      His fingers deftly moved across her ribs. “I think your corset might have taken the brunt of it.”

      “Finally good for something.”

      “You should take it off though.”

      “Why, Sir Simon!”

      He hadn’t set out to make this a seduction, but now that he looked at her beautifully flushed face and imagined the prospect of making love to her, it wasn’t such a bad idea after all.

      “Fine,” she said with a resigned sigh. “But it is going to be hell putting that thing back on.”

      He cupped her cheek and leaned in to whisper in her ear. “Let’s just enjoy taking it off, shall we?”

      Elizabeth’s blush deepened and she started to unbutton her blouse, but he covered her hands with his. He wanted this to last.

      “Let me.”

      A shuddering breath was his answer.

      Slowly, he knelt in front of her and unlaced each boot and helped her step out of them. His hands brushed up the back of her stocking legs, inching his way up the length of the garter straps, but stopped mid-thigh. He undid the garter fastenings to her stockings and rolled each down her leg. His fingers brushed against the bare skin of the back of her knee and he heard her gasp. There would be more of that, he thought.

      Standing, he gave her a sly smile. “One must do these things properly or not at all.”

      Her face was even more flushed than before and her beautiful blue eyes were dark with desire. “Properly’s good.”

      He smiled again and took off her gloves, kissing the inside of her wrists with just slightest brush of his lips. Her breathy sigh tested his patience, but he wanted to savor this moment.

      His fingers started at the notch in her neck and ran down along the buttons of her blouse just between her breasts. She arched her back, straining for his touch, but he wanted her to feel the same need he did.

      He undid the fastenings for her skirt and then, with aching slowness, began work on the buttons of her blouse from the bottom up. Once he was finished, he slipped his warm hands under the fabric, barely grazing her warm soft skin and pushed it back off her shoulders. It fell to the floor and was quickly joined by her thin white cotton corset cover.

      She stood before him dressed only in her underclothes now, and he nearly lost the last tether on his control. He wanted to have her then, so very badly. He leaned close and blew a feather-soft breath onto the nape of her neck. She gasped and rolled her head to the side, hoping to tempt him. God in heaven, he was tempted.

      Simon walked around behind her, so close he knew she could feel his presence even with her eyes closed. His hands brushed across her hips and up over her breasts, as he unhooked her corset fastenings from behind. Elizabeth leaned back into his body, her head falling against his shoulder. He put his hands on her waist and pulled her body back against his. He knew then that she could feel his need as keenly as he did.

      Her corset fell to the floor forgotten, followed by her bloomers and chemise. She was completely naked now.

      His hands barely brushed the swell of her hips. Fingertips grazed her skin, as his hands passed over her stomach and up toward her chest. Finally giving in to his desire, his fingers brushed along the underside of her breasts. He took them into his hands and leaned down to kiss the side of her neck. She arched into touch.

      “So beautiful,” he whispered.

      She eased around in his arms, kissed the corner of his mouth, smiled and then started toward the bedroom, leaving him near breathless. He watched as she leaned against the doorway, the very picture of the coy seductress. “Are you going to do this properly, or not?”

      He unbuttoned his collar and walked toward her. “Definitely not properly.”
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      Thick black soot billowed out of the ferry’s smokestack and disappeared into the distance behind them. It was a smoother ride than Simon had thought it would be, considering how rough the bay could be. Then again, the ferry was no small ship at nearly 300 feet in length and almost half that in width. The coal engine hummed below deck and the side-paddles made an oddly comforting churning sound as they dug through the water.

      After Elizabeth and he had recovered from the afternoon’s adventures, Simon had used his little spy network again to find the Admiral. It might be a waste of time to talk with him, but waiting for Sunday to come simply wasn’t an option.

      According to Simon’s sources, the Admiral liked to ride the ferries. Supposedly, it reminded him of his navy days and, more often than not, he could be found at dusk riding the Bay City ferry to Oakland and back. That’s just where Simon and Elizabeth found him, standing at the rail of the cabin deck looking out over the bay.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Elizabeth said as she joined the Admiral at the railing.

      He seemed surprised that anyone had spoken. He turned to her, looked her up and down and then turned back to the sea. “I’ve always thought so.”

      “What island is that?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Angel Island. It was a fine naval base once. Now, it’s home to the devil — coolies and their nursemaids.”

      Elizabeth turned to Simon and raised an eyebrow. He held up a placating hand. People were products of their world and San Francisco at the turn of the century was not exactly accepting of racial differences.

      “Immigration is complicated,” Elizabeth said.

      The Admiral snorted. “Not from where I stand. Your Graham might call it progress, but to my mind it’s the death of a pure America.”

      Simon could see Elizabeth fighting her instincts to tell the Admiral just what she thought of that last comment. He was proud that she managed to bite out a quick, “I don’t work for Graham,” instead.

      The Admiral snorted. “No? You’ll forgive me, Miss, if I have trouble believing that after what I saw the other day.”

      “That wasn’t what it looked like.”

      “It doesn’t really matter. You can tell him I won’t fight him anymore. I’m too old and too tired.” He turned his attention back to the whitecaps. “At least he can’t buy this.”

      “He really isn’t so bad,” Elizabeth offered.

      The Admiral snorted. “You’re just like him, aren’t you? Progress at the cost of all else? At the cost of decency? You don’t remember how it was before, when the… negros knew their place and the Asiatics stayed where they belonged.”

      “I thought you fought for the Union.”

      “I fought for Maryland. The white man doesn’t stand a chance now.”

      “The white man?” Elizabeth said. “The hell?”

      The Admiral sighed and looked back out over the water. “I shouldn’t expect more than vulgarities from a… woman of your ilk.”

      “I have an ilk?” Elizabeth narrowed her eyes and cocked her head to the side.

      Simon knew this wasn’t going to end well and stepped in to intervene. He pulled Elizabeth aside. As much as he wanted to push the damn pillock overboard, he couldn’t. “This isn’t getting us anywhere, Elizabeth.”

      “Yes,” the Admiral said. “Please control that fishwife.”

      Simon glared at him, but managed to rein in his impulses. There was nothing to be gained from taking the Admiral apart bigoted piece by bigoted piece, no matter how satisfying it might have felt.

      “I think the air’s fresher on the other side,” Simon said.

      He could feel the tension in Elizabeth’s body as he led her away.

      “Makes me crazy,” she grumbled. “Miserable old…”

      Simon slipped an arm around her waist. “I know, but we can’t change him.”

      They left the Admiral and his hate behind. It had been a disconcerting meeting, made all the more so by knowing that men like him weren’t just relics of the past. Even a hundred years later, his brand of hate would still be alive.

      The rest of the ferry ride was a solemn affair. It was difficult to say whether their encounter with the Admiral had made him less of a suspect or more of one. He was certainly angry enough to be trouble, but Simon didn’t get the sense that he was the sort to murder a man in cold blood either. Most men of his type were all talk, but not all of them.

      They arrived back at the port just as the sun was dipping below the western horizon. They hired a hack back to Mrs. Eldridge’s. Max’s car was parked in the flowerbed when they arrived.

      While Elizabeth went upstairs to freshen up, Simon went to the salon to wait. Harrington lounged in one of the chairs and idly flipped through the latest edition of Life Magazine.

      “Cross,” he said, tossing the magazine onto the coffee table. “Where’s our darling Elizabeth?”

      “My darling Elizabeth is upstairs.” Simon eyed the man suspiciously as he sat down opposite him. “I thought she explained our situation.”

      “Your situation, yes.” Harrington picked a piece of fluff off the flower in his lapel button and flicked it away. “It’s a funny word for it, isn’t it? Situation. Makes it sound so…unsettled.”

      Simon leaned back and crossed his legs. “Does it?”

      Harrington shrugged in that casual, diffident way entitled private schoolboys always did. “If we’re being honest with each other—you do prefer that, don’t you?”

      Simon draped his arms across the back of the small sofa. “By all means.”

      “Well, then yes, it does sound that way. You and Elizabeth might work things out, but then again, you might not.”

      “And you’ll be there just in case we don’t,” Simon said feeling less inclined to be polite than he had a few minutes ago.

      Harrington shrugged and ran hand through his ridiculously floppy hair. “She’s a free woman, has her own mind and I don’t see a ring.”

      Simon was surprised at how calm he was. Just a few days ago a remark like that would have drawn blood, from one of them. “Do you always chase after another man’s woman?”

      “I’m not chasing, just…running alongside.” Harrington laughed. “You probably don’t have anything to worry about anyway, old man. Aunt Lillian says I’m not the marrying kind, lack follow-through and all that. Last week, I would have said I was in violent agreement with that assessment. I’d be a terrible husband, always setting off on some outrageous adventure. Of course, if I met someone who found the prospect of that as exciting as I do, I’d be a fool to let her go, now, wouldn’t I?”

      Simon was about to respond when Elizabeth came in looking far less sea-blown. “What’d I miss?”

      Both men stood and looked at each other. “Nothing.”

      “All righty then.” She sat down next to Simon. “Max, did you find out anything?”

      “Quite a bit actually.” He walked over to the fireplace and leaned on the mantle. “Your Madame Petrovka has made quite an impression on San Francisco, even before last night’s incident.”

      “How’d you hear about that?” she asked.

      “Mrs. Daniels told Mrs. Eckels who told her maid and I lost track after that. I heard it from Teddy who is, by the way, very grateful for your kindness to him last night. Both of you.”

      Simon nodded his head in acceptance. “And Madame Petrovka?”

      “Right. Well, she’s predicted things with startling accuracy including the eruption of Mt. Vesuvius.”

      “That’s a pretty big one,” Elizabeth said, giving Simon a worried look. “Did you hear back from your contacts in England?”

      “One of them. It’s a bit sketchy, but over the last few years, she’s made the rounds, even performed for some royal houses. Made some astonishing predictions, most of which turned out to be quite true. Married a very successful Russian businessman a few years ago, who tragically died less than a year later. And here’s the really odd bit. Before her marriage, there’s no record of her at all. He couldn’t find a thing. It’s as though she didn’t exist before that.”

      “Curiouser and curiouser,” Elizabeth said.

      “It’s possible she changed her name,” Simon said. “Or the records were lost.”

      “Could be,” Max agreed. “My friend’s looking into it. He said he’d cable me again in the morning.”

      “Thank you,” Elizabeth said. “That was very kind of you to do.”

      “My pleasure,” he said with a courtly bow. “I don’t suppose you’d like to tell me what this is all about? I’d like to help, if I can.”

      Elizabeth cast Simon a speculative glance.

      “I do love a good adventure,” Max added hopefully.

      “I’m afraid it’s nothing so exciting,” Simon said. “Something for Lloyd’s.”

      Max looked disappointed at that. “Insurance?”

      “I’m afraid so. Some spurious claim. Just being diligent.”

      “That’s a shame. I thought it might be something dangerous and exciting.”

      “No,” Simon said with a quick look at Elizabeth. “Not dangerous or exciting in the least.”

      

      

      “Try not to be too confrontational,” Elizabeth said to Simon as they bumped along the road to Haight-Ashbury.

      “Like you were with the Admiral.”

      Elizabeth made a sour face and looked out the window of the carriage. It was hard to believe that all of the amazing Victorian homes they passed would be rendered to nothing more than rubble and ashes in a just a few days. It made the breakfast she’d managed to get down that morning feel more like lead than toast.

      Tomorrow was D-Day. She’d tried to remember every bit of information that Travers had told her. The trouble was, there wasn’t much to remember. The details were sketchy at best. Graham was murdered sometime in the evening of Easter Sunday, and time would be altered.

      She glanced at Simon who was disturbingly undisturbed by the whole thing. If what the Council had said was true, history would change and one of those changes could affect Simon’s very existence. And yet, he didn’t seem worried. In fact, he looked quite at home. Maybe it was the dressy clothes or rights of privilege, but he seemed more confident somehow, more at ease. Whatever it was, the turn of the century suited him.

      The carriage stopped in front of a group of lavish row houses, large two-story homes whose sides kissed. They were a little like the brownstones of New York, but the class was an upper not a lower.

      Simon opened the door and helped Elizabeth out. 815 Ashbury. That’s where Simon’s contacts had said they could find Madame Petrovka.

      They walked up the steps to the portico and Simon rang the bell. A few seconds later Mr. Stryker, his craggy face as implacable as ever, opened the door.

      “We’d like to see Madame Petrovka,” Simon said.

      Mr. Stryker gave them a small, hollow smile before stepping aside and letting them in. He asked them to wait in the parlor.

      A few minutes later Madame Petrovka joined them. “I am not available for appointments today, but if you’d like to make arrangements with Mr. Stryker…”

      “We’d like to talk to you about what happened at the Graham’s,” Simon said.

      Madame Petrovka nodded and clasped her hands. “It was unusual. I cannot guarantee such—”

      Simon grunted.

      “A disbeliever. Yes, I sensed that the other evening,” she said as she took a seat.

      “Sensed it, did you?” Simon said and then cocked his head to the side. “Do you always drug your sitters?”

      She shrugged. “The incense helps them relax. Some need it more than others.”

      Elizabeth knew she’d better jump in quickly before Simon got them kicked out. “It was amazing. And disturbing. What exactly happened?”

      Madame Petrovka smiled. There was nothing ominous about the smile. It appeared completely genuine and yet it made Elizabeth shiver.

      “Yes, wasn’t it?” Madame Petrovka said. “Such a tragedy, losing a child like that.”

      Elizabeth could feel Simon winding up for a good one. “I felt something that night,” she said quickly, hoping to keep him from erupting. “I’m not sure how to describe it.”

      “Did you? You must be sensitive to the spiritual vibrations.”

      Elizabeth took Simon’s hand in a silent appeal to play along. “What was it?”

      “What did it feel like, my dear?”

      Elizabeth knew this was a typical tactic by fraudulent mediums. She was doing all the talking, providing all the information, and Madame Petrovka would keep offering the carrot as long Elizabeth was willing to play along. For now, she was. “Cold, very cold and…”

      “Evil?”

      Simon made another noise.

      “I don’t know,” Elizabeth admitted. “I was hoping you could tell me.”

      “Of course, you were.” Madame Petrovka poured herself a cup of tea. “When a person dies their spirit begins a new journey through the realms to peace. Depending on how they lived their lives, spirits find themselves on different levels of ascendance. Sometimes, when a death is violent or life is filled with unresolved issues, the spirit can lose their way. Dear Violet is lost. Lost in a place with other souls that are tormented. It would be a horrible and frightening place for a child.”

      That made a disturbing sort of sense, even if Elizabeth didn’t want it to. “And that other presence? Some sort of tortured soul or demon?”

      “Possibly.”

      “And I suppose for a price you’ll help little Violet find peace,” Simon said not bothering to hide his disdain.

      “Simon—”

      Madame Petrovka raised a hand. “It is quite all right. I’m used to it. Yes and no, Sir Simon. Yes, I do hope to help Violet find her way to the next realm and no, there is no price. She’d been abandoned. By the people she thought loved her,” she said, the tenor of her voice and body language changing, tensing. “She was betrayed by them.”

      “Betrayed?” Elizabeth asked. Someone had lost the plot and she was pretty sure it wasn’t her. From what she knew about the Grahams, they would never do anything to hurt their child. They loved Violet to distraction.

      Madame Petrovka relaxed. “Perhaps I spoke too strongly. The child’s spirit is quite powerful.”

      “And you’re not taking any money from the Grahams for all of your…assistance?” Simon asked.

      “Not a brass farthing, Sir Simon.”

      The room was chilly, but it wasn’t anything supernatural.

      Simon reached into his waistcoat pocket and pulled out the pocket watch. “We won’t take up anymore of your time.”

      It was funny; Elizabeth hadn’t even realized that the watch worked as a watch. She was about to say her goodbyes when she noticed that Madame Petrovka was staring intently at some nebulous spot on the wall. Elizabeth didn’t see anything there and for a moment, Elizabeth thought the woman had fallen into a trance. Her eyes glassed over and she seemed almost to be in a fugue state.

      “Madame Petrovka?”

      The woman took a deep breath. “My time. Yes. Time.” She came back to herself and took a cleansing breath. “I do have appointments. If you’ll see yourself out.”

      She almost hurried to the door, but turned back and smiled like the Cheshire Cat. “I’m so very glad you came.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 19

        

      

    
    
      It was her turn to watch. Elizabeth lay on her side; head propped up on her elbow and watched Simon sleep. She knew he often watched her as she slept. He said it was better than tea. From Simon, that was high praise.

      How he could sleep at a time like this though, she had no idea. Tomorrow was Easter Sunday and unless she stopped whoever was after Victor Graham, everything she cared about would cease to be. As if he’d heard her, Simon gave a small snore and rolled his head to the side as he continued his blissful night’s sleep. Amazing.

      Was this what it felt like for Simon all those nights in New York? He’d had prescient nightmares of her death nearly every night. She’d been disturbed by them; who wouldn’t, but she didn’t really understand how he felt. Until now.

      Their fight about her new job and her cruddy car didn’t just seem insignificant; they felt a lifetime away. In a way they were. What was it about traveling back in time that seemed to give them a fresh start? In New York it had given them a chance to fall in love and here, a chance to stay that way.

      She rolled onto her back and tried to calm the torrent of possibilities that flooded her mind. There were just too many what ifs. How could she possibly protect Graham from all of them?

      She kissed Simon’s cheek, eased out of bed and pulled on her robe and slippers. Sleep wasn’t going to come. Only two things helped and she and Simon had already tried the first. The second wasn’t as surefire a method, but it was worth trying.

      She picked up a candleholder and carefully made her way into the hall. She struck the match and lit the candle, but it wouldn’t last long. It had nearly guttered out. She made her way downstairs protecting the flame as best she could.

      The kitchen was bigger than she thought. As she moved to set her candle down and light the gas lamp, her candle gave up and the flame snuffed itself out. There were only a few windows in the kitchen and she had no idea where the matches were.

      “Poo.”

      She was feeling her way along the edge of the table, when the crack and sizzle of a match being lit broke the silence and a flickering light grew behind her.

      “Trouble sleeping?”

      Gerald, clad in his nightshirt, robe, slippers and nightcap looked like something straight out of A Christmas Carol. He held out the candle out between them.

      “Lot on my mind,” she said. “You?”

      “I’m old.”

      She laughed and he lit the gas lamp, and soon the room glowed with a yellow warmth. Elizabeth walked over to one of the cabinets and opened it. “Got anything to eat in this place?”

      She opened a few more cabinets before Gerald stopped her. “Sit down. You’ll just make a mess of things, and I’m the one who’ll have hell to pay with cook when she gets back. Just put that down and leave it to me.”

      He tossed his nightcap aside, took the can of kidney beans out of her hand and put it back in the cabinet. “I think we have some eggs,” he said. “You can cut some bread for toast if you’d like.”

      “Eggs are fine.”

      He opened the icebox and pulled out a bowl of eggs, a bottle of milk and an ornate butter tray. “He still here?”

      “Simon? Yes.”

      Gerald grunted, but no lecture followed.

      Earlier that night, Elizabeth had pulled up her big girl panties and gone to see Mrs. Eldridge about Simon. She’d hemmed and hawed, as embarrassed as a teenager when Mrs. Eldridge had lowered her pince-nez and said, “I may be old, dear, but I’m not blind. I do remember what it feels like to be madly in love, you know. Life’s far too short.”

      She’d said that she would ask Jane to make up a room for him for propriety’s sake. She’d even promised to handle Gerald. And, judging from his response, or lack of one, she’d done just that.

      Gerald bent down to revive the fire in the huge cast iron stove.

      “Why do you hate him so much?”

      He pushed some paper and kindling into the firebox and jabbed at the wood, forcing the flames to life.

      “It’s not him so much as…the English.”

      “All of them?”

      “No,” he said, “But when you’ve seen them do what I saw.”

      “Your leg?”

      “That, and more. I was good with a gun and twenty-two when the war started. My father and my uncles had all fought in the revolution, and I saw my chance for glory.”

      “What revolution?”

      He looked at her like she’d grown a second head. “For independence.”

      “That was over a hundred years ago.”

      “Are you going to keep interrupting or let me tell it?”

      “I’m sorry.” She really never would get used to things like this.

      “It was 1813. The War of 1812. I don’t suppose they teach about that when you come from?”

      Elizabeth didn’t mention the only thing she knew about the War of 1812 was a kitschy song from the fifties her father used to sing. It was a sobering thought that virtually an entire war had been swallowed by history. What else didn’t they teach anymore?

      “They came in the middle of the night,” Gerald continued as he cooked. “Going to stick us with bayonets while we slept, but we gave them hell. Right in the middle of it, this man appears out of thin air. Magic. Everyone stopped, even the Brits.”

      Gerald seemed lost in the memory for a moment before continuing. “But that didn’t last long. One of them was about to shoot him in the back. That’s how it was. I pulled him out of the way, stuck him behind a tree. I managed to shoot a few of them before I got my leg blown off a few minutes later.”

      Unconsciously, he rubbed the top of his thigh. “The last thing I remembered was the man looking down at me. They say I had fever for a week and when I finally woke up, I was here. Upstairs in this very house.”

      He plated the eggs and sat down.

      “Mr. Eldridge was the man,” Elizabeth said, knowing it was true.

      “That was thirty years ago, and I’ve been here ever since.”

      “Wow.” Elizabeth tasted her eggs. “Good.”

      He raised his fork in salute.

      She took another bite and discovered she really was hungry. “Thirty years. That’s a long time to hold a grudge.”

      He eyed her carefully and smiled. “I have issues.”

      She laughed and after a few more bites, her egg was gone.

      “Sleepy?” he asked.

      She shook her head.

      “Me neither,” he admitted.

      She really wasn’t tired at all now. So much for Plan B. She rubbed the surface of the table, lost in thought, when she remembered that she had the perfect solution to sleepless nights. “Do you play cards, Gerald?”

      “I’ve been known to.”

      “Any good?”

      “Better than you, I’ll wager.”

      Elizabeth smiled. “I’ll take that bet.”

      

      

      They’d played for an hour before both headed back to bed. Sleep finally came for Elizabeth, but it was filled with haunting, disquieting dreams. The only comfort was waking up in Simon’s arms.

      After a quick breakfast, they took Mrs. Eldridge’s carriage to Simon’s hotel so he could put on a fresh shirt and check in with his network of spies. Simon ran the entire thing with Machiavellian precision and a generous wallet. Anyone who learned anything useful reported back to the hotel concierge who, in turn, reported to Simon.

      They picked up on Graham’s trail as he left Easter services at the First Presbyterian Church. According to a valet at the Prescott mansion, the Grahams were scheduled to attend a lawn party there that afternoon, but their carriage traveled straight back to their house on Nob Hill.

      Simon instructed their coachman to park across the street from the Graham’s house, not so close as to draw suspicion, but close enough that they could see any comings and goings. They both settled in for a long wait.

      They’d debated telling Graham that he was in danger, but without any proof at all, it would have sounded slightly insane. They couldn’t exactly tell him the truth either. Elizabeth had even suggested that they kidnap him and try to keep him safe that way, but Simon had pointed out that they had no idea how he was killed or by whom. It was possible that their actions might even increase the danger to him. All they could do was watch and wait. And be ready to act when the moment came.

      Elizabeth felt the carriage sway as the coachman climbed down from his seat. He brought a large wicker basket to them that must have been stored in the rear compartment.

      Simon took the basket and put it on the opposite seat. “Thank you, William.”

      When had he learned the coachman’s name? And why hadn’t she bothered to do the same?

      Simon pulled the window shades down leaving just a sliver at the bottom to see through.

      “What’s this?” she asked, pointing at the large briefcase shaped basket.

      “There’s no telling how long we’ll be here and it’s best we’re prepared for the duration.”

      He opened the basket to reveal bread, cheese, fruit, plates and utensils, even a thermos of something.

      The hours passed with no movement in or out of the Graham’s house. Simon stretched out his legs and propped them up next to the nearly empty basket on the far seat. He put his arm around Elizabeth and his long fingers brushed up and down her arm. It was strangely peaceful and Elizabeth felt herself melting into Simon’s side. As far as stakeouts went, this wasn’t so bad.

      “What are you two doing here?”

      Elizabeth and Simon jumped.

      Teddy’s face appeared in the window, his head ducking under the shade.

      “Great googley moogley!” Elizabeth cried. “You nearly gave me a heart attack.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. He crammed his hand through the window and offered her his brown paper sack. “Peanut?”

      “Teddy, please go home,” Simon said.

      Teddy pulled his arm back and pushed his head back into the cab. “Are you trying to be secret?”

      “Yes, we are. So, if you’d…”

      “I have secrets,” he said.

      “Good,” Simon said as though he were speaking to a small child. “Now, be a good chap and run along.”

      “I’ve been working on something, but things keep exploding.”

      “We’d love to hear about that,” Elizabeth said as she tried to look past him to see if their cover had been blown. “But later.”

      Having Teddy hang off the side of their supposedly empty carriage wasn’t exactly inconspicuous. “We’ll come by later and see, all right?”

      Teddy nodded. “Shhh,” he whispered as he slipped out from under the shade and continued down the street.

      Elizabeth fell back against her seat and shook her head.

      “More of your magnetic personality at work?” Simon said. “I swear that you collect odd people the way some collect porcelain cats.”

      “It could be worse,” she said.

      Simon peaked under the shade to make sure Teddy had actually left. “How?”

      “I could collect porcelain cats.”

      

      

      The afternoon turned into evening and evening into night. As the darkness came, Elizabeth grew more anxious with every passing minute. She was exhausted and keyed up at the same time. It made her feel slightly queasy.

      “What if it’s already happened?” she said, “and we don’t know.”

      “Then I wouldn’t be here, would I?”

      Elizabeth frowned. She hated the matter of fact way he said it.

      “I’m sorry,” he continued. “I know you’re worried for me and I love you for it, but if I do…cease to be, you won’t know to miss me, will you?”

      “I’d know,” she said almost angrily. “No matter what changed, I’d know.”

      He looked a little chagrined at that and brushed his knuckles along her jaw. “I believe you would.”

      “You haven’t cornered the market on truly, madly, deeply, ya know? I do actually love you as much as you love me. You’re not the only crazy person here.”

      He laughed and kissed her. “No, indeed.”

      After another minute dragged by, she sat forward. “I can’t just sit here anymore. I can’t. I have to know what’s going on in there.”

      She opened the carriage door and Simon put a hand on her arm. “All right,” he said, pulling her back so he could exit first and help her out.

      They walked over to the Graham’s and rang the bell. After a moment, the maid answered.

      “We’re here to see Mr. and Mrs. Graham,” Simon said.

      The maid nodded and closed the door most of the way. They could hear voices inside and then Mary Graham appeared at the door. If it was possible, she looked even paler than she had before. “This isn’t a good time.”

      “Are you all right?” Elizabeth tried to see inside. “Where’s Mr. Graham?”

      Mary pulled the door until it was barely a foot open. She was nervous and upset. “Victor’s not feeling well.”

      “We’ll send for a doctor. Perhaps we can help,” Elizabeth said as she tried to ease the door open again. “Let us help you, Mary.”

      Mary looked like she was about to let them in, when the door swung open and Victor Graham stared at them wild eyed. “You’re not welcome here.”

      He was a shadow of the man he’d been that day at the Ferry building — his face unshaved, his clothes unkempt.

      His eyes flared with anger. “She said you’d try to interfere.”

      “Who? Madame Petrovka?” Elizabeth asked.

      “She’s not what she appears to be,” Simon said. “She’s a fraud.”

      Graham shook his head violently. “Leave my house.”

      He tried to slam the door, but Simon held onto it. “You’re not thinking clearly.”

      Graham turned to one his servants who watched the scene in horror. “Get the police. Now! Go!”

      The footman scurried back into the house and disappeared.

      “Victor, please,” Mary said, placing a hand on her husband’s arm.

      Victor shook her off. “Get inside.”

      Mary gave Simon and Elizabeth a look of apology and shame. “I’m sorry.”

      Victor turned back to Simon and Elizabeth. His eyes were bloodshot and painfully sad. His fury seemed to have burned itself out in an instant and he leaned against the door. “Please, just go.”

      “Let us help you,” Elizabeth pleaded. “You’re in danger.”

      Only the barest hint of hope lit his eyes before they went dull again. “Please?”

      Simon let go of the door and Graham nodded his thanks before closing it in front of them. He led her back to their carriage.

      “We can’t just walk away.”

      Simon kept a hold of her arm. “Getting arrested isn’t exactly going to help our cause, now, is it?”

      She couldn’t argue with that, but how could she just sit and wait while Graham was coming unglued. They climbed back into the carriage and Elizabeth fidgeted.

      Simon was deep in thought, staring out the window when he suddenly rapped hard on the roof of the cab. “We need to move. Now!”

      “What’s going on?”

      Simon pointed to a buggy coming up the block. Inside was Victor Graham.

      “But how?” Elizabeth asked.

      “The servant’s entrance. I’d completely forgotten about it until the footman ran to the back of the house to get the police.” Simon opened the cab door and leaned out. “That carriage there, follow it.”

      As soon as he was back inside, their carriage took off after Graham. The streets were surprisingly busy for a Sunday night, but the traffic thinned quickly as they headed west away from town.

      Elizabeth’s heart pounded in time to the horse’s hooves. Faster and faster. They passed Golden Gate Park and turned up the coast. They drove through the heights above the Cliff House and came to a rough dirt road that led further up the coast. Their carriage rolled to a stop. Elizabeth nearly cried out in frustration. They couldn’t lose him now.

      “Keep going,” Simon called through the window.

      “Can’t, sir,” William said. “That buggy can make it all right, but not the coach. We’ll drop a wheel for sure.”

      Simon yanked open the door and helped Elizabeth. “You all right?” he asked.

      She wasn’t, but she nodded and they started down the dirt road on foot. It was tough going. The road was furrowed with deep ruts and chuckholes. Clouds blocked out most of the moonlight making the footing treacherous. Elizabeth clung to Simon’s hand for balance as they ran down the road as quickly as they dared.

      It wasn’t long before the bushes and trees that lined the road gave way to a small open expanse. They found Graham’s buggy abandoned at the base of a footpath that led further up the coast. In the distance, Elizabeth could just barely make out a figure in the darkness as it moved from shadow to shadow.

      “There!”

      She and Simon went after Graham, winding their way through the dense undergrowth, only catching glimpses of Graham as the path veered into the open. The ocean was close. She could taste the salt on the air and feel the cold, wet wind cutting through her clothes. They were somewhere along the bluffs above the sea, but she couldn’t tell how far away it was.

      The underbrush was thick, and a clump of brambles caught her skirts and she nearly stumbled. With a few curses and rips she disentangled herself, but she knew she was slowing them down. Damn shoes and corset. She hated to do it, but there wasn’t any choice. She would have ripped off all of her clothes if there’d been time, but there wasn’t. Every second mattered. They couldn’t afford to lose track of Graham now.

      “Go after him,” Elizabeth said. “I can’t keep up.”

      “I won’t leave you.”

      She grabbed him by the arms, pleading. “If you don’t, I might lose you.”

      Simon hesitated, but Elizabeth pushed him ahead.

      “Go. I’ll be right behind you.”

      He nodded. “You’d better be.” And then he disappeared into the brush ahead.

      Cursing every fashion designer and shoemaker for the last one hundred years, Elizabeth followed behind as fast as she could. She stumbled and pricked her arm through the fabric of her sleeve. She ripped herself free and pushed on.

      The bushes and trees thinned out and she could see that she was near the cliff’s edge. Pushing her heart back down into her ribcage, she ran forward. The path serpentined through the woods, jigging one way and then another. Finally, the maze of woods ended abruptly and she emerged into the open air.

      Somehow, she’d ended up about sixty feet back from the edge. In the mixture of rocks and grass ahead of her, she saw Graham, farthest away, and Simon close behind him. She thought it was just a shadow from a tree swaying in the wind, but then she realized that another man had stepped out of the darkness. He surged forward and raised something above his head. He was about to swing it down on Simon’s head when she cried out.

      “Look out!”

      Simon reacted just in time to deflect the blow.

      Elizabeth ran toward them, stumbling, cursing. She couldn’t catch her breath and knew she was going to start hyperventilating soon, but she ran forward.

      It was so dark she could barely tell where one man started and the other stopped, as they fought. They fell to the ground and she lost them in the tall grass.

      Graham continued his march to the sea cliff.

      Somewhere ahead, Elizabeth heard grunting and panting. The grass rustled back and forth as the two men grappled with each other. She saw Simon stand and then the other man. It was Stryker. Was Madame Petrovka here too? As she turned to look for her, Stryker rushed toward her. Simon grabbed him by the arm and pulled him to the ground.

      “Graham,” Simon grunted as he wrestled with Stryker.

      She spun around and saw him still walking toward the edge. With one last glance at Simon as he fought with Stryker, she ran toward Graham.

      Graham had managed to walk out onto the very tip of a crag that jutted out above the roaring ocean below. As she got closer, the wind caught his voice and tossed it back to her. He was talking to someone.

      “Don’t be afraid,” he said. “There’s no reason to be afraid, darling.”

      “Victor!” Elizabeth called out. “Don’t go any further.”

      “Don’t cry, my darling,” he said to the ocean. A great gust of wind came and nearly pushed him back. Elizabeth’s heart lurched, but he stood firm.

      His jacket fluttered wildly in the strong wind. One more step and he’d fall. One more gust and he’d fall. The rocks below were sharp and wet with ocean mist. She got down onto her knees and started to crawl out to him, desperate to reach to him. The jagged edges dug into her knees as she inched out toward him. “She’s not there,” Elizabeth yelled. “Violet is not there.”

      He seemed to notice her for the first time and turned to look back. “Don’t you hear her?” he said.

      Elizabeth shook her head, but then she heard it – the plaintive wails of a child crying. She shook her head. It was impossible. It must have been the wind. Please, Dear God, let it be the wind.

      “It’s a trick,” Elizabeth said. She crawled on her hands and knees further out the escarpment. “Please, Victor, listen to me.”

      He turned back to face the sea. Frustration and desperation pushed her forward, but he was too far away and she was moving too slowly.

      He reached out into the empty air. “Just take my hand, darling.”

      “Please,” Elizabeth cried. He was only a few feet away now. She reached out just as he did.

      “It’ll be all right,” Victor said calmly, and then stepped off the cliff and fell into the darkness.
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      Elizabeth cried out as Graham fell. His body hit the edge of the cliff and bounced out further toward the water. The seconds stretched out, as he seemed to be falling in slow motion. Falling, falling and then, with a sickening thud, he hit the rocks.

      She stared down at him in shock. His body lay bent and broken in a horribly unnatural way. The rough surf tugged at his jacket and his limp arm swayed back and forth with the pull of the current.

      Elizabeth felt a hot flush and tingling in her body. The icy wind bit into her face, but she could barely feel it. She was frozen in place. She couldn’t wrap her mind around it. This wasn’t supposed to happen. She was supposed to save him. To save…

      “Simon!”

      Elizabeth ignored the jagged rocks that tore into her hands and knees as she scrambled back from the edge. She quickly scanned the field, but didn’t see him. He was here. She refused to believe he was gone.

      “Simon!” she called out again.

      She ran back to the spot where she’d left him fighting with Stryker. He had to be here. He was here, she told herself over and over. He had to be here.

      “Simon!”

      She felt nauseous, dizzy, hot and cold at the same time. How could this have happened? How could she have let it happen? Panic tightened its grip on her as she ran back and forth through the tall grass. “Simon!”

      Tears stung her eyes and blurred her vision. She’d failed. She’d lost him. She wiped the tears away angrily and choked back a sob. He couldn’t be gone. He couldn’t be. “Simon?”

      “Elizabeth.”

      She spun around, and just a few feet away in the grass stood Simon. Alive. Elizabeth felt her knees actually buckle a little, as relief flooded through her. He was alive. She faltered and then nearly knocked him down as she hugged him.

      “Oh, Simon,” she said as she held on to him as tightly as she could. Tears burned her eyes and she could barely swallow. “I thought I’d lost you.”

      “Down, but not out,” he said, rubbing the back of his head. He was a little groggy, but he was there. He was still with her. She kissed him again.

      He pulled back from her and asked, “Graham?”

      She shook her head and fought back a sob. “I couldn’t stop him. He just... Simon, he just… walked off the edge. I tried, but…” The memory of it flashed back into her mind and she felt that cold iron fist clench in her stomach again. She tightened her grip on Simon’s arms. “I don’t understand, Simon, what happened? Graham’s dead. Why didn’t time change? Why….”

      “Am I still here?” he finished.

      She nodded; glad he’d said it and not her.

      He touched her cheek. “I don’t know, but I am. Are you all right?”

      The memory of Graham falling flashed in her mind. Elizabeth winced and closed her eyes. “No. Yes. I think so. God, it was horrible.”

      Simon kissed the crown of her head and pulled her to him. “I’m sorry.”

      She was simply relishing being in his arms and his being in hers when she remembered. “Where’s Stryker?”

      “We were fighting one minute, he hit me with something and then he just ran off. It’s a little foggy. Was Petrovka here?”

      “I don’t know.” Elizabeth felt the bump growing on the back of his head. “Ouch.”

      “It’ll be all right. At least we can leave this place now. As long as...” He reached into his waistcoat and pulled out the watch. “As long as we have this.”

      Elizabeth wasn’t quite so sure, but she kept her doubts to herself. At least they still had each other. Which, she realized with a pang, was more than Mary Graham had now. That poor woman.

      Simon patted his pockets and frowned.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “My gun.”

      “It probably fell out while you were fighting.”

      They searched for it, but it was too dark and the grass too dense.

      “It’s all right,” Elizabeth finally said, taking his hand. “We’ve got what matters.”

      

      

      By early morning, they’d finished making their police report. They’d given the authorities every detail they could remember, including everything they knew about Stryker’s involvement. Shell shocked and spent, they rode back to Mrs. Eldridge’s in silence. They tended to each other’s cuts and bruises, and crawled into bed.

      As soon as they lay down in each other’s arms, all of the adrenaline from the day started to wear off. Elizabeth felt raw and exhausted, but her mind wouldn’t shut down. It spun with thoughts like cotton candy, gauzy and twisting away.

      Was this all some ploy by the Council? Would Simon disappear when they returned to their own time? Would she ever stop seeing Graham’s body hit the rocks?

      Elizabeth burrowed her head into Simon’s shoulder and tried to concentrate on the feeling of his chest beneath her hand, his arms holding her, and the steady beat of his heart. Sleep came and withdrew, like waves lapping on the shore, until finally it pulled her all the way under.

      

      

      Despite her fears, Simon was still there when she woke, and back to his usual self.

      “We can go south,” he said over breakfast, “but we’ll have to go past Monterey, at the very least. Inland would better. Stockton should be far enough.”

      Elizabeth pushed a strawberry around her plate with her fork. She didn’t want to go. Despite all of Simon’s arguments, and there were plenty, she knew this wasn’t over. There was something she was missing. Graham’s death had to mean something.

      The memory flashed into her head and she closed her eyes. Poor Victor. And poor Mary. Elizabeth still had Simon, but Mary Graham had lost her husband.

      “We could go to Santa Barbara,” Simon suggested. “See the old neighborhood. You’d like that.”

      “That could be interesting,” she said half-heartedly.

      Simon put down his teacup and fixed her with one of his patented Simon stares. “Elizabeth.”

      With that one simple word, so innocuous on the outside, Elizabeth felt her stomach tighten. Simon had a way with words. Not so much the ones he chose to say, but the way he chose to say them. Her name could mean anything from “Thank God you’re here, Dr. Wendell is boring me out of my skull” to “Don’t you realize how gauche it is to put ketchup on your eggs?” And sometimes, like now, it was something that meant trouble.

      “There’s no rush, is there?” she said.

      Simon raised an eyebrow. “No, of course not. One of the worst disasters in modern history is only two days away, but why rush?”

      “There, you said it. Two days. As long as we leave the city by Tuesday night, we’ll have plenty of time. That leaves us a whole day and a half.”

      Simon narrowed his eyes and looked like he was about to deliver a giant pinprick to her idea balloon, when he sighed and wiped his mouth with his napkin. “All right.”

      Elizabeth expected a fight, at the very least token resistance, but not complete and immediate submission. It was suspicious.

      He must have read her expression because he smiled and said, “No tricks. I’m trying to be supportive. Even if it is a foolish and unnecessary risk.”

      She smiled. That was the Simon knew and loved.

      “But you have to promise me,” he continued. “We will leave this city no later than Tuesday evening. No arguments.”

      “Deal.”

      “Good.”

      “By the way, I’ve already spoken Mrs. Eldridge about the earthquake,” Elizabeth said and immediately held up a hand to stave off Simon’s rebuke. “But, apparently, I didn’t need to. Her husband had already told her about it.”

      “Good, when is she leaving? I assume she’s taking that idiot nephew with her.”

      “She’s not. I tried to tell her what it was going to be like, but she said that she wanted to stay and help. At least we know the house survives the earthquake. Her husband assured her it would. I don’t know about the fires though.”

      “I’m afraid not very much survived the fires.”

      “I’ll talk to her again,” Elizabeth said, taking a bite of her elusive strawberry. “But she’s stubborn.”

      “Is she?” Simon said with a smirk. “So, pray tell, what exactly do you plan on doing with your reprieve?”

      Elizabeth put her napkin on the table and started to push back her chair. Simon stood and pulled it out for her.

      “I’m going for a walk,” she said. “Have some noodling to do.”

      “In that case,” Simon said. “I think I’ll pay Harrington a visit.”

      Elizabeth arched an eyebrow.

      “And see what else his contacts have found out about Madame Petrovka,” Simon continued. “We should also check on Mary Graham later today. I’m sure she’d welcome any support she can get. We might not have been able to save Graham, but we might be able to save Petrovka’s next victim from the same fate.”

      Elizabeth slipped her arms around his waist. “You’re a big softy.”

      He pulled her closer. “No reason to be insulting.”

      She kissed his cheek. “Your secret is safe with me.”

      

      

      “I’ve got a secret!”

      Elizabeth jumped at the voice. “Teddy! You’ve got to stop doing that.”

      She’d gone out for a walk through the quiet streets of Nob Hill, and was completely lost in her thoughts when Teddy had appeared at her side.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, obviously having no idea what he was apologizing for.

      “It’s all right.” It was impossible to stay angry with Teddy. “So, you have a secret?”

      “It’s amazing!” he shouted, like a ten year old who'd just been given his first Xbox.

      Elizabeth laughed. “Shhh. It won’t be a secret, if you shout about it like that.”

      “It’s amazing,” he whispered. “Do you want to see it?”

      From any other man that would have been a painful come-on, a bit like “come see my etchings”, wink-wink. She giggled at the thought. This was probably exactly the time in history when men actually did use that line.

      Teddy giggled along with her.

      She thought about begging off, but maybe a distraction would do her good. She wasn’t getting anywhere as it was. She just kept going over the same ground and each pass left her with a bigger ball of angst in her stomach and no answers. “I’d love to see your secret.”

      Teddy’s entire body seemed to smile. She slipped her arm through his and he stared at it before standing a little taller and escorting her down the street.

      The Fiske house rivaled the Graham’s. It was large and imposing, and everything Teddy wasn’t. The door opened even before they reached it. She wondered for a moment if it was triggered automatically, but then she saw a little old butler try to push it closed. The man wasn’t just old; he was “there’s probably a picture of Moses in his high school yearbook” old. He creaked along and Teddy stepped forward to help him close the front door. Once it was secure, he helped the old man shuffle over to a large plush chair that sat oddly in the middle of the hallway.

      “Do you need anything, Donald?” Teddy yelled.

      The man frowned, held up an ear trumpet and Teddy yelled the question again. Donald shook his head and Teddy patted his shoulder before turning back to Elizabeth. “Down here.”

      He led her down the hall and into the library. It was the kind of room Elizabeth had always dreamt of. Books covered the walls from floor to high ceiling. There was even an upper level complete with a walkway and railing that circled the perimeter of the room. A ridiculously large, rich, ornate Oriental rug covered the floor, and huge squishy dark leather chairs sat under large streetlamp-like lights in the corners.

      “This,” she said, “is heaven on Earth. If Simon saw this he would have had serious book-envy.”

      “Over here,” he said resting his hand on the gilded edges of a book called Memoirs of the Twentieth Century. He flattened his hand along the spine and pushed. The entire wall swiveled. Teddy reached inside the opening and turned a wall switch. A weak overhead light struggled to life and illuminated the secret passage behind.

      “You are full of surprises,” Elizabeth said as she followed him down the dim corridor.

      At the end of the short hallway, there was another door. This one was thick steel, like a vault door with two large locks and a combination tumbler. Teddy dug a key ring from his pocket and undid the locks and spun the dial of the tumbler. He put his hand on the door handle and then turned back to Elizabeth. “This is our secret now. And you can’t tell anyone.”

      She promised.

      He pulled the door open and added, “They wouldn’t understand.”

      She didn’t like the sound of that, but she followed him through the passage and down a rickety winding staircase into the dark room below. The light from the hall faded behind them and she had to grip the railing to keep her footing. Wherever they were going, it was big. She could tell by the way their footsteps echoed into the chamber.

      “Can you turn on a light?” she asked.

      “Right,” he said, and then she heard metal scraping against metal and a loud pop. An electrical hum built in intensity and then large overhead lights sparked to life.

      She blinked to adjust her eyes to the sudden brightness, and stood gaping at what she saw. The room was big, but it wasn’t the size that stunned her. It was the four giant Tesla coils and circular metal cage. It was the racks of equipment with dials and gages. It was the tables full of Bunsen burners, and beakers, and bubbling liquids.

      Teddy was a mad scientist.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 21

        

      

    
    
      Elizabeth stepped uncertainly into the giant room. She knew Teddy was quirky, but this way, way beyond quirky. This was “on the government watch-list” quirky.

      “What is all this?” she asked.

      “My experiments,” he said, puffing out his chest. He ushered her over to a table covered with blueprints, drawings and schematics, and dug through a stack of graphs and maps.

      Teddy mumbled to himself, and finally pulled out a copper-colored ball from beneath the stack of papers. It was about the size of a baseball. “Eureka! Archimedes said that. Did you know that Archimedes claimed he could lift the earth if he had something to stand on? I’d like to see that. Wouldn’t you like to see that?”

      “Yes, that would be something to see.” Elizabeth said, and then gestured to the ball in his hands. “What is that?”

      Teddy cocked his head to the side. “A ball.”

      “I mean, what does it do?”

      He smiled. “You’ll see.”

      Elizabeth was all for adventure, but judging from the bookcase along one wall whose shelves were filled with things she couldn’t identify floating in formaldehyde, maybe a little caution wouldn’t be a bad thing. The scorch marks on the opposite wall weren’t exactly comforting either.

      “Over here,” Teddy said.

      She joined him by a large bank of dials and switches.

      “Are those really Tesla coils?” she asked. She’d seen pictures of them in books, but never in person. These were about 15 feet high with metal cages around the base and a large sort of flying saucer thing on top.

      “Of a sort. I…I redesigned them. His could create power, but they didn’t harness it in the same way these do. It…it focuses,” he said wiggling his hands in the air. “Concentrate. The electromagnetic field is more stable. Usually.”

      “Usually?”

      He handed her the copper colored ball and added, “It might get a little loud.”

      He pulled on a series of levers and switches, and one by one, the giant coils came to life. Each large metal tower began to spark in turn. Tendrils of electricity arced out from the big metal donut at the top of the tower and out into space like bright blue snakes. It was all oddly familiar. Each tower’s electrical arc connected with the next until there was a canopy of crackling blue energy above them.

      “This way,” Teddy yelled.

      He led Elizabeth over to the large metal cage that sat in the middle of the room. As the electrical storm raged above them, an occasional loud crack made Elizabeth cringe and duck.

      “Is this safe?” she yelled.

      He nodded. “It’s been over a week since anything exploded.”

      Elizabeth forced a smile. “Good.”

      He climbed two steps up to the large metal cage and opened the door. The cage itself was big enough for three or four people to stand comfortably inside, and had a console with a complex instrument panel. He waved for her to follow him inside.

      It was madness. Teddy, who helped her up the steps, was clearly mad. She knew as she closed the gate behind her that she had to be mad for even considering it. And Simon would be an entirely different kind of mad when he found out what she’d done.

      “Ready?” Teddy asked as he adjusted a few dials.

      “For what?”

      “My secret,” he said, as he dropped the copper-colored ball into a hollow cylinder in the control panel.

      He held out his hand to her. “Hold on tight.”

      The humming and crackling grew louder and louder. The electric arcs reached toward them and surrounded the cage. Holding on tight would not be a problem.

      A frighteningly familiar sensation took root in the pit of her stomach. She looked at Teddy in surprise. Only one thing felt like that. She knew what would come next — the incredibly disconcerting feeling of complete paralysis and then the world would shake itself apart around them.

      And it did.

      When Elizabeth came back to herself she was standing outside. She could feel the sun on her face and hear a crowd and a…band? It took a moment to clear her head and when she did she knew exactly where and, more importantly, when she was.

      The crowd gathered at the base of the stage in front of the Ferry Building, and sang along with a brass band as it played “Bill Bailey”. She looked to the side of the stage and saw Max meeting Teddy and shaking his hand. And then she saw herself. They’d traveled back in time.

      Teddy was the watchmaker.

      The Teddy next to her started to hum. “I like this song.”

      “How did you?” Elizabeth stammered, trying to break away from the incredibly odd sensation of watching herself. And it wasn’t just that that muddled her brain. This meant that not only was Teddy linked to the Council, he’d somehow managed to break one of their cardinal rules. No time travel within your own lifetime. “I didn’t think it was possible.”

      “Anything’s possible,” Teddy said as he hummed along. “Why do you think he doesn’t want to come home?”

      “Who?”

      “Bill Bailey.”

      She was about to ask another question when the familiar feeling started in her stomach again.

      “Oh, here we go,” Teddy said, tightening his grip on her hand. “Automatic return.”

      They reappeared inside the metal cage. The sudden shift from the sounds of Market Street to the cacophony inside Teddy’s lab made Elizabeth flinch. Teddy held on tightly to her hand and flipped a few switches. The copper ball popped out and slowly the coils began to shut down. Her stomach roiled and her head had already started to throb.

      Once the arcs had stopped, he let go of her. “Did you like it?”

      Her mind was reeling. Was Teddy the start of the Council? Was she the start of it? “This is big,” Elizabeth said to herself. Even through her fuzzy brain, she knew something incredibly important had just happened.

      “I’m trying to make it smaller.”

      “I didn’t mean—”

      Teddy opened the cage door and they stepped out. “Maybe something you can carry.”

      “Like a watch?” Elizabeth said absently.

      Teddy’s eyes lit up. “Yes. A watch! I like that.”

      Oh, boy. She really had to be more carful. “Does anyone know about this?”

      “Just you. It’s our secret, remember?”

      “It’s one hell of a secret, Teddy.”

      

      

      Elizabeth was wearing a hole in Mrs. Eldridge’s very fine Persian rug when Simon returned from his fact-finding mission.

      “Didn’t learn much about our Madame Petrovka,” he said, “but we did discover some interesting things about that man Stryker.”

      “You don’t know from interesting,” Elizabeth said under her breath. After seeing Simon’s frown, she added, “I found something out myself. You go first.”

      “We took a chance and enquired about Stryker and it seems he has a rather colorful past. He was arrested several times for petty theft and other minor infractions, and then sometime in his twenties, he grew increasingly violent until he murdered a man. In 1882 he was admitted to Bethlam Royal Hospital, more commonly known as Bedlam.”

      “The insane asylum?”

      “Yes. And despite being a murderer, and having committed multiple heinous acts during his stay in the hospital, he was released. A mysterious and quite wealthy patron apparently secured it.”

      “Paid for it?”

      “Yes," Simon said. "I think we’re safe to assume Madame Petrovka was his mysterious benefactor.”

      “But why would she do it?” Elizabeth asked. “How would she even know about a man like that?”

      “Perhaps they knew each other before. Her past is still a mystery. I’d venture to say that their paths crossed far before his release.” Simon sat down on the sofa and stretched his long legs out in front of him. “We’ve got enquiries out about that. But, I don’t know if they’ll find anything in time.”

      Right. Time. In just under 48 hours, San Francisco would fall apart. Literally. Would Teddy’s underground laboratory survive? Would Teddy? Mrs. Eldridge? Would anyone she’d met?

      “What’s wrong?” Simon asked.

      She followed Simon’s gaze and realized she’d nearly destroyed one of the couch pillows by picking at a loose seam. She poked some stuffing back in and put it aside.

      “I hate that we can’t change things, and yet, I’m kind of afraid I did.”

      Simon's eyes narrowed. “Elizabeth, what did you do?”

      “Nothing, maybe. Or, maybe, I might have said something that’s sort of responsible for the beginnings of the inklings of the founding of the Temporal Council and the invention of the time traveling watch.”

      “I was gone two hours.”

      She shrugged. “It was an interesting two hours.”

      She proceeded to tell him about her adventure with Teddy and needlessly, swore him to secrecy.

      “Teddy? Teddy Fiske discovered time travel?” Simon said, as he prowled the edge of the room, still trying to process what she’d told him. He rubbed the back of his neck and shook his head. “Do you have any idea how dangerous what you did was?”

      “I didn’t know we were going to time travel.”

      Simon narrowed his eyes. “And if you’d known?”

      He had her there, and they both knew it.

      Simon sighed dramatically. “Elizabeth. Experimental time travel and, worse yet, traveling into your own past.”

      “I told Teddy that wasn’t kosher.”

      “Oh, well, in that case,” Simon said with a sarcastic air of nonchalance. “Elizabeth,” he breathed out as he sat down heavily onto the sofa.

      “It seemed like the right thing to do.” And it had. If the powers that be wanted her to do or not do something they needed to send out a memo.

      Simon was quiet for a moment and Elizabeth braced herself for another talking to, but Simon seemed to have shifted gears without notice.

      “When Travers came to see you,” he said, “he said that everything that happened in 1929 was meant to be.”

      “Yeah…”

      “Perhaps your interaction with Teddy was also meant to be. We know the watches already exist because we have them. So, someone must have created them. We wouldn’t have been able to come back here, if that wasn’t already the case.”

      Elizabeth plopped down onto the sofa next to him and rubbed her temples. “I’m getting one of those paradox headaches.”

      “It is a bit confusing, isn’t it? We simply have to assume that everything we’ve done here is meant to be. That we’re not changing time.”

      “You’re forgetting the fact that we were sent here to do just that by saving Graham," Elizabeth reminded him.

      “And yet, we didn’t. Graham still died.”

      “But that’s a change, isn’t it?" Elizabeth said. "In the original timeline, he wasn’t supposed to die and when he did, time changed. Or did it?” She scrunched up her face in discomfort. “I need some seltzer or something. Time travel upsets my stomach.”

      Simon stood and pulled the velvet cord by the fireplace that summoned one of the servants.

      “I know you don’t believe the Council,” Elizabeth said, ignoring Simon’s acid expression, “but what if they were right about time changing, just not about how.”

      “Go on,” Simon prompted.

      A knock on the salon door interrupted her reply and the maid Jane stepped in.

      “Miss Elizabeth isn’t feeling well," Simon said. "Is there something on hand for an upset stomach?”

      Jane nibbled her lip, bobbed her head and blushed. “Is it a womanly thing, Miss?”

      Elizabeth snorted delicately and shook her head. “No, just a bit nauseous. Some crackers would be lovely, if you have them.”

      Jane dipped a quick curtsey and left.

      “Womanly problems?” Elizabeth said with a giggle that died in her throat. The proverbial penny dropped like a cartoon anvil. “Womanly problems. Simon! I’ve got it. I think I know what’s happened. Graham’s death was supposed to destroy his family tree and all of his descendants. But it didn’t.”

      “We’ve established that,” Simon said.

      “Because it was too late. The seed’s already been planted, Simon. Mary Graham isn’t sick; she’s pregnant.”
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      “Are you sure?” Simon asked as he sat down next to Elizabeth.

      “No, but it makes sense, doesn’t it?”

      Simon nodded thoughtfully, and ran his fingers through his hair. He winced slightly as he came across the bump on the back of his head. It was still tender.

      “And if it’s true, Mary is in serious danger.”

      “Not necessarily,” Simon said. “She could lose the child naturally.”

      “Aren’t you a ray of sunshine?”

      Simon hated to point it out, but they needed to try to keep clear heads about all of this. “It is unpleasant to contemplate, but the reality is that the infant and mother mortality rates are still painfully high at this time. It’s also possible the child survives the birth only to fall victim to Diphtheria, Influenza, an accident or any of a dozen other things. Including, need I remind you, a rather devastating earthquake.”

      “That’s true,” Elizabeth said, crestfallen. “I hate it when you make a good point.”

      “But,” Simon said, and smiled as Elizabeth immediately perked up. “It would be prudent to see if we can’t convince Mrs. Graham to leave town.”

      “Hooray for prudent!”

      Simon shook his head and stood. He held out his hand to Elizabeth and he helped her up. “We don’t have long. We’d better be convincing.”

      Elizabeth had a look in her eye Simon knew too well. Mary Graham had no idea what she was up against.

      “She’ll leave.”

      

      

      The black mourning dress made Mary Graham’s already sallow skin look almost translucent. “I can’t leave.”

      She sat in the same chair she had the last time they’d visited her. Was it really just a few days ago? That had been difficult enough; now the poor woman wasn’t just mourning the loss of a child, but her husband as well.

      “It isn’t safe here,” Simon said. “I’m afraid your husband’s death wasn’t an accident.”

      Mary closed her eyes in anguish and took a moment to compose herself before answering in a hoarse whisper. “I know.”

      Elizabeth moved to the edge of her seat. “Then you have to see that it’s dangerous for you stay.” Mary shook her head, but Elizabeth pressed on. “For you and your baby.”

      Mary Graham looked as though she was going to deny it, but instead she smiled sadly. “Victor didn’t even know. I was going to tell him, but I wanted to make sure. I…I’ve miscarried before, you see, and each time a part of Victor…I wanted to be sure this time and now it doesn’t matter at all.”

      Mary broke down into tears and Simon felt thoroughly helpless. Thankfully, Elizabeth joined Mary on the settee and took her hand. “It does matter. More than you know.”

      Mary sniffled and wiped her tears. “I still can’t leave. There’s an inquest into Victor’s…and there are funeral arrangements to be made. I…”

      “Just for a few days,” Elizabeth said.

      “Why would she want to hurt Victor that way? What could we possibly have done to her to make her hate us so?”

      Simon leaned forward in his chair. “You didn’t do anything, Mrs. Graham. You’re not to blame in this.”

      “It was as though she’d cast some sort of spell on him,” Mary said. “Did you know that he saw her several times after the séance? She claimed she could help us save Violet. I…I didn’t believe her, but Victor was convinced. He thought she was our only hope. Is she some sort of witch?”

      “No,” Simon said quickly, staving off anything Elizabeth might have said to the contrary. “Not a witch. Just a very sick woman.”

      “Please reconsider,” Elizabeth said. “Simon and I will take you wherever you want to go. Just for a few days.”

      A knock on the door interrupted them. The Graham’s butler stepped in. “Pardon the intrusion, ma’am, but the police are here.”

      “Oh, yes, please bring them in,” Mary said, and then turned to Simon and Elizabeth. “I’m sorry, but I just can’t leave.”

      Two blue-coated policemen stepped into the parlor. “Ma’am,” one of them said curtly before addressing Simon. “Are you Sir Simon Cross?”

      Simon hesitated. “Yes.”

      “You need to come with us, sir.”

      “What’s going on?” Elizabeth crossed the room and tried to put herself between Simon and the officers.

      “Please step aside, Miss,” one of them said.

      Simon had a sinking feeling.

      “Not until you tell us what’s going on,” Elizabeth demanded.

      “His lordship is under arrest,” the officer said and held up a pair of heavy iron cuffs. “Now, step aside before I clamp a pair of these on you too, Miss.”

      Elizabeth didn’t budge.

      “It’s all right, Elizabeth,” Simon said with much more confidence than he felt. “I’m sure there’s just been some sort of misunderstanding.”

      “Not unless you count murder as a misunderstanding,” the officer said as he put the cuffs on Simon’s wrists. “You, sir, are under arrest for the murder of Victor Graham.”

      

      

      The jail cells at City Hall were probably just about as clean as the stables at City Hall. Something resembling a mattress was thrown on top of a metal platform that was suspended by heavy chains from the wall. Simon could only imagine the lice, bedbugs and God only knew what else that were living inside it. The only other decoration in his eight by eight foot cell was a bucket in the corner. The stench coming from it was overwhelming.

      And yet, the worst part of it was the walls. Not because they pressed in on him, which they did, but because they were made of brick. Each one would be a potential death sentence when the earthquake came, and it was coming closer with every passing minute. He had to get out of this wretched place before then.

      He reached for his watch and then remembered that it and everything else he’d had with him was locked away in that damned enormous filing cabinet across the room in the office area. If he managed to break out, he’d have to break into that. It wouldn’t be easy either. This wasn’t a typical office filing cabinet. Of course, breaking out or breaking in, neither seemed all that likely at the moment.

      The bars to his cell were made of heavy iron. There was no way he could break through them. He was trapped. Good and well trapped. He slammed his hand hard against the bars and heard a loud rumbling snore from the cell next to his.

      “Perfect.”

      Voices came from the hallway – Elizabeth and two men. She appeared in the doorway and he was struck by how badly he’d needed to see her. She hurried across the room and met him at the bars. Behind her, Max slipped a handful of bills into a policeman’s hand.

      The officer looked around and said, “Five minutes.”

      Max nodded, shoed the officer out, and then leaned against the door jamb.

      Elizabeth wrapped her hands around Simon’s. “Are you all right?”

      “What’s this all about?”

      Elizabeth’s eyes grew even more worried. “It seems Victor didn’t fall to his death.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “He was shot.”

      “That’s absurd, we told them what happened.”

      Elizabeth squeezed his hand and then paced around the small room. “I know. They said because the body was badly damaged it took time for them to discover the bullet wound.”

      “That’s absurd.” Simon had a horrible feeling that he knew where this was headed.

      “It gets better. Your gun was found on the rocks near the body.”

      “Stryker.” Simon had thought he’d lost it in the tall grass, but Stryker must have taken it while they were fighting. “That’s hardly enough evidence for an arrest. How did they even know the gun was mine?”

      “You apparently ‘waved it around’ in Chinatown and made quite an impression on the locals.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      “But wait, there’s more,” Elizabeth said. “Several witnesses including most of the Graham’s household staff and a few neighbors saw you arguing with Graham the night before he died. He even had to send one of his servants to get the police because you wouldn’t leave him alone.”

      This was not looking good, not good at all. Simon felt those brick walls closing in just a little bit with each passing second.

      “And then,” Elizabeth continued, “you followed him to Land’s End. They said I was lucky that I hadn’t been arrested as an accomplice.”

      Simon’s head was spinning. “Quite a neat little web. And I seem to be stuck right in the middle of it.”

      Elizabeth came to his side, reached through the bars and took his hand. “We’ll find a way out of this, out of here. It’s what we do, remember?”

      Dear, wonderful Elizabeth. How he loved her. As much as he believed they could find a way to exonerate him, it would not happen quickly enough. He was trussed up as neatly a Christmas goose. “I want you to promise me something.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that.”

      “If you can’t secure my release by tomorrow night, I want you to leave this city.”

      “No can do.”

      He knew she’d balk at that, but he pressed on. “Elizabeth, I’m serious about this.”

      She touched his cheek. “I know you are.”

      He took her hand and held it between both of his. She needed to understand. “Listen to me. I need to know you’ll be safe. That matters more to me than anything else in this world.”

      “I know.”

      She was maddening. “Then you’ll go?”

      “We didn’t come here together,” she said, “but we’re leaving that way. One way or the other.”

      “Don’t be so damned noble.”

      “Said the martyr.”

      If he had to he’d find a way to have her kidnapped and… “Harrington.”

      “Oh no, you don’t,” Elizabeth said. “Leave him out of this.”

      “Harrington,” Simon said, “if you truly have feelings for Elizabeth—”

      “Hello!” Elizabeth said. “Grown woman. Making up her own mind.”

      Simon heaved a defeated sigh. “You’re impossible.” He caught Harrington’s eyes and said, “Just watch over her, would you?”

      Max nodded, and in that instant, an understanding passed between the two men.

      Elizabeth threw up her hands and shook her head. “You two make your caveman compact. That’s fine. This helpless little damsel is going to find a way to get your butt out of here. That is, if I have your permission, Sir Simon?”

      Despite the situation, Simon laughed. She was so wonderfully alive and beautiful when she was angry. “Elizabeth…”

      Her pique melted away as fast as it had come, and she walked over to his cell again. “I love you,” she said.

      “Just promise me you’ll be careful.”

      She grinned. “Aren’t I always?”
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      Elizabeth had promised Simon that she’d be careful. Then, she’d promised Max the same when he’d brought her home. All she needed was for Gerald to come in and she’d have a trifecta. Not that it mattered what she promised them; if recklessness was what it took, she was prepared to be a crazed lunatic.

      Simon might have to spend tonight in jail, but tomorrow, she’d find a way. The trouble was, she had no idea where to start.

      Madame Petrovka had Simon tied up with a pretty ribbon. She’d obviously manufactured the witnesses from Chinatown and, heaven only knew who else she had on her payroll.

      No matter how many times Elizabeth went over it in her head, every path seemed blocked to her, and even those that might pay off, would take too damn long. She thought about kidnapping Mary Graham, at least that might give Simon a chance. But she knew it wasn’t enough. She’d lived in California long enough to know what kind of building could survive an earthquake and City Hall wasn’t one of them. Even if she did somehow manage to break Simon out of jail, he could still die if Madame Petrovka got her hands on Mary Graham and her baby.

      No matter which move she made, the other left her Simon at risk. But nothing was impossible. There had to be a way.

      She paced the length of the salon and looked at the clock on the mantle — nearly midnight. She did some quick calculations. The quake struck just after 5 a.m. the day after next. That gave her twenty-nine hours, twenty-eight if they wanted a chance to get out of the city.

      “Twenty-eight hours,” she said to the empty room. It could have been twice as long, three times, and she’d still be just as stuck. For the first time in a very long time, Elizabeth had no idea what to do next.

      The front doorbell rang and startled her from her funk. She peeked through the bay window into the darkness to see who it was. Teddy stood on the stoop repeatedly touching a leaf from a nearby bush.

      Gerald let him in and Teddy came bounding into the salon. “Hi!”

      “Hi, Teddy.” She flopped down onto the sofa and stared into the fire. “What are you doing here?”

      “Max told me what happened and I want to help.”

      “I wish you could.”

      Teddy looked around anxiously and then joined her on the sofa. He scooched closer until their legs were touching and then he leaned in and whispered, “Our secret can help.”

      “What do you—”

      “I can go back. I’ve never tried to change anything, but I bet I could.”

      Elizabeth felt a rush of temptation that would have put Lot’s wife to shame. It could work. Just something small. They didn’t have to change anything significant, just a message from herself to herself. That would certainly put a different spin on “if I only knew then what I know now”, wouldn’t it? What harm could it do? She could save Simon. She could even save Graham. Even Captain Picard bent the Prime Directive every once in a while.

      She was just about to agree to it when she looked into Teddy’s face, his completely guileless face. And she knew it was wrong. Oh, it was tempting. So damned tempting. But it was wrong, so very wrong. She knew it as surely as anything she’d ever known. She couldn’t do it.

      “Thank you, Teddy. That’s sweet of you, but that’s a very, very dangerous path. I don’t think either of us is qualified to play God, do you?”

      Teddy’s beard wiggled as he chewed his lip deep in thought. Finally, he shook his head. “No. But I still want to help. I’d give you the moon if I could.”

      He was so dear and Elizabeth needed help, desperately, but what could he do? There had to be something. He was a genius, after all. A crazy mad genius with scorch marks on the wall of his laboratory.

      “I think there might be something you can do.”

      He brightened.

      Elizabeth grinned back. “How would you like to blow something up?”

      

      

      Elizabeth and Teddy strategized into the wee hours. The next morning, Max was already there when Elizabeth came downstairs.

      “What’s the plan?” he said.

      As much as she wanted his help, she felt a pang of guilt. He had no idea what the next 24 hours held. “It could get dangerous,” she said in epic understatement.

      Max grinned. “I eat danger for breakfast.”

      “I’m serious, Max.”

      His smile faded and he looked, for the first time since she’d met him, like a man and not a playboy. “I know you are. I don’t claim to understand what’s going on, but I do know that this is something I’d like to see through to the end. For once,” he said self-deprecatingly. “No matter where it leads.”

      She took his hand. “You’re a good friend, Max.”

      He smiled again, but she saw the pain behind it. “Come on, then,” he said. “Where do we start?”

      

      

      They went to see Simon first. He looked the way she felt.

      “You don’t happen to have a toothbrush with you, by any chance?” he said. “I think they serve actual gruel here.”

      “Sorry, no toothbrush, something better.”

      Max was still arguing with the guard. They’d brought a parcel for Simon, but the guard wouldn’t let them pass with it.

      “It’s cheese,” Max said.

      The guard pointed at the package. “Open it up.”

      “All right,” Max said, “but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      Max untied the strings to the brown paper and unwrapped a block of Limburger cheese. He shoved it toward the guard who winced and covered his nose with his sleeve.

      “Cover it up,” the guard said. “People actually eat that?”

      “English,” Max said with a nod over his shoulder and a shake of his head.

      The guard seemed to find that an adequate explanation. He nodded and held out his hand. Max greased his palm with another small bribe and the guard left them alone.

      “Who says corruption’s a bad thing?” Max said.

      Elizabeth took the package from him and slipped it through the bars to Simon. “This is for later. When you’re alone.”

      She asked him about his guards, how many there were, when they checked the room. Anything he could tell her about their patterns, numbers and locations. They were lucky in that it appeared the police felt their City Hall jail was inescapable and didn’t guard the prisoners very carefully. And why should they? The outer walls were thick masonry with two layers of bricks.

      Simon told her that last night a guard had checked on him around two or three a.m., he couldn’t be sure. And then they didn’t return until after dawn, probably closer to six a.m. That was pushing it, she thought, but they could make it work. They had to.

      Other than being cranky about his lack of tea, Simon appeared to be absurdly calm. But she knew him better than that and could see the worry in his eyes. She kissed him and told him not to worry. It was a stupid thing to say. How could either of them not worry? But she said it and he said it back to her and there was some strange comfort in it even if neither really believed what the other was saying.

      The next stop was the Graham’s. She had to try one more time to convince Mary Graham to leave. However, when they arrived the butler told them that his mistress wasn’t at home. She’d received a telephone call early that morning and left without telling anyone where she was going.

      Elizabeth could feel the ball in the pit of stomach start to spin. She knew where she’d gone, just not why, although now it hardly mattered. Madame Petrovka could have threatened her or promised her something and in Mary’s state she might have believed anything.

      But maybe it wasn’t too late. She and Max hurried across town to the Haight and Madame Petrovka’s. If Elizabeth could find out what she wanted maybe she could make a deal for Mary’s life. That is if Mary was still alive. The ball in her stomach dropped at the thought.

      She and Max pounded on the front door and Mr. Stryker invited them inside as if they’d shown up for tea. But when he opened the door to the salon, he blocked Max’s path.

      “You wait here,” he said. “The girl can go in.”

      “I’m sorry, but that’s not possible.” Max stepped around Stryker, but the small man was fast and jabbed a crooked finger into Max’s chest. “I said, you wait.”

      “It’s all right,” Elizabeth said, knowing it wasn’t.

      “I’ll be right out here,” Max assured her as he shoved Stryker’s hand off his chest.

      Stryker smiled that awful yellow smile of his. “Good lad.”

      Elizabeth walked into the salon and the door closed behind her. Madame Petrovka reclined casually in a large chair as she rolled a coin in her fingers and then palmed it.

      “Where is she?” Elizabeth demanded.

      “Please, sit down.” Madame Petrovka rolled the coin one more time and then it vanished from her hand. She waved it with a flourish. Elizabeth was not impressed.

      “Where is Mary Graham?”

      “She’s safe.” She must have seen the wheels in Elizabeth’s head turning, imagining the layout of the house. “Not here, of course. That would be careless. Now, please sit.”

      Elizabeth sat down stiffly. She tried not to let the relief show on her face. Mary was still alive. Simon still had a chance.

      “So much more civilized. When you’ve experienced what I have, you learn to appreciate the small courtesies.” Madame Petrovka poured tea as she spoke. “Tea?”

      Elizabeth shook her head. “Just Mary, thanks.”

      Madame Petrovka ignored that remark. “I think it’s only fair since I’ve answered your question, that you should answer one of mine.”

      When Madame Petrovka spoke again, all traces of her Russian accent were gone. She sounded almost like she was from the mid-west. “Why do you care? What are the Graham’s to you?”

      “That’s two questions,” Elizabeth said. “But the answer is the same for both. I don’t like to see someone, anyone, manipulated and abused.”

      Madame Petrovka laughed. “Manipulated and abused?” Her laughter stopped abruptly and her demeanor shifted from curious to intense and more than a little frightening. “You have no idea what those words really mean.”

      Elizabeth wasn’t about to be intimidated. Not now, with everything on the line. “I don’t know what happened to you or what you think happened to you—”

      “Don’t you? I thought everyone in the Council would know by now. Or did Charles lie about that too?”

      Elizabeth’s fingernails dug into the fabric of the sofa cushion and she struggled to keep her voice calm. “The Council?”

      “How did they find me?”

      Sweet Aunt Jabippy. What did Petrovka have to do with the Council? “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Don’t lie to me!” Madame Petrovka’s eyes grew unnaturally dark for a moment and Elizabeth could feel the air grow instantly cold. “I saw the watch.”

      Oh, this was not good. Definitely not good. Elizabeth waited until the storm seemed to have passed. Madame Petrovka was either crazy or possessed or both and worse yet, she knew about time travel and the Council. Time for a change of tactics. “How do you know about that?”

      Madame Petrovka huffed impatiently. “The same as you do, my dear. I’m one of them.”

      Elizabeth struggled to maintain her composure. Of all the things Elizabeth had expected that wasn’t one of them. Travers hadn’t said anything about another time traveler. It made her wonder what else he’d conveniently left out.

      “Or at least, I was,” Madame Petrovka continued. “Charles Graham and I were partners…and lovers until he betrayed me.”

      Know thy enemy. If it worked for Sun Tzu… “What happened?”

      Madame Petrovka studied her a moment and then leaned back in her chair. “Why not? You actually remind me of myself those many years ago. If you live, this might serve as a cautionary tale of sorts.”

      Elizabeth tried to ignore the “if you live” part. “You and Graham were on an assignment together?”

      “Jack the Ripper,” she said with a disquieting smile. “It was quite the plum. It was going incredibly well until I made two mistakes. The first was that I stupidly lost my watch and that led to my second mistake, trusting that as long as Charles had his, it wouldn’t matter.”

      “He left you behind?”

      “We’d gotten separated right before the eclipse, but he could have stayed. He could have looked for me. But he… he just left me there. Left me there to rot.”

      Madame Petrovka took a sip of tea and narrowed her eyes. “Do you know what 1888 London was like for a woman alone, with no money, no connections?”

      “I can imagine.”

      “Not even in your worst nightmares can you imagine it. I was sent to Bedlam. Have you heard of it?”

      Elizabeth nodded. She’d heard horror stories about it. About the barbaric treatments they’d used on the patients.

      “I spent twelve years there. Twelve. Years. They did unspeakable things in the beginning. Anyone who wasn’t mad when they arrived was surely mad when they left. If they left. I found my own way out.”

      It was all starting to make sense now. She couldn’t get her revenge against Charles Graham, but she could on Victor Graham.

      Madame Petrovka took a sip of her tea. “It took years to cultivate my new life. But coming from the future does have its advantages. A few months ago I read about Victor Graham and the rest, as they say, is history.”

      Elizabeth felt a flash of pity for the woman, but tamped it down quickly. “I’m sorry for what happened to you, but this won’t change anything. Victor and Mary Graham didn’t do anything to you.”

      “They had a son, who had a son, who had a son.”

      “But murder and torture,” Elizabeth said. “That’s evil. You’re not evil.”

      “No?” she said as she set down her teacup and leaned back in her chair. “You know, most people think evil is something abstracted from man. A demon that crawls out of a pit, and takes over some poor man’s soul. They think demons are drawn to places like Bedlam. And, oh yes, they’re quite real, but demons aren’t drawn to places like Bedlam. They’re forged there. They’re created out of the screams and the agony and the hopelessness. Evil is truly man-made.”

      That was a frightening concept, and one that Elizabeth didn’t dare think about right now. She needed to stay focused. On Mary. On Simon. Why hadn’t Madame Petrovka simply killed Mary Graham? Assuming she was actually alive. Was she keeping her alive as some sort of bargaining chip? And that’s when she realized what the price for Mary Graham was going to be.

      “You want the watch.”

      Madame Petrovka’s eyes fluttered. “I do.”

      Handing over a time travel device to an insane murderer was generally not a good idea, unless you didn’t have any other ideas. “And you’ll give me Mary Graham, unharmed, in exchange?”

      “You have my word.”

      For all that was worth. It was a deal with the Devil, but it was the only deal on the table. And maybe, just maybe, Elizabeth had a trick or two up her own sleeve. “Agreed. But, there are some things I have to take care of first. I’ll need some time.”

      Elizabeth racked her brain for a good meeting place. The middle of the Golden Gate Bridge would have been dramatic, but also stupid considering it wouldn’t be built for another thirty years. She wished she’d done more research into the city before she’d come. While the bridge wouldn’t do, Golden Gate Park would. Open spaces, if they had to ride out the earthquake, and it looked like they would, that was probably their best bet.

      “We’ll meet later,” Elizabeth said, “At the Temple of Music.”

      “Good. When?”

      Madame Petrovka was anxious. That was good, Elizabeth thought. “Five.”

      “This evening?”

      “No,” Elizabeth said, and knew this part was going to be a tough sell, but she didn’t have any choice. “In the morning.”

      Madame Petrovka shook her head. “Minutes before the earthquake? That’s impossible.”

      “So is time travel,” Elizabeth said. “Without a watch.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 24

        

      

    
    
      Elizabeth picked at her sandwich, and then pushed it away. She walked over to the parlor fireplace and stared into the flames. All she could do now was wait. And it blew. Teddy was still hard at work on her second project for him and there wasn’t anything she could do to help. The police had accepted their last bribe, and she couldn’t even get in to see Simon again.

      She chewed on what was left of her fingernails and wondered if she’d made the right choices. Her conversation with Travers came back to her with stark clarity. Time was changing, and now she was beginning to wonder if, ultimately, she was the one responsible.

      It was bad enough that she’d given Teddy the idea for the watches in the first place, now she’d given him an actual watch. Was she responsible for the birth of the Council or would tomorrow show she was responsible for its end?

      Mucking with History: My True Story.

      Or was it something worse than that? Simon had never believed what Travers had told her. And more and more it looked like he’d been right.

      “Idiot!” She pounded her fist down onto the mantle and spun around.

      She really needed to stop trusting people so blindly. She wasn’t a child, she needed to stop acting like one. What if everything that had happened was all part of some Council plan and she was just a willing pawn in all of it?

      The more she thought about it the angrier she got. Angry with the Council for lying to her. No matter what happened, they’d lied by omission at the very least. She’d been fool enough to leap before looking. Simon was here and in prison, all because of her, and unless her half-baked plan worked, she might never see him again. The thought made her ill.

      A soft knock on the door brought her back to the present. Mrs. Eldridge poked her inside. “Are you all right, dear?”

      “I’m fine.”

      It was clear she wasn’t and Mrs. Eldridge nodded toward her uneaten sandwich. “You really should eat something. Can’t save the world on an empty stomach, now can you?”

      Elizabeth took the older woman’s hand and drew strength from her. The hand in hers was fragile, but the woman wasn’t. She could only imagine the things Mrs. Eldridge had been through in her life and, yet, she was kind and gentle.

      “I’m not very good at waiting.”

      “No one really is,” Mrs. Eldridge said, patting hand. “Some of us are just better at pretending we are.”

      

      

      Simon waited at least a half hour after the last guard had appeared before he set to his task. The light in the cell was dim, but his eyes had adjusted well, and he sat down on his bunk and began to unwrap his package.

      The odor was quite pungent and smelled a bit like a moldy, stale room full of dirty socks. Simon picked up the round of cheese and felt the ridge of the cuts to the bottom of the rind. Carefully, he popped the bottom out. Embedded inside were four small colored vials and a little note that read: Red, then blue. Don’t touch. xoxo

      He held the vials carefully. They were tiny. The acid, or whatever it was inside them, must be incredibly aggressive for such a small quantity to be able to burn through iron. With great care, Simon put two of the four vials, one red and one blue, back into their hollows in the cheese. He’d initially thought using the cheese was a bit ridiculous, but not only had the odor frightened off any inspection of the package, the cheese itself was a perfect container to cushion and protect the fragile vials.

      He walked to his cell door and felt the plates that covered the lock. The iron was cold and quite substantial under his fingers. He looked down at the two small vials in his hand and knew it was time.

      Very carefully, he broke the tip off the red vial. Sure to keep it upright, he reached through the bars. He had to move slowly or he might spill or, worse yet, drop the vial. It was awkward, but he felt the panel of the lock with his free fingers and then tipped the contents of the vial into the keyhole. He repeated the same process with the blue vial and waited.

      Nothing happened. Of course, why should anything be that simple?

      Simon was about to reach for the second set of vials when an incredibly acrid smoke began to filter up from the lock casing, and then the entire thing burst into a flash of sparks like thermite eating through metal. The fire burned itself out almost as quickly as it had begun.

      Simon approached the cell door cautiously. The area where the lock had been was mottled with sizzling holes. He pushed on the bars above it and the door swung open.

      “Brilliant.”

      He grabbed the other two vials and hurried across the office to the filing cabinet, but it was locked. Thank heaven he had two sets of acid. It would take something just that strong to open it.

      Simon broke the tip of the first vial and was just about to pour it into the keyhole on the cabinet when a voice behind him said, “How did you do that?”

      Simon jumped and nearly dropped the vial, but managed to keep it from slipping from his fingers. Barely. He spun around and didn’t see anyone at first. And then he saw a figure emerge from the darkness of the adjoining cell. The man wrapped his hands around the iron bars and pressed his face between them. “Can you help me?”

      Olaf Karlsson.

      “How long have you been there?” Simon asked. They’d last seen him on the streets in front of the Palace hotel where he’d helped them escape the mob.

      Olaf shook his head. “It is all blurry. My head is not well.”

      No, Simon thought, probably not. Olaf had taken a good crack to skull that day. And now he was here, stuck in this deathtrap because of it. Of course, he might have been arrested anyway. It wasn’t their fault he was here, was it?

      Simon couldn’t afford to stand there and chat. Who knew when the guards might decide to check on them? He had to move. He had to get the watch and go.

      Simon turned away from Olaf and faced the cabinet. He was just about to use the first vial, but his hand wouldn’t move. This time the little voice in his head wasn’t Elizabeth’s. It was his.

      “Dammit,” Simon whispered to the darkness. He couldn’t do it.

      With a grunt, he stormed over to Olaf. “Stand back.”

      Olaf did as he was told and Simon poured the first and then the second vial into the lock. The iron burned away just as the first had and Simon pulled open the cell door.

      Olaf stared at the hole in the iron where the lock had been in disbelief and stuck out his hand to Simon. “Thank you.”

      Simon shook it quickly. “We need to go. Quietly.”

      Simon cast one last glance at the filing cabinet. He hated leaving the watch behind, but at least Elizabeth had hers. There was nothing to be done for it anyway. He couldn’t break into the cabinet now without trying to smash it to bits. But that would have taken too long and been far too loud. If only it hadn’t been his grandfather’s.

      “Come.” Olaf had opened the door and was poking his head outside. “It is clear.”

      The side door was just where Elizabeth had said it would be, and Simon and Olaf slipped out of the building unseen.

      Elizabeth was there, waiting for him, just as she’d promised. He smiled in greeting and she threw her arms around his neck and kissed him. “All right?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Thank you,” Olaf said.

      Elizabeth pulled back startled. “Where’d he come from? Where’d you come from?”

      Simon interrupted her. They had to get as far away from City Hall as they could. “I’ll explain it to you later. We need to go.”

      Elizabeth nodded. “Sorry. My first jailbreak. Got excited.”

      “Of course,” Simon said.

      She turned to Olaf. “I’m sorry about before, Olaf. Please, get your family, if you have one, and get out of town. Tonight. The…the police will come looking for you.”

      The big man nodded.

      “Good luck,” Elizabeth said.

      “And to you,” the big man said, before he ran off into the night.

      “Leaving, what a good idea,” Max said from the shadow of a tall elm tree. “Shall we?”

      The trio hurried down the dark, empty streets, up one block and down another until they came to Max’s car. It was a miracle the entire city didn’t wake when he started the damned thing. But somehow, they seemed to have the whole world to themselves. Max put the car in gear and they sped off into the night.

      

      

      “What are we doing here?” Simon asked as they pulled up in front of Teddy Fiske’s house. “We should leave town now. The earthquake can’t be more than a few hours away.”

      “The what?” Max said.

      “We’ll explain later.” Elizabeth would have loved nothing more than to have piled Max’s car full of the people she’d grown to love here and get the hell out of Dodge. “We still have a few things to do.”

      She got out of the car and hurried up the path to Teddy’s.

      “What’s she talking about?” Simon asked as he and Max trailed along behind her.

      “I’m just the driver. She’s the brains of the outfit.”

      Knowing it would be left open for her, Elizabeth didn’t bother to knock on the front door. She pushed it open and ushered the two men inside. They made their way down the hall past the butler Donald, who was tucked in under an afghan and soundly asleep in his chair.

      She led them down the hall to the library and smiled as she heard Simon’s intake of breath. “I know,” she said. “I want.”

      She led them over to the bookcase and pressed firmly against Memoirs of the Twentieth Century and the wall spun away.

      Simon paused at the threshold. “Does he know we’re coming?”

      “He knows a lot more than that.” She and Teddy had talked about more than just how to break Simon out of prison the other night. They were fairly even on the secret swapping scale now. Teddy understood just how important what she was doing was and he’d given her permission for Simon and even Max to see his laboratory.

      She led them through the hall to the other door and then down the winding staircase.

      “Teddy Fiske, you mad genius, you,” Max said as they emerged into the lab. He left Simon and Elizabeth to Teddy and wandered around the lab trying to soak it all in.

      Teddy, who was sitting on a stool and hunched over a table, turned and smiled sheepishly. “It…it worked?”

      Elizabeth took Simon’s arm. “Perfectly. And the rest of it? Can you do it?”

      “Yes, I think so. I’m guessing on a few things, but this really is remarkable.” He turned back to his worktable and Simon’s eyes went wide at what he saw. Teddy was working on Elizabeth's watch.

      “You do good work,” she said. “Or you will.”

      Teddy giggled and started to reattach the case.

      “Elizabeth?”

      She knew Simon wouldn’t be happy about her apparently complete and utter disregard for the timeline. “Try and think of it as a minor spoiler,” she said hopefully. “Teddy would have seen a watch soon anyway when he invented it.”

      He gave her that face; that “we are not amused” face that seemed to come included with every Englishman.

      “I did what had to be done, Simon. Need I remind you that I couldn’t have saved you without Teddy’s help.”

      She knew she had him with that one.

      He nodded grudgingly. “Thank you for that, Teddy.”

      Teddy didn’t look up from his work and waved a distracted hand over his shoulder in acknowledgement.

      Before Simon could argue further, Elizabeth played her trump card. “A wise man I know once said that we simply have to assume everything we’ve done is meant to be.”

      “Sounds like something an idiot would say,” Simon grumbled.

      “Call it determinism or destiny, if it makes you feel better. I’m calling it saving our butts.”

      She could see that Simon didn’t like it, but he conceded the point. They were too far into it now to back out.

      “What’s he doing with it?” Simon asked. “It’s the only one we have now.”

      His words hit her like a fist to the solar plexus. The only one?

      “What do you mean? Yours is…” and she put it together. “Ooohlaf. You used the second set of compounds on his cell door, didn’t you?”

      “It seemed like the proper thing to do at the time.”

      “Proper? Oh, Simon,” she said taking hold of his arm. He was such a doodle sometimes.

      Simon frowned uncomfortably. “As long as your watch works,” he said, “it doesn’t really matter.”

      She felt a sudden rush of swelling panic and the tingle of adrenaline coursing through her system. She hadn’t considered that her watch would be their only means of escape. She’d just stupidly assumed that Simon would have his. Now, they were going to be stuck here.

      Oddly, the prospect didn’t frighten her as much as she thought it would. All she’d wanted since this crazy business had started was to have Simon safe and by her side. If they survived the night and had each other, none of the rest of it mattered. At least, it didn’t matter to her.

      “It will work, won’t it?” Simon asked.

      “Oh, it’ll work, sort of,” she assured him. “But it just won’t be working for us.”

      “What exactly do you mean ‘not for us’,” Simon said pinching the bridge of his nose. “I think you’d better explain to me what’s going on here, Elizabeth. From the beginning.”

      “Right.” She pulled one of the stools out from under the table. “You’ll probably want to sit down for this.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 25

        

      

    
    
      Max parked the car on a side street near the park. Elizabeth had trouble letting go of the seat and it wasn’t because of Max’s driving. As she’d told Simon about her plan, the enormity of what was at stake hit home. Again. Simon’s life was still at risk. And so was Mary Graham’s and her child’s. And Max’s now too.

      After he pulled on the emergency brake, Elizabeth turned to Max. “You don’t have to do this.”

      He smiled. “I know.”

      “But you don’t even know what this is all about and yet—”

      “I like you,” he said simply, and then cast a glance at Simon and raised an eyebrow. “Both of you.”

      He opened his car door and stepped out. “I learned a long time ago that life is vastly more interesting when you say yes to it.” He smiled that winning smile. “Even when no one asks a question.”

      “Thank you,” Elizabeth said, knowing it was hardly enough to give to someone who was about to risk his life for her.

      They made their way across the street and into the grove of trees that lined the edge of the park. It was less than a half hour until the earthquake. The building anticipation was fraying her already well-frayed nerves. She could only hope that Travers had been right about Mrs. Eldridge’s house surviving the quake. She’d ordered Teddy to take his butler, Donald, there and wait until she returned. She wasn’t sure if she believed in God or not, but she prayed to whomever might be listening for their safety.

      The park was beautiful, but eerie. It was always strange to be somewhere deserted that was usually so filled with life. In that last hour before dawn, it felt as if nature itself knew what was coming, and forced itself be still in anticipation. They slipped in and out of the trees, as Max led them toward the Temple of Music.

      They emerged from the grove of trees onto the large open music concourse. Several rows of tall shade trees lined a wide path that led to the base of the Temple. It was impressive, but not the best place to ride out an earthquake. The Temple, an outdoor music theater, was really an immense marble colonnade. Corinthian columns lined either side of an inset band-shell, a sort of coffered-arch shaped stage.

      Three figures stood at the top of the steps – Madame Petrovka, Stryker and Mary Graham. Elizabeth felt her heart pounding against her ribcage. This was it. She and Simon and Max walked forward. The gravel under their feet seemed absurdly loud in the quiet of the park.

      They stopped about ten feet from the bottom of the stairs. Elizabeth’s throat was dry and her voice sounded strained. “Are you all right, Mary?”

      Mary Graham was visibly shaking, but appeared unharmed. She started to step forward, but Stryker grabbed her arm. “I’m…I’m fine,” Mary said.

      Madame Petrovka eyed Simon and Max carefully before addressing Elizabeth. “As you can see, I’ve held up my end of the bargain. Do you have yours?”

      Elizabeth pulled the watch from her coat pocket and held it out.

      Madame Petrovka nearly reached out, but stopped herself. “Very good,” she said breathlessly. “Bring it here.”

      Simon put a hand on Elizabeth’s arm. “Send Mrs. Graham down first.”

      Madame Petrovka cocked her head to the side and made a show of thinking about it. “I don’t think so.”

      “I’ll bring the watch as she comes down,” Elizabeth said. “That’s SOP for this sort of thing, isn’t it?” She held out her hands to show she didn’t have any weapons. “No tricks.”

      Madame Petrovka laughed. “Yes, we don’t like tricks, do we?” She nodded to Stryker, who started down the steps with Mary Graham.

      “Let me go,” Simon said as he held out his hand for the watch.

      “I need to do this,” Elizabeth said.

      She took a deep breath and started toward the steps. There were probably a dozen shallow steps between them. Stryker and Mary were nearing halfway. Elizabeth picked up her skirts, climbed the stairs and met them in the middle.

      Mary Graham’s eyes were filled with tears and she looked like she might pass out at any moment.

      “It’ll be all right,” Elizabeth said.

      Stryker held out one hand, the other still gripped Mary’s arm. “The watch?”

      Elizabeth held the watch out and waited until Stryker let go of Mary before she dropped it into his hand. He examined the cover quickly. Then, he turned and ran up the steps toward Madame Petrovka. She snatched it out of his hand and held it up to the moonlight.

      Elizabeth put her arm around Mary’s waist and started down the steps. They were almost halfway down when Madame Petrovka spoke.

      “Kill them.”

      Just as Elizabeth turned, she saw Stryker stride forward and pull a gun out of his pocket. Elizabeth shoved Mary toward Max, as Simon leapt forward and grabbed Elizabeth’s arm, pulling her down to the ground. The gunshot echoed against the band shell, and Elizabeth heard a grunt.

      Simon rolled on top of her. Was he hurt? Had he been shot? “Simon?”

      Mary Graham screamed and a second shot rang out. But it wasn’t like the first. It was louder, and yet, farther away. Elizabeth saw Simon’s face above hers. His eyes were clear, worried, but he seemed to be all right. Thank God.

      Simon’s hands cupped Elizabeth’s cheek. “Are you all right?”

      They’d hit the ground so hard it had knocked the wind out of her. All she could do was nod.

      Elizabeth looked toward the stairs and saw Stryker’s hand spasm. The gun slipped out of his fingers and clattered down onto the steps. Stryker stood frozen in shock for a split-second before he fell backwards, his head hitting the stone steps with a loud crack.

      Simon hurriedly got up and lunged for Stryker’s gun. He stood above Stryker ready to fire, when he slowly lowered his arm. He turned back and looked behind them, where the second shot had come from.

      “Petrovka,” Elizabeth said, gaining her breath again.

      Simon ran up the rest of the stairs gun at the ready.

      Elizabeth got to her knees and turned toward the woods behind them. In the distance, a dark figure stepped out from behind one of the trees of the colonnade, smoke still curling out from the end of his rifle. She’d know him anywhere.

      “Gerald.”

      She was about to go to him, when she heard, mixed in with Mary Graham’s sobs, Max’s groans. She hurried to them and found Mary Graham kneeling over Max.

      “He’s been shot,” Mary said between tearful sniffles.

      Elizabeth saw the blood seeping through Max’s shirt. There was a splayed bullet hole. Why was it splayed outward? Was he shot in the back? She rolled him onto his side and saw a small hole in his back just beneath his shoulder. Through and through was better. Wasn’t it? Or was it the other way around?

      “Oh, Max,” she said. He shouldn’t have come with her. What had she done?

      “Told you I’d see this through to the end.”

      Elizabeth eased his jacket lapel back to see the wound. A dark red circle blossomed near the armhole of his waistcoat. She tried to carefully move his shirt material to the side, but he gasped when she did.

      Mary Graham cried louder in response.

      Gerald knelt down next to them and laid his large musket down on the ground. “Let me see.”

      “Tell my Aunt Lillian I love her.”

      “You can tell her yourself,” Gerald said.

      Max frowned. “What?”

      Gerald pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and stuffed it under Max’s jacket over the wound. “Keep pressure on it,” he told Mary. When she didn’t respond he took her wrist and placed her hand over the wound.

      With the help of his musket, Gerald stood.

      “He’s not dying?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Not even a little. I’ll clean the wound when we get him home,” Gerald said and joined Simon at the top of the stairs.

      Max lifted his head off the ground. “I’m not? Really?”

      Elizabeth couldn’t help but laugh and despite the pain, Max grinned.

      Mary Graham brushed some dirt off his cheek. “You were very brave.”

      Elizabeth left them, and started up the stairs toward Simon. She passed Stryker’s body. A thick puddle of blood spread out behind his head and a single tear of blood spilled out of the socket where his eye had been. Part of her wanted to look away, but she didn’t. She couldn’t. It was a sickening thing to see a man die, and worse still to be glad of it.

      “Gone.” She heard Gerald grumble.

      Pulling herself away from Stryker, she joined Simon and Gerald at the back edge of the main platform. Both men stood staring out into the darkness.

      She touched Gerald’s arm and when he turned to look at her, she didn’t know what to say. He’d saved all of their lives. She wanted to give him a huge, sloppy hug, but knew he probably wouldn’t like it. She tried to resist the urge, but she couldn’t ,and threw her arms around him and squeezed for all she was worth. “Thank you, Gerald. Thank you.”

      After a moment, she felt him awkwardly pat her back and then clear his throat.

      Eventually, she let him go. “That was one heck of a shot.”

      Gerald allowed himself a small smile, but then turned his attention back to dark woods. Once a soldier, always a soldier.

      “I still don’t like the idea of her out there with a watch,” Simon said.

      “If Teddy did his job, she’s got a one-way ticket.”

      “Even so,” Simon said, shaking his head.

      “We did what we had to do.”

      Simon turned to her. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      “I’m fine," she said. “What time is it?”

      Gerald checked his watch. “Quarter till.”

      Simon nodded. “We need to get Mary and Max back to Mrs. Eldridge’s. It’s safe, isn’t it?”

      Elizabeth nodded. “That’s what Travers said.”

      “It’ll have to do. As much as I’d rather not be inside, fissures can open anywhere. Too many unknowns.” He held out his hand for Elizabeth to help her down the steps. “I think we’ll be safest at the house, but we need to hurry.”

      Gerald and Simon helped Max to stand.

      “Can you walk?” Simon asked.

      He nodded. “But I can’t drive.”

      Under Max’s tutelage, Simon managed to get the car started and after a few false starts, he got them home.

      They arrived at Mrs. Eldridge’s with just minutes to spare. Unfortunately, Simon wasn’t used to driving a car without power steering or power brakes and he parked the car in Max’s usual spot, in the begonias.

      Mrs. Eldridge and Teddy ran out to meet them.

      “Maxwell!” Mrs. Eldridge said when she saw that he was hurt.

      “Just a scratch,” he said.

      She pursed her lips. “You ruined your best suit.”

      He grinned. “Good to see you too, Aunt Lillian.”

      With Mrs. Eldridge on one side and Mary Graham on the other, Max made his way up the front steps and into the house.

      Teddy ran to Elizabeth’s side. “I wanted to come and help, but Gerald locked me in the bathroom.”

      Elizabeth gripped his hand. “You did help. We couldn’t have done it without you.”

      She led Teddy back into the house.

      “Everyone into the main hallway. In the back, away from the chandelier,” Simon ordered in a voice that brooked no argument. “Take down all of those paintings and plants. Anything that can fall.”

      “What’s going on?” Mary asked.

      “In about one minute we’re going to have an earthquake, Mary,” Elizabeth said. “A really, really big earthquake. I need you to look after Max, can you do that for me?”

      “Yes.” They both helped Max down to sit on the floor.

      Max grimaced, but didn’t seem to be doing too badly. “About that earthquake…”

      “I’m afraid, you’re just going to have to trust me on this one.”

      Simon had grabbed cushions from the salon and handed them out. “Get down and cover your heads with these.”

      Elizabeth had always thought the worst part of an earthquake was the surprise of it. Now, as she waited for one to come, she wasn’t so sure.

      Teddy and Gerald helped Donald down to the floor. Teddy handed him a pillow and put his arm around the old man.

      Gerald helped Mrs. Eldridge to the ground and took her hand. “Just hold onto to me, Lillian.”

      Just as Simon was coming to Elizabeth, it struck. It started with a deep rumble just like the proverbial freight train. It grew louder and more insistent, and then a loud boom ruptured the air and the entire house started to shake. Simon was nearly thrown off his feet. He held on to the wall and struggled to her side. He wrapped his arms around her as they fell to their knees together and held onto each for dear life.

      She’d been through a few minor earthquakes before, but never anything like this. It was like a giant had shoved their entire house ten feet and then jerked it back again and then shook it like a baby’s rattle. And the sound was deafening. The walls shook and cracked and popped. She could hear cabinets opening, spilling out their contents to the floor and slamming shut again. The chandelier swayed back and forth, nearly touching the ceiling. The crystals clinked against each other and a few fell like icicles to the floor.

      Glass shattered, and each large jerk came with a horrible booming sound. And beneath it all was a deep, sickening roar. Elizabeth shut her eyes and tried push down the fear and dread in her chest.

      She started to feel dizzy when she realized the entire house was rolling. Waves of earth undulated underneath them and then another vicious jolt came and another. What if they’d been wrong? What if the house shook apart around them?

      Mary Graham cried out and Elizabeth heard Max telling her it would be all right. It felt like the shaking would never stop. It ebbed and flowed and each peak was more horrible than the last until, finally, the shaking began to slow. And eventually, it ended.

      Elizabeth gripped Simon’s hand even tighter then, sure the earth was just playing with her, and another worse tremor was sure to follow. There was something primal and deeply disturbing about an earthquake, like the planet itself was trying to shrug you off its shoulders. They waited for an anxious minute before believing it was truly over.

      “Is everyone all right?” she asked. Frightened murmurs answered her.

      Simon helped Elizabeth stand, and they took stock of the house. It wasn’t badly damaged. At least Travers hadn’t lied about that. Some lamps had overturned, books were tossed from their shelves and several of the windows had shattered, but it could have been far worse. And, Elizabeth thought with a sinking feeling. It would be.

      Like nearly everywhere else in the city, survivors stumbled from their houses out into the street. Most people huddled in their nightclothes and chattered anxiously. Nob Hill had been spared the worst of it. Most of the houses were still intact, but she knew that the rest of city lay in ruins. Already, the smoke from dozens of fires filled the morning sky. The worst was yet to come.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 26

        

      

    
    
      Simon looked down the block in the direction of City Hall, but he couldn’t see much. The penumbral eclipse that would take them home was scheduled to begin in less than an hour. And he had no idea when the next would come. They had to try to get to his watch, which was still locked up in the jail at City Hall, before then.

      He walked back to Elizabeth’s side. “We should go.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The watch. We have to at least try to retrieve it. It’s possible the earthquake destroyed it, but if there’s a chance we can return home, Elizabeth, we have to take it.”

      He could tell from her expression that she knew he was right, but wasn’t ready to accept it just yet. Unfortunately, they didn’t have the luxury of time just now. When did they ever?

      “Max is hurt,” Elizabeth said, but Simon could tell even she didn’t buy her own excuse.

      “The others can take care of him. Elizabeth, we don’t belong here. You know that.” What he didn’t say, couldn’t say in front everyone else, was that he wanted to start again with her, to build a new life back home.

      Elizabeth looked around at the others. “I just didn’t think it would be this hard.”

      Much to his chagrin, he found himself feeling much the same way. He’d grown surprisingly attached to these people.

      He hated to press the issue, but they didn’t have time to spare. “We need to go. And if the watch has been destroyed you might get your wish anyway.”

      “That isn’t what I’m wishing for,” she said. And he could see in her eyes, as difficult as it was, she’d made up her mind.

      The group had gathered in Mrs. Eldridge’s front yard and Elizabeth plastered on a smile and joined them. “Simon and I have to go.”

      “No,” Teddy said. “So soon?”

      Elizabeth smiled sadly at him and then others in turn. “I can’t tell you how much each of you means to me.”

      Her voice was already beginning to quiver dangerously.

      “All of you,” Simon added. He hated emotional scenes, but Elizabeth needed this. He ignored the fact that he felt a traitorous lump forming in his own throat. He cleared it and let Elizabeth say her goodbyes.

      “I don’t know what to say,” she said. “You all know how I feel about you.”

      Mrs. Eldridge stepped forward. “We do. And that’s more than enough, dear. Another rule to live by: Never say goodbye.”

      Elizabeth nodded and wiped the tears from her eyes with the back of her hand. “Right.”

      Teddy looked like he was ready to burst into tears, when he suddenly brightened and dug into his jacket pocket. “I almost forgot. I made you something!”

      He held out a long silver chain with a small, ornate watch key on the end and dropped it into Elizabeth’s outstretched hand.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      Teddy grinned. “The moon.”

      Elizabeth had no idea what that meant, but when did she ever know what Teddy really meant? He looked back at her with such joy and sadness, she had to bite her lip to keep from crying. She slipped the chain over her neck and hugged Teddy for all she was worth.

      “It’s time,” Simon said, coming to her side.

      She sniffled and nodded.

      “Those fires will be coming this way,” Simon said to Gerald and Mrs. Eldridge. “You should gather what you can and leave now. I’m afraid nowhere in the city will be safe soon.”

      Mrs. Eldridge looked down the street and then back to her beautiful house. Gerald put an arm around her shoulders. “We’ve been through worse, Lillian.”

      She smiled up at him and nodded.

      “You two had better hurry,” Gerald said. “That fire’s getting closer awfully fast. Be careful.”

      “We will.” Simon put his arm around Elizabeth and eased her away from the house and out into the street. With one last look back, they started the long, dangerous journey to City Hall.

      

      

      Simon had seen photographs, of course, but nothing prepared him for the reality of a disaster on a scale like this. Houses leaned against their neighbors, teetering on the edge of collapse. Bottom stories were flattened under the weight of what rested above. Façades had been shorn off completely, leaving the rooms inside looking like a child’s dollhouse. In many cases, too many, entire buildings were no more than piles of brick and stone.

      People wandered aimlessly, lost in a haze of shock and disbelief. A horse-drawn fire truck raced down the street, bell clanging and dog barking. A man clutched a bible to his chest and preached of damnation and salvation. Smoke billowed out of small fires that were soon to grow into flames that would devour what was left of the city.

      But the worst of it were the sounds — the thunk of brick hitting brick as someone tried to dig out a loved one from the rubble. The cries of children for their lost parents, and the agonizing wail of someone who’s just realized they’d lost everyone they loved.

      Simon pulled Elizabeth more tightly to his side. If emotions were colors, this world would have been black. There was so much pain and agony in the air that every breath made him sick to his stomach. He knew that the initial shock, the numbness that comes from a sharp blow, would soon fade. He prayed they were long gone from this place by then. The deeper they got into the city, the more difficult each moment became.

      The streets were cluttered with debris and overturned carts. A giant rift had opened in the middle of one street. It was easily four feet wide and God only knows how deep. The fissure made a jagged path down the center of the road and Simon could see part of a cart and a horse’s stiff legs sticking up from the hole.

      City Hall, or what was left of it, loomed in the distance. The great dome was no more than a framework now, like a giant birdcage. He felt hope slipping away at the sight.

      “Help me!” someone cried from the side of the road. “Please!”

      It was a young boy, no more than twelve. He stood on top of a pile of rubble and called to them, to anyone for help.

      “Simon,” Elizabeth said at his side.

      He knew there would be hundreds, even thousands of cries like that today. They couldn’t help them all.

      “Please, my sister’s under here!”

      But they could help this one. Simon ran to the boy. “Where is she?”

      “Under here, I think,” the boy said. “But I can’t lift it.”

      Simon and Elizabeth scrambled across the loose stones and saw the large slab of masonry. It must have weighed several hundred pounds. They tried, but there was no way the three of them could move it. It was far too heavy.

      Then, Simon noticed a small hand wedged beneath the stone. He’d had enough of dead children on this trip. This girl would not be another.

      He saw a man across the street and called out to him. “You there! Help us!”

      Elizabeth ran to the man and practically dragged him back. He had a large gash on his forehead and was covered from head to toe with a fine dust.

      “There’s a little girl trapped,” she said and that seemed to rouse the man. His eyes cleared a little and he climbed up next to Simon.

      “On three,” Simon said. “One, two, three.”

      Together they lifted the stone slab and tossed it aside. The boy jumped down into the hole and emerged with a little girl clinging to his side. The other man helped him navigate a path across the debris to the street.

      Elizabeth stared after the boy and his sister until Simon took her arm and led her away. He didn’t blame her. Any moment of triumph amidst the horror had to be savored. But he couldn’t give in to the emotions. If they lingered they’d be swallowed up by the need.

      “This way,” he said, and led them down the side street he recognized from the night of his escape.

      It was difficult to tell what had been where. City Hall was a complete ruin. He judged the distance from the street corner and saw the uprooted remains of the large elm Max had been leaning against.

      “This is it,” he said.

      The door he’d escaped through wasn’t there anymore. The entire wing looked to have collapsed.

      “The blueprints showed that the cell was about 25 feet this way,” Elizabeth said as she ran along the edge of the debris.

      Simon followed her until she stopped. “Right about here.”

      “It was in the filing cabinet by the door,” Simon said as they both clambered over the stones. Elizabeth kept catching her toe on the hem of her skirts, but he knew better than to tell her to let him do it. They were, after all, partners, in this together.

      They tossed stone after stone aside, and tried to find where the doorway had been, but it all looked the same now. They dug for what felt like hours, but was only minutes. Time felt like it was stretching out and then contracting. He felt his hope slipping away when Elizabeth called out to him.

      “Over here!”

      He picked his way over to her and looked to where she was pointing. Something metal caught the light. He moved more stones and saw that it was one of the brass plates on the front of the cabinet.

      It took all the strength either of them had left to move some of the larger stones. Somehow, the cabinet hadn’t been completely crushed by the weight of the ceiling collapsing on top of it. Through the hole they’d dug, Simon could see that the top drawer had been split open. Please let the watch be all right, he thought, as he lay down on top of the rubble and reached down into the hole.

      He felt his way around the inside of the drawer and his fingers brushed against something smooth and metal. He strained against the rocks, forcing his arm further into the hole. He felt the edges of the watch and wrapped his fingers around it and pulled it out in triumph.

      He handed it to Elizabeth and reached into the hole again. He grabbed on to the small jewelry box and stuffed it into his jacket pocket. They made their way out of the rubble and onto the grass. The world around them was still in chaos. Bells clanged in the distance, men shouted and bits of building continued to crumble.

      Elizabeth ran her fingers over a large dent in the watchcase. “Do you think it’ll still work?”

      “Open it.”

      The watch hands still turned and the small moon inset was sliding to a new phase, but there was no way to tell if the watch would still take them home.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      He tilted her head up, surprised to find tears in her eyes. “Whatever for?”

      “This is all my fault. I believed the Council even when you told me not to. They could have made up any old story and I would have bought it hook, line and sinker. I’m a schlemiel.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” he said, wiping a tear from her cheek with the pad of his thumb. “Everything you did, you did out of love. Don’t you think I know that? Don’t you think I love you all the more for it?”

      “What if we never get home?”

      “Whatever happens, Elizabeth, I don’t regret one moment I’ve spent with you.”

      He leaned down to kiss her and just as their lips met, the paralyzing, electric blue light snaked up from the watch and engulfed them both. And sent them home.
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      She was finally free. Madame Petrovka's head was swimming, but she was free. Something was wrong though. She hadn’t expected it to be dark. Why did she taste soot in the night air?

      Someone bumped into her from behind and she nearly dropped the watch. Finally, her head began to clear. The clatter of hooves on cobblestones made her turn her head and she saw someone jump into the back of a carriage.

      No. She remembered this. No!

      She started to run, but a strong arm grabbed her. “That’s as far as you go.”

      She spun around to see a guard from the hospital and then another.

      “Don’t know where you got those clothes, but they’re the last taste of freedom you’ll ever have.”

      Another man gripped her arm painfully and she felt the cold of the iron manacles as they clamped tightly around her wrists. The watch was ripped from her hand.

      “No,” she mumbled. It couldn’t be. It couldn’t be. “I can’t go back.”

      The guards spun her around and led her away from the gate. Led her back to the hospital and back to Bedlam.

      

      
        THE END
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          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      “Remorseless. Malevolent. Putrescent. This creature will feed on your fear like scavengers sucking marrow from a bone.”

      Elizabeth watched Simon pace restlessly at the front of the lecture hall. The tension was palpable in every word, in every stride he took across the auditorium floor. His cut-glass British accent was sharp, but his deep baritone voice was deceptively gentle and subtly magnetic. She’d always thought half the students in his class came just to hear him speak.

      “Far worse than the Harpy of Greek mythology, this harridan will try to poison you,” he said before stopping to grip the edges of the lectern and lean forward. Elizabeth felt herself mirroring his movement and edged forward in her seat.

      Simon’s eyes fixed on hers and the amber flecks in his deep green eyes sparked with intensity. “Mark my words,” he continued, “You will be eaten alive.”

      Elizabeth frowned. “I’m sure your Aunt isn’t that bad, Simon.”

      “You haven’t met her yet.”

      Elizabeth’s laugh echoed through the empty lecture hall. Hours ago, the last student from Simon’s Introduction to Occult Studies class had fled the university eager to get a head start on Spring Break. She was anxious to do the same and would have if Simon hadn’t felt compelled to warn her about his family. Again. She gathered her bag, lighter now that the final papers had all been graded, and joined him near the podium. “It’s been ten years since you’ve seen them. Maybe they’ve mellowed.”

      Simon shook his head. “Scotch and red wine mellow, but not my relatives, I’m afraid.”

      Elizabeth had endured Simon’s warnings for the last few weeks, which was odd since the whole vacation to England idea had been his. At first she’d thought he was just being dramatic, but now with zero hour fast approaching, she wasn’t so sure.

      “Last chance to back out,” Simon said.

      Her stomach tightened a little bit more, but she waved a dismissive hand. “It’ll be fine.”

      “I still think we should go straight to my grandfather’s house in Hastings.”

      “And miss seeing Grey Hall, birthplace of the great Simon Cross?” Elizabeth still couldn’t wrap her mind around the fact that Simon was actually a baronet and had a big old country estate to prove it.

      “One night,” Simon said, “and even that will sorely test the levels of my patience.”

      “You have levels?”

      “Amusing.”

      Elizabeth tipped her head back and put on her best Cockney accent. “You must be barmy, guv’nah.”

      “You promised. “

      “Right ho!”

      “Elizabeth.”

      “That was the last time,” she said and sealed her promise with a kiss on his cheek. “I swear.”

      Simon didn’t look convinced.

      “Pip…pip?”

      Simon tried to frown, but couldn’t quite manage it. Although, the smile that touched the corners of his eyes didn’t last long either.

      “I’ve got it out of my system now. Don’t worry,” she said. “I won’t embarrass you.”

      Simon’s eyes clouded over. “That, I can assure you, is not what I’m worried about.”

      “I had my shots,” she said with a grin that quickly fell. “I don’t actually need shots, do I?”

      Simon chuckled. “No.”

      “Well, it’s my first time out of the country, if you don’t count the time I got lost in Juarez, which you shouldn’t because I didn’t even know I was in Mexico until I wasn’t anymore.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense at all.”

      “I know,” Elizabeth said as she slipped her arm through his. “Now, come on, I still have packing to do.”

      “Still?”

      “And I need to stop at the mall.”

      “God help me.”

      

      

      Being an experienced time traveller somehow didn’t prepare Elizabeth for actual travel-travel. Not that it was bad. In fact, it was nice, very nice. When the town car pulled up in front of Simon’s house, she should have known that this trip wasn’t going to be like the last time she’d travelled by plane. Then, she’d taken a Southwest flight from Santa Barbara to Lubbock and sat squished between a young man wearing half a bottle of Axe Body Spray and a businessman with an unfortunate glandular problem. This time, she wasn’t flying cattle class. Heck, they weren’t even flying first class. Leave it to Simon to find an airline with an upper class, class.

      Each passenger had his or her own suite that was nicer and more spacious than her first apartment. Each suite was really a pod with privacy partitions like a work cubicle and a large reclining seat that extended into a full-length bed.

      Elizabeth tried to sleep. She really did, but it was impossible. She knelt on her seat and peeked over the partition at Simon. “Whatcha doin’?”

      Simon kept his eyes on his book. “Playing the banjo.”

      “Very funny.”

      Simon put his book down and looked up at her. He studied her for a long moment. He’d been doing that a lot lately. Just looking at her. At first, she’d thought it was sweet. He’d look at her, smile and then look away, almost shy, which would have been charming if it weren’t so alarming. Simon was many things, but shy really wasn’t one of them. Now, when he looked at her, deep, deep into her and then looked away, she had a vaguely uneasy feeling. Like something needed to be said and he just couldn’t bring himself to say it.

      “Why don’t you have a drink and try to get some sleep?” Simon finally said. “It’s a long flight.”

      “I know,” she said, but didn’t budge.

      Simon pushed himself up from his seat and kissed her. “Try to sleep, darling. You’ll feel better if you do.”

      Elizabeth chewed her bottom lip and nodded as she slid back down into her seat. She pulled the cocktail menu out of the seatback pocket and looked for something warm and boozy.

      “You could always read Aumond’s last book,” came Simon’s voice from behind the partition. “That always does it for me.”

      Elizabeth snorted and rolled her eyes at the gentle barb. A cocktail was sounding better all the time. He’d finally come to understand why she’d considered a job with another professor, but he hadn’t forgotten her wandering academic eye. Simon never forgot.

      Elizabeth wished she could sleep; it just wasn’t going to be possible. She called for the flight attendant and ordered a hot toddy. It couldn’t hurt.

      Aside from the excitement of seeing England and getting a glimpse into Simon’s past, she was beginning to think she was a little, itty-bitty bit terrified of flying. Well, not the actual flying, but the potential crashing. It was silly. She knew the physics involved in flying, but she couldn’t shake the absurd and intense feeling that her will and her will alone kept the plane in the air. Her life and the lives of everyone on board depended on her ability to stay alert and shop in the Sky Mall.

      The hot toddy arrived frighteningly fast and she watched the flight attendant glide back down the aisle. She took a sip. It didn’t help. There was always shopping.

      Sadly, as appealing as it was to imagine being able to smoke meat in the comfort of her own kitchen or ionize her water for youthfulness and wellness, her mind kept wandering off the pages and back onto her relationship with Simon.

      Their trip to 1906 San Francisco had given them both a fresh perspective. There had been a much-needed shift in their relationship that gave Elizabeth confidence in their future. They were partners now. Elizabeth’s personal life had never been so full of promise. Her goals for her professional life on the other hand, weren’t as clear.

      She squirmed in her seat and toyed with her drink. She’d mastered her Master’s and could continue on for a doctorate or…something. What that something was she didn’t know, but she did know that she owed it to herself to see if she could put a few names to it. She’d always thought she’d end up teaching, like Simon, but now she wasn’t so sure.

      Elizabeth spent her life reading about the impossible only to find herself face to face with it. It was hard to get excited about reading someone else’s theories based on bits of ancient text and third hand stories when she could be out there experiencing it first hand.

      It was all the dang watch’s fault. Who knew in less than a year she’d go from grad student to time traveller? She remembered the night clearly. Time traveling for the first time wasn’t exactly something a person forgot. Simon’s grandfather’s effects had been delivered to Simon’s house and she helped him go through them. Amidst the strange artifacts was grandfather Sebastian’s pocket watch. But this was no ordinary pocket watch; it was a time travel device. After they unwittingly activated the watch during an eclipse, she and Simon travelled back in time to 1929 New York City.

      It seemed all of the stories Sebastian had regaled Simon with as a child, adventures in Eighteenth Century France, the American Civil War, and the rest, hadn’t been imaginative stories at all. His grandfather was a member of something called the Council for Temporal Studies, a group of time traveling explorers and anthropologists.

      When she and Simon had been transported to New York, she’d been a victim of circumstance, but later, when the Council for Temporal Studies had come to ask for her help, she’d gone to 1906 San Francisco willingly. Both experiences had changed her, changed the way she saw herself. Her world had gone from the narrow confines of academia to something where anything not only seemed possible, but apparently was.

      Elizabeth stood at the proverbial crossroads and all the lights were green.

      

      

      Elizabeth stared at the luggage carousel in a daze. The sleep she’d fought so hard against came, but never stayed. Half asleep and half awake, she leaned against Simon and watched the bags float by.

      “Bugger.”

      “What’s wrong?” she asked through a yawn.

      When Simon didn’t answer, she followed his gaze. Behind the ropes that separated passengers from picker-uppers stood an expressionless man with a black suit, black cap tucked under one arm and a neatly printed sign in the other that read: “Sir Simon Cross.”

      “I told them not to send a car,” Simon grumbled through clenched teeth.

      “Damned inconsiderate.” Honestly, Elizabeth didn’t see the problem. It clearly beat the alternatives of fighting for a cab or walking God knew how far. Of course, Simon knew his family better than she did. If sending a car and a driver to save them from public transportation was an affront, then color her affronted. Also, relieved.

      “I specifically said that—” Simon started, but Elizabeth cut him off when she saw their luggage coming down the chute.

      “Bag! The black one.”

      Simon leaned forward to look down the carousel. “They’re all black.”

      “The one with the squiggly red ribbon.”

      Simon reached for the bag and heaved it off the conveyor with a grunt. “Good God.”

      Elizabeth checked the tag to make sure it was hers and then surveyed their luggage. “That’s it. We’re good. And,” she said, touching his arm, “it was a nice gesture to send the car.”

      “It wasn’t— Oh, all right. I’ll pretend it was. But I’m doing this for your benefit and not theirs.”

      “Noted. And thank you.”

      It was still dark when they left the airport. Elizabeth tried to see through the tinted back windows of the car, but it was all just a blur of lights.

      “There isn’t much to see,” Simon said. “We’re outside London and Grey Hall is still over an hour’s drive from here.”

      Elizabeth slid across the seat and rested her head on Simon’s shoulder. He put his arm around her and pulled her close. “But it’s England,” she said not trying to hide the awe in her voice.

      “Yes, England.”

      There was a longing in his voice that Elizabeth hadn’t heard before. “You miss it, don’t you?”

      “Some things, yes. A great deal.”

      “Well, it is home.”

      “It was once.”

      They lapsed into a tired, but comfortable, silence as they made their way through the darkness and early morning traffic. Elizabeth snuggled into Simon’s side and let her mind wander.

      Simon’s life in England was a bit of a mystery to her. She knew he’d moved to America shortly after Oxford and that his parents had died in a car crash about fifteen years ago. He didn’t talk about them very often. Estranged in life and in death. Their passing meant that Grey Hall and the title of baronet was his. He seemed almost ashamed of both of them. If she’d been a Countess or something, she’d be counting all over the place. Or not. Class systems and titles weren’t something she understood. All she knew was that for Simon, going home meant visiting ghosts of a life he’d tried too hard to forget.

      Between the cloud-like suspension of the Bentley and the warmth of Simon’s body, Elizabeth felt herself drifting on the edge of sleep. She tried to stay awake, but the next thing she remembered was Simon brushing back her hair and kissing her temple.

      “Wake up, love. There’s something I’d like to show you.”

      Elizabeth sat up and rubbed her eyes. It took her a moment to shake the sleep from her brain. “Are we there?” All she could see outside the window was a big, dark hedge.

      “Almost.” Simon got out and came around to her side of the car. “You don’t mind a bit of a walk, do you?”

      Elizabeth shook her head and took Simon’s offered hand as she stepped out of the car. The cold morning air helped her shed the last remnants of sleep. She arched her back and stretched, admiring the enormous hedge that appeared to run the length of England.

      “We’ll walk from here,” Simon told the driver. “Please take our bags up to the house.”

      “Of course, Sir Simon,” acknowledged the driver, touching his cap.

      After the car pulled away and disappeared down the lane, Simon took Elizabeth’s hand and led her to the other side of the road.

      “Sir Simon,” Elizabeth said with a giggle. “That kills me.”

      When they reached the far side of the road, her laughter died. Her breath caught in her chest. She’d heard of breathtaking, but this was the first time she’d actually experienced it. Grey Hall was breathtaking. Beneath the still-lifting fog of morning, gentle, rolling hills spread out as far as she could see. A blanket of lush pastures with small thickets of trees and hedges created a patchwork quilt of different shades of green. A grove of trees formed a crescent around the glassy water of a pond at the base of a grand sloping lawn. At the top of the lawn was a manor house right out of “Pride and Prejudice.”

      “Shaka Zulu,” Elizabeth muttered. “You really grew up here?” She wasn’t sure if she was still dreaming or not. This couldn’t be real. People, real people, didn’t live like this. Mr. Darcy lived like this. Royalty lived like this. Okay, maybe Madonna lived like this, but people she knew did not.

      “I spent more time at school and Grandfather’s, but yes, I did. This is my favorite view. Close enough to see its charms and far enough away to be free of them.”

      “Was it really so bad?”

      Simon smiled and shrugged. “Is any childhood as terrible or as wonderful as we remember it to be?”

      Elizabeth squeezed his hand. “There must be some good memories.”

      “There are,” he conceded and then smiled down at her. “This will be one of them.”

      He pulled her into his arms and kissed her with such aching gentleness that she suddenly wondered if something was wrong.

      “Are you ready?” he asked, making it sound as if they were about to storm the beaches of Normandy.

      “I guess so.” Elizabeth nodded and Simon turned to face the road home.

      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
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      Every muscle in Simon’s body tensed as they neared the house. He felt like one of Pavlov’s dogs. Just the sight of Grey Hall made his entire being clench in preparation for some potential battle, some cutting remark, some painful disappointment. The past hung like an albatross around his neck. Molting.

      He pushed out a bracing breath. “All hope abandon, ye who enter in.”

      “You know, for a comedy, The Divine Comedy is not a lot of laughs,” Elizabeth said.

      Simon smiled and then looked at the front door. “No, and you won’t find many in there either, I’m afraid.”

      Elizabeth took his hand. “That’s all right. Better a comedy than a tragedy. At least that way, we get a happy ending, right?”

      How he hoped so.

      Simon opened the large doors and let Elizabeth precede him inside. The butler hurried toward them, apologized needlessly and took their coats. Simon had always appreciated the servants as a boy. He’d spent more time with most of them than he had with his own family. However, the faces had changed through the years and they were strangers to him now.

      Simon guided Elizabeth further inside. “This is the Great Hall.”

      “Wow.”

      It was an impressive, if not oppressive, room. An enormous gold chandelier hung down from between the large dark beams and decorative white plasterwork panels of the coffered ceiling and hovered over the intricate wooden parquet floor. Vases and painfully tasteful flower arrangements covered polished tables. Louis XIV chairs sat like thrones on either side of a ridiculously over-sized flower arrangement. Gilded clocks perched on enormous mantles. Porcelain and silver posed in small alcoves of deep mahogany. Every inch of it served to remind the visitor of the owner’s wealth and power.

      “It’s beautiful. You know, if you like that sort of thing,” Elizabeth said as she sat down in one of the chairs.

      “That is William the IV’s Coronation chair,” Simon said.

      Elizabeth sprang out of it with an eep.

      Simon laughed and it echoed through the Great Hall. “Don’t let it intimidate you. A chair is just a chair.”

      “If you say so.” She nodded toward a row of portraits on the far wall. “Are you in here anywhere?”

      “No. Not here. There is one very unfortunate Gainsborough-esque portrait of me as a child complete with blue silks and stockings around here somewhere unless they’ve burned it.”

      “They wouldn’t do that.”

      “If there’s a God—” Simon started, but was interrupted by the sound of voices and footsteps from above.

      “I am not in the habit of repeating myself,” Aunt Victoria said as she appeared through the doorway of the minstrels’ gallery at the far end of the Great Hall. With that one sentence, all of the air left the room.

      “Yes, ma’am.” The workman who trailed along behind her bobbed his head with vigorous agreement.

      Simon looked up at the gallery. She hadn’t changed at all. A bit older, a bit greyer and, if possible, a little harder.

      “There is a crack, just there, in the plaster. If you cannot see it please provide me with someone whose vision hasn’t been compromised with drink or incompetence.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good.”

      “Fasten your seatbelt,” Simon said quietly before calling out to the woman on the minstrels’ gallery. “Aunt Victoria.”

      “Oh,” Aunt Victoria said, somehow managing to infuse disappointment, disinterest and distaste into the single syllable. She looked down at Simon before her glance flicked to Elizabeth. “You’re here.”

      Simon gritted his teeth. Even though he was the master here, she always made him feel like a small and unwanted child. “It’s good to see you too, Aunt Victoria.”

      “You should have had one of the servants let me know that you’d arrived,” she said. “Quite rude.”

      With one last glare down at them, Aunt Victoria spun around and left the balcony.

      “That was chilly,” Elizabeth muttered under her breath.

      “I think she has ice for blood.” His Aunt appeared in the doorway to the great hall and Simon plastered a tight smile onto his face.

      Aunt Victoria tilted her head back and narrowed her eyes as she gave Elizabeth an appraising look. Apparently, she didn’t like what she found and sniffed in disapproval before turning away and ignoring her completely. Simon felt his blood pressure rise.

      “Simon. It’s been too long,” she said with forced politeness.

      “Has it?” Simon said. “Aunt Victoria, this is Elizabeth West. Elizabeth, this is my aunt.”

      Aunt Victoria’s expression soured.

      Elizabeth ignored it and smiled politely. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Yes,” Aunt Victoria said. “I’m sure it is.” She turned her attention back to Simon. “How long will you be staying?”

      “We haven’t decided yet.” He had intended to spend at least one night here, but now he wasn’t sure that was wise. Elizabeth was too good for this place.

      Aunt Victoria made a small sound signaling her disapproval. She preferred everything to be planned, predictable, and controllable, preferably by her. It was one of the reasons she so disliked his grandfather Sebastian, her uncle, and one of the very reasons Simon loved him so.

      “As you wish,” Aunt Victoria said, conceding the battle, but not the war. “Tea is served in the drawing room at four. Please try not to be late.”

      Simon had a riposte ready, but felt Elizabeth’s hand squeeze his.

      Aunt Victoria took his silence as assent and glowed in victory. She smiled tightly at Elizabeth. “Welcome to Grey Hall.”

      

      

      After their frosty reception, Simon gave Elizabeth a tour of the estate. She peppered him with questions about every garden and outbuilding. He played the knowledgeable tour guide, but he knew she could tell he was counting the hours until they could leave. After he’d shown her the portrait gallery, including the abomination of him as child where Elizabeth had tried to keep a straight face and failed miserably, he led her to a small, rather unimpressive parlor no one ever used. It was his favorite room in the house.

      “I used to come here as a boy.”

      “It’s nice,” she said, clearly not seeing the attraction.

      Simon held up a finger and grinned. He hadn’t shared this secret with anyone. Ever. “Not everything is as it seems. This is my favorite spot in the whole of Grey Hall. “

      Lifting up the seat in the bay window, he folded it back like the lid of a trunk. He reached under the edge of the seat and undid a hidden bolt. He pulled the bottom of the cabinet up to reveal a spiral staircase chiseled out of the stone.

      Elizabeth’s face lit up with delight. “Oh, a secret passage!”

      “It’s a priest hole,” he said as he swung open the front panel to make it easier to enter. “In the 16th century, Queen Elizabeth persecuted Catholics, including passing laws with severe punishments for anyone practicing the faith.”

      “Recusants.”

      “Exactly. Many refused to give up their faith and worshipped in secret. Priest holes were hiding places for traveling priests or even used as small chapels. Ours is a bit of both.”

      Elizabeth leaned forward and tried to see into the darkness.

      “It’s a wonderful place for hiding things. Very secret,” Simon said.

      “Did you hide things down there when you were little?”

      “Just myself.”

      Her face fell and he could tell she was probably imagining him suffering through some sort of horribly Dickensian childhood. Growing up in Grey Hall had been far from ideal, but it was hardly the life of Oliver Twist either. “Every boy needs his own secret kingdom to rule over.”

      “Can we go in?” she asked.

      “It’s a bit dusty and cramped.”

      “I live for dusty and cramped,” she said as she started down the stairs.

      “Careful,” he said grabbing on to her arm. “Let me get a light.”

      He rummaged around in a drawer and pulled out a flashlight. He checked the batteries. The light was faint. He thumped it on his palm and the light brightened.

      “Better let me go first,” he said. “Stay close.”

      The passageway down was narrow and rough. His flashlight danced along the rough-hewn walls as they descended down into the cold, darkness. A very small chamber had been carved at the foot of the stairs. Simon shined his light down a low, arched tunnel that had been chiseled by hand.

      Simon felt oddly at home in the bleak little cavern. The boy he had been still lived inside the man.

      “Amazing,” Elizabeth whispered, gently touching the stone walls. “Imagine how much work went into this, how much they risked to do it.”

      Most people would have been frightened in a dark, enclosed space like this, but not Elizabeth. She saw it with the same wonder, the same fascination she saw the rest of life.

      Simon shined his light toward the far end of the tunnel.

      “What’s down there?” she asked.

      “Dead end.” He tried to keep the melancholia from his voice, but failed miserably. Being in Grey Hall again brought back feelings he thought he’d long buried in the past — his guilt over leaving and turning his back on history and heritage, and his anger at himself for feeling guilty at all. He’d run away from this life, but he’d never really been free of it.

      Elizabeth stepped closer and wrapped her arms around his waist. “Maybe we can sneak down with spoons and keep digging.”

      Simon laughed and the sound of it echoed in the small chamber.

      “I wonder what these walls have heard?”

      “I don’t think they’re giving up their secrets.”

      Elizabeth tilted the flashlight up. “Are you?”

      Simon shifted uncomfortably. “What do you mean?”

      She leaned closer, trying to see his face in the dim light. “You’ve been acting weird for the last few weeks. What’s your secret, Mr. Cross?”

      The words he’d been carrying in his heart for the last few weeks almost came out of their own volition, but this wasn’t the place. He’d asked her to come to England to show her his past, but more importantly, to ask her to be part of his future. He wanted it to be perfect. She deserved perfect.

      His eyes caressed her face and drifted to her cheek. “You’ve got a little…” He brushed the pad of his thumb against her cheek to wipe away a bit of dirt.

      “Better?” Elizabeth said turning her head for inspection.

      He nodded and ran his hands down Elizabeth’s arms; they were cool to the touch. “You’re cold.”

      He started to rub some warmth into them, but Elizabeth stopped him. She tilted her head up and grew serious. “We don’t have to stay here. In Grey Hall I mean. You don’t have to stay here.”

      Simon’s chest tightened. Of course, she’d understand. “I thought you wanted to see it.”

      “I did and I have. But when your favorite place in all of glorious Grey Hall is a musty old hole in the ground; that tells me all I need to know about it.”

      “So many ghosts here,” Simon said.

      “Maybe it’s time to put them to rest?”

      “Yes,” he said and felt a weight begin to lift. He pulled Elizabeth toward him and held on. Had it been so simple all along? Had all he needed to do was to let go? Or was all he needed was something else to hold on to?

      

      

      Elizabeth rolled over and felt something poke her cheek. She reached up a still half-asleep hand and rubbed the side of her face. Nothing was there. She opened her eyes and it took her a moment to remember where she was. Little lace curtains fluttered in the breeze through the slightly opened window. She pushed herself up onto her elbow and felt the prickling again. A small feather had escaped from her down pillow. She pulled it out the rest of the way and blew it off her finger. It joined the dust motes as they danced in a shaft of sunlight.

      Sebastian’s house — Rosewood Cottage.

      Yesterday, they’d left Grey Hall and traveled to Hastings. Simon had even spoken with Aunt Victoria before they left. He described it as a very tentative truce, which could mean anything, but it was a step.

      Elizabeth stretched and worked out the kinks in her neck. The iron and brass bed gave a protesting creak as she got up. After she dressed, she found the bath just down the hall, splashed cold water on her face and set off to find him.

      The house was big, by her standards if not Cross standards, but it felt familiar. She found her way downstairs. A few of the steps of the old wooden staircase squeaked under her feet. Fading, 1930s wallpaper with a small flower motif lined the walls of the hall and an old oriental runner showed the way along the corridor.

      “In here,” came Simon’s voice from down the hall.

      Elizabeth found a room with a door slightly ajar and pushed it open the rest of the way. Inside was the absolute, perfect study. The walls were dark wood, but there was plenty of light. An oversized window sat behind a heavy teak desk and tufted leather chair. Brass lamps, bronze statues and rich leather made the room feel warm and solid. The oriental rugs were well worn with tread paths where Sebastian must have paced hour upon hour.

      Sitting behind the desk, looking much as she’d imagined Sebastian had at his age, Simon looked up at her from a thick old ledger. “Good morning,” he said with a smile. He stood, came around the desk and kissed her. “Sleep well?”

      “I did,” she said and squinted up at him. “You’re in a suspiciously good mood.”

      “It’s this place, I think. It always makes me feel whole again. Even though not every memory here is a good one, this is home.”

      She knew he was talking about the night his grandfather died. It had been the first secret he’d shared with her, her first glimpse beyond the armor. The pain from his grandfather’s death would never be gone, but it didn’t define him anymore.

      Simon slipped his arms around her waist. “That and the company I keep. And this,” he said, stepping away and waving expansively. “This is part of what I’ve wanted to show you.”

      It was hard to imagine Simon as a little boy in Grey Hall. It was hard to imagine any little boy in Grey Hall. Sebastian’s home was another story entirely. Even though it hadn’t been lived in for years, it still echoed with life.

      “I used to spend nearly all my time here.” Simon pointed to a small secretary’s desk and chair off to one side. “ That was mine. We’d work here together. He’d give me some sort of task. I doubt I was any real help at all, but he always made me feel part of it. Essential.”

      Elizabeth had never met Sebastian Cross. Even when they’d both been in 1929 New York, she’d been otherwise occupied as a prisoner on King’s yacht. She couldn’t imagine how difficult all of it must have been for Simon. She pushed away the memory.

      She could see the emotion in his eyes as he nodded and cleared his throat. “Now,” he said in control again. “Knowing you, you’re in desperate need of coffee.”

      “That I am.”

      “The service was supposed to have brought a few basic supplies to the house. Let’s see if they did. Kitchen’s just down this hall.”

      After a quick breakfast, Simon showed her around the estate. It was something out of a fairy tale. An arched entrance with a huge old wrought iron gate led into the most charming courtyard she’d ever seen. The gravel road gave way to a circular cobblestone drive lined with box hedges and wild rose bushes. A small group of outbuildings with thatched roofs cozied up to the larger main house and its ivy covered brick walls. Flowerbeds and deep green hedges led to the short path to the front door.

      “Beautiful,” she said.

      “There’s quite a bit more to see. And there’s something I’d like to show you.”

      She nodded and he disappeared inside one of the outbuildings. A few moments later she heard a car engine and one of the large barnlike doors flipped open. Simon revved the engine and pulled out into the sunlight. It was the most adorable vintage sports car she’d ever seen — a small silver coupe with large open-mouth grill. An Aston Martin DB5 from the early sixties. Elizabeth whistled in appreciation.

      Simon grinned at her from behind the wheel looking more than a little Cary Grantish. “Well, come on.”

      With a grin to match his, Elizabeth hurried around to the passenger side and slid onto the leather seat, and they drove off down the road. They meandered down winding country lanes, until they crossed an old rutted path with a small cottage at the end. Simon stopped the car.

      “That was my great aunt’s. She and grandfather were very close. She lived there until she was killed.”

      “What happened?”

      “The Blitz. She joined the Women’s Voluntary Service during the war and was killed in a bombing raid in London. He always regretted being overseas at the time and helped fund a small war museum in town in her memory. I think someone comes in to keep the forest from overrunning, but he kept it just as she left it.”

      They drove for a few more minutes before Simon pulled into a small gravel parking lot near the cliffs above the sea. The early afternoon sun was warm against her skin and she could just barely smell a hint of the ocean on the breeze.

      Simon walked her to a group of rocks near the edge of a seaside cliff. Small bits of greenery forced their way out of the rough sandstone and the English Channel stretched beyond the rocky beach below as far as the eye could see. Somewhere in the distance, through the haze, was France, but she couldn’t see it.

      “Not too close. The rocks give way easily.”

      Elizabeth didn’t have to be told twice. She’d had her fill of rocky cliffs in San Francisco. Simon leaned back against a group of large white rocks.

      “I used to come here often as a boy. Most of it’s a public park now, but then it was my private playground,” he added with a smile. “From here everything seemed possible. I could be anything. Anyone.”

      “Who did you want to be?”

      “A pirate.”

      The image of little Simon with a striped black and white shirt, red bandana tied over his head and makeshift eye-patch made her smile.

      “There used to be quite a few pirates off the coast here.”

      “Seriously?”

      “In the eighteenth century these waters would have been filled with privateers and buccaneers smuggling God knows what.”

      If she squinted just so, she could just see the tips of tall masts and white sails in the distant whitecaps.

      Simon came up behind her and wrapped one arm around her. She leaned back into him.

      “Hastings has quite a bit of interesting history. There,” Simon said, pointing down the coast, “are the remnants of Hastings Castle built by William of Normandy. And the castle was built on Roman ruins that predate that by another thousand years.”

      “And I thought the Alamo was old.” Elizabeth turned around to face him. “Can we see it? The castle, I mean.”

      “There’s not much left, I’m afraid. Only a few ruins have survived. Several wars, years of neglect and Nazi bombing raids destroyed most of it.”

      “I’d still like to see it.”

      Simon nodded. “The past is part of the reason I brought you here. But it’s not the only reason.”

      “You said there was something you wanted to show me.”

      He pushed himself away from the rocks and fidgeted for a moment. It was strange to see him nervous and unsure. “This,” he said. “This is where I come from. This is who I am. Grey Hall, Hastings, all of it. I wanted you to know what’s come before so you could decide,” he said meeting her eyes, “if you want to be part of what comes next.”

      Elizabeth’s heart stuttered and she felt her pulse race.

      “I brought you to this place because, here, I can believe anything’s possible. I could even believe a woman like you would want to spend her life with a man like me. Elizabeth—”
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      “Oy! This way!” A man wearing plaid tan and white shorts, and long black socks emerged from the bushes. It was all Elizabeth could do not to strangle him. “Get a move on, we ain’t got all day.”

      The man was soon joined by a plump and panting woman in a loud floral dress and two sullen children who would forever be remembered as the Moment Killers. “You’re the one that wanted to see the bloomin’ ocean. Get an eyeful ‘cause it’s the last time I’m taking you sorry lot anywhere.”

      Elizabeth looked from them back up to Simon willing him to continue. Her head suddenly felt swimmy. He’d been this close, inches away from what she was pretty sure might have been a proposal. She wanted to tell him to ignore them, but the moment was obviously gone. Simon closed his eyes and sighed heavily.

      “Simon?” she started, but he shook his head.

      “Would you like to see the town?” he asked quietly.

      “Pick up your feet!” the mother yelled to her children who were still dawdling behind. She smiled at Simon and Elizabeth. “Beautiful day, innit?”

      The father trooped past with a grunt and mumbled, “Mornin’.”

      Elizabeth smiled through clenched teeth at the invaders. When she turned back, Simon had already started toward the path to the car. All she could do was follow.

      The drive into town was quiet. She tried to lose herself in the beautiful scenery, but holy heck, Simon had nearly proposed. She thought briefly about asking him herself. It wasn’t as though she hadn’t thought about it a thousand times. But Simon was old fashioned and more than that, deep down, she was too. Not that he would have said no if she’d bucked tradition, but she knew that he wanted to be the one, that he needed to be the one, to ask.

      The town of Hastings looked and felt wonderfully old, despite a few signs of modern life. Most of the buildings had that wonderful aged patina to their stone facades. The roads were a mixture of brick and cobblestone. If the streets had been empty and a little signage removed, she could have been in Hastings of fifty or even a hundred or more years ago. For the most part, the shops were exactly what you’d find in any tourist center — a mixture of high-priced fashion and home goods and kitschy souvenirs. On their way back toward the town center Simon pointed out a small museum across the street.

      “That’s what I was telling you about earlier. Grandfather helped fund that as a memorial to Aunt Sybil.”

      A sweet little old woman greeted them at the door and accepted their donation. The Women in War museum was a small thing, only two rooms, but Elizabeth had always loved local museums. There was a heart and soul that went into them that the larger ones often lacked.

      Posters and photographs covered the walls — pictures of women serving tea from mobile canteens or knitting their way to victory. Simon immediately gravitated to a small photograph and plaque that read simply, “In loving memory of Sybil Cross.”

      Elizabeth had expected Great Aunt Sybil to look like a great aunt, but she didn’t. The woman in the photograph couldn’t have been much older than Elizabeth. She wore her WVS uniform. Her pin curl hair peeked out from the brim of her cap with the same sort of playfulness she had in her smile. She looked like the sort of woman Elizabeth could have been friends with.

      “There’s a special hospital exhibit here just for the rest of the week,” the woman at the desk said before going back to her book. “You can see it in the back room, if you’d like.”

      “Thank you,” Simon said. He and Elizabeth lingered at Sybil’s portrait for a few minutes before moving into the back room.

      There were newspaper articles, photographs and even a mannequin wearing a period nurse’s uniform. Sections were devoted to the Civil Nursing Reserve, St. Andrew’s Ambulance Association and the Women’s Voluntary Services. Original reports typed on faded yellow paper told the stories of evacuees brought into the hospitals only to be bombed out again.

      Various ringed binders were scattered across the counter with even more photographs. Elizabeth flipped through one. Images of the blitz looked like scenes from a movie. Even though she’d seen massive destruction up close and personal thanks to the 1906 San Francisco earthquake, sometimes it still felt like a dream. Something once removed. The war wasn’t fiction though, and every one of the people in the photographs had been real. They’d been standing in those spots just as surely as she was standing in Hastings. She flipped through a few more pages. Newspaper stories of civilian casualties and the difficulties the hospitals endured during the bombing raids. Moving operating theaters to basements and burying radium to keep from contaminating everything with lethal doses of radiation if a bomb should strike. Patients were moved from floor to floor and hospital to hospital trying to stay one step ahead of the Nazi bombs.

      In one series of photographs an injured man was being helped into a bed at a new ward at Guy’s Hospital in London. The caption read, “Some men lose more than their homes. For some, their identities are stolen by shell shock induced amnesia.” The photographer captured a close-up of the man’s face. Elizabeth’s hands trembled.

      “Oh my god,” Elizabeth said. “Simon!”

      She could barely believe what she was seeing.

      Simon came to her side. “What is it?”

      She pointed at the man in the photograph. “Look.”

      The man in the photograph looked confused and in some pain, but there was no mistaking who he was. It was Evan Eldridge.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    
    
      “Dear God,” Simon said, leaning closer for a better look. “Is that…?”

      “Mr. Eldridge.”

      When Elizabeth had traveled back to 1906, she’d stayed at the Eldridges’ home. She’d spent weeks there and hour after hour in the parlor where Evan Eldridge’s portrait hung. She’d heard the pain in Mrs. Eldridge’s voice as she recounted the last time she’d seen her husband. She’d said it was her worst nightmare come true. He’d been a member of the Council for Temporal Studies for years and been on countless missions through time, just like Simon’s grandfather. Until one day, he left and never returned. Mrs. Eldridge had always assumed he’d been killed, but the man in the photograph was quite alive. At least, he was alive in the 1940s.

      “When is this?” Elizabeth asked as she scanned the text next to the photograph. “I don’t see any dates.”

      She picked up the binder and took it into the front room. “I’m sorry to bother you,” she said as she placed it in front of the woman at the desk. “Do you know anything about these? These photographs? When they were taken?”

      The woman put on her glasses. “Hmmm. No, just what it says there. Something about Guy’s Hospital. It was a feature in the Times, I think.” She flipped through a few more pages and pointed to a small news clipping. “Yes, there we are. September 18, 1942, Guy’s Hospital. Poor man appears to be suffering from a case of amnesia. It wasn’t uncommon. All that bombing, it’s a miracle anyone kept their wits about them.”

      “Yes,” Elizabeth said, her heart racing almost as quickly as her thoughts. “Thank you. I don’t suppose we can have a copy of this?”

      “I’m afraid we don’t have the facilities for that.”

      Maybe it was available online? Most of the newspapers had digital archives now. Of course, she didn’t have her computer and she knew Sebastian’s home didn’t have wireless anyway. Surely, there was a cyber-café in town.

      She grabbed Simon’s hand and dragged him out onto the sidewalk. “Where’s the closest Internet café?”

      “Tell me you’re not seriously considering traveling back in time, “ he said in a strained, hushed voice, “into a war zone, for God’s sake, to virtually kidnap a man we’ve never even met.”

      “I am.”

      The vein in Simon’s temple started to visibly throb. “Let’s discuss this at home,” he said with great effort. “Please? We agreed it was better to not know what happened to the people we left in the past.”

      At the time, she’d agreed, but her initial resolve had lasted a whole two weeks, which was actually a week longer than she thought it would last. She’d looked up Charlie Blue from their trip to 1929 New York, but she never did find anything. She’d managed not to look up Teddy or Max. Yet.

      “This is different,” she said.

      Simon narrowed his eyes.

      “It is. First of all, we didn’t leave him in the past. He was part of the future when we were in the past and now that we’re in the future, he’s part of our past, but it isn’t the same past, so it doesn’t count.”

      “Elizabeth.”

      “Don’t ‘Elizabeth’ me right now. You can’t tell me what we just saw doesn’t bother you.”

      Simon looked around anxiously and took her by the arm. “Of course it does,” he said. “But there’s nothing we can do to change it now.”

      “That’s just it. We can.”

      Simon stopped walking. “We shouldn’t.”

      “Why? He doesn’t belong there and you know it.”

      “I don’t know anything of the sort and neither do you. We have to believe this is how things are meant to be. Anything else is madness, Elizabeth.”

      “Then color me mad.” That garnered her a few glances from passersby.

      Simon waited until they were alone again. “Elizabeth.”

      “We have the watch. We know where and when he is. How can we not do something to help?”

      

      

      The drive back to the cottage was a silent one. All Elizabeth could think about was the last time they’d had a conversation like this. The Council had asked for her help and she’d blindly trusted them. She and Simon fought; she left; he followed. He should have listened to her and, as it turned out, she should have listened to him. The last thing she wanted was a repeat performance. If they were going to do this thing, they had to do it together or not at all.

      Simon opened one of the bottles of wine they’d picked up at the market. It was starting to get chilly outside as the sun set, and he built a small fire in the grate in the parlor. Elizabeth slipped off her shoes and tucked her legs under her on the plush sofa. Simon sat opposite her in a large overstuffed chair. The silence sat everywhere else.

      Elizabeth took a sip of wine and looked into the glass for inspiration. She had an army of arguments ready to march, but she was afraid none of them would make any difference. Simon wasn’t exactly a fan of time travel. He’d made that clear enough. Several times. How could she possibly convince him it was the right thing to do? Despite the danger. Despite the insanity of it all.

      She took another sip and wondered if you could get Dutch courage from French wine. “Simon,” she started. “I know it’s crazy.”

      “Completely. Certifiably.” He noticed her frown and lifted his hands in apology. “I’m listening,” he said.

      “All right. First of all, we know the Council isn’t going to help, even though they should. They’ve proven that “no man left behind” isn’t exactly their company motto. And that leaves us. We are, literally, the only people who can.”

      “Yes, just because you can doesn’t mean you should.”

      “I’ll get to the should in a minute. Just wait. Second of all, it’s not like last time or the time before. We know exactly what we need to do and where and when to do it. Thirdly, there’s no King Kashian or Madame Petrovka. There’s no big bad.”

      “Excepting the Nazis, of course.”

      Elizabeth paused. “Okay, I’ll give you that one. But, we’ll be in London, well after the Blitz, so it’s not like we’ll be jumping right into the middle of the Battle of the Bulge or something.”

      “The Battle of Britain, no, of course not, just right into the middle of a city ravaged by years of war and still bombed on a regular basis.”

      “A little research and we’ll know what’s safe and what isn’t. And, we’d only have to stay long enough to get Evan out of the hospital. We can plan it so that we’re in and out in just a few days.”

      Simon thought about it for a moment. “You’re assuming there’s an eclipse shortly after our arrival that we can use for our return.”

      “Well, yeah.”

      Obviously he remained unconvinced, but he had promised to hear her out and was true to his word. “All right. And the should?”

      Elizabeth sat forward. “You feel it too, Simon. I know you do. It’s the right thing to do. It’s dangerous. It might even be crazy. I’ll admit that. But that doesn’t change the fact that there’s a man who needs our help and a woman who deserves it.”

      Time for the trump card. “If positions were reversed,” she said. “If Evan saw a picture of you or me trapped in the past, injured and lost, what would you want him to do? Would you want him to say it wasn’t his business? That it wasn’t worth the risk?”

      Simon stared at her for a long moment and then set down his wine glass. Finally, he stood and walked over to the window. “I think you know the answer to that.”

      She joined him at the window. “Then is it right to expect to receive what we aren’t willing to give?”

      She put her hand on his arm and urged him to turn around and face her. “We’ll be all right.”

      “You sound awfully certain.”

      “I am. It’s one of the pleasant byproducts of being delusional.”

      Simon laughed briefly and then grew serious again. “This isn’t so simple.”

      “I know. But it’s the right thing to do, and we both know it.”
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      The next several days were a flurry of research, argument and planning. Simon hadn’t been pleased that she’d brought the watch with them to England. When she’d explained that it wasn’t something to be left lying around, especially not with a Council that Should Not Be Trusted lurking about, he’d agreed, reluctantly.

      When it came to the research, Simon was deep in his element. He’d learned quite a bit from his last experience preparing for a trip back in time. He prepared a list of items they’d need including: passports, identity cards, and ration books.

      Despite how exacting the records from the period were, there were still blind spots - little things like bombing raids. It certainly wouldn’t be anywhere near as dangerous as London during the Blitz when the Nazis bombed England for nine months straight and the city itself for 57 consecutive nights. 1942 wouldn’t be half as bad as the later period of the war, when the Nazis resumed bombings with doodlebugs and V-2s. It was a relative lull, but there was no way they could tell when and where each and every bombing raid took place. In the end, they had to be satisfied with a good idea of what sections survived unscathed. If they stuck to them, they should be all right.

      Clothing and other supplies were fairly easy to come by. Even forging documents of the period was simple enough. National identity cards were readily available on eBay and collectors and replica makers had every bit of ephemera they could possibly need including passports, travel papers and War Department Identity Cards. Manipulating them to add their real names and photographs was simple enough.

      They’d just returned from a shopping excursion when Elizabeth noticed a large vase overflowing with yellow and white roses on their front doorstep. She carried it inside as Simon took their packages into the study.

      “Should I be jealous?” Simon said.

      “The question is, should I?” Elizabeth handed him the attached notecard. “It’s addressed to you.”

      Simon sat down behind the desk. Elizabeth put the vase on a side table.

      “They’re from Aunt Victoria,” he said. “A peace offering.”

      Elizabeth rearranged a few of the flowers and pricked her finger on one. “With thorns. Now, that’s what I call passive-aggressive.”

      Simon laughed. “Are you all right?”

      “As long as they haven’t been dipped in poison.”

      Simon got up from the desk. “ Let me see.”

      Elizabeth held out her finger. Simon examined it with excessive care and rubbed her hand gently before kissing her palm. “Does it hurt?” He kissed the inside of her wrist.

      Her cheeks flushed. He knew what kissing her there did to her. “No,” she said. “But it hurts a little here.” She pointed to her bottom lip.

      Simon leaned forward, his eyes dipped down to her mouth and back up. “Here?” he said before he took her mouth in a gentle, tugging kiss.

      Elizabeth let out a shuddering breath. “And other places.”

      He kissed her neck. “I’m afraid this requires,” he said punctuating each phrase with another kiss, “further investigation.”

      “Thorough,” Elizabeth said between gasping breaths. “Thorough investigation.”

      Simon’s hands pulled her body against his and the phone rang. He pulled back and was about to go in for another kiss when the phone rang again. “Bugger.”

      He let her go and went to the desk. “Remember where I was.”

      Elizabeth wasn’t about to forget, but the call wasn’t a quick one and the moment was gone. The man on the phone was one of the currency collectors they’d contacted. Simon insisted that they buy an obscene amount of currency. He’d traveled as a pauper once and had no intention of repeating the experience. In any period, money was their most useful tool.

      Simon had tried to explain early English currency. In 1971, the UK and Ireland had adopted decimalization, so that everything was based on units of ten and one hundred. That made sense. Pre-Decimalization money, the sort they’d be using, did not. Twelve pence in a shilling and twenty shillings in a pound, half-pennies, farthings, half-crowns and tanners and dozens of other coins and bills had left her completely and utterly lost.

      She’d have an easier time keeping their cover story straight than their money. They decided to keep the backstory simple. She and Simon were newlyweds, now living in America. They’d seen the photograph of Evan, Elizabeth’s uncle, in the paper and had come to collect him.

      The real trick for their cover story had been finding a compelling reason Simon wasn’t serving his country in the war. By 1942, every able-bodied man in England under the age of 51 would have been in the service. Special exemptions were given to a few categories of men, including those in the employ of a foreign government. That meant Simon was a professor working with the American government on some top-secret projects for the Department of Substitute Materials, whatever that was. The simpler the story the better. Luckily, without computers and long distance calls being rather expensive, it was doubtful anyone would or even could do much checking up on them. They were also counting on the fact that the hospital beds were at a premium and the administrators would be inclined to release Evan without much ado just to free one up.

      A penumbral eclipse that would allow the watch to activate was just three days away. Simon and Elizabeth planned to arrive in London on September 18, 1942, the day the photograph of Evan was taken. A return eclipse was less than a week later. It all sounded doable. Even though she knew it was dangerous, Elizabeth couldn’t hide her excitement. Given the chance, who wouldn’t want to travel in time? See history as it really was? In spite of the dangers they’d faced and the ones she was sure would surprise them this time, she counted herself incredibly privileged to be able to go. Even though he blustered on about the risks, she knew Simon felt the same way. Deep, deep Marianas Trench down.

      The night before the eclipse Elizabeth woke from a strange dream. Memories of it disappeared like smoke as she got her bearings. She rolled over to snuggle up to Simon, but his side of the bed was empty and cold. She slipped on her robe and headed down to the study. The light from inside stretched out into the hallway.

      Simon sat reading in Sebastian’s overstuffed club chair and he lifted his eyes from the pages when she padded in. It wasn’t unusual for him to get up in the middle of the night and go into his study at home and read until the early morning hours.

      “What are you reading?”

      He held up the book for her to see. “Churchill.”

      Elizabeth read the spine. “The Gathering Storm. That sounds ominous.”

      “It was. It is.” He closed the book and set it aside. “Are you sure about this?”

      Elizabeth thought about it. She owed him and herself that. “Yes. Are you having doubts?”

      Simon let out a sigh. “Plagues of them,” he said as he stood. “And yet, I think we’re doing the right thing. As insane as it is.”

      “Those are the best kind of things.” She took his hand. “Come back to bed. Churchill can wait.”

      They went to bed and managed a few hours of sleep before the day came. Simon finished his preparations, leaving Elizabeth in charge of packing. The smart time traveler travels light, but smashing everything two people would need for an entire week into one leather valise was easier said than done. Somehow, she managed it though. Her pocketbook, a simple shoulder bag, was crammed with money, coin purse, papers, handkerchief, small pad and pencil stub, lipstick, compact and a vintage Victorinox Swiss Army Knife.

      Elizabeth had never been one to wear much jewelry, but she did slip on a long silver necklace with a small key as the pendant. It had been a gift from Teddy, the watchmaker, and it just felt right to wear it when they traveled. Other than that, the only bit of jewelry needed was the wedding ring she was supposed to wear as part of their cover, which Simon had promised to take care of, but still hadn’t produced.

      The suitcase packed, Elizabeth looked at herself in the mirror. A woman from the 1940’s looked back. Her hair came down just below her shoulders in large lazy waves. The clothing was simple. She wore a blue cotton floral print dress, sensible, clunky brown Mary Janes and a tweed overcoat. She’d meant to ask Simon to draw the seam of her nonexistent stockings down the back of her legs, but in the rush of the coming eclipse, she’d forgotten.

      She grabbed the suitcase and went to look for Simon. She found him in the living room going over their papers one last time. He looked every inch the part in his wool trousers, oxford cloth shirt, brown sweater vest, jacket and fedora.

      “You should wear more hats,” she said.

      Simon turned to her and smiled as he tugged on the brim. “I actually quite like it. Are you ready? If you have any doubts—”

      “I don’t.” She took his hand in hers. “It’ll be all right.”

      “One last thing.” Simon reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out two simple gold rings.

      “Those look familiar,” she said. They looked remarkably like the bands they’d used in New York when they’d first traveled back in time, when they’d first fallen in love. Of course, those had been fake gold and these were definitely not fake.

      “Yes,” Simon said nervously. “Don’t they?”

      He slipped the ring onto her finger and her heart skipped a beat. Even knowing it wasn’t real, they weren’t really married, just the image of him putting the ring on her finger made her feel flushed. Simon quickly put on his own before busying himself with the watch and making sure the coordinates were properly set for the arrival. “It’s nearly time.”

      Elizabeth stared at the ring and felt a smile tug at her lips. It wasn’t just similar to the one from New York. It was the same ring. The big old softy. “Simon?”

      He held the watch in one hand and took hold of hers with the other. He studied the ring on her finger for a moment before looking at her with such a mixture of regret and longing it made her heart ache.

      Before either of them could say what was on their minds, the blue light came. It snaked up his arm and down hers and they were both frozen as time and the world shattered around them.

      

      

      It was dark, in the forest at night dark. They’d planned on arriving at night in a secluded section of St. James Park near Buckingham Palace. It was one of the few places in London that offered some cover and, at night, it wasn’t likely to be too busy.

      “Are you all right?” Simon asked as he held her elbow to steady her.

      It took Elizabeth a few seconds to unscramble her brains. “You?”

      “Yes,” Simon said as he looked around to make sure their arrival had gone unseen.

      They weren’t alone in the park, but they’d landed in the middle of a copse of plane trees obscuring them from view. Luckily, it was so dark that unless they’d landed smack on top of someone it was doubtful they would have been seen anyway.

      Simon studied her face, assuring himself she was steady enough and stepped away from the cover of the trees. He walked out onto the path and Elizabeth followed.

      He took a few steps in one direction before stopping. “Strange sensation. It’s the same, and yet, it isn’t.” He turned around to get his bearings and must have seen something he recognized. “It’s this way, I think,” Simon said pointing toward a path that disappeared deeper into the park.

      The “it” was the Ritz. One of Simon’s conditions was that if they were going to do this, they were going to do it in style. She’d survived her trip to Grey Hall, so she was pretty sure she could deal with the Ritz. It was a strange awakening, realizing that there were levels of posh she’d thought existed only in books and fairy tales. But then, before Simon, she’d thought the Best Western in Amarillo was the height of luxury. Maybe her frame of reference was a bit askew.

      As though Simon could hear her thoughts, he gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. The moon was bright enough to light their path and they made their way down the wide colonnade to the northern edge of the park. After a few minutes, they emerged onto one of London’s main thoroughfares, the Mall. Elizabeth had seen it in documentaries and footage of processions from Buckingham Palace which was just up the road. But it certainly didn’t look like this.

      Even though it wasn’t really all that late, just after nine o’clock if all went as planned, it was difficult to see. She’d read about the blackout, but nothing prepared her for the reality of it. Even before the war, the Air Ministry issued strict regulations regarding lights at night. Every window was covered; every streetlamp and outside light was kept off. The goal was total darkness so that enemy planes couldn’t use ground landmarks to navigate to their targets. In the world before GPS, if all the pilots saw below was a featureless darkness, they’d have virtually no way of knowing if they were over their intended target or not.

      The blackout was serious business and heavy fines were levied for letting even the smallest chink of light escape into the night. The result was a city plunged into total and complete darkness, save for the moon when it broke through the clouds. There was absolutely no ambient light, not from windows or streetlamps or even cigarettes. Or cars.

      She heard the car before she saw it. It was as black as the night around it and it was nearly on top of her before she realized how close she’d come to it.

      “Be careful,” Simon said. “They can barely see us.” As if to illustrate his point, two more large army trucks sped past like hulking metal shadows.

      The streets were bustling with people, but there was an odd hushed quality to it, like everyone was holding their breath. It reminded Elizabeth of the blackout she’d experienced after an earthquake in Southern California a few years back. London had that same dreamlike feeling to it.

      Elizabeth stood on the sidewalk and had to pause a moment to take it all in. Her eyes had finally adjusted to the darkness. The skies were fairly clear and in the distance she could see several large, silver blimp-like things hanging in the air with long tethers keeping them in place.

      “Barrage balloons,” Simon explained following her gaze. “They keep the bombers from flying low. The higher they have to fly, the more difficult it is to target effectively. It might look a bit odd, but they are pretty damn useful.”

      She listened for the drone of a fighter plane and watched for the shaft of light from a searchlight on the ground, but none came. At least, not yet.

      As they walked up the Mall and turned off onto the side streets toward Mayfair and the hotel, they saw more and more people. The few pedestrians became a stream and the random car became many. Bicyclists darted in and out of traffic in the darkness. One narrowly escaped being clipped by a passing car. Forget the bombs, the blackout itself was dangerous.

      The blackout gave everything a surreal quality. Add to that, tall piles of sandbags that created makeshift bunkers around a huge anti-aircraft gun emplacement and Elizabeth felt a chill that had nothing to do with the night air.

      An older man in a dark blue uniform and wide-brimmed helmet with a large “W” stenciled on it walked down the street, inspecting each building he passed. “Best get inside,” he said to them. “I have the feeling Jerry’s restless tonight.”

      “Warden,” Simon said with a nod.

      Just as it was before, that first contact with someone from the actual time period grounded her in the new reality. Before that, Elizabeth felt like she was walking around a set where everything was just a façade. It was the people that made it all real. How those people adapted to hardship and how bizarre and frightening things became everyday occurrences had always fascinated Elizabeth. Now, she was going to get a chance to see it play out first hand. Except for the dark and the giant gun, everything seemed almost normal.

      The buildings they passed were mostly large four and five story buildings, lots of them hotels, with impressive gray stone fronts and elaborate black wrought iron railings and embellishments. They had a timeless elegance about them, except for the one with an enormous bomb crater carving out the bottom two stories.

      They traveled a few more blocks before making a left.

      “Piccadilly,” Simon said.

      “Why aren’t there any street signs?” She’d noticed early on that nothing was marked. Whenever she went to a new town, she always did her best to get the lay of the land, but here it wasn’t going to be easy.

      “They were all removed at the start of the war, in case of invasion. Why make it easy for the enemy to find where they want to go? Anyone who’s supposed to be here knows where everything is.”

      “Except me,” she said, pulling her coat more tightly around her.

      “That’s why you’ve got me,” Simon said with a smile and then looked ahead and nodded. “Ah, there it is.”

      He gestured toward a block-sized building that appeared to have been transported directly from Paris. A huge arcade served as a covered walkway and ran the length of the building. In the darkness, she could just make out an unlit set of Broadway-like lights above the first arch that spelled out “THE RITZ.”

      Sticky tape crisscrossed the glass windows and doors and blackout blinds kept any light inside. The doorman was an older gentleman, his suit a little threadbare. Elizabeth noticed a helmet and rucksack next to the door. Probably working double duty in the home guard. Elizabeth had read that all fit men between the ages of 18 and 51 were serving their country. That left boys and old men to do everything else.

      She smiled at the doorman as he opened the main door to the lobby for them and they stepped inside a dark vestibule with large black drapes keeping the bright lights from the lobby away from the open door.

      Moving from the dark entryway into the lobby was like Dorothy landing in Oz. The muted grays and blacks outside were replaced by vivid colors — blazingly bright candelabra sconces, enormous vaulted marble walls and an ornate gold and red carpet were a shock to the system. Cigarette smoke drifted up through the open domed ceiling and into the grand staircase spiraling several stories above.

      The room was packed. The lobby was a knot of uniforms, expensive suits and stylish dresses. No hoi polloi here.

      Simon led Elizabeth to a relatively quiet corner and put down their suitcase. She was glad for the break. They hadn’t walked very far, and yet, her sensible shoes were doing unpleasant things to her feet. She managed to slide out of one just a touch and wiggle her foot to get the blood flowing again.

      “Wait here,” Simon said. “I’ll see what I can do about a room.”

      Elizabeth looked at the crush of people near the front desk. It didn’t look promising. “Good luck,” she said and watched him navigate his way through the crowd.

      “He’s gonna need it,” a voice said behind her with what was clearly not a British accent. It sounded mid-western.

      Elizabeth turned around and saw, leaning against one of the marble columns, a man in a dark gray suit lighting a cigarette. He slipped the lighter into his jacket pocket and pulled out a pack of Lucky Strike and offered her one.

      “No, thank you,” Elizabeth said.

      The man took a deep drag of his cigarette, put the pack away and blew the smoke toward the ceiling. He was nice looking and the sort who knew it too, but not in an “I’m too sexy for your air-raid” sort of way, just a casual confidence. He had a square jaw, short black hair and a dark complexion. He was, literally, tall, dark and handsome. “You’re American. It’s nice to see a fellow Yank.”

      She’d only been gone from America for a few days, but hearing his accent was strangely comforting. Little familiar things must have meant so much to the soldiers who were away from home for years at a time. Elizabeth smiled and tried to get her rogue shoe back on.

      He held out his hand. “Name’s Jack Wells. Chicago.”

      He seemed genuine enough and he had a nice smile. Her two litmus tests for people were their handshakes and their smiles. He passed on both counts. “Elizabeth We—…Cross. Elizabeth Cross. Texas.” She was really going to have to get used to saying it.

      “Newlywed?” he asked, as he leaned back against the pillar. “Hell of a place for a honeymoon.”

      “Simon and I, well, it’s sort of family business.” The shoe was getting away from her now. She tried to look casual as she reached out with her toe to drag it back. “We’re only here for a little while.”

      “Aren’t we all?” he said, his smile fading just around the edges.

      The sincerity and hint of pain in his voice made her forget the shoe for an instant and that was all it took. A large group of men passed by and the one in the lead stepped on her sensible shoe and took a header right onto the plush oriental carpet. What happened next was a blur. The man on the ground rolled over and pulled a long-nosed pistol from beneath the huge pile of medals on his chest and pointed it right at her. Before she had a chance to react three of the other men had stepped between them and leveled ugly and enormous sawed-off shotguns right at her head.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 6

        

      

    
    
      Elizabeth’s arms shot up over her head in the most immediate surrender ever. “I’m sorry!”

      The men with the guns were shouting at her in some language she didn’t recognize. The one she’d tripped had been helped up and was in turn yelling at them and waving his pistol around like he was going to shoot out every light in the room. People near them chattered in excitement. Next to her, Jack had his arms raised too, but he looked incredibly unconcerned and maybe even a little amused.

      The one she’d tripped looked like something out of a Mel Brooks movie, which would have been hilarious if her heart weren’t lodged in her throat. Her life, which was more of a short than a feature, flashed before her eyes. The man jabbed his gun toward her and berated one of the men at his side. The large golden starburst medals on his chest dangled from ribbons almost as bilious as his uniform. Epaulets the size of dinner plates with long fringe shook as he straightened his back, re-holstered his gun and regained his composure with a haughty flourish.

      “It’s all right!” Jack yelled above the din. When the bodyguards shifted their attention to him, he added, “Il s’agissait d’un accident. Sa chaussure. Erreur. False alarm. It’s all right!”

      That seemed to instantly deflate the interest of the crowd, but the effect wasn’t so immediate on the men with the big guns. Elizabeth kept her eyes trained on the men and their guns, mostly the guns.

      “Elizabeth!” That was Simon’s voice. He was somewhere in the crowd, but she didn’t dare look away.

      Two of the men with shotguns stepped forward and crowded Elizabeth into the wall. One of them grabbed her arm. “You will come with us.”

      Jack quickly stepped between them and eased the man’s hand off her arm. “It was an accident. We’re very sorry, your majesty. Il s’agissait d’un accident. Please accept our apologies. Unë jam i keq.”

      Elizabeth’s stomach did a half-gainer. Your majesty? Of course. She’d managed to trip a king.

      The bodyguards glared at them both. His majesty said something to them in a language Elizabeth didn’t recognize — it sounded like a mixture of Russian, Greek and somewhere in the Middle East — and the two men stepped back making room for the king.

      Jack bowed deeply at the waist. “Your Majesty,” he said and gave Elizabeth a good sharp jab in the ribs. “Your Majesty.”

      She curtseyed quickly and kept her eyes deferentially glued to the floor. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty. I’m really, really sorry.” She’d been in London for less than an hour and she’d already insulted a king and had guns pulled on her. Simon was never going to let her forget this one.

      Jack said something in French to the men. They frowned in unison. He pointed toward her shoe that had skittered across the floor and come to rest at the edge of the gathered crowd.

      Simon finally pushed his way through the crowd just as Jack pointed to her shoe. He knelt down and picked it up. Cautiously he brought it back to Elizabeth. “What have you done?” he said under his breath.

      Jack continued to explain in French and eventually the king narrowed his eyes and then huffed out an indignant breath. Jack spoke very quickly. One year of high school French wasn’t helping Elizabeth very much, but apparently, Simon could understand and something Jack said made him swallow a laugh.

      The king arched his back and tugged at the end of his perfectly waxed mustache, but listened with growing interest. He wasn’t exactly warming up, but whatever Jack said brought out the gentleman in him and some sort of agreement was reached. The king regarded her briefly. His foppish outfit and ridiculous frown faded away and she saw the sincere man beneath. The human connection flickered and died and the supreme ruler returned. He gave her a perfunctory bow, waved his hand at his entourage and then continued on his way as though nothing had happened.

      Jack waited until the king and his retinue were out of earshot before turning to Elizabeth and Simon. He stuck out his hand. “You must be Simon. I’m Jack.”

      Simon warily shook his hand. “Would someone like to tell me what in God’s name just happened?” He turned to Elizabeth and held out the offending shoe.

      Elizabeth took it sheepishly. “It slipped.” She held onto Simon’s shoulder for balance while she slipped her shoe back on. “Who was that I almost killed and who almost killed me?”

      “The King of Albania,” Jack said. “He’s wound a little tight, but after a few dozen assassination attempts, I would be too.”

      Elizabeth went cold. She was lucky he hadn’t shot her, or had her shot, or imprisoned in some Albanian castle. Did Albania have castles? Where was Albania anyway?

      “Are you all right?” Simon asked.

      “I’m okay, just the first time I’ve tripped a king.” She exhaled at the thought.

      Jack laughed. “You made quite an impression.”

      “She always does,” Simon said. “Thank you for interceding on her behalf. But about that last bit…”

      Jack tugged on his ear. “Yeah, I might have gotten carried away there. But, it was that or the firing squad.”

      Elizabeth couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. Her heart had only just finished its drum solo. “What last bit?”

      “My French is a little rusty,” Simon said, “but I think he said that you were pregnant and as a grateful gesture for his beneficence would name the child after him.”

      “I’m afraid to ask,” Elizabeth said.

      Jack winced. “Zog.”

      “Come again?”

      Jack laughed. “That’s his name. King Zog.”

      “Well, it is memorable.” In a “please push me off the jungle gym” sort of way.

      “In a matter of mere minutes,” Simon said, “you managed to cause an international incident and relegate our poor future child to a life of hardship and ridicule. That’s impressive by any standards.”

      “It’s these darn sensible shoes!” she said wiggling the offensive footwear.

      “Well, you’d better find a way to keep them on your feet, I’m afraid. Even before your exchange with the king, we were sadly out of luck here. No rooms. We might try Claridge’s.”

      Jack shook his head. “The city’s lousy with royals in exile, generals, diplomats and Romanovs who may or may not be Romanovs. Be the same story at Claridge’s. You can try, but forget the Savoy, Grosvenor House, Berkeley and the Dorchester too.”

      “There must be something,” Elizabeth said. That was one of the problems with time travel; it was impossible to make reservations.

      “You might try Browns or Dukes. They might have something, but really you’re better off in Knightsbridge or Kensington. Won’t be as posh, but it’s not too bad.”

      “What do you think?” Elizabeth asked Simon.

      “I’m not sure we have much choice in the matter. I should have realized the hotels would be like this.”

      “We did have a lot on our minds.”

      Jack cleared his throat uncomfortably. He must have thought she was referring to their wedding night. The realization made Elizabeth blush, which only made matters worse.

      “There’s my date,” Jack said with a grin. He smiled down at Elizabeth. “It was fun.”

      From the gleam in his eye, he really meant that. “Thank you,” she said and then placed her hand over her stomach. “And little Zog thanks you too.”

      Jack laughed and shook hands again with Simon. He picked up his overcoat from the back of a chair and waved toward a leggy redhead across the room. His date was apparently Jessica Rabbit. He took a few steps away and turned back and said, “Keep your head down and your shoes on, all right?”

      Elizabeth watched Jack disappear into the crowd and turned to Simon.

      “Ready?” Simon said as he picked up their suitcase. He gestured for her to go first and followed her toward the door. “Fictional or not. We are not naming our baby Zog.”

      

      

      By the time they’d walked to Knightsbridge, Elizabeth’s feet genuinely hurt, but there was no way she was taking her shoes off in public, no matter how much they ached. They passed by Harrod’s Department Store and Simon promised they’d try to get her a new pair in the morning.

      The first two bedsits were full and it was well after ten in the evening when they finally found a small room to rent at a bed and breakfast. The carpet was loud and the walls were quiet, but it was clean and available. The furnishings were simple, but functional. One hard occasional chair that had seen more than the occasional visitor huddled next to a small table. A small dressing table and a wardrobe that had definite left leanings took up the rest of the room.

      After settling in and cleaning up a bit, it was late and the lumpy double-bed and scratchy starched sheets looked pretty appealing. They shared the bath down the hall with the other five people on their floor, every one of whom seemingly had to go at the same time as she did. Elizabeth waited in line in the hall and made small talk with a woman who’d been bombed out twice already — once during the blitz and again a few weeks ago.

      Finally, it was Elizabeth’s turn and she washed up quickly in the cold bathroom and even colder water. By this time, the hot water was long gone. She said her goodnights to the rest of the line and hurried down the cold dark hall to their cold dark room.

      Simon was just getting into bed when she came in.

      “All right?” he asked as he pulled back the covers.

      “Cold.” Elizabeth took off her overcoat that was subbing for a robe and laid it over the back of the chair.

      “What on earth are you wearing?”

      Elizabeth did her best imitation of a fifties pin-up. “Do you like it?”

      “It’s entirely impractical and hardly period,” he said with a frown as his eyes took in all she had to offer. “And, yes, very much.”

      Elizabeth giggled and dove under the covers. The room had a small radiator, but it only gave off heat for a whopping two-foot radius. “The other one was too long. I’d wake up strangled by my own clothes.”

      Simon started to argue the logic of that statement, but apparently thought better of it. Judging from his expression, he was definitely pleasantly surprised by her clothes or lack of them.

      “Besides, the other one barely fit in the suitcase. This one takes up hardly any room at all.”

      Simon grinned. “In that case.” He slid under the covers next to her.

      Elizabeth cuddled up to Simon’s warmth. He always ran hot and she loved curling up next to him.

      “Good Lord!” he said. “Your feet are like bricks of ice.”

      “I know,” Elizabeth said as she rubbed them against the warmth of his legs.

      “Stop that.”

      Elizabeth settled for rubbing her feet against the sheets instead and snuggled up against Simon’s side. Her left hand came to rest on his chest and the wedding ring caught the light from the bedside lamp. She rubbed the band with her thumb.

      “Feels odd, doesn’t it, to be wearing these again?”

      Simon didn’t reply at first. After a moment, he covered her hand with his. “Does it?”

      “Just that these are the same rings and this room is a lot like that first room we shared in New York. It’s all the same and yet completely different.”

      His long fingers traced out random patterns on the back of her hand.

      Elizabeth rolled over and edged her way onto his chest, resting her head on her laced hands. “I’m glad we’re here. I know what we’re doing is the right thing. But more than that I’m glad we’re here together.”

      Simon caressed her cheek gently. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. I don’t want it to be any other way.”

      Elizabeth closed the gap of inches that separated them and kissed him. She would never get tired of the way he held her when they kissed. Strong and loving, passionate and gentle. It was the safest place on earth.

      After a moment, Simon leaned over and shut off the light plunging them into complete darkness. The blackout curtains on the windows kept out any ambient light and only the thinnest sliver of light from the hall crept under the door. The darkness was so absolute it made her shiver.

      Simon kissed her again. “All right?”

      She’d never been scared of the dark before, but then she’d never experienced dark quite like this. Putting aside the idea that she’d discovered a latent phobia, Elizabeth returned Simon’s kiss and settled into his arms, but the chill of the dark never quite went away.
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      Elizabeth wasn’t a fan of hospitals, even modern day ones. She’d always envisioned older hospitals as a cross between a torture chamber and a Romanian insane asylum. Guy’s Hospital wasn’t nearly that bad. The nurses’ uniforms were crisp and white and they even wore little pinafore aprons and caps that looked like miniature nun’s habits. Guy’s was orderly and enormous, but she was still glad she wasn’t a patient there. Germs were waging their own war in the hospital wards. Sanitary conditions had a long way to go and antibiotics hadn’t even been discovered yet.

      Despite all of that, Guy’s was impressive. At least a dozen interconnected buildings sat behind a huge expanse of lawn and a forbidding, spiked iron gate. Inside it was cavernous and dark and overflowing with patients. It took them quite a while to find the wing that held patients with head injuries. When they saw men shuffling down the corridors in white gowns with huge bandage turbans on their heads, they knew they’d come to the right place.

      It was more than a little horrifying, but Elizabeth managed to concentrate on the mission, on why they’d come. Somewhere in this enormous place was Evan Eldridge and they were there to bring him home. After a few inquiries, they were finally directed to an office in the Southwark Wing and any dreams of walking out the door with Evan today were immediately dashed. Present or past, red tape was red tape, and apparently, the English took great comfort in the structure it provided.

      “We’re here to see a patient. An older man about six feet, silver hair?” Elizabeth asked the duty nurse.

      The woman didn’t look up from her paperwork. “Name?”

      “He has a head injury, I’m not sure he remembers it,” Elizabeth said.

      “Name?”

      “Evan Eldridge.”

      The nurse flipped through the pages of a large ledger, made a short notation and then held up a clipboard with a raft of papers. “Fill these out.”

      “He is here then?” She’d been so afraid that his memory was completely lost. It was wonderful news if he remembered his name.

      The nurse nodded and held out the clipboard.

      “Thank you.”

      She and Simon sat in the waiting room and filled out form after form. After returning those to the nurse, they were told the paperwork would have to be reviewed by his doctor and the Consultant, who was apparently the big cheese. If they were lucky, they might get to see Evan tomorrow, but there weren’t any guarantees.

      Impatient and worried that they wouldn’t meet their deadline, the eclipse that would take them home was just a few days away, Simon insisted on seeing the Consultant. Twenty minutes later a small round man with small round glasses agreed to see them.

      His office looked like a filing cabinet had exploded. Stacks of folders and papers covered nearly every inch of available floor and desk space. He waved them in and moved stacks of papers that covered the guest chairs.

      “Please,” he said gesturing toward two old wooden chairs. “You’ll have to forgive the state of things. The filing room caught fire and these are the refugees.”

      “It’s quite all right,” Simon said as they took their seats. “Thank you for seeing us, Doctor…”

      “Newman. I’m not sure I’ll be of much help. The administration is rather firm on release policies.”

      “I understand, but we’re under a bit of a timeline. We have return tickets on a clipper to the United States next week and, as you can imagine, they’re rather difficult to come by.”

      “I should imagine.” Dr. Newman dug through a pile of folders. “Eldridge, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes,” Elizabeth said. “Evan Eldridge.”

      The doctor skimmed the file. “Hmm. Head injury, intermittent memory loss. I…oh. I see he’s been assigned to Doctor Webber. I can’t do anything without his approval, you understand.”

      “Is it possible we could speak with Doctor Webber?”

      “He’s a slippery one,” Newman said with a frown. “But we’ll give it a go.”

      He picked up the large black handset from the Dictaphone on his desk and pressed down a lever. “Mrs. Wilson, would you see if you can locate Doctor Webber? I have a couple who…Yes? Oh, would you ask him to step in?” He hung up the phone and grinned. “You’re in luck. Usually have a devil of a time getting a hold of him, but he’s just gone past. I’d offer you some tea, but I’m afraid we’re fresh out at the moment.”

      “That’s all right,” Simon said. “We appreciate—”

      He was interrupted as the office door opened and a tall, thin disheveled looking man stepped in. He ran a hand through his unruly hair, which proceeded to flop right back into his face. “I was just on my way out, but Ethel said you wanted to see me?”

      “Webber, yes, this is Mr. and Mrs. Cross, they’ve come about one of your patients, Evan Eldridge.”

      It might have been her imagination, but the mention of Evan’s name brought a spark to the doctor’s eyes. “Eldridge, Eldridge? Oh, yes, the older gentleman with amnesia, isn’t it?”

      “He’s my uncle,” Elizabeth said. “We saw a photograph of him in the paper and we’ve come an awful long way to take him back home.”

      “I’m sure you have. He’s been a bit of a mystery. No one stepped forward to claim him, until now. No doubt he’ll be quite glad to see you. I’m sure we can work something out, but not today, I’m afraid. He’s undergone some treatment and won’t be quite himself. Tomorrow though. Why don’t you come back tomorrow and I’ll make sure you’re on the list. We’ll get started on the paperwork then. We have your details?”

      “We’re staying over in…” Elizabeth said and then faltered with the name.

      “Knightsbridge,” Simon provided for her. “It’s on the forms.”

      “I’m sure we can get it all sorted,” the doctor said.

      “Thank you,” Elizabeth said as she got up to shake his hand.

      “Oh,” he said, obviously surprised at her forwardness. He shook it and then Simon’s. “Until tomorrow.”

      

      

      Even though they hadn’t actually seen Evan, they’d found him. Elizabeth had repeatedly assured Simon that it would be easy to get Evan and take him home, but part of her hadn’t really believed it. Until now. Tomorrow they’d see him and a few days later, take him home.

      They left Guy’s and walked back across London Bridge. Like most Americans, Elizabeth had always confused London Bridge with Tower Bridge. London Bridge was nice, but it wasn’t that quintessential image with the two towers. It was just a bridge. Tower Bridge, not surprisingly had the famous towers and super, olde-Englishy look to it.

      From the middle of London Bridge, the Tower Bridge was visible, arching its way over the river. “If we have time,” she said, “I’d love to see the Tower of London.”

      “I’m not sure that’s possible. I don’t think it’s open for tourism. I’m fairly certain it’s a working prison right now. Hess was kept there, I think.”

      She remembered only sketchy details of Rudolf Hess’s mysterious flight to Scotland and capture. It was a little creepy to think of Nazi prisoners being held so close to where they were. It was more than likely, she realized, that there were Nazi prisoners all over London.

      It was unnerving, but not even the thought of Nazi spies could take her mind off what was important - lunch. It was past noon and the bread and jam they’d eaten that morning had long since worn off. Her stomach grumbled and she idly wondered if she was part Hobbit.

      “You know what I’d like to do,” she said.

      “Buy shoes?”

      “Oh, that too, but first, can we get something to eat? I’m starvin’ Marvin’.”

      “Why am I not surprised?” he said as he slipped an arm around her shoulder.

      They took the underground from Blackfriars back to South Kensington and started back up toward their flat. They found a small restaurant and had fish pie, which was a bit like shepherd’s pie, but with fish instead of beef and Queen cakes, a sort of sponge cake with sultanas mixed in, for dessert. The whole meal cost them one and six, one shilling and sixpence, or about the equivalent of three dollars in modern money.

      Filled with fish, they made their way up to Harrod’s. In many ways, life seemed so normal. When she focused just on that instant, on the minutia of the moment, it was easy to forget that there was a war on. Then there was a reminder like the pile of rubble of what had once been someone’s home or office. Then she remembered that the little brown boxes most people had slung over their shoulders with pieces of string didn’t hold lunches, but gasmasks. Even Harrod’s was a constant reminder of the war outside.

      The store covered an entire block all by itself and, despite the war and shortages, was filled with every good, even if most of the items weren’t technically for sale. The shoes she’d picked out, like nearly everything else, could only be bought with ration coupons. They’d managed to bring a book with them, but when push came to shove, Elizabeth couldn’t use them. Even in the short time they’d been there, she could see the hardships the people endured. Knowing that the end wasn’t as near as they’d hoped, but still three years away, she couldn’t bring herself to take what little they had. She’d make do with what she’d brought. The shoes weren’t that bad really. She knew she’d get used to them and, in light of what every single person around her was willing to endure, had to endure, it felt like the least she could do.

      However, by mid-afternoon, she was pooped. It was kind of embarrassing. They hadn’t done much really, but neither of them was used to walking so much. Her aching feet and tired legs were a shameful realization that most of her modern life was spent sitting on her bum. They decided a little rest in their flat was in order before they searched for a place for dinner.

      As they climbed the stairs to their room, she felt the fatigue of the long, restless night and the day out finally catching up with her.

      Simon keyed open their door and held it open for her.

      “I don’t know about you,” she said, “but I could use a nap.”

      “Do you mean nap or nap?” Simon said with a leer.

      Elizabeth walked backwards into the room and ran her hand down Simon’s chest as she did. “Maybe we should travel more often.”

      He followed her in and the door closed behind them. For a moment, they were in pitch black. Then, there was an unexpected click from next to the bed and the room was suddenly illuminated. Elizabeth startled and whirled around, blinking rapidly against the light. When she saw a strange man sitting on the bed, she instinctively stepped back into Simon.

      The man had a long scar that ran the length of his cheek and a big black gun in his hand. He stood up and pointed it at them. “Fancy a trip now?”
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      Simon’s first instinct was to protect Elizabeth and he tried to pull her behind him, but a second man stepped out of the shadows near the door. He grabbed her arm and pulled her out of Simon’s grasp.

      “Let her go,” Simon demanded. His heart and his mind raced. “Who are you? What are you doing here?”

      The man by the door made a show of jabbing his gun into Elizabeth’s side. The shape of the gun answered Simon’s first question — broad grip, long narrow barrel — a Luger. That meant only one thing; they were Germans.

      The one with Elizabeth whispered a hushed sibilant shushing sound in her ear that made Elizabeth visibly shiver. Simon’s fists clenched with an effort to stay still. He knew he couldn’t risk fighting the men. Not both of them. Not here.

      “We will be the ones asking the questions,” the man with the scar said. “Pray you have the right answers, Professor.”

      Simon’s body tensed as he struggled to keep from moving, his eyes fixed on the gun pressed into Elizabeth’s ribs.

      “I know you are a smart man, Professor,” the man with the scar said.

      Professor. That word echoed in Simon’s mind and released a torrent of questions. How did they know who he was? What did they want? And, above all else, how could he keep Elizabeth from being hurt?

      “You will come with us,” the man continued. “And you will not make a scene or my friend will empty his gun into your wife’s belly.”

      Simon ignored the chill that ran through his veins and sought out Elizabeth’s eyes across the room. She was frightened, but defiant. He silently begged her to go along and not to struggle. He knew her impulse was to fight back and he knew with equal certainty that she’d die in the trying. Have faith, he silently urged her. We will find a way.

      Simon nodded to the man with the scar. “I understand.”

      “Very good.” He prodded Simon with the gun before slipping it into his pocket. The other man held Elizabeth close and the gun even closer. The four of them left the little flat and made their way downstairs. They passed a couple in the stairwell that simply smiled and bid them a good day.

      Every step down the hall and out into the street, Simon looked for an opportunity, but the man held Elizabeth too closely. The four of them walked down the street to a large black sedan. Simon scanned the sidewalk for something, anything that might help them escape, but with the gun digging into Elizabeth’s side, there was no move Simon could make that wouldn’t risk her life in the bargain.

      The one with the gun on Elizabeth opened the back passenger side door. “Get in,” he said. “Move over.”

      “Where are you taking us?” Simon asked.

      “What did I say about questions?” the man with the scar said as he nodded to the man in the backseat with Elizabeth. He thrust the gun into Elizabeth’s ribs and she arched away from him and grimaced in pain.

      “Don’t,” Simon pleaded.

      Elizabeth caught Simon’s eyes and tried to assure him she was all right. She wasn’t. Nothing about this was all right.

      “Get in.”

      Simon gripped the edge of the car door and got into the passenger seat. The man with the scar got behind the wheel. He turned to Simon. “If you try anything clever, my friend will kill your wife. Do we understand each other?”

      “Yes,” Simon said and looked back to see the man in the back seat put one arm around Elizabeth’s shoulder with his gun-hand pressed into her side. He tried to calm his racing heart and clear his head. He couldn’t let his rage take control of him. These men wanted something, something from him, but what could it possibly be? No one here knew who they really were. They’d been here less than a day; they hadn’t seen anything they shouldn’t have. He hoped it was all a mistake, a horrible mistake. That thought didn’t hold much comfort though. If anything, it was worse. Mistake or not, these men had no intention of letting them go. They hadn’t hidden their faces nor had they bothered to blindfold them. It was painfully clear that these men had no intention of letting them out of this alive. Simon could only hope whatever these thugs needed him for gave him some leverage or bought him sufficient time so he could find a way to save Elizabeth and himself.

      They drove for another ten minutes before the car turned off into an alley. Simon didn’t know the exact streets they’d taken, but he knew they were somewhere in Camden. They got out of the car and the gunmen led them down the alley.

      Simon and Elizabeth’s eyes met again. Neither needed words to say what they were feeling. She was frightened, but she was ready to follow his lead. It was clear she understood as well as he did that the only escape from this would be one of their own making. Simon tried to silently assure her he’d find a way, when the man holding her jerked to a stop.

      One of the men unlocked a heavy metal door and forced them inside. The man with the scar flipped on a light. They were in what looked like a storage room for some sort of music store. Crates of records and a few instruments were piled along the walls.

      He led them through the storage room and into a dark hall where he opened another door. He turned on the light and gestured for Simon to go first. Simon turned back to check on Elizabeth. The man held her tightly, gun still pressed into her side. Simon clenched his jaw and. with little other choice, went through the door. It led to a rickety wooden staircase to the basement. He heard Elizabeth and the other man follow him down the stairs. The basement was large and mostly empty. A few crates were stacked along the walls and two chairs sat alone in the middle of the room, one tipped on its side. A single bare light bulb dangled from a ceiling chain.

      When Simon reached the bottom of the stairs, he turned around. For a brief moment it was just the three of them. The man with the scar was still upstairs. He could tell from her expression that Elizabeth realized it too and her eyes took on a wide-eyed urgency. If they were going to move against the gunmen, now was the time.

      The sound of a Glenn Miller record playing upstairs filtered down to them. The other man must have put on a record to muffle the sounds that would come from the basement. The sounds of their cries of anguish. Simon could not let that happen. The music distracted the man with the gun on Elizabeth.

      This was Simon’s opportunity. He’d been plotting this moment in his head since they’d been taken from their room. First, a sharp blow to the temple to stun him and get control of the weapon. Second, a jab to the larynx to silence him. And, third, whatever the hell had to do to get Elizabeth out alive.

      The man took his eyes off them and looked up the stairs. As he turned, the gun pivoted away from Elizabeth’s side.

      Simon’s hand clenched into a fist. He started to lunge.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

      Simon whipped his head around and saw the man with the scar standing at the top of the stairs, his gun trained on Elizabeth. He’d been too slow and it had cost them their chance. With a grunt Simon stepped back and caught Elizabeth’s eyes. They both knew the moment and quite possibly their one chance at escape had come and gone.

      “Idiot,” the man with the scar said to the other as he tossed him a few lengths of rope. “Tie them up.”

      He kept his gun trained on Elizabeth as his partner picked up the toppled wooden chair and positioned it back to back with the other. He moved the chairs so that they were about two feet apart and facing away from each other. The man with the scar motioned for Simon and Elizabeth to sit down and his partner bound Simon’s hands to the wooden slats and then added ropes around his waist and ankles to secure him to the chair. As the minutes ticked past, Simon could do nothing but sit helplessly by. His hands strained against the bonds as he tried vainly to reach Elizabeth, to touch her. She was only a few feet away, but it felt like so much more.

      The worst part though, was not being able to see her anymore. If he could just see her…He tried to turn his head to catch a glimpse of her, but one of the men shoved his head back around. Once they were sure the ropes were secure, the man with the scar casually walked around to stand in front of Simon. He smiled down at him, but there was no kindness in it. This man was ruthless and took joy in it.

      Music filtered down from upstairs. A pulsing big band song filled with the rhythms of life made a strange counterpoint to the slow methodical cruelty below.

      Simon strained vainly against the ropes that bound him. He’d brought Elizabeth to England to ask her to spend the rest of her life with him. A rich, full life. It would not end this way, he vowed. These men would not take her from him. Not here. Not today.

      The man with the scar placed a foot on one of the crates, lit a cigarette and leaned forward, casually resting an elbow on his knee. He took a deep drag off his cigarette and then exhaled slowly.

      “You’ve made a mistake,” Simon said. “We’re not whomever you think we are.”

      “No?”

      “Let us go and we promise not to say anything about this,” Elizabeth said.

      Simon heard the defiance and the fear in her voice. The man with the scar just laughed. Simon knew what that laughter meant. He closed his eyes and tried to calm himself. His only weapon was his mind. Maybe he could negotiate with them. He seemed to be their target.

      “Let her go. You can keep me,” Simon said. He was desperate to find some way, any way to get Elizabeth out of there. “I’ll do whatever you ask, if you let her go.”

      “Simon—”

      “I could help you,” Simon offered. He tried to keep his voice calm. “I don’t know what you need, but I’m not without resources. But I’ll only help you, if you let her go.”

      “I think it is the other way around,” the leader said. “You will help me because she is here.”

      And then all Simon heard was the whip-crack of the man’s palm as it connected with Elizabeth’s face. She gasped and he could hear her swallow her cry of pain.

      “No!” Simon said.

      Simon tried to reach out and strangle the man smiling back at him, but the ropes cut into his wrists and the tethers on his rage were tested. His hands shook with the force of his effort, but the bindings were too tight. When he was free of them, he was going to make them both pay for that. He would beat them to a bloody pulp with his bare hands.

      He heard Elizabeth take in a deep, unsteady breath. “I’m okay.”

      The defiance in her voice made his heart ache and swell.

      The man with the scar casually waved his gun toward Elizabeth. “Your wife is a lovely woman, Professor Cross. It would be a shame if anything ruined that.” He put the gun down on a crate. The ball of fear in Simon’s stomach was suddenly electrified.

      “Guns are so messy, so indelicate. So quick.”

      It was just a few feet away. So damn tantalizingly close. If Simon could just reach it.

      Then the man pulled out a switchblade and flicked it open. He cut the air with the knife. “Knives are a tool for the artist.” He motioned for the other man to come to him. He handed him the knife and the man grinned.

      “Alas, my friend is no artist. He’s clumsy. Too bad for your wife.”

      The man took the knife behind Simon to Elizabeth. Simon’s entire body was on fire. “Elizabeth!”

      He struggled against the ropes, cursing every moment that had led them to this. If his will alone were a weapon, both men would have dropped dead on the spot. Simon raged against the helplessness and fixated on how he would exact his revenge. If they touched her…

      “Don’t listen to him, Simon.”

      “Cut out her tongue.”

      “No!” Simon roared. Simon squeezed his eyes shut to wipe out the image from this mind. “Please. What do you want from me?”

      The man with the scar waved for his partner to stop. “Now that we have an understanding, we can begin in earnest. Who do you work for?”

      Simon stuck with their script. If he could get them to just tell him what they wanted, he could come up with a way to deal with them. “I work for the United States government. I do research in alternative materials.”

      “Don’t tell them anything!” Elizabeth cried.

      “Elizabeth, please.”

      “You should listen to your husband. But then most wives don’t, do they? I know mine doesn’t.”

      He smiled at Simon as if they shared some common kinship. It made Simon sick to his stomach.

      “We’re here on family business,” Simon said. “It’s got nothing to do with the war.”

      The man with the scar leaned back. “Everything has to do with the war.”

      “Not this. We’re just here to take her uncle home.”

      The smile faded from the man’s face. “Do not play games with me. What do you know about the Shard? Do you know where it is?”

      The Shard. Simon’s mind raced for something, anything to latch onto, but there was nothing. He’d never heard of any Shard. He wished to God he had. He’d tell them anything they wanted to know if it meant saving Elizabeth. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      The man with the scar nodded to his partner. Before Simon could protest he heard the horrible sound of another slap. Simon tried to lunge out of his chair, but the ropes held him back. His chair rocked forward and then fell back into position. His arms strained against his restraints. The only thing he wanted in the world at that moment was to burst free and strangle them both with the ropes they’d used to bind him.

      “I am not a patient man. But I will ask you again. What do you know about the Shard?”

      Simon tried to think of something, anything to buy time, anything to keep the focus on him and not Elizabeth. He wracked his brain for any mention of a shard in history. “The Shard,” he repeated. “Maybe if you can tell me—”

      Suddenly, the music stopped. Simon and the man with the scar looked toward the top of the stairs. Someone else was there. Please, dear God, let them be on our side, Simon thought.

      The man with the scar picked up his gun and motioned for his partner to stay put. Slowly, he started up the stairs. The door to the hallway burst open and a gunshot rang out. Simon ducked reflexively, but ropes held him in place. The man with the scar grunted and stumbled back down a few stairs. He clutched his shoulder; blood seeped from the wound and stained the white of his shirt beneath his jacket. He returned fire as he retreated back into the basement.

      It was deafening. In the small room each gunshot was an explosion of sound. Elizabeth screamed and Simon tried to turn to her. The other man yelled something in German. Bullets ricocheted off the brick walls. Each strike exploded the brick into tiny pieces that rained down onto the floor like crackling hail. A bullet buried itself into the crate near Simon with a whump. More shots were fired and Elizabeth screamed again.

      “Elizabeth!”

      In the midst of the madness, Simon rocked his chair and tried to move it toward her when more gunshots cracked from the top of the stairs. Whoever was up there had better cover and pressed his advantage. The wounded gunman edged along the brick wall toward another doorway in the corner of the basement. He yelled something in German, fired again and opened the door.

      The man on the stairs inched his way down, gun at the ready. When he came into the light Simon saw that it was the American from the Ritz, Jack Wells. They caught each other’s eyes briefly and Wells was as surprised as he was.

      “Look out!” Elizabeth shouted.

      Wells ducked just in time. The bullet hit the wall above his shoulder. Then, Simon heard a grunt of pain coming from behind him. Wells fired in the direction of the sound, over Simon’s head. Another gasp quickly followed, and then the sound of a man falling to the floor.

      “Elizabeth?” Simon said. “Are you hurt?” He managed to turn his chair enough so that he could see her.

      “I’m okay,” she said.

      Wells dashed toward the doorway the German had fled through and ran out after him.

      “Are you sure?” Simon said twisting against the ropes.

      Elizabeth nodded. “Yeah. You?”

      “Damn these ropes,” Simon said as he strained against them.

      Wells reappeared in the doorway and stuffed his gun into his shoulder holster. “Funny meeting you two here.”

      “For God’s sake untie us,” Simon said.

      As soon as Simon was free he moved to Elizabeth’s side, nearly tripping over the dead man on the floor at her feet. He quickly surveyed her for injuries, and aside from a bright red cheek, she looked unharmed. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      She nodded, but kept staring down at the dead man. Blood oozed out into a deep red puddle beneath the body. Simon gently tilted her head so that he could see into her eyes. He knew what she was feeling. He was feeling it too — anger, confusion and shock. He said her name again and she broke out of the daze.

      “Thanks for that,” Wells said with a grin, nodding toward the body.

      “For what?” Simon asked.

      Wells smiled. “He was just about to plug me when she, uhm, kicked him in the fatherland.”

      Elizabeth shrugged demurely. Simon smiled inwardly; that was his girl. She laughed nervously. “Score one for Uncle Sam.”

      Simon knew the bravado wasn’t real. He could hear the tremor in her voice.

      “Come on, let’s get out of here.” Wells slipped the dead man’s gun into his pocket and gestured toward the stairs.

      “Who are you?” Simon demanded as he helped Elizabeth toward the stairs. “And what the devil was that all about?”

      “Hell on earth, Mr. Cross,” Wells said. “Hell on earth.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 9

        

      

    
    
      Simon, Elizabeth and Wells left the music store through the storeroom and the alley door. Simon kept a tight hold on Elizabeth’s hand, mostly to make sure no one could take her from him, but partly to stop his own from shaking. They were safe, for now, but the worst could have happened. Would have happened if it hadn’t been for Wells. They passed the German’s car and Elizabeth abruptly stopped and ran toward it.

      “What on earth are you doing?” Simon said.

      She opened the back door and reached in for something. She held up her prize. “My purse!”

      Simon stared at her incredulously.

      “What?” she said as she hurried back to his side. “It’s got all of my papers and half of our money.”

      “Women,” Jack said. “Come on.” He got into a brown sedan and reached back to open the suicide door to the backseat for them.

      Simon hesitated before getting into Wells’ car, but at this point he had to trust the man, at least enough to get them away from this damned place. He let Elizabeth get into the car and slid in after her. Wells sped away into traffic.

      “Were those two Nazis?” Elizabeth asked.

      “They weren’t Sunshine Girls,” Jack said.

      Simon examined Elizabeth’s cheek as she chattered on nervously. It didn’t appear to be too injured, but it was beginning to swell.

      “Yeah, I guess not. Wow. Am I talking really loud? I think I am, but I can’t tell. My ears are ringing.”

      “It’ll get better in a few minutes,” Jack said loudly.

      Simon took Elizabeth’s hand and squeezed it. He couldn’t quite get past how close he’d come to losing her and, despite her bravado, he could tell she felt it too. His worry and love for her was raw and exposed. It left him feeling angry and vulnerable. He saw Wells’ eyes on them in the rearview mirror.

      “Who the hell are you?” Simon asked.

      Jack laughed. “I was just wondering the same thing about you.”

      Simon hardly felt there was anything funny about what had just happened. He was about to point that out to Wells when Elizabeth spoke.

      “Simon,” she said. “He did just save our lives.”

      Simon grunted, but he had to agree on that point. “Yes, thank you.”

      “How did you know we were there?” Elizabeth asked.

      “I didn’t. I’ve been keeping tabs on Hans and Otto for a few months now. I got wind that somebody had gotten into the car with them, extra chummy-like, you know? So, I headed over to the music store as fast as I could. I figured they weren’t planning a spring social.”

      Wells’ behavior at the Ritz with King Zog, his knowledge of politics and languages started to make sense. Combine that with this afternoon and Simon realized who Wells was. A spy. 1942 was too early for the CIA. It was formed after the war. “You’re with the OSS.”

      Jack stared at him in the mirror, eyes narrowed. “Not for long, if crap like this keeps happening.”

      “Did I mention wow?” Elizabeth said.

      “How did they know about us, about where we’re staying?” Simon asked. That point had been particularly troubling. “We’ve only just arrived in town and the only people we’ve met were the hospital staff and you.”

      Wells held up a hand in surrender. “I didn’t know anything about your connection to all of this until I saw you in the basement.”

      Wells had looked surprised to find them there, but it was still more coincidental than Simon was comfortable with, not that he was in any position to cast stones at the moment. For now, he was grateful whatever the reason.

      “I’ll get you a room at St. Ermin’s with me,” Wells said as he drove them back toward the city’s center. “The manager owes me a favor.”

      “What about our things?” Elizabeth asked Simon. “They’re still at the apartment.”

      “Nothing we can’t do without.”

      She looked at him questioningly and Simon opened his jacket, reached into his pocket and showed her the watch was safely in his possession. She reached for the silver necklace Teddy Fiske had given her. She felt along the strand until she came to the small key.

      She smiled back at him and took his hand. “I guess we’ve got everything that matters.”

      Wells drove them to his hotel, the Jolly Hotel St. Ermin’s, an enormous and elegant old building with Victorian flair in the heart of Westminster. As they walked into a lobby filled with men in uniforms, Simon had a flash of recognition and realized the significance. St. Ermin’s had been the home of many of Churchill’s most important meetings. The SOE, MI6 and God knew who else were headquartered there during the war. Even the infamous Cambridge five of Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy fame had used it for some of their clandestine exchanges.

      Wells’ suite wasn’t the biggest the hotel had to offer, but still impressive. The sitting room itself was twice the size of their little flat.

      “This is nice,” Elizabeth said as she admired the upscale furnishings.

      “Yeah, pretty posh, isn’t it? A friend got transferred back to the States. I just sort of took over the lease,” Wells said as he tossed his jacket onto a chair and loosened his tie. “Make yourselves comfortable.”

      He turned on an enormous wireless radio and spun the dial until he stopped on a channel playing Benny Goodman. Then he picked up the phone and tapped the cradle down a few times to reach the operator. “Room service.”

      Despite the fact that Wells had saved their lives, Simon wasn’t about to relax. Adrenaline still pulsed through his body. He’d come so close to losing her, too damn close. She picked at a corner of one of the pillows on the sofa, wrapping a lose thread around her finger again and again.

      “Are you all right?” he asked her.

      “Stop worrying. I’m fine.”

      She wasn’t. Hell, he wasn’t either. After what they’d just been through, she’d be lucky if he ever let her out of his sight again. “We should ice your cheek.”

      “I doubt this place has a minibar.” She was right, of course.

      “Bathroom?” he asked Wells who pointed down the hall. “Ice?”

      Wells nodded and ordered sandwiches and a bucket of ice.

      They found the bath and Simon busied himself preparing a cold washcloth while Elizabeth examined her face in the mirror. His hands shook and he gripped the edges of the sink for a moment. He hadn’t felt this helpless since King Kashian. He pushed the sickening memory away, picked up the cold cloth and placed it against her cheek.

      “I’m sorry,” he said softly. It wasn’t enough. He should have been able to find a way to protect her.

      “It’s not too bad. Let’s hope all Nazis hit like girls.”

      “Elizabeth—”

      “Don’t,” she said. Fear and despair briefly crossed her face before she chased them away. “We made it. That’s what counts, right?”

      It mattered more than he could possibly express. He could spend a lifetime trying to explain how much she meant to him and never come close. “I don’t know what I’d do if I lost you.”

      Elizabeth’s chin wobbled and she looked up at him, eyes wet with unshed tears. Maybe love didn’t always need words.

      After a moment, Elizabeth grabbed some tissue and wiped her eyes. “We should get back. Don’t want Jack to think we’re doing strange things in his bathroom.”

      Simon held her arm. Wells had saved their lives, but there was no way to know what his end game was. “Can we trust him?”

      “Can we really afford not to?”

      It was a Hobson’s choice. Trust a man he didn’t know or trust no one. Considering their circumstances, he’d have to trust Wells. A little.

      They rejoined Jack in the sitting area. “Everything okay?”

      Elizabeth nodded. “Now, about those Nazis. “

      “Technically, they’re SS,” Wells said. “Himmler’s own.”

      Simon looked to the heavens. Wonderful. They’d somehow managed not just to get involved in something dangerous, but something that involved the bloody SS. The sooner they got out of the country the better.

      Wells gestured for them to sit down. “Why don’t we start with you telling me just what this family business is you’re here for?”

      Simon and Elizabeth exchanged uncomfortable glances as they sat down. No matter who this man was they could never tell him the real truth. Of course, Simon was fairly certain that cut both ways.

      “Look,” Wells said. “I’m one of the good guys. I’d hope saving your lives might have earned me a little trust.”

      Elizabeth cast a quick glance at Simon. “We do trust you.”

      Wells gave Simon an appraising look. Gone was the easy-going adventurer from the Ritz. These were the eyes of a keen observer and shrewd judge. He took full stock of Simon, of his anger, his fear, and his suspicion in a matter of seconds and smiled. It was wholly discomfiting to be read so quickly and so clearly.

      “Good,” Jack said.

      Simon shifted in his seat and let out a breath. “They asked me about some sort of shard.” He hoped to redirect the conversation away from their reasons for being there and back to why someone had nearly killed them.

      “And you don’t know what that is?” Wells asked skeptically.

      “No idea,” Simon said. “But after our…experience this afternoon, I’d very much like to.”

      Wells studied them carefully and then cocked his head to the side. “You’re either two of the best liars I’ve ever seen or you really don’t know what’s going on.”

      “We’re terrible liars,” Elizabeth said. “Especially me.”

      Wells chuckled. “That I believe.”

      “What is going on?” Simon asked.

      Wells considered that for a moment, lit a cigarette and offered them one. They both declined and he took a deep drag before he started. “About three months ago two Swiss agents turned up dead just outside of Swindon. Ends up they’re transporting something important, some sort of artifact. Supposedly, they were there to make a deal with someone. We don’t know if it was the Germans or someone else, but whatever the plan was it didn’t work out and they got themselves killed. And the artifact turned up missing.”

      “The Shard.”

      “Right. And the last man to see them alive was your friend, Evan Eldridge.”

      “Uncle.” Elizabeth corrected him. “How is he involved?”

      “I was hoping you could tell me. When MI5 finally found him, he was near dead, probably should have been. Got cracked on the head pretty good. When he finally came to, he had no idea where he was or what he was doing there. They took him away and have been trying to get information out of him ever since, but he kind of comes and goes. Just about every spy service in London has been waiting for months for someone to make contact with him.”

      “And we did yesterday,” Simon said. At least part of the puzzle was fitting together. “But what’s the shard? Why is it so important?”

      “This is gonna sound a little nutty, but have you ever heard of Nothung?”

      “Nothing?” Elizabeth said.

      “No, Nothung.”

      “Who’s on first?”

      “What?”

      “Elizabeth,” Simon chided before she continued with the entire Abbot and Costello routine. He knew it was nerves, and he hardly blamed her, but details of the shard were important.

      She had the good sense to look chagrined. “Sorry.”

      “I mean the sword,” Wells said. “From the opera, ya know?”

      “Der Ring des Nibelungen,” Simon said. That did not bode well. “Wagner.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s real or at least the Germans think so. And they’re pretty hell-bent on finding all the pieces.”

      “Pieces?” Elizabeth said. “I don’t understand.”

      “The shard,” Simon said as he worked it through. “In the story, Siegfried is given the shards of his father’s sword, Nothung or Gram or Balmung. It goes by many names.”

      Simon couldn’t think sitting down and got up to pace the length of the room. “The opera is based on several different stories — folktales and Norse legends — but basically it tells the story of a man, Siegfried, who is on a quest to destroy a dragon with the sword and find a ring that will give him dominion over the earth.”

      “Like the One Ring in Tolkien.”

      “A bit, yes. There are some similarities. But Wagner’s version is, by many accounts, frighteningly anti-Semitic and ultimately a parable for the ascension of the Arian race to its preordained status as Gods among men.”

      The distaste on Elizabeth’s face mirrored his feelings exactly.

      Simon nodded in agreement and continued. “The idea is that Siegfried, with the re-forged fragments of his father’s sword, can defeat the mighty dragon, seize the ring and rule the world. Substitute Hitler for Siegfried and, well, you get the picture.”

      “That about sums it up,” Wells said.

      Elizabeth tucked her feet under her, a sure sign they were in for the long haul. “Shouldn’t we be worried about the ring and not the sword?”

      Simon considered that. “Without the sword he can’t win the ring. And there have been references to the sword specifically through the centuries in several texts. Primarily Austrian and Scandinavian. Supposedly, it was shattered in battle and the pieces spread across the land. Of course, I’ve never actually seen the codices myself.”

      Wells, who’d been conspicuously quiet, stubbed out his cigarette. His hand edged closer to the gun hanging from his shoulder holster. “You know an awful lot about this stuff. How is that?”

      Wells had been testing them and it looked like a passing grade might have been worse than failing. There was no backing away from it now. “I’m a professor of the Occult. I’ve studied these legends for most of my life.”

      “And you’re being here now is just coincidence, huh?”

      “As absurd as that sounds,” Simon said. “Yes.”

      Wells leaned forward and regarded them skeptically. “No offense, but I’m finding that a bit hard to swallow.”

      “If I’d known what Eldridge was involved in, what the dangers were, do you think I would have risked Elizabeth’s life?”

      Wells narrowed his eyes, unconvinced.

      Simon looked at Elizabeth. Without taking his eyes off her he continued. “Have you ever been in love Mr. Wells?”

      “War changes things.”

      “Not everything, Mr. Wells. Not everything.”

      “All right,” Wells said. “Suppose I believe you. About the sword. I’m just a guy from the streets of Chicago. We don’t have magical swords where I come from. Do you really believe this mumbo-jumbo?”

      It was horrifying to consider. If Nothung were real, if the legends were true…”It really isn’t important if I believe it, is it?”

      “No,” Wells agreed. “Even if the damn thing is just a sword, if they believe it, if the German people believe it’s real…Give zealots something to latch onto and—” He was interrupted by a knock on the door.

      Simon instinctively reached for Elizabeth and started to stand.

      Wells motioned for him to stay where he was and un-holstered his gun. Why did everyone in this blasted city have a gun but him?

      “Who is it?” Wells said as he went to the door.

      “Room service.”

      He cracked the door a few inches before shouldering his gun and opening it the rest of the way. Simon relaxed back into his seat.

      Wells took the tray from the young attendant. “Cross? You want to…?” he nodded toward the boy and his outstretched hand.

      Cheeky. Simon dug a few coins out of his pocket, tipped the boy and closed the door. Wells set down the tray of sandwiches and took a few handfuls of ice from the ice bucket. He put them into a towel, tied it up like a hobo’s bag and handed it to Elizabeth. “They were out of steak. Rations.”

      Wells drank down half a glass of beer and frowned. “I hate English beer.”

      Elizabeth pressed the ice-bag to the side of her face and winced. Despite that, she reached for a sandwich that seemed to distract her from the pain.

      Wells picked up a sandwich and took a bite. “A lot of good men,” he said with his mouth full, “died letting us know the Germans have the rest of the sword. Now, everybody wants the last shard. Of course, we Americans think it would be safest in our hands.”

      Elizabeth nodded, her mouth full. Simon shook his head and she shrugged. “Danger makes me hungry.”

      “The only lead any of us have is Evan Eldridge, who can’t or won’t talk.” Wells finished his sandwich. “And then came you.”

      “But we don’t have anything to do with it,” Elizabeth said.

      “You do now.”
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      Elizabeth watched Simon pace across the floor of their hotel room. “Trust him, he says.”

      True to his word, Jack arranged a room down the hall from his. It wasn’t a suite, but it was a definite improvement over their room at the B&B. No more freezing cold trips down the hall in the middle of the night. And, hopefully no Nazis.

      “Well, he did save our lives.”

      Simon looked at his watch. “We’ll give it another few minutes.”

      “And then?” Elizabeth said with more bite than she’d meant. She’d anticipated this conversation and dreaded having it. Her nerves were so frayed around the edges, one tug and she was sure she would unravel.

      “Leave. Leave this hotel, leave this city.”

      “We can’t do that.”

      “Of course we can. Or have you forgotten that we were nearly killed an hour ago?”

      She held up the ice bag. That seemed to suitably chasten him.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” She knew, as ridiculous as it was, he blamed himself for what happened to them. Simon still wore the world, at least her part of it, on his shoulders. She got up from the bed and took his hands in hers. “And what you said—”

      “Nothing’s worth your life.”

      That wasn’t true and they both knew it. Jack was right. War did change things. Now that they were in the middle of it and not just on the sidelines, Elizabeth felt that truth for the first time and it made her feel slightly queasy. The weight of what was at stake pressed down on her.

      “We shouldn’t interfere,” Simon said.

      “Maybe that’s why Evan was here. What if something changed and he was here to set it right?”

      “Pure conjecture.” Simon waved it away. She’d expected him to and didn’t take it personally, but she was tired and didn’t have the energy to fight. “Right. We’re guessing.”

      She let go of Simon’s hands and walked away, rubbing her hands up and down her arms. “And we’ll never know for sure unless we talk to Evan.”

      “It’s too dangerous.”

      Elizabeth leaned against the bathroom doorway and wrapped her arms around her chest. “Running around the countryside with the Nazis on our trail doesn’t sound like a picnic. At least here we’ve got an ally.”

      “But can we really trust him?” Simon said as he moved in front of her. “All we have is his word?”

      “And that’s all he has from us. Not to mention the fact that he’s come to our rescue not once, but twice. I think he’s earned our trust.”

      Simon sighed, resigned to it. “For now.”

      Elizabeth stepped forward and put her arms around his waist. She was happy to concede the nuance of that point. “For now.”

      Simon’s eyes softened and he lightly touched her cheek. “Does it hurt?”

      With a swiftness that surprised her, her throat tightened and tears welled in her eyes. She held back the tidal wave of emotion and managed a weak smile. “Only when I’m kissed senseless. But I hear it’s worth it.”

      Simon kissed her gently. When he pulled away she could see the worry in his eyes. It was too much. The hold she had on her emotions slipped for only a moment, but that was all it took. The pressure was too great.

      Not wanting to fall to pieces in front him, she kept her eyes down and patted his chest. “I’m gonna wash up.”

      Elizabeth slipped into the bathroom and closed the door behind her. She turned on the cold-water tap and caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. Her hair was a mess; her lipstick smudged like a crazy woman’s and her cheek was bright red. She looked ridiculous. A slightly hysterical laugh bubbled up in her throat, but by the time it came out it was a soft sob. She’d managed not to cry all afternoon, but there was no escaping it now. She blew out a shaky breath and tried to calm her frayed nerves.

      She’d never been hit like that before. Unable to defend herself, unable to help Simon. The stakes had never been so high before. The reality of everything that happened that afternoon crashed down on her.

      Her brave face had finally cracked and it felt good to let go. The tears came and she didn’t fight them. Was she really strong enough to do this? To fight the Nazis?

      She wasn’t Oskar Schindler or Audie Murphy or any of the others who risked their lives a dozen times over. It was a strange and painful realization to now understand so keenly that all of those people weren’t characters in a movie or a book; they were real people, living now, fighting now, and dying now. She’d always prided herself on being someone who did the right thing, who was willing to help. This was her chance. Was she brave enough to do what needed to be done? Her reflection, tear stained and puffy eyed looked back at her. It was one of those rare moments of complete self-honesty. A moment where she saw into herself and knew the answer. She would never be able to look herself in the eyes again if she didn’t at least try.

      Simon knocked on the door. “All right in there?”

      Elizabeth sniffed and wiped at her eyes. “Yes.”

      Simon opened the door and peeked in. She splashed cold water on her face and dabbed it dry with a towel.

      She could tell from the expression on his face that he could see she’d been crying. It was the last thing she wanted. She knew if he saw her this way, it would fuel his argument to leave. It was a fight she didn’t want to have.

      She smiled and tried to pretend that she’d just been washing her face even though they both knew it was a lie. “That felt good.”

      Simon didn’t say anything for a moment, then took the damp towel from her hand and laid it on the sink’s edge. “You don’t ever have to hide from me.”

      “I know.” It was embarrassing to be so transparent. She felt the tears pricking at her eyes again.

      Simon tilted her head up. “Do you?”

      Simon’s eyes were filled with understanding, empathy and love. In all her life, she’d never felt completely and utterly accepted before. But in that moment, in that instant looking into Simon’s eyes, she was.

      

      

      Elizabeth slept better than she’d expected. Nightmares had come and gone, but Simon was constant, warm, and reassuring enough to ease her back into sleep. While she wasn’t exactly feeling peppy, she felt stronger today and was ready to move forward. Wherever that led them. They would face it together. And in clean clothes.

      In addition to their freshly laundered clothes and new hat for Simon, another package arrived. Simon kissed her and opened it. “Clean smalls.” He pulled out a pair of panties and dangled them in the air. “And just how does he know your size?”

      Elizabeth snatched them out of his hand and picked up a pair of boxers. “I could be asking you the same question.”

      They dressed and headed downstairs. There was a note from Jack at the desk. They shouldn’t have any trouble getting in to see Evan and he’d meet them for a late lunch at the hotel. And, just to play it safe, he’d arranged for a car to take them to and from the hospital.

      Whatever arrangements he’d made cut right through the red tape that had bound them the day before and they were ushered into a vacant day room to wait for Evan. Restless, Elizabeth explored the room. There wasn’t much to see. Hospital white walls and hospital white floors. She idly played with a shape puzzle, trying to see if she could put a square peg in a round hole when the door opened.

      Her puzzle forgotten, Elizabeth looked up and her breath caught in her throat. Eldridge looked very little like the vibrant, warm man she’d seen so many times in his portrait. This man appeared ten years older and sat hunched over in a wheelchair, his silver hair too long and his face drawn and pale.

      “You have five minutes,” the nurse said.

      “Can’t we have longer?” Elizabeth asked. She hadn’t expected so little time.

      “Five minutes.”

      The nurse left, but Evan gave no notice of it. He stayed head hung down, hands in his lap.

      Elizabeth looked nervously toward Simon who silently urged her on.

      “Uncle Evan?”

      Nothing.

      Slowly, she moved closer, pulling a chair next his. “Uncle Evan, we’re here to take you home. To San Francisco.”

      For the first time, he raised his head. His eyes were bloodshot, but they weren’t unfocused. “Are you…?”

      “Yes, Lillian misses you very much.”

      At the mention of her name, his eyes moistened. He reached out and Elizabeth grasped his hand. It was cold and frail.

      “Am I dreaming? I can’t tell anymore.”

      Elizabeth’s heart ached for him. “No, you’re not dreaming. We’re going to take you back home. Aunt Lillian misses you very much. We all do. Teddy and Max and me.”

      His eyes searched her face for any glimmer of something familiar. She’d been so struck by the way the artist had captured his eyes in the painting. They’d been so filled with kindness and understanding. It was disconcerting to see them so lost and afraid now.

      “So far away,” he said with a shake of his head.

      He was barely lucid. There was one thing left to try.

      “How much longer?” Elizabeth asked Simon who, as planned, made a show of taking out the watch to check.

      “Just a few more minutes,” he said, showing her, and Evan the watch.

      She thought she saw Evan’s eyes flash for a brief moment, but she wasn’t sure. His gaze turned to her and his eyes searched her face for something and then he drifted off. “It’s like swimming in soup. A nice split-pea.”

      Elizabeth’s heart sank. They weren’t going to get any information out of him. All they could do was reassure him and, God willing, get him out of here.

      “Perhaps they’re giving him drugs,” Simon said.

      Evan looked up at Simon and smiled dreamily. “Oh, yes, delightful pills. So pretty.” Very subtly, he tugged on Elizabeth’s hand. “Like you, my dear.”

      She moved in to accept a kiss on the cheek.

      In a voice so quiet she had to strain to hear him, Evan whispered in her ear. “They’re watching us. Forget me, get the Shard and destroy it.”

      He leaned back and his gaze danced aimlessly along the ceiling. “Just lovely.”

      Elizabeth did her best to remain outwardly calm. “It’s so good to see you, Uncle. We’ve been terribly worried about you.”

      “As you can see, I’m perfectly fine,” he said in a quiet, dreamy voice.

      “Yes, I can see that they’ve taken very good care of you,” Simon said.

      “Oh, yes,” Evan said nodding his head slowly. “Very good.”

      The door to the hall opened and the nurse stepped in. “Time’s up.”

      Elizabeth was about to argue that it had hardly been five minutes, but knew it would do no good. She squeezed Evan’s hand. “We’ll come back tomorrow. You’re going home.” She leaned forward and hugged him.

      “Charing Cross,” he whispered. “Iona by Gaspar. Destroy it. Don’t come back here; it’s too dangerous.” He pulled her closer and kissed her cheek. “Tell Lilly that I love her and that I’m sorry.” Then he settled listlessly back into his chair.

      “We’ll see you tomorrow, Uncle,” Elizabeth said, barely holding back the torrent of emotions raging inside her. “I promise.”

      As the nurse wheeled him out of the room, he got the same faraway look he had when they’d brought him in. “Could I have some soup, do you think? A nice split-pea.”

      The exchange unnerved Elizabeth and it took her a moment to plaster a smile back on her face. The fervor in his voice was terrifying, and the sadness so haunting.

      Dr. Webber, the one in charge of Evan’s care, appeared in the doorway. He leaned into the room. “I’d heard you were here. Everything go all right?”

      “Yes,” Elizabeth said. “Thank you. Everything went very well.”

      

      

      The ride back to the hotel was silent. They’d have to be careful what they said and where they said it, from here on out. The walls everywhere could have ears and eyes.

      They started into the hotel, but Elizabeth took Simon by the hand. “How about a walk? Maybe there’s a park close by? I could use some fresh air.”

      “St. James isn’t far.”

      It wasn’t. After just a few blocks they were at the park’s edge.

      “It’s so strange to see it without fences,” Simon said.

      The park was beautiful and the fall air was crisp, but not too cold. They found a bench along a path on the edge of the lake. Ducks gathered on the near shore and half a dozen barrage balloons hung in the sky above the city in the distance.

      Elizabeth told Simon everything that Evan had said and she wasn’t surprised that he was less than pleased with her promise.

      “You’ve got to stop doing that,” he said. “Making promises we can’t keep.”

      She’d thought long and hard about this on the way back from the hospital. Although, if she were honest with herself, she’d known from the start where she stood. No matter how shaky the ground.

      “Why can’t we?”

      “Elizabeth—”

      “If you could have heard him. Heard the urgency in his voice. Simon, he’s willing to sacrifice himself so that we can get the Shard. Or at least so we can try.”

      “Try what? To find a mythical artifact that may or may not be hidden somewhere in England?”

      Elizabeth heard the frustration in Simon’s voice and tried not to echo it. “Not just somewhere. Charing Cross Road. And yesterday you seemed pretty sure it wasn’t mythical.”

      “That was before we were racing Nazis to find it.” He shook his head.

      She nudged closer so she could lower her voice. “Does Iona by Gaspar mean anything to you?”

      “No. It could be anything. A painting, a song…”

      Elizabeth noticed a young woman sitting under a tree reading. “Or a book.”

      Simon frowned in thought. “Charing Cross does have quite a few antiquarian bookshops.”

      Any lead was a welcome one and Elizabeth leapt at this one. “Sounds like a good place to start.”

      Simon leaned away from her so he could get a good look into her eyes. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      They’d been down this road. She shook her head with resignation. “Can we really afford not to? What if it is as powerful as they think it is and it falls into the wrong hands?

      Simon had no answer for that.

      Elizabeth looked off into the distance. “Jack was right. War changes everything.”
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      Jack was waiting for them in the hotel lobby. He stood as he saw them enter and waved them over. “Was starting to get worried. Everything go okay?”

      “Yes,” Simon said. “Sorry, we went for a short walk. Thank you for the driver.”

      “You’re welcome. Must have been quite a parade. You picked up a pretty long tail.”

      They had a tail? “We did?” Elizabeth said far too loudly as she looked anxiously around.

      Jack laughed. “Subtle.”

      “Do you mean we were followed?” Simon asked.

      “Yup.”

      Elizabeth looked around a little more surreptitiously this time. She scanned the faces and the clothes carefully. “Are they watching us right now?”

      “You two really are greenhorns, aren’t you? Come on, let’s get some grub and we’ll bring each other up to speed.”

      The restaurant at St. Ermin’s was as elegant as the rest of the hotel. Silver service and white table clothes were a strange counterpoint to the grays and privation she knew were just outside.

      Jack found them a corner table and the waiter came by with menus. It wasn’t expansive and, honestly, she had no idea what most of it was. Why did the English call every dessert pudding even when it wasn’t? She gave Simon a look of distress that signaled, order for me or I’ll end up with tripe again. She and her stomach were still trying to forget that night.

      England, being an island and the last hold out against the Axis powers in Europe, was severely cut off from supplies. America sent what it could, but the basics — eggs, milk, meat, butter — were scarce and heavily rationed. Anyone who cooked at home had to use his or her ration cards at the market and it was tough going. Hotels and restaurants, however, weren’t required to abide by rationing when they sold food, but the government had limited the prices and the menus and the war had pretty much taken care of the rest. The menus weren’t what anyone who frequented five star hotels would expect, but the fare was still a far cry better than what the average citizen of London could manage to cobble together with ration points.

      Their food ordered; Jack set about giving them a lesson in Spying 101.

      “The first thing you’ve got to know are the players. Sometimes I think half of London is spying on the other half. See the two leaving now? The one tall one with the mustache and pinched face who looks like he’s about to sneeze, he always looks like that by the way, with the pin-stripes? That’s Jozef Karski: Polish, zero sense of humor, a heck of a lot stronger than he looks and too good with a knife. The other one, balding, with the sallow complexion and thick features is Yuri Lushinkov: Russian, expert marksman and a helluva dancer.”

      “Should you be telling us all this here? Out in the open?” Elizabeth asked.

      “None of this is exactly top secret. Everyone knows who everyone else is. Most of us know what everyone else is doing. The devil’s in the details. And speak of the devil,” he said nodding his head toward a man sitting alone on the far side of the room. “Alex Stefanos. Greek and a crueler son of a bitch, I have never met. Keep your eye on him.”

      He was scary looking. His face was oddly asymmetrical; the effect was definitely discombobulating.

      Jack checked his watch and grinned before looking up. “Right on cue.”

      Elizabeth followed his glance toward the entrance and a small, fastidious and well-dressed man. He caught sight of them and waved a gloved hand.

      “Juris Zāle. Latvian,” Jack explained. “Don’t let him fool you, he’s probably the most clever one of the bunch.”

      Elizabeth racked her brain trying to remember anything about Latvia. All she could manage was that it was one of the Baltics and was sandwiched between Russia and a couple other -ias.

      Zāle held out his arms expansively in greeting. “Wells! My American friend, how are you?” He bowed at the waist. His accent was a Greek-Russian lovechild. “I don’t mean to interrupt your luncheon, although I am quite put out that you have been keeping this one to yourself.”

      He stood staring at Elizabeth waiting for a proper introduction.

      “Oh, sorry,” Jack said. “Elizabeth, Juris. Juris, Elizabeth.”

      Zāle rolled his eyes. “Americans.” He tugged off his glove and kissed Elizabeth’s hand.

      “That makes two of us,” she said.

      “Oh, my foot is in my mouth, is it not?” he said and pretended to spit it out. “How embarrassing. I make up for it with champagne.”

      He waived to a waiter across the room and made a circular gesture toward the table. “May I?” Before Jack could answer, he pulled out a chair and sat down. It was really more of a graceful sprawl. For such a small man, he took up an awful lot of room. He took off his other white glove and straightened his cravat.

      Juris fixed Elizabeth with velvety, and absolutely outrageous, bedroom eyes. “You are enchanting. We must dine together. I have eggs in my room. I will peel them for you myself. And we will make love while the war rages outside our chambers.”

      Elizabeth half expected to see Simon lunge across the table or at the very least fire off some brilliant retort, but Simon merely sat there, leaning back in his chair, one long leg crossed over other, inscrutably calm. Jack smirked, enjoying the show.

      “Juris,” Wells said, “this is Simon Cross, Elizabeth’s husband.”

      “Hoopsie, there goes the other one!” he said with a laugh. “Good thing I only have two feet, no?” He waved his gloves in apology. Abruptly, he stood and bowed. “Mr. Cross,” he said in a serious and dignified tone before plopping back down in his chair. He leaned over to Jack, nodded toward Simon and whispered loudly, “Is he going to hit me?”

      Simon casually fingered the stem of his water glass and regarded the little man with mild amusement.

      “I don’t think so,” Jack said. “At least not yet.”

      The waiter arrived with a bottle of champagne and four glasses.

      “In that case, we drink!” Juris said.

      The waiter made a show of opening the bottle the bottle and pouring the glasses. Juris carefully slid his glass to the edge of the table and grasped it by the base. He raised it in a toast, “Prieka!”

      He took a sip, rolled his eyes and squirmed in ecstasy.

      Elizabeth tried not to giggle and sipped her wine. Champagne made her silly, sillier than usual, and always left her regretting it.

      “Quite good actually,” Simon said inspecting the bubbles.

      Jack, who didn’t look like he drank much champagne, downed the entire glass in one swig and fought back an oncoming burp.

      “Philistine,” Juris said, but then quickly added. “Do not misunderstand. I am glad the Americans are here, especially you,” he said as he patted the back of Elizabeth’s hand. “The soldiers are useful, but not such pleasant company.”

      “Thank you.”

      “So, our friend Jack is giving you the skimpy.”

      “The skinny,” Jack corrected.

      “Yes, skinny, this is what I mean. The key—May I?” he asked Jack.

      “Sure.”

      “Everyone gets caught up in all of this,” Juris said motioning around the room. “They try to outsmart each other and see who can throw a knife the farthest. But this is not how the game is really played. It is not out there. It is in here.” He tapped her head and then pointed to her chest. “And here.” His finger and gaze lingered a little too long. “Oh, to play a game there.”

      Elizabeth nearly laughed out loud.

      “Now that’s a come-on,” Jack said with a grin.

      “You wound me. A come-on? Pffft. I am trying to make love to a beautiful woman,” he said quickly glancing at Simon, “but I should do it with no hands.” He held up his hands to show Simon who looked a little less amused than before.

      “I’d rather you didn’t do it at all,” Simon said.

      “I seem to have discovered a third foot.” He stood and took Elizabeth’s hand. “I am afraid I must pull myself away from your side.” He leaned in and stage whispered, “If he should die in the war, most tragically, I would…”

      Something close to a growl came from Simon as he stood up. He towered over Juris who had to bend his neck back to look up at Simon. “You are very tall.”

      Elizabeth was about to scold Simon for going needlessly Cro-Magnon when she saw the smile tugging at his lips. “Mr. Zale,” Simon said with a slight incline of his head.

      Juris looked once more anxiously at Simon, bowed to them all in turn, flashing Elizabeth his best “I still want you” look and scurried away.

      Jack laughed out loud.

      “He’s harmless,” Elizabeth said.

      Simon sat down, quite satisfied with himself. “Don’t be so sure.”

      “Philistine,” Jack said with a grin.

      The rest of lunch was more of the same. Jack pointed out several more spies, including a man from Luxembourg, Paul Majerus, who was so stylish he actually pulled off wearing a cape, and an attractive French woman, Michele Renaud, who was cold and beautiful and a dead ringer for Coco Chanel.

      After lunch, Jack brought them back to his suite. First thing he did was turn on his wireless set and find some American big band music. The first time Elizabeth didn’t think anything of it. Now, she realized it was to interfere with any listening devices. The music would make it nearly impossible for any of the old equipment to pick up their conversation cleanly.

      “So,” Jack said. “What did you learn at the hospital?”

      Elizabeth opened her mouth to speak, but Simon interrupted.

      “Nothing yet,” he said. “He recognized us, but he’s not quite all there yet.”

      “He didn’t say anything about the Shard?”

      Elizabeth and Simon had discussed whether they should trust Jack and, not surprisingly, had disagreed. In the end, Simon’s logic had won out. A gambler never shows his cards before he has to. But now, under Jack’s probing stare, Elizabeth wasn’t sure she could keep the truth from him.

      Simon stepped into the void. “I think we can make progress with more visits though. It’s going to take some time, I’m afraid.”

      Elizabeth felt the weight of Jack’s eyes on her and tried to concentrate on the music. If she looked him in the eyes, he’d know she was lying. She was sure of it. Luckily, Jack didn’t push the matter. If he didn’t believe Simon, he gave no sign of it.

      “Can’t expect miracles, I guess.”

      “No,” Simon said. “And in the meantime, I’d like to do a little research. I’m a little rusty on a few points.”

      “About the Shard?”

      “And the mythos it comes from. You never know what sort of detail might be important.”

      “That makes sense,” Jack said. “Where do you go to do something like that?”

      “I doubt the library will have much, but it’s certainly worth a try. I was thinking about exploring a few antiquarian bookshops. It might be a fool’s errand, but there are a few volumes I’d very much like to see. Of course, there’s Nibelungenlied, and Aesir & Venir, The Codex Regius. And I think it would be wise to refresh my memory of the Oyenskitter Grimoire. It’s been years since I researched Wotan and Norse mythology. Oh, and perhaps even an original text of the Volsungs. That would be fascinating.”

      “Fascinating,” Jack said, clearly not as excited as Simon.

      She had to give Simon a lot of credit. He’d done a masterful job of giving them a legitimate reason to look for the book Evan had mentioned without drawing attention to it. She was going to have to get wily and fast if she was going to keep up and not give up the game.

      “He gets that way with research,” Elizabeth said. “I think it’s kind of sexy.”

      It was clear Jack couldn’t wrap his mind around that. “If you say so. I’ll leave the professoring to you. Just be careful. Hans might be dead, but I doubt it. He’s a tough son of a bitch.”

      She’d been so caught up in everything else, she’d managed to push that to the back of her mind. It was a sobering though. For a wake-up call, nothing beats having a Nazi killer after you.

      “Do you think he’ll come after us again?” she asked.

      “Probably not.”

      “Probably?” Simon said. “Forgive me if I fail to find that reassuring.”

      “It isn’t meant to be.” Jack frowned and shook his head. “I wish you two weren’t mixed up in this, but there’s no way out now. If Hans knew you were the key to what Eldridge knows about the shard, then five’ll get you ten, everybody else does too. And, don’t kid yourself, this game is for keeps. If it gets them what they want, every one of those charming people downstairs will put a bullet in your skull without thinking twice.”

      The excitement from a few minutes ago fled in a hurry.

      “The stakes are about as high as they can get,” Jack continued. “I don’t know if I believe all this mystical stuff, but if this shard thing can give them the edge, we sure as hell better get to it first.”
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      “Do you think we’re being followed?” Elizabeth asked as they stood together in the crowded underground car.

      “No doubt,” Simon said, “but remember what Wells said. This Hans or anyone else isn’t likely to try anything in broad daylight in front of witnesses.”

      “Right.” She let go of her handhold and wrapped her arms around Simon’s neck. “It is kind of exciting.”

      “The entire business is horrifying, ill-conceived and foolhardy,” he said as he frowned deeply. “The only exciting thing will be if we manage to survive.”

      Elizabeth pouted. “The only thing?”

      He let out a deep breath and pulled her closer. His frown melted away, mostly, and was replaced with something definitely smoldery. “No, not the only thing.”

      She grinned and pushed herself up on tiptoes to kiss him.

      The next thing she knew people around her were shouldering to get out.

      “This is us,” Simon said. “Tottenham Court.”

      The surge of people exiting the station carried them up the stairs and they spilled out onto the corner of Tottenham Court Road and Charing Cross.

      Simon took his bearings. “It’s a pity the museum is closed.”

      “The British Museum?” She’d always wanted to go there. It was one of those magical places where the past met the present. It was a feeling she knew all too well.

      “I’m afraid all of the collections are housed in underground facilities to protect them from bombing.”

      Simon must have read her mind or at the very least seen the disappointment in her face. “When we return home, we’ll go. I think you’d enjoy it. But for now,” he said, nodding down Charing Cross Road, “we have a book to find.”

      They’d agreed never to ask about just The Book of Iona, but always be sure to include several other volumes in each inquiry. Simon had given her a list of other tomes they could throw into the mix to keep everyone guessing. At least that was the plan.

      They walked south down Charing Cross Road, which slowly led them back toward home. The first two stores were a complete bust, but the third seemed promising. The owner had at least heard of The Book of Iona. It was a late 15th century book of poetry with no real significance other than its age and scarcity. He suggested they try another seller just past Leicester Square. They bought two small, irrelevant books and left.

      As Simon and Elizabeth left the shop, she noticed a couple window-shopping across the street. It was Renaud and Majerus, the French woman and the man from Luxembourg. Even though they weren’t Russian, she thought of them as her own personal Boris and Natasha. But really, if Majerus was trying to blend in, he should have traded his cape for a Chesterfield at the very least.

      “We’ve got company,” Elizabeth said rolling her eyes in the direction that they were standing.

      Simon nodded. “Yes, I saw them. I think the Russian’s behind us.”

      “Spies on parade!”

      “Elizabeth,” Simon chided as he choked back a laugh.

      “How about one more shop then back to the hotel. I don’t want to be wandering around after dark if we can help it.” The afternoon sun was already beginning to dip behind the brick buildings that lined the street.

      “Agreed.”

      John Smith’s Bookshoppe smelled like dust and tea and stillness. A little old man, who must have been eleven hundred years old, peered at them over tiny spectacles as the bell rang announcing their entrance. Stacks of books teetered precariously in the aisles and stretched nearly from floor to ceiling. Shelves overflowed with books. Every nook and cranny had a volume tucked into it. They carefully inched their way between the bookcases.

      Cookbooks were mixed in with medieval armor and Oscar Wilde with Alexander Pope. If there was a method to the madness, it was lost on them. After a few minutes of aimless wandering, Simon picked his way back to the front desk.

      “Excuse me,” Simon said. “I’m looking for a few particular volumes.”

      “A place for everything and everything in its place,” the little man said with a slight Irish accent and even slighter interest.

      “Yes, to be sure. It’s just that I can’t quite figure out the way the books are organized. Is there a key?”

      The man looked up at Simon and tapped his head with a bony finger. “All in here.”

      “Of course. You don’t happen to have the Codex Regius or Aesir & Venir?”

      The man squinted. “Yes and no. Back wall, center case, third shelf, red binding. Ten pounds. And to the other? No.”

      Simon was suitably appalled and impressed. “Ten quid? That’s outrageous.”

      The man just shrugged.

      “Hmph. I don’t suppose you have the Book of Iona?”

      “Did. Don’t anymore. Don’t expect to see it again.”

      “You did have it though.”

      Elizabeth heard the excitement in Simon’s voice and joined him at the counter.

      “That’s what I said.”

      “If you don’t mind my asking, what happened to it?”

      The shopkeeper frowned up at Simon and pursed his lips. “It sprouted legs and walked out. What do you think happened to it? It sold.”

      “Do you know who bought it?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Of course, I do. I’m old, not daft.”

      “Whom did you sell it to?” Simon asked.

      “Whom,” the man said with displeasure, “I sell my books to is my business and not yours.”

      “Couldn’t you make an exception?” Elizabeth asked. “Just this one time?”

      The little man was about to say something sour when he noticed the two ten pound notes Simon had place on the counter.

      “For the Codex,” Simon said.

      The shopkeeper nearly drooled at the sight of so much money. Twenty pounds was a month’s pay for most men in 1942. His hands shook as he took it.

      “Well, what are you waiting for, girl? Go get the book.”

      When Elizabeth returned with the book, he scribbled something onto a receipt pad and wrapped the book in crumpled brown paper. He handed them both to Simon.

      “The name?”

      The man waggled a finger at the receipt.

      Simon turned it over and scrawled in barely legible script was a name and partial address. “Thank you.”

      The man nodded, pursed his lips and waved them to the door. “Now, get out.”

      Simon held the door open for Elizabeth and they both heard the door lock behind them. The hastily turned “closed” sign swung behind the glass. Simon put the receipt into his breast pocket and tucked their bundle under his arm.

      “Bloomsbury isn’t far,” he said, “It’s just back by the museum and the university. I think the address is a business or an office, and it’s got to be near five by now. I think we’d better wait until tomorrow.”

      Elizabeth looked back at their shadows and hoped they’d wait too.

      The streets were emptying as the sun set, but they were still awash with every uniform imaginable — Canadian, Free French, and American. Sometimes the Americans seemed to outnumber the Londoners. Always trailing along behind a band of US soldiers, the “snowdrop” or MP with his white helmet kept the men in line. Mostly.

      Austerity took the fun out of most things a soldier on leave usually enjoyed — movies, nightclubs and late-night carousing. There were a few dance clubs and canteens, but entertainment was generally hard to come by.

      Elizabeth saw a sign about a dance and was just about to ask Simon about it when the siren came. At first, the sound was off in the distance, but as other sirens closer to them began to wail, it was a loud and insistent two-tone warble.

      “Air raid?” she asked. It was a stupid question, but she was giving herself a pass. It was her first war, her first air raid and, quite possibly, her first panic attack.

      Simon’s gentle grip on her elbow became a vise. “This way.” His voice was as tight as her stomach.

      She looked up, straining to see the bombers, but the sky was just a steely gray. The sirens and Simon insisted she stop dawdling and get a move on.

      They fell in with the crowd since they seemed to know where they were going. An air raid warden with his trademark helmet blew his whistle and waved people toward the shelter that was also marked by large signs with arrows pointing the way.

      No one ran, but they weren’t casual about it either. They moved quickly, but there was no panic. The omnipresent “Keep Calm and Carry On” signs seemed to be doing their job. It was very much business as usual. And after three years of bombing, it was no wonder. Children giggled with delight and pretended to be manning the anti-aircraft guns or engaging in spitfire dogfights. Others dragged their feet and shuffled along in that wonderfully put-upon way only children can.

      The moan of the sirens faded as they went further down into one of the Underground shelters. An elderly woman struggled down the stairs. Simon took one arm and Elizabeth took the other as they helped the woman down the final steps. All around them, people were doing the same thing. If someone needed help, it was given. Children who were separated from parents were looked after until they were found. No one shoved. Everyone made room as best they could as people continued to stream in until the platform was filled to bursting. Some people had blankets and appeared to have somehow beaten the sirens to the punch.

      “It’s not as common as it was during the Blitz,” Simon explained as they found a spot along the wall to wait it out. “But before dark, some Londoners leave their homes and apartments in a nightly migration to the Underground shelters. They’ll stay here every night.”

      The atmosphere was shockingly normal, even pleasant. It was almost as though they were having a campout or enjoying a night at the canteen and not huddled in a subway tunnel. A little white rabbit hopped through the crowd with a boy not much bigger in chase.

      His mother brought up the rear of the little parade. “Charlie! I’ve told you it’s not a pet to be carried about.”

      “Monty!” Charlie snatched up the rabbit, giving him a few quick soothing pets before stuffing Monty into his coat. He looked up defiantly at his mother. The little rabbit’s head poked out of his coat and seemed to do the same. “It’s bad luck to eat the white ones, mum. That’s what Billy said.”

      “Billy’s been telling you porkies.”

      “He wouldn’t.”

      The mother sighed, took little Charlie by the hand and dragged him back through the crowd. “Billy!”

      Poor bunny, and poor Charlie. She’d read that the government encouraged people not to just grow their own vegetables, but to raise rabbits, chickens and even pigs in their gardens, if they could. She’d even seen a few public allotments for pig clubs. It was a clever way to increase food production. Nearly every bit of available space including backyards, public parks and even window boxes were used to grow things or raise them. But when push came to butcher, she wasn’t sure she’d have the stomach to do the deed. It was just something else she was grateful she didn’t have to endure.

      “Maybe Monty will be one of the lucky ones,” Simon said.

      Elizabeth leaned into Simon and rested her head against his chest. “I hope so.”
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      After less than half an hour the air raid warden told them it was over. Just like that, the tunnel emptied and life restarted. When the all-clear siren, a single-toned blast, stopped, the world became unnaturally quiet. Dusk had passed and the streets fell into that singular darkness brought by the blackout.

      They caught one of the last big, red double-decker buses for the day and, despite the chill, rode on the top deck back to the hotel. A single chimney of smoke rose from a fire in the distance.

      When they got back to their rooms Elizabeth felt the grime of the day caked on her skin. She shivered to think about what the city must have been like back in Dickens’ day when the air was thick with coal smoke. A bath before dinner was definitely in order.

      Clean and feeling refreshed, she wrapped one of the towels around herself and went into the bedroom to dress. Simon was lying down in the middle of the bed reading the book he’d bought earlier and looking damn hot doing it.

      His shoes and socks were off, his long legs crossed at the ankles. His white shirtsleeves were rolled up to mid-forearm, one hand behind his head propping it up on the pillows as the other held the book. Only Simon could make reading in a sweater vest sexy.

      He lowered the book and peered at her over the edge of the binding. She saw the smile in his eyes. He laid the book down on his chest and stared at her.

      “What?” she said, checking to see if she had something stuck to her face.

      “You are so beautiful.”

      No matter how often he said that it still made her blush.

      “You’re biased.”

      He closed the book, put it on the side table and rolled onto his side. “Infinitely.” He got up and walked slowly toward her. “But that doesn’t make it any less true.”

      He ran a finger over the still damp skin of her shoulder and along the hollow of her collarbone. With excruciating tenderness, his hand touched the side of her neck and then cupped her cheek. He leaned in as he urged her closer. The kiss was soft and gentle, but anything but chaste. There was a feeling of tethered restraint behind each touch. When Simon pulled away, his eyes were so dark with love and desire it made her tremble.

      He swept her into his arms and carried her to the bed. The towel fell open as he laid her down on the comforter. One knee on the edge of the bed, he leaned down and kissed her neck with passion he’d been holding back.

      Elizabeth’s breath caught in her throat.

      He grasped one wrist and held it down on the bed as he feverishly kissed her neck and jaw.

      A horrible realization interrupted Elizabeth’s otherwise very pleasant thoughts. “Do you think they’re watching us?” she asked breathlessly. “Right now?”

      Simon barely paused long enough to answer her. “Who?”

      “The spy people.”

      “Let them,” he said as he pulled off his vest and they both worked on the buttons of his shirt. “Maybe they’ll learn something.”

      His shirt partially undone, he dove back down for another searing kiss and Elizabeth stopped caring about anything else.

      

      

      The next day, they took the Tube up to Bloomsbury to Professor Giles’ office where the bookseller had directed them yesterday. It was in one of the many buildings that made up the many colleges that made up the University of London. Luckily, Giles was more than happy to accommodate a visiting professor. He was the quintessential absent-minded type — tall, tortoise shell glasses, a bit of a potbelly and wisps of hair that curled away from his head like dozens of unruly thoughts escaping. The gleam in his eyes when Simon asked about the various codices meant she’d be sure to lose them both in details well beyond her scope of knowledge.

      They’d found a ridiculously large book on the professor’s dusty top shelf that had a color plate depicting the sword Nothung. They discussed the intricacies of Norse mythology while she did her best to recreate the image on a piece of paper. She sketched several other items to belie the importance of the sword.

      Her art skills left a lot to be desired, but she managed a fair rendering. The sword in the plate was enormous, nearly four feet long with an extremely tapered point. The pommel was in the shape of an eagle, wings extended. The grip was covered with interwoven snakes and the guard looked something like horns. The blade itself was typical of most great swords, except for two things — the jagged edge that ran a full two feet down the edges of the top half of the blade beneath the hilt and the runes that were etched on its surface.

      Elizabeth did her best to copy everything as precisely as possible. Several of the runes were frighteningly familiar. “Is this what I think it is?” she asked pointing to the jagged S-shaped rune.

      Simon and the professor leaned over her shoulder.

      “Oh, yes, the Sig rune,” the professor said. “It was originally a rune for the sun called Sowoli. But of course, the Nazis corrupted it as they did with so many other things. Here.” He pointed to more runes. “This one and this one here used to have entirely different meanings. Now, they’re symbols of the virtues of SS officers. Faith in the cause and self-sacrifice.”

      The professor’s gaze lingered on the sword. “That is an unusual piece, isn’t it? I’m not sure I’ve ever quite seen that particular configuration of runes before.”

      They’d done their best to disguise their interest in the sword with more general questions about mythology. The last thing they needed was for the professor to fixate.

      “They’ve done that a lot, haven’t they?” Elizabeth asked. “Take pagan symbols and turn them into something else?”

      “Yes!” the professor said happy to expound on the subject. “They’re quite adept actually at usurping other religions and turning them to their own purposes. Both from Christianity and Paganism. You’ll see symbols and even rituals that might once have been a celebration of the winter solstice warped into parts of an SS dinner party.”

      “Sounds more like a religion than a political party.”

      “Yes, doesn’t it?” the professor said as he scanned his bookshelves. “I’ve often thought as much myself. Himmler in particular is rather adept at using mythology and the occult to increase the zeal of his men, or so I hear. Not that I hear much. The hallowed walls of academia can be terribly thick sometimes.”

      “I know the feeling,” Simon said.

      “Supposedly,” Giles said, “Himmler and Hitler admire the epic struggles often found in Norse mythology and even in stories of the Holy Grail. Parsifal in particular.”

      “That’s another Wagner opera, isn’t it?” Elizabeth hadn’t forgotten everything Simon had tried to teach her about opera.

      “Yes, they both share a great affinity for his work,” Giles said. “Personally, I’ve always found it rather overwrought.”

      “Agreed.” Simon said. “You’ve been so very helpful with our research, I’m hesitant to ask too much of you, but I was wondering about something else. We were at Smith’s bookshop and he mentioned that you’d bought a copy of The Book of Iona. I don’t suppose you have it here. I’ve been searching for it. For a colleague.”

      “Smiths…” Giles took off his glasses and chewed thoughtfully on the earpiece. “The Book of Iona…oh, yes!”

      Elizabeth and Simon exchanged quick, excited glances. This was the moment they’d been waiting for.

      “But I’m afraid I don’t have it here.”

      So much for the moment.

      “I don’t actually have it at all anymore. It’s funny you should say you wanted it for a colleague. I bought it for a dear friend. Was his birthday present as a matter of fact. Sometime last month. I can’t remember precisely.”

      “Pity,” Simon said looking at Elizabeth for help.

      “Is he a professor too?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Yes, although he doesn’t teach anymore. He’s a bit of an odd duck, you see. Regardless, I have to say he is the most talented linguist I’ve ever known. Rupert Morley. Has a place over in Cirencester.”

      

      

      They thanked Professor Giles for his time and it was all Elizabeth could do not to run out of his office and all the way to Cirencester. That was until Simon told her it was about a hundred miles away. Both her feet and her stomach protested against the idea of running that far. They agreed to have lunch first and then save the world.

      They found a large cafeteria. Simon explained that it was one of the hundreds of British Restaurants the government controlled in an attempt to keep food costs down and its citizens fed. They had Welsh Rarebit, which Elizabeth always thought had actual rabbit in it (Run, Monty, run!), but ended up being just burnt toast and a tangy cheese sauce. The side dish was, ironically, carrots. They split a piece of victory sponge for dessert. An actual sponge might have been better. But, Elizabeth was determined to eat every mouthful. She had a bad case of the guilts.

      “You don’t have to finish it,” Simon said.

      “I do.” She forced down the last bit. “Everything I don’t eat is something someone more needy needs. Needier needs? Either way, it’s less for someone else.”

      “I don’t think one bite of cake is going to make a difference.”

      “Maybe not, but—” The rest of her sentence died in her throat.

      “What’s wrong?” Simon asked.

      The hair on the back of Elizabeth’s neck stood on end as a cold chill ran through her. Sitting at a table less than twenty feet away was the German, Hans. She took a calming breath and didn’t answer the panic knocking at the door.

      Simon followed her gaze. “Dammit. Come on,” he said as he urged her to get up. She sure as heck didn’t need urging.

      They tried to move casually, but every sound, every movement felt like a claxon going off announcing, “We’re here!” They hurried to the door and slipped outside. They’d barely gone twenty feet when Elizabeth looked behind her. The door to the restaurant flew open and Hans spilled out onto the sidewalk. His face was pale, making the red from his scar look angrier than before. He scanned the crowd and found them easily. He sneered and set out after them.

      “Not good,” she said. “He saw us.”

      “This way.” Simon pulled her across the street.

      Once they were on the other side, they wove their way through the pedestrian traffic. It was mid-afternoon and the streets were filled with people, most of whom it seemed were going in the opposite direction. Elizabeth desperately searched for a policeman or even an air raid warden. Someone. Where was a marauding band of GIs when you really needed them?

      As they hurried through the crowd, she saw a big blue police box and a ridiculous series of thoughts tumbled one after the other through her mind. Maybe Dr. Who was there? She idly wondered which doctor it would be. No, it was a real police box and not a Tardis. Darn it. But, police were good. They could go inside and call for the police. That’s what the boxes were for, after all. They could go inside and be trapped like rats while they waited for an unarmed police officer to come from some station a block or more away and defeat the patient Nazi who would surely wait and not just kill them.

      They ran past the police box and Simon pulled Elizabeth toward a Tube entrance, which was really little more than a sandbag bunker above a hole in the ground. Elizabeth nearly slipped as they hurried down a short set of steps and through the main concourse. They ran past the ticket booth and down an absurdly enormous escalator before Simon yanked her into an offshoot tunnel. After another long, narrow corridor, they headed down an even longer set of stairs. At the bottom, they ran through an archway and onto a crowded platform.

      Simon’s grip on her hand was so tight it hurt, but she sure as heck wasn’t about to complain or let go. They serpentined through the crowd toward the far end of the tunnel. A train pulled into the station and brought a blast of warm air with it. Elizabeth looked back and saw Hans weaving his way through the crowd. One hand was stuffed into his jacket pocket and she knew he was holding a gun.

      The train doors opened and a wave of people washed out. She lost sight of Hans for a moment as he struggled against the tide. But he reappeared a second later and their eyes met. The coldness in his expression took her breath away.

      “He’s right behind us.”

      Simon yanked on her hand again and they tried to duck out through one of the exits, but it was so packed with people, they couldn’t get through and had to press on down the tunnel. The further they went the thinner the crowd became. Finally, they reached the end, an aptly named dead end.

      They turned back just in time to see a man stumble into Hans. It looked like they were arguing, but it was difficult to tell because Elizabeth couldn’t see the other man’s face. Hans tried to shove the man away, but he held on to Hans’ arms.

      The interruption gave them what they needed, a chance to run for the exit. They started for the archway.

      Hans suddenly fell back against the tiled wall, his shoulders hunched and a hand clutching his stomach. The other man stepped back and helped Hans slide down the wall as though he were instantly drunk. Hans slid all the way down until his chin was resting on his knees. The other man patted his shoulder in a friendly manner. The man straightened Hans’ hat before he stood back up and then turned to face Elizabeth and Simon.

      The last thing she expected was to recognize his face. And when she did, her heart flipped. It was Evan’s doctor from Guy’s hospital.

      “Dr. Webber?”

      Dr. Webber wiped the blade of his knife on Han’s coat, folded it and slipped it into his coat pocket. His expression was flat and unreadable.

      Elizabeth looked up at Simon. He’d seen it too. He jerked on her hand and pulled her back toward the crowd. “Come on.”

      They ran for the exit and melted in with the crowd as it poured through the corridor, up the wooden-planked escalator, more stairs, past the ticket collector who shouted something after them and finally outside. Elizabeth didn’t know what to think. What on earth was Evan’s doctor doing there and why had he just killed Hans? She supposed she should be grateful for that last part, but not knowing why he was there and who he really was scared the bejesus out of her.

      Everything was all harumscarum now. Her heart pounded as she caught her breath. “What just happened?”

      Simon didn’t have an answer.

      “Evan,” she said, gripping his hand. “We’ve got to get to the hospital.” What if the doctor had already done something to him and they were too late? But then why would he hurt Evan? Why was he following them? He’d killed Hans, which was a good thing, she tried to tell herself, but the idea made her sick anyway. He’d just murdered a man. What had seemed straightforward before was suddenly a twisted Mobius strip.

      Simon flagged down a taxi and they both silently urged it to go faster as it headed toward the Thames and Guy’s hospital on the other side. Simon paid the cabbie and they hurried toward the wing where Evan was. All they found at the end of their journey was another dead end. They were politely informed that Evan was not allowed to see visitors — doctor’s orders. It wasn’t hard to guess what doctor. Elizabeth wasn’t sure what she’d expected. It was naïve to think they could just walk out with Evan after everything that had happened.

      What if Evan wasn’t even at the hospital anymore? What if he’d been moved? They’d come here to save him and now he was probably God only knew where. Stymied at the hospital, they went back to the hotel. Maybe Jack could help them. He’d know what was going on.

      Simon knocked loudly on Jack’s door. “Wells!”

      “All right, all right,” came Jack’s voice from inside the room. “Keep your shirt on.” He opened the door and stood aside for them to enter. Harry James’ Sleepy Lagoon played softly in the background.

      “We just saw Hans,” Elizabeth said breathlessly. “He chased us and we ran. But then the doctor, Evan’s doctor, he was there and, I think he stabbed Hans.”

      “I know,” Jack said.

      “We were—” Simon started. “What do you mean, you know?”

      The bathroom door opened and Dr. Webber stepped out, casually drying his hands with a towel. “I told him.”
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      Dr. Webber tossed the towel back into the bathroom. “I’m sure you have questions,” he said as he rolled down his shirtsleeves and re-buttoned the cuffs.

      Elizabeth arched an eyebrow. “Just a few.”

      Simon edged in front of her. “Stay where you are.”

      “Relax,” Jack said. “He’s one of the good guys.”

      “I like to think so.” The doctor grabbed his jacket from the back of the chair. “Andrew Blake, British Intelligence.”

      Another spy? She needed a scorecard. “Is anyone in London who they seem to be?”

      “You might be the only ones,” Blake said with a smile.

      If only he knew.

      Blake stepped forward and offered Simon his hand. “I apologize for the ruse, but I assure you, it was necessary.”

      Reluctant at first, Simon eventually shook it. “You’re not a doctor then?”

      “Heavens, no. Can’t stand the sight of blood.”

      “You didn’t seem to mind it a few hours ago,” Elizabeth said. The memory of Hans’ stabbing and Blake’s cold face were at odds with the easy-going charm of the man in front of her.

      “Nasty business,” he said. “Please?” He gestured for them to sit.

      Elizabeth sat in the corner of the sofa, but Simon remained standing behind her. Blake took a chair opposite hers and offered her a cigarette from a silver case in his pocket. When she declined, he tapped the end of his cigarette against the case and then lit it with a matching silver lighter.

      “Why were you following us?” Elizabeth asked.

      Blake plucked a stray fragment of tobacco from the tip of his tongue. “I wasn’t following you. I was following Hans, whose real name, by the way, is Heinrich Bernhardt, SS. We’ve been watching him and his partner for several months now.” He took a deep drag from his cigarette.

      “Apparently,” he continued, slowly exhaling the smoke, “they were involved in the killing of the two Swedish agents near Swindon. It’s possible they were responsible for the injuries Eldridge suffered. He was in bad shape when we found him.”

      “You found Evan?” Elizabeth asked.

      “We took him to the infirmary, did our best to help him regain his health and hoped he could help us recover the Shard. But, it hasn’t quite worked out that way.”

      “His memory,” Elizabeth said.

      “Is selective,” Blake said. “We are quite aware that he is not as ill as he appears.”

      That definitely wasn’t what Elizabeth wanted to hear. She really thought they had that one advantage over everyone else and now even that was gone. It made her wonder what else they knew and weren’t saying.

      “Eldridge has kept his own counsel,” Blake continued. “Until now.”

      “You two weren’t the first people to visit him at Guy’s hospital,” Jack said. “But you were the only ones he spoke to.”

      “That makes you rather special,” Blake said.

      Elizabeth turned to look up at Simon and they shared an uneasy glance.

      “We’re family,” Elizabeth said quickly. Perhaps too quickly.

      Blake smiled enigmatically, but if he knew they were lying he didn’t press the point. “Yes and word of your relationship and visit has spread.”

      Simon stepped forward so that he was at Elizabeth’s side. “There’s still something I don’t understand.”

      Elizabeth’s brain was having trouble keeping up. “Just one thing?”

      Jack chuckled.

      “How did the Germans know about our flat that first night?” Simon asked. “We’d only just arrived. No one knew where we were staying except for staff at Guy’s.”

      “Including myself,” Blake added for him. “Yes, I’m afraid we have a bit of a mole problem. Several of the staff are MI5 and it seems one of them is a double-agent. Your whereabouts weren’t the first piece of leaked information we’ve discovered.” The ash on his cigarette had grown precariously long and Jack slid the ashtray toward him. He tapped the end off and continued. “That’s one of the reasons I was following Bernhardt this afternoon. I’d received word that he might be meeting with our mole. I trailed him into the restaurant where, well, you know the rest of that story.”

      “I suppose we owe you our thanks,” Simon said. “For saving our lives.”

      Blake demurred the compliment with a shake of his head. “I’m sorry you had to see it,” he said to Elizabeth. “I’m sure that was quite upsetting.”

      Elizabeth’s emotions on the subject weren’t just mixed they were pureed. “I know he was the enemy and probably would have done worse to us if you hadn’t, but killing…I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to it.”

      “Nor should you,” Blake said. “Taking another man’s life should never be done lightly.”

      “Got to admit, I’m not gonna lose any sleep over a Kraut like Hans,” Jack said. “Sick SS bastards. Pardon my French.”

      “Well, be that as it may,” Blake said. “We have a more pressing problem. Eldridge is being moved. Whether Mother is tired of the lapses in security or it’s somehow the work of the mole, our time is running out.”

      Jack was suddenly all business. “Where are they taking him?”

      “The Cage.”

      “That’s not good,” Jack said.

      “What’s the Cage?” Simon asked.

      “An…interrogation facility,” Blake said clearly meaning more than that. “Once he’s there, M19 takes over and I can’t help him or you.”

      M19? How many Ms were there? “When is he being moved?”

      “Tomorrow night. And,” Blake continued, “I’m afraid he might not make it to his destination. He’ll be terribly vulnerable en route.”

      “Right,” Jack said. “And if you know, the mole knows. Whoever they work for, they can’t afford for their only lead to the Shard to end up locked away in the hands of the War Office.”

      “Exactly.”

      “What can we do?” Elizabeth asked. They’d come all this way to save Evan. There had to be something they could do.

      There was a long, silent pause as the men exchanged glances and Simon said what they were all thinking. “We get to him first.”

      

      

      Elizabeth smoothed the adhesive strip of the Band-Aid down against her heel and tossed the wrapper into the bathroom trashcan. The blister from her shoe was raw and irritated. A bit like Simon.

      “It was your idea,” she said as she secured the strap of her shoe, grabbed her eye pencil and went back into the bedroom.

      Simon glared at her from the edge of the bed as he tied his shoe. “I don’t like it.”

      “So you said.” Elizabeth leaned against the doorway. “All last night and all through breakfast, again at lunch—”

      “Please don’t joke about it.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said as she plopped down next to him. “I guess I’m a little nervous.”

      “We don’t have to do this.” He turned to her with his Very Serious face on. “In fact, I don’t think we should.”

      “You don’t mean that.”

      Simon started to argue, but only a sigh came out. “No.”

      “And that’s why I love you.”

      “But I still don’t like it.”

      Elizabeth stood back up. “It’s a good plan.”

      “It’s dangerous, reckless, and sure to end with imprisonment or worse.”

      “All the best plans do.” She held out the eye pencil. “Would you?”

      “Is that really necessary?”

      “If I’m going to end up in some prison somewhere, I want to look my best, don’t I?”

      Simon shook his head in resignation and took the eye pencil. He motioned for her to turn around.

      It was an odd thing to do, but stockings were in short supply and so, like every other fashion-conscious woman of the day, she drew on the stocking seam with a brown eye pencil. However, she never could get it straight.

      “Lift up your skirt,” Simon said.

      “Why Mr. Cross!”

      He twirled the pencil in the air. “Do you want your seams or not?”

      Spoilsport. Just to irk him she lifted her skirt high and arched her back with a sigh. “I do.”

      “If you’re trying to distract me,” Simon said. “It’s working.”

      She wiggled her bottom.

      “But, if you want these straight,” he said. “You’d better hold still.”

      She did and it was her turn to be distracted. Simon’s hands were warm against her skin and she was sure he moved them in just that sensual way to drive her crazy. Somehow, he managed to draw the lines and then added a very small x at the top of her thigh.

      “What’s that for?”

      “Just marking where I left off.” He stood and turned her around to face him.

      “In case you forget?” she said.

      “Not possible.” He kissed her and then tossed the pencil on the bed. “Ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be.” She handed him his fedora and they left the safety of their room.

      They rode down in the elevator in anxious silence. The city was as still and as dark as midnight. They stood in the shadows on the street in front of the hotel. Both of them wanted to speak, but neither could quite find the words. Finally, Elizabeth broke the uneasy silence.

      “It’s cold. Keep your hat on.” She pulled the brim of his fedora down a bit more snuggly and needlessly straightened the lapel of his coat.

      She could see Simon’s jaw muscle working overtime.

      “You don’t need to say it,” she said. “But the truth is I’m scared out of my gourd and it wouldn’t hurt to hear a little reassurance.”

      Simon laughed lightly. “Do you really want me to placate you with false assurances?”

      “Couldn’t hurt.”

      “Everything is going to be all right,” he said and then grew serious and caressed her cheek. “And you are the bravest person I’ve ever met.”

      “You need to get out more.”

      “Elizabeth…” He sighed again. “Promise me you’ll be careful.”

      She nodded. It was her turn to not trust her voice.

      “Good,” he said. “I’ll see you in a few hours.”

      Their kiss was sad and longing and over far too soon. Without another word spoken, they turned away from one another and walked off alone into the cold English night.
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      Elizabeth felt like a spy. Not that she had any idea what a spy really felt like, but she was pretty sure they felt like she did — a cross between elated and nauseous. She took the short tube ride from Westminster to Charing Cross where she transferred to the Northern Line up to Warren. She was inordinately pleased she’d managed to buy the right tickets and transfer to the right train. If only the rest of the night were so simple.

      From there she walked to the Euston Square station where one of London’s endless supply of big black taxis was waiting for her. Simon was on a similar circuitous journey in the other direction. All of the walking and transfers seemed silly at first, but they needed to do their best to trim their tails. No doubt, Boris and Natasha and several of the others would try to follow them. Along the way, she never did see anyone she recognized, but they were, unlike her, professionals. Maybe they were even using disguises. Maybe they were right next to her right now. She reined in her galloping paranoia and tried to focus. She had to trust that, with enough changes and double-backs, her trail was too difficult to follow and they’d be free to start the next stage of the operation - rescuing Evan.

      Elizabeth slid into the back of the taxi and tried to calm down. She wanted adventure and, boy howdy, was she was getting it now. The mince pie she’d eaten earlier sloshed around threateningly in her stomach as the driver circled one of London’s roundabouts several times. The whole thing was horrifying, but she had to admit, it was exciting too. Although, it all would have been a lot more exciting if Simon were with her. That part of the plan had been such a serious sticking point she thought Simon would never get unstuck. Both Jack and Blake insisted that she stay with them while Simon took Evan to a safe location. She couldn’t really blame them. In many ways, they were actually sticking their necks out even further than she and Simon were. They certainly didn’t want Simon and her to disappear into the night with Evan. If she stayed with them, Simon was sure to come back and the plan got bonus points for helping to confuse any other parties if they managed to keep up.

      Simon only agreed to that part of the plan once they’d agreed to his stipulation that he choose the safe house for Evan and that location remained his secret. It was the only way to ensure the mole knew nothing of Evan’s whereabouts.

      In the end, and after enough blustering and arguing to put Congress to shame, they all agreed. Both stipulations meant each party entrusted the other with something critical. Trust wasn’t easy to come by for Simon or Elizabeth these days, but she had no reason not to trust these men. Not one, but both of them had saved her life already. Jack had done it twice if she counted Zog. In her book, that was about as surefire a way to earn trust as there was. Simon wasn’t so easily persuaded, but in the end, he gave in. Separating was the only way the plan would work. And if they wanted to keep Evan alive, they needed the plan to work.

      Elizabeth’s cab pulled up in front of a nondescript brick building somewhere in the northern part of London. She paid the fare and got out of the taxi. The noise of the car engine disappeared into the night. The street was quiet and nearly deserted. With no lights, and a thick even cloud cover, she could barely read the street numbers. She found number six and knocked three times in quick succession and then twice more slowly. She was disappointed that there wasn’t a code word. Secret knocks really needed code words to round them out.

      Jack opened the door and hurriedly ushered her inside. “Any problems?”

      “No.”

      “Good.” Jack led her down a dark hall to another door. Inside was a small working garage with two cars in it. One was up on blocks and the other pointed toward the door, ready to go. He checked his watch. “We’ve got a few minutes. You want something to drink? I think I still have a bottle of Coke I’ve been saving for a special occasion.”

      “Sure, thanks.” Elizabeth had never considered herself a sugar addict until she was forced to go without it. It was in such short supply during the war that soft drink companies had all but stopped production. No sugar or soft drinks — it would be a great way to bring modern America to a screeching halt.

      Jack came back with a bottle. “Found it.”

      The bottle was exactly the same as she remembered. It was nice to see that some things didn’t change. He scanned around for glasses and found two cups. He rubbed one cleanish with a greasy rag and handed it to Elizabeth. There wasn’t a bottle opener handy, so he used the edge of a tool cart to pop it open. He poured her cup half full. “It’s warm.”

      “S’okay.” Elizabeth took a sip and closed her eyes in pleasure. It was deliciously sweet. “Heaven.”

      “A little taste of home. Here.” He wiped off a chair and pulled up a partner to it and sat down.

      “Do you miss it?” she asked.

      “The States? Some things, yeah.” He thought about it for a moment and added, “Okay, a lot of things. You like baseball?”

      “Dodger fan.”

      “Brooklyn? Sox,” he said, tapping his chest. “Too bad they stink on ice. Your boys have a chance at the pennant. Who’s your favorite?”

      Oh, she was afraid he was going to ask that. She knew a little about baseball history. Her father had been a serious baseball nut. She tried to pull a name from a shelf in the back of her memory. “Pee Wee…”

      “Reese? Good player.”

      Relief coursed through her. She’d been about to say Herman.

      Jack stretched out his legs. “You know, I was pretty good. Played some high school ball. Could have gone pro, but…” he shook his head. She could tell it still stung after all these years. “Couldn’t hit the curve.” He mimicked a pitcher’s windup. “It starts off here looking like one thing and then when it gets to you, it’s something else.”

      “So you became a spy where everything is exactly as it appears.”

      Jack laughed. It was a comforting sound. “Yeah. Not right away though. You know how it is. Came from a nice middle class family, then the crash, and we had no class at all.”

      Elizabeth took another sip of Coke. It was wonderful and soothing her jumpy stomach. “What did you do?”

      “Same as everybody else. Looked for work. I was on the south side of twenty. Did all sorts of things. Headed out West, even spent a few months in Ragtown down in Nevada. I’ll tell ya, that was hard work.”

      Hard work in Nevada after the stock market crash meant one thing. “The dam.”

      “Moved a lot of rocks. Figured there had to be something better so I kept going west. Ended up in Hollywood. You ever see Texas Wind? Third Caballero,” he said pointing his thumb at his chest in mock pride. “Also, The Lawless Rider Rides Again, I was Man Shot in Bank. Uncredited.”

      “Really? You were an actor?” He was handsome enough, but he didn’t seem the type.

      “Not really. I did stunts mostly. Faked my way through until I met Canutt and he showed me everything I was doing wrong.” He turned his head to the side. “See this?”

      There was a one-inch scar at the base of his skull just behind his ear.

      “Ow.”

      “Jumped eight feet from a moving horse onto a wagon. Problem was the wagon was ten feet away.

      Elizabeth lifted the hem of her skirt to show him a faded scar on the corner of her knee. “Bicycle. Curb. No training wheels.”

      “Impressive,” he said. He pulled up his pant leg, pushed down his sock and showed her a long thin scar above his ankle. “Hit by a fire engine.”

      Elizabeth narrowed her eyes. “You were not.”

      “Was too. Only about so big though.” He held his hands about six inches apart. “Was a toy. My brother’s. But it still hurt.” He nodded toward the top of her head. “How’d you get that one?”

      Elizabeth’s hand traced the small, crescent-shaped scar at the edge of her hairline on her forehead. “Exploding boat. Not a toy.”

      “You are going to have to tell me the rest of that story.” He stood and checked his watch. “But it’ll have to wait. You ready for this?”

      “Not really.”

      “You’ll be great. Just stick with the plan,” Jack said. He added with a grin, “And when it’s over, the first beer’s on you.”

      

      

      Elizabeth and Jack had driven into position and all they had to do now was wait for the ambulance carrying Evan to drive past. Jack handed her a cardboard box. “Better put this on.”

      She opened the box. A gas mask. “We’re not going to gas them, are we?”

      “No, it’ll cover our faces and distort our voices. Hurry up, put it on.”

      Elizabeth pulled the mask over her face. The eyeholes were huge and round, but set too far to the side. The entire contraption was hot and uncomfortable and had a horrible rubber smell. Worse yet, it was more than vaguely disturbing. She turned to Jack who looked like an alien from a fifties low-budget horror movie or bug-eyed elephant who’d lost his trunk.

      The mask slid down her face until her nose was firmly planted between the eyeholes. Jack laughed and reached over to help her adjust the straps.

      “Okay?” His voice was muffled through the filter.

      She nodded that she was, but inside she definitely wasn’t.

      A few minutes later, the ambulance drove past right on schedule and Jack started the car and headed after it. No turning back now. After a few blocks, he floored the big sedan and they passed the ambulance. With a jerk of the big wheel, he swerved in front of them, cutting them off. Both vehicles came to a screeching halt. “Wait here until I give you the signal,” Jack said as he jumped out of the car, guns in both hands.

      “Don’t move!” Jack yelled. “Hands. Let me see ‘em. Don’t move. Don’t you dare move. Guns. I know you have ‘em. Toss ‘em. Slowly.”

      Elizabeth’s breathing sped up so much she started to fog her goggles. Inside the confines of her mask, her heart was pounding so loudly and echoing in her ears, she almost missed Jack’s signal. She opened the door and came to the driver’s side of the ambulance. The driver and the other man stayed in the cab and kept their hands in the air, their eyes fixed on the guns in Jack’s hands.

      “Give her the keys to the back,” Jack said. “Slowly.”

      The driver did as he was instructed and tossed her a set of keys. She caught them and hurried to the back. She glanced around nervously. Where were Simon and Blake? She unlocked the door and sitting on the wooden planked side panel was Evan. He didn’t move.

      “We’re here to rescue you,” Elizabeth said in a loud whisper, feeling equal parts excited and idiotic.

      Evan still didn’t move. She realized what was wrong and lifted her gas mask up to show him her face. “It’s me. Come on.”

      He seemed a little dazed, but clearly recognized her and started to crawl out of the van. Elizabeth heard footsteps behind her and whirled around. Dark silhouettes emerged from the blackness of the empty street. Her heart jumped rope - double-dutch — until she recognized one of the shadows. It was Simon, thank God, and next to him, Blake. They were careful to stay directly behind the ambulance and out of the line of sight of the side mirrors.

      “Elizabeth?” Simon whispered.

      She pulled up her gas mask again. “Shh. I’m fine. Take him.”

      Simon looked worried and frowned, but followed the plan. He gave Evan a hand out of the back of the ambulance, slipped off Evan’s overcoat and handed it to Blake. With one last anxious look, Simon and Evan disappeared in the same direction they’d come, back down the street into the darkness, unseen, hopefully, by the driver and other attendant.

      Blake shrugged on Evan’s coat and Elizabeth wrapped a heavy woolen blanket over his shoulders, pulling it up just enough to obscure his face. He was the right height and build and if all went well, he’d be a dead ringer for Evan, hopefully without the dead part.

      Blake hunched over and indicated that he was ready. Elizabeth took his elbow and led him back to the car in front of the ambulance. She kept herself between Blake and the driver, trying to shield him as best she could. It was only twenty feet, but it felt like a thousand. She opened the back door and Blake got in and slid across the seat. She followed him into the car and shut the door behind her, tossing the ambulance keys onto the floor of the car. Her heart was pounding again and the mask felt like it was closing in on her.

      A moment later Jack jumped into the driver’s seat, put the car in gear and roared off into the night. He took off his mask, tossed it onto the empty passenger seat and took a quick look back. “Smooth as silk.”

      “Well done,” Blake said as he shucked his blanket covering. “You can take that off now, if you’d like.”

      Elizabeth pulled off her gasmask and took a deep breath of cold night air. “What now?”

      “We head to the rendezvous point and hope everything goes well on their end,” Jack said.

      “And if it doesn’t?” Elizabeth asked.

      The car sped down a deserted street. Neither man had an answer for her.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 16

        

      

    
    
      Simon could barely see the road in front of him. The car’s shuttered headlights cast a pool of light that spread out perhaps all of ten feet in front of the car. Even at slow speeds it was dangerous going. It didn’t help matters that the better part of his mind and all of his heart was fading behind him. He’d hated this part of the plan when they’d discussed it and he loathed it further still now that he and Elizabeth weren’t just separated, but headed in opposite directions.

      “You really shouldn’t have come for me,” Eldridge said in a voice dry and rough from disuse. “It’s the Shard that’s important.”

      “We haven’t forgotten it, but it’s currently beyond our grasp and,” Simon said as he cast a glance at Eldridge, “as luck would have it, you were not.”

      “It’s moved?”

      “At least once. The book was sold and given as a gift to a man in Cirencester.” Simon eased off the gas. As much as he wanted to deliver Evan to the safe house quickly, driving without headlights meant he’d have to slow down if he wanted to get there in one piece. “Elizabeth and I were going to look for it when news came of your impending transfer. We couldn’t leave without at least trying to help you.”

      “I am grateful.” Eldridge looked out into the dark of Greater London. He shifted in his seat uncomfortably. “I’m almost afraid to ask. I know the nature of time travel and leaving people behind. But, did you really see my wife?”

      Simon could hear the fear and hope in his voice. “Yes.”

      “Is she all right? Was she?”

      “She was fine.” That was a bit of an overstatement. The last time he’d seen Lillian Eldridge she’d just survived the Great Quake and was facing raging fires, but technically, she was all right when they left.

      “Thank God. When did you see her?”

      Simon cast an anxious glance at Eldridge. He could only imagine how he’d react if he were in his place. “1906.”

      Eldridge nodded thoughtfully, processing the meaning of that year. “I see. And the house? It survived?”

      “The quake? Yes, and I’m sure Gerald will take good care of your wife until we can return you to your home.”

      “Gerald is a good man,” Eldridge said and drifted once more into silence. It was ten minutes at least until he spoke again. “It’s strange; I’ve dreamt of going home every day since I’ve been here,” he said, tugging nervously on his hands. “I didn’t realize until just now that I never truly believed it would happen.”

      Simon smiled. “It will. If Elizabeth has anything to say about it.”

      “Your wife?”

      Simon’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. “Yes.” He turned the car onto the A21.

      Eldridge noticed the change of direction. “Where are we going?”

      Simon leaned forward to peer into the darkness. With no signs and no lights, navigating the outskirts of London as they traveled into the agricultural green belt was tricky business. “Until we can sort out this business with the Shard, it’s best if you’re somewhere safe and secluded. There’s a cottage in Hastings that’s available and no one will bother you there.”

      “Surely, there’s something I can do to help.”

      “There is. You’ll tell me everything you know about the Shard.”

      Eldridge rubbed his temple. “I’ll do my best, but not all of that back there in the hospital was an act. I can’t even remember when I left Lillian. It could have been years ago or months. I can see her face, but I can’t place the moment. It’s an image with no context. I have a lot of those.”

      Eldridge paused in thought for a moment. “I remember things from my past. The further back the clearer they seem to be.”

      “Do you remember what your mission was?” Simon asked. He didn’t want to push the man too hard, but they desperately needed information and he wasn’t sure how long Eldridge could remain lucid and actively in the moment. “Why you came here? What you were supposed to do?”

      “Find the Shard, confirm its existence and report back to the Council. Didn’t they tell you that when they sent you?”

      Simon hesitated before answering. “The Council didn’t exactly send us. We’re…freelancing.”

      Eldridge laughed. “They must be having fits.”

      The idea of the Council being in an uproar because of him gave Simon some pleasure. It was the least the bastards deserved. “My grandfather was a member. I am not.” He briefly recounted his and Elizabeth’s history with the watch, including how they’d accidentally activated it.

      “That must have been a shocker.” Eldridge’s expression grew concerned. “What about my watch? Do you know where my watch is?”

      “I was hoping you did.”

      Simon knew the loss of Eldridge’s watch was a distinct possibility. Part of him had expected it really. After all, he was, by nature, a cautious, and some might even say pessimistic man, but surely even Schaupenhauer saw the glass as half full now and then.

      “I hate to think of it out there in God knows whose hands,” Eldridge said.

      “We can only hope it’s in a lockbox at MI5 headquarters and they’re none the wiser as to what it does.”

      “I suppose.” Eldridge sounded far from pleased at the notion.

      “But. “

      “I have this ridiculous feeling I gave it to Winston Churchill.”

      Despite himself and despite the old man’s fragile mental state, Simon couldn’t help but smile at the thought.

      “I know it’s impossible,” Eldridge continued. “Just an hallucination, I guess. Head trauma and pneumonia certainly do lead to interesting dreams. It’s maddening though not knowing what’s real and what’s a figment of my own imagination. For all I know, you’re not really here.”

      Simon hit a deep pothole in the road and they both bounced in their seats.

      “Although,” Eldridge said, “that felt pretty real.”

      The road grew even rougher, and enormous shell craters made it painfully slow going in some places. The car crept along on the dark road, winding its way through a maze of holes.

      “If you weren’t sent by the Council, why are you here? How did you know I was here?” Eldridge asked.

      Simon explained about the museum and the photograph. “Elizabeth grew very attached to Mrs. Eldridge and she’s a bit. “

      “Of a romantic?”

      “I was going to say insane,” Simon said with a smile, “but yes, a romantic and she has a fearless streak of altruism that takes us to rather unusual places.”

      “Like San Francisco in 1906.”

      “Yes,” Simon said. “And here. Although we didn’t know about the Shard at the time.”

      “I’m sorry you’re mixed up in it now. If it were anything else…”

      “If it were anything else, Elizabeth would still find a way to go where angels fear to tread. It’s her nature.” Simon’s heart ached with worry for her. He tried not to think about what unknown risk she might be facing right now. With an effort, he pushed that thought away and took refuge in focusing on the matter at hand. “If you were sent to observe the Shard, how did you end up hiding it? I’m far from an expert on matters involving the Council, but I thought interfering with timelines was high on the list of things not to do.”

      “Typically, yes, although small changes happen all the time. Most of the ripples are localized and nothing of any real significance changes,” Eldridge said, sounding more sure of himself, stronger with each word. “But, sometimes, a large link in the chain breaks and if things aren’t set right, the repercussions can be disastrous. In the original timeline, the Swedes supposedly made the exchange with someone from MI5 and the Shard was tucked safely away somewhere.”

      “But that’s not what happened. The Swedish agents were killed.”

      “Exactly. I hid the Shard as best I could until I could figure out what to do or until the next eclipse.”

      “Why didn’t you take it to MI5?”

      “MI5 operatives were the ones who killed the Swedes. Maybe it was Nazis who’d managed to infiltrate the section. I don’t know. No one else knew about the exchange.”

      “Blake said MI5 has a mole.”

      Eldridge shifted in his seat and fixed Simon with an austere expression. “You can’t afford to trust anyone. Not with the Shard.”

      And yet, Simon thought, he’d trusted those men with Elizabeth. Anxiety pulsed through him. He needed to get back to her.

      “I went to Charing Cross and hid it in the book box,” Eldridge continued. “The next thing I remember is waking up in the hospital.”

      “And you pretended to have amnesia?”

      “Not at first. My memory is vague on far too many things. I do remember the feeling of hearing Elizabeth mention my wife’s name.” Eldridge paused and cleared his throat. “I can’t describe it.”

      Simon couldn’t imagine what that must have been like and prayed he would never know.

      “Where is she?” Eldridge said. “Elizabeth. Are we meeting her in Hastings?”

      “No. Assuming they escaped without incident,” Simon said, his mind overflowing with the unthinkable, “I’ll be meeting her later, once you’re settled.”

      “Good. I’m sure she’s fine.”

      “Yes,” Simon said. She sure as hell better be.

      

      

      The drive to Hastings, which normally would have taken an hour and a half, took nearly four. They’d managed to avoid any roadblocks where questions might have been awkward to answer. Judging from the emptiness of the turnpike behind them, Simon was certain they hadn’t been followed. He turned off the lane and onto a rutted country road. It hadn’t been used in over a year and he had to struggle to keep the wheel straight. If he hadn’t known each quirk and curve, he would have plowed into a tree. But this was a path he knew well.

      His Great Aunt’s cottage was nearly exactly as it was when he’d shown it to Elizabeth when they’d first arrived in England. A little less overgrown perhaps, but otherwise, it was remarkable how little it had changed in so many years. Sebastian was overseas fighting in the war and no one else would be on the grounds. It was the perfect place to leave Eldridge while they looked for the Shard.

      He lifted up the edge of the small green pot near the side window where she kept her key. He’d toyed with the idea of playing inside the cottage as a boy, but he’d never dared go inside before.

      Eldridge slowly got out of the car. His mind was obviously healing faster than his body. He was still quite weak and Simon worried if he’d be able to manage on his own. He helped Eldridge walk to the cottage.

      “I’m all right,” Eldridge said in protest, but his grip on Simon’s arm told a different story entirely.

      It was dark enough at the end of the lane, but inside the house it was completely pitch black. He lit a match and looked for something to cover the windows with. Even though it was well set back from the main road, the last thing they needed was a visit from the home guard or an air raid warden. Thankfully, Sybil’s blackout curtains stood at the ready and Simon pulled them closed. He lit two half-full kerosene lamps and handed one to Eldridge.

      The room would have been quaint if it hadn’t been so dusty and covered with cobwebs. It wasn’t that that gave Simon a chill or the cold night air. It was the needlepoint unfinished on a chair; it was the book on the end table and the inescapable sense of a life abruptly ended.

      He lifted his lamp and headed into the small kitchen. “Needs a bit of cleaning,” he said, pulling the curtains shut, “but you should be safe here.”

      “It’s fine. Although, I really wish you’d let me come with you.”

      Simon didn’t remind him that he was barely strong enough to hold a lamp. He didn’t need to. Eldridge knew; his heart just wouldn’t accept it. “We’ll feel better knowing you’re here safe and recovering.”

      Eldridge shuffled after him and sat down at the small table in the kitchen. “I just need a little rest.”

      “This is the perfect place for that. Country air and quiet.”

      Simon opened a few cabinets. There were tins of flour, sugar and oats. “I’m not sure any of this is good anymore.”

      The lid to the flour tin was difficult to remove. “Looks all right.” He refastened the lid and put the tin back on the shelf. “There are some canned goods that should still be edible. There should be markets in the village with anything else you might need. No rationed goods, I’m afraid. I’ll leave some money here. They’ll be quite suspicious of a stranger. Do what you can not to draw attention to yourself and stay close to the cottage as much as possible.”

      Resigned to his fate, Eldridge nodded. “I understand.”

      “We won’t be long. If this man has the book, we’ll get it.”

      Eldridge didn’t say what they were both thinking. And if he doesn’t…

      “I’ll help you make a fire. There’s nothing to be done for the smoke, we’ll just have to hope no one notices. There’s firewood by the hearth and more in a shed around back.”

      Simon stood uneasily looking around the room. He was sure there was something important he was forgetting.

      Eldridge pushed himself up. “I’ll be fine. Thank you.” He held out his hand and when Simon took it he clasped his other hand over Simon’s. “And Godspeed.”

      By the time Simon left the cottage it was going on two o’clock in the morning. His back ached from driving for so long and his eyes were heavy with lack of sleep, but he drove on. Ever since he and Elizabeth had left each other in front of the hotel he’d had a growing sense of unease. He’d chalked it up to the danger of the rescue, being separated from Elizabeth, but as dawn broke, the niggling feeling that something was wrong grew.

      He could not get back to Elizabeth quickly enough.
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      Elizabeth heard the footsteps coming down the hall. She’d heard four sets of them since she’d gone to bed and each time she’d hoped they were Simon’s, she’d been disappointed. This time though, the footsteps stopped outside her door. A vague shadow blocked out the only light in her room, the sliver of warmth that came under the door from the hall. She heard the person on the other side try the doorknob. This must be Simon, she thought and sprang out of bed. She was almost at the door when she realized it could be someone else. It could be one of the spies and she was about to throw open the door.

      She scanned the darkness for a weapon. She couldn’t see a darn thing, but she mentally recreated the room. The lamp was too big, the chair too heavy. The doorknob jiggled again and she grabbed the first thing she could think of and jumped on the chair ready to strike just as the door opened.

      Light from the hall flooded the dark room and a tall shadow stretched out like a grotesque specter. She raised her arm to bludgeon the intruder when she heard the whisper in the dark she’d been waiting for.

      “Elizabeth…”

      “Oh, Simon,” she said, sagging with relief. Thank God.

      He turned and flipped on the light. His face sped from concern to amusement in rapid succession. “What are you doing up there?”

      “I thought you might be one of the bad guys.”

      “And so you were going to…start a pillow fight?” His eyes fell on the floppy down pillow in her right hand.

      “Well…”

      He laughed, relieved, and closed the door. Putting his hands around her waist, he lifted her off the chair and back onto the floor. He held her for a moment and kissed her and Elizabeth relaxed into it. “Are you all right?”

      “Everything went according to plan on our end. And you? And Evan? How is he?” Elizabeth tossed the pillow back onto the bed.

      “He’s weak and his memories are erratic, but he’ll be fine, I think.”

      “Good.” She took a closer look at Simon and noticed his eyes were bloodshot and his shoulders slightly hunched. “You must be exhausted. Let’s try to get some sleep.”

      “I could use a good night’s sleep,” Simon said and then added in a voice so quiet she had to strain to hear. “We need to leave. Now.”

      She hadn’t expected that, but nodded. She was pooped and he was super-pooped, but if Simon said they needed to go, they needed to go. She gathered her clothes and made small talk in case the room was bugged.

      “I know what you mean,” she said as she dressed. “I’m so tired. The excitement of the day, I guess.”

      “It has been a long one.”

      “It was kind of thrilling though, wasn’t it?” she said as she scribbled a quick note. “All cloak and dagger.”

      “Cloaks are fine; it’s the daggers I can do without.” Simon grabbed her purse from the table and handed it to her. “Try to get some sleep, darling.”

      They shut off the light and stood in the darkness for a minute before Simon carefully opened the door and they slipped out into the hall. Downstairs, the hotel desk clerk snored into his Beano comic book and Simon and Elizabeth slipped past unnoticed. Simon had parked the car down the lane and they hurried toward it through the early morning chill.

      “You didn’t tell the others about Cirencester?” Simon asked.

      “Nope. I followed the plan.” They’d agreed not to let on that they knew anymore than Jack or Blake.

      “Good,” Simon said. “With a mole in MI5, we can’t afford to trust anyone. Not even men who’ve saved our lives,” he added before she could protest. “What if one of them or both is compromised in some way and by leading them to the Shard, we’re virtually delivering it to Hitler ourselves?”

      It made sense. She didn’t want it to and she tried to poke holes in it, but Blake himself had said there was a mole. They couldn’t risk letting anyone know where they were going and what they were looking for.

      When they arrived at the car, Elizabeth started for the driver’s side before remembering everything was reversed in England. “At least we have a car.”

      “Only for a few more miles,” Simon said as he started it. “We’re low on petrol and with rations being so tightly controlled, we’ve no way to buy more. We’ll have to do without the car.”

      Simon drove them to the train station. By the time they got there, the sun was just beginning to rise. He bought two tickets on the first train to Dover. Elizabeth didn’t know much about the geography of England, but she was fairly certain Dover was the wrong direction. And not only had Simon bought the tickets, he’d argued with the man in the ticket booth about his change being wrong.

      Simon continued to complain about the shoddy service as he led Elizabeth to the small cafe that was just opening its doors. Other early morning travelers crowded the steps out front ready for a hot cup of tea to begin their day. The idea of warm tea was heavenly, but it wasn’t meant to be as Simon apparently had other ideas. He helped her through the crowd and she saw him toss their tickets into a waste bin. “This way,” he said.

      They left the shop sans tea and started down the street away from the station. The morning fog was thick and cold. “The train’s back that way,” Elizabeth said.

      “Yes, but we’re taking the bus. Which is this way.”

      “Sneaky.” He’d laid a false trail for Jack and Blake to follow. That explained his mini-scene with the ticket man as well. “You’re rather crafty when you want to be, Mr. Cross.”

      Simon tried to smile slyly, but it was ruined by a titanic yawn. “You should see me when I’m awake.”

      Elizabeth leaned into his side and they meandered down the street toward the bus station. They had just enough time for a piece of wholemeal toast and a cup of tea before the bus for London arrived.

      

      

      Blake checked his watch for the second time in ten minutes. He put down his teacup and frowned across the table at Jack. The hotel restaurant buzzed with morning travelers.

      “They’re newlyweds,” Jack said. The clerk had told them that Cross had arrived in the middle of the night and gone straight up to join her. He’d argued to let Elizabeth and Simon sleep in a little.

      “This is no time for sentiment,” Blake said.

      “If not now, when?”

      “When the war is over.”

      “Party pooper.” Jack drank down the last drops of his ridiculously expensive cup of coffee. “All right.”

      They paid the check and went upstairs to Elizabeth’s room. Blake knocked on Elizabeth’s door, but no answer came.

      “I’ll get the clerk,” Blake said irritated.

      “Keep your shorts on,” Jack said as he pulled out a small leather case and proceeded to pick the door’s lock with ease.

      “Very good. What other hidden talents do you have?”

      Jack grinned and pushed open the door. “You’ll have to ask the girls at Vassar.”

      Blake snorted in disgust.

      The room was empty. He wasn’t sure if he was hurt that Elizabeth hadn’t trusted him or impressed that she’d had the good sense not to.

      “Perfect,” Blake said putting his hands on his hips and looked around the room in frustration. He let his hands fall to his sides and then shoved them into his pockets. “What am I going to tell Mother?”

      “You can tell him it was my fault, if you want.”

      “Don’t think I won’t,” Blake said.

      While Blake pouted, which he did with great skill, Jack looked around the room for some clue as to where they’d gone. Blake was a good agent, but he worried far too much about what the higher ups thought. Jack had learned early on that what the suits thought didn’t amount to a hill of beans as long as you got the job the done. What fun was it if he couldn’t improvise a little along the way? Although, partnering with two civilians to break out a high security asset and losing them all was a great way to get his asset in a sling.

      He scanned the room, knowing he wouldn’t find anything useful, when he noticed a note addressed to him on the table.

      Sorry for the curveball. Elizabeth

      “What’s so funny?”

      Jack tucked the note into his pocket. “Inside joke.”

      “Isn’t that lovely? We risk our bloody necks and she writes you a joke.”

      “Aw, come on, Andy.”

      “Andrew!”

      “Sorry. I’m gonna go snoop around a little. They’re amateurs. They probably left a trail a mile wide.” Although he suspected they were going to be more difficult to find than he let on. They might be new, but they were smart.

      “I’m beginning to think we’re the amateurs.” Blake waved his hand. “Fine, you go ahead. I’ve got unpleasant calls to make.”

      “Give Mother my love.”

      

      

      Simon and Elizabeth took the bus to Paddington Station where they boarded a train for Swindon. As confident as they could be that they’d given Blake and Jack the slip and that the rest of the spy brigade had no idea where they were, they let themselves relax a little. That was another thing she was learning, to find moments where she could catch her breath and recoup, even if those moments were fleeting.

      Simon purchased the tickets for the journey. They walked the length of the platform as military men in every imaginable uniform filled the second and third class cars. Finally, they reached the first class car and Simon opened the door to their compartment. They shared their tiny room with an elderly nanny and a young boy of about four. The train had hardly left the station when the boy went off down the corridor to explore. A few minutes later, he was duck-walked back into the compartment by a very officious looking ticket inspector.

      “Seems Edward’s got away again, Mrs. Thompkins,” the man said as he planted the little boy in his seat. “We’ve talked about this before. Can’t have him wandering the corridors. He makes faces at the other passengers through the glass. Unpleasant faces.”

      “I’m sorry,” Mrs. Thompkins said as she pinched Edward who stuck out his lower lip in indignation. “He won’t do it again.”

      The inspector nodded and left.

      Edward scrunched his face up and squirmed. He pointed toward the netting that was stretched above the seats to create a shelf for luggage.

      “I’m sorry to bother you,” Mrs. Thompkins said to Simon, “but would you mind?”

      “Up there? Are you sure that’s safe?”

      “He’ll be fine and if we’re lucky, he’ll sleep.”

      Child safety had a long way to go, but Simon relented.

      He picked up the boy and lifted him toward the netting. Edward rolled into it like a hammock and then pushed himself up onto his elbow. “Sweets?” he said putting out a grubby little hand in hope.

      “Sorry,” Simon said. “I’m afraid I don’t have any.”

      The boy made a sour face and flopped onto his back. Another little face popped up at the disturbance. His sister had been asleep in the net the whole time. She rubbed her eye with a chubby little fist and smiled at Simon. “Hullo.”

      “Well, hello.”

      She studied him through sleepy eyes and then put her head back down. “I like your face.”

      Elizabeth couldn’t agree more.

      “Thank you,” Simon said, bemused, as he sat back down. He smiled up at the little girl. “I like yours too. Very much.”

      Elizabeth snuggled into his side and rested her head on his shoulder. “Little Zog will be one lucky little girl,” she murmured and then let the train rock her into a dreamless sleep.

      They arrived in Swindon just past two, said their goodbyes to the children and transferred to the small train up to Cirencester. The Cirencester station was something straight out of an old movie. The entire station consisted of two old brick buildings and a short covered platform. The man working the station shuffled toward them to collect their tickets.

      “Do you know where Professor Morley lives?” Simon asked.

      The man squinted at Simon and then at Elizabeth.

      Simon pressed on. “Would you mind? I’m a colleague from London and I seem to have misplaced his address?”

      The station man pursed his lips. The phone in his booth rang and he held up a crooked finger as he walked away.

      “Up past the church,” another man said. He’d been leaning against the station wall and limped over on a single wooden crutch. “Right on Whiteway. Can’t miss it. Just look for the birds.”

      “The birds?” Simon repeated.

      “Can’t miss them.”

      “Thank you,” Elizabeth said and then nudged Simon. He dug into his pocket and handed the old soldier a coin.

      “Thanks, guv,” the man said with a tip of his cap. “Thank you.”

      As they left the station, Elizabeth noticed a water spigot. “One sec.”

      She splashed water on her face and gave her teeth a quick finger brushing while Simon watched with amusement.

      “Better?”

      Her eyes were still scratchy from lack of sleep and she felt mildly sick to her stomach thanks to the train, but otherwise…”Marginally human.”

      Simon took a quick drink and they walked up the main road into town. The countryside was the definition of idyllic. Lush green pastures on rolling hills with dark copses of trees. There were even small herds of sheep with cream-colored coats of long curly wool.

      “What’s this area called?”

      “This is the Cotswolds. Lovely, isn’t it? This area was actually the second largest Roman settlement in Britain. You’ll notice how straight some of the roads are. Courtesy of the Roman empire, roughly two thousand years ago.”

      “That’s amazing.” Elizabeth slipped her arm into Simon’s.

      “There are other ruins, even an amphitheater. It’s an area rich in archaeology. Take Tar Barrow over there. Many people think it’s haunted.”

      Elizabeth smiled. “You know I love a good ghost story.”

      Simon patted her hand, humoring her. “We have enough on our plates. No need to pull in ghosts as well.”

      “We’ll come back,” she said with a nod. “When we get back.”

      They passed the church, which was a mere 900 years old, just a medieval baby, and turned onto Whiteway. It wasn’t long before they heard the birds. Scores of them flew in and out of trees surrounding a large honey-colored stone house. A flock of Tufted Ducks came in for a landing near the shore of a small pond. It was beautiful and a little creepy.

      They walked up the gravel drive to the house and rang the bell. A heavyset woman answered the door and quickly dried her hands on her flowered apron. “Yes?”

      “We’re here to see Professor Morley,” Simon said.

      The woman frowned. “He’s busy at the moment. Can you come back another time?”

      "We've come an awful long way to see him," Elizabeth said.

      Immediately, the woman's face brightened. "You're the American. You're late. He's been waiting for you."
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      Professor Morley’s housekeeper ushered a very confused and slightly suspicious Simon and Elizabeth into the house. How could he possibly have been expecting them? The housekeeper rapped smartly on a dark oak door. “Professor Morley,” she said and, without waiting for an answer, opened it and went inside. “Professor?”

      A portly man in his mid-sixties sat behind an enormous desk, hunched over a book. He popped a piece of orange into his mouth and answered her without looking up. “How many times have I told you not to bother me when I’m reading, Mrs. Quick?”

      “You’re always reading,” she countered. “And besides your American’s here.”

      The professor looked up and gave Simon and Elizabeth a cursory glance before looking behind them. “Where?”

      “Right there,” Mrs. Quick said nodding toward Elizabeth.

      “My dear woman,” the professor said as he wiped his mouth with a white cloth napkin. He pushed himself back from his desk, stood and closed in on them. “Does this girl look like a man from the Appalachian mountains of Alabama to you? If so, you need a rather long rest and if not, you’ve completely wasted my time.”

      “It’s our fault,” Elizabeth said, her mouth watering at the sight of the orange. It was the first piece of fresh fruit she’d seen since they’d gone back in time. “We wanted to see you.”

      “And so you have. Good day,” he waved a dismissive hand and started back to his desk.

      “Please,” Elizabeth said. “We just need a few minutes of your time.”

      He turned around slowly and narrowed his eyes. His wild, bushy eyebrows nearly knit together.

      “Please,” Simon said with wafer thin patience.

      Morley held up a silencing hand. “Shh. Say that again, girl.”

      Elizabeth hesitated. “We just need a few minutes of your time.”

      “Texas, yes? Tell me I’m right! Wait. North Texas.”

      “Lubbock. Right.” She’d forgotten he was a linguist.

      “That’s quite impressive, but—” Simon started.

      “Sussex,” he said to Simon. “Eton and Oxford. Staggeringly dull. UPR. Thoroughly tiresome accent except, in your case, the way your time in America has bastardized it makes it of marginal interest.”

      “Now, see here—”

      “Professor,” Elizabeth said, trying to head off whatever chest puffery was about to take place. “I’m sorry I’m not the right American. But we really have come a long way. We’re here to see you about a book.”

      “A book? Oh. Why didn’t you say so in the first place?” His face lit up. “Which one? Centring Dipthongs of Non-Rhotic Accents or Intervocalic Alveolar-Flapping and You?”

      “I’m sorry,” Elizabeth said. “We met with Professor Giles in London and he said he’d given you a book for your birthday.”

      “The Book of Iona,” Simon said.

      Morley’s face dropped. “Oh, yes, that. I thought you meant one of mine. Giles has never had very good taste in books.”

      “No,” Elizabeth agreed quickly, hoping to win him over. “You don’t still have it, do you?”

      “Alas no. It and several other volumes of little consequence but, I must say, substantial value were donated to a worthy cause. We all have to do our part, you know.”

      “Very noble,” Simon said between gritted teeth. Obviously, he’d noticed the crate of oranges, box of SPAM and other black market goods piled up behind the professor’s desk.

      “I’m sure they appreciated your generosity,” Elizabeth said hoping to salvage their trip. “It was very kind of you to part with them.”

      “Yes,” Morley said with a put-upon sigh. “They should bring a good price. Put the Spitfire Fund over the top.”

      With a little coaxing, she might be able to get more out of him. “Is the Spitfire Fund event here in town?”

      “No, no. This is over in Bath. A fundraiser tomorrow night, I think. I don’t like to get too involved in things locally, you understand. Once people sense you’re blessed with a generous nature, they take advantage.”

      “I’m sure they do,” Simon said.

      Elizabeth put a comforting hand on Simon’s arm. Lack of sleep was making him crankier than usual. “Thank you for your time, Professor.”

      Elizabeth led Simon out of the office and back onto the street before he could make a scene.

      “Idiot,” Simon grumbled.

      Elizabeth arched an eyebrow.

      “Not the accent. I don’t care about that. But did you see all of the black market goods? I would very much have liked to have shoved that damn orange down his damn throat.”

      Elizabeth patted his arm. “You’re sweet.”

      Simon snorted. “That wasn’t exactly what I was going for.”

      She hadn’t gotten exactly what she’d hoped for either, but they had found another piece of the puzzle. They hadn’t come away entirely empty-handed.

      “Come on,” Elizabeth said as she slipped her arm through his. “Off to Bath? How far away is it?”

      “A few hours by train.”

      It had been nearly thirty-six hours since either of them had truly slept. The adrenaline from the escape had long worn off, and left her feeling wrung out like an old washcloth fraying at the edges. But, this wasn’t a vacation, and considering what other people endured during the war, the least she could do was suck it up. She tried her best to hide just how tired she was and plastered on a smile “Right.”

      By the time they’d walked back into the center of town, dark clouds had filled the late afternoon sky. The weather had been so cooperative, so temperate, she’d completely forgotten about it until a big fat raindrop splattered across the bridge of her nose. Like an idiot, she looked up and promptly got another one right in the eye.

      Simon took her arm and helped her over the now slippery brick pavers and into the shelter of a covered doorway. They huddled together as the skies overhead opened up and the rain came down with a fury. People on the street pulled out umbrellas or shielded their heads as best they could and hurried for cover. Across the street, a mother dragged her son down the sidewalk. He kept his head tilted back and his tongue out to catch the drops.

      “Wow,” Elizabeth said. “Hello, Mother Nature.”

      “Wait here.” Simon turned up the collar of his coat and pulled down the brim of his hat. He stepped out into the rain and jogged down the street.

      A few minutes later, he reappeared. “Here.” He took off his hat, shook the water from it and set it on top of her head. He laughed as he pulled it down and it covered her eyes. “There’s a pub just down the road. We can dry out there and get something to eat.”

      Elizabeth pushed the brim of the hat back so she could see and held out her hand.

      “Ready?” Simon asked and on her nod they dashed into the rain and ran down the empty street.

      The King’s Head Inn was dark and wonderfully warm and cozy. A few small wooden tables with a variety of benches and chairs were tucked into nooks or gathered around a large fireplace where a man was busy building a fire.

      “I be right with ya,” he said.

      Simon and Elizabeth took off their coats and hat and hung them on a coatrack by the door. Nearly every inch of ceiling and wall space was covered with photographs, newspaper articles and miniature flags.

      Elizabeth noticed a chalkboard with today’s specials listed. “Oh, I’m starving. Soup sounds good but what’s that wonderful smell?”

      “Mulled cider, I think,” Simon said. “Although—”

      “I want.”

      “I’m not sure that’s wise. It will be hard cider and terribly strong,” Simon said.

      Elizabeth waved off his warning. “Hard, soft, it doesn’t matter as long as it’s all mulled and cidery.”

      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      The man finished lighting the fire and Elizabeth immediately went over to warm up.

      “This is heaven,” she said. “Thank you.”

      The man nodded and went back around the bar. “Er have to wait till half past for a Scrumpy.”

      Elizabeth smiled. She’d heard all sorts of English accents so far, but the West Country was her favorite. It was a wonderful mixture of charming lilt and old school pirate.

      “Tea for now, please,” Simon said. “Two fish and chips, if the kitchen’s open.”

      The man nodded and disappeared into the back.

      Elizabeth settled into a table close to the fire and after ordering, Simon joined her. “I’m afraid you’ll have to settle for tea for now. Licensing laws. Can’t serve alcohol until five-thirty.”

      “That’s all right. This is perfect.”

      They sipped their tea until the food was up. The fish and chips were greasy and delicious. At five-thirty on the dot, the drinks arrived and so did a handful of locals, including one old man with a bent walking stick and little Jack Russell terrier in tow. He sat down at a table not far from them, tipping his cap in greeting.

      Simon walked to the bar to collect their drinks and gave the owner a few coins. “For the gentleman and one for yourself.”

      The little old man raised his walking stick in a salute as the publican took the coins. “Cheers!”

      Elizabeth held the warm cup in both hands and inhaled the sharp aroma of apples and ginger before taking a small sip. It was delicious and she didn’t feel the alcohol until she felt the heat building in her chest. Scrumpy was warm and dangerous and wonderful. After a few sips, she already felt a little light-headed.

      A few more regulars came in and joined the old man. One of them leaned over to their table and said, “These dirty old sods want to know if you’re married.”

      “I am,” Elizabeth said, wiggling her ring finger and eliciting groans from the men. She giggled. “You all are so handsome, surely you’ve been snatched up.”

      The old man raised his glass. “Lost me wife in ‘38.”

      “I’m sorry,” Elizabeth said.

      “Every night,” he said, “I be praying the old bat don’t find me!”

      The table broke out in roars of laughter.

      “Er got a mouth like a forty shilling iron pot!”

      Elizabeth and Simon joined in the laughter and listened to the stories the locals spun, but it wasn’t too long before she could feel herself slowly beginning to fade away. The warm room, the good food, the strong alcohol, and loss of sleep were finally catching up with her. Simon tugged at her elbow. Elizabeth looked up to see him standing over her. He had their coats folded over one arm and she vaguely wondered when he’d done that.

      “I don’t want to go,” she said in a voice that sounded whiny even to her own ears.

      “I’ve got a room upstairs.”

      “You did? I love you so much.”

      “Good, now come on,” he said as he helped her stand. The room tilted and swirled in a way that wasn’t entirely unpleasant, but seldom ended well. They said their goodnights and made their way up the narrow stairway to their room over the pub. It was small and simple, but Elizabeth didn’t care. It had a bed.

      She flopped down onto it and nearly bounced back off. The springs were ready for a fight.

      “Come here,” she said in her best sultry voice. She dutifully ignored the fact that Simon was fighting not to laugh. He sat down on the bed and she pulled him down beside her. She rolled over so that she was leaning on his chest and started to kiss his neck.

      “We should get some sleep,” he said, but she could feel his heartbeat race as she kissed him and heard his breath catch when she found that one particular spot that always drove him to distraction.

      “Mmm-hmm,” she said, working her way up to his jaw and back down again.

      His hands caressed her back for a moment and then held her close. He was warm and solid and snoring. She pushed herself up to look at him through blurry eyes. Yup. Snoring away.

      She was too tired and too tipsy to be insulted, and laid her head back down on his chest. His arms tightened around her and the last she heard was another gale of laughter from the pub downstairs.
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      Elizabeth felt like someone had stuffed cotton and straw into her head while she slept — scratchy straw that rubbed against her eyes and heavy, water-soaked cotton to slosh around where her brain used to be. Scrumpy cider was evil. Even after two cups of weak black coffee, it was all she could do to get a little bread and jam down. The publican took pity on her. “Her be needing a bit of the hair of the dog.” He pulled out a hip flask and put a splash in her nearly empty coffee cup.

      Simon tipped him and Elizabeth wondered if he’d mind if she just curled up on this bench and never moved again. She forced down the whisky or rye or embalming fluid and followed it with a large glass of water chaser. Simon insisted.

      They thanked the publican and Simon offered her his hat.

      “Is it still raining?” she asked.

      “No, it’s a beautiful day.”

      Elizabeth waved it off and ran a hand over her head to smooth down the bedhead that wouldn’t go away. She’d run damp fingers through it after she’d taken her head out from under the tap, but she hadn’t had the courage to look in the mirror. If she looked even half as bad as she felt, she was better off not knowing it.

      “All right,” Simon said and opened the pub door.

      Light brighter than the surface of the sun ambushed her and nearly knocked her backwards. Simon helped her out onto the street and after a few excruciating minutes her eyes began to adjust. Wordlessly, they walked down to the station. The same old soldier was there, leaning against the ticketing office.

      The train wasn’t due for over an hour, but the bench wasn’t too hard and Simon’s shoulder was just right. She watched life in the quiet town go by until the engine pulled into the station. They settled into their first class compartment, this time the only occupants.

      While her head was much improved, her stomach wasn’t so sure. For his part, Simon looked rested and content. He’d warned her not to drink the Scrumpy and the fact that he wasn’t saying ‘I told you so’ was really just a sneaky way of saying ‘I told you so’. She glared across the small compartment at Simon.

      “What?” he said.

      “You don’t have to rub it in.”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “Your face is saying it. It’s ‘I told you so’ing’ all over the place.”

      “On behalf of my face, I apologize.”

      Elizabeth smirked and tilted her head back against the leather seat. She squinted at the luggage netting.

      Simon frowned. “Not on your life.”

      

      

      Somewhere past Swindon, Elizabeth started to feel human and by the time they arrived in Bath, she was whole again. The streets of Bath were busy with mid-morning activity. Cars, coaches, army vehicles and lots of bicycles buzzed along the street. As they stood in front of the station trying to formulate a plan, a shoeshine boy latched onto Simon’s leg like a hungry animal.

      “Shine, Sir?” he asked, already having wrangled Simon’s foot onto his box.

      Simon looked like he was about to protest but must have noticed what she did, the only sadder looking thing than his shoes was the boy. He was pushing all of ten years old. His pale face was streaked with coal like war paint.

      The boy worked at a furious pace as if afraid Simon might change his mind at any minute. “You new in town? I knows everyfink what goes on here. What you need?”

      Elizabeth silently ticked off her needs: a bath, a comb, a dress she hadn’t been wearing for three days, a mysterious piece of Nordic legend that might or might not let Hell reign on earth.

      “What we really need is a place to stay,” Simon said. “Any recommendations?”

      “Oh! Right. Gentleman like you needs a fine place and your lady too. Royal Station. Right across the street. Queen Victoria stayed there, they say.”

      “That sounds perfect, thank you.”

      “All done,” the boy said as he snapped his towel against the toe of Simon’s shoe.

      “Thank you.” Simon dug into his pockets and put a few coins into the boy’s outstretched hand.

      His eyes opened wide and Elizabeth could tell he was sure Simon had made a mistake. The boy couldn’t bring himself to say it, but he couldn’t just run off with too much either.

      “It’s all right,” Simon said. “Just don’t spend it all in one place.”

      The boy tipped his cap twice, grabbed his shoeshine box and took off before Simon could change his mind.

      “The Royal?” he said.

      “If it’s good enough for the Queen…”

      It took a strong heart and good reflexes, but they managed to cross the street to the hotel. The lobby was clean and bright and an enormous blue oriental rug covered most of the floor. She couldn’t wait to take a bath in Bath, and judging from the looks the clerk gave them, he couldn’t wait for her to either.

      Their room wasn’t enormous, but there was an en suite bath and that was all that mattered. She started to undress and caught sight of herself in the large mirror over the dresser.

      “Simon, you need to see this.”

      “What is it?”

      She turned him to look in the mirror and two scraggly creatures looked back. His clothes were wrinkled and dirty and Elizabeth’s dress had several small spots on it she couldn’t identify. Her hair was still wild and untamed and looked like someone had taken an iron to half of it.

      After a moment of what could only be described as stunned silence, Simon ran his hand over two days of stubble. “Good Lord.”

      She sniffed the air. “I don’t know which of us that is, but my eyes are tearing up.”

      “You bathe,” Simon said. “I saw a barber’s across the street. I’ll pick up some things and be back within the hour.”

      “What about our clothes?”

      “The hotel will see to them.” Simon grabbed his hat and headed for the door.

      “And what do we wear in the meantime?” she asked.

      Simon put on his hat and tugged down the brim. “Just our smiles.”

      

      

      Professor Morley scribbled in his notebook as he listened to a wax record of a woman from Manchester mangle the English language. It was a miracle those people managed to tie their shoes, he thought as he made another notation. This monograph on class and Northern dialects would surely be his greatest triumph. Of course, only a handful of people on the entire surface of the globe would be able to understand it, but esoteric knowledge was the only knowledge worth having.

      He popped a cube of SPAM into his mouth and strained to make out the Queen’s English in the garbled mess the woman was making of it. He heard the door to his office open.

      “Mrs. Quick,” he said as he reached for the phonograph needle in frustration. “I have told you not to disturb me while I’m working.”

      “Mrs. Quick is out,” a tall man said. “I let myself in.”

      “Did you? Impudent. Then you can let yourself out as well.”

      “I just need the answers to a few questions,” the man said.

      Professor Morley stared at him in confusion. “Can’t you see I’m working?”

      “This won’t take long, Professor.” The man walked over to his desk, as though they were old friends. He perched on the edge of it and picked up a paperweight. “You had visitors yesterday.”

      “Yes,” he said, yanking the paperweight from the man’s hand. “What of it? Get off my desk.”

      “What did they want?” The man smiled, but there was no warmth in it. He stood and walked around to the side of the desk.

      Morley’s orders for the man to leave died on his lips. He squinted at him. “Say that again.”

      “What did they want?”

      Morley’s throat went suddenly dry. “Voiced labiodental fricative. Very mild.”

      “What’s that?”

      Carefully, Morley placed his pencil into his notebook and closed it. “Your English is excellent. Where did you learn it? Munich? It is slightly Alemannic. Düsseldorf?”

      Morley tried to move his chair back from the desk and stand, but the man shoved him back into his seat.

      “What are you doing?” Morely protested.

      The man sighed heavily and pulled something from his pocket. The blade made a clicking sound as it slid into place. Everything, even knives have a language.

      “What were they looking for?” The pretense was nearly gone. The labiodental fricative “w” becomes “v”, the phoneme “th” becomes “z”, the consonant devoicing “g” becomes “k”. Vat vere zey lookink for? Curious and very, very German.

      Professor Morley had never considered himself brave. He was generally regarded as a coward. An assessment he didn’t disagree with. He was too old and too fat to fight. He couldn’t bear the privations of austerity the way everyone else did. He liked the things he liked and he could afford them, no one was really being hurt by it. Despite how others saw it, dabbling in the market now and again wasn’t such a terrible thing. A crate of oranges one way or the other would hardly make a difference to the war. But, coward though he was, he wasn’t a traitor. Even he had his limits.

      “What did you tell them?”

      “The same thing I’m going to tell you. Nothing. Now, get out.” His voice sounded so much calmer than he felt.

      “Just a simple question,” the man said. “A simple answer and I’ll be gone.”

      Morley stuck out his chin defiantly. “No.” He could feel his jowls shaking and tried to stop his trembling.

      The man’s knife dragged along the top of the desk, gouging a long gash in the surface. “You English will see that pride alone cannot sustain you after we have won the war.”

      The man’s knife inched closer to Morley’s throat until the tip dug into his neck. He felt a single drop of blood trickle down his skin. “What did they want?”

      Morley’s eyes went to the photograph on his desk of his late mother. He would be the man she’d always hoped he would be. Even if only for a fleeting moment.

      “Very well,” the man said. He lowered the knife and cut a large cube of SPAM and stabbed it with the blade. He pushed it into Morley’s lips. “Swallow it.”

      Morley tried to turn away, but the man was too strong and forced it into his mouth. He tried to chew it, but the man held his jaw closed. “Swallow it.”

      Morley shook his head, but the man moved around behind him, pinched his nose and covered his mouth. He couldn’t breathe. His chest heaved with breath that wouldn’t come. He tried to swallow, but it was too large. Desperate, he forced himself, but the meat stuck in his throat. Choking.

      He tried to pry the man’s hands from his head. He clawed at them and hit them. He grasped the man’s fingers and tried to pull them away, tried to get even a tiny bit of air. Panic welled in his stomach and spread through his body like fire. His chest burned as he convulsed, his body trying to save him from his soul’s folly.

      He fought as the darkness closed in. He fought as his muscles seized. He fought as the last bit of breath in his body was spent. He fought until he wasn’t a coward anymore.
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      With nothing to do but wait until the evening’s fundraiser, Simon and Elizabeth spent the afternoon walking around Bath. It was like walking through two thousand years of history — from the Roman baths to the Royal Crescent and the Circus. Nearly all of it, buildings that had survived hundreds, even thousands, of years, bore fresh scars from the war.

      The Baedeker Blitz in the Spring of 1942, well after the original Blitz, was a series of retaliatory bombing runs. Filed under War Stinks: The RAF had conducted raids earlier in the year in Lübeck, famous for its wooden medieval architecture, aimed at demoralizing the civilian population. Not to be outdone, the Germans retaliated by, supposedly, using the Baedeker Tourist Guide to Britain to choose sites not of military significance, but historical and emotional. Bath had been hit hard.

      Part of the amazing Georgian Royal Crescent was crushed and set on fire by incendiary bombs. Dozens of homes and other buildings were leveled to the ground. Evidence of the raid was everywhere.

      Large coils of barbed wire stretched between sawhorses ran down the middle of the street in front of the Circus and along most of the main thoroughfares. Despite the piles of rubble and the fresh wounds, the city was vibrant and the people went about their daily routines undeterred.

      Elizabeth hated to admit it, but part of her had always felt like the British were stuck in the past, reliving glory years of days long past. But now, she understood it, and she didn’t blame them one bit. What the people of England endured during the war and the way they’d shouldered their burdens couldn’t be taught in a textbook. Mrs. Miniver was a flickering shadow compared to the real thing. It had been so hard to understand what the people of Britain went through. She didn’t dare even think about the rest of Europe. There was no doubt Americans suffered as well, but they hadn’t had to send their children away to Canada to keep them safe. No foreign armies marched through the streets of New York. The fears and hardships of war weren’t echoed in air raid sirens night after night.

      Elizabeth looked around the streets of Bath, at the people whose spirit wouldn’t be broken, and was humbled by it. There was a selflessness that she wasn’t sure even existed anymore. A quiet everyday courage. It was a feeling she would never forget and one she’d call on time and again when the world grew dark.

      Simon squeezed her hand and led her past the enormous Abbey and along the Grand Parade. The concourse ran through the center of town, alongside and just above the River Avon. Once they crossed the bridge it was only a few steps down into the park that ran alongside the river. They found an empty bench and sat down as the sun began to set behind Pulteney Bridge.

      Simon slipped his arm over Elizabeth’s shoulder and kissed the edge of her forehead.

      Elizabeth rested her head on his shoulder. “This is nice, isn’t it?”

      “Perfect.”

      “The river, the bridge; it’s a definite Kodak moment.”

      “It is, but that isn’t what I meant,” Simon said. “I meant this. Us. Together.”

      The butterflies that had been hibernating in Elizabeth’s stomach morphed into a squadron of Spitfires. “Our we is better than my me.”

      Simon cleared his throat. “What I mean to say is. Elizabeth, will you—”

      “Show me your papers.”

      “Will I…what?”

      “Papers,” the man behind them said again. He walked around in front of them. “ID Cards, if you please?”

      Simon looked like he wanted to throttle the warden and Elizabeth would have gladly held the man down while he did. But, Simon merely grunted and handed the warden their papers.

      “Long way from home,” the man said as he peered at Simon through dirty wire-rimmed spectacles.

      “We’re just here for the night. Going to the Spitfire Fundraiser.”

      “Hmm.” The warden handed back their papers. “Best move along then. This is no place to be after dark.”

      “Of course,” Simon said in a voice so tightly polite it could have snapped. “Thank you.”

      With a sigh, Simon held out his hand and helped Elizabeth up. They both nodded to the warden and hurried toward the path to the stairs. By the time they reached the bridge, the sun and the moment were gone.

      

      

      The walk to Guildhall was quiet. No matter how much Elizabeth wanted to rewind or just tell Simon “yes,” she had to find the patience to let him do this in his own time and his own way. So, they both pretended he hadn’t just almost proposed. Again. But he had and Elizabeth’s heart swelled to match the smile she was trying so desperately to hide. She tried not to think the words “Mrs. Simon Cross” or “Elizabeth West-Cross” or “Elizabeth West, wife of Professor Simon Cross” or “The Professor and Mrs. Cross”, but those and a dozen of others clouded her mind.

      The Spitfire Fund Gala was held in the main ballroom of one of Bath’s gorgeous Georgian buildings. They bought tickets at the door from the ladies manning the entrance on the ground floor, and climbed the grand staircase to the first floor into what felt like an indoor fair. The near part of the room was cordoned off for games and challenges, while the far end served as a dance floor. Big band music gave the elegant room a fun, raucous edge.

      Elizabeth’s skin prickled with anticipation. The book they’d spent the last few days searching for was here. Somewhere.

      “Let me see what I can find out about the auction,” Simon said, as he excused himself and went off in search of someone in charge.

      Unable to stand still and wait, Elizabeth wandered amongst the small game stalls. There was even a caricature of Hitler without ears and crying like a baby. For merely 5p, people could pin the donkey ears on the Fuhrer. Elizabeth had spent 10p and got him right in the kisser, twice, much to the pleasure of the crowd, before Simon returned.

      “We’re supposed to look for a Mrs. Abbott.” Simon explained as he came to her side. “She’s in charge of the auction. They wouldn’t tell me anything else.”

      “Any idea where to start?”

      A voice came over the loud speakers and the music faded. “May I have your attention, please?” the woman said. “Over here. Next to the kissing booth! “

      Elizabeth stretched onto her tiptoes to see who was talking. A beautiful woman in her early thirties stood on a small makeshift stage and waved to the crowd. “Thank you,” she said in a perfect cut-glass accent. “Thank you so much for coming and supporting our boys. I’m Mrs. Abbott.”

      There was a round of applause from the crowd. “I’m guessing we start there,” Elizabeth said.

      “I’d like to thank the gentlemen who normally use this lovely historic space for allowing us to usurp it for the evening.” She winked at a man in full Naval dress. “And of course, to the ladies auxiliary for their help with the refreshments and the young Americans, where are you?” She scanned the floor.

      A small group of US army enlisted men whistled, waved and said things like “over here baby!”

      “Right there, yes.” She read from a small index card. “From the 1st Battalion, 16th Infantry Regiment, 1st Infantry Division for their help with our many booths.”

      Another round of applause bubbled up from the crowd.

      “Remember, every shilling you donate, every ticket you purchase brings us that much closer to reaching our goals. That much closer to giving our brave troops the tools they need to win this blasted war!”

      The room nearly exploded with applause.

      “Together we can see this through. I’ve never been so proud as I am tonight, to be part of Bath. Part of Somerset. Part of England!”

      Elizabeth had to hand it to the lady; she was a pro. She waved to the crowd as the applause continued until the music started again and she stepped down.

      Elizabeth and Simon walked toward her before they lost her in the crowd. She was even more beautiful up close. Mrs. Abbott’s skin was pale and perfect, and her dress actually shimmered. Elizabeth tugged on the collar of her own plain dress. All that could be said for hers was that it was finally clean.

      Simon smoothed down his hair and straightened his tie. “Let me handle this.” He stepped forward.

      Mrs. Abbott made charming small talk and whirled about to accept the adulation of many admirers. She even schmoozed gracefully. “Oh, thank you. Such an important cause. It’s the least I can do.”

      “Mrs. Abbott,” Simon said. “Very rousing speech.”

      “Thank you,” she said and was about to spin away and be willowy to someone else, when she did a double take. An actual old-timey movie double take and her engaging smile, engaged fully on Simon. “I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure,” she said extending her hand like a drooping flower.

      Elizabeth cocked her head slightly to the side, surprised, but not really, at the small stab of jealousy that poked through. Anything for the cause, she reminded herself.

      “Forgive me.” Simon took her hand gently. “Sir Simon Cross.”

      He whipped out that title like a…like a person with a title would. Mrs. Abbott’s pale gray eyes visibly sparkled at the mere mention of his sir-iness. She took a quick measure of Simon and must have liked how things added up. She slipped her arm into his and without so much as a how do you do, took him off into the crowd.

      Elizabeth stood there, mouth open, like a giant pile of dumb. Finally, she managed to snap out of it and trailed after them like a piece of toilet paper stuck to one of their shoes.

      He was just trying to get information; that was all. This was just a recon mission. She trusted Simon. It was that snooty vamp she didn’t trust. No one had that much going for them without a pact with the devil or a lot of air brushing. Possibly both.

      After a few minutes, Simon eased away from her clutches and pulled Elizabeth to the side. “The silent auction won’t start until ten. They’ll open the viewing room for half an hour before that. I think though,” he said with a glance over his shoulder, “with a little work, I could get in early.”

      Elizabeth crossed her arms over her chest. “I bet you could. Sir Simon.”

      “Now, Elizabeth—”

      She couldn’t help it. She was feeling extra stabby. “Don’t now Elizabeth me. I saw how she looked at you.”

      Simon laughed.

      Elizabeth put her hands on her hips. Under normal circumstances she didn’t consider herself a jealous person, and she wasn’t jealous. She wasn’t. She was insulted, riled. Simon continued to laugh and Elizabeth rolled her eyes. Oh hell, she was jealous. “It’s not funny.”

      “Trust me, it is,” Simon said. “I don’t think we’ve ever been anywhere where some man hasn’t hit on you. And for once, the shoe is on the other foot.”

      “I’d like to ram my foot—”

      “Elizabeth!”

      “I’m sorry.” She was sorry. A little.

      Simon smiled and gently touched her cheek. “You’ve nothing to worry about. Let me see if I can charm her into viewing the items early.”

      “Just make sure that’s all she shows you.”

      Simon looked around the room and found Mrs. Abbott. “She is quite attractive.”

      Elizabeth knew he was teasing her, but her petulant gene spliced with jealousy anyway. “Maybe you should take off your wedding ring.”

      “Oh, no,” he said, turning the ring on his finger. “I think it excites her.”

      “And on that note,” Elizabeth said. “I need a drink.”

      Simon started to say something, but Elizabeth beat him to it. “No scrumpy.”

      

      

      Evan had grown used to the little cottage. It had only been a few days, but it was so charming and peaceful, he’d quickly fallen into a routine and felt quite at home. He felt stronger too. Last night, he’d slept through the night without nightmares for the first time in he couldn’t remember how long.

      The foodstuffs were mostly edible, but he did venture down into the village earlier that day. He’d done a masterful job of blending in even if he did say so himself and to himself. That was the one thing he missed. Company. While he was in the hospital, he missed Lillian every hour of every day, but his mind was never fully clear. Now that it was, he felt that ache to see her even more keenly.

      He tried to remember the day he left, but the memory wouldn’t come. All sorts of others slipped into its place. The day he brought Gerald home. The day he proposed. The day he met her. He’d been on assignment in Chicago. It was 1871 and the night before the Great Fire. Together, they’d survived. Now, she was facing that horror again. But this time she was alone.

      Why on earth had he left? Now, it seems absurd that he ever left her side, even for a minute. What he wouldn’t give to have that chance again.

      He stabbed at the fire in the hearth. The poker brought the coals back to life. “Lillian.”

      A loud knocking on the door made him jump and turn toward it. Damn, it must have been the fire that gave him away. Why was it always the fire?

      The knocking came again. “Hello?”

      With the poker still in one hand he went to the door. “Who is it?”

      “A friend.”

      “You’ve got the wrong house.”

      “No,” the man said. “Simon Cross sent me.”
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      Elizabeth didn’t like it. Didn’t like it one teeny tiny, itty bitty bit. Why did Simon and Mrs. Abbott have to look so perfect together, like something out of Vanity Fair? They both carried themselves with the easy grace that privilege and excellent breeding gave a person. Elizabeth had a whole lot of neither.

      “I’d like to begin her beguine,” Elizabeth mumbled as she watched them glide around the dance floor, effortlessly, like they were glued together. It was beautiful, graceful and slightly nauseating. Finally, the song ended and Glenn Miller’s In the Mood came on. Simon and Mrs. Abbott left the dance floor, heads together, whispering conspiratorially.

      The young American servicemen, no older than the incoming freshmen she’d seen every day, hooted and jumped onto the floor. One of them leapt up into the air and came down into a splits that looked so painful, Elizabeth’s hamstring twinged in sympathy. He popped right back up though and two of the men began the most raucous, athletic jitterbug she’d ever seen. The crowd parted to give them room and applauded after each wild flip.

      The beat was infectious and Elizabeth couldn’t stop herself from dancing in place. One of the soldiers saw her and grabbed onto her hand. Before she could protest, he’d pulled her onto the floor. She had no idea what she was doing, but the boys didn’t care. They twirled her, swung her around, picked her up and flipped her over their backs. One slung her into the air and another snatched her up. It was all she could do not to fly into the crowd in a wild spin. Somehow, the boys kept her upright and they jitterbugged and lindy hopped until Elizabeth was ready to pass out or the song ended, whichever happened first. Luckily, it was the song that ended and not Elizabeth.

      The boys from Company B helped keep her mind off Simon. They were loud and charming and hell-bent for fun. Whoever said US GIs were overpaid, oversexed and over here had it right. Except for the pay part. There wasn’t enough money on Earth to pay these boys for what they were about to do. It was horrifying to realize that most of these kids would never see their next birthday. Considering what they were facing, Elizabeth felt ashamed of her selfishness and pettiness earlier. Simon would be fine and they’d do what they had to do to find the Shard.

      

      

      For over an hour Simon endured Mrs. Abbott’s ceaseless innuendos. He’d had his fill of women like her. He had been expected, in fact, to marry a woman who had been very much like her, beautiful but cold and shallow, raised to care about herself above all. He’d given that up when he’d moved to America. Had given up, really, on love of any sort. Until Elizabeth. How he’d rather be holding her than Mrs. Abbott right now. However, circumstances dictated something else and Simon dutifully played his part as the willing lover. Judging from some of the looks he received, it seemed he wouldn’t be the only man who’d had the role. She was a rich widow, bored with war and looking for excitement, and, apparently, used to finding it.

      When Mrs. Abbott led him into the Aix-en-Provence room, Simon hoped she was going to show him the auction items, but she had something else in mind. It was all he could do to pry her off him and get to the table with the books.

      “Wonderful items,” he said, barely sidestepping her wandering hand.

      “Find anything interesting?” she asked seductively.

      “Yes.” The Book of Iona was there, but the box was gone. They were so close and still so far away. “This volume, there’s supposed to be an ornate case. Is it here somewhere?”

      “Mr. Watson took care of all the details,” she said, leaning against the table, palms flat on the surface, back arched seductively. “Are you really more interested in some stuffy old box than you are in me?”

      Simon had to tread carefully. “Of course not. It’s just a trifle, but I was hoping to add it to my collection.”

      “You like to collect things?” she said as she walked her fingers up his chest.

      He captured her hand and pulled her against his body. Her eyes went round with surprise and pleasure. “Some things. Is Mr. Watson here?”

      “No, he’s not one for parties. At home in Glastonbury, I’d imagine.” She wrapped her arms around his neck. “But why are we wasting time talking about him when there are much more pleasurable pursuits to be had.”

      Simon whispered in her ear. “Yes, there are.” He let go of her and disentangled her arms from about his neck. “Goodnight, Mrs. Abbott.”

      He left the room without looking back. There was a small twinge of conscience, but nothing he couldn’t live with. She’d been playing just as much a game as he had, and they both knew it. Her recovery was certain.

      Simon searched the ballroom from end to end and Elizabeth was nowhere to be found. He was just getting worried when he heard her voice coming from an adjoining room.

      Kneeling on the floor with four American soldiers, Elizabeth scooped up a pair of dice. “Little Joe from Kokomo! The point is four!”

      “Elizabeth.”

      “Hi, Simon,” she said and pointed to a pile of money on the floor. “Look at all my simoleons. I’m a winnah!”

      The soldiers groaned and one even tossed a wad of paper at her.

      “Spoil sports,” she said with a laugh.

      “If you’re finished?” Simon said.

      “Husband,” she said, earning a round of boos from the men. She gathered up her winnings. “Thanks for the loot, boys. Take care of yourselves.”

      The men said their goodbyes and went back to their game. All Simon could do was shake his head. His dear Elizabeth. Give her lemons and she’d build an entire empire of lemon chiffon. To say that he admired her was the grossest of understatements.

      “What? Craps is good clean fun.”

      Simon ushered her back into the ballroom and Elizabeth stuffed her winnings into the donation jar.

      “Did you see the book?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “I knew there was going to be a but.”

      “The box wasn’t there,” Simon said.

      “Because that would be too easy.”

      “I know where it is though,” Simon continued with a smile. “However, we can’t get there tonight. We’ll have to leave early in the morning.”

      “I guess that means we should hit the hay early too.”

      “Not quite yet,” Simon said. “There’s one thing I’ve been dying to do all evening.”

      “Pin the tail on Hitler is totally worth the 5p.”

      “I’m sure it is, but that isn’t what I meant.” He took her hand and led her to the dance floor. A beautiful slow instrumental started and Simon took Elizabeth into his arms. They easily fell into the rhythm of the music. He held her close, enjoying the feel of her hand in his and the perfect way their bodies eased together.

      “What’s this song?” she mumbled against his chest, her voice sweet.

      “Moonlight Serenade, I think.”

      She stopped swaying and gasped. Simon looked down his chin to see what was the matter.

      “The moon,” she said, looking up at him. “We missed the eclipse.”

      Simon nodded. “Two days ago.” He’d thought about reminding her of it, but there wasn’t really any point in it.

      Elizabeth narrowed her blue eyes and tilted her head at him. He could see her playing through all that had happened in those two days. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Would you have left if I had?”

      She shook her head. “Probably not, but what about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “You have a say in this, too.”

      “I do?” he said with a smile.

      “Yes. What you want matters.”

      The words almost came unbidden. Simon only wanted one thing, but this wasn’t the place to ask for it. Abruptly, he stopped dancing.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “Nothing.” He held out his hand to her. “Come with me?”

      She was clearly confused, but she took his hand. “Anywhere.”

      They retrieved their coats from the cloakroom and Simon led Elizabeth out of the hall and into the night. Most of Bath was asleep and the streets were quiet and empty. Their footsteps echoed along the pavement. He’d spent hours and hours trying to think of the perfect place and he’d been thwarted at every turn. Now he realized that it didn’t matter. Only one thing did.

      They were in the middle of a bridge over the River Avon when he stopped. Elizabeth looked at him with patience and perhaps a little worry. All of the planning he’d done, the need for everything to be perfect was replaced with a singular truth.

      “I don’t want to take one more step alone,” he said.

      Elizabeth nodded. She understood. She always understood.

      “You asked me what I wanted,” he said. “And there’s only one thing in the world I want — to be with you for the rest of my life.”

      He took both of her hands in his. “Elizabeth West, will you marry me?”

      For a brief moment, the world stopped. He held his breath, waiting, hoping, and then Elizabeth nodded, her eyes glistening in the moonlight. “Yes. Oh, yes.”

      Simon pulled her body to his and kissed her. And it was as close to perfection as he could imagine. When he finally eased away, his heart filled for the first time, he caressed her cheek.

      She laughed happily and wiped at her tears. “I had something pithy planned to say when you asked and now I can’t remember it.”

      “Don’t worry,” Simon said. “You have a lifetime to try.”

      

      

      Neither got much sleep that night. They made love until the early morning and barely managed a few hours sleep before they had to leave. They got up in a dreamy haze and made love again before the real world forced them to join it.

      It was all Elizabeth could do not to break into song. Actual song. Her heart was bursting with the secret of their engagement. She’d dreamt so many times of what it would feel like and nothing came close to the reality. She felt lighter than air; if someone didn’t tie her down, she might just float away. Simon wasn’t as outwardly giddy, but she could tell he felt the same way. He had a happy smugness about him. His eyes sparked with the love and affection of a wonderful secret shared.

      The celebration would have to wait though. They were as close to the Shard as they’d ever been. If they could find it and destroy it, they could go back to Evan and then home.

      The bus from Bath that morning only took them as far as Wells. From there, they had to find alternative transportation for the final six miles to Glastonbury. Luckily, a local farmer who was returning from delivering his carrots and leeks to Bristol took pity on them and gave them a ride to the edge of town. He told them that Mr. Watson lived in an old estate not far from there.

      They walked up a narrow lane with tall hedgerows to the top of a small hill. Elizabeth’s shoes occasionally sank into the wet soil and it was slow going. The morning chill started to fade as the sun warmed things up. The occasional and repeated realization that she was engaged was overwhelming. Simon apologized for not having the ring. He’d bought her the diamond solitaire she’d admired in San Francisco, but worried he might lose it here, had left it at home. The big doodle. Elizabeth couldn’t have cared less. She was torn between feeling like she’d come out of a cocoon and somehow knowing this was how she’d always felt.

      A shaft of sunlight broke through the curtain of trees and hedges and she noticed something that looked like a large monument in the distance. “What’s that?”

      “Glastonbury Tor,” Simon said, “and the remnants of St. Michael’s Church.”

      The ruins didn’t look much like a church anymore; more like a single slice of what had been. All that was left was a medieval-looking tower set on the top of a barren hill. “Where the fairy king lives?”

      “Some believe so. There’s no dearth of legends about the Tor or the rest of Glastonbury, for that matter. From Joseph of Arimathea and the Holy Grail, to Avalon to Gwynn ap Nudd, Lord of the Underworld and King of the Fairies it’s a bit of a catchall for mythology.”

      Elizabeth caught his hand in hers. “Did I mention we are so coming back here when all of this is over?”

      “Agreed. A honeymoon perhaps?”

      He said it casually, but she saw his expression. He was as near to bursting with excitement as she was. Maybe they could sing a duet at the top of the hill?

      Elizabeth leaned into his side and daydreamed about honeymoon suites and hot monkey sex and they trudged up the rest of the hill to Watson’s manor house.

      Simon rang the bell. When no one came, they tried again. Still no answer.

      “His car’s here,” Elizabeth said.

      Simon followed her gaze. “A car is here.”

      Elizabeth hadn’t walked all the way up here for nothing. She raised her hand and pounded on the heavy oak door. “Hello?” she called and then turned to Simon. “Maybe he’s still asleep.”

      A few silent moments later, she edged around the side of the house with Simon close behind and peered in the window. What she saw made her heart stutter. “Simon, look.”

      The curtains to the study were drawn nearly shut, but there was just enough light to see a man tied to a chair that had been knocked over. “Mr. Watson!”

      When he didn’t move, she knew. They both knew. Mr. Watson was dead. They walked carefully around to the side of the house. The kitchen door was ajar. Elizabeth’s stomach tightened into a cold, lead ball.

      “Wait here,” Simon said.

      “Like hell.”

      Elizabeth followed him inside. The floorboards creaked under their feet. Of course, with all of the pounding on the door and yelling it was doubtful they’d sneak up on anyone now.

      The door to the study was wide open. They stopped and listened, but there were no sounds at all. Slowly, they inched toward the study. Simon peered behind the door to make sure no one was hiding there. The room was large. An imposing desk was on one side and the grand bay windows they’d looked through on the opposite side. The far wall was lined with shelves that were, or had been, filled with books. Now, they were just empty shelves, their contents strewn all over the oriental carpet. In the middle of it all was Mr. Watson, still lashed to the wooden kitchen chair toppled over on its side.

      The smell hit her before they’d even entered the room. It wasn’t something she’d ever forget. It was faint now, but she knew it the moment they crossed the threshold — the unmistakable odor of burned human flesh. Elizabeth’s mouth clenched shut as the bile rose in the back of her throat.

      There was a fireplace to the right of the desk that she hadn’t been able to see from the doorway. For a brief moment, she gave in to the hope that the odor was just the remnants of the fire in the hearth that had nearly burned itself out. The embers crackled softly, but she knew that wasn’t the case.

      “Dear God,” Simon whispered as he moved closer to Watson.

      When Elizabeth came to his side, she gasped.

      Watson’s fingers were twisted and broken. A thick pool of blood spread out from the gaping gash where his throat had been slit. And a red and black angry mark puckered on his cheek where he’d been burned. His face was frozen in a rictus of surprise and agony.

      Elizabeth felt a wave of nausea and had to turn away. Books and papers littered the floor. Cushions from the sofa were torn open, stuffing ripped out. The fire poker lay discarded on the hearth, tossed aside after it had done its work. What sort of person could do that to another human being?

      Simon stood and came to her side. “We need to get out of here.”

      He stepped toward the door, but Elizabeth’s voice stopped him. “No. It’s here. It’s still here.”

      “You can’t know that.”

      She couldn’t, but she did. She felt it with every part of her being. Mr. Watson had died keeping his secret; she was sure of it. “We have to look. We owe him that at least.”

      She watched Simon silently argue with himself. Finally, he strode forward. “Ten minutes. Not a moment longer.”

      Elizabeth nodded and cast another glance at Mr. Watson’s burned face. Her stomach lurched again. Would she have been so brave? She pushed down the revulsion and the fear that threatened to overwhelm her and began going through the remnants of the room. It had already been well-searched. All of the cabinets were open, the shelves empty; the contents strewn about the room. If the Shard was here, it wasn’t sitting on a shelf.

      “What if he hid it somewhere else in the house?” Simon said as he searched the far side of the room.

      “Would you?” Something pricked at the back of her mind.

      “Probably not.”

      “Where would you hide it?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Assuming he hid it at all.”

      “He knew it was important; why else would he have taken it and left the book? If he hadn’t known what it was, he wouldn’t have been…tortured.” She tried not to look at the body. “He would have just given it to them.”

      Simon nodded and looked helplessly around the room. “Old houses like this have all sorts of secret hiding places. We don’t have time to search them all.”

      “Is this house old enough to have a priest hole?” Elizabeth asked. “Like Grey Hall?”

      “Yes,” Simon said. “I think so.” He went back to the bookshelves. “Feel for catches, anything that slides or unhooks.”

      Elizabeth felt around the edges of the cabinets. She ran her fingers along the seams of wood, working her way toward Simon. There was nothing in the small cabinet and she moved to the large wall. When she reached the middle one, she felt a small piece of wood that wasn’t there in the others. She slid it to the side and heard the latch click. Her heart went from a canter to gallop. “Simon?”

      He joined her and pushed. The back of the cabinet and the shelves swung inward as one unit into a dark hole in the wall.

      “Wow.”

      Simon found a kerosene lamp on the mantle, lit it and came back to peer into the hole. “Hold this.”

      She held the lamp as he pushed the cabinet back and put one leg inside the opening. He took the lamp from her and stepped fully inside. He propped the cabinet open and held out a hand to her. “Be careful. There are stairs immediately to my right.”

      Simon helped her into the priest hole and let the cabinet shut. The air was musty and stale. The lamp lit the cramped chamber in the wall. Simon had to work his shoulders up and down to turn around in the narrow space. “The stairs are just here,” he said. “Hold onto my hand.”

      “Not a problem.” Elizabeth said, getting a firm grip.

      They walked down the narrow staircase into a rough-hewn alcove. It was cold and damp. The ceiling was low and Simon had to stoop down to keep from hitting his head. He held the lamp out into the tunnel.

      Bits of the ceiling had fallen recently. Piles of small rocks littered the floor of the tunnel. Small cascades of dirt rained down from the fissures. Elizabeth felt a shiver crawl up her spine and shook it off. After about twenty feet they came to another chamber. It was empty except for a small wooden chair with an ornate box on it. Druidic symbols were carved into the wood — earth squares and Celtic knots. She’d thought using the Book of Iona as a hiding place had been a random choice, but now seeing the box and the ancient symbols of protection on it, she was sure Evan had chosen it carefully. And he’d chosen well. The box had protected the Shard from falling into the wrong hands and now it was their turn.

      They knelt next to the chair and Simon held the lamp close. He lifted the lid and inside was something wrapped in a piece of soft leather. After a nervous glance at Simon, Elizabeth picked it up and unwrapped it. Her mouth went dry.

      Inside the leather wrapping was a piece of metal no more than three inches across, part of an ancient rune etched into the steel. It could have been her imagination, but she could have sworn it glowed for an instant. “This is it, isn’t it?” she whispered. “This is the Shard.”

      “Yes,” Simon said, covering it up again. “Now let’s get the hell out of here.”

      Elizabeth wasn’t about to argue. She folded the leather over the Shard and put it back into the box. Such a small thing held so many lives in the balance. She clutched the box to her chest and followed closely behind Simon as he led them back down the corridor and up the stairs.

      Simon helped her through the hole in the wall and back into the study. She looked down at Watson’s body and silently promised him that he hadn’t died in vain. Simon stepped through the hole.

      He blew out the lamp and put it on a table. He nodded toward the box in her arms. “The sooner we can destroy that thing the better.”

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” They both spun around toward the voice. Elizabeth’s heart lunged into her throat. Andrew Blake stepped into the doorway to the hall. “I’ll take that.”

      Elizabeth clutched the box to her chest. “What are you doing here? How did you find us?”

      Blake’s face was dull, impassive. He completely ignored the body lying on the floor between them. “Give me the Shard.”

      Simon and Elizabeth shared a quick glance of concern. They both knew Blake wasn’t there to help them. Or anyone except himself. Simon turned back to Blake and narrowed his eyes. “No. I don’t think we will.”

      Blake’s lips curved in a cruel smile as he pulled a gun from his pocket and pointed it at Elizabeth. “Think again.”
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      Blake’s gaze never left Simon and the point of his gun never left Elizabeth. Simon’s heart raced as he realized the truth written plainly across Blake’s face. He’d tossed aside his mask. No remorse; not even a hint of regret remained, just a cold-blooded murderer.

      Simon’s stomach dipped with the full realization. “You did this. You killed that man.”

      “He was very stubborn. And foolish. Let us hope you are not.”

      Elizabeth’s voice quavered as she asked, “How could you do that?”

      Blake ignored her. Simon needed to get closer to Elizabeth. He needed to put himself in the path of the gun. He took a small step toward Elizabeth, but Blake took an angry step forward. “Do not move. Step back.”

      Simon held his hands up in surrender and did as he was ordered. There had to be something he could use as a weapon. The only thing that suited his purpose was the fire poker and it was on the other side of the room. As if he’d sensed Simon’s thoughts, Blake moved further into the room until he stood next to the far edge of Watson’s desk, the fireplace just behind him.

      “You were the mole the whole time,” Elizabeth said.

      Blake’s eyes darted to Elizabeth and he gave her a deferential nod. “Very good. Yes, I was the mole. It was really a rather elegant plan even if I do say so myself.”

      “You leaked information and blamed it on the mole,” Simon said, working it out in his mind. “You were a hero because you’d found a weakness in their defense, but they never suspected you were that weakness. You cultivated their paranoia and their trust at the same time.”

      “And yours.”

      Simon’s jaw clenched. “Did you?”

      Blake’s false smile fell. “Enough. Bring me the Shard.”

      Elizabeth looked to Simon beseeching him for a plan he didn’t have. Simon realized he could get closer to Blake if he took him the box. Maybe he could wrest the gun away from him.

      Simon stepped forward to take the box from Elizabeth. “I’ll do it.”

      “No,” Blake said. “She will bring it to me. Now,” Blake said, waving the gun for emphasis.

      Elizabeth gave Simon a helpless look before she carefully stepped around Watson’s body and crossed the room to Blake.

      “Put the box on the desk. Gently.” Elizabeth did as he ordered.

      “Now, turn around,” Blake said, the gun trained on her as she did. “On your knees.”

      “No!” Simon said, as he lurched forward.

      Blake grabbed Elizabeth by the hair and yanked her head back toward him and pressed the muzzle of the gun under her chin. She cried out in surprise.

      “One more step and she’s dead!”

      Simon’s muscles tensed as he froze in mid-step. His entire body vibrated with anger and terror. He caught Elizabeth’s eyes for a brief moment and saw her fear and defiance. Simon raised his hands again and stepped back. “Please?”

      Blake shoved Elizabeth to her knees and put the muzzle of his gun to the top of her head. “You will stay where you are. Both of you, do you understand?”

      Simon’s heart clenched at the sight of Elizabeth, head down, hands balled into fists as she kneeled on the floor. Blake could have killed them when they first came out of the priest hole. A man who could torture Watson like that, certainly wouldn’t have had any qualms about killing the two of them. That meant only one thing. He needed them alive. For how long and why, Simon didn’t know, but it gave him hope. And if there was hope, there was a chance.

      “If either of you move,” Blake said, “even an inch. I will fire.”

      He glared at Simon who nodded in understanding.

      Blake kept the gun to Elizabeth’s head and opened the box with his free hand. He took out the leather bundle and put it down on the desk. Slowly, reverently, he unwrapped the Shard. “My honor is my loyalty.”

      Simon knew that phrase. It was the motto of the SS. Blake was one of them. All the pieces started to fall into place. Blake had killed Bernhardt, the German, one of his own, most likely because he bungled his mission to get information. Blake had helped them with Evan’s escape because he knew they would lead him to the Shard. And they’d done just that.

      Blake’s attention was completely fixed on the Shard, but there was no way Simon could move without Blake seeing, without him killing Elizabeth.

      “Wunderhübsch.” Blake stared down at the Shard enraptured. “From the Center of the World the Reich will smite the great dragon. The supreme race shall rule again.”

      It wasn’t political ideology that drove Blake; it was religious fanaticism and with that there was no reasoning.

      Blake folded the leather back over the Shard and put it into his coat pocket. “The Ahnenerbe have done their job and now I have done mine. My quest is almost complete.”

      Simon knew that the Ahnenerbe was the archeological branch of the SS. Their expeditions to find evidence of Nordic races ruling the world and even descending from Gods were well documented. He’d also read that Himmler had a special group of SS agents who thought themselves modern day Knights of the Roundtable, but he’d considered that fiction until now.

      “Get up,” Blake said to Elizabeth. “Stand by your husband.”

      Elizabeth got to her feet and hurried past Watson to Simon’s side. She was pale and trembling, but alive. Thank God. “Are you all right?” he whispered.

      She nodded and they turned back to face Blake.

      “You are lucky,” Blake said. “And you will remain so if you do as I say.”

      “What do you want from us?” Simon asked.

      Blake kept his gun on them. “From you. She is here to merely ensure your cooperation.”

      “Cooperation in what?”

      “Unless Wells has misinformed me, you are quite knowledgeable in the occult.”

      “Is he one of you too?” Elizabeth asked, her voice raw and angry.

      Blake laughed. “Wells? One of us?” His laughter died. “Puerile American. I should have killed him when I had the chance. Did you know his grandmother was a Jew?”

      The contempt in Blake’s voice made the hair on the back of Simon’s neck stand up. It was one thing to watch documentaries about Nazi atrocities, but something else entirely to be standing face to face with one of the men responsible for them.

      Simon felt Elizabeth shudder at his side and he held her closer.

      “You disapprove,” Blake said. “Don’t you see that it is not a matter of ideology, but cleanliness. They are a parasite that must be removed.”

      Simon squeezed Elizabeth’s shoulder to stave off any reply she might have. He could feel her anger and he shared it, but arguing with a madman wasn’t going to get them out of this alive.

      His gun still trained on them, Blake picked up the handset from the phone with his other hand and dialed. “You will come to understand.”

      “Yes,” he said into the phone. “The flowers have been cut.” He listened intently, checked his watch and then continued, “The basket is in the shed. I understand.”

      Blake hung up and grinned. “We should go. We have an important appointment to keep tonight.”

      “Where are we going?” Elizabeth asked.

      He considered her question and then shrugged. “You will find out soon enough. It is best you understand what is expected of you. Your husband’s knowledge of the occult is the only thing keeping you both alive. If you cooperate, you will live to see Germany and serve the Reich.”

      “And if I don’t?” Simon said.

      Blake merely glanced at Elizabeth.

      Simon felt a wave of nausea. If he helped the Nazis he’d be condemning others to die and if he didn’t, Elizabeth would die.

      Blake tossed the wooden box that had held the shard into the fireplace. “Outside,” he said.

      He forced them to walk to his car and made Simon get behind the wheel. He and Elizabeth got into the backseat. “Give me your ring, Cross.”

      Simon looked down at the wedding band on his finger. It was just a thing. As long as Elizabeth was alive and unhurt nothing else mattered.

      “Take it off,” Blake ordered. “We don’t want to arouse suspicion. If Elizabeth is to be by my side at all times, and she will, she must appear to be my wife and not yours.”

      Cursing silently, Simon pulled the ring from his finger and handed it to Blake.

      Blake forced the ring onto his finger and turned to Elizabeth. “You will be the dutiful wife, do you understand? Stay quiet and do as I say and you might live to see Berlin. It is beautiful in the fall.”

      “If you think—” Elizabeth started, but Simon interrupted.

      “She will. Elizabeth, do as he asks.” He could tell she was struggling against her instinct to do something reckless. “Please?”

      She lowered her eyes and Blake took that to mean submission, but Simon knew Elizabeth too well. She wasn’t the sort to do anything against her will quietly, even if it meant her life.

      They took a winding route on the back roads toward Cornwall. After several hours they arrived in a small fishing village and parked along a lane near a small bed and breakfast. Simon started to open his door, but Blake clamped him on the shoulder. “Do not forget our arrangement.”

      “I haven’t forgotten,” Simon said. He wasn’t about to risk Elizabeth’s life. He would play along for now and wait for his opportunity.

      “Put the keys under the visor,” Blake said and Simon did as he was told.

      Blake got them a room and escorted them upstairs, careful to keep Simon in front of him and Elizabeth close to his side at all times. Once in the room, he seated Simon in the wooden desk chair by the window. Using his gun hand as a pointer, Blake had Elizabeth tie Simon’s hands and feet with curtain sashes, and then had her do it again until he was satisfied she’d given Simon no chance of escape. Her tearful blue eyes begged Simon for forgiveness as she secured the last sash and stepped away as ordered. He didn’t seem to see her as much of a threat. Truth be told, physically she wasn’t. Andrew Blake could easily overpower her, and worse. Simon prayed Elizabeth recognized that and wouldn’t try to play the hero.

      When Simon was secured to his specifications, Blake made himself comfortable. He used the pillows to make a makeshift headboard, and then leaned against them, one foot on the floor and the other stretched across the mattress, the gun resting on his thigh. He watched Elizabeth as she paced the length of the small room.

      “You really should rest,” he said. “We have a long night ahead of us. In about six hours, a small fishing boat will take us off-shore where we will rendezvous with a glorious U-boat to take us back to Germany. They have been ready and waiting for this moment for many months. It will, with apologies to Mr. Churchill, be our finest hour.”

      Elizabeth turned to Simon. They only had hours to escape. Once they were on the submarine their lives were forfeit and the Shard would be on its way to Germany. They couldn’t let either of those things happen.

      Elizabeth grimaced and rubbed her temple as she leaned against the wall.

      “Are you all right?” Simon asked.

      She smiled weakly, ashamed. “Hunger headache.”

      For a relatively small woman, Elizabeth had an endless appetite. He couldn’t blame her though. They hadn’t eaten since last night. That thought gave Simon an idea.

      “You need to get her something to eat,” he said.

      Blake arched an eyebrow. “Do I?”

      “Unless you want your wife to fall into a coma. Which might be difficult to explain as you carry her to the boat,” Simon said.

      Simon could tell that Blake was on the hook, all he needed to do was reel him in. “She’s hypoglycemic. Low blood sugar. Surely, you’ve noticed how often she eats. If she doesn’t get something soon, she’ll pass out.”

      Elizabeth swooned slightly and even managed to look a little pale. If they could just get Blake to take them downstairs, if they were in public, they might have a chance.

      “I’ll have food sent up,” Blake said.

      “Small inns like this don’t exactly have room service,” Simon said. It was a risk. Everything now was a risk, but he had no choice but to take it. “You have the gun; I’m not going to do something to risk her life. But if you don’t do something to help her, now, you’re as good as sentencing her to death and you’ll find me most uncooperative then.”

      Blake took measure of Simon’s threat and slowly smiled. “I like you.”

      Simon and Elizabeth exchanged worried glances.

      “You understand how the game is played,” Blake said. “No simpering, no weakness. You play from a position of strength, even when you don’t really have it. Very well. I find I’m a bit hungry myself.” He held up the gun. “Best behavior.”

      The pub was crowded and noisy. Blake and Elizabeth sat on a bench together with their backs to the wall with Simon on the opposite side of the table. The gun was in Blake’s right pocket, close to Elizabeth.

      Blake ordered three pints of bitter. “To celebrate. A great moment in history.”

      Neither Elizabeth nor Simon drank to his toast. Blake didn’t seem to mind. He seemed almost giddy at the prospect of going back to his homeland and bringing such prizes with him.

      The pub didn’t have any juice or sugar, but they did have jam and gave Elizabeth a piece of toast with a healthy glob of the stuff. She ate it like her life depended on it.

      “Better?” Blake said, sipping his beer.

      “Yes, thank you,” she said.

      Simon watched him carefully, waiting for an opportunity. When the food came, Simon realized what it was. Blake ate as many Europeans do. He held his fork in his left hand and his knife in his right and seldom set either down. Blake had a penchant for resting his right hand, the side with the gun, on the table next to his plate. If Simon could just communicate to Elizabeth what he needed her to do.

      Their eyes met over the table and Simon’s eyes beseeched her to see more than his worry. She noticed something and cocked her head to the side, but quickly looked back down at her food when Blake turned to her. It took several minutes for Simon to communicate what would have been five words. He couldn’t be sure she understood, but she was listening and watching.

      Simon changed the grip on his fork briefly, repeatedly, from his natural hold to a knife with the blade down. It looked like a nervous tick, but after a few repetitions, Elizabeth seemed to understand. She mimicked his grip for a split second and then shifted back to normal.

      Simon spread his right hand out on the table, palm down, hoping she’d understand. His eyes flicked to Blake’s hand and back to his own.

      Without much conversation, the meal was nearing its end. Quickly. Too quickly. If she didn’t strike now, they’d lose their chance. He silently begged her to move.

      Blake rested his right hand to the side of the plate and Simon saw Elizabeth’s grip change. With all her might she raised her left hand and stabbed Blake’s right with her fork.

      “Scheisse!”

      Blake pulled the fork out of his hand just as Simon lunged across the table and hit him square in the jaw. Elizabeth tried to grab for the gun, but Blake shoved her aside and she slid off the bench onto the floor. Simon reached over the table and grabbed Blake by both lapels. With one fierce pull, he yanked him out of his seat and dragged him over the table. Dishes crashed to the ground. Simon and Blake fell backwards into a heap on the floor, both struggling for the gun.

      Simon managed to roll on top of Blake and pressed his forearm into the other man’s neck. Blake tried to shove Simon’s arm away and reach for his gun, but Simon grabbed his wrist and pinned it to the floor. With his other arm, Simon used all of his strength, all of his weight to cut off Blake’s air supply. Blake’s free hand pushed at his face, tried to gouge his eyes and then Simon was swiftly pulled back and lifted to his feet.

      Several men in the pub had jumped into the fray and pulled the men apart.

      “He’s got a gun!” Elizabeth cried, pointing at Blake. “In his coat pocket.”

      Blake struggled, but the men held firm. One of them reached into Blake’s pocket and pulled the gun out.

      “I’m MI5,” Blake said, a trickle of blood falling from his lip. “He’s a spy. He’s threatened our children if my wife doesn’t play along with his twisted game.”

      “He’s lying,” Elizabeth said, coming to Simon’s side. “That man is not my husband.”

      “It’s all right, darling,” Blake said in a sickly sweet voice. “It’ll be all right. Please, you have to believe me. That man is a spy.”

      No one in the room knew quite what to do or whom to believe when Simon realized how to convince them.

      “The rings,” Simon said, trying to step forward, but held back by the men still restraining him. “The wedding rings. What do the inscriptions say?”

      Startled, Elizabeth looked up at him. She had no idea he’d had them engraved. Thankfully, she kept her surprise to herself.

      Blake’s mouth twitched.

      One of the men holding Blake pulled the ring off his finger and held it up to the light.

      “If she’s your wife, what’s engraved on your rings?”

      Blake had nothing to say.

      “Ours is a love beyond the limits of time,” Simon said. “SC. Hers will match but with EC at the end.”

      “He’s right,” the man with the ring said. “That’s what it says.” He turned to Blake. “How is it you didn’t know that and he did?”

      “It’s a trick,” Blake said weakly.

      “He’s a German spy,” Elizabeth said. “Didn’t any of you hear him cry out?”

      A man with an eye-patch who had been sitting at a table nearby stepped forward. “I did. I learned a little German in the last war. When they took my eye. Scheisse, he said. Scheisse.” The man glared at Blake and then spat at his feet.

      Slowly, the entire bar crowded closer to Blake who looked around anxiously for an exit or an ally. Neither of which he would find.

      “A German. Here?”

      “Give me ten minutes with him. That’s all I ask.”

      “Wait your turn.”

      “Gerry scum.”

      The man with the ring tossed it back to Simon. He slid the ring back onto his finger and took Elizabeth by the elbow. “We should go.”

      “Wait,” Elizabeth said. “He’s got something else of ours. In his pocket. It’s wrapped in leather.”

      A man pulled it out and handed it to Elizabeth. “There you are, lass.”

      “This isn’t the end,” Blake said.

      Simon had waited for this moment. “It is for you.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 23

        

      

    
    
      It was past two in the morning when they finally arrived at the cottage in Hastings. Elizabeth had tried to sleep on the way, but couldn’t. It wasn’t every day she got to fork a Nazi spy.

      Every ounce of adrenaline in her body had been spent and she was running on fumes, exhausted, but too tired to sleep. She was stuck in a perpetual twilight where everything had a slightly surreal cast to it. The only thing that felt real was Simon.

      She leaned against him as they walked to the cottage. They’d expected Evan to be asleep, but smoke filtered from the chimney and a small sliver of light escaped from the edge of the blackout curtain.

      Simon knocked gently before opening the door. “Mr. Eldridge? It’s Simon and Elizabeth.”

      Elizabeth could see a pair of legs half covered with a blanket stretched out on the sofa. “Mr. Eldridge?”

      “Not quite,” a voice said from behind the door.

      Simon and Elizabeth spun around in surprise. Simon’s arm raised, his hand balled into a fist as he tried to move her behind him. Elizabeth grabbed a walking stick leaning by the doorway as the man pushed the door closed and stepped out from the shadows.

      “Jack?” Elizabeth said. Her eyes fixed on the gun in his hand. She really had had enough of men pointing guns at her.

      “Sorry,” Jack said and then put the gun back in his shoulder holster. He gave them an appraising look. “You two are wound tight.”

      Elizabeth let out a long breath. “You have no idea.”

      “What are you doing here?” Simon said stepping away from Jack and toward the sofa.

      Elizabeth let the walking stick slide down her hand and leaned it against the wall. Even though Blake had said he hadn’t killed Jack, she was incredibly relieved to see it for herself.

      “You look like crap,” Jack said with a grin.

      “Mr. Eldridge?” Simon said as he eased back the blanket. But it wasn’t Evan Eldridge underneath it. It was the Russian spy they’d seen at the hotel, gagged and bound. “What’s going on?” Simon demanded. “Where’s Eldridge?”

      “Relax,” Jack said. “He’s safe.”

      “What happened?” Elizabeth asked.

      “After you gave us the slip, Blake and I agreed to split up. By the way, loved your note,” he said with a smile for Elizabeth. “Anyway, he tried to find your trail and I tried to find Eldridge.”

      “So you were working with Blake,” Simon said angrily.

      Jack shrugged. “Yeah, you knew that.”

      Elizabeth went to Simon’s side and put a placating hand on his arm. “I think he means he was working with MI5.”

      “Well, yeah,” Jack said. “What do you mean?”

      “Blake is the mole,” Simon said. “Your partner was an SS officer.”

      “No,” Jack said. “Come on. Andy? On the level? I worked with him for months.” Jack waved a dismissive hand.

      “You mean he worked you for months,” Simon said. “Where is Eldridge?”

      “He’s in London. Safe,” Jack said, still trying to process what they’d told him.

      “Jack, it’s true,” Elizabeth said. “Blake tortured a man and then killed him. He would have killed us too.”

      “You’re sure?” Jack said.

      “He even said something about your grandmother being Jewish.”

      Jack’s expression shifted from disbelief to anger. Something dark and dangerous settled in his eyes. “That son of a bitch.” He closed his hand into a fist and looked for something to hit, but stopped himself. “Where is he?”

      “Cornwall,” Simon said. “But I don’t think he’ll be a problem any more. There is something else though. He was planning on taking us to a U-boat off the coast just after dark. It might be too late now, but someone should be notified.”

      Jack nodded. Elizabeth watched as he worked through everything — his anger, the betrayal, his shame at not realizing it. He didn’t seem the type of man who often doubted himself or lost. The experience left him reeling a little. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I promise you, if I’d known I never would have…”

      “I know,” Elizabeth said. “He found us just as we found the Shard. It’s a long story. I’ll tell you later. Add it to our list,” Elizabeth said and was happy to see Jack smile even if it didn’t touch his eyes.

      “You’re all right?” Jack asked, his voice rough with regret and concern.

      Elizabeth nodded. She would miss Jack when this was all over. They hadn’t really spent that much time together, but it definitely felt a little like he was the big brother she’d never had.

      Simon gestured to the unconscious Russian. “You were telling us what happened here?”

      “It only took a few days for me to find your little hideaway, and if I could…I convinced Eldridge you’d sent me so I moved him back to my suite at St. Ermin’s. No one else knows. He’ll be safe there,” Jack assured them. ”So then I came back here, figuring you two had to come back here. But Lushinkov showed up instead. He made a nuisance of himself,” Jack said as he rubbed a red spot on his jaw, “and ended up camping on the sofa.”

      “That all sounds plausible,” Simon said. “But after what we’ve been through I’m not exactly inclined to give anyone the benefit of the doubt.”

      “I don’t blame you,” Jack said. “Here.” Jack unholstered his gun, spun it on a finger so that it landed flat in his palm. He held it out for Simon to take.

      Simon looked at the gun and then Elizabeth. She believed Jack and she could tell from Simon’s expression, despite his protests to the contrary, he did too.

      “Keep it,” Simon said.

      Jack turned to Elizabeth. “He always this hot and cold?”

      “It’s been a long day,” Elizabeth said, rubbing the grit of being awake far too long from her eyes. “How far is it to London?”

      Simon rolled his shoulders to work out the kinks. “Four hours.”

      It might as well have been twenty. Simon was as bleary-eyed as Elizabeth.

      “I’ll drive,” Jack said. “You two can catch some shuteye in the back.”

      Simon frowned, but he was too tired to protest.

      “What about ?” Elizabeth asked pointing at the Russian.

      “I’ll send somebody for him later,” Jack said. “He’ll be fine. Trust me?”

      “Do we have a choice?” Simon said.

      Jack clapped him on the shoulder. “You always have a choice.”

      

      

      Sometime after dawn, they arrived back in London and Jack pulled up next to the St. Ermin’s hotel. They all got out of the car and stretched after the long ride. Elizabeth had had her fill of country roads and cramped quarters. And Nazis. And surprises. What she wanted was for this to be over, for the white hats to win, and for Evan to receive his just reward. And a bath. A long bath.

      “Why don’t you go up first,” Simon said. “We’ll join you in a few minutes. I’d like to talk to Elizabeth in private, if you don’t mind.”

      She’d expected as much. Simon had been giving her looks for the last hour of their trips, and not the fun ones either.

      Now, it was Jack’s turn to hesitate. Slowly, he nodded. “Fair enough.” He started across the street. “How do you like your eggs?”

      Simon waited until he was on the far side of the street before turning to Elizabeth. “What do we do if Wells demands the Shard?”

      Elizabeth massaged her neck. She’d fallen asleep wonky and her body was making her pay for it. “He won’t.”

      Simon’s expression told her exactly what he thought of that sentiment. “That was his mission, wasn’t it? To find it and take it back to America?”

      That was true. Elizabeth hesitated, weighing her belief in the goodness of man against all the badness they’d seen in the past week. Goodness won by a hair. “Maybe it would be safe there?”

      “Are you willing to potentially risk thousands upon thousands of lives on a maybe?”

      Well, when he put it that way. “No,” she admitted.

      “We have to take it back with us to the future,” Simon said, lowering his voice. “We can find a way to destroy it there.”

      “Won’t that be changing the timeline though?”

      “Technically,” Simon admitted.

      “Is there an untechnical way to do it? The whole point of this was to put things back the way they were supposed to be, right?”

      “Yes,” Simon said stretching out the word into two skeptical syllables.

      “Then that’s what we’ll do. Give it to the person who had it when this whole mess started.”

      

      

      “Me?” Evan said.

      Jack surged out of his chair. “Him?”

      Elizabeth gestured for them both to calm down. “Simon and I agree that it’s the right thing to do. It was your—” She almost said “mission”, but stopped herself. “Mr. Eldridge, you found the Shard; you should decide what’s to be done with it.”

      Evan frowned. “I’m not sure that’s wise.”

      “I’m with him,” Jack said. He rubbed his face in fatigue and frustration. “Look, this isn’t finders, keepers. I risked my neck for that thing, for all of you. Let me take it back to the States. It’ll be safe there.”

      “You could always just take it from us,” Simon said.

      Jack frowned. “Yeah, I could, but I don’t want to play it that way.” He paced across the room. “Look, I don’t know who you people are. Where you come from, who you work for. I just know my gut says to trust you. It’s usually right, except for that whole Blake thing; that was a big swing and miss.” He stopped pacing and ran a hand through his hair with a sigh. “Still, I’ve gotten this far trusting my instincts and I’m not gonna stop now. But that doesn’t mean I’m just gonna roll over either. That thing needs to be locked up, tight.” He jabbed a thumb at his chest. “I can do that.”

      “I don’t know,” Evan said. “I need time to think.”

      “Don’t take too long,” Jack said, his patience wearing thin. “Blake might be gone, but he’s not the only one who wants that thing.”

      There was a knock on the door. Everyone tensed. “Room service.”

      Simon frowned.

      “I told you I was hungry, but, just in case…” Jack motioned for them to move into the hall and pulled his gun.

      Evan, Simon and Elizabeth took shelter in the hall.

      “Be right there,” Jack said before looking back and gesturing for them to move further out of sight.

      They moved back deeper into the hall and listened. Elizabeth heard the door open and then Jack sighing.

      “Aw, crud.”
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      “Party’s over.” Jack opened the door the rest of the way. “Mother’s here.”

      A tall, broad shouldered man with a square jaw and silver hair took off his hat as he entered. “Wells,” he said with a Scottish accent. “Must you call me that?”

      Three other men followed him into the room. One of them pushed a room service cart.

      “That’s something anyway,” Jack said. “You don’t mind if I…” He gestured to one of the silver cloches covering the four plates.

      “Not at all,” the man said.

      Jack took one of the plates and a fork and sat down with it at the table. “You can come out. This is Mother. Also known as Sir David Petrie, Director General of MI5. The Big Cheese.”

      Simon, Elizabeth and Evan stopped peering around the corner and came into the room.

      “Sir David,” Simon said.

      Elizabeth felt a curtsy coming on, but managed to stop it.

      Sir David smiled amiably. “Please, sit.”

      “You’re here for the Shard?” Evan said, looking completely at ease, as if he were talking about new wallpaper.

      “Yes, I’m sorry for all you’ve had to endure, Mr. Eldridge, all of you. But rest assured my country is deeply grateful for your service. And the item will be well looked after.”

      Jack shoveled a forkful of eggs into his mouth. “How’d you know we had it?”

      Sir David took a seat, leaned back in his chair and crossed his legs. “We’ve been watching all of you for some time. Your hospital stay, Mr. Eldridge, drew the attention of some very important people. It seems that when you were suffering from pneumonia, not only did you say some things in your delirium that, shall we say, aroused our curiosity, but when you had an x-ray taken, it revealed something rather remarkable.”

      Evan touched his heart.

      “There appears to be a small machine with wires attached to your heart. Well, our doctors had never seen anything like it and couldn’t make heads or tails of it, but it certainly got everyone’s attention. That and your involvement with the Shard were enough for us to grow quite concerned.”

      “I can imagine,” Evan said, leaning back and crossing his legs.

      “You were waiting for someone to make contact with him,” Elizabeth said. “That’s what Blake said.”

      “Yes, that’s true. We were keeping him in the front window, so to speak.”

      “Did you know he was the mole?” Elizabeth asked. “Blake, I mean.”

      “We’ve known for quite some time.”

      “You could have shared that bit, ya know?” Jack said. “I could have kept a few people alive.”

      “It was a risk we couldn’t take,” Sir David said. “We kept close watch over him, but after Cirencester, we lost him, I’m afraid.”

      Elizabeth tried to make sense of it all. “You were following him following us?”

      “In a way. We had a man following Blake, but we also had several operatives watching over you as well. We have dozens of men stationed along the railway lines and in various locations around the country. We gave them orders to keep an eye out for you. The old soldier at the train station in Cirencester. The concierge at the Royal Hotel. We were never far.”

      “Except when Blake kidnapped us,” Simon said.

      “Yes, I’m sorry about that,” he said, his brow furrowing with regret. “Shortly after he killed Professor Morley—”

      Elizabeth gasped. “He killed the professor?”

      “Yes, I’m afraid so. After that our man failed to check in. His body was found a few hours ago in the river near Bath.”

      “If you knew all of this, why didn’t you just go get the Shard yourself?” Elizabeth asked. Was anyone in England who they seemed to be? She’d been the Council’s pawn and now she was MI5’s?

      “That was the one piece of information we didn’t have. We didn’t know the location of the Shard and we couldn’t do anything more without revealing to Blake that we were on to him. We let him think he had the upper hand and hoped he would eventually lead us to the rest of his contacts. We needed to dig out the rest of the cancer, you see. Since his…capture last night, we’ve arrested six men, seized some very important materials and sunk a Nazi submarine.”

      “And nearly got us killed,” Simon said.

      Sir David nodded regretfully. “We’d hoped to avoid that, but it was a risk we had to take. I hope you understand, I don’t take these things lightly, but in times of war difficult decisions have to be made. I don’t like involving civilians in these things, but Hitler has brought the war to our doorstep. Some things can’t be avoided. And, I think it’s safe to say, you’re not quite the average civilians, are you?”

      Elizabeth flushed guiltily and cast a nervous glance to Simon who looked completely undisturbed. If she could ever teach him poker, they would make a mint.

      Sir David smiled and waved a placating hand. “It’s all right. I don’t expect you to answer that. Regardless of my personal curiosity, which is piqued by the way, I’ve been asked by the Home Secretary not to press the matter. You’ve some very important friends here, it seems. I think the Prime Minister himself might have given the order.”

      “Churchill?” Evan said slowly and thoughtfully.

      Sir David arched an eyebrow. “Unless something drastic has happened, yes. Now, about the Shard.”

      Jack noticed Simon and Elizabeth’s hesitation. “You can trust him. If we can’t, our problems are a lot bigger than that thing.”

      Sir David stood. “I give you my word. It will be safe.”

      Elizabeth knew he could have just taken it from them. Just like Jack could have. She nodded to Simon. It was the right thing. With some hesitation, Simon handed Sir David the small leather-bound package and she felt a weight lift from her shoulders.

      Sir David unwrapped it, studied it for a moment and handed it to one of his men. “Right then. Will you be staying in England long?” he said it as though he were politely asking them about their vacation plans.

      Simon replied in kind. “We’d like to return to the States as quickly as possible.”

      Elizabeth was still a few pages behind. The realization that they’d actually done it, that the Shard was safe and not their responsibility anymore was still sinking in.

      “Of course,” Sir David said. “If my office can be of service in making arrangements, please contact my secretary.” He handed Simon his card. “She’ll make sure you arrive home safely.”

      “Thank you.” Simon and Sir David shook hands.

      Sir David turned to Jack. “As for you. I’ll smooth things over with the Brig. He’ll understand.”

      “That’d be a first,” Jack said.

      Sir David chuckled and extended his hand. “Well done, Jack.”

      Jack frowned, but shook his hand. “I’m sure glad you’re on our side.”

      Sir David laughed lightly. “Mr. Eldridge, Mr. and Mrs. Cross, safe journey.”

      He and his entourage left, and Elizabeth felt at loose ends. After being on the run nearly every minute since they’d arrived, she felt a strange sense of loss now that the Shard was actually safe.

      Jack plopped down onto the sofa. “So. Who wants to go to the movies?”

      “Maybe later, Jack,” Elizabeth said. She looked at Simon. They’d missed the eclipse and there was no telling how long it might be until the next one. She’d been so busy with the here and now, she’d never given much thought to what came next. “What do we do now, Simon?”

      “Make arrangements to go home,” he said, loosening his tie. “Back to the States, I suppose.”

      She realized they couldn’t exactly talk about things openly with Jack in the room, but going back to the States was probably their best bet. She loved England, but there was still a war on and it would be safer to wait for the eclipse back home, if they could find a way to get there. She was running down the possibilities in her mind when she noticed that Evan was being very quiet. He had that far away look in his eyes again. “Are you all right, Mr. Eldridge?”

      His eyes refocused and he turned to her. “I think I know where I left my watch.”

      

      

      “We shoulda gone to the movies,” Jack said. “This place gives me the creeps.”

      “I second that emotion,” Elizabeth said.

      Simon humphed as he paid for the tickets. “It’s just wax. You’re the one who wanted to tag along, Wells. I’m sure the Hope movie has seats.”

      “And miss the excitement?” Jack said. “I don’t know much, but I do know if there’s action in this city, you three are going to be in the middle of it. And I don’t want to miss it.”

      The only good thing about Madame Tussauds Wax Museum was that it was near Baker Street. However, a visit to Sherlock Holmes would have to wait for another time. They went inside the museum. It had just opened and they had the place to themselves.

      “This way, I think,” Evan said.

      The wax museum was set up as a series of narrow, themed rooms. The corridors were dark except for the mood lights spotlighting the wax tableau. Some of the figures bore a remarkable resemblance to their real life counterparts. Being so close, but still just off enough was what gave the figures a ghoulish quality that made Elizabeth’s skin crawl. They looked real, but they lacked souls. Even the ones that were supposed to be friendly had a macabre feel to them.

      It had always amazed her that it had become, and still was, a popular tourist destination and had even sprouted satellite museums all over the world. Come on, darling; let’s go look at the gruesome wax figures with lifeless eyes. Don’t forget to bring the kiddies! The whole thing made her shiver. They couldn’t get out soon enough.

      They followed Evan from darkened room to darkened room. Elizabeth kept her eyes away from the figures for most of the Chamber of Horrors, but peeked just long enough to see five heads on spikes and a bloody corpse lashed to a torture wheel. She closed her eyes and wished they’d gone to the Bob Hope movie.

      “You’d think the war would have given them enough of this,” Jack said.

      True to form, Simon examined each exhibit for historical inaccuracies and gleefully announced each that he found.

      Finally, Evan led them to the main room, the Grand Hall, where most of the historical figures were displayed. It was much larger than the other rooms, perhaps thirty feet across, but just as disturbing and dark. They passed by Napoleon and Richard III, Henry the VIII and Benjamin Franklin until Evan stopped at the figure of Winston Churchill.

      “I didn’t dream it,” he said. “At least, I don’t think so. Keep a lookout, will you?”

      Luckily, the museum was practically deserted. For the moment, at least, they had the entire hall to themselves. Evan stepped up onto the platform and a loud siren wailed. He froze.

      Elizabeth’s heart stopped and she reached for Simon’s hand.

      “It’s not him,” Jack said. He looked up at the ceiling as though he could see the sky. “Air raid.”

      Evan reached into Churchill’s pocket and pulled out his watch. “Thank you, Prime Minister!”

      “Back this way, I think,” Jack said and they all followed him. They were almost to the exit of the Grand Hall when the bomb hit. The first explosion shook the floor, the second, third, forth and fifth shook everything else.

      Anyone who wasn’t thrown to the floor, dived down on to it and took cover as best they could. Elizabeth screamed and Simon pulled her to him. He tucked her head under his chest and covered her with his body. The explosions kept coming, louder and louder, one on top of the other, thunderously loud. The building shuddered with each impact. The interior lights flickered. The figures seemed to appear and disappear in the flashing lights. Another explosion came, very close. The whole world shook. Bits of wall and ceiling tumbled to the floor. Dust rained down. And then, the lights failed and they were plunged into total darkness.

      As abruptly as they had begun, the bombs stopped.

      Simon’s weight on top of her was heavy and still. “Simon?”

      Tortuous seconds slipped by before he replied, “I’m all right. Are you hurt?”

      She shook her head, but realized he couldn’t see her. “I’m okay. Mr. Eldridge? Jack?”

      She heard groans across the room and then the sound of a match being lit. She saw Jack’s face in the circle of light from the small flame. He reached down to Evan and helped him sit up. “We’re okay.”

      Jack stood and gave Evan a hand up. He held the match out into the darkness. “Cluster bomb. Not good.”

      He and Evan joined Elizabeth and Simon in the center of the room. His match burned itself out and they were in the dark again.

      “Wait,” Simon said. “Don’t light another just yet. Do you smell that?”

      Elizabeth sniffed the air. Smoke.

      “No, but I hear it,” Jack said.

      He lit another match and they picked their way over the rubble and fallen figures to where the entry to the Chamber of Horrors was. It was a pile of bricks now, taller than a man. He and Simon removed a few bricks and through small holes in the pile of rubble, red fire glowed. Elizabeth could just see two of the wax heads on spikes. Their faces sloughed off, their hair on fire, and the wax skin dripped down, their faces melting. She recoiled from the sight. It brought back memories she’d tried hard to forget. Panic knotted in her stomach. “Why is there so much fire?”

      “Incendiaries,” Jack explained. “Also not good.”

      “There was another door,” Simon said. “Back by Oliver Cromwell.”

      “Who?” Jack said.

      “Give me the matches,” Simon said.

      “Light these,” Evan said. He held out two candles. “I don’t think King George will mind.”

      Simon lit them and they walked back across the room to the door by Cromwell. It wasn’t blocked.

      “Thank heaven,” Evan said.

      But Simon held up a hand for everyone to wait. He handed Elizabeth the candle and put his free hand against the door. He snatched it back and shook it. “Damn it.”

      “Are you burned?” Elizabeth said.

      “No,” he said. “But we can’t use that door.”

      They searched the perimeter for another exit. Fallen wax figures littered the floor like the dead — arms broken off, faces cracked. There were no other doors. Both exits were blocked. The building was on fire, and they were trapped.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 25

        

      

    
    
      Smoke started to fill the room.

      Simon handed Elizabeth his handkerchief. “Cover your mouth.”

      “You should use it,” she said, handing it back to him.

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      Chivalry was great, but she wasn’t about to let him choke while she used a filter. A piece of jagged rock lay on the floor at her feet. She knelt down and used the sharp edge to tear the handkerchief in half and handed Simon half.

      “Partners, right?” she said.

      Reluctantly he took his half and covered his mouth.

      Jack soon did the same with his handkerchief and handed Evan the other piece.

      “Come on fire brigade,” Jack whispered under his breath. He looked up nervously, hopefully.

      A loud cracking and popping sound came from one side of the room. Instinctively, Elizabeth took a step away from it.

      “Move back,” Simon said.

      Everyone edged back away from the sound. There was a strange hissing sound and more popping, then a moment of silence. Then, hundreds of pounds of wood and brick mixed with fire fell from the ceiling about twenty feet away. It was like a giant had stuck his foot through the floor above them with a thunderous roar.

      The debris crushed Napoleon. An avalanche of fiery embers tumbled down into the room through the hole. The Duke of Wellington shimmered in the heat, caught fire and melted like ice cream in the sun.

      Elizabeth squeezed Simon’s hand even more tightly as they all moved as far away from the fire as they could. She really did not like fires. She’d almost died in one on King’s yacht and since then had developed a healthy aversion to burning alive. As more fire poured into the room, a jolt of panic ran through her body like an electric shock. She had the odd feeling that this was how a horse in a barn-fire felt. She tried to catch her breath, to calm herself down, but the feeling of panic grew.

      Even more of the ceiling gave way and the hole in the ceiling across the room grew larger and closer. More fire poured into the Grand Hall. The smoke was getting thicker, darker. The heat from the fire felt like a living thing, pushing against them, shoving them against the far wall.

      Elizabeth gripped Simon’s arm and felt the leading edge of hysteria in her voice. “Simon?”

      He understood. She’d told him about the nightmares. And just as she’d held him what seemed like years ago to comfort him when his nightmares overtook him, he held her now. “We’re not finished yet,” he said.

      “Oh, what I wouldn’t do for a little lunar eclipse right about now,” Evan said, gripping his watch. Sweat ran down his cheek and the fire reflected off his pale face.

      “I was thinking of a nice cold glass of American beer, personally,” Jack said.

      “The moon.” An idea tickled the edge of Elizabeth’s mind. In a flash, she realized it had always been there. A bit of knowledge that had nested in the back of her mind. She finally opened the door and let it out.

      “The key,” she said. She pulled the chain from around her neck that held the small key Teddy had given her as a gift in 1906.

      “What about it?” Simon asked.

      “I asked Teddy what this was when he gave it to me. He said it was the moon.”

      Simon looked at her in confusion.

      “The moon, Simon. It’s the watch key.”

      Understanding, Simon took the key from her.

      “Teddy?” Evan said. “That crazy wonderful little man! Do you think…?”

      Jack looked at them as if they’d lost their minds. “Who’s Teddy?”

      Was it really possible that Teddy had created a way for them to travel without an eclipse? The moon was the key and the key was the moon. Another part of the ceiling collapsed and there was no time left to wonder.

      Simon hurriedly took out his watch. “Everyone hold hands. If this works, we need to be touching each other.”

      “What are you talking about?” Jack said. “If what works?”

      Elizabeth held out her hand. “You’re about to get that cold beer. I hope.”

      Jack clearly had no idea what she was talking about.

      “Trust me,” she said.

      He nodded and took her hand and grabbed Evan’s hand with his other.

      Elizabeth gripped Simon’s arm.

      “No matter what happens,” he said.

      “As long as we’re together.”

      “Right. Here we go.” Simon took a breath and inserted the key into the watch and turned it. Nothing happened. It couldn’t end like this. It couldn’t. Elizabeth’s anxiety reached a fever pitch. She trembled and turned to look at Simon as the fire across the room crawled closer.

      And then, Elizabeth felt the familiar tugging sensation deep in her stomach. “Don’t let go!”

      The electric blue light from the watch mingled with red from the fire and the world around them shook itself apart.

      

      

      The roaring of the fire and the creaking of the collapsing building were gone in an instant, replaced by the quiet of Sebastian’s study and the soft trilling of a songbird outside the window. Elizabeth felt like her entire body was still vibrating at a high frequency. She shivered to shake off the effect.

      “Hoo,” Evan gasped, summing everyone’s feelings. “That was more intense, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes,” Simon said. He put the watch down and turned Elizabeth to face him. “Are you all right?”

      She nodded. That was too close for comfort.

      Jack stumbled, nearly falling to his knees. He looked pale and squinted with the pain of an instant and crushing headache. “Okay, what just happened?”

      Ignoring Jack, Simon leaned down and kissed Elizabeth. She slipped her arms around his shoulders. When they pulled apart she sighed in relief. For a moment there, she really thought they might not make it.

      “That’s sweet,” Jack said in a tone that clearly meant he didn’t think so. “Maybe someone could tell me what just happened and where the hell we are?”

      “My boy,” Evan said, clapping Jack on the shoulder “You’ve just traveled through time.”

      Jack looked at Evan as though the old man had finally lost it and then turned to Elizabeth for a better explanation.

      “This might be hard for you to believe,” she said remembering her first experience, how confused and hung over she’d felt.

      “Are we dead?”

      “No, we’re just—”

      Simon poured Jack a drink. “Have you ever read any HG Wells?”

      Jack flopped into a chair. “I feel like I went three rounds with Louis. And then had some bad shrimp.” He picked up a nearby wastebasket and hugged it like a teddy bear. Despite that, he managed to drink down the scotch Simon had given him in one burning gulp. He grimaced and then looked up at them. “Okay, so what’s this time travel thing?”

      They spent the next half hour explaining time travel to Jack. Like everything else, he took it in stride. Just another adventure.

      “So this is the future?”

      “To you,” Simon said, “Yes.”

      He looked around Sebastian’s study. “Doesn’t look that different.”

      Elizabeth laughed. “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet.”

      “Can I stay? Or do you have to send me back?”

      Elizabeth had been so focused on not ending up a pile of ashes she hadn’t thought that far ahead. She didn’t want to send him back into the middle of a war, but the idea of Jack running lose in the future…There was no telling what sort of trouble he’d get himself into. “I don’t know,” she finally said.

      “We’ll discuss that when we get back,” Simon said.

      “Where are you going?” Jack said, looking mildly alarmed. “You’re not going back there, are you?”

      “No,” Simon said. He smiled at Evan. “We have somewhere else to go.”

      Relief didn’t begin to explain the expression on Evan’s face.

      “Unless you’d rather go alone,” Elizabeth said and took the key out of Simon’s watch and held it out to Evan.

      “No, that’s yours.” Evan put the key in her palm and closed her fingers over it. “Hold on tight to it.”

      “I could wait for an eclipse,” Evan said. Elizabeth could see the effort it took to offer that possibility.

      “I think you’ve waited long enough,” she said. “I know Lillian has.”

      Evan’s eyes welled with tears. He blinked them away and stood up straighter. “Yes, she has.”

      Simon adjusted his watch and took back the key.

      “We should be back in a few seconds, Jack.”

      “Seconds?”

      “If for some reason, we’re not,” Elizabeth said as she took Evan’s hand. “Try not to destroy the future.”

      Jack frowned at that and nodded, taking another swig of Scotch.

      “When will we arrive?” Evan said.

      “A few months after the earthquake,” Simon said. “The house survived that, but it was destroyed by the fires. We can only hope she stayed and rebuilt.”

      “She would. I know she would.”

      “Hold tight,” Simon said and the electric blue light snaked up his arm and the world shifted again.

      They arrived in the same location Elizabeth had, in Mrs. Eldridge’s garden, but the hedge she’d been so well acquainted with was gone along with the trees and nearly everything else with it. The street corner that had once held some of the most beautiful and luxurious mansions in San Francisco was covered with empty lots and shells of once grand houses. Everything on Nob Hill that had survived the earthquake had been razed by fire. But amongst the ruins, new life was being built. Frames of even grander houses rose out of the barren ground. San Francisco was rising again.

      “She did,” Evan said in a soft voice.

      Elizabeth followed his gaze. The house wasn’t quite finished, but it was the same, or it would be. They walked to the newly laid path to the front stoop. Evan stopped before the stairs. He let out a long shuddering breath and nodded for them to go ahead.

      Simon knocked on the door. A moment later, it swung open and Gerald filled the doorway. He was wearing his usual expression of annoyance. “Yes? What in God’s name? Elizabeth?”

      His dour face lit with a broad smile. “It’s good to see you, girl. And you too I guess,” he added with a glance at Simon.

      Elizabeth laughed. How she’d missed this dear man. But her reunions could wait. “Is Mrs. Eldridge here?”

      “Lillian. We have visitors!”

      “Is it the man come about the garden?” Mrs. Eldridge said, as she came to the door. “Oh, hello, dear. Mr. Cross,” she said as if she weren’t surprised in the slightest to see them again.

      Elizabeth felt her throat tighten with emotion. She smiled and took Mrs. Eldridge’s hand. “We brought you something.”

      She and Simon stepped aside. Evan stood behind them, halfway up the stairs. He took a tentative step.

      Mrs. Eldridge’s gaze landed on Evan and her composure faltered. She didn’t believe her eyes or didn’t dare believe them. “Evan?”

      Evan took the last few stairs and stood in front of her. “I’m sorry I kept you waiting.”

      She reached out and touched his chest, testing to see if he was real. Her hand trembled and he covered it with his own and then kissed it. She gasped and cried with joy and he pulled her to him. They held one another, trembling in each other’s arms. It was the most beautiful thing Elizabeth had ever seen. The tears that had constricted her throat moments earlier flowed freely now. Evan ducked his head and whispered something to Lillian and she cried harder and he held her tighter.

      Simon and Elizabeth shared a glance over the couple. It was a promise and affirmation. Elizabeth wiped the tears from her eyes with the back of her hand. She caught a glimpse of Gerald. He had tears in his eyes too. Joy and, she suspected, a little sadness.

      Evan eased Lillian back and kissed her cheek. He saw Gerald and put out his hand. “Gerald, it’s good to see. Thank you.”

      Gerald sniffled in a manly way, cleared his throat and shook Evan’s hand. “Good to have you home, sir.”

      Mr. and Mrs. Eldridge started into the house still in each other’s arms. Mrs. Eldridge stopped and turned back. “Thank you. Thank you both so much.”

      “It was our pleasure,” Simon said, taking Elizabeth’s hand.

      “You will stay, won’t you? For a little while? I know Maxwell and Teddy would be sick if they missed you.”

      “Of course,” Elizabeth said, elated at the idea and then looked up to Simon. “We have time, don’t we, Simon?”

      He squeezed her hand. “All the time in the world.”

      

       

      
        THE END
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      1933 - Los Angeles, California

      

      They always ran -- from the man, from themselves, from the inevitable.

      Daniel hated this place. Everything about it was a lie, from the promises of work to the endless sunshine. He knew there was no escape, but even in his despair he wanted to live. His feet slipped out from under him as he slid across the gravel of the Cornfield Yard. Even the name was another lie. There was no corn here. There probably never had been.

      In the distance, somewhere in the night, he heard the rumble of an engine getting closer, wheels turning, racing just as he was, on a track and no way to get off. Daniel grabbed the edge of one of the parked, empty boxcars and yanked himself to a stop. He reached for the lever to the door and thought about trying to hide inside, but he knew, if he stopped, it would be the last thing he did.

      He pushed off again. His new boots struggled to find traction in the loose gravel. He ran between the long lines of rail cars, sleeping giants, cold and dark. Until a week ago, he'd thought it had all been a dream. But then the man had come to remind him. His time was almost up.

      It had been a moment of weakness, of desperation, and it would be the end of him. He knew that. His legs burned from the effort to escape his fate. He ran between the huge iron snakes with only the moon watching. But, he knew he wasn't alone. The man was here. Somewhere. Waiting.

      As soon as the thought entered his mind, he felt it. The hairs on the back of his neck prickled. The whistle from an approaching train cut through the quiet. Daniel spun around. Not more than twenty feet away, the tall, dark silhouette of the man stood on the empty tracks. He waited, patient and still.

      Panic and sooty air clogged Daniel's throat. He turned, jumped between stationary cars, nearly tripping over their coupling before popping out on the other side. He ran as fast as his feet could carry him -- between cars, under them, through them. He ran.

      The distant train whistle blared again, louder, closer. Daniel skidded to a stop. He drew two quick terrified breaths before running again. He ran down the length of the Southern Pacific counting the cars, just as he'd always done as a boy. 23, 24, 25…

      He felt the rumble of the coming train behind him. 26, 27, 28…If he could just make it to the end, he might be free. 29, 30, 31!

      He clutched the handrail of the last car and swung himself around the end of the parked train. He leapt across the tracks, then across another set. The third would be his last. The headlight from the engine flashed brightly as though it were as surprised as he was. Even at the slow yard speed, the train was too close and moving too fast. Daniel barely had time to close his eyes. And then it was over.

      The train rolled past, car after car, until finally the last of it disappeared into the night. The wind from the passing train briefly blew open the dark man’s coat. He pulled down his hat and waited.

      A small, brown mottled butterfly rested on the back of Daniel's tattered and bloody coat. It spread its wings and nervously took flight. The man pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and used it to capture the butterfly from the air. He held it gently in his hand. The butterfly fluttered inside the handkerchief, pushing against the fabric in a panic. The man watched it impassively for a moment, before stuffing it into his pocket.

      Without even so much as a glance at Daniel's body, he turned and walked away.
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      Present Day - Santa Barbara, California

      

      It was a perfect day. It wasn't because the sun was bright and warm or that the ocean sent a cool breeze over the hill at Elings Park, or even that the roses on the arched pergola behind him all seemed to bloom today. It was because of her.

      Simon barely heard the birds in the trees or the rustle of the leaves. He barely noticed the man they'd hired to perform the ceremony or Jack Wells as he tugged repeatedly and nervously on his collar. All Simon could think of was Elizabeth, the woman who would soon be his wife.

      He liked the sound of that word. Wife. He'd tried it on many times in the months before he'd worked up the courage to propose and each time it felt right. For nearly all of his life, Simon had accepted that a family wasn't in his future. His own family had soured the taste of it and his solitary life had all but ensured it. Then Elizabeth came along and everything changed.

      Dear God, he'd been so terrified those first few weeks. Falling in love with her put him in a near constant state of fear, fear of loving her, fear of losing her. When he'd finally come to accept that, despite the absurdity of it all, she loved him as much as he loved her, the world seemed to start again. And now, here he was, waiting to make her his wife.

      Simon stared down toward the small copse of trees and his breath caught in his throat as she stepped forward. She was so beautiful it made his heart swell and ache. They'd decided on a private ceremony and now he was gladder of it than ever. He didn't want to share her or this moment with anyone else.

      Jack and the Justice of the Peace were there by necessity, but he willed them away in his mind, until it was just Elizabeth and he. Step by step, she walked toward him. Alone. That had been his one regret. Her father had long passed and anyone else who could have served was lost in time long past. She was alone. But after today neither of them would be alone again.

      Elizabeth caught his eye and smiled as though she'd read his mind. She had a way of doing that, a way of seeing inside him, of somehow seeing things in him he could not see himself. Simon smiled back hoping he could be the man she saw in her heart.

      She took a last few steps and came to his side. She shifted the small bouquet of flowers she'd picked that morning into her left hand and Simon took hold of her right.

      They both turned to face the Justice of the Peace who smiled at them before beginning. "Marriage is a promise, made in the hearts of two people who love each other, which takes a lifetime to fulfill. Within the circle of its love, marriage encompasses all of life's most important relationships. A wife and a husband are each other's teacher, listener, critic, partner and best friend. It is into this state that Elizabeth and Simon wish to enter."

      The Justice nodded to Simon indicating it was his time to speak his vows. Simon had written a dozen versions and thrown them all away. In the end, he'd decided to trust his heart and let it speak.

      Simon gazed down at their joined hands. He gently rubbed his thumb back and forth across the soft skin of the back of her hand before trusting his voice enough to speak. He looked up unto her eyes and, as always, found what he needed there. "When I first met you, you were irritating."

      Elizabeth laughed. "I'd grown so used to being alone," he continued. "I'd gone from accepting to embracing my misery. And then there was you. And no matter how hard I resisted, how painfully hard I resisted loving you, there was no escape and I thank whatever powers might be every day for that."

      A tear slipped down Elizabeth's cheek and Simon brushed it away. His heart was so full it ached in his chest. "My dear Miss West, there is not a day that has come before or a day that has yet to be that I want to spend with anyone but you. I love you more with every passing second, with every beat of my heart. There is nothing in this world or any other that can keep us apart if you will be my wife."

      Elizabeth sniffled and let out a deep, steadying breath. Her grip on his hand tightened and he could see her fight back her emotions. "Simon. When I was a little girl, I believed in fairy tales and magic. I believed in the impossible. Even when people said none of it was real, I still believed. And I searched. And from the fifth row, seat 26 in Hadley Hall, I found it. I found you. You are magic to me. What we have is magic. And you are all the proof I’ll ever need to believe in the impossible. I loved you that first day. I love you now, here, today. And I will love you tomorrow and every tomorrow to come."

      If Simon could have, he would have stopped the world then. It was a perfect moment in time. The Justice of the Peace cleared his throat and drew Simon and Elizabeth's attention back to him. The rest of the formalities were a blur. The only thing Simon would remember was the way she looked and the way she looked at him.

      "You may now kiss the bride."

      Simon didn't need to be reminded. He took Elizabeth into his arms and kissed his wife.

      

      

      Elizabeth closed her eyes and listened to Simon's heart beat out a steady, strong rhythm as the limousine drove them back home from the wedding. Their home. It felt a little odd to think of it that way. The house was so very Simon. But now, Simon was so very much hers too.

      She opened her eyes just as the car pulled up front and stopped.

      Simon kissed her temple. "Ready, Mrs. Cross?"

      She heard the intensity of emotion behind the lighthearted question. "Very."

      Simon stepped out of the car and held out his hand to help her. She took it and he gently pulled her up to his side. The sun had set over an hour ago and she felt the start of the night's chill in the air as they walked to the front door.

      Simon unlocked the door and pushed it open. Before Elizabeth could wonder if he was going to carry her inside, he swept her off her feet and walked across the threshold. Once inside, he held her in his arms for a long moment. The depth of his love for her always took her breath away. His arms tightened around her urging her to lean up just enough for their lips to meet in a kiss.

      He set her down gently and caressed her cheek. "I have something for you."

      Elizabeth couldn't help herself and arched an eyebrow.

      He chuckled and led her into the living room. "That too," he said, "but first just a small wedding gift."

      "You didn't have to do that," Elizabeth protested as Simon opened a cabinet in a seldom-used credenza.

      He pulled out a gift box and held it out to her. "I wanted to."

      Elizabeth took the box, which was about the size of breadbox, and set it down on a small table. It was light and far too big for jewelry, which she seldom wore anyway. "What is it?"

      He looked purposefully at the box as if it say, open it and find out.

      She flipped back the lid and inside, nestled into white satin cushioning was a small stuffed tiger. It was old. Very old, from the Twenties. The stiches were loose and pulling apart. And it was the most beautiful thing she'd ever seen. Tears filled her eyes as she remembered their first kiss. On Coney Island, when they'd traveled back to 1929, Simon had won her a small stuffed tiger, exactly like this one, and she'd left it behind in anger after their argument.

      "He's not the same, I'm afraid," Simon said. "But I'm not the same man either."

      He eased her around to look at him. "I pushed you away then and now I can't imagine letting go."

      Exactly as she had that first time, Elizabeth steadied herself on Simon's shoulder and leaned up to kiss him. It was just the barest caress on the corner of his mouth at first before pulling away to look into his eyes. There was nothing tentative or unsure in the man who looked back at her this time. He was hers and she was his. And that was how it was meant to be.
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      Simon collapsed onto the bed next to Elizabeth and pulled her into his arms. He felt the hot, quick brush of her breaths across his bare chest as she laid her head on his shoulder. They'd stayed in bed for a truly indecent amount of time over the last two days. He didn't remember ever having been so damn happy or, frankly, exhausted in all of his life.

      Elizabeth sighed happily. "I think that was a record," she said still a little breathless.

      Simon laughed and pushed his head back into the pillow. This was bliss. He'd never really understood the meaning until now. Lying in bed with his wife in his arms, breathless, that was truly bliss.

      Elizabeth's arm rested on his chest and he knew she could feel the pounding of his heart. He covered her hand with his and wondered why they couldn't just stay like this forever.

      He closed his eyes and was just giving himself over to the fantasy when the doorbell rang downstairs. "Damn it."

      Elizabeth pushed herself up onto one elbow. "Expecting someone?"

      "If that's Jack…" Simon said, his bliss long forgotten.

      Elizabeth started to slip out from under the covers. "I'll go."

      Simon caught her arm. "Not looking like that, you're not."

      She laughed and turned back. "I was going to put on a robe."

      "I should hope so," Simon said with a quirk of his lips, "but that's not what I meant." He gently urged her to lie back down. "I know I have to share you with the rest of the world, but this," he said as he caressed her face. "When your cheeks are flush with desire, your lips swollen from my kisses," he added as he gently traced the outline of her mouth, "I want this to be mine alone."

      Elizabeth's slowing breath quickened. She nodded as she reached up to touch the back of his neck and pull him toward her. The doorbell rang again. This time, followed by a loud knocking.

      Simon grunted and rolled out of bed. He put on his robe and strode downstairs.

      He yanked open the door with such ferocity the deliveryman yelped in surprise. Simon's expression must have been as thunderous as he felt because the deliveryman actually took two steps back before muttering something about England.

      Simon frowned and glared at the two workers on the path to his house, crates in mid-dolly. He'd nearly forgotten that he and Elizabeth had made arrangements for much of his grandfather's collection and books to be shipped from Hastings.

      Simon tightened the sash on his robe and stepped aside. "All right. Put them over there."

      The men wheeled in two large wooden crates and deposited them in the living room. Simon found some money in a drawer in the hall table, tipped them and sent them on their way as quickly as possible.

      He looked at the crates as he made his way toward the stairs and hoped they might hold the answers to some of the questions that plagued him about his grandfather. Simon and Elizabeth barely had time enough to go through one tenth of his grandfather's things when they'd been in England. Now that they'd arrived, he felt the urge to explore again.

      "Simon?" Elizabeth's voice filtered down from upstairs.

      There were, however, other mysteries far more worthy of exploration at the moment, he thought with a smile. Crates temporarily forgotten, Simon started up the stairs again to return to his wife.

      

      

      The next morning after breakfast, Elizabeth's curiosity led her from the kitchen into the living room. She ran a hand over the rough wood of the crate and felt Simon come up behind her. "Should we?"

      They were scheduled to leave on their honeymoon tour of Europe tomorrow. When they'd get back, the new semester would start and life would be normal again. She felt a strange pang at the idea. Normal was so…normal.

      Simon came to her side. "Perhaps we should wait until we return."

      Elizabeth fingered the edge of a crate. It was like putting out Christmas presents and saying you should wait until New Year's. "We could just go through this one. I'm practically packed."

      Simon frowned; she knew he understood what practically packed really meant. But, she also knew he wanted to explore it as much as she did.

      She looked up at him hopefully and he nodded. "I'll find something to open them with."

      Simon found a hammer and used the claw to pry off the lid of one of the crates. He set it aside and Elizabeth reached into the shredded paper used for cushioning and pulled out one of Sebastian's treasures, a wooden carving of a tiny giraffe.

      Simon came to her side and she handed him the small figure. "This all feels a little familiar, doesn’t it?" he said, gesturing to the open crate.

      "I'll say." It was more than familiar. One night more than a year ago now, Elizabeth had walked up to Simon's house to deliver a stack of graded papers. A set of Sebastian's things had arrived that day, too. In one of the boxes was the watch, the watch that sent them back in time, the watch that brought them together.

      Simon's grandfather Sebastian, they'd discovered, was a time traveler who worked for something called the Council for Temporal Studies with a specialty in the Occult. It had been a lifelong secret until she and Simon had discovered his pocket watch, his time machine, and accidentally sent themselves to 1929 New York.

      After surviving that trip, barely, they'd traveled twice more - once to 1906 San Francisco to save a man's life, and Simon's in the bargain, and then again to 1942 London to help a friend and fellow traveler, Evan Eldridge, lost in time. That's where they'd met Jack.

      After completing their mission and dropping off Evan in 1906, Simon and Elizabeth returned to present day Hastings. Once there, arrangements were made for the contents of Sebastian's study to be sent to California. Getting themselves back to California wasn't so simple. Not being able to travel via conventional means due to Jack's complete lack of any modern-day ID, the three traveled directly to Santa Barbara, thanks to the watch and key Teddy Fiske had made for Elizabeth. And now, finally, the contents of Sebastian's study had caught up with them.

      Inside the crate on the top level they found several books by Flemish alchemist John Fontaine, a stone bound with fine gold twine, and a Cleromancy kit. Elizabeth opened the small leather pouch and poured the contents into her hand. She set aside the dozen or so black and white beans and studied the two bone-carved dice with various runes on each side.

      The divination by casting random lots was an ancient practice that transcended geography. From the Chinese I-Ching to ancient Rome, many cultures practiced some variation on the theme.

      Elizabeth put the beans and dice back into the bag and dug into the crate. "Sebastian really got around, didn't he?"

      Simon wrapped the small African fetish he'd been holding in a rough, colorful cloth and set it on the table. "Yes," Simon said. "So many different times and places."

      Sebastian's adventures must have been incredible, Elizabeth thought, as they unwrapped one mysterious item after the next. She'd read some of Sebastian's papers on the occult, but they couldn't capture the feeling of holding an actual mystical artifact in your hand. She started to open a small ivory box, but stopped and looked to Simon when she heard him let out a short, quick breath.

      He sat forward on the sofa, elbows coming to rest on his knees, a worn red leather book in his hands.

      "Simon?"

      He looked up and his eyes were bright with excitement and emotion. He held up the book. "His journal."

      Elizabeth scooted down the sofa to sit at his side. "Have you seen that before?"

      He shook his head and turned the book over in his hands. It was well-worn red leather with faded gold lettering that read: Chronicles. Simon picked up a dust jacket and handed it to Elizabeth. "It was hidden inside this."

      "Just So Stories," Elizabeth read. "Kipling?"

      Simon smiled at a fond memory. "He used to read them to me when I was very small, years before he started telling me his other stories."

      Sebastian's "other stories" were wild accounts of things like his brunch with the Death Eaters of Peru and fighting zombies in eighteenth century Paris -- fanciful tales that just happened to be true. Stories that had led to the amazing collection they had in front of them.

      Sebastian's watch had let them travel through time, but the origin of the Council and its true purpose and even Sebastian's involvement remained a mystery. Elizabeth looked down at the book in Simon's hand. Until now. Maybe.

      "He must have meant for you and no else to find it. Why else would he have put that dust jacket on it?"

      Simon nodded, but kept his eyes on the book. Elizabeth knew memories of his grandfather were bittersweet. Sebastian died saving Simon's life and it was a guilt Simon carried with him to this day.

      Elizabeth inched closer to him and rested a hand on his back. She could feel the tension in his muscles. "We don't have to do this now."

      Simon huffed out a breath, turned to her and offered a reassuring smile. "It's all right. As you say, he meant for me to find this. Now, let's find out why."

      Elizabeth tucked up her legs underneath her as she settled into the sofa and listened to Simon's deep, rich voice read Sebastian's journal. They spent the next few hours going through it. The book chronicled most of Sebastian's adventures in wonderful detail. He was a vivid storyteller and his passion for his work bled through every page.

      "Despite all I have seen in my travels," Simon read, "I am still staggered to my very core at that moment when the impossible becomes real. The rabbi folded the piece of parchment upon which he had written the word 'shem', a truncated version of one of the Kabbalistic names for the divine, and placed the paper into the Golem's mouth."

      Despite the fact that this had happened years ago, hundreds of years ago according Sebastian's journal, Elizabeth still shivered at the image of the large, clay human figure of the Golem waiting to be brought to life.

      "The rabbi spoke words so softly to the creature, I could not hear them, but the Golem did and he lurched forward, the inanimate animated."

      Elizabeth felt herself leaning in, enraptured by the story.

      "Under the rabbi's careful guidance, the Golem performed menial physical tasks, cleaning and carrying heavy objects and the like. The creature was well under his control, until that fateful night he forgot to remove the parchment from its mouth. It was a miracle the rabbi wasn't killed. He surely would have been had I not been there that night."

      Simon peered over the top of the journal and caught Elizabeth's eyes. He arched both eyebrows in surprise and pleasure and then resumed reading. "To this very day, no man has dared set foot in the attic of that synagogue in Prague again."

      After Simon read the last entry, a visit to ancient Mesopotamia, he closed the book and rested it on his knee. "He told me some of these stories when I was a boy," he said. "If only I'd known then that they were true."

      "He certainly was far from the silent observer in some of those," Elizabeth said. There had been several adventures where Sebastian had consciously interfered. In fact, in some of them, the reason he'd gone there in the first place appeared to be to save someone's life.

      "Yes, the non-interference edict he mentioned from the Council doesn't appear to always apply, does it?"

      She reached for the book. "May I?"

      Simon turned and the book slid off his knee and onto the floor.

      "I'm sorry." Elizabeth moved forward to retrieve the book. "Is it okay?"

      Simon picked up the book and surveyed it for damage. "No harm done."

      Elizabeth let out a sigh of relief and as she moved back into the sofa, she noticed a piece of paper had fallen out from between the pages. She reached down and picked it up. "This fell out," she said as she held it out to Simon.

      He took the paper and unfolded it. The air in the room went suddenly still.

      Elizabeth leaned closer to see. It was a list with a dozen or so names with dates and locations. The first entry on the list made Elizabeth's blood run cold.

      Manchester Arms, New York City, 4 PM August 20, 1929 - Simon Cross.
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      "What is this?" Elizabeth asked, a feeling of unease welling inside her. "Why on earth is your name on this list?"

      Simon stared down at the piece of paper as shocked as she was. "This is just a few days before he saved my life."

      "Saved both of our lives."

      Simon pushed himself off the sofa. Pacing was a good idea. Elizabeth was tempted to join him, but seeing this list ripped open an old wound for Simon and now he would need his space. Simon strode back and forth, reading and rereading the list.

      When she and Simon had gone back to 1929, the gangster King Kashian kidnapped her. Simon rushed after her and would have been killed if Sebastian hadn’t come to his rescue at the very last second. Sebastian had died saving Simon, died in his arms, and the memory of that day still haunted him.

      But Sebastian hadn't been there for Simon. At least that's what he'd told him. Elizabeth tried to reason it aloud. "When Sebastian found you, he told you he was there to study King."

      "Yes, that's what he said."

      The pain in his voice at the memories cut right to Elizabeth's heart. She stood and came to his side. He looked down at her and she could see he was trying hard to rein in his feelings. She put a supportive hand on his back and they both turned back to the paper in his hands.

      At the top of the handwritten list in the left hand corner was the name "Cross" and to the right of that above the names, "in absentia luci, tenebrae vincunt."

      "What does that say?" she asked.

      Simon furrowed his brow as he translated the Latin phrase. "In the absence of light, darkness prevails."

      "That sounds like some sort of motto or creed," Elizabeth said. "I don't recognize it though."

      Simon nodded, deep in thought.

      "Maybe these were assignments from the Council," Elizabeth offered. "Like the rabbi and the Golem? Light and darkness."

      "Possibly," Simon said.

      "Look at the handwriting. All the other names and dates were written by the same hand, but your entry, it's slightly different. It's not quite the same."

      Simon pulled himself out of the past with an effort and stared down at the list. "It's all his handwriting, but the spacing is odd, as though it was added to the top of the list after the others were written."

      "Maybe Sebastian found out you were going to be in danger and put you to the top of the list?"

      Simon ran a hand through his hair and massaged the back of his neck. "But how did he find out? And who are these others on the list? What's the connection between us?"

      Elizabeth put a comforting hand on Simon's arm. "I don't know. Maybe the Council knows."

      Simon's jaw clenched. Just the mention of the Council was enough to pique his anger. He'd always blamed them for his grandfather's death. Now, it seemed, there was more to it than just an assignment gone wrong.

      "Sod the Council," Simon said under his breath. He glared down at the list, willing it to give him the answers he sought. "Grandfather meant for me to find this, not them. He wouldn't have hidden it in the Kipling dust jacket otherwise."

      Simon stared at the yellowed piece of paper and then sat down heavily on the sofa. Elizabeth eased next to him and knew he was right. "This list meant something to him. It was important, important enough to hide from the Council. Important enough for him to risk his life."

      Simon ran a hand through his hair and nodded his head. "Yes."

      "These other names. Do any of them mean anything to you?" The names on the list felt random. The dates and locations spanned centuries and continents.

      "No, I don't think so," Simon said.

      "Maybe they're all like you were? In danger from the dark? King certainly qualifies."

      "Yes," he said with a deep frown. Simon hardly needed to be reminded of what King was or what he'd done.

      "Yes, but Council rules are strict on non-interference; he was firm about that."

      "But then he did a fair amount of interfering, didn't he? With the Rabbi? With others? With you? And thank God he did." Elizabeth put her hand on his leg. "I get the feeling the Council has two sets of rules and they break either when it suits them. I don't trust them, but I trust your grandfather. If he made this list, it meant something to him. You meant everything to him."

      "I'm hardly important," Simon said and waved off Elizabeth's reply. "In the grand scheme of things."

      "I don't know. How many people have a watch? How many people in all of history have traveled through time? Dozens out of hundreds of millions? I'd say that makes you kind of important in the grand scheme of things."

      As unlikely and uncomfortable as he found the idea, she could tell he was considering the possibility.

      "Maybe these people are at risk from the darkness? That absence of light thing," Elizabeth continued. "Maybe the darkness is another way of saying some sort of occult phenomena that changes things, like King, like the Golem. Unbalances something. And Sebastian's list is a way to put things right? To light the darkness."

      Both she and Simon thought about it for a moment as they stared at the list. It was terrifying and exhilarating to contemplate the idea. If there was some dark force that was unsettling the balance of the world… Sebastian had specialized in the occult, which definitely qualified as darkness. She and Simon had battled something dark and unearthly in New York, and again with Madame Petrovka and even the Shard.

      "It's possible," Simon said, looking at the list.

      Elizabeth grabbed her laptop and started researching the names on the list. It was clear it would take a lot more than some good Google-Fu to find out anything about most of them. One of the names could have been a French bakery owner or politician. Or maybe even an artist. Another name showed up in the search results for those lost in a disaster on the Mississippi. But, most of the other names brought up nothing. Considering the dates went back over two hundred years, it wasn't all that surprising. Unless the people were famous, it was unlikely there would be much in the way of records on the Internet.

      There was one name, however, that Elizabeth recognized.

      "This one," Elizabeth said suddenly, running her finger along the name under Simon's. "Alan Grant, Hollywood, I know that name. It might be a different Alan Grant, but…"

      She did a quick search and brought up a large image of a still from a movie - a handsome man, with sandy blond hair and pencil thin mustache, in his early forties. He was dressed as a buccaneer and using a dagger to rip through a giant sail as he sped down toward the deck of a large ship. He had a giant cutlass in his other hand and a broad, gleeful, wicked grin on his face.

      Simon frowned. "Surely, it must be another Alan Grant."

      "The Sword of the Seven Seas! I loved that movie."

      Simon's expression was so flat it was almost concave.

      "Alan Grant? The Lost Musketeer? Midnight Masquerade? He was a huge star."

      "I didn't watch many movies growing up. Once I was at school, it was mostly Monty Python."

      "And big points for that," Elizabeth said. "But you don't know what you're missing. Those old movies, they were so much fun."

      "At some point it must have stopped being fun for Mr. Grant or he wouldn't be on the list, would he?"

      "True." Elizabeth did a quick search and found Grant's bio, but it wasn't very helpful. "His credits just stop."

      "In 1933?"

      Elizabeth nodded.

      Simon folded the piece of paper with the list and leaned back into the sofa cushion, letting his neck rest against the back of it, and looked to the ceiling. He looked tired. Heck, he was tired; she was tired. They'd been at this for hours and hours, and the emotional toll of discovering his grandfather's real reason for traveling to New York was starting to show.

      "It's late," Elizabeth said. "Why don't we go to bed and we can talk about it tomorrow."

      "We leave for Europe tomorrow."

      In the excitement of it all, she'd nearly forgotten about their honeymoon. “Right.”

      She nestled closer to Simon. He reflexively put his arm around her and she put her head on his shoulder. They both stayed silent and still for a few minutes.

      Finally, Elizabeth said, "We don't have to go."

      Simon lifted his head and peered down at her. "Are we talking about Europe or…"

      "Either, both. I don't know." She sat up and turned to face him. "I know I'm always the one pressuring you to go. And I don't want to do that. Not with this. As unlike me as it is," she said with a grin, "I will go wherever you want to go. This one has to be your choice."

      Simon took her hand and caressed it. Finally, his fingers traced the edges of her wedding ring. "No, it's our choice. Together?"

      "Agreed." Elizabeth covered his hand with hers and then added, "You go first."

      Simon laughed and brought her hand to his lips. "I'm torn. I feel as though I owe it to my grandfather to finish what he started, but I owe you so much more. I owe you a life."

      "Just for a moment. Forget me; forget Sebastian. What do you want?"

      Simon thought sincerely about the question for a moment and then said so softly Elizabeth could barely hear him, "I want to go."

      He looked at her and his expression and voice grew stronger. "A good man died to give me a second chance. I don't want to waste it being a tourist, when I can make a difference. If there is truly a darkness out there, and I believe there is, I can't walk away knowing I could do something about it. I don't know why he chose these people or made this list, but I want to follow it. And I want you with me wherever it leads."

      Elizabeth sat up a little straighter and smiled. "I was hoping you'd say that."

      Simon tugged on his ear in thought as he debated their choice. "We could, of course, go to Europe and deal with this when we return. 1933 isn't going anywhere."

      Elizabeth had considered that. "It would be like an itch we couldn't scratch though. We have a chance to live history, to be the light. The rest just kind of pales in comparison, doesn't it?"

      "It will probably be dangerous."

      "No doubt."

      Simon frowned.

      "We still have Teddy's key," she said. Teddy Fiske's key allowed them to travel with the watch at will instead of waiting for an eclipse. It had saved their lives in London. "And it's not like there's a war going on or vampires lurking about."

      "That we know of."

      "Good point."

      Simon shifted to face her. "Who knows what sort of dangers Alan Grant faces; what sort of darkness there is there?"

      Elizabeth smiled. "It's a good thing you're an expert then, isn't it?"

      Simon tried to frown, but couldn't quite manage it. "We don't know anything about that time."

      "Ah," Elizabeth said with a widening grin. "But we know someone who does."

      

      

      Simon folded his arms and leaned back against the kitchen counter. "It's a terrible idea."

      Jack expected that. Cross was full of don'ts and shouldn'ts and you'll put an eye outs. But, they needed him. He could sense it. And, if he were honest, he needed them.

      Since they'd saved his life in 1942 and brought him back to the future with them, his life had been a series of amazements. The future was a lot to take in for a man from the forties.

      They'd offered to return him to his own time. They could have safely deposited him away from the fire that nearly killed them all at Madame Tussauds and he could have resumed his life there. But, Jack was above all else, an adventurer and he couldn't pass up the opportunity to explore the future. And, if he were honest, three years of war had taken their toll. The Navy and then the OSS had been a great adventure, but war was, as they say, hell. And he didn't relish the idea of going back to it. After all, according to the history books, the good guys had won that one. They didn't need him. No one did really. It was an odd feeling for someone who was used to being indispensable.

      The future had plenty going for it though. He might find a place here. Eventually. It was all he'd ever imagined and more. Buck Rogers had nothing on NASA. Man walked on the moon, talked to each other on phones without wires and waged war in ways he would have rather not known.

      "I don't think it's wise," Simon said as he leaned back against his kitchen counter and crossed his arms over his chest.

      "I can help," Jack said, hoping he could get through to him. "If this darkness or whatever you call it is real, don't you think having back up is a good idea?"

      Simon frowned and spoke as though he were addressing a small, backwards child. "Need I remind you that there is already a you there?"

      Jack frowned and chewed his lip. "Ah-ha!" he said, waving his finger in the air triumphantly. "You said April."

      Simon's eyes narrowed. "I did."

      Jack grinned. "I'm not there. I mean, I'm there, just not right there then, at that moment. In April 1933 I was getting the hell beat out of me in Arizona filming The Dirtiest Trail and Si Si Senorita." He opened his mouth as wide as it would go and pointed inside it. "I even lost a tooth."

      "As compelling an argument as your missing tooth is," Simon said, "It's still too much of a risk. If you should alter the course of your own life…"

      "What?" Jack said, worried for the first time.

      "The repercussions could be disastrous. You could cease to be or worse."

      "What's worse that?" Jack said.

      Before Simon could give him a list of things that were more important than he was, Elizabeth stepped in. "If he's careful to avoid places he used to go and keeps a low profile, it could be pretty helpful to have someone there who knows what is what."

      Jack gave Elizabeth a thankful smile. She was a good kid and, he knew, she understood him. She knew he needed more than being a sightseer in the future or a relic in the past. He needed to matter again.

      "I could be helpful," Jack offered. "I want to be helpful. I'm not the kind of man who can sit still, you know, especially if there's something out there that needs doing. If there is a darkness like you said, I want to do something about it as much as you do."

      Simon might be a pain in the posterior sometimes, but he was an honorable guy and he respected that in others. Jack could see from Simon's expression that he had a chance. "I don't know…"

      "Simon, if Jack promised to avoid his usual haunts and women," she said with a pointed glare at Jack, "he could be a huge asset. He is a trained spy, after all. He knows the town; he knows the studio. We might need help just getting close to Alan Grant. Think of him like a time Sherpa."

      "If things go sideways," Jack said, playing his trump card. "And let's face it, the odds are pretty good they will with her along."

      "Hey!"

      Simon nodded, conceding the point.

      "She's got a gift for finding trouble."

      "Yes, she does," Simon said.

      Elizabeth waved her hand. "Standing right here."

      Jack smiled apologetically. He loved her like a little sister and more than needing something to do, needing to feel useful again; he wanted to make sure she made it back in one piece. "Having a little backup might be--"

      "Prudent." Simon agreed and pursed his lips in thought.

      "Still here," Elizabeth muttered.

      Simon frowned. "I’m sorry. I didn’t mean any of that as a commentary on your abilities. It’s just that we…worry."

      Her indignation fizzled in the face of Simon's obvious and genuine concern. "Yeah, I know," she said.

      "Good. And you understand about the timeline," Simon said to Jack.

      "Not really," Jack said.

      Simon sighed and Jack grinned.

      "So," he said, feeling good to be back in the saddle. "When do we leave?"
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      For the next week they researched, planned and acquired. Thanks to their previous journeys, Simon had an extensive network of paper money collectors, and easily amassed more than enough money to last them for the duration, provided the duration wasn't more than a month. If it was longer, well, that meant they had bigger problems.

      Elizabeth researched Alan Grant as best she could, but despite the Internet being the repository of human knowledge, there were significant gaps. Where Grant was concerned, it wasn't much help at all. She knew his favorite meal, which according to Photoplay was a dry martini, his favorite color, blue and his fascination with violin virtuoso, Niccolò Paganini. What neither the magazine, nor any other source, could tell her was what the heck happened to him.

      Alan Grant was at the peak of a wildly successful film career with Mammoth Studios when he just disappeared. As far as she could tell, no official investigation or police report had been filed. Just a few mentions in the trades and then nothing; the world moved on to fixate on another star. Even what little she could learn about his personal life was hardly personal. But then, that wasn't all that surprising. During the heyday of the studio star system the lines between what was real and what the publicity department said was real were permanently blurred.

      Other than that, they only had the date and location from Sebastian's list: 6 PM, April 6, 1933 - Musso & Frank, Hollywood. Luckily, no earthquakes were scheduled; once was enough on that front, and no other major disasters loomed. The only significant event that week in Los Angeles was the repeal of the prohibition on beer.

      Musso & Frank, a famous Hollywood restaurant, would be easy to find. It had been in the same spot for nearly 100 years. But what threatened Alan Grant was still a mystery. All they could do now was go back and find out.

      Elizabeth felt excited at the idea. She'd been excited when they'd traveled to 1906 San Francisco and even when they'd headed into war-torn 1942 London on their last trip. But the idea of going back to Hollywood during the Golden Age was an honest to goodness thrill. She'd spent hours watching old movies in dingy hotel rooms all across Texas as a little girl. Everything always seemed so magical, so possible in the movies. And, of course, she was a sucker for a happy ending. Those late nights she'd spent waiting for her father to come home from a night of gambling were lonely and the movies had kept her company. The films and their stars, especially the swashbuckling adventurers like Douglas Fairbanks, Errol Flynn, and Alan Grant, always had a special place in her heart. Having the chance to pay him back somehow made this trip all the more important to her.

      Satisfied they couldn't learn any more without actually being there, they decided to leave Saturday morning. Clothes bought and packed, Simon's tea tucked into one of the side pockets of their suitcase, the three got dressed for their parts. Luckily, April in Los Angeles meant balmy weather, but then so did October and December. Elizabeth wore a light floral dress with comfortable, genuinely comfortable, shoes this time. Jack looked like an ad for the Great Gatsby in his baggy, cream-colored linen pants and snug baby blue polo sweater. Simon looked extra sexy in his grey double-breasted suit, the sleeves of his white oxford shirt rolled up to mid-forearm and his jacket casually slung over one arm.

      "Why do men always look so good in period clothes?" Elizabeth asked as Simon pulled down the brim of his fedora.

      "Have you looked in the mirror?" Simon said with an appreciative glance at her figure.

      "He's right," Jack said. "You look…" His voice trailed off as Simon patiently and curiously waited for him to finish. "Um…like a beautiful, but very married woman." Jack picked up their suitcases as the corner of his mouth quirked into a smile.

      Simon chuckled and made sure the watch settings were correct. He went over the date and location again to make sure they were accurate and then asked, "Everyone ready?"

      Elizabeth took the key from around her neck and handed it to Simon. She took hold of Jack's hand and gripped Simon's arm with the other.

      Simon gave them all one last look to make sure all was well before putting the key into the hole in the watch and turning it. Seconds later, the electric blue light snaked out of the watch and up his arm. Almost instantly, all three of them were caught in its web and the world shook itself apart.

      

      

      It was just after three o'clock on April 5, 1933, when they arrived in Jack's small apartment on Franklin Avenue near the base of the Hollywood Hills. After a lengthy discussion on the safest place to arrive unseen, they'd all settled on Jack's apartment. Once the coast was clear, they'd leave and head for hotels away from his usual stomping ground.

      Jack's place was a charming one bedroom upstairs in the Spanish Revival-style complex that was so popular in Los Angeles in the late 20's and early 30's. As soon as the world righted itself, Elizabeth heard the sound of a piano through the thick adobe-like walls. Whoever was playing hit a sour note.

      "That's Billy, he's actually getting better," Jack said, rubbing his temple. "Like you said; not as bad this time."

      Elizabeth remembered the first time she'd time traveled. She thought her head was going to fall off her shoulders. "It gets easier each time."

      Jack's apartment was small, but surprisingly clean for a bachelor's. The floor was a beautiful light-colored wood with a darker inlay around the edges. All of the doorways were arched and open. And the mid-day sun streamed through the windows in the kitchen and front room. Every inch of it had personality. Elizabeth wondered when apartments became like her old place, just a series of dull little boxes. "Jack, your apartment is adorable."

      "Exactly what I was going for," he said looking around skeptically.

      "Lookin' good, Junie!" a shrill woman's voice called from outside.

      Simon discreetly peered through the curtain sheers of the front window.

      "Don't worry, that's just Hilde," Jack said.

      In the courtyard below, a woman with short shorts and a bikini top waved to a little girl who practiced her buck and wing under the eagle eye of her plump, hovering mother. Two middle-aged men wearing matching shirts and matching faces played what looked like a very serious game of checkers, while a third man lay on his back on the edge of the courtyard fountain with sketchpad in hand.

      "Is it always so busy?" Simon asked.

      Jack peered through the curtains briefly. "Yeah, that's pretty much the usual gang for a weekday. People without jobs have a lot of free time."

      To Elizabeth, the Great Depression always conjured images of people in soup lines in New York or hardscrabble farmers in the Dust Bowl. It was easy to forget that every part of the country was affected.

      Jack walked across the small living room and into the open kitchen. He opened the door to the squat refrigerator that had a big cylindrical compressor on top making the whole thing look like a retro robot. He bent down and pulled out a bowl of something, smelled it, made a face and quickly put it back in and closed the door.

      "We should go as soon as we're able," Simon said. "We need to get settled at the hotel. Pardon me, hotels," Simon added with a frown as he lingered over the s in hotels.

      Jack rubbed his face. "Yeah, sorry about that, but it's better if I don't run into Ruth."

      Jack had had an affair with a woman at the Ambassador Hotel and, Elizabeth had the feeling, timeline aside, Jack wanted to avoid seeing Ruth again.

      "Besides," Jack said. "I don't need anything fancy like the Ambassador. The El Rey'll do me just fine."

      Simon was about to argue the point, again, when Elizabeth shook her head at him, asking him silently to let it be. Elizabeth had a feeling it wasn't just Ruth that made Jack uncomfortable. With no money to his name, Jack had been beholden to Simon for everything. It was hard enough for him to accept the money he needed to live, without adding a luxury hotel into the mix.

      "Alley's clear," Jack said. "I'll call a cab and we can sneak out the back."

      While Jack made the call, Simon reviewed their plan. They would check into the hotels and get settled. After dinner, they'd start seeing what they could learn about Alan Grant.

      According to a Modern Screen "Behind the Scenes with Alan Grant" article Elizabeth had found online, Grant was a frequent visitor to many of Los Angeles' best nightclubs. Lucky for them, one of the most popular clubs, the Cocoanut Grove, was right in their hotel. It was as good a place as any to start.

      "Okay," Jack said. "Cab'll come by Franklin and La Brea in a few minutes."

      "Good," Simon said, as he picked up their suitcase. "Can we go out the back door?" He nodded toward the door in the kitchen.

      "Yeah, just one thing," Jack said holding up a finger. He disappeared into what Elizabeth assumed was the bedroom and came back out carrying a metal box. He set it down on the kitchen counter and pulled out something wrapped in a cloth. A gun. He flicked open the cylinder to make sure it was empty and snapped it closed.

      "Just in case," he said as he tucked the gun into his jacket pocket and poured a handful of bullets into the other.

      It was a sharp reminder of what they might face. As excited as Elizabeth was to be here, the danger they faced was real. Judging from Simon's grim expression, he was thinking the same thing.

      Jack checked to make sure the alley was clear once again and the trio made their way down the back stairs and out into 1933.

      

      

      Los Angeles was unlike most other major cities; it didn't grow vertically like New York, it grew horizontally, spreading out over hundreds of square miles. In 1930 it was half orange groves and half upstart metropolis. Despite the Depression, Elizabeth saw signs of new construction everywhere. Los Angeles wasn't just about a place to live; it was about transformation. Nothing, including most of the people, was native. Even most of the ubiquitous palm trees had come from somewhere else to help transform the desert into a dream.

      Driving through Los Angeles in 1930 was like peeking into the dressing room of a star with only half her make-up on -- blotchy and uneven, but a promise of seductive beauty just around the corner.

      Elizabeth rolled down the window in the enormous back seat of the cab and tried to get a better look. Even though it was still fairly early days for the automobile, they were everywhere in Los Angeles. And nearly every car in the thirties seemed big enough to house a small family.

      Their behemoth taxi drove down Western Avenue from the hilly residential section of the Hollywood foothills into the heart of Los Angeles. They came to a stop at Hollywood Boulevard and one of the Pacific Electric Red Cars, a large sprawling network of trollies and light rail, rumbled past. Sadly, the Red Cars' days were numbered and the automobile would soon supplant just about every form of public transportation in Los Angeles.

      Their cab crossed Sunset Boulevard and passed Paramount-Famous Lasky Studios and down to Wilshire Boulevard where Hollywood came to eat and play.

      "Look," Elizabeth said. "The Brown Derby." Although the Brown Derby had several locations, this was the most famous. The restaurant was shaped like its namesake, a huge brown derby, brim and all. "We have got to go there."

      Simon smiled. "If we have time."

      The cab turned away from the Derby and that's when Elizabeth saw the Ambassador Hotel. Before it became infamous for being the site of Robert F. Kennedy's assassination, it was one of the premiere hotels in Los Angeles. No wonder. It was enormous and gorgeous. A huge perfectly manicured lawn stretched out for hundreds of feet in front of the over 500-room hotel. The cab entered along the side entrance and under an overhang that protected people from imaginary Los Angeles rain.

      As Simon paid the driver, giving him enough to take Jack to his hotel downtown, Elizabeth made arrangements with Jack to check in with each other in the morning. She slipped him a handful of money, knowing he'd be reluctant to take anything else from Simon.

      "Take it. You never know," Elizabeth said.

      Jack frowned. "I hate this."

      "I know," she said and kissed his cheek. "Stay out of trouble."

      "That's my line," he said. Elizabeth smiled and he grew serious for a moment. "I've kinda grown attached to you. Even him."

      "Even me?" Simon said from behind them.

      Jack smirked. "I'll see ya tomorrow."

      He climbed back into the cab and Simon and Elizabeth walked into the hotel. After Simon arranged for a room, a bellhop, in full organ grinder monkey regalia, ran up to them, smiled and took their bag. "This way, please."

      Instead of leading them to the large bank of elevators, he led them through the lobby, past shops and a large restaurant, past the signs that announced Bing Crosby was appearing at the Cocoanut Grove that week and out of the back of the hotel. For his part, Simon didn't look surprised and was maybe even a little pleased with himself.

      They walked out into the bright California sunshine and around a large swimming pool complete with a sandy beach and large clubhouse. The scent of lemon and orange blossoms hung in the warm air. In the distance, Elizabeth could see what looked like a miniature golf course. They walked down a set of stairs and into a lush garden. Elizabeth was just beginning to wonder where the heck he was leading them when she saw pergolas covered with bougainvillea along the paths between what looked like private houses.

      Finally, the bellboy stopped in front of number seven and opened the door for them. "Mr. & Mrs. Cross," he said, gesturing for them to go first, "your bungalow."

      Bungalow sounded like it was a cute little one-room job or a thatched hut for Moon Doggie and Gidget. This was more like something for Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton. The bungalow was really just a luxurious house for rent on the hotel property. It had a beautifully decorated living room, kitchen, dining room and even an upstairs. As Simon tipped the boy and made arrangements to have their clothes pressed for tonight, Elizabeth explored the second floor. The upper floor held the spacious master bedroom suite and a balcony that overlooked the grounds. She pulled open the large French doors and stepped out to breathe in the warm spring air with just a hint of jasmine in it.

      After a few minutes, she heard Simon come upstairs and felt him standing behind her. She turned and leaned back against the railing with both elbows. "This is amazing."

      Simon hmm'd in agreement, but from the look in his eye he wasn't thinking about the bungalow. Slowly, he walked over to her, stopping just inches away from her. He put a hand on either side of her on the railing, trapping her between his arms.

      "We have a few hours before dinner," Simon whispered in her ear. "I have ideas for one of them. Perhaps you can think of something for the others, Mrs. Cross?"

      Oh, she had ideas. Plenty of ideas.

      

      

      Elizabeth stared up at the ceiling of the Cocoanut Grove in wonder. A detailed firmament of stars sparkled against the midnight blue paint. Small spotlights were mixed amongst the stars and lit the enormous floor of the supper club. She and Simon stood near one of the many life-sized palm trees that ringed the perimeter of the main floor. Nestled at the base of the large fronds a small stuffed monkey dangled down next to a bunch of fake cocoanuts. Why weren't there places like this anymore?

      Simon caught the attention of one of the maître 'ds and asked for a table on the upper level that ringed the main floor. The man bowed and led them through the club. It was bright and bilious -- Hollywood's version of Morocco. Everything was deep, rich reds and golds. The walls were accented with sharp Moorish arches with detailed geometric designs and floral arabesques.

      The man stopped at a small table near the steps down to the dance floor. He held out Elizabeth's chair and she took her seat.

      "Who's here tonight?" Simon said casually, as though he asked the question regularly and expected a response.

      The man hemmed a little until Simon pulled out his billfold. "Oh, yeah, there's uhm, Carole Lombard over there," he said nodding his head toward each star as he ticked off the night's visitors. Elizabeth strained to see them in the distance. It was clear the man was used to the question and used to getting a nice bit of change for the answer. "And, Gable and Shearer and Thalberg."

      Simon handed him several bills. "And Grant? Alan Grant?"

      The man shook his head. "Not yet. But it's kind of early for him."

      "Thank you," Simon said, and held out one more bill. "You'll be sure to let us know if he should arrive."

      "Very good, sir," he said as he took the last bit of compensation.

      Simon took his seat just as the orchestra started to play and Bing Crosby took the stage. He opened with "Waltzing in a Dream." It was appropriate. The entire day had felt like a dream. She and Simon and Jack had arrived safely and without incident, which was a first for them. The hotel was beautiful and now she was sitting there listening to young Bing Crosby serenade her, live. The only thing missing was the only the reason they were there. Alan Grant.

      They had dinner and waited. They had drinks and waited. They danced and waited. The evening came and went, but Grant did not. Eventually, they decided to give it up for the night and start fresh in the morning, hoping Jack might have had better luck.

      As it turned out, he didn't. As promised, Jack called them in the morning, but he didn't have much to report. From what he'd learned from poking around, Grant spent his days at the studio or his home, neither of which they could get near, and his nights at any one of a few dozen nightclubs. That left Musso & Frank. At least they knew he'd be there and when. All they could hope for now was that whatever was threatening Grant, they'd be ready for it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    
    
      Musso & Frank was exactly as Elizabeth had imagined it. It was a dark, wood-paneled room with red leather booths and wall sconces that gave off a warm, reddish-orange glow. A long mahogany bar ran the length of one side of the deep and narrow restaurant. Jack sat on the last barstool, near the kitchen door, just as they'd planned. Jack had pointed out that it was better strategically if they weren't sitting together and didn't acknowledge each other. If trouble broke out, it would be better to have two angles on it.

      Elizabeth saw Jack notice them at the front of the restaurant and nodded his head toward the back corner booth. That must be where Alan Grant was sitting. She nodded once, feeling like she was in The Sting and turned her attention away from Jack.

      The restaurant was fairly large. In addition to the bar, various booths and tables filled the rest of the floor. It was steeped in movie history. Musso & Frank was a haven for Hollywood's elite and not just the stars, but writers, directors, producers and artists of all kinds. She could practically feel the buzz of deals being brokered and the electricity of ideas being born.

      While she and Simon stood at the entrance, waiting for the maître d’ to seat them, two men slid out of a nearby booth. The short one had stacks of papers clutched under his arms. His tweed jacket was rumpled and the rest of his clothes weren't in much better shape. He looked familiar. It was his short grey hair and near black mustache.

      "Don't worry, Bill, it'll be all right," the other man assured him as they walked toward a back room.

      Bill nodded, but he didn't seem convinced. "I hope so, Leland," he said with a deep, slow Southern drawl. "I surely hope so."

      The two men disappeared up the back stairs and Elizabeth grabbed Simon's arm. "Holy crap. That was William Faulkner."

      She'd read that he and F. Scott Fitzgerald and others sometimes wrote at Musso & Frank, but to actually see him! She barely managed to refrain from shouting after him, "As I Lay Dying was completely awesome!"

      She turned around eagerly looking for the next literary icon.

      "Hmm?" Simon said, staying on point and craning his neck to try to spot Alan Grant.

      Elizabeth pulled her attention back to the task at hand. She wasn't here to sightsee or star gaze, she reminded herself. She was here for Alan Grant, and if their theories were right, he was about to be in big trouble. "Back corner booth. Down there," she whispered to Simon.

      The maître d' approached and led them to a table, but it was too far away. Elizabeth touched Simon's arm and nodded toward a group of empty tables closer to the back corner.

      "I'd prefer somewhere with a bit more privacy," Simon said. "Perhaps, that one?"

      The maître 'd shook his head apologetically. "I’m sorry, sir, those tables are reserved."

      "It's our honeymoon," Simon said as he deftly palmed a five-dollar bribe and discreetly flashed it for the man to see.

      "Congratulations," he said, shaking Simon's hand and taking the money in one fluid motion. "In that case, we would be happy to make an exception."

      He led them to the back part of the restaurant.

      "That's him," Elizabeth said under her breath as they neared a large booth with four men and a woman.

      "This one will do nicely," Simon said choosing a table close to Grant's.

      Elizabeth slid into the booth, making sure she had a good view of Grant's table. The large partition at the back of her booth blocked any chance of seeing Jack again. She just had to hope he could see Grant well enough to intervene if it came to that.

      Alan Grant looked exactly like he did in the movies, except now; in place of his roguish smile there was a serious, even worried expression. And he wasn't alone.

      In addition to Grant, there were four others in the large crescent-shaped booth, three men and a young woman. Grant sat next to a lanky, but attractive man in his mid-fifties. His brown hair was smoothed back accentuating his already sharp features. He sat back casually in his seat, but Elizabeth could see the intensity in his eyes as he watched the others. It made him seem vaguely hawk-like and predatory.

      On Grant's other side sat a young woman. She couldn't have been much older than Elizabeth, mid-twenties at most. She was the epitome of the young, platinum blonde starlet who should have had the world at her feet. And maybe she did, but not today. Her mascara ran down her cheeks and her eyes darted anxiously between the men in the booth. She looked pleadingly at the man to her right.

      "Benny," she said to him, "what about me?"

      Elizabeth could hear the desperation in her voice and cast a nervous glance at Simon. They'd obviously arrived in the middle of a tense discussion. So tense that the woman seemed to be near panic.

      Benny frowned down at her with impatience and a little disgust before ignoring her completely. He needlessly ran a few fingers through the side of his perfectly arranged, slicked-back hair. From the slight, but permanent smirk on his lips to the broad pinstripes of his suit, it was clear Benny thought an awful lot of himself. He wasn't bad looking, if a little bit on the Cro-Magnon side of things. His brow was heavy set, almost thuggish and there was an air to his mannerism that Elizabeth recognized as coming from a man who usually got his way. Elizabeth knew she shouldn't make snap judgments and there were oodles of things she didn't know about these people, but she knew one thing: Benny was an ass.

      The last man in the booth was an older one and pudgier than Benny, but the family resemblance was uncanny. Where Benny was probably in his mid-thirties, the man to his right had to be closer to sixty. Maybe he was his older brother or even his father? The older man worried the end of an unlit cigar as he glared through his round wire-rimmed glasses at the hawkish man next to Grant.

      "You're sure these contracts are iron-clad?" he asked.

      The hawkish man nodded his head and an odd smile quirked the corners of his mouth. While the others seemed to be in various states of panic, anger or despair, he was icily calm and even almost pleased.

      As if he'd heard Elizabeth's thoughts, the hawkish man looked toward her and she dipped her head and pretended to be fascinated by her water glass. She could feel him looking at her and even felt the moment he looked away. Elizabeth shook off the spider-crawls inching up her spine and forced herself to look back to the table.

      The young woman who had clearly been crying sniffled into her handkerchief loudly. "Ain't there nothin' we can do?" she pleaded to each of the men at the table, finally turning to the man with the thick brow, "Benny?"

      She nuzzled closer to him, but he shrugged her off. Alan Grant laid a comforting hand over hers and smiled kindly. But Elizabeth could see that he was worried too. Were all of the people at the table in the same danger he was?

      A black waistcoat and the waiter inside it suddenly obscured Elizabeth's view of the table. "Would you like to order something to drink?" he asked as he handed them their menus.

      "Tea," Simon said reflexively.

      "Hot tea," Elizabeth clarified. Prohibition meant restaurants had to disguise their drinks in teacups in case the police decided to snoop around. Musso & Frank's clientele was hardly the sort to go dry. After working at Charlie Blue's nightclub, she knew that ordering tea could get you a variety of bathtub liquors strong enough to strip paint off a wall. "I'll just have a water," she added.

      The waiter didn't hide his disappointment and started to leave, but Alan Grant held up his empty teacup and the waiter nodded in understanding.

      Simon dipped his head close to Elizabeth's. "Do you recognize any of the others?"

      The older man with the glasses did look vaguely familiar, but she couldn't place him. "No, not really."

      Simon nodded and sat up straight again. He kept a sharp watch around the rest of the restaurant. There was no telling what sort of danger Grant was in. It was best to stay alert and ready.

      "Look," Benny said. "I got places to be." He looked at the older man to his right and then at the hawkish one. "This ain't over."

      The hawkish man inclined his head and smiled with mild amusement.

      Benny jerked his thumb toward the door. "Let's get outta here."

      The older man shook his head and sighed, but slid out of the booth. The young woman watched them with fresh tears in her eyes. Benny gestured irritably for her to follow. "Come on."

      She started to protest, but any backbone she might have had wilted under his impatient glare.

      "It will be all right, Ruby," Alan said to her as she joined the others.

      Ruby gave Alan a grateful, weepy smile and then hurried to keep up with the others as they left.

      The hawkish man put his hands on the edge of the table and leaned back. He seemed very pleased with himself. "If there's nothing else?"

      Grant laughed, but there was no joy in it. He shook his head. "No, I think…there is nothing else."

      The other man nodded, slid out of the booth and tossed some bills on the table. Grant raised his cup in mock thanks as the man walked away leaving him alone.

      As planned, Jack appeared near their booth then and dropped something on the floor. "Well?" he said under his breath as he knelt down to retrieve it.

      "We'll stay," Elizabeth whispered. "See what you can learn about the others."

      Jack nodded, picked up his keys and followed the hawkish man out of the restaurant.

      The waiter came back and placed a fresh teacup and saucer in front of Grant.

      "Bless you," Grant said as he took a deep drink from it.

      His hand trembled as he put the teacup back onto the saucer. His soulful blue eyes squeezed shut and opened again after he let out a deep, shaky breath. He looked so tired and beaten. It was a look she never expected to see on him. It was silly. Of course, she knew he was flesh and blood, and not the larger than life hero she'd seen in so many movies. But seeing him up close like this, so wounded, was unnerving.

      Grant looked up just in time to catch Elizabeth staring at him. She smiled back shyly, suddenly feeling like an awful intruder. A small smile curved Grant's mouth. He looked down into his cup and then back up again. The man was gone and the movie star was back in a flash of his broad smile. "Girl!"

      Elizabeth felt her cheeks go hot and was sure they were as deep a red as the leather in the restaurant's booths. Me? she pantomimed, feeling every inch the fangirl she was.

      "Yes, you!" Grant said loudly, his subtle, upper-class Transatlantic accent slightly dulled by drink. "Come here!" He waved her over to his booth.

      Despite the fact that she was there on what could be a dangerous mission, Elizabeth suddenly felt giddy. She felt a huge smile wash over her face. She was being beckoned by Alan Grant. The Alan Grant. There was beckoning. She turned to Simon to share her excitement only to find him watching her with a bemused smile. Maybe she was making a fool of herself, but she didn't care.

      "You can bring your…" Grant said with an indifferent wave in Simon's direction. "Come, come, come."

      They did as he requested and she stood awkwardly at the edge of his table. He looked up at Elizabeth through red-rimmed eyes. "What is your name?"

      "Elizabeth," she said, feeling like she'd stepped into a movie.

      "Ah, Elizabeth!" he said, waving his hand expansively. "Fit for a queen and a chorus girl I knew once in Dubuque. Please join me?" he said and then added almost to himself. "I don't do well alone."

      Elizabeth and Simon sat down. Alan rose slightly in a courtly bow, and extended a hand toward Simon. "And you are, sir?"

      Simon shook his hand. "Simon Cross. My wife is a quite a fan of yours."

      Grant perked up at that. "Is she? How wonderful!" He tried to rest his elbow on the edge of the table, but missed on the first try. Got it on the second. "Have you seen many of my pictures? They aren’t all worth it, mind you, but some of them aren't bad."

      Elizabeth could hardly believe she was sitting having drinks with Alan Grant. "I've seen them all."

      Alan rested his chin on the palm of his hand and gazed at her. "Aren't you a dear?"

      "I think I loved The Sword of the Seven Seas the most. When you asked Myrna Loy to leave Basil Rathbone and go with you…"

      Alan grabbed Elizabeth's hand and pressed it to his chest. "Come with me, Lucia, across the seven seas and I will lay kingdom after kingdom, the riches of all the world, at your bejeweled feet." He finished with a flourish that nearly knocked over a water glass and kissed Elizabeth's hand.

      All she could do was sigh. It was cheesy and ridiculous and absolutely wonderful. For his part, Simon looked slightly nauseated. Alan basked in the glow of the memory and Elizabeth's adoration for a moment before sighing dramatically. "That was a wonderful picture. They don't make movies like that anymore."

      Elizabeth did some quick math. "It's only been two years."

      "My darling, in the picture business that's a lifetime." His smile faded. "My lifetime."

      Elizabeth knew it was awkward to ask, but she had to try. "If you don't mind my asking, who were those people you were with before? Some of them seemed upset."

      Alan let himself wallow for a moment longer before answering her, his melancholy replaced with a new tension. "Nothing for you to worry about. Business associates. Roth and his brother are always stirring up some sort of trouble. But that's not for a beautiful woman like you to worry about," he said and then touched the tip of her nose. "The night is young and so are you!"

      He raised his cup in a toast and drank the rest of the contents, at least two shots of liquor. Simon and Elizabeth exchanged amazed and slightly worried glances. After he drank, he slapped the table and his mood shifted yet again. He shed the cloud that hung over him and that mischievous spark lit his blue eyes again. "How would you like to have a little fun?"

      

      

      Alan's car was waiting out front and his chauffeur, a large, heavy-set black man, got out from behind the wheel and met them at the curb.

      "Peter," Alan said, although it came out sounding like "pita", "I'd like you to meet Simon and Elizabeth Cross. They're going to join us for the evening."

      Elizabeth reflexively stuck out her hand toward Peter. He looked at it, unsure for a moment. It was only then Elizabeth realized in this era, it was probably odd for a woman to shake hands, and even stranger to offer hers to a black man. Without meaning to, she'd forced Peter into a very uncomfortable position. But she couldn't take it back now and, frankly, didn't want to.

      Peter looked briefly to Alan, who seemed more amused than anything else. Peter took off his cap, tucked it under one arm and shook her hand. "Ma'am."

      Peter quickly let go of her hand, put his cap back on and opened the back door to Alan's forest green Bentley limousine. Elizabeth went in first and slid across the plush leather seat. Simon sat next to her and then Alan flopped into the seat opposite them. He lifted the top of a domed, silver cigarette holder bolted into the middle of the back seat floor and offered one to Elizabeth and then Simon before lighting one for himself. He rapped on the glass partition behind him. A moment later, Peter slid it open.

      "Egyptian," Alan said and then checked his watch. "If we hurry, we can make the early show."

      Peter slid the partition closed and Elizabeth felt the car rumble to a start.

      Alan leaned back into his seat and blew smoke up to the high ceiling of the car.

      "We're going to the movies?" Elizabeth asked.

      Alan grinned. "Something like that."

      A few minutes later they pulled up in front of the Egyptian Theatre on Hollywood Boulevard. Alan cleared his throat, smoothed down his hair and said, "It'll be more fun if you play along."

      Just as Elizabeth was about to ask what that meant, Alan popped open the back door and jumped out of the car. He offered Elizabeth his hand in a silent request to join him.

      "Be careful and stay alert," Simon said.

      She nodded. They still had no idea what threat there was against Alan's life. Elizabeth took Alan's hand. He wrapped her arm in his and strode toward the box office like Caesar with Cleopatra at his side. She had to nearly run to keep up with him as he led her through the long Egyptian forecourt. Large potted palms and brightly painted Egyptian art lined the sandstone-like walls on either side of them as they neared the inset entrance to the theater.

      Elizabeth could hear Simon behind them grumbling something about the hieroglyphics being utter nonsense. A couple lingering by one of the ornate fountains did a double-take as Alan strode past.

      As they approached the front of the theater, a broad colonnade with four enormous columns, Elizabeth noticed a man pacing back and forth across the roof above the marquee. He was dressed as some sort of Egyptian guard. He stopped as he saw them and waved his ceremonial staff in greeting. "Mr. Grant!"

      The young man in the ticket booth gasped as Alan walked past. He strained to see if his eyes were deceiving him and pressed his face up against the glass as Elizabeth and Alan walked under the marquee and toward the large double doors.

      "M-Mr. Grant," stuttered the red uniformed man at the door.

      "You don't mind if we slip inside, do you?" Alan asked. "Just to say hello."

      "N-no!" the man said and stood aside.

      "Good lad." Alan clapped him on the back and gestured for Elizabeth and Simon to go first.

      Elizabeth had only read about theaters like this. The Egyptian theater was the very definition of a movie palace. Everything about it was elegant and opulent. From the plush carpet to the dazzling chandeliers, magnificent grand staircases to smartly-uniformed and attentive staff, every nuance was designed to make every patron feel like they were someone special, as if they were experiencing something magical. Egyptian motifs were everywhere. More hieroglyphics, these outlined in gold, ringed the high ceiling. Elizabeth tried not to giggle when she saw huge statues of the god of the underworld, Osiris, guarding the entrance to the ladies' bathroom.

      Next to her, Simon snorted. "Ridiculous."

      The three of them had barely taken more than two or three steps inside when a portly man in a broad-shouldered suit hurried over to them. He mopped his brow and stuffed his handkerchief in his pocket. He stuck out a meaty paw and Alan politely shook it.

      "Mr. Grant," he said, almost panting for breath. "It's an honor to have you here."

      "Thank you."

      "Your picture's showin'. Right in there! Right now!"

      Alan's mock surprise was priceless. "Is it really?" he turned and winked at Elizabeth.

      "It is," the man said, his head bobbing in excitement. He glanced at his watch. "It should be letting out--"

      The rest of his sentence wasn't necessary as four sets of double doors to the theater opened at once and a trickle of moviegoers soon became a mass. It only took a few seconds for one of them to recognize Alan Grant.

      Two women called out Alan's name in unison, soon a few more followed and the rush was on.

      "Stay close," Alan said in a hushed voice. "Sometimes I think they'd love me to death if they could."

      Simon gripped Elizabeth's arm and leaned toward her. "We should get him out of here."

      "I don't think we can."

      In less than a minute, they were surrounded by Alan's adoring fans. He was gracious to each, signing autographs, shaking hands and being utterly surprised and delighted that they enjoyed his pictures.

      Someone tapped Elizabeth on the shoulder and she turned to find a rosy-cheeked teenage girl, autograph book in hand. "Are you somebody?"

      "Well, I--"

      "Somebody?" Alan said with a booming laugh as he edged over to them. "My dear child, this…" he said loudly, sure to get everyone else's attention, and with a dramatic pause for effect, "…is Elizabeth Cross!"

      The crowd ooh'd and aww'd as though they recognized the name. Before she could protest, programs and autograph books were being shoved toward her. She started to glare at Alan, but remembered his advice. It was definitely more fun if she played along. Alan took a moment and gave her a wicked and pleased grin before going back to signing autographs. Elizabeth shook her head. He was going to be trouble.

      A young man asked Simon who he was, and Elizabeth prepared for a storm of poison arrows, but Simon just sighed, crossed his arms and said. "Her husband."

      "Oh, he's nobody," the young man announced to the crowd. "Just her husband."

      Elizabeth laughed at Simon's offended expression. "You're a somebody to me," she assured him.

      Whatever tart reply he offered was lost as she was pulled around by yet another adoring, and instant fan.

      After a few more whirlwind minutes, Alan made an abrupt, grand exit and they were safely back in the car. Elizabeth tried to catch her breath. The experience had been bizarre and exhilarating. Alan lounged in his seat and reached for an already prepared glass of whisky. Fans followed them out and rapped on the windows. Elizabeth looked over at Simon who plucked a slip of paper from the shoulder strap of her dress and arched an eyebrow. A phone number. When had someone done that? She smiled and shrugged. Simon merely shook his head and sighed.

      Alan rapped on the partition and the car eased away from the crowd. He took a sip of his drink and grinned. "Now, that was fun!"
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      "Are those oil derricks?" Elizabeth peered out of the limousine window. The silhouettes of palm trees had given way to the unmistakable silhouettes of oil wells. And, not just one or two, but an entire forest of them.

      "The only thing the city has more of than actors," Alan said, "is oil."

      A few minutes later they rounded a corner and arrived at their next destination.

      "Just saying hello to a few friends," Alan said casually as their car pulled up to the Biltmore Hotel.

      As they got out of the car, Elizabeth noticed again how incredibly handsome Simon looked tonight and took hold of his hand. She knew this was hardly a vacation, but that didn't mean she couldn't enjoy being with her husband. Simon squeezed her hand and then wrapped it through his arm as they walked up the front staircase to the hotel.

      The Biltmore was a perfect example of Los Angeles' delightful madness. It combined Italian, Spanish and, absurdly, French styles into an ornate orgy of frescos, caste bronze staircases, Mediterranean murals, and Romanesque columns. It probably caused epileptic seizures in traditional architects. And Elizabeth loved it.

      An enormous double grand staircase led to a bank of elevators, but instead of going up, Alan led them down a staircase into a cavernous posh nightclub. The Sala D'Oro was filled to capacity. Dozens and dozens of tables, with white linen and silver and candles made a crescent around the dance floor. In front of the stage an entire orchestra sat playing Cole Porter standards.

      They'd barely reached the bottom of the stairs before Alan began shaking hands and gliding from table to table as he made his way across the room. He always introduced them as "my dear friends, Simon and Elizabeth Cross" as though they'd known each other for years and not hours.

      As they approached yet another table, Elizabeth noticed Simon staring at something across the room. She followed his eye line and saw one of the men from Musso & Frank. He sat at a table with several other men she didn't recognize.

      "Elizabeth," Alan said, touching her arm to get her attention.

      Elizabeth turned around and there was no mistaking the woman at Alan's side. Even without the introduction, Elizabeth knew who she was. Her platinum blonde hair and bombshell figure gave her away. Jean Harlow. She was Marilyn before there was a Marilyn.

      "How'd ya do?" she said, flashing a grin. "Any friend of Alan's and all that."

      She was so beautiful and vivacious; it was hard to believe she'd pass away just a few years later. Even better than meeting her was seeing Simon's expression as he turned to shake her hand. Whatever or whoever he'd been expecting it wasn't Jean Harlow. His eyes widened in a wonderfully cartoony way. He licked his lips twice before stammering a smitten hello and casting Elizabeth a nervous glance. Didn't watch old movies, my eye, Elizabeth thought.

      "See you at Eastside?" Jean asked Alan.

      "Wouldn't miss it."

      Jean blew them all a kiss and disappeared into the crowd. Alan held out a chair for Elizabeth at the vacated table. As Simon sat down next to her she whispered, "Just Monty Python?"

      Simon tugged on his collar as a bright red blush crawled up his neck.

      "Are you blushing?" she asked. It was adorable.

      Try as he might, Simon couldn't conjure a scowl and pretended to busy himself with adjusting the perfectly perfect cuff of his shirt.

      Alan caught a waiter's eye and gestured to the table.

      "That man from Musso & Frank is here, who is he?" Elizabeth asked trying to sound casual.

      "The cigar with a man stuck to it? That, my darling, is Sam Roth -- the head of Mammoth Studios and my most gracious employer. Sam!" Alan raised one of the abandoned glasses on the table in mock salute. "You colossal pain in my ass," Alan added under his breath.

      Sam Roth grunted, not that he could hear what Alan said, and turned back to his friends.

      Alan put the glass down and sighed. "Where is that waiter?"

      For the next half hour, Simon and Elizabeth nursed their drinks and tried to get a little more information out of Alan, but an endless stream of people coming to the table constantly interrupted them. Elizabeth was trying again when a busty redhead appeared behind Alan and tapped him on the shoulder.

      No sooner had he turned around in his chair than she threw a drink in his face.

      Alan wiped the water away calmly and stood. "Viv--"

      "Don’t you Viv me, I've been waitin' six weeks for you to call," she said in a brassy voice with an intermittent east coast accent.

      "Viv." Alan tried to take her hand, but she yanked it away. "I'm sorry."

      "Sorry?" she said loudly. "What does that mean?"

      "I never meant to hurt you, my dear. You must believe--"

      The ringing sound of the slap caused the tables nearby to fall into stunned and eager silence. Elizabeth and Simon, both on high alert now, started to rise out of their seats, but without even looking their way, Alan lifted a hand to stop them.

      Alan stood his ground calmly and accepted her anger.

      Vivian's pique had burned itself out and now she looked around at the staring faces. She threw back her head with as much triumph as she could muster and marched off. Alan kept his place until she was several tables away. Moments later the conversation around them hummed back to life.

      Alan sat back down at the table. His joie de vivre tinged with a sad sort of thoughtfulness. He noticed the unasked question in Elizabeth's eyes. Why had he just stood there and taken that?

      "She deserved her moment." He smiled ruefully and took a deep swig from his teacup. "Everyone should have at least one."

      Elizabeth wanted to hug him, but settled for something else. "Mr. Grant? Would you dance with me?"

      Alan smiled, buoyed back to life, and was about to accept when he remembered his manners. "Do you mind?" he asked Simon.

      "No, of course not."

      Alan stood and held out his hand for Elizabeth.

      "Just don’t let her lead," Simon said as they started toward the crowded dance floor.

      Elizabeth just had time to turn back and stick out her tongue at Simon before Alan spun her around and took her into his arms.

      The dance floor was so crowded all anyone could really do was sway. Alan Grant did even that with style. Despite it being packed with people, he managed to move them around the floor gracefully. Most of the couples around them were in formal dress - tuxedos and long gowns. There didn't seem to be any special event. Just going out on the town was the event in itself. Modern life seemed a bit flat by comparison.

      "So," Alan said as he spun them out of the way of a man who'd had far too much tea and whose dancing was more like stumbling. "Who are you really?"

      Elizabeth tensed and nearly stepped on his toes. "What do you mean?"

      "Do you work for him?" Alan asked as lightly and casually as if he were asking if she'd read any good books lately.

      "Work for who?"

      Alan looked down at her, into her eyes, and gone was the drunken playboy. His blue eyes bore into her, sharp and keen, just for a moment before they softened again. "No. Not you," he said, maneuvering them deftly across the floor. "Perhaps you're an angel sent to help me. Yes, I think that is who you are."

      "Do you need an angel?"

      Alan pulled her closer. "Doesn't everyone?"

      

      

      Simon watched Elizabeth and Grant drift in and out of the crowd on the dance floor. Hopefully, she was learning something. It was damned maddening not to have any idea what they were up against. Was there some sort of supernatural creature after him? Was it a woman scorned? Judging from earlier, that was a definite possibility. How could they possibly protect Grant from something they couldn't see coming?

      Simon studied the people around him. None of them seemed particularly out of the ordinary, except for Sam Roth. Sitting just a table away, Simon could hear most of the conversation. So far, it amounted to nothing more than talk of the studio's business affairs, which were surprisingly good. Considering the Great Depression was already four years old, most businesses were struggling, and many were already dead. From the exchanges Simon overheard, Mammoth Studios was doing much better than most.

      Simon turned his attention back to the dance floor. He was uncomfortable with having either of them out of his sight for too long. Unknown danger and Elizabeth attracted each other and were a rather potent mixture. The orchestra bridged from the slow standards to a fast-paced jitterbug and the dance floor changed from swaying wheat to pennies on a drum.

      "You gotta help me."

      The woman's voice came from Sam Roth's table and it was so close Simon thought she was talking to him. He turned around, but quickly realized she was talking to Roth. It was the girl from Musso & Frank and she'd been crying a great deal, from the state of her make-up.

      "Calm down, Ruby." Roth was not happy to see her, but it was clear he couldn't get rid of her without a scene. She was in a state of near panic. Her fingers worked the edges of the tablecloth and her breath came in short, quick gasps punctuated with tearful sniffles.

      "Give us the table?" Roth asked the three men sitting with him. Not one of the three hesitated to leave as quickly as possible.

      Simon pretended to be watching the dancers and listening to the music. He tapped his fork gently against the tablecloth in time to the rhythm and searched again for Elizabeth on the dance floor.

      Once the other men were gone, Ruby moved her chair closer to Roth's.

      "Benny here too?" Sam Roth asked looking over her shoulder.

      Ruby shook her head. "He's at the Star," she said breathlessly between sniffles. "He said you wouldn't help, but I said he was wrong."

      Roth took off his glasses and polished the thin round lenses with a napkin. "I've already told you," he said in a hushed voice. "There's nothing I can do."

      "There's gotta be something. I'll work for free, for the rest of my life." Ruby clutched at his jacket sleeve. "I'll do anything."

      "That's what got you in this mess," Roth bit out angrily. "This isn't my doing."

      "You introduced us," she said a bit too loudly and then looked around to see if anyone had heard.

      Simon shifted in his seat, turning his back slightly to their table and checked his watch.

      Roth put his glasses back on and tossed the napkin on the table.

      "I didn't know. I didn't think it was real. It was stupid," Ruby said quickly and quietly, the words tumbling out in desperation. She could see her pleas were having no effect and tried something new. "What about your brother? Or Grant? If you can help them, maybe you can help me."

      Roth's anger and frustration grew. "I can't," he said more loudly than he'd meant to. He picked up the stub of his cigar and shook his head. "You and Benny and the others, you did this to yourselves."

      "But, we only have a few days--"

      "There's nothing I can do." There was a cold finality to the words and to Sam Roth.

      Ruby let go of Roth's jacket sleeve and fought back a fresh wave of tears. She smoothed the tablecloth and nodded, resigned. "Yeah."

      Sam cast a quick look at her, shoved the cigar into his mouth and needlessly pushed away his water glass.

      "Yeah," Ruby repeated as she stood. She paused and looked down at Sam Roth, her panic now more resignation than anything. "I just wanted to be somebody."

      In a daze, Ruby walked away from Roth's table. After a moment, Roth looked after her. He crushed the dying ember of his cigar into the large glass ashtray at the center of the table and gestured to someone across the room.

      A big man in a suit one size too small for his muscles appeared almost instantly at Roth's side. "Yes, Mr. Roth?"

      "Let's get the hell out of here."

      Whatever Grant was mixed up in, these others were too, and, apparently, the clock was ticking.

      Shortly after Roth left, Elizabeth and Grant reappeared at the table. Her cheeks were flushed from dancing and she was slightly out of breath.

      "Phew," she said reaching for a glass of water. "That's hot work."

      "And thirsty work," Alan added, draining what was left in his teacup "I know a little place…"

      Grant must have a hollow leg. Or two. Simon had never seen anyone drink so much and remain conscious.

      Elizabeth puffed out a breath. "I don't know."

      "Where is your sense of adventure?" He took her hand and started to slowly lead her away. "Come away with me, Lucia, across the seven seas…"

      Elizabeth gave Simon a helpless look and then called over her shoulder. "Don’t forget my purse."

      Simon grunted and rolled his eyes. He found her small purse under a discarded linen napkin. Simon sighed, tucked the clutch into his pocket and followed them into the crowd. By the time he turned back around, he'd nearly lost sight of them. This was going to be one of those nights.

      

      

      Their next port of call was hidden in one of the many wooded canyons surrounding Los Angeles - an old fashioned speakeasy. Elizabeth knew them well. She and Simon had spent weeks working in one in New York. This club was definitely more upscale, but the clientele was just as drunk.

      Alan was greeted by the owner, a squat little man with three long wisps of hair that curled around the top of his bald head in a valiant effort to cover it. He was bright-eyed with excitement to see a star of Grant's caliber in his little place. As he ushered them to an empty table, the usual murmur from star-struck patrons followed them. They took their seats and the owner brought them a round of brown plaid, which turned out to be Scotch. Sort of.

      Simon sniffed his glass and set it down untouched. Elizabeth let her curiosity get the better of her and took a small sip. It made her eyes burn and her ears tingle.

      "Charming place, isn't it?" Alan said, drinking his as though it were from the top shelf and not the bathtub out back.

      "Delightful," Simon said, pushing his drink further away.

      Simon could be a killjoy if he wanted to, but Elizabeth loved it. It was exciting and lively and…

      "You stink! You hear me, Grant?"

      A heavyset man across the room tipped back his chair until it was precariously balanced against the wall and stuck out a meaty finger in Alan's direction. "Youuu stink!" He chuckled to himself and his three friends at the table urged him on.

      Alan ignored him. "Don't let it bother you," he said to Elizabeth, seeing her glare.

      The man struggled to stand and only managed it when one of his friends, who was almost as pie-eyed as he was, helped. "That last movie you made…" he said holding his nose dramatically. He wobbled on unsteady legs and braced himself against the table. "It stunk."

      Alan pretended not to hear or notice him. "Have you been to the Jungle Room yet? Wonderful band."

      "Grant!" the man called out again.

      Elizabeth shifted uncomfortably in her chair and tried to ignore him. "No, we haven't yet."

      "There's a delightful Cuban restaurant nearby--"

      "The worst one," the drunk said loudly, "was that damn pirate movie."

      Elizabeth turned in her chair and the words were out before she could stop them. "You don't know what you're taking about. Sword of the Seven Seas was a classic."

      "Elizabeth," Simon warned under his breath.

      "Well, it is," she said under her breath as she turned back to their table.

      Alan shook his head. "Best to ignore them," he said and then lifted his drink to his mouth, a small smile curving his lips. "A classic? Really?"

      The drunken man shoved off from his table and stumbled toward them. Elizabeth felt Simon tense next to her. This could go boobies up pretty quickly she realized.

      The man stopped a few feet away and bent awkwardly at the waist, leaning precariously forward. "You sound like my wife," he said jabbing a finger toward her. "Figures. You dumb broads always stick together, don't ya?"

      Even from a few feet away, his breath was a toxic cloud that made Elizabeth cough. The crowd near them fell silent.

      "She had a big fat mouth she couldn't keep shut," the man belched. "Just like you."

      "That's enough." Simon pushed his chair back and stood menacingly next to her.

      The man straightened up and pushed his shoulders back. He wobbled on unsteady legs and looked at Simon through bloodshot eyes. He squinted and wrinkled his nose.

      "Go back to your table," Simon said calmly, but Elizabeth could see from the slight flexing of his fingers, the line of his jaw and the timbre of his voice, he was far from calm.

      Alan lit a cigarette, content for now to watch from the sidelines.

      Elizabeth knew she had to do something to diffuse the situation and stood up between the two men. "There's no reason to--"

      "Shuddup," the drunk said and grabbed Elizabeth's arm, pulling her roughly to the side. "Gonna teach you a lesson--"

      In two quick strides, Simon was around the table and wrenching Elizabeth out of the man's grasp. He grabbed a fist full of the man's shirt so quickly, his other hand barely had time to form a fist before it collided with the man's jaw.

      The drunken man stumbled back from the force of the blow and collided with a nearby table, sending drinks skittering to the floor. He staggered back a few more steps and landed neatly in the chair he'd just vacated. The crowd erupted into spontaneous applause.

      "Well done, Cross!" Alan said. "Hole in one!"

      Simon grimaced and shook out his hand before turning to glare down at Elizabeth.

      She shrugged sheepishly. "Well, it is a classic."

      Simon was apparently not amused. "Are you all right?"

      Before she could answer, Alan cleared his throat and nodded toward the man's table. He'd roused enough to stand again and wasn’t alone this time. His three friends stood next to him and all four looked loaded for bear.

      Everyone at the nearby tables scrambled to safety. The entirety of the bar had parted like the red sea leaving the two groups standing off and with no easy way to escape.

      Alan sighed, downed his scotch and stood next to Simon. "Dicey odds. Four against two."

      "Three," Elizabeth said trying to squeeze between them.

      "Elizabeth," Simon hissed over his shoulder. "Would you please--"

      "Look out!" she cried.

      He turned just in time to sidestep a vicious rabbit punch from the first of the four. Simon replied with a quick, short jab to the man's ribs and an uppercut Liston would have envied. The man fell back against his friend, the big one who'd started it, who shoved his buddy out of the way. He raised a meaty fist and Elizabeth threw what was left of her scotch in his face temporarily blinding him. The few seconds it bought was enough time for Simon to land a right cross.

      Elizabeth turned just in time to see Alan gracefully duck under a wild, drunken swing from one of the men. The man stumbled forward and Alan picked up his wooden chair and shattered it against the man's back. He fell onto their table and it collapsed under his weight with a thundering crash. Alan grinned proudly at his handiwork and never saw the man come at him from behind. The two of them went down in a pile landing on top of the unconscious man.

      Elizabeth leaned over them and tried to pull the man off Alan. She yanked at his collar, but couldn't get him to budge. She heard the sound of a fist hitting flesh. It wasn't like the movies at all. There was no sharp crack or kapow; it was just a dull, sickening thud. That's when she saw Simon fly past her and slide across the floor. He finally came to a stop and pushed himself up on his elbow. He blinked, trying to regain his senses and worked his jaw. There was a small trickle of blood coming from his lip. The man she'd left him fighting, the one who'd heckled Alan, lumbered across the room toward him. She did the only thing she could think of and ran toward him.

      She leapt up and landed on his back like a crazed monkey. He swung around and she nearly flew off, but held on for dear life. Her arms wound around his neck and her legs tried to grip his waist, but he was too big around. Her fingers worked their way up his face, gouging and poking whatever they touched. He clawed at her hands and finally gripped her arm so tightly she thought it might break.

      He grunted and pried her off his back. With surprising ease, he tossed her aside. She flew through the air. It was an odd slow motion sensation and she had just enough time to realize her underwear was showing as she braced herself for the floor that rushed up to meet her. Instead of smashing into the concrete, she collided with something else. Or was it someone else? It took a second to register what had happened. She hadn't hit the ground; someone had caught her. She felt strong arms hold her just a bit more tightly. She opened her eyes to see Alan smiling down at her. "Hello."

      He set her down and she saw the man Alan had been fighting curled up in a ball. His hands cradled his man parts, his friend unconscious on the floor next to him. She looked at Alan, who merely shrugged.

      She turned to find Simon and started to rush to his side, but Alan held her arm. "Let him have the honors."

      Seeing Elizabeth tossed like a ragdoll seemed to have been all Simon had needed to clear his head. The drunken man stumbled on legs of jelly in front him. Simon stood and delivered a quick combination, punctuated with a gut punch Elizabeth felt across the room. The man doubled over onto the floor, clutching his stomach. Simon took a step closer to him and loomed over him. Simon's chest heaved from his efforts. He wiped the blood from his chin with the back of his hand. "Lesson over."

      Elizabeth hurried over to Simon's side.

      "Bravo," Alan said.

      

      

      The three got out while the going was good and Peter drove them down the winding mountain roads. Elizabeth made sure Simon was all right, and thankfully, except for a few bruises, he was. Grant drank some more and recounted his favorite moments of the evening as they drove home. Slowly, the liquor and gentle ride of the car lulled him to sleep and he slumped down in his seat, a dreamy smile on his face.

      Elizabeth sighed and snuggled into Simon's side. She laid her head on his shoulder and rested a hand on his chest. "We're no closer than we were when the night started."

      Simon was drifting off himself and it took a moment for her words to register. "Hmm?"

      "To finding out what sort of danger he's in," Elizabeth clarified, nodding toward a sleeping Alan Grant.

      "Yes, well, other than going to bars with you…"

      Elizabeth lifted her head off his shoulder. "Sorry 'bout that."

      Simon shook his head and pulled her closer. "It wasn't your fault."

      She laid her head back on his shoulder.

      "Entirely," he finished.

      Elizabeth laughed softly. "I am sorry. Last time we almost lost--" She sat up suddenly. "The watch?"

      If they'd lost it in the fight…

      Simon plunged his hand into his jacket pocket and huffed out a relieved breath. "Safe."

      Thank god for that. Elizabeth leaned her head back against Simon's shoulder and they rode in silence through the nearly desolate streets of early morning Los Angeles.

      Grant's home was a gated mansion in the heart of Beverly Hills. Simon and Elizabeth waited downstairs in the immense foyer while Peter helped Grant up the grand staircase.

      When they reached the top of the stairs, Grant stopped and turned around dramatically. "Now cracks a noble heart. Goodnight sweet prince…ess, and flights of angels sing me to my rest."

      With that Peter and Grant disappeared on the landing above.

      "I wish we knew how to help him," Elizabeth said still staring at the top of the empty staircase before turning to Simon.

      Simon nodded thoughtfully. "Did you learn anything when you were dancing? Did he say anything that might give us a hint?"

      "Not really. Just that he is in trouble," she said looking back up at the top of the empty stairs. "Something big too. I'm worried."

      Simon tucked a stray hair behind Elizabeth's ear and caressed her cheek. "Honestly, I'm not sure what I learned either. And I'm too knackered to think about it."

      Elizabeth captured Simon's hand and gently kissed his abraded knuckles. "Does it hurt much?"

      He shook his head. She leaned in close. "And this?" His split lip wasn't too swollen, but it must still hurt. She pushed herself up and kissed the corner of his mouth tenderly.

      "Elizabeth," he said in a voice that was soft and rough at the same time.

      Above them, a door closed and footsteps started toward the stairs. Elizabeth started to move in for another kiss when she got an idea and pulled away from a confused Simon. She frantically scanned the room and then shoved her purse under the edge of a massive flower arrangement on a nearby table.

      "What on earth are you doing?" Simon asked.

      "Giving us a reason to come back."

      Before Simon could respond, Peter came down the stairs and apologized for keeping them waiting.

      "Is he all right?" Elizabeth asked.

      "He'll be fine, miss. Back to himself in the morning. Now," Peter said, putting his chauffeur's cap back on, "where can I take you?"

      

      

      Down. That's where she would be going. Down, down, down.

      Ruby tried to be quiet, but the brush under her feet cracked like brittle bones. She knew the man in the shack was a heavy sleeper. She'd been to the Hollywoodland sign before. But it had been so different then. Everything had been so different then. She'd come here with a boy, to be on the top of the world, and now she was looking for the bottom.

      She could see the glow from the letters behind the bushes ahead. In her haste, in her fear, she tripped on an exposed root and tumbled to the ground. Rocks and twigs scraped her palms and her knees, but she didn't care. It didn't matter. None of it mattered. She was stupid. The same stupid little girl who'd left Cedar Falls and believed the lies. This whole damned thing was a lie.

      Ruby pushed herself back up and emerged from the bushes. The lights were nearly blinding. She forced her eyes open and let them burn.

      The first letter was closest. End at the beginning. That was how it should be. Her hands shook as she grabbed the bottom rung of the ladder, but she kept on. She'd failed at everything else she'd tried. She would not fail at this. Rung after rung, she climbed higher and higher. The heat from the lights made her hands sweat. She nearly slipped once, but held on. She laughed at the irony.

      She didn't know how long it took. It didn't matter. Finally, she reached the top and the city below looked like the fairyland she'd always dreamed it was. Lights flickered in the distance, full of promise, full of evil.

      For a moment, Ruby froze. Hope flared in her chest. She wanted to live. She wanted to take it all back. She could just see her brother's face. Poor Walter. She would have done anything in that instant to take it back. And with that thought, the flicker of hope died. There was no escape. She thought she was so clever, but she was the same stupid little girl she'd always been. She deserved what was to come.

      Suddenly, she couldn't move fast enough. Her foot slipped on the rung as she edged to the very top. She balanced on the edge, the lights below shining up at her, worshipping her one last time.

      And then she jumped.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 7

        

      

    
    
      FDR kept staring at him. It was disconcerting. Jack stared back, but it didn't do any good. Finally, he did what he should have done in the first place and flipped the Life magazine over. With a bored sigh, Jack went back to reading about "how Lupe Valez gets her man" in the latest issue of Hollywood magazine. Again.

      He'd tried to follow the man from Musso & Frank last night, but the man just disappeared on him. Not that he would have gotten too far on foot anyway. By the time he'd circled back to the restaurant, Simon and Elizabeth were already gone.

      Jack made a few inquiries, but people were pretty tight-lipped and he didn't have enough grease in his pocket to loosen them up. He'd recognized Sam Roth from Mammoth Studios and the girl, Ruby, he'd seen her in a few pictures. He'd never seen Roth's brother, but he'd heard about him before. With that mug, he had to Benny Roth.

      Jack tried to bide his time until he was supposed to check in, but if he was honest with himself he was worried, and hungry. It was a bad combination.

      The house of cards he'd started building at seven that morning lay flat on the coffee table, having been besieged by an onslaught of flicked peanuts. The shells littered the edges of the table.

      Jack's stomach growled. Just the thought of food made him hungry. He'd eaten most of the ammunition after the house fell, but he saw one that got away tucked under the edge of the side table. He picked up the linty peanut and blew off the bit of fluff before popping it into his mouth. What he wouldn't give for a short-stack of buttermilk pancakes from The Pantry or a big plate of steak and eggs from Clifton's. Elizabeth would love that place.

      Jack tossed aside Lupe Valez and hoisted himself off the sofa and checked his watch, again. It was early, but he didn't care. He picked up the phone and tapped the cradle. The hotel switchboard operator put through the call to the Ambassador.

      "Cross?" Jack said, more relieved than he wanted to admit to hear Simon's voice. "You two all right?"

      Simon assured him they were fine and brought Jack up to speed on what little they'd learned last night at the Biltmore.

      "Sam Roth's a tough old bastard, but a straight shooter, I think. His brother, Benny though, keep an eye on that one. He's pretty well connected."

      "Connected, as in the mob?" Simon asked.

      "Sort of. He's heavy into bootlegging and the rackets. I remember some buddies telling me stories about Benny Roth. Not pretty. He's got some powerful friends too. Be careful with him." Jack scratched his stubbly chin. "Maybe I should do a little digging, see if I can find out what he's caught up in."

      Simon was silent on the other end of the line. Jack could almost hear Simon thinking. "You'll be discreet?"

      Jack grinned. "Like seamless underwear."

      "Wells--"

      "I did this for a living, remember?"

      There was another pause before Simon spoke again. "All right. After breakfast, we're going back to Grant's. We'll be out most of the day, but I'll call back for messages. If you find anything, call us."

      "I'll check in with you by six, all right?"

      "Agreed."

      Jack pulled his jacket from the back of a nearby chair and slipped it on while he talked. "And be careful. I don't know Grant or what he's mixed up in, but if Benny Roth's involved, you can bet it's shady."

      "I understand."

      "Give Elizabeth a big kiss for me."

      "Wells--"

      "Just lay one right on her--"

      

      

      Simon hung up the phone and glared at it. Not that he was genuinely angry; he knew Wells was just having a go at him. Despite Simon's misgivings about bringing him with them to 1933, he trusted Jack. He'd proven to be a valuable ally in England and, much to Simon's surprise, a good friend to them both when they returned home to California. It was a bit chancy to let him wander around the city, but if what they faced here was remotely as dangerous as the things they'd faced before, having Jack work with them was well worth the risk.

      Simon moved the phone to the far side of the table and flexed his bruised knuckles. He felt a far sight better than he'd imagined he would. Elizabeth had apologized for most of the night. The memory brought a smile to his lips.

      He shook the memory away and reached for a silver cloche-covered plate from the room service tray. While Elizabeth slept in, which she excelled at and after last night no doubt needed, Simon was, as usual, up early. He'd walked the grounds before coming back to the bungalow and ordering breakfast. The Ambassador's service was first class. The waiter had laid the table on the south patio with care. White linens, silver and fine china waited on the polished glass table just out of the morning sun.

      Simon sipped his tea and considered what lay ahead. They'd learned precious little last night during their frolic with Alan Grant. He was clearly in some sort of trouble and either or both Roth brothers were involved. Where the other man or the girl, Ruby, fit in, Simon wasn't sure, but her desperation was troubling.

      Simon pushed out a long, frustrated breath and lifted the cover to his plate. No use in letting it go cold.

      "Not gonna wait for me?" Elizabeth said from the doorway behind him.

      "I was wondering if you were ever--" The rest of the sentence and the thought melted away as he turned and saw her.

      Elizabeth leaned against the doorway, wearing nothing but one of his oxford shirts. The hem fell just about mid-thigh and his eyes lingered there before working their way back up to her face, eyes still drowsy with sleep. The shirt was absurdly large for her and she'd done a poor job of rolling the sleeves up. So poor, in fact, that one sleeve was already unrolling itself. The hand she perched delicately on her hip in mock annoyance was swallowed by the fabric.

      Simon felt the familiar rush of desire. Elizabeth always made him feel that way, but at her most unassuming the effect was stunning. It was, however, more than passion that coursed through his body at the sight of her. It was hope and faith and promise. It was everything good in the world infused in a single moment. It was having her as his wife.

      Elizabeth offered him a sleepy smile, and pushed off from the doorway. "Good morning."

      She leaned down to kiss him. Simon cupped her cheek, still warm from sleep. "Good morning, yourself."

      Elizabeth took a seat at the table and rubbed her hands together in greedy anticipation. "Is this what I think it is?"

      She took off the cloche and her smile answered her own question. "Eggs Benedict." She took in a deep, satisfied breath, enjoying the rich, delicate aroma of a perfect Hollandaise sauce, poured herself a cup of coffee and settled in to breakfast.

      Simon shook open his linen napkin and laid it in his lap.

      He filled her in on his conversation with Wells, emphasizing as Wells had, the potential for danger regarding Benny Roth and his mob connections.

      Elizabeth washed down a bite of eggs with a sip of coffee. "Bootlegging isn't exactly a booming business anymore. I mean it won't be for long anyway. Prohibition's almost over. Beer's legal in a few days and the rest of it will be legal in a few months."

      Even though Simon had spent nearly two months living through Prohibition when they'd traveled back in time to New York, he'd never given much thought to what it meant when the Amendment was repealed. Organized and not-so-organized crime had built an enormous and profitable industry that was going to cease to be in a few months. "That's a great deal of income that's not easily replaced. Might make a man desperate."

      "You think he might be blackmailing the others for money? Alan or his brother?"

      "That's possible," Simon conceded. "Wells wanted to look into it."

      Elizabeth eagerly started to say something, probably along the lines of singing Wells' praises, but quickly schooled her expression.

      Simon popped a piece of toast into his mouth. "Despite his sometimes," Simon said searching for the right words, "excessive charm, he is a good man and good at what he does. I fear that before this is over, we will need all the help we can get."

      Elizabeth nodded thoughtfully. "Alan's definitely in trouble. I hope we can get him to trust us."

      "I have faith." Simon said as he tossed aside his napkin.

      "You do?"

      "In you."

      

      

      Jack didn't usually drink before noon, but people didn't exactly go to Jilly's for the ambiance. The place stunk of stale beer and even staler people. Even compared to other speakeasies, Jilly's was a pit. It used to be one of Benny Roth's best joints, a place to get a cold beer and warm girl. Now, all that was left were the dregs -- faded pictures over the bar, peeling wallpaper stained with too much cigarette smoke and a clientele one step up from the drink tank.

      Jack hunched over his drink and recreated in his mind's eye what and who was around him. It was an old habit and a damn good one for a spy to have - he'd memorized the room as soon as he walked in. He stared down into his drink and replayed what he remembered.

      A man gently snored face down at a table behind him. His arm was wrapped around his beer glass like a child holding his teddy bear, and a racing tip sheet stuck out of his front right jacket pocket. Another sat at the far end of the bar, unshaven, unwashed and staring blankly at the dingy mirror beneath a faded picture of Lillian Gish. Flat soulless eyes stared back in his reflection. Jack had seen that look often enough. Too often. First in the Depression and then in the war. It was a man who'd been carved out. Life had scraped away any last bit of hope and all that was left was a shell.

      Jack sipped his whisky and let the burn of it as it trickled down his throat remind him he wasn't one of them. He was playing a part. Just a part. No one paid attention to a drunk, especially one who was already liquored up before lunch. Jack mumbled to himself and scratched his stubbled cheek.

      He'd heard that Benny Roth made the rounds each day at about noon. Check on the till, throw his muscle around, make sure people knew his face. Benny liked to be in the spotlight. But in this hole it was pretty dim.

      Right on cue, the bright California sunshine raced into the room through the open door and ran away as it shut. It took Jack's eyes a minute to adjust from the flash of light. Two men had entered. One with muscles for brains and the other was Benny Roth. He swore under his breath as he looked around the bar.

      "Waste of damn time," Roth said to no one in particular. He yanked a chair back from a table and brushed away the dust and crumbs with his hat before sitting down.

      The bartender, a flat-nosed man who reeked of cheap cigars and camphor oil, nodded and ducked into a back room. Roth's bodyguard took up sentry position at the door. Jack could feel his eyes boring into him. The last thing he needed was trouble. His stomach rumbled. The eggs he'd had for breakfast must had been as old as the waitress who'd served them. The bodyguard kept staring and Jack met his gaze with a confused squint, and then offered the idiot a sloppy smile and a loud burp. It seemed to do the trick and the bodyguard turned his attention elsewhere.

      The bartender came back into the room and handed Roth a sheet of paper. Jack could smell the fresh glass of whisky on the man's breath across the room. The man rubbed the back of his sweaty neck and waited nervously. Whatever he'd handed Roth, it wasn't good news.

      "Pathetic," Roth said when he'd finished reading. "I thought we'd at least get a few more months out of it."

      "Yeah, well," the bartender said, "beer's always been our best seller and--"

      Roth slowly turned in his chair and looked up at the man whose voice trailed off helplessly.

      "You think I'm stupid?" Roth said.

      "No!"

      "You think I don't know what tomorrow means?" The man started to protest, to try to dig himself out of the hole he'd dug, but Roth didn't give him the chance. "Get out of my sight."

      The man hurried behind the bar and busied himself with polishing a stack of dirty glasses. Roth took out a silver cigarette lighter and set fire to the piece of paper. He held it in the air in front of him as the flames grew. The light from the small fire danced in his eyes.

      The front door opened and two men filled the doorway. The silhouettes gave them away in an instant. Broad shouldered and fat bellied. They wore round-brimmed military caps and an air of confidence well beyond cocky. The light from the small fire danced on the gold of the shields pinned to their chests.

      "Takin' up arson, now are ya, Benji?" one of them said as he took off his cap and tucked it under his arm. His face was ruddy and pockmarked with dozens of deep scars. It left him looking half-made of clay and half-made of man.

      Benny Roth made a sour face and forced a laugh as he let the paper fall to the floor and crushed out the remaining flames with the heel of his shoe. "Are you offering lessons, McCray?"

      McCray's beetle black eyes flashed at that and his partner shot him an anxious look. McCray shrugged it away with a casual wave of his hand and a thin smile. The two men joined Roth at the little table.

      McCray looked around the bar. His eyes fell on Jack. A small jerk of the cop's head was the only message Jack needed. Without a word, he followed the unspoken order and took his drink to the far side of the bar. Keeping his gaze down, he sat down heavily in a chair against the wall and wiped his nose with the back of his hand.

      He swallowed down the bile that rose in the back of his throat. God, he hated crooked cops. He'd grown up with them in Chicago and, dope that he was, he thought things would be different out here. But it was just more of the same. There were more crooked cops than palm trees in LA. They hooked their badges into every criminal enterprise in the city, even ran their own rackets.

      Jack slumped against the wall and waited. If he knew anything about them, they were arrogant enough to talk openly. After all, what could anyone do? Call the cops?

      Satisfied, McCray put his hat on the empty chair next him and spread his hands out. "So. We're here."

      "We're wastin' our time, Willie," his partner said, leaning in conspiratorially, but speaking loud enough for everyone in the bar to hear. "This place is a dump."

      "Shuddup," McCray said. The impatience and scorn in his voice brought his partner up short. McCray glared at him so long the other cop visibly flinched and then nervously started pulling on his fingers. Finally, McCray barked out a laugh and clapped his partner on the shoulder. "Butch has got a big mouth, but Roth, I gotta say, he's right. This place ain't up to scratch. The Shooting Star Club, maybe, but this…you know, we got standards."

      "You gotta use your imagination," Roth said. "Good sized back room, second floor lookout, a little paint. Look like a million bucks. But the real value, you know, it's what I bring."

      "Oh, so we need you. Here I thought it was the other way around."

      McCray's partner laughed.

      Roth chewed the inside of his cheek before replying. "I did good business for seven years. I built up a name and I got connections."

      "He's got connections," McCray said to his partner in a voice full of false praise and then his voice was flat and cold as he turned back to Roth. "You got nothin'."

      Roth sneered. "You call Mammoth nothing?"

      McCray leaned back in his chair. "Oh, Mammoth's somethin', but, uhm, you're the wrong Roth. Unless somethin's changed, big brother holds those strings."

      "Today he does."

      "That's a hot potato," McCray said shaking his head.

      "You leave my brother to me," Roth said. "He'll come around. One way or the other."
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      Alan Grant's Beverly Hills mansion was even more impressive in the daylight. Elizabeth walked toward the large, iron gate complete with the Charles Foster Kane cursive "AG" set in the middle while Simon paid the cabbie. She wrapped her hands around the cool metal and pressed her face between the bars for a better view. Last night, she'd been too tired and a little too tipsy to take it all in.

      It was as if someone had taken a large Southern plantation and plopped it down in the middle of Beverly Hills. At the end of the long drive and beyond the weeping willows and tall oaks, the broad elegant façade of the antebellum South looked back. It was odd and out of place and yet, made perfect sense. It was one of the things she'd always loved about California and Los Angeles especially, the diversity.

      She heard what sounded like a goose honking in the distance and pushed her head harder against the bars to try to see around the side of the hedge.

      "Were you planning on squeezing through?" Simon said from behind her. His hand rested on an intercom box a few feet away. "Or should I buzz?"

      Elizabeth pulled her head out from between the bars and gestured for him to go ahead. "I could have fit though," she said under her breath.

      After Simon explained to Peter who they were, the gate made a clicking sound and then silently swung open. Elizabeth reached for Simon's hand. He gave a quick, reassuring smile, and then kissed the back of her hand. Together, they walked up the gravel drive toward Alan's house.

      Peter had barely opened the door to let them in when they heard Alan's voice call out for him. For his part, Peter just sighed and shook his head. He stepped aside and pointed toward a small round table at the center of the foyer. "Your purse is over there, Miss."

      "Peeeter!" Alan's voice echoed down the hall.

      "Can we see him?" Elizabeth asked. "I'd like to make sure he's all right. After last night..."

      "I'm sure he'd like that," Peter said. "This way." He led them down a long marble-tiled hallway to a back door. He opened it for them and gestured for them to precede him. They stepped out onto a small landing that overlooked the pool.

      It was beautiful. The pool was a large glassy rectangle rimmed with curved white marble edges. A long building sat at the far edge with billowing curtains caught in the breeze giving glimpses inside each cabana. A grand open room sat between them filled with brightly colored pillows and long plush divans.

      "You have guests, Mr. Grant," Peter called out as he joined them and led them down the small staircase and into the pool area.

      Alan lay stretched out on his back on a poolside chaise, fully dressed in a light cotton suit, his Panama hat resting atop his face, and what was left of a Bloody Mary dangling precariously from the fingers of his left hand. "Who is it?" he asked tiredly from beneath his hat.

      "Hello," Elizabeth said.

      "Lucia," Alan said and she could hear the smile in his voice. He barked out a delighted laugh, pulled his hat to rest on his stomach and lifted himself up onto an elbow. "My angel returns."

      It was Simon's turn to laugh. "Angel? Wait until you spend a little more time with her."

      Alan grinned and swung his legs to the ground. "Cross. You look well. Recovered from our adventure?" He seemed genuinely pleased to see them.

      Simon rubbed his jaw. "For the most part."

      "Sit, sit, please." He held up his nearly empty glass. "Drink? Peter!"

      Peter, who had remained in the background, stepped forward. "Sir?"

      "There you are," Alan said. "I get the distinct feeling you've been avoiding me this morning. Or is it my imagination?"

      "That could be, sir," Peter replied enigmatically. He pulled up a chair for Elizabeth before doing the same for Simon.

      Alan frowned. "Is there some reason or does it simply amuse you?"

      Peter stepped forward. "I didn't want you to see this." He pulled a folded newspaper out of his jacket pocket.

      Alan squinted at it before waving him closer. "You know I don't care what they say."

      Reluctantly, Peter handed him the newspaper, Variety, the Hollywood trade magazine. "It's not a review, sir."

      "Well, what--" Alan started as he unfolded the paper. "Damn." He closed his eyes tightly for a long moment before looking at the headline again and skimming the story. "Damn, damn, damn."

      When he looked up from the paper, his eyes were full of unshed tears and a deep bone-weary sadness. There was something helpless and wounded and even a little afraid in him. Elizabeth's heart ached. She reached out instinctively and touched his arm.

      Alan sat up a bit straighter. "One of the," he started and then cleared his throat. "One of the darker sides of the dream, I'm afraid." He handed Simon the paper.

      The headline read: Starlet Takes Her Final Bow…Off Hollywoodland Sign. "This is the girl from last night," Simon said pointing at the small round inset image next to the story of a young starlet who leapt to her death from the Hollywoodland sign. "Ruby."

      "Yes." Alan drank down the last bits of his drink, stared into the empty glass and set it aside. "Such a pity."

      He was trying, and failing, to sound like anyone who'd heard of the untimely death of a stranger. It was clear to Elizabeth, even if she hadn't seen them at Musso & Frank last night that he held some attachment to the girl. "Were you," she started cautiously, "involved?"

      Alan's eyes snapped to hers. "No," he said fervently and then repeated more softly. "No. She was just a child."

      "But you knew her," Elizabeth pressed. "She was at your table last night."

      "She was at the Biltmore as well," Simon said. "She pleaded with Sam Roth for help."

      "Did she?" Alan asked, sounding unsurprised by the news.

      "She was desperate." Simon folded the paper. "I didn't realize how much."

      "There was nothing you could do," Alan said, not unkindly. He stared down at the ground and then massaged the inside of his elbow as if it ached. "Nothing anyone can do."

      The shift in tense wasn't lost on either Simon or Elizabeth, and they exchanged a quick, concerned glance. He sounded so forlorn, so defeated; Elizabeth got out of her chair and knelt in front of him. She took both of his hands into hers. "Maybe we can help."

      When Alan looked up at her, she thought for a moment he was going to confide his secrets. His water blue eyes glittered with emotion and then a smile quirked his lips. "It is beyond even the realm of angels," he whispered. He patted her hands and his emotions shifted like waves sloshing in a pool.

      "Now," he said, his voice firm and filled with his natural, mischievous spark of life. "About that drink…"

      

      

      Jack squinted up at the midday sun. It felt good to be out of Jilly's and in the light of day again. Once he'd gotten out, he'd just walked. Anything was better than being cooped up in his little hotbox of an apartment. He didn't need to check in with Simon and Elizabeth for hours yet.

      It felt good to stretch his legs, but even back in the 1930's LA wasn't a walking town. Too spread out. So, he'd hopped on a Red Car in mid-city and headed west. He always seemed to be heading west.

      He'd been damn lucky to overhear what he had, although he wasn't quite sure what to make of it. The cops hadn't stayed long, thankfully. McCray did give him one last lingering look before they left. He held it long enough for Jack to wonder if he'd been sniffed out, but in the end McCray and his partner left him alone and left Benny Roth to stew.

      What was Roth up to? Was he blackmailing his brother for the studio? And if he was, where did the others fit in? Alan Grant worked for Mammoth. Maybe that was the connection? He looked up at the street signs. He wasn't far from the studio. Maybe he could do a little poking around. He headed down Washington Boulevard into Culver City, the real heart of Hollywood film production, unknown to the outside world. Little production bungalows and small Spanish-style houses that the studio workers lived in started to dot the rural landscape as he got closer to the enormous studio. He could see it just ahead - several city blocks walled off by non-descript cinderblocks on the outside. Inside, full street replicas of New York City, a little Spanish town, lakes and jungles and enough office buildings for a few thousand people. He'd gotten his job in Hollywood at Mammoth. He'd worked there a few times in the past or was it the future? Time travel was hell on tenses.

      Larger buildings replaced the bungalows. Bodegas, restaurants, small hotels, shops, all sprung up around each studio like old-time, army camp followers. Where there were studios, there was money and jobs. Men of all ages, from young boys to old men, hung around the gates hoping for a crumb, for a job. Sometimes, they got lucky. He'd been one of the lucky ones.

      When he'd left his family in Chicago, he had no idea where he was going or what he was going to do. He just knew that he needed work and work meant going west. He'd spent a few of the longest months of his life working on the construction of Hoover Dam. It was brutal, grueling -- 115-degree heat and backbreaking work. Men drowned, were crushed or just worked themselves to death. Jack knew there had to be something better. He left the camp called Ragtown and risked his future further west. He was damn lucky it paid off. He looked across the street and saw the studio gate where he'd stood, fresh off the train, hoping for a break. Felt like a lifetime ago.

      Jack started to cross the street when he heard an odd sound coming from the alley between two buildings behind him. He stopped to listen -- hushed voices and then a woman's cry of surprise. Jack felt the rush of adrenaline. Cries coming from alleys never meant anything good.

      He ran back down the street. As he rounded into the mouth of the alley he saw a well-dressed woman being attacked. A man in a torn, shabby suit had her around the waist, squeezing her hard. Jack felt a flash of anger as he dashed down the alley. He ripped the man's arms off her waist and flung him aside. For his size, the big man went down easily. The man looked up at him with gaunt eyes, wide with surprise. Jack grabbed him by the frayed lapels of his dirty coat and hauled him to his feet.

      "What the hell do you think you're doing?" Jack growled, his fist cocked and ready to send this chump into tomorrow afternoon. The other man raised his hands in surrender and Jack shoved him away in disgust. He fixed him with a glare that told the man he'd better not move a muscle and turned to make sure the woman was all right. What he saw was the last thing he expected and it hit him like a punch in the gut.

      "Betty?"

      

      

      When Elizabeth had first arrived in California, she'd taken the Universal Studios tour. Riding a tram through a studio-cum-amusement park wasn't quite the same as rolling up in a limo to the main gate of Mammoth Studios with Alan Grant. He was baffled at their interest in Sam Roth. "He's the least interesting man on the lot." But, Alan was pleased to acquiesce regardless and introduce them to the mogul after he'd given them a tour of the studio. He had to go to the studio to view the rushes from his latest picture and, it was clear to both Simon and Elizabeth, Alan didn't want to be alone.

      On the way there, they'd planted the seed that Simon was between jobs and if Alan knew of anything at the studio that might tide them over for a bit, they'd be most beholden. Whether it was a job in the secretarial pool or blocking hats, it didn't really matter as long as it got them studio passes. That way, they could have access to the lot without having to rely on Grant. Between Ruby, Sam Roth and Alan, Mammoth Studios seemed like it might a good place to start looking for the source of the trouble.

      The guard smiled broadly and let them through the main entrance. The enormous iron gates with the outline of rearing wooly mammoths on either side slowly closed behind them.

      Elizabeth loved the movies and being in a real live studio, in the heart of the Golden Age of movies was almost too much. She barely resisted rolling down the window and sticking her head out as they drove down the main road between towering sound stages.

      Eventually, Peter pulled the car over and Alan helped her out of the back seat. A group of men dressed as American Indians walked toward them. One of them pulled a box of cigarettes from his pocket and offered one to the chief. They greeted Alan with waves of their hands and thick Brooklyn accents as they passed.

      Elizabeth giggled.

      "Totally inaccurate," Simon said. "Apache headdress and Chumash markings. Ridiculous."

      "And awesome," Elizabeth said. "This isn't a museum; this is the movies."

      Peter brought a small basket of carnations around to Alan, who chose one and slipped it into his lapel buttonhole. "Shall we?" He checked his watch. "I have to be at the bridge at 3 p.m. That leaves us an hour or so for a cook's tour."

      "Wonderful!"

      Alan grinned, extended his hand and gestured for her to walk with him.

      The studio was a city within a city. It covered multiple city blocks and the back lot spread out over acre upon acre. It was complete with it's own power plant and fire department. There were laundry facilities, multiple commissaries, housing, offices and even a school.

      "It's a bit like a mad kingdom," Alan said. "A court where you can curry favor or lose it just as easily. There are jesters to entertain you and fools to tell you truths you'd rather not hear. Intrigue and secrets. Waste and want. Usurpers and honest men. It's a place where incompetence and genius are equally rewarded. Where the more lies you tell, the truer they become. It's false and vain and magic. This, my darling, is the movies. And I love it more than my very soul."

      There was something about the way he said it that almost made her believe him. Maybe it was true in a way. She lost that train of thought when Alan called out to someone who bounded toward them and Elizabeth's mouth went dry.

      Alan shook hands with the man and turned to introduce her. "Elizabeth Cross, I'd like you to meet, Cary Grant. No relation. He's a young star on his way up. Going to go damn far if I'm any judge."

      After the words Cary Grant, the rest of what Alan said barely registered. She was drooling. She was pretty sure she was drooling. Oh my god, she wanted to crawl inside that cleft in his chin and never come out and he was talking to her.

      "Hello," he said with that Cary Grant voice of his, although it was a bit boyish. He shook her hand brightly and grinned at Simon who grunted in response.

      "Don't tell me Roth pried you out of Paramount already?" Alan asked.

      Grant flashed a smile and laughed. Elizabeth's knees wobbled a little. She was probably still drooling but resisted the urge to feel her chin. All she could do was stare.

      "Not yet," he said. "Although, I think I'd rather be here than there."

      "Be careful what you wish for," Alan said. "Good seeing you."

      Cary nodded and gave Elizabeth another smile. "Nice meeting you."

      And with that, he was gone and her hand was still tingling. Alan laughed and waved a hand in front of her face. She finally snapped out of it.

      "Oh, yes," Alan said. "He's going to do all right." He took Elizabeth's arm. "Do you need smelling salts?"

      Elizabeth giggled nervously. "No. I'm fine. It was just…" She looked after him and then back to Simon who was impatiently waiting for her explanation. She offered him a weak smile, which he did not return. She spun around and pointed at a building. "So that's the laundry…"

      Alan wrapped her arm through his and led her to a nondescript door that said: Publicity Dept. "Very important, people. They paint the posters and create all of the advertising for a picture. There was an unfortunate mishap at a Christmas party that resulted in, well, a less than flattering painting of me adorning Sunset Blvd. You must continuously grease the wheels, as it were."

      He let go of her arm and she and Simon stood in the doorway of a large office/workspace where several artists were busily creating, painting and sketching images for upcoming Mammoth releases. Alan greeted the two men with slaps on the back and then dipped in front of an older woman. She didn't smile at first, but he said something that broke through her barrier. It was fascinating to see him work his magic.

      Alan took the carnation from his lapel, pretended to smell it and dramatically handed it to her with a courtly bow. The woman, taciturn just minutes ago, blushed and giggled like a schoolgirl. With a sweep of his hand Alan bid her adieu and shuttled them all out of the office. "One down," he said.

      Peter approached them and held out the basket of carnations. Alan took another and slipped it into his buttonhole. "Purchasing next, I think."

      Alan repeated the same scene to several women in different departments. From the steno pool like set-up of purchasing to the lone woman manning the stacks and stacks of scripts in the script department, he greeted them, made them smile and "spontaneously" gave them the flower from his jacket. Each of them felt special and positively glowed when he left.

      Between giftings, he dutifully explained what each department did.

      "Aren't you afraid they'll compare notes? The women?" Elizabeth asked. "Realize they aren't the only one?"

      "Ah, but that's the beauty of it," Alan said as he escorted them into yet another building complex. "Each and every flower is sincerely given. In that moment, they are the only woman."

      Simon rolled his eyes and Elizabeth took his hand as they followed after Grant.

      The final flower was delivered to a tall, buck-toothed woman in the wardrobe department, which was amazing. Racks upon racks of every imaginable type of clothing filled an enormous warehouse. Clothes were hung three levels high and Elizabeth could hear the hum of sewing machines in the adjacent room. People hurried down the aisles and used long hooks to bring down clothes from the upper levels. A woman with an armful of 18th century French silk coats hurried past and a man pushed a cart with Roman Centurion helmets on it.

      They emerged into the sunlight again and Alan led them back between towering sound stages. Extras and bit players in every imaginable costume hurried past. The trio rounded a corner and was nearly swallowed whole by a dozen dancing girls. They flocked to Alan like birds to a nest, their feathered headdresses and bustles and boobs bouncing as they took turns saying hello and cooing over him. Elizabeth jostled around inside the crowd, a cloud of feathers obscuring her vision.

      And like a flock of birds, they swept on past, leaving the three of them in their wake. Alan took out a handkerchief and grinned after them. His face was covered with lipstick. He happily rubbed it off. "Never let a woman see you with someone else's lipstick on your face."

      He turned to Simon. "You have a bit..." he said with a broad grin.

      Simon's cheeks were nearly as covered with bright red kisses as Alan's had been.

      Elizabeth cleared her throat and Simon reached up and touched his cheek, surprised when his fingers came away covered with lip rouge. "It happened so fast, I didn't even realize…"

      "Uh-huh."

      Alan laughed loudly. "And now to the lion's den."
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      It had been years since he'd seen her, but he'd never forgotten her. Could never forget her. Betty. She'd broken his heart in 1938 and he was never a whole man again. And yet here she was.

      His mouth went dry and his heart beat out a conga against his ribs. Years ago, when he'd gone to war, he'd given up any hope of seeing her again. But he'd never forgotten her, not an inch of her. Not her smile or her hair or her kindness.

      "You idiot!" Betty glared at him before maneuvering around him and going to check on the man Jack had almost clocked. She touched the man's arm and looked up into his unshaven face. "Are you all right?"

      The man gave Jack an uneasy glance before nodding and pushing himself up and off the wall and upright.

      Jack could hardly believe his eyes. It really was Betty. She was younger than he remembered, but, of course, she would be. This was four or five years before they'd even met. God, she was beautiful. Light brown hair that looked like gold when the sun hit it. Brown eyes that flashed when she got angry and that adorable little dimple in her chin.

      For a moment, Jack wondered if she'd remember him. Would it be fondly or just a fading memory. That's when he realized the truth of it. Of course, she wouldn't recognize him; for her, they hadn't even met yet. He tried to make sense of the paradox. He was his older self, meeting her before his younger self had even had the chance. Damn, younger Jack had managed to screw it up. Not that she gave him much of a chance, but what he wouldn't give to have another. She was kind and wonderful and…yelling at him.

      "Listen, you big palooka, I don't know what you think you were doing--"

      "I'm sorry," Jack said, trying to concentrate on the now. She was standing between him and the man, her brown eyes flashing as she jabbed at his chest.

      "Well," she said, brought up a little short by his quick apology. "You should be."

      "I really am sorry," Jack said. "I thought he was attacking you."

      "Didn't get hugged much as a child, did you?" she said.

      It was all he could do not to laugh. That was pure Betty -- sharp, funny, incisive, beautiful.

      "He was thanking me," she continued as though she were speaking to a backwards child. "I brought him and his family some things from the studio to tide them over."

      That's when Jack noticed the rest of the family and he felt a hot flush of guilt. The man's wife looked terrified, ready to bolt, but standing her ground, arms around her two small children who were torn between excitement and horror. Their clothes were torn and old, and dirty. The woman's dress was several sizes too large for her and hung off her thin body like it was no more than a hanger in a closet. Next to them, on the discarded crates in the alley was a small box of clothing, a new pair of Mary Janes sitting on top.

      Jack quickly took off his hat and pressed it against his chest. He shook his head in apology and addressed the wife. "I'm sorry, ma'am. I didn't mean to frighten you. Any of you," he added to the kids. The girl curled into her mother's leg and the boy stuck his tongue out at him. Jack gave a quick laugh. "Good for you, kid."

      Jack turned back and Betty sized him up. "Maybe there's hope for you yet."

      Jack's heart stuttered. He knew she hadn't meant it the way he wanted to hear it, but a chance was a chance and he wasn't going to miss this one. "I sure hope so," he said softly. Then, he stepped forward and held out his hand to the man. "I am very sorry."

      The man looked at Jack's hand. The world had kicked him in the seat of the pants so often he'd learned not to trust anyone or anything. But even after all the abuse the Depression had doled out, he still had the pride innate in every man. He straightened up to his full height and shook Jack's hand. "S'okay."

      "I'd like to make it up to you," Jack said. "To all of you." He struggled with what to do.

      The man walked over to his family and stood behind his wife. His dirty hand came to rest on her shoulder and Jack saw an inspiring strength in their unity. "You don't have to do nothin', Mister. We're all right."

      The lie and the courage it took to tell went straight to Jack's heart. "Let me at least buy you lunch. There's a great hot dog place just down the street. I'm starving and I bet," he said looking at the little boy, "you like your dogs with mustard and relish. Am I right? I'm a mustard and relish man myself."

      The little boy licked his lips and looked anxiously up at his parents -- a silent plea in his shadowed eyes. The couple was clearly uncomfortable at the offer, but in dire need of the help.

      "Just lunch," Jack said. "Everybody's gotta eat, right? And uhm," he leaned in conspiratorially, "it might help me make up some points with the pretty lady."

      "Who is standing right here and can hear everything you're saying."

      Jack grinned. "See? Tough nut to crack. You sure would be helpin' me out."

      Betty rolled her eyes, but despite it all, she smiled. The man looked down at his wife and children and finally over to Betty before nodding. "We'd be most obliged, mister."

      Their scraggly little parade headed out of the alley and down the block toward the hot dog vendor on the corner. Jack tried not to keep looking over at Betty, but he couldn’t stop himself. She was there, alive and at his side. A living, breathing second chance at happiness.

      When he'd first met her in 1938, he'd seen her at a party and fallen in love with her from across the room. When his friend had introduced them, for the first time in his life, he didn't know what to say to a woman. She was smart and funny and kind and a little wounded. And he'd never seen anyone more beautiful. He'd met movie stars and models and even dated more than his share, but something about Betty went straight to and through his heart. He pursued her relentlessly in the months that followed, finally wearing her down, against her better judgment, she'd said. Their affair was wonderful until she pushed him away.

      After that, he'd joined the Navy and heard that she'd left Los Angeles. Last he'd heard she was married and living in San Francisco. But she wasn't there now. She was here. And he was here. And he had another chance and he wasn't going to waste it.

      He could hear Cross' voice in the back of his mind warning him about affecting the timeline, but Jack shut him out. If Cross has been in his shoes and this was Elizabeth…. Some things were worth the risks. He glanced over at Betty, who must have felt him staring and turned to look up at him. Her expression was wary, but curious. That pain that had kept her from him wasn't there. He smiled down at her and when she smiled back cautiously, he was lost. Whatever it took, whatever the risks, he wouldn't lose her this time.

      The little boy ran ahead and his mother called out to him. "David!"

      David turned around and hunched his shoulders and tilted his head back and opened his mouth in the universal body language of "come on, you are sooo slow." Betty and Jack exchanged smothered grins.

      Jack ordered food for the family first. Once they had their dogs, he ordered one for himself and then one for Betty. "Mustard on half and ketchup on the other." As soon as he'd done it he knew he'd made a mistake. It was a reflex.

      She looked at him curiously. "How'd you know I like mine like that?"

      He accepted the dog from the vendor and handed it to her. "Lucky guess. You need more relish, David?"

      The little boy, whose cheeks were so full they looked about to pop, shook his head and crammed another bite into his mouth. The little girl gave her mother her bun and nibbled her dog like a mouse working a piece of cheese.

      "Kids," Jack said with a grin toward a still staring Betty. He took a bite of his own dog and smiled back innocently.

      Once he was sure they'd all had their fill, he ordered four more. "For later," he said and stuffed them into his jacket pocket before slipping the coat off. He'd seen the state of the man's coat, holes in the pockets, threadbare sleeves.

      He held it out to the father who looked at it hesitantly. Clearly, he was a proud man torn between honor and need.

      "Here," Jack continued. "When things turnaround for you, you can help somebody else who needs it. Take it."

      The man's jaw worked to hide his emotion. He finally nodded sharply and took the coat.

      "Thank you," his wife said, lifting their daughter onto her hip. The little girl had only eaten half of her hotdog and gave the rest to her brother. She was a pale little thing and the way she rested her head against her mother's shoulder sent a pang of worry through Jack's system.

      He didn't have much money with him, but he started to dig into his pocket. Betty's gentle hand on his arm stilled him. She smiled sadly and shook her head. Her eyes said she understood, but any more "generosity" would be unwelcome. Jack nodded and wished the family well as they left. The little boy ran alongside his father, trying to peek into his bulging pockets.

      "That was very kind of you," Betty said once they were out of earshot. Then she turned and looked up at him with narrowed eyes. "What's your angle?"

      Jack remembered that she was a world-class skeptic, but this Betty still had some faith in her fellow man.

      "They needed help. I could give it," he added with a shrug.

      Betty's eyes narrowed even more as she sized him up. She was good at that. When he'd met her, she was working for a big shot producer at one of the studios. The indispensable Girl Friday who could see right through the baloney.

      "I think you really mean that," she said, sounding both impressed and a little incredulous.

      "What you see is what you get." Although that was a big fat lie considering the circumstances, it was true in his heart.

      Betty's brown eyes searched his face. "That'd be a first. Mister…?"

      "J-John," he said quickly realizing he couldn't give her his real name and offered her the first one he could think of. "John West," he said holding out his hand.

      She took it, but he could tell she was far from won over. "Betty Chase."

      Jack couldn't have kept the grin off his face if he tried. "Nice to meet you, Betty Chase."

      

      

      Simon barely had time to wipe the lipstick from his cheek before Grant led them off to God knew where. That seemed to be a developing theme. As usual, Elizabeth was happy just to be along for the ride. Simon, however, took a more circumspect view of things and watched Grant's interactions with care. Whatever the threat to him, it could come from inside the studio. And while Sam Roth and his brother Benny were leading candidates for the role, it would be foolish to ignore the myriad women Grant dallied with. A woman with a broken heart was a dangerous thing and it appeared Grant broke hearts with some regularity.

      Finally, Grant led them to what appeared to be the main building. It was five or six stories high and was large enough to cover a city block all by itself. A plush lawn stretched out in front of it. On one part of the grounds, a small unit of police officers stood in formation as what looked like Shirley Temple and a small film crew gave them an inspection.

      The unbridled energy of the rest of the studio fell into silence inside the building. This was obviously the main office complex and it wasn't all fun and games in here; it was business. This was the front line in the constant battle between art and commerce and it was impressive. Oversized portraits of stars lined the walls, plush carpets lined the floors and money lined everything else. This was a show of wealth and power. It was there to inspire and intimidate.

      As was typical, Grant was greeted with toothy smiles and over-excited hellos as they made their way up to the top floor. The art deco elevator dinged their arrival and they stepped out into the foyer.

      An attractive, middle-aged woman who sat behind a modern-looking white semi-circular desk rose to meet them. "Mr. Roth will be right with you, Mr. Grant. Coffee, tea?"

      "No, thank you, Ruth," Grant said and gestured for Elizabeth to sit down while they waited.

      The upper lobby was surprisingly sparsely furnished. Where the lower lobby had been all show, this was nearly all business - few frills and the hush of hard work were even more intimidating than the spectacle downstairs.

      The quiet efficiency was shattered by a loud voice from behind the doors to Roth's office.

      "Damn it, Sam!" The door opened and Benny Roth stood in the doorway. "You're my goddamn brother."

      Sam Roth appeared next to him, his face ruddy with anger and was about to say something when he noticed he had an audience. He rolled his shoulders to try to dispel some of his seething anger and fixed his little brother with eyes that brooked no nonsense. "Later."

      Benny Roth opened his mouth to protest, but a fierce glare from his brother shut it with a snap. He stormed out of the office nearly running into Grant in his rush. He growled something at Grant and shoved him bodily out of the way. Elizabeth was immediately out of her chair and ready to intervene, but Simon put a hand to her arm.

      Grant played it off as though it were nothing as Roth stabbed the down elevator button. Benny Roth turned back to glare at his brother, but caught sight of Simon and Elizabeth. His expression was angry and filled with wanting something he couldn't have. There was a wildness in his eyes, a panic Simon recognized. He'd seen it in Ruby's eyes that night at the Biltmore. There was something else in Roth's eyes though. Simon couldn't put a name to it, but it was trouble. Whatever was taking Roth down, he wasn't going to go down easily. If he had to take someone with him, he would without blinking an eye.

      Benny Roth grunted as the elevator arrived and he stepped inside. "This isn't over yet," he said. "I'll find one." It didn't seem aimed at his brother so much as the entire room, or maybe just himself.

      Sam Roth watched the elevator doors close and huffed out a breath. It took him a moment to recover, and then the calm business like façade was securely back in place. "Grant?" he said impatiently. "We got rushes in ten. What are you doing here?"

      "So lovely to you see you, Samuel," Grant said. "I wanted to introduce you to a few friends."

      "You know the rules, Grant. Friendship," he said pointing at the threshold to his office, "stops here."

      "Yes, of course," Grant said, clapping an unwanted hand on Roth's shoulder and escorting him into his own office. "They're actually here in search of work. Business, you see."

      Grant waved behind his back, urging them to follow him.

      He walked Roth into the middle of his large but utilitarian office. The only real decoration was a pair of massive curved tusks mounted to the floor behind Roth's desk and arching over his leather chair.

      "They're…writers," Grant said with a quick flashing grin. "Gifted scenarists."

      Roth turned to look at them. "Yeah?"

      When they'd asked Grant to try to get them work at the studio this was hardly what Simon had expected.

      "Talented playwrights from…" Grant started.

      "London." "Texas."

      Roth's brow creased and he pursed his lips.

      Immediately they both answered again, but this time in reverse. "Texas." "London."

      Grant glared at them and then clapped Roth on the shoulder again. "That's a comedic bit they're working on."

      "They need to keep working," Roth said.

      "Yes," Grant said with a sharp look. "But they are terribly talented."

      Roth was unimpressed.

      "And willing to work for peanuts."

      "Circus peanuts even," Elizabeth added.

      Roth's implacable expression was unmoved. He looked at Grant again, seeming to calculate exactly what it would cost him and the net return in having a happy star. The numbers must have fallen in their favor because he nodded. "Have them report to Miller. And fix that bit. S'not funny."

      "Right!" Grant said.

      They were just about to turn to leave when a voice from a darkened corner of the office stopped them. "Aren't you going to introduce me?"

      The man's face was obscured by cigarette smoke caught in the dim light of a reading lamp. Instead of waving it away, he stood, pushing through it and emerging into the light. The effect was chilling and so was the man. Tall, slender and neatly dressed, he had a handsome enough face, sharp symmetrical features and keen dark eyes. But there was something unnerving about him, about the way he moved, the way his eyes took in the room that sent a shiver up Simon's spine. And yet, the man was familiar. It took Simon a moment to place him. Then he realized this was the man sitting at Grant's table at Musso & Frank.

      Sam Roth frowned and picked up a cigar stub from the ashtray on his desk. "Thorn, these are…" he struggled disinterested and preoccupied. He waved a hand at Grant.

      Grant's expression was the same as it always was, a casual smile, but there was none of the usual joy behind it. It was forced, tight.

      "Perhaps another time," Grant said, moving to hurry Elizabeth from the room.

      "I think this is a most opportune time," the man said moving between them and the door. He held out his hand. "Edgar Thorn. And you are?"

      "Elizabeth Cross." She shook his hand briefly, but when she tried to let go, he pulled her a little closer. Simon instinctively started toward them, but a warning hand from Grant kept him from intervening.

      "You are," Thorn said, seeming to look for the word in her eyes, "lovely. So…pure."

      Thorn regarded Simon for a brief moment, a flash of a smile touching his eyes as their gazes met. Thorn might have been speaking to Elizabeth but it was really Simon he was talking to. It was a strange feeling, but Simon was sure of that. Just as he was sure this man was dangerous. He couldn't put his finger on what it was, but every instinct in his body was warning him that something was wrong. Something was very wrong.

      Thorn turned his gaze back to Elizabeth and released her hand. He smiled affably. "Newlyweds?"

      "How did you know?" she asked, sounding impressed.

      Thorn lifted a long index finger and pointed it at Simon. "He doesn't like another man touching his wife. Only a newly married man cares that much about something so trivial. In a few years, he won't even notice," he added. "Isn't that right, Sam?"

      Sam Roth had been watching from behind his desk. To Thorn's question, he merely grunted in reply, turning the cigar in his mouth.

      "You should go," Grant said, taking Elizabeth by the hand and leading her toward Simon and the door.

      Thorn smiled genially. "Of course. So much work to do." His eyes caught Simon's. "So good to see you again. I'm sure we'll see each other again soon."

      Grant ushered them to the door. "You two go ahead. I'll catch you up downstairs."

      Simon didn't need to be told twice and put his hand on Elizabeth's back to urge her along. The elevator door was open and waiting for them in the foyer. Once the doors had closed behind them, Simon turned to Elizabeth. "Didn't you feel it?"

      "Feel what?"

      Simon frowned. "Thorn. There's something about that man. I don't like it."

      "I thought he was kind of creepy that night at Musso & Frank, but it must have just been the excitement of if all. Today, he seemed kind of interesting."

      Simon stared at her in disbelief. Of the two of them, Elizabeth was supposed to be the intuitive one. How could she possibly have missed the menace that man exuded? "Interesting?" he asked, incredulous.

      Elizabeth shrugged. She seemed completely unfazed and, worse yet, completely unaware of what Simon had perceived.

      He turned her so that he could look into her eyes. She didn't look drugged. "Are you feeling all right?"

      She shrugged again. "I'm a little hungry."

      "Promise me," Simon said and waited until he had her full and undivided attention, "promise me that you won't be alone with that man. No dinners."

      "Jealous?" she said playfully, but quickly saw this was no joke. "I promise."

      Simon sighed and the elevator reached the ground floor. As they walked outside, his own feelings on the matter felt a little ridiculous. Maybe it had all been in his head? He just wasn't sure. Now, his reaction to the man felt overly dramatic, but there was a niggling voice in the back of his mind that wouldn't stay quiet.

      Elizabeth slipped her arm into his. "Anyway, he didn't seem that bad to me."

      "You would see the good in the devil himself," he said.

      "Nobody's all bad."

      Simon was not so sure.
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      The few minutes they spent waiting outside for Alan turned into ten and Elizabeth busied herself by trying to figure out what had gotten into Simon. Don't be alone with him. No dinners. Where the Heckle and Jekyll had that come from? It wasn't like she was in the habit of having dinner with strange men. She'd had one measly dinner with a gangster vampire and Simon just wouldn’t let it go.

      Thorn was a smooth talker and attractive enough, if the silky smooth snaky sort was your type. But really, Simon's reaction to him was odd. She was just about to ask him about it when Alan came out of the building and hurried down the stairs to meet them.

      "I'm afraid, I've got to dash to rushes. I'll see you in the commissary in an hour or so. The writer's building is that dilapidated one over there. See a man named Miller and he'll get you studio passes and then you can do what writers do," Grant added as he started to walk away.

      "Write?" Elizabeth asked. "I don't know how to write."

      "Have you read the script for latest film? Hasn't stopped them. Have fun!" he waved over his shoulder and was gone.

      They didn't need the job, but having a studio pass that would allow them access to the lot could be valuable. They agreed to put in an appearance and pray they weren't given an assignment.

      The writers' building was just across the lawn, but unlike the main building with Roth's offices, it had no pretense. It barely had paint. A group of men played dice in the hallway and Simon had to help Elizabeth step around them. It felt more like a frat house than an office building.

      "Miller?" Simon asked.

      One of the men on the floor jabbed a thumb toward the ceiling. "Third floor."

      Elizabeth looked for the elevator, but didn't find one. There was, however, a broad open staircase. As she looked up, two men and a tiny woman with short dark hair were deep in conversation as they walked down the last flight.

      Elizabeth's elbow jabbed Simon in the stomach so hard he let out a yelp. "What on earth--"

      "Dorothy Parker," she whispered, pointing at the woman's back.

      Simon turned to try to catch a glimpse of her, but a boy with a stack of papers leapt down the stairs and nearly collided with him. "Sorry, mister," the boy said and ran down the hall.

      Elizabeth mouthed a "wow" and squelched a delighted giggle. Simon gestured for her to start up the stairs.

      Miller's office was a jungle of paper. Piles of scripts teetered on the edge of toppling over. An attractive, busty woman in a tight skirt and even tighter sweater sat perched on the desk filing her nails. Her platinum blonde hair was nearly blinding. She popped her gum and stared at them blankly. Two cigarettes burned in the ashtray next to her.

      Standing behind the desk was a tall man, or one who would have been if he ever straightened, but he seemed permanently bent. His graying hair was in disarray, his suit as rumpled as his face.

      "Are you Miller? Simon asked.

      The man squinted.

      "Roth sent us," Elizabeth supplied. "We're writers."

      Miller didn't look so sure. "Scenarists or dialogue?" he asked using his cigarette like an index finger, punctuating each question with a stab of it. "Are you funny? Can you tell me a joke? Tell me a joke."

      Elizabeth looked anxiously at Simon. Although she would have paid good money to see Simon tell a joke, she cleared her throat, spread her feet to shoulder width and started. "A guy walks into a bar with a duck on his head-"

      Miller waved it away. "You'll do."

      He narrowed his eyes at Simon. "You a team?"

      "Yes," Elizabeth said excitedly. She knew they weren't actually going to write anything, but it was still thrilling.

      "Does it talk or is it just through you?"

      "I'm quite capable of speaking for myself," Simon said.

      "English," Miller said with a sour face. "That's all I need. All right, I got plenty of crap that needs punching up. What about that jungle thing with Grant, that uhm--"

      "Through the Dark Continent?" Elizabeth answered. That was exciting and a little troubling. Through the Dark Continent was the last movie Grant ever made. After it, he just dropped off the map. The movie was unfinished and never released.

      Miller slammed his hand down on the desk and frowned in distaste. "That's the one. Do something with it. Fix it."

      Elizabeth was stunned. "Really?"

      "We were told we'd need studio passes. Where do we procure those?" Simon asked, bringing her back on point.

      "Procure them?" Miller said and then looked up to his ceiling. "Why'd it have to be an Englishman?" He glared at Elizabeth. "You're American, right?"

      "Texan."

      "Close enough. Now get out."

      He waved them away. The woman on the desk smiled amiably at them, handed them a few wrinkled forms and blew a bubble with her gum. "Downstairs. 201," she said with another loud pop of her gum.

      After wandering through the halls, they found room 201 and the main writers' room. It wasn't that hard actually, thanks to the sound of a dozen or so Underwood typewriters banging away and the rumble of loud voices. Half a dozen desks held a dozen men and a few women. Some worked away hunched over their typewriters, others were talking animatedly and one was throwing a rubber ball against the wall. A cloud of smoke hovered above them almost obscuring the pincushion ceiling where dozens of pencils dangled down.

      Simon introduced himself and Elizabeth to the haggard-looking man who seemed to be in charge, if anyone could have said to have been. He took the papers Simon had, crumpled them into balls and threw them into an enormous pile of balled up paper in the corner. He gave Simon fresh paperwork to fill out and Elizabeth used the opportunity to see what she could find out about Ruby or Roth.

      Most people were in heated arguments or busy working. One man was asleep on his desk, curled up like a small child between his pencil sharpener and typewriter.

      “I wouldn’t get too close,” a man said from behind her. He looked like a fox. His nose was long and sharp, his eyes small and dark; he even had tawny hair. “It’s better upwind.”

      He escorted Elizabeth away from the sleeping man toward his desk. Another writer, with owlish glasses and a round face looked up from his work, which Elizabeth realized was blacking out teeth on movie star headshots. “Ohh, a girl,” he said with a grin, forgetting his drawings. “Show me your legs.”

      “Charlie,” said Mr. Fox.

      “What? I miss my wife. She’s been gone to Florida for two weeks. Just a little leg? An ankle?”

      Elizabeth liked him; she liked them both, the owl and the fox. She put one leg out and inched up the hem to show off her calf. Wolf whistles came from men who weren’t even looking. She could feel the heat of Simon’s glare from across the room.

      Charlie shook his head. “Nothing like my wife’s.”

      Mr. Fox lifted his pant leg to reveal a pale hairy calf.

      “Now that looks like my wife!”

      Elizabeth laughed, much to the delight of both Charlie and Mr. Fox, who held out a chair for her.

      “Thank you.” As she sat down, she noticed today’s issue of Variety on Charlie’s desk.

      "Pretty shocking about that girl, isn't it?" she said.

      “Ruby?” Charlie picked up the paper and then tossed it aside. “Yeah.” There was a decided lack of surprise in his voice.

      “Or not so shocking?” she asked.

      “It’s a shame and all; she was pretty, even had a little talent, but there was just somethin’ about that dame.”

      Mr. Fox picked up the paper. “You just don’t like Benny Roth.”

      “He waters down his gin!” Charlie said indignantly and then shrugged it off. “I don’t know. One day, she’s a nobody; the next day the whole town can’t fall over themselves fast enough to give her the world on a silver platter. Heard maybe she had something going with Roth on the side."

      "Sam?" Mr. Fox said. "The only thing he likes to make love to is his money."

      Simon joined them and Elizabeth introduced him to Charlie and Mr. Fox.

      "They were just telling me about Sam Roth," Elizabeth said.

      Simon sat down on the edge of the desk. "Were those actual wooly mammoth tusks in his office?"

      "The real McCoy," Charlie said. "Story is he found them himself, when he was looking for oil."

      "Oil?" Elizabeth asked.

      "Studios don’t come cheap ya know," Charlie said. "That's how Roth got his money. Another overnight sensation you might say."

      "How so?" Simon prompted.

      "Story is, he came here, what 30 years ago, young kid from the East coast looking for a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. Found it at Wilshire Boulevard."

      "The La Brea Tar Pits," Elizabeth said more to herself than the men. She'd visited them the last time she'd come to LA -- huge pools of tar or asphalt bubbling up from enormous deposits of crude oil. That explained all of the oil derricks they'd seen downtown.

      "Right," Charlie said. "Supposedly, he hooked up with Thorn and they somehow managed to beat Standard Oil and the rest of them out of one of the richest oil fields in California."

      "And he found the mammoth tusks in a tar pit above the oil," Simon reasoned. "Hence the name Mammoth Studios."

      Charlie touched his nose. "Give that man a cheroot. Thorn stayed a silent partner and Roth founded the studio. And here we are wasting his not-so-hard earned money."

      "Gets ya right here," Mr. Fox said touching his heart. "And a little down here," he added touching his stomach and pretending to belch.

      

      

      Life didn't give out second chances very often. Jack had been lucky enough to have more than his fair share. The fact that he was alive and kicking was testament to that. It was unnerving to think of the number of times he could have and should have died. If Simon and Elizabeth hadn't literally pulled his bacon out of the fire in 1942, his story would have ended, like so many others, at the point of the German bomb. And now, life had given him yet another go. He'd be damned if he was going to let it pass him by.

      Jack paid the taxi driver and walked the last block west toward the setting sun. He'd managed to convince Betty to meet him for dinner. It had taken some doing. Even this younger, hopeful version of Betty was a bit of a cynic -- a funny, wonderful, heart beneath the armor of a cynic. Hollywood taught you that people who wore their hearts on their sleeves didn't survive. By the time Jack had met Betty in 1938 and fallen head over heels for her, she'd learned that the hard way. But this Betty didn't look at him and see the shadow of the man who'd hurt her. For the first time, she could look at him and just see him.

      Of course, he thought, the real him was using a fake name and couldn't tell her who he really was or why he was really here. Starting off with a fistful of lies was far from ideal, but he'd learned in the spy game that circumstances were never ideal, and you did the best with what you had. He'd also learned to focus on today and not tomorrow. Tomorrow was never guaranteed. And, for Jack, today meant a second chance with the woman who stole his heart and that was all that mattered.

      He saw her leaning against the fence that lined the bluffs above the Roosevelt Highway and the Pacific Ocean below. God, she was beautiful. The light from the setting sun cast a golden hue across everything it touched. It seemed to linger just a little bit longer on her, touching her hair, caressing her cheek.

      She turned and gave him a small wave. His heart pounded in his chest. He felt like a teenage boy on his first date. It was horrifying. And it was wonderful.

      "I hope you haven't been waiting long," he said.

      She smiled and shook her head. "No," she said turning back to watch the sunset. "I forget how beautiful the ocean is. I'm still not used to seeing it."

      He moved next to her and leaned forward, resting his elbows on top of the fence. "Not a native then?" he asked, already knowing the answer.

      She laughed. "Is anyone? Nope, I'm from Fort Wayne, Indiana."

      "You're a long way from home."

      Betty looked out at the sun dipping beneath the far horizon. "Yeah. A long way."

      Jack searched her face for a clue to the sadness he heard in her voice. "Homesick?"

      She held out her hand, thumb and forefinger about an inch apart. "A little."

      Jack shifted his weight onto his left elbow and turned toward her. "You know what does wonders for homesickness?"

      She gave him a skeptical smile.

      "Ice cream."

      She laughed, but he continued, "It's a scientific fact. There's a great place just down on the pier."

      "We haven't even had dinner yet."

      He shrugged. "After dinner then? For medicinal purposes only, of course."

      She smiled. "I am feeling pretty homesick. I might need a double."

      "That can be arranged."

      Dinner at Luigi's went past in a blur. Betty was a strange and wonderful mixture of things - smart and funny and ready to sock the world right in the kisser with one hand and pull it to her with the other. The years he'd spent dreaming about her, wondering where she was, if she was happy, if she had children now, fell back into the dark in their candle-lit corner booth. His memory had painted gauzy pictures of the past. But no memory, not even ones that had kept him going during some of the darkest nights of the war, compared to this, to being with her again. It seemed impossible, but she was even lovelier than he'd remembered.

      He knew it was foolish. He knew it couldn't be. And yet, he couldn't stop himself from dreaming, from hoping against hope there was a way to stay together. If she'd even have him, he realized. He loved her, had always loved her, but to Betty he was a stranger. Maybe she'd send him away and that would be that. All he knew was, he had to find out if she could, if she would love him. And if she did, he would find a way. There was always a way.

      After dinner, they walked along a busy Ocean Park enjoying the warm spring evening. Even the wind coming in off the ocean was gentle and warm. They fell in with the crowd and headed down the long sloping entrance that led to the mouth of the Santa Monica Pier. In the distance the sound of a band organ playing something vaguely circus-like came ashore with the wind.

      At the base of the long ramp, a large two-story red and yellow building stood where the pier met the end of the bluff. Tall Spanish Colonial spires jutted out over arched Byzantine windows in a strange menagerie of styles. As they walked closer to the open archways that spread across the first floor, the music grew louder and was joined with bright flashes of light.

      Jack nodded toward the carousel asking if she wanted to ride. She smiled and shook her head. They contented themselves with watching others climb aboard the colorful hand-carved horses. Mothers held on to their children, men held on to their dates and some held on to their lunches as the enormous carousel started up again. After a few minutes, Jack put his hand on the small of Betty's back and led her out back into the night air and further down the pier.

      He maneuvered them through the crowd to a small storefront. "Your medicine," he said, gesturing to the blackboard with today's special ice cream flavors.

      They both opted for a single scoop cone of chocolate and then found an out-of-the-way bench and sat. As they worked on their cones in contented silence, they watched the crowd pass by.

      "You've got a little…" Betty said pointing at Jack's face.

      He wiped his chin with a paper napkin, but she shook her head. He tried again only to have her laugh and reach toward him. With the pad of her thumb, she gently rubbed a spot just under his lower lip. Her eyes focused on his mouth; her own lips slightly parted as she wiped away the errant drop of chocolate. It was completely innocent and yet it made the blood rush out of his brain. Once she'd finished, she sat back against the bench and he continued to stare at her like some escapee. He sat there slack-jawed, aching to kiss her and knowing he couldn't.

      "Are you all right?" she asked, narrowing her eyes with concern.

      "Dancing?" he said before his brain had started fully functioning again. "Me."

      She cocked her head to the side and then spoke to him like he was a backwards child. She pointed at the bench. "Sitting. Dancing different."

      He laughed. "Right. I mean, do you dance?" It was another cheat. He knew the answer. She loved to dance.

      She hesitated.

      He knew that look in her eyes; he'd seen it so many times. She was teetering on the edge of saying yes and just one more little nudge would do it. "If you're a little clumsy, that's okay. I don't mind if you step on my feet."

      "Oh, you don't mind?" There was a tinge to her voice that meant she was winding up.

      "Well, you do have pretty big feet for a girl." He pointed down at her perfectly normal feet.

      "I do not!" She was about to lay into him when she realized he was joking. Her pique melted into an embarrassed smile.

      He stood and held out his hand to help her up. She looked at it warily for a minute before accepting. They walked a little further down the pier to the La Monica Ballroom. It was enormous and spread out across the width of the double pier. It was another mishmash of styles that seemed to find a home in LA. The outside was Spanish-style stucco with a dozen twenty-foot minarets dotting the perimeter. Each minaret top, like something out of Ali Baba, was lit by hundreds of tiny fairy lights and made the whole building look like some insane magic palace that had floated across both oceans and time and plopped down right in the middle of the pier.

      Betty, who had never been to La Monica's, stopped outside and stared at the building. "That makes no sense."

      Jack put her arm through his. "Sense is overrated."

      The interior was equally bizarre and wonderful. The cavernous 15,000 square foot ballroom had entrances from every side and was ringed by a large open promenade with a café and fountain. There was even an upper level mezzanine with plush upholstered chairs and divans.

      Jack bought them both tickets, just a dime these days. Back when Jack had first come, it was a dime for each dance and men with ropes would herd off each set of dancers when the music was over to make way to for the next set of paying customers. But, the Depression didn't spare anyone and La Monica cut its rates and even started offering dance marathons as a way to make enough money to keep the doors open.

      Luckily, for him, one ticket bought a whole night of dancing, and Jack led Betty out in the throng that covered the maple dance floor. For a cynic, she had an incredibly wide-eyed with wonder look about her. She gazed up at the ceiling and the three-dozen bell-shaped chandeliers that dangled over them held by gold ropes. The large paintings on the walls depicted an underwater garden and it gave the entire room a feeling of being in a bubble beneath the sea.

      When he found an open spot, Jack took Betty's hand and placed it on his shoulder. He smoothly took a hold of her other hand and they effortlessly fell in with the mass of dancers. Rogers and Hart's "You Are Too Beautiful" had just started and they moved slowly in time to the melancholy song.

      Jack held Betty's off-hand high and tried to keep their bodies a respectable distance apart, but it was damn hard. He kept his hand on her back light and fought the temptation to pull her to him.

      She caught him staring and ducked her eyes self-consciously. "I don’t usually do this," she said, bringing her face up toward his. He arched an eyebrow and she smiled. "Go out with men I don't know."

      "I know," he said, hoping she could see the sincerity of his feelings for her.

      She started to say something else, but frowned.

      "It's like dancing," he said. He spun them around in a graceful turn, her body moving with his as though they'd done it a thousand times. "You just have to go where the music takes you."

      She smiled, half puzzled and half in wonder. "And where's that?"

      He couldn't resist then and pulled her just a little closer. He brought his off-hand toward his chest and pressed the back of her hand over his heart. "There's only one way to find out."
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      Simon and Elizabeth spent the morning at the studio, ostensibly getting up to speed on Grant's picture, Through the Dark Continent. Simon shuddered at the memory. The script was dreadful. He'd been completely sincere and a little surprised no one had appreciated his suggestion that the original writers might perhaps benefit from remedial history and English lessons. Perhaps it had been a mercy that the film would never see the light of day. It started off well enough, he supposed. Alan played Henry Morton Stanley, explorer and journalist, on his dangerous journey through the jungles of Africa in search of the missing missionary Dr. David Livingstone. It was faithful enough to reality until the famous "Dr. Livingstone, I presume?" whereupon everything had gone pear shaped. He blamed King Kong.

      Now, instead of Livingstone staying to help the natives, he stayed because he'd found the Great Dark Ape! He and Stanley set out to capture the monster. It was derivative; it was shameless; it was Hollywood.

      It was just as well it ended up on a shelf somewhere. It was beyond saving, Simon thought. He'd started to wonder if Alan Grant might be too. He and Elizabeth spent the remainder of the day trying to learn more about the people who had been with Grant that first night at Musso & Frank.

      As Mr. Fox and Mr. Owl, as Elizabeth called them, had told them, Ruby's ascent from nobody to star was virtually rocket-propelled. And, her ascent to stardom coincided with meeting Benny Roth. That seemed to be a new wrinkle. Nearly everyone they spoke to was scared of Benny. They were scared the way children were scared of a bully. They wanted to tell you things, but didn't dare. It was clear that he was in financial trouble and that his brother refused to bail him out. That corresponded with what Jack told them on the phone last night. Benny Roth's bootlegging empire was slipping away from him.

      Benny's brother Sam was well respected by most of the studio employees they spoke to, although, the writers seemed to have a more jaded view of him. His longtime connection with Thorn was troubling.

      They'd tried to get a few of the secretaries in the main building to talk about Thorn, but they all said the same thing. "Isn't he charming?" "Oh, I don't really know anything about Mr. Thorn, but isn't he pleasant?" Everything about Mr. Thorn was vague. Vague and pleasant. Vague yes, but pleasant was hardly the word Simon would use. He was still bothered by their brief encounter with the man although he couldn't quite articulate why.

      After nearly a full day spent, they were still no closer to understanding the threat to Alan Grant. As midday turned into afternoon, they decided to go to Grant's house and see if he was ready to share his secret.

      Just as they were walking up the long drive to his mansion, the front door opened. Peter stood there with a young girl, no more than fourteen or fifteen. She argued with him and he placed a soothing hand on her shoulder. Her body trembled and she shook her head emphatically.

      "I'm sorry," Peter said. "I tried. He won't see you."

      "Please?" the young girl begged. "I know if he'll just see me--"

      "I'm sorry, miss," Peter said and angled her out the door.

      The girl buried her face in a handkerchief and ran down the steps. Elizabeth started to say something to her, but the girl hurried down the driveway. Peter watched her go. His usually impassive expression was filled with sadness and frustration. He stepped aside to let them in. "I'm afraid he's in a mood."

      "Who was that?" Simon asked looking after the girl as she disappeared beyond the gate.

      For a moment, Peter looked like he wanted to tell them, but he thought better of it. He gave one last look down the driveway and closed the door behind them. "Mr. Grant," he said in clipped, cold tones, "is in the library."

      He looked at them once more before bowing and heading down the hall away from the library. Whatever was going on, it had bothered Peter enough for him to break form. The thought of the girl's face made Simon tense. What had Grant done?

      Elizabeth knocked on the library door tentatively. "Alan?" Silence. After a moment, she knocked again. "It's Elizabeth and Simon."

      There was another pause, so long they thought he might have left the room, but eventually they heard a quiet, "Come in."

      Grant stood on the far side of the room looking out of the window, his hands clasped behind his back. He did not turn around to greet them.

      Most people considered the kitchen the heart of a house. Simon guessed that was probably true, but if it was, the library was its soul. Grant's desk was devoid of paperwork. The books that lined the walls seemed to have been chosen more for their appearance than what was inside them. They were beautiful old leather volumes filled with dry material, probably as brittle as the pages they were written on. The whole room had the feeling of being designed and never lived in. What did that say, Simon wondered, about the man standing in front of them? And what of the girl? What had he done to her?

      Elizabeth looked up to Simon with a worried expression. Grant hadn't moved or acknowledged them at all.

      "Are you all right?" she asked.

      "No."

      His voice was so soft Simon wasn't sure he'd heard him.

      "Alan?" Elizabeth said, clearly worried.

      He turned and forced a smile onto his face. "Yes, of course, I'm fine."

      The pain on his face was evident. Was there guilt there too?

      "The girl who just left here wasn't," Simon said.

      Grant's perpetual façade slipped just the tiniest bit. "No, she wasn't." His gaze darted to the photograph on his desk. There was nothing else personal in the room. Grant took two long strides, turned the photo face down and sat on the edge of the desk, blocking it from view. "But, she will be."

      "You sound rather sure of that," Simon said. "Who was she?"

      "No one for you to worry about."

      Simon did worry. How could he not? He knew Hollywood mores were nearly non-existent, but this was too much. "She's just a child."

      "I don't see what--" Grant started and then Simon's insinuation finally reached the gin-soaked recesses of his brain. "You don't think…"

      "Simon," Elizabeth said, shocked.

      "I assure you, it is not what you think," Grant said. "I would give my life to protect her," he added sadly. "If I had one to give."

      Simon studied him carefully. For the first time, he believed Grant was telling him the truth, the whole truth, no theatrics, no embellishments, just a glimpse at his bare soul. What Simon hadn't expected was to recognize the pain in it. He himself had lived most of his life with it as a companion, keeping the rest of the world at bay.

      "She is better off without me. Let's just leave it at that, shall we?" Grant said.

      Elizabeth moved instinctively to comfort Grant, but he was still too raw. Simon knew that feeling as well.

      Simon noticed some paperwork on the desk and a large, leather-bound book, Black's Law Dictionary. Simon arched an eyebrow.

      Grant followed his gaze and smiled ruefully. "My will. For all the good it will do," he said softly as he slipped the book back onto the bookshelf.

      "I could use a drink. Anyone else?" Grant added quickly, trying to avoid Elizabeth's kindness. He looked around for a drink cart or bottle of something. He opened desk drawers and closed them with a touch of anger. "Damn it."

      "Don't use this room much?" Elizabeth asked, trying to give Grant room and time to recover.

      She'd meant it lightly, but Grant stopped his search and regarded her sadly. "No. It's all the books." He waved at the bookshelves and she scanned the shelves. "They make you think. I'm better when I don't think too much. Introspection is a bit like castor oil. It might be good for you, but it's so difficult to swallow."

      He opened and closed another series of cabinets. "Ah-ha!" he said in victory as he pulled a bottle and a few glasses from the recesses of a credenza. He poured himself a stiff drink.

      "That won't help," Simon said from experience.

      Elizabeth slowly approached Grant. "But we can. We know you're in trouble. Let us help you."

      Alan lifted his glass and then set it down with a sigh. "Oh, my dear. If only you could. I'm just selfish enough to let you." He picked up his glass. "But, lucky for you, there's nothing to be done."

      He downed two fingers of scotch in one gulp. "You can't save a man who's already dead."

      

      

      Jack leaned against the wall and watched her. He'd spent years trying to remember every nuance of her -- the way she tilted her head and wrinkled her forehead when she was self-conscious, the way she bit her lower lip in concentration, the way her body had felt against his as they'd danced.

      Workers in the costume department hurried past with racks of clothes, the metal wheels squeaking in protest. Betty finally looked up, sensing someone was watching her, and he pushed off from the pillar he'd been leaning against and lifted the bouquet of flowers in his hand as a greeting. When she smiled, his heart stuttered.

      "Hello," she said, the hint of a blush touching her cheeks.

      He handed her the flowers. "Picked them myself."

      She frowned in disbelief until she saw the clump of dirt hanging off one of the stems. She fought down a smile. "Don't these grow around the commissary?"

      He offered her his broadest grin. "Some still do."

      She gave up the fight and let her laugh bubble out. "You're impossible."

      No, he thought. Nothing was impossible.

      

      

      Alan had closed off quickly after the incident with the girl at his house. Elizabeth had tried to get him to talk to them, but he'd all but sent them away. She'd seen the look in his eye though. Despite his words, he wasn't ready to give up. There was still hope. She had to believe there was always hope.

      She planned on working on him again tonight. They'd all been invited, ordered actually, to appear at a gala event at Sam Roth's to celebrate a milestone for the studio, the release of its 1000th picture. Luckily, she and Simon had been prepared. Knowing they might have to attend a formal event they brought appropriate clothes. Although, looking at herself in the mirror now, Elizabeth felt a little uneasy.

      She'd actually gone to the hotel salon and had her hair done. It was an extravagance, but the more they looked their parts, the more information people might be willing to share. And besides, it looked great. Back home, she was more of a wash and wear girl. She rarely got her hair done and, although it had taken forever and a day, she had to admit it looked wonderful. They'd smoothed it down and then set it into these perfect undulating waves. Add the dress and she barely recognized herself.

      The dress was a bias-cut gown made from the most beautiful midnight blue silk satin. The top was shaped like a halter, the fabric clinging from the ribs to her knees and then flaring out in silky ripples. She looked in the mirror. It was slinky. She was slinky. She'd never been slinky before.

      Simon came in to the bedroom dressed smartly in his single-breasted classic black tuxedo and swearing at his cufflinks. "I can't get these damn things on. Would you…?"

      When he looked up, the rest of his sentence failed to materialize. His expression went from shocked to dark with desire and back to shocked in mere seconds.

      "What…" He cleared his throat.

      "Would you do me up?" She turned her back to him, facing the mirror again.

      He looked at her reflection. His gaze drifted down her body, lingering over the areas where the dress left little to the imagination.

      She tilted her head and swept her hair to the side to give him access to the not fully zipped zipper.

      He broke away from staring at her and reached for the zipper. "Elizabeth," he said, his voice rough with desire and emotion. "You…" He said and then gently touched the bare skin just above her waist and ran his finger slowly up the contour of her spine. The shiver that followed his touch made her breath catch. "Aren't wearing…" His warm finger traced a circle between her shoulder blades.

      "A bra?" she said surprised her brain could actually form a coherent thought.

      He frowned and hmm'd in response.

      "I'm not wearing underwear either," she said in a conspiratorial whisper. "Going commando."

      She tried to make light of it. To be honest, she was feeling rather exposed and vulnerable. "Fashion dictates what fashion dictates," she said by way of explanation.

      Simon's eyes found hers in the mirror. They were dark, almost angry. "Elizabeth…"

      She couldn't tell if he was genuinely upset with her or not until his hands slid down to her waist and pulled her back against his body. Definitely not.

      He bent down and whispered in her ear. "Stay here with me."

      Now, it was Elizabeth's turn to lose her train of thought. Her mind was fuzzy and she felt more than a little dizzy. With one long finger, Simon eased her hair off her shoulder and kissed her neck. It was a feather light kiss and she felt the warmth of his breath as he whispered in her ear again. "Stay."

      Elizabeth's eyes fluttered. It was wrong; they had to go. Despite those thoughts, she leaned her head back against his chest giving him better access. "Simon…"

      He hmm'd again as he kissed his way down her neck to her collarbone.

      "Alan," Elizabeth managed to say. "We need to go… to help Alan."

      "Let him get his own girl," Simon said between kisses.

      Elizabeth eased around in his arms and touched the edge of the bruise that still shone on his jaw. "It's important."

      She could see the desire in his eyes, feel it in his body as it pressed against hers. The intensity in his expression was nearly overwhelming. He gently brushed her hair back from her face. "If it were ever a choice between you and the world," he said, "the world would be damned."

      Elizabeth pushed up onto her tiptoes and kissed him tenderly. When she pulled back the fierceness in his eyes had softened, but the fire of his passion for her never did. She left the comfort of his arms and walked to the doorway.

      She tried to be as sultry as she felt and put one hand high on the doorframe. "We can pick this up wh--" She stopped and her hand fell down to her side. "What am I crazy?" She walked back over to him. “Just don’t mess up my hair.”

      Simon laughed and pulled her to him. Alan and the rest of the world could wait.

      

      

      Elizabeth had thought Alan's mansion was impressive. It was a chicken coop compared to Sam Roth's. A long drive wound its way through manicured lawns up to the main house. The circular drive at the top of the hill was crowded with cars and limousines.

      Simon helped Elizabeth out of the backseat and paid the driver. They fell in with the rest of the arrivals and walked across the gravel driveway to the front door.

      A fully staffed coat check was set up in the foyer. Elizabeth let her wrap slip off her shoulders and handed it to one of the attendants.

      "Won't you be cold?" Simon asked, his brow creased with concern that had nothing to do with her being cold.

      "Don't be silly."

      Simon sighed, accepted the ticket from the attendant and slipped it into his pocket. "This is going to be a long night."

      Elizabeth shook her head and walked in ahead of him, with just a little extra sway in her hips. She could feel him watching her and heard him say softly, "A very long night."

      The party was in full swing as they entered. The lower level of Roth's home was open and partygoers spilled into various rooms. A group of men played billiards and smoked cigars in one, while a raucous game of charades was going full bore in another. As they walked down the hall, a set of doors opened and she heard the telltale whirring and clicking of a movie projector coming from the darkened room. She glanced over just in time to see the credits start to roll against the screen. Like the MGM lion's roar, Mammoth Studios had its own logo, and a large wooly mammoth, well, a costumed elephant anyway, that reared and trumpeted. She heard the soft murmur of voices chattering before the film started as the doors to the room closed again.

      They rounded a corner and entered the spacious main hall. A jazz quartet played soft standards as people helped themselves to canapés and champagne. Elizabeth spied Mr. Fox and Mr. Owl across the room and gave them a small wave. They mimed their eyes popping out like cartoon characters and raced across the room toward Simon and her.

      "Hello, doll," Mr. Owl said.

      "Mr. Doll," Mr. Fox added with a smile for Simon.

      "You two look nice all cleaned up," Elizabeth said. Although, Mr. Owl's tuxedo was a little rumpled. She tried to smooth down one of his shoulder pads that insisted on popping up.

      "That's not the suit," Mr. Fox said. "That's his hump. They're very close."

      "Thank you, Master," Mr. Owl added in his best Igor impression.

      "Has Grant arrived?" Simon asked, clearly hoping to interrupt their two-man show before it had a chance to move into the second act.

      "I think I saw him back by the bar." Mr. Fox jerked his head toward another room.

      Simon didn't waste any time and put his hand on Elizabeth's back and escorted her away. "Thank you."

      Elizabeth turned as they walked away. "See you boys later?"

      They both blew her kisses and then turned and blew each other kisses.

      Despite the fact that waiters carried well-stocked trays of champagne around to the guests, the back room with the bar was packed with people. She and Simon tried to navigate through the crush, but it was too much.

      "I'll see if I can find him," Simon offered.

      Elizabeth gratefully let him swim upstream and filtered out into the hall to wait. Not a bad place to kill five minutes she thought as she noticed the artwork. The art on the walls should have been in a museum -- a series of bas-relief bronzes by Matisse, a sketch by Picasso, and sculptures by Taft. It was an astonishing collection.

      Elizabeth leaned in to get a better look at the Picasso.

      "Beautiful, aren't they?"

      She startled at the voice and turned quickly around.

      Mr. Thorn smiled kindly at her. "I didn't mean to frighten you."

      She swallowed and pushed her heart back into her chest. "It's all right. Yes, they are."

      "It's a pity he has no idea what he has," Thorn said admiring the sketch. He caught her questioning eye and continued. "He knows their value, monetary value, but the beauty and passion of collecting is lost on a man like Roth."

      Elizabeth moved down the hall to the Matisse. "Do you collect art too?"

      "Not art," he said. "But I do enjoy collecting."

      She could feel him looking at her and turned around. It was an odd sensation. It wasn't like when the other men looked at her. Those looks made her blush. This wasn't prurient although there was desire in his dark eyes.

      He smiled and stepped closer. "I collect butterflies. A curious avocation for a man in my position, I suppose. Perhaps even distasteful?"

      The idea should have offended her -- the thought of the poor defenseless creatures pinned to a wall was instantly overridden by the sheer beauty of them. It was wrong, but they were so very beautiful.

      He was standing close to her now. She could feel the power of his physical presence next to her. "Such delicate creatures," he said leaning down slightly. "The more beautiful they are the more difficult they are to find."

      She found herself nodding, staring up at Thorn, a hazy sort of feeling making her brain gauzy.

      "Elizabeth?"

      "Hmm?"

      She felt a hand grip her arm and turn her away from Thorn. Alan Grant stared down at her, angry and worried.

      "We were looking for you," Elizabeth said, feeling the fog start to lift.

      His expression faltered. "I'm sorry." He seemed to be apologizing for far more than being difficult to find, but she still couldn't think clearly. He shifted his gaze to Thorn, and his eyes that had been so tender a moment ago flashed with anger. "I told you to stay away from her."

      Thorn was unimpressed. He put one hand casually in his pocket. "So you did."

      Alan straightened his back and set his jaw. "Stay away."

      Thorn smiled, but there was no humor or warmth in it. "It must be tempting. A simple trade."

      Alan shook his head. "Never."

      Thorn shrugged. "Well, should you change your mind, there's still time. Although," he added with a sad shake of his head, "Tick-tock, Alan, tick-tock."

      What on earth were they talking about? Her mind was clearing, but the obvious history between the two men left her feeling like she'd missed a few important scenes in a movie.

      "There you are!" a voice bellowed from the end of the hall. Sam Roth waved his cigar at Thorn. "Been looking for you."

      Elizabeth felt relieved at Roth's sudden appearance, but she wasn't even sure why.

      "Leo's here and he's feeling generous. Come on." Roth nodded toward Elizabeth and Grant in a cursory greeting.

      Thorn turned to Elizabeth. "I'm sure we'll talk later." He smirked at Grant as he passed. "Grant."

      He joined Roth at the end of the hall and they disappeared into the crowd.

      "Are you all right?" Alan asked tipping Elizabeth's chin up to look into her eyes.

      "I think so," she said. Her head was still a little swimmy. "I do have one question though." He looked at her expectantly. "What the hell was all that about?"

      "Not here."

      Elizabeth wanted to demand answers, but already her memory of the last few minutes was beginning to muddle.

      Alan took her hand. "Come along, my dear Lucia."

      He led her back into the main room where the Jazz quartet was playing "All of Me." Alan pulled her into the crowd and joined the dancers. "It's best if you pretend nothing happened." He took them into a graceful turn. "I'll explain everything later. Just try to avoid being alone with him, would you?"

      Elizabeth didn't need to be reminded. The details of their encounter were fuzzy around the edges, but the heebies on her jeebies hadn't gone away. She would give Thorn a doublewide berth.

      As the song ended and another began, she heard a throat clear behind her. She knew that cough. Simon.

      He stood behind them, fists on hips, cranky on face.

      Elizabeth looked up at him with a small smile and waved her hand in front of Grant. "Found him."

      "So good of you to come tell me. I've been fighting that damn crowd for the last ten minutes looking for him. I--"

      "I have just the thing to cure what ails you," Alan said and then maneuvered Elizabeth into Simon's arms, whose pique immediately started to ebb.

      "I won't be far. We'll talk later," he added to Elizabeth. He started to leave and then turned back and addressed Simon, "Oh, and one more thing. Keep her away from Errol Flynn. Wandering hands." He looked Simon up and down and added. "Come to think of it, you might want to stay away from him too."

      With that Alan slipped into the crowd.

      After a beat to recover, Simon pulled Elizabeth to him and they started to dance.

      "What was that all about?" he asked.

      Elizabeth briefly considered telling Simon about her encounter with Thorn, but dismissed the idea immediately. Simon would not be happy and she wasn't honestly sure what to tell him. She trusted Alan could explain it better than she could. "I'm not sure. But, I think we'll find out soon."

      

      

      Betty was murder on the clutch of her 1930 Model A, but she loved to drive. Despite the painful occasional grinding of gears, Jack was happy to sit back and watch her. She sat up straight and leaned toward the wheel, clearly loving every moment and the freedom of having her own car. It was an adventure each time, she'd said. And, as Jack gripped the edge of his seat as she sent them lurching through an intersection, he would have to agree.

      "Most men want to drive," she said, turning to him with a smile.

      He could see why, but he wouldn't have missed the look on her face for anything. "I'm not most men."

      Her broadening smile said she agreed.

      As much as he was enjoying the wild ride, he did have to wonder where they were going. After dinner, she'd asked if he was willing to get his feet wet. Not having the slightest idea what she meant, he'd readily agreed.

      Now that they were speeding west toward the beach, he wondered just what she had in mind. It was past ten o'clock at night when they reached the Santa Monica bluffs not too far from the pier. They started down the long slope of the California Incline that would take them from the cliffs above to the long flat sandy shoreline. After a few more miles, she made a u-turn and parked along the ocean-side of the road.

      "I think this is the place." She climbed out of the car and came around to the passenger side. He opened his door and waited. Just what did she have in mind?

      She grinned playfully at him, steadied herself on the side of the car and started to take off her shoes. In his mind's eye, she didn't stop there. In reality she did. He looked at her curiously and she nodded toward his shoes. "Well…?"

      He began to untie his shoes and take off his socks. "Are you going to tell me what we're doing or just toy with me?"

      Betty simply arched an eyebrow in challenge. Jack laughed and put his shoes and socks inside the cab of the car and stepped out onto the sandy edge of the shore. Betty shook her head and knelt down at his feet. She rolled up his trouser legs to mid-calf and then stood back to admire her work.

      "You might want to roll up your sleeves too."

      He took off his jacket and undid his cuffs. She pulled a blanket from the backseat and held out her other hand to him.

      "It's a little late for a picnic, isn't it?" he asked.

      She just smiled, took his hand and led him out onto the beach. They trudged through the soft white sand, their feet slipping a half step for every step they made. The moon lit the shore ahead of them and Jack could just make out the silhouettes of a half dozen other people as they stood on a crest of sand above the shore's edge.

      Suddenly, they disappeared and Betty yanked on his hand, urging him to hurry. "Come on!"

      They quickened their pace and reached the end of the dry sand at the top of a small bank leading down to the water. In the wet sand beneath them thousands of small, silver fish wiggled and flopped along the shore.

      "Grunion!" Betty said. "I've always wanted to see this."

      People ran in and out of the lapping waves as more fish came and then were pulled back out to sea. Some people had buckets and some gunnysacks and tried to scoop up handfuls of the fish as they washed on shore.

      Jack had heard about grunion runs before, but he'd never seen one. The fish came on shore to spawn at high tide for several nights after the full moon. They wriggled up the beach as far as they could and then back out to sea. Some people stood by with flashlights while others tried to capture as many fish as they could. Grunion were small, maybe six inches long, but supposedly made for good cooking. The buckets full of fish some of the men caught would feed their family.

      Betty tossed their blanket onto the dry sand and started down the small hill, her laughter caught in the cool ocean breeze. Tiptoeing along the edge of the gentle breakers, she tried not to step on any fish. She bent down to try to grab one, but they kept slipping through her fingers. She laughed and waved for him to join her.

      The fish had long silver streaks along their sides and bellies that reflected the moonlight. They flipped and wiggled in a huge mass along the sand as far up the coast as they could see. Each wave washed some away and the next brought more to shore.

      Betty giggled as the fish danced at her feet. She turned to face the water and the wind lifted her hair back and the moonlight touched her face. She was breathless and beautiful.

      "Amazing, isn't it?" she said turning back to face him.

      Cold waves lapped at his feet and Jack felt a burning in his chest. "Yes," he managed to say. "Amazing."

      She smiled at him again and then turned away to chase the fish. Jack watched her for a moment and then joined the fray. He scooped one up and held it aloft triumphant. "Got one!"

      She looked back and it squirted out of his hand. He tried vainly to chase after it. Betty laughed and then screamed as a large wave came and splashed them both. They waded in and out on the edge of the frenzy before walking back up the small hill and huddling together on the blanket. Before long someone had built a large bonfire in the middle of the broad expanse of dry sand. People made their way to it and sat down to warm themselves against the night.

      Jack felt Betty shiver next to him. "Come on," he said, nodding toward the fire.

      He stood and held out a hand to her. Her cool fingers slipped in his and he helped her stand. When they reached the group by the fire, Jack asked if they could sit and dry their clothes. The man, who didn't speak any English said something in Spanish and then just smiled and gestured to a spot by the fire.

      Jack put the blanket down and rested his back against a large log. Betty leaned into him for warmth and he pulled her close to his side. They listened to the crackling of the fire and the waves breaking in the distance. It was so quiet and calm and felt slightly surreal after the manic excitement by the water.

      Jack took both of Betty's hands, so small and chilled, between his own, rubbed them gently and blew on them softly. "Still cold?" he asked after a few minutes.

      She shrugged and shook her head, but he could tell she was. "Here," he said as he gently maneuvered her to sit between his legs and lean back against his chest. He flipped the end of the blanket up over her exposed legs and wrapped his arms around her middle.

      "Better?"

      He felt her nod against his chest and he wondered if she could feel the pounding of his heart. One of her hands came to rest on his thigh. He put his hand over hers and wished it could always be like this.

      The fire blazed on into the night and the long shadows danced on the sand. A bottle of something made the rounds a few times and one of the men took out his guitar and played a series of classical Spanish songs Jack had never heard before.

      Betty nuzzled into his warmth and he let his lips graze the crown of her head. How long they stayed that way, content to just be in each other's arms, Jack couldn't say, but he knew nothing so perfect could last forever.

      He did everything in his power to delay the end of their evening, but the hours passed and the night grew late. The fire burned down low and slowly everyone made their way back to their cars and their homes and the reality of tomorrow.

      Jack held her hand as they walked up the path to her house. He looked down at their hands, twined together and wondered how he'd ever be able to let go.

      They walked up the few steps to the small landing at her front door. Reluctantly, he let go of her hand. She dug into her purse, found the key and unlocked the door. She pushed it open, but then paused and turned around to face him. The yellow glass from the porch light made her pale skin a warm, golden color. The glow from the streetlamp behind him caught in her eyes and looked like starlight. Jack was never at a loss for words until now. She literally took his breath away.

      Her eyes traveled over his face, dipping down to his mouth, which had suddenly gone dry, and then her gaze fell shyly to the ground between them. "I guess this is goodnight," she said.

      "Yeah." His voice was husky and soft. And he was an idiot. Say something, idiot. "I…"

      She looked up at him, unsure and nervous. "You…"

      "I had a great time," he said. Complete idiot.

      She smiled, relieved at having something concrete to respond to. "I did too. It was…"

      "Yeah," he said again. He'd never had a problem talking to women before. Why on earth did he feel like this now? Like his limbs were attached to some else's body.

      "Aw hell," he said and took a long stride that closed the gap between them. Before she could react, he grabbed her arm with one hand and slid his other behind her head and pulled her to him and kissed her.

      He caught her mouth in a surprised little "oh" and nearly stopped. He felt her hands grip the fabric of his shirt, but she didn't push him away; she pulled him closer. And he was lost.

      He poured everything he couldn't say into that one kiss. When finally, she pulled back he was breathing heavily and happy to see she was too. He caught his breath and slowly released her, hoping he hadn't gone too far.

      She looked down again, afraid to meet his eyes. Her fingers untwined from the fists they'd made in his shirt. Nervously, still half dazed, she touched the corner of her mouth. When their eyes met again, it took all of his self-control not to take her in another kiss. But he'd be damned if he was going to screw this up.

      "I should go," he said.

      She looked at him, that same shy unsure beautiful light in her eyes. She bit her lower lip and he nearly reached out to her.

      Betty ducked her head and stepped back into the open doorway, disappearing into the darkness for a moment before turning back to him. She rested her head against the door jam, her hand playing with the edge of the molding. "Or," she said, her eyes catching his briefly. "You could stay."

      He knew he shouldn't. "Maybe," he said, taking a step closer and looking into her eyes. "Just for a little while."

      She stepped back into the darkness and her door opened further inviting him in; he could do nothing else and stepped into the darkness with her.
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      Simon was growing impatient. Whatever secret Grant and Elizabeth shared started to eat away at him. He'd endured banal conversation and feigned an interest in a half-dozen people he wouldn't remember in the morning for long enough.

      He went to collect them and demand that they tell him what was going on. The two of them were off to the side by the hall, laughing and drinking as if there was nothing wrong in the least.

      "I think it's time we leave," Simon started, "and you--"

      Simon was interrupted by a slight commotion a few feet away. A young man, who couldn't have been more than seventeen, barged into the room. He was sorely out of place. His suit was brown and wrinkled and far too big for him. He mumbled an apology and tugged at his collar. He ran a dirty hand through the fringe of his hair as his eyes darted around the room, searching for someone.

      The young man's eyes went wide as he seemed to find whom he was searching for. Simon followed his gaze. Sam Roth.

      "Trouble?" Alan asked.

      Roth hadn't noticed and casually ended a conversation with someone, excused himself and exited into the hall. The young man's chest rose and fell quickly with fear and adrenaline. He shoved one hand deeply into his jacket pocket, hunched his shoulders and followed.

      "I'm afraid so," Simon finally answered. "Elizabeth, please don't--"

      He turned around to ask her not to get involved, but she was already following the young man and Roth from the room. She turned back and waved for them to follow. Simon swore under his breath and ignored Grant's delighted laugh.

      They caught up with Elizabeth at the entrance to the main hallway. The boy looked around nervously and nearly caught them staring right at him.

      "Don't talk to me about the Academy!" Grant said suddenly. "Laughton is a hack!" He spun around, his back to the boy now, and nearly bumped into one of Roth's prized statues as he stood sloppily in front of Simon and Elizabeth.

      It took Simon a moment to realize what Grant was doing. "A travesty," Simon said loudly joining Grant's argument mid-flow.

      Grant thumped Simon on the chest in agreement. "I could have played Henry the VIII and two of his wives with both hands tied behind my back!"

      Simon could see the boy dart into a room and nodded to Alan who stopped swaying and fell in with them. The trio continued down the hall.

      "I love Charles Laughton," Elizabeth said softly.

      "Traitor."

      They inched down the hall and came to the door the boy had gone through. Thankfully, he'd been in such a rush, he hadn't closed it behind him. Inside the study, Sam Roth stood, hands in the air and a dark scowl on his face. The boy held a revolver leveled at Roth's chest.

      His hand trembled and his finger inched closer to the trigger. "She was my sister."

      "Take it easy, kid," Roth said, trying to inch closer to his desk. "Who was your sister?"

      "Sara!" The boy took a stuttering step closer. "Sara Brown!"

      "I don't know her. You're mixed up. Look, kid--"

      "No." The boy shook his head. "No, she was mixed up. And you did it to her."

      Roth shook his head and then noticed the trio at the doorway. His eyes went wide and the boy spun around, following his gaze.

      Simon's heart raced and he started to step in front of Elizabeth to shield her.

      "Stop!" the boy yelled. He spun back and forth between Roth and the door. "Get in," he said, waving the gun at them. "Shut it."

      The three of them slowly made their way around the perimeter of the study until they were near Sam Roth.

      The boy was breathing hard now, caught between panic and anger. "You were part of it, weren't you?"

      "Listen son," Roth said.

      Tears were streaming down the boy's face. "I am not your son. I was her brother. And you and your lies, they killed her."

      "Ruby?" Elizabeth said.

      The boy's attention and the gun he held moved toward her. Simon's hand inched closer to Elizabeth's arm, ready to snatch her from the line of fire.

      The boy's face crumpled for a moment. His expression held such a look of pain and sorrow Simon was struck by the force of it. "That's what they turned her into."

      "I'm sorry about your sister, kid, but--" Sam said.

      "Shut up!" The boy turned his attention back to Sam, but he was growing more panicky and more dangerous by the minute. "That's not what he said. He said you tricked her. You turned her into something she wasn't. You killed her."

      Out of the corner of his eye, Simon saw Elizabeth take a step closer to Roth. He groaned inwardly. Damn it, what was she doing? She raised her hands in front her showing she was no threat. Simon wanted to grab her and pull her back to his side, but any movement might set the boy off.

      "What's your name?" she asked.

      "What does it…" he started, but a woman's presence and her soothing voice seemed to get through to him. "Walter."

      "This isn't what...Sara would have wanted, is it, Walter?"

      Walter seemed to be wavering, but his finger was still on the trigger and the gun was still pointed at Roth, and damned if Elizabeth wasn't standing at his side now.

      "She wouldn't want you to hurt anyone or get yourself hurt, would she, Walter?"

      She was getting through to him now. Simon could see the doubt clouding his eyes.

      "Yeah, kid," Roth said. "Don't be stupid."

      As soon as Roth spoke the words, Simon knew it had been a mistake. Walter's expression changed in an instant. His hand stilled and his face hardened.

      "You sonofa--"

      Simon lunged forward, knowing he was too far away, knowing he'd be too late. As he leapt forward, something flew past his head and struck Walter's arm just as the gun fired. The puff of smoke lingered in the air as the gun fell out of the boy's grip just as Simon collided with him. They landed in a tangled heap on the floor.

      The boy cried out with pain and gripped his forearm with his free hand.

      "Elizabeth!"

      Simon pushed off the boy and kicked the gun across the room. Grant picked it up and Simon hurried over to Elizabeth. She and Roth had fallen back onto his desk.

      "Are you hurt?" Simon asked, reaching out to her.

      "I'm okay."

      Simon let out a fast breath and turned to Roth who nodded that he was all right too. Simon helped him stand. The bullet hole in the portrait of Roth behind the desk was silent testament to how close they'd come.

      "Everyone all right?" Grant asked as he stood over the boy, gun in one hand. He bent down and picked up the golden Oscar statuette from the ground at his feet. "Charles Laughton, my ass."

      Walter seemed to be in a state of shock and sat quietly, head down, cradling his injured arm. Grant helped him into a chair and sat down opposite him and lit a cigarette. Partygoers who'd heard the shot hurried into the study. Some offered genuine concern, but it seemed most were merely concerned with making sure they were part of a story sure to be front-page news tomorrow.

      Sam Roth's wife, an attractive middle-aged woman with graying hair and too many strands of pearls, fluttered in. She was in quite a state, despite Roth's repeated assurances that he was fine. At Roth's urging a couple helped his wife from the room and promised to look after her. Just as Roth had managed to sweep the room clear again, two blasted photographers even managed to get off a few quick shots before he slammed the study door in their faces.

      Simon could hardly care about any of that, about any of them. He was focused on Elizabeth, his brave and deranged wife, who stood safe and at his side. Her cheeks were still flushed with the blush of adrenaline. It was deeply bothersome that she positively glowed after nearly being killed and even more troubling that he'd seen her in that state more than once.

      "Are you sure you're not hurt?" he asked again.

      She sighed and then smoothed down her dress. Her eyes went wide in alarm. "Oh no."

      Simon's heart seized in his chest. "What's wrong?"

      She wrinkled her nose and turned her hip to the side. "I ripped it."

      "Elizabeth," Simon breathed. He really needed to take up jogging again. His heart couldn't take much more of this.

      The police arrived a few minutes later and as they were escorting Walter out of the room, Benny Roth arrived. It could have been Simon's imagination, but something seemed to pass between the two men. It was difficult to say though as Benny hurried to his brother's side. It seemed that Walter was hardly in his right mind, but Simon filed away the incident nonetheless.

      "Nice of you to show," Sam said to his brother.

      "I got caught up with things." He looked at the bullet hole that tore through the midsection of the portrait behind the desk. "Close call."

      "Too close. Be dead if it weren't for them. Comedy writers. Finally good for something," he said with a smirk, but his gratitude bled through the casual comment.

      Benny Roth gave them both a quick once over and walked over to Simon. "Have we met? You look familiar."

      "You probably saw us at the studio," Elizabeth said.

      "Yeah, I guess that's it," Benny said. Sam Roth made quick introductions.

      Benny's expression was tight, forced. Perhaps he was just upset about nearly losing his brother. "I suppose I should thank you." He stuck out his hand for Simon to shake. "For saving my brother's life."

      Simon shook it. "We just happened to be in the right place at the right time."

      Benny nodded thoughtfully.

      There was a knock on the study door and two police officers entered. "We know you've been through a lot, but we've gotta get statements."

      Benny Roth turned to his brother. "I'll go check on Midge."

      Sam nodded his thanks and Benny Roth slipped between the officers and out the door. The officer with the ruddy, pockmarked face took off his cap and approached Simon and Elizabeth. "I'll try not to keep ya too long."

      The questions were cursory and routine. They seemed to have made up their mind before the investigation had even started. Walter Brown was an angry young man, avenging what he saw as the murder of his beloved sister.

      "He did say something about a 'him'," Elizabeth said. "Remember, Simon? He said something like 'he said you'd say that' or something."

      The officer scribbled something in his notebook. "Any idea who this 'him' is?"

      "No," Elizabeth said.

      "You?" the officer asked Simon.

      Simon remembered the exchanged glance between Benny Roth and the boy. Roth certainly had something to gain from his brother's death, but…"No," Simon said. "No idea, I'm afraid."

      The officer stared at Simon for a long moment and then nodded. "Thanks." He glanced at his notes. "You be at the Ambassador for a few more days?"

      "Yes," Elizabeth said.

      "Good," the officer said with a smile. "We'll be in touch."

      Strangely, an attempted murder hadn't put an end to the party. If anything, it seemed to have re-energized it. However, Simon had had his fill and convinced Grant and Elizabeth it was time to leave. He hadn't forgotten their earlier secret, and waited impatiently for them to offer it up on the drive to Grant's home.

      It wasn't until they were safely tucked away from the world in Grant's living room that Simon reached his limit. "What happened earlier?"

      Elizabeth flopped down onto the sofa and kicked off her shoes. "Attempted murder, mayhem, a little dancing."

      Grant made a tray of drinks and started toward the coffee table.

      Simon was not amused. "Earlier. What happened earlier when I went in search of Grant?"

      Grant doubled back and added a full bottle of scotch to the tray, paused and then added another.

      Elizabeth stopped massaging her feet, tucked them up under her and settled deep into the sofa cushions. She frowned and rubbed her arm in thought. "I'm not sure."

      "That's not an answer," Simon said. "Elizabeth--"

      "Don’t be too hard on her," Grant said as he set down the tray and offered Simon a drink. Simon took the glass, but placed it untouched on the side table next to the sofa. "Thorn has that effect on people."

      "Thorn." Just the mere mention of the man's name made Simon tense. "What did he do?"

      Elizabeth shook her head. "Nothing. I think. I was in the hall waiting for you and then he was just there."

      "He materialized out of nowhere?" Simon asked.

      Elizabeth gave him a sour look. "No. He came up behind me and was admiring the art."

      "I'm sure," Simon said as he paced behind the side chair adjacent to the sofa. He felt an irrational surge of jealousy and pushed it aside.

      If Elizabeth noticed his reaction, she ignored it. "And then Alan was there, and…"

      Grant took the seat opposite Simon's chair.

      "And…" Simon prompted.

      "I'm not sure," Elizabeth said with a frown and looked helplessly to Grant.

      "And?" Simon said to him, patience wearing very thin now.

      "And I think you'd better sit down."

      Why was it people said that? Was it supposed to somehow soften the blow? All it managed to do was heighten Simon's already pulsating anxiety. In lieu of strangling the truth out of everyone in the room, he forced himself to sit down and gestured for Grant to continue.

      "And your drink," Grant said. "You might want--"

      "What I want," Simon said angrily, "is to know what the bloody hell is going on!"

      "Simon…"

      "No," Grant said, "I don't blame him. He has every right." He leaned back in his chair and stared into the bottom of his glass before speaking. "Edgar Thorn is an…unusual man. People often feel the way Elizabeth does right now, confused and unsure, after an encounter."

      Simon frowned. "Encounter? That's an odd choice of words."

      "Is it? Edgar Thorn is an odd sort of man. Or no man at all."

      "What is it you're not saying, Mr. Grant?" Simon asked with far more patience than he had or Grant deserved.

      Grant pondered the question for a moment and then nodded, seemingly coming to some sort of conclusion. "What I'm about to tell you will sound absurd, even insane perhaps, but I assure you, I believe it with all my heart."

      He stood and walked over to a bookcase, scanning the shelves briefly before pulling down an old leather-bound volume. Grant pushed out a breath and carried the book over to Simon.

      "Are you familiar with the story of Faust?" he said as he held it out to him.

      Simon looked at the book -- Christopher Marlowe's The Tragicall History of the Life and Death of Doctor Faustus. "In the play, a German scholar, dissatisfied with the limits of knowledge, of his life, learns the black arts and summons Mephistopheles, a messenger for the Devil. Faustus offers Satan a bargain. In exchange for, I think it was 24 years of knowledge and power, Faustus will give the Devil--"

      "His soul," Grant finished for him.

      "It's an ancient legend," Simon said. "It predates Marlowe by several hundred years, perhaps more. From Paganini to military generals, people have claimed a deal with the devil has given them special powers or used it to justify witch hunts."

      Grant arched an eyebrow. "You're quite knowledgeable on the topic."

      Simon put the book aside. "I'm an academic. I've studied things like this for many years. But I fail to see what this has to do with Thorn."

      "Seven years ago, I was playing Richard the III in Poughkeepsie," Grant said as he walked over to stand in front of a fireless hearth. "Of course, back then I was Alan Krueger." He turned to face them, arms out at his sides. "Everything about me is a lie. I was born in New Jersey, for God's sake."

      "What happened in Poughkeepsie?" Simon asked, hoping to keep Grant from falling off the rails completely.

      "Nothing," Grant said. "Nothing ever happens in Poughkeepsie." He walked back over to his chair, but didn't sit. "And so, like every wide-eyed idiot, I came to Hollywood to seek my fame and fortune. And I was cast as 'Man Dying of Scurvy' in the Sea Beast. Fame and fortune seemed very far away. Until I met--"

      "Thorn," Elizabeth said.

      Grant nodded. "He was very persuasive. I thought he was joking at first, of course, but he had a way about him. As though he could see inside you and move the pieces around."

      "Yes," Simon said, remembering how he'd felt upon meeting Thorn. "But surely, you're not suggesting Thorn is some sort of Mephistopheles."

      "No." Grant sank down into his chair. "I think," he said, leaning back. "He's the Devil himself."

      Simon shook his head slowly. "You'll forgive me, but that seems a bit of a stretch."

      "It's absurd, isn't it?" Grant said. "And yet. After I signed my contract, everything I'd wished for came true. I'd spent years trying to do what he accomplished for me in the blink of an eye."

      "He's a man with a lot of power at the studio, isn’t he?" Elizabeth said. "He didn't need any supernatural help to create a career for you."

      "I told myself that at first. But then as I saw what he did for…to other people, I began to doubt."

      "People like Ruby?" Elizabeth said.

      "Yes."

      Simon shook his head. "That's hardly evidence of a demonic presence on the earthly plane. Thorn is a powerful manipulator," Simon said, "But beyond that…"

      Grant shed his coat and unbuttoned his shirtsleeve. "After I signed the contract, this appeared the next morning." He rolled his sleeve up to his bicep, took his handkerchief out and rubbed at the inner crease of his elbow. Once the covering make-up was gone, a small, raised bluish mark took shape. He sat forward and presented it for them to see.

      Elizabeth moved closer to get a better look. "The Devil's mark."

      Grant nodded. "We all have them."

      Simon was still far from convinced. Natural explanations far outstripped the supernatural ones at this point, although, it would be foolish to dismiss any possibility out of hand quite yet. He moved to sit next to Elizabeth and reached out to touch the scar. Grant pulled back. "I'm not afraid of it," Simon said.

      "You should be."

      "Devil's mark or not, it's not contagious." He felt along the skin. "Slightly raised, some sort of brand." Simon leaned back into the cushions. "That's hardly proof. Something like that can be produced with conventional means. A small branding iron."

      Grant rolled down his sleeve. "I think I'd remember that."

      "Yes, but Thorn is a master manipulator. Perhaps, he uses drugs somehow to magnify his powers of persuasion."

      Simon ticked off a list of potential causal agents in his mind, discarding most as quickly as he thought of them.

      "Wait a minute," Elizabeth said. "You said, 'We all have them.'"

      "Yes, that poor girl Ruby, Benny Roth and at least two other men who are already dead."

      "Benny Roth too?" Elizabeth said, putting the pieces together. "And Sam Roth?"

      Grant shook his head. "Not that I know of. The rest of us, you see, we all 'met' Thorn around the same time."

      "That dinner at Musso & Frank…" Elizabeth said.

      "A last supper of sorts," Grant said with a bitter laugh.

      Simon heard the fear and resignation in Grant's voice. Belief was half the battle. If Thorn had Grant convinced of his fate and Grant wasn't willing to fight for his own life, was Simon really ready to risk his own and Elizabeth's for him?

      "Do you want to live?" Simon asked Grant.

      The question caught him off guard. "Of course, I do. Doesn't--"

      "We're willing to fight, however we can to help you, but if you don't--

      "I told you," Grant said impatiently. "There's nothing you can do for me, but you're missing the point entirely. That's not why I am worried."

      "No?" Simon was skeptical of that.

      "Of course, I'd rather not forfeit my soul, but there's something else. When I interrupted Thorn and Elizabeth earlier this evening, he reminded me of…an option."

      "That sounds promising," Elizabeth said.

      Simon didn't share her enthusiasm. Historically, the options for such things were seldom favorable. Suddenly, he had a horrible cold as iron feeling in the pit of his stomach.

      Grant's expression grew dark. "A soul that has been bargained for can be retrieved if a purer soul, one that's unsullied, is given in exchange."

      "In several versions of the legend, a fair maiden does offer herself," Simon said.

      "In Hollywood, fair maidens are the legends." He looked at Elizabeth. "Present company excepted, I'm afraid."

      "Me? I'm not a maiden," she said. "I'm not a virgin. We do it all the time."

      Grant had the good sense to let that remark go. "My dear, it's not that part of you that he's interested in."

      "It's your soul," Simon said.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    
    
      Simon set his cufflinks down on top of the dresser and walked silently over to the overstuffed chair by the small table in their hotel bedroom. He'd been simmering since they'd left Grant's, and judging from his body language, he was ready to come to a full boil any time now.

      He looked at her through narrowed eyes as he tugged at one end of his bowtie. He loosened the knot and let the black ends of silk fall onto his chest. Elizabeth winced. She knew that look. That was the Dear God in Heaven, Woman, what have you gotten us into now? look. Which, honestly, she only half-deserved. Maybe three-quarters. But, Elizabeth also knew Simon's anger wasn't really directed at her all. He hated not being in control of things, and he hated her being in danger most of all.

      She braced herself for his opening salvo, but Simon just sighed heavily and sat down in the chair. He undid the top button on the collar of his shirt, still looking at her intently. Finally, he shook his head, leaned forward and loosened the laces to his dress shoes. Maybe he was going to have the whole argument with himself and leave her out of it completely?

      "Ridiculous," he said under his breath.

      Or not.

      He sat up in the chair, toed off his shoes and fixed her again with his most quelling glare. If she'd been a first year and not his wife, she would have scurried away like a rabbit. But, she knew the man behind the façade now and deep down, he knew she was right. That staying was right. He just needed to wander in the wilderness a little while first.

      "I didn't do it on purpose, you know?" she said.

      Simon leaned back in his chair and crossed one long leg over the other, his ankle resting on his knee. He arched an eyebrow and tugged off his sock. "Drawing the attention of the Devil or almost getting shot?"

      Ouch. "Uhm, the first part?"

      Simon hmm'd and switched legs.

      Elizabeth looked down at the rip in the side of her beautiful dress and poked a finger through the hole. This was why she shouldn't have nice things.

      Simon tossed his sock aside, put his bare feet on the floor and curled his hands around the front ends of the arm rests. He looked like a king on his throne, a damn sexy king, waiting for her to continue.

      "I seem to remember," Elizabeth said, "that I wasn't alone creeping down the hall after the armed man."

      "I don't creep."

      She saw the fleeting smile tug at the corner of his mouth. "You know what I mean," she said. "We saw someone in trouble and we helped him." She pointed at Simon and herself. "We helped him."

      "Yes, but this is different." He stood and untucked his dress shirt from his pants.

      "You don't really think he's the Devil, do you?"

      Simon paused and thought for a moment. "I'm not sure." He unbuttoned his shirt as he thought aloud. "Considering the things we've seen in our travels, it's not irrational to consider some sort of spirit or demon could be at work. But, a sociopath like Rasputin or Crowley seems far more likely. And hardly any more comforting a thought."

      Despite his words to the contrary, Elizabeth did find the thought an odd relief. She'd seen the demon in King Kashian's eyes and felt something…unnatural in San Francisco. She'd rather fight flesh and blood any day. Simon might still harbor a healthy skepticism, but she didn't. The unlikely grew more likely with everything she'd seen.

      "Regardless," Simon said, "devil, demon or sociopath; Thorn is dangerous. And the idea that he's focusing his attention on you…"

      She could see the muscles in jaw working as he shook his head. "Unacceptable."

      She couldn't argue with that.

      Simon must have taken her silence as acquiescence because he stood a little taller and said, "I'll call Jack in the morning."

      "Invite him for lunch at the Derby."

      "That isn't what I meant."

      Elizabeth smiled. "I know, but we can't leave. Not yet."

      "Grant himself said there's nothing we can do to help. Staying here, putting you in danger, is an unnecessary risk."

      "We don't know there's nothing we can do and I think it's necessary." She met him at the foot of the bed and turned around, silently asking him to unzip her and, hopefully, listen.

      Simon undid her dress and she took a few steps away.

      "It's too dangerous," he said simply.

      Elizabeth slipped the dress over her hips and stepped out of it. She laid it gently on the edge of the bed and turned to him. "It's--"

      Simon waved a hand to stop her. "If we're going to argue, you can't be naked." His eyes raked over her bare body. "I need my higher brain…something, and that…" he said gesturing with a sigh at her and losing his thought. His jaw clenched. "Elizabeth…"

      "All right." She retrieved their folded pajamas from the dresser drawer and heard Simon grunt in appreciation, as she turned away and bent over to get into them. She grinned demurely as she stood and tossed the bottoms across the room. They hit him in the chest and fell onto the bed between them.

      Elizabeth pulled on the pajama top and lifted her arms as if to say, is this better?

      "Thank you," he said, as he shed his shirt and unbuttoned his trousers.

      Elizabeth caught sight of his long, muscular thighs before having the sense to look away. "We still have three days until the contract runs out. And, it's not like this is a case of demon possession. Alan even said that the whole deal has to be voluntary. Thorn doesn't oogie-boogie and jump out like a soul snatching snatcher-person."

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Simon straighten up and begin to tie the pajama string. "Yes, but if there's truly nothing we can do--"

      "We don't know that. Alan's frightened, but he's a man." She ignored Simon's sour expression and pressed on. "He isn't used to asking for help. And besides, you don't help someone because they ask you to; you help someone because they need it."

      Simon had no reply to that. He walked into the bathroom and turned on the taps. "Don't forget Benny Roth. He's part of this too and, perhaps, just as dangerous."

      Elizabeth followed him into the bath and washed her face as they talked. "Do you really think he was behind the attempt on his brother's life?"

      "It's possible. I doubt he hired the boy, but there was definitely a connection between the two. At the very least, I think he encouraged it. The boy was genuinely upset, no doubt of that, but it was equally clear that he was far out of his depth. From his clothes and his accent, I'd guess a farmer, Midwest probably." Simon handed her a towel. "And poor. How did he get the money for the train ticket? How did he know where to find Sam?"

      "I hadn't thought of that. Poor kid," she said. "If Benny needed money and Sam wouldn't give it to him, killing him would be one way to get it."

      Simon nodded, leaned toward the mirror and touched the nearly-healed abrasion and bruise on his chin.

      "Does it still hurt?" Elizabeth asked.

      "No, but it does serve as a reminder."

      "That you should lead with your left?"

      Simon smiled tightly. "No," he said drawing out the word. He squirted a blob of toothpaste onto his toothbrush and handed the tube to her. "That being here is dangerous and has consequences."

      "We knew there would be risks. Sebastian's list, his unfinished missions, there's danger built in, but people need our help."

      She stuck her toothbrush in her mouth and started to scrub. Simon frowned and followed suit. They glared at each other over their toothbrushes. Eventually, Simon finished first and leaned over the sink to rinse. Elizabeth wasn't finished though and kept brushing. She could see it was making him impatient, which just made her brush that much longer.

      "Spit," he said. And when she smiled at him with a frothy, cheeky grin, he pointed at the sink. "In there."

      Elizabeth rinsed her mouth and the argument picked up where it left off. "When we agreed to come here," she said, "we accepted the risks."

      Simon shut off the light in the bath as they re-entered the bedroom.

      "Risk, yes, but not every risk." Simon walked around to his side of the bed and waited for her to get under the covers before turning off the light and joining her.

      "We knew it wouldn't be easy," she said to the darkness.

      Simon lay on his back and sighed. Elizabeth pushed herself up on an elbow and watched his face in the moonlight.

      "It will never be easy for me to put you in danger."

      His head rolled to the side and Elizabeth leaned in to kiss him. He pulled her into his arms and she shifted so that her head was resting on his chest.

      "Someone needs our help," she said. "The watch, the list. It's what we're meant to do. It's who we are now."

      Simon traced the contours of her check with the tips of his fingers. "Tomorrow," he said, his voice deep and husky. "We'll be those people tomorrow. Tonight, I just want to be a man who's lucky enough to be sharing a bed with his beautiful wife."

      

      

      Jack poured himself a cup of coffee and tried not to make a sound as he pulled his chair out from under the small table in Betty's kitchen. He started to take a sip, but could feel the heat against his lips as it drew closer. He blew on it a few times and set it aside to let it cool. Finally, he pushed it away.

      He'd woken up in plenty of women's beds in his life and usually the last thing on his mind was a hot cup of coffee. And yet, here he was -- waiting and worrying. Why had he eased his arms away from around Betty's warm body and slipped out of bed unseen? Why hadn't he kissed her shoulder and woken her in the early morning to make love again when sleep had given up on him? Why was he sitting here alone?

      He tried to distract himself from those questions by looking for something to eat, but his heart wasn't in it. His heart was still in bed with her. Why wasn't he?

      The answer was plain and painful in the cold light of day. He'd been such a fool, a fool for love, but a fool nonetheless. He wanted her. He wanted her so badly; he'd ignored everything but her. He'd ignored the warning bells that rang like air raid sirens now.

      He'd had plenty of relationships built on lies; maybe they all had been in a way. But now that he wanted to tell the truth, to be completely honest with someone, he couldn't. What could he see say? Hello, I'm from the future. Let's go to Carmel for the weekend?

      It was impossible.

      Could he stay? Could she go? What would any of that mean for the timeline? For them?

      "Good morning," a soft voice said from behind him.

      He turned and saw Betty looking more beautiful than any woman had a right to. She smiled shyly at him and wrapped her robe more tightly about her waist. Jack stood and kissed her lightly. She laughed and pulled him in for another, deeper kiss.

      His body responded as it had last night, all night.

      She eased out of his arms. "Hungry?"

      "Starved."

      She opened a small milk door, a little opening to a cubbyhole in the wall of the house for deliveries, and pulled out a fresh pint of milk. "I think I have some eggs."

      He nodded and she put the milk on the counter. "Good, and then maybe we can talk," Betty said. Jack felt his stomach clench at that. He didn't want to talk. He didn't want to keep lying. She turned around and a blush stole across her cheeks. "I don't really know anything about you."

      "I'm an open book," he lied and hated the way it tasted in his mouth. "Ask me anything."

      "Well," she said nervously. "Where are you from?"

      "Texas originally." The lies came naturally. He'd been telling them for far too long. "But I've lived lots of places. Chicago, Nevada."

      "Any family?"

      "Kid sister," Jack said, thinking of Elizabeth. "And her husband, I guess, too."

      "You don't like him?"

      "I do actually. It's just more fun if he doesn't know that." At least that part wasn't a lie.

      She laughed and then suddenly stopped. "What time is it? Would you get the paper?" she asked. "If I leave it out past eight, Mrs. Geary across the street steals it."

      "Sure," Jack said.

      Taking a last sip of his coffee, he went to the front door, glad to escape her questions and feeling guilty for the thought. He took a deep breath of fresh morning air and looked out at the sleepy neighborhood. What the hell was he doing? He had his second chance and it was practically perfect. And yet, he felt it all slipping away. He'd been supposed to keep to himself, keep a low profile. So much for that, he thought, as he waved and smiled to a rather shocked woman across the street who wrapped her robe tightly about her and ducked back into her house.

      Jack sighed and found the paper resting on the second step. As he picked it up, he unfolded it. Emblazoned on the front page was a picture of Sam Roth and Alan Grant with Simon and Elizabeth in the background. The headline read: Attempted Murder, Foiled by Star & Others.

      "So much for a low-profile."
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      The taxi wound its way up through the hills of Los Feliz, a small affluent community east of Hollywood and just touching the southern edge of Griffith Park. Rugged, chaparral and sage-covered slopes mixed with tall oaks and Manzanita pines.

      While Simon's knowledge of the occult was impressive and Elizabeth's wasn't too shabby either, both of them felt the reflexive need to research their problem. They'd checked in with Jack that morning, assuring him they were fine and telling him about their evening with Alan Grant.

      Simon gave Jack the highlights of Alan's revelation of his pact with Thorn and his suspicions about Benny Roth's involvement in Sam's attempted murder. They asked him if he could find a connection between Roth and the boy. It probably won't help them, but it might help the kid. They arranged to meet Jack for dinner that night at the Brown Derby and exchange notes. That left Simon and Elizabeth free to research.

      If they were going to find a way to help Alan, they needed to know more about his agreement with Thorn. While the Los Angeles public library was pretty impressive it was shockingly low on information about deals with the devil. For that, they needed a repository of esoteric knowledge. Luckily, Los Angeles was lousy with them. As it was in the future, Los Angeles attracted the oddball, the seeker, the alternative life-styler.

      Religious and philosophical outcasts had been making Los Angeles their home for the last ten to twenty years. The hills outside the city had housed Theosophical compounds and retreats of every imaginable variety. The trick was getting access. Not surprisingly, most of them relished their privacy and were wary of strangers. The one major exception was Manly Hall. Hall was an author, speaker and world-renowned mystic.

      They were headed for his soon-to-be opened Philosophical Research Society. The society itself hadn’t been founded yet, but the research materials were bound to be there. Or at least, they hoped they were. Manly Hall had spent the last few years traveling Europe and acquiring the preeminent collection of religious, occult and esoteric texts in the world. If anyone had material about a pact with the devil, it was Hall.

      "This isn't right." Simon leaned forward and instructed the cabbie on where he'd gone wrong and they turned around and started back down the hill. They passed Frank Lloyd Wright's Ennis House, an enormous building that looked something like a Mayan temple.

      "Curious, isn't it?" Simon said. "Modern architecture that imitates an ancient culture."

      Elizabeth peered out of the cab window. "What's old is new again."

      "Hall's place will be rather exotic like that too that when it's finished in a year or so."

      The taxi pulled up to a rather nondescript, but elegant, home set atop of a small ridge. Simon paid the driver and asked him to wait. The car idled behind them as they walked up the narrow stairs to the front door.

      She'd read about Hall before and was struck with a nervous energy as Simon rapped on the door. He was supposedly quite an imposing and charismatic figure.

      The door opened and a slim woman in a maid's uniform greeted them.

      "Is Mr. Hall here?"

      "Who is it?" a man's voice called from inside the house.

      Elizabeth had seen pictures of Manly Hall before, but they didn't do him justice. He looked like a very handsome and very big Harry Houdini. With black hair and penetrating eyes, he cut an impressive figure. Considering the creepy creepiness of others of his ilk, Aleister Crowley and Max Heindel, Manly definitely got all the occult chicks.

      "I'm Manly Hall," he said in a deep and yet gentle voice.

      Simon introduced them and, without asking why they were there, Hall invited them in. Simon waved to dismiss the taxi and they joined Hall in his, well, hall.

      "I'm a great admirer of your work," Simon said. "Your Secret Teachings of All Ages is seminal."

      Hall was pleased. "You've read it?"

      "Several times," Simon said. "I especially found your thoughts on alchemy and its exponents fascinating. In particular, the section on Paracelsus."

      "Ah, yes."

      "The depth of your research and understanding, it's astounding," Simon said. Elizabeth feared he was laying it on a little thick, but Hall seemed used to such effusive praise.

      "Thank you," he said and then added, clasping his hands, "And how may I help you today?"

      "I'm working on a paper myself. Nothing, of course, compared to your work, but I was wondering if you might allow access to some of your collection."

      Hall looked them both over quickly and nodded. "Lovers of wisdom are always welcome."

      Hall's library was immense, although obviously in a state of flux. Unsorted crates of books were stacked high along the far wall. "He seemed nice," Elizabeth said once Hall had left them alone to research.

      "He's brilliant, but a classicist and more than a little anti-Semitic." Simon scanned the spines along the top shelf. "Ah, Malleus Maleficarum and Grandier." He pulled two large tomes off the shelf and handed Elizabeth one. "These will do to start."

      For the next several hours they looked for something, anything that might give them a clue about how to help Alan. She read about Father Urbain Grandier, a French catholic priest who supposedly bewitched and bedded, with the help of several demons, a group of nuns in the early 1600's. The book even had plates depicting his contracts and signed by the demons themselves. Apparently, demons signed books like seventh grade girls, with little pictures and swooshes. She could swear one of them was actually a little heart. The priest had been promised "three days of whoring" for his soul. Not a good deal.

      She read passages about the Osculum infame, or the Devil's kiss that supposedly sometimes sealed contracts with witches who'd promised allegiance to Satan. In one of them, the witch had to literally kiss the Devil's butt. Only men could come up with stuff like this. They did find a few more "contracts," but they were clearly little more than ancient religious propaganda.

      From Popes to blues guitarists, people throughout the ages had claimed or been accused of pacts with the devil, but there was little actual evidence to support it. Simon and Elizabeth had even gone so far as to research a dozen or so of the so-called Devil's Bridges that were scattered throughout Europe. Each of them had a story, but none of them offered any help.

      The entire day had come up seven and two and off-suit, until Simon found a small volume on Giuseppe Tartini, an eighteenth century Italian composer and violinist. Neither of them had ever seen the book before. Previous accounts of Tartini's life tangentially mentioned his deal with the devil. But this book went into great detail and the story it told was frighteningly familiar, right down to a drawing of the Devil's mark Tartini supposedly had on his forearm. It was a perfect match for the scar on Alan's arm. Worse yet, was the claim that Tartini had extended his contract several times over his lifetime by offering proxy souls - all of them women, and all of them apparently so deeply in love with him that they gave themselves willingly.

      "Well, that's good, I guess, about the proxies," Elizabeth said, stretching her arms over her head to work out the kinks in her back.

      "Is it?"

      "I like Alan," Elizabeth said with a grin, "but my heart, and soul, belong to another."

      Simon frowned and closed the book. "Let's hope that's enough."

      Elizabeth leaned over and kissed him. "It always has been. I just wish we'd found something out that would help Alan."

      "We're not beaten yet," Simon said with confidence, but she could tell he was worried, about her, about Alan, about all of it.

      Truth be told, she was too.

      

      

      The Brown Derby was as fun and quirky on the inside as it was on the outside. The exterior was shaped like a giant derby hat, but actually extended into a long room in the interior. Two rows of plush, back-to-back, deep half-moon booths split the room down the middle. Tall dividers and the occasional strategically placed potted palm gave every table a feeling of intimacy and privacy. As she and Simon walked down the center aisle, Elizabeth could just imagine Lucy Ricardo looking over from her booth into William Holden's.

      She spotted Jack sitting in a corner booth beneath a wall of the Derby's famous caricatures. He caught her eye and slipped out to greet them. Jack kissed her cheek and shook Simon's hand. "How'd the research go?"

      "Mostly fruitless, I'm afraid," Simon said as he waited for Elizabeth to scooch into the center of the crescent-shaped booth before sliding in after her.

      "There was fruit," Elizabeth said. "It wasn't much, but it did mirror Alan's experience."

      Jack sat down opposite Simon. "That's good, right?"

      "Well," Simon admitted, "it is something. However, I'm still far from convinced that what's happening with Thorn," he said lowering his voice, "is anything more than some sort of mesmerism or coercive persuasion."

      Jack looked to Elizabeth for a translation.

      "Mind control," she said.

      "Really?" Jack sounded curious.

      "Mesmer, Rasputin--" Simon said.

      "Most of your Alan Rickman films," Elizabeth offered with a smile that was quickly quelled by Simon's unamused glare.

      "Svengali," Simon finished. "There is ample evidence of people throughout history who had incredible powers of persuasion. Religious leaders, politicians. Even actors. Some cult leaders are able to use their personalities and the weakness of their followers to convince them to do unimaginable things, commit crimes and even suicide."

      "I heard rumors about stuff like that during the war," Jack said. "Interrogation techniques, brainwashing, but…"

      "And yet it happens." Simon unfolded his white linen napkin and placed it on his lap. "More often than we'd like to think."

      "Have you ever wanted something so badly," Elizabeth asked Jack, "that you'd do anything for it?"

      In a very un-Jacklike way, Jack toyed with the silverware of his place setting. He quickly noticed Elizabeth watching him, frowned and consciously tried to stop fidgeting.

      Elizabeth filed his odd behavior away. "Imagine that someone incredibly charismatic comes along and tells you that he can give you what you want. For a price."

      Jack shook his head. "Yeah, but saying you can do it and pulling it off are two different things."

      "True, but--" Simon started to say, but fell silent as the waiter approached. They placed their orders and paused until the waiter left the table before continuing their conversation.

      "Believing something is a powerful thing," Elizabeth said.

      Jack sighed and Elizabeth saw his jaw work as if he were trying to keep from saying something. Finally, he settled on a distracted sounding, "Yeah."

      Whatever was bothering Jack was big. Super-spy or not, they'd spent enough time together, unguarded honest time, for her to see that he was troubled.

      Simon continued, oblivious to it. "The other complication is this notion of a proxy. That someone can be offered in a signee's stead."

      "You mean trick somebody into taking their place?" Jack asked.

      Elizabeth cast a quick glance at Simon and shook her head. "The other person has to do it willingly. Or at least that's what Alan and this book we found said."

      "I'm taking both of those sources with a healthy dose of skepticism," Simon said. "I'm not sure we can trust Grant's judgment in this, and the book we found also claimed that listening to Tartini's sonata too frequently could result in insanity."

      "Exhibit A: 'It's A Small World'."

      "Elizabeth, this is hardly a joking matter," Simon said before turning his attention back to Jack. "My dear wife not only managed to get shot at yesterday, she also caught Thorn's eye. He told Grant that she would make an excellent trade should he chose to exercise that option in his contract."

      Jack leaned forward, concern etched on his face. "I don't like the sound of that."

      "No," Simon said. "Neither do I."

      "Neither did Alan," Elizabeth said taking a sip from her water glass, "if anyone cares. Look, you shouldn't be worried about me--" Both men snorted and she chose to ignore that, "We should be worried about Alan. Whether we believe his deal is the real-deal or not, he does. And, in his mind, tomorrow, it expires and so does he."

      Jack and Simon exchanged some testosterone-coded looks before Jack sat back in his seat. "What can I do to help?"

      "I'm not sure," Simon said. "Did you learn anything else about Roth?"

      Jack shrugged. "Not much more than what I told you on the phone. I haven't found any connection between him and the kid, but I'll keep digging." He scratched his chin in thought. "He's desperate enough to do something like that, though. We were at dinner last night at the Shooting Star, that's his favorite club, and I overheard a few people talking how bad business was and that the cops weren't biting on his deal. They can afford to wait him out though. They can get his properties for peanuts once his business dries up."

      Abruptly, Jack ducked his head and Elizabeth turned to see what had alarmed him. "Speak of the devil," Jack said under his breath as he shifted in his seat, turning slightly into the booth.

      "I thought that was you," Benny Roth said to Simon as he approached their table. "I didn't get a chance to thank you properly last night for saving my brother."

      He stuck out his hand to Simon who reluctantly shook it. "We just happened to be in the right place at the right time."

      "Modest," he said, looking more distrustful than impressed. "Most people'd be looking for a way to cash in."

      Simon shook his head. "We're just glad everyone was safe."

      "Good people are hard to find," Benny said, looking them both up and down in a way that made Elizabeth distinctly uncomfortable. He looked at Jack for the first time and frowned. "Do I know you?"

      Jack looked up and smiled. "I don't think so."

      Benny narrowed his eyes and looked a little harder. "You sure? I could swear-"

      "I've just got one of those faces," Jack said as amiably and casually as possible.

      "Yeah," Benny said, clearly not agreeing.

      Whatever was going on, Jack obviously didn't want to be the center of Benny's attention.

      "I was sorry to hear about Ruby," Elizabeth said, hoping to shift Benny's focus.

      His eyes flashed to hers. They were like ice and then a cold smile lifted the corners of his mouth. It sent shivers up her spine and she had to consciously keep from flinching. Attention shifted, Elizabeth thought miserably.

      "Did you know Ruby?" Benny asked.

      "No, I was just--"

      Simon reached across the table and squeezed Elizabeth's hand in a display of support, but what he really meant was: Please, for the love of God, stop talking.

      "No," Simon said. "Sadly, we never had the chance. Your brother is all right, I take it?"

      And the hot potato of Benny's attention changed hands again.

      "Yeah," Benny said in a voice that wasn't exactly brimming over with brotherly love. "Thanks to you."

      "Please give him our best," Simon said hoping to put an end to the conversation.

      "I'll do that." Benny smirked and bowed his head in acknowledgement. "Enjoy your dessert."

      He left the table and Elizabeth felt another shiver. She assuaged herself with the last bite of chocolate cake.

      Simon glared at Elizabeth, clearly not pleased. "I don't know where to start. Drawing the ire of the local gangster or doing it by mentioning his dead girlfriend?"

      "It was the first thing I could think of," Elizabeth said.

      Jack raised a hand to stop Simon. "She was just trying to help. Maybe he did recognize me from one of the clubs," he added with a shrug, "I'd rather he didn't connect the dots, but there's not much of a picture if he does."

      Simon grunted in displeasure, but had to agree with Jack. He gave Elizabeth one last frustrated look and then thoughtfully narrowed his eyes at Jack. "We?"

      "We what?" Jack said.

      Simon leaned forward and put his elbows on the table. "Before Roth came over you said 'we were at dinner'. Please tell me you were out with an informant and not out on a date with one of your conquests."

      Jack looked down for a split second and then back up. "It's not like that."

      Uh-oh. If it wasn't like that it was like something else, something worse. Worried and distracted Jack plus "we" and "it's not like that" equaled trouble. Elizabeth had never been very good at math, but she could put two and two together.

      Simon was apparently way ahead of her. He shook his head and raised his eyebrows. "A woman? How many times did we go over the risks involved in your being here?"

      Jack raised his hands in submission. "Don't worry. I get it."

      "Do you?" Simon said. "A seemingly insignificant change to your life here can have serious repercussions in the future."

      Despite the fact that Jack offered a quick, "I know," Elizabeth knew him well enough to see that he was still working through it all. And for a woman to unbalance someone like Jack, whatever was going on had to be big or bad, or love.

      Relationships were his kryptonite. At first, Elizabeth had thought it was just the life of a spy - never letting himself get too close to anyone. But, Jack had dropped a few hints in conversations, when he was alone with her, when his guard was down. Somewhere along the way, he'd fallen in love and been burned. So badly, that he'd never really let anyone get close again. If he was serious about this woman, it was serious.

      "This woman," Simon said. "Is she someone your other self knows? Is involved with?"

      "It's under control," Jack said tightly.

      "Is it?" Simon said. "If you do something here that alters your own past -- a past that Elizabeth and I are part of -- is it still under control? Is any…liaison," Simon said lingering over the word significantly, "worth that?"

      Simon didn't see it, but Elizabeth did. Just the slightest wince at the word. This was definitely more than one of Jack's usual casual encounters. There was nothing casual about the pain in his eyes. Elizabeth's heart filled and broke for him in the same instant. Congratulations on your doomed romance.

      Oblivious to Jack's pain, Simon leaned forward and his hands clenching into fists as he tried to keep a check on his own growing worry. "If you are doing something that changes the original 1933 Jack's life, something that led him to not enlist or join another branch of the service, have you seriously considered the consequences?"

      Jack looked away again, sighed and nodded. His shoulders fell a little as he sat back in his seat. "You already gave me this lecture." His protest was half-hearted and she could see he was silently castigating himself.

      "And I'm going to give it to you again," Simon said. "Because here's what happens. You aren't in the OSS, so you aren't assigned to London. No one is there to stop King Zog's men from shooting Elizabeth. If by miracle she survives that and isn't imprisoned, without your help she's…tortured by Nazis, we're both probably killed. But that's hardly worst of it. Without your help, the Shard is surely lost. The Nazis gain control of it. Power shifts and the allies lose the war."

      Wow. Simon Cross, painter of bleak pictures, now available for children's parties and bar mitzvahs. Elizabeth chewed her bottom lip in worry. Between Simon's dire predictions and Jack's demeanor, she felt a little queasy.

      "So, as you can see," Simon said, leaning back, "I do worry. And with good reason."

      "You don't know that's how it'll be," Jack said.

      "Is that a risk you're really willing to take?" Simon said.

      Jack stared down at his empty plate and when he looked up, it was the most serious she'd ever seen him. He looked at Elizabeth briefly with a mixture of apology and reassurance. And then turned to Simon. There was no trace of his usual lighthearted charm and he met Simon's gaze with a steel glare and a hint of melancholy. He didn't say anything, but the answer was in his eyes. A man like Jack, who'd given everything for his country, who'd risked his life over and over for the cause, had one more sacrifice to make.
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      The midday sun reflected off the concrete of the studio. Being between the ground and buildings, it was like standing in a kiln. Elizabeth fanned herself with the script to Through the Dark Continent, which was at least good for something, and wondered at the mystery that was her husband.

      Simon looked at the bicycle with far less distaste than she'd expected. In fact, he seemed almost amused. He shrugged off his jacket and folded it into the basket that hung off the handlebars.

      "It's a long walk," Mr. Fox said seeing Elizabeth's expression of mistrust.

      She nodded and he waved as he headed back into the writers' building.

      She and Simon had come to the studio to talk to Alan. It still amazed her that he'd come to work today. All morning she'd felt the clock ticking down toward midnight. If his contract was real, it was scheduled to expire tonight. If she had less than a day to live, she wouldn't spend it here. Or maybe it was Alan's way of pretending none of it was happening.

      Whatever his reasons, he'd come to work and if they were going to find him, they had to get to Lot Three, which was apparently too far to walk. Sadly, golf carts had not made it to the big time yet. Limited private cars were allowed to drive through the studio and Simon and Elizabeth, as low-level writers, didn't rate. The studio's trolley route wouldn't get them much nearer than they already were. That left one option -- bicycles. They were the main source of transportation around the lot and in high demand. Luckily, Mr. Fox and Mr. Owl had offered theirs.

      The bikes were big, clunky beach cruiser types with broad handlebars and fat tires. "You do know how to ride, don't you?" she said with a grunt as she hefted the heavy bike out of its slot in the rack.

      Simon pulled his bike out of the rack without nearly the same effort. "We do have bicycles in England, Elizabeth."

      "I know, but it's just hard to picture you on one."

      He got onto the bike and held out his arms. "Behold."

      He actually looked quite at home, despite the incongruity of wearing a suit.

      Elizabeth's bike was a little too big for her, and worst of all, a man's bike, but there wasn't a choice. She glared at the bike's crossbar and tried to figure out what to do with her skirt. Finally, she hiked it up just enough to fling her leg over the seat and straddle the crossbar, on tiptoes.

      Simon snickered.

      "You try it in a skirt," she said. She'd ridden bikes all her life, but never one like this and never in a dress.

      Simon smiled and easily pushed off. He rode around in lazy circles while she continued to fumble. Her legs were too short, the seat was too high and the dress was getting in the way.

      "You can always ride," he offered as he circled past her, "on my handlebars," he finished with another pass.

      "I can do it." And she did, just barely. She planted her right foot on the pedal, which she couldn't see because of the flare in her skirt, pushed down and prayed. The bike wobbled beneath her until her left foot found its place and she gave it another pedal. Another pedal and she was fine. Once the bike had forward momentum, it stabilized and she sat down.

      She started down Main Street trying to remember the directions Mr. Fox had given them. She could make it as long as she didn't have to stop. Ever.

      Once they left the main studio lot, which was filled with sound stages, production buildings and offices, they hit the backlot. Or at least one of them. Mammoth Studios was well named. The backlots covered dozens and dozens of acres and were a crazy mishmash of times and places.

      They rode past a Spanish hacienda where, on the steps, men in dashing red and white uniforms fought with swords while bloodied comrades had lunch at a nearby craft services table. There was a replica of somewhere on the left bank in Paris where a couple ran up a cobblestone street under a downpour of rain from a giant sprinkler system above them. A quaint square straight out of small town anywhere USA was empty except for a few people staring up at the clock tower making notes.

      All of the buildings looked genuine enough from the front if you didn't look too closely. It was only as you passed that you saw the beams and struts holding up the façades. It was all sort of dreamlike -- snatches of disparate things, images that never really took hold, a living montage.

      They were stopped for filming at one crossroad and Elizabeth barely managed not to tip over. To their right was a long frontage for a New York Street and to the left a long narrow river with sets dressed to look like somewhere in the Netherlands. They passed a Chinese street, a cemetery and two more New York streets before making it to the outskirts of Lot Three and the enormous sets for Alan's ill-fated last film, Through the Dark Continent.

      There were two main sets and several smaller set-ups each designed to look like deepest darkest Africa, or at least Hollywood's version of it. The main village set had several thatched huts in front of a jungle backdrop that consisted of a few native California trees like Eucalyptus with fake vines hung over the branches, large exposed jungle tree roots and lots and lots of large potted banana and palm trees. A few of the "natives" sat around a card table playing poker as they waited for their next scene.

      Most of the focus was on the other major set piece -- a forty-foot tall temple, made out of rough-hewn rock carved out of a cliff-face. Elizabeth shaded her eyes against the bright sun as she looked at the set. At various levels of the temple small clusters of natives dressed in leather thongs, feathers, and body paint pounded the staffs of their spears into the rock as they stomped in rhythm and chanted something unintelligible. Two big cats, a lion and a tiger paced the inside of their cages, embedded in the cliff.

      Simon whispered in her ear and pointed toward a small group of intrepid adventurers as they made their way up a twisty path that led to the top level of the temple. Alan was at the head of the group of explorers and just about to greet a skinny old tribal chieftain with a ridiculously enormous headdress.

      If there were thirty people on the set there were easily twice as many behind the cameras. Some held cables and other equipment, while others stood by lights and reflective panels. A half dozen men stood on a ten-foot wooden platform with a camera mounted at the top and at least a dozen more centered around a large camera crane that rose up nearly thirty feet in the air.

      "Come on, natives, you can give me more than that!" a man with a bullhorn yelled. "Chant harder for God's sake!"

      The natives did.

      "Keep going, Alan, good! You're nearly there!" the man yelled again. "Get ready, Morty!"

      Alan, dressed as the great explorer Stanley, reached the top level of the temple. He took off his pith helmet and bowed.

      "Now, Morty!"

      The little old chieftain raised his hands to the sky and joined in the chant. Alan staggered back a step as a five-foot long ape hand rose up from behind the mountain. The chanting got faster, louder. The chief turned to greet the giant beast and his headdress fell off.

      "Cut!"

      Instantly, the chanting stopped. The little old man shrugged and tried to put the headdress back on. Another man popped out from behind the giant ape hand to see what was going on.

      "Damn it. Wardrobe!"

      Alan laughed and clapped the old man on the back. Then, he turned and shielded his eyes against the glare of the sun as he waited for direction.

      Someone whispered in the director's ear. He held up his megaphone. "That's lunch!" He stormed off with a retinue of people apologizing in his wake.

      Several men scrambled up the rock and helped the natives and adventurers navigate the dangerous climb back down. Once he was on terra firma again, Elizabeth called out to Alan.

      He waved back and met them just in front of the main camera rig. "Well, hello," he said with a broad smile. There was no hint of the morose man they'd left the other night or the one she'd spoken to on the phone yesterday. "What do you think?" he said waving at the emptying set.

      "Amazing," Elizabeth said, feeling a tingle of excitement. It was all so absurd and wonderful.

      Simon on the other hand…

      Alan noticed his frown. "Something wrong?"

      "Well," Simon said. "Tigers are not indigenous to the African continent."

      Alan put a hand on his shoulder. "Neither are fifty foot apes, my dear fellow." He turned him toward the long line of picnic tables. "Now, how about lunch?"

      A long buffet had been set up under tents adjacent to the set. With the precision of a Roman legion the caterers fed over one hundred members of the cast and crew. Elizabeth, Simon and Alan joined the other members of his "expedition" at a table in the shade of a large oak across the dirt street from the set. Alan regaled the group with stories of his early pictures.

      After lunch was over, she and Simon took him aside. For a man with hours to live, Alan seemed undisturbed, even happy. He was acting like it was just a normal day. Elizabeth was filled with a mixture of awe and concern. If she thought she had one day to live, she's pretty sure she wouldn't spend it at work as though nothing were wrong. But, then again, UCSB was a far cry from Mammoth Studios.

      "What should I do?" Alan said as he leaned against a tree and lit a cigarette. "This," he said through an exhale, "is who I am."

      "You could leave here," Elizabeth said. She hated to run from anything, but sometimes getting the heck out of Dodge was the best choice. "Maybe if you can get away from him…"

      "My dear," he said with a sad smile. "An actor never leaves Hollywood behind. Hollywood leaves him."

      "All right, let's try it again!" the director yelled through his bullhorn.

      "Try not to worry," he said, gently touching her cheek. "I've had a good run."

      Elizabeth's heart sank at his words.

      "That damn head-thing better stay on this time!" the director cried. "Alan!"

      Alan crushed out his cigarette and started for the set. "Come by the house at six!" he called over his shoulder before turning around. "And put on your best. We're going out tonight!"

      And just like that he joined the rest of the cast as they took their places for another take.

      Simon's arm wrapped around her waist. "There's nothing more we can do, Elizabeth." His voice was comforting, but resigned.

      Why was everyone so ready to just give up? She looked back up at Alan climbing to the top of the set. Stanley didn't give up and she wasn't going to either. "There's one thing we haven't tried."

      "What's that?"

      "Thorn."

      

      

      Simon wished, and not for the first time, that he could throw Elizabeth over his shoulder and carry her away to somewhere safe. Of course, he couldn't and, the longer he spent with her, the more he realized that when it came to Elizabeth, nowhere would be safe enough. Certainly though, going to see Thorn was just about as far from safe as he could imagine.

      When Thorn's secretary told them that he wasn't in today, Simon felt the relief of a last reprieve. That was until Elizabeth asked for and was given Thorn's home address.

      If Thorn hadn't shown an interest in Elizabeth, Simon might have almost willingly gone along with her foolish plan. Under the current circumstances, it was unthinkable. There was a difference, he pointed out, in seeing a lion in a cage at the zoo and walking out into the jungle and sticking your damn head in its mouth. It was madness. At that, he drew the line, and Elizabeth promptly stepped over it.

      She gave his hand a reassuring squeeze as they walked up the front steps to Thorn's Beverly Hills home. Simon looked down at her in wonder. Perhaps she was the one with mind control powers.

      Of course, she'd been right. They'd come all this way, risked everything so far; they had to at least try to confront Thorn. It was, he hated to admit, the right thing to do. Not just right in the sense of helping Grant, but in the grander scheme. She'd seen their place in that plan long before he had. It was, no doubt, her openness to the world that let her see it. And, it was, he felt with no joy in the irony, her openness that worried him the most.

      He'd always been a man who lived behind walls, first at Grey Hall and then of his own creation. She'd managed to find a way inside them. However, as much as she'd like to think she had, she hadn't torn them down. He'd merely rebuilt them with her inside. Of course, that didn't last, couldn't last. Elizabeth saw to that.

      "Ready?" she asked as she reached for the doorbell.

      He wasn't; they weren't, but it wasn't for lack of trying. When he'd finally reluctantly agreed to see Thorn, he'd done so on the condition that she learn mental techniques to try to keep Thorn at bay.

      Elizabeth had said something about Occlumency and some Professor Snape. He'd merely nodded, not having any idea what she meant, and instructed her on the few methods he'd come across in his studies. Primarily, they were ways of focusing the mind on positive things - an anchor for thought and emotion. None of them were designed for whatever it was Thorn might be doing, but it was the only defense they had. Assuming, of course, as Elizabeth pointed out, he wasn't an agent of the dark lord. Then, all bets were off.

      Simon heard footsteps approaching from behind the door and held on to Elizabeth's hand a little more tightly. A butler in full dress opened the door and invited them to wait in the front parlor.

      Thorn's home was elegant and tasteful. Simon wasn't sure what he'd expected. Heads mounted on the wall? A necklace of ears? In an odd way, that might have been more comforting than the beautiful, far too normal home they'd stepped into. It would have been preferable to see Thorn for the monster he was. This veil of charm was more dangerous than fangs.

      After a few moments, the butler returned. "Mr. Thorn is waiting for you in his office."

      "Remember your focus point," Simon said, tapping his chest, as they were led through the foyer. "Everything will be all right."

      She smiled up at him. "I know."

      Thorn sat behind a large mahogany desk. He lifted his head and smiled in a way that made Simon rethink his abandoned, throw-Elizabeth-over-his-shoulder strategy.

      "Come in," Thorn said. "I've been wondering when you might stop by."

      He rose from his chair and came around the desk to greet them. Simon and Elizabeth didn't walk too far into the room. They stayed on the far edge of the Persian rug, sure to keep some distance between Thorn and them.

      Thorn gestured to the chairs in front of his desk. "Please?"

      "No, thank you," Simon said. They wanted to stay alert and focused.

      Thorn shrugged diffidently and leaned back against the front of his desk. "As you wish. Although," he said turning his attention to Elizabeth, "you can't really appreciate my collection from there."

      He drew their attention to a large case mounted on the wall behind his desk. Behind the glass, pinned to black velvet were dozens of butterflies, their iridescent wings open as if caught in midflight.

      "Aren't they beautiful?" he said, almost lovingly. "These are a few of my favorites."

      Simon looked down at Elizabeth and saw the anger and disgust in her eyes. He squeezed her hand. "We're here to discuss Alan Grant."

      Thorn didn't look away from his collection. "Are you?"

      "Yes," Elizabeth said. "We want you to release him from his…contract."

      Thorn chuckled. "Do you?" He eased off the desk, walked back around it and sat down again. "Surely, that's a matter between Grant and the studio."

      "That isn't what she meant," Simon said.

      Thorn placed his palms on the edge of the blotter on his desk and pushed himself back more deeply into his chair. "No?"

      Elizabeth started forward, but Simon's touch on her arm kept her where she was. "You know what we're talking about."

      "I'm sure I don't," Thorn said. "Why don't you tell me?"

      "Your agreement with Grant," Simon said sharply. "Whatever coercion you used, it won't work in the end."

      "Coercion? Is that what he told you?" Thorn steepled his fingers in front of him and looked at Simon in a way that felt as though the man was seeing right through his soul. Simon's hand slid down Elizabeth's arm and gripped her hand tightly. Focus.

      Thorn touched his index fingers to his lips. "No, I don't think he did. He told you the truth."

      Simon tamped down his growing feelings of unease. "What he thinks is the truth."

      "And you're unconvinced." Thorn leaned forward. "It might be fun to convince you," he said more to himself than to them.

      "Whoever," Simon said, struggling to keep his mind clear, "whatever you think you are, it doesn't matter to me."

      "Oh, but it does," Thorn said with a soft laugh. "So much, so very much." His eyes shifted to Elizabeth.

      Simon's heart stuttered and then raced. He could feel his control slipping away. He gripped Elizabeth's hand even more tightly and clenched his other hand into a fist. This man standing in front of him was flesh and blood, he told himself. This was no devil he was talking to. Just a man. "Your lies won't work on us."

      "The only lies I need are the ones you tell yourself," Thorn said. "You're quite adept at that aren't you, Cross?"

      The tension in Simon's muscles intensified until he could hear the rapid thrumming of his own heart.

      "I can give you what you want," Thorn said, and then he glanced at Elizabeth. "I can keep her safe."

      The sound of his own blood rushing through his ears was white noise against the world.

      Simon.

      The voice sounded like it was underwater -- distant and muffled, but insistent. "Simon…Simon!"

      He felt her tug on his arm and, still dazed, he turned to look at her. Elizabeth's eyes were wide with worry. "Focus," she said, cupping his cheeks and forcing him to look into her eyes. "Remember? Focus on me."

      Simon felt the clouds begin to part, and Elizabeth turned to Thorn. She pulled herself to her full five foot four and met Thorn's gaze with a calm assurance Simon envied. "Our souls are not for sale."

      Despite the confidence in her declaration, Thorn didn't seemed convinced, but didn't press the matter. "We'll see."

      Elizabeth didn't relent. "We're here about Alan Grant."

      Thorn grew instantly bored and waved a dismissive hand in the air. "There's no point in that. His contract has nearly been fulfilled."

      Simon pushed the last bit of haze from his mind. "We'd like to see it. The contract."

      "I'm afraid only the contract holder has the right to ask that."

      "That's convenient," Simon said. "A contract no one else can see."

      "I assure you, they are quite legitimate. I went to great lengths to ensure my contract was drawn up according to the laws of man. Jurisdictional issues and all." Thorn smiled. "In my line of work, you become well acquainted with quite a few attorneys."

      "What do you get out of it?" Elizabeth asked suddenly.

      Thorn shrugged. "Their souls."

      "Assuming that's possible," Elizabeth continued. "Why?"

      Thorn was surprised at that. He arched an eyebrow and put down the pen he'd been toying with. "In all my years, which are considerable, no one has ever thought to ask me that. Fascinating." He paused to give the matter some thought. "I'm not sure I can put this in a way you can understand."

      "Try me," Elizabeth said lifting her chin defiantly.

      Thorn's eyes lit up; he obviously enjoyed the sparring. Simon did not.

      "I began because I enjoyed the challenge and the pride in collecting something valuable. A man has nothing of greater value than his soul. But now…I think it's what I'm meant to do. It's who I am. It's why I'm here. Do you understand?"

      "Yes," she said. "We feel the same way."

      "Do you?"

      "We're here to stop you," she said. "That's who we are."

      Thorn smiled, amused. "Pity," he said as he leaned back in his chair. "Time is not on your side."

      "We still have a day left."

      Thorn grinned. "Less than that."

      Elizabeth narrowed her eyes and smiled as if she had the most wonderful secret in the world. "You're not the only one with a few tricks up his sleeve."

      Thorn arched an eyebrow in expectant pleasure. "I look forward to it."

      What in God's name was she talking about? Simon gripped Elizabeth's arm and edged her toward the door.

      "Me too," she said as if they were arguing about next week's football match.

      When Simon had finally led her out of the room and out of Thorn's home, he turned to her and asked, "What was that all about?"

      "I don't know," she said angrily. "He makes me cranky."

      Simon ignored that and led her further down the street. The farther away from Thorn they got, the better. "And the tricks we have up our sleeves?"

      "It's a bluff."

      Simon sighed, although he knew that was going to be her answer.

      Elizabeth surprised him and stopped walking. "Daddy always said, when you get a handful of nothing, bet 'em like you got 'em."

      She looked up at him with such fierce resolve he almost believed her.

      "Yes, but wasn't your father a rather poor poker player?" Simon said as kindly as he could.

      Elizabeth's face crumpled. "I was hoping you wouldn't remember that."

      

      

      Jack leaned back against the warm sand and felt it cling to his wet skin. The sun hung low in the sky and cast a bright yellow path from West to East along the surface of the ocean. Betty walked back and forth along the shore as the gentle breakers foamed around her ankles. She looked up and waved at him. He lifted a sandy arm and waved back. It was the beginning of their goodbye.

      He knew after dinner with Simon and Elizabeth that it had to end. Hell, he knew before then. Even before Cross' warnings, he'd sensed deep down inside that this couldn't be. He'd thought losing her the first time had been hard, but it was nothing compared to this. Every moment was a torture.

      She walked toward him, her hips swaying as her feet dug into the softening sand.

      "That was great," she said, bending down to pick up a towel and drying off. "We sure don't have that in Fort Wayne."

      When she'd asked him to come here today, he should have said no. He should have broken it off right then and there. But he hadn't. He wanted one last day, one last day to sear everything into his memory including the pain. He deserved that and more.

      Betty wrapped the towel around her as if she'd just come from the shower and sat down next to him. The setting sun made her skin look like gold. She leaned in to Jack and bumped him with her elbow. "You in there?"

      She smiled at him and the wind blew a wet tendril of hair across her eyes. She brushed it away and tilted her head. "John?"

      "I'm fine," he lied. How many had he told? "Just," he said, nodding toward the ocean, "it makes you think."

      She leaned into his side and wrapped an arm across his back. He felt her soft cheek rest on his shoulder as she gazed out at the ocean. It was wonderful and perfect and he'd never been so miserable.

      He'd been a damn fool to have started it in the first place. Deep down, he must have known it would end this way. Could only end this way.

      God, he'd been so selfish. He'd wanted her and everything else had fallen away. He'd put all the people he cared for at risk, the whole damn war at risk, just to be near her. And he was being punished for it now. If he'd just stayed in the shadows that day in the alley or walked away any of the days since, this wouldn't hurt so damn much. And, of course, he thought with a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach, in the end, he'd ended up hurting her the most. Or he would, when he finally found the courage to say goodbye.

      Just one more sacrifice for the war.

      He felt Betty shiver and burrow closer to him for warmth. "What do you think for dinner tonight? Maybe that little Italian place again?"

      "I can't," he said and she leaned away. Jack sat up and pulled one knee toward his chest. "My sister and husband have some event or something, and I'm supposed to go and be supportive."

      Betty was disappointed, but she tossed her head to the side. "That just means more meatballs for me."

      "I'm sorry," he said, wishing she could know how much and knowing she never would.

      Every scenario - his staying, her leaving and none of them could be. This could never be.

      "That's okay," she said waving it off. "We can go tomorrow."

      "Sure," he said. He brushed some sand from her shoulder. "I'll miss you."

      "It's just one night, silly." She leaned in and kissed him. Just a quick, reassuring kiss, but he caught her cheek in his hand as she started to pull away. He looked into her eyes and then down to her lips and gently guided her mouth back to his. Her lips were soft and tender.

      When the kiss was over, she eased back and looked at him in such an odd way. Whatever it was in her eyes, it passed. She smiled and turned back to watch the sun kiss the horizon. He watched her and felt his heart ache and knew that it would never go away.
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      Simon and Elizabeth went over everything they'd seen, everything they'd learned again, looking for some clue, any clue to help them save Alan. There must have been something they'd overlooked. Elizabeth refused to accept anything else.

      They'd called Alan to see if they could look at his copy of the contract, but of course, he didn't have one. "Paperwork was never my strong suit," he'd said.

      She and Simon talked in circles through the rest of the afternoon until a knock on the door interrupted them. A messenger carried in several large boxes, a bouquet of flowers and a note from Alan. They were cordially invited to his house for cocktails, formal attire required. God only knew what Alan was planning for his last night. Or what he saw as his last night, Elizabeth corrected herself. Even if he saw it that way, she wasn't ready to give up. For now, though, all they could do was stay with Alan and be there when the time came and hope for a solution.

      Elizabeth reread Alan's note, looking for some clue as to what he had planned for tonight, but all it said was something about "cocktails and fun". Formal fun.

      Simon still had his tuxedo, but Elizabeth's only formal dress was still in need of repair. Of course, Alan knew that and had taken the liberty of sending several gowns for her to choose from. A small token of thanks, the note had said, for their friendship.

      Every dress fit perfectly, not too surprising considering Alan was hardly a novice when it came to women's figures. Elizabeth settled on the pale gold silk brocade floor length gown. The red was too wicked city woman and the black, well, she refused to think about how that one made her feel. Alan had also sent a white fur stole. Elizabeth wasn't comfortable with the idea of wearing fur, but it was a cool evening, by Los Angeles standards, and she couldn't bring herself to do anything to insult Alan's generosity.

      At six o'clock the front desk rang letting them know that a car had arrived for them. Alan had certainly thought of everything.

      The drive to his home was quiet. Simon tried to reassure her that the night wasn't over. They would stay with him through the night and when midnight came, they'd find a way. She just wished Alan didn't seem so resigned to it all. He obviously loved being a movie star, but if he just had something else to live for? Or someone, she thought as the car turned up Camden Drive. Walking down the side of the road was a familiar figure. It was the girl who'd been at Alan's the other day. Elizabeth had a hunch and called for the driver to pull over.

      "What on earth are you doing?" Simon asked as she jumped out of the car.

      She poked her head back in through the open door. "Following a hunch. You go ahead and I'll catch up."

      "Elizabeth--"

      She pointed at Grant's driveway barely one hundred feet up the road. "It's right there. I want to talk to the girl. Alone."

      Simon swallowed his protest and nodded curtly. Elizabeth closed the door and the car pulled away.

      Elizabeth hurried to catch up. "Wait!" The girl either didn't hear her or didn't want to talk and continued down the street. Elizabeth lifted the hem of her dress and dashed across the street. "Girl from Alan Grant's!"

      Finally, she stopped and turned. Elizabeth waved to her and caught up.

      She looked at Elizabeth with a worried expression, taking in the dress and the fur. "Are you his girlfriend?"

      "Alan's? No. Just a friend. A good friend."

      The girl glanced nervously up the street and frowned. "Who's he?"

      Elizabeth followed her gaze. Simon stood at the end of the driveway, watching and waiting, and trying to be discreet. "He's my husband." She waved him away. "Ignore him. I'm more interested in who you are."

      The girl's forehead creased and she nervously tucked a blonde curl behind her ear. When she looked back up at Elizabeth with her pale blue eyes, Elizabeth knew she couldn't be anyone else. "You're his daughter, aren't you?"

      Her wobbly chin was all the reply Elizabeth needed. "Grace," she said and fresh tears started to spill.

      Elizabeth slipped an arm over Grace's slender shoulders as they trembled. "It's all right, honey. Let's go on up to the house."

      Elizabeth eased her around, but she shook her head. "They'll just send me away again."

      Elizabeth narrowed her eyes. "Not this time." She hugged her to her side. "Trust me?"

      Grace looked a little dubious, but she nodded.

      "Good."

      Elizabeth led her up the street to where Simon waited for them. He arched an eyebrow and offered a tentative, "Hello."

      Grace gave him a weak smile.

      "Would you keep her father occupied," Elizabeth said with a not so subtle nod toward Grace. "While we have a little chat?"

      Simon's eyes widened in surprise. "Of course," he said and gave Elizabeth his patented what are you doing now? expression. She returned it with a glare and he knew enough not to press the point.

      Grace sniffled loudly. Simon’s attention shifted to the girl. He frowned and then reached into his tuxedo jacket, pulling out a handkerchief. He held it out to the girl. She looked at it uneasily until his expression softened. "It will be all right," he said gently.

      She smiled gratefully and took the handkerchief. Elizabeth gave Simon's hand a quick thank you squeeze which earned her a don't make me regret it look.

      The three of them silently walked up the drive. When they reached the front door, Peter was standing there looking very uncomfortable.

      "I'll take responsibility," Elizabeth assured him.

      Peter looked anxiously from the girl to Elizabeth and then to Simon.

      "Is there a place where the two of us can talk?" Elizabeth asked.

      Peter frowned, but nodded and escorted them to the study. Grace looked around the room anxiously and wouldn't sit until Elizabeth told her it was all right. Elizabeth brought her a glass of water from a carafe by the desk. She took a tiny sip. Poor kid, Elizabeth thought, as she took off her ridiculous fur stole and sat down on the ottoman. She looked closely at the girl. Her clothes were simple and conservative and her tears were certainly genuine.

      "How long have you been trying to see him?"

      "About a week," Grace said, putting the glass of water on the end table. "I came all the way from Philadelphia."

      "That's a long way."

      The girl nodded proudly. "I saved up. Momma didn't want me to come, but said I had a right to meet him."

      "You've never met?"

      Grace shook her head. "I just found out who he was."

      Elizabeth heard Simon's voice in her head. A gold digger? The mother looking for money and sending the child? People probably tried to put the touch on men like Alan Grant all the time.

      Grace seemed to sense Elizabeth's train of thought and said quickly, "I'm not here for money or anything like that. I just…I lived my whole life not knowing my father and then I find out who he is. And, I know it's silly, but I felt like I kind of did know him. From his movies."

      Elizabeth nodded. "It's not silly."

      "And then I had enough saved and I wanted to see for myself if the man I saw up there is who he really was." Her cheeks trembled. "But he won't even see me. I just want him to see me."

      Elizabeth covered Grace's hand with hers. "And he will."

      Ten minutes later when Elizabeth finally joined Simon and Alan in his living room, she wasn't sure whether to just cry or cry and then hit someone. The poor girl endured nights with relatives who thought she was foolish for trying and days waiting for her father to let her in the front door. That ended tonight.

      "So glad you could join us," Alan said as he held up a drink for her and gestured to Simon. “Your husband’s been about as much fun as an empty bottle of gin. Barely said two words. We still have a few hours before the premier though..." Her expression swiftly wiped the smile off his face. "What's the matter?"

      "That's what I was going to ask you," Elizabeth said. "I just had a very interesting conversation with a very distraught young girl."

      Alan started to put the drink he'd offered her down and decided to drink it himself instead. "I appreciate your concern--"

      "My concern?" Elizabeth was not going to be put off. "That girl is your daughter."

      No matter how practiced an actor Alan was he couldn't hide the shame and the pain he felt in that moment. Elizabeth tried to make sense of it, to come to Alan's defense in her head, but she simply couldn't.

      “There is nothing you can say to me that I haven’t already said to myself,” Alan said.

      “You’re an ass,” Simon said.

      “Including that.” Alan put his empty glass down and stared into the crystal for a moment. “It's far better this way, don’t you think? Considering my rather imminent demise."

      "No, I don't think." Elizabeth tried to control her anger. "All she wants to do is see you. To see her father. Doesn't she deserve that at least? Don't you love her at all?"

      "Of course I do!" Alan said and then again more softly. "Of course I do."

      Simon shook his head, glowering at Alan. “What sort of man abandons his own child?"

      “She was better off without me,” he said quickly. “They both were.”

      Alan picked up and put down his empty glass.

      “I don’t believe that,” Elizabeth said.

      “I am not a hero,” Alan said softly. “I am not that man you see up on the screen. I am flesh and blood and flawed.” Alan’s blue eyes filled with deep pain and regret. "Feet of clay, my dear, feet of clay," he said before walking a few slow paces to a chair and sinking into it. "I want to see her very, very much, but now…" He shook his head. "She deserves far more than I can give her."

      "You're her father."

      "I am a dead man," he said.

      Elizabeth looked at this man she'd so admired and saw the truth. "You're afraid."

      "Yes," he said in a voice barely more than a whisper. "I am a coward. I ran away from her and her mother years ago and I haven't stopped yet."

      "It isn't too late," Elizabeth said. "She's amazing."

      Pride flashed across Alan's face before he shoved it away. "All the more reason to send her away. If Thorn should see her…" He shook his head, dispelling the thought.

      "Go see her," Elizabeth said. "Just spend a little time with her and we'll keep her away from Thorn, I promise. Give her an hour. You owe her that at the very least."

      Elizabeth could see his resolve weakening. "My father died when I was seventeen. And I would give anything to see him again, even if it was just for an hour."

      She held out her hand to Alan. "She's waiting."

      Alan took her hand and stood. He reached out and gently touched her cheek. "Oh, Lucia."

      Alan's eyes were wet as he nodded and took a deep, bracing breath. He walked to the door and paused. He didn't turn back, but asked, "You'll wait?"

      "We'll be here."

      

      

      Alan spent the next hour talking with his daughter. What they said, Elizabeth didn't ask, but when they saw him again, Alan looked like a man who'd just learned Santa Claus was real -- stunned and delighted and unsure of his strange new reality. He seemed ready to face anything, even Thorn. Maybe he finally had something real to live for.

      Peter dropped off Grace at her aunt’s house and came back to take Alan to the premiere. Elizabeth was a little surprised he still wanted to go, but as he put it, tonight could be his final performance as Alan Grant and he was going to enjoy it.

      As their limousine pulled onto Hollywood Boulevard, Elizabeth could see the giant searchlights scanning the night sky in the distance. Huge ten-foot cutouts of showgirl's legs caught in mid-kick were strung up along the street lamps like Christmas decorations. The sidewalks were packed with people trying to get a glimpse of their favorite star.

      They drove past the theater and Elizabeth strained to see out of the back window. Grauman's Chinese Theatre was magnificent. The front part of the façade rose nearly one hundred feet in the air and was flanked by two gigantic coral red columns that were capped by wrought iron masks and a bronze roof. Between the columns an enormous dragon carved from stone and two giant Foo Dogs guarded the entrance. Standing over the main entrance was a thirty-foot pair of showgirl legs and the signature sign of the movie premiering, "Chorus Girl!"

      Their limousine u-turned in front of a police barricade and lined up with the other cars pulling up in front of the red carpet. Fans clamored to see inside the car. When it was their turn, Alan smiled happily and said, "Once more unto the breach, dear friends. And try to have some fun," he added with a grin.

      As Elizabeth stepped out of the car, the flashbulbs and cries to "look here" were overwhelming. Alan stood on one side and Simon on the other as they paused to give the press a few good shots. In front of them, an actual red carpet showed the path toward the forecourt of the theater. A voice boomed over loudspeakers that Alan Grant and friends had arrived and a cheer went up as the crowd pressed against the velvet ropes and security guards.

      Alan soaked it all in -- the screaming, noise, the people reaching out to touch him. His eyes glittered in the bright lights.

      "A marvelous chaos, isn't it?" Alan said, before urging her to walk with him up the carpet.

      The three of them paused in the middle of the path for another set of pictures. Simon shifted uncomfortably next to her and frowned at the crowd, looking more like a bodyguard than a dashing escort. But he was dashing and so was Alan and the frenzy of energy was making her skin tingle. Not to mention that she was standing in the famous forecourt of Grauman's Chinese Theatre where stars had left their legacies in the shape of hand and footprints in cement.

      She idly wondered who she was standing on when another gentle tug on her elbow signaled it was time to move again. That's when she saw the large, heavy-set man straining the confines of his tuxedo vest. He smiled broadly and leaned into the two tall microphones standing in front of him. She didn't recognize the call letters emblazoned on the halos, but it was clear this was a big media event being broadcast live on the radio. "Alan Grant, ladies and gentlemen! Perhaps we can get him to stop in and say a word."

      Alan's grin broadened as he stepped to the microphones and shook the man's hand. "Hello, Tom."

      The man smiled and stepped back. Alan looked out over the crowd. "They say movies are magic. And I quite agree. But the real magic isn't the talent of the wonderful people who brought you tonight's picture or any other. It's you."

      The buzz of the crowd died down, perhaps sensing something special about this moment.

      Alan looked out over the crowd, as in love with them as they were with him. He pointed out toward the throng, slowly moving his arm to encompass all of them. "When you walk through those doors," he said pointing to the entrance to the theater, "you bring the magic with you. You open your hearts and minds to the impossible and believe. That's the magic of the movies. You. And I humbly thank you for letting me be a small part of it. Thank you. Good night."

      Alan waved once more to the crowd and stepped back. The crowd applauded politely, unsure what to make of anything so heartfelt. Elizabeth and Simon moved to join Alan when the announcer jumped in their way. "And look who we have here! Mr. and Mrs. Cross, the heroes who joined Alan Grant in saving Sam Roth's life. Won't you say a few words?"

      Elizabeth looked to Alan for help, but he merely chuckled and nodded toward the microphone, mouthing the words "have fun."

      Elizabeth hesitated and bobbed her head too close to the microphone and then back again a bit too far. Finally, she offered a tentative, "Hello."

      "Speak up," the announcer encouraged her, moving the microphone closer.

      "Hello, I'm very excited to be here. Mr. Grant has been so wonderful." The crowd cheered, happy to be back on predictable ground. Photographic flashes put spots in her eyes. "Say, hello, Simon. This is my husband," she said dragging Simon to her side. "Say hello, Simon."

      Simon frowned and leaned down to the microphone. "Good evening." His deep voice and crisp British accent caused a woman near them to wail and then swoon dramatically into her friend's arms.

      "You should hear him say good morning," Elizabeth quipped.

      The announcer muscled in front of them. "Thank you, I see Dick Powell and Joan Blondell have just arrived!"

      Elizabeth started to step away from the mike, but leaned back in and quickly said, "May the force be with you."

      Simon pulled her away to join Alan as the announcer frowned at her and started his brief commercial pitch. "Dew Deodorant. When nervousness makes you perspire, ladies, Dew will keep your secret."

      Inside the theater they were greeted by more press and posed for a few more shots before Alan was led away to a special box at the back of the theater to sit with other stars and VIPs. They promised to meet by the south fountain in the forecourt after the movie was over. One of the dozens of usherettes who were dressed as chorus girls took Simon's and Elizabeth's tickets and led them out of the lobby and into the theater.

      The interior was as outlandish and wonderful as the outside. Towering, broad columns lined the edges of the theater and reached up to a ceiling that was covered with racing dragons and detailed inlay like a crazy Chinese restaurant. Crushed, red velvet seats and enormous red curtains topped the entire bilious design.

      They were seated along the aisle and the buzz of anticipation made the room surge with electricity. A pair of tall gentlemen asked to slip past them and into two seats in the middle of the row. Elizabeth stood and tried not to gape as a very young Henry Fonda and Jimmy Stewart made their way past.

      When the lights dimmed and the crowd settled, the orchestra started a lively rendition of a song Elizabeth didn't recognize, but the crowd certainly did and broke out in spontaneous and raucous applause. A single spotlight lit center stage and a chorus girl danced her way into it. And then another, and another until the stage was filled with dancing girls. The crowd loved it. The girls did two numbers of synchronized, Rockettes-style dancing before a little man with frizzy white hair introduced the film.

      As the lights dimmed and the Mammoth Studio's mascot trumpeted, it was easy to forget what tonight really was and what the future held. Elizabeth slipped her hand into Simon's. Whatever it was, they'd face it together.
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      Just as the credits began to roll, an usher in the traditional organ grinder monkey costume, came down the aisle and leaned down to ask, "Mr. and Mrs. Cross?"

      "Yes?" Simon said.

      "Mr. Grant wants to see you. If you'll follow me?"

      With the theater still in darkness they followed the usher up the aisle and through the nearly empty lobby. He led them down a long hall to what looked like a series of back offices.

      "Is everything all right?" Elizabeth asked.

      "Fine, ma'am," the usher said as he stopped at a door nearly at the end of the hall. "He asked that you wait in here for him."

      Simon felt it at the same moment she did. Something was wrong. He stopped and took hold of Elizabeth's elbow. She didn't need the hard squeeze to know he was on edge.

      "I think we'd like to use the restroom first," Simon said. "They're back this way?" he said casually taking a step backward and subtly moving Elizabeth behind him.

      The usher's smile slid off his face as he reached into the waistband of his uniform and pulled out a gun.

      For a moment, Elizabeth idly wondered if she and Simon could get some sort of time travel kidnapping insurance policy.

      The man jerked his head to the side toward the door. "Get in."

      Simon didn't move and she could see him calculating the odds of successfully disarming the other man. The usher must have seen something in Simon's face because he grinned and took a step back. "I wouldn't."

      He waved the muzzle of the gun toward the door again. "Move."

      They had no choice now. Simon reached back and took Elizabeth's hand. He held on tight as he opened the door and they stepped in.

      They'd barely set foot inside the door when someone grabbed Elizabeth from behind. A hand clamped over her mouth and she screamed into the cloth he was holding. She heard Simon try to call her name and the brief sounds of a struggle. She smelled the slightly sweet cloying odor and knew what would come next. Everything started to fade. Like the end of an old silent film, her conscious world shrank into a small circle of light as darkness overtook it and finally snuffed it out.

      When she came to, she had the same sharp headache she'd had the last time someone had chloroformed her. Hazily, Elizabeth realized it was probably not good that she had a previous experience to compare this one to. She blinked a few times to try to clear her head and felt someone gently slapping her cheek.

      She groaned and tried to shove the hand away, but her arms felt like they weighed a hundred pounds. "Stop it," she mumbled and leaned her head back.

      Finally, the world started to focus and she saw a hand holding out a glass of water. "Drink this."

      Her mouth was dry and pasty. She forced her arms to answer her command to move, but realized her wrists were bound together. She cradled the glass between her hands and forced a few sips down. The gauzy film that had coated her eyes finally washed away and she looked up to see where she was and who had given her water.

      Benny Roth smiled and took the glass from her hand before she thought to throw it at him. It looked like they were in one of Benny's clubs, but it was closed and empty and only a few dim lights lit the room. Benny set the glass down on the table he was leaning against. Behind him, sitting at the table was Mr. Thorn, looking bored.

      "Where's Simon?" Elizabeth tried to stand when strong hands clamped on her shoulder from behind and shoved her back down.

      Benny took a revolver from his jacket pocket, making sure she saw it, before placing it on the table next to him. He nodded to his left and she followed his gaze.

      "Simon!" she called out. He was tied to a chair about ten feet away; his head slumped forward onto his chest, his arms tied behind his back. She tried to stand again and the same hands shoved her back down.

      "He put up a pretty good fight," Benny said, motioning to someone behind her. "Took two of mine to take him down." He glared with displeasure at the big man who'd moved to Simon. "Wake him up."

      The man grabbed Simon's hair. Elizabeth winced and struggled to stay in her seat as the man roughly pulled Simon's head up. She could see the blood tricking down Simon's chin and staining the white collar of his shirt. She wasn't tied to the chair like Simon was, but with her hands bound, all she could manage if she did stand would be an awkward two-handed Captain Kirk chop and somehow she doubted that would do anything to the gorilla manhandling Simon.

      The big man slapped Simon on the side of the face a few times until he was roused enough that he could hold his head up on his own. The man picked up a glass of water but instead of offering it to Simon he threw it in his face. Simon coughed, choking on some of the water. Elizabeth clenched her hands into fists in frustration. Simon shook his head and blinked his eyes. She saw it in his eyes -- the moment he realized what had happened. He struggled against his bindings and called out for her.

      "I'm here," she said. "I'm okay."

      The panic in his eyes dulled to a cold anger as he looked at her and then at Roth. He tried to speak, but his throat was dry. He coughed again and glared at Roth. "What do you want?"

      "Direct," Roth said. "I like that." He shrugged. "I'm a business man. This is a negotiation."

      Roth stood and wagged a finger in the air. "You two've been snoopin' around. Even sent a man around to my clubs." He put a hand over his heart. "My place of business. I take that sort of thing kinda personal. But, I coulda overlooked it, until you stuck your nose in with my brother."

      Elizabeth remembered what Simon had said about Walter and Benny on the night of the attempt on Sam Roth's life and the pieces fell together in her mind. "You put Walter up to it."

      "Kid was a sap. I shoulda just used one of my own. Cops woulda looked the other way for a price. Now, he's just another mess I had to clean up." He sucked air between his teeth and tapped his temple. "Stupid kid. Didn't use his brain. Tried to sing. My boys on the inside made sure it was a short song."

      Elizabeth glanced over at Simon. They both knew what that meant. That poor boy.

      "But," Benny said, "like I said, I'm a business man and I've got more pressing matters." He looked at his man and jerked his head. "Get out."

      The big man nodded and left them alone in the empty club.

      "Let her go," Simon said.

      Benny laughed. "These noble types, they're such a pain in the ass." He walked over to Simon and gently, almost playfully, slapped him on the cheek. "Like I said, I'm here for business." He stood next to Simon's chair. "I'm offering you a deal."

      "What's that?" Simon asked.

      "Not you," Benny said. "Her."

      Elizabeth caught Simon's eye before she looked up to Benny. "Not interested."

      "I think you will be. You see, you got something I need and I got something you want." He put his hand on Simon's shoulder.

      Elizabeth's heart started to sink.

      "No doubt, you nosed around enough with Grant to know about my little deal with Thorn. So, I don't have to explain the particulars." Benny shrugged. "Sufficed to say, you're gonna offer your soul in exchange for mine," Benny said as he lifted the gun to Simon's temple. "Or I'm gonna blow your husband's brains out."

      Elizabeth was sure her heart had stopped beating, just stopped. Her mouth went dry and her eyes shifted from the barrel of the gun pressed against Simon's head to his eyes, eyes that were pleading with her.

      "No," Simon said.

      Benny pushed the gun harder against Simon's head. "Shut up."

      Simon's eyes silently begged her to not to do it, everything about him was imploring her not to do this for him, not to do this to him.

      But, of course, she would. She had to.

      Maybe it was all just a trick of Thorn's. Another manipulation. They didn't know for certain that souls even existed much less that Thorn could somehow take control of one. She would agree. Of course, she would agree. And, even if Thorn was the Devil himself, Simon's life meant more to her than anything in the world, even her own soul. She could tell by the pained look in his eyes that Simon knew that too.

      Elizabeth turned to look at Thorn who was still sitting at one of the tables, but was looking far more interested than he had before. "I thought," Elizabeth said, her mind scrambling to find purchase on something, "that it wouldn't work this way. That…that the soul had to be offered freely. Coercion would void the contract."

      Thorn flattened his palms on the table. "True," he said.

      Elizabeth felt her heart start beating again.

      "To an extent," he continued as he stood. "You'd be hard pressed to find a man or woman willing to give their soul up for eternity if they weren't under some sort of duress."

      "Being under duress and being coerced are not the same," Simon said.

      "Perhaps the causes are not," Thorn said, "but the results are."

      "That's not fair," Elizabeth said, knowing it was a stupid thing to say. There was nothing fair about any of this.

      Thorn spread his arms, palms up. "You are, of course, free to say no to the offer."

      Elizabeth glanced at Simon. That was no choice at all.

      "There are different types of arrangements," Thorn said. "This is standard. Boilerplate stuff really. Sam Roth's arrangement is much more complex."

      That got Benny's attention. "What do ya mean, his arrangement?"

      Thorn smiled, a big fat fake oh dear, did I let that slip smile. He was toying with Benny like a cat with a mouse. "He…introduces me to people. Prospects."

      "What do ya mean, he…" Elizabeth saw the penny drop. "Like me? He sold me out to you?"

      "And Grant and the girl and countless others."

      "That son of a bitch," Benny said. "My own brother."

      Benny somehow managed to ignore the fact that he'd just tried to murder Sam. And would have if they hadn't saved his life, she realized with a sinking feeling.

      "Ours is a long-term arrangement," Thorn said. "Yours, however, is not. And the proverbial clock is ticking, Mr. Roth."

      Benny pushed up his sleeve and looked at his watch. "All right, let's get on with it." He waved the gun at Simon.

      "What happens," Elizabeth asked, "after?"

      "Elizabeth," Simon ground out.

      Thorn ignored Simon and leaned back against the table in front of Elizabeth. "Your soul takes the place of Mr. Roth's and he's free to go about his normal life."

      "And me?"

      "Well," Thorn said, lacing his fingers and resting them against his thigh, "most die rather quickly."

      "Elizabeth," Simon said, struggling against his bonds, "you can't do this."

      Benny cocked his gun. "What's it gonna be?"

      "Just a signature on a simple contract," Thorn said, pulling a large folded paper from his inner jacket pocket.

      "Elizabeth!"

      "Hurry up!" Benny yelled.

      "All right," Elizabeth said. "I'll do it."

      "No," Simon's voice was so filled with despair that she didn't dare look at him.

      "I have your word that Simon will be unharmed?"

      Thorn smiled. "You have my word."

      Elizabeth stood and held up her bound hands. "I'll need these untied."

      Benny barked out a laugh of triumph and came over to untie her wrists. Elizabeth looked past him. Simon was straining against the ropes that held him to the chair. His face was so anguished that it took Elizabeth's breath away.

      Benny grabbed her arm and turned her back toward him and Thorn. Thorn took a pen from his pocket and gave it to Benny, who held it out for her. Elizabeth gripped the pen and looked at it. Could someone really give his or her soul away with such a simple thing?

      She turned to Simon and said, "I'm sorry." When she turned back, she twisted the pen into her palm to grip it and spun back around. Her fist clutched the pen and she aimed for Roth's neck. The nib dug deep into the side of his throat.

      Benny's cry of pain was frozen by shock. His eyes flashed as he shoved her away and reached up to feel the pen sticking out of his neck. "You bitch." He raised his gun hand and Elizabeth closed her eyes. I'll find you, Simon, she thought and waited to die.

      She heard the shot and then another. She flinched at the sound of each, but realized she hadn't been hit. But she didn't dare open her eyes. She couldn't bear to.

      "Elizabeth?"

      She let out a breath. Simon. Her legs wobbled beneath her in relief. She opened her eyes and turned to see Jack, gun drawn, walking up behind him. "You okay, kid?"

      "Jack! Thank God. I'm fine." She rushed to Simon's side. "Are you all right?" Her eyes rapidly scanned him for any injury.

      "For God's sake, untie me."

      Her fingers fumbled with the knots, glancing once quickly over to see Roth lying in a heap on the floor, red stains blossoming against his white shirt.

      Once she'd managed to release Simon from his bonds, he stood and pulled her into his arms. "What were you thinking?"

      "We gotta go," Jack said as he stood over Benny Roth's body, gun trained on Thorn. "What about him?"

      Elizabeth heard a commotion coming from the other room. Roth's men would be there soon. She looked quickly at Thorn. He was as unfazed and as placid as ever. Devil or not, he was dangerous, but she couldn't murder anyone in cold blood. Not even him. "Leave him."

      Jack looked like he might shoot Thorn anyway, but pointed them toward the back door where he'd snuck in. "Car's 'round back."

      Jack hurried past Elizabeth as they made their way to the door. Elizabeth turned around just as they were at the exit and saw Thorn standing over Roth's body. Something drifted up in the air and Thorn caught it in his handkerchief. He folded it and put it into his pocket, turned to her and smiled.
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      Elizabeth really needed to practice running in high heels. Women in the movies always made it look so effortless. It wasn't. There was effort. Lots of it. Between the shoes and the long hem of her dress, she probably would have taken several headers if Simon hadn't been at her side.

      "Here," Jack said as he skidded to a stop on the sidewalk next to a sporty looking convertible.

      "Where'd you get this?" Elizabeth asked. Jack definitely hadn’t had this car when they'd arrived.

      Simon struggled with opening the passenger side door for her and she shoved his hands away to try for herself. A gunshot pinged off a lamppost just a few feet away from them. Simon bent down and swept Elizabeth off her feet. He dropped her into the front seat and then leapt into the back. "Get this thing going!"

      Jack, who'd gotten behind the wheel, grumbled and shoved his head further under the dash. "I’m trying!" Another shot took out the tail light just as the car roared to life. He threw it in gear and the tires squealed as they sped off into the night.

      "Everybody okay?" Jack said once they'd gotten a few blocks away and it was clear they weren’t being followed.

      "Fine," Elizabeth said catching her breath.

      "Where did you learn how to do that?" Simon asked her, reaching for his own neck.

      "Godfather Two," she said. "Or was it Three? I think it was Three."

      Simon just shook his head in response.

      "How did you find us?" Elizabeth asked Jack.

      He looked over at her briefly. "I got worried. Tonight's the big night and when you didn't call…I phoned Alan Grant's place--"

      In the panic of the last few minutes she'd nearly forgotten about him. "Is he all right?"

      "He was pretty well on his way to getting plastered," Jack said. "But he was plenty worried about you. When you didn't show up after the movie…" Jack shook his head and let the rest of the thought fall away.

      "How did you know where we were?" Simon asked.

      "I didn't, but I figured Roth had something to do with it. So, I went around to his clubs. After he saw me at dinner with you, his wheels were turning. I shoulda figured it sooner." He glanced at Elizabeth. "I'm sorry."

      "You saved our bacon, again," Elizabeth said as she touched his shoulder. "I don't think you have anything to be sorry for."

      "Yeah," Jack said, but he didn't sound convinced.

      "It's already after eleven o'clock," Simon said, leaning forward. "We need to get to Grant's before midnight. Do you know where it is?"

      Jack nodded. "We're gonna be cutting it close."

      "Will we make it?"

      "If we don't hit traffic."

      They did.

      The Los Angeles of the past wasn't nearly as congested as the Los Angeles of the future, but it didn't take much to create a traffic jam, even late at night. They had to take a short detour and lost precious time, even though Jack drove like a man in a stolen car -- which they were. When they pulled into Grant's driveway, it was ten minutes to midnight.

      "Grant?" Simon called out into the darkened foyer of the house.

      Elizabeth pointed to light coming from the hall where Alan's study was. They rushed toward it, but Jack edged into the lead, his gun drawn. He pushed open the door.

      Alan stood in front of his desk and turned around at the sound. "Who are--" he started until he saw Elizabeth step out from behind Jack. "Thank God. Are you all right?"

      Elizabeth slipped into the room past Jack. "We're fine."

      Alan quirked an eyebrow at that, as he saw the blood on Simon's collar.

      "Mostly," Elizabeth added. "Benny Roth--"

      "Was a fool," a voice said.

      She knew who it was before she turned. Thorn sat casually in a reading chair on the far side of the room.

      Jack stepped forward, gun leveled at Thorn. "How'd he get here before us?"

      Thorn shrugged. "The traffic in this city is devilish, isn't it?"

      Had he just taken another route? Had he somehow caused the accident that delayed them? Everything about Thorn made Elizabeth's head spin. And he knew it and enjoyed every moment of discomfort.

      "That," Thorn said, nodding toward Jack's gun, "won't solve your problem."

      Jack took two steps forward. "One way to find out."

      Elizabeth wasn't sure if Jack would have actually pulled the trigger or not, but she couldn't let him. "Don't."

      Jack turned questioningly to Simon who glared at Thorn, but eventually shook his head. Jack looked back to Thorn. "I don't like people who hurt my friends. You do anything else to hurt them, anything," Jack said, "and I will kill you."

      "I would expect nothing else," Thorn said not threatened in the least. In fact, Thorn lingered over Jack, his dark eyes taking measure. He must have liked what he found. He smiled and said, "We should talk later. I can help you with your…problem."

      Jack took a step forward and only Elizabeth's hand on his arm stopped him.

      Thorn ignored the little display and checked his watch as he stood. "Well, it's just about time. That is, unless, someone here would like to make an offer."

      "No," Simon and Alan said in unison.

      Thorn smiled and shrugged.

      "There has to be something we can do," Elizabeth said.

      The grandfather clock in the corner ticked loudly in the silence of the room, seeming to grow louder and louder with every passing second.

      "Perhaps doing nothing is the answer," Simon said. "Roth, Ruby, they both died because they panicked. They were ultimately responsible for their own deaths."

      Alan shook his head. "There have been others. I suppose you could explain them away as well, but the coincidence is simply too much. I don’t know how he does it," he said looking at Thorn, "but I believe he does."

      If Alan really felt that way, if he believed, true or not, it would be a self-fulfilling prophecy. Elizabeth could tell from the look in Simon's eyes that he'd come to the same conclusion. "There has to be something," she said.

      "It's been a good run," Alan said.

      "Don't talk like that."

      Alan took Elizabeth's hand. "Would you…?" Alan asked her. "Make sure my affairs are in order. Perhaps I can do some of the good then that I failed to do before."

      He didn't need to say her name, didn't dare say her name, but Elizabeth knew he was talking about Grace. "It won't come to that."

      "Oh, Lucia." Alan kissed her hand and his pale blue eyes glistened in the dim light.

      The clock's pendulum swung back and forth, each swing a step closer to the end. Elizabeth couldn’t stand the feeling of being so helpless. There had to be something she could do. She turned to Thorn. "Please? Release him."

      "Just because you ask so nicely?" Thorn said scornfully. "No, I don't think so. We made a bargain and it's time he paid the price."

      "You tricked him. It's not fair."

      "He chose his path." Thorn seemed to get a little taller, a little broader and a lot scarier. "And now it's come to an end."

      "Wait," Simon said, stepping forward. "The contract. We want to see the contract."

      "As I said before." Thorn's patience was starting to wear thin. "Only the parties to the contract may ask to see it."

      "Damn it, man," Simon bellowed at Alan. "Ask to see it!"

      Alan sighed. "What good can it do now?"

      Elizabeth grabbed Alan's arms. "Don't give up. You have something wonderful to live for. Fight!"

      Alan smiled ruefully, but he nodded. "May I see the contract?" he said, clearly thinking it was a useless exercise.

      Thorn frowned, but pulled the large folded papers from his jacket pocket and held them out. "You have five minutes."

      Simon snatched the papers from his hand and unfolded them. He read the first page quickly and then the second. And then he read them again.

      "Anything?" Elizabeth asked coming to his side.

      Simon handed her the page and started to pace the length of the room. The clock ticked on.

      Elizabeth read the contract, but she couldn't see any loophole. There was no way out. The minute hand inched closer to midnight.

      Jack moved closer to Thorn, his gun ready and poised. Alan stood stock still, pulled between hope and despair.

      Abruptly, Simon stopped pacing and ran a hand through his hair and rubbed the back of his neck. "Eternity," he said softly. "You said something about that earlier and it's been bothering me ever since," Simon said to Thorn.

      He reached out to Elizabeth and she handed him back the contract. He read a passage aloud, "…and the soul will be consigned to the second party for all of eternity…Eternity."

      Suddenly, Simon spun around toward Thorn. "You said these contracts were drawn to meet the standards of the laws of man."

      Thorn nodded slowly.

      Simon held out the contract as he strode toward him. "The laws of man govern this?"

      "Yes."

      Simon struggled to find the words. The clock ticked relentlessly behind him. He spun around and strode toward Alan. "That law book you were using before? Where is it?"

      Alan shook his head. "I don't know."

      "Yes!" Elizabeth said, running to the bookshelves. "I remember seeing it when we were in here last time. He was working on his will. It's here. I know it's here."

      Anxiously, she skimmed the shelves. Simon came to her side and they hurriedly traced the spines along the shelves. "There's a rule...what is it called? Perpetuity! The Rule Against Perpetuities. Eternity. That's a violation. I knew there was something about that part of it. It's been eating away at me ever since he said it."

      Thorn's face was impassive.

      "It's common law," Simon said as he and Elizabeth frantically searched the shelves.

      Thorn was not convinced. "I need more than your word, I'm afraid."

      The clock on the wall kept ticking.

      "Here!" Elizabeth cried as she pulled a heavy volume off the shelf and handed it to Simon.

      Simon handed her the contract and flipped through the pages of Black's Law Dictionary so quickly they nearly tore. "You can't require a contract with a duration of eternity. It invalidates the contract," he said as he tried to find the right section.

      "This!" he said triumphantly and then read, "Common-law rule prohibiting a grant of an estate unless the interest must vest, if at all, no later than 21 years (plus a period of gestation to cover a posthumous birth) after the death of some person alive when the interest was created."

      Thorn shook his head. The grandfather clock began to chime. "That is estate law, property, valuables."

      Elizabeth's heart raced well ahead of the clock. "You said it though. You said 'a man has nothing of more value than his soul.'"

      The clock continued to chime.

      Thorn's confidence slipped. "Yes."

      Another chime. And another.

      "You can't have a man's soul or anything else for eternity. This contract," Simon said with a hell of a lot more confidence then she felt. He took the contract from Elizabeth's hand and tossed it onto the desk and the papers fluttered down to the surface, "is void."

      Thorn stared down at it and then looked first to Simon and then Elizabeth with eyes so flat and so chilling she literally felt her blood go cold. "It appears so," he said.

      The clock struck its final chimes. Midnight. And then silence. The moment stretched out until Alan let out a breath.

      "I'm free? Good heavens," Alan said then smiled his apology at Thorn. "Sorry, poor choice of words."

      Thorn was not amused. He looked at Simon and inclined his head in a deferential nod. He picked up the contract and tore the papers in half before tossing them back onto the desk. "Very well played."

      Thorn started toward the door. Jack stepped forward, his gun still out, but Elizabeth put a stilling hand on his arm.

      Thorn stopped when he reached the doorway and turned back. "Until we meet again," he said in a way that would stay with both of them for years to come, "Mr. and Mrs. Cross."

      Thorn glared at Simon in some sort of final challenge.

      "Good bye, Mr. Thorn," Elizabeth said and then turned her back on him. Alan took Elizabeth's hand; his was shaking even more than hers. Simon pulled her to his side and when she turned back to the door Thorn was already gone.

      Alan squeezed her hand and she turned back to him. She didn't know what to say and pulled him into a hug. His arms held her close and she could feel his racing heart.

      "Well done," he said, "well done." Alan released her and shook Simon's hand. "How did you know?"

      Elizabeth had wondered that herself. "Some estate thing in England?"

      Simon blushed slightly and rubbed his chin. "I saw it in a movie."
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      The small group hadn't wanted to leave each other, but fatigue finally won out. Jack drove Simon and Elizabeth back to their hotel with a promise to meet them at his apartment the following afternoon. They'd done what they'd set out to do - saved Alan Grant. It was time to go home.

      They'd left Grant in Peter's care, shaken, but alive. He wasn't the only one, Simon thought as he toweled off from his shower. His tête-à-tête with Roth's men had left him bruised and sore, but it was the experience with Roth himself that had left him shaken.

      Simon pulled on his pajama bottoms and tied them loosely. They hung low on his hips and he saw the beginnings of what would be an unsightly bruise just above his hipbone. Well, it could have been worse, he thought. Much, much worse.

      He ran the towel over his chest once more, tossed it onto the bathroom counter and shut the light. Elizabeth was already in bed. Rolling up the far-too-long sleeves of their shared pajamas top, she sat propped up against the headrest. The smile on her face as she looked at him as he came into the room faded. Her eyes sought out the marks on his ribs and shoulder.

      "Those look painful," she said.

      "They are," Simon confessed as he turned off his bedside lamp and slid into bed with her.

      Elizabeth frowned and eased the sheet down to his waist. She leaned over to examine his injuries. Her delicate touch along his skin made his breath catch.

      "Did I hurt you?"

      "No," Simon said, but he stilled her hands anyway. "The bruises will heal. But…" He let out a breath and looked at her hand so small in his. "Losing you? Never."

      Despite the discomfort, he propped himself up on his elbow to face her. "You must promise me," he said, "never to do that again." He felt an echo of the surge of blind panic he'd felt when she'd agreed to give her soul for his life. "Never."

      Elizabeth touched the edge of his jaw and shook her head. "You haven't cornered the market on loving someone, Simon."

      "Elizabeth---"

      "I would do it again. You mean everything to me too, you know."

      He frowned at that. She leaned back into her pillow and turned her head to smile at him triumphantly, clearly thinking she'd put an end to it.

      "If that's the case," he said sweeping her hair away from her neck so he could touch the bare skin, "then my wishes should preclude your own. And I want you alive."

      She scrunched up her face in that adorable way she did when she was winding up and getting ready to unleash a wave of Elizabeth logic. "That's not fair."

      "Isn't it?" Simon said. "You love me more than anything--"

      "But you love me more than anything too," she parried. "Don't you?"

      Simon chuckled and caressed her cheek. "You know I do." His hand drifted down her cheek and over her shoulder.

      "Then it seems we've reached an impasse," she said firmly. "There's only one thing to do."

      His hand continued down her body until it slipped under the sheet and hem of her shirt and came to rest on the curve of her hip. "And what's that?" he asked. His long fingers gently brushed along her soft skin and then sloped down to her small waist.

      "What's what?" she said.

      "The one thing we should do," Simon said, his hand lingering along the delicate skin at her side.

      Her eyes fluttered and he loved the way they'd darkened when they focused on him again.

      "Stay alive," she said, trying to arch into his touch.

      He leaned in just about to kiss her, his hand urging her closer. He whispered in her ear as he pulled her against him. "A very, very good plan."

      

      

      The following morning they called the studio and gave their notice before heading over to Alan Grant's one last time. Peter stood out front loading suitcases into the limousine. They found Alan inside standing at the window in his study. It reminded Elizabeth of the way they'd found him just a few days ago, but then the room had been filled with despair. Now, there was nothing but hope.

      "Going somewhere?" Simon asked.

      Alan turned around and grinned. "Yes, as a matter of fact." He shook Simon's hand and kissed Elizabeth's cheek. "Considering the circumstances, Sam Roth has kindly agreed to let me out of my contract," Alan said with a small laugh before turning to look back out of the window. "And that monstrosity of a picture."

      "I wish there was something we could do about him," Elizabeth said. Sam Roth had been complicit in everything Thorn had done here. She hated the idea that he was going to get away with it.

      "We saw Peter out front," Simon said. "Going somewhere?"

      "Taking a trip to Philadelphia. I have a new adventure waiting for me." Elizabeth followed his gaze. His eyes were glued to his daughter, Grace, who was in the backyard, squatting down and touching the water in the pool. "I just hope I'm good enough for the part," he added softly.

      Grace shook the water off her hand and looked back to the house. She saw them in the window and waved.

      Elizabeth waved back. "I think you're going to be a hit."

      "Role of a lifetime," Alan said, his gaze lingering a moment longer on his daughter. He turned back to them. "And what of you? More souls to save?"

      Simon and Elizabeth shared a look. "Something like that," Simon said.

      Alan looked out of the window again and Grace waved to him, asking him to come outside. He nodded and then turned back. Alan held out his hand again to Simon. "Thank you." And then turned to Elizabeth. His pale blue eyes said everything he couldn't. She was going to miss this man. He took her hand. "Goodbye, my dear Lucia. Will I ever see you again?"

      Elizabeth wanted to say yes. So much. "You never know."

      He smiled sadly. "I shall never forget you. After all, how often does a man get to meet his very own guardian angel?"

      With that he kissed her hand, and then walked away. They watched him through the window as he went down the steps and walked over to Grace. She held up something for his approval. A flower. He smiled and tucked it into the buttonhole in his lapel. Then, he slipped his arm over her shoulder and together they walked away, along the edge of the pool and into the start of a new life.

      

      

      Jack knocked on Betty's door, stepped back and braced himself. Going behind enemy lines in France had been easier than this. Risking his life for his country had been easy. Risking his heart for it was much harder. He took a few deep breaths and waited. A few moments later, he heard the lock turn and the door opened.

      "John? I thought you…" Betty smiled and shook her head, shooing away whatever thought had taken root and then pulled the door open for him to enter. "Come in."

      Jack forced himself not to. "I can't."

      She leaned against the edge of the door and cocked her head to the side. "What do you mean?"

      He wanted to kiss her. He wanted to kiss just one last time. "I'm leaving."

      She laughed, but it died quickly. "Leaving?"

      It was hardly adequate, but all he had to offer her. "I'm sorry."

      That was all it took -- those two little words. He could see her shutting down inside. He could see it happen.

      "Yeah?" she said, her voice betraying the hurt she felt.

      He didn't know what to say. What could he possibly say? He'd tried to think of a way. He'd lain awake all night trying to think of some scenario that kept them together. But, try as he might there was no changing the fact that she couldn't leave and he couldn't stay. One more sacrifice.

      "I've gotta leave town. I don't know when I'll be back."

      "Weeks? Months?"

      "Longer," he said. Forever. The look on her face made his stomach clench. "I should have just walked away--"

      "Looks to me like that's what you're doing." Her pain was mixed with anger now. He deserved it all and more.

      "I knew it was wrong from the start." He wanted so badly to come clean, to walk away from his knowing he'd finally been honest. But the truth wouldn't come. It couldn't. He was a man made of lies. It was who he was. It was who the world needed him to be. "I just hoped...I just wanted...."

      "Oh, you got what you wanted alright," Betty said bitterly, but her eyes were filled with shame. He'd done that to her. "So, this was all some game to you. Some…fling? I'm surprised you even had the guts to come back."

      Tears glistened in her eyes and Jack clenched his hands at his sides to keep from reaching out to her.

      "I wanted to see you." His arms ached to hold her again.

      As if she'd heard his thoughts, she held out her arms, but it was not an invitation. "Get a good look," she said, angrily.

      "Betty--"

      "Save it. Just…" She started to close the door in his face, but stopped. "You know, I should've known nothin' in this town was real. You're just another shadow."

      She slammed the door in his face, but he barely heard it. The words "another shadow" hit him like a punch to the gut. She'd said that before. She'd say that again. It all fell into place and Jack felt sick.

      It was him. He was the man who'd betrayed Betty. The man who still haunted her in the future. The man who'd broken her heart. It was him.

      Jack stood on her doorstep as it all sank in, as the truth of what he'd done kicked him in the face. Someone in Betty's past had kept them apart in 1938. The man who'd been just a shadow.

      Jack barked out a quick, harsh laugh. He'd done it to himself. The other man he'd hated all those years was him. What a fool he was. What a sad, lonely fool.

      Everything had played out just as it had before and would again, time and again. He would lose her in 1938, go to war, find Simon and Elizabeth, come back here and lose her again.

      In a daze, he looked at her front door. He would give anything to change things. But he couldn't. Not now.

      Not now, he thought as he slowly made his way down the path away from her home. Not now, but some day. Some day, he would find her again. He didn't know when or how. His past might be written, but his future was not.

      Some day, he thought. Some day.

      

      

      Simon and Elizabeth waited in their hotel for Jack.

      "We could still go to the studio," Elizabeth said.

      Simon sighed heavily. They'd been over it before, but she couldn't let it go. "And do what? Accuse Sam Roth of introducing people?"

      Elizabeth hated leaving him and Thorn unpunished. But, Simon was right, there was nothing they could do. "I know. Sometimes I wish we hadn't saved his hide at that party."

      "You don't mean that."

      Elizabeth wrinkled her nose. "No."

      Simon rubbed her shoulder comfortingly and gave it a squeeze. "I know it's frustrating. We won't always be able to know exactly where everyone stands. All we can do is our best."

      Just as she was really starting to get her umbrage on, he had to go and be all logical and reassuring.

      "We came here to save Alan Grant," he continued. "And I'd say we did that rather well."

      Elizabeth had to agree. Seeing Alan with his daughter had made it all worthwhile, even if they had made what could be a formidable enemy in Thorn.

      One thing was bothering her though. "What movie did you see that in? The thing about the Rule Against Perpetuities?"

      Simon cleared his throat and, was that a blush? "Body Heat," he said quickly and looked at the watch impatiently.

      Elizabeth's smile could not have been any broader. "And you don't watch movies."

      Simon fiddled needlessly with the watch. "Where is Wells?"

      "He'll be here," Elizabeth assured him.

      Right on cue, there was a knock at the door. Elizabeth opened it. Jack looked terrible. His eyes were red and the tension coming off him was palpable. "Are you all right?" she asked.

      Jack set his jaw and nodded. "Let's just get the hell out of here."

      Simon looked to Elizabeth for confirmation and then put the key into the watch. The electric blue light took them home.

      

      

      A strong wind blew open the French doors of Edgar Thorn's study. Papers on the desk in the empty room rustled in the breeze. Another gust came, stronger than before. Papers whipped up caught in the current and the glass from a large case on the wall behind the desk rattled until the latch worked itself loose.

      The door to the case flew open with such force it crashed into the wall and shards of glass fell to the floor. Inside, the butterflies' wings started to quiver. A single pin fell to the floor hitting a shard of glass with a sharp tink. One large butterfly flew from the case. It started to fall to the floor, but its translucent wings caught in the wind and it rose up and began to fly. Another pin fell and then another, until they'd all rained down onto the floor mixing with glass.

      Another butterfly flew from the case and then another and then another. The wind swirled inside the room and then slowly died. But the butterflies still flew. They dipped and rose in that awkward, beautiful way butterflies do and fluttered through the open doors and out into the world again, free.

      

      
        THE END
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      It smelled like pigs. Pigs and horses and mud.

      It took Elizabeth a few moments to clear her head. Through the cobwebs that time travel always spun inside her brain, she heard Simon ask if she was all right.

      He gave her arm a gentle shake and squeeze. "Elizabeth?"

      She blinked up at him, the fog lifting. "I'm fine."

      His eyes searched hers quickly as if to make sure she wasn't holding anything back. Satisfied, he slipped the watch and key into his pocket and turned his attention to their surroundings.

      As planned, they'd arrived unseen behind a warehouse. Not part of the plan though was the two inches of mud they were standing in. Elizabeth lifted the hem of her beautiful white and pale green cotton dress and wrinkled her nose. That had to be a record. They'd been there less than a minute and her clothes were already dirty.

      She let out a sigh, or at least tried to. The darn corset Simon had cinched her into that morning was already squeezing the life out of her. She tugged uselessly on the edge of it to try to shift it into a more comfortable constriction.

      "Wait here a moment," Simon said. He straightened his black wool plantation-style hat and took a few steps forward before carefully peering around the corner of the warehouse.

      Never being one to wait, even for a moment, Elizabeth dutifully ignored his request, picked up her skirts and followed him. Leaning against his back for balance, she poked her head out just enough to see.

      The wharf at Natchez, Mississippi was a well-orchestrated chaos. Men yelled, horses whinnied and wooden carts thumped as they all slogged through the muddy, rutted street. An enormous paddle wheeler, straight out of a Mark Twain novel, disgorged passengers and freight across rickety planks almost as quickly as it took on the same. A large man with an even larger voice barked orders at a flatboat on a nearby landing where huge bales of cotton were being loaded and crates of supplies were unloaded. Some goods were taken into nearby ramshackle warehouses and others were stacked precariously onto horse-drawn dray carts, the pickup truck of their day, and hauled up the long, sloping road that cut into the side of the bluff to the town above.

      It was thrilling and unsettling at the same time, familiar in some ways and so very foreign in others. That was the way with time travel. Life was the same everywhere, and everywhen, and yet somehow completely different. Elizabeth felt a tingle of anticipation inch up her back. Another adventure awaited.

      Simon stood straight again and frowned over at the two large trunks they'd crammed full with everything they thought they might need. Both were already sinking into the mire.

      "Will you please wait here?" Simon asked with his I mean it this time look.

      Elizabeth glanced at the traffic, carts spraying mud, horses trotting in every direction and decided waiting might not be such a bad idea. She offered him a coy smile and batted her eyelashes.

      Simon narrowed his eyes, but she could see the smile in them. He grunted and took a step out into the chaos. He called out to a man with a buckboard who appeared to be waiting for passengers from the boat. Traffic whizzed along the sloppy road in front of him. Simon called out again and even tried whistling, but it wasn't nearly loud enough.

      Elizabeth gave a quick look around and then tugged off her kid gloves. She lifted two fingers to her mouth and let out a piercing whistle. The man with the cart and several others, including Simon, turned to stare. Instantly demure, she fiddled with the bow on her bonnet and pretended to be as surprised as the rest.

      Simon caught her eye and she gave him a little shrug before nodding toward the man with the cart. Simon made arrangements and the man pulled his cart over to the edge of the warehouse. He tipped his hat to Elizabeth before hauling their trunks into the back of his buckboard. Leaping up into the seat, he took hold of the reins. "Where to?"

      "The Mansion House," Simon said.

      There was precious little information about the hotels in Natchez in 1852, but the Mansion House had come up several times and seemed as good a choice as any. Not that it mattered to her. She'd spent a week staying at Cousin Jimmy's Motor Lodge and Bingo Emporium just outside of Waco with her father once; anything would be a step-up.

      Simon stood at the side of the cart and held his hand out and tried to hide his smile. Elizabeth was having a tough time adjusting to the clothing of the period. As if the darn corset weren't bad enough, a lady had to wear an obscene amount of clothing. Despite her arguments to the contrary, Simon had insisted she was, in fact, a lady, and so here she was buried under layer after uncomfortable layer. It was the petticoats that made the whole arrangement so unwieldy. Crinolines, a sort of wire cage that replaced multiple petticoats hadn't been popularized yet. That meant she had to wear at least three petticoats under her dress so she'd have the desired bell shape of the period. Dumbbell was more like it. Who in their right mind would wear six layers of clothing on a beautiful spring day in Mississippi? Simon was looking at her, that's who.

      Elizabeth hefted up her skirts and tiptoed through the mud to Simon's side. He was definitely enjoying this too much. She should miss the foot-rail and fall and break her neck. That'd show him. Unfortunately, Simon wasn't about to let her fall. His strong hands held her as she lifted herself and her voluminous skirts up and onto the bench-like seat. Once he'd slid in beside her, the driver urged the horse on and they started the long, slow climb up Silver Street to the bluffs above, where Natchez and Mary Stewart waited.

      

      

      The short drive to the hotel was bone-jarring. As far as Elizabeth could see, none of the roads in town were paved, although some sidewalks appeared to be. Even though the road smoothed out considerably after they'd made the muddy trek up Silver Street to the town proper, the suspension on the buckboard wasn't exactly cloudlike. They'd hit one pothole and if Simon hadn't had his arm around her, she probably would have bounced right out of the thing.

      She watched the town with growing wonder. They'd been given a precious gift with Simon's watch and she was going to savor every moment. That first hour in a new time period was a waking dream. Intellectually, she knew she was here, but it was hard to accept at the same time. History books, no matter how well written, were flat and distanced. This was living and breathing and right here. The sights and sounds were odd and unfamiliar. And she loved every minute of it.

      At the top of the hill, she gawked at the men on horseback and the fanciful dress both sexes wore. The horses' hooves clopped loudly against the hard-packed earth and the wooden wheels rattled as they trundled along. It was amazing, invigorating, until a large wooden cart pulled over ahead of them and parked along the side of the road. Two men jumped out of the seat and called out to three black men in the back. Two of them carefully inched their way to the back of the cart and jumped down. The loud clatter of chains followed. Their hands and feet were bound by shackles with heavy links of iron between the rings. Large iron collars hung around their necks. Slaves.

      Elizabeth went cold and gripped Simon's forearm.

      "I see them," he said in a coarse whisper.

      They'd read the history books, tried to prepare themselves. She knew the truth of slavery. Seeing it happen before her eyes, though, was almost too much to process. It didn't seem real. She half expected to see a movie crew over her shoulder. And yet, she was here and it was happening. It had happened.

      And she was powerless.

      The men shuffled toward a brick building, the jail, Elizabeth belatedly realized. The third man didn't move and the white driver climbed into the cart and dragged him out of it. His once white shirt was brown with dirt and dried blood, the back of it in tatters where the whips had ripped through cloth and flesh.

      It wasn't the first time she'd seen slaves, she realized. No doubt the black men working on the landing were slaves. There were very few free blacks in Natchez at the time. It just hadn't registered. She was used to seeing people of all colors doing all sorts of things, but that would not be the case here.

      Their wagon passed and the men were left behind, but Elizabeth knew that was an image she would never forget.

      Simon glanced over at her, his disgust and anger apparent. "Probably runaway slaves."

      Bounty hunters were handsomely rewarded for returning runaways to their masters. Elizabeth started to say something, but there just weren't any words. Simon took her hand in his and it was a comfort, but she also realized this mission was going to be far more difficult than she'd imagined.

      

      

      It was another ten minutes before they arrived at the hotel. The driver pulled the cart over in front of the hotel and then Simon and the driver bounded out of their seats with showy agility. Elizabeth eyed the near three-foot drop to the ground with uncertainty. Getting into the dang thing had been hard enough, she wasn't sure how she was going to get out. The corset kept her from being able to bend at the waist, so she couldn't crouch down and grab onto anything for support. She had to sort of bunny-dip at the knees and hope for the best. Not to mention that her skirts were sure to catch on the large wooden wheel. She thought about lifting up her petticoats, but flashing the citizens of Natchez probably wasn't her best move just yet. A big old belly flop onto the sidewalk might be her only option. It was going to be a long trip if she couldn't manage to get in or out of things without someone's help. Heck, she couldn't even dress herself.

      Simon saw her consternation and smiled. People wearing pants could afford to smile, Elizabeth thought. Simon reached up and gripped her waist and before she could ask what he was doing he hoisted her out of the buckboard and gently deposited her onto the ground.

      "Thanks," she grumbled.

      "You'll get the hang of it," he said as he took her arm and wrapped it into his.

      The interior of the hotel was dark, lit only by a few oil lamps. "Your best suite, please," Simon said as they reached the front desk.

      The man behind the counter nodded primly. "Of course, sir." He fiddled with some index cards then and opened an enormous leather-bound ledger. "Thirty dollars a week. Will you be needing livery service as well?"

      "Yes," Simon said as he signed the register. "Where is the stable? We'll be needing a buggy this afternoon."

      The hotel clerk gave Simon directions and then placed a large brass key on the desk. As he took the cash Simon held out, he frowned. "Oh, I'm sorry, sir. I'm afraid we don't accept notes from these banks."

      Simon frowned, but took the notes back and dug into his wallet for replacements. He cast Elizabeth a quick arched eyebrow.

      Even though she thought it was nearly impossible for anyone to make sense of the wackiness that was the antebellum money system, Elizabeth waited for the squinty-eyed, don't try those shenanigans here look from the clerk, but none came. Apparently, they weren't the only ones who had trouble navigating the ins and outs of this multiple currency insanity and trying to give the wrong bills for payment wasn't cause for alarm.

      It was a wonder anyone ever knew what to use. Before the Civil War, the United States government issued no paper money. Every state chartered banks and issued its own unique bank notes. In just eight year's time, over 8,000 different banks were printing their own money. To make matters worse, everyone, including large merchants and railroads, and even druggists and grocers, also issued their own currency. The notes came in all shapes and sizes, and various colors and denominations, even tiny amounts called "shinplasters" for twenty-five, ten and even six cents. Banks and merchants would honor some notes and not others. If a bank or a business went under, the notes they'd issued were worthless.

      The madness ended after the Civil War when a national banking system was developed. Luckily for Simon and Elizabeth, a great many of these obsolete notes survived and they were able to amass a small fortune without paying one for it.

      Their room arranged, Simon took the key and put a hand on the small of Elizabeth's back. "Shall we?"

      After they'd climbed the stairs to their rooms, Simon oversaw the bellhops and their trunks as Elizabeth explored. The rooms were spacious and comfortable by 1850's standards. In the sitting room there was a large mahogany sofa and side chairs resting on a beautiful ornamental rug that made Elizabeth feel guilty for tracking in mud. The bedroom had a decent-sized double bed and lounge chair. The one glaring omission, and it was a big one, was the bathroom. There wouldn't be one down the hall either. Indoor plumbing wouldn't become common until after the Civil War. For now, a small table with a porcelain ewer and wash basin would serve as a sink while an odd-looking wooden chair with a boxed-in seat in the corner was probably the commode. Elizabeth carefully lifted up the upholstered seat of the chair to reveal a toilet-like wooden seat with a hole under which a chamber pot was discreetly hidden.

      "Everything all right?" Simon asked as he joined her in the bedroom.

      Startled, Elizabeth dropped the lid to the commode.

      Simon chuckled. "You said you wanted adventure."

      Elizabeth walked over to him and slipped her arms around his waist. "It will be that."

      Simon pulled her closer and kissed her. "Are you ready for a little reconnaissance? Or do you want to rest first?" His brow drew together as one long finger traced the edge of her cheek. "You're flushed."

      Simon arched an eyebrow and Elizabeth shook her head and laid a hand on his chest. "If we unlace me, there's no going back."

      "I meant actual rest, but now that you mention it…" The gleam in his eye and the rumble in his chest did very little to help cool things down.

      Elizabeth sighed. As tempting as it was to loosen her corset and shed a few dozen layers of clothing with Simon, they came here with a purpose. "I'm gonna regret this, but recon first. Then dinner. Then…" she added with a smile.

      "Until then," Simon said and leaned down and kissed her once more.

      

      

      The livery stable wasn't far from the hotel, but even with paved sidewalks, it was a dusty affair. Men on horseback, carriages and carts kicked up the dirt from the street and it swirled around between the buildings, an inordinate amount of it landing with precision on the white parts of her dress.

      Elizabeth waited outside the stable and, after a few minutes, Simon drove up in a small buggy looking every inch the Southern gentleman. Elizabeth shook her head in wonder. How was it he always managed to look so at home in each period they traveled to? He held the reins to the large chestnut mare with one hand and held out the other to her.

      Thankfully, the buggy seat wasn't nearly as high as the buckboard had been, and she could reach the cast iron buggy step without having to lift her skirts up to her waist. But the buggy horse was a little restless and the whole shebang kept moving back and forth a few inches just as she was ready to try to get in.

      "Shhh, easy," Simon said to the horse soothingly and it stilled.

      Elizabeth managed to get in without much of a problem after that, and Simon helped her tuck her voluminous skirts in between them. He shifted the reins back to his left hand, picked up a long thin whip with his right and gently urged the horse to walk.

      "Where on earth did you learn to do that?" Elizabeth asked.

      Simon smiled and then turned his attention back to the road. "I'm English."

      Elizabeth suspected being stinking rich and running with the horsiest of the horsey set probably had more to do with it, but she let it slide. She had more important things on her mind, like the mission.

      They'd agreed to follow the list they'd found tucked inside Simon's grandfather's journal. Whether or not these were official Council for Temporal Studies approved missions didn't matter. The Latin inscription at the top that read, "In the absence of light, darkness prevails" summed it up nicely.

      Simon's name had been first on the list and his grandfather Sebastian had traveled back to 1929 to save him. And now, Simon and Elizabeth had picked up where he'd left off. They'd saved Alan Grant in 1933 Hollywood and now they'd moved on to the next name on the list, Mary Stewart.

      Unfortunately, the list only told them the most basic who, when and where. The what, why and how was up to them to figure out as they went along. In the end, all they really knew was that someone needed their help and whatever it took, they'd give it.

      "What do you think it's about?" Elizabeth asked. She'd asked that a dozen times before they'd left and the answer was always the same.

      "We'll know when we get there. And," Simon added craning his neck to see over the next rise. "Unless I'm mistaken, that won't be long now."

      The road had wound its way out of town and up and over a few rolling hills. As they crested the last, Elizabeth felt a tingle of anticipation. This was where it would all begin. Of course, they might not find out anything today, she reminded herself and smoothed down her skirt to give her hands something to do. They were there a day earlier than the one given on the list, just to get the lay of the land. She had hoped they might learn more about Mary Stewart before tomorrow, too.

      The research they'd done at home wasn't very helpful. The name Mary Stewart was common enough to muddy the results and the historical records of the period were pretty limited. They'd also tried to find out if the date listed - May 5, 1852, 9 p.m. - was historically significant at all. Research didn't turn up much on that front either. It was, as far as the public record was concerned, an uneventful day. That left the location, Catholic Hill. It had been easy to find on the old maps, but knowing where it was didn't tamp down her unease.

      "There it is," Simon said as they came out from under a canopy of trees and out into the open.

      Elizabeth pushed out a bracing breath as they drove into the city cemetery.
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      Simon pulled the buggy off the road onto a grassy patch of shade just outside the main wall to the cemetery. He got out of the carriage and picked up the twenty-pound, iron bell-shaped hitch weight and lead rope from under the seat. Running his hand along the horse's back to calm her, he attached the lead rope to her bridle and set the weight down on the ground. With no groom or hitching post, the weight would act as an anchor and discourage her from straying. He hoped.

      "Good girl," he said giving the horse's cheek a friendly rub.

      While he'd settled the horse, Elizabeth had managed to extricate herself from the buggy. She stood looking over the low, stone wall at the graveyard beyond, as unsure as he was as to just what exactly they were looking for. Doing a little early reconnoitering of the area was undoubtedly a good idea, but what they expected to find here, he wasn't sure.

      He joined Elizabeth and expected her to fall into step with him as he approached the gate. When she didn't, he turned back. "Something wrong?"

      She wrinkled her forehead in worry and shook her head.

      He tried to suppress his smile as he walked back over to her. "Don't tell me you're afraid of graveyards."

      Her frown deepened. "Not afraid. I just don't like them."

      He was about to tease her when she looked up at him. The sadness in her eyes brought him up short.

      She saw the concern in his face and shook her head. "It's okay. It's just … they're so full of endings, you know?"

      Simon turned to look out at the grassy expanse, dotted with large oak trees and worn pathways.

      "It feels like the only place on earth where hope doesn't belong," she said.

      The tiny thread of pain in her voice was something Simon hadn't heard before. He started to ask her about it when she started for the gate. "We should go before we lose the light."

      He watched her for a moment, concerned, and then lengthened his stride to catch up.

      They walked up one of the paths toward the center of the cemetery. There, they found wooden signs marking the various portions including Jewish Hill and Catholic Hill. Catholic Hill housed a special section of the cemetery set aside for the paupers and the less fortunate and was the location on Sebastian's list. The afternoon sun bathed the grounds in a warm glow and long shadows began to stretch out from the trees and larger monuments. Small groups of people gathered at various gravesites to pay their respects. But the only sound was the wind coming off the river from across the road.

      Simon looked down at Elizabeth as they walked along the well-planned paths between rows of gleaming white headstones and large mausoleums. Whatever had troubled her at the gate still lingered. No one else would have noticed the subtle change in her body language or felt the slight undercurrent of unease. To anyone else, she would have appeared as her usual self, open and curious.

      Feeling him watching her, she turned and smiled up at him. It was a genuine smile and not one sent to simply assuage him. Simon put away his worry, for now.

      The grand mausoleums and obelisks gave way to simpler headstones until they reached a section set off from the rest. It was covered with small wooden anonymous crosses. As they moved closer, Simon realized that the people in the distance were not visiting, but conducting a funeral.

      An elderly priest and two women stood at the foot of a freshly dug grave. Simon and Elizabeth watched from afar as the priest finished and nodded solemnly to the two women before walking away. The older of the two women wore a simple black dress and dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief. The younger, clearly wealthier woman, judging from the silk of her dress, patted the other woman's arm consolingly and then led her away from the grave.

      Once the women were out of sight, Simon and Elizabeth continued on. It wasn't until they were close to the grave that they could see how small it was. A child's grave.

      Simon felt Elizabeth's hand slip into his. The pall she'd carried with her since they arrived settled heavily on his shoulders.

      A man appeared at the graveside and began to shovel the mound of dark fresh earth back into the grave. The clumps of heavy dirt cascaded and drummed against the wooden lid of the small pine box inside. It was a wholly unsettling sound.

      Despite that, they stood transfixed. It felt wrong to watch and yet somehow disrespectful to turn away.

      With such a small grave, the man's work was quickly done and he patted the earth down with the back of the shovel. He took off his hat and wiped his brow before bowing his head and saying a silent prayer. When he looked up again, he nodded to them in greeting and then looked sadly back at the grave. "Such a wee thing," he said with a gentle Irish lilt. "Did you know the gal?"

      Simon shook his head and the man nodded again. The three of them stood in silence at the grave for a moment before the man tipped his hat and quietly walked down one of the paths.

      "What was her name?" Elizabeth asked suddenly.

      The man stopped and turned back. "Mary, ma'am. Mary Stewart."
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      Elizabeth couldn't explain what had prompted her to ask the child's name. The words had just come out. And yet, some part of her knew what the answer would be.

      "Mary Stewart?" Simon repeated.

      The man nodded, tipped his hat once more and resumed his way back toward the main road.

      "It's a common name," Simon said. "We must have come across a dozen or more in our research."

      Elizabeth looked over at the grave. "But how many of them are here on Catholic Hill?"

      Simon didn't have an answer for that. "Perhaps a relative of the girl? One of those women?"

      It was possible, but Elizabeth knew that wasn't going to be the case. She could hear in Simon's voice that he didn't really think so either. He was more pragmatic than she was and giving himself over to the illogical, no matter how much he knew it to be true in his heart was difficult for him. He'd come to accept it though. Elizabeth could feel the truth of it. It vibrated inside her like a living thing. "It's her," she said.

      Simon looked like he was going to argue the point further, but instead he sighed and frowned down at the grave. His fingers brushed against Elizabeth's and took hold of her hand.

      How on earth were they going to help someone who was already dead?

      

      

      Elizabeth tugged off her gloves and laid them on the cloth-covered table as Simon ordered dinner and a bottle of wine. She leaned back in her chair, running her bare fingers over the dark wood and upholstered velvet armrests. The setting was rich and for the rich. The table legs, to the extent they were visible beneath the starkly white starched tablecloths, had deeply carved legs with lion’s heads and huge clawed feet. The lighting was warm and a little smoky. Candles burned in their holders on the table and in the huge crystal chandeliers above and oil lamp sconces flickered against the dark wooden walls. The restaurant was lavishly furnished with early and very elaborate Victorian detail.

      "I hope claret's all right," Simon said.

      "Honestly, I could use a bourbon after this afternoon."

      Simon hmm'd in agreement and shook out his linen napkin before slipping it onto his lap. "If you're right—"

      "I am."

      Simon ceded the point with a nod. "Then this mission will be challenging."

      "Unlike the others," Elizabeth said with a grin. She took a sip of water and was grateful for the cooling sensation it brought. Although it hadn't been a hot day, wearing all of these clothes was beginning to take its toll.

      Simon smiled back and then cocked his head to the side. "Are you all right?"

      Elizabeth plucked at the lace collar of her dress. "Just a little hot."

      "I'm sure, but I meant, about earlier," he said, treading carefully in a way he seldom did with others.

      Elizabeth wrinkled her face into a frown. It wasn't something she liked to talk about. "It just makes me think about daddy."

      She'd told Simon about her gambler father, of course, and even how he'd died when she was just seventeen. But what she hadn't spoken about was how that made her feel. How standing in the dry dusty cemetery in Texas as they lowered her father into the ground had been the loneliest moment of her life. No matter how loved she felt now, she could still feel the bite from the cold wind and taste the dust in her mouth. That singular moment when she realized she was completely alone.

      Simon reached across the table and covered her hand with his. His hand was warm and strong. She could tell from the look in his eyes that he wanted to know more, that he wanted to help, to take away the pain of the memories, but he loved her and trusted her enough to wait until she was ready.

      Nestled next to the comfort he offered was a mirror to her pain. Simon was no stranger to loss, she reminded herself. He'd buried both his parents and his grandparents and had spent the better part of his life alone. She was hardly a special snowflake.

      Feeling suddenly embarrassed at her indulgent self-pitying, Elizabeth squeezed his hand and gave him a sniffley smile. "It's silly. It was years ago…"

      "Some moments never fade," Simon said. He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it. "Not all of them bad though."

      Elizabeth nodded and let go of his hand as the waiter arrived with their wine. As Simon approved it and their glasses filled, a gentleman and two very attractive women entered the restaurant. They must have been well-known, because a few of the patrons stared and whispered appreciatively. Judging from their make-up, so much rouge and lipstick were hardly de rigueur for the typical Southern woman, they might be from the showboat that docked at the landing earlier that day. One of the women even winked at Simon as they passed by.

      Simon coughed to hide his embarrassment.

      "Too bad Jack isn't here," Elizabeth said not bothering to hide her amusement. "He would have enjoyed that."

      Simon took a sip of wine. "No doubt, but I think he made the right choice in staying home. He needs some time to himself."

      That was probably an understatement. Jack's broken heart had a long way to go before it healed. If it ever did, Elizabeth thought sadly. Since they'd returned from 1930's Hollywood, Jack hadn't been the same. Oh, he'd dated. A lot. But his heart wasn't in it. He'd sacrificed his chance at love to protect the timeline and the wounds were still raw even a month later.

      "He'll be fine," Simon said as if he'd read her thoughts. "And, after all, we'll be back before he has a chance to miss us. Or miss you, at least."

      "You're probably right," Elizabeth said. "But it wouldn't have been the worst thing in the world to have another set of eyes on this."

      "It is a bit of a puzzle, isn't it?"

      The waiter arrived with their meals — stuffed chicken and new potatoes for Elizabeth and roast mutton and asparagus for Simon. They both smelled delicious. Now that she'd had a chance to cool down and recover from the day, she realized she was actually starving.

      She took a bite of chicken and then washed it down with a little wine.

      "If she is our Mary, what are we supposed to see tomorrow? I mean, who goes to visit a grave in the middle of the night?"

      "Someone who doesn't want to be seen."

      "The two women we saw there today didn't mind being seen. We should track them down tomorrow."

      "Agreed," Simon said. "They were an odd pair, weren't they?"

      Their clothes were definitely from different social strata. "Neither of them looked very motherly."

      Simon swallowed a piece of his mutton and wiped his mouth with his napkin. "You could tell that from twenty yards away?"

      "Maybe. You have to admit, neither of them looked like you'd expect a mother to if she'd just lost her child."

      Simon nodded. "True."

      "Did you see all of those children's graves? Can you imagine?" The memory of it made her shudder.

      "Considering the infant mortality rate is nearly one in ten and worse still until adulthood, I'm surprised there weren't more." He took a long drink from his wine glass. "But, no, I can't imagine."

      The topic settled like a lead balloon on the table between them. The idea of burying her own child chased away Elizabeth's appetite. She reached for her wine.

      "We should start with the priest tomorrow," Simon said, neatly closing the door to that topic. "I'm sure he can tell us where we might find those two women."

      "Good idea." Elizabeth put her glass down and ran her finger along the stem. "I've been thinking. If she is our Mary, why don't we go back earlier in time," she continued, "and help her before she…"

      "Dies?" Simon finished for her. He frowned. "I've thought about that as well, but however tempting, I don't think it's wise. We have no idea the repercussions a change like that might bring to the timeline."

      Elizabeth sighed. "I know. I just…" She shook her head.

      Simon reached across the table and gave her hand a comforting squeeze before letting go. "We have to trust that we've been given this window, here, now, for a reason. We have to trust my grandfather. We have to trust the list." He picked up his wine glass and stared into it before meeting her eyes again. "No matter how difficult that might be."

      He was right, of course. She'd known that in her heart already. But knowing it didn't make it any easier.

      The rest of dinner was subdued. The thought of what they might face tomorrow preoccupied them both. And things lingered unsaid.

      

      

      Simon stood at the window of their hotel room and watched the morning street traffic. Horses and riders varied as much as cars and drivers back home. Instead of a beat-up pickup truck, an old swayback or ancient mule carried a poor tenant farmer. In place of a luxury sports car, a high-strung thoroughbred pranced among the carts and wagons with a wealthy planter astride. The more things changed…he thought.

      A particularly large cart stopped just beneath the window. The driver barked orders to some unseen men who appeared and began to unload the supplies in the back. A large crate was mishandled and dropped to the sidewalk with a thunderous crash.

      Simon spun around to see if the noise had awakened Elizabeth. He smiled to himself and shook his head. She continued to quietly snore away. That woman could sleep through anything. He'd always envied her that. Always a restless sleeper and early riser, he'd gotten used to being up well before she opened her eyes. Those quiet moments in the morning, before the whirlwind that was life with Elizabeth, gave him a chance to reflect and consider. It gave him time to thank the powers that be for sparing him from the life he'd felt sure he was destined for. He could still feel the shadow of that world, but the loneliness that used to pull him under was gone. Never in a thousand years had he thought he could be part of something, or more to the point, want to be part of something outside himself. Now, he couldn't imagine life any other way.

      Elizabeth moaned softly and rolled onto her side. Her arm flopped onto the side of the bed he'd vacated. She must have been expecting to find him there and the shock of finding an empty space instead pulled her from sleep. She blinked against the morning light streaming through the tall window where Simon stood.

      "Good morning," he said.

      She mumbled something unintelligible and blinked rapidly several times.

      "Natchez," Simon supplied, having gone through the same confusion an hour earlier when he'd awakened.

      Elizabeth nodded and smiled sleepily.

      Simon turned back to the window. "It's a beautiful day. Not too warm, I hope."

      He heard Elizabeth slide out of bed and pad over to join him. She leaned against his back and her warm hands slipped inside his half-buttoned-shirt. He covered them with his own, and turned around in the circle of her arms and kissed the crown of her head.

      She nodded sleepily against his chest. "Morning."

      He chuckled, and led her over to a small table with a pitcher and washbasin. He poured some fresh water into the bowl for her and left her to splash water on her face and come fully awake.

      While she did that, Simon slipped on his vest and took his pocket watch off the wooden stand on the side table. He checked it, as a force of habit, and slipped it and key fob into his vest pocket. "The desk clerk will probably be able to tell us where we can find the priest. If I remember our research correctly, there weren’t many Catholic churches in Natchez, so he shouldn't be hard to find."

      "Breakfast first," Elizabeth said as she pulled off her long cotton nightgown and tossed it onto the bed.

      Simon watched her naked form appreciatively for a moment before turning back to the window. They had a long day ahead of them and couldn't afford a late start no matter how tempting.

      He heard her rustle around in her trunk, grumbling as she did. "Crotchless drawers. I feel trapped and half naked at the same time."

      He didn't envy her. All that clothing must have been incredibly cumbersome. He was grateful all he had to do was wear a three-piece woolen suit.

      "I'm going to need your help with this…thing again," Elizabeth said, as she held out her corset in front of her like it was a live snake. She walked across the room and sat in front of the small vanity.

      Frowning at herself in the mirror, she poked at what was left of her hairdo. "Do you know how to braid?"

      "Darling," Simon said. "I will help you get dressed. I will most happily help you get undressed. But doing your hair is where I have to draw the line."

      Elizabeth laughed. "Fair enough. I see why people had ladies’ maids. The whole kit and kaboodle is designed to keep you reliant on others." She raised her tiny fist and shook it in mock anger. "Down with the man!"

      Despite Elizabeth's protests, she managed quite well and before too long they were ready to face the day, and more importantly, that night.

      After a quick breakfast, they went to the church and eventually found the priest they were looking for at the building site of the new cathedral in town. He was more than happy to help them.

      Mary Stewart, as it turned out, was an orphan and the two women at her burial were associated with the orphanage. Mrs. Nolan ran the Children's Home and Miss Catherine Stanton was one of the Female Charitable Society volunteers.

      The orphanage was a fairly large building on the edge of town. Its stern Federal-style architecture gave it an aura of institutionalized living that the sign out front echoed loudly and sadly. Natchez Children's Home, Orphan Asylum for Destitute and Abandoned Children. All of that was in bold opposition to the beautiful old maple and sycamore trees that surrounded the property and the sound of children's laughter caught on the breeze.

      Elizabeth squinted up at him, shading her eyes from the bright morning sun that promised a hot day ahead and reached for his hand.

      "Remember, we can't save them all," Simon warned her. With her heart, she'd want to adopt every child and take them back to the future. She nodded reluctantly, but he was worried about how the experience might affect her. And, if he were honest with himself, how it would affect him.

      Ever since Father Connelly had told them about the orphanage, Simon had been tense. He was not a sympathetic man by nature. Unlike Elizabeth, who threw herself with abandon at every lost cause, he was far more cautious. For the most part, he kept his heart neatly bound. There were few things that tugged at his heartstrings. Among them, however, were children. Perhaps it was the loneliness of his own youth, the lack of nurturing parents or hard lessons taught on cold nights at boarding school. Whatever the cause, Simon felt his heart constrict at the thought of a wounded or lonely child. Here on the footsteps of a 19th century orphanage, he knew he would see nothing else.

      Elizabeth squeezed his hand, and together they walked up the short set of steps to the front door. Just as Simon was about to ring the bell, the door opened and a dozen or so young boys burst out into the sunshine. Like prisoners furloughed for the first time, they whooped and hollered with joy at the sheer freedom of being outside. They shoved each other and scuffed at the dirt as they formed two rough lines at the bottom of the steps like a ragged bunch of little soldiers.

      In their wake, a large plump woman with a ruddy complexion and a bellowing voice followed. "Good. Stand up straight, Clayton James," she said sternly at one boy who immediately pushed back his shoulders. "Y'all be back in your room in two hours. I've got a switch and I'm not afraid to use it. Isn't that right, Jimmy Davis?"

      One of the boys, presumably Jimmy, looked up to face her. The angry set of his jaw faded into reluctant submission as the woman glared down at him from the top step.

      He was slightly taller than the others and reed thin. Most of the children's clothes were ill-fitting hand-me-downs, but his clothes were easily two sizes too small. His jacket strained to keep just one button closed at the front and pulled tightly against his chest and shoulders. His dirty, dark brown boots, ankle high, still didn't touch the hem of his pants and pale gangly legs showed through the gap. Subconsciously, the boy reached around and rubbed his bottom and nodded.

      "Good," she said with a firm nod and then crossed her arms over her ample bosom. "Now, go on and don't come back until y'all are good and tired, you hear!"

      Once the boys had all run off, the woman seemed to see Simon and Elizabeth for the first time. She narrowed her eyes at them as if she didn't have time for more disobedient children. "And you would be?"

      "You must be Mrs. Nolan," Simon said with his most gracious smile. "Father Connelly told us of your good work and we came to see it for ourselves. Very impressive." He gestured to where the boys had stood. "We're hoping to emulate your success. In England and perhaps elsewhere."

      The compliment had the desired effect and the woman's expression softened. "England? Really?"

      "I know you must be terribly busy, but if you could spare us just a few moments," Simon continued. "My wife and I would be most grateful."

      The woman preened at her hair and tried to control its unruly curls. She had better luck with the children. "Of course, I can spare a few minutes."

      Mrs. Nolan did more than that. She gave them a tour of the entire building, from the kitchens to the laundry. She spoke very highly of their private benefactors, but no matter how generous, they were always in need of more.

      While the orphanage wasn't as Dickensian as Simon had feared it would be, it was far from the home these children deserved. Whether they'd been left parentless from cholera or yellow fever, accident or disaster, there were over fifty children here and many more in other orphanages around the county.

      Simon had read about the orphan trains from large cities like New York where thousands of homeless children were shipped off like cargo to farming states in hope of being taken in. In rural places like Natchez, the healthy boys were probably "adopted" out and trained as farm hands locally. The girls faced a more difficult path. Women had few options in the 1850's and a poor woman fewer still. The future for these poor children was anything but bright.

      "And this is our boy's dormitory," Mrs. Nolan explained as she led them into a room lined on each side with a dozen small beds. "We can expand and house up to seventy-five children, but that puts a strain on resources in a most dire way."

      A few of the boys looked up and stared at their visitors, their eyes already hardened by a life of disappointments. One small boy just looked frightened and confused and quickly hid under his blanket and Simon felt a surge of guilt for having thought his childhood compared to this. He'd wanted for nothing but affection. These children had nothing, nothing at all.

      Elizabeth slipped her arm through Simon's and gave his bicep a comforting squeeze. "Simon?"

      The understanding and warmth in her eyes were almost his undoing. She tugged on his arm slightly and nodded toward the doorway. He cleared his throat and gave the boys one last look before following Mrs. Nolan on the rest of her tour.

      They ended in the girls' dormitory, a mirror of the boys on the opposite end of the building. Elizabeth took the lead then, asking questions and finally circling around to their intent. "We understand that you lost a child recently. A Mary Stewart?"

      Mrs. Nolan's face dropped in genuine sadness. As much of a drill sergeant she'd been with the boys outside, it was obvious she cared for the children in her charge. "Poor girl," she said as her eyes drifted to an empty bunk at the far end of the room. "She'd just come to us, too. Perhaps a month. Passed away just a week before her eighth birthday."

      "What happened to her family?" Elizabeth asked.

      "Mother abandoned her, near as I can tell. Doctor Walker brought her to us, but she was ill and there was nothing to be done, I'm afraid. The ague, you see."

      Elizabeth cooed her understanding. "And the father?"

      Mrs. Nolan shook her head. "Nowhere to be seen, I'm afraid."

      Of course, her father could be dead, but there was a much more likely possibility that he'd never been present at all. The thought of it made Simon's temper flare.

      A loud crash came from another room followed by a scream and then peels of laughter. Mrs. Nolan frowned. "Will you excuse me for just a moment?"

      "Of course," Elizabeth said and Mrs. Nolan hurried, trying to look like she wasn't, toward the door. She closed the double doors behind her, but it did little to muffle her angry rebukes.

      Elizabeth stifled a laugh and turned her attention to a nearby bed where a little girl with big round eyes sat playing nervously with her doll. "Hello, my name's Elizabeth's. What's yours?"

      The girl answered softly. "Megan."

      "And who's this?" Elizabeth asked pointing at the girl's broken doll and sitting down on the bed next to her. The girl was shy at first, but Elizabeth could charm the birds from trees and it wasn't long before the little girl was smiling and delightedly telling her everything about her doll, Annie. A few other girls gathered around.

      Simon lingered by the door. The girls were clearly far less enamored with him than with Elizabeth. Except for one. He'd seen her when they'd first come in. She stood apart from the others, halfway in and halfway out of the door at the far end of the room. Her hair was long and straight and a lovely shade of chestnut. Her little round face was pale and sad. She stood on tiptoe, nervous and frightened, as if she wasn't supposed to be there at all. When she saw him, her expression was almost one of surprise. She'd quickly hidden herself behind the doorway, but he saw her peeking out, watching him. He could see a small blue ribbon tied to her wrist. After a few minutes, when he caught her leaning further into the room, he offered her a smile.

      Slowly, almost afraid to let it come, she smiled back. Emboldened, he took a step toward her when the doors behind him opened and Mrs. Nolan came bursting back into the room. "That Wilkins boy will be the death of me yet! I'm so sorry to have kept you waiting."

      "That's all right," Elizabeth said as she gently touched little Megan's cheek. "We were fine on our own, weren't we?" she said more to the girls than to Mrs. Nolan. The girls nodded vigorously and Simon wondered just what she and the little girls had been talking about.

      They said their goodbyes to the girls and Simon's eyes sought out the little girl at the far end of the room, but she was gone.

      Mrs. Nolan led them back into the main foyer. "As you can see, we have a long way to go before we are where we need to be, but we do our best."

      "Very impressive," Simon said. "And I'm sure the Female Charitable Society is quite pleased with the work you do."

      Mrs. Nolan waved away the compliment, but it was clear she was pleased. "They give more than money. Some of them. Miss Stanton in particular. Fine woman. Hard worker. Not afraid to march on the front lines."

      "I'd love to talk to her. Do you think that would be all right?" Elizabeth asked.

      Mrs. Nolan laughed. "Oh, she'll talk. It's getting her to stop that's the trick." She jotted down an address and handed it to Elizabeth. "She's not home today, over in Port Gibson until tomorrow. But I'm sure she'd be happy to speak to you."

      "Thank you."

      While they'd talked Simon had dug around inside his wallet. He'd brought more money than they would need. Despite its remarkable number, he felt almost ashamed not to offer more as he held out a five hundred dollar bill. "I'm sure you'll put this to good use."

      Mrs. Nolan's eyes bulged and she barely restrained herself from snatching it from his hand. She managed to compose herself and said, "That's very generous of you, Mr. Cross," and then added to include Elizabeth, "both of you."

      They gave their thanks for the tour and walked out into the now midday sun. It was hot and still.

      Simon let out a cleansing breath.

      "Are you all right?" Elizabeth asked.

      He nodded.

      "We can't help them all," she said.

      He looked down at her. "But we can help the one."

      Elizabeth smiled and leaned into his side. "That we can."
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      Elizabeth found a small twig that looked a little like one of Tim Burton's characters and stuck it into the soft, moist dirt just outside the bark house she'd built. The little hut was the perfect size for a fairy or a borrower or the spider crawling up her arm.

      She stifled a scream and shook the spider away.

      Simon shushed her and glowered from under the hood of his cloak. Elizabeth whispered her apology and, abandoning her mini-construction site, shifted her position on the large roots of the large oak tree. Score one for the petticoats. If she'd been wearing anything else, her bum would have been sore and cold by now.

      They'd been at the cemetery less than an hour so far, but patience and stillness were not on Elizabeth's resume. Unsure how long the trip from town would take them at night, they'd allowed themselves a large buffer to ensure they arrived well before 9 p.m. They'd made very good time and were there with an hour to kill. They secreted their horse and buggy well away from the road in the woods behind them, and then settled behind an enormous oak tree. Its broad trunk, at least seven feet across, great gnarled roots and location, just off to the side of Catholic Hill, made it the best spot to wait for…whatever it was they were waiting for.

      This particular section of the cemetery wasn't ideal for a stakeout. Not that any part of a cemetery was, but the poor section of Catholic Hill was nearly bald and they were forced to hide at least twenty yards away. Luckily, the moon was three-quarters full and the clouds hadn't settled in for the night.

      The plaintive cry of a young female fox pierced the night, startling Elizabeth. Again. As if to answer, a whip-poor-will began its whistling song. Elizabeth pulled her cape more tightly about her shoulders. The hot day had given way to a cool evening, although it wasn't the cold that made her shiver.

      No matter how much she'd seen in her life, sitting in a graveyard at night was just down right eerie. The moonlight touched the marble headstones in the distance and made them appear to glow like ghosts in an old black and white movie, coming and going as clouds traveled across the face of the moon. Trees seemed to shift positions, branches reaching out like arms. Odd sounds from the forest behind her all provoked her imagination to a series of unhelpful thoughts.

      Through it all, Simon sat remarkably still. His large dark cloak made him look as mysterious as the world around him. Sadly, he hadn't appreciated her witty Dred Pirate Roberts reference at the store and Elizabeth made a mental note to show him The Princess Bride when they returned home.

      Carefully, Elizabeth peeked around her side of the large tree trunk and scanned the night. It was disconcerting not knowing what they were waiting for. Considering their past adventures and some of the things they'd read in Sebastian's journal, anything could be out there.

      Apprehensively, her eyes skimmed along the grass looking for pale zombie fingers clawing their way up through the earth. Please don't let it be zombies, or vampires, she added silently. Once was enough. Despite the cold, dead feeling of the surrounding landscape, it was fertile ground for her imagination, and she could feel her pulse begin to race.

      Simon glanced over at her and she could see his reassuring eyes deep in the shadows of his hood. It was enough to stop the Kentucky Derby that was threatening to start in her chest, but the anxiety of waiting was starting to prickle along her skin like an electrical current.

      Elizabeth felt another wave of the fidgets coming on when Simon sat up a little straighter and reached a hand out to still her. Just over a small rise on the far side of Catholic Hill, Elizabeth could hear something approaching from the North. Even on the soft grass and dirt, there was no mistaking the sound of a horse's footfalls as it slowed from a trot to a walk. At least, she hoped it was a horse and not a minotaur or something half this and half that.

      She and Simon carefully peered out from their hiding place and strained to see more clearly in the dark. A cloudbank had settled in front of the moon and what light there was became diffused and shallow. Slowly, a rider emerged from the shadows. She felt awash with relief. It was a man.

      He pulled up his horse and eased out of the saddle. Looking around furtively, he hurriedly walked over to Catholic Hill. He wore a large hat and an oversized overcoat; the night's shadows obscured his face.

      Simon and Elizabeth kept as still as possible. The last thing they wanted was to be seen, and judging from the man's late-night appearance and nervous body language, he felt the same way.

      Even though anonymous crosses marked the graves, the freshly turned earth made it easy to discern which was Mary's. The man walked directly to her grave, clearly there to visit hers and no other.

      The man was closer now, but Elizabeth couldn't make out his face. He was still too far away and it was far too dark.

      The man stood solemnly over the grave for a long moment before reaching inside his coat. Elizabeth felt Simon tense next to her. She knew his hand had shifted slightly under his cloak and was now gripping the handle of the Colt-45 they'd brought with them.

      The man unbuttoned his jacket and pulled out a small bouquet of flowers he'd kept safely tucked away. Slowly, almost painfully, he knelt down and laid them on the grave beneath the cross. As he stood up, something in their direction caught his eye. He looked over quickly to the woods behind where Simon and Elizabeth hid and then stood frozen in place.

      Elizabeth spun around to try to see what he'd seen. Her eyes and imagination must have still been in four-wheel drive, because she could have sworn she saw a little girl in a white dress peering out from the wood.

      Elizabeth looked back to the man, who was still staring past their hiding place toward the forest beyond. When Elizabeth looked again the fox she'd heard earlier poked its face out of the woods and then disappeared. Elizabeth shook her head and let out a slow breath. Darn fox.

      The man shook himself out of his stupor and then, with new urgency, hurried back to his horse. He mounted in one easy step, reined his horse around and rode straight for them.

      Elizabeth's heart raced. Had he seen them? Simon's arms pulled her close. He pressed them both into the base of the tree and covered her quickly with his cloak.

      The hoof beats grew louder, closer, until it sounded like he was right on top of them. Suddenly, the horse whinnied and shied. He tried to urge the animal on, but it refused, and reared and pranced around nervously. From under the edge of the cloak, all Elizabeth could see were the horse's legs and the man's boots in the stirrups as he dug his heels into the horse's flank. But still, the animal refused to move. It snorted and cried.

      Elizabeth wrapped her fingers around one of the oak tree's roots and tried to slow her heart. If he just looked down, he would see them. For a moment, she felt just like a little hobbit hiding from the Nazgul. Except, luckily for her, this rider appeared to be flesh and blood. She hoped.

      After a long moment that hung heavy in the damp air, the man grunted in defeat and eased his horse back away. The horse and rider slipped from her narrow view under the cloak. Elizabeth could hear the horse begin to calm, and and then the man urged it on and both horse and rider disappeared into the distance and into the darkness.

      A few moments passed before Simon shifted and peered out from the safety of their hiding spot. Elizabeth followed suit. The cemetery was as empty and as still as it had been before the man arrived. Slowly, Simon stood and helped Elizabeth up.

      "That was close," Elizabeth whispered.

      Simon flipped back the hood of his cloak. "Too close. Could you see what drew his attention?"

      Elizabeth shook her head. "I think it was a fox, back there in the woods. I'm not sure. I think my imagination was getting the better of me."

      "This is the place for it."

      "You were as calm as a toad in the sun."

      "Appearances can be deceiving. I was busy praying that it wouldn't be zombies," Simon added with a wink.

      Elizabeth laughed. "Funny."

      Simon worked the kinks out of his legs and rolled his shoulders to loosen them. "Let's take a look at those flowers, shall we?" he asked as he nodded toward Mary's grave. He took Elizabeth's arm and helped her walk up the soft grass to the grave. Once there, he knelt down and picked up the small bouquet of blue and purple flowers.

      "Whoever he was, he cared enough to leave those," Elizabeth said.

      Simon gently placed the flowers back exactly as they had been and stood. "Yes, but did he do it out of love or out of guilt."

      He looked around the empty graveyard once more before nodding to the woods. "We should go."

      Elizabeth was more than happy to head back to the warmth and security of town and their hotel. They walked down the hill and into the woods.

      "By the way, did you notice his clothes?" Simon asked as he helped Elizabeth pick her way through the woods. "I could only make out the edges of his overcoat and trousers, but the coat was frayed and poor quality. The trousers, however, were something a wealthy man would wear."

      "And his boots. They were like yours. Expensive."

      Simon nodded thoughtfully. "So we know he's a man of means, and one who did not want to be seen visiting Mary's grave."

      "That's not much to go on."

      "It's more than we had this morning," Simon said.

      They reached the small clearing where their horse and buggy waited patiently and Simon helped Elizabeth onto the seat.

      "So, tomorrow?" she asked.

      Simon retrieved the anchor weight and rope from the horse's harness, and slid in next to her. "Tomorrow we find Miss Stanton and see what more we can learn about Mary." He deftly eased the carriage down the dark path. "And with any luck, meet a few of the local aristocracy and worm our way in."

      "Worming's good."

      "It's an incestuous society. If our mystery man is among them, our paths will cross."

      The lone fox screamed again and their horse unsettled before Simon calmed her. Elizabeth shivered. "I don't think I'll ever get used to that sound. It's so anguished."

      Simon nodded. "Yes, it is, isn't it?" After a pause, he urged their horse on and they started down the narrow path.

      Elizabeth looked into the trees as they left the woods and turned onto the road. She half-expected to see the fox looking back, or a pale faced little girl in a white dress, but there was only darkness.
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      Simon tipped his hat as two of Natchez's elite walked past them on the sidewalk followed closely by a nanny who was pushing a rather gaudy velvet-covered pram. The women smiled and dipped her heads in polite greeting.

      Because it was such a beautiful day and the address wasn't too far away, they decided to walk. It felt good to stretch his legs and work out the cramps from last night.

      The streets of Natchez proper were laid out in a perfect grid. Clusters of enormous houses sat on the streets on and near the bluff, just above the landing where they'd arrived. Under-the-Hill and above it might be separated by hundreds of feet, but they were worlds apart. Elite planters of the early 1800’s had spent fortunes on massive estates both in town and out on their plantations. Each was a testament to their power and wealth. Catherine's family was apparently one of the one percent of the one percent that made up the Natchez Nabobs.

      "I think this is the house," Elizabeth said at his side as she stopped and checked the address scribbled on the note Mrs. Nolan had given them yesterday.

      Catherine Stanton's house was definitely more than just a house; it was one of the grand homes of Natchez. Simon looked up at the imposing façade of the Stantons' Cypress Hill estate. The three-story square, red brick building with its four gleaming white Doric columns and impressive, projected pediment stood set back from the street with a wrought iron gate that kept the unwanted away. Tall magnolia trees in full blossom stood on either side of the path that cut through the lush, green lawn.

      "Catherine does all right," Elizabeth said.

      "Someone does." Simon opened the gate for Elizabeth and followed her up the brick path.

      They were just nearing the steps leading up to the front door when it opened and a man, every inch the definition of a dandy, from his black top hat and elaborately tailored tight-fitting tail coat to his silk and velvet vest, appeared with a flourish. He turned back toward the door and was joined by an older man in a conservative black suit and grey vest. His face was hewn from stone, back ramrod straight, even his beard stood at attention. Despite being several inches shorter than the younger man, the older man cut a powerful figure and one used to getting his way.

      The younger man made a sour expression on his already pinched face and forced an unnatural smile. His voice had an unnaturally high pitch. "I'm sure you understand how embarrassing this is, Colonel. I simply cannot have such disrespect shown by a fiancée."

      Colonel? A military man, Simon thought. That was fitting.

      The Colonel forced a thin smile to his lips. His voice was deep and resonate and angry. "Of course."

      The younger man clapped him on the shoulder. A gesture that was not welcome, but endured. "You can hardly be blamed for your daughter's lack of social graces," the younger man said. "But I'm sure you understand that a man such as myself cannot have a wife who runs off, unaccompanied no less, to such places as Water Street."

      The Colonel's natural frown deepened. "I will speak with her about that, you can be assured, Archer."

      Mr. Archer smiled broadly. "Of course." He tipped his hat. "I'll give Father your regards."

      The Colonel grunted and managed another forced smile.

      Mr. Archer nodded and hurried down the stairs. He bowed and tipped his hat to them as he passed and walked briskly to the street.

      The Colonel stood at the top of the stairs and noticed Simon and Elizabeth for the first time. He put his fists on his hips. "And you are?"

      Elizabeth started to speak, but Simon managed to beat her to it. "Good morning," Simon said removing his hat. "We were wondering if Miss Catherine Stanton is at home."

      The Colonel's eyes narrowed and he took a step forward. His keen eyes darted to Elizabeth and he frowned, before addressing Simon. "You're one of them, aren't you?"

      "Pardon me, I—"

      "Get out!" he said turning on his heels and starting for the door.

      "Sir, I think you—"

      The Colonel stopped and turned back. He nearly charged down the stairs. "You and," he said, looking at Elizabeth with what could only be described as disdain, "your kind, filled her head with your suffrage nonsense. Independence! The vote!"

      He said the last two words as though they were the most absurd things he'd ever heard. Simon could feel Elizabeth begin to simmer next to him and hoping to preempt an explosion, put a gentle, but restraining hand on her arm. "Sir, I'm afraid you're mistaken. We are not suffragists."

      The man gave Elizabeth another appraising look. He was clearly skeptical of Simon's claims.

      "We simply came here to ask Miss Stanton about her work at the orphanage. Her charitable works, but I can see we've made a mistake." Simon took Elizabeth's arm and turned away. They'd taken several steps down to the path when the Colonel spoke again.

      "Wait!"

      They stopped and slowly turned back. The Colonel glared at them for a moment and was about to speak again when a young, broad shouldered black man wearing a maroon and buff livery appeared in the doorway. "Colonel?" he asked anxiously.

      "It's all right, Abraham." The Colonel waved him away before turning back to Simon and Elizabeth. "I must beg your pardon," he said and judging from the pained look on his face, he was not used to doing so.

      "Of course," Simon said. "It was presumptive of us to call without prior notice. My card." Simon pulled out a silver cardholder and handed the Colonel his card.

      The Colonel took it and offered his hand. "Colonel William Stanton."

      They shook. "Simon Cross and this is my wife, Elizabeth."

      Elizabeth offered him a small curtsy and her most disarming smile.

      The Colonel bowed, but still wasn't warming to Elizabeth. "Mrs. Cross." He glanced at Simon's card. "Sir Simon?"

      "A minor baronetcy," Simon said as though he were talking about something thoroughly insignificant.

      The Colonel was impressed, no small feat it appeared, and tucked the card into his coat pocket. "My daughter is not home at the moment, but I will tell her you called." Apparently, their audience with him was at an end. He bowed and waited for them to get the message.

      Simon smiled graciously and tipped his hat. "Colonel." He escorted Elizabeth down the path to the street.

      When they reached the sidewalk and shut the gate behind them, Elizabeth said, "I'd like to suffrage him."

      Simon chuckled. "Is it that or that we may have met the first man ever who is immune to your charms?"

      Elizabeth frowned.

      "You still have my heart," Simon said, stifling another laugh as her expression soured. "Come along," he slipped her arm into his. "I hear there are wanton women on Water Street."

      

      

      Elizabeth was still stewing over the Colonel's attitude toward women as they approached the section of town where they hoped to find Catherine Stanton. With an effort she put the Colonel out of her mind as the neighborhoods rapidly changed. The divides of the class structure were easy to see.

      They traveled from the beautiful, stately residential streets of the wealthy planters and powerful businessmen to those busy with commerce. Storefronts of all sorts lined the wide dirt streets offering everything from dry goods to the latest hats from Paris. Apartments of varying sizes and cost above the stores housed some of the middle class — smaller merchants, lesser public officials and professionals of moderate income. Others in that class left the city, such as it was, for the quieter spaces of small country homes on the outskirts of town or ran small farms dwarfed by their larger neighbors.

      Next were the skilled laborers, mechanics, artisans and tradesmen. That left the bottom two classes of society. Tucked away on the periphery of the aptly named fringe of society were the common whites, the poor laborers, landless tenant farmers and others struggling to make ends meet, beneath them, at the very bottom of the heap, the slaves.

      Simon drove the buggy around a corner and they'd arrived on Water Street. "This must be it," he said looking at the street sign.

      A row of old, dilapidated homes, most of them boarding houses, lined the street. Interspersed among the boarding houses were smaller places with slanted roofs and pillars of rough-hewn wood. Porches sagged in the middle or slanted to the side as their foundations decayed. The sun-faded wooden planks on the sides of the houses showed signs of paint lost long ago, as the small patches that remained peeled and bubbled.

      The street was busy with traffic. Mule carts and other large two and four horse wagons laden with heavy piles of lumber and other goods rumbled down the dirt road. The smell of manure and sewage was heavy in the air.

      This was where the working class lived — the warehouse worker and bartender, the manual laborer and the prostitute. Most could not afford homes of their own, no matter how small, and so they rented rooms in one of the many boarding houses. A saloon sign hung angled from a broken hinge and an out of tune piano clinked out some song inside for the midday drinkers.

      Simon and Elizabeth and their fancy hired buggy stood out, painfully. A man sitting on a split rail fence watched them with narrowed eyes from under his straw hat. He spit a short brown stream of tobacco juice through a hole where a tooth used to be and watched them warily as they drove past.

      "Perhaps, I should have left you at the hotel," Simon said softly.

      Elizabeth glared at him. He sighed and nodded, but she could feel his tension mount. She looked down the busy street. "How are we going to find her?"

      "Get out!" a voice bellowed nearby.

      Elizabeth turned and saw a large man with a jiggling belly and outrageous whiskers push open the swinging doors to a saloon. "I warned you about coming back here."

      A well-dressed woman was roughly escorted from the premises by two other men and shoved out onto the planked porch in front of the heavy-set man.

      "I don't think that's going to be a problem," Simon said as he pulled their buggy over.

      The woman was tall and thin. The sort some people would describe as handsome, but not pretty. Her features were sharp and bold, and she stood erect with a pride that bordered on aggression.

      Two dancehall-type girls in very low-cut dresses and men with drinks in their hands appeared in the doorway and watched the scene with amusement. Simon and Elizabeth climbed out of the buggy, but kept their distance. For now.

      Catherine Stanton straightened her hat with incredible calm and stood regally before him. "Sir, these ladies—"

      That won a raucous chorus of laughter. "Ladies?" said the fat man.

      Catherine held her ground and even smiled graciously. "These women have a right to know that there is change coming and they will be able to be full citizens with all the commensurate rights, if they will just read this material." She tried to hand the girls a few single-page flyers.

      The fat man shook his head and moved toward the girls. He slung his meaty arms over their shoulders and pulled them close. "Now why would they want that? When they got me to take care of 'em? Ain't that right, girls? 'Sides, women ain't got the brains a man does. I'm doin' 'em a favor," he added with a quick swat to their behinds.

      Catherine's eyes narrowed. "The current state of inequality is neither just for women nor advantageous for men," Catherine said. "Surely, a man of your towering intellect can see the wisdom in that."

      The jolly fat man's face fell and the undercurrent of laughter from the people around him stopped instantly. "You're trying to insult me."

      "I'm not trying; I'm succeeding. Although, there's not much to it," she added with a shrug.

      Elizabeth loved her gumption, but the fat man was less than amused. He took a menacing step forward. Simon mirrored his movement.

      "I warned you once," the fat man said, "and you come back. I won't warn you again. You stay away from my girls and away from my place. You understand?"

      Catherine didn't flinch. She kept her chin up and eyes fixed on his. "This is the future, sir. You cannot stop progress." She held up the hand holding the raft of flyers.

      The man swung his arm and knocked the papers out of her hand. They were instantly caught on the breeze and fluttered into the street.

      "That's what I think of your progress."

      Catherine turned and started to gather her papers. She scurried after them as they danced over the dirt street.

      The next few seconds happened in a blur. Before Elizabeth understood why, Simon ran from her side. "Look out!" he cried.

      Elizabeth turned in time to see the fast approaching wagon, but too late to do anything about it. Catherine had bent down to pick up some of her papers and the heel of her shoe became tangled in her petticoats. As she struggled to stand, the wagon, whose driver saw her too late and couldn't stop the heavy load in time, bore down on her with frightening speed.

      Suddenly, Simon was at Catherine's side. The wagon was nearly there. Three thousand pounds of horse thundered toward them.

      Simon grabbed her under the arms. Onlooking women gasped and men called out. Simon, holding tightly to Catherine, dove to the ground and disappeared from sight behind the horses and wagon. For a sickening moment, Elizabeth couldn't tell if they were safe or not. It wasn't until the heavy wagon fully passed that she saw them again. They were lying in a heap on the dirt road. Elizabeth felt the unstoppable rise of panic. Heart in her mouth, she ran to them.

      Simon was already starting to extricate himself from the tangle of limbs when she arrived.

      "Are you hurt?"

      Simon looked up at her, and she could see the fear in his eyes. It had been too close, but he wasn't hurt. "I'm fine."

      He knelt and reached out to Catherine who rolled over, her eyes just as wild. "Good heavens," she said.

      "Are you all right?"

      She nodded and looked down the street to where the wagon finally managed to stop at least another thirty feet down the road. The driver jumped off and ran back toward them, joining the growing crowd.

      Catherine held out her hand and took Simon's offer of help. "I told my father these clothes might be the death of me, I just didn't realize I actually meant it."

      Elizabeth laughed nervously and Catherine joined in. "Thank you, sir," she said, still short of breath. "That was very stupid of me and very brave of you."

      Brave, yes, Elizabeth thought, and crazy. Was that how Simon felt each time she leapt before she looked? She'd have to apologize for that later.

      Simon smiled graciously and dusted off his pants leg and then bent down to pick up his hat. "You're sure you're not hurt?"

      Catherine blew out a long breath. "Just my pride." Her eyes darted over Simon's shoulder and then looked to the sky for strength. "Of course."

      Elizabeth followed her gaze and saw a black man, Abraham, the house slave from Cypress Hill, pull his horse to a stop from a full gallop and dismounted. "Are you all right Miss Catherine?"

      "I'm fine," Catherine said. "I suppose father sent you to spy on me."

      Abraham's worry, which seemed to be truly genuine, subsided and was replaced with mild amusement. "Now, Miss Catherine you know he only ask me to come because he worry about you."

      Catherine pursed her lips. "You worry about me more than he does."

      Abraham smiled, almost shyly. "We both do and you find new ways to give us cause every single day."

      Maybe it was because Elizabeth's senses were heightened with still pulsing adrenaline, but she saw that there was something more than mistress and slave between the two. There was an ease she didn't expect and what appeared to be genuine friendship.

      Catherine held out her arms. "As you can see, I'm perfectly fine." Abraham glanced down at the wagon and arched an eyebrow. "Well, I am thanks to… I'm sorry, I don't even know your name."

      Simon smiled again and bowed slightly at the waist. "Simon Cross and my wife, Elizabeth. We met your father earlier today."

      "And you came away unscathed!"

      "We called this morning hoping to speak with you about your work at the orphanage," Elizabeth said. "And heard you might be here and hoped to catch you."

      Catherine grinned. "And that you did. I am most grateful to you."

      "Perhaps you can spare us some time to discuss your work, when you're feeling up to it," Elizabeth said.

      "I can do better than that. Unless you have another engagement, you must come to Cypress Hill for dinner this evening. We're having a small party and I'm sure father would be even more displeased with me than usual if I didn't ask you as a small measure of gratitude."

      A party with the Colonel and his wealthy friends would be the perfect place to start their investigation into the man at the cemetery. Things were looking up. "We'd be delighted."
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      Like an old-fashioned valet service, two grooms stood at the curb in front of Cypress Hill waiting for carriages and buggies to arrive. One of them held the horse as the other offered a white-gloved hand to Elizabeth and helped her out of the buggy.

      "Don't let Catherine bait you into conversations about women's rights," Simon said. "We need to make friends, not enemies tonight."

      Elizabeth didn't like it, but knew he was right and took his offered arm and let him escort her up the path. The front door opened at their arrival and they stepped into the enormous, arched entry hall. The maple wood floors were covered with long runners and Doric columns that mimicked those out front stood on either side of large arches. Dozens of candles and wall sconces made it feel more warm and welcoming than Elizabeth feared it would be.

      She liked Catherine. What was not to like? She was a rebel suffragette in the Deep South. She risked life and limb to help spread the word and had a tongue as sharp as her wit.

      Catherine's father was a different matter. He was old school, like one-room-schoolhouse old school. Elizabeth tried not to judge, no matter how easy it might be. She'd spent enough time in other periods to know that the world of 1850 was born of what had come before. Many modern sensibilities weren't even a glimmer in anyone's eye.

      The same house slave they'd seen earlier in the day took their hats and gloves and disappeared again.

      "Hello," Catherine said holding out her hand to Elizabeth and coming to greet them at the door. She squeezed Elizabeth's hand. "I'm so glad you could come."

      She seemed inordinately pleased. Not that Elizabeth and Simon weren't scintillating guests, but Elizabeth had a feeling there was something more at work here.

      "Thank you for inviting us. I'm afraid we don't know many people in town," Simon said oozing charm from every English pore.

      Catherine waved to her father who excused himself from other guests down the hall and joined them by the entry. He shook Simon's hand and gave Elizabeth a modest nod of the head. "My daughter tells me I owe you a debt."

      Simon smiled, but didn't deny it. Smart cookie, Elizabeth thought. Put that one in your pocket for later.

      "We're honored to be here and have a chance to enjoy your beautiful home. The hotel is adequate, but we are a bit weary of traveling."

      The Colonel nodded and grunted in agreement. "Long campaign."

      "Yes."

      The silence lingered until the Colonel grunted again and said, "Bourbon?"

      "Thank you," Simon said and the Colonel led him away.

      Elizabeth's instinct to follow was cut off at the pass by Catherine's arm slipping through hers. "He'll be all right. I think your husband can handle dear old papa. Let me introduce you around and then we can eavesdrop for what scandalous things they're saying about me."

      Catherine led Elizabeth into a large, ornate parlor where a half-dozen guests mingled. Opulent didn't begin to describe the room. A six-foot-tall intricate gold-framed mirror hung over a large marble fireplace. Deep maroon damask curtains draped gracefully over ten-foot high windows with gold-colored, detailed cornices.

      Through the open pocket doors Elizabeth saw Simon and the Colonel in the adjoining parlor. They were busy drinking their bourbon and deep in discussion with another man.

      "There you are, Eli," Catherine said, pulling Elizabeth's attention back. They approached a tall good-looking man in his late-twenties. He had warm brown eyes and an easy smile. And, unlike the others in the room, who all smiled as Catherine entered, Eli's smile appeared genuine.

      "Cat," he said in greeting as he excused himself from another couple. "I'm so glad to see you in one piece. I heard that you were nearly killed today."

      "Nearly. I was thrown out of a brothel on Water Street," she said in challenge and then added, "Run by a large fat man. I think you know the one."

      Eli coughed, and although he was trying to hide a smile, his eyes darted nervously to Elizabeth. "Cat."

      "Oh, it's all right," Catherine said. "She was there." And then added in response to his raised eyebrows, "Outside and on unrelated business."

      Eli bowed his head. "Mister Elijah Harper, at your service."

      "Don't get too excited," Catherine warned in a friendly way. "Elizabeth, this incorrigible flirt is a dear friend and fellow troublemaker. Elijah, this is Mrs. Cross."

      Eli's face fell into a boyish pout. "Oh," and then it brightened. "Widow?"

      Catherine slapped his arm and Elizabeth couldn't help but laugh. "No, but please call me Elizabeth."

      Eli took her hand and kissed it with a flourish. "Our dear Cat here has a penchant for trouble, Elizabeth. I'd be careful, if I were you."

      "Some have said the same about me," Elizabeth said.

      Eli arched an eyebrow in appreciation.

      "Oh, my dear," a woman said from behind. "We just heard about Mr. Archer. Mr. Goode and I are just shocked. That's all, just shocked to our core. We heard his mother isn't sick at all and they chose not to come after your father was so kind to them. It's akin to standing you up at the altar. You must be shattered."

      Catherine took Mrs. Goode's hand and patted it sympathetically. "Oh, my dear Mrs. Goode. I would rather be dragged through a briar patch in nothing but my bloomers than be married to a man like Stanley Archer."

      Mrs. Goode spluttered in shock and fluttered about helplessly. "You shouldn't say such things."

      "And yet I do," Catherine said with a sweet smile. It was all Elizabeth could do to not laugh out loud.

      Mrs. Goode forced a confused smile and wandered off. So, Mr. Archer, nee of this morning, was more upset than Elizabeth had thought, and had been there for something more than just a casual visit.

      "Come meet my brother and his wife," Eli said. "If your reputation is going to survive, you'll need something to counteract this one," he said with a nod toward Catherine.

      The three of them joined Eli's brother and sister-in-law. James was a slightly shorter, much more tightly wound version of Eli. His clothes were impeccable. From his neatly trimmed mustache to the shine on his boots, everything spoke of a man in control of his environment. If Central Casting needed a Southern Belle, they couldn't do better than his wife, Rose Harper. She was so composed and gracious Elizabeth felt like an elephant seal by comparison.

      Despite Rose's conservative clothes and hairstyle and its strict middle part and severe control, she had a natural, easy grace about her. It helped that she was downright stunning as well, with strawberry blonde hair, pale porcelain skin, and hazel eyes the color of amber.

      Rose smiled kindly at them as they joined their group. "We heard about your accident, Catherine."

      Catherine arched her eyebrows, an amused smile lifting the corners of her mouth. "My exploits do travel, don't they?"

      James frowned and tugged at his ear. It was clear he didn't approve of Catherine's exploits any more than her father did, but Catherine didn't seem the least bit bothered by his grumbly show of disapproval.

      Rose glanced up at her husband, then turned to Catherine and said with genuine affection, "We're just pleased you weren't injured. You shouldn't go to those sorts of places alone."

      "She shouldn't go at all," James said unable or unwilling to curb his tongue.

      Catherine's eyes narrowed. "Traveling alone can be perilous. Perhaps next time, I should ask to be escorted by one of the many men I know who frequent those sorts of places. I'm sure I'd be much safer in the company of someone like Judge Crane."

      James's scowl deepened and Rose blushed. Eli didn't bother to hold back his laugh, but that merely won him a set of daggers from James.

      In the brief silence that followed, the temperature in the room plummeted. Elizabeth tried a quick change of subject. "My husband and I were hoping to speak to Miss Stanton about her work at the orphanage. I understand from Mrs. Nolan that you and Mrs. Harper have been quite generous in your support."

      "Yes," James said, thawing slightly as he warmed to the subject. "We're quite happy to help such a worthy cause. Mrs. Nolan does a fine job."

      "The children are well cared for," Catherine said. "But nothing takes the place of family, no matter how fractured it might be at times."

      "We heard about the girl who passed away recently," Elizabeth said. "Mary Stewart, I think. Her mother abandoned her?"

      Rose brought her hand to her throat, and shook her head. "Can you imagine?" she said. "To leave a child…"

      "There was no other family?" Elizabeth asked. "Aunts or uncles…"

      Catherine shook her head. "Hard to say. The mother was gone and the girl was ill when she came to us." She reached over to a shelf and picked up a daguerreotype photograph that had several colorful ribbons hanging over the frame. She lifted the ribbons and then pointed at a girl in the photo. "Here, that's Mary."

      Mrs. Nolan and about a dozen children were in the photo, some blurry, as they couldn't stand still for the long exposure. Mary sat in a chair, her legs primly together, her hands clasped on her lap. Elizabeth noticed a ribbon tied to her wrist. "What are the ribbons for?"

      Catherine ran the loose ribbons through her fingers that hung from the frame. "It's just a little thing I give the girls to make them feel special. I remember Mary chose blue to match her eyes. That one foot of silk ribbon and her doll were all that child had in the world."

      "That poor girl," Rose said, distressed. "Do you have any children, Mrs. Cross?"

      "No," Elizabeth said. She looked over to where Simon stood with the other men in the far parlor before turning back. "We…not yet."

      "If I could, I would have the house filled to the rafters with children," Rose said her lovely face slightly drawn. "To think of our Louisa in such a place…"

      James cleared his throat. "I'm afraid this subject is distressing my wife."

      "I'm all right," Rose protested, but James took hold of her arm.

      "You mustn't upset yourself, my dear," he said in a tone that made Elizabeth cringe. Rose looked as though she might protest, but glanced quickly at Elizabeth, then smiled at her husband, and subserviently lowered her eyes.

      The little exchange was not lost on Catherine who arched an eyebrow. James looked at her challengingly until Eli stepped in. "Who needs a drink? I think now's a good time for one. Or two. Cat?" Eli added as he lifted a nearby decanter.

      Catherine looked ready to loose a salvo over James' bow when her father called for her from across the room.

      "Catherine?" the Colonel called out. "Would you?" he said as he waved her over.

      After a beseeching look from Eli, Catherine didn't argue and put the photo back. "We can talk more after dinner," she said to Elizabeth and then excused herself and joined her father.

      James and Rose declined Eli's offer for a drink, and as much as she could use one, Elizabeth demurred. Eli shrugged and poured one for himself.

      "Tell me, Mrs. Cross, are you and your husband planning to stay in Natchez?" James said, forcibly changing the topic of conversation.

      Elizabeth was ready for this. She and Simon had practiced their backstory. She shook her head sadly. "No, not for too long, although it is nice to rest. Simon and I have been traveling for months. England to New York to Ohio and then down the river to Natchez. We were going to stop at New Orleans, but I just had to spend some time on dry land."

      "To our great pleasure," Eli said as he raised his glass in her honor. "I do hope you'll come visit us at River Run while you're here."

      "River Run?"

      "Our plantation," James said. "We're just on the bluff above the river about six miles upstream."

      Elizabeth didn't want to seem too eager, but this was exactly what they'd been hoping for — a chance to mingle with the mighty. "I've never actually seen a plantation."

      "Then you must come visit us at River Run," Rose said as she put her hand on Elizabeth's forearm. "There is no more beautiful place on God's earth."

      When the servant announced that dinner was ready, the dozen guests gathered in the hall. Catherine took Elizabeth's hand and led her over to Colonel Stanton's side, whose eyes shined brightly with bourbon.

      He frowned at them both.

      "Papa, since Mrs. Archer and her son," she added with a hint of contempt in her voice, "couldn't make it this evening, why not have the Crosses take their places as guests of honor?"

      Elizabeth felt for Catherine. Pulling out of an invitation, especially one where you were the guest of honor, was a big old kick in the social pants. On the other hand, Catherine didn't seem the least bit bothered, and having a chance to be the guests of honor at a hoity-toity dinner would all but ensure their spot at future swanky dinners. She smiled up at the Colonel hoping to find the perfect mixture of humility and flattery.

      The Colonel frowned more deeply than ever, but recognized that he'd been cleverly maneuvered and had no option but to gracefully accede. He held out his arm stiffly and led Elizabeth to the head of the table and to the seat to his right. She barely managed to remember not to pull out her own chair. She did, however, manage to step in front of the Colonel forcing an awkward do-se-do that only ended when he stepped back and glowered at her. Couple after couple joined them in the elegant dining room.

      "Hello again," Eli said as he took his place behind the chair on Elizabeth's right.

      The ladies took their seats and the men remained standing, until Catherine and Simon came in. He held out her chair and then sat to her right, catty-corner across the long table from Elizabeth.

      Like the other rooms, this one had a warm fire-lit glow to it. A large chandelier hung above the table, the light from the candles catching the crystals that hung beneath them. Dozens of candles and a few oil lamps lined the side tables and a low fire burned in the fireplace behind her. Elizabeth thought it was lovely, but couldn't help wondering if they had fire insurance back then.

      Eli noticed her looking at the fireplace. "If it gets too warm for you, I'll have them move the screen over." He indicated a needlepoint tapestry held in a wooden frame, almost like a mid-sized freestanding mirror. Elizabeth had read about them. Some women wore beeswax-based make-up and the heat from the fireplace would melt it away. These tapestry screens helped keep their faces in the right place.

      "Thank you," Elizabeth said glad she'd worn only a little lip rouge.

      Eli smiled and then turned his attention to the man on his right. Elizabeth smiled at the Colonel. He smiled back, but looked more like a man with a gallstone than a guest.

      "Beautiful table," Elizabeth said, hoping to start a pleasant, innocuous conversation mending whatever fence she'd apparently busted. "Are these plates French?"

      The Colonel grunted, mumbled a yes and then turned and joined a conversation with Mrs. Goode to his left. Elizabeth floundered for a moment. Each guest at the table was involved in a conversation with a partner or two except for her. She fiddled with her water glass

      "And that is why I can no longer have Claret," Mrs. Goode intoned. "And I do so love it. My one vice, you understand."

      Eli offered his condolences to Mrs. Goode for her brave fight against gout and gave Elizabeth a wink.

      As was Victorian custom it seemed, dinner was an endless affair of soup, salad, fish, mutton, and roast chicken. House slaves in spotless liveries brought the food out on silver chargers in wave after wave. It took Elizabeth a few times of twisting awkwardly the wrong way, but she finally got the hang of serve-from-the-left and remove-from-the-right.

      Elizabeth made a few more attempts to engage Colonel Stanton and each one floated like a pricked balloon to the floor. That was until she remembered some of the stories Gerald had told her when she and Simon had stayed with the Eldridges in 1906 San Francisco. Before Gerald had been rescued by Evan Eldridge, he'd served with the 21st Infantry Regiment in the Battle of Stoney Creek during the War of 1812. Elizabeth dropped a few details and must have asked the right questions, because the Colonel actually responded with more than a grunt.

      By the time their last course had been taken away, Elizabeth's corset was feeling decidedly smaller than it had at the start. What she wouldn't give for some comfort clothes right now. Sadly, her lucky sweatpants were a thousand miles and one hundred and fifty years away.

      The men and women split into groups each retiring to their own adjoining parlor. The ladies were offered cordials and brandy. Mrs. Goode declined sadly, but took out a small snuffbox and inhaled half of it.

      Two of the women Elizabeth hadn't had a chance to talk to much during dinner were happily gossiping about the next entertainment that was going to arrive in town and how it had to be an improvement over Tom Thumb, who was shockingly small, but bereft of much other talent.

      Rose told Elizabeth about River Run and Catherine offered stories about young Eli that made Rose blush. Whatever Catherine's proclivity to get a rise out of everyone whose path she crossed, she had a genuine affection for Rose. Although she hadn't known Rose for long, Elizabeth couldn't help but feel the same way, as if she were a small china doll that needed protecting.

      After an hour the gentlemen joined them in their parlor. Eli slipped next to her on the small sofa forcing Simon to sit opposite. Simon arched an eyebrow, but didn't force the issue.

      When a discussion on politics broke out, everyone including Mrs. Goode had an opinion to offer, everyone except Simon and Elizabeth, who remained as silent as possible on all topics. When a serious argument between Dr. Parish and Mr. Cobb erupted over whether Stephen Douglas or James Buchanan should receive the Democratic nomination for the presidency, Elizabeth knew they'd been wise to stay on the sidelines. The names might have changed, but little else about politics had.

      Elizabeth caught Simon's eye. He smiled and subtly raised his glass to her. She did the same and took a sip of her port. Her eyes dipped down to her glass briefly before flicking back to Simon.

      But it wasn't Simon that grabbed her attention. Standing just beside his chair was a pale little girl, the little girl from the woods. The little girl in the white dress with the ribbon tied around her wrist. Mary.

      

      

      Elizabeth gasped, but so softly only Eli, who was sitting right next to her, heard. He turned and asked her if she was all right. Elizabeth blinked and caught her breath, turning to him. "I'm fine."

      When Elizabeth turned back to look at Simon, the little girl was gone. It was clear no one else had seen her. She was pretty sure if anyone else had they'd be using smelling salts right about now. Heck, she could use a whiff herself.

      "There aren't any children here tonight, are there?" she asked Eli.

      "No," he said drawing out the word in that way people did when they thought the questioner was half-nutty.

      Elizabeth smiled and rubbed her temple. She glanced around the room. She'd only glanced away for a moment; there was no way a child could have gotten out of the room so quickly. It was Mary. She was sure of it. It was definitely the girl from the photograph Catherine had shown her. Why was she here? And why was she staring at Simon?

      "Are you sure you're all right," Eli asked.

      Honestly, she wasn't sure, but announcing that she'd just seen a freakin' ghost probably wasn't the best idea. "Just tired, I think. All the travel."

      Eli nodded, concerned.

      "Perhaps I should call it an evening?" Elizabeth stood and Eli reflexively followed suit.

      Simon caught her eye as she approached and rose from his seat, his face full of worry. She smiled, but there was no way she could hide the fact that she'd been shaken, not from him.

      "What's wrong? Are you unwell?"

      "I think perhaps we should go."

      "Elizabeth—"

      "Now," she said quietly and very insistently. "I'm afraid the day is catching up with me," she said for the benefit of the rest of the room.

      They begged off citing the fatigue of travel and so much good wine and food and politely, but quickly, made their goodnights. Rose Harper reminded them of their promise to visit River Run tomorrow and a groom was dispatched to bring their buggy around.

      "What is going on," Simon said, tense and worried.

      Elizabeth glanced over her shoulder. "Not until we're away from here."

      She could hear Simon grinding his teeth, but he kept his questions to himself.

      Once they were a few blocks away from Cypress Hill Elizabeth let out a shudder and a deep breath. "Oh, boy."

      "Are you going to tell me what happened or should I just let my imagination continue to run wild?"

      Elizabeth took a bracing breath and shifted in her seat to face Simon, fighting the urge to look for the ghost at every turn. "I saw Mary tonight."

      His eyes shot to hers. "In a photograph or—"

      "Well, yeah, but that's not the only place I saw her."

      "Elizabeth—"

      "She was there in the parlor," Elizabeth said almost afraid to let the words out.

      Simon's hands tightened on the reins. "What?"

      She couldn't help but feel a chill creep up her spine and nervously looked around expecting to see the child floating along beside them. "Mary Stewart was standing in the parlor right next to you."

      Elizabeth expected some remark about her corset perhaps being too tight, but instead Simon asked, "What did she look like?"

      "She was pale, ghostly pale. About this tall," she said holding her hand about three and a half feet high. "With big blue eyes and a round little face. She had on a white dress and a little ribbon—"

      "Blue ribbon tied to her wrist," Simon finished.

      Elizabeth's goosebumps got goosebumps. "How did you know that?"

      Simon shook his head. "I didn't think anything of it at the time. I thought she was just another one of the girls at the orphanage."

      Elizabeth felt a chill grip her stomach. "You mean you saw Mary there?"

      "Apparently."

      Elizabeth pulled on her gloved fingers nervously. "I guess I should mention that I probably saw her in the woods at the cemetery too," Elizabeth added and cut off Simon before he could chide her, "I wasn't sure; it was dark and I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me. I promise though, if I see anything else, you'll be the first to know."

      "How can you be sure the child we've seen is Mary?" Simon asked. She told him about the photograph Catherine showed her.

      "And no one else saw her?"

      Elizabeth shook her head. "No, I don't think so. It all happened so fast though. She was there one minute and poof the next."

      Simon eased the buggy off the main road toward the livery stable. "Was she doing anything? Gesturing?"

      "Like charades?"

      Simon rolled his eyes and pulled to a stop.

      Elizabeth conjured the image in her head again. "No, she was just standing there. Staring."

      "At what?"

      Elizabeth felt a fresh chill. "You."

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 7

        

      

    
    
      Simon put the globe back on the freshly lit oil lamp and closed the door to their hotel room behind him. Elizabeth fought the urge to check under the bed for ghosts.

      Simon placed the lamp on the bedside table and slipped off his jacket. "It's remarkable really."

      "It's creepy is what it is."

      "Elizabeth," Simon said not unkindly.

      She turned her back to him and he began to work on the long row of hooks at the back of her dress. "It is, after all, why we're here."

      "I know."

      Simon helped her lift the dress over her head and hung it in the armoire.

      "Maybe I've just seen too many Spanish horror movies," Elizabeth said as she stepped out of petticoat after petticoat.

      Simon unbuttoned his vest. "No doubt."

      "It's just the way she was looking at you," Elizabeth said with an involuntary shiver.

      "How do you mean?"

      "All," Elizabeth said, wiggling her fingers in the air. "Ghosty."

      Elizabeth unhooked the front of her corset and sighed happily as it fell away.

      "As opposed to?" Simon asked.

      "I don't know." She scratched her ribs to ease the sudden itch of finally being unconfined. "That…now, I'm here, now I'm not. Corporeal, non-corporeal. It's disconcerting."

      Simon pulled down his bracers and sat down on the edge of the bed. "I imagine it's far more so for her."

      Elizabeth stopped fussing with her clothes and plopped down next to him. "You're right. I'm sorry."

      Simon squeezed her hand. "Don't be. We're dealing with something new. It's difficult to accept."

      "You do, don't you? Accept it, I mean. That what I saw was a ghost."

      "Yes," he said simply.

      "That's not like you." Simon was usually the Scully and she was the Mulder.

      "No, it's not," he said with a frown. "And I can't explain why exactly. I just…know it."

      Poor Simon appeared utterly flummoxed at the idea of having taken something on blind faith instead of relying on his usual rigorous examination of the facts. Elizabeth kissed his cheek. "I'll be the cynic this time."

      Simon laughed outright at that and then tried to pull off his boot, but it wouldn't budge. "Would you?"

      Elizabeth gripped the heel of his boot and, with some effort, pulled it off, before moving to the left. "What do we do now? Wait for her to contact us again? How will we know what she needs from us?" She placed the boots by the armoire and then crawled into bed.

      "We'll keep doing exactly what we have been doing." Simon finished undressing. "Learn as much as we can about her life and death and identify that man from the cemetery. Find the connection between the two."

      He pulled back the covers and slipped into bed next to her.

      "Right."

      "But now, we'd better get some rest. We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow."

      Elizabeth nodded and Simon blew out the last candle. He leaned over and kissed her. "Good night, darling."

      "Good night, Simon." Elizabeth rolled onto her back and sighed. "Good night, Mary."

      

      

      It was a little before one in the afternoon when Simon and Elizabeth's buggy neared River Run, or at least, Simon hoped they were near. The sun blazed down onto the black roof of their little carriage and only the breeze of the journey brought relief. They'd been on the road for nearly two hours and he cursed himself for not having thought to bring along something to drink.

      The road wound along the bluffs above the Mississippi, but seldom gave them a view. Tall oaks and maple trees or the grounds of a large estate obscured most of it. The inland side of the road was mostly pasture land and freshly plowed soil for the farms and plantations beyond.

      Elizabeth watched another empty field go by. "I remember some of the cotton farms when I was little back in Texas. Just fields of white as far as the eye could see. Most of it's oil or gas land now."

      "Everything changes," Simon said and then spotted the sign he'd been looking for. An engraved wooden sign on the edge of the road pointed down a side road. Simon eased the buggy down it.

      "Well chit my chitlins and corn my pone," Elizabeth said in wonder.

      The entrance to River Run was magnificent. They drove under an enormous wrought-iron arch with "RR" at the top in a fanciful script and onto the main drive to the house. Each side of the road was flanked by a row of one-hundred-year-old oak trees, their branches reaching out to each other and forming a canopy over the road. Streams of sunlight broke through gaps and gave the whole thing a golden, slightly ethereal feel.

      "When they said it was beautiful, they're weren't whistling Dixie."

      Simon had actually been looking forward to Elizabeth's bad Southern jokes and painful puns. Her silliness and his feigned admonishment had become part of their routine and, honestly, they both loved it. He knew she'd be disappointed if he didn't play his part and offered his best admonishing, but amused, "Elizabeth."

      She simply shrugged and smiled.

      It took them another minute or so before they could fully see the house beyond. Bright white and three stories tall, it was a classic antebellum home in the traditional Greek Revival-style. Eight massive Doric columns lined the front of the house; behind them a double-sized gallery with black trimmed railings ran the length of the house and appeared to wrap around each side. Tall black shutters stood on either side of French doors, four up and four down.

      King Cotton had certainly been good to the Harpers.

      Simon helped Elizabeth from the buggy and then up the steps to the oversized front door. He turned the lever for the doorbell. A few moments later the door opened.

      "Mr. and Mrs. Cross calling to see the Harpers," Simon said.

      The slave, an older black man with grey hair and simple black livery, bowed and invited them inside. Just as they entered the towering main foyer, Rose Harper appeared at the top of the grand staircase. "Hello, so wonderful to see you both," she called out and then quickly made her way down the stairs.

      Simon hadn't had much of a chance to speak to Rose at the party last night, but she was every bit as attractive and warm as Elizabeth had said. Men had called her the most beautiful woman in Natchez. As she glided down the long staircase, tall and slender, her full skirts swaying musically, he had to concede she was quite comely. Her distinctly Southern grace and the elegance of River Run would be missed when the Old South ceased to be.

      Rose reached the end of the stairs. "I was just putting Louisa down for her nap. I'm so pleased you could come."

      She took Elizabeth's hands. "Are you feeling more yourself today?"

      "Much better, thank you."

      Seeing them together struck Simon. Despite Elizabeth's claim to the contrary, she was as lovely and as lissome as Rose. Although, perhaps, he was slightly prejudiced in his wife's favor.

      "You both must be parched after that long ride. How about a nice glass of sweet tea?"

      "That sounds perfect," Simon said.

      Rose led them through the long main hall. "James and Elijah are on the porch out back."

      As they got closer to the rear of the house Simon heard their voices, raised in argument.

      "You're a fool, James. That Southern Pacific stock will triple in five years. More than that!"

      "It is not your decision to make, little brother."

      "The future is in the West. The first men to get there will profit, but the men who help the rest get there will be kings."

      It was fascinating to hear a conversation straight from the history books. Men like Cornelius Vanderbilt and the Big Four including Huntington and Stanford were just some of the railroad barons who made a virtual mint out of the nation's westward expansion. Older brother might do well to listen to his little brother, Simon thought as he emerged onto the back veranda where the men were arguing.

      "I won't give you the—" James stopped mid-sentence and cleared his throat, embarrassed. "My pardon, I didn't realize..." He glared at Elijah who didn't appear ready to let the argument drop, but a pleading look from Rose bent him to her will.

      Rose called to a servant, who lingered obediently close by, and asked for fresh tea. She smiled graciously at Elizabeth and Simon and looked out at the land behind the house with unabashed affection. "Welcome to River Run."

      The rear porch was really just a continuation of the massive double-deep gallery that ran all the way around the house on both upper and lower levels. The back gallery overlooked a well-manicured lawn with lush, ornamental gardens on either side. Tall trees lined the edges closest to the house and a few outbuildings were barely visible. It was an impressive estate. Every aspect was a show of power and wealth, but unlike Simon's home in England, Grey Hall, it managed to feel like an actual home as well.

      Elizabeth walked to the railing and breathed in deeply. "It's beautiful."

      Rose joined her. "I think so."

      Shortly, the servant brought out a tray with glasses of sweet tea. It was far too sweet for Simon's taste, but it was cool and wet so he drank it gratefully. Elizabeth hummed happily and held the cold class against her cheek. "Heaven."

      Eli leaned casually against the railing. "I was going to ask if you were feeling better, but I can see that you are," he added with a broad smile.

      Simon swallowed his displeasure with another sip of tea. The sweetness did little to change his disposition toward Elijah Harper. It was too soon to tell if he was simply too charming for his own good or potential trouble. He had never liked men who played games with other people's affections, whether it was for business or pleasure. Whatever Elijah's end game, his attention to Elizabeth set Simon's teeth on edge.

      "I can't decide which of you is prettier," Elijah said to the two women. He scratched his chin as though pondering one of the great mysteries of the universe.

      Both Rose and Elizabeth blushed at the compliment. Simon felt a reflexive flash of jealousy, but ignored it. He knew he had no rival for Elizabeth's affections, but Elijah would bear watching.

      James cleared his throat and forced a smile. He gestured to a set of wicker chairs and a settee. "Why don't you two rest for a few minutes? Elijah and I have some business to attend to," he added with a pointed look at his brother. "But, it shouldn't take long and, if you'd like, I'm happy to give you a tour of the plantation. If that would be of interest."

      "Very much," Simon said. "Thank you."

      James and Eli excused themselves, and Simon waited for Rose and Elizabeth to take seats before sitting down next to his wife.

      "You have to forgive, Eli," Rose said. "He's harmless. I think he does it just to provoke my husband. Brothers, you understand. When the rest of them are here, it's a miracle the house doesn't fall down around us."

      "How many Harper brothers are there?" Elizabeth asked.

      "Two others surviving, although they live so far away now we don’t see them very often. There were six boys when I was a girl. Of course, the Lord has seen fit to take a few to Him since then. All three Harper sisters have been lost to us."

      "Nine children?" Elizabeth said. And five of them dead now, Simon thought.

      "Yes," Rose said. "I also come from a large family. Seven brothers and three sisters. They're all in Charleston and Richmond and spread all over. I do miss them, dearly." She looked down at her hands folded neatly in her lap. "I always wanted a large family myself, but some things are just not meant to be."

      The melancholy in her voice was palpable.

      Both Simon and Elizabeth were only children. It was difficult to imagine growing up in a household with so many siblings, although, large families were much more commonplace in this time period. A woman could easily give birth every year or year and a half for ten or twenty years.

      "I hope we'll get a chance to meet Louisa later," Elizabeth said.

      Just the mention of the girl's name and Rose shed her grief. "Yes, of course."

      

      

      As promised, James and Elijah returned to join them about twenty minutes later. Simon could still feel the tension between the two men; perhaps it never abated. Rose had a minor crisis with the house staff that had to be taken care of and begged off and the rest made their way around the back of the house and through one of the gardens.

      "River Run is just under 2000 acres right now. We have one hundred field hands and can produce nearly 1000 bales of cotton per season. Although, I hope to do better," James said as he gave them the overview of the plantation. He was particularly proud of his slave-to-bale ratio and overall crop value when it came time to market.

      Simon was about to ask a question, when he felt Elizabeth squeeze his arm. He looked down and she nodded toward a patch in the garden with the same blue flowers they'd seen at Mary's grave. Without knowing more about the scarcity of the flower, it was hardly conclusive evidence. For all he knew, those flowers could be in every garden in Natchez.

      "Of course," James continued. "We have other holdings. My brothers grow rice in Yemassee, South Carolina and sugar over in the Ascension Parish. But my heart is here in River Run."

      They had emerged from the garden and into a clearing with multiple outbuildings, including, Simon realized, a massive stable.

      James spoke to one of the grooms, who hurried inside. He turned to Simon and Elizabeth. "I assume you both ride."

      "Have you met a Texan who can't?" Elizabeth said with a smile.

      What on earth was she thinking? There was reckless and then there was Elizabeth. Why did she always seem to go out of her way to find dangerous situations to explore? Simon shot her a sharp look that she studiously ignored.

      "Very good." James said.

      He glanced at Simon who nodded, reluctantly. "Something gentle for my wife, please. Her skills are not as sharp as her wit." He ignored the face she gave him.

      Elijah and James walked into the stables leaving Simon and Elizabeth alone.

      Simon leaned down and said in a tense whisper. "Exactly when did you learn how to ride?"

      Elizabeth shrugged diffidently, but Simon knew she was putting on an act. "I've ridden," she said. "Some."

      Maybe the heat had finally gotten to her?

      "My father and I used to practically live at the race track," Elizabeth said too casually. "The trainers used to let me ride the horses all the time."

      Simon narrowed his eyes. "A small girl on a racehorse?"

      "Okay, so they led the horse around the paddock, but technically I was riding." She patted his arm in an attempt to soothe him.

      Simon snorted.

      James and Eli came out of the stables discussing the health of one of the horses. It seemed James' horse was nursing a sore leg and wasn't ready to be ridden yet. Two grooms led several horses out behind them.

      "If you think I'm going to be left behind, you can forget it," Elizabeth whispered. "And I rode a pony at the fair once, too," Elizabeth added with arched brow as she started toward them.

      "In a dress?"

      She stumbled a bit and glared over her shoulder before continuing on. Simon would have laughed if it weren't her neck on the line.

      James had chosen a handsome chestnut for Simon and a large broad-backed strawberry roan for Elizabeth. The groom led Elizabeth's horse to a mounting block. Simon saw her swallow hard as she looked at the two horned, off-center sidesaddle.

      Simon came up behind and whispered in her ear. "Put your right leg over the top pommel and the ball of your left foot in the stirrup. Keep your hips square to the horse; don't lean to the left."

      "Right. The chalice from the palace has the brew that is true."

      "Elizabeth."

      She lifted her skirts and climbed up the stairs. Thankfully, the old roan was as still and as calm as could be. Elizabeth mounted and managed, barely, not to slide off the other side.

      "Easy peasy," she said with a shuddering wiggle in her seat.

      Simon patted the horse's neck. "Let him do the work. At least he knows what he's doing. And for God's sake, be careful."

      Finally, she seemed to hear the genuine distress in his voice and nodded reassuringly.

      Not reassured, but with little choice, Simon mounted his horse as James and Elijah did. It wasn't until then that Simon noticed Elijah's black mare. It had a broad white blaze down the center of its face. Remarkably like the one on the horse they'd seen the man riding that night in the cemetery. Of course, like the flowers, a white blaze was hardly unique. Simon hadn’t been able to get a close enough look to be sure it was the same one. Separately, each clue was hardly incriminating, but together…

      Simon looked to Elizabeth to see if she'd noticed, but she was distracted by Elijah turning circles around her.

      "This way," James said and led their little procession from the stable and paddock area. Behind the long buildings was an expansive vegetable garden.

      They passed through a courtyard complex where separate buildings housed the kitchen, which was separated from the main house for fear of fire, the smokehouse, chicken house, store house, dairy, laundry and a large cistern with water reserves. Beyond them were several barns and holding pens.

      "This is our ice house," James said proudly, nodding toward a single-story brick building with a pitched roof. "All brick, even the pit. Took months to finish, but it provides far better insulation against our Southern summers. Ours is one of the largest in Mississippi, I understand."

      It was constantly surprising how primitive some things were in this time. It was such a little thing in modern life, but with no refrigeration, Southerners had to import blocks of ice from the North and store them in large underground ice houses. Only the wealthy could afford such a luxury as ice in the summer.

      "Have you ever had a real mint julep?" Eli asked Elizabeth as he rode beside her. "Don't answer that, because you haven't until you've had one of mine. I'll make you one later that'll put tears in your eyes."

      Elizabeth laughed, delighted. Simon gripped his reins more tightly and reminded himself that they were there to help someone, not to murder someone.

      They left the house yards and passed the cotton gin house where the seeds were pulled out of the cotton lint. It was a corkscrew-like contraption with a shingled roof and a box at the bottom. Two long, wooden beams angled down from the top toward the ground.

      "What's that?" Elizabeth asked.

      "Our cotton press," James said. "We hitch mules to the buzzard wings and it turns the screw, pressing the cotton down into bales. We hope to have another by next fall."

      They turned onto a long dirt road. One side was pastureland and the other held a row of small, identical buildings.

      "Our slave quarters," James said. "We take pride in taking care of our people."

      Simon hardly considered the hovels he saw before him as anything he would consider taking care of someone. He supposed there were far worse slave quarters to be seen elsewhere though. At least these appeared to be well-maintained, for what they were.

      Each house was roughly fifteen-feet square with thatched roofs and a single chimney. Fences separated small pigpens and gardens between them. A group of thirty or more slaves stood in a line in front of an open tent just ahead. Each slave took off his hat and bowed his head respectfully as their party passed.

      "We provide clothing twice a year and our doctor," James said nodding toward the end of the tent, "Dr. Walker, comes once a month to make sure they're all fit and healthy. A sick slave can lead to twenty before you know it and half your crop rots in the field."

      Simon grunted in agreement and swallowed the bile in his throat. It was hard to accept. To look at these men and women, and, God help them, children, and know their fate and be helpless to do anything was more difficult than he ever could have imagined. If he hadn't known better, it would be easy to look at them as poor workers, hardly different in any age, except for one glaring detail. They lacked one essential right — freedom.

      "Excuse me for a moment," James said. "Dr. Walker!" He steered his horse over to the front of the tent.

      A large man came out of the tent wiping his hands on a dirty towel that he casually tossed, without even looking, toward one of the slaves that stood nearby. His hair and beard were streaked with grey and Simon guessed his age at late-forties, perhaps fifty. His crisp white shirtsleeves were rolled up to the elbow. He carried himself with an assurance that crossed well over the border into cocksure. A single glance over his shoulder at the slaves waiting their turn had them nervously and quickly averting their eyes. It was abundantly clear that they feared him. If it was possible to dislike a man before meeting him, this was the one.

      "James," he said, in a deep melodious voice, as he reached up to shake Harper's hand.

      "I hope you'll be staying for dinner," James said.

      "You know I can't turn down Missy's crackling bread. Or your good bourbon." He patted a hand over his stomach.

      "Good. We'll see you back at the house then," James said and with a tip of his hat rejoined them on the dirt road.

      The doctor called out sharply for the next slave who shuffled reluctantly into the tent.

      They left the road and cut across the property. Although cotton was River Run's cash crop, there were hundreds of acres set aside for fodder crops for the livestock - hay, barley, corn and wheat. Other fields were earmarked for cultivating vegetables such as sweet potatoes, pumpkins, peas and collard greens. Other than the farm equipment, items for the big house and the slaves' clothing, about which James made a point of detailing the great effort and cost he took to import from Boston, the entire plantation was self-sufficient.

      "All of this and the fields back behind that copse of trees," James said as they stopped alongside an enormous field with row after row of upturned soil, "will be cotton in the fall. All except that swamp over there. Nothing grows in the swamp."

      Simon could see it in his mind's eye. The tall brown stalks with tufts of white as far as the eye could see. Dozens of field hands doing the backbreaking work of hand-picking each boll.

      "Our land is perfectly suited to its aim," James said, shifting in his saddle. "We are out-producing most of our neighbors by ten percent. There's a tract of land just up river that would allow us to expand our operation and increase that divide. With more slaves and some hard work, we could be a 2000 bale plantation by next year. Of course, ready capital is always in short supply."

      So that was it, Simon thought. At first, he'd simply thought James was proud to show him around their plantation, but Simon knew a pitch when he heard one. He glanced over to Elizabeth who was being distracted and entertained by Elijah. Perhaps that had been part of the plan all along. Eli would occupy Elizabeth leaving James free to woo Simon and his money.

      "Two thousand," Simon mused aloud, baiting his own hook, "and the price per pound?"

      "14 cents. That'll rise this year, I'm sure. And with an average of 500 pounds per bale…"

      Simon did some quick math. "At 15 cents for 2000 bales, that's…$150,000."

      James looked off at the distance. "Mm-hmm. All there for the taking." He turned his horse around. "Should we start back?"

      This was a fortuitous change of events, Simon thought. In an instant, he'd gone from burdensome guest to potential investor. Now, James' rush of hospitality made more sense and it gave Simon leverage in the relationship he'd sorely needed. One could only push their host so far, but a wealthy, would-be partner could demand much more. Invitations, access, and information suddenly became much easier to acquire. Simon allowed himself a small smile.

      They stopped to water their horses at a small, clear stream that fed a shady pond hidden back in the woods off the main road. It was late afternoon by the time they returned to the house. Simon dismounted and walked over to Elizabeth who was busy trying to figure out how to get down.

      Simon held up his arms. "Just make sure your dress doesn't snag." He caught her as she slid down the saddle with an audible "oof".

      She'd done well, but he could see from the pained look on her face that it had come at a cost. "They don't call it a charley horse for nothing," Simon said.

      "Very funny. I'm going to need a long bath and an even longer massage if I'm ever going to be human again."

      Simon leaned down and whispered, "I can't promise you the bath, but the massage…"

      Elizabeth smiled and made a thrumming sound that made Simon's pulse race. Maybe he could find that bathtub after all? Did they make tubs for two in 1850?

      "Did you find out anything interesting from James? All Eli wanted to talk about were his racehorses and how beautiful I am."

      "Poor butterfly."

      Elizabeth shrugged and tried to look pious. "I struggled through."

      Simon chuckled. "I didn't find out anything interesting about Mary, but I think we've found our 'in' to local society."

      Elizabeth arched an eyebrow, but didn't ask any questions as James came over to them. "Shall we go back to the house?"

      When they walked up the back steps to the house Rose met them. "I was wondering when you all would come back. Did James take you all the way to kingdom come? You must be exhausted," she said to Elizabeth. "Come upstairs for a rest. I'll have some lemonade sent up." She turned to Simon, offering him a knowing smile. "I'm sure you men have plenty to talk about."
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      Elizabeth felt silly having a stranger help her take her dress off, but considering how hot and tired she was, she probably would have let Jack the Ripper do it if it meant a little freedom from her clothes. The housemaid helped her out of her dress and then, mercifully, loosened her corset just enough. She closed the heavy drapes and left a tray with cool lemonade on it, finally shutting the door to the upstairs bedroom behind her and leaving Elizabeth alone in the quiet.

      She drank down a glass and looked around the room. Like everything else at River Run, it was beautiful with pale blue walls and a large four-poster bed. There was also a long chaise, called a fainting couch, and now she knew why. Between the heat, her layers of clothes and the corset, she was ready to plotz.

      She sat down on the couch and lay back. The room was still and quiet and the heat still pressed down on her. It was only moments before she drifted off to sleep.

      

      

      The doctor had finished his work and joined the men on the back porch for a drink and a smoke while the ladies rested. Eli and James continued to prod each other. There was genuine brotherly affection there, but also a genuine animosity. The doctor, knowing which side buttered his bread, sided with James on almost every point, although his interest in the subjects was minimal at best. His focus stayed on the drink in one hand and the cigar in the other.

      "I understand," James said to Simon, "you are a baron of some sort."

      "A baronet."

      "Should we call you Sir?" the doctor asked with more than a twinge of sarcasm.

      "No," Simon said. "When I took an American wife, I took the country as well. I don't see the need for an artifice such as a title." He glanced over at the doctor. "A man commands respect by who he is and not what someone calls him, Doctor." Simon saw the flint in the doctor's eyes and turned his attention back to the brothers. "I appreciate that in America a man is who he makes himself to be for good or for bad."

      Eli raised his glass in salute.

      "Within reason, I suppose," James said. "There is a downside to so much freedom. Too much in some cases. Your people, the English, know their places. The lower classes don't expect to live like kings, the workers know their work and they take pride in it. Here, everyone's got their heads in the clouds. Better yourself, of course, but within reason. Your class system keeps things in line. Keeps expectations where they should be. Keeps people from reaching for things they will never have."

      Simon was quite familiar with this line of thinking. Nobles and Lords had used it for years to justify the antiquated system that kept them in power. "No one loves the status quo quite so much as the people at the top of the pyramid."

      "Why shouldn't they reach?" Elijah asked.

      James shook his head. "Imagine the chaos if dockworkers suddenly decided to be councilmen or the farmers turned lawyers? People are made to be what they are."

      "I'm not sure I agree with that," Simon said.

      Elijah sat up a little straighter and couldn't keep the smile from his face.

      "We've all known wealthy, well-positioned men who are, to put it kindly, imbeciles, have we not?"

      They all smiled and nodded.

      "How do you think my father made all of his money?"

      They all laughed and Simon continued, "Conversely, there are men who were born to a lower station, but are capable, with hard work, of achieving more. I think a man should always seek to improve himself and his fortune."

      Elijah raised his glass in salute. "Here, here." He drank it down and slumped back into his chair.

      Simon glanced at him and then back to James. "I also have no patience for the idle rich. Hard work is not just a poor man's burden."

      James glared at his brother and then smiled at Simon. "You're quite right. Of course, all of this is entirely different for Negroes."

      The doctor rolled his cigar thoughtfully between his meaty thumb and forefinger. "Slaves lack the natural ability to understand their situation in all its complexity. Give them difficult choices and a slave trembles in fear and self-doubt. I have seen it. They have neither the mental acuity nor the moral cohesiveness required for such things."

      Simon had to bite his tongue to keep himself from skewering the doctor for spouting such appalling idiocy.

      James nodded in agreement with the doctor. "Exactly. Those factories in the North take advantage of those simple, poor souls. I've heard stories that would make your skin crawl. Worse than pigs to slaughter. Giving them false hope of things beyond them is cruel to my way of thinking. We have an obligation to care for our lessers, to provide for them."

      Simon knew it would be impossible to change the man's mind, and he could ill-afford to make him an enemy. "A happy and healthy workforce is a productive one?"

      "Precisely," James said. "Productive. And everyone wins."

      Everyone sitting here certainly does, Simon thought. One saving grace of this patriarchal attitude of James', Simon realized, was that it also led to charity. "I was glad to hear that your generous nature extends beyond your people to the rest of Natchez. Your generosity to the Children's Home, for instance."

      "A worthy cause," James said modestly. "Dr. Walker volunteers there as well."

      Dr. Walker took a puff from his cigar and narrowed his eyes slightly. "I do, on occasion."

      "Mrs. Nolan spoke about the good doctor on our tour," Simon said. "My wife and I heard about the home and wanted to see it for ourselves. We have more money than we need and are considering establishing one like it in Texas or perhaps England."

      The doctor nodded, disinterested.

      "Mrs. Nolan praised your hard work, Doctor. Even mentioned that you brought in one of the children yourself, a young girl, not long ago," Simon said and pretended to search his memory. "Mary Stewart, I think it was."

      The doctor found the bottom of his glass far more interesting and didn't bother to look up from it. "I do what I can. I am a skilled physician," the doctor said with no trace of humility false or otherwise, "but even some things are beyond my abilities."

      "She'd been abandoned?" Simon said.

      "It's possible, but I really don’t remember."

      "She died three days ago," Simon said, feeling his anger rise. "Does that jog your memory?"

      "As a doctor, I deal with death on a regular basis. I am hard-pressed to remember them all. Cherub-faced or not." The doctor bowed his head toward James. "Your lovely daughter excluded, of course."

      Simon couldn't think of anything to say that wasn't punctuated with a fist in the good doctor's face. "Of course," he said and let the topic shift again. Between Elijah's indolence and improper attention to Elizabeth, James' bigotry and weakness, and the doctor's possible sociopathic tendencies, Simon felt the distinct beginnings of a headache coming on.

      

      

      Elizabeth woke from her nap and rang for the housemaid. Once she was strapped back into her corset and fluffed and primped enough for polite society, she left her room to rejoin Simon and the others. She had just closed her door when she saw a little girl poke her head out of a room at the far end of the landing.

      "Hello?"

      The little girl smiled and moved out into the doorway. She stood there biting her lip and twisting at the waist as little girls sometimes do when they're curious and unsure. "Hello."

      The girl was pretty and a little pudgy. She had a little girl potbelly and a heart-shaped face. "You must be Louisa," Elizabeth said as she walked over to her.

      The girl gnawed at the inside of her lip and nodded.

      "My name's Elizabeth. My, that is a pretty dress. Did your mother pick it out for you?"

      Louisa nodded again and plucked at the small tulle flowers that decorated the front of her dress. "Mama ordered it all the way from Paris, France. That's in Europe."

      "That's really far."

      Louisa took Elizabeth's hand and led her into her bedroom. "I went there once when I was a baby, but I don't remember it."

      The bedroom was white and bright, and filled with toys and dolls and everything a little girl's room should be filled with. A dark mahogany children's bed with a tall backboard and white gauzy mosquito netting sat in the far corner of the room. A pint-sized table and chairs were frozen in mid-tea party.

      She dropped Elizabeth's hand. "Do you like dolls?"

      "Very much. Some of my best friends are dolls."

      Louisa ran over to the tea party and introduced Elizabeth to each doll. Each doll had a finely hand-painted porcelain face and a dress as fancy as any Elizabeth had. Finally, Louisa lifted the covering over a miniature pram and pulled out an odd cloth doll. It had a rough hand-sewn quality to it and the clothing was coarse material in bright colors. It looked almost Mexican or even Caribbean.

      "Who's this?" Elizabeth asked.

      "Jammy," Louisa said. "She came all the way from J-Jam…"

      "Jamaica," a voice said from the door. Rose smiled and said it again. "Jamaica. Your father brought that back for you, do you remember?"

      Louisa smiled and nodded.

      "Did you rest well?" Rose asked Elizabeth.

      "I did, thank you. Louisa was just kind enough to give me a tour of her beautiful bedroom."

      Rose walked over to her daughter and touched her hair. She smiled down at the child with such love and tenderness it made Elizabeth feel awkward and perhaps a little envious. "It's time for supper, darling. I'm afraid I have to take Miss Elizabeth away."

      "Can she come back? I didn't even get to introduce her to the rest."

      Rose smiled patiently and then looked to Elizabeth. "I hope so."

      Rose not only sounded sincere, but there seemed to be a bit of longing in her voice as well. Elizabeth could only imagine how lonely it must be as the only woman at River Run. "I'd like to very much."

      "I was going to ask you later, but we are having a few festivities this weekend to celebrate the end of the planting season. We'd love to have you come. Stay for the long weekend? Saves you that horrible drive back into Natchez."

      "Thank you," Elizabeth said. "I'll have to check with Simon, of course."

      "Of course," Rose said with a hopeful smile.

      Elizabeth winked. "But I think I can handle him."

      Rose laughed, but when she spoke there was a twinge of envy. "I have no doubt."

      

      

      The sun began to set on the far side of the river and James and the doctor excused themselves to go over the doctor's reports of his examinations before dinner. Elijah asked to join them, but James insisted he not leave their guest alone. Simon assured them he'd be fine and wished to stretch his legs with a walk before dinner. Thankfully, they agreed and left him to his own devices.

      Simon was not used to being so social and he'd had just about his fill of the Harpers and Dr. Walker. God help him, he didn't know how he was going to tolerate dinner. Elizabeth would have to carry them both tonight. He was completely out of small talk.

      The grounds of River Run were just the tonic he needed. They were quiet and peaceful and not one of the trees had an opinion or wanted his. He stopped and leaned against a magnolia and breathed in deeply. The magnolia tree's sweet, lemony scent filled the air. The heat from the day was dissipating and a cool breeze began to blow. The yellow light of the setting sun made the Spanish moss hanging from the trees look like spun gold. It was beautiful and he wished Elizabeth were with him. She'd be sorry she missed it.

      He pushed himself away from the tree and started to turn toward the garden when he saw her. A small round face poked out from behind a tree and then hid again as though she were playing hide and seek and afraid of being caught. Mary.

      Slowly, he walked toward the tree. She peeked around the edge again, blue eyes wide and frightened. His heart beat so fast in his chest he was sure she could hear it. He swallowed and took a deep breath to calm himself before saying, "Hello."

      Her eyes grew even wider, but she didn't hide again.

      He stopped walking. "My name is Simon. You're Mary, aren't you?"

      She just continued to stare at him as if he was the ghost and she was the living being.

      "Mary?" he said again.

      Slowly, she stepped out from behind the tree. She was so small and frightened and pale. He hadn't gotten a good look at her at the orphanage. What he'd thought was a white dress was a nightgown and her body wasn't just small, but frail and trembling.

      "I'm here to help you."

      Her eyes danced all over his body, trying to take all of him in, torn between wonder and disbelief.

      "Can you speak?"

      She didn't answer. It wasn't even clear that she knew what he was saying.

      "If I'm going to help you, you're going to have to do more than stare at me."

      Mary looked around the woods, her eyes searching for something, until, suddenly she ran off toward the garden. Simon stood and followed after her. She weaved in and out amongst the flowers until she reached a small pergola with vibrant blue flowers. The same flowers the man left at the cemetery. He even noticed a freshly cut stem. The flowers had come from River Run. But why? Who was the man and what did Mary mean to him?

      Simon knelt down. "I don't know how to help you. Help me understand."

      Mary took an uncertain step forward. Slowly, she lifted her hand and reached out to him. Simon held out his hand to mirror hers. Tentatively, she took a small step forward and their hands moved closer to each other.

      "I won't hurt you."

      Her tiny fingers brushed against his and Simon felt an overwhelming rush of emotion. He closed his eyes to try to keep it away. He'd never felt so much sadness and confusion. It was like a wave crashing over him. A dark wave of despair so heavy it took his breath away. His heart beat faster, louder, the sound echoing in his ears, until the rush of blood and her pain were almost all he could hear and feel.

      "Mr. Cross!"

      In an instant, the connection was gone. Mary was gone. The oppressive emotions that had choked him moments ago faded quickly. Simon turned around to see a slave standing over him, shaking him by the shoulder.

      "What are you doing?" Simon bit out, knocking his hand away.

      The slave took a step back. "I thought maybe you was ill, suh. I'm sorry, I…"

      The sense of anguish felt like no more than a dream now, but Simon still had to struggle to control his emotions. "I'm fine."

      "I been standin' right here while you was talkin' to the flowers—"

      "I'm fine," Simon said more sharply than he meant to. The poor man was obviously frightened he'd done something wrong and would be punished for it. Simon lowered his voice. "Thank you, I'm sorry. I'm fine."

      It took Simon a moment to realize, too, that if the man had been standing there, right behind him, he should have been able to see Mary, but he hadn't.

      "They ask me to come find you," the man said. "Dinner be ready shortly."

      Simon clasped the man on the shoulder in an effort to reassure him. He could feel the man wince in anticipation of a far less friendly gesture.

      "Thank you," Simon said. "I'll be right there."

      The slave nodded confused and still uneasy, and hurried back to the big house.

      Simon lingered for a moment, but he knew Mary wouldn't be back. Not tonight. But he spoke to the empty air regardless. "I will help you, Mary. I swear it."
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      "Are you sure I can't get you more?" Catherine asked.

      Elizabeth shook her head. Catherine had kindly invited them over to Cypress Hill for lunch and Elizabeth had eaten more than her share. She sipped the cool sweet tea and enjoyed a breeze as they sat in the garden.

      "Thank you though," Simon said. "It was very kind of you to have us."

      Catherine laughed. "I'm not sure if you've noticed but I'm not the most popular girl in Natchez. More people are going than coming. I'm pleased to have the company. And I do hope you'll come to the ball next week. My father takes the Veterans' Spring Gala quite seriously."

      Elizabeth smiled. "We'd be very pleased to. Everyone's been so kind and it's so beautiful. All of Natchez is," she said and then, feeling an opening, added. "There's an odd feeling to it though. Maybe it's the river or I've read too many stories."

      Catherine frowned, confused.

      "My wife believes in ghosts," Simon said with a tolerant sigh that set their plan into motion.

      After his encounter with Mary, he and Elizabeth had discussed the best way to ferret out more information about any other local supernatural occurrences or paranormal specialists. If they'd been in New Orleans, they could have simply visited Marie Laveau or any of a dozen other voodoo priestesses or mystics. But Natchez was not New Orleans and a more circumspect approach was needed.

      "I assured her there are no such things," Simon said convincingly. "The noises we heard along the road…"

      Catherine leaned back in her chair and tilted her head. "Don't be sure. Now, I've never seen one myself, but I have heard stories that make you wonder."

      Elizabeth leaned forward eagerly. "Stories?"

      "Her other weakness," Simon said with a smile.

      Catherine's eyes lit up and she rang the bell on the table summoning a servant. She asked that Abraham come out to speak with them. "There's a story he told me when we were little together. I haven't forgotten it, but he tells it better."

      A moment later, Abraham came out and stood by the table.

      "Abraham, you remember the Crosses," Catherine said.

      The way she said it was so familiar, so casual, as if all four of them were old friends.

      Abraham nodded and waited, obviously wondering why he'd been summoned.

      "Tell them the story of Osay," Catherine said.

      Abraham shook his head and glanced back to the house. "Now, Miss Catherine, your father warned us about that. He doesn’t take to those sorts of stories."

      "It's a good thing he isn't here then, isn't it?" She waved him on and it was clear he had no choice.

      Abraham cleared his throat and began. "Osay was a great African warrior and leader to his people. They loved him and he loved them. But he loved no one as much as his wife and unborn child. He loved the child so much he would speak to it every night and one night, the unborn child spoke back to him. It said, 'The water will take you home.'"

      Abraham frowned and shook his head. "Now, Osay didn't know what that meant, but the words, they stayed with him all that night and all the day. He kissed his wife goodbye and he and a few other men went out on a hunt to feed their families, but they never come back. Men captured them and drug them to the river. They put Osay in shackles that cut into his wrists and his throat. The river gave way to the great ocean and a great ship. Osay and his men, and women and children he had never seen before, sailed across the world in the darkness of the ship's belly. Many people died, but Osay lived and he heard his unborn child's voice every night, 'The water will take you home.'"

      Elizabeth was starting to feel the chills as Abraham continued the story, more Osay than Abraham now. "Months passed without the sun, until finally Osay was pulled from the dark below into the dark above and the frightened men and women children cried as they were pulled apart. Osay was sold to a man up river from here. A cruel man who kept them chained. Osay labored for his master during the day and dreamt of his home during the night, until one day he could stand no more."

      Abraham stood up a little taller, his eyes bright with anger and passion. "Late one day, while the white bosses argued with each other, Osay turned and whispered to the man chained next to him and on down the line it went. Tears filled some of their eyes, but they nodded. Slowly, Osay led them into the swamp whispering 'The water will take us home.'"

      Abraham stopped for a moment, as if the images were too vivid and too painful. He swallowed hard and kept on. "The masters didn't realize until it was too late. Osay led them into the shallow waters. The white men yelled at them, but they gave no heed. They all were saying it now, together, as they walked deeper into the water. 'The water will take us home.' Then, the chains and the voices stopped and the white men watched as Osay and his people sank into the dark water, never to return."

      Elizabeth's heart was pounding and Abraham broke from the spell he'd wove. "To this day, they say you can hear the chains at night in that swamp. That you can hear their voices whispering, "The water will take you home.'"

      Catherine shivered. "I know people who have heard those voices. Up by River Run."

      Simon and Elizabeth exchanged quick, uneasy glances. Had other people seen Mary or were there more ghosts to contend with?

      "Thank you, Abraham," Elizabeth said. "I knew there was something up there. Do you know any other stories?"

      Abraham shifted uncomfortably. "I know a few, but if you want to learn more about haints and such, Old Nan is the one who should do the tellin'."

      "Old Nan?" Simon asked.

      "She's an old slave over on the Parson's plantation. Bit of a local legend," Catherine said. "Do you think we could see her?"

      Abraham gave Simon and Elizabeth a shrewd and appraising look. "I suppose, but you have to promise you won't tell the Colonel, Miss Catherine. He wouldn't like it. Not like it at all."

      

      

      The Stantons' fancy barouche carriage, with a driver at the front and Abraham standing on the back, took them to the Parson's plantation. When they arrived Catherine got permission for the four of them to go visit Old Nan in her cottage. She'd been the nanny to the current owner when he was just a boy. One summer he nearly died from Scarlet Fever and might have, if Old Nan hadn't taken care of him. She caught the disease and then some sort of brain fever had caused her to go blind. Elizabeth knew that like Mary Ingalls, Nan had suffered from viral meningoencephalitis. Either way, the result was the sadly the same. The family had taken care of her, setting her up in a small house near the other slave quarters and ensuring the others cared for her.

      They approached the small, wood cabin and Abraham asked them to wait there. He disappeared inside and then returned and invited them in. They climbed up the wobbly, planked steps and into the dark room. A frail old woman, who looked like she was in her seventies, waved a thin hand at Abraham and he lit two candles that sat on the rough-hewn mantle above the small fireplace.

      It wasn't cold inside, but Elizabeth shivered anyway. She felt like she'd walked onto the set of Beloved. Hopefully, their story had a happier ending.

      Old Nan's eyes were milky white, but she sought out Simon and Elizabeth and looked them up and down before speaking. "You are strange to me. In and out at de same time, here and not here."

      As if she could see their confusion, she nodded and smiled patiently as she leaned back in her chair. "Abraham say you come to hear about de ghosts. You one of dem writer people from de newsypaper?"

      "No," Elizabeth said. "I just, we—"

      She wasn't sure how to ask what was needed.

      Nan nodded. "You take Miss Catherine and you wait outside, Abraham."

      He looked nervously to Catherine and Simon who assured him that they'd be fine.

      "Yessuh," he said and started for the door, shuffling a reluctant Catherine back out the door.

      Once the door had closed, Old Nan smoothed out the blanket that covered her legs and rocked back in her rocking chair. "Now, your heart can speak."

      Elizabeth cast an unsure glance at Simon who nodded encouragingly.

      "You come 'bout a child," Nan said.

      Elizabeth swallowed hard and nodded, then realized the woman couldn't see her. "Yes, how did you know?"

      "You carry it with you."

      Elizabeth looked around the room quickly. "The ghost?"

      Old Nan laughed. "No, child. Your burden."

      "I don't understand," Simon said.

      "I sure you don't," Old Nan said. "But you will. In time."

      Simon frowned. "We were told that you were knowledgeable about such matters and could help us with our quandary."

      Nan frowned and tilted her head to the side.

      "We were told you could help us," Elizabeth clarified.

      Nan nodded slowly and stopped rocking. Her pale eyes drifted between Simon and Elizabeth. "I see what others cain't. Dey's dis world and d'other. I don't see so good in dis one, but I can still see. And de spirits, dey know and come to me sometime when dey sad or feelin' lonesome."

      Elizabeth remembered Simon's description of his encounter and her heart ached for the child. "Has Mary come to you?"

      "Mary?"

      "Mary Stewart. She died a few days ago and yet," Simon said. "I've seen her. We've both seen her."

      Nan nodded again. Elizabeth could tell Simon was growing anxious. He was impatient under the best of circumstances and cryptic mystics definitely pushed his buttons.

      "We think she needs our help," Elizabeth said. "We'd like to help her, but we don't know what to do."

      Nan brought her fingers to her lips in thought and then slowly started to rock again. "Sometimes de children don't know what be wrong. Dey's scared and alone. I show dem de way when I can. But some is needin' somethin' I cain't give. Mary, she be in de wrong place. She need you to help her be somewhere else."

      "How? Where?" Simon asked.

      Nan looked at Simon and then at Elizabeth. If she didn't know better, she would swear the woman could see. Nan shook her head. "Don't rightly know yet. And time ain't on our side."

      Elizabeth didn't like the sound of that. "What do you mean?"

      "It take a whole passel a strength to be here, where dey shouldn't be. Dey sorta fade away and once dey's gone, we cain't do nothin' for 'em."

      "What happens to them?"

      Nan stopped rocking again. Her pale eyes seeking out something invisible in the distance. "You ever feel a cold chill on a warm day? Or hear a cry caught in de wind?" She looked back at them. "Dat's all dat's left. Po things. Dey's betwixt and between forever."
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      Both Simon and Elizabeth were content to let Catherine do most of the talking as they rode back into town. It was nearly dark by the time they arrived. Simon and Elizabeth thanked Catherine and Abraham again, retrieved their buggy and drove back to their hotel. Neither spoke much. The visit with Old Nan had left them both feeling a little introspective.

      Simon stopped at the restaurant and ordered food to be sent up to their room. Thankfully, he'd had the foresight to take a bottle of wine and two glasses with him to tide them over until the food arrived.

      As he opened the bottle, Elizabeth shed her layers of clothing, put on a robe and splashed her face with water to cleanse it from the day's dust.

      Simon handed her a glass of wine. "Better?"

      Elizabeth nodded and sat on the sofa in their sitting room. She tucked her legs up under and sipped her wine. Elizabeth tried to ignore the feeling of melancholia that had settled over her, and judging from Simon's thoughtful expression, it had taken him, too. It wasn't bad enough that poor Mary had died so young, but now, if they couldn't find a way to help her, she might be lost forever.

      Simon sat down on the sofa and sighed.

      "I've been thinking about Old Nan," Elizabeth said. Simon hmm'd in agreement. "Do you think she's some sort of psychopomp?"

      Simon nodded thoughtfully. "Like Anubis or Charon? A guide for souls to the afterlife." He paused for a moment. "It is possible. There are stories of guides or doulas in virtually every culture. I had always considered them…wishful thinking, a chimera to ease the fear of the unknown."

      "And now?"

      Simon smiled and shook his head. "After what I've seen, what I've felt, the last few days, I think I was, as you might say, full of it."

      Elizabeth laughed. "I wouldn't say that." Simon glared playfully at her and she laughed again. "It's normal, and rational, by the way, to disbelieve until shown otherwise. I've always thought I was the nutty one for believing things without any proof at all."

      Simon didn't argue with that. He just smiled and took a sip of his wine before setting it on the side table.

      "You're supposed to say, no, darling, you're not nutty at all."

      Simon chuckled. "Am I?"

      Elizabeth narrowed her eyes.

      "No, darling, you're not…nutty at all."

      "It's too late now."

      Simon faked a wounded expression. "How can I make it up to you?"

      Elizabeth pulled her legs from underneath her. She shifted on the sofa and stuck her legs out toward him and wiggled her toes. Simon chuckled and pulled her feet into his lap. His strong warm hands started to massage the aching arch of her left foot and Elizabeth practically purred. Dr. Scholl could not be born soon enough.

      She relished the feeling for a moment before coming back to the matter at hand. "If Old Nan is a doula for the afterlife, I hope she can help us understand what Mary wants."

      "To be somewhere else," Simon recited.

      "Yeah, but does that mean somewhere else in the afterlife, like crossing over or somewhere else here?"

      Simon's forehead creased in thought. "Another grave?"

      "You mean like grave robbing?"

      Simon stopped massaging her foot and looked at her like she was a backward child. "Of course not. Just relocating."

      "Maybe we're being too literal. What if she needs to be elsewhere emotionally, spiritually?"

      Simon's hands stopped moving as he thought. "She is frightened and confused."

      A dark cloud covered his face and Elizabeth could see him struggle with his emotions at the memory of his encounter with the girl.

      He stared off, unfocused. "She's so terribly sad and so very small."

      Elizabeth shifted and scooted down the sofa. Simon lifted his arm and she snuggled into his side and rested her hand on his chest.

      Simon let out a deep breath and pulled her closer. "Why did it have to be a child?"

      

      

      Simon stepped aside as the man stumbled through the front doors of Smiley's Saloon. The man reeked of cheap whisky and even cheaper cigars. His cheeks were flushed as he struggled to stand and stuff in the tail of his shirt. He grinned sloppily at Simon and tripped his way down the steps to the street below. It was eleven o'clock in the morning.

      More than ever, Simon was glad Elizabeth wasn't here. It was definitely for the best. Not that she shared the opinion. She'd made that loud and clear this morning.

      Last night they'd agreed that they couldn't afford to wait for Mary to make another appearance. Even if she did, there was no guarantee they'd learn anything more than they had before. If she couldn't communicate with them, all they'd gain was another touch of her pain. Simon needed no reminder of her misery. With little hope learning from her in death, that meant, investigating her life. Starting with her parents.

      Simon and Elizabeth visited the catholic priest they'd first seen at the cemetery. He knew little of Alice Stewart. She had no friends he knew of, certainly if she had, they would have been at her child's funeral. All he knew was that she had apparently worked in a local saloon as a hostess. It was his understanding that she hadn't worked there in some time though, but a cold trail was better than none.

      It had taken some persuading to convince Elizabeth that she shouldn't come along. A woman like her in a place like that would draw far too much attention. Finally, she'd seen the wisdom in it, although knowing it was the right approach did little to calm her frustration. After listening to a diatribe on the general failings of men as a gender, Simon had promised he'd be careful, and set off to the seedier side of town.

      Watching the drunk weave his way down the street, he knew he had certainly found it.

      Simon pushed open the swinging door and walked into the smoky main room. It was as he'd expected, as he'd feared it would be. Despite it being a large room, the stench of stale beer and spilled whisky assaulted him. Smoke curled up toward the rafters and the second floor landing. Two men slept with their heads resting on the tables between cards scattered from last night's game, while a few others sat on stools along the long wooden bar, drinking and commiserating. Two women wearing tired expressions and tired dresses leaned against the far end of the bar waiting for fresh meat. They both perked up at the sight of him.

      Simon steeled himself as they sharpened their claws in anticipation of a rich meal. He smiled and approached them. "Ladies."

      They both giggled. "You're an English man, ain't ya?" the bleached blonde said with wide eyes that were so painfully delighted and ravenous at his presence it was a wonder they didn't roll out of her head.

      "Yes," he said. "Guilty."

      They giggled again and Simon smiled.

      "You must be lonely so far from home 'n all?" the other said as her fingers walked up his chest.

      "I am hoping for company," he admitted and then, as her eyes lit up hastily added, "to talk."

      "Oh sure," the blonde said with a knowing grin at her friend. "We can talk and things."

      Both girls were barely out of their teens and unlikely to know Alice's history. "You're not quite my type," Simon said.

      The brunette laughed while the blonde huffed and then smiled again, saccharine sweet. "I can be anything you want, honey."

      "He said you ain't his type," the brunette said, practically shoving the other girl out of the way and stepping close to Simon, resting her hand on his chest.

      "Neither of you," Simon said, "are quite what I'm looking for. Is there someone older?"

      "If it's experience you're lookin' for," the brunette said as her hand wandered down his chest and toward his pants, "I can do things you ain't never dreamed of."

      Simon stilled her hand and pulled it away. "I'm looking for someone more mature?"

      "Don't be in such a hurry, honey," the brunette said again. "I'm older than I look."

      "Please—"

      "Can I help you?" Simon turned as a woman in her early thirties was coming down the stairs. She caught the eyes of the two girls and jerked her head to the side. "Beat it."

      Judging from how hastily the two girls left and hurried over to the other men in the bar, this woman was in charge. The older woman slowly walked down the last set of stairs, sizing up Simon with each step. The slow predatory smile that spread across her face told him she liked what she saw.

      "My name's Genevieve," she said, holding her hand out. "Maybe I can help you."

      Simon took her hand and bowed slightly.

      She smiled seductively and cocked her head to the side in anticipation.

      "Have you worked here long?" Simon asked.

      Her smile tightened and the veil of her pretense fell. "If it's a virgin you're lookin' for mister, you come to the wrong place."

      "No," Simon said, feeling his neck color in embarrassment and anger at the awkwardness of his situation. "Is there somewhere we can continue this? Somewhere with a bit more privacy?"

      Genevieve's eyes flashed at the prospect of a well-heeled client. "I have a room upstairs."

      Simon inclined his head and Genevieve showed him the way. He could feel the eyes of the other girls watching as they ascended the stairs, but did his best to ignore them. Genevieve led him along the second story landing and down a hall. She opened the door to a room and stepped inside. Simon followed her in and closed the door behind them.

      "You want a drink first?" she asked holding up a half-empty bottle.

      "No, thank you."

      Simon glanced around the sparse room. The wallpaper had long faded and begun to peel along the seams. Curtains that might have been bright red velvet were no more than a dull pink now. A small dresser with a tarnished mirror, a single wooden chair and an unmade bed were the only furniture.

      "What do you like?" she asked, turning to face him and unlacing the front of her bodice. "It might be extra—"

      It took Simon a moment to realize she was beginning to undress. "Please, don't."

      She arched an eyebrow and shrugged, then hefted up her heavy skirts and put one foot on the chair. "I can keep 'em on, but it's more fun—"

      "I'm here to talk, not…"

      She let her leg fall to the floor and frowned. "Look, mister—"

      Simon hurriedly took out his wallet and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill. He held it out to her. "Just talk."

      She looked hungrily at the money and then again at him, sure there was some catch, some trick. Apparently, it didn't matter in the end. She snatched the money and stuffed it down the front of her dress.

      "I'm looking for information about another girl who used to work here. Alice Stewart."

      Genevieve poured herself a few fingers of whisky. "Yeah?"

      "I'm hoping you might be able to tell me something about her."

      She drank down half the glass. "What's to tell? She worked here and now she don't."

      "Did you know her?"

      She shrugged. "She worked here when I was just comin' on. She was all right. Better than that lot down there," she said with a nod toward the door.

      "Do you know anything about her child, Mary?"

      "She's dead."

      Simon sat down on the edge of the bed. "Yes, I heard."

      Genevieve finished her glass and poured another. "You sure you—"

      Simon thought it might make her feel comfortable and accepted a small glass. He took a sip. It was noxious and burned all the way down.

      "Why are you so interested in Alice?"

      Simon pulled out his wallet again and put a ten-dollar bill on the bed next to him. "Does it matter?"

      She shrugged and took the money. "She worked here, like I said. She got pregnant with the kid and left."

      "Any idea who the father was?"

      Genevieve arched both drawn on eyebrows and laughed. "This ain't a hotel. We don't exactly keep a registry."

      "Where did she go?"

      Genevieve shrugged. "She lived over on Canal in a boarding house. A few of us did. She was just about to have the kid and she disappeared. Ended up in a house up river."

      Simon looked into his drink. "Disappeared?"

      "Few days before she's ready to have the kid, she just left."

      "Did she go to hospital?"

      "No," she said, shaking her head, "although she did see a doctor. I don't know why. She was as healthy as a horse and twice as crazy."

      "Crazy?" Simon prompted.

      "High strung, like one of them racing horses. She was never fit for harness." The bitterness in her voice was clear, but she tried to shrug it off. "Next I hear, a few weeks later, she's had the kid and they're living in a little house up river. She was beautiful in her day. Maybe one of her regulars wanted to keep her to himself."

      "Any idea who that regular might have been? Did anyone stand out?"

      She laughed. "Honey, you all stand out."

      Simon almost smiled. "I mean, there wasn't one man in particular who fancied her?"

      She took another long swig of whisky and frowned in discomfort as it went down. "I don't think so," she said. "You all love us just the same."

      

      

      Elizabeth had read the sampler on the wall five times. Home is where the heart is. What she wouldn't give for a crinkly old issue of People Magazine or better yet, GQ. Was there an 1852 equivalent? Southern Gentlemen's Quarterly? If there were it should be required for any doctor's office waiting room.

      She'd sat at the hotel while Simon went off to the brothel. He'd been right, darn him, that it was better that she didn't go, but that didn't mean she had to sit on her duff either.

      Simon's version of the doctor and the one she'd seen at dinner didn't quite jibe. While he hadn't exactly been Mister Charm, he wasn't as recalcitrant and flinty-eyed as Simon had painted him. Maybe he just didn't take to Simon, or perhaps he needed a woman's touch to relax him into spilling a little more information. Either way, in the ten minutes she'd sat in their hotel room after Simon had left, she'd hatched her own plan. Visit the doctor and see what she could pry out of him.

      So, here she sat, in Dr. Walker's waiting room in his home office. The house was attractive and well-kept, but a far cry from the fancy, schmancy mansion Catherine and the Colonel lived in. As she looked around the room more carefully, she could see that it could use a little sprucing up. All of the furnishings were expensive, but a little beyond their prime. Even the nurse who sat behind a large desk busily going over paperwork had seen better days. Maybe the doctor's practice was on the wane?

      "Thank you," a slightly overweight middle-aged woman said as the door to the office opened. She fluttered about in the doorway for a moment, waving her handkerchief anxiously and dabbing at her throat. "Are you sure this will help?"

      Dr. Walker appeared and gestured toward the waiting room. "I'm sure." He turned to the nurse. "Would you make sure Mrs. Turnbull has a follow-up appointment for two weeks from today?"

      Mrs. Turnbull fluttered again. "You'll be quite well by then, I assure you." He pointed to a small bottle she clutched in her hand. "Two drops before every meal."

      "Will that be enough?" Mrs. Turnbull asked with a sigh that threatened to blossom into a swoon.

      "Yes," the doctor said, irritation tinting his voice. "Quite."

      With that he shuffled Mrs. Turnbull off to the nurse. Elizabeth could see him reign in his frustration as he turned back toward his office and heard Mrs. Turnbull argue with the nurse about her "continuing and unrelenting suffering."

      Elizabeth rose from her chair. "Doctor Walker?"

      "Mrs. Cross?" he asked as he checked his pocket watch. "Did we have an appointment?"

      "No, I'm sorry. I was hoping you could spare a few minutes?"

      Dr. Walker glanced at the nurse who nodded and returned to soothing Mrs. Turnbull.

      The doctor held out his hand to usher Elizabeth into his office, leaving the trilling complaints of Mrs. Turnbull behind. Once inside, he gestured toward a chair by the desk.

      Elizabeth took her seat. "Is she all right?"

      "Mrs. Turnbull?" The doctor arched an eyebrow and took his chair behind the desk. "Like so many of my female patients, the only diseased part of her body is her mind." She could see him consider the wisdom of saying more. "Hysteria. A plague upon the rich and indolent."

      His gaze fell on Elizabeth's expensive dress and from his expression he felt she fit the bill on both counts.

      "Common sense and hard work can bring one money," she said, "but it is seldom the other way around."

      The doctor smiled appreciatively. "Indeed."

      "I may be guilty on one count, my husband is wealthy, although I hope you'll forgive me the transgression of marrying well," Elizabeth said as she pulled off her gloves. "I am however, like you, I think, in the other respect."

      "Are you?"

      "We share a common interest. You give of your time to the Institute, the orphanage and others. I'm assuming that's how you came upon that girl Mary Stewart. Her mother was somewhat of an unfortunate. One of your charitable pursuits?"

      The doctor leaned back in his chair and a smile creased his eyes enjoying the challenge. "Yes. She actually came to me when she was first with child. Asking for…help," he said delicately. "I assured her that I could do no such thing. Sadly, just as wealth does not a clever man make, having a child does not always create a mother."

      He leaned forward and pushed some papers into a tidy stack on his desk. "I did what I could for the child, but she was always sickly and uncared for. Perhaps it's a blessing that she has to suffer no more."

      "Yes," Elizabeth said, wishing that were the case.

      "But," the doctor said, reaching for a notebook. "You surely didn't come here to talk about my other patients, hmm? Are you feeling unwell?"

      "I'm not sure."

      "What are you symptoms?"

      "Just a little tired really. A few headaches. I'm sure it's nothing."

      The doctor hummed and made a few notes. "Is your husband here with you?"

      "No," Elizabeth said. "I didn't want to worry him over nothing."

      The doctor nodded. "He's quite emotional for an Englishman. No offense intended."

      "He is passionate."

      The doctor jotted another note down. "Cambridge man, isn't it?"

      "Oxford," Elizabeth said, getting the distinct feeling this was some sort of test.

      "Yes, that's right." The doctor came around his desk. "Stand up, please?"

      Elizabeth did and he gently probed her neck and examined her head for bumps as he spoke. "I knew a man who went to Oxford, about your husband's age. Always complaining about a Professor there. Haverford, I think."

      Elizabeth smiled innocently. "I'm afraid you'll have to ask Simon about that."

      "Of course," the doctor said. "Turn your head. Any feelings of nausea or other discomfort?"

      Elizabeth shook her head. "No, not really."

      The doctor turned her head to look her in the eye. "Now, Mrs. Cross you must be honest with me if I'm to help you."

      "A little cramping," she said feigning embarrassment and touching her stomach. She'd planned her symptoms well.

      "Sit," he said as he took her wrist and took out his watch. He took her pulse. "A bit fast."

      She wasn't surprised, what with all the dissembling and deceiving she was doing. Not to mention that he seemed to be examining not just her, but her story as well.

      He circled back around his desk and sat down again. "You needn't be embarrassed, Mrs. Cross. I am well acquainted with issues common to the female. Including pregnancy."

      Elizabeth's eyes went wide with shock. "Pregnant?" She'd been hoping to give the impression of general malaise, take two aspirin and call me in the morning vagueness, not pregnancy.

      "Possibly."

      "No," Elizabeth said with a small forced laugh. She was definitely not pregnant. "I'm not."

      "It could be something else, a tumor perhaps. A full examination should tell us more."

      Elizabeth shifted in her seat. "It's nothing. I'm sure. I'm sorry I wasted your time." She started to stand, but the doctor held up a hand and waved her back into her chair.

      "Hardly time wasted, my dear." He walked over to the door, pulled it open and called to his nurse. "Would you help Mrs. Cross undress?"

      

      

      "Cross!"

      Just as he was about to climb into his buggy, Simon turned to find James and Elijah Harper pulling up in their barouche.

      "What are you doing here?" James said amiably.

      "Business, I was just returning."

      Eli arched an eyebrow, but kept silent.

      "Fortune is on my side today. I was just thinking of you," James said. "We're going down to the landing to supervise the arrival of some new equipment. I was hoping to show you our warehouse facilities. Since you expressed an interest the other day," he added hastily.

      Simon could see the hopeful gleam in his eye and was happy to oblige. He joined them in their carriage, ignored Eli's smirks and made small talk as they neared the end of Water Street and the road down to the landing.

      "Elizabeth has found her current trousseau inadequate," Simon said. "Is there someone in town who can help rectify the situation or do we need to wait until New Orleans?"

      "I'm afraid, I stay out of such matters," James said. "But I'm sure Rose can help your wife."

      "Thank—"

      A loud boom interrupted and Simon barely suppressed a flinch. He and Elizabeth had heard that sound a few times since they'd arrived, but it had never been quite so loud. "What the bloody…"

      "Our cannon," James said, gesturing up river. "It announces every steamboat's arrival. For some, it's still something of a novelty."

      Right on cue, a dozen or so boys ran toward the bluff, dashing across busy streets and hopping fences. They clustered at the top of the hill to get a good view of the ship as it came up river to the landing. It was a majestic sight.

      Two tall twin stacks with crowns on their tops belching out black smoke while two smaller stacks billowed steam from the engines. The great paddlewheel at the back churned the water and people gathered on the decks to watch the landing.

      "For me," James said looking out at the river. "It's prosperity coming up river. Money flows faster than water on the Mississippi."

      Simon had to agree. The volume of commerce in the harbor was astonishing, goods and people in constant motion. "Impressive."

      James puffed up a bit and took them down the landing to one of the large warehouses. He gave Simon a tour of their contents and his plans for expansion. James did everything he could to prime the pump and present Simon with a sizable investment opportunity.

      James excused himself and went over a shipment manifest with the warehouse manager, leaving Eli and Simon alone together. During the tour Eli had seemed impatient and sullen. Perhaps this was yet another area the brothers didn't agree upon.

      "So, Mr. Cross," Eli said. "How are you enjoying Natchez?"

      "Very much."

      Eli pushed back the brim of his hat and eyed Simon. "Your business this morning was satisfactory?"

      There was definitely more than a hint of accusation in his tone. Did Eli know where he'd actually been?

      "Quite," Simon said curtly, hoping to stop the conversation there.

      "I'm sure it was."

      Simon clenched his jaw and turned his attention back to James. A large, heavy-set man with a large flowing mustache had interrupted his conversation with the warehouse manager. It was clear from James' body language that he was not happy to see this man. After a tense moment, James pulled the larger man aside and cast a nervous glance around. He saw Simon and Eli watching him and offered them a rictus smile.

      James and the heavy-set man's conversation was brief, but tense. James pulled out an envelope from his inner jacket sleeve and gave it to the other man. The big man tipped his hat and left. James tugged on his waistcoat in annoyance and tamped down his anger as he rejoined Simon and Eli.

      "Trouble, brother?" Eli asked, almost hopeful.

      James answered with a glare and turned his charm back on for Simon. He smiled broadly and gestured for them to leave the warehouse. "We have a manufacturing facility just outside of town. Twenty spindles working now, but we have room to expand."

      Simon managed to escape the textile tour and assured them he would see them at the races tomorrow near River Run for the start of their weekend celebration.

      He didn't like leaving Elizabeth alone for too long. When he returned to an empty hotel room, he realized he'd been right to worry. Not finding her there meant an immediate surge of adrenaline. He felt the sharp prickle of it as it shot out through his veins. It was reflexive. It always would be where Elizabeth was concerned. She was a veritable magnet for trouble, but he reminded himself, there was no reason to assume anything untoward had happened. Perhaps she just went for a walk. He pushed out a cleansing breath, and looked for a note.

      He found it resting on one of the end tables and sighed in relief. It was short-lived, however. The note read simply: Gone to see the doctor. Love, E

      Simon read the note again. Had she taken ill while he was gone? It wasn't as if she could call him and let him know. If she had, why didn't she say more in the note?

      He stuffed the paper into his jacket pocket and strode for the door. Perhaps the desk clerk knew where she'd gone.

      Simon gripped the door handle and yanked open the door only to find Elizabeth attached to the other side. She stumbled into the room and he caught her as she fell against his chest.

      "Criminy, where's the fire?" Elizabeth said as she disentangled from him.

      Simon clutched her arms and held her away from him, searching for signs of injury. "Are you all right?"

      She took off her now-lopsided hat and her eyes flashed with exasperation. "I'm fine, but you look a little crazy around the edges."

      "Elizabeth," Simon said, trying to shift from worry to wonder. "Why did you go to the doctor? Are you ill?"

      She tossed her hat onto a table and waved him off. "Don’t be silly."

      "Of course not." Simon closed the door to their room.

      "You'll be happy to know I am quite salubrious."

      He shook his head. This woman was maddening. He dug into his pocket and produced the note. "Why did you go to the doctor?"

      "To do some investigating," she said as though it should have been obvious.

      A retort stood at attention on his tongue, but he swallowed it. "It would have been helpful if you'd mentioned that."

      "Oh!" The light finally blinked on for her. "You thought…" She came to him and patted his chest. "I'm sorry."

      Simon crammed the note back into his pocket and nodded.

      She pushed up on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek.

      "I'm glad to hear at least," he said, "you're in good health."

      "And, I have superlative birthing hips."

      Simon frowned and shook his head. "Perhaps you should start from the beginning?"
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      Elizabeth looked around the fairgrounds and decided she definitely needed more clothes. She was already repeating and, judging from the sea of frills and lace surrounding her, that simply wouldn't do.

      She and Simon nodded and smiled as they passed through the crowd looking for the Harpers. They'd been invited to be guests at the Jockey Club's private pavilion at the racetrack. The track was a far cry from the shabby ones she used to tag along to with her father in Texas. The atmosphere was more, definitely more, Ascot than Amarillo. A cluster of food stalls at the entrance gave way to the enormous field that held both the tented pavilions and the half-mile track.

      The stables and paddock area were a hub of activity as horses were warmed up and prepared for races. Adjacent to that were corrals for horse trading. From plow horses to young thoroughbred colts, there was something to entice every level of society.

      The whole thing felt more like a county fair celebrating Spring and the end of planting season than a regular old horse track. There were food stalls and jugglers and musicians, and even a few buckboards with people drinking and eating in the back. A sort of 19th century tailgate.

      She and Simon were nearing the large white tents of the Jockey Club when Elizabeth saw Catherine and the Colonel. Catherine waved happily toward them and the Colonel remained as stone-faced as ever.

      Just as they were crossing a path to join them, two tenant farmers and their mules came between them. The men bellowed at the two teams of mules as they tried to convince the animals to head to the paddock area. They yelled and begged, whipped the reins down on their backs and slapped their flanks with their straw hats, and argued with each other until the mules heehawed and went on their way.

      The Colonel might have actually harrumphed as he glowered after them. "Commoners and Negroes racing," he said. "Mules for God's sake. It's desecrated the club." Almost as an afterthought, he bowed his head and greeted them. "Cross."

      "Colonel. Miss Catherine," Simon said.

      Catherine rolled her eyes at her father and then smiled at Elizabeth. "So good to see you. Are you feeling…well?" she asked with a slight wiggle of her eyebrows.

      How could she possibly know that she'd seen the doctor yesterday?

      As if reading her mind Catherine added, "Since her husband's death Mrs. Turnbull has little more to do with herself these days than gossip."

      The Colonel grunted in displeasure. "And what's your excuse, Cat?"

      "Touché, father." Catherine looked as though she were going to follow up with a volley of her own, but resisted the temptation. Barely.

      "I'm fine, thank you. No news to report," Elizabeth said, hoping to stop any Stanton family war before it started.

      That won another grunt from the Colonel. Maybe there were nuances to his grunts like lowland gorillas.

      "Do you have a horse here today, Colonel?" Simon asked, clearly hoping to put the conversation back on safer ground.

      The Colonel's chest puffed a bit and he fought down a proud smile. "Yes." He gestured to the stables, urging Simon to walk with him. "Are you a good judge of horseflesh, Cross?"

      Simon bowed to the ladies and let himself be led off by the Colonel.

      "I'm sorry about before," Catherine said. "It's none of my business."

      "It's all right."

      "It isn't," Catherine said. "I hate it when father's right."

      Elizabeth laughed and Catherine joined her. She wound her arm through Elizabeth's and they started toward the main tent. "Be sure to try the applesauce cookies."

      They found the Harpers under their own white canopy shading them from the warm Spring sun. Tables and chairs had been set up in a comfortable living arrangement, complete with a rug underfoot. Rose oversaw several slaves as they rummaged in large wicker baskets and set the long table for luncheon.

      "Hello," Rose said, giving one final instruction to the slave. "I'm so glad you could come. Would you like something to drink?"

      "Thank you, no. I have wagers to make!" Catherine said and then whispered to Elizabeth. "Despite what my father might say, the smart money is on Lionel Duncan's filly." She winked and promised to find them later.

      "Would you like something?" Rose watched Catherine go with an amused smile, before turning her attention fully to Elizabeth. "Sweet tea?"

      Elizabeth gladly accepted. Between the ride over and the walk through the dusty concourse she was sure she had half of Natchez in her throat.

      "Sit, please," Rose said, offering Elizabeth a chair.

      They both sat down and Louisa hurried over to her mother's side. "Look," she said, showing her mother a beautifully carved and painted horse, "Uncle Eli got him for me. Isn't he beautiful?"

      "Manners, darling," Rose said with a firm, but encouraging smile.

      One of the slaves handed Elizabeth a cool glass of sweet tea.

      Louisa gave Elizabeth a quick, shy smile and bobbed a curtsy. "Hello."

      Elizabeth grinned and leaned forward. "Hello. Your horse is very handsome."

      Louisa beamed and her mother pulled her daughter against her side. She examined the wooden animal carefully. "Oh, he is fine looking, isn't he?"

      The girl nodded and rested her head on her mother's shoulder as she stared adoringly at the little wooden horse and ran her fingers over its mane.

      "Do you like horses very much, Louisa?" Elizabeth asked.

      She chewed her lip and nodded. "Daddy says when I'm old enough I can get a pony."

      Rose frowned, but only for a second. "We're still discussing that, darling."

      "I'm going to be eight next week and that's plenty old. Daddy said I can ride as well as any boy twice my age and that I'm twice as pretty too."

      Her mother stifled a laugh and hugged her. "Your father has a way with words."

      "Are my ears burning?" James said as he appeared at the edge of the tent.

      "Mrs. Cross," he said as he took off his hat.

      "Elizabeth, please."

      He smiled and leaned down to kiss his wife's cheek. Rose tilted her head to present it, but there was something in her body language, the tilt of her head, the way she looked away that struck Elizabeth. She'd sensed some underlying tension between them at dinner at the Stantons', but had thought perhaps it had been her unfamiliarity with the etiquette of the time. Now, however, she felt sure there was more to it than primness.

      "Look, daddy!" Louisa said proudly holding out her horse.

      "What have we here?" James said as he scooped his daughter up into his arms.

      "From Uncle Eli!"

      James admired the horse. "An impressive specimen. But he's a little small to ride, don't you think?"

      Louisa giggled.

      "I did see a pony…" James said.

      Louisa squealed in delight and Rose stood, clearly not happy with this development. "James."

      "I haven't bought him."

      "Yet," Rose said.

      James readjusted Louisa on his hip and turned to Elizabeth. "What is a man to do when he's torn between the two women in his life? Someone's going to have quite the birthday." He kissed Rose on the cheek and then nibbled at Louisa's neck until she broke out into a fit of giggles. Rose smiled adoringly at her daughter, but Elizabeth hadn't noticed her look at James the same way. They seemed happy enough. While James was certainly madly in love with both of them, there was something reserved about Rose when she was with James. Something changed when he came around. She pulled back just the tiniest bit. Elizabeth could see it now in her eyes, something not quite wary, but ill at ease.

      "Are you coming to my party?" Louisa asked Elizabeth.

      Rose smiled almost apologetically at Elizabeth. "I do hope you will."

      "I'd love to," Elizabeth said. "And you're going to be eight?"

      Louisa nodded vigorously.

      Rose reached over and tried to tidy Louisa's slightly unruly curls. "Louisa, I swear, your hair has a mind of its own."

      "Leave the girl be," James said, twisting so Louisa was out of her reach. "We like it just the way it is, don't we darling?"

      Louisa nuzzled into her father's neck and Rose cast a quick uneasy smile at Elizabeth and sat back down.

      

      

      Simon had listened to the Colonel expound upon the virtues of good breeding for what felt like hour upon hour. His horse, Bucephalus, had come from the line of Little Venus who had run at Columbia in under eight minutes. Simon alternated between polite attention and aggressively obvious indifference. Neither seemed to matter to the Colonel who only needed himself as an audience.

      Finally, the Colonel was called away to tend to Bucephalus and offer advice to the jockey before the afternoon match races began. Simon graciously let the Colonel attend to business and turned to search for the main Jockey Club pavilion.

      Simon took the moment of peace to observe the crowd and enjoy the ambiance. He hadn't quite realized he'd missed the country until now. Life in Santa Barbara wasn't exactly the cement jungle of Manhattan, but it was still a city. Between the grounds of Grey Hall and his grandfather's estate in Sussex, Simon had spent a fair amount of his youth in the country. Standing here with the familiar and pungent aroma of a stable and trees merely giving way to more trees, he found he missed it.

      Just as he began to wonder if perhaps he and Elizabeth should buy a country house somewhere to escape to on occasion, he noticed Doctor Walker in the crowd. The doctor craned his neck, clearly looking for someone. Abruptly, he stopped walking. A short, thick-chested man with shabby clothes, perhaps a day laborer or stevedore, approached him. The doctor did all of the talking. The other man merely nodded.

      A voice beside Simon broke him from his silent observation.

      "Lost her already?"

      Simon turned and saw Eli suddenly at his side, casually leaning against the corral fence. Simon bit back a terse reply. He turned back to look for the doctor, but both he and the other man were gone.

      "She's probably in our private tent," Eli said. "Just before the last turn."

      Simon nodded curtly and started off in the direction indicated, but Eli grabbed his arm as he passed.

      "You should be more careful. Someone just might find her."

      Simon glared at Eli's hand and tensed his arm. "I beg your pardon."

      Eli let go and leaned back against the fence, his elbows resting casually on the top rail. "I don't like to tell another man his business—"

      "Then don't."

      "But when a fine woman's reputation is at stake, I feel inclined to intervene."

      Simon's jaw set. What in bloody hell was he going on about?

      Eli dipped his head forward to speak more softly. "Natchez is a small town. What a man does here is seldom secret and never for long. I would hate to see your beautiful wife become the subject of gossip and ridicule because of your indiscretion."

      So Eli had known about his visit to the brothel. Simon had suspected as much when he'd run into them the other day, but had hoped it was just general dislike. That, at least, was mutual. He couldn't possibly explain why he'd been there. His silence though, he knew, was damning.

      Simon's jaw clenched tighter. "And I suppose for a price you'll stay silent on the matter?"

      Eli shook his head. "You can keep your money. My brother's the one who wants it. I'm merely thinking of your wife."

      Simon clenched his hand into a fist. "Are you?"

      Eli started to say something and then smiled and pushed off from the fence. "If she were my wife, I would think of little else." With that he tipped his hat and disappeared into the crowd.

      

      

      Elizabeth was bursting with questions and, well, other things. She knew she shouldn't have had that second glass of sweet tea, but she'd been thirsty and it had been so cool going down. Now, however, she was faced with the modern woman's 19th century nightmare — the outdoor privy.

      She shuddered at the thought, but she had little choice. Between the tea and the corset squeezing her bladder to the size of pea, she couldn't wait any longer. She excused herself and got directions from one of the slaves. It seemed the ladies' john was back near the woods. Setting it apart from the rest of the grounds was undoubtedly wise, but it didn't help her situation any. She smiled and casually walked as quickly as she could to a small wooden building discretely hidden behind a small copse of trees at the edge of the woods.

      Feeling much better, she started back for the Harpers' tent when a hand clamped down over her mouth and another grabbed her upper arm in a tight grip. The man pulled her back against his chest and dragged her behind the trees. She could smell the alcohol and tobacco on his breath. She struggled against him, but his hands were like iron bands digging into her flesh.

      He shook her to stop her fighting and tightened his grip even further. His breath was hot against her neck. Elizabeth felt a fist of panic rise in her belly.

      "This is a warning," he said in a soft, rasping voice.

      Elizabeth tried to catch her breath. At least he wasn't going to kill her. You don't warn someone and then kill them, right? She tried to think of a way to break free, to call for help, but he was too strong and her damn clothes weren't made for kicking a man where it counts. She took deep breaths through her nose, but the stench of rotten fish on his hands nearly made her gag.

      "You and your husband been asking questions that ain't none of your business," he said. "Best keep your pretty nose to yourself, if you want to keep it. You understand?"

      Elizabeth held still.

      Not liking that, he shook her again. "I said, you understand?"

      She nodded.

      "Good."

      She thought he might let her go then, but he moved his hand up and covered her nose. She couldn't breathe. Instantly, she started to struggle. She twisted in his arms, but he was too strong and the more she struggled the less breath she had. It all happened so quickly.

      She felt the darkness start to come. Like a camera shutter closing, the world dimmed to a small circle of light. Sounds of her own struggle were muffled like they were underwater. Her body felt oddly weightless, like she was draining away from herself.

      Just as the final curtain of darkness was coming down, she hit the ground. The shock of it brought her around and she gasped for air. Blessedly, it came. She pulled in deep lungfuls of air and the world around her slowly came back into focus. As she regained full consciousness the shock of what had happened hit her. She felt the prickling rise of panic and pushed out a few quick breaths to keep herself under control.

      As quickly as she could, she stood. She looked around for the man, but there was no sign of him. Her arm ached and she rubbed it to get the circulation moving. He hadn't meant to kill her, she realized. If he had, she would be really, most sincerely, dead.

      She hurried away from the trees and out into the open. No one was around. No one had seen. She started back toward the pavilion.

      Her hands trembled and she clasped them again and again to try to stop their shaking. She wiped her mouth trying to rid it of the taste, of the stench of him, and shuddered at the memory. Pulling her handkerchief out, she did her best to rid herself of any evidence of the attack. The last thing she needed was to try to explain what happened to Rose or James. She cleaned her face as best she could and discarded the smelly handkerchief.

      Dusting off her dress, she took a few calming breaths before she neared the Harpers' tent and prayed Simon would be there.

      He was, thank God. Simon stood at the far side of the tent and listened to James expound on the need for warehouses in Liverpool. He saw Elizabeth enter and smiled. But his smile faded instantly as he sensed something was wrong. Immediately excusing himself from James, he started toward her.

      Elizabeth forced a smile. "Do you mind if I steal my husband for a few minutes?"

      "Of course," James said.

      Elizabeth wound her arm through Simon's and led him away from the tent.

      "What's wrong?" Simon asked.

      Once they were well out of earshot Elizabeth stopped and took a deep breath. "First, I could really use a hug."

      Simon frowned, but didn't hesitate to take her into his arms. "What's happened?"

      Elizabeth enjoyed the comfort and safety of his arms for a long moment before pulling away. "I was coming back from the bathroom just now and someone grabbed me."

      "What do you mean someone grabbed you?"

      "A man, he must have been hiding in that small group of trees waiting for me," she said looking back toward the copse of trees.

      The vein in Simon's neck began to throb and she could see him trying to rein in his anger. He looked toward the trees she'd indicated. "What man? Did he hurt you?"

      "No," she said.

      Simon reached out and grabbed ahold of her arms. She flinched as he inadvertently squeezed her bruise.

      Simon immediately released her. "Elizabeth." His hands hovered over her arms, as if he wanted to hold her, but was afraid to hurt her again. Finally, they fell to his sides and clenched into fists. His voice was low and hard when he spoke again. "What did he do?"

      "It's just a bruise," she said and, seeing he was working himself up with thoughts far worse than what had happened, hastily added, "Really. He just held my arm too tightly. I'm fine."

      His eyes desperately searched hers for the truth and calmed a little when he finally believed she wasn't withholding anything. "Just now, you said?" he asked taking a stride toward the trees.

      "Yes, but he's gone. It wasn't a random grab-a-woman sort of thing. It was a warning," Elizabeth said.

      Simon pulled his attention away from the woods. "A warning?"

      "He grabbed me and told me to keep my nose to myself. That we were asking questions someone doesn't want asked."

      Simon grunted. "Damn it. Did you see his face? Would you recognize him?"

      "No, he was behind me the whole time. He just grabbed me and said to keep out of it and then he was gone."

      "He just walked away?"

      Elizabeth hesitated to tell him the last bit of it, but keeping things from him would only be worse in the end. "I sort of passed out a little."

      "You what?" Instinctively, he reached out to her again, but held her elbows gently.

      "It was just part of his escape plan, I think. Better than a crack on the head."

      She could see him work through it in his mind, not liking what he saw, but knowing it could have been far worse. He reluctantly nodded. "Yes."

      "So," Elizabeth said, "that's my news. What have you got?"

      Simon shook his head. "Elizabeth—"

      "Comes with the territory," she said, wishing she could actually feel as brave as she sounded. "I'm all right and it means we're asking the right questions."

      Simon started to argue with her, but stopped himself. She knew how hard this sort of thing was for him. It wasn't exactly easy for her either. Being manhandled, threatened and nearly suffocated was not her idea of an ideal picnic. But it meant they were heading in the right direction. They couldn't afford to stop now. She knew Simon's concern for her would trump everything else though, and she stepped forward and put her hands on his chest. She could feel his heart beating quickly and his chest rising and falling as he struggled with his emotions.

      "We're doing the right thing," she said.

      He nodded slowly and then covered her hand with his and brought it to his lips. "You are not leaving my side today. Agreed?"

      Elizabeth was more than happy to oblige. She didn't want a repeat performance any more than he did. They started back to the Harpers' tent and Elizabeth noticed Eli had been watching them. He made no attempt to hide the fact and didn't move from his spot leaning against one of the tent poles as they re-entered.

      "Elizabeth," he said with a broad smile that faded quickly as he gave Simon a curt nod. She made a mental note to ask Simon what that was all about later. For now, the first match race was about to get under way. The entire entourage headed out to claim spots in the grandstands for the first series, but Elizabeth hardly cared about the races now.
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      The Colonel's horse made it through the first two rounds, only to lose in the third. Money was won; money was lost and a pleasant afternoon passed without any more revelations or incidents. The entire party retreated to River Run, just barely beating a powerful spring storm as it rolled in.

      Simon slid into bed next to Elizabeth and sighed. It had been a long day, and he felt the tension from his worry over the incident with Elizabeth finally start to fade as he lay down next to her. They went over everything they'd seen and heard that day.

      "The women didn't gossip about anyone?" Simon asked. "Something you might have overlooked initially?"

      Elizabeth rolled onto her side and shook her head. "Not really. It was all politics and children and then more children. I swear it's like everyone here is a Duggar."

      Simon had no idea what that meant.

      "Everyone here has lots of children," she explained with a sigh. "Flocks of children."

      She shifted onto her back and Simon could sense there was something wrong. He waited for her to elaborate and when she didn't he pushed himself onto an elbow and regarded her in the faint light. "What's wrong?"

      She looked at him, almost shyly and then back at the ceiling. Her words came out in a torrent. "I know we never discussed it and I was so busy being in love with you there wasn't room for much else and then we were traveling and I wasn't thinking about it, but now that we're here and I can't stop thinking about it." She rolled her head to the side and looked at him pleadingly. "You know what I mean?"

      Simon blinked. "Not entirely."

      She bit her lip and then continued. "How do you feel about children? Having them, I mean. Us having them? Together."

      Simon was stunned. Of all the things he'd expected her to say that was not one of them. He stared at her numbly for a moment.

      "It's okay if you don't. I just—"

      "Do you want children?" he asked. He could tell by her expression that the answer was yes, but also that she was almost afraid to admit it.

      "Not right away, but I think someday, I would. But—"

      He reached to brush a lock of her hair away from her cheek. "You're afraid I don't, is that it?"

      She nodded slowly. He could hardly blame her for thinking that. His childhood had not exactly been an advert for the joys of family. Not to mention that he'd spent the larger part of his adult life avoiding any sort of messy emotional entanglements.

      His fingers brushed against her neck and then he traced the edge of her jaw as he spoke. "The only thing in this world I can imagine loving as much as I love you would be our child."

      Emotions welled in her eyes. "Really?"

      He chuckled softly, leaned down and gave her a gentle kiss. "Really."

      She gazed back up at him with such love and tenderness his heart lurched in his chest. The thought of her with his child threatened to overwhelm him. As if she sensed it, she pulled him back for a deeper kiss, and he poured his soul into it. Someday, he thought. Someday.

      

      

      As tense and frenetic as the previous day had been, the following morning was its perfect counterpart. Hot and muggy and slow. After breakfast the entire house lay about in a dreamy haze of Southern luxury. Well before noon, Mint Juleps with plenty of alcohol were served on the veranda as slaves catered to their whims and worked as human fans to blow away the hot, sticky morning. Elizabeth felt indulgent and drowsy, and more than a little guilty. As long as her comfort came at a slave's expense, she couldn't truly relax.

      They rest of them happily waited for the day to come to them. All of them, except James, who never seemed idle or without work, relaxed. This morning he pored over some papers as he had tea instead of a Julep. Eli tipped back his chair and balanced on the back legs as he told Rose and Elizabeth a story about his adventures in Jamaica. Meanwhile, Simon was the very picture of a man of leisure, power and confidence. His cream-colored suit made him look every inch the Southern gentleman. He leaned back into his deep, white wicker chair with the grace of privilege. His long legs stretched out in front of him, casually crossed at the ankles, his chin nearly resting on his chest. To the rest of the world, he looked bored, even on the verge of falling asleep. But Elizabeth knew he was keenly observing everyone and everything around him. His eyes subtly shifted to hers and glimmered with a hidden smile before resuming his quiet observation.

      Elizabeth had always been too restless and engaged with the world to separate herself the way Simon could. As Eli finished his story, she shifted in her chair and took another small sip of her Julep and sighed with contentment. It was heavenly.

      "I told you my Juleps were the best in Mississippi," Eli said.

      "I have very few points of comparison," Elizabeth said, "but I can't imagine one better."

      Eli grinned and Elizabeth saw Simon's jaw twitch. He'd told her about his conversation with Eli. What she would have given to have been a fly on the wall for that!

      "Will you be joining us for the hunt this afternoon?" James asked.

      Elizabeth could hardly fathom the idea of riding a hunt in her corset, sidesaddle in this heat. Not to mention the idea of chasing a poor little fox around the forest was not her idea of fun.

      "I think I'll stay here, if that's all right?"

      "Good," James said. "Rose could use the company."

      Rose looked as if she were about to say something, but thought better of it. She smiled instead and said, "I do welcome it."

      She sounded sincere, but there was definitely an undercurrent of something. Elizabeth just couldn't quite pinpoint it. Rose looked unusually pale and drawn, and her usual natural grace to all and to all things seemed a little pinched today.

      Missy, the cook, appeared at the bottom of the stairs to the yard. "Your pies are ready, Miss Rose."

      "Thank you, Missy. Would you bring them into the house?"

      Missy bobbed her head and hurried back to the kitchen.

      "Pies?" James asked.

      "For Mrs. Clay."

      James frowned. "Too far. Have one of the servants bring them over. You should rest."

      "I want to give her my condolences in person." James shook his head, but Rose continued. "You worry far too much about me, James. I'm fine."

      James ignored her and called out to one of the servants. "Sally, you tell Missy to have Jacob bring those pies over to Mrs. Clay. Miss Rose will give you a note to take along." Sally yassir'd and scurried off. "Now, I won't hear more of it," James said to Rose with a look that said he fully expected his word to the final one.

      Elizabeth felt sorry for Rose. She was a prisoner of her sex, her era and her husband. James was indeed master of the big house and all in it.

      Rose apparently had little choice but to let him have his way and nodded. James rose from his chair and then leaned down to kiss her cheek. "You can pay a call next week. Now, there's real work to be done before the hunt, gentlemen."

      "Maybe I'll stay here with the ladies?" Eli said with a wink to them, clearly knowing the rise it would get out of his brother and Simon as well.

      James glowered at his brother who sighed and reluctantly stood.

      "Cross, I thought you might like to choose your own horse this time," James said. "I'm sure you'll find one to your liking."

      "I'm sure."

      James waited expectantly. "I'd also like to discuss a small business matter."

      Simon arched an eyebrow and then nodded. Slowly, he stretched, letting James stand there waiting for him. "You'll be all right?" he asked Elizabeth as he stood.

      "I doubt I can get into much trouble here," she said.

      Simon snorted and brushed a kiss against her cheek. "Please be careful," he whispered before joining the men.

      Rose turned to her after they'd left. "He loves you very much."

      "The feeling is very mutual," Elizabeth said, pulling her gaze away from Simon.

      Rose's smile faltered just a bit before she forced it back into place. "How did you meet?"

      "He was giving a lecture," Elizabeth said, remembering that the truth was far easier to remember than lies. "And I raised my hand to ask a question. It annoyed him," she said with a laugh.

      "He didn't stay annoyed for long, did he?"

      Elizabeth smiled at the memory. "No, not for too long. And you and James?"

      Rose leaned back in her chair and smiled at the memory. "I was young, barely thirteen when we moved to Natchez. I thought all of the Harper boys were terribly handsome."

      "But, one more than the others?" Elizabeth asked.

      Rose nodded and Elizabeth saw a slight blush steal into her cheeks. "Yes." She remained silent, lost in the memory for a moment before continuing. "James was already a man when we met. So sure of himself. He's a fine husband and a loving father."

      The choice of modifiers wasn't lost on Elizabeth. "I can see how besotted he is with your daughter."

      "She is very precious to us," Rose said and then looked at Elizabeth as if she were weighing whether to speak more on the subject or not. Elizabeth waited patiently for her to continue, afraid that if she said anything, Rose might reconsider sharing whatever it was she seemed about to reveal.

      After a long pause, Rose spoke again. "It was a near thing, bringing her into this world. I'd lost several children before and Doctor Walker warned me that it was a great risk to try again, that the likelihood of our child surviving was…He said sometimes a child isn't meant for this world."

      Her head dipped down and she toyed with a bit of lace from her dress. "But we both wanted a child so badly. We come from large families and the idea of an empty home…"

      Rose shook her head and let out a shuddering breath and lifted her head. "But then Louisa came. And she was perfect. A beautiful, healthy child. That is the greatest gift a woman can ever receive," Rose said. "Perhaps some day, you'll know how it feels?"

      Elizabeth knew a leading question when she heard one, but Rose's honesty and openness drew the same from her. "I hope so."

      A contemplative silence followed and then was broken by a bird's song in a tree in the garden.

      "A mockingbird. Teaching her chicks to sing," Rose said. "Out there in the—"

      The words died in her throat. They'd both turned to look out into the garden to find the source of the birdsong, but saw something else instead. Half-hidden amongst the bushes and flowers stood Mary. She peered up at them with such sadness that it seemed nearly a living thing.

      Rose gasped and looked away.

      "Are you all right?" Elizabeth asked.

      Rose looked back into the garden, but Mary was gone. "I'm fine. Just—" She put a quivering hand to her head. "Perhaps my husband was right," she said as she stood on shaking legs. "I am feeling a bit tired."

      Elizabeth stood and helped steady her. "You seem upset."

      "No," Rose said quickly. "I didn't sleep well last night, that's all. Forgive me, I'm such a poor hostess, but I seem to have come upon a headache rather suddenly."

      Elizabeth debated being frank with her and asking about what she saw, but decided against it for now. "I'll be fine. You get some rest and I'll see you later."

      Rose nodded and gave one last look to the garden before going inside.

      Elizabeth waited until she was gone before walking down the stairs and toward the bushes where they'd seen Mary. "Mary?" she whispered. "Are you there?"

      No one answered.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    
    
      By midday, River Run was overrun with men and horses and hounds. After a frenzied gathering near the front of the big house, dozens of men and just as many dogs trotted away to a field to the North where they'd start the hunt. Elizabeth knew Simon would have much rather stayed with her, but he had his part to play and that meant riding with the Harpers. He'd chosen a handsome, high-strung roan as his mount and fell in next to James and Elijah as the group disappeared down the shadowed corridor of oak trees and out of sight.

      Elizabeth watched him and the others ride away. That left her with the other womenfolk who were left behind to talk with and, thankfully, drink with. The drinks that were served on the veranda did little to quell her restlessness. Even if she hadn't seen Mary that morning, the idea of sitting and waiting for the men to return was irksome. She did her best to smile and cull what information she could out of the other guests, but there wasn't much to be gained. She found herself distracted and watching the garden, hoping for another glimpse of Mary.

      The brief rest Rose had taken hadn't helped her much. She still looked drawn and tired. She smiled as she excused herself from the group, but Elizabeth could see how drained she really was.

      Mrs. Turnbull watched her go and then spread out her fan with a flick of her pudgy wrist. "It is lovely here, isn't it?"

      It took Elizabeth a moment to realize that she was talking to her and sat forward at attention. "Yes."

      "Rose married wisely. That Elijah is handsome, I suppose, but like a lost pup when it comes to business."

      "Oh, so true," chimed in Mrs. Goode. "James has a fine head on his shoulders. Her father made the right choice by her, I think."

      Elizabeth sipped her drink. "Her father?" she asked casually.

      "Oh, yes," Mrs. Turnbull said. "He arranged their marriage. A fine match, I think."

      Mrs. Goode nodded in vigorous agreement. "It takes a strong hand to run such a grand plantation. Rose is a lucky woman her father had such foresight."

      Mrs. Turnbull looked at Elizabeth. "I'm sure your father ensured that your husband was the right sort of man for you."

      "Well, he is a baron, isn't it?" Mrs. Goode said enthusiastically.

      Elizabeth was about to correct her when Mrs. Turnbull chimed in, "Royalty. Hard to go wrong there, I'd say. You're quite the lucky girl."

      Elizabeth smiled. "Yes, I—"

      "Speaking of royalty," Mrs. Goode said, as if Elizabeth hadn't spoke. "Did you hear about Virginia's last trip to Saratoga? Scandalous!"

      Elizabeth waited a moment and then quietly excused herself. Having lost her appetite for their company, Elizabeth went in search of Rose.

      She caught her in a private moment on the side porch between tending to her guests and ensuring the elaborate dinner planned later was coming along as scheduled. "Is there anything I can do to help?" Elizabeth asked.

      Rose smiled and shook her head. "You're a dear for asking, but I'm fine."

      "You're sure?" Elizabeth asked hopefully, casting a glance back at Mrs. Turnbull who was busy spreading the latest gossip and prying new bits out of anyone she could corner.

      Rose followed her gaze and smiled in understanding. "Why don't you go for a walk? She leaned in closely. "I would if I were you."

      The thought of escaping the ladies for an hour was tempting and the idea that she might be able to see Mary again irresistible. "You're sure that would that be all right?"

      "Between Mrs. Turnbull and Mrs. Goode, there won't be a moment of peace to be found here. There's a shady path near the river I like to walk when I can."

      "My dear!" Mrs. Goode called. "We're out of canapés!"

      Elizabeth laid a grateful hand on Rose's arms and got quick directions to the path. She made her escape and wound her way through the garden, hoping Mary might show herself. But it wasn't to be. Eventually, Elizabeth found the footpath Rose had mentioned. It ran along the bank of the river and Elizabeth headed south away from the hunt and away from the house and the swamplands farther north.

      Elizabeth walked down river and watched as the current rushed past. The Mississippi was mighty indeed. It had to be over a mile across here, looking more like a lake than a river. Flatboats, keelboats, steamboats and rafts traveled up and down winding their ways around the snags and shoals that made piloting the river the stuff of legends. She could just imagine Tom and Jim or Huck riding on one of the rough-hewn rafts that hugged the shores.

      The River was hypnotic. She walked on and on, pulled down river with the current that seemed to reach even on to the shore. She stopped once at a small footbridge that reached over a stream and played a game of Pooh Sticks. It wasn't quite the Hundred Acre Wood, but it was an enchanted sort of place. Calm and peaceful. It felt timeless. Maybe that was part of why the Old South thought their way of life would never change. Standing here now, she felt it too. Maybe it was the river or the heat of the day, but each moment seemed to last just a bit longer here, as if time itself was lingering, unwilling to move forward.

      After another twenty minutes walking, the midday sun bore down on her with increased intensity. She'd left the cool canopy of trees as the path wound its way inland. In more sunlight than shade now, and having lost the cool breeze from the water's edge, the heat was becoming oppressive. The layers of her clothing felt suddenly heavier and constricting.

      Elizabeth was about to turn back when she came across a small, quiet pond protected by a grove of shade trees. It was barely thirty feet across and clear. She could just hear the babble of a nearby stream. The pond must have been spring fed.

      She knelt in the grass at its edge and scooped up handfuls of water to cool her face. Droplets ran down her neck and she wiped them across her overheated skin. A large rock sat nearby sloping down into the water. Perfect for dangling her feet. The idea of the cold water on her hot and cramped feet was too much of a temptation to pass by. She unlaced her boots and pulled off her stockings.

      A contented sigh escaped her lips as her toes dipped into the water. She splashed more water onto her neck and face, succeeding in wetting the front of her dress in the process. Elizabeth unbuttoned the front of her blouse and pulled the damp edges of the cloth away from her skin and fanned herself.

      It felt good, but she knew what would feel better. No one was around. No one would ever know. She'd have one heck of a time getting back into her corset though. But she hadn't had a real bath in four days and the clear cold water sang its sirens song so sweetly. Before she knew it, she'd shucked off every last layer.

      Wearing only a smile, Elizabeth waded into the water, giggling at the strange sensation as her toes squished in the muddy bottom. Careful to keep her hair dry, she walked in deeper until the water came to her shoulders. She closed her eyes and listened to the quiet.

      It was idyllic and just what she needed. If there were a pond like this near the house, she'd use it every day. She swam out to the middle of the pond letting the cool water renew her.

      On the far side of the pond, a frog leapt onto a log and croaked at her.

      "Well, hello," she said.

      "Hello, yourself."

      Elizabeth spun around in the water. The sun blinded her and she shaded her eyes to see who it was. A man stepped forward.

      "Elijah! You scared me half to death. What are you doing here?" she demanded.

      He lifted the hem of one of her petticoats that she'd flung onto a nearby bush in her haste. "I could ask you the same question."

      She frowned and he chuckled.

      "Aren't you supposed to be hunting?" Elizabeth said as she treaded water and tried to cover herself at the same time.

      "I am," he said.

      Elizabeth had a sinking feeling. Was the entire hunt going to show up next?

      "I was bored and rode off," he said, walking along the edge of the pond. "Then I saw what looked like a pair of ladies' undergarments hanging from a tree. What sort of man would I be if I didn't investigate?"

      He was enjoying this far too much. Not that she could really blame him. She was the one who'd gone skinny dipping in the middle of a fox hunt.

      He saw her nervous look and smiled. "Your secret will be safe with me, but…" He cocked his head to the side and listened. The unmistakable sound of hounds on the chase could be heard in the distance. "The others are not far and getting closer, I think. If you stay where you are…"

      She knew the end of the sentence and she couldn't let that happen. Elizabeth started to swim toward the shore, but stopped. "You need to…" She waved her hand to shoo him away.

      He smiled and nodded, but then a dark frown covered his face. "Come faster," he said urgently as he strode to the edge of the pond.

      Elizabeth stopped swimming. "Not with you standing there."

      He stepped into the water and reached out to her. "Swim!"

      He was staring at something behind her and Elizabeth swiveled to see what it was. About ten feet away, the smooth surface of the water rippled just slightly. She stared at it dumbly for a moment before it lifted its head out of the water.

      Elizabeth wasn't a screamer, but she let out a shriek to wake the dead. Snakes. Why did it have to be a snake?

      "Swim!" The panicked edge to his voice was all the prompting Elizabeth needed. She turned back and swam toward the shore as quickly as she could. She splashed and kicked and then dug her hands into the muddy bottom to try to stand.

      Eli had grabbed a long stick and held it in one hand, and extended the other out to her. He was knee-deep in the water, boots and all. "Hurry!"

      He took another step deeper into the water and grabbed onto her outstretched hand and yanked. Her feet were sunk down into the muddy bottom and didn't want to let go, but Eli pulled until they both tumbled back onto the shore. She fell on top of him and he rolled her over away from the water's edge. He scrambled to his feet and jabbed the surface of the water with the stick.

      Elizabeth climbed to her feet and could just see the brown and tan striped snake as it swam away to the far side of the pond where it had come from.

      "Cottonmouth," Eli said, watching it and making sure it kept going.

      "Is it gone?" Elizabeth said not able to suppress a shudder.

      "I think so." Eli turned back and then immediately turned his head, averting his eyes.

      In the excitement, she'd completely forgotten she was naked. She eeped and reflexively tried to cover herself.

      "And now we have another secret," Eli said.

      

      

      Simon had had quite enough of the hunt and was happy to linger at the rear of the procession as it started off in yet another direction. He'd noticed Elijah veer off from the group a few minutes ago. Simon reined in his horse and broke off. He would learn nothing more following the pack and he'd put in more than enough time with James to ensure his interest in him as an investor. Not to mention that James Harper was a thudding bore. Not that he blamed the man for being obsessed about his business. It took that sort of drive to run a plantation the size of River Run, but none of that was getting Simon closer to understanding how Mary fit into all this. He'd paid his dues with James, now it was time to find out just what Eli was up to.

      Putting aside Eli's embarrassing misconception about his visit to the brothel and his annoyingly persistent flirtation with Elizabeth, Elijah Harper was a man with a secret. Simon had studied him all morning and of that he was sure.

      Simon urged his horse on and they broke into a canter to catch up to Eli. Although, he couldn't see him, he was sure he'd gone off in this direction.

      Simon emerged from a thicket of woods when he heard the scream. It went straight to his heart.

      "Elizabeth."

      He dug his heels into the horse's flanks and raced toward the sound. What the hell was she doing out here? His heart beat faster than his horse's hooves and he tried to control the fear that gripped his heart. He saw Eli's horse grazing on a small patch of grass and guided his horse toward it.

      Simon dismounted his horse before it had even stopped. He heard a man's voice, Eli. "And now we have another secret."

      Simon crashed through the thicket to see Eli turn in surprise. And Elizabeth. Naked and frightened.

      Instinct and anger propelled him forward. He closed the distance between himself and Eli in two quick strides. What the hell had he done to her? Simon grabbed Eli by the front of his shirt. His other hand coiled into a fist ready to strike when Elizabeth called for him to stop.

      Simon's fist hung in the air, arm cocked like a crossbow ready to fire. Blood rushed through his head, fury coloring everything red.

      Elizabeth grabbed one of her petticoats from a bush and wrapped it around her body as best she could. "He was helping me."

      Simon had an idea just what he was helping himself to.

      Eli grasped Simon's wrist. "There was a snake."

      Simon turned to Elizabeth for an explanation. She nodded and Simon eased his grip. Eli pulled Simon's hand away and looked at him with unbridled disgust.

      "I was swimming," Elizabeth said, "and there was a cottonmouth."

      Simon rushed to Elizabeth's side and shrugged out of his jacket and wrapped it around Elizabeth's shoulders. "Were you bitten?"

      She shook her head. "No, thanks to Eli."

      Simon hated being beholden to anyone, much less a man like Eli Harper, but he truly was now. Elizabeth could have been killed. He turned to Elijah. "I am grateful for that. But I have to wonder why you were here at all."

      Eli glared at him and then spoke to Elizabeth. "You don't have to stay with him, you know."

      Simon stepped forward angrily. "And just what do you mean by that?"

      Eli stood his ground. "A man who raises his hand against a woman doesn't deserve her."

      What the hell was he going on about?

      "I saw you arguing at the race," Eli said. "I saw you grab her." He nodded toward Elizabeth.

      "It isn't what you think," Elizabeth said, but before she could protest further the sound of approaching riders came. She grabbed her clothing and scurried behind a large bush.

      Men's voices rose in the distance and the hounds bayed in a frenzy.

      "Elijah!" a man's voice said from behind the thicket.

      Eli glared at Simon and made sure Elizabeth was hidden, and then answered. "Here."

      The man pressed his way through the undergrowth. He was in a state of near panic. "The hounds have found something. You have to come."

      "You don't need me to bring him to ground."

      "It's not the fox," the man said, the color gone from his face. "It's a body."
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      Simon watched Eli and the other man ride off, torn by the desire to follow them, and needing to stay and apologize to Elizabeth and reassure himself that she was indeed all right.

      "Did he say a body?" Elizabeth said as she poked her head through the bushes.

      "Yes."

      "You should go."

      "I will, I just—"

      Elizabeth's head disappeared and suddenly his jacket flew over the bush. He barely caught it before it landed on his head.

      Elizabeth parted a few branches of the bush and her face appeared again. "Body. Evidence. You've got to go."

      She was, of course, correct. Finding a body now, here, could hardly be a coincidence.

      "All right," he said. "But for God's sake, be careful on your way home."

      Once her promise was secured, Simon rode off after Eli. He found him and the other riders not far from where he'd left Elizabeth. The huntsmen struggled to control the dogs and pull them away, while most of the riders had dismounted and gathered near a young oak. Some covered their faces with handkerchiefs and as Simon neared them, he understood why. The acrid odor of decaying flesh couldn't be missed.

      Simon pushed through the crowd until he saw it. Instantly, he felt the urge to wretch. Only the head and a small part of the upper torso of the body were visible in the shallow grave. Last night's storm must have unearthed it and animals had done the rest. It was already in an advanced state of decomposition. The flesh slagged off the bones and the skull had only a bare resemblance to the human it had once been. Judging from the hair and clothing, what he could see of it, it was a woman. The sickening feeling in his gut grew stronger.

      James, his own face a ghostly pale, stared down at the body in shock and horror. Eli seemed one of the few to have his senses about him and had ordered a man to ride to town to get the constable.

      "Who is she?" one of the men asked.

      If anyone knew they weren't willing to answer.

      "All right," Eli said. "I think everyone should go back to the house."

      That seemed to rouse James from his stupor. "Yes, yes. I'll stay here with…" He glanced at the body again and then turned away. "With Wallace and Gaughran."

      Wallace nodded, but turned and vomited.

      "I'll stay," Simon offered.

      James seemed to be having trouble processing and stared blankly at him for a moment before nodding. "Gaughran and Cross. The rest go with Eli."

      As the others rode off, James stared down at the body, transfixed in horror. It was, of course, a natural reaction to such a thing, but Simon couldn't help but wonder if there were more to it.

      "Do you have any idea who she is?" Simon asked.

      "No," James said quickly and pulled himself away and then added almost angrily, "Of course not."

      Gaughran wiped his mustache with his handkerchief and said, "Perhaps, we should wait upwind?"

      Simon fought down his revulsion and observed what he could about the body. Forensic science was still in its infancy and any sort of identification would be difficult. From what little he knew of such things, she'd been dead several weeks, although, with the heat, it could have been more recent than that. The grave was shallow, dug in haste. He leaned in a little closer.

      Her dress had been torn at the neckline, probably from scavenging animals. A thin chain from a necklace of some sort glimmered in between the gaps of torn fabric. He continued to study the body as best he could and that's when he noticed a small hole in her skull just above the temple. The hair obscured some of it, but it was clear that the bone had been cracked, and a small piece dislodged. It was possible it had happened post-mortem, but somehow Simon knew that wasn't the case. This woman had been murdered.

      "She's not going anywhere," Gaughran said, waving him over to where he and Harper stood waiting.

      Simon glared at him and nearly lectured him on having a little respect. Instead, he looked down at the poor woman again and made his second promise to the dead. He would find out who did this and justice would be served.

      The three waited in relative silence until Eli returned with several slaves and a wagon, should the police need it to transport the body. As it would be several hours before the police could arrive, a few slaves lit torches around the perimeter of the area and were left to the grim task of waiting for help to arrive.

      When Simon returned to the house, he found Elizabeth in their room preparing for the party, which, shamefully, had not been cancelled. As they changed into fresh clothes, Simon told what little he'd seen.

      "She'd been there a few weeks?" she mused aloud as she laid out her dress.

      "Possibly."

      Elizabeth stopped fussing her clothes. "How long ago did Mary's mother leave?"

      Simon paused. "Mrs. Nolan said it had been about a month since Mary had been brought to the orphanage. So just before that I would assume."

      "The timing fits." Elizabeth raised her eyebrows. "And why would she suddenly leave Mary after almost eight years?"

      Simon considered that. "I don't know. We know so little about their life together. It's possible something changed."

      "Or she was…" Elizabeth said, not wanting to say the word.

      "Murdered."

      Elizabeth sighed and nodded. "That would certainly explain why Mary's so upset. Maybe she wants us to solve her mother's murder?"

      Simon nodded, although he sensed there was more to it than that.

      Elizabeth returned to smoothing out her dress. "Whatever's going on, a body was found at River Run. Not a coincidence."

      "No," Simon agreed.

      He turned to look into the mirror to adjust his tie and watched Elizabeth in the reflection. "About earlier..."

      Elizabeth stopped working on her dress and turned to him. Her expression was compassionate, but also a little exasperated. She joined him by the mirror and turned him so she could work on his tie for him. "Did you really think he was attacking me?"

      "I heard you scream. It…I can't say I was thinking very clearly after that."

      She sighed and nodded. "I guess it did look bad. But, he's not a bad guy, Simon. He's actually—"

      "Accusing me of beating you?" The memory of it sparked a fresh wave of anger.

      Elizabeth's face fell and she patted his now finished tie. "From his perspective," she said as she shrugged off her robe. "It kind of makes sense."

      A deep blue and purple bruise had blossomed on her upper arm where the man had held her at the race. It made his stomach roil. It also, however, was the penny drop that made him realize what Eli must have been thinking.

      "He saw us arguing at the race," she said as she slipped on her corset and turned for Simon to pull the laces. "Or at least what looked like arguing. You grabbed me. I winced."

      Simon tied the laces and then ran a hand gently over her shoulder. The idea that anyone could see him as the sort of man who could hurt a woman, much less hurt Elizabeth made him angry and sick to his stomach.

      Elizabeth turned around to face him. "He's trying to protect me."

      "From me," Simon said, the whole of it clear to him. He sighed and tried to ignore his growing sense of shame. He picked up one of her petticoats. "What were you doing there in the first place?"

      "I went for a walk."

      "Naked?"

      "No," Elizabeth said as she motioned for him to hold out the petticoat so she could step into it. "That came later."

      Simon narrowed his eyes at her.

      "What? It was hot. You try wearing all this for a day," she said as she picked up another petticoat.

      Simon helped her into it and then stood and faced her. While he was sorry it had happened at all, and he had reacted badly, he didn't really regret it. Considering the circumstances and Elizabeth's penchant for finding herself in dangerous situations, he'd do the same thing again. Trouble wasn't just attracted to his wife; it absolutely stalked her.

      "I'm sorry," he said, hoping she wouldn't ask just what for.

      Elizabeth smiled and tiptoed up to kiss his cheek. "Apology accepted."

      He looped his arms around her waist and pulled her body against him. "I'm really very sorry."

      She narrowed her eyes, but played along and arched an eyebrow. "Very?"

      He nodded solemnly and she leaned up to kiss him again. He held her close and deepened the kiss. "I'm repentant," he whispered and kissed along her neck. "Remorseful." He added another kiss. "Contrite." And another.

      Elizabeth purred under his kisses. "You should apologize more often."

      "Yes." He scooped her up into his arms. "I'm sorry we're going to be late to the party."

      Elizabeth's laughter filled the room and they were indeed late.

      

      

      The party was, unsurprisingly, subdued, and talk of the discovery dominated conversation. Theories ranged from the romantic, a tragic end to a love triangle, to the dubious, the secret start of a slave revolt. Simon found a quiet spot away from the nattering and kept his own theory to himself. If the woman was Alice Stewart, why was she here at River Run? To which of the Harpers was she connected? And how?

      At first blush, Alice Stewart's previous life as a prostitute implicated Elijah. He was clearly familiar enough with them to know that Simon had visited one. It was hardly a stretch to think he himself had been a customer on occasion. James appeared fully dedicated to his wife and child, but there was a strain in his relationship with Rose that was becoming more evident. Had he sought comfort in the arms of another woman? From Alice Stewart? If so, had Rose found out?

      Simon shook his head. It was all idle speculation and no more helpful than any other supposition. They'd have to wait until the woman was identified. If she could be.

      He felt his mood darken at that thought until he sensed Elizabeth arrive at his side.

      "Some party, huh?" she said before she took a sip of punch.

      Simon grunted, but turned to look at her. Right now, he needed the affirmation of life she provided. She smiled up at him and he felt his heart lighten.

      The housemaid Rose had sent up had worked her hair into some semblance of order, but like Elizabeth herself, it refused to fully cooperate and loose curls escaped to touch her cheek. It was a departure from the severe styles of the day, Elizabeth had explained away as "the latest in Paris fashion." Her dress showed her slender shoulders and just enough décolletage to make him wish the night was over and they could be alone again. "I realize this is undoubtedly a wildly inappropriate thing to say considering the circumstances," Simon said, "but dear God you are beautiful."

      Her cheeks flushed, but not from embarrassment. She'd long gotten over her surprise at being found attractive. Simon had made sure of that. The blush that stole down her neck was a reflection of his desire returned to him. He was just about to lean down and suggest they find an excuse to leave when Rose approached them.

      "Hello," she said with a sad, discomfited smile. "I'm sorry the party is, well…"

      She shook her head and looked back at her sullen, silent guests. The dark mood inside mirrored the weather outside where a storm had broken. Rain pelted against the window glass and the occasional thunder and lightning pulsed.

      Simon felt for her. She seemed a kind and gentle woman. "Perhaps some entertainment?" he suggested.

      Rose brightened at the idea and turned to Elizabeth. "Do you play?" she asked indicating the piano. "I'm afraid I'm no good at all."

      Women of the upper classes of the time were expected to be proficient in everything from literature to music, all the better hostesses to make. Elizabeth looked up at him in a panic. Other than singing, loudly and rather badly, in the shower, Elizabeth did not have a musical bone in her body.

      "May I?" Simon asked.

      Rose's face lit with pleasure. "Of course!"

      She shared a quick, impressed smile with Elizabeth before ushering him over to the grand piano in the corner of the large salon. He leafed through the sheet music, finding several pieces of Chopin and Beethoven with which he was well-acquainted. He did not consider himself skilled enough to play them as they deserved, but he doubted the guests would notice. It wasn't as if they listened to them every night. Perhaps at concerts in town on rare occasion, but in a still somewhat rural setting such as Natchez, music was more of a rarity than a regularity. Even the first phonograph was still twenty-five years away.

      Simon stretched his fingers; thankful he'd taken up the piano again after he and Elizabeth had returned from 1929 New York. He hadn't enjoyed playing as a child, but as a man, he found it quite relaxing. Of course, he realized as a small crowd gathered, that had been in the privacy of his home with only Elizabeth as his audience. Not that he had stage fright, he simply preferred the intimacy of playing only for her. However, duty called.

      Rose looked on hopefully and he let out a calming breath and began. The crowd listened attentively as he played "Für Elise", offering a more than polite round of applause when he finished. He followed with one of Chopin's preludes before begging off and encouraging someone else to take a turn. It had had the desired effect, and while the party was not, nor should it have been, a light affair, the oppressive pall that had settled over the guests lifted somewhat.

      Simon searched for Elizabeth as he relinquished his role as the night's entertainment, but was caught by Rose, Eli at her side.

      "Thank you," she said with sincere gratitude. "I would have rather canceled the party, but James was insistent. And now, I'm glad he was. Otherwise, I would never have had a chance to hear you play so beautifully."

      "It was my pleasure," Simon said with a slight bow. "Have you seen my wife? I seem to have misplaced her."

      Rose smiled, but Eli did not. In fact, he did not try in the least to conceal his disgust.

      "I think I saw her—" Rose said, and then someone caught her attention. "I'm sorry, will you excuse me for a moment?"

      "Of course," both men said in unison.

      Rose disappeared into the crowd leaving Simon and Eli alone together.

      Simon loathed being indebted to any man, but Elizabeth had told him the whole story of her ill-fated swim and regardless of his personal feelings toward Eli, the man had saved her life.

      Simon's honor provoked an acknowledgement of the debt and he turned to face Eli. "I want to apologize for earlier today," Simon said, the words grinding out of him like grain between millstones. "I leapt to a hasty and erroneous assumption."

      Eli's expression did not change.

      "It also seems," Simon continued. "That I owe you a debt for saving Elizabeth's life. It is one I don't take lightly."

      "Pretty words," Eli said. "But your actions toward your wife speak far louder."

      Simon gritted his teeth. That again. "Now, it is you who have made an assumption."

      Eli's lip curled in disgust. His gaze traveled across the room and Simon turned to see him looking at Elizabeth who was talking to Rose and James.

      "She deserves better," Eli said almost to himself.

      "No doubt," Simon said. "Regardless of what you may think of me," Simon continued, knowing that he could not explain away his visit to the brothel, "I love my wife and would never hurt her or any woman."

      Eli arched an eyebrow. "And the bruises?"

      "I can only say that I was not the cause."

      Eli folded his arms across his chest. "And why are you telling me this now? I hardly think a man like you cares what I think of him."

      Simon glanced at Eli before finding Elizabeth in the crowd. "I don't. But I do care what you think of Elizabeth. She is no one's pawn, least of all mine. She deserves far greater respect than that."

      Across the room, Elizabeth must have felt their eyes upon her. She smiled at them, and excused herself from her conversation to join them.

      She grinned charmingly as she approached. "And what are you two up to?" she asked as she slipped her arm around Simon's, leaning slightly into his side.

      "Your husband was just singing your praises. And," Eli said with a quick glance at Simon, "they are well-deserved. Cross." He bowed and slipped off into the crowd.

      "What was that all about?" Elizabeth asked.

      "The beginnings of détente, I hope."

      "How to Make Friends and Influence People by Simon Cross? Who'd a thunk it?"

      Simon chuckled. "Who indeed."

      

      

      Most of the guests had left by the time the constable arrived. He was a tall, gangly man in a dark blue wool uniform. He shook freshly fallen rain from his cap and followed James into his study. A few minutes later, both men emerged, but there was little news to be had or at least, Simon thought, little news James was willing to share.

      The last guests left and eventually Simon and Elizabeth made their way up to their room. As they undressed and prepared for bed, they shared their observations of the evening.

      "So Eli no longer thinks I'm under your thrall?" Elizabeth asked as she slipped under the covers.

      A fresh storm had come and rain pelted the glass of the window. "I don't think so. If you had been, you would not have wandered off alone nor stripped naked during a fox hunt." Simon closed the window sash and unhooked the drapes to let them fall in front of it.

      "I thought you rode in the other direction."

      Simon eyed her through the dim lamplight. "Fox hunts don't work like that."

      "Well, I know that now," she said with a lovely pout.

      Simon sighed and shucked off the rest of his clothes. He pulled on his nightshirt and found Elizabeth fighting a giggle. "What?"

      "Your knees are so…adorable."

      Simon scowled and plucked at his long nightshirt. "I hate this thing."

      Elizabeth tried again not to laugh.

      "It bunches up when I sleep," Simon protested as he slid into bed next to her.

      Elizabeth lost her battle and a fit of giggles ensued. "I think it's cute."

      "Do you?" he asked as he caressed her neck and jawline.

      The giggles disappeared under his touch and he leaned down to kiss her. He deepened the kiss and when he finally pulled away, he was gratified to see her eyes slightly glazed. She smiled up at him dreamily, all thoughts of his knobby knees gone.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    
    
      Elizabeth rolled onto her side. She could only make out vague shapes in the darkness of their room and her head was too heavy with sleep to make sense of any of them. A flash of lightning sliced into the room through the small opening at the edge of the thick drapes that hung over the window. She waited for the following clap of thunder, listening to the stillness of the night, but none came. Only the sound of the rain as it pelted against the glass of the window and…something else. She closed her eyes and listened. It was faint, somewhere outside of their room.

      Simon's arm had fallen across her waist in his sleep and she lifted it carefully and placed it on top of the covers as she slipped out from beneath it. Simon shifted slightly and she thought she might have awakened him. But his face was still slack with sleep and his breathing slow and deep.

      Softly, Elizabeth tiptoed across the creaky wooden floor to the door of their room. She eased it open and stepped out into the hall, closing the door behind her. The house was sleeping. The drapes were open at the large window at her end of the landing and the light from the storm flashed down the hall. The paned glass appeared as a stretched checkerboard on the floor with each burst of lightning. Elizabeth stood on the carpet and wrapped her arms around her middle to ward off the night's chill and listened.

      She heard the noise again, more clearly now than she had before. It sounded almost like a rocking chair rolling back and forth on a wooden floor. It seemed to be coming from Louisa's room at the far end of the hall.

      Elizabeth walked slowly down the hall, her own shadow stretching out in front of her, long and jagged. She tread softly as she passed the Harpers' rooms and neared Louisa's. The door to her room stood ajar and Elizabeth could hear the sound more clearly now.

      Elizabeth's heart began to race as she reached out and grasped the door handle. She eased the door open just a touch more and peered inside. The room was dark, but there was enough light for Elizabeth to see a small wooden cradle rocking back and forth of its own accord.

      A chill swept over Elizabeth, but she stepped inside. The room was empty, save for Louisa who slept soundly in her bed. Elizabeth checked behind the door, but there was no one there. No man or ghost.

      The rocking began to slow, carried only by its own momentum. Elizabeth padded over to check on Louisa. The child slept peacefully, one of her dolls cradled in her arms.

      Elizabeth walked over to the cradle. The doll Louisa had called Jammy was inside, tucked in like a baby. Elizabeth reached down and stopped the cradle from rocking. The still silence of night came again. With another glance at Louisa, Elizabeth made her way out of the room. She took care to put the door back exactly as it had been. Satisfied, she turned to head back to her own room.

      But at the end of the hall, stood a small silhouette against the large window. Elizabeth barely stifled a gasp. Mary. A flash of lightning came and Elizabeth could see now that the girl was facing away from her, looking out of the window. Something was different though. Mary turned and looked at Elizabeth over her shoulder. That's when Elizabeth realized what it was. Mary was there and yet, a little not there. Her body was almost translucent.

      Elizabeth glanced anxiously back at Louisa's room. "Mary," she whispered as she turned back.

      But the girl was gone. Elizabeth hurried to where she'd been standing just seconds before. The stairway was empty, the hall still. Where had she gone?

      Elizabeth looked out of the window and saw Mary's small figure run across the lawn. Without thinking, Elizabeth hurried down the stairs after her. Why, she didn't know, but she ran down the hall toward the back of the house. She threw open the back door and walked out onto the veranda and looked into the garden where she and Rose had seen Mary earlier that day.

      There was no sign of her now, but Elizabeth could feel her close by and ran out into the rain. She could just make out the white of the girl's gown against the darkness. The little girl stopped her flight and turned back to Elizabeth. They stared at each other, the rain a blurry curtain between them. In that moment, Elizabeth felt her reaching out to her. It was a silent plea, and one Elizabeth could not refuse.

      Mary turned then and started to run again. Heedless of the rain or the cold, Elizabeth ran after her. The girl had disappeared into the garden and Elizabeth picked her way through the cold grass and muddy paths.

      "Mary?" she called out.

      Another burst of lightning illuminated the night. Elizabeth saw a flash of Mary's white gown through the trees and raced after her. Thunder rolled overhead, growing louder and getting closer like an oncoming train.

      Elizabeth searched the night for another glimpse of the child. The rain was heavy now and she had to wipe it from her eyes to see. Finally, she saw her again. Mary had stopped running and stood still, waiting for her, standing among the shadows.

      Elizabeth hurried toward her. It was only as she neared that she realized that the shadows were not shadows at all, but gravestones. Mary stood among them, silently urging Elizabeth to come to her.

      Elizabeth slowed as she neared the girl. "Mary?"

      The little girl looked at her and then down at the ground. Elizabeth inched closer. She could feel the child's pain radiating from her in waves. Loneliness, confusion and sadness surrounded her, emanated from her and grew more and more intense the closer Elizabeth got.

      The weight of it pressed down on her and Elizabeth fell to her knees in the soggy earth. Mary's despair wrapped around her. Every instinct in her wanted to comfort the child, to take her burden.

      Slowly, Elizabeth reached out. "I'm here."

      A great flash of lightning came, so bright and so close, Elizabeth had to shield her eyes. An enormous clap of thunder followed almost immediately. It was so powerful, so loud, Elizabeth could feel its rumble deep inside her.

      When she opened her eyes again, Mary was gone. The loss of the connection was a shock. The feelings of anguish lifted, but left Elizabeth feeling lost. Her tears came unbidden and mixed with the rain. She slouched down, suddenly exhausted and the rain poured down upon her.

      She didn't know how long she'd stayed that way. Her body ached when she moved again. She stood and read the small ornate headstones that Mary had stood near. The graves of children. Rose's lost children.

      "Elizabeth!"

      Poor Mary. So lost, so lonely.

      "Elizabeth!"

      She looked up then and saw Simon hurrying toward her. He'd hastily pulled on his pants and boots, but hadn't taken the time to button his shirt. He held an overcoat over his head as a makeshift umbrella. The panic on his face ebbed when she started toward him.

      "Are you all right?" he asked as he pulled her into his arms.

      "I'm fine," she said coming back to herself.

      Simon searched her face and then lifted the overcoat to protect them both against the storm.

      "You'll freeze to death," Simon said. The anxiety in his voice was edged with irritation, but she knew it was worry in disguise. "What the hell are you doing out here?"

      "I'm sorry. I'm all right," Elizabeth said as she leaned into his side. Her teeth chattered traitorously.

      As they emerged from the garden, the tall thin slave named Jacob appeared halfway across the lawn with a large umbrella. "All right, suh? You wants me to get someone?"

      He held out the umbrella and Simon took it, giving him the sodden overcoat in exchange. "Thank you, Jacob," Simon said. "We're fine."

      Jacob didn't seem to believe him, but nodded and followed them back to the house.

      Simon asked Jacob not to speak of what he'd seen and the poor man looked relieved to pretend he hadn't seen a crazy woman running in the rain. She and Simon made their way quietly back up to their room. Simon closed the door and lit one of the oil lamps. Even in the dim light she could see his fear and concern.

      "It was M-mary," Elizabeth said, fighting a shivering chill.

      Simon nodded and looked around the room. He grabbed a quilt from the back of a chair and tossed it onto the bed.

      "She was in Louisa's room," Elizabeth said, trying to recall what now felt like a dream.

      Simon frowned and she hurried to add, "She's all right. I think Mary was playing with one of her dolls."

      "Let's get this off you," Simon said as he touched the fabric of her sodden nightgown.

      Elizabeth nodded and he pulled the cold, sopping wet shift over her head, leaving her naked and feeling a new chill. He grabbed the quilt from the bed and wrapped it around her shoulders.

      "Then she led me outside."

      "You should have woken me," Simon said sharply. Elizabeth pulled the quilt more tightly about her body.

      Simon sighed. "I'm sorry." He pushed out another breath and closed his eyes for a moment to control his emotions. "I woke and you weren't there, and I feared—"

      "It all happened so fast. I was afraid she'd be gone if I came to get you."

      Simon nodded and then grabbed the towel that sat next to the basin and pitcher.

      Elizabeth remembered how far she'd chased Mary into the garden and woods. "How did you find me?"

      Simon draped the towel over Elizabeth's wet hair and rubbed her head quickly to dry it. "Jacob was downstairs and heard you leave through the back door."

      Simon stopped tousling her hair and urged Elizabeth to sit on the edge of the bed. "She wanted me to follow her," Elizabeth said.

      Simon knelt and rubbed life back into her cold feet with the towel.

      "We ended up at the family cemetery. So many children," she said sadly. "That's where she belongs, Simon. I know it."

      Simon looked up at her and nodded thoughtfully. He took her hands in his and rubbed warmth into them. "Yes, I think I sensed that as well, but couldn't put a name to it."

      "Poor thing," Elizabeth said, remembering the feeling of sadness, of loss she'd felt in the girl's presence. And then she remembered something else. "She's fading, Simon."

      "What do you mean fading?" He took the quilt off her shoulder and laid it on the bed. Then, he pulled back the covers.

      Elizabeth crawled under the sheets. "Remember what Old Nan said? That time wasn't on our side and that the ghosts can't stay here forever, eventually they fade away and are trapped in the world in between? Mary's disappearing, Simon. Slowly, but it's happening."

      Elizabeth pulled the blankets up to her chin and fought down another shiver. Simon nodded and then undressed. Naked, he got in bed and pulled her chilled body against his warmth. He wrapped his arms around her. His hands were large and warm and strong as they caressed her.

      "We're running out of time," Elizabeth said, feeling the current of desperation that Mary had left with her surge anew.

      Simon urged her to roll over and rubbed her arm before cupping her cool cheek in his warm palm. "We will help her," he said, sounding so sure, so confident.

      "What if we can't?"

      He moved closer, pressing their bodies together and kissed her. "We will," he said softly as he kissed again. "I promise."

      Elizabeth let her fears and doubts melt away in the warmth of each kiss and the tenderness of each caress until all she felt was him.

      

      

      Elizabeth settled into their buggy and prepared herself for the long ride back to town. After breakfast, they'd agreed to return to Natchez to see what they could learn about the body found yesterday. They'd said their goodbyes to the Harpers, promising to see them again at Louisa's birthday party and started their two-hour journey back to their hotel.

      Once they'd passed under the wrought iron gate and turned onto the main road, Simon looked back over his shoulder. "That was an interesting morning."

      "Was it?" Elizabeth hadn't noticed anything out of the ordinary. Everyone seemed subdued, but after yesterday it would have been odd if they hadn't. "Breakfast seemed like the usual to me."

      "After breakfast," Simon said. "I spent the morning thinking about what you'd seen last night with Mary. What that meant. Her being a Harper."

      Elizabeth nodded. She'd thought of little else.

      "That means she's either James's child or Eli's," Simon said.

      "Or Rose's."

      "Yes, or some combination." Simon leaned forward as he spoke. "If you're correct, and I think you are, about James and Rose's marriage not being the happiest, it's possible James had a child with another woman. Alice Stewart."

      Elizabeth had considered that. "He seems so in love with Rose though."

      "I've known several men whose love, even adoration, for their wives didn't preclude them from having affairs."

      Maybe she was naïve on that score, but Elizabeth just couldn't see James cheating on Rose. "I have a hard time seeing either of them having an affair. Happy or not."

      "Possibly," Simon said. "Which brings us to Elijah." He cast a wary glance at Elizabeth. "Putting aside my personal prejudice against the man, he is the most likely candidate to have fathered a child the family didn't or wouldn't claim. He is, after all, familiar with at least one of the local brothels."

      "So are you," Elizabeth pointed out.

      Simon made a sour face. "Don't let your prejudice for the man color your thinking, Elizabeth. It's a logical assumption that he might have been with Alice Stewart and Mary is his child."

      She had to concede the point. Eli was the leading candidate. She just hated the idea that he would have a child and abandon her. He was so good with Louisa. But he'd hardly be the first man to do something like that. It was all too common for a man to have a child with another woman, even a slave, and disavow any responsibility.

      "At least that's what I thought before breakfast," Simon said. "Now I'm not so sure." He leaned back in the buggy seat. "I happened upon a private moment between Rose and Eli."

      "What?"

      "Not that kind," Simon hastened to add. "They were just talking, but…Do you remember when I mentioned that I thought Eli had a secret?"

      Elizabeth nodded.

      "I'm fairly certain he's in love with his brother's wife."

      "Hold the phone," Elizabeth said. She hadn't seen anything like that between them. "Eli and Rose?"

      "I can't say how she feels, but I can with some certainty say how he feels."

      Elizabeth shifted in her seat. "Did he say something?"

      "No, not in so many words. It was the way he looked at her."

      Elizabeth stared at Simon. Who was this man and what had he done with her husband? "A look?"

      Simon glanced over at her and smiled, almost shyly. "Yes. He is secretly in love with Rose. He does his best to conceal it, but there have been a few unguarded moments and today when I came across them in the garden, I saw the way his expression changed, and I knew."

      "How could you know?"

      "It was mine for over a year. I loved you secretly," he confessed with a self-conscious smile. "I did everything in my power to keep anyone else from knowing, but I saw it in my own eyes, in my own reflection. And I saw that same pain and yearning in his today."

      Could she possibly love this man more? Elizabeth slid closer. Simon put the reins into one hand and pulled her to his side with the other and kissed her temple.

      They rode in silence for a few moments. "And if Mary is Eli and Rose's child, James could have found out and sent her away."

      "But then what about Louisa?" Elizabeth said. "If Eli does love Rose and she doesn't or can't love him back because of James, we’re back to Eli being the father with Alice Stewart as the mother."

      Simon sighed. "I wish Mary could tell us more."

      "We need a ghost telegraph or something."

      "Maybe Old Nan can help us," Simon said.

      Elizabeth hoped so. Time was running out.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 16

        

      

    
    
      Simon keyed open their hotel room door and stepped back for Elizabeth to precede him inside.

      "Rut-roh," Elizabeth said softly.

      Simon was about to ask her what that meant when he saw for himself. Their room had been ransacked. Furniture was overturned and their belongings scattered. Simon raised a hand asking Elizabeth to wait by the door. She made a face and he knew better than to argue the point. He carefully made his way toward the bedroom, Elizabeth's hand resting on his back as she followed. He grabbed two long heavy candlesticks and handed one to Elizabeth.

      The door to the bedroom was open and he peered through the slit by the wall and hinges. He could only see a small section of the room though and had no choice but to continue forward, arm raised and ready to strike.

      He pushed the door open with his foot and when no sound came from inside, he crossed the threshold. The room was empty. Whoever had been here was long gone. Thankfully, the watch and key were safe in his pocket, but the rest of their belongings looked to be destroyed.

      Elizabeth put her candlestick down on the side table. "I wonder what they were looking for?"

      "I don't know," Simon said, feeling the anger rise inside him. "To see who we are, why we're asking questions." He picked up one of Elizabeth's dresses from the floor, or what was left of it. It had been slashed to ribbons.

      "Oh, I liked that one," she said with a frown as she took the shredded garment from him.

      "Either way, they're trying to intimidate us," Simon said. "And it's making me rather cross."

      Elizabeth looked as though she was going to say something about the pun, but thought better of it. It was just as well. He was in no mood for jokes at the moment. If whoever was behind this thought they could be put off by threats, they were sorely mistaken.

      

      

      They'd salvaged what they could and packed up the rest. After giving the hotel manager a dressing down for having let such a thing happen at his establishment, Simon instructed him to keep their trunk somewhere safe until other arrangements could be made.

      He and Elizabeth stopped by dressmakers and haberdashers and everything in between to start the arduous process of repurchasing what they needed. Most shops had little on hand and had to special order items from New Orleans. Sending the order down river and waiting for the shipment could take weeks. It was time they didn't have. After two hours spent on that futility, the next step was finding a new, and hopefully, more secure place to stay. Unfortunately, the Mansion House Hotel was by far the best in town. If the security had been lax there, he shuddered to think what it would be like at the others.

      Just as Simon was reaching a boiling point of frustration, fortune smiled on them in the form of Catherine Stanton. She was returning from her morning volunteering at the orphanage when they ran into her in town. Needing someone to trust and a little help, they confided in her. Mostly.

      They were somewhat circumspect in providing the truth behind their curiosity about Mary, but that didn't seem to matter to Catherine. She saw their interest in the girl as a just cause and, if there was ever anyone Simon had met who was ready to mount a hobbyhorse and ride it into the ground in the name of a cause, it was Catherine Stanton. She was more than happy to offer them not just accommodation, but clothing.

      In a whirlwind of activity, she began to take care of their needs. One of her brothers was just about Simon's size and would be, she assured them, happy to have offered the clothes. Elizabeth's situation was more difficult. Catherine was a half-foot taller and their shapes could not have been more dissimilar, but Catherine Stanton was not a woman to be put off by such minor impediments and managed to procure Elizabeth several dresses, one quite stunning that needed only minor alterations.

      They were most obliged for her help with the clothing, but the place to stay was more complicated.

      "Your offer is incredibly generous," Simon said, as one of the servants brought lemonade out onto the veranda of Cypress Hill. "But—"

      "The Colonel won't mind," Catherine said with a dismissive wave. "The house is far too big for just the two of us. You can stay as long as you need."

      "That's very kind," Elizabeth said, "but I think what Simon was going to say is that whoever broke into our hotel room could be violent. We don't know that they won't try something again. Maybe even worse."

      Catherine's eyes sparkled at the challenge and she pushed back her chair. She dug around under the table, her petticoats fluffing up into the air. "Any man who tries to break into Cypress Hill uninvited will have a rather rude awakening," she said as she sat back up and brandished a large pistol she must have had concealed under her dress.

      She waved it in the air as if she was rousing the troops at the charge of the Light Brigade. "I'd like to see them try!"

      Abraham appeared almost out of nowhere and his hand shot out and grabbed the pistol. "Miss Catherine," he said with a frown as he took it from her. "What did the Colonel say about you and guns?"

      She feigned ignorance.

      "That it were like giving a banjo to a bear and half as much fun." Abraham made sure the gun wasn't cocked and tucked it into his waist.

      "Really, you two are never going to forgive me for that, are you?" she said. "It was an accident. Most of his hair grew back."

      

      

      Once they'd settled in at Cypress Hill, she and Simon had ventured over to the police station to see what they could learn about the body that had been unearthed. They scouted the small police station, waiting for the senior officers to go to dinner and leaving a young, green officer as the sole man on duty.

      Simon walked into the station as if he owned it. He rang the bell on the desk with a sharp slap and waited impatiently for the duty clerk to come out of the backroom. Luckily for them, the man that emerged was little more than a teenager and not the barrel chested sergeant they'd seen at the house yesterday.

      Elizabeth lingered by the bulletin board, looking at Mississippi's most wanted, giving Simon room to operate and ready to jump in with Plan B if Plan A failed. However, judging from the nervous and pimply face of the young officer, Simon would have this one well in hand.

      The young officer's heavy wool uniform was so oversized the poor kid could have fit two of himself inside it. He tugged nervously on his jacket to make sure the buttons were all done properly and hurried to the desk.

      "Ma'am," the boy said with a quick bow.

      Elizabeth smiled at him and the boy smiled back, suddenly nervous. He pulled himself away from Elizabeth and back to Simon, who glared at him impatiently as if the man should have been able to divine his request from his mere presence. The young man swallowed hard, his Adam's apple bobbing in his throat like a Ping-Pong ball.

      "Yes, sir?" he squeaked finally.

      Simon tugged off his gloves with royal diffidence. "The report," he said simply.

      "Sir?"

      Simon sighed. "The coroner's report? The Jane Doe?"

      The boy's head bobbled up and down, relieved to have some idea what was going on. "Right."

      Simon narrowed his eyes. "Well?"

      "Um, I—"

      "I don't have all day, boy," Simon said as he slapped his gloves into one hand. "Are you familiar with the Harper family?"

      The boy nodded.

      "They are, as you would imagine, deeply upset by yesterday's events. Do you want me to tell them of how your impertinence added to their misery or should I deal directly with your sergeant?"

      The boy quelled under the thought of either possibility. Elizabeth felt a little sorry for the kid. She'd seen confident college students reduced to puddles of gibbering insecurity for less by this imperious version of Professor Cross.

      The boy gulped. "I'm sorry, sir."

      "The report?"

      The boy nodded quickly and hurriedly went through the top drawer of one of the large filing cabinets at the back of the room. He pulled out a piece of paper and handed it over to Simon.

      Simon read it, his frown deepening. Elizabeth didn't like the looks of that. Deep frowning was never good. "This is the report in its entirety?"

      "Yes, sir."

      Simon put the paper down on the counter. "I see. You have been most helpful, Officer…?

      "Miller, sir."

      Simon bowed and held out his arm for Elizabeth. She went to him and slipped her arm through his.

      "Thank you, Miller," Simon said. "I'll be sure the Harpers know how helpful you've been."

      Simon escorted Elizabeth out of the station and into the early night air.

      "Well?" she asked, dying to know what the report said.

      Simon looked anxiously behind and didn't answer until they'd put a little distance between themselves and the station. "The report was a farce."

      Elizabeth shook her head in confusion. "What do you mean?"

      "No cause of death determined, 'no injuries present'," Simon said with a sneer. "No inventory of clothing or personal items. No mention of the necklace I saw at all. The doctor didn't make any effort to identify the woman, or—"

      "Already knew who she was," Elizabeth finished for him with a sinking feeling in her gut. "And didn't want anyone else to know."

      Simon grimaced. "I'll give you two guesses as to the identity of the author of this fiction."

      Elizabeth knew who it was before Simon had even finished asking. "Dr. Walker?"

      Simon nodded. "The very one."

      She wasn't shocked that there was a potential police cover-up. Not really. Sadly, very little of this was adding up in neat little columns. "Why would the police be in on it though?"

      Simon led her over to a recessed doorway. "I'm not sure they are. They would have little reason to question the coroner's report. The body was beyond identification, if there was no physical evidence as the report indicated, there would be little they could do and little cause to pursue the case."

      She knew this sort of thing happened all the time, throughout history, but it didn't make it any more palatable. "And no one wealthy has been reported missing, so she's just buried and forgotten?" Elizabeth asked.

      "Tomorrow, as a matter of fact."

      "That doesn't leave us much time."

      Simon arched an eyebrow. "To do what?"

      Elizabeth merely smiled.
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      Elizabeth pulled on her cap and looked in the mirror. A goofy-looking, and somewhat effeminate, boy looked back. She'd bound her chest with long strips of cloth to flatten her figure, but her face was too round and too soft. She swam inside her oversized clothes and generally looked like a dope. But she didn't care. She was finally free of that cursed corset and had never been so thrilled in all of her life to wear pants.

      She'd settled on an old linen French blouse that hung out over her large brown wool trousers. The cuffs of the pants had to be rolled three times before she could keep from tripping on them. A piece of hemp roped tied tightly around the waist was the only thing that kept her trousers from falling around her ankles. It seemed that the Stanton boys were giants, even in their youth.

      Her sack coat was made from rough and scratchy brown burlap. It almost looked like a small artist's frock with sloping shoulder and straight at the sides. It wasn't a good look. But, she reminded herself, this wasn't a fashion show; it was breaking and entering.

      Initially, Simon had rejected the idea of breaking into the morgue, citing two reasons that were really rather reasonable. It was dangerous and it was a felony.

      Elizabeth had tried to persuade him by pointing out that the danger was mitigated by the fact that in the middle of the night, the morgue would be deserted. Besides, it was a felony only if they got caught. If they let that woman be buried tomorrow, any clue as to who she might have been would be lost forever. That would be a far worse crime, and they couldn't let that happen. The woman deserved better than that. And, if their suspicions were right, knowing who the woman was would be the key to helping Mary. If Dr. Walker's report wasn't just laziness or incompetence, but a calculated cover-up, it was best they knew that too. Finding the necklace Simon had seen or some other identification was worth the risks.

      Once again, though, they needed help. Elizabeth and her voluminous petticoats were hardly good breaking-in material. After some debate, they'd agreed to take Catherine Stanton further into their confidence. She already knew they were interested in what had become of Mary Stewart, but telling someone you were about to commit a crime was a whole different ball of wax.

      Catherine had already heard the stories about the body's discovery and suspected the police would do little to solve the case. She was not only willing to help them uncover the truth, she was eager to. Any opportunity to help a downtrodden woman, she'd said, was one she couldn't ignore. If anything, Catherine was positively electrified by the idea. The only thing that had kept her from going along herself had been Abraham's promise to tag along after them. They knew he wasn't doing it for them, but to protect Catherine from herself, which was apparently a full-time job.

      Elizabeth laughed as she heard Simon's voice in her head. Something about a pot and a kettle. She tugged on her jacket and refocused. She might have been an idealist, but she wasn't stupid. It was a risky plan. Despite a part of her being excited at the prospect of getting to do something and finally being free of her dang repressive clothes, she knew there were genuine risks involved.

      She let out a breath and looked at herself in the mirror again when a knock at the door interrupted her thoughts.

      "Come in," she said, knowing it was Simon.

      He came into their room and closed the door. She could see his frown in the mirror as he walked up behind her. His dark wool suit and an old brown frock coat marked him as a man from the middle class, a low merchant. He held a short brimmed hat in one hand and tapped it against his thigh as he stared at their reflection. A surly man and his idiot son stared back.

      Simon shook his head. "I'm not sure this is wise."

      Elizabeth turned to face him. "Since when has that stopped us?"

      "That is hardly a comfort."

      At the appointed time, they snuck downstairs. While the Colonel had graciously allowed them to stay at Cypress Hill, they somehow doubted he'd condone their little late-night excursion. The stairs creaked under them with every step, but they managed to escape without being detected. They met Abraham by the back door and started their half-mile walk to the police station.

      It was well after midnight when they turned the last corner. They'd crossed paths with barely a handful of men, most of whom were drunk or well on their way to being. A few solitary horses and draft carts trundled past, but in the darkness of the night, no one paid them any heed. There were no street lamps, so staying in the shadows was not difficult.

      The police station was housed in a nondescript two-story brick building on the edge of town. They'd cased the area earlier in the day and discovered that the room that served as a morgue at the jail had its entrance at the back in a narrow alley between the station and a barbershop.

      Simon instructed Abraham to remain at the mouth of the alley to warn them if anyone approached. For a moment, Elizabeth thought he might try to convince her to take the post instead, but if he'd considered it, he'd wisely kept the idea to himself.

      Simon made his way as stealthily down the alley as he could. No matter how cautiously he stepped though, his footfalls resonated loudly in the echo chamber of the narrow alley. If they weren't careful, they were going to get caught before they even got started.

      "All right?" he whispered once he was at her side.

      Elizabeth nodded and knelt down in front of the door. The lock was simple enough, but not one she'd ever worked on before. Her "Uncle Tony" had taught her how to pick locks. He also taught her how to palm dice, mark cards and deal from the bottom of the deck. Growing up in the back of pool halls had its advantages. Now, she was ready to put some of that knowledge to use as she studied the keyhole and judged the striker. Old locks like these didn't have tumblers, so the usual picks wouldn't be any good; she needed something to work the lever inside the ratchet.

      She patted her pockets and found two large hairpins. They were long, but the tips were wrong. She was just about to bend one into a crook when Simon tapped her shoulder.

      "Just a sec," she said.

      "Elizabeth," Simon said with another tap.

      "What?" she said, turning impatiently.

      A key dangled between his index finger and thumb. She stood. "You have the key"?"

      "I have a key," he said and pulled out a handful of others. "Abraham culled these from various places at Cypress Hill and suggested we bring them."

      Elizabeth scrunched up her face in disappointment.

      Simon took a small key from his palm. "I'm sure we'll find something else for you to burgle before long," he said as he slid the key into the hole and turned. It moved freely, but was too small to catch the ratchet and move the bolt.

      Elizabeth looked nervously down the alley and saw Abraham leaning casually against the wall, his hat tipped forward over his eyes. It was a risk for him just being out seemingly alone at this time of night. There were some free blacks in Natchez at the time, but she somehow doubted their loitering presence would be anymore welcome than a slave's.

      It took two more tries before Simon found the right sized key. The bolt slid back with an audible thunk that echoed loudly and unnervingly down the alley. Gently, he eased open the door. Elizabeth went in first, moving carefully into the darkness. The stench was immediate and overwhelming. It was a mixture of chemicals and rotting flesh and not one she would ever forget. She covered her nose and tried to see in the dark. But there were no windows and not a scrap of light entered the room once Simon closed the door. She heard his footsteps and then felt him as he bumped into her from behind.

      "Sorry," he whispered.

      She heard him strike a match and the small glow from it lit their corner of the room. He held the match in front of him until he found an oil lamp. He lit the wick and then put it on the desk in the corner.

      The room wasn't very large, perhaps fifteen feet across with a tile floor. Shelves with various bottles and crates lined the wall opposite the desk. Filing cabinets were against the other, and a door to the jail rounded out the scene.

      In the middle of the room sat a long narrow table. On top of it lay a body wrapped in a dirty white sheet. Mud and things Elizabeth didn't want to contemplate stained the lower half and seeped through the fabric like bruises at pressure points. The body had been bound with ropes about the ankles and midsection like some grotesque present.

      "Check the files first," Simon said.

      They rifled through the files as quickly and as quietly as they could. The only record they found was the paper Simon had seen earlier. There was no other trace of the case at all.

      "Nothing," Elizabeth said and then cast a nervous glance at Simon who nodded grimly and approached the body. The excitement from the start of the night wore off quickly and was replaced with a growing sense of dread.

      His hands hovered over the sheet for a moment, fingers flexing, until he let out a breath and untucked the top edge of the sheet from its bindings. As soon as he unfolded the sheet, the stench in the room increased tenfold and Elizabeth felt the urge to wretch, but fought it down.

      "I'll need the light," Simon said.

      Elizabeth picked up the oil lamp and walked around to the other side of the body. She held the lamp over the woman's head, what was left of it. She'd seen some horrible things. King Kashian's death, a man shot, but she'd never seen anything like this. Her stomach lurched and she had to look away.

      She could hear the sticky sound as the fabric was pulled away from something it had adhered to. Simon groaned and pushed out a quick breath. "I know I saw a necklace," he said.

      Elizabeth couldn't leave him to face this alone and turned back to look. The woman's head was displaced, sitting just off center, her hollow eyes staring into nothingness. Her shoulder looked dislocated.

      "Was she so…apart when you saw her?" Elizabeth asked.

      "Some, but not like this."

      Obviously, little care had been taken to preserve her or any evidence when they'd transported the body. There was no CSI: Natchez.

      "Maybe it fell down there when they moved her," Elizabeth suggested waving her hand in the general direction of the woman's neck.

      Simon nodded and took out his handkerchief. Slowly and carefully, Simon moved the woman's hair aside. "More light," he said.

      Elizabeth walked around to the head of the table and held the lamp where Simon was focused. "There," he said in triumph.

      Elizabeth leaned forward. She could barely make out the glint of something metal.

      Simon quickly went to the desk and found a pencil. Then, like some twisted game of Operation, he reached down into the skeleton with it and hooked the end around the chain. Carefully, he lifted the chain up until it dangled and danced in the light.

      "They must have missed it," Elizabeth said.

      "Or didn't care enough to find it," Simon said. He wrapped it up in his handkerchief and stuffed it into his pocket. "Come on."

      Elizabeth put the lamp back where Simon had found it while he rewrapped the body. Once he was finished and positioned at the door, she blew out the flame. He opened the door and after checking to make sure the coast was clear, they hurried out of the morgue and into the alley. The night seemed positively bright and cheery by comparison.

      Abraham pushed off the wall and started down the alley toward them. Simon fumbled with the keys in his pocket to find one to relock the door. Just as he found the right key and locked the door, footsteps came from the street at the far end of the alley.

      Abraham put his hand on Simon's arm to still his movements. Even in the dark, the silhouettes of two police officers were unmistakable. Elizabeth held her breath as the two men walked casually by arguing about whether Tom Hyer or Yankee Sullivan was the better fighter. They'd almost passed completely when one of them turned around to show Sullivan's jab when he froze in mid punch.

      "You!" he called out. "What are you doin' down there?"

      His partner followed his gaze and the two started down the alley toward them.

      "Run," Abraham said in a hoarse whisper.

      Both Simon and Elizabeth turned to him in a panic.

      "Now," he said. "Run!"

      Elizabeth didn't need to be told twice, except of course that she had been, and took off as fast as her feet would carry her. Sadly, that was not very fast. Between the oversized boots she wore and having skipped Pilates classes for the last year or three, she was painfully slow. She felt Simon pull up at her side and heard the clamor of other footsteps behind.

      Suddenly, Abraham was with them, clearly scrubbing his speed to accommodate for theirs, or hers. "Left," he urged them in a coarse whisper.

      When the alley dead-ended into the street, they took a sharp left and ran as fast as they could. Simon reached out and grabbed ahold of Elizabeth's arm, trying to pull her along faster. The contact threw her off her stride and it was a miracle they didn't fall to the pavement in a tangle of limbs and regret.

      She knew Simon and every hero in every movie nearly always grabbed onto the woman's arm or hand in a chivalrous, I'll not leave you behind! way, but all it really managed to do was turn running away into some three-legged race with arms.

      Elizabeth had just managed to find a good rhythm again when Abraham gave them another instruction. All she could hear was "wall", but she saw Simon nod and trusted him to know what the heck that meant.

      Almost seconds after their first sharp turn, Simon made another, this time, pulling her along with him. Out of the corner of her eye, Elizabeth could see Abraham turn the other way. But there wasn't time to ask any questions.

      She and Simon slid to a halt in front of a six-foot tall granite wall. Elizabeth looked at him in a panic. Had he misunderstood? They were trapped!

      Simon laced his hands together and turned to her. "Hurry!"

      Elizabeth could hear the officers' footsteps, but didn't dare look back. Every second counted. She put her foot into the stirrup of Simon's hands. Bracing herself on his shoulder, he heaved and she felt herself fly up and over the wall like a human caber. She landed with a thud on the hard ground on the other side. Not exactly catlike, she barely had time to roll over and out of the way as Simon appeared at the top of the wall and vaulted down next to her.

      She waited for Abraham to appear, but he didn't. She looked at Simon in a panic and he shook his head.

      What the hell had happened?

      They huddled up against the cold stone and listened. Elizabeth tried to control her rapid breathing. She was definitely signing up for a Zumba class when they got back. She could just make out the sound of footfalls echoing off into the distance. Simon waved for her to stay put and then slowly stood. Using the cover of one of the trees on their side of the wall, he peered cautiously over before kneeling down next to her. They waited in silence crouched down in the bushes for a minute that moved so slowly it virtually limped along as with a broken leg.

      He took her hand and urged her to move quickly and quietly along the length of the wall. Elizabeth followed him and realized they'd jumped into someone's yard. She looked around in the darkness. Please, don't have dogs. Please, don't have dogs.

      Either the family didn't or they were sound sleepers because Simon and Elizabeth managed to run the length of the yard undetected. When they arrived at the far end of the wall, Simon peeked over the edge again. "Clear," he whispered and laced his fingers together again.

      This time, he merely lifted her up until she could clamber onto the top of the wall. He lifted himself up with annoying ease and flipped one leg over. He helped slow her descent to the other side as she slid down the wall to the street and then leapt down to join her.

      "Where's Abraham?" Elizabeth asked as they tried to get their bearings.

      "He led them off the other way."

      Elizabeth felt a wave of guilt. He shouldn't have come in the first place. If they caught him, it would all be their fault. She shook her head; there would be time for recriminations later. Now, they had to get the heck out of here. She took quick measure of the streets. She recognized it. She'd come this way when she'd visited Dr. Walker's. "This way," she said and they walked as quickly as they could away from the mess they'd made and back to Cypress Hill.

      Catherine was waiting for them on the back porch when they arrived. She smiled with relief when she saw them, but it faded quickly. She hurried down the steps and peered out into the darkness of the back yard. "Where's Abraham?"

      "We ran into a spot of trouble," Simon said in that uniquely British way of understating really bad things.

      "We'd almost gotten away," Elizabeth said, "and then these two police officers showed up."

      Catherine stepped forward, her face drawn and pale. "Did they catch him?"

      "No," Simon said. "I don’t think so. We ran and he led them away. Gave us a chance to escape."

      Despite her worry, Catherine smiled. "That's Abraham."

      "He was much faster than they were," Simon assured her. "I'm sure he lost them."

      "I hope so. If they catch him…" she said and then let out a shaky breath. With an effort, she composed herself and ushered them back into the house. "You should change."

      They agreed and made their way upstairs as quietly as they could.

      Once inside their room, they set about shedding their disguises.

      "Do you really think he made it?" Elizabeth asked.

      Simon nodded, but the worry on his face was plain.

      "If he gets caught, we'll come forward," Elizabeth said. "He won't take the fall for us."

      Simon rolled their dirty clothes into a ball and set them aside. "Yes, but I fear it won't spare him."

      "But if he's—"

      "He's a slave, Elizabeth," Simon said and then sat down heavily on the bed. "If he's caught I doubt it will matter what we say."

      Elizabeth felt like she'd been slapped. She'd been so stupid. How had she not realized that? She'd been so used to thinking of people as people that she still hadn't digested the notion that, here, that was not the case.

      "We should never have let him come," Simon said, the weight of it all clear in his voice.

      Elizabeth sat down next to him and took his hand in hers. "Maybe he got away?"

      Simon nodded slowly. He patted her hand and stood, then bundled up their dirty clothes. "Maybe."

      Once they'd changed back into their usual clothes and cleaned up a little, Simon and Elizabeth went back downstairs. They found Catherine sitting in the second parlor at the back of the house. She'd lit a single oil lamp and was sitting on the settee near the large bay window at the back of the house. She turned away from her vigil when they entered.

      "I'm sure he'll be along shortly," Catherine said, forcing a smile to her face.

      Elizabeth sat down opposite her. "I'm sure."

      Simon remained standing in a posture Elizabeth had come to recognize as "still pacing" — feet shoulder width apart, hands clasped behind his back and a far off look in his eyes. He was replaying it all in his head, just as she was. Self-reproach and worry mixing in equal parts.

      Simon might prefer silence's company to mindless chatter, but Elizabeth did not. She couldn't stand the "what ifs" that lurked in the quiet. "How long have you known Abraham?" she asked.

      Catherine smiled again, this one genuine and fond. "Nearly all of my life. We practically grew up together." Her smile faded a bit. "As much as two in our positions can. We were very close until I went away to school."

      Catherine turned away from the window and settled into the sofa. "I'm the youngest and only girl. When my mother died, my father sent me away to finishing school." Her eyes held a hint of laughter and a little pain. "Apparently, I was unfinished. I think I still am."

      "I'm not sure any of us are ever fully cooked," Elizabeth said.

      Catherine laughed lightly. "You're right about that. I resisted my father's efforts to refine me and I found myself shuttled from one school to another. I finally ended up with my mother's sister in Connecticut where I attended Miss Porter's. One day, I heard Mrs. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, no relation I'm afraid, give a speech."

      Elizabeth knew only a handful of names, she thought shamefully, of the women who had fought in the early days for women's suffrage, but Elizabeth Cady Stanton was one.

      "I had friends who'd spoken of the Women's Rights movement," Catherine said, "but despite my bluster I was still a good Southern girl at heart. I might be able to argue with my father about Euripides or what silver to use at supper, but… I will admit I was afraid of him. But then, Mrs. Stanton said something I will never forget, 'The greatest protection any woman can have is courage.' And so I found myself some."

      Elizabeth smiled. "And you went to Seneca Falls?"

      "I did and then returned home to drive my father crazy."

      Suddenly, Simon moved and stepped toward the window. "Thank God," he said.

      Catherine spun around and then practically ran to the back door. Elizabeth and Simon weren't far behind. Catherine pulled the door open just as Abraham was about to reach for the handle and threw herself into his arms.

      Abraham's face was slick with sweat and covered with confusion. He held his arms out, not daring to return the bear hug Catherine was giving him. Finally, she released him. "Thank heaven. Are you all right?"

      "I'm fine," he said and looked to Simon and Elizabeth with questioning eyes.

      "We are as well," Simon said. "Thanks to you."

      "Good, now I don't—"

      The sound of a throat clearing from the stairway stopped the rest of the words. They all turned to find the Colonel, wrapped in a robe and deep displeasure. "What," he said, lingering over the word, "is going on here?"

      Elizabeth did her best not to look guilty and was sure she did a poor job of it. The Colonel's eyes shifted from one of them to the next, pausing at each and silently demanding an answer.

      "We thought we heard something, papa," Catherine said quickly. "Someone in the yard. Abraham chased them away."

      The Colonel's eyes shifted from his daughter to Abraham and then back again. His usual sour disposition masked any hint of whether he believed them or not. He cast a quick accusing glare at Simon and then Elizabeth that clearly said, this is your fault, but he merely grunted and let them squirm under the pressure for a moment before saying, "I see."

      "You best go to bed now, Abraham," the Colonel continued.

      "Yassuh."

      "I will speak with the rest of you in the morning," the Colonel said before turning and starting back upstairs. "Do not wake me again."
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      The following morning over breakfast, Simon and Elizabeth did their best to dissuade Catherine from becoming further embroiled in their mission. After last night's near disaster, the last thing Simon wanted was someone else to worry about, but Catherine Stanton was not the sort to stop her flag carrying because of a hurricane force wind.

      "I wonder what they're hiding," Catherine said as she buttered her toast.

      "Maybe it was an honest oversight?" Elizabeth said with a quick glance to Simon.

      "I think that's likely," Simon agreed, although he and Elizabeth believed quite the opposite.

      Catherine chewed her bite of toast ferociously as she thought. "Maybe we should go to see Dr. Walker? Confront him."

      "Are you ill?" the Colonel said as he joined them in the dining room.

      "No, papa." Catherine took another bite of toast and, thankfully, had enough sense not to explain further.

      "Good," the Colonel said as he sat down at the end of the table. "If you are, you're not to see that charlatan. Dr. Parish or Smith, anyone else."

      The Colonel opened his newspaper as one of the servants came in with a fresh cup of tea and put it in front of him.

      "Really?" Elizabeth said and looked to Simon for an encouraging nod. "I saw him the other day and he seemed quite nice."

      The Colonel snorted and unfolded his newspaper. "To women with more in their purses than in their heads, perhaps."

      Simon arched an eyebrow in disapproval and the Colonel amended, although a little reluctantly, "Present company excluded, of course."

      He lifted his newspaper and Elizabeth stuck out her tongue at him.

      Catherine choked on her tea.

      The Colonel put down his paper and frowned at her. "Are you sure you're not ill?"

      Catherine shook her head and dabbed at her mouth with her napkin.

      "I don't know," Elizabeth said. "He volunteers at the orphanage and I understand he's the one who examined the body of that poor woman they found the other day, for the police."

      The Colonel harrumphed. "Walker's only charitable cause is himself. The man is a degenerate and a gambler. Losing money he can ill afford," the Colonel said with repulsion. "He makes an appearance to impress the town widows and loosen their pocketbooks."

      "At least he makes an appearance," Catherine said not so quietly.

      The Colonel glared at her. She'd told Elizabeth that she'd tried again and again to get her father to volunteer there. The boys there would make perfect little soldiers, she'd said. Besides, he was always looking for someone to boss around and the boys would be far more willing victims than she was. Somehow, that hadn't won him over.

      The Colonel didn't rise to Catherine's bait. "I am far too busy for such things. As to the other business, Walker helping the police," he said, "I find that highly unlikely."

      "No, it's true papa."

      The Colonel seemed about to reply when his frown deepened. "And just what is your interest in the matter?"

      Catherine shrugged. "Idle curiosity."

      Her father pursed his lips. He knew that there was nothing remotely idle about his daughter. "Stay out of other people's business, Catherine."

      He fixed her with a pointed glare and she offered an innocent smile in return. He humphed again and went back to reading his paper. Catherine wiggled her eyebrows over her cup of tea and Elizabeth stifled a giggle.

      Between the two of them, Simon was doomed.

      

      

      Simon tried to be more discreet than he had the last time he'd traveled down Water Street to Smiley's Saloon. To his knowledge, Elijah Harper had not gossiped about his previous sojourn, but he doubted he'd be so lucky should he be seen a second time.

      Simon pushed open the swinging doors and stepped inside. The lower floor was nearly empty with just a few people, all too tired or still too drunk to care about anything. Two saloon girls, including Genevieve lingered at the end of the bar.

      "Back again?" Genevieve said with a smile.

      "I just need a few minutes," he said.

      The brunette with smeared lipstick next to her laughed. "You and every other man."

      Simon nodded toward a table in the corner. "I only have a few questions."

      "If you need help, honey," the brunette said as she swayed precariously close, "I'm your girl."

      Genevieve pushed her friend away. "Go, dry up, Sal."

      Sal frowned and pouted but slid down the bar away from them.

      Genevieve motioned to the corner table. Out of habit, Simon held out her chair. She looked at him as if he'd grown a second head, then laughed and sat down, shaking her head.

      Simon pulled up his own chair and placed a ten-dollar bill on the table. "Just a few questions." He pulled his handkerchief from his jacket pocket and unfolded it. "Do you recognize this?"

      Genevieve leaned forward and picked up the necklace to examine it. Her expression shifted from bored to interested and then quickly to worry. "Where'd you get this?"

      "Do you know who it belongs to?"

      She shrugged. "It's Alice's. She never took it off. How'd you get it?"

      "You're sure?"

      "Said it was her mother's or something, from Scotland or Ireland or someplace."

      Simon nodded thoughtfully and put the necklace back into his handkerchief. "Thank you."

      "Why do you care? What's she to you?"

      Simon put the folded handkerchief back into his pocket. "Someone who needs help."

      Genevieve slid the ten-dollar bill toward her and stuffed it into her bosom. "Ain't we all?"

      

      

      Elizabeth took a few moments to study the girls as they changed their bed linens. While Simon was otherwise occupied, Elizabeth had decided to tag along with Catherine to the orphanage. She'd helped in the kitchen until the cook had practically kicked her out. Catherine was busy teaching the boy's morning class, leaving Elizabeth to her own devices, and so she sought out the girl's dormitory.

      The children fluffed and wrestled with their sheets as they made their beds. One girl, bigger than the others sat and watched a little one do the work, until Elizabeth's watchful eye forced her to help. Most of the others tended to their own small beds, except for one little girl at the end of the hall. She still had her nightgown on and sat perched on the edge of a bed watching as another girl worked.

      At first Elizabeth thought it was another bullying situation, but she soon realized it was anything but. The girl in the nightgown coughed and shivered and the other put a blanket around her shoulders before getting back to finishing making the bed. She smoothed down the sheets and then folded back the covers. The littler one slid in between the sheets and curled up. Poor little bug.

      The other girl handed her something, a doll maybe, and then tucked her in. This was the one Elizabeth would want to talk to — the little mother. She was hardly ten years old, but Elizabeth could tell she was the one who looked out for the little ones. If anyone had taken the time to get to know Mary, it would have been her.

      Elizabeth walked down the corridor between the beds.

      "Is she all right?" Elizabeth asked.

      The girl looked up at her in surprise and back down at her charge with such compassion it made Elizabeth's heart tighten. "She'll be fine," she said as she petted the little girl's head. "Won't you, Mellie?"

      Mellie nodded and curled up tighter, hugging her doll beneath the covers.

      The other girl turned and started work on what Elizabeth assumed was her own bed.

      "What's your name?" Elizabeth asked.

      "Alison. And you're Miss Elizabeth," she said. "I remember from when you come before."

      "That's right," Elizabeth said. "Do you think we could talk? Just you and me?"

      Alison looked at her shyly and then nodded. "I have to finish this first."

      Elizabeth picked up one end of the sheet and pulled it taut. "We'll have it done in a jiff."

      Once they'd finished making the bed and Alison had checked on Mellie one last time, she led Elizabeth outside to a bench under a shady oak. A tiny gray and brown sparrow pecked at the ground looking for seeds.

      Alison smoothed out her threadbare calico dress, and sat primly and politely waiting for Elizabeth to begin.

      "I was hoping you could tell me a little something about Mary Stewart," Elizabeth said. "Were you friends with her?"

      Alison thought about the question quite seriously, her little brow furrowing as she considered her answer. "She weren't here very long, but we was friends a little."

      "Did she ever talk to you about her mother or father?"

      "Not at first. She didn't talk much to nobody, but when I started taking care of her—"

      "When she got sick?"

      Alison nodded. "She used to tell me about them then, but it was just the fever talking. It does that," she added with a sad, knowing look.

      Elizabeth gave her a sympathetic smile. "What did she say? Do you remember?"

      Alison bit her lip and squinted to try to remember. "She said her momma and daddy lived in a big house, like a king and queen. Course I knew her momma up and left her. Everybody did. Some kids used to tease her about it. Her momma bein' a whore and all."

      Elizabeth swallowed her shock at the casual way the girl had said it. But then, perhaps here, sadly, it wasn't all that an uncommon a thing for a single mother to be. "That upset her?"

      Alison shook her head. "Mary'd just say that weren't her momma anyway so they could say what they wanted, didn't mean nothing to her."

      Elizabeth felt a tingle. "She said that the woman who took care of her wasn't her mother? That Alice Stewart wasn't her mother?"

      Alison shrugged. "That's what she said."

      Elizabeth tried to stop her mind from racing. What could that mean? "She said her parents lived in a big house?"

      "She thought they was gonna come for her. Said her daddy told her he would." Alison smiled up at her, sadly. "They never come."

      Elizabeth clasped her hands to keep her from taking the girl into her arms and comforting her. What could she say? Don't worry little orphan girl, someone will come for you? She knew it wasn't true. It wasn't true for any of them.

      Alison sighed and Elizabeth's heart couldn't take much more of this. She heard Simon's voice in the back of her head. We cannot save them all. Understanding the reality of her limitations didn't help her aching heart.

      "Dr. Walker and me took care of her," Alison said proudly. "He said I was his best nurse."

      "I'm sure you were."

      "He gave me her medicine and I made sure she took it every day with hot tea," Alison said. "One for her and one for her baby."

      Elizabeth's brows arched in question.

      "You know how little ones is. She wouldn't take nothin' unless her doll took it too."

      "Ah, I see. I'm sure you took very good care of her."

      "She was always sickly, even before she come, Dr. Walker said. And sometimes, he said, there ain't nothin' nobody can do for the real sick ones. Sometimes a child isn't meant for this world."

      Those words felt like a physical blow. Poor Mary. Elizabeth forced a sad smile. Alison smiled back thoughtfully and then leaned back into the bench. They sat quietly together watching the little sparrow hop around in the grass, until it had its fill and flew up into the branches of the oak and landed in a small round nest.

      They watched the mother bird care for her chicks until Mrs. Nolan called them back inside.

      

      

      Simon and Elizabeth met for lunch at a small restaurant in town and shared what they'd learned that morning. Simon wasn't quite sure what to make of Elizabeth's talk with the girl from the orphanage. Had Mary really known who her parents were or weren't, or was it just her imagination painting castles in the clouds?

      Armed with the evidence that Alice Stewart was indeed the dead woman and concerned about Elizabeth's description of Mary the night before last at River Run, they decided to go see Old Nan again. The old woman had been vague the first time. Why couldn't psychics be straightforward, Simon thought irritably. Why must everything be masked in a riddle like they were the bloody Sphinx?

      Abraham was kind enough to get them another audience with the elderly woman that afternoon. As they climbed the steps of her small cabin again, Simon was determined to get some actual answers this time.

      Old Nan sat as she had before in her rocking chair, but this time she was talking to a small boy in tattered clothes. "You be sad now," she said. "But it won't always be dat way."

      The boy nodded, but his lower lip trembled as he fought back tears.

      "You listen to Old Nan," she said kindly, but firmly. "She know best."

      Abraham shifted his feet nervously and tugged on his fingers. Simon noticed him looking around the room anxiously and then staring at Nan.

      "Now, you run 'long," Nan said. "Tomorrow be better. Hmm?"

      The boy chewed his lip and then noticed Elizabeth and Simon for the first time. He glanced back at Nan who nodded and he turned and ran for the door, and right through it. Simon had suspected the boy might be a spirit, but seeing him run through solid wood still caught him off guard. He could see that Elizabeth felt much the same way. The same could not be said of Abraham, however. His eyes never left Nan, his expression unchanged, and Simon suddenly realized Abraham hadn't seen the boy, that he couldn't see the boy.

      Nan leaned back in her rocking chair.

      "Will he be all right?" Elizabeth asked.

      Nan smiled and started rocking. "He be gone by sundown. Sometime dey just need a kind word to set 'em on dere way."

      Abraham swallowed and looked nervously between the two women. "Maybe I should just wait outside?"

      He looked to Simon for permission and once he got it wasted no time leaving the small cottage.

      Once the door was closed, Nan studied Simon and Elizabeth again, just as she had the first time. Her milky white eyes danced over them, seeing without seeing, and an odd smile came over her wrinkled face. "You is peculiar. Part of you is here and part of you later."

      While Simon found her second sight fascinating, it was somewhat discomfiting when it was turned his way. Despite that, he couldn't help but wonder if she could be sensing some sort of temporal wash from the watch? Simon had experienced it when the watch had first come into his possession, but it was nothing like this. As interesting as that theory was, he refocused. He was resolute about getting actual answers about Mary this time.

      "Yes, well," Simon said, "be that as it may, we're concerned about Mary. Mary Stewart, you remember?"

      "I remember."

      Simon waited, but that was apparently all the woman had to say. He turned to Elizabeth silently entreating her to help.

      "I saw her again," Elizabeth said. "The night before last, and she was starting to fade. Like you said she might."

      Nan hummed and kept rocking.

      "We were hoping," Simon said, feeling his impatience grow, "that you might be able to tell us more. Help us, help her. Has she come to see you? Has she told you anything that might help?"

      Nan smiled. "She chose you."

      "Why?" Elizabeth asked, casting a quick glance at Simon. "Why us?"

      "Why do any of us choose another?" Nan said. "We all has holes inside dat need fillin'. Dat child need you as much as you need her."

      "I don't understand," Simon said.

      "Your burden," she said as she continued to rock back and forth slowly, rhythmically.

      She'd said that the last time as well, but Simon still had no idea what it meant.

      Nan nodded. "She help you heal your pain. Your loss."

      Elizabeth cast a nervous and curious glance at Simon. "What loss?"

      Nan smiled sadly. "Your child."

      Simon shook his head in confusion. "We don't have any children," he said and then looked quickly at Elizabeth. "We haven't had any children yet."

      Nan stopped rocking and cocked her head to the side. "You is peculiar."

      Elizabeth looked at Simon in concern. "What do you mean, the loss of our child?" she said, stepping forward and kneeling at the old woman's feet.

      Nan leaned forward, her sightless eyes seeing something in Elizabeth's face. She reached out and Elizabeth took her hand. Nan looked off into the distance and covered Elizabeth's hand with both of her own.

      Simon's sense of foreboding grew with every moment that slipped past in the quiet of the little shack. He stood there watching them, watching the old woman seek out answers only she could see.

      Finally, Nan shook her head and released Elizabeth. "Most peculiar. Only de ones dat have lost a child can see de children."

      Simon helped Elizabeth stand, and squeezed her hand tightly in his. He remembered Isaac that afternoon at River Run when he'd thought Simon had been talking to the flowers, and just a minute ago, Abraham — it made sense now. "Some people can't see them."

      Nan nodded.

      "But we haven't lost a child," Elizabeth said and then added with a nervous laugh, "I'm pretty sure I'd remember that."

      Despite her laughter, Simon could see and feel the tension in her body. He shared it.

      "Perhaps it has not yet come to pass," Nan said.

      "Wait," Elizabeth said. "Are you saying we will have a child and then…"

      Under other circumstances, it would have been easy to disregard such a prognostication. In his experience, most clairvoyants were misguided souls at best and frauds at worst. But Old Nan was neither of those. He had seen her confer with dead. He'd witnessed her powers.

      But he could not, would not, accept her words. Simon shook his head. "No. There's some other explanation. You're mistaken."

      Nan leaned back in her chair. "It is your burden."

      "No," Simon said, more firmly. This could not be.

      "I see what I see," Nan said sadly.

      Simon felt anger and denial bubble up inside him.

      Elizabeth moved closer and gripped his arm. "Simon?"

      He controlled himself and turned to her. She looked so pained. "No one can see the future," he said trying to reassure her, and himself.

      "I am sorry for your loss," Nan said.

      Simon spun toward her. He didn't want her misplaced condolences or sympathy. This would not be. He was ready to lash out at her when Elizabeth spoke. Her voice was barely a whisper.

      "What happens?"

      Nan smiled at her sadly. "Oh, child. I wished I could say."

      "You mean you can't or you won't," Simon bit out.

      Elizabeth laid a hand on his arm.

      Nan turned her white eyes full of pity to him. "I see things here," she said, laying a fragile hand over her heart. "And there," she pointing a long, slender finger toward Simon's chest. "Your heart tell me it's so. I feel it in you."

      Elizabeth squeezed his arm tightly and he looked down into her eyes, already wet with coming tears. Simon shook his head. He would not accept that. "Impossible."

      Nan brought her hand back down and laid it on the arm of her chair.

      "And Mary?" Simon said. "Can you help us help her?"

      Old Nan began rocking again. "She chose you."

      Simon pushed out a heavy breath. The air in the little cabin felt thick in his lungs.

      "Thank you for your time," he said with a slight bow of his head.

      Elizabeth started to say something, but managed only a weak smile of thanks for the old woman.

      Simon barely remembered walking out of the little cottage. Gripping Elizabeth's hand tightly in his, he waved off Abraham as he started to stand up from his spot beneath a shade tree and come toward them. "A moment, please," Simon said. "Give us a moment."

      Simon's breath came in short staccato bursts as he tried to rein in his anger and stop the fear that clawed away at the edges of his heart. He felt Elizabeth's hand grip his arm and saw the terror in her eyes. He stopped walking and held her upper arms.

      Leaning down so he could see her eye to eye he said, "She's wrong."

      Elizabeth shook head, tears filling her eyes. "What if she isn't? She sees things, Simon. What if she really saw—"

      "The future?" Simon finished for her, pushing down his own growing sense of panic. "No."

      "It's possible though, isn't it?"

      Simon shook his head, trying to convince himself as much as Elizabeth. "Our future is not yet written. What she saw, whatever she thinks she saw, she's mistaken."

      "What if she isn't, Simon? I can do a lot of things, but I don't know if I could bare—"

      Simon cupped her cheeks gently in his hands. "Elizabeth." Her tear-filled eyes, wide with worry, met his.

      He swept away a tear. "Nothing is fixed in place, not today, not tomorrow, not even yesterday. The fact that we're here, doing what we're doing, changing things, proves that."

      "There are some things even we can't change, Simon. You know that."

      "I know two things. That I love you," he said, caressing her cheek. "And that whatever comes, I will find a way to protect our family. We will find a way."

      Elizabeth nodded, but he could still see the shadows of doubt in her eyes. She sniffled and pushed out a breath. "It's what we do, right?"

      Simon pulled her into his arms. "It's what we do."

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 19

        

      

    
    
      Simon listened to the sound of Elizabeth's breathing as she slept. He'd always found it comforting, the slow, steady rhythm and the knowledge that she was safe by his side.

      A half an hour ago, she'd finally fallen asleep, but rest still eluded him. They'd both been unsettled by the meeting with Old Nan, quiet through dinner, struggling to put aside what might be and deal with what was.

      When they'd retired to their rooms and the lights had been put out, they talked again, finding hope and strength in each other. If Simon had learned anything in the last year and a half of his life, it was that whatever you expected to happen, seldom did. And, much to his amazement, what did happen was usually quite wonderful.

      Elizabeth groaned softly in her sleep. A small frown creased her forehead.

      "It's all right," he whispered and the worry lines melted away. He leaned over and kissed her temple and a sleepy smile came to her lips.

      If only every fear were so easily assuaged.

      Simon lay back down, folded his arms behind his head and stared up into the darkness. He had spent the better part of a lifetime worrying about what had been and fearing what had yet to come. Now that he had a life worth living, he'd sworn he would never go back to the way it was before, to never waste today worrying about tomorrow. Be prepared, he'd told himself, but be present.

      There was no way to know if what Old Nan had prophesied would come to be until it had come to be. He would not spend his life living in fear. He would not let Elizabeth live her life that way either. They would face whatever came together and together there was nothing they could not do. It should have been an absurd thought. It was childish and fanciful. And yet, for a man of no faith, he had faith in this. He had faith in her, in himself, in what they were together.

      Prophecies be damned.

      He pushed out a heavy breath. They had work to do here. Now. There was a child who needed them. Now. And he'd made a promise to her. One he would not break, although he did not know how to keep it.

      He lowered his arms and Elizabeth rolled toward him. He slipped his arm around her and pulled her to his chest. She rested her head on his shoulder and he closed his eyes.

      They would find a way, he thought. That was what they did.

      

      

      Elizabeth held Louisa's birthday present in her lap and tried not to think about yesterday. She'd spent the morning reminding herself, with an assist from Simon, that psychics were notoriously inaccurate. In fact, they'd met only a handful that were ever right. The odds of Old Nan's prediction, if it could even be called that, being accurate, were negligible.

      Of course, even the possibility that she might be right weighed like a bad burrito in the pit of Elizabeth's stomach. Simon had been right about something else as well, though. Worrying about what was yet to be was pointless. They could do nothing to alter the future, but they could do something here and now. Mary Stewart needed them, and letting her down was unthinkable.

      A wheel of their buggy dipped into a rut made by the recent storms and the entire thing lurched and bounced until Simon steered them clear of it.

      "Sorry," Simon said.

      Elizabeth gripped the arm railing. "How far do you think we are?"

      Simon looked around at the nondescript woods and shook his head. "Not far, but Genevieve's description was somewhat vague."

      The woman had given Simon a rough description of the house Alice and Mary Stewart had lived in. It was a small cottage down a shady lane near a split oak. Genevieve had said she thought it was about four or five miles out of town and just off the main road, but she'd never actually been there herself.

      They traveled another half-mile or so before they came upon a man and his small wagon stopped by the side of the road. Judging from the rough shape his horse and clothes were in, it looked like the man might be a tenant farmer or a day laborer who worked for one of the so-called yeoman farmers. Both classes of poor whites in the South lived on the rung just above free blacks and slaves.

      The man bent over next to his horse and coaxed it to give him his leg. He pried dirt and debris free from the horseshoe with a short knife. He looked up as their buggy drew along side and tipped his hat. Elizabeth smiled back at him as Simon eased the buggy to a stop.

      "Good day," Simon said.

      The man let the horse's leg drop and then rubbed the lower calf before standing again. "Suh. Ma'am," he said, taking off his hat and clutching it to his chest. He squinted up at them through the bright morning sun.

      "We were wondering," Simon said. "Do you know of a small cottage nearby? A woman and her child used to live there. Alice Stewart?"

      The man scratched his neck and nodded. "Yassuh." He pointed up the road. "About hundred yards up thataway."

      "Thank you."

      Elizabeth settled back in her seat as Simon lifted the reins to give them a flick.

      "But, uh, it ain't there no more," he said. "They tored it down last week."

      They both turned back to the man. "Who did?" Simon asked.

      The man frowned. "Owners. I s'pose."

      She could feel Simon's impatience as he looked beseechingly to the heavens.

      "Do you know who they are?" Elizabeth asked.

      The man smiled up at her and then ducked his head shyly, apparently not used to speaking to a wealthy woman. "That's Harper land, ma'am."

      "James Harper of River Run?" Simon asked.

      He nodded. "Yassuh. All the way back to that creek y'all just passed," he said with a stab of his thumb back down the road.

      "Do you work for them? The Harpers?"

      "Naw, suh. I work for the Millers just over yonder. They's neighbors to the Harpers."

      "I see," Simon said. He tipped his hat and the man bowed in response. "Thank you very much."

      "Yassuh. Ma'am," the man said, bobbing his head and bowing as Simon shook the reins to their buggy and they pulled away.

      "Well," Elizabeth said. "That was interesting, wasn't it?"

      "It was indeed," Simon said. "So the Harpers were Alice's landlord."

      "And more?"

      Simon sighed. "It's hard to imagine otherwise at this point, isn't it? If Mary is a Harper, either James or Eli has to be her father. They wouldn't be the first man to set up a mistress in a secluded hideaway."

      Elizabeth wrinkled her nose. He'd told her about the hole he'd seen in Alice's skull. "Having an affair is one thing, but killing her is another."

      "It could have been an accident," Simon said.

      "Yeah, but you don't accidentally bury someone."

      "No," he conceded with a wry smile. "The grave was shallow, hastily dug. Perhaps whoever killed her, panicked. If he'd taken the time to do the job properly, we'd be none the wiser."

      Elizabeth studied the terrain as they traveled on to River Run. "I'm kind of turned around. We're not that far from where they found her, are we?"

      "No," Simon said. "Not far at all, I think." He nodded toward the woods to their left. "That small hollow. We drove the fox that way and then doubled back. That was just before I found you and that snake-charmer."

      Simon glowered at the memory and Elizabeth giggled. He turned his glare on her. "Should our positions have been reversed, I doubt you would find it quite so amusing."

      He definitely had a point there. Mostly. "You're right. Imagine though if I had to sneak into a brothel to interview a handsome gigolo. Twice."

      Simon snorted.

      "Anyway," Elizabeth said. "I just have trouble picturing Eli doing any of this."

      "He's not unfamiliar with prostitutes," Simon pointed out with a small measure of smugness.

      Elizabeth rolled her eyes. "I know, but having a child with one and setting her up in a love-nest when he's already in love with Rose? It just doesn't fit."

      "Perhaps it wasn't quite so romantic," he said. "But more of a practical nature."

      "I don't know. Eli's handsome," Elizabeth said and ignored his derisive snort. "And wealthy and fun to be with. For some of us, it just feels off."

      Simon frowned and hmm'd out loud.

      "What?" Elizabeth asked.

      "Well," he said, a little reluctantly. "We've assumed Alice was the wronged party."

      Elizabeth shrugged. "Well, she is the dead party, so—"

      "Yes, but what if it wasn't a love-nest or anything of the sort. There are women who seek out wealthy men…Become involved and then use a pregnancy to…"

      "Blackmail them?"

      "Yes," Simon said.

      "You sound familiar with this," Elizabeth said, squinting at him, but unable to hide her smile. "Anything you'd like to tell me?"

      She'd been joking, but Simon was stinking rich and honorable. He'd make a heck of a target for any gold-digger.

      "Not personally," he said with a smile. "But there were friends at school."

      Elizabeth watched the scenery roll by and said, thinking aloud, "So maybe one of them had an affair with Alice, and whether it was their own sense of responsibility for the child or her leveraging the situation, she got set up in a nice little house in the country."

      "Until something changed," Simon said. "A month ago, something changed. Something drastic enough to cost her her life."

      "And possibly Mary's," Elizabeth added. "Everyone's said she was a sickly child. But don't you wonder? If her mother was murdered…"

      "Yes," he said with a dark look in his eyes. "And if that's the case, God help them."

      Elizabeth felt the same way. If Mary had been murdered, she and Simon would turn over heaven and earth for justice. If only they knew where to start.

      

      

      The party was in full swing by the time Simon and Elizabeth arrived. A dozen or so children, wearing their finest dresses and suits, played on the back lawn at River Run. Elizabeth could see two boys playing hoop and stick, which involved rolling a large wooden hoop and chasing after it, using the stick to keep it rolling. An Xbox, it was not. But, judging from the peals of joyful laughter, it hardly mattered. A group of girls watched primly from the sidelines, missing all the fun, as the boys raced from one end of the manicured lawn to the other.

      Long tables had been elaborately set up with fine silver and porcelain for the coming lunch. Slaves hurried back and forth from the kitchen to make sure everything was perfect for the meal. Adults either lingered on the veranda or under a large white tent that provided additional shade. They chatted and drank, admiring the extravagant table overflowing with already opened presents.

      Rose pulled herself away from a few guests and ascended the back steps to Simon and Elizabeth on the veranda. "I’m so glad you could come," she said with a genuine and warm smile. "Louisa!"

      Her daughter dutifully hurried over to them and curtseyed. Simon gave her a gentlemanly bow in return.

      "Thank you so much for coming to my party," she said and looked to her mother for approval.

      Rose smiled.

      "This is for you," Elizabeth said as she held out their gift. "Happy birthday."

      "Happy birthday," Simon said.

      Louisa took the box and looked to her mother again for confirmation. Rose nodded and Louisa set it down and carefully unwrapped the brightly colored paper.

      "Cross," James said as he appeared at the bottom of the stairs. "Miss Elizabeth."

      He joined them on the veranda and shook Simon's hand.

      Louisa put the wrapping paper aside and opened the long flat mahogany box to reveal a set of pearl handled combs and brushes. She smiled up at her mother and held one up for her to see. "Oh, they're so beautiful! Look momma, like yours!"

      Rose leaned down to admire them. "They're lovely," she said, smiling her thanks to Simon and Elizabeth.

      "Look daddy!"

      James scooped her up into his arms. "Very pretty. For a very pretty girl."

      Louisa giggled and toyed with the bristles of one of the brushes.

      She was a pretty girl and her hair was lovely. It had been the reason they'd thought of the brushes in the first place. Enviable, gentle auburn curls framed her heart-shaped face.

      As Elizabeth took in the handsome family — mother, father and daughter — at the same time, her throat went dry. She knew now what had been nagging at the back of her mind since the races: Louisa's heart-shaped face. She had a widow's peak, but neither James nor Rose did. To anyone else it would have meant nothing, but to Elizabeth it was a three-alarm job.

      Everything else seemed to fade into the background as Elizabeth digested the truth. Louisa was not their biological child. She couldn't be.

      Elizabeth came back to herself as James said something that made Louisa giggle.

      "It's perfect," Louisa said.

      Elizabeth struggled to catch up.

      "Already?" James said with a mock frown. "Even before your big present? Perhaps you don't need it after all."

      "What is it?" Louisa said, bouncing in his arms.

      "Come and see," he said as he carried her down the stairs.

      Elizabeth wanted to drag Simon off and tell him, but Rose turned to her and smiled, somewhat ashamed. "He spoils her so. Well," she said as she looped her arm through Elizabeth's, "shall we go see what he's done?"

      "Yes," Elizabeth said, still stunned by the revelation. "What has he done?"
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      Simon watched as the children and the parents cooed over Louisa's "big present". As James covered Louisa's eyes one of the grooms led out a stunning white pony. The child squealed with joy in an octave only little girls and castrati could achieve, and then ran back and forth between her father and her new horse. The other children were duly impressed and wasted no time on working on their parents for the next gift opportunity.

      James lifted Louisa up onto the elaborate saddle on the pony's back and walked her past her guests like the queen leaving Buckingham Palace. It reminded Simon of parties he'd been forced to attend as a child. Those were usually displays of wealth meant to impress adults and had little to do with the child's happiness. At least, in this case, the girl was clearly ecstatic.

      "Just like Bonnie Blue," Elizabeth said as she came to his side.

      Simon frowned down at her. She'd promised no Gone With the Wind references. He was actually amazed she'd lasted this long.

      She slipped her arm through his and nodded toward the far side of the garden. "Walk with me?"

      Always happy to be alone with her, he gladly complied. They walked away from the crowd and Elizabeth steered him to a semi-secluded spot out of earshot of the others.

      "The picture of a happy family, aren't they?" she said as they turned back to watch James lead Louisa past Rose.

      "Something is out of focus?" Simon asked.

      "Photoshopped. It's going to sound crazy, but in 8th grade I was obsessed with Marilyn Monroe."

      "Of course you were."

      Elizabeth's eyes flashed with annoyance. "Anyway, I wanted a widow's peak. I thought they were the most glamorous thing ever. I tried to train my hair, I even tweezed once, like Marilyn," she admitted. Simon winced. "But you can't make it happen," she added. "It's either in your genes or it isn't."

      Simon waited patiently for the point.

      Exasperated that he was apparently too dull to see it, she sighed and nodded toward Louisa. "Genetics."

      He followed her gaze and the light suddenly dawned. "Louisa has a widow's peak."

      Elizabeth nodded. "But neither Rose nor James does. Basic high school science. It's impossible for Louisa to be their child."

      All this time he'd been so fixated on Mary, and with good reason, it had never occurred to him that Louisa could play a part in this. "Rose had an affair as well?" he wondered out loud.

      "Hard to believe," Elizabeth said. "But what other explanation could there be?"

      "I don't know," Simon said, trying to process the possibilities. He turned to catch a glimpse of Louisa when something familiar caught his eye. "Mary."

      Mary stood hunched in the bushes watching the children through parted branches, watching the party that should have been hers. Perhaps it really was hers. Mrs. Nolan at the orphanage had said that Mary had died a week before her eighth birthday. It could hardly be a coincidence that Louisa had met that mark today.

      Mary must have sensed them looking at her, because she turned away from the party and toward them. Elizabeth had been right; she was fading, but it was far worse than he'd imagined. She looked so sad, so small, so frail.

      Mary took a step toward them, and with her closeness he felt the same wave of despair he had before, and with a new sense of helplessness. With each step her image became more translucent, almost transparent. She must have felt it, felt herself draining away, because her expression shifted from surprise to fear. She ran toward them. Instinctively, Simon started toward her. Only steps before they could touch, she vanished.

      Simon felt the surge of panic and pushed it down. It was too soon, wasn't it? They had to have more time.

      "Simon?" Elizabeth breathed, her anxiety echoing his own.

      He looked to Elizabeth and back to the empty spot where Mary had just been. "We are running out of time."

      He had to do something. They'd stood back and watched long enough, he decided. It was time to act. Searching the party, he found James standing by the veranda talking with Dr. Walker, and another man. He started toward them.

      Elizabeth trailed behind. "What are you going to do?"

      Simon stopped and turned back to her. "I think it's time I had a little chat with James Harper."

      Elizabeth looked surprised. "What are you going to say? Nice party. By the way, had any affairs lately?"

      Simon frowned. He honestly didn't know what he was going to say, but it was time something was said. If they were to save Mary from an eternity "in between" as Old Nan had put it, they'd have to do more than attend children's parties.

      "If Mary is a Harper," Simon said, "James or Elijah is her father. She won't find peace in death until they admit their part in her life."

      He turned to Elizabeth. "We've no reason to believe they're going to suddenly see the light and claim her as their own. Can we really afford to wait any longer before we confront them?"

      Elizabeth's brow furrowed. "No." She looked back to where Mary had been a few minutes ago. "I just hope we haven't waited too long."

      Simon set his jaw and nodded. He walked over to James and forced a smile to his lips. "I'm sorry to interrupt, but would it be possible to speak with you and your brother privately for a moment?"

      James excused himself and they gathered Eli from a flock of women and went into James' study.

      James sat on the corner of his desk. "If this is about the investment opportunity, it's not too late—"

      Eli leaned against the bookcase, prepared to be bored.

      "No," Simon said impatiently. "It's not about that."

      James spread his arms as if to say go ahead.

      Simon looked at one brother and then the other. "This is about a personal matter."

      "If this is about my seeing your wife naked—" Eli said.

      "Eli!" James said in shock.

      Simon clenched his jaw. "No, this is about a child."

      James stood, tense and concerned. He glanced at the window. "Louisa?"

      "Mary Stewart."

      Eli shrugged. "Who's that?"

      James leaned against his desk, arms crossed over his chest and worked hard to make his expression appear neutral, even disinterested.

      "Alice Stewart's daughter," Simon said, looking both men in the eye. "Perhaps that helps."

      "I don't see what any of this has to do with us," James said as he toyed with a paperweight on his desk.

      "No?" Simon said as he took a step closer. "Are there so many bodies buried on your property that you lose track?"

      James dropped the paperweight, his voice rising. "Now, see here—"

      "That woman was never identified," Eli said, raising a finger to emphasize his point.

      "Not officially," Simon said, turning his attention back to Eli. "Thanks to a little influence wielded by a powerful family? A family friend conveniently installed as temporary coroner and overlooking evidence? Ignoring her injuries, ignoring her murder." Simon saw them both blanch at that. "A poor woman like that. A prostitute. No one would ask questions."

      "I don't like what you're implying," James said.

      Eli stepped forward. "I don't understand."

      "Then let me be clear," Simon said, his fury growing. "Alice Stewart was a tenant on River Run."

      "We have several tenants," Eli said.

      "And do you father all their children?" Simon demanded. He could feel his blood pressure rising.

      James stood and his eyes flashed with anger. "That's quite enough."

      "No, it's hardly enough," Simon said, as he took another step closer to the brothers. "If you are man enough to create a child, you damn well better be man enough claim her as your own."

      Eli looked honestly confused. "Would one of you tell me what the hell this is all about?"

      "I think you need to leave this house," James said.

      Simon was barely able to control his anger now. He would give anything, do anything, to protect his own child. The idea that one of these men had discarded theirs made him sick. "One of you had an affair with Alice Stewart. Mary was your child. If there is a shred of decency inside you, you will do what you know is right."

      James strode forward until they were nearly nose to nose. Simon stood in front of James, ready to fight.

      Eli stepped between them. "I think you'd better go, Cross. Now."

      Simon's eyes shifted to Eli briefly. James looked about ready to hit him, and even though a part of Simon would have relished a physical confrontation, it would not be the best course. Not yet.

      Simon nodded to Eli and took a step back. "You may be able to bury their bodies," he said. "But you cannot bury the truth with them."
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      Elizabeth tried to find something kind or at least interesting to say about Millard Fillmore. After all, he was the President. Somehow she doubted she could share her honest views on the Compromise of 1850 or the Fugitive Slave Act with the wives of the Old South. Sadly, that was about all she knew, too. It would have been so much easier if the women had fit her vision of them as sweet, retiring, gossipy flowers. But they were not. Oh, they gossiped enough, but the most popular topics of conversation weren't puffery, but politics. Politics meant talk in the defense of slavery, the demonization of abolition and the threat of secession. There weren't poles long enough to touch those subjects.

      She smiled at something Mrs. Goode said and wondered how Simon was getting on. At least he could meet the issues head-on. Although, she didn't envy him his task.

      From across the veranda, Rose caught her eye and smiled sympathetically. If only she knew that her world was going to change, she might not be so kind right now. And that troubled Elizabeth. Rose was kind. Genuinely kind. Elizabeth considered herself a good judge of character. Rose was honest and good. No matter the circumstances it was nearly impossible to imagine her having a part in any of this, or having an affair of her own. And yet, Elizabeth thought as Louisa came to her mother's side, she must have.

      It just didn't make any sense. When Rose had told Elizabeth about Louisa's birth, how difficult it was, how the doctor had thought they both might die, there was not a hint of dishonesty about it. Not a trace of guilt about having another man's child. She must truly believe that Louisa was theirs, but how could she forget the whole sleeping with the other man part. That was usually hard to forget.

      Rose pulled Louisa into her lap and the girl leaned back against her chest.

      What else could it be? Elizabeth tried to let go of her conclusions and look at the evidence with a fresh perspective. Sherlock Holmes, and he knew his stuff, fictional or not, said that one should approach a problem with a blank mind. Don't twist facts to suit theories, let the theories fit the facts.

      While the ladies discussed whether "that doughface Franklin Pierce could actually win", Elizabeth settled in for a little silent sleuthing. First, she had to clear her mind. She pushed out a long slow breath and had just started to fall into the zone when she caught sight of Simon coming toward her. He looked agitated. Holmes would have to wait.

      "We should go," he said.

      Simon hastily made excuses for their abrupt departure, promising to see them all again at the Colonel's gala ball tomorrow night. In a tense silence they waited for the buggy to be brought around to the front of the house. Whatever had happened inside had left Simon wound up tighter than a tick.

      They traveled nearly a quarter mile of the way down the road toward town before he calmed himself sufficiently to tell her about the conversation. Elizabeth listened raptly. Simon certainly hadn't pulled any punches.

      "I wish I'd done a better job of it," he said.

      "I don't know how you could. It's not exactly an easy conversation to have."

      Simon nodded and let out a deep breath. "Frankly, I wish you'd been there. I was so angry that I'm not sure I can judge their reactions properly. I let my emotions get the better of me."

      Elizabeth squeezed his arm. "I don't blame you."

      "Reason, if I could have managed it, would have been a far superior tool."

      Elizabeth could feel the tension in the corded muscles of his arm. "We can try again tomorrow."

      Simon sighed again. "I don't know. Whoever is at fault here has gone to great lengths to cover up their misdeeds. I don't think they'll give in so easily."

      "We'll just keep trying until they do," Elizabeth said.

      "And hope we're not too late."

      They rode in silence for a while after that, each lost in their own thoughts. The afternoon sun began to fade and long shadows stretched out across the road. The horse's hooves and the wooden buggy wheels beat out a steady rhythm on the hard dirt road as one mile rolled into the next. They were about twenty minutes outside of town when two men on horseback rode out from the woods and stopped in front of them. Elizabeth instinctively tensed. The sun was directly behind them, leaving only dark, intimidating silhouettes.

      Simon pulled the reins back to stop the buggy. "Can I help you?" he said, as he casually shifted the reins to one hand and reached for the gun in his pocket with the other.

      Elizabeth heard the hammer of the man's gun cock before she saw it. Her heart stuttered at the sound and then dropped as she saw the taller of the two point a long barreled gun at Simon's chest. "I wouldn't do that, friend," he warned as he walked his horse a little closer. "Take your hand out real slow."

      Simon paused for a moment, his jaw muscle tightening, before following the instructions.

      "Now, you're gonna keep your hands up," the man said. "Y'understand?"

      "If this is a robbery," Simon said. "Take what you will and leave us."

      The thin man laughed and nodded his head to his partner. "Gonna be fun, right?"

      The other man snickered. Elizabeth felt sick. She'd seen that look on men's faces before and it always ended badly.

      "Now, shut up and do what I say or I shoot your wife right between her pretty eyes." The long gun barrel of the man's dragoon shifted to Elizabeth.

      Simon glanced at her, angry and helpless, and raised his hands. Elizabeth met his eyes with her bravest, most resolute face, silently pleading with Simon to have heart.

      "Take his gun."

      The other man, who wasn't as tall, but was much more muscular, slid off his horse and walked over to them. He fished into Simon's pocket and pulled out his gun. He admired it for a moment before stuffing it into the back of his waistband.

      "I think we could use a little privacy," the tall man said and indicated a small clearing off the road. "Over there. Don't try nothin'."

      Simon ground his teeth, but did as he was told and drove their carriage into the small clearing. Privacy was not good. If they were robbers, they would have wanted to get what they came for and get away as quickly as possible. Moving off the road meant they had other plans. Elizabeth swallowed hard and tried not to let her imagination get ahead of her. She had to keep a clear head and deal with what was happening, not what might happen. She pushed out a quick, short breath and braced herself for what was to come.

      "That's far enough," the leader said. "Now git out." He waved the muzzle of his gun.

      Simon looked over at Elizabeth. His expression was pained and angry and a dozen other things. In that instant, his eyes said everything from, Get away if you can to I'm sorry and, above all else, I love you. He squeezed her hand, for what she realized might be the last time. She had trouble letting go.

      "Hurry up!"

      Simon gave her hand another squeeze, his eyes still pleading with her, before he slowly climbed out of the carriage.

      "Both of you."

      Simon's head snapped up and Elizabeth saw the alarm in his eyes. "Just leave her—"

      "Shut up!" The leader nodded toward his partner who came to Elizabeth's side of the carriage and grabbed her around the waist.

      Elizabeth slapped at his hands. "I can do it myself."

      He ignored her and lifted her out of the buggy. Once she'd found her feet, Elizabeth tried to go to Simon's side, but the big ape held onto her arms. She felt angry tears prick at her eyes, but she would not give them the satisfaction.

      "Now," the tall one said as he slid out of his saddle. "We can git down to business."

      He approached Simon, eyeing him up and down. "You two been pokin' yer nose in where you were told it don't belong." He wrinkled up his face and tilted back his hat. "That's just rude."

      His partner laughed and Elizabeth could smell the liquor on his breath. And something else. The smell of rotten fish. Was this the same man who'd threatened her at the horse race? She'd bet all she had that it was.

      "This is what we like to call," the tall man said, "your final warning."

      Simon stood stock still, his eyes following the man as he walked casually back and forth in front of him.

      "Now, if it was up to me, I'd just kill ya." The words sent a cold shiver through her, but there was a glimmer of hope, too. Maybe they would survive this.

      The man holding Elizabeth laughed again and her hope dimmed a little. God, she hated that sound. It was cruel. The laugh of a man who enjoyed other people's pain.

      "But as it is, I'm just here to make sure you learn your lesson this time. You understand?"

      Simon's hands flexed at his sides. "Yes, I understand."

      The man smirked at his friend. "I don't think he means it."

      The tall man tucked his gun into the back of his belt. He took a step forward and spit into one hand before rubbing them together. Before Simon had a chance to react, the man punched him hard across the jaw. Elizabeth cried out, surprised by the sudden violence.

      Simon stumbled backwards, but kept his feet.

      The tall man laughed with appreciation. "Even better," he said and held out his hands palms up and curled his fingers, urging Simon forward. "Come on!"

      Simon didn't need a second invitation. He shed his coat and stepped forward, fists raised and ready. The other man smiled. Elizabeth looked around their little clearing for something, anything she might be able to use to help him, but the man holding her, as if sensing her thoughts, tightened his grip on her arms.

      Simon and the other man circled each other, each sizing up his opponent. The man threw a wild right that Simon was just able to duck under. He countered with a short jab that connected with the man's jaw in a sharp crack.

      Elizabeth hoped it had been enough to stun him, and that Simon could get the upper hand. But the man shook his head, recovered quickly and lunged forward again. He wound up his right again, but it was a feint. Simon realized it too late and couldn't stop his counter punch in time. He'd stepped right into the man's short left, his head snapped back with the power of the blow. Simon staggered back and blinked to clear his head. Blood trickled down his chin.

      "Simon!" Elizabeth cried.

      The man holding her shook her and laughed. He leaned down and whispered in her ear. "Fun's just gettin' started." His hands rubbed up and down her arms as he pulled her back against his body. Elizabeth shuddered and fought down her growing sense of panic.

      Simon wiped the blood from his mouth and suddenly charged. He lowered his shoulder and drove it right into the other man's chest. They tumbled to the ground. Simon rolled on top of the other man and hit him twice before he was bucked off. They both scrambled back to their feet.

      The gun had fallen out of the man's waistband and lay in the grass between them. He saw Simon eyeing it and smirked through the blood that poured out of his broken nose. Hope flared in Elizabeth's chest until he pulled a long Bowie knife from a sheath and waved the blade in the air. "Try for it," he said.

      This was bad. The man flipped the knife expertly in his hand. Very, very bad.

      Simon crouched and tried to lunge for the gun. The knife caught him on the arm and he cried out in pain as it sliced through his skin. Blood blossomed on his shirt sleeve.

      "Simon!" Elizabeth cried out.

      He turned to look at her and was nearly cut again, barely dodging the man's attack. Elizabeth silently cursed herself. Simon couldn't afford any distractions. She struggled against the iron hands that held her, but kept silent.

      Simon grabbed his arm before quickly releasing it. His breath came in short, pained bursts as he tried to avoid another strike. The other man wasted no time now. He might not have been the best with the punch, but he could handle a knife. He made a lunging swipe with the long blade and it cut Simon's shirt just below the ribs.

      Elizabeth gasped. There was only a little blood, but it was just a matter of time now. She knew she had to do something, but she wasn't sure what. This was all just a sick game to them. No matter what Simon did, he could not win this fight.

      The man's breath behind her was hot on her neck and cheek as he pulled her flush against him again. Elizabeth fought down the urge to wretch and closed her eyes as he whispered horrible things in her ear. Suddenly, he jerked her around to face him.

      "Can't let my friend have all the fun, now can I?" he said with a leer that made her feel like she'd already been violated.

      His breath was hot and fetid. She felt repulsed and angry and frightened. His kiss was rough and disgusting. She tried to turn her head away, to twist out of his arms, but his fingers dug into the already bruised flesh and would not let her go.

      Once he'd had his fill of that kiss, he held her away from his body for a moment to admire his prize. Elizabeth squirmed, but her arms were still trapped at her sides. Then, in a flash of understanding, she realized that her legs were free. Eighteenth century ladies might not be taught self-defense, but modern women were. As he started to pull her closer, she brought her knee up into his groin with all the force she could muster.

      He gasped in pain, frozen in place for a moment and then released her. Reflex made him double over and reach for his shrinking manhood. As he fell to his knees, Elizabeth grabbed the gun from his waistband and stepped away from him. Her hands trembled with fear and adrenaline, but she willed them to be steady.

      "Enough!" she cried as she pointed the gun at the man with the knife.

      Both he and Simon stopped their fight and turned to her.

      Her breathing was short and quick, as she took a step closer. "That's enough."

      The man behind her grunted and she spun back toward him as he lunged at her. She fired. It sounded like a miniature cannon. There was no sharp crack or pop, but a deafening boom. A large puff of smoke and sparks shot out of the barrel. The gun kicked hard in her hand and she nearly lost hold of it, but she'd held on for dear life.

      The man cried out as the bullet tore through his arm. He clutched at his arm and staggered back. Ignoring the fact that she'd just shot a man, she quickly turned back around just in time to see the man with the knife raise it again, ready to strike.

      She pulled back the hammer on the gun with her free hand and leveled it at his chest. "Drop it."

      He held onto his knife and she could see behind his smile, he was calculating his chances.

      "Consider this your final warning," she said.

      The man's smile finally fell and he let his knife drop to the ground. She waved him away from it. Simon hurried over and picked up the other gun and the discarded knife. He repositioned himself and pointed his gun at the man she'd left in a puddle by the carriage.

      "Are you all right?" he asked, still trying to catch his breath. His eyes darted over her, looking for injuries and then shifted to the man on the ground.

      She nodded. "How badly are you hurt?" His face was covered with a sheen of sweat and streaks of blood and dirt.

      "I'll be fine," he said, but his right sleeve was already drenched in blood.

      They herded the men together and Elizabeth kept a gun on them as he went to one of their horses and removed a coil of rope. Elizabeth kept a wary eye on their prisoners as Simon cut a few lengths and then forced one of them to bind the hands of the other behind his back. He made quick work of the second. Next, he used a third length of rope to tie one man's ankle to the other like a chain gang.

      Once they were secure, Elizabeth asked for the knife.

      Simon frowned, but gave it to her.

      She lifted up her skirt and cut a long strip of material from one of her petticoats. "For your arm."

      Simon looked down at it briefly and frowned. He didn't argue.

      Even in the dying light, Elizabeth could see the cut was long and deep. She needed something to clean it with. She rummaged through the saddlebags on the back of the horses and found a small bottle of whisky.

      She tore away the bottom of Simon's sleeve and held the bottle over the open wound. The cut was long and deep, the flesh slightly flayed to the sides. It was awful. She shook herself out of it. This was going to sting like nobody's business, but they had to do something to help fight off infection. She held up the bottle, and looked at him with sympathy.

      "I know," Simon said. He steeled himself and clenched his jaw, then nodded. "Go ahead."

      He hissed in pain, but held his arm steady as she poured what was left of the bottle over the cut, saving only a small amount. Then, she bound his arm as best as she could, and quickly inspected the cut by his ribs. Thank God it wasn't too deep and the bleeding had already stopped. She splashed it with the last bit of alcohol, wincing in sympathy as Simon's breath caught, his stomach muscles tightening.

      "I'm sorry," she said, and finished binding his wounds.

      Simon's injuries tended to, she tore off another strip of cloth and wrapped it tightly around the injured man's arm. She was far from gentle with him as she had been with Simon, but she still didn't want him to bleed to death.

      Simon tied one of their horses to the back of the buggy.

      "Do you think you can manage the buggy on your own?" he asked her.

      She had no idea. "Absolutely."

      Simon nodded and mounted the other horse. He waved his gun at their prisoners. "Get up."

      Slowly and awkwardly, the men did as they were told, glaring at Simon as they did.

      He brought his horse a step closer. "You can walk or I can put a bullet in you and drag you back to town."

      Reluctantly, the men started forward with Simon riding behind them. Elizabeth climbed up into the carriage and put the gun on the seat next to her. She'd been paying more attention than she'd thought and drove the buggy along behind them without much trouble.

      It took a half an hour for their little parade to reach town, and she could see Simon's shoulders beginning to slump forward. Townspeople stepped out of the way and whispered as Simon drove his prisoners down the middle of the street. A few men on horseback and young boys on foot followed behind, curious and wanting to get in on the action if anything happened.

      Finally, they arrived at the police station. Young Officer Miller snapped to attention as they marched their prisoners inside. The barrel chested sergeant's eyes flashed with recognition at both men. Apparently, this wasn’t their first visit to the Natchez jail.

      Elizabeth gave the officers a quick sketch of the attack. Highwaymen who'd chosen the wrong people to rob and try to murder. Simon added some details, his voice betraying his pain and exhaustion. She could see how tired he was and could hardly blame him. Also, there was no telling just how much blood he'd lost. She told the officers where to find them and helped Simon back to the buggy. He didn't argue when Elizabeth took the reins. He just leaned back in the seat in silence.

      When they arrived at Cypress Hill, she helped Simon into the back parlor.

      "Good heavens!" Catherine exclaimed when she saw him. She sprang from her reading chair, leaving her book behind, forgotten. "What happened? Papa!"

      The Colonel appeared in the doorway and Elizabeth gave them the short version and sent Abraham to fetch a doctor, anyone but Dr. Walker. The Colonel told him to find Dr. Parish and Abraham raced out into the night.

      "Let's take him upstairs," the Colonel said. The calm in the storm. For once, she welcomed his authoritative stoicism. "Abraham will be back shortly. Best get him comfortable."

      Simon was able to stand and started toward the stairs without assistance, but it was clear he was near the point of total exhaustion. Elizabeth put her hand around his waist to help him, but the Colonel interceded.

      "You look about ready to fall down yourself," he said and took Simon's arm and placed it over his shoulder. Without another word, he helped Simon make his way upstairs to their room.

      Once there, he eased Simon down onto the bed and then retreated to the doorway as Elizabeth and Catherine came in.

      The Colonel lingered in the open doorway as Elizabeth sat down next to Simon.

      "I'll be back shortly," the Colonel said.

      Elizabeth glanced over her shoulder, offering a quick thanks. Her focus was fully on Simon as she began to unbutton his vest and shirt. She carefully helped him out of them and set them aside. Red blotches on his ribs marked where bruises would be tomorrow. The thin cut on his side just above his waist wasn't too bad, but it would need to be cleaned.

      Right on cue, Catherine appeared with clean cloths and a basin of water.

      "Can you bring some whisky?" Elizabeth asked. "And another basin. An empty one?"

      Catherine nodded and disappeared again.

      "How are you doing?" Elizabeth asked Simon.

      "Tired, but all right."

      He looked tired, but not quite all right. This was far worse than anything he'd suffered before. This had not been a bar fight that left him with a few bruises. This had been a fight for his life, for their lives.

      Simon's face was drawn and pinched. Elizabeth carefully probed his ribs. He grunted quietly when she touched a few tender spots, but nothing too bad.

      "I don't think anything's broken," she said. "Can you lie down?"

      "I'm not an invalid," he said with his customary crankiness.

      It was good to hear, but despite his protests, he moved slowly and painfully as he sat down on the bed. She piled up pillows against the headboard and urged him to lean back.

      She'd just pulled off his boots when Catherine returned with the whisky, basin and a glass. "Anything else I can do?"

      Elizabeth shook her head. "Just bring up the doctor when he arrives."

      Catherine nodded and hurried back downstairs. Elizabeth closed their bedroom door and noticed how filthy her hands were. They were covered with Simon's blood and dirt. She quickly washed her hands and wiped her face before she opened their trunk. She rummaged around inside until she found the small pillbox at the bottom. Inside were several baby blue-colored pills, doxycycline. She removed one and hid the pillbox back in their trunk.

      "I'm glad you thought to bring these," Elizabeth said as she poured him a small glass of water. "God only knows what was on that knife."

      Simon grunted in agreement and took the antibiotic. He'd insisted they take Malaria pills before they left and bring these just in case. Thank God he had.

      Elizabeth took the empty glass from his hand and poured in some whisky.

      "I probably shouldn't," he said. "Not with the antibiotics."

      Elizabeth nodded and then looked at the half-full glass. She shrugged and downed the glass in one swig. It burned as it went down and she fought a cough and squinted in discomfort.

      Simon grimaced and held his side. "Don't make me laugh."

      Dr. Parish arrived a few minutes later. He was what a country doctor should be. He was tall, slightly stooped over, but kind and gentle. He unwrapped Simon's arm and said reassuring things as he did. Simon hardly cared, but Elizabeth was grateful.

      The cut was long, about four inches, and deep, but the bleeding had almost stopped so that meant no artery had been cut. Simon had lost a fair amount of blood, but not enough to be worrying.

      The doctor dug into his medical bag and took out a suture kit. The kit was little more than a few large and slightly curved needles and some thick silk thread.

      Elizabeth cast a sympathetic look at Simon. "About that drink?"

      He looked at the whisky bottle and back to the large needles. "Maybe just one."

      Elizabeth poured him a shot and he threw it back.

      The doctor started to thread one of his needles when Elizabeth stopped him. "I know this will sound silly," she said, "but would you mind soaking those in the whisky for a few minutes?"

      She poured half the bottle of whisky into the empty basin Catherine had brought.

      "What on earth for?"

      "It's good for the insides and for the outside," she said, holding out the basin. The doctor frowned. "Please?"

      He clearly thought she was insane, but saw no harm in humoring her. Of course, he knew nothing about germs or the importance of disinfecting. Louis Pasteur's discoveries were still a decade away. And it would be another twenty before doctors would even begin to sterilize their instruments. How on earth anyone had survived to see the other side of the century was a miracle.

      Elizabeth doused Simon's arm again with more alcohol, ignoring the doctor's arched eyebrows. Simon remained ridiculously stoic, although she knew it must have hurt like the devil.

      How Simon managed not to cry out when the doctor stitched up his arm, Elizabeth would never know. He'd turned down the offer of laudanum and just gritted his teeth as the huge hooked needle pierced his skin over and over as the doctor sewed his arm closed.

      Elizabeth watched it all with horror. Finally, the doctor tied off the thread and was finished. Despite the bulky thread, he'd actually done a fine job of closing the wound. There would no doubt be a scar, but they'd learned to live with those.

      Just as the doctor was wrapping the wound, the Colonel returned. "How's our patient?"

      "He should be fine," the doctor said. "Keep the dressing clean and come see me in a few days, sooner if you have increased pain or swelling."

      "Thank you," Simon said.

      Catherine offered to show the doctor out, as the Colonel lingered in the doorway. "I went to the police station." He noticed Elizabeth's questioning expression. "You are guests in my city, in my house. This is unacceptable."

      His scowl deepened. "Dr. Walker was there, like a bad penny that man. But competent enough, I suppose for their needs. Those two men, they've…let's just say this is not their first brush with the law." He cleared his throat. "You can be assured they will not bother you again."

      Elizabeth wasn't quite sure what he'd done, but she couldn't argue with the outcome. 'Thank you."

      "If you think you'll be up to it, I'll send Cassie up with food later," he said.

      "That would be very kind," Elizabeth said.

      He nodded curtly before closing the door behind him.

      Elizabeth turned to Simon, one eyebrow raised. "The Colonel does have a heart after all."

      Simon grunted. "I'm not sure I'll have any appetite."

      "I will."

      Simon smiled and took her hand. "You were magnificent. But how did you escape? I didn't see."

      Elizabeth let out a breath and shook her head. She didn't have the energy to tell him all the dirty details just now. Besides, it would just upset him and he needed rest more than anything else right now. "I'll tell you later."

      Simon nodded and closed his eyes.

      "Why don't you try to get some rest?"

      He opened his eyes and nodded again. She started to stand, but he tugged her hand. "Stay with me."

      She nodded and moved some of the pillows so he could slide down the bed and lie down fully. Once he was settled, she lay down next to him. His uninjured arm curled around her shoulders and pulled her against his side.

      He turned his head and kissed her temple. "Your hair smells like fish," he said drowsily.

      Elizabeth laughed tiredly, and then rested her head on his shoulder, putting her hand on his chest. "Later," she said.

      It was only minutes before his breathing slowed and sleep took him. Elizabeth was not far behind.

      A few hours later, Simon groaned. Elizabeth awoke instantly and sat up.

      Simon's eyes opened and he blinked against the light. He saw the concern in her eyes. "I'm fine," he said. "Just bumped my arm."

      He held it out for her to see. The bandage was still clean, no blood. He flexed his fingers. "It's all right, just sore."

      Elizabeth let out a breath. "Good."

      She noticed that a tray of food had been left on the table by the door. "Are you hungry? Do you think you can eat something?"

      "A little."

      Elizabeth rearranged the pillows. Simon sat up and then leaned back against the headboard. The tray had bread and cheese and some cold meat. A small tureen of soup had gone cold, but it was better than nothing. She ladled a cup of soup and handed it to him.

      Simon took a sip and then another. His color was good. In some places, bilious even.

      "You're going to have a heck of a bruise there," she said touching his jaw.

      "All things considered…" he said, as he put down his cup of soup.

      "Ain't that the truth," Elizabeth said.

      Simon shifted his position and groaned. "I think that fight filled my quota for this trip." He settled back down and narrowed his eyes at her. "You're not hurt, are you? Being brave and pretending you aren't for my sake?"

      Elizabeth laughed. "No. Really." She held out her arms to show him. "See?"

      Simon appeared appeased and took a bite of cheese. He chewed slowly, his jaw clearly already sore. "There's something I'm not clear about. How did you get the gun?"

      Elizabeth shrugged. "The man holding me became…distracted, and I just used it to my advantage." It wasn't an outright lie and she hoped he was too tired to delve too deeply into the details.

      Simon frowned; obviously not ready to let her off the hook so easily. "Distracted?"

      She knew he would wind himself up over it if she told him the whole truth of it. "I'm fine. No scars, emotional or otherwise. Heck, I'd do a lot worse to save our bacon if I had to."

      Simon tilted his head back and looked at the ceiling. She probably shouldn't have said that.

      She took his hand. "I'm fine; you're mostly fine. I'd say, Simon and Elizabeth for the win!"

      Simon hmm'd and she knew that was the best she was going to get under the circumstances. She let go of his hand and he picked up his cup again.

      "At least we won't have to worry about those two anymore. I've had enough of fish face for a lifetime." Simon looked at her questioningly. "He was the man at the racetrack who sent the first warning."

      Simon put down his cup and closed his eyes as the pieces seemed to fall into place. "Of course! I knew I'd seen his face before."

      "You saw him there?"

      "Talking with Dr. Walker."

      "That's something I don't quite get," Elizabeth said. "Walker seems to be involved, but why?"

      Simon sighed thoughtfully. "Blackmail?" he suggested. "Perhaps he knew about James or Eli's affair and child, and has been covering it up for a price?"

      Elizabeth nodded and remembered what the Colonel had said about the doctor's penchant for losing high stakes wagers. "Pay off his gambling debts. That makes sense, but I feel like there's something else."

      Simon had stopped picking at the tray of food. "Finished?"

      He nodded and she put the tray back on the side table and began to undress. "There was something I was thinking about at the party," she said, "before we were kicked out."

      Simon snorted.

      Elizabeth stepped out of her dress and unhooked her corset. "Eight years ago, there were two children born on the same day. Or close to it at least. One to a rich family, and the other to a poor one."

      "Very Prince and the Pauper."

      Elizabeth took off her petticoats and then climbed back onto the bed. She sat Indian-style facing Simon.

      "Exactly. But they're not twins. No one would confuse one for the other."

      Simon frowned. "No."

      "What if," Elizabeth said, leaning forward. Something was starting to gel. "Rose said that everyone feared Louisa would be born too sickly to live, but by some miracle she was healthy. Perfect."

      "But Mary was sickly, wasn't she?" Simon said.

      "Yes. What if it wasn't a miracle at all? What if someone switched them? Biologically, we think Mary's a Harper, and that Louisa isn't."

      Simon shook his head. "Why? Why would someone send their own child away and take in another?"

      Elizabeth frowned. There was something floating in her mind just beyond her reach. "I don't know, but the doctor was there for both births, and I wouldn't put anything past him."

      Simon agreed and rested his head back against the pillows. Clearly, he was exhausted, too exhausted for this.

      "Let's talk more about it tomorrow," she said. "We could both use a good night's sleep."

      "Agreed."

      Elizabeth got off the bed and walked over to the nightstand with a fresh basin of water.

      "Are you going to sleep over there?" he asked, straining his neck to watch her.

      She picked up a washcloth. "Just going to clean up a bit first. I smell like fish." Simon's eyebrows drew together in genuine confusion and concern. "I could give you a sponge bath," she added.

      He smiled, but just barely. "Tomorrow. I'd like to have enough energy to enjoy it properly."

      Elizabeth laughed and helped him settle into bed. By the time she'd finished cleaning up he was fast asleep. She watched him for a few minutes before rolling onto her back and staring up into the night. Somewhere in it, there was an answer. If only she could see in the dark.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 22

        

      

    
    
      The last thing on earth Simon wanted to do was attend the Veterans' Spring Gala, and yet, here he was, forcing a smile to his face and making small talk with Mrs. Goode and Mrs. Cobb. His head hurt, his jaw ached and his arm throbbed. But he had little choice. This might well be their last chance to talk to the Harpers, if they even decided to arrive. He and Elizabeth had to convince them to do the right thing. He would not fail Mary.

      "It's a wonderful cause," Elizabeth said, pulling Simon back to the present. "Isn't it, Simon?"

      "Yes," he said, unsure of just what she was talking about.

      Mrs. Goode stared at him expectantly. He looked back confused until he noticed the ream of raffle tickets in her hands.

      Simon reached for his wallet, but winced.

      Elizabeth laughed and patted his chest. "Ah!" She reached inside his jacket and took out his wallet.

      Mrs. Goode's eyebrows arched in surprise and with no small measure of pleasure at the size of the bills Elizabeth pulled out.

      "One of a wife's many pleasures," Elizabeth said as she put his wallet back. "Spending her husband's money."

      "Yes," Mrs. Goode said. "Here you are." She held out a fan of raffle tickets.

      Elizabeth took them and carelessly stuffed them into her small purse.

      Mrs. Goode smiled and then stepped forward conspiratorially. "I heard what happened yesterday. Attacked by Indians!"

      "I'm sorry?" Elizabeth said.

      "What have you to be sorry for," the woman said and she shuddered. "Good heavens, I can't imagine. I would have fainted dead away."

      "I heard they were Sioux," Mrs. Cobb added.

      "Six of them!" Mrs. Goode said.

      "Six Sioux?" Elizabeth said, barely fighting her smile.

      "And a herd of buffalo," Catherine said, appearing at their side and winking at Elizabeth. "I think my father was looking for the two of you," she added with a rather wide-eyed and obvious get out of here while you can look.

      "Of course. You'll excuse us," Elizabeth said, and without waiting for an answer, looped her arm through Simon's left arm and started around the perimeter of the room.

      The large town hall had been turned into a ballroom for the gala. Small tables and chairs lined the walls leaving the center free for dancing. A small orchestra filled the stage and played painfully jaunty quadrilles and more elegant waltzes.

      All of Natchez's elite were in attendance to benefit the city's war veterans. Everyone from old men who'd fought in the War of 1812 to young ones yet to see battle mixed and mingled and filled up ladies' dance cards. Not surprisingly, Elizabeth was a rather hot commodity.

      Men, young and old, lingered by the Colonel hoping for an introduction. Married or not, it didn't seem to matter. Any beautiful woman, and especially one new in town, was a much sought-after prize. Elizabeth's dance card had filled within ten minutes of their arrival. Simon had been lucky to get two spots for himself. Although, his damn arm was throbbing badly in time with the beat of the music, dancing was the last thing on his mind.

      They reached the far side of the room, safe from Mrs. Goode's incessant gossip. Elizabeth gestured to the refreshment table where a crystal bowl held some undefined punch.

      "Would you like some?" Simon asked, indicating the drinks.

      Elizabeth nodded and held out one of the cups so he didn't have to use his right arm. He ladled some into her cup.

      She took a sip and they both turned back to look through the crowd.

      "They'll come," Elizabeth said, sounding much more sure than she was.

      Another half-hour passed without a sign of the Harpers and Simon grew worried, and impatient. He'd already had to explain twice that they were not attacked by Sioux nor set upon by river pirates. The truth, or at least the version they were willing to share, wasn't apparently as exciting as the fictions that spread around the ballroom like wildfire. He was just about to lose his already shortened temper with a man who insisted he'd "seen the whole thing" when he saw the Harpers enter the room.

      Simon took Elizabeth's arm. "You'll pardon us," he said and led Elizabeth a few paces away from the group.

      Across the room, Eli grinned like an idiot at Mrs. Cobb and Mrs. Goode while James appeared more taciturn than usual, his scowl bending only slightly when Rose touched his arm. After having dutifully bought their share of raffle tickets, they started across the ballroom.

      Elizabeth's smile brightened when she saw them. "Hello!"

      Rose began to smile in greeting, but James took her elbow and angled her away. He gave Elizabeth a curt nod and glared at Simon as he led his wife in another direction. Rose looked over her shoulder briefly before turning back and disappearing into the crowd with her husband.

      "Hello," Eli said to Elizabeth. He glanced at Simon mistrustfully, but nodded, before following his brother.

      Simon sighed. "That does not bode well."

      Elizabeth put her hand on Simon's good arm. "Let me see if I can find a moment alone with Rose. If I can get her without James, I think she wants to talk about what happened."

      It was a sensible approach. Perhaps that's what they should have done in the first place. Nothing to be done for it now. "Good."

      A tall, young man in a smart West Point dress uniform appeared in front of them. "Sir," he said with a bow before turning to Elizabeth and holding out his hand. "I believe this is my dance, Mrs. Cross."

      "Mister Pierce isn't it?" she said.

      His grin broadened with delight. "Yes!"

      Elizabeth handed Simon her empty cup and took Mr. Pierce's hand and let him lead her out onto the floor. Under different circumstances, Simon might have been slightly annoyed by it all. Men had hovered around her all night, like bees to a flower, grinning like fools. But, as Elizabeth had reminded him, in ten years time, their smart, clean uniforms and dreams of heroic deeds in battle would be met with the harsh reality of the Civil War. At least one in four would die. For those that lived, their homes and their very way of life would never be the same again. It was a sobering thought. As he looked around the room, he saw men, really boys barely out of short pants, playing soldier and not knowing what was to come.

      There was nothing he or Elizabeth could do to change that. They could, however, change one small thing here, and give a child peace.

      Just the thought of it made his chest tighten and he instinctively sought out Elizabeth on the dance floor. In her exquisite, yellow silk evening gown, she was not hard to find. She laughed and smiled. Even though it was meant for another man, he felt renewed again.

      "Lovely."

      Simon's jaw clenched. He knew the voice before he turned. "Walker."

      Dr. Walker admired Elizabeth for too long a moment before turning and facing Simon. "Beautiful and a good shot. A rare combination."

      Simon glared down at him, but held his tongue.

      The doctor arched his eyebrows and smiled before glancing to the dance floor. "I wouldn't worry. I doubt there will be any charges filed."

      "Charges?" Simon said.

      Dr. Walker shrugged. "A man did die."

      "Die? What are you talking about?"

      The doctor smiled and then forced a false sincerity to it. "The man your wife shot succumbed to his wounds in the night."

      Simon knew that was impossible. He'd seen the man's arm for himself. It wasn't pretty, but it was not a mortal wound. Even if it had become infected, it was highly improbable that the infection could have caused his death so quickly.

      "Perhaps I'm losing my touch," the doctor said with a sigh. "The police usually bring in Dr. Parish for such things, but he was…" the doctor continued with a glance toward Simon's injured arm, "otherwise occupied and so they requested my humble services."

      "And a man in your care died from a flesh wound to the arm," Simon said, not bothering to hide his disbelief and disgust.

      "Pyemia," the doctor said. "Blood poisoning. I've never seen such a virulent case before."

      Simon knew exactly what had happened. His blood might have been poisoned, but it had nothing to do with his wound. The man was a loose end, one that could have implicated Walker. A loose end that needed to be cut and the doctor had found an opportunity to do just that.

      "Went straight to his heart. But then," Dr. Walker said with another glance to Elizabeth, "that is where a man is most vulnerable, is it not?"

      Simon clenched his jaw and his hands tightened into fists at his side. He could feel the muscles in his forearm pull the skin taut straining his stitches. The pain was strangely welcome. It kept him grounded. It kept him from tearing Walker's head off.

      "Dr. Walker!" a portly man said as he appeared at their side. "Pardon me," he added nervously seeing Simon's eyes flash with anger. He quickly added a bow. "My wife has been having some discomfort…"

      "Of course," Dr. Walker said with a smug grin Simon dreamt of wiping off his face. "You'll excuse me, Mr. Cross." The doctor bowed once more before following the portly man off into the crowd.

      Simon looked after them both and then, sour taste in his mouth, turned to find Elizabeth. With any luck she'd managed to duck out on a few of her dances and convince Rose to speak with her.

      

      

      Elizabeth needed to catch her breath. The dance lessons Simon had given her before they'd traveled here had paid off. However, dancing in the comfort of their living room and dancing here in a hot, crowded ballroom with a corset squeezing the life out of her was a different matter. She headed back for the punchbowl, hoping someone had finally spiked it, when she saw Rose talking with several other women. James was nowhere to be seen.

      Elizabeth walked up to them and fanned herself with her dance card. "Quite an evening," she said.

      The other women greeted her politely. Rose, however, shot a nervous glance over her shoulder before forcing a small smile.

      "I do hope it's nothing serious," Mrs. Pitchford said to Rose continuing whatever conversation Elizabeth had interrupted.

      "No, she's fine," Rose said.

      "Her Louisa's not feeling well," Mrs. Turnbull added for Elizabeth's benefit.

      "She just overdid it a bit at the party yesterday, is all," Rose said, showing no sign of downplaying her daughter's state. "The doctor is coming by tomorrow to check on her, but I'm sure she's fine really."

      "I'm glad to hear it," Elizabeth said.

      Rose looked over her shoulder again. Clearly, she'd been instructed not to talk to Elizabeth but was too polite to ignore her completely.

      Mrs. Pitchford started a story about her son's recurring bilious fever and Elizabeth stepped closer to Rose and whispered, "I'd like to speak with you, if I could. About yesterday."

      Rose shook her head and turned to walk away.

      Elizabeth reached out and touched her arm. "Please?"

      Rose shot another look toward the corner of the room where Elizabeth could now see James. He had his back to them and, after a moment's hesitation, Rose nodded to Elizabeth and then toward a side door.

      They escaped the heat of the ballroom only to find the evening air thick and cloying. It was a clear night, but the air was still and humid. They walked out into the side garden. Rose looked back anxiously at the door. The muffled sound of music coming from inside the building could just be heard in the distance.

      "James will not be pleased if he finds me speaking with you," Rose said.

      "I know," Elizabeth admitted. "And, yet you're here anyway."

      Rose shifted uncomfortably.

      "You're curious," Elizabeth guessed.

      "No," Rose lied. She was a terrible liar. "I thought you were going to apologize for your husband's behavior. I thought it polite to give you the opportunity."

      "I am sorry," Elizabeth said. And she was, but there was something far greater at stake here. "For the pain it's caused you. If we could have done this without that, we would have."

      Rose's eyes flared with irritation. "And just what are you doing?"

      "Finding the truth."

      Elizabeth could see the anger and injury in her eyes, but there was something else there as well. Doubt. "I cannot imagine why you would want to hurt my family," Rose said as she started to turn away.

      "Don’t you want to know the truth?" Elizabeth asked. A silence hung in the air and Rose took another step away. Elizabeth nearly started after her, but held back. "About the girl in the garden."

      Rose stopped.

      "I know you saw her," Elizabeth said. "I've seen her too. A lost spirit."

      Rose kept her back turned. "I don’t know what you mean."

      "Aren't there enough lies already?" When Rose still wouldn't turn, Elizabeth took a step closer. "Her name is Mary. And she needs your help."

      Rose turned and Elizabeth could see her eyes glistening in the moonlight. She felt it. She felt something.

      "Mary," Elizabeth said then stopped to swallow down the lump that was forming in her throat. "Mary belongs at River Run."

      Rose shook her head, but it was a weak attempt to deny something she seemed to have sensed herself.

      "Elijah told me what your husband said. That was cruel and unjust. James is a good man."

      Elizabeth nodded. "I believe you," Elizabeth said. "I believe he is. That you are both good people. The kind who would never knowingly hurt a child."

      "Of course not!"

      "Or deny aid to one in need. I don't know who fathered Mary," Elizabeth continued. Rose's eyes flashed with anger and warning, but Elizabeth pushed on. "But I do know that she is lost and afraid, and we're running out of time to help her."

      Rose closed her eyes for a moment and then opened them, and shook her head in defeat. "What can we possibly do to help a dead child? She is beyond our comfort now."

      "Do you believe in an afterlife?" Elizabeth asked, already knowing the answer. "Would you deny that to Mary? She's caught in between our world and the next and if she cannot find peace here, she will not find it anywhere. Ever."

      Rose let out a shuddering breath and then squared her shoulders. "My husband did not have an affair."

      "Maybe she's Eli's?"

      Rose sighed and shook her head. "Elijah had an accident when he was younger. He cannot father children."

      Elizabeth's heart sank. Elizabeth suddenly realized why Rose's father had insisted she marry James and not Eli — heirs. If Eli couldn't be the father, that left only James. "I'm sorry."

      Rose shook her head again. "No, there is some mistake. I am sorry for the child. Truly I am, but there is nothing I can do."

      Elizabeth felt hope slipping further away. "Rose, please? I know it's hard to accept—"

      Rose clasped her hands in front of her. "You are mistaken." Her newfound resolve shook for a moment before she regained it. "And I would appreciate it if you would leave my family alone."

      Elizabeth was desperate for something, anything to change her mind, but Rose couldn't or wouldn't see the truth. "What if she's your child? Your flesh and blood?"

      "I have one child—"

      "And what if it's Mary?" Elizabeth said, pressing on, "and not Louisa—"

      "You think I don't know my own child?" Rose said, growing angry now.

      "Please," Elizabeth said. "If you'll just hear me out."

      "I think I've heard quite enough. Good night, Mrs. Cross." And with that Rose walked back to the town hall, leaving Elizabeth alone in the garden.

      

      

      Elizabeth stood at the open window of their upstairs bedroom hoping it might offer a cooling breeze. Hours ago, she'd traded her nightgown for the thin cotton of her chemise. If modesty hadn't forced her to wear something, she would have happily stood outside under the moon, naked, arms out, waiting for a wind to come up off the river. As it was, she stood by their window, looking out at the garden below. Through the darkness all she could see were vague shapes, blankets of flowers devoid of color and trees with long thin arms reaching out for things she could not see.

      Sleep had been impossible. She'd tried for a few hours, before giving up and coming to stare at the night. In each shadow she tried to see Mary, hoped for one more glimpse. But all she saw was the dark. It might be too late, she thought. They might be too late. It was a sickening feeling, to know they might have failed her, that a poor innocent child would be condemned because they hadn't acted soon enough, because they hadn't done…something.

      She let out a sigh and looked up at the man in the moon. He was as inscrutable as ever, keeping counsel to himself.

      The bed creaked and she heard Simon's footsteps as he came up behind her. His fingers swept her hair away from her shoulder and he bent down and dropped a kiss on her bare skin. She could feel the heat coming off his body. He always ran hot.

      Despite the heat of the night, she gently leaned back into his bare chest. He'd long given up on his nightshirt and settled for sleeping in a pair of drawers and she could feel the warmth of his skin.

      He put his left arm around her waist and pulled her back against his body. As they'd undressed that night after the ball, she'd seen just how badly he'd been injured in the fight the night before. Dark purple bruises bloomed on his chest and arms. She changed the dressing on his forearm, trying not to let her pain at the sight of the wound show.

      He'd done all of this for her, for Mary, and what did they have to show for it? Dr. Walker was as cocky and free to threaten them as ever. The Harpers wouldn't speak to them. And Mary was nowhere to be seen.

      It all felt on the verge of hopeless.

      Elizabeth laid her head back against Simon's chest. He kissed the top of her head and tightened his grip around her waist. She closed her eyes and listened to the sound of his heart beating. Strong. Steady. Sure.

      But tonight there were no promises spoken. No assurances given. No faith reaffirmed. Tonight, there was only the quiet and the darkness and the knowledge that she was not alone.
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      The following day was an exercise in patience, which Elizabeth failed. Repeatedly. Like a hummingbird trapped in a cage, she fussed around Cypress Hill until even the servants asked her to stop.

      Even Simon had sought refuge from her restlessness. In the afternoon, he'd taken a short walk to the rear of the property to the bluffs above the river. The view of the mighty river, powerful and relentless was both beautiful and humbling.

      In his mind, he went over everything again. Everything they'd done so far, everything they'd seen, looking for an answer. Something they'd forgotten, some stone unturned. But there was nothing. They were at the mercy of others. That would have been maddening enough, if he hadn't also been haunted by Old Nan's vision of their future.

      If he could not save this child, would he be able to save his own?

      Just as he started to fall into that particular well of despair, he heard Elizabeth call out for him.

      "Simon!" She hurried toward him waving a piece of paper in the air.

      He ran toward her. "What is it? What's wrong?"

      "A note from Catherine at the orphanage. One of the children wants to speak with me."

      "Whatever about?" Simon asked as they started back toward the house.

      "I'm not sure," Elizabeth said. "But I have a feeling it has to do with Mary."

      

      

      The girl's dormitory was nearly empty when they arrived. Most of the children were outside playing, enjoying the last remnants of a beautiful Spring day. Only two girls remained inside. One lay curled up in a bed at the far end of the room and the other sat nearby watching her.

      "Alison?" Elizabeth said.

      The girl turned toward her. With one last look at Mellie in the nearby bed, she came down the long aisle to meet them. Alison's small face was creased with worry. Poor little thing, Elizabeth thought. She'd taken so much onto her shoulders.

      Alison looked anxiously at Catherine and then to Elizabeth.

      "Hello," Elizabeth said.

      The girl chewed her lower lip and looked nervously up at Simon.

      "This is my husband," Elizabeth said. "You can trust him."

      Alison looked up at him and then nodded. Her forehead wrinkled in concern. "I don't want to get anyone in trouble."

      "It'll be all right," Elizabeth said. "Tells us what's wrong."

      Alison looked over at the little girl in bed. "I know she didn't mean to steal it," she said and then turned back and quickly added, "she a good girl."

      Elizabeth knelt down and took her by the shoulders. "I'm sure she is. No one will be punished. I promise you."

      Alison looked to Catherine for confirmation. "It's all right."

      Alison nodded again and then took Elizabeth's hand and led them over to the sick little girl's bed. Behind them Elizabeth heard Simon ask, "Melanie?"

      "Getting worse by the day, I'm afraid," Catherine said quietly.

      Elizabeth's heart sank. Hadn't there been enough death here already?

      Alison took them to Melanie's bedside and then carefully pulled down the covers, just enough to reveal a doll clutched in Melanie's arms. Elizabeth gasped softly. It was Jammy. Or a doll that looked exactly like Louisa's Jamaican doll, the one James had brought back just for her.

      "I wanted to tell you before," Alison said, "but I didn't want Mellie to get into trouble."

      The pieces started to fit together. James hadn't just brought back a doll for Louisa, but one for Mary as well.

      "That was Mary's doll," Elizabeth said.

      Alison nodded and worried her bottom lip. "I knew it was wrong, but Mellie loved it so much."

      Simon knelt down next to Melanie's bed and gently brushed her hair away from the child's face. She had sores around her mouth and judging from the sheen of sweat a high fever as well.

      "What's wrong with her?" Simon asked.

      "Doctor says it's Malaria," Catherine said.

      Simon frowned and turned back to the child. He gently lifted her hand from its hold on the doll and briefly examined her hands. She whimpered and he caressed her cheek to sooth her. After a moment, she rolled over, away from the doll. Simon picked it up and stood.

      Elizabeth pulled the covers back up over Melanie and touched her hair. Poor little thing.

      Simon examined the doll and Elizabeth could feel something shift inside him. His body tensed almost imperceptibly, but she knew him too well to miss it. His jaw muscle clenched and unclenched as he then looked down at Alison. He nodded for them all to step away from Melanie's bed so they could speak without waking her.

      Once they were far enough away, Simon knelt down in front of Alison. "You told Elizabeth that you helped Dr. Walker give Mary her medicine?"

      Alison looked nervously to Elizabeth. "It's all right," she reassured the girl. "Tell him the truth."

      Alison nodded.

      "You said that you used to give one spoonful of medicine to Mary and another to the doll?"

      Alison nodded again.

      "Do you have any of the medicine left?"

      Alison went over to a small set of drawers to retrieve it. As she did, Elizabeth leaned closer to Simon. "What's going on?"

      Simon's eyes slid toward Alison and he shook his head in a not in front of the child expression.

      Elizabeth looked at the doll's face trying to see what Simon had seen. The cloth around the mouth had been stained, probably from the medicine the girl's had given it. But what had upset him so much?

      Alison returned with a large green bottle and handed it to Simon. It was labeled "Quinine", which would make sense for Malaria. Simon held out the doll for Elizabeth to take as he examined the bottle.

      "And Doctor Walker told you to make sure this was given with hot tea? Always something hot?"

      "Yes," Alison said.

      "You haven't been giving this to Melanie, have you?"

      "No," she said quickly. "Dr. Parish doesn't let me help. Did I do something wrong?"

      "No," Simon said with a smile. "You did very well, Alison. We're very grateful to you. Catherine, perhaps you can take Alison out with the other children?"

      Catherine frowned, but put her hand on Alison's shoulder.

      Elizabeth knelt down in front her before they left. "Thank you." She kissed the little's girl cheek and then watched as Catherine began to lead her from the room.

      "And would you send for Dr. Parish?" Simon asked Catherine. "Quickly."

      Catherine glanced at Melanie and then nodded her understanding.

      Elizabeth waited until the door had shut behind them. Simon took out the bottle's stopper and peered inside. A sinking and sickening feeling welled inside her stomach. "You don't think that's Quinine, do you?"

      "No," Simon said. "Judging from Melanie's condition, the mouth sores and what look to be the beginning of Mee's lines on her fingernails, I'd say it's arsenic."

      "Arsenic?" Dear God. Had Dr. Walker poisoned Mary?

      "Dr. Parish will have to perform tests, but," he said with a glower toward Melanie's bed. "The symptoms of malaria and arsenic poisoning are remarkably similar - vomiting, diarrhea, chills, fever. But those lesions are not."

      Elizabeth had thought the doctor was evil, but this was a whole new level. Murdering a child. It was so horrible, she couldn't quite process it.

      "Are you sure?"

      Simon nodded. "Fairly certain, yes. I remember reading several books about it — the Medicis, the Borjas and others. There were even rumors Napoleon was poisoned with arsenic."

      Simon touched the inside of the open bottle and then brought his finger to his mouth.

      Elizabeth gasped and nearly reached out to stop him. "Simon!"

      He pulled out his handkerchief and spit into it. "Definitely not quinine. That has a strong bitter taste."

      "So you taste the poison?" And she was the reckless one.

      "That much won't harm me."

      Elizabeth stuffed her heart back into her chest and realized he was right.

      "This is probably cut with chalk," Simon said, "to make sure the poisoning didn't act too quickly, draw attention. It needed to mimic malaria."

      "And Melanie," Elizabeth reasoned aloud. "She's not taking the same medicine, but she didn't need to, did she?"

      Simon pointed to the doll's stained face. "Every time they gave that doll a dose of the medicine, the arsenic soaked into the fabric."

      Elizabeth nodded.

      "And you don't have to ingest it to suffer the effects," Simon continued. "It can be inhaled or absorbed through the skin."

      Elizabeth looked down at the doll in her hand. "So the doll was slowly poisoning her."

      "Yes. Hopefully, we're not too late to help her."

      "Why would the doctor poison Mary?"

      Simon took the doll from her. "I don't know. But we're damn well going to find out."
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      Dr. Parish arrived just a few minutes later. He'd been skeptical of their premise at first, but had to admit that the medicine in the bottle marked quinine was not quinine. Thankfully, he was familiar with the Marsh test to identify arsenic and promised to run it after he'd seen to Melanie. They could only hope they hadn't made their discovery too late.

      Elizabeth gripped the doll in her hands as they made the long drive to River Run. She ran over everything in her head asking again and again; what could the doctor possibly have gained from killing Mary? And was she the only one?

      It was dark by the time they arrived. Rose and James' carriage had pulled up to the front of house before them. James was just helping Rose step out of it when Simon pulled their buggy up along side. He quickly got out and helped Elizabeth jump down.

      James waved his groom to remove the carriage and glared at Simon. Rose looked at Elizabeth briefly, then ducked her head.

      "You're not welcome here," James said as he took Rose's arm and they started up the front steps. "The Crosses will not be staying," he informed the servant who opened the front door for them.

      "We will be staying," Simon said as he took the doll from Elizabeth's hand and stood at the bottom of the steps. "Until you tell us the truth about Mary."

      James blanched. "Where did you get that?"

      Rose looked confused and Elizabeth felt a pang of pity for her. No matter what happened that night, her life would change.

      "Louisa has one just like this, doesn't she?" Simon asked Rose as he took one step and then another.

      "James?" Rose said nervously.

      James glared down at Simon, who met his anger with fury of his own. "This is none of your affair," James said and started to lead Rose inside the open front door.

      "She was murdered," Elizabeth said. Rose and James froze mid-step. James turned back, his expression a mixture of confusion and wariness. Elizabeth walked up the stairs to stand next to Simon.

      "What are they talking about, James?" Rose asked.

      James looked down at the doll. "Murdered? That's not possible."

      His eyes were filled with denial, but Elizabeth could sense a sliver of something more. "Perhaps we should continue this inside?"

      James came back to himself and noticed the retinue of servants standing nearby. "Yes," he said.

      He led them into the front parlor and then turned to Rose. "It might be best, if you waited upstairs."

      Rose looked to Elizabeth and then back to her husband. "No."

      James had fully expected her to acquiesce and was unprepared for her response. He spluttered for a moment before clearing his throat, but she didn't let him protest.

      "I want to hear what they have to say."

      He looked ready to argue, but clamped his jaw shut and nodded. He gave one of the servants instructions for them not to be disturbed and closed the large double doors. He gestured for Rose to take a seat and then turned to face Simon. He paced across the room and put his hands on his hips. "I really don't see how any of this is your business, Cross."

      Simon turned the doll over in his hands and Elizabeth could see him rein in his emotions. He stared down at the doll for a long moment before lifting his eyes to James. She could feel the anger radiating off him. "The welfare of a child is everyone's business."

      James rolled his shoulders. "The girl is dead, what difference can it make now?"

      "And the fact that she was murdered…?" Elizabeth asked.

      James spun around. "You say that, but what proof have you? She was ill. She…she died of the ague."

      Rose stood and walked over to Simon. She took the doll from him. "This girl," Rose said. "Mary Stewart. Who was she to you, James?"

      Her husband shook his head. "It's not what you think."

      "How can I know what to think when you won't talk to me," Rose said. "Please, James, I want to know the truth. I deserve at least that, don't I?"

      James' jaw worked, but his eyes softened before he turned away. "Yes," he said, his voice hoarse with emotion. He strode to the window and looked out for a moment. "I did it for you," he said before turning around and facing Rose again. "You have to know that. All of it was for you."

      Rose held the doll in her hands and sat down. Her voice was deceptively calm. "All of what, James?"

      He cleared his throat and paced to the far side of the room. He glared at Simon, weighing the possibility that he might be able to kick him out and have this conversation in private. Simon stood in the middle of the room; feet shoulder width apart, and folded his arms over his chest. He was immovable.

      James seemed to realize this finally and turned his focus to Rose. His temporary discomfiture at Simon's presence was shed and he resumed his usual commanding air, although it was unnatural and forced. "I knew it would destroy you to lose another child. When Dr. Walker told me the chances of our baby dying, I had to do something. I couldn't go through that again. Let you go through that again."

      He waited for Rose to agree, and when she merely stared at him, struggling to maintain her own control, his façade faltered briefly before he found his mask again. "Your labor was…difficult. I thought I might lose you, too, that day."

      Rose held unnaturally still for a moment before she spoke. "What do you mean 'too'"? Her voice trembled with the horror of dawning realization.

      "I was told our baby would die before the week was over. I tried to spare you that. To give you a healthy child to love," James said. "To have a life with."

      "What are you saying, James?" Rose asked breathlessly, her face pale.

      James shook his head, trying to find a foothold, but every bit of reason he tried to reach for crumbled beneath him.

      "Mary was your child," Elizabeth said softly. "Yours and Rose's."

      James blinked at her. It was as if he'd realized what he'd done for the first time. "We thought she would die."

      Rose gasped quietly and covered her mouth with her hands. Elizabeth wanted to comfort her, but what could she do?

      "But she didn't," Simon said. "She lived, lived as Mary Stewart."

      James nodded, his jaw slack, his breath coming faster as the harsh truth of what he'd done finally came to him. "When I found out she'd lived, I tried to look after her. I made sure she didn't want for anything," he said, his composure crumbling. He looked pleadingly at his wife. "I swear."

      Rose's voice trembled as she looked at him with shock and horror. "You gave away our child."

      James tried to speak, tried to find some words, but there were none to be found. His eyes glistened with tears and darted around the room looking for something to keep him from falling apart.

      "Is…Louisa Alice Stewart's child?" Simon asked.

      James nodded and blinked back tears.

      "Oh, my God," Rose said and Elizabeth went to kneel at her side. "How could you do such a thing? Our baby."

      "You gave Alice money, gave them both a home on River Run?" Simon prompted him.

      "Yes," James said numbly.

      Elizabeth nearly asked Simon to stop, but she knew the truth of it all had to come out.

      "Until a month ago," Simon said.

      James nodded and wiped at his face. "I was there to check on Mary," he said, as if hoping to please Rose. But his wife wouldn't even look at him now. "Alice wanted more money, threatened to tell everyone the truth. It would ruin us. It would be the end of everything we'd worked so hard for." He shook his head as the memory of that night played in his head. "We argued."

      He looked at Simon, imploring him to understand. "It was an accident. I would never…She fell and hit her head."

      "Dear God," Rose said as she stood. "That woman they found. You killed her?"

      "It was an accident," James said as he came to stand in front of her. He tried to take her hands in his but she pulled them away and looked at him with disgust. She walked across the room and kept her back to him.

      "You panicked?" Simon said.

      James stared at his wife's back and spoke emotionlessly now. "Dr. Walker helped me bury her and he took Mary to the orphanage."

      "Was Mary there that night?" Simon asked. "Could she have overheard your argument with Alice? What you said to the doctor afterward?" Simon asked.

      James frowned and stood in a daze.

      Simon grabbed his arms. "Could she have heard you that night?"

      The sudden movement pulled James from his haze and he thought about what Simon asked. Finally, he nodded. "Yes, but…."

      Simon looked to Elizabeth and they shared their grief and anger in that moment. They both knew what had happened.

      "Mary told the other children that her father lived in a big house," Elizabeth said.

      "The doctor must have found out that she'd heard everything," Simon said. "He had to keep her from revealing the truth or the house of cards you two built would fall apart."

      James shook his head, trying to deny everything. "No, he wouldn't."

      "He poisoned her," Simon said, taking a step toward James. "He made it look like malaria, but he poisoned that child to keep her quiet."

      Rose gasped and covered her mouth with both her hands. "Oh, dear God."

      "No," James said again.

      Simon took another step. Elizabeth saw his hands tighten into fists. "To protect you and your lies."

      "Simon—"

      "Stop," Rose said. Simon turned to her; they all turned to her. Tears shone in her eyes. Her shock had given way to something much more powerful, fury.

      "That child," she said, "was my daughter." She took a step toward James and then stopped. She lifted a hand, it trembled in what Elizabeth knew was both pain and rage. She pointed an accusing finger at James. "And you stole her from me."

      "Rose?" James said, pleading.

      "I thought you'd had an affair," Rose said, "I wish you had. I could forgive that in time. But this…"

      "Please?"

      Rose shook her head and walked to the door. She put her hand on the handle and kept her back to them all. "I am going upstairs to see my daughter. When I come back down, I want you out of this house. Do you understand?"

      "Rose, please."

      She ignored his pleas and pulled open the doors. She called for a servant. "Mr. Elijah should be home soon. When he comes in, tell him to come to me upstairs."

      The girl nodded.

      "And do not, under any circumstances," Rose continued, "Let Dr. Walker in this house."

      "But, ma'am, Dr. Walker already here."

      "What?" James said as he came to the door.

      The girl looked up the stairs. "He with Miss Louisa when you come in. I tried to tell you—"

      James pushed past the girl and took the stairs two at a time. Simon ran after him, Rose and Elizabeth not far behind.

      Louisa's door at the end of the landing was already open and James and Simon burst into the room.

      "What's this?" Dr. Walker said as he stood calmly on the far side of the room, one hand resting on Louisa's shoulder, the other behind her. Elizabeth's heart raced in her chest.

      Rose moved into the room and reached out for her daughter. "Come here, darling."

      Simon must have pulled his gun out of his pocket as they'd run up the stairs. He pointed it at the doctor and pulled back the hammer. "Let the girl go."

      Louisa started to move, but Dr. Walker tightened his grip and kept her in place. The doctor eyed him and the others warily. "I don't think I will." He showed his other hand now and pointed the gun it held at the girl's side. "Drop your gun," he told Simon.

      "Momma," Louisa said, trembling.

      "It's all right honey," Rose said, forcing a tremulous smile and trying to keep her voice calm. "It'll be all right."

      Simon eased the hammer forward, uncocking the gun and lowered his arm. He tossed it to the floor between them.

      "Please, doctor," Rose said, but the man shook his head.

      "I had hoped it would not come to this," he said and then looked at Simon and Elizabeth with cold fury. "But my hand has been forced, it seems."

      "Let her go," James said.

      "And you'll let me go, is that it?" the doctor said with a smirk.

      "Yes," James said. He waved his hand toward the doorway where Simon stood blocking his path. "They can't prove anything. I… I won't say anything. Just let my girl go."

      The doctor waved the gun toward the doorway. "Get back," he said. "All of you."

      They had little choice but to do as he said and backed into the hallway.

      The doctor kept Louisa close, his gun ready to fire. The girl whimpered and tears came. Rose's voice broke as she assured her over and over that it would be all right. Elizabeth reached for Simon's hand as the doctor forced them to walk down to the far end of the landing near the room where Simon and Elizabeth had stayed.

      He stood at the top of the landing and glanced down the grand stairs where servants had started to gather. "Get outta here!" he yelled at them.

      A few scattered, and the others looked to Rose or James for guidance. "Go," James said, his eyes wild. "Now!"

      Finally, the downstairs was cleared and the doctor stood at the top of the stairs, Louisa clutched tightly in front of him. "If you follow us, I will kill her."

      Elizabeth had been poised to follow him, but she knew he would do as he threatened. What was one more dead body to him now?

      Slowly, he started down the stairs, keeping the girl close, too close for anyone to do anything without risking her life.

      "Please," Rose said again. "Don't take her." She stepped forward, compelled by a mother's love to save her child.

      James grabbed her arm, trying to hold her back, but she struggled against him.

      The doctor glared at her and then looked at James with disdain. "I always knew you could not control your wife." He raised his gun and leveled it at Rose for a brief second before shifting it to the side and firing.

      In a bright flash, the oil lamp on the wall exploded. Shards of glass flew toward them and fiery oil splashed in all directions. Someone screamed.

      Simon spun around and shielded Elizabeth with his body.

      "Rose!"

      Elizabeth felt Simon release her and she turned with him toward Rose. It took a moment for what she saw to register. James, his sleeve alight with flame, tore off his coat and tried to beat down the flames that licked up Rose's skirts. The horror of it froze Elizabeth in place for a split-second. Simon ripped off his own coat and they tried to smother the quickly growing flames. Rose cried out and covered her face.

      Elizabeth ran into the bedroom and found a pitcher. She ran back out onto the landing and the scene was out of a horror film. The oil had spilled down the wall and across the floor. Flames had already spread across the landing to the stairs and were licking up the walls and curtains, and curling toward the ceiling.

      Simon and James had managed to keep the fire on Rose's dress from growing. Elizabeth threw the pitcher of water on her and they were able to tamp out the remaining flames.

      "Are you hurt?" James asked.

      Rose shook her head. She turned to look at the stairs where the doctor had made his escape, but they were unreachable. A set of curtains caught fire then and went up in flames with an audible whomp. The hallway was quickly engulfed in fire and smoke.

      "In here," Simon said, gesturing to the doorway to what had been their bedroom.

      The four of them hurried inside the bedroom and Simon closed the door behind them.

      "The gallery," James said as he ran to the large French doors that let to the upstairs balcony. "We can reach the back stairs through the other guest room."

      He pulled the doors open and they ran out onto the upper gallery.

      "What's happened?" Eli called from below as he jumped off his horse.

      "Fire! Get help!" James cried as he ran down the long gallery.

      "Rose!" Eli called.

      The rest of them ran the length of the gallery, Eli mirroring them on the ground.

      Behind him, slaves had already started a bucket brigade that stretched around the house.

      At the end of the gallery, Rose leaned over the landing and called down to Eli. "Hurry, Eli!"

      James threw open the doors to the guest bedroom and they rushed inside. He reached for the bedroom door, but Simon grabbed his arm and stopped him.

      "What are you doing?" James demanded.

      Simon shoved him aside and put his hand on the door and immediately pulled it back and shook it. "The fire is on the other side of this door. You open it and we're all dead."

      "Is there another way out?" Elizabeth asked Rose.

      "No."

      Simon looked around the room and then strode to the bed. He yanked off the quilt and pulled at it, testing its strength. "We have to jump."

      Elizabeth ran back out onto the gallery. It had to be over 15 feet to the ground. "Eli, get six strong men. Now!"

      He looked at her in confusion for a moment before nodding and rushing over to one of the slaves who nodded and ran off.

      Simon came out of the room, followed by Rose and James. He threw the quilt down to the men gathering below. "Keep it as taut as you can."

      Rose's eyes were wild with worry, but not in fear for herself. Elizabeth knew all she could think of was Louisa.

      "Rose, you go first," Elizabeth said, grabbing her arm and pulling her to the railing.

      Rose looked at her in confusion and then down at the men who'd stretched the quilt into a makeshift net. She shook her head.

      The wooden door to the guest room cracked loudly behind them.

      "You can do it," Elizabeth said as she knelt down and helped gather Rose's skirts, what was left of them, as Simon took her other arm.

      "Hurry!" James said, his voice on the verge of panic.

      Flames were already crawling across the guest room floor.

      "It'll be all right," Eli called up, as he gripped his end of the quilt even more tightly.

      Rose nodded, and Simon and Elizabeth helped her over the railing. She held onto the edge and slowly turned to face the outside.

      "Come on!" Eli urged her.

      Rose closed her eyes and jumped. She flew through the air, her skirts billowing out as she fell. The men shifted a little to adjust, but they caught her. They lowered one edge of the quilt and she crawled off. When she was clear, the men then pulled the quilt taut again and looked up, ready for the next person.

      "Elizabeth," Simon said and he picked her up and held her until she got her footing on the small outside ledge. Elizabeth glanced anxiously down. It looked a lot farther than fifteen feet from the other side of the railing. She didn't have time to panic though and stepped forward, turning onto her back as she fell. The landing wasn't exactly pillow soft, but she was unhurt and scrambled out of the way.

      James was next and then Simon. Once they were all down, Eli grabbed Rose by the arms. "Are you hurt?"

      Rose shook her head and tugged at his sleeves. "He's got Louisa!"
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      Simon helped Rose quickly fill Elijah in on what had happened. Rose was, understandably, near hysteria and James not much better. He stared up at River Run, struck numb by what he saw. Flames rolled out of two of the upstairs windows like angry red fingers clawing their way onto the roof.

      Eli called for his horse. The slave who'd taken the reins for him tried to bring the horse closer, but the fire made it rear and pull away. It was all the man could do to keep hold of it.

      "Where did he go?" Eli said.

      Rose just shook her head and Eli took her into his arms.

      Eli grabbed a man by his shirtsleeve as he ran to help fight the fire. "Samuel! Go to the Millers' and get help. Send others to the Parks' and the Browns'. Get the Millers' hounds out. We need to find Miss Louisa. You understand?" Samuel nodded and Eli shoved the man away. "Go on! Hurry!"

      Simon looked around at the growing chaos. The doctor might be mad, but he was no fool, he'd find the fastest method of escape.

      "The stables," Simon said, as he took hold of Elizabeth's hand and started toward the outbuildings. "He must have had a carriage."

      They ran for the stables, Rose, Eli and James not far behind. The movement seemed to jolt James from his stupor.

      Grooms were leading nervous horses out of the stables and into the far corral to protect them from the encroaching fire. Even though the house and the fire were nearly fifty yards apart, fire could travel in an instant.

      A distressed looking groom ran toward James. "I tried to stop him, suh, but he had a gun!"

      "What happened?" James demanded.

      "The doctor, he come with Miss Louisa, and take the Cross buggy." The groom waved a hand down the long drive to the main road. "They went down that way, suh."

      James gripped the man's shoulders. "Horses. We need horses."

      "Four," Simon said.

      James looked at him in confusion. "Four?"

      Rose stepped forward. "I am coming, James."

      A loud clap of thunder echoed in the distance, the sound of a mother's fury.

      At least James knew enough not to waste time arguing that point, Simon thought, and James shoved the groom away with orders to saddle four horses and get two men to help.

      "I'll be back," Eli said to Rose and he ran off. Simon turned and watched him run back to the main house.

      Dozens and dozens of slaves had formed a long bucket brigade from the well to the house.

      "Where's the cart?" James yelled and as if to answer a low, flatbed cart with a long seesaw-like lever on top appeared out of the darkness. Two men pulled it toward the house, leaving a tail of hose behind them that Simon could see led to the large water cistern.

      Three more men came over to help. One attached a second hose to a large spigot and the others grabbed onto the poles extending from the arms of the lever and began to pump. The men pushed the lever down to their waists then up above their heads as the other side pushed down. They seesawed up and down and took a few agonizing moments before they'd built up enough pressure. Finally, water came out of the hose and the man holding the free-end ran inside the house.

      Another clap of thunder came and then a lightning strike not too far away.

      "Mister James!" the groom who he'd sent to fetch the horses called. He led two horses and another man two more.

      Simon helped Elizabeth up into her saddle as James helped Rose before they mounted their own horses. Eli ran toward them carrying several guns. He handed James a large musket and Simon a handgun, keeping a shotgun for himself. The handgun was an older cap and ball. Simon checked the cylinder. It was loaded with fresh powder caps and lead balls. He made sure the hammer was in the safety position and shoved it in his waistband before looking over at Elizabeth.

      Her horse pranced nervously, but she seemed to have control of it.

      "I'm all right," she said.

      Eli mounted his horse and three slaves rode up on saddleless horses and joined their party. "We help find Miss Louisa."

      James nodded and the eight of them took off at a gallop down the long drive to the main road, Eli in the lead. At the end of the drive Eli pulled up. Their horses pranced anxiously in place waiting for commands. The doctor could have gone either way.

      "We should split up," Elizabeth said, as her horse turned in a circle, looking down one long stretch of dark road and then the other.

      Simon didn't like that idea, but they had little choice. A light rain began to fall. Simon looked south and then north trying to gauge which direction the doctor would go. To town or away from it?

      Thunder rumbled overhead and then a flash of lightning illuminated the night. In the distance, at the top of a small rise to the north, Simon could just make out a figure in the road. The second flash of lightning came and he saw that it was Mary. Her white gown appeared in the night and then disappeared again just as quickly.

      "This way," Simon said and spurred his horse toward the north. The others followed without question.

      They rode as quickly as they dared in the darkness and the rain. They'd barely gone a mile when Simon saw something by the side of the road. As he got closer, he could make out the shape. It was their buggy, stuck in a ditch. The horse struggled in place, one wheel buried in a deep rut.

      Simon and James leapt off their horses, and ran to the carriage. Simon grabbed James' arm and forced him to stop, silently urging caution. If the doctor was there, he was still armed. Slowly, they approached one on each side, guns at the ready.

      "Empty!" James said and pounded his fist against the railing.

      There were thick woods on either side of the road.

      "There!" Rose suddenly cried.

      Simon turned and saw the brief flash of a white dress in the woods to the west.

      Rose struggled to dismount, her skirts catching on the saddle horn. Eli was by her side in an instant and with the help of one of the slaves disentangled her.

      Elizabeth had taken more care with her skirts and slid off her saddle easily into Simon's waiting arms.

      "This way," Rose said as she led their search party across the road and toward the thick woods.

      The rain was coming down much harder now and the natural gully on the far side of the road was already filled with water rapidly flowing downhill. They waded through it and plunged into the woods beyond.

      James reached out to help Rose pick her way through the heavy underbrush, but she pulled her arm away from him and struggled on her own until Eli came to her aid. Simon reached out to do the same for Elizabeth, but she wasn't at his side. He turned back and saw her lifting her dress hem up and fighting with her petticoats. She glanced up at him.

      "Help me get these things off," she said. "They weigh a ton."

      Simon hurried back to her and knelt in the mud. She lifted her dress skirt up and he unfastened her petticoats. They were muddy and sodden. Each had easily already soaked up gallons of water. It would have been impossible to slog through the woods with the added encumbrance.

      He held her steady as she stepped out of them and, once free, they made quick work of catching up with the others.

      "Take off your skirts," Elizabeth said.

      "What?" James asked, but Rose was already nodding and Elizabeth helped her shed the under layers until all that was left was the burnt remnants of her dress skirt.

      The thick undergrowth soon gave way to a dense forest. Even the occasional flash of lightning did little to light the way and they had to travel carefully, slowly. Footing was treacherous. Fallen branches and thick roots covered the ground in front of them.

      "Where is he going?" Eli wondered aloud. "I can see leaving the road, but…"

      "The river," James said, as he tried to catch his breath. "He's heading for the river."

      "Birch's landing," Eli said. "There are boats and rafts to be had. If he gets on the river…"

      He didn't need to finish the thought. Simon and Elizabeth exchanged knowing glances. They all knew what that would mean. He would be long gone and Louisa would never be seen again.

      James stopped and grabbed one of the slaves. "Go back to the horses and ride up around to the landing."

      The man nodded and ran back in the direction they'd just come from. The rest of them pressed on.

      Minute after agonizing minute they picked their way through the woods. The sound of dogs barking in the distance told Simon word had reached the Millers’ and their hounds were out. But in this rain, any scent they might have been able to find would be well washed away by now.

      They fought through the dense woods until finally Simon could make out an opening ahead. A flash of lightning came and he could see a stretch of tall grass through the empty space between the trees. It would be a welcome change. They were making slow progress through the thick woods and might be able to make up some time on open ground.

      They'd just reached the small clearing when a shot rang out.

      Simon pulled Elizabeth to the ground and covered her body with his. Another shot came. Then a scream.

      Simon lifted himself up onto his elbows and cradled Elizabeth's head in his hands. "Are you all right?"

      She nodded and he rolled off her as a few feet away Rose called out.

      "James!"

      Simon and Elizabeth crawled toward them, staying low enough to be hidden by the tall grass.

      "Rose, are you hurt?" Eli asked. She shook her head, but her eyes never left James lying next to her.

      Eli scrambled next to his brother and looked over his shoulder as Simon and Elizabeth approached. "James has been hit."

      James groaned as he lay on his back and reached up to grab his shoulder. Blood seeped through his fingers as he clutched his wound.

      "We're too exposed here," Simon said. He indicated the woods they'd just left. "Help him back behind those trees."

      The remaining slaves and Eli half carried James back into the woods. They helped him to sit leaning against the trunk on the far side of one of the large oak trees.

      Judging from the amount of blood he was losing, it was a very serious wound. His pallor was already starting to gray.

      Simon took out his handkerchief and handed it to Rose. "We need to stop the bleeding."

      She took it and then looked at her husband. Myriad expressions played across her face - worry, fear, loathing.

      James winced. "Rose," he said as he reached up to cover her hand.

      She shook her head and looked away. She handed Eli the handkerchief and moved away from them. Confused, Eli took it and pressed it onto his brother's shoulder. He looked up at Simon.

      "We have to keep moving," Simon said, ignoring the unspoken question. "And he needs medical attention."

      Eli looked down at his brother and Simon could tell he knew the truth of it.

      Simon edged toward the tree closest to the field and kept one eye out for movement from the doctor. He pulled the gun from his waistband and looked at it in disgust. It was caked with mud. It would be a miracle if the damn thing still worked, but it was all he had and he kept it ready.

      Elizabeth went to Rose and put a comforting arm around her shoulders. She whispered something Simon couldn't hear, but Rose nodded.

      "Cuffy," Eli called out to one of the slaves who knelt nearby. "Take Mister James to the Millers’. Ask them to do what they can for him."

      Cuffy nodded and came over to them.

      James grabbed his brother's sleeve. "Please."

      "We'll find her," Eli said.

      Cuffy helped James to stand and put his uninjured arm over his shoulder. James implored Rose again, but she looked away, refusing to even look at him as Cuffy helped him back into the forest.

      "You should go with him," Eli said to her. "It's too dangerous here."

      Rose lifted her head. "Mr. Cross is right. We have to keep moving."

      "Rose, please?" Eli said. "We will find her and bring her back to you."

      "I am her mother," Rose said simply and then joined Simon at the edge of the field.

      Simon peered around the edge of the tree. He couldn't see anything on the far side of the grass. If the doctor was there, he was well hidden. Odds were, he was long gone and headed toward the river.

      The trees circled the little field to the south. They could stay at the edge of the forest and have enough cover to keep after him. Eli came to his side and held out James' musket. Simon glared at it. The damn thing must weigh ten pounds and was nearly as tall as Elizabeth.

      "I have a gun," Simon said, showing him his handgun. "Give it to Jacob."

      Eli looked over at the tall house slave and hesitated. It took Simon a moment to realize that it was probably rather unusual for a master to give a slave a gun. He didn't have time to coddle Eli's fear of a slave uprising.

      "For heaven's sake, man," Simon said. "Give it to him."

      Eli hesitated once more, but only briefly before he shoved the gun toward him. "Jacob."

      Jacob took the gun. "Suh."

      "We'll circle around," Simon said. "All right?" he asked and sought out Elizabeth.

      She gave him an encouraging nod and he held out his hand. "Stay close."

      She took it and came to his side. "Not a problem."

      Their circular path had probably put them farther behind the doctor, but he could not have been making good time with a child. Simon could only hope they reached Louisa before the doctor decided she was more trouble than she was worth.

      On the far side of the meadow, the dense forest opened a little. Simon's eyes had adjusted to the night and he could see much further ahead now. But what he didn't see was the only thing he'd hoped to see. There was no sign of the doctor or Louisa.

      "Which way is that landing?" he asked.

      "Birch's?" Eli said. He looked around and nodded. "That way."

      "That way be de swamp," Jacob said, looking nervous.

      "What of it?" Eli said, as he helped Rose continue on.

      Jacob shook his head. Simon was confused by his sudden change. Jacob had been a stalwart so far.

      "Osay's swamp?" Elizabeth asked.

      Jacob nodded, his frightened eyes never leaving the horizon. Simon remembered the legend Abraham had told them of the slave who led a rebellion and drowned his people to escape, but there wasn't time for superstitions now.

      "Come on," Simon said, and he and Elizabeth hurried as best they could to catch up and overtake Eli and Rose.

      "Lord protect me," Jacob said behind them as he whispered a prayer.

      They continued through the woods, the ground getting soggier and muddier beneath their feet, slowing them down even further. Every step was an effort now, and with each one Simon's feet would sink deeper into the mud.

      Suddenly, Elizabeth laid her hand on his arm. "Shhh."

      She waved her hands for the others to stop. "Quiet."

      They all froze where they were and listened. Simon didn't hear anything at first, but clearly Elizabeth did. Her eyes widened and a second later, Simon heard it too. It was faint, carried from somewhere in the distance. But the sound was unmistakable - a child crying.

      Rose covered her mouth with her hands. "Louisa," she whispered.

      It was difficult to tell exactly what direction the sound was coming from. The rain falling on the leaves and pelting the muddy earth was white noise. Simon could just make out an occasional sob and his heart raced faster.

      Elizabeth closed her eyes and turned her head to listen. After a moment, she opened them again. "This way."

      Simon stayed at Elizabeth's side, his gun drawn. Rose and Eli were right behind them with Jacob bringing up the rear.

      They had to stop once more to listen, but this time the sound was clear. The girl couldn't be far now. They all scanned the darkness. Simon didn't see anything, but Rose did.

      "Louisa!" she suddenly cried out and ran forward, stumbling as she went. Eli hurried to her side. Simon and Jacob raised their guns and scanned for any sign of the doctor. Rose got to her feet and her daughter turned and saw her.

      The girl had been huddled on the edge of the swamp. She was filthy and soaked to the bone, but unhurt, and ran to her mother's arms.

      "Thank God," Simon said.

      Rose fell to her knees and hugged Louisa, wrapping both arms protectively around her. "Oh, baby," she said. "Are you hurt? Did he hurt you?"

      Louisa cried and buried her head in her mother's chest. Eli knelt down and ran his hands over the girl. "She's all right, I think."

      Rose kissed her daughter's tear stained cheeks. "You're safe now."

      Simon only wished that were true. As long as the doctor was out there, none of them were safe. He looked back into the wilderness, searching for some sign of the doctor, when he noticed Elizabeth walk to the water's edge.

      "Simon, look."

      He joined her and followed her gaze. The pool of water had a mossy green layer that covered the top of it like a blanket. The canopy of trees above had kept it mostly undisturbed from the falling rain, but there was a clear path cut through it now. The blanket of algae had been split down the middle and a trail of dark water marked where the doctor had waded into the water and deeper into the swamp.

      Simon knew she would bristle at the suggestion, but they'd pressed their luck with every step so far. He unhooked his watch chain from his vest button and then reached into his vest pocket.

      He held the watch and key out to Elizabeth. "You should stay here with Rose."

      Elizabeth stared down at the watch and then glared up at him. "And let you have all the fun?"

      She was trying to make light of it, but he heard the tension in her voice.

      "Elizabeth—"

      "Jacob can stay with her."

      "I stay," Jacob offered quickly, casting uneasy glances at the swamp. "I be glad to stay."

      Simon ground his teeth.

      "It's settled then," Elizabeth said as she took the watch and key from his hand and walked over to Jacob. "Keep an eye on these for us?"

      Jacob nodded and reached for the watch.

      "Just don't…open it," Elizabeth cautioned him wisely before handing it over.

      Jacob took the watch and key, and carefully slipped them into his pants pocket.

      "There," Elizabeth said as she strode back in front of Simon.

      He knew it was no use arguing with her, but he did anyway. "Elizabeth, you can't." She was about to protest when he added, "Not in that."

      She frowned down at her dress and then looked back up at him with narrowed eyes. She began unbuttoning her dress. "Fine."

      "For God's sake," Simon said and he put his gun away and knelt in front of her. He gripped the edge of her skirt and started to rip it off. Her dress had been badly torn by the thorns and sharp branches they'd already journeyed through and it was easily removed. He tossed her skirt to the side and stood.

      Her chemise and drawers were already soaked and dark with mud, but if she noticed, she didn't care. She turned back to Eli. "Are you coming?"

      Eli turned to Rose.

      "Be careful," Rose said, still clinging to Louisa.

      Eli nodded and then came to Simon's side.

      Simon took out his gun and waded into the murky water. He held his gun up to keep it dry and turned back as Elizabeth followed and then Eli, his shotgun held over his head.

      Thankfully, the water never got above his waist. If it were much higher, Elizabeth would be swimming instead of walking. Although, walking might have been a generous characterization. With each step, their feet sank into the soft bottom. But that was hardly the worst of it. Fallen branches, snags and submerged logs and rocks made each step treacherous. God only knew what sort of snakes and creatures called this place home. They stumbled their way through the water following the narrowing path left in the doctor's wake.

      Simon heard a gasp and turned in time to see Elizabeth nearly disappear under the water. Simon tried to grab her, but he was too far away. Eli was closer and grabbed her arm, helping her right herself. She swept her hair from her face and spit out the fetid water that had gotten into her mouth. "I'm all right," she said and they pushed on.

      Eli frowned and shook his head. In his haste to help Elizabeth he'd let his shotgun dip into the water. Long green slime hung off the barrel. He looked at Simon in apology. They both knew the gun was likely useless now. That left them with only Simon's pistol.

      It was exhausting work, pushing through the heavy water, having to yank each foot up out of the mud as the mire sucked it down. Simon's legs burned with the effort. Worse yet, the trail they were following was disappearing. The swath the doctor had cut through the algae was reforming, the two sides rejoining. Just as it was nearly completely impossible to see, they reached a bank.

      Simon managed to get himself halfway up it before turning back and helping Elizabeth climb the short, but steep slope that led to what passed for dry land in a swamp. Once she was safely up, Simon followed, Eli close behind.

      The rain had mercifully stopped, but it was of little comfort now. It was good to be out of the water, but it also meant the end of the trail they'd followed. They tried to find some sign to follow, some path, but it was no use.

      They stood helpless until the clouds above parted, and a pale haze of light from the moon shone down through a break in the trees. Simon could hear the river in the distance. Birch's landing couldn't be far.

      "There!" Eli said. Simon turned and saw a dark figure in the distance, no more than twenty yards away. Eli ran forward and raised his shotgun. Simon heard the hammer fall, but there was no spark, no fire. With a frustrated grunt, Eli tossed the gun aside.

      They hurried after him. Simon could just make out the doctor as he weaved his way between the trees. The doctor stumbled, swore and regained his footing. They were close now. The doctor turned back and saw them. He made a sharp turn and waded into another pool of water.

      Simon raised his gun and called out, "That's far enough!"

      The doctor stopped. His back heaved with the effort of his flight. His gun dangled from his right hand as he stood in water up to his thighs.

      Elizabeth moved between Simon and Eli. They stood on the shore of the little island as the doctor slowly turned around.

      "Drop your gun!" Simon said and pulled back the hammer on his pistol.

      The doctor ignored him and continued his slow turn.

      Simon squeezed the trigger.

      Nothing.

      The doctor laughed and raised his gun as he faced them. "You've got to keep your powder dry," he said.

      He trained his gun on Elizabeth. Simon could tell that the doctor knew what he was thinking, that he was calculating the odds of the doctor's gun working after what they'd been through. "Is it worth her life to find out?" he asked.

      Simon's silence was answer enough. The doctor smiled. "Good. You just stay right where you are and old Doc Walker is going down the river."

      The doctor took a step backward and shook his head.

      Simon was about to say something, but stopped when he heard something he couldn't quite identify. In his periphery he could tell that the others had clearly heard it too, including Doctor Walker.

      It started out as a whisper that floated all around them. It grew in intensity as voice after voice joined it until it was a chorus of voices whispering in the dark.

      "The water will take you home."

      They all turned, trying to see where the voices were coming from, but they were coming from everywhere. Simon reached for Elizabeth's hand and gripped it firmly in his.

      "The water will take you home."

      Doctor Walker took another stumbling step, up to his waist now. He glanced back at them, frightened, but determined. And then, suddenly, a hand shot up out of the water and grabbed his arm. He struggled against it, but the grip was as iron as the manacle around its black wrist.

      The hand squeezed his arm until it trembled and the gun fell into the water.

      Another hand reached out from the murky water, and then another.

      "Help me!" the doctor cried, but none of them could or would come to his aid.

      All Simon could do was watch in awe and terror and disbelief, as more hands with iron shackles and thick black chains reached up out of the water and grabbed at the doctor. They clutched at his clothing and gripped his arms and legs. And pulled.

      He began to sink down into the mud, the water coming up to his chest now. He gasped and his eyes shot wide open, the whites caught in the now bright moonlight. "Help me."

      Simon watched as the hands dragged him down into the water. The whispering voices surged as they took him completely under. As the surface of the water stilled, the voices faded.

      A final burst of bubbles disturbed the water and then all was still and silent.
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      Elizabeth's everything hurt. She was cold and tired and muddy. She was also fairly certain there were leeches involved, but she didn't want to think about that. She shivered at the memory of the doctor's last call for help. Despite his, what she could only describe as evil, it was still shocking to have watched him die. It was justice and she was glad for that, but it wouldn't help Mary. Not now.

      They found Jacob, Louisa and Rose exactly where they'd left them. Jacob lifted the musket and waved it in their general direction as they approached. "Who dere?"

      "Easy there. It's us," Eli said as they came out of the woods.

      Thankfully, they'd managed to find a path back that didn't involve wading through the swamp again. The adrenaline of the chase was wearing off and the exertion from the day started to take its toll.

      Jacob came to Simon and handed him the watch and key. "I didn't touch it."

      "Thank you, Jacob."

      Elizabeth leaned into Simon's side and he wrapped an arm around her and she laid her hand on it. He gave a slight groan and she pulled her hand away. His bandaged arm was filthy, and she could see red seeping through the dirty gauze.

      She stepped away and held up his arm. "Oh, Simon." He hadn't said a word about it. Who knows when he'd torn his stitches?

      "It's all right," he said and pulled her back to his side.

      For a moment, they watched as Rose and Eli embraced, then awkwardly separated.

      "It's over," Eli assured her. "He won't bother you again."

      Rose smiled and knelt down in front of Louisa. She pulled her daughter to her and there in the darkness, just behind the child, was Mary. She was barely visible now, just the faintest image of who she'd once been.

      Rose saw her and her eyes widened and then spilled over with tears. She held Louisa in her arms, but she spoke to both of her children. "It's time to take you home."

      Rose reached out to Mary, who raised her ghostly hand.

      "My darling child."

      Their fingers touched and Mary glowed brightly for the briefest moment.

      Mary turned her head and looked at Simon and Elizabeth and smiled.

      And then, she was gone.

      Elizabeth drew in a sharp breath and felt Simon's arm tighten around her shoulder. She didn't bother to wipe away the tears that rolled down her cheeks.

      Rose gasped and hugged Louisa tightly with both arms.

      "Are you all right?" Eli asked in confusion.

      Rose stood and took Louisa's hand. She looked at Elizabeth and then back to Eli. "We will be," she said. "We will be."

      

      

      When they arrived back at River Run, the fire had been put out. Between the hard work of the slaves, the neighbors and the heaven's rains, most of the house had been spared. The damage had been limited to the upper floor. It would take time to rebuild, but it would be whole again.

      They'd all cleaned up as best they could and spent the night at the Millers'. By then, Doctor Parish had come to see to James. His injuries were serious, but he would live. Where and how, would be up to Rose. Elizabeth knew what she'd do with James if he'd been her husband, but he wasn't and his fate was not up to her.

      Simon's arm was cleaned and re-stitched. It was even more painful to watch than the first time and Elizabeth's stomach roiled at the sight, although, the shots of swamp juice she'd swallowed the night before might have had something to do with it.

      The following morning, Simon and Elizabeth went back into town to give the Harpers a chance to recover. They were welcomed back to Cypress Hill and spent the day taking antibiotics and convalescing.

      The next morning, it was time to say goodbye.

      "I hope you'll come back to see us sometime," Catherine said as they stood out front waiting for her carriage to be brought around.

      "I'd like to," Elizabeth said, very much meaning it, but knowing it wouldn't happen.

      "Think of all the trouble we could get into," Catherine said to her with a wink.

      Simon looked to the heavens. "God help us."

      Catherine frowned as her carriage pulled up. "Are you sure you have to go? Where am I going to find a new cohort?"

      "I'm afraid, I'll have to do," the Colonel said as he came out of the house and instructed Abraham to put a box into the back of the carriage.

      He shook Simon's hand. "God speed." He turned to Elizabeth and narrowed his eyes before bowing, a slight smile cracking his stern face. "Miss Elizabeth."

      Elizabeth stifled a laugh and curtsied. "Colonel."

      "Thank you, for everything," Simon said to both of them, but his eyes lingered on Catherine. She nodded and smiled in return.

      "We should be going, Cat," the Colonel said as he opened the carriage door. "Those boys at the orphanage won't learn discipline if we set a bad example by being late."

      Catherine pulled Elizabeth into a hug before turning and climbing into the carriage. The Colonel followed her in and closed the door. Elizabeth waved as they drove away.

      Abraham appeared beside them. "Your trunks are ready whenever you are, suh."

      "Thank you," Simon said, and then held out his hand.

      Abraham looked at it unsure for a moment and then took it.

      "Thank you, Abraham," Simon said as he gave it a firm shake. "For everything."

      Abraham nodded, clearly moved by the sentiment. "Thank you, suh."

      

      

      They made the drive up to River Run for the last time. Construction had already begun on the damaged portions of the house to bring it back to its Antebellum majesty.

      Elizabeth tried to take everything in. She wanted to commit the scene to memory because she knew she and the world would never see the likes of it again.

      Jacob led them through the house and out onto the back veranda. "Miss Rose is in the garden."

      They walked down the back steps and into the garden, but Rose was nowhere to be found. They ventured a little deeper into the yard. Simon nodded toward a figure off in the distance.

      Rose was standing over a freshly dug grave in the family cemetery.

      "We've come to say goodbye," Elizabeth said.

      Rose looked up sadly, but smiled. Her eyes fell back to the ground. "We had her brought home yesterday afternoon," she said. "They're carving a stone for her. With her true name."

      Elizabeth slipped her hand into Simon's and looked down at the small grave. She felt a tightness in her throat and a melancholy only lifted by the knowledge that Mary was finally home.

      She cleared her throat. "The flowers are beautiful."

      "I came to put these flowers here," Rose said, holding out a bouquet of roses, "and found these already here." A small patch of deep blue forget-me-nots blossomed in the dark soil.

      Beside her, she heard Simon let out a soft breath. It was a sigh of release. Elizabeth nodded to herself. Mary was at peace.

      Rose laid the flowers on the grave and gestured for them to follow her back to the house. As they did, Eli appeared leading Louisa around on her pony. The girl laughed and Elizabeth smiled.

      "She seems to be doing well," Simon said.

      Rose looked out at her daughter and Eli and something in her eyes lightened. "She is. Children are inspiringly resilient, aren't they?"

      They climbed the stairs to the veranda and looked out over the estate for a quiet moment before Elizabeth said, "I'm sorry it all came to this."

      Rose took a deep breath as she looked out at her daughter and Eli. "Life is a crucible. We are either broken by it or our bonds strengthened." She turned to them. "James will be taking a long trip to facilitate his recovery. Elijah will see to things while he's gone."

      Rose watched them for a minute before turning back and resuming her role as the perfect Southern lady. "Where are my manners? Would you like some refreshments?"

      "No, thank you," Simon said. "We should be going."

      "It's time we moved on," Elizabeth said.

      Rose smiled and reached for her hand. She squeezed it once and her eyes filled with fresh tears. "Godspeed."

      She smiled one last time then walked over to join Eli and Louisa.

      Elizabeth and Simon stood on the porch, arms around each other's waists, and watched the remnants of a family try to rebuild anew.

      After a minute, Simon held out his hand. "Ready?"

      She knew he meant ready to leave, but suddenly it felt like more than that. They weren't just leaving the past; they were stepping into their future, one that, until this trip, Elizabeth had never worried over. Old Nan's prophecy echoed in her mind. It is your burden.

      Elizabeth sighed. Rose was right. Life was a crucible, and it either broke you or made you stronger. And she and Simon were always stronger together.

      She took his hand. "Ready."

      Whatever fate had in store for them, they would face it and overcome it. Together.

      

      
        THE END
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      EGYPTIAN DESERT, 1920

      

      It was a scene straight from one of his nightmares—Elizabeth’s hand slipped from Simon’s grasp. He called out her name in a panic, but the wind threw it back in his face. He twisted and turned, trying in vain to catch a glimpse of her white dress in the unrelenting fury of the sandstorm. But he saw nothing.

      It had come upon them so suddenly they’d barely had time to head for the small outcrop of rocks and ruins they’d passed just a few moments before. A fifty-foot wall of sand and dust and earth overtook them before they could reach the relative safety it could provide. He’d dismounted his camel and raced to Elizabeth’s side, barely able see his own hand by the time he reached her. Sand cut into every inch of exposed flesh as they struggled to orient themselves. They had to find shelter. Simon saw the faint outline of something more than desert sand and pulled Elizabeth toward it.

      A ferocious gust of wind came. Like a giant hand it had shoved him aside. He struggled to stay upright, and in that instant of struggle, he’d lost her.

      And now he couldn’t see her at all.

      “Elizabeth!”

      Raising his forearm to shield his eyes against the sand and dust that ripped into them, he reached his other hand out into the emptiness in a vain attempt to touch what he could not see.

      She couldn’t be far. He took a stumbling step forward, but didn’t dare take another. He could be going in the wrong direction. Another step could be another step away from her. His breath was hot and heavy against the scarf that covered most of his face.

      “Elizabeth!”

      The wind howled and roared around him. Tiny pieces of sand bit into the palm of his hand like a thousand needles.

      “Simon.”

      He thought it might have been a trick of the wind at first. He turned around and saw nothing but the storm raging around him. Then, he heard it again.

      “Simon!”

      He took a step toward it and thrust out his hand into the void.

      Fingers gripped his and his heart started beating again. He pulled her toward him so fiercely, she lost her feet, but he held her upright.

      Holding her close to his chest, he allowed himself just one moment of triumph, of relief, before knowing they had to move again. They didn’t dare stay where they were, out in the open. They’d be buried alive.

      His arm wrapped tightly around her now. Not bothering to shorten his long strides, he half carried her along with him as he started them up the small hill toward what he hoped was the shelter. A brief break in the wind told him he was right. Barely visible, but there, just twenty feet away, were the remnants of a stone wall. It seemed to take forever to cross the short distance, but finally, he felt the hard stone against his hand. He felt his way around to the leeward side of it. It was scant protection against the storm, but it would have to do.

      “Down here!” he yelled over the roaring winds as he pointed toward the ground. Elizabeth nodded quickly and wrapped her keffiyeh scarf more tightly around her face. She knelt down and leaned against the stone wall. Simon crouched down behind her, shielding her with his body as best he could. Pulling the edges of his jacket around them both, he bent his head down, held her and waited.

      He’d been a fool to agree to this. It had sounded simple enough. Didn’t they all in the beginning? But here they were, barely 48 hours into their mission back in time, and they’d already nearly been killed. If the wind didn’t stop, there was still a good chance they wouldn’t see the dawn.

      Simon started to grind his teeth, but felt the omnipresent sand in his mouth. He couldn’t even brood properly in this damn place.

      It could have been ten minutes or thirty, he couldn’t tell, but the wind began to abate and the roar dulled, until finally, it stopped altogether.

      Slowly, Simon lifted his head and felt the accumulated sand fall from his shoulders and run down his back.

      “Mister Cross!”

      It was Hassan’s voice, but he ignored him. He had someone more important to tend to. Simon eased back from his position behind Elizabeth and tilted her scarf-covered head up. “Are you all right?”

      Elizabeth’s blue eyes blinked back at him from the small slit in her scarf wrappings and she nodded. She tugged at one end of the keffiyeh and puffed out a relieved breath when her face was finally exposed. “Holy moley.”

      “Indeed.”

      Simon stood and held out his hand to help her stand.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      He nodded. His eyes stung from the grit and his body felt bruised and welted, but he knew they were lucky.

      “Mister Cross!” Hassan said as he came to their side from his sheltering place.

      Hassan, the dragoman they’d hired in Cairo to be their guide and interpreter, was short and round around the middle. Despite that, he moved through sand with surprising ease, his long robes billowing out behind him. His weathered face was relieved and a little amused. His long dark mustache twitched as he fought down a smile.

      Not finding anything the least bit amusing in what had just happened, Simon glared at him. Hassan schooled his features and raised his hands in apology, but the broad smile he’d worn when they’d met him at the docks couldn’t be contained. Everything is fine, trust in Hassan it said. They could have been on fire and he would have smiled that smile. Everything is fine, trust in Hassan.

      “You are both all right?” he asked.

      Simon wanted to find fault with him, to blame someone or something for this disaster, but the man had acted quickly and decisively when he saw the storm approach. He could hardly be blamed for the capricious nature of this damnable place.

      “We’re fine,” Simon said tersely as he reflexively reached into his pocket to make sure the watch hadn’t been lost in the sands. He felt the familiar outline of his grandfather’s pocket watch and sighed in relief. It was safe. As long as it was, they had a way to return to the future.

      “That was some storm,” Elizabeth said, her Texas accent more pronounced than usual.

      Hassan shrugged. “It was fierce, yes, but tiny.” He held up two fingers to emphasize his point. “A great khamaseen can last for days or even weeks here in the desert.”

      Elizabeth glanced up at Simon. “Weeks?”

      “And swallow an entire town until there is nothing left to see but the shifting sands.”

      Simon frowned. “Wonderful.”

      Hassan laughed. “Welcome to Egypt, my friends.”
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      Simon squinted against the sun and the sandy grit that filled his eyes. He reached up to rub them when Hassan grasped his arm. Hassan shook his head and barked out an order in Arabic to one of the men of their small company.

      “Water,” Hassan said, pointing to his eyes.

      When the man didn’t move quickly Hassan yelled again and clapped his hands impatiently. It had the desired effect. The other man hurried as fast as he could through the deep sand to their side. He held out a large goatskin that served as a canteen.

      Hassan snatched it from his hands and sent him off with another order. The other man nodded his head repeatedly and hurried off to see to whatever it was Hassan had been on about. All communication Simon had seen in Egypt so far involved a great deal of hand waving and pointing and no small amount of yelling.

      Hassan turned to Simon and pasted his broad smile back upon his features. He held out the goatskin and gestured for Simon to use the water to flush his eyes.

      While his eyes were irritated beyond measure, he hated to waste such a precious resource.

      Hassan noticed his reluctance and waved a placating hand. “The oasis is not far. Wash your eyes. We will have more water soon.”

      Simon frowned down at it.

      “Trust in—“

      “Yes, yes,” Simon said as he took the bag. “Trust in Hassan.”

      Hassan beamed and then bowed. He left Simon and Elizabeth alone as he went to bark more orders at his men.

      Simon looked for his mark on the bag. Satisfied it was one they’d treated with iodine, he uncorked the waterskin. Bacterial infection from untreated water was a very real danger here.

      Sadly, it was just one of many diseases that threatened the unwary traveler. He and Elizabeth had also gotten a raft of vaccinations and taken several different kinds of medication in preparation for their trip. The rest was, as they say, in the hands of Allah.

      “Here,” Elizabeth said. “Sit down and I’ll do it.”

      Simon handed her the skin and took a seat on a bit of the ruined wall they’d sheltered behind. The ruins could have been a hundred or a thousand years old. In the desert, it was difficult to tell.

      Elizabeth touched his chin. “Tilt your head back.”

      He did and she flushed his eyes with the refreshingly cool water. When she was finished, he nodded for her to take the first drink.

      “Oh, that’s heaven,” she said after she swallowed and handed the bag back to him.

      He drank a little, but not much. Despite Hassan’s assurances, Simon was not going to get stuck out here with nothing to drink. He would conserve water until he had a cool pint of whatever passed for beer here firmly in his hands.

      Simon re-corked the bag and watched Hassan lord it over his men. One of the camels had apparently wandered off in the storm. A few of the men were sent to find it while the others made sure the remaining camels and supplies were unharmed.

      Elizabeth sat down next to Simon and leaned into his side, resting her head on his shoulder as she stared out at the seemingly boundless expanse of desert before them. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

      In spite of its apparent desire to bury us alive, he thought. In the two days they’d been on caravan following George Mason, the desert had proven every bit as formidable as he’d feared. Stark and endless. Flat and featureless. Rare sandstone formations seemed to rise out of the desert floor only to be cut down and shaped by the whims of the ceaseless winds. It was dusty and hot and cruel.

      Simon looked down at Elizabeth. She smiled dreamily at the horror. “Beautiful,” he said.

      She lifted her eyes to his and then her smile was for him. He leaned down to kiss her—

      “Mister Cross!”

      Elizabeth giggled.

      Simon turned his head. “Yes, Hassan.”

      Hassan beamed at them as he walked up the small hill. “Good news! We have found the camel.”

      “That is good news,” Simon said as he stood and put out his hand for Elizabeth.

      “And your hats!” Hassan said triumphantly as he held out the misshapen masses that used to be their hats.

      Elizabeth took hers. “Thank you, Hassan.”

      He bowed. “We are ready to continue when you are, Mister Cross.”

      Simon slapped his fedora against his thigh to shake off the dust and sand. Fitting it back on his head, he pulled the brim down, grateful for the shade it provided. He glanced over at Elizabeth who had managed to secure her large brimmed sun hat again.

      Simon nodded and they started down the small hill to the camels. “How far to the oasis, Hassan?”

      “An hour, perhaps two, no more.”

      Simon knew that meant three, at the very least. He glanced up at the sun and hoped they’d reach it before dusk.

      At the bottom of the hill the men and their camels waited. Simon helped Elizabeth mount hers. Despite the animal kneeling on the ground, the saddle was still a good four feet high. For Elizabeth, at just over 5’ 4”, mounting by herself was a tall order, and hardly the custom for a lady.

      The first time she’d tried, one of the men had simply put a hand on her bottom and hoisted her up. After that, Simon had made it clear that he preferred to perform that particular task.

      Once she was secure in her saddle, he made his way to his beast. It glared at him with inscrutable eyes and groaned as he neared. Simon climbed onto his saddle and then the men gave the order for the camels to stand. As usual, it took several tries before they moved. It was incredibly awkward at first, but Simon knew what to expect now. He gripped the roped reins and held onto the front pommel as the camel lurched forward slightly and upward onto its knees. Quickly, Simon leaned back in his saddle as the back end rose before the front. He’d learned that lesson the hard way. In another jerky movement, the front legs joined the back and he was fully upright.

      The height had been unnerving at first, but it was the swaying walk that had given him the most trouble. Simon was used to the walking gait of a horse—a four-beat gait—where three feet were on the ground at any one time. The camel’s two-beat pace meant that both the right front and right rear legs were off the ground at the same time causing the rider to sway from side to side as well as up and down. It had taken nearly an hour for the seasickness to wear off.

      Despite the camels being pungent, stubborn and uncomfortable, Elizabeth appeared to be having the time of her life. She’d even gotten so comfortable in the saddle that she could cross her legs in front of her and lean back as though she were kayaking through the desert. Perhaps her ease with it all was because she tended to let things come to her, instead of trying to shape them to her will as he did. Maybe it was her age, but somehow he doubted it. He’d never been as open as she was when he was twenty-five. It was just who she was—open, adventurous, and painfully optimistic. Just a few of the very many reasons he loved her.

      While he worried about practical things like water and catching up with Mason in Fayoum, Elizabeth passed the time trying to learn a few words of Arabic from the men, much to their amusement.

      “Gamal,” she said, pointing at herself and then at the camel. “Gamyl.”

      The men laughed.

      “You have called yourself a camel,” Hassan said. “And the camel beautiful.”

      Her camel bellowed and the men laughed harder.

      Elizabeth grinned and joined in. “Well, he is handsome.”

      They rode for another three hours before Simon spied what looked to be an outcropping of date palms. He’d thought it was a trick of light at first. He could imagine how the mind would play games with someone who’d been out in the desert sun too long. But as they neared, he saw it wasn’t a mirage, but an actual oasis. A powerful sense of relief flooded through him. While he trusted Hassan, and they weren’t hundreds of miles from civilization, the primal fear of not having enough water was surprisingly intense. He breathed a sigh of relief.

      Hassan pulled his camel up next to Simon’s and smiled broadly. “You see? Trust in Hassan.”

      The oasis, fed by a natural spring, was meager, but welcome. A few date palms and little trees lined the banks of a very small spring. The camels drank while Simon and Elizabeth found a spot to rest. Simon spread out a blanket and Elizabeth sat down. She took off her hat and unwound her keffiyeh, and put them both aside. She unbuttoned the top few buttons of her dress and pulled the fabric away from her throat and chest. Tilting her head back, she let the gentle breeze cool the heated skin.

      Simon stretched out next to her, happy to have a chance to work out the kinks from the long ride. He used to ride often as a boy at his estate in England and later during his years at Oxford, but he didn’t recall ever feeling this tired. Of course, he reminded himself, that was twenty years ago and he’d been on a civilized animal.

      As if it had heard his thoughts, one of the camels bellowed and craned its long neck around to stare at him.

      Simon ignored it and turned his attention to something more pleasant. The setting sun cast everything in a golden glow and he pushed himself up onto an elbow to admire his wife. Her white dress was dusty, sweat dripped down her neck into her cleavage and her hair was windswept and in disarray. She had never been more beautiful.

      She smiled down at him and then sighed contentedly. She squinted off into the distance. “Do you think Jack’s all right?”

      Simon took off his hat and fanned his face with it. “I’m sure he’s fine. Probably half way to Libya by now, but I’m sure he’ll catch on eventually.”

      Elizabeth frowned, then arched her eyebrows in reluctant resignation. There was nothing they could do about it now.

      When they’d started out after Mason, they knew the time might come when his trail would leave them at a crossroads. It had happened barely a day out of Cairo. Two roads diverged from the small village Mason had stopped in and there was no way to know which route he’d taken. Or, honestly, if he’d taken either of them. He was, however, as far as they could tell, traveling alone and with no extra pack animals. That meant he couldn’t stray too far into uncharted land. Besides that, they were fairly certain he was meeting someone and a random spot in the desert was hardly optimal for that.

      There were villages and towns both to the west and to the south of his last known stopping place and so they’d split up. Jack had continued on to the west and they’d gone south. About ten hours later, they’d come across a tribe of Bedouins who had crossed paths with Mason. He was headed south which meant they were on his trail and Jack was on a wild goose chase.

      Simon tossed his hat down onto the blanket and ran a hand through his hair. “He can take care of himself, Elizabeth,” he assured her.

      She smiled and nodded again and leaned back against the blanket. “I’m sure he’ll have stories to tell.”

      Simon had little doubt of that. He turned away from her to watch the men hurry about, tending to this and that when he noticed that Hassan was not watching them, but surveying the horizon. Simon excused himself and stood, and walked over to join him.

      He stared off into the distance trying to see what Hassan seemed to see. “Everything all right?”

      Hassan kept his eyes on the desert to the west where the sun was sinking low in the sky. “We should not tarry here long.”

      “We’re not making camp here?”

      “We are too vulnerable here.”

      Simon didn’t understand how they could possibly be more at risk in an oasis than they were out in the harsh desert. However, Hassan didn’t take his eyes off the horizon.

      “Why would a predator wander the wilderness for prey when he knows it will come to the water,” he said. “The prey will come to him.”

      Simon didn’t like the sound of that. Was there some wild beast he’d never heard of out there? Predators? In the short time he’d known Hassan, the man had been painfully jovial. This sudden shift in temperament was discomfiting. “What on earth are you talking about?”

      “Bandits,” Hassan said softly.

      “What?”

      “Bandits,” Hassan said, this time urgently. He spun around and barked orders. The men froze for a moment, before he bellowed at them again.

      Simon looked out onto the horizon, but he couldn’t see anything. “What are you talking about? Bandits?”

      Hassan hurried to where Elizabeth had been sitting on the blanket. She’d stood and started to walk over to them. Hassan gripped her fiercely by the arm. “You must stay quiet.” With that, he practically yanked her to the ground.

      “What the hell do you—“ Simon said as he ran to stop him.

      Hassan pushed Elizabeth down and hurriedly flipped the blanket over on top of her.

      Simon grabbed his arm and spun him around. “What in the bloody hell do you think you’re doing?”

      Simon started to lift the blanket off Elizabeth, when Hassan stopped him. “Please, Mister Cross. Trust in Hassan. It is better they do not find her.”

      “Who?” Simon demanded.

      Hassan didn’t need to answer. Simon could hear them now, the approach of a dozen or so riders. They wore black robes and keffiyehs covered their faces. Their horses began to rim the small rise that ringed the far edge of the pool.

      Hassan took Simon’s arm and led him away from the blanket, away from Elizabeth. It was all Simon could do to not look back.

      “Do as I say,” Hassan whispered. “And we will live.”

      A large man on an even larger horse rode up into the middle of the line of men. Unlike the others, his face was not covered and he wore a large, wolfish smile.

      “Probably,” Hassan added.
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      The large man in the center of the line of men, presumably the leader, shifted in his saddle and stared down at them with keen, appraising eyes. He scanned their little company and then said something in Arabic to one of his men.

      Simon had a pistol in his saddle bags, for all the good it would do him, even if he could reach it. As the line of men shifted, Simon could see clearly now that they were well-armed. Some carried rifles and most had swords and daggers and looked the sort who wouldn’t hesitate to use them.

      One of the men moved his horse to his leader’s side. The leader spoke to the man, nodding toward Simon and Hassan as he did. The other man nodded and then began to translate.

      “Who are you to come to this place?” he said in English with a precise upper class accent. Cambridge, possibly, and young.

      “We are—“ Simon started, but Hassan gripped his forearm.

      “We are but humble travelers, Effendi. We meant no—“

      The leader raised his hand and Hassan stopped talking and bowed his head in deference.

      The leader nodded his head toward Simon and said something to his translator.

      There was a momentary delay before the translator relayed the question. “You are English?”

      Simon kicked himself for having spoken, but there was nothing to be done for it now. “Yes.”

      There was little love lost between the Egyptians and the English in 1920. The British occupation had begun to more than chafe and violent protests had erupted just a year earlier.

      “You are not welcome here,” the man translated for the leader. “You and your kind have trespassed against the great people of Egypt for too long. The day is coming for freedom and today you will play your part in our revolution.”

      Simon tensed. If history had taught him anything, it was that revolutionaries seldom acted benevolently toward their occupiers, especially when they had such an advantage as twelve against one.

      Between the Ottoman Turks, the French and now the British, the Egyptian people had grown tired of overlords. Simon knew a little about the 1919 revolution and the path toward independence from British rule. It had been marked with violence in the beginning, mostly against the Egyptians, however. In the end, the revolution was considered by some to be a textbook case of successful non-violent civil disobedience. He could only hope these men, despite their warlike trappings, were not part of the fringe that seemed to exist in every insurgence.

      “I support your cause,” Simon said. After the moment it took for the man to translate his response a round of surprised discussion broke out among the men.

      The leader silenced his men with a raised hand. He spoke to his translator once more.

      “Then you will not mind giving generously to it.”

      The leader motioned for two men to dismount. They shouldered their rifles and strode toward Simon and Hassan. Simon tensed, but kept still. Their long shadows stretched out in front of them like ominous specters.

      One of the men lingered behind the other and scanned their makeshift camp. He unshouldered his rifle and walked to the far side of the camp where he began inspecting their supplies. Hassan’s men knelt in the sand, hands clasped before them in supplication and surrender. The man inspecting the camp waved to another man who dismounted and untied the sacks of their provisions and carried them back to his horse.

      The man in front of Simon said something in Arabic and lifted his hands and curled his fingers inward in the universal, give it to me gesture. Simon barely hesitated. The money he had with him was a fair sum, but thankfully, Simon had had the sense to visit the Bank of Cairo as soon as they’d arrived and deposited most of their money into an account there. He hated to lose what cash he had on hand, but it would be a small price to pay if they could get out of this alive.

      Slowly, he reached into his jacket pocket and took out his wallet. He started to open it when the man snatched it from his hand and pulled out a wad of bills. He waved it in the air to show the leader, who was unmoved.

      Next to him, the young translator shifted uneasily in his saddle and looked nervously between Simon and the leader.

      The man tossed his wallet into the sand and stuffed the cash into a small bag at his waist. He turned back to Simon and gestured again.

      “That is all I have,” Simon said, as he raised his hands, palms out.

      The leader nodded his head once and the man strode forward and patted Simon’s jacket. It was only moments before he discovered the watch. Simon could hear Hassan groan and mumble something next to him, but he ignored it. Simon’s mouth went dry as the man turned the watch over in his hands. If they lost the watch, they’d be trapped here, back in time, forever.

      “It’s an heirloom,” Simon said as he looked up at the leader. He raised his hand to shield his eyes from the setting sun. “Hardly of any value.”

      “One does not hide something that is not valuable,” the young translator relayed.

      The man who had taken their supplies had finished digging through their saddle bags and began circling the camp. He would stop every few steps and poke the bundles of their clothes or blankets with the tip of his bayonet. Simon’s jaw worked with the effort it took not to turn and look at the blanket that covered Elizabeth. If they found her, God only knew what they would do and he would be powerless to stop them.

      His heartbeat raced as he tried to find some way, any way out of this mess. Swallowing hard and trying to remain calm and focused, Simon watched the man out of the corner of his eye as he moved closer and closer to her hiding place.

      The man stopped and stooped down to pick up a gunny sack, but found the contents wanting and tossed it aside before resuming his inspection. Simon felt sweat bead on his forehead. His breath came quicker, harder. Just a few more steps and he would find her hiding place.

      “You are nervous.”

      The words snapped Simon’s focus back toward the leader. Simon tried to appear unaffected, but he could feel the sweat running down his temples now, knew the rising and falling of his chest had given away his anxiety.

      “Perhaps there is something even more valuable that you are hiding from me?” the translator said in an uneasy voice that did not match the pleasure on the leader’s face.

      The horse shifted beneath him, as anxious as his master was patient. The leader’s eyes studied Simon intently.

      The man with the rifle jabbed a saddle bag with the bayonet and then moved to the tree near where Elizabeth was hiding. Simon’s heart raced with every step. A cold fist tightened in his stomach as he watched him inch closer and closer until he was standing at the edge of the blanket.

      Simon tried to take a step toward her, but he was held back. “Don’t,” he said. “Wait.”

      The man raised his gun, ready to stab the blanket. Simon’s heart flew into his throat.

      “Stop! Please!” Simon strained against the man that held him.

      The man with bayonet remained poised, ready to strike.

      Simon turned to the leader. “Please, tell him to stop.”

      The man holding Simon jerked him back and pressed the sharp curved blade against Simon’s ribs and grunted in warning.

      The leader watched him with a cool expression, eyes narrowed and nodded imperceptibly. The man with the bayonet lowered it, but kept his rifle trained on the spot where Elizabeth was hiding.

      “Alhamdulillah,” Hassan said with a relieved sigh.

      Simon swallowed and tried to restart his heart when the leader barked an order and several more men dismounted. One came to hold Simon’s other arm and the others hurried toward the blanket.

      Simon strained against their grip. “What are you doing?”

      They raised their guns and pointed them at the small mound in the middle.

      Simon’s heart thrummed in his chest again. Dear God, were they going to shoot her? “Please—“

      The sound of the metal bolts of the rifles sliding the rounds into place echoed in the quiet oasis. One of the men gripped the edge of the blanket and nodded to his men.  Simon couldn’t help but surge forward, in a desperate attempt to help her, to stop this madness, but the two men held him back.

      “Don’t! Don’t shoot!“ Simon pleaded with them as the man flipped the blanket back. The men leaned forward in anticipation only to find Elizabeth curled into a tiny ball. Slowly, she lifted her head and the men lowered their weapons.

      “She…she was resting,” Hassan said, trying his best to cover for them. “It was a long—“

      “Iskit!” the leader called out and Hassan fell silent again and bowed his head obsequiously.

      The leader nodded to his men and two of them grabbed Elizabeth by the arms and roughly tugged her to her feet.

      Elizabeth blinked against the sudden bright light, confused and frightened as she saw the men surrounding her with guns. She caught Simon’s eye and the fear and confusion in her expression was like a hand squeezing his heart.

      “Simon?”

      Simon started to move toward her, but the men still had a grip on his arms. “Leave her—“

      Hassan stepped toward him and put a hand to his chest and whispered. “Do not make things worse than they already are, Mister Cross.”

      Simon’s chest heaved with the effort to remain where he was as the men dragged Elizabeth forward.

      “What’s happening?” she asked, trying to take it all in.

      “It will be all right,” Simon reassured her. He would find a way out of this, he promised her silently. Some way.

      The men dragged her to stand in front of the leader who leaned forward in his saddle and smiled. This time he spoke for himself. His accent was thick. “Beautiful woman. Very valuable.”

      “Please,” Elizabeth said. “We’re just travelers.”

      He ignored her and nodded to his men who dragged her toward the horses. Elizabeth squirmed in their grip and called out to Simon, her voice on the edge of panic.

      The sound of it cut through him and he struggled in vain against the men that held him. He clenched his jaw and glared up at the leader who finally pulled his attention away from Elizabeth and turned to look at him. He sized Simon up through narrowed eyes and then spoke through his young translator once more.

      “Your clothes, your accent, they are from wealth. You could have returned to Cairo and paid dearly for the safe return of your wife.”

      Could have? Simon’s heart and mind raced. He tried to twist out of the grip of the man that held him, heedless of the dagger pressed into his ribs.

      The men bound Elizabeth’s hands and then hoisted her up onto a horse, shortly followed by a man who sat behind her. Simon could see her searching desperately for any means of escape. His mind raced for something, anything he could do.

      “I can see you would be a problem, however, should I take only the girl,” the younger man translated.

      The leader stared at Simon for a long moment and Simon couldn’t help but wonder if it would be his last. He glanced over at Elizabeth. She’d stopped struggling, and now was focused solely on him. The fear in her eyes no longer for herself but for Simon.

      Simon could feel the leader’s eyes on him, but he would not look away from Elizabeth. If this were to be his last moment, it would be with her.

      The leader said something to the translator, who, for the first time, replied back in Arabic. After an eternity, the leader spoke again and after a pause the translator said,  “You will come with us as well. Two will fetch twice as much as one.”

      Elizabeth sagged forward in relief. Simon exhaled. He’d been spared. For now. Simon kept his eyes on Elizabeth as they tied his wrists together. The relief and joy in her expression gave him strength. As long as he was alive, as long as she was alive, there was hope.

      The two men holding Simon by the arms started to pull him toward the horses.

      “I will spare you, brothers,” he added to Hassan and the other men.

      Hassan bowed. “You are most gracious, Effendi.” He avoided meeting Simon’s glare.

      “You will not speak of this,” the translator said to Hassan. “If you want to pass this way ever again and live.”

      Hassan bowed his head and tilted it toward Simon. His expression was intense, but whether it was regret or shame in his eyes, Simon didn’t know.

      The men gathered the reins of the camels and lead the animals up toward the horses. Hassan and his men might be spared, but they would be on foot from here on out.

      The men jerked Simon forward and hauled him toward another horse. The Arabian pranced anxiously in place as they forced him up into the saddle and a man climbed on behind him. The other men returned to their horses.

      Simon’s rider turned the horse around so they were facing Elizabeth.

      “Do not be foolish,” the leader said in his thick accent. The man behind Elizabeth showed the long knife in his hands and pressed it between her breasts. Simon clenched his hands into fists.

      Elizabeth swallowed nervously.

      “It will be all right,” he said with much more conviction than he felt.

      The rider behind him spun his mount away as the leader called out a command. As one, the group of men spurred their horses and rode off into the desert. Toward what fate, Simon could only imagine.
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      It was dark by the time they arrived at the raider’s camp and Elizabeth couldn’t see exactly where they’d taken Simon. She’d heard him call out her name once and then nothing more. She had no idea where they’d taken him or what they might be doing to him. All she knew was that he wasn’t with her and it made her heart ache in a way she hadn’t felt before.

      She closed her eyes and pushed away the thoughts of what might be happening. If they’d wanted to hurt him, they’d had ample opportunity. Surely, he was simply being kept in a tent similar to hers, waiting for the ransom demand to be made.

      Of course, that was another problem. Not having any relations or anyone at all they could contact other than Jack, who was God only knows where, this little kidnap for ransom plan was going to fall short of the pledge goal.

      The initial shock at what happened had started to wear off, but it was still a jumble. Everything had happened so quickly. She’d nearly lost Simon and then he was spared and, the next thing she knew, they were being carried off into the desert. The long ride had given her plenty of time to think, but her mind just raced in circles. She’d only managed to catch a glimpse of Simon a few times. Each time broke her heart and gave her strength in equal measure.

      Elizabeth shifted her legs out in front of her. She’d been tied up for several hours now and they were starting to cramp.

      Outside, she could hear the men singing. Through the thick fabric of the tent, she could just make out the glow of a large fire and the sounds of men laughing and enjoying their victory.

      She and Simon would make for a pretty ransom, or so they thought. While they had brought a fair amount of money with them, it was undoubtedly not the prize these men were hoping for.

      Poor Simon. She could still see his expression when she’d emerged from her hiding place—the worry, the love, the strength.

      When they’d spared his life and taken him prisoner as well, she’d never been so relieved. The thought of losing him…she refused to let it take root. They might be captives now, but at least they were alive. At least, they could be together, she’d thought. Except, it hadn’t quite worked out that way.

      She had to find a way out of here before their time ran out. Their captors would cut their throats before they’d cut their losses.

      Way to stay positive, Elizabeth, she chided herself. She and Simon had been in worse situations before and gotten out of them. They’d find their way out of this mess, too.

      Escaping wouldn’t be easy. When they’d brought her to her tent they’d eased her down gently enough onto a large cushion, but then they’d bound her ankles and tied her to a tent post. If she managed to get her tether undone, she could probably untie her feet, but then what?

      Her prison walls weren’t cinder blocks and iron bars, but they may as well have been. With armed men outside, the canvas walls or walls of some sort of animal skin by the smell of it, would do just as well. Although, she had to admit, as she looked around her quarters, as prisons went, this one wasn’t too shabby. It looked like some Bedouin chieftain’s private quarters. Posh as far as desert prisons went, she thought, trying not to think about the private quarters part.

      The tent was fairly big, maybe fifteen by fifteen. A large hanging lamp at the center pole gave off a glowing yellow light. A small hand mirror hung from a peg and a white pitcher and large bowl sat on the floor at the base of the post.

      The room, such as it was, had no furniture, but it did have several large and colorful faded pillows with a worn oriental carpet that served as the floor. Smaller carpets hung on twine strung up along the walls like wall tapestries. What looked like they might be camel or horse saddles, covered by felt blankets, were situated on the far side of the room creating a makeshift seating area. A small leather chest sat between them. She was, she thought with a sinking feeling, undoubtedly in the bedroom section.

      Her imagination started to run away with her, but Elizabeth tripped it up before she felt too queasy. There was no reason to jump to the worst conclusions. The not-quite-worst ones were bad enough. She and Simon were prisoners of an armed group of raiders, who were going to seek a ransom that couldn’t be paid. That hardly needed the embellishment of imagination.

      The flap to the tent flung open, interrupting her train of thought and the large man who’d given the orders earlier strode inside. He was followed by another man, whose face was still hidden behind his keffiyeh.

      The big man surveyed the area for a brief moment, apparently making sure things were as they should be. Then he strode over to the sitting area and untied a small bag from his belt. He tipped the contents into his hand.

      It was Simon’s pocket watch. Elizabeth tried not to look as relieved as she felt  to see the watch and suddenly found her fingernails, which were filthy, fascinating. Out of the corner of her eye she watched him turning it over in his hand, inspecting it, judging its worth.

      His grunt sounded disappointed. If only he knew how valuable the watch really was. He flipped open the lid of the small chest with his toe and tossed the watch carelessly into it. He turned back to her, his eyes narrowed.  He closed the lid of the trunk and approached her.

      He was tall, at least he looked tall from the ground, and broad shouldered. He looked every inch a general. He was in perhaps his late forties. His face was leathery and dark and the hair of his short beard jet black. The black fabric of his robes was dusty and nondescript, except for the elaborate wide cloth belt he wore. It was some sort of gold brocade and far fancier than any of the other mens’, clearly marking him as their superior.

      His dark brown eyes were sharp and alert as they ran over her body. There was, much to Elizabeth’s relief, nothing salacious in the look. It was matter of fact. An inventory. He was assessing her in the same way he’d assessed the watch and making sure his property and her value hadn’t been damaged. Satisfied, he turned to the other man and spoke several sentences in Arabic.

      The other man nodded and then, with one last look at Elizabeth, the big man left. The other man watched him go and then slowly approached Elizabeth. She leaned back away from him and he stopped mid-step.

      He held up his hands in front of him. “Do not worry,” he said in perfect English. “I am not here to hurt you.”

      He looked quickly toward the tent flap, and then back to her. He closed the distance between them, and knelt in front of her. “I am sorry it came to this.”

      Elizabeth felt a surge of hope spark inside her. She held out her bound wrists. “Then let us go.”

      The man nervously glanced back at the doorway. “You will be treated as our guests.”

      “You tie up all of your guests?”

      She could see the regret and even a hint of a chagrined smile in his light brown eyes.  “This is not how things were supposed to be.”

      He sounded genuine, at least, she wanted to believe he was.

      Elizabeth sighed and looked down at her hands. It could be worse. Maybe it was for Simon. She looked up at him, pleading. “My husband—“

      “He is unharmed.“ He sighed and seeing her distress reached out to comfort her, but thought better of it. “Please, be patient and in time—“

      The tent flap was pulled open and one of the other men stepped inside. He glared suspiciously at the man in front of her who quickly pretended to assess her wrist bindings. The other man stood in the doorway and said something. His tone brusque and impatient.

      The young man in front of her narrowed his eyes and barked back at the man in Arabic. The man at the doorway looked nervous for a moment. The young man stood and turned to him and said something in a commanding tone. The other man bobbed his head, looked at Elizabeth in what seemed to be shame, and ducked back out of the tent. Whoever this man was, he might be young, but he had some power here and he was sympathetic. If she could just get him to help them.

      Once she was sure the other man was gone, she said, “Please, help us—“

      He looked back at her and she could see the conflict and fear in his eyes.

      “Please?”

      He paused for a moment and then glanced back over his shoulder before leaning in very close. “I will do what I can.”

      Relief and hope coursed through her veins. “Thank you.”

      “I can make no promises. But I will try to help you.”

      With that, he turned and left the tent.

      It wasn’t much, but it was hope and Elizabeth would take any she could get.
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      Elizabeth started awake. In that fuzzy moment before full sense returned, she couldn’t remember where she was. A sound outside her tent brought her instantly awake as what little adrenaline she had left shot through her body. She tried to sit up, but could only manage to lift herself up onto one elbow.

      She tried to slow her heart and listen. Her eyes slowly adjusted to the darkness, but the night was still again.

      Suddenly, the flap to her tent opened and one of her guards stepped inside. The moonlight outside cast his shadow across the carpet for a brief second before the flap fell shut again.

      She could barely make out his silhouette as he crossed the short distance between them. He was tall and, even though he wore robes, she could see he was broad-shouldered and muscular. She tensed as he grew closer.

      He knelt down in front her and laid down his rifle. Her heart raced and she tried to press herself back against the cushions. She clenched her hands into fists and raised them up in front her. She was just about to hit him with her best double-fist Captain Kirk when she heard the quick grating sound followed by a sharp snap and whoosh of a match being lit. Quickly, the small flame lit the space between. The man looked at her and tugged down the keffiyeh that covered his face.

      “Hey, kid.”

      Elizabeth’s eyes stung as tears threatened and she let out her breath in a rush. “Jack!” she said too loudly and then added in a whisper. “Am I glad to see you.”

      He flashed her a smile and then glanced around the tent. “Damn, I thought he might be here, too.”

      Elizabeth shook her head needlessly. “I don’t know where they have Simon.”

      He nodded and looked at his match already burning down. He scanned the tent quickly and found a candle. It was nearly guttered, but he managed to get it to light. He put it down next to her and reached for her hands.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll find him.”

      Elizabeth had never lost hope, but hearing from Jack made it solidify into truth. He pulled a knife from his pant’s pocket beneath the black robes he wore.

      “How did you find us?” Elizabeth whispered.

      He made quick work of her bindings and tether. “Later,” he said. “Let’s find Cross and get out of here. They weren’t expecting company, but the guards I knocked out won’t stay down forever.”

      Elizabeth nodded and accepted his hand up. Her legs wobbled unsteady beneath her and Jack put an arm around her waist. His forehead creased with worry.

      “Are you hurt?”

      Elizabeth shook her head. “Just been trussed up like a Christmas turkey too long.”

      She shook some life back into her legs and they steadied beneath her.

      “All right?” Jack asked as he carefully let go.

      She nodded and then turned to him. “Oh, Jack,” she said as she pulled him into a quick, tight hug. “Thank you.”

      “Thank me when we get out of here.” Jack blew out the candle and tossed it aside. He picked up his rifle and took hold of her hand, and started toward the tent flap.

      “Wait.” Elizabeth pulled out of his grasp and rushed over to the small leather chest. She flipped open the lid and felt around inside. It was filled with small trinkets and jewelry.

      “What are you doing?” Jack whispered harshly behind her.

      “The watch,” she said. “It’s in here.”

      After a moment, her fingers landed on the rounded edges of the watch. She snatched it and felt along the outside of the case. Her fingers ran over the familiar etching and she clasped it tightly in her hand. “Got it.”

      She stood and Jack brushed her arm as he reached out his hand in the darkness. She grabbed it and they hurried to the tent opening. Jack eased it back and peered outside. The moonlight was bright outside. It would help them navigate the camp, but it also made them easier to find.

      He let the flap close and lowered his head close to Elizabeth’s ear. “There are three smaller tents to the left and one to the right,” Jack whispered. “Three men are bivouacked outside by the fire near the single tent, but they’re asleep. There are crates and supplies about thirty feet at ten o’clock.”

      Elizabeth nodded in the dark. “Right.”

      Not for the first time, Elizabeth was grateful for Jack’s military training. The skills he’d acquired as a spy in WWII sure did come in handy.

      “When we leave the tent, we’re gonna head right for the crates, all right? There’s a pretty good view of the rest of the camp from there.” Jack squeezed her hand. “Stay close.”

      He opened the tent flap again and then turned and nodded to her. They dashed out into the night. Elizabeth could see the burning embers of the fire to the right where Jack had said it would be.

      She saw the outline of the crates and barrels ahead, and let Jack lead her behind them.

      “Watch your step,” he said, nodding to the ground.

      At her feet was one of the men, tied up and unconscious.

      “I’m glad you’re on our side,” she whispered.

      She sensed his smile as they crouched down behind the crates. All of the tents looked alike to her. She had no idea how they were going find Simon.

      “What do we do?”

      Jack surveyed the camp and then knelt down in the sand. He sighed. “My money’s on the single tent by the fire.”

      “Why?”

      “The men out front. It’s separate from the others. If I had a prisoner that’s where I’d put him.”

      That made sense. “How did you find me?”

      Jack shrugged. “Dumb luck.”

      Elizabeth had been hoping for more than that. “Well, let’s hope it hasn’t run out.” She looked at the lone tent and the men by the fire. “What do we do? We can’t exactly walk in the front way. Not with those men there.”

      “Sneak around to the back, dig our way under,” Jack said.

      Elizabeth nodded. “And hope he’s alone.”

      They circled around the long way out of the camp and back into it. She hadn’t realized it before, but the camp was at the base of a small rise that turned into a cliff that disappeared into the distance. They skirted the edges of the cliff and made their way silently to the back of the single tent.

      Jack held up his hand and crossed his fingers, and then knelt down in the sand. He laid down his weapon and then quietly started digging. It was slow going. For every handful of sand he pulled away another seemed to slide back to fill the hole. Between them, they finally made enough progress to slip under the taut tent canvas.

      “Wait here, while—” Jack started to say and then shook his head with a smile. “Ah, forget it. Just stay quiet.” He wiggled under and disappeared inside.

      Elizabeth glanced around. The night was still. She took a deep breath and then followed him.

      The interior of the tent was dark, but some light from the fire outside let them see vague shapes. She could just make out the silhouette of a man sitting near the center post. Her heart raced in anticipation.

      “Elizabeth?”

      Simon’s voice was hoarse and dry. She saw him turn his head and strain to see behind him. She hurried to his side as Jack took up position by the tent flap.

      Even in the dark, Elizabeth could see the worry in Simon’s eyes. She cupped his cheek and kissed him.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      She nearly laughed. Shouldn’t she be the one asking him that? She nodded and kissed him again.

      “If you two are finished,” Jack said, holding up his knife and flipping it over handle first to Elizabeth.

      She took it and set about cutting Simon loose. She cut the ropes that bound his legs and then moved around behind him.

      “Jack,” Simon said.

      Jack spun around and shushed him. He waved for Elizabeth to hide as he slid to the side of the doorway.

      Elizabeth ducked behind Simon, who let his head fall forward as if he were asleep. She grabbed her skirts and gathered them up and tried to make herself as skinny and small as possible.

      The tent flap opened and a man stepped into the doorway. He held the flap open to let the light from the waning fire illuminate the inside of the tent. Elizabeth stayed crouched down. The moment dragged out into another. She could just see his legs through a gap between Simon’s arm and his body.

      The man’s feet shuffled and then he stepped forward and the tent flap fell closed. Elizabeth swallowed her gasp and held her breath. He leaned down to pick up the cut ends of rope that lay around Simon’s ankles. Just as he did, she heard a grunt and then a crack.

      At the sounds of the struggle she looked up and saw Jack with his hand over the man’s mouth and the other around his neck. They grappled in muffled silence. Elizabeth jumped up and glanced around the room for something, anything to use as a weapon. She grabbed the first thing she found — a metal coffee pot and swung wildly at the man’s head. It connected with a crack, but he was only stunned, until Jack spun him around and hit him square on the jaw. The man lost consciousness immediately. Jack grabbed him before he hit the ground with a thud.

      He eased the man to the ground and they all froze waiting to hear if the sounds of their scuffle had alerted anyone. All Elizabeth could hear was her heart beating out a drum solo like Animal from the Muppets. She and Simon caught each other’s eyes as the silence stretched out, until, finally, Jack moved again and quickly bound and gagged the guard.

      Silently, he finished cutting Simon’s bonds and they all crawled through the hole near the back of the tent. Once they were outside, Jack picked up his rifle and nodded toward the way they’d come.

      Simon gripped Elizabeth’s hand and squeezed it. He looked down at her and they both knew the million things they wanted to say would have to wait.

      Jack peered around the edge of the tent and started at a run toward the edge of the camp. Elizabeth and Simon followed him.

      Jack led them out into the darkness. They ran in the deep sand until Elizabeth thought her legs would catch fire they burned so badly. Jack stopped; he was far ahead by now and waved for them to hurry. He gestured toward a small dune and they scaled it as quickly as they could.

      Once they were on the other side, Simon said what Elizabeth had been thinking. “We can’t run all night.”

      “Won’t have to,” Jack said when they reached the bottom of the other side of the dune. He nodded into the distance and there stood four beautiful horses. Their reins were gathered and held by a short, portly man.

      Jack grinned. “Trust in Hassan.”
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      Wanting to get as much distance between themselves and the bandits’ camp as possible, the four of them rode hard for the first half hour. Even then, Elizabeth knew they’d measured their pace for her. She wasn’t as strong a rider as the others, but she did her best and held on for dear life. Hassan took the lead, since he was the only one who knew where the heck they were, much less where the heck they were going. Jack brought up the rear, his pilfered rifle and robes discarded now. And Simon, Simon never strayed from her side.

      She was grateful to sit down in the saddle when they finally slowed as they neared the first in a series of small towns that would lead them to Fayoum and the train station. Although her joy was short-lived. Riding a horse while wearing a dress and nothing else but short cotton tap pants? Not recommended. Luckily, they rode at a moderate walk through the towns.

      The endless desert had faded behind them and was replaced by actual vegetation and makeshift roads. She’d never been so happy to see a scraggily shrub before. More plants meant more water, and more water meant people and civilization. They’d only been out in the desert for three days, but it had felt like a lifetime.

      Soon, the towns grew closer together until they merged into the small city of Fayoum. The oasis of the same name was a large man-made creation. A series of canals funneled water from the Nile to create the Venice of Egypt.

      The mud houses and thatched roofs could have been from another century. Even another millennium. Heck, they probably were. It was hard for her to wrap her mind around it. Used to life in the United States, she’d been stunned by the breadth of history she could feel and touch when she and Simon had traveled to England. Even more amazing was that centuries there were thousands of years here.

      It all would have made her feel very small and insignificant if it weren’t for the country itself. There was something about Egypt, something unlike anywhere else she’d been. She didn’t feel like a tiny speck on the timeline of history. She felt part of the whole of it. All of history seemed to coexist in this place. It was mysterious and magical, and filled with bandits and sandstorms. And her legs were definitely beginning to chafe, she thought with a frown.

      “Here,” Simon said, as he brought his horse closer and shed his jacket. He folded it up and held it out to her. “Sit on this. It should help a little.”

      She shook her head. “It’s not that bad.”

      He arched an eyebrow and then tucked his jacket into the saddle in front of him.

      She turned and watched him. His face was dirty and his five o’clock shadow had grown into a ten o’clock. His clothing was dusty and wrinkled. He was exhausted, down to the bone weary, and his thoughts were still only about her comfort. It was humbling.

      He must have felt her watching him because he turned and looked at her curiously.

      She smiled in reply to his unanswered question. “Just thinking about how much I love you.”

      A small, startled smile came across his face, but it faded and he grew serious. And then his eyes softened in that way that always melted her heart.

      “You confound me,” he said with a shake of his head.

      She grinned. “Then I must be doing something right.”

      

      

      They were in the heart of Fayoum now. Vegetation and life grew more vibrant with every mile. The arid desert was gone now and a lush sanctuary had taken its place. Flowers blossomed amid the papyrus grass along the shores of small canals. Tall palms and other shade trees lined the roads. Small and large tracts of land were ready to grow a harvest of sugar cane, sweetcorn and Egyptian wheat. And she was ready for a bath. But it would have to wait, they weren’t quite finished with this part of their adventure just yet.

      While Jack had been busy looking for them in Fayoum, he’d learned that George Mason was in town, but wouldn’t be for long. Mason had purchased a train ticket for the morning train to the main line along the Nile. From there he could go just about anywhere. If they didn’t catch up with him now, he was lost for good. They had to get on that train.

      When they first arrived in Cairo, having jumped back in time, they’d been there for less than four hours when they discovered Mason was on the run. They’d barely had time to make arrangements for their bags to be sent to Shepheard’s and rooms to be reserved for whenever they might return. Now, they were in their fourth day of the hunt. She could only hope it was their last.

      They arrived at the small train station just in time. The steam engine was building up power and large bursts of steam shot out from the sides of the cars. Black smoke billowed out of the smoke stack on the engine.

      They quickly dismounted and dashed for the train. Hassan lingered behind.

      “Aren’t you coming?” Elizabeth asked, once she realized he wasn’t with them.

      He held up the reins of the horses. “I will see you when you return to Cairo.”

      If they returned and, if he wasn’t caught and punished by the bandits. “Right,” she said confidently. “In Cairo.”

      Simon tugged on her hand. “The train,” he said, nodding toward the now moving locomotive. The wheels had already started to spin and grind against the tracks as the heavy train began to slowly pull out of the station.

      It seemed like hardly enough to say considering Hassan had risked his life to save theirs, but it was all she had to offer at the moment. “Thank you,” Elizabeth called as Simon led her toward the last few cars.

      Hassan waved. “Everything is fine. Trust—“

      The train whistle drowned out the rest and, with one last look over her shoulder, she ran toward the moving train.

      Thankfully, it wasn’t going more than a few miles an hour. Jack jumped on easily. He stood on the second step and leaned down, reaching out for Elizabeth. She jogged alongside for a moment. Her skirts weren’t heavy, but they were long and she had to pick them up in her right hand. By the time she did, the train was going a little faster. Then faster.

      “Elizabeth,” Simon said as he ran along next to her. “Now would be a good time.”

      She glared at Simon. “You try doing this in a dress!”

      Simon looked moderately sympathetic, but nodded toward the rapidly approaching end of the platform. “Darling.”

      She looked at the stairs Jack was standing on. The gap wasn’t huge, but it was intimidating and getting more so with every step. He was right though, she had to go. She gripped the handrail and timed her leap onto the steps. She made it with room to spare. Jack grabbed her free hand and pulled her up to the space between the last few cars. The platform was really running out now and the train moving faster. But it was no problem for Simon as he reached out a long arm, grabbed the handrail, and leapt up with one long stride.

      They huddled briefly in the small passageway as the train picked up more speed and the platform and Hassan disappeared into the distance behind them. The shimmying of the plates between the two cars grew more precarious and Simon put his arm around Elizabeth’s waist and pressed a hand against the car door with the other to brace himself.

      “Let’s start at the end,” he said.

      The last car was crowded with people, jammed onto long, thin wooden benches that ran along the sides of the car. Some people held onto handrails that hung down from the ceiling, while others simply squatted on the floor. Despite all of the windows being down, the car was stiflingly hot and stuffy.

      The clackity-clack of the wheels against the tracks and rumble of the train were intensely loud. Jack picked his way through the third class passengers, walking all the way to the end. He opened the door there to make sure Mason wasn’t standing on the small back platform. He closed the door, shook his head and rejoined them.

      Next, they made their way into the second class car. The long thin benches were replaced with two-seaters in rows from back to front. Slowly, they walked up the aisle. Only two men wore western clothing and neither was Mason. When they reached the far end, Simon doubled back to make sure. Mason could have ditched his suit for a galabiya, one of the long outer robes men wore. When he reached the end, Simon turned back and returned to them. “Not here.”

      They were passing through another second class car, when they came upon the conductor.

      “I’m afraid this one is on you,” Simon said to Jack as he patted his empty jacket. Puffs of dust came off his chest and he waved them away.

      Jack arched an eyebrow, but dug into his pants pocket and paid for their passage. Once their tickets had been punched, the conductor moved out of the way and let them enter the first class car.

      It was nearly empty. Only three people sat amongst the half-dozen rows of facing leather banquettes. A couple to the far right sat close together and looked out of the windows, and an unaccompanied man sat in the middle of the car. They couldn’t see his face though. His back was to them and he was bent forward, his forehead in his hand as his elbow rested against the table.

      Slowly, they walked to the far end of the car. The man stayed hunched over some piece of paper, his fedora pulled down and shielding his face.

      Simon motioned for Jack to stay put and he and Elizabeth approached the man’s seat.

      “Mr. Mason?” Simon said.

      The man’s head jerked up and he quickly reached into his jacket, but Simon grabbed his wrist.

      “Let’s not do that,” Simon said as he firmly held Mason’s arm in place with his right hand. With his left hand, he reached into Mason’s pocket and pulled out a small revolver.

      “I’ll keep this,” Simon said quietly, and he slipped the gun into his own pocket.

      Elizabeth looked back at Jack, who had taken two steps forward, but stopped when he saw that Simon had it under control. He moved back to his position at the door behind them where he could see Mason clearly.

      Elizabeth and Simon slid into the seats opposite Mason as the other young couple, less interested in the scenery now and more interested in getting the heck out of there, grabbed their hats and hurried down the center aisle and into the next car.

      Finally, Elizabeth thought, they’d caught up with the elusive Mr. Mason. He looked exactly as he had in the photograph in the dossier Travers had given them. Same pencil thin mustache, and small sharp features. His eyes danced nervously between Elizabeth and Simon.

      “This might come as a surprise to you, Mr. Mason,” Simon said. “But we’re on your side.”

      Mason smirked, but she could see the uneasiness in his eyes. “Are you?”

      “Travers from the Council sent us to help you retrieve the watch,” Elizabeth said.

      Mason’s eyes shifted to hers and narrowed. “That was thoughtful of him.”

      Simon sighed. “He said to say, ‘Over the rolling waters go.’”

      Mason’s eyes lit up immediately, but he quickly schooled his features. “Come from the rising moon, and blow. Blow him again to me.”

      “While my little one, while my pretty one, dances.”

      It was a clever code. A simple verse from a Tennyson poem with a few select words changed.

      Mason huffed out a breath as he took off his hat and ran his fingers through his hair. “Thank God. I thought you were one of them.”

      “Definitely not one of them,” Elizabeth assured him. “Wait. One of what?”

      “I’m not sure exactly.” He smiled weakly. “I was beginning to think everyone here was working for the Shadow Council.” He looked even more exhausted than they were. “It plays tricks on you, this country. You search so long and you don’t know who to trust. Can’t trust anyone really.”

      “Have you found it? Have you located the watch?” Simon asked.

      “I think so,” Mason said. “At least I’m close. It’s been an odd sort of thing. I should have known, you know? I knew Shelton. I suppose we’ll never find out what happened to him, will we?”

      “No,” Simon agreed. “Probably not. But the watch—“

      “Right, the watch.”

      The door to the far end of the car opened and a man in a dark galabiya and keffiyeh scarf covering his face looked around. He stared at Mason for a moment, and then he raised his hand. He had a red and black checkered scarf wrapped around it and Elizabeth wondered if he’d been injured.

      And then she saw the flash of the muzzle and the angry sound of a gunshot rang out.

      Simon pulled Elizabeth to him and twisted away from the assailant. The gunshot rang in her ears, made all the louder by the small enclosed space of the railcar.

      “No!” Jack cried from behind them.

      Elizabeth heard the door slam shut and then footsteps. She looked up just as Jack passed her, running toward the doorway. And then Mason, blood dribbling down his chin, eyes frozen in surprise, fell face first into the table.

      Elizabeth’s breath caught. “Oh my god.”

      The bullet wound to the back of his head was small, but brutal. Simon slid out of their seat. “Stay here!” he said and rushed to join Jack.

      Elizabeth stared in shock at Mason as more blood spread out beneath his head. She shook herself out of it and pushed out a bracing breath as she slipped out of the seat, and ran to the door. She found Simon and Jack standing just inside the next car.

      Simon started to say something, but settled for a frustrated sigh.

      “Where’d he go?” she asked.

      Jack held out the dark robe and red and black keffiyeh. The ends were charred from the flash from the gun. The shooter must have shed them immediately in the space between cars and then blended in with the rest of the passengers.

      If the passengers had heard anything or seen anything, they gave no sign of it.

      Simon grunted in frustration and went back into the first class car. Elizabeth and Jack followed.

      To no one’s surprise, Mason hadn’t moved. The blood pool under his head was already starting to look sticky.

      “We need to search him,” Simon said.

      Jack, used to grim business like this, didn’t hesitate. He leaned Mason back in his seat and made quick work of going through his pockets. He found Mason’s watch and handed it to Simon. It was identical to the one Simon’s grandfather, Sebastian, had given him. Other than his wallet, the only other item he had with him was an envelope. Jack put that into his own pocket and eased Mason back down onto the table.

      Elizabeth felt queasy.

      “Now what?” Jack asked.

      Simon looked at Elizabeth and took hold of her hand. “I don’t know,” he said, honestly. “I really don’t know.”
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      It was early afternoon by the time they arrived in Cairo. They’d successfully managed to mix in with the rest of the train’s crowd when Mason’s body was discovered. They, like everyone else on the train, had nothing helpful to offer. The couple who’d left the car and everyone else who’d seen them searching for Mason had instantaneous amnesia. For the first time, Elizabeth was happy people’s urge not to get involved was stronger than their desire to help. Even the policeman seemed more put-out by the crime than eager to solve it.

      The carriage ride from the busy train station to their hotel was a blur. Elizabeth was hungry and tired and had sand in places where sand should never go. She was too tired to take in the city as their carriage paced along. The splendor and insanity of Cairo would have to wait until tomorrow. She needed a sandwich and a bath, preferably at the same time.

      Their rooms were large and elegant, and it took all of her strength not to simply plop down on the large brass bed and call it a day. But she knew she wouldn’t feel completely human again until she’d bathed and brushed her teeth.

      The bathroom was big and bright. White tiles covered it from floor to ceiling, and a lovely small chaise sat in the corner. She plopped down on it and felt herself melting into the cushion. She took off her shoes and wiggled her toes. Her filthy toes.

      That was enough to get her moving again and she walked over to the tub, pleased to see that it came equipped with a shower. It was one of the few in the hotel. Apparently, Americans were keen on them, but Europeans hadn’t made the leap yet. Showers were generally reserved for athletic clubs, barracks and other manly places. Women were considered by many to be too delicate to withstand the powerful blast of water.

      Elizabeth turned the tap on the overhead shower. Not exactly a fire hose, but water, and running water was all she needed. She shed her clothing and stepped in, pulling the fabric curtain closed to keep the water from splashing all over creation. From the large shower head above her, a cool drizzle of rain fell down onto her. She stood there in an exhausted stupor for a few minutes before summoning her reserves and shampooing and bathing.

      She would have been content to stand there for an hour, but Simon was waiting. She toweled off and slipped on her robe.

      “It’s all yours—“ she started to say, as she re-entered the bedroom, but the sight before her brought her up short.

      Simon sat in one of the large wing backs in the sitting area, one boot on and one boot off. His head was tilted back against the cushion, his eyes shut and his breathing deep. A lone sock dangled from his fingers. He’d fallen asleep mid-undress.

      Elizabeth couldn’t help but smile. He was such a giant doodlebug. The poor man probably hadn’t slept in days. His hyper-awareness and perpetual DEFCON-3 status had finally caught up with him. Elizabeth walked quietly over to his chair and gently moved his disheveled hair away from his eyes. She thought about leaving him and letting him sleep there, but chair sleep was no sleep at all.

      She caressed his cheek, the stubble rough under her palm.

      Slowly, his eyes blinked open and a gentle smile came to his face. He looked down and realized where he was. “I fell asleep,” he said needlessly.

      Elizabeth nodded. “I think the bed will be better.”

      Simon nodded and stood, giving an enormous stretch and dropping the sock onto the floor. He frowned as he noticed he still had one boot on.

      “Do you want to shower first or just conk out?” Elizabeth asked.

      He took in a deep breath and wrinkled his nose. “Unless that’s you, I think a shower is in order.”

      Elizabeth laughed and pointed him toward the bathroom and then turned back to their room as he closed the door behind him.

      Feeling strung out, but oddly invigorated now, Elizabeth opened their trunks and aired out their clothes. She found her hairbrush and sat down at the small vanity. She frowned at her reflection. Ugly dark circles hung under her eyes. She looked as tired as she felt. She tossed a silk slip over the mirror so she wouldn’t have to look anymore.

      It had been a hell of a few days and hardly what she’d expected. They’d been planning on moving down Sebastian’s list. Having a list of people, places and times where the forces of darkness threatened made their life simpler, except for the nearly dying every time.

      Their most recent trip to Natchez was a case in point. They’d had several close calls and Simon’s arm took over three weeks to heal, but all that remained now was a thin red scar. However, the part of the mission that shadowed Elizabeth, shadowed both of them, was Old Nan’s prophecy—that their child, their future child, would die. They’d discussed it and then discussed it again, finally deciding that they could not live in fear of what might be and put their worries aside as best they could. Despite that, it was never far away, this fear for a child they did not yet have, lingering just on the edge of thought.

      Trying to move on meant a return to normalcy. Of course, normal for them was planning another time traveling adventure. They’d been about to do just that when a different sort of ghost from the past appeared at their door. Peter Travers, a member of the Council for Temporal Studies, arrived and brought with him disturbing news from the Council. Was there any other kind?

      The Council had apparently split into two factions, one even less trustworthy than the other. This new Shadow Council, as Travers had called it, the enemy within, was secretly trying to collect all of the time traveling watches. To what end, Travers didn’t know, but it surely wasn’t anything good.

      Of the few loyal members, one had disappeared completely and another, Charles Graham, fearing for his life, had gone on the run. In order to stop whatever nefarious plans the Shadow Council had, Travers and the handful of remaining members he trusted made plans of their own to recover all of the watches. They’d sent George Mason to find one that had been lost in time, its location unknown. But when Mason himself hadn’t returned as scheduled, Travers had come to Simon and Elizabeth for help.

      While they wouldn’t have wept at the demise of the Council, the idea of its corruption was the stuff of nightmares. Each member held a powerful privilege, the ability to travel in time, and if it were turned toward evil….

      Elizabeth shivered, shook her head and went back to brushing her still damp hair. She couldn’t get caught up in the giant what ifs, she had to concentrate on what she knew. Which, sadly, wasn’t very much.

      They had no idea what Mason knew about the location of the missing watch or why he’d gone out into the desert in the first place. Or, honestly, what they should do now that he was dead.

      Elizabeth sighed and put down the brush just as Simon emerged from the bathroom, a towel around his waist. He scrubbed another towel over his hair and then held onto the ends and put it behind his neck.

      “Feel better?” she asked.

      He ran a hand through his hair, slicking it back. “Marginally. No food yet?”

      On cue, there was a knock at the door.

      “Ask and ye shall receive,” Elizabeth said with a flourish.

      She started to get up to answer it, but Simon waved her off. He ducked into the bathroom and re-emerged belting his robe.

      Answering the door, he took the tray of sandwiches and two bottles of Perrier, and set them on the small table in the sitting area.

      He patted his robe pockets. “I’m sorry, I don’t have anything today. But, tomorrow,” he assured the bellboy.

      “Wait,” Elizabeth said as she dug into her trunk. She pulled out a small clutch purse and pulled out one of the of-the-era pound notes Travers had supplied them with. She hurried to the door and handed it to the man. He blinked at it for a moment and then grinned, bowed and hurried down the corridor.

      Simon closed the door. “That was extravagant. Probably fifty times what he’s used to receiving.”

      She shrugged and went straight for the food. “Let him live a little.”

      She bit into her sandwich and said in between bites, “I don’t know what it is, but it’s good.”

      Simon took a sandwich and carried the tray over to their bed.

      “Oh, breaking Cross House Rule Number Seven,” Elizabeth said. “Food shall not be eaten in bed unless: A) The person in bed is ill or B) It’s a very, very special occasion.”

      He swallowed and put the tray down at the foot of the large bed. “This qualifies under the second exception.”

      Elizabeth arched a questioning brow.

      “We’re alive.”

      “Good point,” she agreed and stacked the pillows against the headboard before she crawled up onto the high bed.

      Simon took the damp towel from around his neck and tossed it into the bathroom before sitting up at the head of the bed with her. Elizabeth slid the tray between them and took another bite of her sandwich as he uncapped one of the green pear-shaped bottles of Perrier and poured each of them a glass.

      Elizabeth clinked her glass against Simon’s. “To staying that way.”

      He looked into her eyes and nodded solemnly.

      “Do you think Hassan’s all right?” she asked. The man had risked his life for them and not knowing his fate had started to eat away at her.

      “Yes, I think so. He’s rather…resourceful, I’m sure he has things under control.” He took a drink and set his glass aside. “However, on that front, I’m not sure we should pursue this.”

      Elizabeth shifted to the side. “The watch?”

      “Yes, all of it.” Simon’s brow furrowed.

      She put her sandwich down. “After all we went through?”

      “Precisely because of that,” Simon said. “We are out of our element here. I understand we have to accept some dangers, but…”

      She reached out and laid her hand on his forearm. “We made it through the worst of it.”

      “We don’t know that, Elizabeth,” he said with a sigh. “And if this mission is anything like the others, and I have no reason to suspect otherwise, things will only get worse the nearer we get to our goal.” He picked up his drink again. “No, I think perhaps we should leave this for someone else.”

      Elizabeth frowned. Something wasn’t right. Simon was definitely not one to dive into anything headfirst, but he’d come to terms with the dangers inherent in what they did. Or she thought he had.

      He looked down into his glass and then finished it and put the empty glass on the end table.

      “What’s really wrong?” she asked.

      He glanced over at her and opened his mouth to speak, but closed it. His eyes danced over her face until he shook his head. “Nothing. I’m just tired, I suppose.”

      She didn’t quite believe that. There was something else going on, but she didn’t want to push him. Not yet, anyway.

      She was about to change the subject when an enormous yawn overtook her. Maybe it was just fatigue. They’d barely slept or eaten for days and had spent half of the time tied up and the other half running for their lives. It tuckered a person out.

      “Finished?” Simon gestured to what was left of the sandwiches she’d wolfed down.

      Elizabeth nodded and Simon set the tray aside. He smoothed down the pillows and lay back against them. She followed suit and rolled onto her side.

      Simon’s head turned toward her and he smiled tiredly and lifted his arm, his silent plea for her to join him. Elizabeth nestled into the crook of his shoulder. He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her more snugly against his side.

      Elizabeth ran over the days in her head, but the usually crisp IMAX feature was running slowly and increasingly out of focus, until sleep finally claimed her and the picture stopped altogether.
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      Jack ran a smoothing hand over his hair and then knocked sharply on the Crosses’ door. He waited a minute and when no one came, he knocked again. He checked his wristwatch. Almost eight o’clock. They’d only had four or five hours rest since they’d arrived at the hotel, but it would have to do.

      He was about to knock a third time when the door opened and a frazzled Elizabeth greeted him.

      “Sorry, we overslept.” She turned back into the room and hurried over to her large steamer trunk. “Jack’s here!”

      She gestured for him to come in. “Simon’s shaving.”

      “You want me to come back?” he asked.

      She waved the thought away and pulled open one of the trunk drawers. “He’s getting pretty good with the straight-edge, it shouldn’t be-“”

      “Dammit!” came the cry from the bathroom, followed by some low-level grumbling.

      Elizabeth stifled a laugh. “Usually. We’re both still a little googley-eyed.”

      Jack nodded. He hadn’t gotten much sleep himself the last few days and the few hours shut-eye he’d managed that afternoon were hardly enough.

      “Aha!” Elizabeth cried and held up the shoes she’d apparently been searching for.

      “Take your time,” he said.

      Elizabeth smiled her thanks and sat down at the vanity. She slipped on her shoes and then turned to look at her reflection, needlessly touching up her perfect make-up. A small frown tugged at the corners of her mouth and she sighed heavily.

      Jack walked up behind her. She looked beautiful, as always, but a little worried, maybe even sad. It was an expression she seldom wore and he didn’t like seeing it on her face. “Something wrong?”

      She looked at his reflection and tried to brighten, but quickly gave up the pretense. “Simon thinks we should go home.”

      That wasn’t all that surprising. As far as he could tell, Cross felt that way every time they’d traveled anywhere. And, frankly, Jack could hardly blame him. Putting yourself and your wife in mortal danger didn’t come easily, shouldn’t come easily. Hell, if the roles were reversed, he wasn’t sure that he could do it.

      Jack squeezed her shoulder encouragingly. “He’ll come around.”

      Cross entered the room, wiping the last bits of shaving cream from his neck with a small towel. “Who’ll come around?” he said as he plucked a tiny bit of toilet paper that covered a small shaving nick from his chin.

      Elizabeth turned around on her bench. “You.”

      Cross made a sour face and tossed his towel back into the bathroom. “Let’s just say I’m unconvinced this is worth the risk.”

      He picked up the dress shirt that had been laid out for him. Slipping it on, he worked on the buttons and looked at Elizabeth in a gentle challenge as he waited for her inevitable counter-argument.

      Elizabeth raised her hands out in front of her, balancing out the options as she ticked them off. “Maaaybe getting hurt, versus the end of the world as we know it.”

      Cross opened his mouth to say something, something harsh judging from the set of his eyes, but caught himself with noticeable effort and settled for one of his mildly chiding “Elizabeths.”

      She might have been a bit dramatic, but from what that weaselly little man Travers had told them, it was a possibility.

      “The power of the watches in the wrong hands?” she said. “If there is this Shadow Council like Travers said and they really are secretly trying to gather all of the watches…”

      Cross tucked his shirt in. “I’ll admit that is troubling, but it doesn’t mean we have to be the ones to stop them.”

      “There aren’t exactly a lot of qualified applicants,” Elizabeth said.

      Cross shouldered his suspenders with a snap. “I’m sure they can find someone.” He turned away to search for his jacket and Elizabeth looked pleadingly at Jack.

      He was sympathetic to Cross’s concerns, but his time in WWII had taught him that hoping the other guy would take care of it rarely worked out.

      “I know I don’t have as much skin in the game as you do. I’m new to this whole time travel thing,” he said. “But I do know that nothing good happens when people who can do something don’t.”

      Cross pushed out a long breath through his nose. Jack could see the tension in his shoulders as he turned back to face them. He glared at Jack, but didn’t argue the point.

      Elizabeth stood and walked over to her husband. She straightened a twist in his suspenders. “The only thing necessary for evil to triumph is for good men to do nothing.”

      Jack could see Cross weakening. His eyes softened as he looked down at her.

      “If this Travers guy is right,” Jack said. “And the bad-guys on the Council have plans for the watches, the good guys better get them first.” He peered at himself in the mirror. “Like it or not,” he said, straightening his tie, “that’s us.”

      Cross shot him another glare, but Elizabeth patted his chest and the fire in Cross’s eyes dimmed. Not for the first time, Jack thought a beautiful and compassionate woman was the best weapon ever invented.

      Jack dipped his hand into his jacket pocket and pulled out Mason’s watch. “Ya know, now that we have two of these, if you wanted to go, I could stay and see it through.”

      As expected, Cross’s eyes lit up at the possibility while Elizabeth’s forehead wrinkled in worry.

      “You’d have to teach me how to use it,” Jack said, as he put the watch back into his pocket. “But—“

      “And you’d have to wait until the next eclipse,” Elizabeth said quickly. “And we have no idea when that is.”

      As exciting as the idea of having his own time travel device was to Jack, having to travel back and forth during an eclipse made things a little dicey. Not knowing when the next one was, made it even more so.

      “Or we could give him the key,” Cross said, deflating her balloon in one stroke.

      There was that, Jack thought. The watchmaker, Teddy Fiske, had made a special watch key for Elizabeth that allowed the bearer to travel without needing an eclipse. Problem was, there was only one key.

      She looked at Cross briefly and nodded. “We could.”

      “But you don’t want to,” Jack prompted.

      “It’s not that,” she said. “We could give it to you, but then we’d have to wait for an eclipse to leave.”

      Cross grunted, clearly displeased his idea embraced flawed logic. “True.”

      “Besides,” Elizabeth said softly, her eyes lowered briefly before she looked up at Cross. “I want to stay. I know this is dangerous, but three of us have a better chance of success than one of us. No offense,” she added.

      “None taken,” Jack assured her.

      “And,” she said. “This is who I am.”

      Cross looked at her. The unease and admiration mixing in his eyes.

      “It’s who I want to be,” she said.

      Jack saw Cross’s jaw muscle clench and unclench as he fought his instinctive reaction to argue. Cross reached out and caressed her cheek tenderly before remembering Jack was standing there. He dropped his hand and cleared his throat.

      “If I do agree to this,” Cross said somewhat pompously, clearly more comfortable standing on imperious ground. “Where can we possibly start? Mason didn’t reveal what he knew about the missing watch to Travers. It was pure luck Travers discovered Mason had traveled to Egypt at all.”

      Cross slipped his jacket on and continued, “And need I remind you that our one lead died this morning and any chance of picking up the trail for the missing watch died with him.”

      “Not necessarily,” Jack said as he walked across the room toward them. “We know Mason was here looking for a watch that some other Council member lost or left behind here, right?”

      Elizabeth nodded. “Travers said that Mason had somehow traced it here, but he wasn’t sure exactly where.”

      Jack reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out an envelope. “On the train Mason said he was close to finding it.”

      “Yes,” Cross said. “But he died before he could tell us anything more.”

      “I think he did anyway.” Jack took a piece of paper out of the envelope and unfolded it. “He had this on him.”

      Cross took the paper and he and Elizabeth frowned as they looked at it. “I don’t understand,” Cross said. “It’s just a long series of numbers.”

      Jack pointed at the top line. “It’s a code. I’m not sure what kind yet, but you don’t code messages that don’t have valuable information in them.”

      Jack jabbed at the paper. “He knew something. Something he didn’t want anyone else to know.”

      “Except the person he was sending that to.” Elizabeth examined the envelope. “Louche, Blomster & Blackwood.”

      She looked up at him questioningly, but all he could do was shake his head and shrug.

      Cross took the envelope from her. “Solicitors. A very old English firm.”

      “The plot thickens,” Jack said.

      Elizabeth worried her bottom lip for a moment. “The code, can you break it?”

      Jack wasn’t sure. He’d had some training in it, but he was far from an expert. “Eventually.”

      Cross arched an eyebrow. “That’s hardly comforting.”

      “This isn’t all we have to go on, ya know,” Jack said as he took back the paper and envelope and tucked them into his jacket. “Everyone leaves a trail. And Mason might have been good at what he did, but he left us a trail a mile wide in the desert. Five’ll get you ten, we can pick up his trail here in Cairo too.”

      “He was staying here at this hotel,” Cross reasoned. “He must have chosen this particular place for a reason.”

      “What do you mean?” Elizabeth asked.

      “If you want to stay off the radar,” Jack said. “You don’t fly high.”

      Elizabeth frowned and looked to her husband for an explanation.

      “Shepheard’s is the hub of the Cairo social scene,” Cross said, warming to the mystery. “If someone didn’t want to be seen, this would be the very last place they’d stay. He must have come here because he needed something here.”

      “Or someone,” Elizabeth added.

      “Right,” Jack said with a grin. He tugged on his shirt cuffs, ignored Cross’s obvious hesitancy, and held out his arm for Elizabeth. “I say we go downstairs, have some dinner and make some new friends.”
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      Simon had been too tired to appreciate the wonderfully grand absurdity of the lobby and entrance hall at Shepheard’s before, but now, rested, it stood before him in all of its overwrought glory. He might as well enjoy it while he could. He was still unconvinced staying here was wise. He’d see it through tonight and hope he could talk sense into Elizabeth in the morning.

      As they descended the grand staircase into the main hall, they passed two life-size bronze statues of bare-breasted women with ancient Egyptian headdresses, holding up electric lamps. Thick columns topped with lotus flowers led to an enormous octagonal Moorish hall with a sixty foot ceiling. What appeared to be a canopy of glass was the centerpiece of wildly detailed and adorned walls, floors and ceilings. Grand pointed Coptic arches, intricate latticework and mosaics evoked the lavish feeling of the great Cairo of centuries past for the European traveler. Divans, rattan chairs and tables were scattered on and around ubiquitous oriental carpets. Among the potted palms and trays of champagne were princes and marquis, generals and titans of industry. Europe’s elite called Shepheard’s home. As he understood it, it was more of a social club than a hotel really. A place to see and be seen. Simon could only hope Mason was one of the latter and not just the former.

      As they walked through the long hall and toward the front desk, Simon absently tried to place the tune the small orchestra in the loggia played. Anything to take his mind off last night. The memories of those long hours, not knowing, imagining the worst shadowed him still.

      Reflexively, he reached out to touch Elizabeth. His hand landed lightly on the small of her back. Just a small reassurance, but one he needed.

      Jack had suggested they stop at the front desk and make an inquiry before dinner. Simon let Elizabeth precede him through a knot of British soldiers. The hotel and the rest of Cairo wasn’t dominated by their presence the way it surely had been during the war years, but they and their uniforms were still omnipresent.

      “Hello,” Jack said to the clerk, as he casually leaned against the front desk. He pointed to Simon and Elizabeth. “We’re friends of George Mason. He’s also staying in the hotel. We tried his room, but there was no answer. Did he change rooms?”

      The slender clerk bowed his head slightly and quickly consulted a ledger behind the counter. “Mr. Mason is still in room 226, but I believe he is away at the moment.”

      Jack turned to Simon. “I told ya.” He looked at Elizabeth for confirmation. “Didn’t I tell ya? And he knew we were coming.”

      He sighed and addressed the clerk again. “You don’t know when he’ll be back, do you?” Jack leaned in conspiratorially and lowered his voice. “We have some business and it’s getting a little…urgent, if you know what I mean.”

      The clerk nodded again and smiled. “I understand, sir. I am afraid I am not privy to Mr. Mason’s schedule. But perhaps Professor Whiteside can help you. They spent a great deal of time together.”

      Jack snapped his fingers. “Whiteside. Right. Mason mentioned him. Is he around?”

      Simon was impressed. Wells didn’t miss a beat. His lies sounded more natural than his truths. He’d not only managed to find out Mason’s room number, but a contact as well.

      “I believe the professor and his daughter are in the dining room.”

      Jack pointed in one direction and the clerk corrected him by pointing in the other.

      Jack rapped the counter with his knuckles. “Good man.”

      He turned to Simon and Elizabeth with a grin. “Shall we?”

      The dining room was large, holding at least fifty tables, elegantly set with white linens and silver service. Like the entrance hall, it too had an enormously high ceiling and was decorated in classic Moorish design with embellished columns patterned with green diamonds, an emerald carpet and large gilt mirrors.

      A dozen or so waiters in white robes with wide maroon sashes about their waists and matching fezzes, or tarbooshes as they were known locally, lingered around the edges of the room ready to meet a diner’s needs. Simon stopped one of them and asked for the professor’s table. The man bowed and directed him to a table near the cascading, tiered fountain at the far end of the room.

      The table next to Whiteside and his daughter was empty giving them the perfect opportunity to meet them both. Whatever Mason wanted with Whiteside, it had something to do with the missing watch. At least, that was the logical conclusion. It could simply have been part of his cover, but Simon’s instincts told him it was something more.

      Simon pulled out a chair for Elizabeth, and then he and Jack took their seats. Whiteside was perhaps in his late fifties or early sixties. His hair had gone mostly white and what there was left of it sprouted off his head in unruly short curls. He was slightly disheveled, not from lack of money, but lack of care. His suit was well-made and expensive, but wrinkled in a way university professors’ often were. He looked to be the sort who would perpetually have chalk dust on his forearm and neither notice nor care.

      “I’m sorry, my dear,” he said with a vague hint of a Lincolnshire accent. “I simply must meet Jouvet tomorrow at the museum.”

      The young woman, presumably his daughter, teetered between childhood and womanhood, probably no more than eighteen. She pushed her glasses back up on her nose and looked at her father with alarm.

      “But, papa!” she started in an excited voice, before regaining her composure. “I can go alone. I don’t need George to escort me. Really.”

      “Don’t be absurd, dear.”

      The girl chewed on her lip and tugged nervously on a tendril of blonde hair that had escaped from her bun as she furiously searched for a counter-argument.

      Whiteside looked up from the book he was reading and patted her hand. “I’m sure you can amuse yourself here for the day.”

      The girl continued to fret, but in silence, and Simon took advantage of the opening. “I’m sure Mason will be along before too long,” he said, somewhat loudly.

      Jack grunted. “It’s just like George to do this.”

      “I’m sure he had a good reason for running off,” Elizabeth said, joining their little play. “I hope he’s all right.”

      Whiteside cleared his throat and turned toward them. “I’m terribly sorry to intrude, but did you say something about George Mason?”

      Simon shifted in his chair to face him. “Yes, we did. Do you know him?” Simon glanced back to Jack and Elizabeth. “We’re a little concerned.”

      “As am I,” Whiteside said with a frown. “Forgive me,” he stood and stuck out his hand. “Arthur Whiteside. This is my daughter, Christina.”

      Simon stood, shook his hand and bowed slightly toward the girl. “Simon Cross. My wife, Elizabeth, and Jack Wells. So, you know George Mason?”

      Whiteside’s forehead creased in worry. “Yes, we share common interests.”

      From the short dossier Travers had given them, Simon knew Mason’s areas of expertise. While they varied from ancient literature to philosophy, combining his clear love of antiquity with their current location, it was hardly difficult to guess. “Egyptology?” Simon asked.

      “Yes,” Whiteside said with a broad, dreamy smile as if he were thinking of a lover and not a field of study. He came back to himself and said, “Mason was an avid collector. Very well versed on the subject.”

      “Cross here is no slouch himself,” Jack said winning a quick glare from Simon.

      He had studied the subject, of course, both at university and in his own pursuits, but… “Compared to Mason and yourself, Professor, I’m merely an amateur.”

      Whiteside was pleased at the compliment and his smile broadened. “Won’t you join us?” He gestured to their large, empty table. “We have plenty of room, as you can see. The Everetts seem to have disappeared as well.”

      Christina rolled her eyes and shook her head in obvious exasperation with whomever the Everetts were. “They’re probably drunk again.”

      Whiteside laughed uncomfortably and shot his daughter a surprised and confused look as though he didn’t realize she knew what drunk was. He cleared his throat and looked back to Simon who saved him from further embarrassment and steamrolled right over the awkward moment, thanking him profusely for the offer.

      “You mentioned that you were worried about George, too,” Elizabeth said as she settled into her seat at the new table. “Do you have any idea where he went?”

      Whiteside summoned a waiter with a wave of his hand. “Not the foggiest, I’m afraid. Mason’s a bit of an odd duck.” He laughed and then clapped Simon on the forearm. “But then I don’t need to tell you, do I? And not that there’s anything wrong with that, of course. I’ve been called far worse.”

      The waiter appeared at their table and Whiteside tapped his own Old Fashioned and raised a finger, signaling for another, before casting his glance around the table.  “What would you like?”

      They placed their orders and the awkward silence that always followed an interruption settled in around them.

      “So, Christina,” Jack said. “Is this your first time to Egypt?”

      “Oh no,” she said, with a shake of her head. “Daddy and I come every season. Except for that one year we spent in Singapore. It rained so much nearly all of my books were ruined. But then I suppose that’s to be expected in the rain forest, isn’t it? But I still miss my copy of Songs of Innocence and Experience. Keats, you know.”

      The girl seemed to suddenly realize she’d wandered far off topic and blushed prettily. Elizabeth smiled kindly at her.

      “Egypt is wonderful,” Christina said softly, but there was a twinge of wistful sadness in her voice. “I’d rather be here than London or Paris.”

      “Well, you’re way ahead of me,” Elizabeth said. “This is my first time and I want to see everything.”

      Simon sighed dramatically. “She means that quite literally, you know?”

      Whiteside chuckled.

      “Mason was supposed to show us around the museum, but…” Simon let his bait dangle in the air.

      “Cairo Museum?” Whiteside said. “I have an appointment there tomorrow, but it won’t take long.” He ignored the look his daughter shot him at that remark and pushed on. “Perhaps, you’d join me? I’d be more than pleased to stand in for Mason, as it were.”

      “That’s very kind of you, Professor Whiteside,” Simon said.

      “Arthur,” Whiteside said. “Any friend of George’s and all that.”

      Simon felt the familiar warmth of Elizabeth’s hand as she slipped it into his under the table and gave it a “well done” squeeze.

      Jack sighed. “Museums.” He held up his hand in apology. “No offense, Professor. I was kind of hoping to see a little of the city. Poke around a little.”

      “We can meet up later,” Simon said and then added with a conspiratorial whisper in Whiteside’s direction. “He’s not the academic type.”

      Whiteside smiled in understanding.

      “Speaking of, is that Budge?” Simon asked, nodding down at Whiteside’s book.

      “Yes!” he said, pleased and obviously not realizing Simon could read the author’s name at the top of the page. “It’s quite good. Really quite good. Have you read his Legends of the Gods?”

      “No,” Simon said. “I—“

      “Fascinating!” Whiteside said as he ran his finger over the text and read with dramatic flair.  “The legend of Heru-Behutet begins with Horus holding the hippopotamus-fiend with a chain and spear! Behind him stand—”

      “Father,” Christina admonished. “Not at dinner. Remember the rules?”

      It took Whiteside a moment to stop the freight train of his enthusiasm, but when he finally did, his face filled with chagrin. “You’re right, of course, my dear. Forgive me?”

      She smiled kindly at him. The shy child was gone, and a lovely, compassionate young woman appeared.

      Whiteside put his hand over his daughter’s. “Her mother, God rest her soul, made me promise not to bring my work to the table. Said the sand got into everything.” He smiled and laughed lightly, but it was clear to everyone that the thought of his late wife still grieved him deeply. Simon did not blame him for that. He cast a quick glance at Elizabeth. He did not blame him at all.

      Dinner was surprisingly good. The food wasn’t quite up to the level one would find in the finest French restaurants in Europe and New York, but it was still excellent. Both Whiteside and his daughter were pleasant enough company and, as far as Simon could tell, genuine. There was always the risk that anyone they might meet could be an agent of the mysterious Shadow Council Travers had mentioned. However, Simon found that highly unlikely in the Whiteside’s case.

      They spoke openly and freely of their lives in England where the Professor had retired from teaching and his position as curator for the Ashmolean, a venerable and well-respected museum at Oxford. Representatives from every major museum in the world were in Egypt for the season, all vying for the best artifacts to send back home.

      “A nest of vipers,” Whiteside called them. “Don’t let Winlock’s winsome good looks fool you,” he added with a nod toward the excavator from New York’s Metropolitan Museum, who was anything but handsome. “Beneath that broad smile and broader mustache lies the heart of a brigand. Mata Hari in tweed.”

      Whiteside’s eyes flashed with humor and he couldn’t contain his smile.

      “Oh, father,” Christina chided him gently.

      “In all seriousness, it is nasty business—acquisitions. There’s a great deal of money at stake.”

      “And no small measure of pride,” Christina added with a sly smile.

      His eyes glittered. “It is quite the dangerous game.”

      “Don’t believe everything my father says. He’s prone to exaggeration.”

      He might have been overstating things a bit, Simon admitted, but considering the money involved in antiquities, he might not be far off. Had that been why Mason befriended Whiteside? Was the watch mixed in with other collectables?

      “Are you here to acquire for the museum?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Oh, I’m retired. Although a little business, a little pleasure.”

      “And speaking of,” Christina said, ignoring her father’s glare. “I don’t see why I can’t go to the Bazaar alone. I’ve been dozens of times.”

      “Never alone,” he said. “This is a wonderful country,” he said and then grew serious. “But you’ll be hard pressed to find a man who won’t try to cheat you.”

      “Father!”

      Simon wasn’t surprised by Whiteside’s attitude. His was typical of the British of the day. The occupier always thinks the people he conquers are better off by his occupation than they were before. Of course, the occupation of Egypt had little to do with improving the life of its citizens and far more to do with unfettered access to the lucrative Suez Canal.

      Whiteside’s expression was unashamed. “Well, it’s the truth, my dear. And the gyppos at the Bazaar are the worst of the lot. It’s not at all safe for a young lady alone.”

      Christina sulked, but only for a moment. Her eyes lit up and shifted to Jack. “What if I had an escort?”

      Whiteside’s eyes narrowed. “Who?”

      “Mr. Wells,” she said brightly. “He’s new to Egypt and wants to see some of the city. The least I can do is to show him around and he can be my protector.”

      Whiteside frowned. “I’m not certain that’s entirely proper, Christina. You understand, of course?” he added to Jack.

      But before Jack could say anything, Christina jumped in. “Diana will be back in the morning. What if the three of us go? She can chaperone.”

      Whiteside considered it.

      “I would like to see the Bazaar,” Jack said. “And I promise to be a perfect gentleman.”

      “Yes, of course,” Whiteside said quickly, embarrassed to be seen questioning his guest’s honor. “Of course. If you can make arrangements with Diana,” he said as his daughter beamed in response.

      “And we three shall go to the museum,” Whiteside continued. He lifted his glass. “Quite the day!”
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      “Do you want my coat?” Simon offered. The night was cool, but not cold. Elizabeth’s green silk halter dress didn’t afford much in the way of warmth, but she didn’t mind. The air felt good.

      She shook her head and leaned into him as they walked. The grounds were lush and large. Paths lit with tiki torches wound their way through the palms and flowers and fountains. Fairy lights lined the edges of the hotel and looked like fireflies winking on and off as they went deeper into the garden.

      Simon was quiet as they walked, which wasn’t all that unusual. He was comfortable with silence. But Elizabeth could feel the slight tension in his body, in the way he held his shoulders. This wasn’t the easy silence of an evening at home reading or sitting by the fire, this silence was hiding something.

      “Are you all right?” she asked. She squeezed his arm. “You’re all tense.”

      “Fine,” he lied.

      She frowned, but didn’t press him and leaned back into his side as they walked along a path. “I think things are going pretty well really.”

      Simon looked down at her about to argue the point, but didn’t. “We did make progress,” he conceded. “It is a daunting prospect though, isn’t it? The watch could be with anyone, anywhere in the city. Assuming it’s still even in Cairo.”

      “True, but Mason went out of his way to befriend Whiteside. He only would have done that if he thought Whiteside could help lead him to the watch.” Elizabeth chewed on her lower lip. “Or thought that Whiteside had the watch himself.”

      Simon nodded. “Possible, but it seems unlikely. Mason didn’t seem the sort to play games. Why not simply take the watch and leave town?”

      Elizabeth thought about it for a moment. “Well, even if Whiteside doesn’t have the watch, I don’t think Mason would have gotten close to him if he didn’t believe he needed him to get to the watch.”

      “Mason was quite paranoid on the train,” Simon agreed. “And that fellow who lost the watch in the first place, his simply disappearing without a trace does complicate things immeasurably.”

      Elizabeth tucked a stray curl behind her ear. “I understand why Mason was so cagey with the details of what he found out, the fewer people who know and all that, but it does make our job a lot harder.”

      Simon ran his hand down her arm. “At least we know he thought it was here. Now.”

      “Maybe it’s in a collection somewhere or mixed up in a museum archive?”

      “Possibly,” Simon said and then brought them to a halt near a large gnarled sycamore tree. “There’s something else that makes our job more difficult. We mustn’t write off Mason’s paranoia as simply paranoia. If what Travers says about the Shadow Council is true, there may well be other operatives here right now.”

      “Operatives?” Elizabeth said as she turned and slipped her arms around his waist. “That sounds so…Bondish.”

      “Elizabeth—“

      “I know,” she said before he could. “This is serious.” She put one hand on his chest. “I’m not taking any of this lightly, Simon. I understand what’s at stake.”

      Simon took hold of her hand and kissed it.

      “At least Travers bought us some time. I’d always kind of wondered why the Council didn’t come and try to take your watch away,” she said.

      Whatever his reasons, Elizabeth was grateful for Travers running interference for them. He’d known the details of each of their last adventures, and yet, the Council hadn’t come for the watch. For reasons she wasn’t quite sure she believed, he’d hidden their presence and destroyed any trace of their involvement as the Shadow Council grew in power.

      Whatever mechanism the Council had used to keep tabs on the watches, Travers had destroyed as well. Without it, the watches and their owners were basically wiped off the grid, untraceable. It had been a difficult choice, he’d said. But they had to do everything they could to keep the watches out of the hands of the Shadows, even if in the process it made it nearly impossible for the good guys to find the watches as well. It bought them time, and in their business time was everything.

      Simon had been reluctant to believe Travers, but he had protected them. Although, she knew their anonymity would not last forever.

      Simon’s forehead wrinkled in worry and she knew he was sharing her train of thought.

      Elizabeth reached up and cupped his cheek. “We can do this. Together.”

      Simon covered her hand with his own and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, they were filled with an emotion she couldn’t name.

      “What is it?”

      He let out a deep breath and stepped away from her. “I can’t get last night out of my head.”

      Elizabeth shook her head. “What do you mean? It was scary, but it all worked out.”

      Simon shook his head. “But what if it hadn’t? I spent all night in that tent wondering what was happening, what they were…doing to you, and—“

      Elizabeth closed the distance between them. “But nothing happened.”

      “But it could have, Elizabeth. The not knowing…” Simon said, his voice rough.

      Elizabeth’s heart dropped. She’d never stopped to consider what it must have been like from his perspective. She felt like such a fool. The men had treated her well, but Simon had no way of knowing that. She’d been so busy trying to save the world, she’d ignored the one part of it that meant the most to her.

      “I’m sorry.” Elizabeth said as she shook her head and sighed. She took hold of his hand and traced the contours of his palm. “If you want to go home,” she said and then looked up into his eyes. “We’ll go.”

      He shook his head and took a firm grasp of her hand. “You’re right to want to stay. I just—“

      “Worry. I know. I didn’t think…” Elizabeth’s eye filled with concern. “Why didn’t you tell me how you felt?”

      Simon started to answer, but fell silent. She knew the answer. Unlike her, he’d put her feelings in front of his own. He wanted to take her home and keep the world the away, but he hadn’t because it wasn’t what she wanted. He’d met her selfishness with selflessness. Worst of all, he’d kept his pain to himself.

      “Do you remember when we were in London,” she asked, “and I reached a point where I was just overwhelmed with what we had to do, what we had to face?”

      “I remember.”

      Elizabeth smiled at the memory. “I fled into the bathroom for a good cry, and you came in. Do you remember what you told me?”

      “You said,” Elizabeth continued, “that I didn’t ever have to hide from you.” She touched his cheek and her voice began to tremble with emotion. “Simon, don’t you know that you can always be honest with me? Always.”

      Simon closed his eyes and a let out a shaky breath. He clenched his jaw and covered her hand with his before easing it to his lips and gently kissing her palm. “Yes,” he said in a voice rough with emotion.

      “I want to stay,” he said finally and then shook his head ruefully, “But I won’t ever stop worrying about you.”

      “I’m sorry—“

      Simon shook his head and pressed a finger to her lips. He leaned down and kissed her. She wrapped her arms around his neck as she pulled him closer.

      

      

      “She’ll be here soon,” Christina assured him and then looked anxiously down the long corridor of the lobby.

      Jack smiled. Christina might be in a hurry, but he wasn’t. He’d been a nut to rush headlong into babysitting last night. Now, in the bright light of morning, he was regretting it. Elizabeth would have been better suited to the task. But there was nothing to do about it now. He’d volunteered, like an idiot, for the assignment.

      He didn’t really mind waiting for whoever this Diana was—probably a spinster draped in pearls and judgment—it gave him time to mull over what he’d found in Mason’s room last night. He’d waited until the hotel was quiet and picked the lock. Too easy. A place like this should have better security. Although, in this case, their lapse worked in his favor.

      He hadn’t been surprised to see he wasn’t the first to be there. The room had already been tossed. Clothes and books strewn about the floor. He gave it a quick going over, but if there had been anything worthwhile there, it was gone now.

      He let out a sigh.

      “She’s always a little late,” Christina said with a small smile and then returned to fiddling with the lace cuff of her dress. She was really quite attractive and the sort who had no idea. He knew the type, too busy hiding behind her glasses and books to notice people noticing her.

      She kept looking expectantly toward the front door, but so far the half of Cairo that had come and gone didn’t include the mythical Diana.

      Jack settled into his chair and decided to pass the time doing one of the things he did best, watch people. There was nothing quite like the lobby of a hotel for people watching. In his business, observing people was more than half the game. He leaned back in his rattan chair and watched a young couple descend the grand staircase. Their clothes gave them away immediately as English and from money. The man’s cream suit was freshly pressed, although he was not. From the small round sunglasses he wore indoors to the gingerly way he walked, the man was obviously suffering from one hell of a hangover. His wife looked only a little bit less nauseated.

      She waved toward him. For a moment, Jack wondered if he’d been caught staring.

      “The Everetts,” Christina said, not bothering to hide her disdain.

      Ah, the missing couple from last night’s dinner, Jack thought. No wonder they hadn’t shown up. They must have been plenty soused to be that deep in the bag this morning.

      The couple slowly made their way over to them. The man grabbed a bellboy and barked an order.  “Coffee with Fernet,” he said.

      “Times two,” his wife added.

      The bellboy bowed deeply.

      “Yes, yes,” Everett said, impatiently. “Just get on with it.”

      The boy scurried away and the man turned back to Christina and lowered his glasses. His squinting eyes shifted to Jack and then back. Jack’s presence barely registered and what had, was filed as unimportant. “About dinner last night,” Everett drawled in a tired, insincere way.

      “We found ourselves at the most wonderful party,” his wife chimed in. “We simply couldn’t pull ourselves away. It would have been so rude.”

      Christina opened her mouth to speak, no doubt to remind them that not showing up for dinner was rude, but thought better of it. “Terribly,” she said instead.

      The woman leaned forward conspiratorially. “You’re such a dear child.”

      Christina’s face wrinkled in restrained irritation.

      Everett offered Christina a false smile and hooked his wife by the arm. “Catch you later?” he asked, not bothering to wait for an answer before pulling his wife away and heading toward the dining room.

      “Child,” Christina ground out, showing a bit of fire and temper. “She’s only seven years older than I am.”

      “Weren’t they charming,” Jack said, winning a small laugh from Christina. “Who exactly are they?”

      “Constance and Trevor Everett. Of the Everetts of Leeds,” she added meaningfully.

      Jack shrugged. “Is that impressive?”

      Christina smiled and shrugged. “They think so.”

      Jack’s laugh was interrupted by a woman’s voice calling out near the front door.

      “Chud baulk!”

      Their attention, along with everyone else’s in the lobby was pulled toward the commotion. Two men carried a large crate suspended between two poles. The sea of people parted before them.

      “Taht! Byshwysh!” the woman said again.

      When the men stopped and put the large crate down, Jack could finally see her.

      She took off her large brimmed hat and waved to the men. She was beautiful. Brown shoulder length hair, and a figure that even a men’s white shirt and boxy, tan riding skirt could not hide. Her boots clicked on the tile floor for a moment in the silence that had followed her entrance. She spoke to the two men in Arabic, giving orders and looking used to doing so.

      The men picked up the crate again and she watched them go with a frown before turning toward Christina smiling.

      “Diana,” Christina said. “I told you she’d be here.”

      Christina hurried over to the woman and gripped her by the hand. Together, they walked back over to Jack. Diana eyed him up and down, and smiled, happy with what she saw. Jack returned the favor. This woman was going to be a challenge, he thought. A welcome one.

      “Diana Trent, this is Jack Wells. The one I mentioned in the note.”

      She stuck out her hand and Jack shook it. Firm grip, and soft hands. Of all of the Dianas he’d imagined, this was not one of them. A chaperone was a dowager. A plump, cross woman with an umbrella to whack young would-be suitors with. This woman was far from that.

      “Miss Trent,” he said with one of his most disarming smiles.

      She laughed, not quite making fun of him, but amused nonetheless, before turning to Christina. “I am sorry I’m late,” she said. “The men at the depot ‘misplaced’ my shipment. I had to spend the morning straightening it out. You can see what that led to.”

      “It’s all right,” Christina said, fondly. She might be on the shy side with everyone else, but the girl definitely had a special affection and admiration for Diana.

      Jack was inclined to feel the same way. She was beautiful, confident and did he mention beautiful? That was a combination he found hard to resist.

      “I have a carriage out front, unless you’d like to walk,” Diana said with a wry smile.

      Christina fought down her own smile and slipped her arm through Diana’s and started for the front door.

      Jack stood watching them for a moment, before Diana looked over her shoulder. “Aren’t you coming?”

      Jack grinned, put on his fedora and started after them.
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      If you sat on the terrace at Shepheard’s Hotel long enough, you could see the world walk by. At least, that’s how the saying went. Judging from the endless parade of everything from men wearing stuffed crocodiles on their heads—for sale, of course—to boys leading tourists balanced precariously on the backs of small donkeys, Elizabeth was inclined to agree. From large pythons wrapped around men’s shoulders like feathered boas, to curiously dressed monkeys, the animal population was almost as diverse as the human one. Peddlers with every imaginable ware walked back and forth in front of Shepheard’s Hotel. Every time an unsuspecting guest left or arrived, they were besieged by offers of hats, fly-switches, picture frames and ostrich feathers.

      Elizabeth sat back in her chair and enjoyed the spectacle as they waited for Whiteside to arrive. The large front terrace was elevated from the street by about six feet, so the guests could watch the pageant without being unduly bothered by it.

      She sipped her tea, grateful for the caffeine. She and Simon had been awakened before dawn by the Muslim call to prayer. Some time around 5:00 a.m., the loud, undulating call roused them from a sound sleep. Simon rolled over, but Elizabeth padded over to the window. In the distance she could see the silhouette of a muezzin standing at the top of a minaret reciting the call to prayer to the sleeping city. She could almost make out the sound of others, just a bit farther away standing atop the many minarets that dotted the city’s skyline. It would take some getting used to, but considering the call came five times a day, she was sure it would seem a normal part of every day before long.

      But for now, she was a little on the sleepy side and tried to hide her yawn behind her hand.

      Simon smiled slyly. He’d done his part to keep her up late last night. She shook her head, amused, and he went back to reading his copy of the Egyptian Gazette, one of the two major English language newspapers available.

      Elizabeth was just contemplating another cup of tea or maybe some Turkish coffee, or would that be Egyptian coffee here, when she saw Whiteside step out onto the terrace.

      She waved and they met him at the top of the wide staircase leading down to the street. Whiteside gripped his cane as they headed down the stairs and into the gauntlet of hucksters, beggars and tradesmen. As soon as their feet hit the bottom stair, they were surrounded on all sides. Despite Simon’s barked commands and Whiteside’s pleas, the men were unrelenting, each shouting louder than the next to be heard over the din.

      Elizabeth and Simon were shuffling their way through the crowd and toward a waiting carriage when she felt a hand slip into hers. She turned to look, expecting a child, only to find a baboon grinning up at her. She gasped in shock. At least she hoped that was a grin.

      “What’s wrong?” Simon asked.

      Elizabeth didn’t want to scare the animal and so she remained frozen in place, it’s hand lightly holding hers. It sat on its haunches grinning up at her, baring his teeth in a frightening smile. His owner said something in excited Arabic and gestured toward her. No doubt he wanted a baksheesh, a sort of gratuity, for the experience.

      “Oh dear,” exclaimed Whiteside. “Filthy creatures.”

      Simon was about to step forward when a voice rang out from the crowd. It was commanding and seemed to be berating the baboon owner, who gently pulled his animal away and disappeared into the throng. Elizabeth looked over to see her savior.

      “Hassan!”

      She stepped forward and hugged him, before realizing how inappropriate that was.

      His broad grin was a welcome sight. “Mister Cross. Miss Elizabeth. It is good to see you both.”

      Simon stuck out his hand and shook Hassan’s heartily. “It is good to see you, my friend.”

      “We were worried about you,” Elizabeth said.

      He tilted his head back and puffed out his chest. “I am Hassan.” He laughed and then nodded toward the carriage at the curb. “This is for you?”

      “Yes, we’re off to the museum.”

      Hassan nodded and then cut a swath through the crowd and helped Elizabeth up into the fancy carriage where Whiteside sat waiting for them.

      “We’ll be back this afternoon,” Simon said.

      “Hassan will be here,” he said and then rapped on the carriage signaling to the driver their readiness.

      Elizabeth watched Hassan stand on the sidewalk and wave to them. When traffic from other carriages and horses blocked her view she sat back in her seat.

      The broad avenue took them down past the Grand Continental hotel and Opera Square before they turned to the west and headed toward the Nile. The Egyptian Museum sat just along the eastern bank near the southern tip of Gezira Island and its famed sports club and botanical garden.

      The museum itself was large and well stocked thanks to the Department of Antiquities and the international digs that gave up half of their proceeds to the museum.

      They paid the five piastres admission fee, about a shilling, and enjoyed the expansive museum while Whiteside conducted his business. They strolled through the large rotunda and into the central atrium where colossal statues of Pharaohs Ramses II and III and Imhotep and their queens sat.  Sarcophagi and large door-shaped steles rested in niches inside the main gallery. Smaller burial displays with canopic jars and ushabti lined the walls

      They wandered from room to room filled with statues and parts of tomb walls and every sort of antiquity imaginable. Each focused on a particular dynasty or empire. If you traveled clockwise around the ground floor, you could travel from 3000 BC to 700 AD in just under an hour.

      The upper floor held the smaller items including the mummies, jewelry and papyri. One room even had mummies of crocodiles, apes and jackals.

      Elizabeth leaned in closer to the glass case that held King Merenre. It wasn’t the Boris Karloff type mummy at all. He’d been unwrapped and was only covered from chest to knees in some sort of gauzy material that looked unnervingly ghosty. His lower jaw was missing and his feet looked enormous next to his skinny desiccated legs. It hardly seemed a fitting end for a king.

      “Can you imagine the parties?” Simon said at her side and then added, sensing her question, “The unwrapping parties.”

      Victorians and their obsession with death. In addition to those “I wish I hadn’t Googled that” post-mortem portraits, Victorians loved to import mummies and have unwrapping parties. They might even give you a hand, literally, as a souvenir.

      Elizabeth shuddered.

      “Agreed,” Simon said. He checked his watch. “Time to meet Whiteside.”

      Reluctantly, she allowed him to pull her away from the exhibit. She could have spent hours and hours in the museum, but this wasn’t a vacation. They went downstairs to the rotunda where they’d arranged to meet the Professor.

      They found him standing near the front door talking to a tall, dark haired man in an impeccable and very expensive suit. He was handsome by any standards and a hot-damn by hers. Not that she noticed that sort of stuff. Whiteside waved them over.

      “I was just finishing up with Henri here,” he said. “I hope we can come to agreeable terms.”

      Henri bowed his head in acknowledgement to Simon and when his eyes shifted to Elizabeth, a smile lit his face. He waited patiently for an introduction.

      “Your manners, Arthur,” Henri said in a sublime French accent.

      “Oh, of course, head in the clouds,” Whiteside said. “Mr. and Mrs. Cross, may I present, Henri Jouvet.”

      Henri ignored Simon and took Elizabeth’s hand and raised it to his lips. “Enchanté.”

      Elizabeth barely repressed her giggle. He was so movie star suave, genuinely so, she felt like a schoolgirl. Her husband was less amused.

      “Yes,” Simon said, his displeasure clear in his clipped tone, “Well…”

      “The Crosses are friends of George Mason,” Whiteside said, oblivious to Simon’s crankiness.

      “George?” Henri said, but it sounded like “Zhorzh.”

      Elizabeth repeated it without thinking, then added quickly, “Yes, we’re friends. You knew him? I mean know him?”

      Faux pas committed, she cast a quick nervous glance at Simon, who was apparently too busy glaring at Henri to notice.

      “Yes. We were not well-acquainted,” Henri said and his eyes shifted almost imperceptibly to Whiteside. “But rather business associates.”

      “What business exactly are you in?” Simon asked.

      Henri was not the least bit cowed by Simon’s tone. “What else?” he said, raising his hands and gesturing around the museum. “These things, they do not pop into the museum by themselves.”

      “An archaeologist?” Elizabeth asked.

      He bowed in acknowledgment.

      Well, that was interesting. What would Mason want with an archaeologist?

      “They may not pop in, but they do seem to be popping out,” Whiteside said. “A very rare aegis, a sort of broad collar, for the goddess Bastet disappeared last month.”

      “And a mirror of Hathor this week as well,” Henri said with a shrug. “It is not the first time. Items sometimes have a way of walking out in the night,” he said and then added with a look to Whiteside, “Do they not?”

      Whiteside cleared his throat. “Yes, well. Why don’t we circle back through, unless you’ve had your fill and would like to go somewhere else?”

      “Well,” Elizabeth said. “Maybe you can show us some of George’s favorites and we can surprise him with our exhaustive knowledge when he returns?”

      Whiteside beamed at the idea.

      “I shall not keep you then,” Henri said with a bow. “Perhaps we will see each other again?”

      Whiteside turned to Henri. “Why not tonight? Drinks at Shepheard’s? I hear Diana’s talked the Long Bar into allowing women for the week. That should make it more enticing for a man like you, eh, Henri?” he added with a chuckle.

      Elizabeth could hear Simon grinding his teeth.

      Henri demurred the comment. “If you will be there,” he said to Elizabeth, before turning to include Simon. “Both of you, of course.”

      Before Simon could say no, she said they would.

      “Enjoy your day,” Henri said with a final small bow. “I shall see what I can do regarding your papyrus, Arthur. It is no small task.”

      Whiteside spluttered his grateful understanding. “Yes, needle in a haystack and all that.”

      “Until tonight.” Henri smiled at Elizabeth once more and then left.

      “Well,” Whiteside said rubbing his hands together. “How does a little stroll through Middle Kingdom canopic jars sound?”

      “Perfect,” Elizabeth said. “After you.”

      Whiteside started ahead while she and Simon lingered a little way behind.

      “You can roll your tongue back into your head now,” Simon said tartly.

      “Oh, come on. It wasn’t that bad and besides, I was just playing my part.”

      “Of my soon-to-be ex-wife?”

      She looked up and could see the humor behind the jibe, but also the worry. “We need to know what he knows. And, anyway, he’s just flirty.”

      “He’s French,” Simon said the word with distaste.

      Simon had an unreasonable dislike for the French, which was balanced by her adoration for them. She slipped her arm into his. “You don’t have anything to worry to about. I belong to one man…Hassan.”

      In spite of himself, Simon laughed and struggled to make his frown reappear, but he was Simon and managed.

      She looked at him sympathetically, but held firm. “We knew we might have to do or say things we wouldn’t normally do.”

      “Within reason,” he reminded her.

      “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you didn’t trust me.”

      She meant it as a joke, but Simon was quite serious when he looked down at her. “Of course, I do. It’s just…You are my wife,” he said simply. “I will never like it when I see another man want you.”

      Elizabeth felt a warmth in her chest. “Even when we’re old and gray, and living in the senior center?”

      “Walkers at dawn if one of them so much as looks at you,” he said with a smile. Finally, he sighed. “Just don’t get carried away with your role, Ms. Garbo.”

      She squeezed his arm and gave him a reassuring smile.

      “Come along,” Whiteside called from across the room. “This one held the intestines!”
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      The Grand Bazaar at Khan El-Khahili may have been less than a mile away from Shepheard’s Hotel, but it was worlds away. The hotel was an oasis of European civility for the weary and wealthy traveler. This, Jack thought, was Cairo—both grand and bizarre.

      Once they left the enormous courtyard, they entered the main bazaar which was made up of confusing and intersecting narrow streets and alleys.

      Christina didn’t hesitate and made a beeline for the entrance to the left. Jack made sure not to let her get too far ahead. He had an obligation to look after her. Although, judging from the way she maneuvered through the crowd, she was an old hand at this. For the bookish sort, she deftly waved aside the over-eager shopkeeper or beggar. Occasionally, she’d stop to admire things, leaving compliments and a small baksheesh in her wake.

      She skimmed along the stalls, each piled high from ground to awning with whatever they had for sale. Fruits, cushions, paintings, hats, jewelry…if it was in Egypt, it was for sale in the bazaar.

      Following behind her, Jack was more than content to linger with Diana. She was a puzzle, and one he’d like to spend a few evenings trying to solve.

      She must have felt him watching her, and turned to meet his gaze steadily. Instead of being embarrassed by his attention, she just arched an amused eyebrow and offered him a confident smile.

      “So,” she said. “This is your first time in Egypt?”

      “Yup.”

      She slipped her arm through his. “Well, let’s see if I can’t make it a memorable stay, Mr. Wells.”

      That sounded like innuendo. He liked innuendo.

      “I have little doubt of that.”

      She laughed lightly and easily.

      Jack could definitely get used to this.

      As they turned from one alley to another, the stalls shifted from copper to textiles. It was chaos, but there was a sort of organization to it if you squinted. No matter what the wares were, the shopkeepers stepped into your path to try to lure you to their stall. No one in Egypt had apparently ever heard the term soft sell.

      It was loud and noisy, and filled with exotic sounds and aromas. One corridor would smell of spices and incense, the next, meats cooking and freshly brewed coffee. The smell of smoke from the water pipes men puffed on was all along the route. They passed a man sitting cross-legged near the doorway to his shop. The tip of a long hose rested in his mouth. He took a few draws and a cloud of smoke rose up to meet them as they passed. Jack inhaled the surprisingly sweet scent of the smoke and raised a brow.

      “The mu’assel, the tobacco, it’s mixed with honey or fruit,” Diana explained. “Smoking a shisha is as common as breathing here. Not bad, really. You can try some at a little cafe I know.”

      “You certainly know the lay of the land.”

      “My business takes me many places,” she said noncommittally. “Although, I do have a soft spot for Egypt.”

      Not one to be put off, Jack pressed the issue. “And what is your business?”

      She just smiled at him and left his side to see the small statuette Christina was holding up. Jack joined them in front of a stall piled high with “genuine” relics.

      “Are they all fakes?” Christina asked as she put the statuette of a cat back in its place.

      “These? Yes,” Diana said as she picked up one of the pieces. “And not very good ones. See the seam here?”

      Jack leaned in to get a closer look. The seam was there, but very, very fine. Diana knew her stuff.

      “These are for the tourists,” she said. “The good stuff’s probably in back. If you know just how to ask for it.”

      “Black market?”

      Diana grinned.

      The shop owner came outside to greet them and promptly got into an argument with Diana. He was quite insulted, apparently, took the piece from Diana’s hand and waved them away from his shop before laying siege to a new, unsuspecting group of tourists.

      “And what is your business in Cairo, Mr. Wells?” Diana asked as they fell back into step behind Christina again.

      “Jack, please,” he said.

      Diana smiled. “You know, you remind me a little of George. Cagey.”

      “Mason?”

      Diana nodded. “Don’t tell me you’re obsessed with Arthur’s papyrus, too?”

      Before he could ask her what she meant, he felt the familiar prickle of what Elizabeth had called his Spidey-sense. They were being followed. “Just a tourist,” he added distractedly.

      He walked another twenty feet before easing over to a booth selling tarbooshes. He slipped one onto his head and turned to show Diana, but his eyes were busy scanning the crowd. There, leaning against a wall, making a show of inspecting a small pot.  Small, jet-black hair, pencil mustache and dark gray fedora. He’d seen that man twice before, once near the gates and again near a rug shop. Considering the twists and turns they’d taken so far, twice would be a helluva coincidence, but three times was trouble.

      Jack put the tarboosh back into the pile and thanked the store owner, ignoring his pleas.

      He put his hand on the small of Diana’s back and urged her to close the gap between them and Christina. He quickly scanned the area ahead and formulated a plan. When they caught up with Christina, Jack grabbed her arm and said, “This way.”

      “But, he—,” Christina protested. “The shop I’m looking for isn’t—“

      Jack ignored her and tugged her back a few steps and into a nearby shop.

      Diana followed. “What’s going on?”

      “This way,” Jack said. He’d noticed that the shop was on a corner and had two doors. He led them quickly through it and out into the other alley and then into another shop just as quickly.

      He brought them to what he hoped was a safe spot and peered through the doorway. Sure enough, the little man appeared in the alley.

      “Wait here,” Jack said firmly. “Don’t leave.”

      Christina looked up nervously at Diana, who put a comforting arm around her shoulders.

      Jack edged his way back to the doorway. He could have just given him the slip and taken the girls somewhere safe, but he doubted he’d get a more secure chance to find out just what the hell was going on.

      He waited until the man had turned his back and then stepped out of the doorway, grabbed him by the shoulders and shoved him face-first up against a wall.

      “What are you doing?” the man cried out with a thick Italian accent.

      Jack spun him around and grabbed him by the lapels. He pressed him back up against the stone wall. “Why are you following us?”

      The man shook his head. “I am not,” he said, trying to wriggle out of Jack’s grasp. “You are mistaken.”

      He held out his hands in surrender and looked plaintively to the few passersby who gave them any notice.

      “Who are you?”

      “Nico,” Diana said in mild disgust from over Jack’s shoulder.

      The man smiled weakly. “Miss Trent.” He nodded his head at Jack. “Would you please…”

      “You can let him go,” Diana said. “He’s mostly harmless.”

      Jack hesitated, but eased back and finally let go of the little man who tried to smooth out his crumpled lapels.

      “You know this guy?” Jack asked.

      Diana ignored Jack and stepped closer to the little man. “Nico,” she said in a voice rich with disappointment as though she were scolding a small child.

      He smiled nervously and shrugged. “You cannot blame a man for trying.”

      Diana shook her head. “This isn’t Palermo.”

      He straightened his hat and shrugged.

      “And besides,” she continued, “you’re getting clumsy in your old age.”

      “I was not expecting your brute,” he said with a nod toward Jack.

      Jack looked back and forth between them. “Would someone mind telling me what the heck is going on?”

      Diana smiled. “Nico Tortetti, Jack Wells.”

      Nico stuck out his thin hand, but Jack had no intention of shaking it. The man let it hang in the air before slipping it into his pocket.

      “Who is he?” Jack asked her.

      “Nico is a common thief.”

      “Ohhh,” Nico protested at the characterization. “I am an excellent thief.”

      Diana’s lips curved into an amused smile. “Debatable.”

      Nico held up Jack’s pocket watch, formerly Mason’s, with a grin. Jack felt his neck burn with embarrassment. He should have caught that. Dear God, he had to be more careful with that thing. He snatched the watch from Nico’s hand and quickly patted the man down in search of anything else he might have pickpocketed.

      “That is all,” Nico said with a grin. “Today.”

      Jack frowned and stepped away. “Why was he following us?”

      “Because he’s lazy,” Diana said and Nico acted wounded. “Now, run along, Nico. You might as well go back to Rome.”

      Nico smiled and took a few steps away. “I think I shall stay. You have not found it yet. Perhaps I will find the prize first this time.”

      With that he tipped his hat to Diana, sneered as best he could at Jack and left.

      “What the hell was all that?” Jack asked.

      Diana sighed, resigned to something. “We are both looking for the same…valuable.”

      Jack stuffed Mason’s watch deep into the inner pocket of his jacket. For a brief moment, he wondered if she were after the missing watch too, but neither of them had batted an eyelash when Nico had held up Mason’s.

      “What sort of valuable?”

      Diana smiled. “The sort you can retire to the Riveria on.”

      Jack didn’t know what to make of that, or make of her. The entire thing had left him with more questions than answers. But he would have to pursue them later. He stepped into the shop to find Christina and convince her they needed to go back to the Hotel.

      Christina, however, wasn’t where he left her.

      “Damn.”

      He felt his adrenaline begin to pump again and looked hurriedly around the shop. Diana appeared at his side.

      “She’s gone,” he said, his mind racing. He really was off his game. If this girl suffered for it…

      “Don’t worry,” Diana assured him. “I know where she is.”

      Of course, he thought. What the hell had he gotten himself into?

      His heart still pounding, he followed Diana out of the side door and down a block until they saw a store with silk scarves. Standing at the entrance, admiring one with hieroglyphics printed on it, was Christina. Unharmed.

      Jack let out a sigh of relief. “Thank God.”

      He started toward her, but Diana’s hand on his arm stopped him. He turned and then followed her gaze. A young man appeared next to Christina and said something to her. She turned and threw her arms around his neck. He hugged her briefly before pulling away and looking around nervously.

      Christina tossed the scarf back onto the pile and the young couple secreted away to a semi-secluded doorway.

      “Her boyfriend,” Diana said. “They’ve been meeting here for over a year.”

      “You knew?”

      “Poor girl doesn’t have many confidants,” Diana said with a sad smile and then added, “And…young love.”

      “Who is he?” Jack asked as he quickly took stock of the young man. He looked to be in his early twenties, handsome and well-dressed. Although he appeared to be Egyptian, his clothes were western.

      “Ahmed Kassem,” Diana said. “He’s an attaché with the Cairo museum.  And despite being handsome, wealthy and well-educated, her father would not approve.”

      Jack nodded. From the little he’d seen of Whiteside, that wasn’t a surprise. Even though it wasn’t any of his business, Jack still felt responsible for the girl and kept a close eye on the couple as they talked.

      Jack pretended to be admiring the same scarves Christina had, but kept his focus on the doorway. After the business with Nico, his guard would remain up.

      “Don’t worry,” Diana said.

      Jack grunted and turned back to her. “This wasn’t the way I saw this day going.”

      Diana laughed. “Nothing ever goes according to plan in Cairo.” Her smile faded. “And speaking of…”

      She walked toward Christina, who was alone now and crying. The young man looked back over his shoulder as he walked away. His expression resolute, but glum.

      Jack walked over to Diana and Christina.

      The poor kid cried on Diana’s shoulder. Jack could barely make out what she was saying, but it wasn’t hard to guess. Romeo gave her a pink slip.

      Diana looked at Jack with a melancholy frown. “Young love.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    
    
      “Cursed.”

      Henri Jouvet looked around at the people seated with him at their table in the Long Bar of Shepheard’s and smiled. “Or, at least, so the story goes.”

      Jack stared at the small stone scarab Henri had placed at the center of the table. It looked harmless enough. But then Jack had spent his last few weeks in WWII looking for a piece of a magical sword, before discovering two time travelers, so…

      Elizabeth reached forward, but Henri grabbed her arm. Jack saw Simon’s hand tighten its grip around his second scotch of the night. Something had happened at the museum, but they’d barely had a chance to talk about their days before Whiteside had shanghai’d them for his cocktail party.

      “Be careful, ma cherie,” Henri said. “Anyone who touches the scarab will fall under the curse.”

      Her eyes went wide in amused surprise. “Good to know.”

      Henri smiled at her, his gaze lingering longer than a man’s should at another man’s wife. And he sure took his time letting go of her. No wonder Simon was being such a bundle of fun tonight.

      “Is it really cursed?” Constance Everett asked.

      Henri frowned and shrugged with his mouth in that way the French do.

      “Oh, it’s quite possible,” Whiteside said as he reached for the stone and elicited gasps from Constance and a “Good God, man!” from her idiot husband, Trevor.

      Whiteside chuckled as he examined the scarab. “I was going to say, that it is quite possible that the ancient Egyptians believed so anyway.”

      “What’s that writing there?” Elizabeth asked leaning in for a closer look. “Is that the curse?”

      Whiteside held it out for her inspection. “No, the hieroglyphics here in this oval area are the cartouche, or the royal name, Akhenaten in this case. And these here are something about the divine manifestation of the king. Multiplicity and such.”

      “So how do you know it’s cursed?” Elizabeth asked.

      Whiteside grinned like a small boy. “Ancient legend.”

      “Akhenaten, you see,” Henri said, joining in, “was a heretic. He took the many gods they worshipped and tossed them away to create one true god, Aten. His god.”

      Whiteside practically glowed with excitement. “As you can imagine, that didn’t go over quite so well. He was the pharaoh, but he was not exactly well-loved. After his death, nearly everything bearing his name was destroyed or defaced.”

      Henri took the scarab from Whiteside and turned it over in his hand. “He probably feared that his tomb would be desecrated and the curse was a means to protect it and his journey to the afterlife.”

      Whiteside leaned back in his chair and squinted at the ceiling as he recalled the words. “All people who disturb this tomb, who make evil against it, may the crocodile and the hippopotamus be against them in water, and snakes and the scorpions against them on land. And may the evil they bring swallow them…something something in sand. I can’t remember the ending.”

      “Hippopotamus!” Trevor said, scoffing at the idea.

      “They are not to be trifled with,” Henri said. He slipped the scarab back into his pocket.

      “You’re not afraid of the curse?” Constance asked.

      Henri smiled and raised his glass. “So far, dear Akhenaten has been anything but a curse for me.”

      “Henri has quite a dig going in the Valley of the Kings,” Whiteside said. “I still don’t know how you got the permit. Carter’s the only one who’s been able to wrangle one out of Lacau and that damned, you’ll pardon me, antiquities department.”

      Henri smiled and finished what was left of his drink. “My patron is…convincing.”

      Whiteside laughed. “Oh, yes, the mysterious patron. Are you sure you can’t say who it is? It’s not Charles Sitwell, is it?”

      Henri stood. “I am well paid for my silence.” He held up his empty glass, silently asking if anyone needed another. To no one’s surprise, Trevor did.

      Once Henri had left the table, Whiteside leaned in and spoke in a conspiratorial whisper. “Between us, I think it’s a fool’s errand.”

      “Why?” Jack asked.

      “Because Akhenaten’s tomb has already been found. All of the royal tombs that can be found have been found. Of course, there’s some debate, but…”

      Simon leaned back in his chair, his eyes seeking out Henri as he leaned against the bar. “Aren’t archaeologist usually at their digs?”

      Whiteside laughed. “Yes, quite. Now, don’t get me wrong, Henri is a talented man, dedicated, but I think this venture is a bit of a lark. I’m not sure he even believes they’ll find anything of significance.”

      Jack didn’t get it. “Then why do it?”

      “Money,” Simon said, his distaste for the idea as well as the man painfully apparent.

      That Jack understood.

      “Perhaps, I am wrong,” Whiteside said. “Egypt has a way of surprising you.”

      Simon pulled his glare away from Henri and forced a smile to his face. “I’m sure. And I suppose his being here in Cairo isn’t a total loss.”

      It was all Jack could do not to laugh at that, but he had to admire Simon’s acting ability.

      “After all,” Simon continued. “He wouldn’t be able to help you with your papyrus.”

      Whiteside’s eyebrows shot up. “How did you—“

      “You mentioned it at the museum this afternoon,” Simon said.

      And, Jack thought, Diana had mentioned it as well. And Mason’s obsession with it. He’d tried to press Diana for more information on their trip back from the bazaar, but she’d said he should ask Whiteside. Papyri weren’t her game.

      That, of course, begged the question of just what was her game. Was she a thief like her friend Nico. Or something else?

      “Oh, that’s right,” Whiteside said. “It’s just a trifle really. More of a curiosity.”

      “I’d love to see it,” Simon said. “I’ve always found that the best window to a civilization are its writings.”

      “Well said!” Whiteside agreed. “I am rather proud of it. Truth be told. Tomorrow then, perhaps after breakfast, if that suits you?”

      Jack knew Simon would have preferred right now, as he did with everything he wanted, but he smiled and accepted graciously enough.

      Their little party grew and contracted as new people joined and then left the table, shifting into smaller groups by the bar or other tables. The social scene at Shepheard’s was alive and well. By eleven o’clock the bar was filled to capacity. Everyone in the hotel seemed to be there. Except Diana.

      She was probably off outmaneuvering Gutman for the Maltese Falcon. He smiled at the thought, happy to let that daydream progress until Simon ruined it with a loud grunt.

      Jack followed his gaze. Elizabeth must have gone to get another glass of wine because she was standing at the bar chatting with one of the people waiting for their drinks. Henri insinuated himself behind her and said something Jack couldn’t hear. Elizabeth turned around and must have said something charming because Henri smiled and leaned in a little closer.

      Simon put his glass down on the table a little too hard.

      Henri nodded and then reached out and touched Elizabeth’s arm.

      Jack moved his chair a little closer to Simon’s. The rest of the table was busy with their own conversations. “I’m confused.”

      Simon grunted. “By what?”

      “Why exactly aren’t you punching him in the face?”

      Simon laughed. “Oh, I’d very much like to.”

      “But?”

      With a deep sigh, Simon turned to face Jack. “We need to know what Mason was up to,” he said quietly. “Jouvet is part of the puzzle.”

      Jack watched Henri with Elizabeth. He’d known men like him before.  They weren’t just looking for a good time, but a good time that was hard to get. It was the challenge that excited them. Forbidden fruit. Married women.

      Not that Jack was exactly a boy scout when it came to women, but there were lines he wouldn’t cross and that was one of them.

      Jouvet touched Elizabeth’s arm again.

      “Maybe I can hit him for you?” Jack offered.

      “Don’t tempt me,” Simon said and excused himself. He made his way over to Elizabeth and slid his arm around her waist, logistically preventing any more runs across the British version of the Maginot line. Jack chuckled and raised his glass in salute. But he couldn’t help but feel a pang of loneliness.

      He’d spent the last few months recovering from losing Betty. He’d finally come out of the deepest part of his depression, but bits lingered. They always would.

      “Isn’t Egypt wonderful?” Whiteside, his cheeks rosy from drinking, said to no one in particular. “The bosom of civilization.”

      Whiteside’s eyes lit and his smile broadened. “Diana, my dear! Where have you been?”

      Jack turned around and quickly stood.

      She smiled at him, but there was a sadness to her eyes. “Hello, Jack.”

      “What’s wrong?” Whiteside asked.

      Diana slipped into the empty chair between them. “I have some bad news, I’m afraid. George Mason is dead.”

      “What?!” Whiteside exclaimed loudly enough to get the attention of the tables nearest to them and a few people at the bar including the Crosses and Jouvet. They left their spots and came over to the table.

      Jack carefully watched everyone’s reaction. If one of them had anything to do with Mason’s murder, their expressions at hearing the news might give them away.

      “That’s impossible,” Whiteside said.

      Diana shook her head sadly. “I’m afraid not.”

      “What has happened?” Henri asked.

      “George Mason was killed yesterday,” Diana explained. “Shot on a train or something near Fayoum.”

      Elizabeth’s eyes shifted nervously to Jack. He silently told her to stay calm. She looked at Simon briefly, whose poker face was impeccable, and then said, “That’s awful. I…I can’t believe it.”

      Good girl.

      “Are you sure?” Whiteside asked Diana.

      Diana nodded.

      Jack couldn’t be sure of course, but none of them gave any signs of the news being anything other than a complete and unwelcome surprise.

      The table fell into thoughtful silence until Trevor spoke.

      “That’s one way to kill a party.”

      “Trev,” his wife chided him.

      He merely arched an eyebrow and shrugged.

      “Well…” Whiteside said, unsure how to segue from that. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “It’s a shock,” Simon said. “Perhaps it would be best if we called it a night.”

      “Yes,” Whiteside agreed. “I think that might be best.”

      Slowly, their group disbanded and said their goodnights. Jack and Diana stayed at the table as the others left.

      “Are you going up too?” Diana asked.

      Jack shook his head.

      “Well, then,” she said, laying a hand on his forearm. “Buy me a drink?”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 14

        

      

    
    
      Simon woke from his nightmare with a start. His breath caught in his throat as he jerked awake. It took him a moment to orient himself. The room was cast in oranges and reds from the sunrise filtering through the window sheers. He glanced at Elizabeth beside him, still sleeping.

      He pushed out a long bracing breath and let the sight of her, alive and safe by his side, calm him. Unperturbed by his sudden waking, she slept on peacefully. Simon gently caressed her cheek and then slipped out of bed.

      It had been months since he’d had a nightmare and he’d foolishly thought they might never return. He pulled on his robe and let the quiet of the early morning soothe his jangled nerves. Whatever the nightmare had been about fled from his mind. Not even a vague glimmer remained behind, except the feeling of foreboding he couldn’t quite shake.

      Glancing back at the bed once more, he walked quietly over to the window and pulled the sheers back. Cairo was stirring to life. Although the view from their hotel room offered little more than a view of the rear garden he could sense the city waking. The rooftops and spires on the horizon stretched out in the dusty morning haze as far as he could see. Just beneath them the tranquil morning would transform into the chaos that was Cairo.

      Elizabeth mumbled something in her sleep and then smiled. He hoped whatever was happening in her dream, he was the reason for that smile.

      Since their arrival in Egypt, smiles had been few and far between for him. Somehow hers had always made up for it though. And as he felt the tightening in his chest ease, they still did.

      Resigned now to being awake, Simon walked over to the front door. Gently, he unlocked it and eased it open. The day’s newspaper and his freshly polished shoes sat waiting for him. As he leaned over to pick them up, a door down the hallway opened and a woman tiptoed out of a room. Jack’s room.

      The woman shifted her shoes into her other hand and eased the door shut. Simon sighed and she turned at the sound.

      Diana. That was quick work even by Jack’s standards.

      Instead of being embarrassed at being caught in what Elizabeth called the walk of shame, Diana smiled pleasantly and nodded her head in greeting. Too surprised to do anything else, Simon reciprocated and Diana took a few steps down the hall before slipping on her shoes and tucking in her blouse.

      He was going to have to have a talk with Mr. Wells. The last time Jack had traveled back in time with them, he’d nearly let his feelings for a woman destroy the bloody timeline. Simon’s mood curdled again as he picked up the paper and his shoes and went back inside.

      He spent the better part of the next hour reading the news and brooding only to be leavened again by a sleepy-headed Elizabeth as she walked drowsily over to him. He pulled her onto his lap, and much to his disappointment, she picked up the paper.

      “Anything interesting?” she asked, blinking her eyes to try to focus.

      “Yes.”

      She turned to ask him what and Simon gently pulled the paper from her hands.

      “Oh,” she said with a smile as he leaned in to kiss her.

      An hour later, they were dressed and ready for breakfast with Whiteside and, hopefully, a clue as to why Mason was so interested in his bit of papyrus.

      Simon locked the door behind them and they started down the long, wide corridor to the stairs.

      They’d nearly reached them, when Elizabeth stopped. “I forgot my purse.”

      Simon sighed as she turned back. “I have money.”

      “It has my lipstick and things.”

      It was a pointless argument and one they’d had many times. She claimed she couldn’t live without it, and yet, was forever forgetting it. In the end, he’d learned simply acquiescing was easier than explaining her faulty logic to her. And so, he lengthened his stride to catch up with her.

      Opening the door for her, he let her precede him into their room. He nearly crashed into her as she’d come to an abrupt halt barely a few paces inside the door. It didn’t take him long to see why.

      The French doors to their balcony were open, the sheers blowing in the breeze. Standing in front of one of their trunks, a drawer left open, was a man in black robes.

      They all stared at each other in equal shock.

      Simon reached out for Elizabeth and tried to ease her behind him. The movement broke the man out of his fugue and he ran toward the balcony. Simon gave chase, but the man flung himself over the railing. For a brief moment Simon thought he’d plunged to his death. They were on the third floor after all. But as soon as he leaned over, he saw that the man had swung himself to a lower balcony and was scrambling down to the ground with frightening agility.

      Elizabeth arrived at his side and they watched the man jump the last ten feet to the ground and run off into the garden. He easily leapt up and flipped himself over the eight foot back wall and disappeared.

      “Okay, that was impressive,” Elizabeth said.

      Simon grunted and went back inside. He quickly surveyed their belongings, pausing as the reality of what could have happened here sunk in. He’d nearly let her come back to the room alone. It was damn lucky he hadn’t. Who knows what Elizabeth might have done on her own.

      He glanced back and saw her leaning over the balcony, gauging how hard it would be to duplicate what she’d seen.

      Simon let out a breath and shook his head. She probably would have followed him.

      And if he’d been armed? It didn’t bear thinking about. They’d been damned lucky. One day that luck would run out though.

      “I don’t know how he did that in those robes,” Elizabeth said.

      Simon nodded and tried to refocus. Nothing seemed to be missing, but then he hadn’t had long to go through things.

      “I was kind of hoping we wouldn’t see him again,” Elizabeth said as she joined him and closed the open drawer.

      “Again?”

      “The man from the train.”

      It suddenly clicked. He’d sensed it, but his mind had been too busy trying to find something to use as a weapon that it hadn’t gelled yet. Although, they hadn’t seen the man’s face, his body shape, his height, his eyes, and a thousand other tiny pieces of information were indelibly etched in Simon’s memory. And the marking on the inside of his wrist. Simon hadn’t been sure he’d seen it on the train. It could have been a shadow, a trick of light. But as he replayed the last few minutes in his head, he forced himself to slow down the images that had raced past in a panic. He could see the marking again. The long sleeves of the man’s robe obscured most of it, but there was something there. All he could make out or remember were two curved lines.

      “Dammit,” Simon said. He couldn’t get a clear image in his mind. He looked around their room helplessly.

      It had been foolish of them to think even for a moment that their presence at Mason’s murder would go unnoticed or neglected. He should have seen this coming. Despite Elizabeth’s feelings on the matter, they were too vulnerable and every moment spent here was more dangerous than the next. Still, he knew his wife and there was no possible way of convincing her to return home. Despite his misgivings, they were there for the duration.

      “Everything’s here, I think,” Elizabeth said as she took a quick inventory.

      Simon walked over to the French doors and closed them. The lock was entirely inadequate. If they were to stay in this room, hell, if they were going to stay in this city, this would have to change.

      “What do you think he was looking for?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” Simon said. “Maybe that envelope we took from Mason. Or his watch.”

      Elizabeth’s eyes went wide. “Jack!”

      She hurried to the door and ran down the hallway. Simon caught up to her just as she was pounding on Jack’s door.

      There was no answer, but Simon thought he heard something coming from inside.

      Elizabeth shrugged. “Maybe he’s already gone down—“

      Simon held up a finger to silence her. There he heard it again, the muffled sounds of a struggle.

      “Jack!” Simon pounded on the door. He stopped only long enough to hear a crashing sound inside. Simon thrust his shoulder against the door, but it didn’t move.

      “Jack!” Elizabeth cried.

      A few people came out of their suites and she told them to get help.

      Simon took a step back and kicked at the door as hard as he could. He felt the door frame give a little. He kicked again and again. On the third try the frame splintered and the door crashed open.

      Simon hurried inside. Jack was on the floor near the balcony, the remnants of a coffee table crushed beneath him. Above him loomed another man in black robes. He’d been startled by the door flying open, enough to give Jack a small window through which he threw a solid punch. The man staggered off him, turned toward Simon and ran for the balcony.

      The French doors were already open and like his partner, the man leapt over the railing and scaled down the building with frightening ease. Simon watched the assailant run through the garden and disappear. When he turned back, Elizabeth was kneeling at Jack’s side.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      Jack grunted and, with her help, pushed himself into a sitting position. Bits of table clung to his bare back and the knee of his pajama bottoms was torn.

      “I’m all right,” Jack said, shaking his head and working his jaw. He jerked his head toward the door and the growing gathering of onlookers.

      “It’s under control now,” Simon said as he strode over to the door. “Thank you for your concern.”

      The shocked expressions of the crowd disappeared behind the door as he unceremoniously closed it in their faces.

      Elizabeth helped Jack stand.

      “Thanks,” Jack said. “Good timing.”

      The room was a shambles. Chairs were overturned and what had been a coffee table was only kindling now.

      “We had a visitor ourselves,” Simon said.

      “You what?” Jack exclaimed, his senses fully returned. “Are you all right?”

      Elizabeth smiled. “We’re fine.”

      Jack nodded and smiled. He paced over to the balcony and ran a hand through his hair. “I was half asleep, and I heard something.”

      He shook his head, trying to get the contents of his memory to settle. “He was already inside…I didn’t even hear him come in.”

      Simon nodded. These were hardly amateurs.

      Abruptly, Jack hurried over to the table and picked up his jacket. He rifled through the pockets and closed his eyes. “Damn it.”

      Simon knew what he was going to say and steeled himself for the news.

      “The watch,” Jack bit out. “He got it.”

      Simon and Elizabeth shared a nervous glance, both thinking the same thing. If the intruders got his, they could have easily gotten theirs.

      Elizabeth pushed out a breath. “At least you’re okay.”

      Jack clenched his jaw and shook his head, ignoring her comforting words. “I’m sorry.”

      Simon wanted to be angry with him, but he knew their roles could easily have been reversed. Under the same circumstances, there was no guarantee Simon could have done any better to protect the watch than Jack had.

      Simon nodded, accepting Jack’s apology and accepting his own portion of blame for the situation. “I should have anticipated something like this.”

      “We should have,” Jack said.

      “Did he get the letter too?” Elizabeth asked.

      Jack looked surprised, like he’d briefly forgotten about that. He moved over to the end table by the bed and opened the drawer. “No,” he said, pulling out the letter. “Thank God for that anyway.”

      “The sooner we can find out what’s in that, the better,” Simon said. “I don’t like being one step behind.”

      A tentative knock on the door came. “Hello?”

      The door slowly opened and one of the hotel staff poked his head through the gap. His eyes went wide at the state of things. “Oh my goodness.”

      “Yes,” Simon said. “As you can see we’ve had a bit of a problem.”

      The man nodded, his eyes still wide and taking in the extent of the damage as he hesitantly entered the room. “Yes.”

      “I’d like to speak to the management about it,” Simon said. When the man remained fixated on the broken table, Simon added a firm, “Now.”

      

      

      After speaking with the management about the break-ins and receiving their assurance that not only would the locks to their rooms be upgraded, but security for the grounds would be as well, they’d met Whiteside for breakfast in the smaller, casual dining room. Simon tried to shed his frustration and anger over his inexcusable lapse in preparedness and focus on Whiteside and what they could learn about his mysterious papyrus.

      While Whiteside spoke excitedly about his collection back home in England, which was quite impressive, it was clear to Simon that the man was bothered by his daughter’s mood. Jack had told Simon and Elizabeth about the poor girl’s heartbreak.

      She’d stayed in their rooms last night and remained there this morning. And she hadn’t told him why she was upset, but it was easy to see that her hurt bothered him deeply.

      Simon did his best to keep Whiteside’s mind off his daughter and his sadness over Mason’s death. It wasn’t easy. Uncommonly for an Englishman, Whiteside’s emotions were readily expressed. Although, Simon was hard pressed to blame him under the circumstances.

      Elizabeth came to both their rescues and kept them entertained with  outrageously preposterous stories Simon was fairly certain were the plots of one of the Indiana Jones movies and a few episodes of Dr. Who.

      As the meal came to a close, both Whiteside and Simon were both eager to head back upstairs and take a look at the papyrus. Only Elizabeth lingered as she made her way through an enormous omelette. For such a small, slim thing, she ate like a rugby player. If she ever were eating for two, she’d eat them right out of house and home.

      The thought caught him by surprise. Ever since their discussion about having children and Old Nan’s portentous prophecy, the idea of children wriggled its way into his mind with increasing frequency. He’d done his best to shove it away. Neither of them were quite ready to start a family just yet. The thought, however, had been planted and surfaced in the unlikeliest of moments.

      Elizabeth caught him staring at her. “Do I…?” she asked as she held her napkin near her face.

      Simon hadn’t even realized he’d been staring. “No,” he said, recovering. “Nearly finished?”

      Finally, she was, and the three of them made their way up to Whiteside’s suite.

      “It’s really quite remarkable,” Whiteside said as he retrieved the leather tube and carefully removed the ancient scroll onto a table. The lower half of the papyrus was ragged and torn. “Some fascinating details and a few inconsistencies that are delicious little mysteries.”

      He gently placed four stones at the corners to keep it flat. Simon stared down at it. While he recognized some of the symbols, he had no idea what any of it meant.

      Whiteside put on a pair of glasses and leaned over the table.

      “Hieroglyphics is a terribly clever and complex language. It uses phonetic glyphs, logograms, where the whole word is in the symbol, and something called derivatives. They’re sort of signposts that tell you what the word you’ve just read really means.”

      “That does sound complicated,” Elizabeth said, looking over Whiteside’s shoulder with a sinking expression.

      “You see, most of the symbols are phonetic, ” Whiteside said pointing to what looked like a leg. “This might represent a single sound. The ‘bah’ sound in B words. Barge, banana and so on. Sometimes they represent two or even three letters together. And of course, with no vowels to speak of…”

      Simon knew he’d need to direct Whiteside’s enthusiasm if they were ever going to find out what the darn thing said.

      “But you can read this?” he asked.

      Whiteside straightened and took off his glasses. His chest puffed out and he polished his glasses. “I can.”

      “Well, I’m dying here,” Elizabeth said. “What does it say?”

      Whiteside chuckled and put his glasses back on. His finger hovered just above the delicate papyrus as he translated. “Let’s see…Behold the gift from Ra, from Amun, from Aten,” he read. “Those are all variations of the sun god, unusual to see them all together like that…from eternity. Heka, the god of magic, appeared to the king, in the temple and bestowed upon him a piece of the sun.”

      Whiteside scratched his chin. “This part is a little more difficult, some of the…” he waved his hand over the writings, “well, I’m just not sure.”

      “Go on, Professor,” Elizabeth urged him. “It’s fascinating.”

      Pleased, Whiteside read on. “Heka, with white skin, I’m not sure what that means, gave the king…and this could be wheels or gears of gold, that moved and lived in his hand. Not sure quite what this word is, lever, device? Sounds odd, held the key to eternity.”

      Simon felt his mouth go dry. Gears of gold that moved in his hand. The watch. He glanced over at Elizabeth. Her wide-eyed expression mirrored what he felt.

      Whiteside continued, “The gift was a sign from the gods of his divinity above all others.”

      “Whose divinity?” Simon asked.

      Whiteside shook his head. “That’s the thing of it. The rest of it’s torn off there you can see.” He read the last line. “It says that the gift was given to the king, but the part that starts to identify which king is missing. Quite the mystery, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” Simon managed, his mind racing with the possibilities. Dear God, was the watch in ancient Egypt? Like hell they were going there!

      “Have you seen any other references to these gears of gold?” Elizabeth asked. He marveled at how calm she appeared.

      Whiteside shook his head. “No, it’s most unusual in that respect.” He began to carefully re-roll the scroll. “I’m afraid it will all remain an unsolved puzzle until we find the missing half.”
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      “Bloody hell,” Simon grumbled as they went back to Jack’s room to bring him up to date.

      “It might not be so bad,” Elizabeth said.

      She knocked on Jack’s door.

      “I draw the line at Before Christ.”

      Elizabeth laughed and Jack opened the door.

      “What’s so funny?” he asked.

      “Nothing,” Simon said as he pushed his way into the room.

      “You must have lit a hell of a fire under the manager,” Jack said, gesturing to the door as he closed it as best he could given its splintered frame. “They’ve been up twice already to see about that and the locks.”

      Simon grunted.

      “Simon,” Elizabeth said. “Just because the watch might have been in ancient Egypt doesn’t mean it still is. It—“

      “Hold the phone,” Jack interrupted. “The watch is in ancient Egypt? Building the pyramids kind of Egypt?”

      “Perhaps,” Simon said. “It might be, might have been.”

      “Well, that clears things right up.”

      Simon glared at him and then gestured to a chair and waited for Elizabeth to take a seat before joining her at the small table. They told Jack everything they’d learned from the meeting with Whiteside.

      “So,” Jack said. “If it is the watch, we still don’t have any idea exactly where it is.”

      “Or when,” Simon said.

      “I’ve been thinking about that.” Elizabeth chewed on her bottom lip for a moment. “If it was lost in the past. We can’t exactly go wandering around a thousand years of history.”

      “Several thousand,” Simon corrected.

      “But, all those centuries have one thing in common,” she continued.

      Simon waited, intrigued.

      “Today.”

      “I don’t follow,” Jack said, taking a seat on the end of the bed.

      “All this stuff, all the things buried in those ancient tombs are here today. Right now. In some museum or a collection. Those thousands of years of history all converge here, now.”

      “True,” Simon said, mulling it over. “Assuming the watch was buried with the king or buried somewhere at all and not destroyed.”

      “The key to eternity or whatever it was,” she said. “That sounds like the sort of thing I’d want to take with me.”

      It was logical. Despite that, it still got them no closer to knowing where the watch actually was. “Whiteside did say that all of the royal tombs that could be found have been found. Which is only partly true, of course, because we know Carter finds Tutankhamen’s tomb two years from now.”

      “But most of them have been found,” Elizabeth reasoned. “That means it’s most likely that the tomb with the watch has already been discovered.”

      “You’d think it would have stood out a little, don’t ya?” Jack asked. “Surely someone would have mentioned finding a modern watch in an ancient tomb.”

      Simon frowned at that. “Yes.”

      “We’ll just have to hope we can find the other half of the papyrus,” Elizabeth said. “That must have been what Mason was after.”

      Simon noticed Mason’s letter and a pad of paper on the table. He pulled it over and read what looked like gibberish. “Any luck with this?”

      “Not yet.”

      Simon sighed and pushed the pad away. “Well then, all we can do is look for the other half of that papyrus and hope it answers some of our questions.”

      “And hope,” Elizabeth said, “that no one else has found it first.”

      

      

      “Why couldn’t Jack talk to Jouvet?” Simon said as held the door open for her and they entered the museum.

      Elizabeth knew this wasn’t easy for him and offered him a comforting smile which he did not return. Instead, his eyes sought out Henri so he could start the flow of unrestrained disdain for him as soon as possible.

      They enquired of one of the staff who told them that Monsieur Jouvet was in the “sale room,” which ended up being a cross between a kitschy museum shop with hieroglyphic print scarves and post-cards and a high-roller store with genuine artifacts for sale. If you wanted an ashtray with the pyramids on it or an original ushabti burial figure, this was the place. It was called the sale room, but it was actually a fairly large pavilion in the front corner of the museum. They found Henri inside arguing with a man over a pair of bracelets and an amulet. Elizabeth’s French was rusty, but she was pretty sure Henri called the man a thief or maybe a steering wheel.

      The man grunted and gathered up his belongings, snatching the amulet from Henri’s hands and stormed out.

      Henri’s shrug of indifference turned into a broad smile as he saw them. He strode across the room, hands held out, head cocked to the side as if to say, “Of course, you have come back to me.”

      He reached out and took hold of Elizabeth’s hand and kissed it before covering it with his other hand and smiling down at her. “Cherie. I hoped you would come.” His gaze shifted to Simon. “I had hoped you would come alone, but—“

      “Now, see here,” Simon started and Elizabeth knew she had to intervene quickly.

      “We were hoping you could help us.”

      Henri’s eyebrow arched and he released her hand, clearly disappointed, but he was still a gentleman, albeit a debauched one. “How may I be of service to you?”

      “Arthur showed us his papyrus this morning,” Elizabeth said.

      Henri laughed. “Not that again.”

      “Yes,” Simon said through clenched teeth.

      Henri raised his hands palms up. “Do not mistake me. It is an interesting piece, I suppose, but it’s value is…minor.”

      “It’s more the mystery for us,” Elizabeth said.

      Henri smiled. “Oh, you like the intrigue?”

      “Something like that. It’s interesting, I think,” Elizabeth said, “And, well, George Mason thought so too and it seems like a decent way to honor his memory, don’t you think? Solve that last riddle for him. And for Arthur.”

      Henri nodded thoughtfully. “Arthur is a good man. I was not close to your friend, George, but I appreciate your sentiment.”

      Elizabeth beamed. “Then you’ll help us.”

      He shrugged. “I will do what I can. I have told Arthur before that it is unlikely we will find the other half. The provenance of the piece he has is…” Henri puffed out a breath.

      “Oh.” Elizabeth had hoped for more than that.

      Henri frowned and held up a finger. “I have asked one of the museum liaisons if he has any idea. Let me see what he has come up with, no?”

      With that he disappeared into one of the back rooms.

      “I had hoped you would come alone,” Simon said in a fairly hilarious and mocking impression of Henri.

      Elizabeth barely had time to stifle her giggle as Henri returned with a young man in tow. He was handsome and well-dressed in a smart dark gray suit.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Cross,” Henri said, “This is Ahmed Kassem. He is an attaché with the department of antiquities.”

      The young man’s charming smile fizzled. He forced it back on, but could only numbly shake Simon’s hand. His face paled as he inclined his head toward Elizabeth. Looking suddenly unwell, he kept his eyes down. Or tried to. He couldn’t help but sneak a peak at Elizabeth again and when he did, she saw his eyes clearly, and slowly, it dawned on her just why he was acting so strangely.

      Ahmed was one of the bandits.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 16

        

      

    
    
      Jack scratched out another failed attempt at solving the cipher in Mason’s letter. He looked down at the pad in front of him and shoved it away in disgust. The little experience he had with codes was proving to be pathetically inadequate. It was one thing to read a coded message when you knew what kind of code it was and knew the key. Without that, without a key… This wasn’t exactly Enigma, but it might as well have been.

      101247.330523.550198.36533.451225.03244526…

      A line of numbers like that could represent anything—dates, coordinates,  or it could be a substitution cipher where each number or set of numbers, or every third number, represented a letter or a phonetic sound or God knows what. The whole thing was starting to make his brain ache.

      There was a reason he had been a field operative and not stuck behind a desk. He was far better with people than paper. But Mason’s letter was the best clue they had so far. Other than Whiteside’s half papyrus, it was the only clue.

      As much as he wanted to be out there with Simon and Elizabeth, breaking this cipher was more important. He was beginning to wonder though, if he ever would. Judging from the heaping pile of crumpled paper in the trash bin waiting to be burned, and the fact that he’d made absolutely zero progress and had even fewer ideas, he might be right. He had a newfound respect for the men and women who broke Enigma and Purple.

      He reached for his coffee, but it had gone cold. Just as he was about to ring the bell to check on his order for a fresh pot there was a knock on the door.

      “I was just about to come looking—“ he said, as he yanked the door open.

      Diana smiled. “Were you?”

      “Sorry, I was…” Jack, stepping back, waved her in. “Thought you were room service.”

      Diana stepped inside and fingered the splintered door jam. “What happened here?”

      “A little misunderstanding,” Jack said hoping she wouldn’t press him.

      He closed the door and went to the table and flipped his pad over to cover Mason’s letter. The room was still in a shambles and he started to tidy things up. “Sorry about the mess.”

      “Don’t worry,” Diana said as she sat down in one of the chairs at the small table by the window. “I had fun making it.”

      Last night had definitely been fun. “Right.”

      Relieved, she put it all up to their…robust evening, he tossed aside the shirt that dangled in his hand and smiled.

      He’d needed last night. Needed to be with a woman. The fractures in his heart were finally mending, but he wasn’t ready for more. He wasn’t sure he ever would be. “About that, I hope I didn’t do anything—“

      Diana raised her hand to stop him. “There was nothing wrong with anything you did last night,” she said with a wry smile. “Trust me.” Then she grew more serious. “I just hope that I didn’t mislead you.”

      “Mislead me?”

      “I like you, Jack. I enjoy being with you, but I’m not looking for anything more than this right now,” she said carefully. “I hope we can—“

      He burst out laughing.

      She frowned and he tried to control himself.  “I’m sorry. It’s just that I was about to say the same thing.”

      Then the light dawned on her. “You mean…you were going to let me down easy?”

      He nodded and she joined in his laughter.

      “Well, aren’t we a pair?” she said.

      Jack smiled. “Well matched. Did you come here just to break the news or…?”

      “Oh! My necklace.” Her hand went to her throat and she looked about the room. “You didn’t find it, did you?”

      “You’re in luck!” Jack went over to the nightstand and opened the small top drawer. He’d found it when he’d started and immediately given up cleaning his room. He pulled out the necklace. “Found it this morning.”

      “You’re a life saver!” She walked over to him and took it from his hand. Her relief was palpable.

      She saw his unspoken question. “It was my mother’s,” she said simply and he didn’t press the point.

      Diana put it back around her neck and slipped the small gold cross beneath her blouse. She patted her chest between her breasts and then seemed to realize she was giving too much away.

      “So,” she said, easing seamlessly back into her less vulnerable persona. “Are you going to spend the day inside writing letters or look for Arthur’s missing papyrus?”

      Jack managed to hide his surprise at her question. Just as soon as he was back on sure footing with this woman, she pushed him off kilter again.

      “His papyrus?” While it wasn’t exactly a state secret, they didn’t want to broadcast what they were doing either.

      “I stopped by this morning to see how Christina was getting along, not well, by the way, and she mentioned that the Crosses were keen to find it. I just assumed.”

      “I’d like to, but…” he said looking at his pad of paper.

      “Is it anything I can help with?”

      “No,” Jack said quickly. “I’ve just got to stick with it.”

      “You sound frustrated,” she said. “Maybe some fresh air and time away would help?”

      Jack liked the sound of that. “It might.”

      “I have a quick errand to run, but if you come with me, I might know a few places we can check for leads on the papyrus and you can be back at,” she waved her hand toward the table, “whatever it is, in a few hours.”

      Her eyes lit up with mischief and he found it hard to resist. Besides, time away was probably the best thing. He was just spinning his wheels sitting here.

      “All right,” he said. “I’ll meet you downstairs in ten?” He had to burn the papers that contained his fruitless morning labors. He trusted her, but there were limits.

      “Perfect.”

      “What is this errand of yours?” he asked as she reached the door.

      She gripped the door handle. “Just have to pick something up.”

      

      

      Elizabeth saw the fear in Ahmed’s eyes the moment he realized she recognized him. Panic and fear and shame raced across them and he looked quickly at Simon. For his part, Simon seemed none the wiser. If he had recognized the boy, Elizabeth doubted he’d be asking him a question with anything other than his fists.

      The boy nodded at something and cleared his throat.

      “Elizabeth?” Simon asked, touching her arm and bringing her back to the conversation. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes? Yes, I’m sorry.”

      She glanced back at Ahmed, who swallowed hard as Simon addressed him. “Do you think you might have a lead for us?”

      Ahmed cleared his throat again. “I’m…” he coughed. “Bit of a cold,” he said, clearly trying to disguise his voice. “Perhaps. I will write it down.”

      Simon’s eyes narrowed. Elizabeth knew she should have said something. Why she felt compelled to protect this man, she didn’t know. He’d been part of a marauding band of criminals who’d kidnapped them for heaven’s sake. Sure, he’d promised to come back and help, but he’d ended up being a complete no-show.

      But now, looking at this clean-cut, handsome young man, it hardly made any sense even though she wanted it to. And he had been kind to her. He’d seen to her comfort and clearly, he was not a fan of the whole hostage taking part of the operation. Maybe he hadn’t had a chance to help them when Jack arrived.

      “You are in good hands,” Henri said. “I am afraid I must tend to other things.”

      He bowed to Elizabeth. “I hope to see you again soon.”

      With a more than slightly smug smile for Simon, he left.

      Ahmed quickly excused himself and hurried nervously over to a glass counter near the register.

      “Wait here?” Elizabeth asked Simon and despite his curious look, left him alone to join Ahmed.

      He looked up from unscrewing the cap to a fountain pen and cast a furtive glance back toward Simon.

      “Funny meeting you here,” Elizabeth said.

      Ahmed gave a small laugh, but grew serious again quickly. “I am so pleased to see you are unharmed.”

      “Yeah, about that…”

      “I am sorry,” he said in a rough whisper. “I could not come to you and by the time the alarm had sounded all I could do was delay them, but it was not long.”

      Elizabeth’s heart went out to him. He sounded so worried and sincere. “You helped us get away?”

      He nodded. “It was not much, but I’m relieved it was enough. I had to leave the camp the next day and your fate was unknown to me.”

      “What’s a nice kid like you doing with bunch of Hell’s Angels?”

      “Hells Angels?”

      She waved it off. “What I mean is you don’t seem like the marauding type.”

      He smiled and shook his head. “I want to help the revolution, but…” He looked at her, sincerity dripping from his light brown boy-band eyes with long dark lashes she would have killed for. “I had no idea things would go so far. You must believe me.”

      “I do,” she said and then glanced over to where Simon stood examining some of the museum’s artifacts. Her husband might be a different matter though.

      He followed her gaze and blanched.

      “I can handle him,” Elizabeth assured him, although in this case, it would not be easy. He tended to take umbrage at things like being kidnapped.

      “If my parents were ever to find out. The shame I would bring…”

      “I’ll keep your secret,” she said. “On one condition.”

      “Anything.”

      “No more hostages.”

      He laughed lightly and smiled. “Yes. Thank you. If there is anyway I can repay you. I have money—“

      She held up her hand to stop him. “Help us find the papyrus. All right?”

      “Yes, of course,” he promised. “If I can. This might not lead anywhere,” he said as he jotted down an address. “But I shall keep looking.”

      Simon, who’d grown impatient with waiting, came over to the counter. “Almost ready?”

      “Yes,” Ahmed said and slid the paper toward Elizabeth.

      Simon’s eyes narrowed, the wheels turning and catching on something.

      Elizabeth slipped her arm through his and raised the slip of paper in the air as she started to lead him out. “Thank you, Ahmed. Let us know if you find anything else that might be helpful.”

      Ahmed nodded quickly.

      Simon craned his neck back to get another look as Elizabeth forcefully escorted him from the room.

      “What are you doing?” he asked testily.

      “There’s something important I have to tell you,” Elizabeth whispered.

      Simon looked again at Ahmed, his frown deepening, but he let Elizabeth pull him away.

      Finally, she managed to get him outside where he decided he’d had enough and brought them both to an unceremonious stop. “Well?”

      “What?” she asked innocently.

      Simon scowled. “I’m in no mood.” His eyes shifted back to the museum door, those wheels turning again.

      “All right,” she said, giving up the pretense. “But try not to get angry.”

      Simon’s eyes narrowed. “Elizabeth…”

      She slipped her arm into his and started to walk them casually away from the museum. “You remember when we were out in the desert near Fayoum…”

      

      

      “Just have to pick something up?” Jack asked under his breath as two more men stepped out from the shadows and into the light that filtered into the small upstairs apartment.

      Diana shifted her gaze from the sweaty fat man with the broad smile sitting at the table just long enough to apologize. “Sorry. This wasn’t exactly what I had planned.”

      Her eyes fell on a small man with a white turban that was starting to unravel. Amir had been her contact until he’d been forced to betray her. He clasped his hands in front of himself, in prayer or begging for forgiveness, Jack couldn’t tell.

      Amir looked at Diana and shook his head sadly. Maybe a little of both.  Jack kept his hands up in surrender and took stock of their situation. It wasn’t pretty.

      They’d come to Old Cairo to meet with Amir. He’d found a small piece Diana had been searching for. Sounded simple enough. She’d dealt with Amir before, even visited his home, where they were now standing. Except it hadn’t been a quick pick-up at all. The heavy-set man, Reza, and his band of not-so-merry men had crashed the party. Which might not have been so bad if one of them hadn’t had a gun and the room only one way out.

      Amir wiped his sweaty forehead with the back of his sleeve. Reza said something to Diana in Arabic.

      “Ingilicze,” she said. “English.”

      Reza frowned, but nodded. “Very well. For your partner?” He grinned at Jack.

      “I’m homesick,” she said.

      He laughed. “Then you should go home, Diana. This is no business for a woman.”

      There was a subtle shift in the way she held her jaw, but she didn’t rise to the bait. Reza smiled anyway and unfolded the velvet cloth on the dining table in front of him.

      “That doesn’t belong to you,” Diana said.

      Reza admired the jeweled necklace. “It does now.” He wrapped the velvet covering back over it and handed it back to one of his men. “Now, the question is what to do with you.”

      Diana smiled and took a step forward. The man with the gun raised it from his lazy half-hearted position to one that would stop her in her tracks.

      “Reza,” she said, drawling out his name like a purr. “We’re old friends.”

      His smile dropped and Jack tensed.

      “We are not friends,” Reza said.

      “Business associates,” she tried.

      He laughed and turned to share his amusement with his men. In that split moment when they were busy laughing, she grabbed the edge of the table in front of him and flipped it over. It caught everyone, including Jack, by complete surprise. Reza and his men fell into a tangle behind it.

      Diana turned on her heels and grabbed Jack by the arm. “Run!”

      They were out the door in seconds. She turned left to go down the stairs, but the noise had alerted one of Reza’s men who’d been waiting downstairs. He was already nearly at the top of the short stairwell, and reached out to grab them. He would have if Jack hadn’t landed a quick right.

      It wasn’t flush, but it was enough to knock him off balance and send him tumbling down the stairs.

      “The roof!” Diana said and grabbed Jack’s hand again, pulling them back the way they’d come.

      They climbed a narrow, dark staircase and emerged into the bright Egyptian sun. Jack blinked against the bright light, then looked over his shoulder as the sound of the men coming up the stairs behind them grew louder.

      They were standing on a flat rooftop that Amir must have used as a makeshift patio. There were two small wooden chairs and a table. He grabbed one of the chairs and shoved it under the door handle. It would hold, but not for long.

      When he looked back Diana was at the edge. “Over here.”

      Jack joined her, but made sure to keep back from the edge. He could feel the world starting to spin the closer he got.

      She nodded toward the roof across the alley. “We can make that, right?”

      Jack eyed the gap between the buildings. It wasn’t that far. Six or seven feet, but it wasn’t the across that killed you. It was the down.

      “Come on,” Diana said and took several steps back.

      The men pounded on the door. The chair would give way any minute. Before Jack could suggest maybe there was another way, Diana took a running start and leapt. She swung her arms wildly in the air, before landing and stumbling on the other side. She quickly got to her feet and waved him across.

      Jack hesitated. He could face a dozen armed Nazi and not break a sweat, but this….He looked down over the edge despite telling himself not to. The ground telescoped away from him. Twenty-five feet looked like fifty, a hundred. His mouth went dry and his palms were instantly slick with sweat.

      He panted out a few quick breaths to try to control himself. No problem. All he had to do was defy gravity.

      “Hurry!” Diana yelled and reached out as if she could catch him.

      Behind him the doorframe began to split as yet another shoulder was thrown against it.

      Jack took a deep breath and a few steps back. He had no choice. Jump or die. Or both, the wicked part of him echoed.

      He ignored it and the pounding of his heart and ran toward the edge. He jumped out and up as high and as far as he could. It felt like he hung in the air suspended until time caught up with him and he landed hard on the far side. He barely managed to, but he kept his feet.

      Diana ran over to him. The men broke through and spilled out of the stairwell and onto the other roof.

      Diana grabbed Jack’s hand. “Come on.”

      She pulled him away just as a gun shot pinged into the masonry of the stairwell enclosure near where he’d just been standing. They ran to the far edge of the roof and leapt again. This one wasn’t as far and, thankfully, Jack didn’t have time to look down.

      From here, he lowered Diana down onto the roof of a lower level room and then jumped down himself. They moved quickly to the next ledge. The ground was only about ten feet down now. Jack grabbed Diana’s hand and lowered her as far down as he could and let go. He clambered over the edge and dropped to the ground beside her, ignoring the rebellion in his stomach as he did.

      “This way,” she said, and they ran down the narrow alley, turning from one into another. They zigzagged their way through the old cobblestone streets. Finally, they turned hard to the right again and fell in with the crowd at a large, busy market.

      Jack looked back over his shoulder as they meshed with the surging foot traffic. No one seemed to be following them. They walked for another few minutes before he felt safe. Finally, he glared over at her. She smiled innocently back.

      “Ya know, I love a good run for your life as much as the next man, I just prefer to know what I’m getting myself into before I start running.”

      Diana stopped at a fruit vendor and picked out a pair of oranges. “I’m sorry about that.” She handed the vendor a few small coins. “It really was supposed to be a simple pick-up. Poor Amir.”

      She handed Jack one of the oranges and tore into the peel of hers as they continued along with the crowd, as if they hadn’t just leapt across buildings to escape being shot.

      Jack shook his head. This woman was insane. “Who are you? Are you some kind of thief?”

      She looked at him askance. “Is that what you think?”

      He shrugged. What else was he supposed to think.

      Diana chewed thoughtfully for a moment. “I…repossess things. I reclaim objects for their rightful owners,” she said as she popped a piece of orange into her mouth. “Things turn up missing and I find them.”

      “Isn’t that the police’s job?”

      “It is, but some of my clients would rather not involve the authorities.”

      Jack frowned. “Riiight.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “They’re either inept or corrupt. And some people would rather keep a low-profile about these things.”

      Jack shook his head. “And running over rooftops and getting shot at is your idea of a low-profile?”

      Diana frowned and ate another slice of her orange. “That wasn’t part of the plan.”

      “And throwing the table at them. I think you’re probably insane.”

      She laughed and wiped some juice from her chin. “Probably. But Reza definitely is. Nico’s harmless, but Reza, he’s…better avoided.”

      Jack looked back over his shoulder. Still clear. “I’m all for that.”

      Diana finished her orange and took Jack’s from his hand. “Right,” she said. “Now, about that papyrus….”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 17

        

      

    
    
      There was just something about a man in a tuxedo, Elizabeth thought as she looked from Simon to the rest of the men in the main hall of Shepheard’s. From dress uniforms to black tie attire, the weekly party at the hotel was a high-class affair. Champagne flowed freely, silver trays filled with canapés never seemed to deplete, and music from popular standards to classical waltzes drifted down from the orchestra in the gallery above.

      Smoke from Virginia tobacco, imported to Europe and brought on steamers to Egypt rose from every corner of the room. White-gloved hands gently gripped tortoise-shell cigarette holders; the ivory tips never straying more than a few inches from their owners’ ruby red lips.

      Even in what she thought was a pretty posh green silk evening gown, Elizabeth felt underdressed. Maybe it was because she’d left the matching evening gloves upstairs, but she didn’t regret it. They made her hands sweaty.

      She held on to Simon’s arm as they reached the bottom of the grand staircase and tried to forget how much this trip had cost. Travers had offered to fund their expedition, but Simon had steadfastly refused to accept more than a few hundred pounds in period currency. He insisted they pay for everything else themselves. The last thing on Earth he wanted was to be beholden to the Council. It was much more comfortable the other way around.

      Arthur and Christina Whiteside sat at one of the white-linen covered tables that ringed the impromptu dance floor that had previously been the main hall and lobby. Simon inclined his head in their direction, silently asking if Elizabeth wanted to join them. She nodded and he led her toward their table.

      Arthur looked tired and drawn and, looking at Christina, it was no wonder. She brought sullen to new depths. Not that Elizabeth could blame her. She’d had her heart broken. A girl was allowed to mope after that.

      Arthur rose to greet them and gestured for them to join them.

      “That’s a beautiful dress, Christina,” Elizabeth said as Simon helped her into her chair.

      Christina smiled, but it faltered and fell quickly. Her father looked sadly at her, clearly wishing to help her, but having no idea how. Elizabeth offered him what she hoped was an encouraging smile. Caught with his emotional pants down, Whiteside cleared his throat and blushed.

      “Henri tells me you stopped by the museum today?” Whiteside said hopefully.

      The man Ahmed had sent them to see was very knowledgeable about ancient writings, but he hadn’t come across anything like what they were looking for. Jack hadn’t made progress on the cipher and the lead he’d followed ended in a total of bupkis.

      “Yes,” Simon said. “But nothing’s come of it yet, I’m afraid.”

      “Well,” Whiteside said and then briefly clamped his hand on Simon’s forearm. “You’re keen for trying. Both of you. And I hope you’ll let me repay your kindness and accept my invitation to Giza the day after tomorrow.”

      Simon and Elizabeth exchanged a quick glance. “Giza?” Simon asked.

      “Yes, a fundraiser for the museum. A bit of fun,” Whiteside said, with an infectious grin. “We stomp around the area for a bit, being suitably impressed, and have tea at Mena House. George, God rest his soul, was quite looking forward to it.”

      Whiteside’s enthusiasm dimmed.

      “Was he?” Elizabeth asked, both out of a need to comfort Whiteside and to find out what Mason would have wanted there.

      “Oh, yes,” Whiteside said. “Quite the social event. We finish it all off with Aida at the foot of the Great Pyramid. Bedouins and their camels, hundreds of horsemen ride over the hill at the climax. It’s quite spectacular.”

      “Aida?” Simon asked with a hint of enthusiasm.

      “In its full glory,” Whiteside assured him.

      Going to the opera wasn’t exactly at the top of Elizabeth’s Top Ten Things I Simply Absolutely Positively Have To Do in Egypt list. And even though Simon loved it, he seldom indulged. Her falling asleep and drooling on his shoulder the last time they went might have had something to do with that, she thought guiltily.

      “We’d love to,” Elizabeth said before Simon could be noble and offer their apologies. And, honestly, if she left Egypt without going to see the Great Pyramids she’d have to have her head examined. A night at the opera was a small price to pay. And she would have paid it ten times over just to see the surprised smile that spread across Simon’s face.

      Sadly, it was short-lived and a deep scowl soon took its place. Elizabeth knew who had caused it before she heard his voice.

      “Good evening,” Henri said. “You look quite beautiful,” he said taking in both Elizabeth and Christina, “both of you. My heart is in my throat in the presence of such loveliness.”

      Whiteside chortled. “Frenchmen.”

      Henri smiled unfazed. “We have a passion for beauty. It makes our blood warm.”

      He gazed at Elizabeth so long she shifted in her seat and Simon threw back half a glass of champagne with one swig. Henri seemed to enjoy making them both uncomfortable, but finally shifted his attention to Christina.

      “Beautiful things need to be seen to be admired. You should not deprive the world by sitting here all night, Christina. Hmm?” He held out his hand. “Dance with old Jouvet, huh?”

      Apparently, Henri could use his super powers for good when he wanted to. In the end though, she shook her head, unable to rise out of her funk. “Not tonight, Henri. Thank you though. It was very kind of you to ask.”

      Henri nodded sadly, as if he seemed to know what she was going through. Elizabeth doubted Whiteside had told him. She was fairly certain Christina’s father was completely in the dark about her heartbreak. Maybe it was some sort of French affairs of the heart ESP.

      “I am bereft.” Henri smiled down at Elizabeth. “Unless you would like to dance, Mrs. Cross?”

      She glanced at Simon, whose expression was as hard as stone.

      “With your permission, of course?” Henri asked him. “Unless you mind?”

      Simon paused and finally inclined his head. “Not at all.”

      “Merveilleux!”

      Elizabeth hesitated, but took Henri’s outstretched hand and let him help her up. She glanced back at Simon who was watching them both coolly.

      She knew he wasn’t a fan of Henri’s, but Jouvet’s contacts through the museum and the rest of the world of archaeology might be the key to finding the missing half of the papyrus. And, after all, it was just a dance.

      Henri led her out to the dance floor. Thankfully, the song was a slow waltz and she wouldn’t embarrass herself too badly. She hoped.

      Henri put his hand on her waist, raised their joined hands, and started them easily into the flow of dancers.

      “How are you finding Egypt?” he asked.

      “I love it,” she said honestly and despite the dangers they’d faced and the seriousness of why they’d come. “It’s an amazing country.”

      Henri smiled, pleased. “Yes, it is.” The hand on her hip pulled her just a bit closer.

      Elizabeth narrowed her eyes and smiled. “You do realize that the ring on my finger isn’t just for show?”

      Henri’s smile widened. “Where would the challenge be if it were?”

      In spite of herself, Elizabeth laughed and shook her head. “I don’t want you to get the wrong impression. I love my husband very much and I would never—“

      “Never is quite a long time,” Henri said and spun them around.

      Elizabeth studied Henri for a moment. “Have you ever been in love, Henri?”

      “I am always in love.”

      Elizabeth pursed her lips in impatience and Henri sighed. “Once, but it was long ago and better forgotten.”

      His words might have been casual, but she heard the emotion in them. “I’m sorry.”

      Henri shook his head. “Please, no pity. It makes it very difficult to seduce you.”

      Elizabeth laughed and Henri smiled. He was handsome and genuinely charming when he wanted to be.

      “Well, we do have to keep it challenging, don’t we?” she said.

      Henri grinned broadly. “We do.”

      

      

      Jack sat in the near dark of his hotel room and stared down at Mason’s letter. The light from the moon was bright enough to read by, but wouldn’t disturb Diana’s sleep.

      He sighed and let his hand fall into his lap. He glanced over at the bed. Disturbing Diana sounded like hell of a better idea than sitting here staring at numbers that only stared back.

      He’d woken with half a thought of how to solve the cipher, but by the time he’d slipped out of bed and unfolded the paper, the idea had disintegrated. He’d pulled on his pants, sat down in a chair by the window and squinted down at the rows of numbers, hoping somehow his dream revelation would come back to life.

      It hadn’t.

      With another sigh he started to refold the paper when he heard a rustle of sheets. Diana pushed herself up sleepily onto her elbow. “Can’t sleep?”

      Jack shook his head and looked back down at the letter. It was a risk trusting her, but his gut hadn’t let him down before. Except for Blake, a little traitorous voice whispered.

      He looked over at Diana. She’d risked hers and saved his life earlier. She’d brought him into her world, maybe he could afford to do the same? After all, she already knew about the papyrus.

      “Anything I can do?” she asked.

      Normally, he wouldn’t have let an invitation like that go, but this was too important. “Maybe.”

      He walked over to the bed and handed Diana the letter. She turned on the bedside lamp and sat up. Keeping the sheet wrapped around her, she leaned back against the headboard.

      Jack stretched out next to her on top of the covers. He planted one foot on the bed and leaned on his elbow as he watched her eyes dance over the numbers.

      “What is this?” she asked.

      Jack hesitated. “A code.”

      She smiled, but didn’t press him. He loved that about her. She didn’t mind secrets. She had plenty of her own.

      “There was a client,” she said after a moment of studying it. “Strange little man from Philadelphia. Had a glass eye he could pop out on command. Anyway, he was a bit paranoid and insisted every communication be encoded. It was silly. The painting that had been stolen wasn’t worth very much, but I always humor rich men’s eccentricities.”

      Jack chuckled.

      “Every note he sent or I sent him,” she continued, “used The Wizard of Oz as the key. The messages looked a great deal like these.”

      As soon as she said it, the image from his dream coalesced. He sat up and took the paper from her. A book cipher. He shook his head. Why hadn’t he seen that possibility sooner? Each number could represent a page number, a line and word or letter. It was a simple, but incredibly effective code.

      “I could kiss you right now!” he said.

      Diana smiled. “I think you should.”

      Jack laughed and looked back at the letter.

      “Any idea what the key might be?” Diana asked.

      The excitement from the realization ebbed. Without the right key, he was still only at square one. There had been books in Mason’s room though. Surely, one of them had to be the key.

      “Maybe,” he said. Mason’s room had been searched by the police. His belongings were probably locked away somewhere. “I’ll have to do some checking tomorrow.”

      “Good,” Diana said as she gently took the letter from his hand and set it on the nightstand. “Now about that kiss…”

      Jack grinned and leaned in, more than happy to oblige.
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      Simon had no idea the basement beneath Shepheard’s was so cavernous. Dozens and dozens of trunks and suitcases filled several large rooms that ran along the main underground corridor. From abandoned items to those left in long-term storage, the basement was a maze of crates, steamer trunks and valises.

      Simon had been relieved to find out the police hadn’t held Mason’s belongings as evidence and instead stored them at the hotel until the next of kin could be contacted. Which, he thought sadly, would be a very, very long time. Another well-placed monetary inducement had given them the location of Mason’s belongings.

      Simon bumped into a tall stack of boxes and nearly dislodged a large hatbox perched precariously at the top. He reached up to steady it and a cascade of dust fell into his eyes.

      He coughed and blinked it away, wishing and he and Elizabeth had traded places with Jack and Diana. He’d much rather be out looking for the papyrus than digging around the bowels of the hotel, but Diana’s contact was apparently “skittish.”

      Simon brushed the dust from his shoulders and pressed on. Somewhere in the mass of things forgotten was Mason’s trunk. Squinting in the faint light cast by the single overhead lightbulb, he checked the tags as he went, looking for the brown leather steamer trunk Jack had described. That, unfortunately, narrowed it down to just over half of the contents of the room.

      He picked his way through the haphazard stacks, winding down a crooked path from the door around the perimeter of the room, checking both the things along the wall and those piled into the center of the room. When he’d reached the far end and turned back toward the door to complete the circuit, he heard a sound. “Elizabeth?”

      They’d been the only people in this section of the large basement. To cover more ground they’d split up, Elizabeth started at one end of the corridor with him at the other, each working their way toward the center.

      When no answer came, he paused and listened. Nothing.

      Simon waited another moment before continuing on. He was nearly at the end of his circuit. Mrs. Swanson of New Brunswick, Mr. & Mrs. Atherton of New York, Mr. George Mason, San Francisco.

      “Finally,” Simon breathed. He moved a crate of candlesticks and lamps aside and reached for the latch to Mason’s trunk. He’d half expected it to be locked, but it wasn’t. In fact, the lock had clearly been broken. There was no doubt in his mind it happened when whoever it was had searched Mason’s room.

      Simon lifted the lid, letting it rest against the wall. Moving aside neatly folded clothes, he quickly found what he was looking for. Sitting at the bottom of the trunk were four large leather-bound books. He picked one up and flipped through the pages. He put the book aside and reached for the others. Somewhere in all of that, he hoped, were the clues they needed.

      He bent over to retrieve the others when he heard a sound again. Slowly, he stood back up and turned around.

      An enormous man in black robes stood just feet from him. Simon’s heart raced and he clenched his fists. Where was Elizabeth? Had he found her first?

      “Elizabeth?” Simon called out.

      When there was no answer, Simon’s breath caught.

      Beneath the man’s keffiyeh, his eyes began to wrinkle into a smile. He started to say something, but Simon didn’t let him finish. His fist collided with the man’s jaw.

      The man grunted, but shook off the solid blow easily. Simon felt his heart sink at that. His best punch had almost no effect.

      Simon looked for something to use as a weapon and his moment’s hesitation cost him. The other man lunged forward with shocking speed. One hand shot out like a striking snake and grabbed a fistful of Simon’s shirt. The other was a blur until it crashed into Simon’s face.

      A spike of pain radiated through Simon’s temple and a vague sense of nausea choked his throat. Dazed, Simon stumbled back against a teetering pile of crates. The man held onto his shirt and punched him once, hard in the gut. Simon gasped for air. The blow seemed to have forced every last ounce out of him. The stinging panic of not being able to breathe sent a shot of adrenaline through Simon’s veins.

      Almost casually, the man threw Simon to the ground. He struggled for breath as the man in black loomed over him. Small gulps of air took the edge off the panic that gripped him. He blinked against the red and black splotches that colored his vision and tried to think.

      The bottom crate in the wobbly stack was to his right. As quickly as he could, Simon rolled over onto his back, braced himself with his arms and kicked. The bottom crate slid out from beneath and the stack toppled, crashing into the man. He stumbled in surprise, the weight of them pushing him aside.

      Simon tried to stand, but he was too slow and the other man too quick. Before he could get to his feet, the man in black was on him again. With disturbing ease, the man flipped Simon over and leapt on top of him. It felt like a lead weight pressing down onto his chest. Simon swung wildly and earned a wicked backhand for his trouble.

      Then, faster than any big man had a right to, the man’s hand shot out again and his fingers wrapped around Simon’s throat. Simon tried to throw him off, but the man had fifty pounds on him and arms like iron. Simon’s hands gripped the man’s wrists trying vainly to pry his hands away.

      Simon coughed and gasped as the hands tightened over his throat, slowly squeezing the life out of him. The more he struggled, the weaker he felt. The world outside of his body became muffled as if someone had a laid a thick cloak over everything. All he could see now was the hulking black figure of the man above him.

      Simon felt himself start to slip away and clawed for a handhold, but he was fading. “Eliza—“ Simon said in a rasping whisper, but the word wouldn’t form. Simon closed his eyes and felt the dark begin to take him.

      “Simon? Simon!”

      Was it a dream? Was he dead?

      “Simon!”

      He opened his eyes and the black figure was gone. Standing in its place was Elizabeth.

      “Thank God,” she said breathlessly.

      Simon gasped for air and it took him a moment to regain his senses. Where had she come from?

      As if reading his mind, she held up her right hand. A large silver candlestick clenched in her fist. She nodded down toward the man in black who was out cold. “It’s a little Clue, but…”

      Simon blinked in confusion.

      “Come on,” Elizabeth said, reaching out to him. “Before he comes to.”

      Simon untangled his legs from the man’s and stood. He was shaky, but so damn relieved they were both alive. He swallowed a few times, trying to get his throat to work.

      Elizabeth touched his cheek and frowned in worry. “Okay?”

      He nodded and glanced back down at the man in black. Elizabeth put down her candlestick and gathered Mason’s books and they hurried out of the basement. They found hotel security and told them about what had happened. Somehow, Simon wasn’t surprised that the man was gone by the time they got there. At least, he thought, they’d escaped with their lives…and the books.

      

      

      Simon set aside the sodden rag that had once been an icepack. His throat was sore, his body bruised, but he was otherwise damn lucky to be alive. He gazed across the table at his wife.

      Elizabeth must have felt him staring at her and looked up from her book and pad of paper. “How do you feel?”

      Simon put down his pen. “Damn lucky.”

      Elizabeth quirked an eyebrow and smiled. “Might have been more than luck.”

      “I meant having you.”

      A charming blush blossomed across her cheeks. He adored that she still did that with him.

      It had been more than luck, he thought. And not just because she’d come to his rescue, but that he’d been alive for her to rescue at all. The man he’d fought could have killed him. Easily, if Simon were honest with himself, but he hadn’t. Simon had thought it when they’d fought, but it was even clearer now. The man had simply been toying with him. But why?

      Elizabeth sighed and tore off the sheet of paper she’d been working on. “I wish we’d get lucky with this.”

      Putting aside his thoughts about the man in the basement, Simon refocused on the code. Jack had explained the basics of book ciphers to them, and Simon and Elizabeth had started work with the four books to start trying to decode the message. It was tedious work. Assuming it was indeed a book cipher, they still had no idea which number in the sequence identified the page, word or letter, or if there were dummy numbers mixed in. The code could have used multiple books in multiple variations.

      They’d been at it for several hours so far, trying to find patterns that created something resembling a sentence. So far, with no luck whatsoever.

      Simon gently probed his neck and with one last thought to his good fortune, redoubled his efforts. It wasn’t until sometime after lunch that the pieces of the puzzle started to fall into place.

      Simon had moved on from Anna Karenina to Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa. They’d formulated a strategy, moving from the simplest cipher—page number, line number, word on each line—to those that became progressively more convoluted.

      Simon’s heart beat faster as the first two words fell into place. Now is. He’d been down that path before though, only to be tripped up by the third word. It was no different this time. Having. Now is having…He sighed and moved on to the fourth word, hoping the third was a decoy. The. That had promise. Now is having the.

      He felt the tingle of anticipation as he ran his finger down the next page in sequence. The. Now is having the the. That couldn’t be right. He moved onto the next.

      Winter. Now is having the the winter. He moved on to the next word and the pattern became clear. The third word, then the second, then the first should be skipped. That left him with…Now is the winter.

      He hurried on, the heady feeling of knowing what was coming, making his pulse race.

      “Now is the winter of our discontent,” Simon read aloud.

      Elizabeth looked up from her work, her expression confused. “Wait. What?” she said. “You’ve got it?”

      “I think so,” Simon said.

      Elizabeth moved her chair next to his. The rest of the sentence came easily. He knew it by heart.

      Elizabeth leaned forward and read it out loud. “Now is the winter of our discontent made glorious summer by this sun.” She straightened. “Shakespeare.”

      “Richard the Third,” Simon said. “But, what does it mean?”

      Elizabeth leaned back heavily in her chair. “Crud.”

      Simon chuckled.

      She shrugged. “I know. I was just hoping for a big flashing pointy finger. The watch is here!”

      Simon put down his pen. He was disappointed, too. “It’s hardly that, is it?”

      “No, but we solved it,” Elizabeth said raising her hand in the air. “Yay us!”

      Simon sighed. He was pleased that they’d managed to solve the cipher, but what good had it done? They were no closer to the watch and had nearly been killed in the bargain. Worse yet, maybe it had nothing to do with the watch at all.

      “One thing at a time,” she said, throwing back the words of wisdom he’d dispensed when she grew impatient earlier. “I think we’ve had a pretty good day. Super secret code? Ass kicked.”

      “Need I remind you—Simon Cross. Ass also kicked.”

      Elizabeth grew serious and shook her head somberly. “No, you don’t have to remind me.”

      He nodded. Neither of them needed a reminder of how dangerous their situation was.

      He pulled her toward him and she leaned into his side.

      She was right. They were one step closer. But Simon could not shake the feeling that they may be closer to something they’d wish they hadn’t found.
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      Simon turned down the offer of champagne and watched with some trepidation as Elizabeth accepted a glass from the in-car steward. It was, after all, barely past one in the afternoon.

      Elizabeth sensed his concern and shrugged. “Half a glass.” She gestured to the rest of the first class tram car filled with wealthy tourists doing what they do best, indulging themselves. The Everetts were already on their second glass. “When in Rome, or Cairo…”

      Simon sighed and took her glass. She frowned at him until he took a sip and handed it back. Smiling, she leaned back into her seat and gazed across the car at the Whitesides.

      “Poor thing.”

      Christina gazed wistfully out the window of their little electric tramcar as Cairo passed by. “Perhaps a day out at Giza will do her good?”

      “Maybe,” Elizabeth said half-heartedly. “But nothing heals a broken heart except time.”

      “She’s young,” he said. “She has plenty of that.”

      Elizabeth hmm’d in reply and took another sip of champagne. “I wish we could find that papyrus.”

      Simon looked down at her confused by the apparent non-sequitur.

      “Well, obviously, we need to find it to understand what Mason wanted with it, but it would also go a long way to cheering up Arthur.”

      It would, although at this point, Simon was wondering if it even still existed. Granted, they’d only been searching for a few days, but there was a very real possibility the other half had long been destroyed.

      That morning, they’d asked Hassan if he knew of any traders in ancient papyrus and to no one’s surprise, he knew several and was more than happy to escort them. They’d only had time to visit two before they had to depart for Whiteside’s Giza afternoon adventure. Both had come up empty.

      Jack and Diana had promised to see about the others, but Simon didn’t hold out much hope. Whiteside had acquired his half barely a week before they’d arrived. Even with such a fresh trail to follow, they’d turned up no trace of the other half. The provenance was vague and tracing it back to its sister had proven fruitless so far. The decoded letter had left them with nothing. Without the other half of the papyrus, they had no leads to follow to find the watch.

      Elizabeth nudged him in the side and held out her glass. “You look like you could use another sip.”

      Simon smiled and shook his head. There was no point in worrying about all that right now, nothing to be done for it today. Not to mention that they were off to see something wonderful, and it was just appearing in the distance. Simon nodded his head toward the window and Elizabeth turned to look.

      Emerging from the haze were the peaks of the great pyramids. Their tram crossed another canal and turned toward them. On the left side of the tram a broad avenue lined with tall sycamores was busy with cars and carriages and foot traffic as an endless parade of people made their way to and from the pyramids. Their little two car tram trundled along the tracks, marshy water from the canals to the right and the ancient past just ahead on the horizon.

      The tram terminus was at a grand hotel called Mena House. It had once been the hunting lodge of the Khedive, the ruler of Egypt under the Turks in the mid-to-late nineteenth century. Like so much of Egypt it was purchased by an English couple and eventually turned into a hotel. Enormous and elaborate, the hotel complex included tennis courts, croquet lawns, a large swimming pool and a golf course that expanded out into the arid desert.

      Whiteside had made all of the arrangements. He retrieved their tickets from a small office and led them to where their transportation to the pyramids awaited.

      An all too familiar odor wafted its way toward him and Simon sighed. “Camels.”

      Undaunted, Elizabeth climbed atop hers with a grin and confidently gave it the command to stand. Simon was secretly and peevishly pleased when it ignored her and only moved when its master ordered it to.

      Their little group cut their way through the ubiquitous beggars and vendors of dubious antiquities and lumbered off toward the pyramids as Whiteside began his running commentary on all points of interest, great and small.

      Simon grunted in assent or asked the occasional question, but his focus was on the massive pyramids looming before him. Whether Petrie or Herodotus was right about the methods of construction faded away in the face of the sheer magnificence of them.

      The Great Pyramid of Khufu towered 450 feet above the plateau. Only small sections of the polished white limestone casing that had covered and smoothed the now-jagged sides remained. As amazing as it was now, seeing it gleaming white in the sun, smooth to the touch, would have been breathtaking.

      “The whole thing covers about thirteen acres,” Whiteside said.  “Over two million individual stones each weighing over two and half tons. Some ten times that. Can you imagine?”

      He could not. The Bedouin guides brought the camels to a stop. Thank God. And they all dismounted.

      “Now,” Whiteside said, holding out small ticket stubs. “You can ascend if you’d like. It’s all paid for. Quite the view if you can see around those scoundrel vendors lying in wait.”

      “There are vendors at the top?” Elizabeth asked, tilting her head back and peering up into the bright sun.

      “They’re everywhere, the buggers.”

      Simon hadn’t noticed the climbers at first, but now he saw small groups of tourists at the northeast edge making their way to the top of the pyramid. Two men stood on a level above and pulled each person up  by the arms while a third got behind and pushed. It looked like a cross between an awkward ballet and torture on the rack.

      Simon could tell from Elizabeth’s expression that she was dying to see what it was like at the top, but she shook her head. The Everetts happily took their tickets.

      “Right!” Trevor said, raising his golf club into the air. “You brought extra balls this time?” he asked his wife.

      She patted her purse.

      Good God in Heaven, what an ass. He was going to hit golf balls from the top of the Great Pyramid.

      “Up we go, old girl!” Trevor said as he pulled his wife away. “See you at the hotel later. Ta!”

      Simon watched them go with disgust. Finally, he turned to Elizabeth and could see the longing for adventure in her eyes. “Are you sure? Don’t mind them.”

      She nodded, but it was regretful. “I hate not to do it, but I can’t bring myself to, knowing how much damage it does.”

      Simon, although not tempted to climb it, had the same thoughts. It was a shame so little care had been taken in these early days. God only knows how much destruction reckless tourists had done over the years. As two nearby sightseers chipped off pieces from one of the giant stone blocks, he had an idea how much. He’d even heard that most would carve their initials at the summit. Carved them into the last standing of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World. He was glad he wouldn’t, at least, have to see that for himself.

      “Well,” Whiteside said, “There’s always the interior.”

      “We can go inside it?” Elizabeth asked in shock.

      “Of course, but it is close quarters in there. It’s a bit dodgy, but safe enough. Although,” he said as he took in her white frock, “I’m not sure you’re exactly dressed for it.”

      “It’s very cramped,” Christina said. “You have to crawl in some parts. And it smells like bats anyway,” she finished, wrinkling her nose.

      The temptation to see the great chambers and halls was strong, but Simon was saved by a long line of tourists waiting their turn. Instead, they walked along the base of the massive pyramid past blocks taller than a man, before moving on to the Sphinx.

      “Wow,” Elizabeth said softly. He knew this was one of the things she’d most wanted to see and it did not disappoint.

      There was something incredibly powerful and majestic about it. Over 60 feet tall and over 200 feet long, it was hard to imagine it had been carved out of a single piece of stone. Whoever built it remained a riddle worthy of the Sphinx itself.

      The face was battered from weather and man. Supposedly, Napoleon’s troops had used it for target practice. Whoever it had been, they were hardly the first or the last, he thought as several men stood on the shoulders and posed for pictures.

      The sand itself had buried the forepaws as it had the entire thing many times through the ages and worn away the edges. Time and man had taken their toll. The long narrow pharoanic beard and the six-foot wide nose were broken off.

      He was about to say as much to Elizabeth, but as he looked down at her he knew that wasn’t what she was seeing. Her eyes had that far off look in them and a gentle smile played around the corners of her mouth.

      He knew in her mind, she’d cleared away the sand, repaired the damage, and swept the men off its shoulders. While he saw simply what was, she saw what could have, should have been. It was one of her gifts. She could see the best in everything, living or not.

      She glanced up at him and slipped her hand into his as if their touch could make him see what she saw before she turned back to the Sphinx.

      “This is amazing,” Elizabeth whispered.

      “Shall we?” Whiteside asked from behind.

      They lingered a moment and then turned to leave. Simon heard Elizabeth sigh. He followed her gaze. Christina. The girl sat on the edge of a stone, drawing into a small sketchbook before closing it and staring off into space.

      “Poor thing,” Elizabeth said with a concerned pout. “I wish there was something we could do.”

      Simon knew that look in her eyes and sighed as he released her hand. Honestly, he was surprised it had taken her this long to stick her oar in.

      “Go on,” he said, nodding toward the forlorn girl. “Work your magic.”

      Elizabeth’s eyes twinkled with a smile. She kissed his cheek before walking over to Christina. The girl was like an injured bird and Elizabeth never could resist helping anything or anyone in need. Knowing he would only get in the way, Simon lengthened his step and caught up with Whiteside, who forged ahead like Stanley looking for Livingstone.

      After the Valley Temple, they walked up the long, 500-meter causeway carved from bedrock that lead to Khafre’s mortuary temple and pyramid. Whiteside, happy to have an audience again, picked up where he’d left off and spared no detail.

      Despite his initial misgivings, the company suited Simon well. Whiteside was incredibly knowledgeable and even Simon had to admit his enthusiasm was catching. By the end of their three hour tour, Simon had learned more about Giza and the necropolis than he would have in reading a dozen books.

      

      

      Simon let himself enjoy the respite as the sun began to set behind the pyramids just beyond the lush front garden of Mena House. Elizabeth had managed to pull Christina out of her shell. The girl was still clearly upset, but bucking up and making the best of things.  Despite Whiteside’s general bewilderment at nearly everything Christina said or did, it was clear how much he loved her, and how much she loved him. He chatted amiably of his time with the Ashmolean museum and his travels with his daughter.

      “Do you remember in Switzerland, Christina,” Whiteside said, “when you found that Neolithic axe made from deer antler. Quite clever.”

      Simon smiled over at Elizabeth, enjoying Whiteside’s obvious fatherly pride.

      “If I recall, father, I found it by literally tripping over it.”

      He smiled. “Well, you still found it, didn’t you?”

      “It was quite by accident. I was only seven.”

      “Such a precocious child!” he said proudly.

      Christina shook her head, but smiled fondly at her father.

      “I used to travel with my father,” Elizabeth said. “Although,” she added with a small smile for Simon, “we didn’t go to such exciting places as Switzerland.”

      To anyone else, she would have sounded like the usual Elizabeth—charming and self-effacing. However, Simon knew her too well and heard the sadness in her voice that always accompanied thoughts of her father.

      Eddie West had been an itinerant gambler. He’d taken Elizabeth with him on his travels much the same way Whiteside had with Christina. Except, of course, Elizabeth stayed in shabby motels in Texas and not the four-star elegance of Europe and beyond that the Whitesides were accustomed to.

      Arthur was about to ask Elizabeth about her father when a man announced that dinner was being served. Their foursome followed the rest of the crowd into the main hotel and toward the special dining area designated for the Cairo museum benefit.

      Simon’s good mood evaporated as they rounded the corner. Standing just inside the main hall leading to the dining room were the last two men on earth Simon wanted to see. Henri Jouvet and Ahmed Kassem stood talking with a well-dressed woman he’d seen around Shepheard’s.

      Jouvet called out to them and Ahmed blanched as he saw Simon. Or had he? It took Simon a moment to realize that he didn’t appear to be the cause of Ahmed’s discomfort. The boy was looking right past him and at Christina.

      The small amount of color her cheeks had had a moment earlier paled, and her large eyes widened behind her glasses. “Ahmed.”

      Oblivious to it all, Whiteside greeted Jouvet with an enthusiastic handshake. The boy stared at Christina, a moment of joy at seeing her vanished and was replaced by embarrassment. Simon’s jaw tightened as the realization set in. Their erstwhile kidnapper had been the one who’d broken Christina’s heart.

      That was strike two against the young man. Simon narrowed his eyes at Ahmed, who tugged uncomfortably at his collar.

      “Aren’t you going to introduce me?” the woman by his side said as she slipped her arm possessively through his.

      She was attractive in a forced beauty pageant sort of way, mid-twenties, wealthy from the look of her clothing, and, from the look of annoyance on her face, the sort who expected to be the center of attention At. All. Times.

      “Awkward,” Elizabeth whispered under her breath, before giving Christina a “courage Camille” smile.

      Ahmed started to speak, but had to clear his throat. “I’m sorry. This is Annabelle…”

      “Douglas,” she finished with an impatient edge that was hardly softened by a Southern accent and a ridiculous amount of eyelash batting. “Of the Savannah Douglases.”

      “Oh, of course, pleasure,” Whiteside said. “I’m sure I’ve seen you around the hotel, haven’t I? Are you a patron of the museum?”

      She laughed and her eyes slid to Ahmed, clearly enjoying his good looks and oblivious to his discomfort. Simon rolled his eyes. He’d met this type before and they never failed to set his teeth on edge. “I am now,” she said as she pulled Ahmed closer.

      Ahmed obviously wanted to edge away, but was forced to smile politely and endure her advances. Simon took a moment to enjoy his discomfiture.

      “Yes,” Jouvet said. “Miss Douglas has been quite generous.”

      “I just love old things,” the woman said. “They’re just so…”

      “Old?” Simon finished for her, politely ignoring Elizabeth’s snort of laughter.

      “Yes!” she said enthusiastically.

      “Well,” Whiteside said, trying to fill the awkward silence that followed. He glanced around the small group and finally noticed his daughter’s expression. “Are you all right, my dear?”

      Christina looked at Ahmed for a moment and then straightened her shoulders and turned away from the man who had obviously broken her heart. Good for her, Simon thought. “I’m fine, father.”

      He frowned and looked between her and Ahmed, but before he could say anything more, Elizabeth stepped in to save her.

      “I think Christina and I are going to wash up. Will you excuse us?”

      “Are you going to the little girls’ room?” Annabelle said, as she moved to follow.

      Simon abruptly stepped in her way. “I think your table is ready.” He glared meaningfully at Ahmed who spluttered in agreement.

      “Good seeing you again,” he said as he pulled a confused Annabelle away.

      Jouvet, arched an eyebrow. He’d clearly seen the undercurrents, but appeared to have no idea what they were about. He bowed slightly. “Arthur. Cross.”

      Whiteside watched him follow Ahmed and Annabelle into the dining room and Simon could see the dawn breaking as he realized why his daughter had been upset.

      Simon cleared his throat. “Perhaps we should wait for the ladies over there?”

      Christina’s eyes were red-rimmed when they returned, and he half expected the girl to beg off for the evening, but she stayed, soldiering through dinner and conversation. She commented occasionally throughout their meal, but the bright, charming girl he’d had a glimpse of earlier had dimmed.

      When the last plate had been cleared, the men were invited into the billiard room for cognac and cigars. Simon would have preferred to have gone with Elizabeth to sit on the veranda, but he dutifully played his role.

      Men sat in large leather club chairs clustered together in a comfortable salon. Simon and Whiteside found a pair of chairs in a corner near the windows. It was dusk now and hotel workers traversed the perimeter of the grounds lighting torches as they went.

      Whiteside watched them move from right to left and puffed thoughtfully on his pipe. Simon took a sip of what turned out to be a rather fine glass of Martell.

      “I wish she’d told me,” Whiteside said at last. When Simon didn’t respond, he glanced over at him and smiled. “I’m old, but I’m not blind. Or perhaps I am. I had no idea until today.”

      Simon shook his head in confusion, pretending not to know what Whiteside was talking about, but the other man just smiled sadly. “It’s all right. I suppose the father’s always the last to know.”

      Having never been on this side of events, Simon didn’t know what to say and found himself offering vague platitudes. “I’m sure she’ll be fine.”

      Whiteside nodded, although the crease between his eyes and the worried set of his mouth betrayed his true thoughts. “Of course.”

      He took a pull on his pipe and let the smoke drift of its own accord before blowing it out in a long smooth stream. “You don’t have children, do you, Cross?”

      “Not yet,” Simon said. The confidence in his voice caught him by surprise, as though it were a certitude. Perhaps, in his heart it was.

      “Hmm.” Whiteside settled back in his chair. “You know, I was about your age when Christina was born.”

      It was a simple truth, but it hit Simon squarely in the gut.

      Whiteside shook his head and looked every year of his sixty. “I didn’t think anything of it at the time. I never realized how old I’d feel even though she’s still so young. Now she’s growing up and I feel like one of those antiquities half buried in the sand. Bound to be forgotten.”

      The realization that he would be in his sixties when his child was Christina’s age caused Simon’s head to spin and his chest to tighten.

      “Of course, if her mother were still alive, I…” Whiteside inspected the bowl of his pipe and frowned. “I don’t mean to be so maudlin, but it’s times like these when I feel her loss most acutely. Most acutely indeed.”

      Simon could only imagine. Just the merest thought of losing Elizabeth made his blood run cold. “How long has it been?”

      “Ten years. Christina was just eight when…her mother passed. I was at a total loss, as you can well imagine.” Whiteside took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’m afraid I’ve not done a very good job of it. Dragging the poor girl all over the world.”

      He sat forward in his chair and tapped his pipe against a crystal ashtray. “I just couldn’t bring myself to pack her off to boarding school or leave her in London. Told her we were a matched-set, couldn’t be broken up. I suppose it was selfish of me.”

      “I don’t think so.” Simon knew all too well what it was like to be packed off to boarding school. “She’s a lovely young woman. Broken hearts are part of growing up, I’m afraid.”

      Whiteside grunted and drank down the last of his cognac. “An Egyptian boy no less. ”

      Simon wanted to argue that point, but what could he say? Don’t be prejudiced against him because he’s Egyptian, be prejudiced against him because he’s a thief and liar.

      “Perhaps, she’s better off.”

      “No doubt,” Whiteside agreed as he pulled out a leather tobacco pouch and dug his pipe deep into it. He tamped down the fresh tobacco and stared at it for a moment before slipping both the pipe and the case back into his pocket. He reached for his glass and realized it was empty. “Damn.”

      “I’ll get us both another,” Simon said and turned to flag down a waiter, but they seemed to have all disappeared. “Excuse me.”

      Simon left Whiteside and walked over to the short wet bar at the end of the room. He placed his order and leaned back on the bar while he waited.

      Ahmed clearly could not be trusted. Not that Simon ever did, but Elizabeth had. But then she’d trust the Devil himself. In fact, Simon remembered, she had. He would have laughed if it hadn’t been so damn foolish and dangerous. And now, their kidnapper was mixed up with Whiteside’s daughter. Nothing good could come from any of this.

      “Your drinks, sir.”

      Simon turned to retrieve them when a waiter who had just come in with a tray caught his attention. They stared at each other for a moment before the man lowered his eyes. Simon couldn’t shake the feeling that he knew him and took a step toward him.

      The man shifted the tray in his hands and reached to open the door he’d just come through. As he did, his sleeve rode up and Simon saw the tattoo on his inner wrist.

      “You!” Simon called out. It was the same as the marking on the man who’d broken into their room.

      The waiter hurried through the door and quickly shut it behind him. Simon raced after him and yanked it open. The hallway was crowded with people. Simon shouldered past a few, ignoring their indignant protests. His heart pounding with adrenaline, he spun around, looking in every direction, but the man was simply gone.

      He grabbed another of the hotel staff. “A man just came out of this room. A waiter. Which way did he go?”

      The man shook his head.

      Simon clenched his jaw. “He had a marking, a tattoo, just here.” Simon shoved up his sleeve and pointed to the inner part of his wrist, but the other man just shook his head.

      Simon let him go with a grunt. Dammit. He’d almost had him.

      “Is everything all right?” Whiteside said, appearing at his side, slightly winded. “I saw you rush out.”

      “No,” Simon said, keeping his eyes on the crowd. Finally, he spared Whiteside a glance. “Everything is not all right. I need to find Elizabeth.”

      “Oh,” Whiteside said. “Well, I’m sure she’s not—“

      Simon ignored Whiteside’s protest and set off to find her. They found Christina and Elizabeth on one of the verandas, unharmed and unaware that anything had happened. Simon let out a sigh of relief.

      Elizabeth’s smile faded as her eyes danced over his face and she started to stand, her own expression now alarmed. “What happened? Are you all right?”

      Simon nodded and waved her back into her seat, but she wasn’t fooled. “I’m fine.”

      Whiteside put his hands to his hips and frowned. “I think you’d better tell me what’s going on here.”

      Simon glanced at Elizabeth, who frowned and said, “That makes two of us.”

      He obviously couldn’t tell the Whitesides the entire truth, but perhaps some of it.

      “Not here,” Simon said. He looked over his shoulder at the milling crowd, still feeling far too exposed. “We should go.”

      “But what about the opera?” Elizabeth asked. “You’ve got me all worked up for it.”

      Simon held out her chair and as she stood, he turned her to face him. “The hero and the heroine die, buried alive.”

      Her face fell. “How ‘bout we go back to the hotel?”
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      Elizabeth hadn’t been able to get much out of Simon on the ride home with the Whitesides. Something had spooked him, but whatever it was, he didn’t want to talk about it openly.

      They’d barely set foot inside Shepheard’s when the manager appeared and stopped them in the lobby. “Professor Whiteside!”

      The tall, slender man mopped his brow and stuffed his handkerchief into his pocket as he hurried toward them. “Professor, I am most sorry to be the bearer of such news, but it seems that we have had another,” he lowered his voice, “break-in.”

      Elizabeth cast a quick glance at Simon.

      Whiteside squinted at him in confusion. “What do you mean? Break-in?”

      The man clasped his hands in front him and looked furtively around to see if other guests had heard. “Please, will you come to my office?” His eyes shifted to Simon. “All of you.”

      He hastened them into his office adjacent to the front desk.

      “Now, what’s all this about a break-in, Salim?”

      The man shook his head. “I am sorry. After the recent incidents,” Salim said as he looked at Simon and Elizabeth. “We increased security on the grounds. You will find, new, much stronger locks on your balcony doors, but even our precautions could not prepare us for such a bold thief.”

      “Thief?” Whiteside said, his voice rising in an uncharacteristic show of anger. “By God man, if—“

      Salim raised his hand to stop the coming tirade. “We caught him.”

      “Oh,” Whiteside said, the wind taken right out of his bluster. “Well done.”

      Elizabeth saw the “however” on Salim’s face before the word came out of his mouth. “However, there was a bit of damage, I am afraid. Not much,” he added hastily. “Our men were there within moments, but…”

      

      

      Whiteside sat down heavily at the small, round table in his room and let the hand that held the tiny remaining bit of charred papyrus fall to the table. “Oh, dear.”

      Christina went to her father’s side and laid her hands on his shoulders. “I’m sorry, papa.”

      He reached back and patted one of her hands. “It’s all right, my girl. Nothing we can’t live without.”

      “I don’t understand,” Christina said. “There are far wealthier guests here if they wanted to rob someone. Why target us?”

      “I had hoped this wouldn’t involve you,” Simon said and looked sadly at Elizabeth. “I’m afraid this might be our fault.”

      Whiteside put down the remnant and turned in his seat. “I beg your pardon?”

      Simon gestured to Christina to take a seat next to her father. While she did, Simon looked to Elizabeth, silently asking permission to share some of what they knew. She nodded. The Whitesides were mixed up in it now and had a right to know. Elizabeth joined them at the table.

      Simon took a deep breath and began. “Two days ago, a man broke into our room. And another into Jack Wells’.”

      Whiteside arched an eyebrow in surprise, his eyes shifted uneasily to his daughter.

      “We weren’t sure what they were looking for,” Simon continued, “but I’m afraid it might have something to do with George Mason.”

      Whiteside frowned as the seriousness of what Simon was saying began to sink in. He put both hands on the top of his thighs and sat back in his chair, seeming to be lost in his own thoughts. “I see.”

      Simon scratched the back of his neck. “We knew he was looking for something, but he never told us what it was. But I think two things are clear now. Whatever it is, it’s related to your papyrus and secondly, he wasn’t the only one looking for it.”

      “What would anyone want with a bit of old papyrus. It’s not exactly a treasure map, now, is it?”

      Simon tilted his head to the side. “Perhaps it’s part of one or leads to one.”

      Whiteside’s forehead wrinkled in thought.

      “But then why burn it?” Christina asked. “If it’s so valuable, why not steal it?”

      “Maybe they were going to and when the guards came, they did the only thing they could,” Elizabeth said. “Destroyed it so no one else could have it.”

      Whiteside shook his head. He looked up at Simon, doubt still etched in his creased forehead. “And George was involved in this?”

      Simon nodded. “We think so.”

      “And someone killed him because he was getting close to finding the answers he sought?” Whiteside reasoned.

      “Possibly,” Simon said, pausing for a moment and Elizabeth could see him weighing how to continue. “We have reason to believe that the man who shot him and the man who broke into our rooms, and yours, are connected.”

      Whiteside turned to his daughter. “We’ll make arrangements tomorrow for you to return to London.”

      Christina sat up defiantly. “Only if you come with me.”

      “No,” Whiteside said and the absent-minded professor fell away and the man he had once been, many years ago reasserted himself. “I’m going to stay. I don’t like being run out of places. And I think I’d like to have a few words with the man who did this.” He pushed the scorched bit of papyrus across the table.

      “Then I’m staying, too,” Christina said. He started to protest, but she shook her head. “You always said we were better off together than apart. We’re a matched-set, remember?”

      Whiteside started to argue, but then reached out and squeezed his daughter’s hand before turning his attention back to Simon. “And this evening? In the salon?”

      Simon nodded. “I recognized one of the waiters. He had the same marking on his wrist as the man who broke into our room.”

      And shot Mason, Elizabeth added silently. “What happened back there?”

      “After I saw him,” Simon said, “I tried to follow him, but he disappeared into the crowd.”

      “This marking,” Whiteside said. “What exactly is it?”

      Simon thought for a moment. “It was a symbol of some sort. I never did get a good look at the whole thing. All I could make out were two arching lines and a circle, a dot, touching the lower line. Centered on it almost.”

      “Can you draw it?” Whiteside asked.

      Simon nodded and Christina handed him her small notepad and pencil. He sketched what he’d described—two arching lines with a black circle touching one.

      Whiteside studied it for a moment before a smile came to his face and he laughed in delight.

      He took up the pencil and added to Simon’s sketch.

      “Could it have been this?” he asked, turning the sketch pad so Simon could have a better look.

      “Yes,” Simon said. Elizabeth could see the light of recognition in his eyes, hear it in his voice. “Yes, I think that was it.”

      He lifted the sketch and showed it to her. Clearly it was an eye, ornate and iconic. She’d seen the symbol many times before. Variations of it had been used and abused for centuries by everyone from the Illuminati to the Alan Parsons Project. “The Eye of Ra?” she said.

      “Precisely!” Whiteside said. “It’s also called the Eye of Horus. It sometimes symbolizes the goddess Wadjet.”

      “Wadjet?” Simon asked.

      “Yes, she’s a very old goddess, although the symbol is also associated with several later goddesses you might have heard of—Mut, Hathor, Sekhmet, and Bast.”

      Elizabeth had heard of them, but she knew a total of diddly-squat about them.

      “They’re all mother goddesses of some sort, aren’t they?” Simon asked.

      Whiteside smiled. “Yes. This…this marking it was on their wrists, you say?”

      “Yes.” Simon held up his arm. “The inner part, just here.”

      Whiteside hmm’d in a way that made Elizabeth uneasy. “Does that mean something?”

      Whiteside tugged on his ear. “Well, it’s just that some of the ancient cults used to tattoo various symbols on their bodies.”

      “Cults?” Elizabeth gulped. Cults conjured images of dark ceremonies and daggers and sacrifices. Cults didn’t throw jamborees.

      Whiteside frowned as he answered. “Nearly every god or goddess had a cult of their own. But I haven’t heard of anything of this sort in…well, over a thousand years or more.”

      Simon and Elizabeth shared uneasy glances. Elizabeth felt her pulse pick up speed as her imagination took hold. Thousand year old cults didn’t exactly conjure images of puppy-dogs and butterflies, more like beating hearts ripped out of chests and desiccated mummies that turned into vengeful, murderous lovers.

      “Maybe some cult has been reformed?” Simon suggested.

      “Take the band on tour one more time?” Elizabeth said, winning a sour look from Simon.

      “It’s possible,” Whiteside said. “But why?”

      Elizabeth knew it had to have something to do with the watch, but what?

      “Do you have any books on these cults?” Simon asked.

      Whiteside shook his head. “No, I’m afraid not.”

      He held up a finger, pushed back his chair and stood. “Although,” he said as he retrieved a book from the sideboard. “This one might have some detail about the goddess—Mut, Hathor and the others.”

      Simon took the book. “Thank you.”

      Whiteside still looked perplexed, almost wounded. “I just don’t understand. What could they possibly want with my papyrus?”

      “You translated it; you know what it said,” Elizabeth said. “There must be some connection.”

      “Well, yes, but I don’t remember it all exactly. And there were partial symbols at the bottom, where it was torn…I can’t be sure what those were without the whole of it and now, that seems quite impossible.”

      “Maybe not,” Christina said. She smiled and hurried into an adjoining room, returning with a large sketchpad. With an even larger grin, she put it down on the table and flipped through the sheets. “I wanted to practice in case Henri let me sketch in the tomb. Here!”

      She flipped over the last large sheet and revealed an exact rendering of the papyrus. “I know it’s not the same as the real thing, but…”

      Whiteside kissed her forehead. “It’s far better than that, my girl.” He looked at Simon and Elizabeth proudly. “Now if we can just find the other half we might have some clue as to what in blazes is going on. There’s just no other way.”

      Simon tucked the book under his arm and straightened his shoulders. “There might be one more way.”

      

      

      Twenty pounds. Apparently, that was the going-rate for bribing a police officer in Cairo. A bargain. In 1906 she and Maxwell had paid San Francisco’s finest a lot more than that.

      “Think they’re included in Egypt’s Consumer Price Index?” she murmured to Simon as their little entourage, including Jack and Hassan, was escorted into the back holding cell area.

      He narrowed his brow in question.

      “Bribes,” she mouthed, and his narrowed brow turned into a full blown warning glare turned eye roll.

      She shrugged. It seemed a fair question. From what she’d seen it was part and parcel of every day life here. They seemed to have had their pick of officers ready to take a payoff to see the man who’d been caught breaking into Whiteside’s room. Maybe high supply kept prices low.

      “You understand the need to keep whatever happens here between us,” Simon said.

      Hassan grinned.

      Simon held up his hand. “Yes, yes, I know. But do you understand?”

      Hassan nodded. “Hassan is nothing if not discrete, Mister Cross. I have told no one about New Year’s Eve 1918. What happened between Her Royal Highness and that busboy in the kitchens is their own business.”

      Jack laughed while Simon looked at Hassan blankly before Elizabeth stepped in. “He understands.”

      “Good,” Simon said. “And thank you for translating.”

      Hassan inclined his head.

      Jack closed the door to the small jail area in the back of the station as the officer left them alone with the man in the cell. “We only have five minutes.”

      Simon walked over to the iron bars and stared at the man inside. He had on the same jet black robes as the man who’d broken into their rooms, but his keffiyeh was gone. His complexion was dark and his beard as black as his robes.

      “Who are you?” Simon asked. Hassan quickly translated.

      The man looked over at Simon, his expression flat, and he slowly stood from his spot on a wooden cot. He walked over and stood near Simon, the bars the only barrier between them. His eyes, nearly black, shifted from Simon to Jack to Elizabeth and back again.

      He leaned forward and said a single word in Arabic.

      Hassan looked surprised, but translated. “Vengeance.”

      Elizabeth and Jack shared a nervous look.

      Unperturbed, Simon pressed on. “Who do you work for?”

      The man listened to Hassan, but his eyes never left Simon’s.

      “I am an arrow of the Goddess,” Hassan translated quickly. “Hovering in the air, waiting to pierce your heart.”

      There was so much conviction in his eyes, so much hatred. Elizabeth couldn’t stop the shiver that made her wriggle in place.

      “Who do you work for?” Simon asked calmly.

      Simon must have heard and felt the Charles Manson crazy that practically dripped from every word the man spoke, but somehow he managed not to let it show.

      Hassan relayed the question.

      “It has been foretold,” the man said. “The fate of the evil ones is sealed in the earth.”

      The man lifted his eyes upward in devotion. His arms outstretched and the rest of them took a small step backward. His robe sleeves fell back slightly and Elizabeth could see the tattoo on his wrist clearly now. It was definitely the Eye of Ra.

      “The Mighty One, Lady of the Flame, One Before Whom Evil Trembles,” Hassan translated. The man spoke with growing passion. “Mine is a heart of carnelian, crimson as murder on a holy day. Mine is a heart of cornmeal, the gnarled roots of dogwood and the bursting…”

      The man’s religious zeal grew louder and faster. Hassan struggled to keep up with the rantings.

      “I will what I will. Mine is a heart of carnelian, blood red as the crest of a phoenix!”

      Then, just as suddenly as he’d started, the ravings stopped.

      “I told you we weren’t going to get anything useful out of him,” Jack said. “Guy’s a nutcase.”

      The man smiled and whispered in English, “Betrayers.”

      And then, suddenly, everything went black. The darkness was so complete and so abrupt Elizabeth wasn’t sure if the lights had gone out or she’d simply ceased to be.

      She felt a hand grip her arm and pull at her, and she gasped in alarm.

      “Elizabeth?” Simon said.

      “Sorry, that’s just me,” Jack said, as he squeezed her arm.

      Elizabeth pushed out a relieved breath. “Simon?”

      “Here,” he said, his voice not far.

      She couldn’t make him out in the total darkness. The room was in the center of the building and had no windows at all.

      “Everyone all right?” Simon asked.

      Elizabeth felt Simon’s hand touch her shoulder and pull her closer to him.

      “The power grid,” Hassan said. “It is…unreliable. But,” he added and Elizabeth heard the snap and whoosh of a match being lit, “Everything will be all right.”

      He touched the tip of his match to two taper candles.

      “Where did you get those?” Elizabeth asked.

      Hassan patted his cloth belt. “Trust in Hassan.”

      Simon took one of the candles and held it out toward the cell. The pool of light it gave off was weak, but there was enough to see inside the small cell. And it was empty.
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      Elizabeth brushed a few strands of hair from her eyes. The wind was beginning to pick up, but she didn’t mind. The sun and the warm wind felt good. Anything warm would feel good after the chill that had taken up lease in her guts.

      Fate. Prophecies. Were they ever good? Just once she’d like to hear, “You will lose two pounds without trying!” or “You will hit only green lights on the way to the market today!”

      “I’m sure it was just religious claptrap,” Simon said.

      “Could be,” Jack said, as he took a drag off his cigarette, “but betrayers is kind of specific.”

      Simon took a drink of his lemonade. “I’m sure anyone who isn’t a true believer is a betrayer of some sort in the cult’s eyes.”

      “And his little disappearing act?” Jack said.

      Simon lifted his chin in silent defiance. “Just that, an act. Rather coincidental, wasn’t it for the lights to go out just then?” He shook his head. “Theatrics.”

      Jack frowned and tapped his cigarette on the edge of the ashtray on the table. “Pretty good ones. I didn’t see any way out of that cell.”

      “Just because you couldn’t see it, doesn’t mean it wasn’t there,” Simon countered and then frowned deeply at Jack’s cigarette. “And must you do that?”

      Jack took a long defiant drag before snubbing it out.

      “Thank you,” Simon said tersely.

      While they argued about what they’d seen or not seen and the little they’d learned at the police station, Elizabeth tried to clear her mind. She’d let her fears get the better of her back there and she seriously needed to find something and grip it.

      Okay, so they were up against an ancient cult that wanted them dead; they’d faced worse. Hadn’t they? She frowned at that rather unpleasant thought and decided to focus on something tangible instead.

      If they could just find the other half of the papyrus, they might know what this was all about. The cult member hadn’t torched it just for giggles. That meant it mattered. But without the second part, it was useless.

      Another dead end. She took a deep breath and tried to let the warmth of the sun that shone down onto Shepheard’s veranda soothe her. She closed her eyes and just as she did a strong gust of wind came.

      Someone’s hat flew past and napkins and papers swirled in the wind. A woman near the next table gripped the wide brim of her sun hat, but forgot her scarf. The silk began to float off her shoulders, but an edge snagged and it rippled in the air. It streamed out behind the woman like a flag before slipping away.

      The scarf danced on the wind, fluttering like some living creature before taking a sudden nosedive and wrapping itself around the leg of a nearby chair. The woman was too busy readjusting her hat to notice she’d lost her scarf and Elizabeth hurried to pick it up before it worked itself free and was caught in another gust.

      She saved it just in time and ran the silken material between her hands to loosen any sand that might have found its way onto it. Glad for the distraction from the doom and gloom, Elizabeth paused for a moment to admire the pattern on the scarf. What she saw brought her up short.

      The lightbulb that went off in her head was so bright it nearly blew a fuse. She quickly studied it, her heart racing and ran over to the woman.

      “Elizabeth?” she heard Simon say in alarm.

      “Where did you get this?” Elizabeth asked the woman as she held the scarf out.

      The woman stared at her dumbly.

      “Where did you get it?” Elizabeth repeated, more urgently.

      The woman looked at Elizabeth warily and pointed to a vendor’s cart on the street in front of the hotel.

      Forgetting her manners in what she thought just might be the break they needed, Elizabeth tossed the scarf back to the woman and turned back toward her table, but Simon and Jack were already standing and coming over to her. “What’s the matter?”

      Elizabeth stuck out her hand. “I need money.” How could they have missed it? How many times had she seen this scarf walk by wrapped around the neck of a tourist, sitting in a shop window or on a vendor’s cart?

      Simon frowned, but dug into his wallet.

      Before he could choose a bill, Elizabeth snatched the whole thing and hurried down the broad steps of the hotel. She ignored the peddlers and beggars and headed straight for the cart with the scarves. Simon and Jack trailed close behind.

      “How much?” she asked, pointing to one of the scarves. “Bikeam?”

      The man replied; she shoved a bill at him and snatched up one of the scarves.

      “What on earth’s gotten into you?” Simon said.

      “This,” Elizabeth said as she held out the scarf.

      Simon and Jack exchanged worried glances.

      “This is the other half of the papyrus.” She unfurled the scarf to reveal rows of hieroglyphics, the top row only half there, the remaining silk screened image  was the missing bottom half of Whiteside’s papyrus. “It’s been right in front of us the whole time.”

      

      

      “Remarkable,” Whiteside said as he studied the scarf.

      Christina flipped through her sketchpad and then laid it out on the table above the scarf, lining up the two edges.

      Elizabeth could barely believe it. It was a perfect match. The anticipation in the room was electric.

      “What does it say?” Jack asked.

      Whiteside brought a finger to his mouth and pursed his lips. “Well, let’s see. The gift was given to the pharaoh of the New Kingdom.”

      “Who would that be?” Elizabeth asked excitedly. They were so close now.

      Whiteside stood up straight and tugged on his ear. “Oh, that covers quite a few. The New Kingdom, well that’s the 16th Century to the 11th Century. It could be anyone from Amhosis the First to Ramesses the Eleventh. Or it could refer to something else entirely.”

      Elizabeth didn’t bother to hide her frustration and looked to Simon. Where was that darned Easy Button? He held up a hand urging patience.

      Whiteside leaned back over the scarf. “It speaks of the glory and the power of the gift…Hail his majesty, the sun disk shining from his palm, glittering above the sky second to no other. The gods bowed down. All pay adoration to the one, the glorious being who rises above all. The Aten, that’s the sun or Ra or sometimes more generic for God…the Aten, the living one who rejoices on the horizon and is the throne of the Lord of Heaven.”

      Whiteside leaned back and silence followed.

      “Is that it?” Jack asked, the disappointment in his voice echoing Elizabeth’s.

      “Yes,” Whiteside said thoughtfully.

      Elizabeth looked down at the scarf, that sinking, disappointed feeling heavy in her stomach. She’d been so sure. Maybe he’d missed something? “What does all that mean? Can you tell which Pharaoh it’s talking about?”

      Whiteside took off his reading glasses. “It’s fairly typical of the period, I’m afraid. I wish I had more.”

      “If it doesn’t really tell us anything,” Jack said. “Why would the cult want to destroy it?”

      Whiteside looked at the scarf for a moment before shaking his head. “Have you learned anything more about that? The cult, I mean.”

      Simon told them the abridged version of events, leaving out the surprise ending.

      Whiteside pursed his lips and then chewed thoughtfully on the end of his glasses. “Sekhmet.”

      Simon nodded. He’d read the book Whiteside had given him and recognized the names the cult member had recited. “The Lady of the Flame.”

      “She has well over a hundred names. The Eye of Ra, the Devouring One, Mistress of Dread. And so on.”

      “She appears in the form of a woman with the head lioness, doesn’t she?” Christina asked.

      “Yes,” Whiteside said. “She’s the goddess of conquest and vengeance.”

      Betrayers, Elizabeth thought.

      “What’s her connection, or her cult’s, to the papyrus?” Jack asked.

      Whiteside leaned back in his chair. “Amenhotep III was quite taken with Sekhmet. He had hundreds of statues built in her honor.”

      “And he was a pharaoh of the New Kingdom,” Christina supplied.

      Elizabeth plopped down into the nearest chair and chewed the inside of her lip. That sounded logical enough, but what did the watch have to do with it? What did they have to do with it?

      Whiteside tucked his glasses into his pocket. “Perhaps we’ll find something else to help us be sure.”

      Simon pushed out a breath and paced to the far side of the room. He stopped, pivoted and looked at Elizabeth. “There is something else,” he said and looked to Jack and Elizabeth for permission. “The letter?”

      She nodded and Jack did the same. In for a penny, in for a pound.

      “It’s probably nothing,” Simon continued, “but there was a note. It could be unrelated but…it said, ‘Now is the winter of our discontent, made glorious summer by this sun.’”

      Christina chewed on her thumbnail in thought. “Richard III.”

      “Yes,” Simon said. “Other than in this case, ironic, references to the glory of a king and the sun, of course, that’s a play on words though…”

      Christina looked up at him, a thoughtful scowl on her face. “He was a hunchback, wasn’t he?”

      “Yes, in the play, he was,” Simon said. “‘Deformed, unfinished, sent before his time into this breathing world, scarce half made up.’”

      A slow broad smile stretched across Christina’s face and she turned to her father.

      Whiteside laughed. “Very good, my dear.”

      Elizabeth felt that prickle of excitement again. “What?”

      Whiteside stood to his full height, like a professor at his podium. “There was a pharaoh not unlike our dear King Richard. Deformed, a hunchback by many accounts, cast as the villain by history. And he reigned during the New Kingdom. In fact, he was the son of Amenhotep.”

      “Akhenaten,” Christina supplied.

      “It all fits,” Whiteside said. “The sun disk in his hand, the description of the Aten, I’m certain of it.”

      He tapped the scarf. “It must be Akhenaten.”

      Elizabeth felt the shiver of the joy of discovery run through her body. She looked at Simon and then Jack. Both wore the same exhilarated expression, triumph and relief.

      Whiteside shook his head and looked back at the sketch of the papyrus and the scarf. “Fascinating.”

      “And lucky,” Christina added. “We just happen to know one of the foremost experts on that particular pharaoh.”
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      Henri held out his hand for Elizabeth as she boarded the steamer. “I am so pleased you could join us on our little adventure.”

      He helped her off the boarding plank and onto the ship’s deck. Casting a glance over her shoulder at Simon, he smiled. “Both of you, of course.”

      Simon smiled tightly and inclined his head.

      This was going to be an adventure all right, Elizabeth thought. Simon and Henri in close quarters for a four day cruise up the Nile. As Henri’s eyes lingered on her, she wondered if Simon’s suggestion of taking the train and meeting them in Luxor might not have been the better one.

      “Arthur!” Henri said, turning his attention to more of his guests.

      Although, Elizabeth had to admit, she was looking forward to the cruise. Henri had chartered one of Cook’s finer ships and arranged the entire journey. What would normally be a cruise of several weeks, he’d cut down to just four days. They would sail with only a few stops along the way. It wasn’t the usual tourist pilgrimage up the Nile, but far more pleasant than the train.

      They’d get to relax a little, see some of the country and hopefully leave the Cult of Sekhmet back in Cairo. Not to mention they needed to stay in Henri’s good graces. The last thing they needed was for him to kick them out of his inner circle. Without Henri, they wouldn’t have a chance at getting into Akhenaten’s tomb, and finding the watch they hoped was inside it.

      The clues weren’t exactly ironclad evidence, but it all made sense. It certainly explained why Mason had befriended this particular group of people and ingratiated himself with Henri. After all, if they’d been off course, those pesky cult members wouldn’t keep showing up. All signs pointed to Henri’s dig in the Valley of the Kings and that’s where they had to go.

      She glanced over at Simon. The marks had faded from his neck, leaving only faint bruises, but the memory of seeing that man trying to kill him had not. She shivered and Simon looked down at her in concern.

      “Just a tickle,” she said vaguely and took off her sun hat, and began fanning herself with it. So far, the weather had been very mild, but today felt like it was shaping up to be a scorcher.

      She and Simon stood on the deck as Henri greeted the Whitesides and Jack and Diana.

      “Parfait!” he said. “Everyone is here.”

      He waved to one of the crew who hurried down the plank to finish seeing to the stowing of the piles of luggage still resting on the shore.

      “The stewards will see you all to your cabins,” Henri said with a pleased smile. “I hope you will find the accommodations to your liking. In an hour, please join me on the upper deck for a toast to our voyage?”

      Several stewards in crisp white robes ushered the group toward their rooms on the upper deck. Instead of the two-sailed dahabeah most wealthy travelers hired to explore the Nile, Henri had chartered a small steamer. It was a bit like a miniature cruise ship. Long broad promenade areas with large, white-cushioned chaise lounges, and small clusters of rattan tables and chairs lined nearly the full 200 foot length of the ship.

      After having left the rest of the group at their cabins, Simon and Elizabeth finally reached theirs at the rear of the upper deck.

      “Wow,” Elizabeth said. The suite was incredible. Complete with a sitting area and vanity, it was larger than any of the other cabins they’d passed on the way. The dark mahogany panelling and varnished oak floors might have made the room feel dark if it weren’t for the enormous, panoramic bay windows that gave them the perfect view of the Nile.

      “Was awfully kind of Henri to give us this and on such short notice too,” she said.

      Simon humphed and tossed his hat onto the vanity. What could he possibly find wrong with this?

      He glared at the two twin brass beds separated by a nightstand. “Yes, very thoughtful.”

      While most of the other suites did have queen size beds, she was sure it was merely coincidence and not some plan to keep them apart. She slipped her arms around Simon’s waist.

      His expression softened as he looked down at her. He tucked a stray curl behind her ear. “If he thinks that’s going to stop me, he’s more of a fool than I thought.”

      Elizabeth smiled and kissed him. “Something to look forward to.” She started to slip away, but Simon held her to him.

      “We have an hour,” he suggested.

      Elizabeth laughed and shook her head. “Later. I promised Christina I’d meet her on deck.”

      Simon sighed and let her go. “All right. In that case, I suppose I should go introduce myself to the captain and meet the crew.”

      Which was code for “make sure none of them are cult members.”

      “I’ll meet you later then,” she said.

      Simon picked up his hat and took one step toward the door before turning back.

      “I’ll be careful,” she said, before he could remind her.

      “Good.” He put on his fedora and pulled the brim down. He nodded toward the beds, a sly smile on his lips. “Until later.”

      A thrill ran through her at his silent promise and she smiled. Score one for the cruise.

      

      

      Simon sipped his champagne and leaned back in his chair, watching as Elizabeth, and Jack and Diana chatted with each other around their small table. Jouvet had toasted them all and welcomed them to his adventure, as he put it. He was jovial and a consummate host, and completely irritating. His gaze always lingered a little too long on Elizabeth, and he offered her all too frequent, what Simon supposed were, charming smiles.

      Simon narrowed his eyes and kept a close watch on the smug Frenchman. He seemed to delight in finding ways to spend his benefactor’s money. A luxury cruise for a dozen of his closest friends was pushing the edge of decency though.

      If Simon hadn’t known any better, he’d almost think Jouvet was stalling the opening of the chamber at his dig. Maybe he was. He seemed to spend more time in Cairo than on-site and had planned a four-day luxury party instead of overseeing his work. He didn’t seem at all enthusiastic about it, beyond a bit of showmanship for the crowd. He was competent enough, Simon supposed. Christina hadn’t been overstating it when she said he was an expert on Akhenaten, but for some reason he didn’t seem to be actually looking forward to getting to Luxor and opening the chamber. It was puzzling.

      “More?” Simon asked as he lifted a champagne bottle from its silver ice bucket.

      Elizabeth shook her head. It was just as well. Between the champagne and the heat she was looking very sleepy. One more, and she might just slide under the table.

      Not that he could have blamed her. Even without the drink, the atmosphere was rather peaceful and hypnotic.

      Even under the shade of the tarpaulin on the upper deck, the sun was strong. The smooth water of the Nile slipped beneath them. If it weren’t for the slight hum of the deck from the engines and the churning sound of the paddlewheel, Simon would have thought they were standing still and the shore was moving.

      The occasional wooden feluccas with their pointed, triangular arching sails moved past them up the river just as they had for thousands of years. The mud villages and bits of ruin along the shore felt as timeless as the Nile itself.

      He rarely gave into thoughts of a spiritual nature, but this experience was surprisingly so. Or it was until Trevor Everett started driving golf balls from the stern of the ship.

      “Dammit! Another slice.”

      “Idiot,” Simon grumbled between sips.

      “Maybe he’ll fall in,” Diana suggested.

      Simon grinned. He liked Diana. What was not to like? She was smart, funny, independent. A good match for Jack. A good temporary match. After the unfortunate Betty disaster in Hollywood, Simon hoped to God Jack had learned his lesson. He didn’t think the three of them could survive another three-month funk. He’d been content to let the man lick his wounds in peace, but Elizabeth had worried.

      Jack had promised he was fine when he wasn’t, and Simon told her to mind her own business and she hadn’t. Eventually, Jack had climbed out of his depression and they’d seen the spark of the man they’d met in London.

      As if Jack heard Simon’s thoughts, he turned and caught his eye. Jack smiled, happy, thankful, and then he winked and gave a dramatic stretch. “Well, I think I’m gonna take a nap before dinner.”

      He excused himself and unsurprisingly Diana followed a few minutes later. Lucky bastard. Simon was about to suggest he and Elizabeth do the same when Whiteside and Christina appeared.

      Simon sighed, but stood and invited them to join his table. Later would have to wait until later.

      The rest of the afternoon and evening passed by quietly and inconspicuously. Simon enjoyed the respite. Not that he let himself completely relax, not here, not ever. However, sharing fine meals and finer brandy aboard a luxury ship moving slowly up the Nile wasn’t the worst mission they’d ever had, as long as the men that plagued them had stayed behind in Cairo.

      After an excellent dinner of roast lamb, the group retired to the salon and, naturally, Elizabeth found herself a poker game to join.

      “You must be cheating somehow,” Trevor Everett said as Elizabeth raked in another impressive stack of chips. “No woman is that good a poker player.”

      Simon laughed, too happy and, perhaps a little too tipsy to bother taking umbrage at Everett’s absurd insults.

      Elizabeth smiled and happily stacked her chips, most of which had belonged to Everett at the start of the game. “I’m really not that good. You’re just that bad.”

      Offended, Everett stuck his cigarette into his mouth and pushed away from the table. Simon barely remembered to suppress his laughter as the man walked away. God, how he loved his wife.

      Jouvet, who’d been standing watching the game unfold, gestured to the empty seat. “May I?”

      Elizabeth shrugged and shuffled the cards ending with a long cascading flourish.

      Jouvet grinned. “You have many talents.”

      Simon turned away. He’d be certain to lose his good mood if he watched Jouvet attempt to seduce his wife all night. He was feeling too good to let that damn Frenchman ruin it.

      Simon sipped his scotch and looked for something else to occupy his attention. Everett’s wife and a woman whose name he couldn’t remember were deep in conversation, no doubt something important like the value of their portfolios or the ghastly spring ball at Highclere last season. Whiteside spoke animatedly to an American merchant named Sanford who’d made his fortune selling women’s brassieres. Jack and Diana danced haphazardly to the ragtime jazz coming from a Victrola in the corner. The rest of the passengers had either retired or were busy being fleeced by Elizabeth. That left only Christina.

      She sat alone in the corner, glum, on the periphery, watching the rest of them enjoying the party. The book she’d been reading lay forgotten on her lap.

      He felt for the girl. She was bright and engaging, or would be, if she weren’t busy nursing a broken heart.

      A little voice inside his head, that sounded remarkably like Elizabeth, urged him to go to her. Despite feeling unsure what he could possibly do to help the girl, Simon lifted himself from the comfort of his leather club chair and walked the short distance across the room.

      “May I join you?”

      Startled, Christina looked up at him and then lowered her eyes as if she’d been caught doing something she oughtn’t. “Of course.”

      Simon sat down in the chair next to hers. “The Mill on the Floss,” he said nodding toward her forgotten book. “I think I preferred Silas Marner.”

      “You’ve read them?”

      “I used to read quite a lot,” Simon said. “I find that I don’t have quite so much time for it anymore.” He carefully left out the reason for that as his eyes drifted to her across the room, as she dealt the next hand.

      “Sometimes I think I’d be happier if I could live in a book.”

      Simon nodded. “I spent a great deal of my youth doing just that. I could control the world just by turning the page.”

      Christina looked at him with empathy. “Yes,” she said and pushed her glasses back up onto her nose. “Exactly.” She folded her hands and studied them. “Everything else is so unpredictable.”

      That was an understatement. “Eventually,” Simon said, “you’ll find that’s what makes it all worthwhile.”

      She nodded politely, but looked far from convinced.

      Simon hesitated only a moment before letting his guard down. Perhaps he could say something to cheer her up. “When I was sixteen, I fell madly in love with a girl in Sussex. She had fiery red hair. It was a glorious summer; we spent every moment together until she tore out my heart and crushed it like a walnut.”

      Christina laughed and then covered her mouth and apologized, but he could still see the slight humor in her eyes.

      “I thought I’d never get over her,” he said, “but another summer came and another. And eventually I found Elizabeth.” He failed to mention the twenty lonely years in between.

      Christina looked over at the poker table. Elizabeth held up her cards to cover a smile. Her eyes flashed and she said something that elicited whoops of laughter from the table.

      “Now, I can’t even remember that girl’s name.”

      Christina ran her fingers over the leather bound edges of the book in her lap as she thought about what he said.

      “It might not seem so now,” Simon continued. “But the hurt will fade.”

      She nodded quickly and worried her lower lip.

      “You’re a lovely, bright girl, Christina. I think, if anything, you’ll be spoilt for choice before long.”

      She blushed and shook her head, but a small smile curved her lips.

      “Christina,” Jack said suddenly appearing in front of them. “Just the girl I was looking for.” He jerked his head toward the impromptu dance floor. “Diana’s given up on me. How about a go?”

      He held out his hand and Christina looked at it unsure. Simon gave her an encouraging nod and she took it.

      “He’s got two left feet,” Simon called after them. “Don’t let him trample you.”

      Quite satisfied with himself, Simon finished his scotch and set the empty glass on a table. He watched Jack and Christina for a moment before stepping outside to get some air.

      He walked toward the bow to a quiet spot away from the music and the mayhem of the salon. The sound of the boat as it cut through the water was soothing and entrancing and Simon enjoyed the solitude for a few minutes, watching the distant shore slide past in the night.

      He felt Elizabeth’s approach before he heard her footsteps on the wooden deck. It was strange and wonderful, this connection to someone—this subtle sense of her, a gentle hum in his soul.

      “There you are,” she said.

      Simon smiled to himself. He could see her in his mind’s eye, standing behind him, wearing that dress, the diaphanous fabric flowing in the slight evening breeze. Waves of auburn hair falling about her face and caressing her bare shoulders. The curious look on her face that he would kiss away.

      He turned and watched her walk toward him. She stopped in front of him and tilted her head to the side. The flush in her cheeks ran down her neck into the décolletage of her dress and Simon’s eyes followed it.

      She smiled then and leaned forward against the railing and took a deep breath of the cool night air. The breeze moulded her dress to her body and Simon stood for a moment content to appreciate the shape of her calves, the curve of her back, the supple skin of her shoulders.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” she said.

      The evening, he had to admit, was beautiful, too. The sky was clear and the moon shone brightly, reflecting in the glassy surface of the river. Palm trees stood in silhouette on the shores as they slipped silently by and into the night. But it all paled next to his wife.

      Simon stepped behind Elizabeth and put his hands on the railing on either side of her. For once, a mission seemed to be going their way. The clues had fallen into place and he forgot what he was thinking about as Elizabeth leaned back into him.

      He swept her hair from her shoulder and kissed the hollow of her neck. She sighed softly and leaned her head to the side to give him better access. He happily took it.

      Simon kissed her again and again, slowly moving his way up her neck. Elizabeth put her hand on his and silently urged him to wrap his arm around her waist. He did and pulled her more tightly against him.

      He groaned and she turned around in his arms. She tiptoed up and kissed him.

      The next thing he knew they were on their way upstairs and could not get there soon enough. He was already unzipping her dress before they were even inside their stateroom. She slid his dinner jacket to the floor as she kissed him and he eased the straps of her dress over her shoulders and heard the fabric hit the floor at their feet.

      He kissed his way up along her neck as her hands went to his belt.

      “What about the beds?” she said, her voice slightly breathless.

      Simon pulled back and saw the wicked grin on her face. He matched it with one of his own and then lifted her up until her legs wrapped around him.

      “Who needs a bed?”
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      Breakfast was a four course affair that left Elizabeth with barely enough strength to find a deckchair to lie down in. The entire trip was an indulgence and she was enjoying every luxurious minute of it. Although, she thought, she probably should have skipped the éclair.

      She sat down on her rattan lounger and let herself relax. They were away from the unknowns of Cairo, and safe, relatively anyway, on board a beautiful boat, serenely floating up the Nile to Luxor. Where, if they were right, the watch was waiting for them.

      Simon was off being academic with Arthur and so Elizabeth stretched out and watched the lush banks of the Nile drift past. The low lying farmland gave way to hills and steep cliffs before flattening out again into tracts of wheat, cotton and sugar cane. A small herd of water buffalo waded in for a drink and a bath.

      The river was sometimes narrow and sometimes wide. They passed islands big and small. It was no wonder life in Egypt centered around the Nile. It literally gave sustenance to the desert and its people. It grew and contracted, flooded and receded and left the seeds of life in its place.

      Thick growths of pampas grass lined the shore, a jungle of date palms standing behind them. Tawny rocks and nearly inhospitable desert beyond that. A man standing in a green and red rowboat, poled himself along near the shore toward a village.

      She could just see Cleopatra arriving on her barge to seduce Mark Antony. Now, that was the original party barge. If she closed her eyes, she could…

      “Elizabeth.”

      She sat up with a start and found herself looking into the bemused face of her husband.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you,” Simon said, but there was laughter in his eyes. “You fell asleep.”

      “Just closed my eyes,” she said, stifling a yawn.

      Simon pointed to the corner of his mouth. “You drooled a little.”

      Elizabeth wiped her chin and blushed.

      Simon’s rare, rich laugh eased her embarrassment and she took the hand he offered without question. “Come on,” he said as she let him pull her up. “We’re going on an excursion.”

      Elizabeth glanced out at the still moving water. “Are we going swimming?”

      Simon gently combed his fingers through her hair to tame it. “We’re about to dock and I thought…”

      “I should walk off that éclair?”

      He was too polite to agree, but he did smile and hold out his arm for her.

      She slipped her arm through his. “Maybe we can bring a picnic.”

      “Elizabeth.”

      The boat docked at a small landing at the bottom of a big hill. The rock tombs of Beni Hassan were somewhere near the top. Luckily, they didn’t have to hoof it, not personally anyway. Donkeys were provided for five piastres. As they made their slow and swaying way up the long slope, Elizabeth decided that you could learn a lot about a person from the way they rode a donkey.

      Christina was gentle with hers, occasionally patting its neck and offering encouragement. Jack and Diana carried on an animated, good-natured argument about something as they rode. Neither seemed the least bit aware of the beast beneath them.

      Arthur swayed back and forth, his head up and back straight like the captain of a great ship making a crossing to the new world. He took in every inch of the hills and the rocks, ready to spot potential bits of pottery sticking out of the dry soil.

      Trevor Everett seemed to have found a beast as unpleasant as he was. Despite the donkey boy’s putting his entire weight into pulling the rope attached to the donkey’s muzzle, it refused to budge. Everett cursed and hit it with his walking stick while his wife pouted and Henri nearly fell off his own from laughing.

      And poor Simon. His legs were so long they’d scrape on the ground if he didn’t hold them up. He rode with as much dignity as anyone could on a donkey, and made the best of it. But, clearly, he would have rather walked.

      The slope leveled off for a jog across to the next zigzagging path and Elizabeth spurred her little donkey on. It picked up the pace and she bounced atop the saddle. Finally, she caught up with Simon and began to overtake him. As she did, she leaned forward, gripping the reins to her chest as if she were on the last leg at Pimlico.

      “On Bucephalus!” she cried, as she and her little mount bounced past Simon.

      She could hear Simon’s bark of laughter as she passed him. Turning around, she saw him shake his head and smile fondly after her.

      After a forty minute ride, they spent the next few hours exploring the rock tombs of Beni Hassan. Embedded into limestone cliffs above the east bank of the Nile, dozens of Middle Empire tombs lined the rock face. Modern iron gates protected some of the entrances.

      The first tomb they entered had a simple facade, while wonderfully detailed paintings of domestic life in early Egypt covered the interiors. Some of them were faded and chipping, but others were still vivid, bright colored scenes on the stucco walls.

      Tall lotus columns, the few that were left, still had their bright colorings.

      “You’ll notice,” Henri said. “That the capital, the head of the column, is a lotus bud, but as you go deeper into the tomb, the buds open to become a flower.”

      He looked at the room with undisguised admiration. “Every nuance, every image has meaning. The Egyptians, they combined purpose with art in ways we have long since forgotten. C’est dommage.”

      He led them into another chamber and made sure to point out that mixed in with the scenes of everyday life were the deceased and his wife, hunting fowl, fishing, or watching as men built their funeral shrines. The drawings signified their life together after death.

      Henri happily answered the most ridiculous questions and spoke passionately and knowledgeably about each tomb. He was a different man out here. Gone was all of the pretense, all of the posturing and a brilliant, earnest man took his place. He lingered at the fresco of the couple.

      “L’amour fait les plus grandes douceurs et les plus sensibles infortunes de la vie,” he said softly.

      Elizabeth stayed back with Simon as Henri and the others moved on. Simon looked after Henri with an expression she hadn’t seen before. Sympathy.

      Without her having to ask, Simon translated. “Love makes life's sweetest pleasures and worst misfortunes.”

      They quietly wandered through the cool, quiet interiors of the rock tombs until another group of visitors arrived. The braying donkeys and the blustering tourists stole the peace of the moment and they hurried through the final tombs before beginning the long journey back down to the landing.

      Cocktails were waiting for them. The ship pulled away from the shore and continued its journey up river as they all slipped into a dry martini and left the ancient world behind again.

      

      

      It was remarkable how quickly things changed. For years, decades, if he were honest, Simon had never slept well with another person in his bed. And now, he couldn’t sleep without one. One in particular.

      Elizabeth lay sprawled out across most of her twin bed. They’d started the night sharing his, but Elizabeth was as active in sleep as was she was in waking and had unceremoniously fallen out of bed at about three o’clock in the morning.

      She’d crawled into her own bed after that and had fallen back to sleep within minutes. Simon wasn’t so lucky. He’d lain awake for another hour and only found sleep in fits and starts without her by his side. Now morning had come.

      The sun reflected brightly off the river and cut through the window sheers. Simon considered waking Elizabeth, but ultimately decided to let her sleep in. He dressed quietly, kissed her on the temple and slipped out of the room.

      As he’d expected, he found Whiteside and his daughter having tea on the upper level.

      “Good morning.” Whiteside gestured to an empty chair at their table. He glanced around the empty deck. “We seem to be the only early risers.”

      “After the amount of champagne consumed last night, I doubt we’ll see anyone before noon,” Simon agreed.

      He took his seat and gratefully accepted a cup of tea from the steward. He’d been delighted to find they had his preference on board, Chinese Gunpowder. His grandfather Sebastian would have approved.

      “Christina,” Whiteside said, wiggling his fingers over her sketchpad. “Manners, my girl.”

      Christina nodded and quickly began to gather the colored pencils she’d scattered about the table. She bumped one and it rolled toward the edge. Simon caught it before it fell.

      “I don’t mind,” Simon said, as he handed Christina the pencil.

      She smiled gratefully and put the errant pencil back in its box.

      As she did, Simon noticed her sketches. “What are those?”

      “Oh.” Christina looked to her father for permission who nodded. She turned the pad so Simon could see. “These are from last season. We visited Amarna. I thought it might be fun to revisit them before they open the chamber.”

      “May I?” Simon asked as he pulled the sketchpad closer.

      “These are sketches of what’s left of the palace and temple,” Christina explained. “And the others are from the royal tomb of Akhenaten, what’s left of it anyway.”

      “These are quite good,” Simon said, and it wasn’t a hollow compliment. She had talent. A few of the drawings were incredibly detailed and wholly realistic.

      “Yes, they are,” Whiteside said proudly. After enjoying Christina’s blush for a moment, he pointed to the sketches. “You see, when Akhenaten ascended the throne, he wanted to move the capital, to create a new city in his image. And so he built Tell el-Amarna. Of course, being a heretic, most of it was destroyed after his death, but bits and pieces survived.”

      Simon flipped the page. He instantly recognized a sketch in the upper corner of the page—the beautiful queen Nefertiti. The few images of Akhenaten showed him as oddly misshapen with a long narrow skull and pot belly.

      Simon continued through the sketches until he saw something that made his heart stop.

      “This,” he said, hoping his voice didn’t betray his surprise. “What’s this?”

      “That’s quite interesting, actually,” Whiteside said. “That’s an Aten disk. The icon was originally drawn with long, outstretched wings and represented the aspect of Ra. But when Akhenaten came to the throne…He changed his name, you know, from Amenhotep like his father to Akhenaten…the icon itself changed as well.”

      Simon heard what Whiteside was saying, but his eyes were fixed on the drawing of what looked exactly like his pocket watch. The shape, the crown and stem, all of them were an exact match for the watch. It was upside-down, but the resemblance was unmistakable.

      “Of course, Aten replaced all of the other gods,” Whiteside said. “That’s undoubtedly what the papyrus was referring to with the sun disk shining in his palm and all that.”

      “Yes,” Simon said. Whatever remaining doubts he had that the watch was truly buried with the pharaoh faded away. “Remarkable.”

      

      

      On the fourth day, their boat traversed the last bit of the long u-shaped curve in the Nile that arched to the west and ended near Luxor. Simon could see the Winter Palace standing like a white colossus on shore even from miles away.

      The boat pulled up to the landing at the very foot of the hotel. A wobbly, wooden plank was draped across the space between it and the short pier. Beyond that, rows of water steps that had been carved into the rocky bank led from the landing to the forecourt of the grand hotel. From there, double marble staircases led up to a colonnade and the horseshoe-shaped terrace that ran the length of the enormous Winter Palace Hotel.

      They crossed the threshold under an immense parapet emblazoned with the hotel’s name and were shown to their rooms. The view from their third-story suite was spectacular. The Nile stretched out in both directions. Across the river sat the Theban Hills, hiding within them the riches of the Valley of the Kings.

      Simon and Elizabeth barely had time to shower and change for the party that night. Elizabeth watched for a moment as he wrestled with his bow tie and then took pity on him and brushed his hands away. She gently pinched the knot and adjusted the wings. Satisfied, she patted his chest and turned to admire them both in the mirror.

      They looked every inch the 1920 society couple they were supposed to be. His tuxedo was smart and well-pressed, but it was Elizabeth that had his attention. He’d practically had to force her to buy the vintage gown they’d found back home. It was outrageously expensive, but looking at her now, worth every penny. The pale green silk chiffon and embroidered crystals showed off the creamy skin of her shoulders and just enough of her chest to make him slightly uncomfortable. As she turned, the chiffon moved like gossamer, just brushing her knees above her bare and quite lovely legs.

      “Ready?”

      “Hmmm?”

      She smiled, realizing she’d caught him staring. “The party,” she reminded him.

      “Right.” Simon held out his arm and they headed downstairs for yet another round of cocktails and smalltalk. God help him.

      One of the larger salons had been staged for the cocktail party celebrating Jouvet’s dig, although what there was to celebrate yet eluded Simon. So far as he could tell, the man had found a scarab and willing mark in a rich patron and nothing else.

      No one seemed to mind though. Any excuse for a party was welcomed with open arms and hollow legs. Nearly one hundred people mingled inside the plush salon, some in large chairs by the windows enjoying the view of the Nile. Others stood in small packs enjoying the glasses of champagne that continually circulated the room on silver trays. Small talk, gossip, general inanity. Simon was glad, not for the first time, that he’d given up this sort of life.

      Elizabeth, always attuned to his moods squeezed his arm and gave him a reassuring smile. He took a bracing breath and they plunged into the fray.

      They’d just freed themselves from yet another story about Mrs. Cavandish’s corgis when Jouvet caught them. Simon groaned inwardly and plastered a false smile onto his face.

      “Ah,” he said. “There is someone I should like you to meet.”

      He pulled them toward a small group who was busily chatting away. At the center, with her back to them, stood a slender woman in a deep purple velvet dress with black, almost aubergine hair.

      “My mysterious patroness,” Jouvet said, gesturing to the woman. “Pardon?” He stepped closer to her to get her attention.

      “Mrs. Katherine Vale,” Jouvet said. “May I present, Mr. and Mrs. Simon Cross.”

      When she turned Simon’s blood ran cold and he heard Elizabeth gasp softly beside him.

      Eyes of pale soulless violet.

      The rest of the room faded from existence. Jouvet and other partygoers blurred and the hum of voices dulled. Simon stood, frozen for a moment, stunned. All he could see was her, Madame Petrovka, the cold, heartless psychopath standing in front him, smiling.

      Her grin broadened, the cat about to eat the canary. Her eyes glittered with barely bridled excitement at his shock and discomposure. Chest rising and falling quickly with excitement, her eyes danced as she tried to control her exhilaration at her moment of triumph.

      “Well, hello again,” she said, in a voice so hard and smooth it could have been a knife.

      Simon felt an icy hand grip his heart. There was no surprise in her face, no shock. She’d expected this, planned this. And they’d walked right into it.

      “You know each other?” Jouvet said in surprise.

      Vale, or whatever the hell she was calling herself these days, laughed. “Yes, we met in San Francisco, wasn’t it? Imagine my surprise when I found out you were here and friends of Henri’s.”

      Simon barely found his voice. “Yes.” He reached over and without looking took hold of Elizabeth’s hand. She gripped his tightly.

      Vale smiled again and her calculating gaze shifted from Simon to Elizabeth. “You were unmarried when last we saw each other. I suppose congratulations are in order.”

      “Thank you,” Elizabeth said, her voice surprisingly calm.

      Vale’s eyes shifted to their joined hands for a moment. “Such a lovely couple. No doubt you have nurseries full of children by now?”

      Simon felt Elizabeth start slightly at the mention of children. The movement wasn’t lost on Vale. A small quirk of her lips gave away her pleasure at having found another vulnerability. Her eyes danced over them in delight, taking in every nuance of their clothing, their body language. Delighting in their fear. Every bit of knowledge she gained was a potential weapon in her arsenal of manipulation and cruelty. And all Simon could do was stand there.

      His heart thundered in his chest as he tried to regain his feet. He’d like to start by putting one on her bloody throat.

      “Mrs. Vale?” he said, hoping no one but her heard the loathing in his voice. “You’ve remarried. Again.”

      She stifled her amusement at his jibe and sighed dramatically. “Sadly, my dear husband is no longer with us.”

      Simon was disgusted, but hardly surprised. She’d killed her first husband, and who knew how many others.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Elizabeth said, her tone and words compassionate, and only Simon hearing the false note.

      The offer of sympathy was unwelcome and her gaze shot to Elizabeth. The mask of calm composure slipped for just a moment and her pure, unadulterated hatred showed through. Elizabeth flinched, and then instinctively, Simon edged forward slightly, putting himself in front of Elizabeth.

      The brief flash of anger subsided and Vale’s icy self-assurance returned. She wound her arm through Jouvet’s. “We really should mingle, Henri.” She turned her attention back to Simon and Elizabeth. “It’s so nice seeing you again. I do hope we have a chance to catch up later. I’m just dying to hear what you two have been up to.”

      Henri, if he’d been aware of any of the subtext, hid it well and blithely escorted Vale toward another group of guests.

      Once they’d moved a fair distance away, Elizabeth clutched at Simon’s arm, her eyes wide with the same alarm he felt. “Holy crap.”

      Simon watched Vale and Jouvet across the room. “Yes,” he said absently, his mind racing. “Come on.”

      He quickly led her from the room, ignoring a greeting from Whiteside as he did. Once they reached the main hall, he turned back to make sure they hadn’t been followed.

      “What are you doing?” Elizabeth asked.

      Simon looked around the busy vestibule. It wouldn’t do. They needed somewhere they couldn’t be seen. “Getting us the hell out of here.”

      He took Elizabeth’s arm, but she resisted.

      “Elizabeth,” he said and pointed back into the salon. “That woman is insane.”

      “Believe me, I know. But we’ve been through this. We can’t go.”

      They had, but that was before she’d come along. He gave up looking for a place downstairs. Their room would do. “The hell we can’t.”

      “Hey,” Jack said, as he hurried to their side. “What’s going on? You ran out of…” His expression darkened. “Jeez. You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” He paused and then looked anxiously around. “You didn’t, did you?”

      “Worse,” Simon said.

      “Zombies?”

      Simon sighed impatiently. “We’re leaving.”

      “No, we’re not.”

      Simon glared down at Elizabeth and took a calming breath. It didn’t work.

      Jack stared at them both in confusion. “Maybe someone should tell me what’s going on.”

      Simon sighed. “Upstairs.”

      Jack nodded and followed them up to their room. Once Simon had locked the door behind them, he moved to close the drapes.

      “Okay,” Jack said. “What the hell happened back there?”

      Elizabeth sat down in a corner of the sofa in the sitting room and played nervously with the piping of one of the throw pillows. “Do you remember what I told you about San Francisco?”

      Jack nodded. “Yeah, he was being a controlling jerk,” he said, nodding toward Simon, “and you went alone to try to stop some Council guy from dying.”

      Simon scowled at Jack’s interpretation, accurate though it might be, and pushed ahead. “The antecedent of a Council member.”

      Elizabeth nodded. “Charles Graham, a Council member from our time had abandoned his partner in 1888 London. She went a bit mad and ended up in Bedlam, the mental hospital.”

      “Right,” Jack said, as he took a chair opposite her. “She escaped the looney bin, pretended to be a psychic and tried to kill the guy’s great, great grandfather or something.”

      “Did kill him,” Simon corrected. He walked over to the seating area, but remained standing. He stared down at Jack. “She tortured the man with the ghost of his dead child until he went mad and killed himself.”

      Jack nodded, his usual casual flippancy gone now. “But his wife was already pregnant so your Charles Graham lived. What was her name? Madame—“

      “Petrovka,” Simon finished for him. “But she’s going by the name of Katherine Vale now.”

      Jack sat up in alarm. “Now? You mean she’s here?”

      “And seriously scarier than I remember,” Elizabeth said. “And she was pretty scary then.”

      Simon had to agree. There was always an unhinged nature to the woman, there had to be considering what she’d done, but now, the way she’d looked at Elizabeth….It was absolutely terrifying.

      He put that thought aside and refocused. “She’s Henri Jouvet’s mysterious benefactor.”

      “But wait,” Jack said, sitting forward. “Didn’t you trick her into going back to the asylum with a rigged watch?”

      Elizabeth nodded. “I did.”

      “We did,” Simon corrected her. Elizabeth had always harbored guilt about that, although he couldn’t fathom why. The woman was a cold-blooded killer, and one that hated them with a passion. They’d deceived her into using a watch, but instead of granting her freedom, it had landed her back in Bedlam, her prison for twelve years.

      Simon tried to put the pieces together. “Somehow she’s managed to escape. Again.”

      “Or somebody got her out,” Jack said.

      Elizabeth looked up sharply. “What do you mean?”

      Jack shrugged. “She was a Council member, right?”

      Simon nodded and sat down next to Elizabeth.

      “That Travers guy said there was a Shadow Council made up of, well, evil Council members,” Jack said. “I’d say she fits the bill pretty well.”

      Simon’s anxiety rose at the thought, but it made sense. Or it was starting to.

      “If I were up to no good, working for the Shadow Council,” Jack continued, “I’d recruit people who had experience with time travel and maybe a grudge or two against the good guys for added inspiration.”

      Elizabeth whistled softly. “She’s got those. In spades.”

      Simon took hold of Elizabeth’s hand and remembered something Travers had told them. “And not just against us. No wonder Charles Graham is running for his life.”

      “Do you think she tried to kill him?” Elizabeth asked and then rolled her eyes at what she saw was a silly question. “Of course, she did. She’s…”

      “Insane,” Simon supplied.

      “Well, true,” Elizabeth conceded. “But clever, too.”

      “That’s a bad combination,” Jack said.

      Simon’s frown deepened. “She knew we were going to be at that party.”

      “Maybe she just found out?” Jack suggested.

      “No, the look on her face, that was from a woman who’d anticipated this, savored it,” Simon said. “I don’t know when she knew or how she knew but…maybe Jouvet mentioned us.” He turned to Elizabeth. “Speaking of whom you will not be spending any more time with.”

      Elizabeth didn’t argue but, Simon noticed, she didn’t agree either.

      He was about to remind her of the dangers when she said softly, “Maybe she found out we were coming here and all of this is for us?”

      “No,” Simon said. “I don’t think so. I think she’s here for the watch. Why else would she fund Jouvet’s dig?”

      Elizabeth nodded thoughtfully. “And the Cult of Sekhmet? They must be working for her. They killed Mason, stole his watch from Jack and have done everything they can to keep us from finding out where Shelton’s watch was.” She looked at Simon curiously. “But why would they help her?”

      “She can be very convincing, can’t she?” Simon said, wishing he could spare her the truth of it, but knowing he couldn’t. “And I’m sure the cult was not an arbitrary choice on her part. Sekhmet is the goddess of vengeance.”

      “Against us,” Elizabeth said.

      Simon arched his eyebrows and shook his head. “Perhaps.”

      “Well, the good news is,” Jack said, scratching his chin in thought, “that you’re not dead.”

      “Yes, I like to think that’s good news,” Simon said blandly.

      Jack laughed. “No, I mean, if she knew you were here and she wanted you dead, there were plenty of opportunities.”

      Elizabeth’s forehead wrinkled. “Somehow that’s not as comforting as it should be.”

      There was nothing comforting about this situation at all. He’d been a fool to think things could run smoothly with that damned Council involved.

      “She’s been one step ahead of us,” Simon said. “But her advantage is gone now.”

      “Okay,” Jack said, “So, what do we do?”

      Simon wanted to leave. It was insane not to. But he knew they were going to stay. Whether Vale was working for the Council or not, she wasn’t here to sightsee. “Stop her.”
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      Elizabeth stood at the rail of the ferry. A cool morning breeze from the river blew her hair back off her shoulders as they reached the midway point of their crossing. Her fingers traced the outline of the small watch key that hung on a necklace underneath her blouse.

      Last night had been a long night, but Elizabeth had faith they’d made the right choice in staying. They’d argued over what to do with the watch. If Vale was there on the same mission they were, she’d want any watch she could find, including, and maybe especially, theirs.

      Elizabeth wanted to hide Simon’s watch somewhere, to keep him from being a walking target, but had been outvoted. Simon was not going to let his watch out of his sight. And Jack had agreed.

      That left the key Teddy had given her. If a looney tune like Vale ever got her hands on it, and could travel at will, history would never be the same.

      “Try not to fiddle with it,” Simon said as he joined her at the railing.

      He was right, of course. There was no telling who was watching them. She patted it once more, smoothing the cotton placard of her white blouse and gripping the railing in front of her.

      “She’s not here. We should try to relax and enjoy that,” she said looking at the western bank of the Nile and the Theban Hills beyond.

      Simon grunted.

      “Okay, stay tense and enjoy it.”

      Simon’s smile didn’t reach his eyes as he placed his hand over hers before looking back out at the horizon.

      Their group had left the hotel shortly after breakfast for a day exploring the Valley of the Kings before meeting Jouvet at his dig for lunch. So far, Katherine Vale was nowhere in sight, thankfully, but that didn’t mean they could afford to let their guard down. Looking at the set of his jaw and tension around his eyes, Elizabeth could see that Simon’s guard was high and tight.

      “I worry about you, too, you know,” Elizabeth said.

      Simon squeezed her hand and this time his smile was genuine. “I know.”

      After a few more minutes, the ferry reached the landing where they disembarked. Whiteside looked very much the great explorer in his khaki suit and Stanley pith helmet, a leather-cased canteen slung over one shoulder. Christina followed behind him, her sketchbook clutched tightly to her chest. They were followed by Jack and Diana and, bringing up the rear, the Everetts sloshed off the boat.

      Carriages had been arranged for them and, after they’d bullied their way through another gauntlet of vendors and hucksters, they piled in for the ride to the valley. As they passed the cultivated land that edged the river, the earth went from rich and fertile to dusty and bone dry in an instant. Elizabeth squinted over the top edge of her smoked-glass spectacles. They cut the glare from the blazing sun and reflective sand, but they gave everything a green tint. She took them off and tucked them into the small front pocket of her blouse. Her broad-rimmed sunhat would have to do.

      Whiteside, who’d happily assumed the role of tour guide, sighed in delight as their carriage came to a stop at Deir el-Barhari. Simon helped Elizabeth and Christina down the awkward carriage step.

      Elizabeth looked toward the rocky cliff face. Long sloping ramps rose from one terraced level to the next, leading to an immense colonnade at the base of an escarpment.

      “Djeser Djeseru. The Holy of Holies,” Whiteside said. “The Mortuary Temple of Hatshepsut.”

      They started toward the temple. “Some say she was the first leader to break tradition and not build a pyramid for her tomb.”

      “She?” Elizabeth asked.

      Whiteside smiled, but it was Christina who answered. “She was a Pharaoh.”

      “Now, there’s no evidence of that,” Whiteside corrected her gently. “Although, title or not, she was by all accounts a great leader for many years.”

      “I like that,” Constance Everett said. “A woman in charge.”

      “Don’t get any ideas, darling,” her husband said as he took a swig from his hip flask.

      “It might look a bit stark now,” Whiteside said, ignoring the Everetts, “but imagine the temple painted with bright reds and yellows. Lush gardens spreading out on either side of the causeway. Magnificent.”

      As they got closer, Elizabeth noticed a series of dust clouds off to the right. “What’s happening over there, Professor?”

      He chuckled. “Winlock won’t leave that quarry alone. Looking for temples and more tombs.” He pointed to a dust cloud at the juncture of a long steep slope and a sheer cliff face. “Those are the tombs of the nobles. Not kings mind you, courtiers and priests and such.”

      Elizabeth could just make out the workers through the nearly endless stream of dust. Like a human conveyer belt, dozens and dozens of men moved in an endless loop up and down the slope. One after another they’d dump their baskets of debris at one end and hurry back up the slope for more. There were several groups of them on the hills, like colonies of ants moving in undulating circles.

      Much larger groups of men worked in the flats beside the road that led to the valley. Gangs of men hoed the ground, while others gathered the debris into small baskets and took them to waiting carts that were pushed down a long track to a dumping ground.

      “Quite an operation,” Simon said, impressed.

      “Yes. Over 700 workers,” Whiteside said. “Sometimes it looks less like a dig for the Metropolitan Museum of Art and more like the work of a pharaoh building his tomb.”

      Small boys and women, dressed all in black, walked donkeys back and forth between the men and what she guessed was a well somewhere. The women dumped enormous jars of water into an even larger one, where men dipped a cup for a drink before hurrying back to their position in line.

      “They’re barefoot,” Constance said.

      Elizabeth couldn’t imagine running over the sharp, rocky shale in her bare feet. Heck, she’d worried her boots wouldn’t be protection enough.

      “Tough as nails, these people,” Whiteside said. “They’ll work from sunup to sundown for just a few bob a day. Of course, the more skilled laborers might earn five or six with bonuses for anything of significance they might find.”

      “Slave wages,” Christina said.

      “Hardly,” her father said. “Despite the wealth of its history, this is a poor country, my dear. Men line up for those jobs and are grateful to get them.”

      Christina bit her tongue and Elizabeth offered her a sympathetic smile. It wasn’t the first time she’d heard the girl argue for improved conditions for the Egyptians. Ahmed and his cause had rubbed off on her.

      After a tour of the temples, they began the long hike into the valley. The trail they followed had been used since ancient times. It wended its way through the cliffs and up to the top of the hills. They stopped at the summit to admire a spectacular view of the Nile Valley below as it stretched out as far as they could see before disappearing in the haze.

      Elizabeth took a sip from her canteen and then began to put it over her shoulder.

      “I wish you’d let me,” Simon said, holding out his hand, ready to take it from her.

      “It weighs like three pounds,” Elizabeth said. “And besides, you might end up carrying me and the bottle at some point, so save your strength.”

      Simon laughed and shook his head. “Suit yourself.”

      “Now, that’s a gentleman,” Constance said, turning to her husband. “Why didn’t you offer to carry mine?”

      Everett held up his canteen and his flask. “I’ve already got two,” he said and started down the path without her.

      Constance sighed and started to shoulder hers.

      “Let me,” Jack said.

      Constance smiled and held it out to him. “Aren’t you a dear?”

      But before Jack could say she was welcome, she’d turned heel and caught up with her husband.

      Jack stood dumbly watching after her and then, with a sigh, slipped the canteen over his shoulder.

      Diana put hers around his neck. “Aren’t you a dear?”

      A laugh bubbled up at his expression and she hurried to hook her arm through Elizabeth’s in a perfect imitation of Constance Everett.

      The path led them from the top of the hills down through ruts in the cliffs until they emerged into a wide and winding rocky gorge.

      “The Valley of the Kings,” Whiteside said.

      They carefully made their way down the path. It wasn’t overly steep, but the footing was precarious. Every bit of it was loose. Small chunks of shale dislodged with each step, some cascading down to the bottom in a cloud of dust.

      Finally, they reached the valley floor. Of the sixty or so tombs, just over a dozen were accessible. Each was marked with a number stenciled in red above the door and many had large iron gates at the entrances.

      “These are unlit,” Whiteside said pointing at the sunken entrance to a few tombs. “We’ll do better ahead.”

      The party followed him down the canyon and Elizabeth could hear the sounds of workmen again and see the small dust clouds that always surrounded their work rising into the air.

      The narrow gorge widened and split off into several small ravines. In the midst of the main wadi, dozens of workers meticulously picked through the dirt and stone.

      A short, stocky man in a tan seersucker suit waved his hat at a group of workers, summoning one with a loud, barked command in Arabic.

      “Howard!” Whiteside called out.

      The man turned at the sound of his name and waved, a little reluctantly. He finished giving orders to the worker and started toward them.

      Whiteside met him halfway and stuck out his hand. “How are you?”

      “Fine,” Howard said, eyeing the rest of the party impatiently. “Arthur.”

      “Howard Carter,” Whiteside said, “I’d like to introduce you to, Mr. & Mrs. Cross, and—“

      “Yes, yes,” Carter said cutting off any extended pleasantries. He belatedly realized how rude he’d been and tipped his hat, and offered a brief smile and a nod to Christina.

      “Terribly busy, you understand?”

      Elizabeth squeezed Simon’s arm. This was the Howard Carter. The man who would discover one of the world’s most amazing archaeological finds—the intact royal tomb of Tutankhamen. She looked around at the workers, knowing the magnificent tomb lay hidden just yards from where they were standing. Her fingers itched to pick up a hoe and speed history along just a little.

      “Is Lord Carnarvon at the hotel?” Whiteside asked.

      Carter sighed. “Yes. He’s growing restless, but damn it, these things can’t be rushed.”

      Elizabeth had read up on it and by 1920, Carter had already been looking for King Tut’s tomb for five years and Lord Carnarvon had poured loads of money into the valley. In two years time, Carnarvon would give Carter one last season and it would be the one that everyone remembered. That everyone still remembered.

      Carter took off his hat, wiped his forehead and barked out an order to someone who was apparently doing something not to his liking.

      “We won’t keep you,” Whiteside said.

      Carter grunted, his dark, brooding eyes already on another thought and tipped his hat.

      “You’ll find it,” Elizabeth said, unable to stop herself. Carter paused, looked at her for a moment, before nodding curtly and going back to overseeing his workmen.

      “Elizabeth,” Simon whispered.

      She didn’t bother hiding her smile. “Well, he will.”

      They passed around the edges of Carter’s dig and visited some of the tombs in the east valley. A few of the more impressive tombs were lit with electricity, including number 11, the tomb of Ramesses III.

      Simon and Elizabeth walked down either side of the divided staircase each on one side of an inclined plane leading to the first chamber. Pilasters, a sort of column embedded deep within a wall, with rams’ heads stood at the entrance. They passed through a series of gates and corridors with reliefs of the god. Small side chambers lined each corridor with more frequency the deeper they went in.

      “Each served a unique purpose,” Whiteside said. “An armory or a treasury. Everything the king would need in the afterlife was stored here.”

      Whiteside stopped and pointed to a brightly colored painting on the wall. “You see, this is a sort of guidebook for the king’s journey through the underworld. They’d face twelve gates, twelve challenges.”

      Whiteside explained each painting and relief as they passed it. “Enemies bound to a pillar…”

      “That looks like it doesn’t end well,” Jack said.

      “The king had to vanquish someone,” Diana added with a smile.

      “And finally, here, is Ramesses in the presence of Osiris. And the burial chamber. Of course, the old king is sleeping somewhere else now.”

      Elizabeth wandered around the four pillars of the burial chamber. Even the sarcophagus was gone.

      “Many of the tombs, including Ramesses’, were plundered in antiquity. Tomb robbers.” Whiteside looked around the empty chamber. “Although, I suppose we’re a sort of modern day tomb robber, aren’t we?”

      Elizabeth bit her lip. She and Simon certainly were. If everything went well, they’d slip into a king’s tomb and steal one of his most precious belongings.

      “Some believe that the spirits of the dead can’t rest because we’ve disturbed their journey,” Christina said.

      “Nonsense,” Everett said. “The Egyptians themselves profit the most from these tombs. If they’re not worried about the souls of their ancestors, why should we be?” He waved his hat to cool himself. “It’s unbearable in here. We’ll be outside.”

      He took his wife’s arm and started back out.

      “I do wonder sometimes,” Christina said. “But then no one would be able to appreciate their beauty, learn about them, if it weren’t for museums.”

      “Yes,” her father said, but he sounded unconvinced.

      “You’re not superstitious, are you Arthur?” Simon asked.

      Whiteside smiled. “Ordinarily, no. But there is something about standing here,” he said, looking around the empty tomb. “It gives one pause, doesn’t it?”

      Elizabeth had to agree. Despite the heat, she felt a chill. The idea of sneaking into Akhenaten’s tomb had excited her before. Despite even Vale being here, it was an adventure. But now, all she felt was a growing sense of dread.
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      They left the east valley and began the last leg of their journey over the hills to the fairly deserted west valley where Jouvet and his dig awaited them. As they crested the last hill, Elizabeth’s stomach rumbled. No one heard, or if they did, they had the grace not to say so. Judging from the looks on everyone’s faces though, their stomachs had the same idea.

      Elizabeth was tired and definitely in need of sustenance. It had been a long, morning and the midday sun was taking its toll. Thankfully, Henri had promised them transportation back to the ferry, so this would only be a one-way hike.

      Simon took Elizabeth’s hand as they descended the rocky slope toward the west valley floor. In the distance, she could see two large white tents set up for their luncheon. It was probably her imagination, but she could have sworn she smelled chicken cooking. She hurried Simon along a little bit faster.

      When they reached the valley floor, Elizabeth saw the dig workers. Like the others, many of them carried baskets of debris on their shoulders and deposited them into a large dumping pile at the far end of the ravine.

      Someone called out something in Arabic and everyone laid down their tools and their baskets en masse, and ran toward a pair of women and their donkeys—the Egyptian version of a lunch truck. Meals wrapped in brown paper were purchased with a few coins and then the men sat down in the shade of one of the cliffs to eat.

      “Ah, you have survived,” Jouvet said, turning to greet them. As he did, Elizabeth saw Katherine Vale standing there. Her appetite dwindled.

      Jouvet left the shade of the tent and met them with a broad smile. “The weary travelers. Perhaps some champagne will help?”

      He gestured toward one of the tents. It had been set up with a long table and fine, white linens. Ice buckets resting on tall stands at each corner of the table stood ready with chilled wine and a waiter stood by several chafing dishes filled with food.

      The Everetts wasted no time and headed straight for the booze.

      Katherine Vale ran her long black gloves through the circle of one hand as she gazed at Elizabeth in pity. “Oh, dear. You do look done in, don’t you?”

      The words were kind, but the tone was not. She relished in misery, other people’s misery.

      “I think she looks beautiful,” Jouvet said. “So alive, uh?”

      Vale smiled and it made Elizabeth’s blood run cold. Looking into those pale soulless eyes was unnerving. Finally, her attention shifted away. Elizabeth was relieved not to be the focus of her scrutiny until she heard Vale say, “Christina, my dear. It’s so good to see you again.”

      Vale drifted over to the girl like a dark specter. “I see you’ve brought your sketchpad! I’m sure you’re very talented.”

      Christina smiled guilelessly at her, pleased with the compliment.

      “Perhaps you’ll sketch something for me?”

      Elizabeth wanted to say, “over my dead body” and would have if Vale hadn’t been the sort to take her up on it.

      It was disturbing though, watching Vale with her black feathered hat looking like a vulture, prey on an innocent like Christina. God only knew what she might have in store for the girl.

      It was one part of their missions Elizabeth didn’t like to think about. Putting herself in danger was one thing, but putting the people they met in danger as well was another.

      “You’ll have to get in line, I’m afraid,” Diana said, stepping forward and putting an arm around Christina’s shoulders. “You promised to sketch me today, remember?”

      Christina grinned and blushed, overwhelmed by the attention.

      Vale eyed Diana carefully, displeased at having been so neatly deposed.

      “Perhaps another time,” Vale said.

      Diana smiled sweetly, unfazed.

      “Are you sure you won’t stay, cherie?” Jouvet asked.

      Vale made a show of thinking about it. She glanced around at the group, her eyes lingering uncomfortably on Simon and Elizabeth.

      “That’s very kind of you, or of me, since I’m paying for all this,” she added softly, “but no. I have things that need attending to.”

      She turned back and offered one last strychnine smile. “Enjoy yourselves.”

      With a wave of her gloves she summoned her car, which Elizabeth hadn’t even noticed was parked in the shadows. A beautiful Pierce-Arrow convertible pulled up and Jouvet gave Vale the European double-kiss and then helped her into the back seat.

      As they drove away, Jack came up to stand with Simon and Elizabeth and watch the dusty trail the car left behind. “So, that’s her.”

      “The wicked witch herself,” Elizabeth said.

      Diana, having left Christina at the table enjoying a cool glass of lemonade, joined them. “I don’t like that woman.”

      Simon nodded. “Welcome to the club.”

      After they’d had some refreshment, Jouvet suggested they take a tour of the tomb before lunch while the workers were at rest.

      Carefully, they made their way down the steep, rough-hewn steps at the mouth of the tomb. A small electric generator hummed and gave life to a string of lights that lit their path. Small, bright mechanic’s lights clung to the walls like giant lightning bugs.

      Henri went first, followed by Elizabeth, and then Simon and the others.

      The outer corridor walls were rough and unpainted.

      “Was it unfinished?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Yes. We believe this tomb was originally built for Ay or perhaps another. It is difficult to say.” Henri held out his hand for Elizabeth as they passed through a dark gate that led into another corridor. “Watch your step.”

      Elizabeth took the offered hand briefly, until she’d navigated the small gap.

      “The outer walls remain incomplete. There are rough sketches, here,” he said, pointing to a wall in the second corridor where the rock had been smoothed. “You see the grid, and the outlines for the reliefs that were never carved or painted.”

      “Why was it abandoned?”

      “We do not know, but I think, I hope,” he added with a smile, “that it was used later, repurposed as a safe place to harbor the body of Akhenaten.”

      Elizabeth exchanged a quick look with Simon. They certainly hoped so, too.

      “Perhaps even Carter’s Tutankhamen might have built it to shelter his father.”

      Elizabeth could see debris at the bottom of the shaft and a doorway. “Is that it? The burial chamber?”

      Henri looked down at it. “The ante-chamber. Beyond that, there is one more small corridor and then, what I believe, I hope is the burial chamber.”

      “Why the support beams there?” Simon asked.

      Elizabeth had noticed them, too. The first few corridors were simply rock, but now they were at the start of one that was buttressed by a large wooden framework.

      “The rock has changed,” Henri explained. “The limestone is very hard, very stable, but this,” he said, rapping his knuckles against the stone, “is shale. It, uh, what is the word…?”

      “Fractures,” Simon supplied.

      Henri nodded. “Yes, it is dangerous. We should not venture further until they have finished reinforcing the walls and the ceiling of this corridor and the other one below.” He gestured for them to return the way they’d come.

      Elizabeth turned to start back up. She’d barely taken a step when she felt her dress snag on something and heard the tell-tale ripping of fabric.

      “Arrêtes!” Henri commanded as he gripped her shoulder. “Do not move.”

      To emphasize his point, bits of dust rained down from the ceiling above the crossbeam. Elizabeth held her breath as she waited for the whole thing to collapse on top of them.

      Simon cautiously stepped closer and took hold of Elizabeth’s arm, ready to wrench her right out of her dress, if need be.

      Elizabeth looked at him nervously and turned slowly back to Henri. He reached down and unhooked the fabric of her skirt that had snagged on a sharp protrusion from one of the support columns.

      She’d thought she was out of the woods with clothes trying to kill her. No corset, no petticoats and yet, they still found a way to nearly do her in.

      Henri glanced up at the ceiling again. The trickle of dust slowly subsided.

      “Perhaps we should…” he gestured to the outside. “Carefully.”

      Elizabeth nodded and started back up the corridor. She smiled sheepishly at Simon who scowled and let out a deep breath as he let her pass in front of him.

      Once they were all safely outside, Henri angrily berated the foreman. Elizabeth felt guilty. She’d been the one who’d almost brought the house down, literally. But Henri would have none of it. Leaving something like that to catch on clothing was unacceptable. It could have been any one of them, he’d said.

      Elizabeth wasn’t so sure. Somehow the any one was always her. Even when she wasn’t actively courting trouble, it turned into the boyfriend that just wouldn’t go away. Henri’s apologies only made her feel worse.

      Finally, the furor died down and they settled in to lunch. It was catered by the hotel. Sublime coq au vin and a chilled glass of wine went a long way to making Elizabeth feel better.

      With full bellies and perhaps a glass or two too many, everyone was in a fine mood, even the Everetts. Diana took a spot on a picturesque outcropping of rocks as Christina set about sketching her. Jack joined them, offering “helpful” advice.

      “She seems to be recovering well,” Elizabeth said to Whiteside.

      Her father watched Christina for a moment and nodded. “She’s a brave heart.” He cleared his throat and turned his attention back to the table. “So, Jouvet. When can we expect to see the chamber?”

      Henri tilted his head from side to side as he considered. “Two, perhaps three days. As you can see, there is still work to be done.”

      “I’m sure it will be well worth the wait.” Whiteside lifted his glass in salute. “To Jouvet, and whatever treasures await us.” He waited for everyone else to follow suit before he drank. Elizabeth sipped her eau de vie. The pear taste was almost overwhelming, but pleasant.

      Henri arched an eyebrow, unsure, but nodded his gratitude at their confidence in him. Even if he didn’t seem to share it at that moment.

      “Treasure,” Trevor Everett said. “I’ll drink to that.”

      Henri smiled, a little sadly Elizabeth thought, and set his drink down. “You will excuse me?”

      He left the table and spoke briefly with his foreman again.

      “Three days?” Everett complained. “What are we to do in the meantime?”

      “This is ancient Thebes,” Whiteside said. “The capital of perhaps the greatest civilization the world has ever known. Surely, you can find some way to amuse yourself for a few days.”

      “Of course, we can,” Constance said, laying a comforting hand on her husband’s arm. “The hotel has wonderful tennis courts.”

      Elizabeth bit her tongue. Simon stared in awe at their stupidity, formulating a riposte and then clearly deciding they weren’t worth the bother. He turned to Arthur instead. “Thebes. That’s a Greek name for it, isn’t it?

      Whiteside glowed with the prospect of an able and willing student. “Yes! The Egyptian name is Wase, or Wo’se or Waset. Of course, most of the names we use are Greek in origin….”

      As he and Simon discussed the etymology of…everything, Elizabeth slipped off to speak with Henri. Despite Simon’s wishes she not speak with him more than was necessary, she had to at least apologize for almost ruining his dig.

      She found him about twenty yards from his workers, leaning against a large rock, his arms crossed over his chest.

      “Henri?”

      He started and then looked down almost shyly.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      He shook his head and straightened. “I was miles away,” he said with a smile.

      “I wanted to apologize for, well,” Elizabeth said. “Nearly killing all of us earlier.”

      He laughed. “It was not so bad as that. I am sorry you tore—“

      Elizabeth waved his apology away. “It’s all right.” She needed to change tacks or they’d be caught in an endless loop of dueling apologies. “This is all very exciting. Thank you for letting us be a part of it.”

      “You are most welcome.” His eyes drifted over to the tomb entrance. “If there is indeed something there, it is much more pleasurable to share the experience.”

      He might have been a shameless Lothario, but Elizabeth liked him. She just couldn’t believe he was in league with the devil. “How did you and your mysterious benefactor, Mrs. Vale, meet?”

      “She popped out of thin air,” he said and it took Elizabeth a moment to realize he didn’t mean that literally. “She was quite sure of what she wanted and,” he added with a smile, “quite convincing.”

      Translation, she gave him more money than he could say no to.

      “She made all of the plans, down to the last detail. She even told me where to dig.” He shrugged. “I am, how do you say, merely window dressing.”

      “How did she know where?”

      He shook his head. “She says,” he said, with a wry smile, “that the dead have told her.”

      Elizabeth couldn’t suppress her shudder. She’d really hoped that part of Madame Petrovka’s schtick had been left in the past. “She talks to the dead?”

      Henri grunted. “I have yet to meet a man or woman with more money than God who is not at least a little…eccentric. But please do not speak of this freely?”

      She promised.

      “It is bad enough with the talk of curses and people like Conan Doyle spinning their stories of death and the spirits,” he continued. “If word got out that my patroness believed she was a necromancer…”

      “I won’t say anything.”

      Henri nodded his thanks. “And the strangest part of my strange story is that I am starting to believe as well.”

      Elizabeth felt a cold ball begin to form in the pit of her stomach.

      Henri shrugged, lost. “She tells me to dig in the sand and I do, and there is a tomb. She tells me I will find a scarab with Akhenaten’s cartouche in a place it should not be, and yet it is. How does she know these things that no one can know?” He leaned back against the rock. “Perhaps she can speak with the dead after all.”
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      “This isn’t exactly inconspicuous,” Jack said as he looked around the plush leather interior of the Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost. The shiny mustard and black paint job didn’t really blend in with the landscape either.

      “In this neighborhood,” Diana said.  “No one will notice.”

      She was probably right. Hopefully right. They’d parked the car on a nice tree-lined street in a small, wealthy suburb of Luxor that ambassadors, foreign nobility and business magnates called home.

      Jack had promised Simon and Elizabeth that he’d find out everything he could about Katherine Vale. He’d only hesitated a moment before asking Diana for help. He might be good at what he did, or used to do, but not speaking the language was a crippling handicap. And, he thought, as he admired the way her keen eyes kept a lookout without looking like she was, this sort of work was a heck of a lot more fun with a partner. Having a pretty one didn’t hurt either.

      She turned and smiled. “We’re supposed to be looking out there,” she said with a nod toward an elaborate house across the street.

      Jack grinned. “View’s better in here.”

      Diana shook her head and picked up the binoculars from her lap. A delivery truck pulled into the semi-circular driveway.

      “Another?” Jack asked as he squinted to see the logo on the truck, not that he could read it.

      “Maybe she’s having a party,” Diana said, peering through the glasses. “Truck’s blocking the door.”

      She slipped the binoculars back into the leather case on the seat between them.

      Jack tried to see anything useful, but she was right. He shifted back into his leather seat and ran his hands over the large steering wheel. “How’d you get this thing again?”

      “I told you,” she said, “Lord Haversham owed me a favor.”

      Jack narrowed his eyes. He wanted to ask the logical question, but knew he wouldn’t get a straight answer. It was odd, having the tables turned. He was usually the one keeping secrets. Not that he didn’t still have a few of his own.

      He’d told Diana that Vale had been trouble for the Crosses before and that they had reason to believe she was up to something, something dangerous, and he needed her help finding out what it was. She’d stared at him for a long moment, her beautiful brown eyes taking measure of his honesty, and then she nodded and said, “Where do we start?”

      It had been as simple as that. Just, “Where do we start?”

      They’d started poking around the Winter Palace. It hadn’t taken long for them to learn that Vale had arrived in Luxor two months ago. Since then, she’d come and gone, traveling to Cairo and Alexandria. For the most part, she’d kept to herself, except for appearances at the Winter Palace.

      She’d rented a house in Luxor that was owned by some Italian baron. She’d taken it for the season, although why the Baron wasn’t in residence as usual no one knew.

      Jack glanced over at the house as the delivery truck pulled away. He hoped the baron wasn’t chained up in the basement or something. From what Simon and Elizabeth had told him about Vale, and the chill he’d felt when he’d met her, he wouldn’t be surprised.

      “How long do we sit here?” Diana asked. “Surely, there’s something we can do.”

      Jack had to smile. Diana was a woman of action, impatient by nature, not that he blamed her. Sitting, waiting, watching—was boring as hell. But they were also some of the most important aspects of gathering intelligence. It wasn’t all excitement and intrigue. In fact, very little of it was. Most of his time as an agent had been spent just waiting and not always in such plush accommodations.

      “We’ll give it a few more hours,” he said.

      She sighed. “All right,” she said. “But then I think we should go nose around those delivery services and see if your man in Cairo has learned anything.”

      “Agreed.”

      Once they’d realized that Vale had traveled to Cairo several times, Jack knew they had to follow that lead. Since he couldn’t go himself, he called the only man in Cairo he trusted—Hassan. The clerks at Shepheard’s had thought he was mad when he’d explained who he wanted to speak to, they weren’t accustomed to taking calls for a dragoman out on the streets, but they’d managed it. Before long they’d called back, and put Hassan on the line. Hopefully, he’d have better luck finding out about what Vale was up to.

      “Get down,” Diana whispered in a harsh voice as she scooched down in her seat.

      Jack did as she ordered and carefully peered over the edge of the window. “What is it?”

      Diana had the binoculars up to her eyes and had them trained on a carriage that had just passed by. She frowned and handed them to Jack.

      He focused them on the back of the carriage. As it turned and stopped at Vale’s front door, he realized why she was upset. “Ahmed?”

      “It could just be museum business,” she said hopefully.

      “Yeah.” Jack hoped she was right. If the kid were mixed up with Vale and whatever she was really up to, it was bad news.

      Ahmed climbed out of the carriage, knocked and then disappeared inside the house.

      “How long have you known him?” Jack asked.

      “Two years, but not very well. I met him through Christina.” Her brow wrinkled in worry. “He seemed like a fine enough young man, but recently…?”

      “Recently…?” Jack let the question linger.

      Diana weighed her answer before speaking. “He’s developed some…political affiliations—“

      “The desert bandits?”

      Diana started, surprised. “Yes.” She stared at Jack for a moment, but swallowed her questions and turned her attention back to the house. “I’ve known the Whitesides for many years, and I’d hate for Arthur to think I’ve betrayed his trust.”

      “By helping his daughter have an affair with a revolutionary?”

      Diana frowned, but didn’t argue. “It was all just pamphlets and meetings before last month. Harmless. And a just cause, I think.”

      “I’m sure that’ll ease Whiteside’s mind,” Jack said with a sardonic smile.

      “They were in love,” Diana said a little fiercely and then sighed. “It was sweet and innocent.”

      “I’m not sure anything involving a 21 year old boy is ever all that innocent,” Jack said.

      “You’re a cynic.”

      “No,” he said. “It’s just that I’ve been a 21 year old boy.”

      Diana watched the front of the house. “Well, they’ve broken up now, so it’s all in the past.”

      Jack laughed. “You’ve never been in love, have you?”

      Diana paused, shifted her eyes to him and then back to the house. “No,” she said a little sadly. “I’ve been too busy.”

      Jack instinctively wanted to comfort her, but knew it would be unwelcome and unwise to try. “You’ve known the Whitesides for a long time?”

      Diana smiled. “Yes. Arthur and I had business together.”

      “He hired you?”

      Diana laughed at the memory. “Not exactly. He caught me breaking into his house.”

      Jack chuckled. “Why would you—don’t tell me Whiteside stole an artifact.”

      “He didn’t know it was stolen, of course. Came downstairs in his nightshirt, elephant gun in hand and told me to raise my hands or meet my maker.”

      Jack flashed on a scene from the Marx Brother’s Animal Crackers and wished Diana could have seen it. He was fairly certain, she would adore it.

      She laughed again at the memory. “I explained why I was there. He was completely unaware that his recently acquired Athenian vase was recently stolen from a collection in Berne.”

      “And he believed you?”

      “Well, it took a little convincing, but yes,” she said. “And we’ve been fast friends ever since.”

      They watched the front door of Vale’s house in silence for a few moments. “I wouldn’t have let anything happen to Christina, you know,” she said.

      Jack kept his eyes on the house. “I know.”

      After a few minutes had passed, Ahmed and Vale came out the front door. They lingered talking on the front landing for a moment before shaking hands. Ahmed climbed back into his carriage.

      Jack and Diana slouched down in their seats again until he was well past.

      “What are you up to?” Diana said to herself as she watched Vale wait for her car to be brought around front.

      Jack and Diana hid again as her chauffeur drove right past them. Once the other car was far enough down the road, Diana opened her door.

      Jack grabbed her arm. “What are you doing?”

      “Finding out what she’s got in there.”

      “You’re just going to go up and ring the bell?”

      Diana shook her head and looked at him with a kind of pity. “I’m going to break in.”

      “Unless you’ve forgotten, there’s still at least one of her men in there, probably more,” Jack reminded her. “And I doubt you two will become fast friends.”

      “Then I’ll just have to avoid meeting them, won’t I?” She didn’t wait for another round and slipped out of the car.

      She was halfway across the street before Jack caught up with her. They crept around to the back of the house and crouched in the bushes trying to find an easy way in.

      “There,” Diana said.

      “Where?”

      “The French doors.”

      “On the second floor?” Jack asked.

      Instead of answering, Diana dashed across the back lawn. He really wished she’d stop doing that.

      Jack grumbled, but followed quickly behind. They sought cover between a mulberry bush and the house. Jack edged along the outside of the house and then peered inside a window.

      While he was doing that, Diana had already managed to climb onto the railing of the back porch and clung to the edge of the balcony above, struggling to lift herself up.

      Jack pulled out his pen knife and slid it between the window sashes. The lock swiveled easily. Very slowly, he eased the lower window up. “Pssst.”

      Diana’s head turned to look at him, she frowned as she hung there and then dropped to the garden. Jack refolded his knife and grinned.

      “Show off,” she whispered as she carefully climbed inside.

      They had gotten lucky. It was the study and the door to the rest of the house was closed.

      Jack hurried to the desk and rifled through the papers there. Hotel bills, rental agreements and the usual sort of thing. It wasn’t until he found a separate folder that his heart started to really race. In it were four envelopes. All of them addressed to Louche, Blomster & Blackwood, the same legal firm as Mason’s letter. Except these had been mailed, the stamps cancelled.

      Jack knew what he’d find in them before he looked. Four more codes, just like the one he’d deciphered. That helped explain how she’d been one step ahead of them anyway. Jack put them back just as he’d found them.

      “Jack,” Diana whispered. She jerked her head to the side, urging him to join her.

      He made sure the desk was as he’d found it and walked over the to the sideboard next to Diana. “Creepy. What are those?”

      Resting in a long wooden box were four wax figures.

      “They’re Egyptian gods,” she said.

      There was a fifth figure, slightly larger than the others, perhaps ten inches, wrapped in raw cotton linen. It was made of black wax and formed into the shape of a man. A short lock of blond hair was pressed into its waxy scalp.

      “Now, that’s creepy,” Diana said.

      Jack’s skin crawled as he wrapped it back up. No matter how much he’d seen or the Crosses had told him, the supernatural still gave him the willies. He liked to fight things he could see, understand and that stayed dead when he shot them.

      He nudged it back into place beneath a copper plate with a long handle that hung on the wall.

      “I’ve seen this,” Diana said as she pointed to a large necklace in a glass bookcase next to the sideboard. “I can’t remember where though.”

      Artifacts Jack couldn’t identify lined the shelves. The few he could, were an ankh and some sort of scepter, but two of the four scarabs that were embedded on each side were missing. There was also an ornate copper dagger with a long runnel and a matching chalice.

      “What do you—“

      Jack heard something and put his finger to his lips. Diana fell silent and they both listened. There it was again. Footsteps. Close by. Jack’s heart hammered in his chest.

      He held his breath as the footsteps stopped right outside the door. His hand balled into a ready fist as he heard the doorknob begin to turn. Diana’s hand gripped his forearm and her eyes went wide with alarm.

      But the door didn’t open. The knob rattled as the person on the other side checked to make sure it was locked. Thank God, it was. Satisfied, the person stopped twisting the knob and the footsteps moved on.

      Jack slowly let out his breath and jabbed his thumb toward the window. Diana nodded and they made their escape. That had been foolish, he thought. Reckless. And he’d loved it.

      Jack started the car and didn’t waste time driving away. “What the hell was all that?”

      Diana shook her head. “Nothing good.”
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      “Magic,” Whiteside said.

      Elizabeth cringed a little, even though she had a feeling that’s what he was going to say before he said it. She knew in her heart that someone as crazy pants as Vale couldn’t come to a place like Egypt and not get caught up in something nutty.

      After Diana and Jack had told Simon and her what they’d discovered, they knew they had to get an expert opinion. They’d found Whiteside and invited him to come to their suite to answer a few curious questions.

      He’d come alone, as they’d asked. Elizabeth had argued for Christina’s involvement, but had been overruled by both Simon and Jack, and surprisingly, Diana.

      “Let her enjoy things while she can,” she’d said.

      In the end, they’d left Christina to the peace and serenity of the Winter Palace’s back veranda and set off to find out what light Whiteside could shed on what the heck Katherine Vale was up to.

      “Wax figures,” Whiteside continued, “they were commonly used in ceremonies in ancient times.”

      “So not actual magic?” Jack said, his eyes shifting anxiously to Simon and Elizabeth. “Just ceremonies.”

      Whiteside smiled. “Oh, no. The Egyptians were renowned in the ancient world for their magic. Sorcerers’ duels, secret names, curses, scarabs of immortality, they had the lot.”

      Jack frowned. “But you don’t mean they actually believed—“

      “I do. Of course, no doubt some simply employed legerdemain, trickery, but there are descriptions of feats beyond explanation. Great magicians. Powerful necromancers.”

      Elizabeth and Simon exchanged worried glances. Simon had been convinced that Vale, when they knew her as Madame Petrovka, was no more than a clever charlatan, but Elizabeth was never quite convinced. She’d felt things, heard things, she couldn’t explain. And now, after their experience with Mary Stewart in Natchez, she knew firsthand what was possible and what wasn’t when it came to communing with spirits. If Vale really could speak with the dead…Elizabeth shivered.

      “The other items?” Simon asked. She could see he was as disturbed at the prospect as she was. “Do they point to anything in particular?”

      Whiteside frowned in thought. “Are you sure this is proper? I trust you, Diana, all of you,” he added glancing around the room. “But I do feel a little uncomfortable with this.”

      Impatient, and trying not to be, Simon stood and walked over to the window of their suite.

      “Arthur,” Diana said, moving to sit next to him, “you know that I’m not the sort given to flights of fancy and I don’t scare easily.”

      Whiteside chuckled. “No.”

      Diana smiled at some shared memory. “There is something about this woman, Arthur. Something…wrong. I know you’ve sensed it. I don’t know what she’s up to, but I think we’d damn well better find out. And right now, our best hope of doing that is you.”

      Whiteside took a deep breath and nodded, accepting his charge. “I’ll do what I can. Now, about that necklace….”

      “It had the head of a lioness,” Jack said.

      “Sekhmet most likely,” Whiteside said.

      “And this sort of….” Jack put both of his hands on his chest and then pulled them apart and slightly up.

      “A collar,” Diana said.

      Whiteside nodded. “An aegis. It’s sometimes called a broad collar. One of this sort could be used as protection for the spell caster.”

      “An aegis,” Elizabeth repeated to herself. “Where did I—“

      “The museum!” Simon said as he paced back over to the sitting area. “That first day, Jouvet mentioned that one had been stolen.”

      “That’s where I saw it,” Diana said, slapping her leg with the realization. “The plot thickens.”

      Whiteside fiddled with his glasses and pursed his lips. “And this copper plate, you mentioned. Did the handle have a face on it with sort of drooping horns?”

      “Yeah.”

      Whiteside nodded. “Hathor’s mirror. Sekhmet is an aspect of Hathor. The mirror is supposed to reflect your power, increase it. There are several magical papyri that have spells utilizing the mirrors for scrying, divination.”

      Elizabeth felt a lead weight settle in her stomach like a bad burrito.

      “And the other wax figure?” Simon asked.

      Whiteside frowned. “They were commonly used in curses or spells against your enemies.”

      She and Simon certainly qualified there, Elizabeth thought. Why make the doll of just the man? Was she after Simon specifically for some reason? She hated the idea of either of them being a voodoo doll in Vale’s house of crazy.

      Elizabeth glanced over at her husband and could see the wheels spinning in his mind, turning over the question.

      Whiteside frowned and stroked his chin. “I am troubled by the athame, the dagger and chalice though.”

      “Daggers are never good,” Elizabeth said.

      Whiteside smiled kindly. “No, but in this case doubly so, I’m afraid. You see sacrifices weren’t uncommon. Typically, bulls and small animals.”

      He sighed and continued. “However, the goddess Sekhmet has an unusual proclivity.”

      His usually jovial face grew quite serious. “According to legend, the God Ra believed man was plotting against him and so he sent Sekhmet to destroy humanity. She cut and maimed and disemboweled nearly all of the men of earth, until the few survivors begged for mercy. Ra granted it, but Sekhmet’s savagery once started could not be stopped.”

      Elizabeth had a sinking feeling.

      “Ra cast beer, tinted with red ochre, onto the land and into the Nile,” Whiteside continued. “Thinking it was blood, Sekhmet drank until she could be subdued. However, her thirst was never sated. And some say the only way to summon her is by offering her blood. Human blood.”

      

      

      Whiteside’s words echoed in Elizabeth’s mind. It was hard not to think of them. Blood sacrifices sort of stick with a person. Elizabeth felt a tingle along her breastbone and shivered.

      “All right?” Simon asked as he placed his hand on the small of her back as they navigated their way through the crowded vestibule toward the requisite cocktails before dinner.

      “Just thinking about what Arthur said.”

      Simon grunted in agreement. “Yes, vivid imagery. Blood lust and revenge. That, unfortunately, sounds right up Vale’s alley, doesn’t it?”

      Elizabeth saw the Everetts by the long bar and led Simon in the other direction.

      Vale had been fixated on vengeance before. That sort of deep-seated hatred didn’t just fade away. It was nurtured.

      “Do you think she went to all of this trouble for us?” Elizabeth asked. “I mean, why not just…”

      “Kill us?” Simon said.

      Elizabeth tried to shush him, but he just smiled.

      “Saying it doesn’t make it come true,” he said.

      Elizabeth wanted to argue that it might and why chance it, but Simon had already moved on to something else.

      “There’s one thing that bothers me,” he said.

      “Just one?”

      He gave her a wry smile before continuing. “The blond hair. If the fifth figure is supposed to be me…”

      “Unless it’s not you,” Elizabeth said as she realized the obvious. “This is about revenge, but maybe not against us. There’s someone she hates even more.”

      “Graham.” Simon paused and then looked around. Nodding toward an empty spot on the veranda, he put his hand on the small of her back and urged her toward it.

      “If it is Graham she’s after,” he said softly. “Why come here?”

      “Because she couldn’t find him anywhere else,” Elizabeth said, the pieces falling into place. “Travers said Graham was running for his life. What if she tried to find him, but couldn’t.”

      Simon nodded thoughtfully. “The Council sends her here to retrieve the watch and she seizes on the opportunity to use her ‘powers’ to find the man that betrayed her.”

      “Now, that sounds like the woman I know and fear.”

      Simon laughed lightly. “Yes, it does. She spent years crafting her revenge on Graham only to be thwarted—“

      “By us,” Elizabeth reminded him unnecessarily.

      Simon frowned. “We are betrayers,” he said. “In her mind, at least.”

      That was what the cult member in the jail had called them. When you make enemies, Elizabeth thought, try to avoid the rich, powerful, lunatic kind.

      “Well,” Simon said, “whatever trickery she used to get here, the involvement of the cult and the objects Jack and Diana found point to something more troubling than simply retrieving one of the lost watches.”

      Elizabeth paused while the waiter took their drink order. Once he was gone, she leaned forward. “I wish you’d let me carry the watch some.”

      Simon laughed, but not unkindly. His eyes moved up and down her body, appreciating the sheer silk of her dress and the way it clung to her figure. “And you’d put it exactly where?”

      Elizabeth pouted. “Ok, but still. I feel like it makes you a target.”

      Simon took her hand. He smiled, grateful for her concern, but melancholy as well. “Even without the watch…”

      They were still targets. They might not be on the top of the hit list, but they were still in the top three. And, despite everything they’d learned, Vale was still one step ahead of them.

      They both fell into a thoughtful silence and the cocktail party swirled around them, joyful and blissfully unaware. A small orchestra started to play and the hum of voices increased as more people poured into the parlor bar and veranda.

      Elizabeth took a sip of her Gin Rickey and tried to stop dwelling on things she couldn’t change and start looking for things she could. That’s when she noticed Ahmed.

      He was standing at the top of the steps looking out over the garden, clearly searching for someone. A couple paused as they passed and the men shook hands. Ahmed smiled graciously as they exchanged pleasantries and then went right back to his search.

      He scanned the garden intently and Elizabeth knew exactly when he’d found what he was looking for. His entire posture changed. He gripped the top rail of the balustrade and his chest heaved as he let out an enormous sigh.

      Elizabeth followed his line of sight. Christina.

      Ahmed started down the steps, but was briefly distracted by another greeting. When he turned his attention back to Christina, the moment or his courage seemed lost. He looked down into his drink and then turned away, and leaned against the large pillar at the top of the steps and pressed his head back into the marble.

      “Back in a sec,” Elizabeth said.

      Simon looked like he was about to ask where she was going, but saw her glance in Ahmed’s direction and sighed. “Elizabeth…”

      She arched her eyebrows in feigned innocence. “Just going to say hello.”

      Simon raised his hand to argue, all the reasons she shouldn’t ready on his lips, but from the look in her eyes he knew it was a losing cause and settled for a resigned shake of his head.

      Elizabeth kissed his cheek and then crossed the veranda to where Ahmed stood looking absolutely, Shakespearean-level forlorn.

      “Hello again,” Elizabeth said.

      Ahmed jumped to attention as if he’d been stuck with a cattle prod. He cleared his throat. “Hello, Mrs. Cross.”

      First things first. “Why were you meeting with Katherine Vale today?”

      His eyebrows shot up. “How did you—“

      Her gut told her he wasn’t involved in anything other than regular business things, but she had to be sure. “Are you working for her?”

      She watched and carefully gauged his reaction.

      “Yes, well, for the museum and the antiquities department for the dig.“

      Elizabeth narrowed her eyes. Aside from being confused, he was telling the truth. She’d bet her life on it. In fact, she realized, she was. And not just hers. “Avoid Vale as much as you can. She’s not someone you want in your life,” Elizabeth said.

      Still confused, he nodded.

      “Unlike someone else,” Elizabeth said, her eyes finding Christina in the garden.

      His gaze followed hers and instantly got that gauzy, far away look that young lovers and sick kittens got.

      Elizabeth slipped her arm through his and led him away from the high traffic area near the steps. “I know it’s none of my business,” she said, “but that’s really never stopped me before, so I’m going to stick my nose in. You can tell me to bugger off, but I’d say you owe me enough to hear me out.”

      Ahmed nodded, still baffled.

      “Why did you break up with Christina?” she asked. “You broke her heart, you know?”

      “I did not want that,” he said earnestly. “I just…I could see no other way.”

      “Do you love her?”

      Ahmed frowned. “You are very direct.”

      Elizabeth shrugged. “And also interfering, but that doesn’t answer my question. Do you love her?”

      She could see him debate whether to walk away or accept her help. After a long moment, he sighed. “With all my heart.”

      Elizabeth laid a hand on his forearm. “Then there’s always a way.”

      Ahmed smiled and shook his head. “Even if she forgave me, her father would never accept me.”

      “He’s not so bad—“

      Ahmed held up his hand. “I did not mean to say he was. He is a good man, who does not think I am good enough for his daughter.”

      Elizabeth felt for him. He was right about Arthur. But there was one trump card in that. “He loves her as much as you do. In the end, that will win out over everything else.”

      Hope sparked in his eyes and he looked out into the garden. “Do you think there’s really a chance she might forgive me?”

      “It won’t be easy.” Elizabeth remembered her own broken heart. She’d stomped around New York with it dangling from her sleeve. “You’ll have to grovel.”

      “I will.”

      “A lot.”

      A smile danced on the edges of his eyes. “I would do anything.”

      “Start with I’m sorry, and end with I love you,” Elizabeth said. “And let your heart fill in the gaps in between.”

      Ahmed grinned. “Yes. Thank you.”

      He started toward the stairs, but stopped. “Are all American women as…”

      “Bossy?” Elizabeth supplied.

      He laughed. “Outspoken as you are?”

      “If they’re from Texas, probably,” Elizabeth said with a grin. “Now, go on.”

      Ahmed nodded and hurried to the stairs, passing Simon on the way.

      “Have you finished meddling?” Simon said as he joined her and watched Ahmed approach Christina. “Our table is ready.”

      Elizabeth gave him a sour look and turned to watch the fruits of her labor as Ahmed spoke with Christina. She’d moved to walk away as soon as he approached, but he reached out to her and, reluctantly, she’d stayed.

      From the looks of things, he was groveling and she was listening. It was a start.

      “Young love,” someone said behind her.

      Elizabeth couldn’t suppress the chill that ran through her at the sound of Katherine Vale’s voice. She and Simon turned to find Vale standing just a few feet away. Elizabeth felt Simon’s arm slip around her back.

      Vale sauntered over to the railing. “So life affirming, isn’t it?” she said and then turned. “Except of course, when it rips your heart out.”

      She smiled again and Elizabeth could feel the crazy coming off her.

      “Her father adores her,” Vale said, gazing out at Christina again.

      “You’ll excuse us,” Simon said, and started to usher Elizabeth away.

      “What about you?” Vale asked casually before they could leave. “Did you try to have children? And fail?”

      Elizabeth glared at her and Vale smiled.

      “No,” she said, smiling again as if she’d been given a gift. “But you’re worried, aren’t you?”

      Elizabeth hated that Vale could see through her so clearly, but the more she struggled to conceal her feelings the more transparent she became.

      Vale glanced back at Christina as Whiteside appeared and bullied Ahmed away. “You never stop worrying, I suppose,” Vale said and then turned back, appraising Elizabeth with keen eyes. “Some have more reason than others, of course.”

      Elizabeth started to take a step forward, but Simon’s hold stopped her. “Stay away from her.”

      “Away from Christina?” Vale said, sounding insulted and surprised. “Why ever would I harm her?”

      “You can save your performance for someone else,” Simon said. “We know what you are.”

      Vale feigned shock. “Do you?” She took a step closer, graceful and powerfully confident. “I don’t think you have any idea who I am.”

      Simon stepped between Elizabeth and Vale and steered Elizabeth away.

      “I’m sorry you don’t have children yet,” Vale said behind them. “I’d love to meet them.”

      The chill Elizabeth felt at the words lingered all through dinner and all through the night.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 28

        

      

    
    
      “Gymkhana!” Elizabeth shouted happily and without reason.

      Simon smiled and shook his head.

      All she could do was shrug. Some words just begged to be shouted. Gymkhana, like Tequila, was one of them. And besides, she loved races and this one promised water buffalo.

      After their run-in with Vale last night, Elizabeth needed something, anything to get rid of the fidgets. Sitting around all day, waiting for something bad to happen just made her as nervous as a fly in a gluepot. Thankfully, Whiteside seemed to be of the same mind and invited them to the weekly gymkhana. Being here was the perfect diversion.

      Elizabeth sighed happily and resumed slapping herself with her fly whisk. The only thing there were more of than race day spectators were flies. The fly whisk Whiteside had given her had an ivory handle and long horsehair for swatting. Some were wooden with split palm leaves, but whatever they were made of they were indispensable. The crowd looked a little like a bunch of horse’s backends, the tails swinging and swatting bothersome flies. Elizabeth had felt a little silly at first, slapping herself on the head with it, but soon she fell into the same ten-second rhythm as everyone else and forgot about it and the flies.

      “Poor chap!” Whiteside said as one of the donkey racers bounced right off his mount and landed unceremoniously on his rear. Of course, he had no reins to hold onto. The racers had to face backwards, steering by twisting the poor little donkeys’ tails. The result was a zigzagging, haphazard race with more donkeys ending up in the crowd than on the course.

      Whiteside handed Christina his opera glasses. She pursed her lips, obviously still unhappy with him for his interference in her relationship with Ahmed. But he persisted and she took the glasses, even managing a small smile as the crowd cheered and roared with laughter as the riderless donkey carried merrily on and won.

      Even Simon smiled at that. He’d been tense. Heck, they’d both been tense after their run-in with Vale and the platter of heebie-jeebies she brought to every party. They desperately needed a break from it, and nothing could have better served their need. It was more than just a series of races. It was a test of skills, usually with thrilling, sometimes hilarious results.

      Elizabeth was sorry Jack had missed this. He and Diana had “other plans.” She honestly wasn’t sure if that meant hanky-panky or jumping from roof to roof in a race for their lives. Either way, she missed him, but was glad he’d found a partner in crime. She glanced over at hers—Simon. While he was more of an Ascot sort than a fly-swatting gymkhana sort, he still seemed to be enjoying himself, even if only for a few hours.

      The races, such as they were, were held on a wide straight course on a small bluff above the river. A few wooden risers had been set-up near the finish line for the wealthy spectators, but most simply lined the two-hundred yard course. First, there had been water bearers with enormous jugs of water on their heads. Then boys and their donkeys, followed by camel races. The camels’ legs looked so ungainly and wild, it was a miracle they didn’t tangle on the way.

      “Oh, Fuzzy-Wuzzies!” Whiteside cried in delight.

      “What’s that?” Elizabeth said, craning her neck to see.

      Whiteside handed her his opera glasses and Elizabeth focused them on the far end of the field and saw tall, handsome North African tribesmen. “Fuzzy-Wuzzies?”

      “It’s from a Kipling poem,” Simon said. “Has to do with their hair. They’re actually Hadendoa warriors.” He frowned as the racers grew closer. “In a three-legged race.”

      Elizabeth had her umbrage unpacked and ready to wave around, when she realized that the races were an equal opportunity way to embarrass oneself. The next affinity race was European women riding, but mostly falling off donkeys as they tried to put on hats.

      The water buffalo race was unruly and frightening. Shrieks of terror erupted from the crowd as one veered off course and headed straight for them until some brave soul jumped out and rerouted the beast. The young woman won a round of applause for her efforts.

      Finally, at the end of the day were the horse races. Beautiful Arabians with their proud, arched necks sped down the track, their bareback riders seeming to float just above them the whole way. They were magnificent.

      “Over here now,” Whiteside said as the crowd began to funnel toward the river. “Careful, my dear,” he said as he held out his hand to help his daughter make her way down the wooden risers.

      Elizabeth and Simon followed Whiteside as he led them to the top of a narrow dike where men, women, donkeys, carriages, camels and the rest all  rushed headlong and at full-speed in one final race into the river. Donkeys brayed, camels grunted, and people squealed and screeched in delight as the entire throng splashed about in the river. It was absolute chaos, joyous, exhausting chaos.

      After the excitement of the gymkhana and the increasing heat of the mid-afternoon, all Elizabeth wanted was a cool bath and a little lie in before afternoon tea and their inevitable dose of Katherine Vale.

      The group piled into waiting carriages and enjoyed the refreshing breeze and flyless air as they rode back to the Winter Palace. After agreeing to meet again in a few hours, Simon and Elizabeth split off and headed for their suite.

      Simon put their room key down on the side table. “I think I have half the race course on me. I’ll start the bath,” he said as he went into the bathroom.

      Elizabeth took off her sun hat and was just about to toss it onto the table when she noticed a large white box tied up with a silver bow.

      She put her hat down. “Simon? Did you do this?”

      When there was no answer but the sound of running water, Elizabeth reached for the bow. This was so Simon, always surprising her with little gifts. Although, she thought as she untied the ribbon, this was hardly little. The box was about three feet by two feet and just large enough for a dress.

      “You really shouldn’t have,” she called out as she looked toward the bath and lifted the lid off. But she was glad he had. She loved presents.

      Excited now, she set the lid aside and reached to peel back the tissue paper when it moved. It was so subtle she wasn’t sure if she’d seen it or imagined it. She reached out again and froze as the pieces of tissue paper parted, and the large brown head of a cobra rose from between them.

      The black beady eyes locked onto her as the head rose up, its broad hood fanned out on either side. Elizabeth could barely breathe. She didn’t dare move. She was leaning in toward it, her hand hovering in mid-air just inches away from the snake.

      “Simon,” she said softly, not daring to take her eyes off the cobra.

      “Simon,” she said again a little louder.

      She and the snake stared at each other. His body rising a foot and a half up out of the box now as he held her fixed in place.

      She could see the rest of his length curled inside it. Could it smell her fear? Did snakes smell at all? They had noses, so they probably smelled, but maybe they weren’t good smellers. Could it hear her heart racing? Could it feel the vibrations the way she did? A series of ridiculous questions and answers tumbled through her mind as she stood rooted in place, afraid to move an inch and sure if she did it would be her last.

      “Aren’t you co—“ Simon started. “Dear God.”

      Elizabeth’s eyes darted toward Simon. He stood in the doorway of the bath, afraid to move. His face was as pale as she knew hers was.

      Slowly, he began to move toward her. “Just stay still.”

      “I’m trying,” Elizabeth said, her mouth dry.

      As Simon came into the snake’s field of view, its dark brown head swayed to the side, but it didn’t turn away. It focused on her. It was only thinking of her.

      “Careful,” Elizabeth whispered in a hoarse rasp.

      The minute it took for Simon to get near to her felt like an hour. The snake’s black eyes bore into her, frighteningly hypnotic. The markings on his dark gray body and tan underbelly drew her eyes to his. She couldn’t have looked away if she’d tried.

      She felt Simon approach and with each step the snake swayed just a little. She could hear the length of its body shifting, rustling against the dress it was coiled within. Each sway felt like the moment before the strike. Before she would die. She’d read about Egyptian cobras before they’d come; it wasn’t good nighttime reading. Their venom was some of the deadliest in the world, attacking the nervous system and capable of causing death in less than fifteen minutes. Or you could linger with convulsions, blistering, necrosis and paralysis.

      “I love you,” she said, hoping it wouldn’t be the last thing she said.

      “It’s going to be all right,” Simon whispered from behind her. He sounded so calm. How could he sound calm? Ever so slowly, he slipped an arm around her waist.

      She was just about to ask him what he was doing when he yanked her back and away from the snake. It lunged forward as Simon pulled her back. But as quickly as he’d moved, the snake had moved that much faster.

      She felt it strike her arm, and she screamed.

      

      

      Elizabeth’s scream cut straight to Simon’s heart. He’d pulled her away from the snake as quickly as he could, but he’d been too slow, too damned slow. What had he been thinking, trying to move faster than a cobra? It was foolhardy at best and at worst…he couldn’t think about that now.

      His arm still about her waist, Simon spun her away. He turned back to see the snake lying half on and half off the table. He didn’t hesitate, and gathered Elizabeth into his arms and strode for the door.

      “Simon,” she said, breathless.

      His heart pounded so quickly in his chest he couldn’t speak. He fumbled with the door handle briefly and carried her out into the hall.

      “I need help!” he cried.

      A few people were already in the hallway, alerted by her scream, and raced toward them.

      “I’m all right,” she said, but it barely registered with Simon.

      “Get a doctor!” he bellowed at a short, stout man. “Now! And someone close that door! There’s a snake in there,” he ordered another guest.

      Both complied with his orders without hesitation.

      “It’s all right,” Elizabeth said again. “I’m okay.”

      She held out her arm, and where Simon had expected to see two puncture wounds, there was nothing.

      “It didn’t bite me,” she said.

      It took a moment for the news to reach Simon’s brain. “What?”

      “You can put me down,” she said with an embarrassed smile.

      Slowly, Simon lowered her to the floor of the hall where quite a crowd had gathered, including Jack and Diana.

      “What happened?” Jack said, shouldering his way past the other guests. “You okay?”

      Elizabeth nodded and then looked up at Simon. “I’m sorry I screamed…”

      Simon let out a shuddering breath and cupped her cheeks. “You’re sure you’re not hurt?” He scanned her quickly. Miraculously, she seemed unharmed.

      “I don’t understand what happened,” she said. “I felt the snake hit my arm.”

      Jack held up her arm to see for himself. “Snake?”

      Simon tilted Elizabeth’s head forward and rested his forehead against hers. “Oh, Elizabeth,” he whispered. He thought he’d lost her. He thought he’d lost everything.

      “I’m okay,” she said.

      Simon let out another breath, one that barely held back his emotions, before kissing her forehead and pulling her into his arms.

      “What happened?”

      “Did someone say snake?”

      The growing crowd buzzed with questions, but Simon ignored them. His only focus was on the woman in his arms.

      “All right, all right,” Jack said. “Show’s over, everybody.”

      “Come on,” Diana said, joining in his crowd control efforts. “Back to your rooms.”

      Slowly, the guests began to disperse, grumbling and gossiping as they went.

      Simon eased Elizabeth back from his embrace. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      She nodded and held out her arms, her hands trembling. “Biteless and happy to be.”

      “What’s going on here?” a man’s voice came from down the hall. A group of men, including a doctor with his small black bag hurried toward them.

      “My wife was nearly bitten by a cobra,” Simon said. “In our room.”

      The hotel manager blanched and waved to two of the other men who had long poles with wire loops on the end. They opened the suite door and disappeared inside.

      The doctor stepped toward Elizabeth. “You were not bitten?” he asked as he ran his hands up and down her arms. “You’re sure?”

      Elizabeth nodded, but it was clear she was still shaken.

      “Is there somewhere we can take her to rest?” the doctor asked.

      “My room’s right here,” Jack suggested.

      They all moved to Jack’s room where Elizabeth was examined by the doctor and declared “very lucky.” Simon was hardly going to disagree.

      He sat down next to her on the sofa and despite her protests that she was fine, he could see she was still unsettled as she tucked her legs up beneath her. Simon held her hand and tried not to reach for his watch to get them both the hell out of there.

      After a few minutes, there was a knock on the door. The men had captured the snake and brought it to show them. Elizabeth pressed into Simon’s side at the sight. It was enormous, perhaps four feet long. One of the men grasped it about the neck and held it out. He said something in Arabic and Diana and the doctor both warily approached.

      “What are you doing?” Jack said, reaching out to stop her.

      “It’s all right,” Diana said. “It’s harmless. Well, relatively.” She leaned in to get a closer look before turning back to explain. “I’ve heard of it, but I’ve never seen it. The lips have been sewn shut with a fine fishing line.”

      The doctor cleaned his glassed. “Some of the snake charmers you might find on the streets do this to protect themselves. As you can see, it is an excellent deception, only visible upon close inspection.”

      Simon didn’t know whether to be relieved or angry. It wasn’t meant to kill; it was a message. You are vulnerable. He glanced down at Elizabeth. They were indeed, and he’d never felt it more acutely.

      She squeezed his hand and looked up at him. He could see the same thoughts mirrored in her eyes.

      After repeated sweeps and promises that there were no other surprises in their room, Simon and Elizabeth, and Jack and Diana went back into their suite.

      “So, it was in the box?” Jack said as he carefully poked the tissue paper inside the box with the tip of an unlit candle.

      “I thought it was a gift from Simon,” Elizabeth said. She’d regained her color, although, he noticed she kept her feet up off the floor.

      “It sure as hell wasn’t from me,” Simon said as he crossed the room. Sitting inside the box was a small, folded card. He picked it up and opened it. The earlier choice between relief and anger was made. “Jouvet.”

      “He wouldn’t—“ Elizabeth said. “I mean, the dress, but not the other.”

      Simon’s rage was white hot. He would break the man’s bloody neck.

      “Really,” Elizabeth said.

      Her trust in the man only fueled Simon’s anger. With a remarkable veneer of calm considering the anger boiling inside him, he nodded and slipped the card into his pocket. “I’d like to have a word with the manager. Will you be all right?”

      Elizabeth eyed him for a moment and he thought she saw through his ruse, but she nodded. “I’m fine, really.”

      “I’ll stay with her,” Diana offered.

      “I think I’ll come with you, if that’s all right?” Jack asked.

      “I won’t be long,” Simon dismissed him and left.

      He was only a few steps down the hallway when Jack grabbed his arm. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

      Simon stopped and swiftly turned to face Jack. “I am going to hit someone. And unless you get out of my way, you will be the first.”

      Jack’s expression changed from concern to relief. “I thought you were going to kill him,” Jack said. “Beating him up sounds good.”

      He let go and Simon resumed his march down the hall.

      “Leave a little for me,” Jack said.
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      Despite the repeated assurances from the hotel staff that the room was safe, Elizabeth couldn’t help but look around nervously. Snakes could hide in places. Like big boxes or small crannies. Nagini’s smaller cousin could be hiding somewhere, waiting.

      Diana sat down opposite her in the seating area and started to say something, but just offered an awkward, but reassuring smile. Elizabeth gave her one of her own, before the curtain fluttered and she jumped a little.

      Diana leaned forward. “I know they said they checked everywhere, but maybe we could give it one more look?”

      Grateful for the offer, Elizabeth nodded and got up. She’d definitely feel better if she saw for herself the coast was clear. But she didn’t relish the idea of sticking her head under the bed to find out what was there. “We need something pokey.”

      Diana cocked her head to the side.

      Elizabeth mimed jabbing something. “To poke with.”

      “Right,” Diana sad and chewed her lip in thought.

      Elizabeth looked around the room for something that would do, but there was nothing long enough.

      “I’ll be right back!” Diana said suddenly, and bolted from the room.

      She was back less than two minutes later with two golf clubs and handed Elizabeth one.

      “Courtesy of the Everetts’,” she said.

      “They let you borrow them?” Elizabeth asked skeptically. The Everetts didn’t seem the generous type.

      Diana smiled. “Not exactly.”

      Elizabeth liked this woman more and more.

      Diana moved to the window and pulled the curtains back with the club. “You start over there. If you find anything suspicious, don’t be a hero.”

      Elizabeth laughed. “I’m not feeling all that heroic at the moment.”

      “You could have fooled me.” She prodded at the other sheer and looked out on window ledge. “I would have fainted dead away.”

      Elizabeth found that hard to believe. “You?”

      “Snakes,” Diana said with a shudder.

      Elizabeth laughed and poked behind a potted palm. “You really are like Indiana Jones.”

      “I don’t know him,” Diana said, distracted by her search.

      Elizabeth smiled. “You’d like him.”

      They poked and prodded the living area to Elizabeth’s satisfaction before moving to the bedroom. “Oh, we should call for ice,” she said as she swiped the club under the dresser.

      Diana looked at her blankly.

      “For Simon’s bruised hands.”

      Diana’s eyebrows arched in surprise. “You mean you know why he really left?”

      “He’s my husband,” Elizabeth said simply. “Hopefully, Jack will keep him from getting into too much trouble.”

      Diana rested her club on the floor. “You know, in spite of how it looks, I don’t think Henri has something like this in him.”

      “I don’t either,” Elizabeth admitted. “But Katherine Vale can be quite…compelling. In an evil witchypoo sort of way.”

      Diana thought about it and nodded, before going back to searching the room. “What do you think she’s after? Why would she spend all this money on what most people think is a pointless dig?”

      Elizabeth paused. “I don’t know. All those things you found…There must be something in the tomb she needs,” she said. While it wasn’t exactly a lie, she didn’t like keeping Diana in the dark. Magic spells were one thing and time travelers from the future another.

      “Well, we’ll—” Diana started as she carefully flipped open the door to the armoire, jumping back a bit as she did.

      Elizabeth’s heart raced. Diana fished around inside and laughed as she pulled her club back out. One of Simon’s belts dangled from the end.

      She turned to Elizabeth with a smile as she took the belt off the end of the club. “We’ll just have to get it first, won’t we?”

      

      

      Simon found Jouvet in one of the salons holding court as usual. He smiled broadly when Simon entered, looking around him and expecting to find Elizabeth. He frowned when he saw Jack instead.

      “Where is your beautiful wife?” Jouvet asked, coming to his feet. “The dress, it is—“

      Simon’s right cross connected with the man’s chin so solidly it sounded like a Hollywood sound effect. Jouvet flew back narrowly missing his chair and stumbling around behind it. Simon stalked forward and threw the chair aside. Jouvet’s party of sycophants screamed and scrambled out of the way.

      Jouvet grabbed his jaw and shook his head, as he slowly backed away. “What are you doing? Are you mad?”

      Simon pressed forward. “Stay away from my wife!”

      “It was just a dress,” Jouvet protested, as he found himself trapped between Simon and the wall. “To replace—“

      Simon lunged forward and gripped the man by the lapels. “And the cobra just found its own way into the box, did it?”

      Jouvet blinked in confusion. “Cobra?”

      Simon shoved Jouvet back against the wall and pressed his forearm against the man’s windpipe. “She could have been killed.”

      “I don’t understand,” Jouvet croaked.

      “Don’t play games with me, Jouvet,” Simon ground out.

      “I have seen jealous husbands before but—“

      Simon buried his fist in the man’s stomach.

      Jouvet grunted and gasped for air.

      Simon forced him back against the wall and leaned in. His own chest heaving from effort, from anger. “Tell Vale that your little trick didn’t work. We’re not going anywhere.”

      Simon heard voices behind him and shoved Jouvet back against the wall as he released him.

      “Vale?” Jouvet croaked out. “What does she—?”

      Simon glared at the man and was about to explain things again, when Jack stepped forward. “That present you sent Elizabeth had a little something extra in it.”

      Jouvet looked surprised. “A snake?”

      “Don’t pretend—“ Simon said, as he balled his fist again.

      The voices behind Simon grew louder and he felt Jack’s hand grip his arm.

      “What is going on here?” the manager said, and then saw Jouvet. He hurried over to him. “Monsieur Jouvet!”

      Jouvet stared at Simon for a long moment.

      “What has happened?” the manager demanded.

      One of the men in Jouvet’s entourage stepped forward. “That man,” he said, pointing at Simon, “simply attacked poor Mr. Jouvet.”

      Simon glared at him and the man took a step back, but nodded toward the manager. “You see? He’s raving.”

      Jouvet kept his gaze on Simon and then reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a handkerchief. “It was simply a misunderstanding.”

      He wiped the blood from his lip, arching his eyebrow in surprise at how much there was. He looked again at Simon as he dabbed at his lip and then refolded his handkerchief, stuffing it back into his pocket. “Isn’t that right, Mr. Cross?”

      Simon didn’t say anything. What was the man up to?

      The manager looked nervously between Simon and Jouvet. “Do you want—“

      Jouvet raised his hand to silence the man. “It is a private matter. But thank you for your assistance, Monsieur Taylor. You may return to your work.”

      The manager hesitated, but bowed and hurried off again.

      Simon, his chest still heaving from his efforts, glared at Jouvet.

      “Despite your…feelings,” Jouvet said as he smoothed his jacket down. “I would never do anything to harm a woman. Especially—“

      Simon clenched his jaw and his fist, but Jack stepped in again.

      “Better stop while you’re ahead, pal,” Jack advised him.

      Jouvet cocked his head to the side and looked back into Simon’s eyes. He raised a hand in surrender and nodded with a small smile.

      Jouvet was damned lucky Jack was there. The rage that had built up inside Simon had only partially been sated. He would have happily wiped that smug smile off the man’s face with his fist.

      “Come on,” Jack said, tugging on Simon’s arm.

      Reluctantly, Simon let Jack pull him away.

      “I am happy she was unharmed,” Jouvet called out to him.

      Simon paused for a moment, clenched his jaw, and then kept walking.

      

      

      Elizabeth checked her pillows, again, before piling them up behind her against the headboard.  She smoothed out the blanket. Any wrinkles or rumples looked too much like hidden snakes. Not that there were any snakes in the room. She and Diana had given it a thorough going over, something Simon had repeated when he’d returned from his errand.

      He’d calmed considerably since then, but the tension in his jaw and shoulders was still noticeable as he took off his robe.

      He reached to turn off the lamp on the end table.

      “Would you mind? Just for a while?” she asked, looking meaningfully at the light.

      He smiled, a little sadly, and shook his head. “Of course not.”

      He pulled back the covers and climbed into bed. Leaning closer, he kissed her temple before shifting his pillows to sit against the headboard with her.

      He folded the sheet down around his waist and smoothed it with his hands. The ice had done its job; the knuckles of his right hand looked almost normal.

      Elizabeth felt a pang of guilt. She should have stopped him. Jouvet hadn’t deserved his anger, not all of it anyway. She reached out and let her fingers trace the strong contours of Simon’s hand.

      “Why do you think Hen—Jouvet didn’t want the manager to call the police?” Elizabeth asked.

      Simon turned his hand over and held hers. “I don’t know. Perhaps he and Vale don’t want the police poking around. Might stumble onto something.”

      Elizabeth hadn’t thought of that. “Maybe.”

      Simon sighed. “It was a mistake. Don’t get me wrong,” he amended quickly. “It felt incredibly good to hit him, but I’m afraid it might have been short-sighted.”

      Elizabeth knew what he meant. “We need him to get into the tomb.”

      Simon nodded. “As much as I hate to admit it, yes.”

      Elizabeth shifted toward him. “Jack said he looked surprised at the whole snake thing and he didn’t call the cops. Maybe he’ll look past it, if…”

      Simon closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the headboard. “If you ask him.” He turned his head toward her. “There are not enough words to express to you how much I hate that.”

      Elizabeth smiled and kissed him.

      He grunted again, and tried to hide his smile. “That helps a little.”

      “Just a little?” she said.

      He leaned toward her, one hand on the back of her neck as he guided her into a deeper kiss. Elizabeth’s heart sped up the way it always did when he touched her.

      After a lingering moment, he pulled back and smiled. “More than a little.”

      Elizabeth nestled into his shoulder and he put his arm around her.

      “Do you think she can really talk to the dead?” Elizabeth asked.

      She could feel Simon’s body move as he shifted to look down at her. “Vale? I doubt it. Once an impostor, always an impostor.”

      “I don’t know.” Elizabeth tilted her head to look up at Simon. “She knows things.”

      “Nearly all of which can be explained without witchcraft.”

      He sounded so sure. Elizabeth wished she shared his certainty. “Why does she keep bringing up children?”

      Simon’s hand slid down to her arm and urged her to sit up. He looked at her with his Most Serious Face. “It’s part of her act, Elizabeth. She finds weaknesses in people and exploits them.”

      “How does she know that’s mine?”

      “Ours,” Simon said, brushing his knuckles along her cheek. “She’s observant, clever,” he added reluctantly. “Too clever. But there’s no evidence she has any supernatural powers or can speak to the dead the way—“

      “Old Nan did?”

      Simon paused and then nodded. “Yes.”

      Elizabeth settled back against Simon, laying her arm across his bare chest. She let the strong steady beat of his heart soothe her for a moment.

      “You know when I thought I’d been bitten,” she said, “I expected my life to flash in front of my eyes. Like in the movies.”

      Simon’s hand covered hers.

      “I guess it did in a way, just not the way I thought it would,” she continued. “I saw everything I haven’t done yet.”

      Simon lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it.

      Elizabeth remembered the moment, a future life passing by in an instant. “Did you know, I’ve never been to the top of the Eiffel tower?”

      She felt and heard Simon’s laugh. “We can easily remedy that, darling.”

      She smiled against his chest. “It all flashed by so quickly. Going to the Super Bowl, seeing Yellowstone, taking little Charlotte to school…”

      “What?”

      Elizabeth laughed, a little embarrassed. “When we were first in New York, I sort of fantasized about us having a family. And well, Charlie sort of brought us together…”

      She tilted her head up briefly to see Simon’s expression, but it was enigmatic.

      She knew they both wanted children someday. They’d talked about it in Natchez. But talking about it in theory and giving future children actual names were different things. Not that she was ready to have a child yet, but the image had been clear, so real in her mind.

      “Anyway,” she said, resting her head back on his chest. “It just surprised me.”

      Simon’s fingers gently touched her hair. “Things to look forward to.”

      Elizabeth nodded. They were. She stifled a yawn.

      “Best to get some sleep if you can,” Simon said. “Who knows what excitement tomorrow will bring.”

      “You can shut off the light now, if you want.”

      Simon turned the switch and the room fell into darkness. He lay down and Elizabeth repositioned herself in his arms. She’d thought she wouldn’t be able to sleep, but felt the weight of it coming on. Simon would stay up worrying, she knew, possibly all night.

      Her head felt heavier as she sank into sleep. Just on the edge of consciousness, she heard Simon’s voice. Just a whisper in the dark.

      “Charlotte.”
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      Simon tried to enjoy the brief, peaceful, twenty-minute carriage ride from the hotel to the party. He knew that once they arrived, the relative safety they’d enjoyed during the day, where they’d lingered close to home at the hotel, would be lost in the darkness and the crowd of the Winter Garden’s Karnak Gala.

      He really would rather have stayed at the hotel and skipped this altogether, but Elizabeth had convinced him otherwise. She’d been right, of course, but that didn’t mean he had to like it.

      “It won’t be so bad,” Elizabeth said next to him.

      He looked down at her with a curious frown. “Reading minds now?”

      She smiled. “You were grinding your teeth.”

      She squeezed his arm and moved a little closer to him. “Just look at how beautiful it is,” she said, gazing out of the open air carriage.

      The Nile stretched out beside them, the moon reflecting off the smooth, glassy surface. A single felucca drifted on a gentle night wind just off the far bank. It was beautiful. Under different circumstances, he would have been happy to enjoy the beauty of Egypt, the pleasure of simply being with his wife, here, now, but not tonight.

      Between the what had been and the what was yet to come, Simon couldn’t allow himself to relax. When they were home, when the job was done, when she was safe, then, he would rest.

      The line of carriages slowed as they turned east away from the river and toward Karnak, a building complex of temples built over the course of 1500 years. Their carriage pulled to a stop at the edge of the massive compound.

      Ahead of them, dozens of guests in black-tie walked up the long processional way toward the immense first pylon that served as the portal to the temples inside. Fires from small braziers flickered in front of the two dozen ram-headed sphinxes that lined either side of the pathway.

      Simon handed the attendant their tickets and they passed into the Temple of Amun. Most of the great courtyard was in ruins, only a bit of columns, badly damaged statues, and crumbling walls remained.

      Music from a small orchestra drifted toward them from somewhere deep inside the complex where the party proper was taking place. Reluctantly, Simon continued on toward it.

      Two torches marked the next gateway at the second pylon; beyond that was the Hypostyle Hall and its gigantic columns. Whiteside had said in his pre-party lecture that there were 134 columns in the hall, some measuring as tall as 70 feet and nearly 30 feet around. The ceiling they’d supported was gone and the moon shone down into the temple, the tall columns casting long, dark shadows across the floor.

      “It’s like a forest,” Elizabeth whispered as she looked up at the imposing columns. “Some eerie, stone forest.”

      It was an apt and unnerving simile and Simon quickened their pace through it and into the next courtyard where a lone remaining obelisk stood sentinel in the dark.

      They made their way through the rest of the temple and followed the crowd toward the main party, emerging from the buildings into the middle of a European gala. White linen-covered tables and several bars lined the grounds above a brackish, man-made lake. Tall palm trees and dozens of torches marked the perimeter of the open courtyard where the gala was in full swing.

      A waiter, making the rounds with a tray of champagne, paused in front of them. Simon declined and scanned the crowd for the reason they’d come. The sooner he could get this over with, the better.

      “Over there,” Elizabeth said.

      Simon grunted and rolled his shoulders. Standing in a small crowd was Jouvet, laughing with them and regaling them with some ridiculous story, no doubt.

      Elizabeth grinned at him, amused by the situation, but her smile faded and she grew serious as she saw the distinct lack of humor in Simon’s expression. “I can talk to him,” she offered.

      Simon sighed, resigned to his fate. “No. I should be the one.” He tugged on his cuffs and then held out his arm for Elizabeth. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Jouvet’s smile at seeing Elizabeth lost its luster as he noticed Simon by her side. He regained his composure quickly and raised a hand in front of him in dramatic mock surrender. “I do hope we are not in for another round, Monsieur Cross. I am one handed,” he said, holding up his champagne glass.

      “Jouvet.”

      Jouvet nodded his head slightly and turned to Elizabeth. “I am so pleased to see that you appear to be in fine health,” he said, letting his eyes linger long enough to make the vein in Simon’s temple throb. “After your…unpleasant experience.”

      “I am,” Elizabeth said with a warm smile. “Thank you.”

      Jouvet bowed slightly and then turned back to Simon. He straightened his shoulders and lifted his chin in an imperious and maddeningly French way, as he made a show of waiting for Simon to speak.

      Simon cleared his throat. “It appears,” Simon said. “That I owe you something of an apology.”

      He had hoped that Jouvet might have picked it up from there, but, Jouvet cocked an eyebrow and waited, more than content to watch Simon squirm a little.

      “I won’t lie and say that it wasn’t satisfying—“

      “Simon,” Elizabeth cautioned under her breath.

      “But I’ve since learned that it wasn’t entirely deserved,” Simon continued. Jouvet’s expression was bland and unappeased. “I acted hastily, and quite rudely. I can only say in my defense that I love my wife. However, I realize that does not excuse my behavior. And for that, I am truly sorry.”

      It took all the strength he had to muster, but Simon held out his hand. “I hope you will accept my most sincere apologies, Monsieur Jouvet.”

      The damn Frenchman let him stand there hand out for a long moment, before stepping forward and shaking it. With a broad smile, played to the crowd of onlookers, he said, “If I had your wife, I would have probably thrown me into the Nile by now. Hmm?”

      Simon managed to force what might pass as an amiable smile on his face as he imagined doing just that. “Very gracious.”

      “Now,” Jouvet said, in full command of the moment. “You will join us tomorrow for the opening of the chamber, yes? I am quite curious to see what treasures await us.”

      “As am I,” Simon said.

      “Very good. Ah, Lord Carnarvon,” Jouvet said, seeing the tall man arrive with a wake of lackeys and admirers. “You will excuse me?”

      Simon did, happily, and let out a sigh of relief as Jouvet hurried over to glad-hand the new arrival.

      Elizabeth nudged him once they were alone again. “See? That wasn’t so bad.”

      “I think I’m bleeding internally.”

      Her laughter was a welcome salve to his bruised ego. As was the glass of champagne she held out. “Have a drink. You’ve earned it.”

      Simon took her up on the offer and had to admit the champagne did help wash away the sour taste of the crow he’d just eaten.

      Elizabeth stepped forward and placed one hand on his chest. “Better?”

      He nodded. She smiled and then looked wistfully out at the torches and moon reflecting off the sacred lake and the fairy lights flickering in the palm trees. He knew she didn’t want to go back to the hotel, and that she’d humored him by staying in most of the day.

      “I suppose we could stay for a bit,” Simon said. “Try to enjoy ourselves.”

      Elizabeth turned back, her smile broad and beautiful. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

      

      

      Jack scanned the carvings on the outside of one of the temples at Karnak. “History has always been written by the winners, I guess.” Having seen some rather interesting history himself, he knew just how much was left out of the official records.

      “It’s the ritual massacre of the vanquished,” Diana said, leaning in to get a closer look at the reliefs on the temple wall. “The kings’ military exploits are carved all along here. Some right on top of the others.”

      “Literally rewriting history,” Jack said.

      Diana smiled. “Exactly. Not that anyone would do such a thing today,” she added with a wink. “One of the spoils of war.”

      Diana took a sip of her champagne and continued walking along the perimeter. Jack followed her, enjoying the view of her wearing a filmy dress instead of her more practical, mannish clothes. She should do that more often, he thought, knowing just what she’d say to him if he ever voiced that opinion. And somehow he found that even more appealing than the dress.

      Jack nursed the same drink he’d gotten when they’d arrived at the gala and caught up with her. As much as he’d like nothing more than to enjoy the party and a private after party with Diana, he had to stay alert. If Katherine Vale was as nutty as Elizabeth said she was, and Jack had no reason to doubt her, there wasn’t going to be any downtime from here on out. It wasn’t just his life on the line, but hers and Simon’s as well. Vale had a personal grudge against them and that made people reckless, unpredictable, and very, very dangerous.

      Never let your guard down, had been one of the basic rules of his training. That one moment when you think you’re safe, where you light that cigarette you’ve been craving, that’s when the bullet with your name on it finds you. He’d seen it happen more times than he cared to count. And it was not going to happen here.

      “These are the Hittites, I think,” Diana said, her fingers gently tracing a relief.

      Jack asked her questions, and listened to her answers, but his attention was really focused on a movement in the shadows, a change in the tenor of someone’s voice, a man with his hat on and eyes cast down…”What the hell?”

      Jack touched Diana’s arm to get her attention. “Isn’t that—?”

      Her expression darkened. “Nico. That little weasel. What’s he doing here?”

      The last time they’d seen Nico was in the marketplace in Cairo. Seeing him here was a hell of a coincidence and Jack didn’t like coincidence. Coincidence wasn’t happenstance, it was a pattern he’d failed to see. And that meant surprises, and this kind didn’t end with a naked girl popping out of a cake.

      Nico tugged down on the brim of his hat and disappeared around a corner. Silently, Jack and Diana followed. Nico hurried along the edge of the walls of the main gate, and looked around cautiously, before stepping inside the wall. Or at least that’s what it looked like. As they arrived at the spot, Jack saw that there was a hidden doorway and narrow stairs.

      Diana glanced at him briefly before starting toward the stairs. He reached out and gripped her arm, and then nodded that he should go first. Diana frowned, rolled her eyes and kept going. He wasn’t sure whether to feel impressed or emasculated. He settled on a little of both and followed close behind.

      The inner section of the rough stone stairwell was pitch black. They had to feel their way along toward the spot of moonlight sixty feet away at the top. As they neared the end of the stairs and the opening to the rooftop, Jack could hear voices—Nico’s and one he didn’t recognize.

      He slipped his hand under his tuxedo jacket and unholstered his gun. Diana squatted down at the entrance, Jack close behind, and they listened for a moment.

      “Yes, we are working together now,” Nico said.

      “Are you?” a man with a Greek accent said.

      “You know how women are,” Nico said. “They need a man.”

      “And she settled for you instead?”

      Nico’s nervous and high-pitched laugh cut through the night.

      “Why is she not here herself?”

      Before Jack could think to stop her, although he hadn’t anticipated the move, Diana stood and emerged out onto the rooftop.

      “She is.”

      Jack shook his head. This woman was crazy. He gripped his gun more tightly and slipped it into his pocket, hidden, but ready, as he followed her out onto the roof.

      Nico and three men stood on the rooftop. Nico spun around so quickly, it was a miracle he didn’t screw himself into the roof. He took off his hat and held it to his chest and tried to smile. “Miss Trent! I was not expecting to see you.”

      Diana looked from him to the other man. “Apparently not.” She eyed the other man, a big barrel-chested guy who looked like he wrestled Krakens in his spare time. “What’s going on here, Alexi?”

      “Your man contacted me—“

      “My man?” Diana repeated with an arched eyebrow and then turned a withering look on Nico. “Hardly.”

      “So you do not work together?” Alexi said, his already humorless face looking even more grim.

      “No,” Diana said firmly.

      Alexi narrowed his eyes at Nico. “You lied to me.”

      Nico shook his head. “No, no, no. That is putting too fine a point on it.”

      Alexi’s bodyguards both moved to take a step forward, and Jack tensed, but Alexi held up a meaty hand and they remained where they were. He turned to Diana for confirmation.

      “I work alone,” she said.

      The big man’s eyes slid over to Jack. “And he is?”

      “For catching spiders,” she said looking pointedly at Nico.

      Nico held up his hands in front of him and raised his skinny shoulders. “It was just a little joke.”

      “No one is laughing,” the big man said and jerked his head foreword. The two bodyguards moved forward as one and grabbed Nico by the arms. “You like to play games, do you?”

      “Alexi—“ Diana said, but the man ignored her and with a slight movement of his head gave the command to his men.

      They dragged Nico over to the edge.

      For the first time, Jack saw Diana tense. He’d thought this was just a ploy, but if Diana was on edge, this was no game.

      “Please?” Nico begged.

      The men lifted him up and set him down on the wall’s edge like a doll on a shelf in a little girl’s room.

      “I have what you want,” Alexi said to Diana, ignoring Nico’s pleas.

      Diana eyed Nico’s precarious position, but responded as casually as Alexi. “It’s about time.”

      Alexi laughed deeply. “I will contact you tomorrow to arrange a meeting.” He glanced over at Nico. “Alone.”

      Diana nodded. “Alone. Thank you.”

      Alexi inclined his head and then snapped his fingers. His henchmen let go of Nico, leaving him perched precariously on the edge of the stone tower.

      “Isn’t somebody going to—“ Nico said and turned to beg for help, but as he did, one of the loose stones beneath him gave way and he slipped over the edge.

      Jack was closest and instinctively lunged forward. Nico turned in mid-air and just managed to grab onto the wall. His fingers gripped the rough stone, but another gave way and he would have fallen to his death if Jack hadn’t been able to grab his wrist.

      Party goers at the bottom of the pylon screamed as the stones fell and Nico cried out. Jack was bent over the low wall, half his body hanging down as he held on.

      Nico might be a coward and a thief, but even he didn’t deserve to splat on the pavement like yesterday’s lunch. Nico struggled and squirmed, nearly loosing Jack’s grip.

      “Stop wiggling, you idiot!” Jack yelled as he looked down at the man. As he did, the ground, over sixty feet away, started to swirl and telescope away. Jack’s stomach roiled and he felt the world start to tilt.

      Blood rushed in his ears drowning out Nico’s pleas and prayers.

      “It’s all right,” Diana whispered in his ear. “I’m right here.”

      He felt her arm go around his waist. “Just close your eyes and pull him up.”

      The sound of her voice grounded him. He looked down at Nico, whose eyes were wide with terror, the gathering crowd beneath him. Jack took a deep breath and lifted. Once he’d gotten control of himself, pulling Nico up was easy. After all, the man weighed less than a postage stamp.

      Once he was high enough, Diana grabbed Nico’s other flailing arm and together they pulled him back to the safety of the roof to the cheers of the crowd below.

      Nico knelt and began reciting some sort of prayer in Italian.

      Jack, still trying to catch his breath, stepped away from the edge.

      “Are you all right?” Diana asked.

      Jack took a deep breath and nodded, as the vertigo finally subsided.

      Nico’s offended voice pierced the quiet. “Him? What about me? Who is the one who almost died here? I think I was the one hanging over the edge like dried sausage.”

      Diana smiled, stepped forward and slipped her arms around Jack’s waist. She gazed into his eyes, but it was Nico she spoke to. “You have five seconds to leave here or we’re going to put you back where we found you.”

      There was a pause. “Fair enough.”

      Jack heard Nico’s hurried footsteps disappear down the stairs.

      Diana smiled and pressed herself into Jack. His arms tightened around her. Forget oysters and Spanish fly, there was no better aphrodisiac than nearly dying.

      “Nice catch,” she said.

      “He was kind of small, I probably should have thrown him back.”

      Diana laughed. “Probably.” She leaned forward and kissed his neck.

      “You going to tell me what that was all about?” he asked.

      She kissed his jaw. “Probably.”

      Jack felt his blood rush again, but for much more pleasant reasons. “Is this night going to end well?”

      Diana pulled back and grinned. “Definitely.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 31

        

      

    
    
      Simon had managed to enjoy himself, for brief moments at least, as he danced with Elizabeth. They’d spent some of the evening chatting with Whiteside who waxed eloquently and endlessly about the difference between Demotic and Meroitic scripts and avoiding the Everetts, who Simon had last seen trying to put a bra on a statue of Seti II.

      Elizabeth had convinced him of one more dance and he’d happily obliged as Whiteside launched into a treatise on cuneiform.

      As he held her in his arms and listened to the music, he could almost forget the danger they were in. Almost.

      “So romantic,” Elizabeth said.

      Simon was about to agree when he noticed that she hadn’t been looking at him when she said it. He followed her eye-line and rolled his eyes. Ahmed had Christina by the hand and was leading her off to what Simon assumed was a dark corner somewhere.

      He doubted Whiteside would agree. The man had lost his audience and was clearly standing on the sidelines looking for his daughter.

      “Let’s just stay out of it,” Simon said, as he turned her away in time to the music.

      Elizabeth raised her eyebrows in feigned innocence. “Just observing.”

      “You are the most hands-on observer I’ve ever known.”

      Elizabeth smiled and nodded toward a secluded corner. “I think my work is done.”

      Ahmed leaned down and kissed the girl and Simon heard Elizabeth sigh.

      He shook his head. “Promise me it is.”

      She gave the couple one last lingering look—always the romantic—and then nodded.

      “Good,” Simon said. “We have more important things to worry about.”

      Elizabeth fiddled with his collar as they danced. “Like how to steal the watch with Jouvet, the Whitesides and She Who Shall Not Be Named looking on?”

      “Yes,” he agreed. “And stay alive while doing it.”

      There was a bright-eyed confidence in Elizabeth’s smile. “We’ll find a way.”

      He should have been used to it by now, but he found himself once again amazed by her strength. It wasn’t hubris or conceit behind her words. It was faith, simple faith in him, in them.

      He’d always shared it, but Katherine Vale’s presence had cast a shadow of doubt that left him with a constant sense of unease and worry. They’d injured Vale and a wounded animal was the most dangerous kind.

      “Perhaps we should call it a night?” he suggested.

      For once, Elizabeth didn’t argue and Simon was grateful for that. They said their goodnights to Whiteside and started back toward the main entrance. Most of the guests were either dancing or drinking now and the temples themselves were nearly empty. As they entered the Hypostyle Hall, their footsteps echoed in the silence.

      Simon felt the presence before he heard the other set of footfalls. He glanced down at Elizabeth. She’d heard them too. His heart beating faster, he hurried them through the dark colonnade, but the footsteps grew louder and closer.

      They were too vulnerable out in the open and he pulled Elizabeth aside suddenly, and forced them into another row of columns and stopped. They pressed themselves up against the cool stone and listened.

      He heard two more footsteps and then only the sound of his heart beating in his chest. Glancing down at Elizabeth, he nodded down the aisle and they slowly made their way from column to column, shadow to shadow.

      They zigzagged their way toward the door and were only twenty feet away now. They edged around the girth of another column and had just started for the doorway when a man stepped out in front of them.

      Elizabeth gasped in shock and Simon cocked his arm back. He was just about to strike when the figure took a small step to the side, out of the shadows and into a shaft of moonlight.

      Hands raised in front of him, a broad grin on his face, was Hassan.

      Relief coursed through him. “Good God, man,” Simon said, letting out a deep breath and lowering his arm. “Why didn’t you say something?”

      “I am sorry,” Hassan said. “I did not mean to startle you.”

      Elizabeth’s laugh betrayed her nerves. “I didn’t even hear you at the end. You are light on your feet, Hassan.”

      He grinned again. “I take dance lessons.”

      Simon shook his head. “That’s fascinating, but what are you doing here?”

      Hassan’s smile fell. “Mister Wells called me several days ago to see what I could find out about your Miss Vale and her…associates.”

      “Why didn’t you just call us?” Simon asked with a growing sense of worry. “Why come all this way?”

      Hassan straightened proudly. “Because, in Cairo, you hired me to help you. And after what I have learned, you, Mister Cross, are going to need Hassan’s help.”

      Simon was about to ask just what that meant when a woman screamed and then men shouted. It sounded liked it was coming from the front entrance. A few people hurried past them toward the sound. There was some sort of commotion at the first pylon.

      “Don’t let anyone else see that you’re here. Meet us back at the hotel,” Simon said to Hassan as he took Elizabeth by the hand and started toward the gate.

      “Thank you, Hassan!” Elizabeth said. “It’s good to see you.”

      “And you! And remember…Trust in Hassan!”

      

      

      Elizabeth offered Hassan a drink, but he shook his head. He looked around admiringly at their suite in the Winter Palace and she realized, he probably wasn’t invited into places like this very often.

      He stood, unsure in the middle of the room, until Simon gestured for him to take a seat. He nodded, a little surprised, then brushed the back of his robes with his hands and sat down carefully on the white sofa.

      “Go on,” Simon prompted.

      “I spoke with many people,” Hassan said. “But many would not speak with me.”

      Elizabeth sat down next to Hassan. “They’re afraid.”

      Hassan nodded. “There are some who know of the cult and your Mrs. Vale, but they fear for their lives. They believe she is magic.”

      She and Simon exchanged a quick glance. Neither was surprised to hear it. As Madame Petrovka, Vale had used her knowledge of the past to fool people into thinking she was a psychic, complete with spooky séances and chats with the dead.

      Simon sat down opposite them and leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “And I suppose she performed some feat that convinced them of this?”

      Hassan’s forehead knit together. “They say she appeared out of thin air.”

      Simon’s eyes shifted briefly to Elizabeth’s and she knew he was thinking the same thing she was. They both appeared out of thin air themselves when they arrived.

      “She arrived in the middle of a secret ceremony for Sekhmet. She said she was sent by the goddess,” Hassan continued.

      “And all of these cult members believed her?” Simon said.

      Hassan cocked his head to the side. “Not all of them. There was one who challenged her.”

      “Did you speak with him?” Simon asked.

      “He is dead,” Hassan said. “And unlike your Mrs. Vale, I cannot speak to the dead.”

      Elizabeth looked anxiously at Simon who nodded slowly, and pressed on. “Did you learn anything more? How many members are there?”

      “Twenty, perhaps thirty. It is difficult to say.”

      Elizabeth whistled softly. After what the cult member had said in the jail, about being one of the Seven Arrows, she’d kind of been hoping that was it. Seven, they could handle, but…

      “Thirty?” Simon said, arching his eyebrows. He cleared his throat. “Right. Anything else that might help us?”

      Hassan frowned. “Only that she has been preparing for something. For many months.”

      “What?” Elizabeth asked.

      Hassan shook his head. “I am unsure, but if it involves Sekhmet, it will be blood.”

      Elizabeth shivered at that.

      “Do you believe in the old gods?” Simon said.

      Hassan shrugged. “I neither believe, nor disbelieve. Is it so strange though, to think God has many faces?”

      Elizabeth could see Simon consider the question, not in an off-handed rhetorical way, but truly consider it. Neither of them were what anyone would call religious. Both of their faiths were best described as vague.

      Finally, Simon nodded.

      “Thank you for doing all this,” Elizabeth said.

      Hassan nodded and, taking her statement as his cue to leave, stood.

      Simon and Elizabeth followed suit.

      “You really could have called,” Simon said as Hassan started for the door. “You didn’t need to come all this way.”

      Hassan stopped at the door and turned back. He squared his shoulders and his pot belly stuck out proudly.

      “I am your dragoman,” he said. “What sort of guide would I be if I abandoned you when the path grew dark?”
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      Elizabeth enjoyed the breeze as their carriage trotted down the dirt road and into the Valley of the Kings. It was hot and dusty, but she was glad they didn’t have to make the long hike to Henri’s dig this time. Carriages had been provided at the ferry on the west bank, and now one carried them toward through the rocky wadi to the moment they’d been waiting for—the opening of the chamber.

      Other carriages trundled along ahead and behind, kicking up long trails of dust. Jack and Diana, the Whitesides, the Everetts and the rest of Henri’s entourage wound their way through the canyons to witness history.

      Despite the tension of their mission and the fact that someone who hated their actual guts was nearby, Elizabeth was excited. She was about to see the opening of an ancient tomb. She was about to step into a room, into dusty footprints, made three thousand years ago.

      Anticipation being almost too much to handle, she wriggled in her seat. They couldn’t be far now. She leaned out to see for herself, and got a faceful of dust for her trouble. Coughing, she tried to wipe the dust from her eyes when she saw Simon’s hand holding out his handkerchief.

      Simon smiled at her as she took it, only briefly though, before turning his attention back to the road. He’d been in a state of hyper-focus since they’d gotten up that morning. She could see it in his posture, rigid and controlled, in the set of his jaw, the way his eyes moved, scrutinizing everything around them, leaving nothing unnoticed.

      He was right to be on alert, of course. They weren’t the only ones after the watch, not to mention, crazy didn’t need a reason to do things. Reining in her excitement, she wiped her face and meticulously folded his handkerchief, dirty side in, before handing it back to him.

      Their carriage turned and she could see the white tents of Henri’s dig.

      She took Simon’s hand. “Ready?”

      Simon was about to say something when his expression hardened. Elizabeth turned and saw the reason. Katherine Vale stood by her car talking with Henri. Elizabeth’s excitement was replaced with a healthy dose of fear. She took a deep breath and her fight response told her flight response to stuff it.

      As their carriages pulled up, Henri greeted them. “So pleased you could join me. All of you.”

      Once everyone had disembarked and the carriages retreated to wait in the shade, Henri turned to address the small group. “I hope today will be one to remember.”

      Vale smiled at the assemblage, her eyes landing on Simon and Elizabeth. Her mouth curled a little tighter. “I am sure it will be.”

      He gestured toward the entrance, letting Vale precede him. He waved to the rest of the group, ushering them toward the stairs.

      Elizabeth looked anxiously at Simon. He clenched his jaw but nodded that they should follow Jouvet.

      Simon held her arm as they made their way down the steep, narrow steps and into the first corridor. The hum of the small electric generator was drowned out by the hum of excited voices that echoed in the narrow chambers.

      Elizabeth squinted in the dim light. They’d spent the better part of last night going through possible scenarios. What if the watch was sitting out in the open? Surely, Jouvet would notice the blatant incongruity. He’d probably take it immediately to his rooms or the press. That was if, as Simon said, always a ray of sunshine, Katherine Vale didn’t shoot him first. While that was possible, it didn’t seem probable. Vale had kept a low-profile so far and if they were right, getting the watch wasn’t her true end game. She wouldn’t risk it all just for the sake of expediency. She’d try to swipe it later, just as they would.

      It was also possible the watch was buried in the midst of hundreds of other artifacts. King Tut’s tomb had thousands of things in it. If that were the case here, they’d have to come up with a way to beat Vale to it.

      The last possibility was one Elizabeth didn’t want to think about. What if the watch wasn’t there at all? They would have to start over from square one and neither of them had any idea where the heck that square was.

      “If you will stop here, please?” Henri said, bringing the chatter to a halt.

      “These walls are quite unstable,” he continued. “Please do not touch or disturb the bracing struts as we descend into the ante-chamber.”

      “How unstable?” Trevor Everett asked.

      “If these were to give way,” Henri said, waving his hands toward the broad support beams, “we would be crushed beyond recognition.” He smiled. “So, do not touch them, eh?”

      Trevor looked up at the rough ceiling of the tunnel and paled. “I don’t know, darling. What’s another dusty old tomb?”

      His wife seemed to have the same idea. “Yes,” she said. “You’ve seen one, you’ve seen them all.

      “Quite.” Trevor turned around. “We’ll see you out there,” he said, trying not to sound like a man who had just taken the chicken exit.

      He and Constance shouldered past the others in the narrow corridor, nearly pushing people out of the way in their haste.

      “Anyone else?” Henri asked.

      Whiteside looked at his daughter.

      “Don’t be silly, papa,” she said.

      He smiled. “That’s my girl,” he said, but then cast a concerned look at the wooden beams. “But do be careful.”

      When no one else had any more objections, Henri continued down the sloping corridor to the doorway Elizabeth had seen on their first visit to the tomb. Remembering how that had gone, she made sure to walk in the middle of the path, as far away from the walls as she could.

      “The ante-chamber itself appears quite safe.” Henri stopped at the bottom of the corridor at the mouth of the doorway. He extended his arm. “Entrez.”

      One by one the group filed into the large chamber, perhaps fifteen by fifteen. There were no electric lamps, but two workers held aloft large lanterns bright enough to illuminate the brightly painted walls.

      Elizabeth looked at the art, and when she turned, the back of her neck tingled with the undeniable sensation that she was being watched. She knew before she looked who it was. She glanced over and saw Vale simply watching her, a small smile on her lips. Elizabeth looked away. She wasn’t going to let her get into her head. Stay focused, Elizabeth, she told herself. Don’t let her get to you.

      “As you can see,” Henri said. “The walls are quite elaborate. We thought at first this was the burial chamber.”

      He took one of the lanterns and lifted it to better light some of the detailed reliefs. “These are from the Book of Gates. It is a guide for the soul through the trials one must face to reach the next life.”

      “Each represents an hour of the sun’s journey through the underworld during the night,” Arthur said, pointing. “The Gate of Teka-Hra, and here the fifth hour, the Judgment of Osiris.”

      Each section was incredibly detailed with dozens and dozens of figures acting out parts in a complex play.

      “These are beautiful, Henri,” Diana said. “The colors are still so vivid.”

      “You thought this was the burial chamber, but…” Elizabeth asked.

      Henri smiled and walked over to the far end of the room. “Until we found this.” The light from his lamp lit another doorway and a dark corridor beyond.

      They all gathered near.

      “This is why we were delayed,” he said. “It is as though the hand of God pushes down on this place. It was difficult to secure, as you can see.”

      The corridor had multiple protective struts and cross beams. At the end of the ten-foot tunnel was a doorway with two handles and a rope wound between them.

      “This is the seal,” Henri said, as he knelt down next to one of the handles and pointed at a wax blob formed over one of the ropes. “Unbroken for thousands of years.”

      His smiled. “Until today.” He held out his hand and one of the workers handed him a small tool.

      Butterflies finished their pre-flight checks in Elizabeth’s stomach and took off as she and the others waited.

      Carefully, Henri broke the seal, trying to preserve as much as he could, but it crumbled at his touch. He sighed and set to work on the rope.

      It only took a few minutes, but the anticipation was agonizing. Finally, he unwound the ropes and gripped one of the handles. He nodded for one of his workers to take the other. They both braced their shoulders against the stone. “Un, deux, trois.”

      Together, they pushed the heavy doors forward. Elizabeth glanced up anxiously at the ceiling to see if any of the struts gave way, but it seemed solid enough. Once the doorway was opened, the first thing she noticed was the horrible stale air. It fled the chamber in a wave. She coughed and raised her hand to cover her mouth and nose and squinted to see into the darkness.

      “Merde,” Henri whispered.

      Elizabeth didn’t need a translator for that and craned her neck to see.

      Henri took a deep breath and stepped into the empty chamber.

      Like the outer chamber, the walls were filled with detailed reliefs, but there was nothing else. No golden thrones or ivory headrests. No royal beds, no chests filled with jewels and, worst of all, no sarcophagus. And no watch.

      Elizabeth’s heart sank and she and Simon shared a look of disappointment and frustration. They’d been hurtling toward this moment and it ended with a whimper instead of a bang.

      Henri stood in the middle of the empty chamber, a look of such utter defeat on his face, it was all Elizabeth could do not to comfort him.

      “You were right about this being for Akhenaten, Henri,” Whiteside said. “These reliefs were designed for him and no other.”

      “And here’s his cartouche,” Christina added excitedly.

      “Yes.” The despondency in Henri’s voice was palpable.

      “It’s still an amazing find,” Diana said. “These paintings are priceless.”

      Henri forced a smile to his face and nodded. His eyes were downcast as he looked toward the doorway where Katherine Vale stood. “I am sorry, it is not what you hoped for.”

      Vale glanced at Simon and Elizabeth and her lips curled into a smile. “Isn’t it?”

      Elizabeth felt the usual chill that came with the Katherine Vale smile and watched as the woman nodded once to Henri and then left the room.

      “What was that?” Elizabeth whispered to Simon.

      He shook his head. “More theatrics.”

      Elizabeth looked around the chamber. Maybe there was a hidden panel or another door. After all, the one to this room had been hidden. She slowly walked the perimeter of the room looking for some sign, some unnatural edge, but she didn’t find anything, although it was still very dark and she couldn’t exactly look thoroughly without drawing attention.

      She saw that Simon was doing the same thing as she was, and with the same success.

      “Well,” Henri said finally. He looked about to say more when he decided against it. With one last forlorn look around the empty chamber, he gave a curt order to one of his men. “Do not linger too long,” he said. “The air is unfit.”

      With that he walked through the doorway and disappeared.

      “Poor chap,” Whiteside said. “I wish there’d been something. Anything really. Even just one thing.”
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      Elizabeth did her best to look casual, but knew the harder she tried the more awkward she looked. She leaned against one of the large columns and tried to look like she wasn’t about to have kittens right there in the lobby of the Winter Palace hotel.

      “He’ll be here,” Simon assured her, but he looked as anxious as he ever allowed himself to be in public.

      She and Simon had spent most of the evening trying to figure out what the heck to do. The tomb was empty. Or at least, it looked empty. They all knew that looks could be deceiving though, and they had to be sure. They planned to meet Jack in the lobby at midnight and sneak back into the tomb for one more look.

      Elizabeth looked at the grandfather clock in the corner. He was late.

      With midnight come and gone and no Jack, Simon went off to find him. Elizabeth waited at the appointed spot in case he showed up while Simon was off looking for him.

      She crossed and uncrossed her arms. Trying to look blasé was impossible. She decided to try sitting down instead and found a rattan chair nestled next to a large potted palm.

      Despite the hour, the lobby was busy with people. The nightlife in Luxor centered around the Winter Palace and a few other posh hotels. Just as it had been in Cairo, the not-yet-jet set partied well into the night and early morning. Groups of revelers streamed in and out of the large front doors.

      Elizabeth watched them a few minutes until she finally saw Simon heading toward her from across the lobby. But he was alone. He caught sight of her and quickened his pace, a deep frown on his face. In his haste, he bumped into a little man with a pencil mustache, nearly knocking him over. Simon apologized brusquely and hurried over to her.

      Elizabeth stood up and met him half way.

      “Not in his room,” he said, his frustration plain on his face.

      Elizabeth felt a lump settle into her stomach. If something happened to Jack….

      “Damn it,” Simon said under his breath.

      “Let’s give him a few more minutes,” she said, leaving out the “and then we’ll” part because she had no idea what that would be.

      Simon nodded curtly and they lingered near the doorway. After a few incredibly long minutes, Jack appeared and Elizabeth let herself breathe again.

      “I’m sorry I’m late,” he said, holding up a hand to stave off the dressing down Simon had poised and ready. “I couldn’t find Diana.”

      Simon grunted and ground his teeth, but didn’t say anything more than, “We’ll just have to go without her then.”

      Jack’s eyes darted toward the lobby, clearly hoping to somehow see her appear there.

      “I’m sure she’s fine,” Elizabeth said, hoping she sounded convincing.

      Jack nodded again, unconvinced, and glanced once more around the lobby. “She can take care of herself,” he said, but Elizabeth could hear the worry in his voice.

      With an effort, he shook that off and looked to Simon, his focus entirely on the matter at hand. “Everything’s ready.”

      “Good.” Simon nodded his head toward the front doors. “Let’s get this over with. Hassan’s waiting.”

      

      

      “Are you sure you know the way?” Elizabeth whispered.

      “We’ve driven it three times,” Jack said. “I think we’ve got it.”

      They had been down the road three times now, but she couldn’t remember the way if her life depended on it. She shook off that thought and hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

      She sat back in the carriage Hassan had hired and tried to pay attention to the route, but they were nearly there.

      Hassan pulled the carriage up to a spot in a nearby ravine and they quietly climbed out.

      “We’ll have to walk the rest of the way,” Jack said.

      They’d suspected there might be a guard on duty. Even though the tomb was empty, it was still an important find.

      The four of them walked swiftly, hugging the dark edges of the cliffs above them. The moon was bright and while they tried to be quiet, every footstep seemed to echo in the silence.

      Before long, they came to the small wadi that held Henri’s tomb. Jack peered around the edge as the others pressed themselves against the rocks. He nodded his head. “Clear.”

      He looked again and then started the dash across the open, moonlit ground toward the steps of the tomb. The others followed until they were all safely on the other side and standing at the entrance.

      Hassan held out the two lanterns he’d been carrying. “Do not light them until you are inside,” he cautioned.

      Simon and Jack each took one. Hassan gave Elizabeth a small rucksack with a few small tools in it.

      “I will stay here and keep watch,” he continued. “Be quick and be safe.”

      Elizabeth squeezed his arm in thanks as they passed him and started down the steep stairs. Once they were a dozen feet inside the tomb and the darkness was nearly complete, Jack lit a match and they lifted the glass coverings to light the lanterns.

      Simon went first, Elizabeth second with Jack behind her. They made their way through the first and second corridor until they reached the rough walls.

      “Be careful,” Simon said, needlessly.

      Elizabeth had already almost caused a cave-in here, she wasn’t looking for a repeat performance. She gathered her skirts close to her body and walked slowly and carefully down the steep sloping stairs.

      They passed through the large outer chamber and finally made it into the smaller chamber at the dead end of the tomb. Both Jack and Simon held up their lanterns and quickly scanned the walls before setting them down near the middle of the floor. The room was small enough and the lanterns bright enough that they could see the entire room clearly.

      “Jack, you take that wall, I’ll take this one,” Simon said. “Elizabeth, the back. Feel for any indentations, any seams, any anomaly. We’ll search the floor and the ceilings next.”

      Elizabeth nodded and set to her task. She hated touching these beautiful frescoes, but they had no choice. Gently, she ran her fingers along the outlines and felt for anything out of the ordinary. The reliefs were very detailed making it slow going. The wall was fairly smooth beneath her fingertips. Occasionally, she could feel a chisel mark or a tiny bit of 3000-year-old paint would flake off. She would have to volunteer the rest of her life at a museum doing restorations to make up for this.

      Her wall was divided into three large panels. The first showed Akhenaten and Nefertiti seated opposite each other as they held their three children. It was remarkably normal. The king held one of his daughters to kiss her while the others climbed all over their mother. It was something she expected to see at a mall not in a Pharaoh’s tomb. It made these people who live millennia ago, so real, so human.

      Elizabeth tried not to get caught up in the images and stick with the task at hand, but it was nearly impossible. She was in an ancient tomb and her imagination started to take flight, but she clipped its wings and forced herself to focus. The watch had to be here.

      She moved on to the second panel, this one more formal with the King and his family offering something to the Aten. The giant sun disk hung above him, its rays reaching down toward him. She felt around the edges of the Aten disk, hope flaring in her chest, but it was just stone.

      The Aten disk was repeated lower, smaller, but it wasn’t a relief, just a painting. She ran her fingers over the smaller disk anyway.

      “Show me,” she whispered to it.

      She waited for something magical to happen, but nothing did. “Open sesame?”

      The walls didn’t speak or move.

      “What?” Simon said.

      “Nothing.” So much for Hollywood.

      With a sigh, she continued exploring the outline of the Aten disk when something suddenly gave. She gasped as a bit of clay or plaster or whatever it was, fell away.

      “Guys,” she whispered, her heart beating just a bit faster with each passing second.

      “Have you found something?” Simon asked as he came to her side.

      Elizabeth traced the edges of the disk and more clay fell away. Something was embedded in the wall.

      Jack brought one of the lanterns closer and as another bit of paint and plaster fell away, a glint of gold caught the light.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” he said.

      Elizabeth turned to smile in triumph at Simon, but he’d gone to retrieve the chisel from their tools.

      Carefully, he ran the tip of it around the edges of the disk until he could get a little leverage. With a few gentle pushes, he pried something out of the wall and it fell into his waiting hand. Elizabeth held her breath as he brushed the remaining paint and clay away until all that was left was a gold watch.

      Elizabeth laughed, releasing pent up tension. “How about that?”

      “Yes,” a voice behind them said and Elizabeth’s blood ran cold. “How about that?”

      As Elizabeth started to turn, she saw Jack out of the corner of her eye reaching for his gun. She was vaguely aware of Simon dropping the chisel and doing the same thing, when a shot rang out, nearly deafening in the small chamber.

      Instinct made her duck and cover, but not before she heard Jack grunt and saw him spin away from her. Dear God, he’d been shot. She looked back to see that a bullet had torn through his arm. His gun slipped from his fingers and clattered to the stone floor.

      “Jack!” Elizabeth cried.

      He groaned and heaved a few deep breaths to try to control the pain. Across the small room, Simon moved to point his gun.

      “I would think twice about that if I were you, Mr. Cross,” Katherine Vale said, as one of her henchmen leveled his gun at Simon’s chest.

      Simon had been too slow on the draw and was caught still trying to get his gun from his jacket pocket. And thank God he had. It was the only thing that kept him from being shot.

      One of the four henchmen Vale had with her stepped past her in the tunnel and took Simon’s gun and retrieved Jack’s from the ground.

      “Jack?” Elizabeth asked.

      He squared his shoulders as best he could. “I’m all right.”

      But she could see from the pinched look on his face, he was far from that.

      “I’ll take that as well,” Vale said, indicating the watch Simon tried to conceal in his fist.

      One of the men took it from his hand.

      A smug smile spread across Vale’s faced. “And your grandfather’s,” she said. “I’d like to complete the set.”

      Simon took a deep breath, glanced over at Elizabeth and then reached into his vest pocket, but something was wrong. Elizabeth could see it in his body language.

      “I seem to have misplaced it,” Simon said, sounding pleased with himself, but she heard the tint of worry in his voice.

      Vale’s smile fell. “Search him,” she commanded.

      One of the men patted Simon down, but found nothing. Elizabeth’s heart didn’t know whether to sink at the thought they’d lost the watch or soar because Vale couldn’t have it.

      “Very clever,” Vale said. “But I’ll find it. I’ll find them all.”

      Simon glanced over at Elizabeth, his expression worried and confused, but he quickly schooled his features. “You have what you came for,” he said, his voice steady.

      Vale laughed, savoring the flavor of the moment. “Like mice to cheese you came.”

      So, it had been a trap. Elizabeth’s heart sunk even lower. They’d walked right into it. But why such a ruse? Apart from the loathing and wanting to see them eaten alive by dingoes, why not search the tomb herself? What game was she playing now?

      “How did you know it was here?” Elizabeth asked.

      Vale smiled. “How is it I know so many things you don’t? Hmm?”

      She looked at Elizabeth with what she must have thought was pity, but that was an emotion Katherine Vale wasn’t capable of and her expression just looked pained.

      “I will admit, I didn’t know you’d be here. Egypt, of all places. I hoped, of course to find you. When they freed me from Bedlam, I had a very short list of things to do and you two,” she said, her eyes glittering, “were very near the top.”

      Vale sighed dramatically. “I was worried for a while. You were so slow to catch on, despite my best efforts to leave a blazing trail here.”

      Elizabeth shook her head. She’d led them here? To this moment? To this place? She hazarded a glance at Simon and could see him working it through, seeing the pattern he hadn’t seen before and knew he would beat himself up for having missed it.

      Elizabeth slipped her hand into his and he looked at her, apology in his eyes. Elizabeth shook her head.

      “So charming,” Vale said, pulling their attention back to her. With a nod of her head, she indicated that she was ready to her men and they stepped forward. Elizabeth reached out and took hold of Jack’s hand and held tighter to Simon’s. She flinched, closing her eyes, ready to be killed.

      “Oh,” Vale said in delight. “I’m not going to shoot you, my dear.”

      She waited until Elizabeth opened her eyes and with a smile she tilted her head. The men picked up the lanterns and ushered them all out into the larger antechamber.

      Once there, her men bound their wrists. Jack’s arm was bleeding badly and he grunted in pain as the men wrenched it behind his back to bind his hands. Simon caught her eye briefly as he scanned the room for something to use against their captors.

      Elizabeth’s heart raced as the men tightened the ropes around her wrists. This was the second time she’d been tied up since they’d arrived in Egypt and she had a feeling this one wasn’t going to end as well as the first. She joined Simon in a search for something, anything to help them, when she heard footsteps at the door to the outside corridor and turned to look.

      “Oh, yes,” Vale said.

      Two men stepped into the chamber, a man dragged between them. They threw him onto the floor at Elizabeth’s feet.

      “Hassan!”

      Vale looked down at him in disgust. “Got in my way.”

      Elizabeth swallowed her shame and guilt. When Vale and the others arrived without Hassan, she’d foolishly assumed he’d seen them coming and hidden. That he’d magically gotten away. Tears at her own naiveté stung her eyes as she looked down at him.

      He was alive, but barely conscious. Blood ran down his face from a gash on his forehead as he rolled onto his back and blinked up at Elizabeth, his eyes struggling to focus.

      “I’m sorry, Hassan,” Elizabeth said.

      He tried to speak, but couldn’t manage it.

      “Quite a little party,” Vale said. “I’m just sorry your girlfriend couldn’t be here,” she added to Jack. “I don’t like her.”

      “The feeling is mutual,” Jack ground out between clenched teeth.

      “She is a loose end I will snip off,” Vale said with a laugh. “I will be having another party soon. Perhaps she can join that. I know your darling Christina will be there.”

      “Leave the girl out of it,” Simon said.

      “So noble, and yet so thoroughly ineffectual.” Vale smiled. “I owe you a debt on that score. I was going to find any old virgin and you served me one on a silver platter. Knowing her death will be because of you is the icing on the cake.”

      Elizabeth felt sick. Was there anyone they hadn’t dragged down with them?

      “Please,” Elizabeth said. “You don’t have to do this. Any of this. Let us help you.”

      Vale paused and looked at her, her face set in animated shock.

      “Help me?” she said with a laugh that didn’t just border on insane it had permanent residence there. “Like you helped me in San Francisco?”

      Elizabeth flinched.

      Abruptly, unnaturally, Vale’s laughter stopped. “Oh, no, my dear. I’m going to help you this time.”

      She waved her hand toward the doorway to the burial chamber and one of the men stepped forward toward Elizabeth. She tried to move away, but there was nowhere to go. He clamped his hand around her arms and jerked her forward. Despite herself, she cried out.

      “Elizabeth,” Simon said. He lunged forward, but was caught by one of Vale’s men and held in place.

      “You see there are many kinds of prisons,” Vale said.

      Elizabeth looked back at Simon, who was helpless as the henchmen held both him and Jack, while another dragged her to the mouth of the burial chamber. A darkened tunnel stretched out before her.

      “This one’s for you, my dear,” Vale said and then made a show of looking down into the tunnel toward the burial chamber. “Although, I don’t think it or you will last long.”

      Elizabeth’s breath came faster and faster now as she started to realize what Vale was going to do.

      “No,” she said, struggling against the man who held her.

      “Please, don’t,” Simon begged, but it only seemed to make Vale happier.

      “Please don’t what? Bury my wife alive?”

      Elizabeth gasped as she said it. Somehow she’d known that was Vale’s plan, but to hear it. Her breath hitched again as she turned to Simon. His eyes were wild with desperation. His breath came in quick, short bursts as he struggled.

      Vale pursed her lips and looked critically back at Elizabeth’s room. “Perhaps six or seven hours of oxygen. Less if you struggle? That is if it doesn’t crush you, of course.”

      “Please,” Simon repeated.

      Elizabeth pulled against the man that held her. “Simon.”

      “You will have a choice, Mister Cross,” Vale said.

      Simon pulled his attention away from Elizabeth to Vale.

      “Once we leave,” she continued, “we will collapse this corridor to the outside.” She gestured to the main tunnel.

      She looked around the larger antechamber and adjoining tunnel, gauging the size. “You could, perhaps, dig your way out, but of course, then your wife would die. But if you choose to dig your way in, you will use the oxygen you have in here and not have enough time to dig your way out. Save yourself and your friends, or condemn them all to death with your selfishness.”

      She smiled almost dreamily. “Either way, she will be dead and you, even if you live, you will be a hollow man.”

      Elizabeth looked at Simon. “Don’t listen to her. If you can save yourself—“

      Simon shook his head.

      “Isn’t that romantic?” Vale said. “And do not think help from the outside will come in time. You will all probably be dead before the dawn, long before anyone even knows you’re missing.”

      “You’re sick,” Jack said.

      Vale ignored him and nodded toward one of her men who started to drag Elizabeth down the tunnel and into the burial chamber. Her burial chamber.

      Elizabeth protested and dug her heels in, but she was no match for his strength. She turned her head just in time to get one last glimpse of Simon and the pain and agony on his face etched into her memory.

      She felt a swell of panic and called out to him. She could hear him and Jack as they struggled. Her mind raced, but she couldn’t find a way out. The four walls already seemed to be closing in on her, the air already feeling thinner in her lungs.

      “Elizabeth!” Simon cried.

      “I’m all right,” she called out, even though she wasn’t.

      She heard his breath catch.

      “We’ll find a way,” she said and in that instant, believed it. As insane as it was, she believed it.

      The man who’d held her left the chamber and Vale stood back as two of her men came forward with a huge sledgehammer.

      For some reason, Elizabeth thought there’d be a pause. That he’d lift the hammer and Vale would tease them with a chance at their final goodbyes, but it didn’t happen that way. The man swung the hammer and one of the struts shifted.

      She could hear Simon calling out to her between blows, between the sound of the bits of dust and rock as they rained down into the little corridor.

      “Simon!”

      She started forward, thinking maybe she could make a run for it. Somehow. She had to do something. She couldn’t just stand there and let it happen. She took two steps closer to the opening and the man kept swinging.

      It was happening. It was really happening. She stood in the middle of the room, as the blows crashed into the wood and stone. More rock started to fall and she froze in place. Bits of the ceiling in her chamber fell and she backed away.

      She heard Simon calling out to her and she closed her eyes, filling her head with thoughts of him.

      “We’ll find a way,” she whispered. Simon’s last words to her were lost as the ceiling of the tunnel finally gave way and the stone curtain fell, thunderous and final.
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      Simon called out to Elizabeth again and again as the stones fell, trapping her inside the tomb. His chest heaved with effort and emotion as he tried to go to her, to stop this, to save her. It was all in vain.

      His heart lurched in his chest as the cascade of rocks came to an end. Had she been crushed? Was she alive and hurt and calling out to him in the darkness? His breath, when it finally came, was only short rage-filled bursts.

      Vale walked up to him and he strained against the two men that held him.

      “Such a painful decision,” she said. He flinched away from the cold hand she put on his cheek, but kept his eyes fixed on hers, promising revenge if he ever found a way out of this. She gave his cheek a light pat. “But that’s what love gets you.”

      She nodded to her men who shoved Jack and Simon away. Jack took a step toward her, but a gun leveled at his chest stopped him.

      Then, Vale and her men left, taking the two lanterns, their only source of light, with them.

      She turned back, the glow from the lantern behind her making her no more than a dark specter in the doorway. “I wouldn’t try and follow us. Dynamite is so unpredictable.”

      With one last laugh of triumph, she and her men left. Simon edged forward, but Jack stopped him. “We need to get back, away from the doorway.”

      The light from the lamps faded as she and her men climbed up the tunnel. Simon turned his back on it all and stood staring at the mountain of rocks that separated him from his wife. If he started digging now….

      He heard Jack’s voice, urgent with some warning, but he hardly cared. The room grew darker and darker and with each second Elizabeth felt further and further away. He could barely breathe, barely think. Get ahold of yourself, Cross, he berated himself. What can you do?

      “Simon,” Jack said urgently. “Get back.”

      Jack nudged him with his shoulder. “Cross,” he said, his voice tense. “Get back. We gotta move.”

      He hardly took notice, but the intensity in Jack’s eyes pulled him into the moment.

      “Over there,” Jack said, nodding to the back wall. Simon felt himself nod and watched, mute, as Jack made his way to Hassan and knelt down.  “Can you move?” Jack asked.

      Hassan nodded slowly, his eyes blinking, trying to regain his senses.

      “Get away from the door,” Jack said. “Over here.”

      Their hands still bound behind them, Jack and Simon moved to the back wall. Hassan got to his feet just as the room fell into total darkness.

      Blind now, Simon turned his head toward the chamber that held Elizabeth and tried to force himself to focus. She heard him, he knew. She would have moved back. He believed it. He had to believe it.

      “Eliz—“

      An earth-shattering explosion swallowed the tomb. Simon could feel a hot gust of wind push against him. He crouched down trying to protect himself as best he could as dust and small rocks flew like shrapnel into the room. Small shards of rock and pebbles sliced into his skin, but the pain meant nothing.

      The blast echoed briefly, followed by the thunderous roar of tons of rock collapsing the outer tunnel, sealing them all inside.

      Simon coughed as dust filled the air. The rumbling reverberated in the tomb, made louder somehow by the dark. Finally, it came to a stop, but there was no silence. Simon could still hear the ringing of the explosion in his head. All other noise was muffled, dampened as if they’d suddenly been submerged in water.

      The deep, but distant timbre of Jack’s voice found its way through the murkiness that clogged his ears and thoughts.

      “Everyone all right?”

      Simon barely heard him and strained to listen for Elizabeth. He heard Hassan instead.

      “I have been better.”

      “Simon?” Jack asked, his body bumping against Simon’s in the dark. “You okay?”

      Simon didn’t answer at first, couldn’t answer. He finally caught his breath. “We need to dig,” was all he could say.

      There was a pause and then Jack said, “Damn right.”

      Slowly, the ringing began to subside, leaving a dull throb behind. At least he could hear again, Simon thought. If only he could see.

      “I will untie you,” Hassan said, his voice weak and breathy.

      It seemed to take forever. Every second was one breath less for Elizabeth.

      “Hurry,” Simon bit out.

      Finally, Hassan untied his hands and Simon felt his way along the wall until the smooth stone became uneven and jagged—the collapsed tunnel.

      He called out for Elizabeth, hoping somehow she could hear him. He waited for her answer, but none came. It didn’t mean anything, he told himself. There was too much rock. She couldn’t hear him. Not yet.

      His hands grasped stones, any stone, and started to pull them away from the pile. They slid down, crashing into his legs, cutting into them, but he didn’t care. He felt for more rocks and pulled at them in the darkness. Elizabeth was alive, he told himself. She had to be alive. And he would find her.

      It was a Hobson’s choice. He would die trying to get to Elizabeth. He would do that again and again without a second’s hesitation. Except now, it wasn’t just his life in the balance.

      It would take their collective strength to dig their way to the outside. If it was even possible. Even if it were, he wouldn’t, couldn’t abandon Elizabeth, even if it meant only sharing a few more minutes together. But his decision wasn’t just a death sentence for him, but for them all.

      “Simon,” Jack said, his voice loud and close.

      Simon paused for a moment and rested his head on the rocks. He knew Jack was going to tell him it was pointless. That she was probably already dead. That the only logical thing to do was to try to dig their way out, not in. That he was thinking only of himself.

      “I have to find her,” Simon said softly, hoping Jack could find a way to understand, to forgive him.

      For a moment the only sound in the room was their breathing, precious oxygen disappearing with each inhalation and lethal carbon dioxide taking its place.

      As Simon reached for another stone, he heard the sound of a match being lit. He turned and Jack held out his hand. One tiny flame in the darkness between them.

      “We will find her,” Jack said.

      Simon’s throat choked and he fought back the emotion that was already nearly pulling him under.

      Hassan stepped forward and tipped a small taper candle toward the flame. The wick caught fire and the room glowed with light. “Trust in Hassan.”

      Simon looked at both men, humbled by their sacrifice. There were no words. All he could do was numbly nod his thanks.

      Jack worked his injured arm and winced. Simon looked at him, worried.

      “Bigger things to worry about,” Jack said, nodding his head toward the enormous pile of rocks that separated them from Elizabeth.

      “We need to conserve as much oxygen as we can,” Jack continued. “Try to keep your breathing slow and steady.”

      He stepped forward and ran his hands over the rocks. “We should work along the top, try to clear a narrow path to her on top of the rest.”

      Simon looked at the upper edge of the doorway. That made sense and he should have realized it. He had to try to slow down, to think. He would have to make smart decisions, if he was going to reach her in time.

      “Right,” he said, thankful for Jack’s clear head.

      Jack moved back to Hassan and tilted the other man’s head back. “That’s nasty looking,” he said, noting the gash on Hassan’s forehead. “But it looks worse than it is, I think.”

      It was a lie, but they all pretended it wasn’t.

      “It’ll be tight up there as we dig and, well, no offense…” Jack said, his voice trailing off as he looked at Hassan’s large middle.

      “I will work over there,” Hassan said, gesturing to the blocked doorway to the outside. “And do what I can.”

      “All right,” Jack said. “Just try not breathe too much.” He looked around their chamber. “We probably don’t have much more than eight or ten hours ourselves.”

      Hassan looked up anxiously around the room, as if he could see the air itself disappearing in front of his eyes.

      “Everything will be all right,” Hassan said to himself as he dripped wax onto the floor to secure the candle. He pulled two more from his belt and set them down. “Trust in Hassan.”

      Jack turned back to Simon, giving him a curt nod. “We’ll get out. Diana knows we’re here. Help will come.”

      Simon didn’t remind him that Diana could well be dead already and if she wasn’t, odds were Vale would see to it that she would be. Help would not be coming. Not in time, anyway.

      Pushing that thought aside, Simon turned back to the mountain of stone they had to move. The tunnel had to be at least three feet wide, eight feet high and ten feet long. Digging their way to Elizabeth would mean moving tons of rock.

      Jack started to reach out for a stone and Simon could see the blood that covered the back of his hand. His wound was bleeding badly.

      “We need to tend to that arm first,” Simon said. It took all of his willpower to turn away from the pile of rocks and toward Jack. “You won’t be any help to anyone if you pass out.”

      Jack hesitated and then reluctantly nodded.

      Simon felt stronger somehow in that moment. Having his good sense back, perhaps. Jack sucked in a painful breath as he slipped off his jacket. Simon tore away his ripped shirtsleeve to create a makeshift bandage. The bullet had passed all the way through, which was good, but he’d already lost a lot of blood.

      Simon wrapped the bandage around Jack’s arm and tied if off. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do. Staring at this man who was giving him his life, who had saved them time and again, Simon struggled. What could he say to a man who was willing to do what Jack was?

      It was insufficient and not worthy, but all he had to offer. “Thank you.”

      Jack smiled in understanding. “We’re not dead yet.” He looked up at the rocks. “We’ll find a way.”

      “You sound like Elizabeth,” Simon said, almost as a reflex.

      Jack nodded and Simon could see him swallow his own emotion. “Let’s get to work.”

      They made good progress at first, clearing what seemed to be a ton of stone, maybe it was. Large rocks and small, gravel and boulders had to be lifted and shifted away.

      With discarded rocks and debris, they’d built up a set of steps so they could climb up high enough to work along the ceiling of the tunnel. They were about two feet in when more rocks collapsed down into the cavern they’d created. Simon barely had time to save his arm from being crushed.

      All they could do was start again and again. Time slowly ticked away. The small candles Hassan had brought probably had three hours of burn time each, if they were lucky. The first was more than halfway gone. They’d been digging for nearly two hours, and they were barely three feet in.

      If they kept this pace, they’d break through in just over six hours, at the very edge of Elizabeth’s air supply. That was if she’d stayed calm, hadn’t tried to dig herself out.

      But he knew his wife. Elizabeth was incapable of sitting by and waiting. If she was alive, and he had to believe she was, she was digging, wasting her air, wasting her energy. Simon’s heart clenched at the thought and he redoubled his efforts. His muscles burned and his hands were raw, but he kept on.

      Jack had forced them all to pace themselves, to take breaks. They were short but excruciating. When the last one was over, it was Simon’s turn in the tunnel and he crawled on top of the jagged rocks, and pulled himself forward. Carefully, he picked rocks from darkness and placed those he could into Jack’s discarded jacket. He tied the arms to create a makeshift basket and passed it back to Jack, who emptied and handed it back to repeat the process over and over again.

      It was slow and painful, but they made progress. Simon fixated on that. With each inch, he was closer to Elizabeth.

      The exchange, though, became more difficult the deeper they went. Simon was fully inside the tunnel now and Jack had to crawl in a bit as well to reach the jacket and larger stones before crawling out backward to dump them.

      More debris dislodged as they went, a large stone falling and cutting into the back of Simon’s leg, but he didn’t stop, they didn’t stop.

      Hour after hour, they dug and clawed their way closer to Elizabeth.

      Simon reached for a large stone, wedged between two others. He pulled and pushed, but couldn’t get it to move. He swore at it, feeling his anger rising, feeling it feed the hopelessness he’d somehow kept hidden. How could they have come so far to be stopped now? He braced his legs against the side of the tunnel and pushed for all he was worth, only stopping when he felt lightheaded from the effort.

      “Dammit!”

      “What’s wrong?” Jack asked.

      “I can’t—“ Simon stopped. He thought he heard something.

      “You can’t—“

      Simon’s heart skipped a beat. “Quiet!”

      Simon listened again, but all he could hear was Hassan’s rocks tumbling down to the chamber floor. “Tell him to stop!”

      Jack did and Simon closed his eyes and listened again.

      “Simon?”

      It was faint, barely a whisper, but it was her.

      “Elizabeth!”

      “You can hear her?” Jack asked.

      “Yes,” he said, his heart thrumming wildly in his chest. Alive. She was alive. “Elizabeth, we’re coming!”

      He listened again, but there was no sound. For a moment, he wondered if he’d dreamt it, if he needed to hear her so badly he’d imagined hearing her. But he put that aside and believed.

      She was alive.

      “We’re coming,” he called out and redoubled his effort.

      Buoyed by the sound of her voice, he found a reservoir of strength and dislodged the large rock. Slowly, he rolled it back toward Jack. The last few feet were a blur. Every part of his body ached. His head was splitting. His hands were cut. And all he could think of was her.

      He reached for a stone and it gave way under his hand. He heard it fall, tumbling down, away from him.

      “Elizabeth!”

      There was no reply and his heart nearly stopped.

      He crawled forward and pushed more rocks. He inched his way to the opening and tried to see in the darkness.

      “Elizabeth!”

      Nothing. He refused to accept it.

      “Elizabeth!”

      Nothing. And then…

      “Simon.”

      His breath caught and he pulled himself forward and nearly fell out of the hole he’d created. He could hear Jack close behind him.

      “Where are you?” Simon asked as he tried to make his way out of the tunnel and into her chamber.

      “Simon.”

      Her voice was faint and weak. But it was. It so gloriously was.

      He could hear Jack above him, and then the spark of a match lit the small room. He squinted in the dim light and then he saw her.

      Elizabeth slumped against the far wall, just under the spot where they’d found the watch, the chisel he’d dropped earlier resting in her hand.

      Simon rushed to her side. She was barely breathing. Her chest rose and fell in short bursts, but she was alive. He let out a sob and pulled her up and into his arms.

      Tears stung his eyes as he crushed her to him. Dear God, she was alive.

      “I knew you’d come,” she said.

      He laughed and eased her away to see her face in the dim light.

      “I will always come for you.”

      He kissed her forehead and pulled her back against him.

      “Come on,” Jack said, as his match burned itself out and he lit another.

      Simon helped Elizabeth the short distance to the tunnel. She was nearly too weak to stand and he lifted her up to Jack, who grabbed her with his good arm.

      “Jack,” she said, sounding far away.

      His voice was raw with effort, but reassuring. “Hey, kid.” He shook the match out. “Let’s get the heck out of here.”

      Simon helped Elizabeth up into the tunnel and followed close behind. The pile of rocks shifted beneath him as he climbed up to the hole, but he managed to just get on top of them. He could see Elizabeth’s silhouette at the end of the tunnel as she climbed out, bathed in the glow of the candlelight.

      Simon crawled through the tunnel, feeling bits collapse behind him as he went. Just a few more feet…

      Whoever the powers that be were, they listened, and he crawled out safely into the chamber. Elizabeth, who had been holding onto Jack for support, took two wobbly steps toward him. Simon caught her and pulled her to him. She was crying now, sobbing into his chest. He held her tightly, dipped his head down and let his own tears come.
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      They held each other for a few minutes before Elizabeth sniffled and eased back a little. She could finally breathe again and not just because she had air, but because she had him.

      She ran her hands over Simon’s stubbled cheeks and wiped the dirt and tears away. Pushing herself up on tiptoe, she kissed him. He pulled her to him again and held her tightly.

      During all the time she’d been trapped, she’d never stopped believing she’d see him again. Her heart never doubted.

      When the kiss ended she could see him, really see him for the first time. See the love and the pain in his eyes. Every minute of the agony he’d endured etched on his face.

      “Elizabeth.”

      The way he said her name always told her everything she needed to know. And this time, she could hear the sorrow in it. She turned and saw Jack and Hassan. The same mix of love and sorrow, triumph and defeat was in their eyes.

      And then she realized why.

      The passageway to the outside was still filled with rocks. They’d barely made a dent in it and yet they’d moved heaven and earth to get to her. They’d all sacrificed themselves for her.

      If only they had the watch. If they had that, they could use her key to escape the same way they did in London, but without it…

      She bit her lip to keep more tears from coming, but they came anyway. She slipped from Simon’s arms and hugged Jack.

      “Thank you.”

      She knelt down and kissed Hassan’s cheek. He smiled weakly at her, barely conscious.

      Elizabeth stood up and turned back to look at these three men. These wonderful men and swore that it couldn’t end this way. It wouldn’t.

      She turned away from them then and began to dig.

      Simon came up behind her and stilled her hands. “It’s too much,” he said.

      He, all of them, had used everything they had to get to her. They were beyond exhausted. Jack was injured and Hassan couldn’t even stand.

      Simon nodded toward the candle on the ground. “That’s the last one. When it goes out…”

      She didn’t need to hear the rest of the sentence to know what it was. When it burns out, so do we.

      She refused to accept that. “I haven’t done anything for the last six hours except sit there and wait. I’ll dig.”

      “There just isn’t time, Elizabeth” Jack said. “It’s impossible.”

      Elizabeth tossed another rock aside. “That’s never stopped us before.”

      She would not go out without a fight. If they were too tired to fight anymore, she would do it for them.

      Elizabeth grabbed another rock and then another. And then Simon and Jack joined her.

      They dug and dug, but every hole they made was filled with falling rock. The tunnel was on a slant and every time they moved something at the bottom, something from the top slid down to fill the gap. But Elizabeth didn’t stop digging, until nearly two hours later when she felt the same shortness of breath she’d felt inside the burial chamber.

      The candle’s flame flickered. It was guttering out and so were they.

      The rocks were almost too heavy to move now, or she was too weak to move them.

      She laid her head down on her arm to rest.

      “Elizabeth,” Simon said from behind her.

      She lifted her head up, her mind getting fuzzy. She tried to grab another stone, but couldn’t.

      “Just a short break,” she said and Simon helped her climb down from her perch inside the tunnel. Slowly, they moved over to the wall where Jack and Hassan sat leaning and joined them.

      Her chest rose and fell quickly. She could only get shallow breaths now. Simon put his arm around her and she leaned into his side. Reaching out with her hand, she felt Jack’s and held it.

      “Just a few minutes,” she said between catching breaths. Her eyes felt heavier and heavier, until she couldn’t keep them open anymore.

      Then she was in a dream. She and Simon were sitting at home on the sofa. She was in his arms and a fire crackled in the fireplace. In her dream, she closed her eyes content to drift off and then, suddenly, there were voices and noises and lights.

      And then someone slapped her. She barely felt it until it came again. The sting in her cheeks roused her and she opened her eyes.

      “Dieu merci.”

      Henri smiled down at her. “Are you all right?”

      In a rush, the last day came back to her. “Am I dead?”

      He laughed and shook his head, before slapping Simon’s cheek with the back of his hand. “Réveillez!”

      Simon’s head lolled to the side and for a split second Elizabeth thought he was dead.

      “Simon?” She gripped his shirt and shook him.

      Henri slapped him again, harder.

      Her heart leapt into her throat until, finally, he groaned. With a relieved sob, Elizabeth put her hand on his chest and felt its rise and fall. Even before he was fully conscious his hand sought hers.

      The room was a blur of activity. Diana was kneeling in front of Jack and Hassan. Men, maybe a half a dozen, worked like mad on the tunnel entrance, shifting rocks quickly and efficiently. She could hear the voices of even more men in the tunnel.

      “Thought that crazy woman…had killed you,” Jack said to Diana.

      Diana grinned and put her hand to his cheek. “Oh, she tried. But Alexi and his men. Let’s just say I owe them one.”

      “It seems,” Simon said, finding his breath. “We owe you…one.”

      Did they ever, Elizabeth thought. She meant to say it out loud, but she didn’t have the energy and could only nod in agreement.

      Diana’s smile broadened. “Sorry we cut it so close.”

      “I had no idea anything like this… ” Henri said and shook his head.

      Elizabeth managed a weak smile for him.

      Diana barked some order at the men before turning back to them. “We’ll have you out in a jiff.”

      A man brought them two goat skins of water. He helped Hassan drink some before handing it to Jack. Elizabeth took a few sips before passing hers to Simon.

      “I came back to the hotel,” Diana said. “And when you weren’t there, I knew something was wrong. I thought you sneaked back, so I came here and saw the cave-in.”

      “Thank you,” Elizabeth said.

      “Thank Henri,” Diana said. “I went back for help. I don’t know how he found all of these men, but without them…”

      Elizabeth knew there was no way she could ever thank or repay any of these people enough.

      Simon took his arm from around Elizabeth and held out his hand to Henri. “Thank you. Both of you. Merci.”

      Jouvet smiled as he shook Simon’s hand. Instead of letting go though, he stood and helped Simon to stand.

      “What about Christina?” Elizabeth asked, wobbling a bit and grateful for Simon’s help. “Is she all right?”

      Diana cocked her head to the side. “What do you mean?”

      Elizabeth glanced over at Simon. They both looked over at Jack and Hassan, both of whom were unsteady on their feet and in dire need of a doctor.

      “We’ll explain it on the way,” Simon said. “And hope we’re not too late.”

      

      

      The morning sun was painfully bright and Elizabeth shielded her eyes as she watched Hassan being put on a stretcher and taken to a local hospital. She’d made Henri promise to look after him. Still fresh with guilt, he gladly obliged and swore that Hassan would be well taken care of. He would see to it himself.

      “You’ll all need a doctor,” Diana said, her brow wrinkled in concern. “Inhaling all that dust alone—“

      She was probably right, Elizabeth realized, but there wasn’t time to waste. She expected Simon to agree with Diana, but he cut her off instead with a weary hand.

      “We’ll be fine. Hassan and Jack, perhaps, but Elizabeth and you and I have more important things to worry about.”

      “My arm can wait,” Jack said. “Let’s get going.”

      As they raced back to the hotel, they explained to Diana what had happened. Exhausted, but pushed on by worry for Christina, they hurried up to the Whiteside’s room as soon as they reached the Winter Palace.

      Diana knocked loudly on the door. “Arthur?”

      The door opened almost instantly. Whiteside’s eyes were wide with fear and hope. “Diana! Is she with you?” He moved her aside to see for himself.

      “No, Arthur,” Diana said as she put an arm around Whiteside. “I’m afraid she’s not.”

      “She must have run off with that boy,” Whiteside said angrily as he strode back into his suite. “When I get my hands on him…”

      Hope flared in Elizabeth’s heart. She hadn’t thought of that. Maybe they had run off together before Vale got to her.

      “Did you try Ahmed’s room?” Elizabeth asked as they followed Whiteside into his suite.

      “Of course, I did,” Whiteside bit out and then turned back and shook his head in apology, but it died on his lips as he took in their appearances. “What in the name of God happened to you lot?”

      “Long story,” Diana said, as she started back for the door. “Let me go see what I can find out and get a doctor.”

      “A doctor?”

      She nodded her head toward Jack.

      “Good Lord!” Whiteside cried.

      “A few more minutes won’t kill me,” Jack said to Diana before turning to Arthur. “When did you see last see Christina?”

      Whiteside lingered in the middle of the room and ran a hand through his hair. “Uhm, last night. She was gone when I got up this morning. I thought she’d gone for a walk.”

      He looked helplessly at the others. “She does that sometimes, t-to draw.”

      Jack pointed to a set of doors. “Is that her room?”

      Whiteside nodded. “Do you think something’s happened to her?”

      Jack’s eyes slid to Simon’s briefly, but his expression remained neutral and he gestured to the door. “May I?”

      Arthur spluttered out his permission and Jack disappeared into Christina’s room.

      Diana went to his side. “Why don’t you sit down, Arthur?”

      He looked at her quizzically and then with growing worry. “What’s happened? What do you know?”

      “Sit down,” she repeated.

      He did and they began to tell him about Katherine Vale and what they knew of her plans.

      “But why? Why would she take her?” Whiteside said.

      Elizabeth looked at Simon. How could they tell him what Vale had said? It would kill him.

      Jack came back in and everyone turned to him, hopeful he’d found something, but he shook his head.

      “Arthur,” Simon said kindly, as he walked over to sit opposite him. Elizabeth could see the effort even such a simple thing took. His clothes were torn and filthy. His hands raw and bloodied, but he pulled a chair close and sat down next to Whiteside. Choosing his words carefully, but not sugar-coating anything, Simon told him what Vale had told them about her plans for Christina.

      Whiteside paled visibly and stammered denials.

      “Sacrifice? That’s madness.”

      “It is,” Simon agreed.

      “But…” Whiteside choked out. He looked to Diana. “You can’t be serious.”

      Diana sat down on the edge of the coffee table and put her hand on Whiteside’s knee. “We’ll find her, Arthur.” She looked over at the rest of them. “We’ll find her.”
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      Elizabeth could hear the changes in the way the water fell as Simon moved inside the shower. The curtain was closed, but she knew dirt and sand and blood mixed at his feet before swirling toward the drain. She’d seen some of it herself when she’d showered and knew it would be far worse for him. His hands and legs had dozens of cuts from the explosion and the jagged edges of the rocks he’d spent hours moving.

      Elizabeth had stayed in the bathroom with him as he showered. He hadn’t asked her to, but she knew he would need her close for a while. She tried not to think about how badly she needed to stay close to him.

      She busied herself by brushing her hair and going through the first aid supplies they’d procured from the hotel doctor. Despite their protests and arguments, Diana had practically forced them to go to their room to clean up and change. Jack’s arm was finally being seen to and Diana promised to stay with Arthur to discuss Christina’s disappearance with the police. For all the good that would do. The police were out of their league when it came to someone like Katherine Vale. That was if they even believed the story.

      She and Simon wanted to talk to the hotel staff, but Diana had rightly pointed out that they would get more questions than answers in their current state. They’d finally relented and gone to their suite, but as soon as they’d entered the relative safety and quiet it provided, Elizabeth felt her control slip.

      She’d held it together so far and she wasn’t going to lose it now. They couldn’t afford for her to.

      She let out a deep breath and looked at herself in the mirror. She looked like hell, but she was alive. They were all alive. That was what mattered. The rest of it could be dealt with later with expensive therapy sessions and a long, ugly cry, but not now. Now, she had to focus on helping Christina.

      The thought of Christina with Vale made Elizabeth’s stomach drop. And it was all their fault. Taking her was just another twisted part of Vale’s revenge on them. And they had no idea where they were or how to find them.

      But they would, she told herself. She had to stay focused on that.

      She pushed out a long breath. Keeping it together was getting harder by the minute. She could see the shower behind her and noticed that the sound of the water wasn’t changing anymore. Simon wasn’t moving.

      “Everything all right in there?” she asked, wondering if he hadn’t fallen asleep on his feet.

      There was no answer.

      “Simon?”

      She could hear him clear his throat and start moving again. “Almost finished.”

      “Okay,” she said, giving him his privacy.

      Despite being the most passionate man she’d ever known, Simon was still a man, and an Englishman to boot. Vulnerability was not something he showed easily and she knew that this experience had left more than the skin of his hands raw and aching.

      After a few more minutes, Simon turned off the taps and stepped out of the shower. The cuts and bruises looked better than they had before. Elizabeth treated them with iodine and bandaged them.

      “Not too bad, all in all,” Elizabeth said as she finished the last of them and helped him on with his robe.

      As he tied the belt, she started into the bedroom. “I think we should—“

      Simon caught her arm and she turned back. She waited for him to say something, but he just stared at her. His eyes, still haunted, fixed on hers. In the silence, they spoke volumes. His hands gently ran up her arms to her shoulders as he reassured himself she was real and alive.

      He let out a short, hitched breath and Elizabeth stepped forward and hugged him. The tenuous grip she had on her emotions was sure to fail if Simon lost it. He pulled her tightly against him, his arms wrapping all the way around her, but she was holding him. For a moment, they both stood on the edge. She could hear his heart racing in his chest, feel the raggedness of his breath as he struggled.

      Eventually, he eased back and looked down at her. He shook his head and let out a sigh.

      Tears burned the back of her throat, but she wouldn’t let them out. She swallowed hard and felt her traitorous chin begin to wobble.

      “We made it,” she reminded him, her voice breaking. “We’re here.”

      Slowly, he nodded and caressed her cheek.

      Elizabeth forced herself not to cry. She was teetering on the edge and managed a tremulous smile before easing out of his arms.

      “Elizabeth—“

      “We should start with the front desk,” she said, moving into the bedroom.

      She walked over to their trunk and started digging for fresh clothes. She felt Simon come up behind her.

      He gently placed his hands on her arms. “Elizabeth.”

      She turned around, smiled through her tears and shook her head. “I’m fine.”

      He crooked his finger and lifted her chin.

      “I will be,” she said. “Right now, though, we’ve got to find Christina.”

      He stared at her for a long moment, and she silently asked him not to push. Not now.

      Finally, he nodded. “We will.”

      Grateful he was willing to let her do this her own way, she turned back to finding fresh underthings.

      Simon took the ones she offered and found a fresh shirt. He walked over to the bed where she’d laid out another suit.

      Elizabeth pushed out a deep, cleansing breath. “Right,” she said and felt herself begin to settle.

      Simon slipped on his boxers and pants and shed his robe. Sitting down in one of the chairs, he started to put on the socks she’d given him when he stopped. “I’m sorry about the watch; I don’t know how I lost it.”

      Elizabeth brought over his shoes. “Maybe it’s a good thing you did.”

      Simon shook his head. “I don’t see how that’s possible.”

      She set the shoes down next to his chair. “If you hadn’t, she’d have it now.”

      Simon grunted, unassuaged and then groaned slightly as he gingerly leaned back in his chair. “Either way, we’re trapped here without it.”

      Elizabeth found her own shoes and sat down on the edge of a trunk at the end of the bed. “I’ve been thinking about that. We can retrace our steps. It’s got to be here somewhere.”

      “And if we don’t find it?”

      “Cable Teddy?”

      Simon sat forward. “Fiske?”

      “Unless you know another watchmaker.” Elizabeth buckled the clasp to her shoes. “He might still be in San Francisco. And if he isn’t, maybe the Eldridges or Max know where we can find him.”

      “Assuming they’re still there and alive,” Simon said as he slipped on his shoes. “It has been fourteen years.”

      Elizabeth nodded. Max was a world traveler; he could be anywhere. And the Eldridges weren’t exactly spring chickens.

      Simon tilted his head to the side. “It’s a good thought,” he said and then tied the laces to his shoes.

      Elizabeth stared down at Simon’s abraded knuckles, signs of his fight. And, she knew they weren’t finished fighting yet. “Where do you think she’s gone?”

      Simon sighed and straightened. He shook his head. “Poor Arthur.”

      Elizabeth stood and walked over to stand in front of him. “We’ll find her. And the watch.”

      He chuckled. “An optimist to the very end.”

      Elizabeth laughed with him, but his words were truer than he knew. She hadn’t given up hope in the tomb and she sure as heck wasn’t going to give up now.

      “One thing I know,” she said. “We won’t find either in here.”

      She held out her hand. Simon took hold of it, kissed it, and then stood.

      “Right.”

      They went back to Whiteside’s suite and she could see the hope and then the disappointment in Arthur’s eyes as they came in but didn’t have Christina with them. As Elizabeth had feared, the police were of little help. They’d gone to the house Vale had rented only to find it empty.

      Jack and Diana made a few inquiries themselves, but no one seemed to have the slightest idea where she’d gone, including Ahmed. They’d found him in the hotel lobby. When Christina hadn’t shown for their arranged breakfast, Ahmed had gone looking for her, and only just returned. After learning Christina was missing, he’d tried to help by speaking with the local authorities. Maybe a native Egyptian, and one from a wealthy family, would hopefully have better luck than Jack and Diana had.

      But, Elizabeth thought, judging from the way Diana chewed on her thumbnail, they didn’t hold out much hope.

      Arthur Whiteside sat in his chair and rubbed his temple absently.

      “Maybe we should take a look at Vale’s house ourselves,” Jack suggested. “Police could have missed something.”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Diana said as she sat down next to him. “I don’t think they believed a word we said about the cult.”

      “That,” Arthur said. “I…I’ve been thinking about that. The cult.”

      “Arthur, don’t—“ Diana said.

      He held up a finger to stop her. “The Cult of Sekhmet. There were several festivals that were important to them. The Purifying Flame, the Time of Offerings and the Feast. This month, Tybi, is the start of Peret, a very important time for the goddess. If this,” his voice broke here and he cleared his throat, “person has my daughter and is planning some sort of sacrifice, it makes sense that it would be on one of those sacred days.”

      He looked up hopefully. “Cults are very particular about those things, you understand.”

      “Yes,” Simon said. “The power of a sacred time. When are, were these festivals?”

      “I’d have to do some calculations to be sure, but late November?”

      “Right about now,” Elizabeth said, hoping now was a few days away.

      Whiteside’s face paled. “Yes.”

      “What about a place? Is there somewhere in particular they might…perform this ritual?”

      Arthur frowned. “Most of the temples of Sekhmet have been destroyed by now. There is a small one in Karnak.”

      “Too public,” Simon said. “The book you gave me said something about Memphis, I think.”

      “Yes, that was a focal point, but not at first,” Arthur said, obviously feeling more steady on academic ground. “The cult was centered in Leontopolis, north of Cairo before it was moved to Itjtawy near Fayoum, but there’s so few buildings of note left there now. Then it was moved to Memphis. It’s all conflated a bit with Ptah, but…” His voice trailed off. “How can we know which Vale might choose or if she’d choose any?”

      Jack sat forward. “The stuff we found in her house. Was there anything there that might help us narrow it down?”

      Whiteside’s brow knit together as he thought.

      “What about the dagger, Arthur?” Diana said. “The design, that’s New Kingdom, isn’t it?”

      He nodded. “It could be. Perhaps something Amenhotep’s priests used.” Arthur hmm’d at something, hope stirring. “Amenhotep’s reign did begin in Memphis.” Then his face fell. “Hardly enough to go on.”

      “It’s something though,” Elizabeth said.

      Simon stood. “Arthur, I need you to pinpoint the dates of those festivals. I suspect the Offerings will be the one we’ll need to target. The rest of us will see what we can find out. Something like that doesn’t go entirely unnoticed. Someone must have seen something.”

      Arthur set to his task, clearly relieved to have something to do other than wait and the rest went down to the lobby to discuss their plans.

      Elizabeth turned to Jack. “Didn’t you say something about delivery trucks when you were staking out Vale’s house?”

      Jack nodded. “Yeah, two of them.”

      She stopped walking and the group followed suit.

      “Maybe they were picking up instead of delivering?”

      Jack raised his dark brow and nodded at the idea. “Right,” he said. “And if we can find out where to…”

      “Good idea,” Diana said.

      “We should talk to Hassan again,” Jack suggested. “See if he remembers anything that might help.”

      “We’ll do that after we trace our steps,” Simon said as his eyes started scanning the lobby. “We’ve got to see if we can find the watch.”

      Diana’s eyebrows arched in a that seems like an odd use of time sort of way.

      “It’s important,” Elizabeth assured her, hoping Diana wouldn’t ask why. Thankfully, she didn’t press the matter.

      “When did you have it last?” Jack asked.

      “Right here,” Simon said, looking at where they stood in the lobby. “I checked the time, then I went to look for you. I didn’t take it out or even realize I’d lost it until her men searched me.”

      Jack frowned. “I guess it could have fallen out of your pocket on the way to the valley.”

      Simon shook his head. “It must have, but…” He turned to look around the lobby, but knew it was pointless.

      “Think of everything you did,” Diana suggested. “You checked the watch and then what?”

      Simon’s brow furrowed as he tried to remember each detail. “I asked Elizabeth to stay here.” He pointed to a spot near the front door. “To wait for me there. And I went up to Jack’s room, but there was no answer. I tried yours,” he added to Diana, “and then came back downstairs.”

      He shook his head. “Elizabeth and I waited a few more minutes and then Jack arrived and we met Hassan and left.”

      Diana chewed her lip in thought. “Nothing else? You didn’t bump into someone? The lobbies of these hotels are infected with pickpockets.”

      Simon was about to answer when Elizabeth remembered something. She raised a finger in the air. “Yes. There was a man. You bumped into him, but he was just another guest.”

      “That’s right,” Simon said. “Little man.” He held up his hand to his mid-chest.

      “With a pencil mustache?” Diana asked. “And a weaseley sort of face?”

      “How did you know that?” Elizabeth said.

      Diana’s eyes narrowed and she glared over at Jack who nodded back. “Nico.”

      

      

      The door gave way easily as Simon and Jack kicked it in. It was cheap and flimsy like the rest of the hotel they’d found out Nico was staying in. It had taken a bribe of all of two pounds to find out his room number. They could have picked the lock, Simon supposed, but he wouldn’t have missed the expression on the little man’s face for all the world.

      Sitting in a small metal tub in the middle of the room, his skinny legs dangling over the edges, Nico gave a high-pitched scream as the door flew off its hinges and flattened on the floor in front of him. Jack and Simon stepped inside, followed by Elizabeth and Diana.

      Nico squirmed in the tub, water splashing over the sides as he tried to cover himself with a small washing cloth. His eyes darted nervously from one person to the next.

      “You have something that doesn’t belong to you,” Diana said.

      Nico shook his head rapidly. “No. I-I did as you said. I stayed away from your deal. Ask Alexi. I have nothing.”

      In the hallway, a man walked by the broken door, looked in and hurried past, head down.

      Simon watched as Diana wandered over to the little man’s suitcase.

      “Really?” She flipped open the lid and then dumped out the contents onto the unmade bed. Dozens of wallets and watches and bits of jewelry tumbled out.

      Nico laughed nervously. “Those are…those are gifts.”

      Simon glared down at the little man and then stalked over to the bed. It didn’t take him long to find the watch and when he did he exhaled some of the tension he’d been carrying.

      “Thank God,” he said, as he held it for the others to see before clenching his fingers tightly around it.

      Elizabeth came over to him to see for herself, her relief palpable. They would have managed life in 1920s Egypt, but he was glad they wouldn’t have to try. He slipped it into his pocket, but kept his hand around it. He was not going to lose it again.

      “So how did you come by that?” Jack asked.

      “That was a mistake,” Nico said quickly. “Clearly, that—“

      “Save it, “ Jack said.

      Diana walked over to Nico and stood above him in the bath. He pulled his legs close to his chest and hunched over them and shivered.

      “You’re going to return all of that, ” Diana said, nodding toward the suitcase.

      He started to protest, but when Jack took a step closer he reluctantly nodded.

      “And then you’re going home,” Diana continued. “Today. Do you understand?”

      Nico looked from her to Jack who scowled down at him.

      Nico nodded.

      Simon didn’t believe the man would do it, but now that he had the watch back, he didn’t really care. In an odd way, he owed the man a debt. If it hadn’t been for the thief, the watch would have been taken by Vale and added to her collection.

      “Good,” Diana said and turned toward the door only to stop and turn back. “And if you have second thoughts, Alexi’s men would be happy to convince you.”

      Nico swallowed hard and nodded again. “I understand.”

      Simon and Elizabeth walked to the door, but turned back as Nico spoke.

      “I’ll see you in Italy,” he said boldly.

      Diana frowned and shook her head. Jack put his foot on the side of the tub and shoved. It tipped over spilling the water and the naked little man out onto the floor. He spluttered and tried to cover himself.

      “Have a safe trip, Nico.”
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      With the watch now in hand, the group split up. Jack and Diana went to find out what they could about Vale’s mysterious deliveries and Simon and Elizabeth headed for the hospital.

      True to his word, Jouvet had taken care of Hassan, even arranging a private room for him. They entered quietly. Hassan looked to be sleeping. As much as Simon hated to wake him, God knew the man deserved his rest and more after all he’d done for them, there were questions that had to be asked.

      Hassan lay in his hospital bed, an enormous white bandage wrapped around his head. It would have been comical if Simon hadn’t known how he’d suffered his wounds or why. The risks this man, this relative stranger, had made for them, were humbling.

      Despite Hassan’s obvious need for rest, Simon called out his name, softly at first, but then a little louder.

      Elizabeth laid her hand on Hassan’s arm. “Hassan?”

      The man’s eyes opened slowly and he looked at them, hazy for a moment, before wakefulness and clarity came.

      “How are you feeling?” Simon asked.

      Hassan’s hand lifted to touch his bandage and he groaned. “I am all right.”

      He closed his eyes and shook his head, but grimaced and stopped. “They came up too quickly to warn you. I am sorry—“

      “No,” Elizabeth said quickly. “We’re sorry we got you mixed up in all this. How can we ever repay you?”

      Hassan smiled a little. “I have been well paid.”

      Simon shook his head. “Hardly, but you will be, I promise you that.” When this was over, every pound they had left would go to him.

      “You can get more dance lessons,” Elizabeth said.

      Hassan laughed lightly and then winced.

      “I hate to bother you with this now,” Simon said, “but it’s terribly important.”

      Hassan nodded.

      “When you were asking around Cairo about Katherine Vale,” Simon continued, “you said that she was planning something. Do you have any idea where?”

      Hassan frowned as he thought. “I do not think so. I am sorry.”

      Elizabeth squeezed his hand. “It’s okay.”

      “I wish I could do more to help you,” he said.

      Simon put a hand on Hassan’s shoulder. “You’ve done more than enough.”

      Elizabeth leaned forward and kissed his cheek. “Thank you for everything.”

      Simon waited for Elizabeth to come around the bed, but she stopped midway and turned back to Hassan. Simon’s interest shot back up when she asked, “Didn’t you say that she arrived in the middle of a ceremony?”

      Hassan looked up, trying to remember. “Yes.”

      “Do you know where it was?” Elizabeth said hopefully.

      Simon leaned forward. Yes. She was brilliant. He’d forgotten that. If they knew where that had happened….

      Hassan’s brow wrinkled as he thought. “The vizier,” he said. “They said it was near the tomb of the vizier.”

      “What vizier?” Simon asked. If they could narrow it down, they might be able to find Christina in time.

      Hassan blinked as he thought, clearly struggling to put his thoughts together. “I am sorry. I am unsure.”

      Simon ignored his disappointment and smiled. “It’s all right. You’ve been more help than you know.”

      “Thank you,” Elizabeth said and kissed his cheek again.

      He smiled. “Trust in Hassan.”

      

      

      “November 24th,” Whiteside said as he consulted his notes. “As near as I can tell, that’s when the Ninth day of Tybi should fall and be the Day of Offerings to Sekhmet.”

      “Tomorrow?” Simon said.

      Whiteside closed his notebook and nodded. Elizabeth sat down next to him. “It’s good that we know.”

      “Is it?” Whiteside said, looking old and lost, not that Simon could blame him.

      “There’s still time,” Elizabeth assured him.

      In spite of being bone tired, Simon couldn’t sit and paced the room as they spoke. “We know the when, now to figure out the where. We spoke—“

      A knock on the door interrupted him and he answered it.

      Jack and Diana came in.

      “Any word?” Diana asked Simon softly.

      He shook his head and she nodded. “You were right about the deliveries,” she said to Elizabeth. “They were outgoing and not incoming.”

      “Any idea where to?” Simon asked as he closed the door behind them.

      “Cairo,” Jack said. “Where they went from there, we don’t know. They were picked up at the depot.”

      “All right,” Simon said. “The cult centers were sacred places.”

      Whiteside nodded.

      “I think those are our best bets,” Simon continued. “We have three possibilities: Leontopolis, Fayoum and Memphis.”

      Two lines appeared between Diana’s eyes. “If it were Fayoum,” she said, “she wouldn’t have everything shipped all the way to Cairo when she could just ship it straight to Fayoum.”

      Simon agreed. “That leaves Leontopolis and Memphis.”

      “Can’t we check out both?” Jack asked.

      Whiteside shook his head. He pointed to a map on the table. “Leontopolis is here, about ninety kilometers northeast of Cairo. Memphis is here,” he said, pointing to another spot about two inches away. “Thirty kilometers south of Cairo. With the Day of Offerings being tomorrow….”

      Simon’s jaw tightened. They’d be lucky to get anywhere in time, much less be able to be in two places.

      “Hassan said that he’d heard about a cult meeting near the tomb of the vizier,” Elizabeth said. “Does that ring any bells?”

      Whiteside almost smiled. “Yes. Aperel, the vizier to both Amenhotep III and Akhenaten is buried in Saqqara. That’s where the necropolis is, the tombs and pyramids for the ancient capital—Memphis. There are undoubtedly other tombs of viziers he might have been referring to, but….”

      Simon felt a surge of anticipation, excitement and dread. “Well, then….”

      Jack grimaced and flexed the hand of his injured arm. “It’s taking an awful risk, rolling the dice on one place,” he said. “Maybe we should split up?”

      “No way,” Elizabeth said. They’d been there one too many times and nearly bought the farm each time.

      “Whatever those supplies were,” Diana said. “There was enough for an army.”

      “And it seems that’s just about what she’s raised,” Simon muttered. He glanced up at Diana. “Up to thirty cult members, at least.”

      “I guess we’ll need an army of our own then,” Elizabeth said. “Where’s Ahmed?”

      

      

      “You what?” Whiteside said angrily as he strode toward Ahmed. “You rode with bandits? Kidnapping!”

      Normally, Simon would have happily let Whiteside have his way with the boy, but there were more pressing matters. “Arthur—“

      The young man lifted his hands. “I am sorry, Mr. Whiteside. I would never do anything to endanger Christina. You must believe me.”

      Whiteside grunted.

      “That is why I told her we should not see each other. I did not want her involved in such things.”

      “And yet here you are,” Whiteside bit out.

      Ahmed shook his head helplessly. “I love her.”

      “You—“ Whiteside started, but Simon intercepted him.

      “There’ll be time for all this later. Right now, we need to know if you can get those men to help us.”

      Ahmed frowned. “I do not think so. To risk their lives to save an English girl does not help the revolution.”

      “Money does,” Diana said.

      Whiteside looked at the boy with disgust, but swallowed his feelings. “I will give them everything I have if it will help save my daughter. I can have a draft sent--”

      Ahmed looked at him with sorrow. “They do not take checks, Mr. Whiteside.”

      Whiteside was desperate now. “I can sell the estate, but it would take time.”

      Ahmed shook his head. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I, too, will offer all I have, but I am afraid it will not be enough. Not for what we are asking.”

      Diana sighed. Everyone’s attention turned to her and she offered Whiteside a smile. “I might have something. Back in a minute.”

      “We have a thousand pounds or so in the bank in Cairo,” Elizabeth said.

      Ahmed shook his head. “That might get us a few men, but none that I would trust.”

      “There has to be something we can do,” Whiteside said. “What about the army? The British army?”

      “It would difficult to explain to them and there’s far too much red tape for them to get through even if they if they did believe us,” Simon said. “There just isn’t time. I think we’re on our own.”

      “Maybe not,” Diana said as she came back in and set something heavy and wrapped in brown burlap down on the table. She untied the ropes that bound it and pulled the wrappings off.

      “Holy moley,” Elizabeth said.

      A golden statue of Horus as a falcon glimmered on the table. It was at least a foot tall and with green jeweled eyes and red jeweled feathers.

      “Are those—“ Elizabeth asked.

      “Emeralds? Rubies?” Diana filled in for her. She nodded, a little sadly. “Yeah.”

      “Is that what you were picking up last night?” Jack asked, his voice suitably tinged with awe.

      “Been looking for it for two weeks,” Diana said.

      Jack picked it up. “Must weigh sixty pounds.”

      Diana sighed again. “Solid gold.” She turned to Ahmed. “Will that do?”

      Ahmed was too dumbstruck to do anything but nod for a moment. Then he cleared his throat. “I think so.”

      “Diana,” Arthur said, but she stopped him.

      “It’s just a thing.” She looked at it sadly. “A beautiful, nearly priceless thing, but just a thing.”

      “What will you tell your client?” Whiteside asked.

      “That I nearly had it, but it got away from me,” she said.

      Whiteside hugged her. “Thank you, my dear. Thank you.”

      Simon turned to Ahmed. “Well?”

      “It should be more than enough,” he said and then frowned. “Now, I just have to find them. And hope we are not too late.”
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      Elizabeth dealt herself another hand of solitaire and stared down at it. It was a losing hand, she could already tell. She thought about just dealing the cards again and sighed.

      “You should try to rest,” Simon said as he stretched out on the bunk in their train compartment. His legs were so long, his feet dangled over the edge.

      He was right of course. They’d spent a mostly restless night waiting for the morning train. She’d never wished for more mass transit, but she did yesterday. After the whirlwind of discovery, they’d had their legs cut off. They knew where and when, or at least they thought they knew, but they couldn’t do a darn thing to get there fast. There were no planes to charter, no cars to rent. They could only take the train and pray they made it in time. It would be close.

      Assuming they were right about everything they’d guessed about, which was nearly everything.

      Elizabeth shook her head. “I can’t sleep.”

      Simon checked his watch. He’d been doing that a lot lately and not just to see the time.

      “We should arrive in Bedrashin in thirteen hours,” he said. “That would give us four hours to get to Saqqara before midnight.”

      Midnight. Another of their guesstimates.

      “Right,” she said and looked down at her cards. It was an ugly deal, but she decided to play it anyway. “After this hand.”

      Simon humphed and rolled onto his side. Pushing himself up onto his elbow, he frowned at her and then at the cards. He gestured toward the play with his index finger. “Red seven on the black eight.”

      Elizabeth smiled and moved the card. Solitaire was always more fun with someone.

      

      

      The train bumped to another stop and roused Elizabeth from sleep. Learning the rhythm of the train, she’d grown accustomed to the frequent, short stops. This one, however felt more abrupt than the others. She lifted her head and blinked in the darkness of their compartment.

      She could hear a few voices, but couldn’t make out what they were saying. Careful not to wake Simon, she slipped out of bed and tiptoed over to the window. Pulling back the sash, she peered out into the darkness.

      Nighttime, she thought. They couldn’t be far now.

      But something was wrong. They’d stopped, but she couldn’t see very far in the dark. There were no lights or buildings. No town, no station.

      She walked over to the door to their compartment and stuck her head out.

      “What’s the matter?” Simon said, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

      “We’re stopped,” she said.

      Simon sat up. “Bedrashin?”

      “No, I don’t think so. I don’t think we’re at a station.”

      A porter came toward her down the aisle between compartments and she stepped out. “Is there something wrong?” she asked.

      “A minor delay,” he assured her. “We will be underway soon.”

      Elizabeth had that sinking feeling. “How soon?”

      “An hour,” he said. “Two at the most.”

      An hour or two they didn’t have to spare.

      Simon appeared behind her. “Let’s talk to the others.”

      They sent Ahmed off to find out what the delay was and gathered the rest in the dining car. Whiteside looked like a man who hadn’t slept in two days, and she was sure he hadn’t. His face was pale and dark circles hung under his eyes.

      “If we get underway within the hour,” Simon said, “we should still be able to find transportation and get to Saqqara well before midnight.”

      Arthur nodded, but she could see he was already beginning to grieve. She couldn’t imagine what he must be going through.

      “We’ll make it,” Diana said to him.

      The door to the dining car opened and Ahmed came striding in. “Something’s wrong with the tracks,” he said. “They think they’ll have it cleared up in an hour, but…”

      “Where are we?” Jack asked.

      “About ten miles south of Bedrashin,” Ahmed said.

      Jack looked out of the train window. On this side of the train, there were a few lights; it looked to be a small village. “Can we get off here, find horses and ride the rest of the way?”

      Ahmed shook his head. “Not for so many. There are probably not six horses in the entire village.”

      “But one?” Simon said.

      Ahmed looked at him curiously and then his eyes widened with understanding. “Yes. One.”

      Their timeline has always been tight, but Ahmed’s was nearly impossible. He had to ride south to find the bandits, convince them to join him and then ride back north to Saqqara, all within hours. Maybe this delay was a blessing? They were closer now to where he hoped they were camped than they would be later.

      He turned to Whiteside. “I will give my life to save your daughter.”

      Whiteside’s eyes were red and glassy. He cleared his throat. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, my boy.”

      Ahmed nodded and looked at the rest of them once more before hurrying away.

      “Good,” Jack said. “Now, if we can just get this train moving.”

      It did, but nearly two hours later. They arrived in Bedrashin at nearly ten o’clock and spent another precious hour finding horses.

      They rode west toward Saqqara with no idea what they’d find or even if they’d find it. Thankfully, they managed to gather a few weapons. Diana had surprising friends. But even the guns were iffy—one WWI rifle, an old colt and an antique dragoon. It was all they could manage on such short notice, but it would have to do. Not that Elizabeth wanted to use any of them, although, she would if she had to. She still remembered what it felt like to shoot that man in Natchez and she’d only winged him. She had the feeling it would take more than that to save Christina.

      They left the fertile lands that clung to the Nile and ventured out into the desert. The moon was nearly full and very bright in the clear night. They rode in silence. And, Elizabeth thought, silence in the desert at night was a whole new kind of silence. There were no sounds at all except for the soft tread of their horse’s hooves on the sand and their own hearts beating.

      They slowed as they neared the ancient necropolis. The outline of a ragged step pyramid just ahead on the horizon.

      “There should be a slight ravine and temple ruins on the far side,” Whiteside said, his voice dry and cracking. He was clearly terrified, both for himself and for his daughter. “That-that’s the most likely spot.”

      Elizabeth and Simon shared a nervous look. Whiteside was a liability. He was far from being in good shape and his emotions were likely to make him do something rash. But they couldn’t ask him to stay behind while they went on. If their roles had been reversed, nothing could have kept them away. Whiteside would try to save his daughter or die trying.
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      About a hundred yards away from the step pyramid now, Elizabeth could see a slight glow emanating from behind it. This was it, she thought with a mixture of relief that they’d guessed right and dread at facing it. The ritual must have started. Her throat felt dry. They dismounted there and continued on foot, running along the edge of what was left of a ruined wall, finding some shelter in its shadow.

      She looked up again at the moon. A full moon, she realized. But there was something odd about it.

      “Is it just me,” she whispered to Simon. “Or is the moon getting darker?”

      Simon glanced up and frowned. He nodded and she knew they were both thinking the same thing. Without the benefit of Teddy’s key, Vale had to travel with an eclipse. Unless she planned on staying in Egypt for a few more months, and that seemed unlikely, she would be traveling tonight.

      And soon.

      Elizabeth’s heart raced just a little faster.

      They reached the edge of the step pyramid and slowly started to edge around the lower level. Elizabeth wished she had a weapon. Not that she wanted to use one, but she just would have felt better having something to hold onto. Anything to hold onto.

      She caught Diana’s eye, and vaguely wondered if Diana felt the same way. She didn’t look worried. But then, Diana never did.

      Their three guns were carried by the three men. It wasn’t sexist; just practical. Of the five, they had the most shooting experience. Although, they all knew if it did come down to a gunfight, they were all as good as dead.

      Elizabeth shivered at the thought and tried to focus on not tripping instead. The ground was littered with fallen rocks, small and large. They moved slower now as they came to the corner of the pyramid.

      The light from torches cast a glowing dome over the large temple and the ruins beyond. The temple was two stories, or had been at one time. The second story was little more than a colonnade now, some columns half shorn, others lying on the sand below. One of the cult members appeared from the shadows, obviously on patrol.

      Jack held up his hand to stop the group’s progress and edged back. Elizabeth had the sudden and absurd thought that she felt like a Navy seal on maneuvers, just without all the training, weapons and expertise. Basically, just a seal. Or maybe a duck, in a shooting gallery.

      Between them and the temple were about twenty yards of open sand. There were no shadows, no shelter, no sneaky way from here to there. They would have to run across the open expanse of desert, completely unprotected.

      They watched the man patrol the backside of the temple for a minute, pacing back and forth, before he moved on to something else. They didn’t have time to wait, to see if there was a predictable pattern. They had to move. Now.

      Jack knelt down in the sand and trained his rifle on the last spot they’d seen him. “Run,” he whispered.

      Elizabeth’s heart pounded in her chest, as the four of them ran across the sand. She tried not to breathe, not to make a sound. Sixty feet felt like a mile. Simon lingered at her side, scrubbing his speed to stay close. The dark recesses of the temple grew closer and closer. Finally, she and Simon ducked into the shadows and behind the relative safety of the walls of the temple. Diana and Whiteside weren’t far behind them.

      Bringing up the rear was Jack. He’d probably waited until they were all safely across before starting across himself. He was about halfway there when Elizabeth heard something. It wasn’t until Simon lunged out of the doorway that she realized she’d heard footsteps—the guard’s.

      Elizabeth followed Simon just in time to see the guard, his rifle trained on Jack, get clocked on the side of the head with the heavy handle of Simon’s dragoon. The man stumbled to the side, dazed. Simon dropped his colt into the sand and ripped the rifle from the man’s weakened grip. In almost one fluid movement, he swung again. This blow connected more fiercely than even the first. The man fell to the ground with a thump.

      Jack skidded to a stop next to them. “Thanks for that.”

      Simon nodded and shouldered the rifle. The two of them dragged the guard inside the temple. Elizabeth picked up Simon’s discarded gun and followed. They bound and gagged him, although, judging from the blood she could see beneath his keffiyeh, he might not be waking up any time soon.

      Although it was dark in the temple, there were still openings to the outside and bits of moonlight filtered in. Jack made some more hand-signals and Whiteside nodded toward a corner.

      Walking as softly as they could, they hurried over the stone floor to the area Whiteside had indicated. Stairs.

      As quietly as they could, they climbed the steps to the upper level, Jack in the lead again. Light from the torches was brighter now and Elizabeth could hear voices, indistinct, but there.

      Jack poked his head out of the doorway. After a moment, he signaled that it was clear. He went out first, but stayed crouched down. When it was Elizabeth’s turn, she realized why. The upper level of the temple was very open here. They were exposed, except for a few fat columns and a very low wall that ringed the perimeter.

      The remnants of the temple were a U-shape. The courtyard below was about forty feet across and thirty feet deep. At the end of the stone quad where the back side of the temple would have been, it was open. The only signs of the temple wall that had been there were a few broken columns and small piles of stone. Braziers and a half dozen cult members stood in the courtyard. All but one, a guard judging from the rifle in his hands, stood facing out toward another set of ruins that looked like what was left of a small pyramid.

      It all looked like something out of a black and white movie serial. There were three main tiers that served as platforms. The lowest tier had five torches and between each, another cult member, dressed all in black. Above them, on the middle level, a bed of stone had been built. Two cult members, in black and red robes stood on either end of the platform next to large granite statues of a woman with the head of a lion. Sekhmet.

      Above them, near the top of the pyramid and on the uppermost level, stood another henchman and Katherine Vale with her arms outstretched. Her blood-red robes made her skin look almost white. A brazier burned at her feet and behind her two torch flames reflected off an enormous copper disk that stood in front of the cap of the pyramid.

      Elizabeth scanned the area for the one thing she wanted to see, but Christina was nowhere in sight. For the first time in her life, Elizabeth wished she had a plan. She’d always been one to rush in and think about it all later, but this time it left her feeling exposed and vulnerable. Of course, the painful truth was there was no plan to make. There just wasn’t time. They had to find Christina and do whatever they could to save her. Whatever that might be. Whatever that might mean in the end.

      Jack touched Elizabeth’s arm and she started, barely containing her scream. His eyes went round with a silent warning and then he pointed in one direction and then another. Simon nodded and took Elizabeth’s arm. She and Simon went to the right, and Jack, Diana and Whiteside to the left. She didn’t like the idea of splitting up, but she and Simon inched their way to one end of the U and the others to the opposite side.

      Simon stretched out and gently placed his rifle on the rock ledge like a sniper. Elizabeth looked down at the heavy dragoon in her hand and did the same although she wouldn’t be able to hit the broadside of a pyramid from here with it.

      They settled in and waited. Elizabeth scanned the scene again. Where was Christina?

      Elizabeth took stock of the scene below, calculating the number of men and distances, as she knew Simon was. There were twelve men that she could see. Twelve against four—not good odds, but not bad from a gambler’s perspective. And tonight, they were definitely gamblers.

      Vale, her voice rising into the night, spoke the words of some ancient invocation. “Sekhmet, greater than Isis. Sekhmet, greater than Hathor. Sekhmet, greater than Bast, greater than Maat. Light beyond the darkness, ever burning one. Hear my plea. I come to you for guidance, for justice, for vengeance.”

      The man behind her stepped forward and handed her a small figurine. Vale lifted it to the sky before dropping it into the brazier. “Beloved of Ra, Ruler of the Desert, Mother of the Dead, You who shook and shake the World, You who have swallowed the Ever-living Serpent and daily raise the Disk of the Sun and of the Moon, hear me.”

      She dropped three more figures into the fire as she spoke. Each gave off a spray of colored sparks as they were engulfed in the flames. And the men began to chant. Elizabeth couldn’t tell what they were saying, but it took creepy to a whole new level.

      Vale’s voice built in intensity and fervor as she was handed a final figure. This one larger than the others. “This is the one I seek,” she said, holding it up to the night. “Charles, son of Anna, and betrayer.”

      The chanting grew louder now as she held the final figure above the flames. She dropped it in and large billowing clouds of smoke rose up from the fire. Behind her the copper disk started to glow.

      Elizabeth looked nervously to Simon, but his expression was unchanged. His jaw remained set firmly in a show of disgust and disbelief.

      Vale said something in a language Elizabeth didn’t understand and turned toward the copper disk—Hathor’s mirror, she realized. Slowly, a figure began to take form in the burnished surface. It was wavy and insubstantial, but it was there.

      Elizabeth looked for some projection device, but couldn’t see anything. She looked back at Vale, to the mirror. Had she really summoned a god?

      Vale, arms outstretched, bowed before the shadow. “Terrible One. I have brought you a gift. A gift of blood.”

      She waved her hand and from a hidden part of the temple two more cult members appeared, Christina held between them. Elizabeth’s heart leapt. The girl was alive. Bound and gagged, she struggled against them, trying to twist out of their grip, but it was no use. Her hands were bound and the men far too powerful.

      Elizabeth’s stomach flipped with fear and anticipation. She saw something move across the roof on the far side of the temple and saw Whiteside start to stand, only to be pulled back down by Jack.

      Simon saw it too. He and Jack looked at each other for a moment and then back to Christina as her guards brought her up to the middle level and forced her to lie down on the stone bed.

      “Simon,” Elizabeth whispered.

      He ignored her and focused on Christina, or more aptly, on her guards. His right eye squinted as he lined one up in the site of his rifle.

      He could have shot Vale any time, Elizabeth realized. Probably. It was far enough away to be anything but a sure shot. Regardless, it would have meant a sure death for Christina as their captive. But now, Elizabeth wondered if waiting had brought them anything but closer to dying. They could shoot the guards, but then what? There were too many of them.

      Vale continued her litany of prayers to Sekhmet. Her helper held out something and Elizabeth knew what it was before the shining blade caught the light. Dagger in hand she descended the steps to the sacrificial altar.

      Two men held Christina down as she struggled. Vale stood above and raised the dagger high into the air.

      Elizabeth looked back at Jack and then at Simon. What were they waiting for? This was the window of opportunity. They had to do something. Now.

      Vale’s voice cut through the night as she gave a final invocation. She started to lower the dagger. Simon’s finger moved to the trigger. Christina sobbed.

      “Wait!” Whiteside stood up and held out his hands. “Please!”

      Elizabeth started and nearly lost the hold on her gun.

      “Hell,” Simon said under his breath.

      Vale stopped and turned toward the intrusion. Even from this far away, Elizabeth could see the fury in her eyes. The guard in the courtyard raised his rifle and pointed it at Whiteside.

      The moment hung in the air as if someone had pushed a giant pause button.

      “Kill him!” Vale said.

      Elizabeth saw the guard’s finger move. She couldn’t just sit there and let him be shot. Without a thought beyond that, she jumped to her feet and waved her arms.

      “Over here!”

      The guard’s head jerked around to find her and the hesitation cost him his life. Two shots rang out in unison and he crumpled to the ground.

      “Bloody hell,” Simon said as he pulled back the bolt on his rifle to ready another round.

      Vale barked out another order, this time in Arabic and the five cult members that stood between the torches on the lower level moved up the rough steps to the altar.

      “Christina!” Whiteside called out. The men in the courtyard had scattered.

      Jack had already fired off another shot. One of the men fell forward onto the steps, but the others didn’t pause.

      Elizabeth heard two more shots fired and then heard Simon swear as he slammed his palm against the bolt. It was stuck. He couldn’t chamber another round. He tossed the rifle aside and picked up the dragoon.

      Elizabeth bent to pick the rifle up, to see if she could loosen it against the stone when she felt an arm wrap around her waist and a knife against her neck.

      “Simon!”
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      Simon turned over, gun ready, but it was no good.

      The man who held Elizabeth grunted and pushed the knife point into her skin. She gasped as it broke the skin. A trickle of blood welled under the sharp tip of the blade and then trailed down her neck.

      He had no choice. Simon let the gun fall from his hand. Elizabeth’s eyes were wide with panic for a moment, but she seemed to realize the same thing he did at the same time. They were alive. The men hadn’t killed them. That meant they still had a chance.

      Another man came and picked up both the dragoon and the rifle. Now, at gunpoint, Simon and Elizabeth were forced to walk toward the stairs. Simon’s mind raced. They couldn’t have come so far, endured so much, to die now. He refused to accept it.

      Elizabeth looked over at him, as one of the guards shoved her forward. There was blood on her neck and fear in her eyes, but he could see her faith in him. He would not let her down. Whatever it took.

      At the stairs, they saw Whiteside, Diana and Jack, and two more armed men. Jack must have put up a fight. A large cut had opened up over one eye and he blinked through the blood that ran down his face. He caught Simon’s eye and shook his head in apology.

      They’d lost the battle, but the war wasn’t over yet. As long as they breathed, it wasn’t over.

      The group was escorted down into the courtyard and slowly up the steps toward Vale.

      Christina struggled and turned her head toward them. Through her gag she cried out a muffled, “Daddy?”

      “I’m here, my girl.”

      Christina looked at him through tears before turning to Vale.

      “Please?” Whiteside said. “Let her go.”

      Vale ignored him and focused on Simon and Elizabeth as her guards forced them all to kneel on the top step at the foot of the altar. The hard stone split open one of the cuts on Simon’s knee, but he welcomed the sting of it.

      “Oh, Mighty One,” she said, almost breathless with delight. “I am here to make offerings to you and you give me these gifts.”

      The dagger lay in the flat open palms of her hands as she held it out. “I give you their blood in tribute. I will cut out their hearts so you can taste their betrayal.”

      She looked down at Christina. “But first, as promised, the blood of a virgin.”

      Vale lifted the knife. Simon tensed, ready to lunge, to do something. He was not going to sit by and watch her gut that poor girl.

      Next to him, he felt Elizabeth tense, but he didn’t dare look away.

      “Sekhmet,” Elizabeth said suddenly and Simon jerked in surprise. “Oh, Mighty Goddess, Sekhmet.”

      Simon whipped his head around to her. The guard’s hands clamped more tightly onto his shoulders. What was she doing? And then, when he heard the apprehension in her voice as she struggled with what to say, he knew. She was stalling.

      Vale had stopped and glared at the brazen interruption.

      “You…you have been tricked,” Elizabeth said to the guards. “By this one. The one in red! Lies. She’s lying to you.”

      Vale’s rage grew with every word. And while it was sure to be a short-lived distraction, it was the only hope of buying time and hoping to find a way to save Christina. Simon joined her.

      “She is the betrayer,” he said. “A tool of…” Damn it; he couldn’t remember the name.

      “Apophis,” Whiteside said quickly. “Enemy of Ra. Bringer of Darkness.”

      Vale shook her head, her eyes wide and wild. “Do not listen to them.”

      “See her shadow cover the moon,” Simon said.

      A few of the men actually looked up then and saw the umbral shadow of the earth as it moved across the face of the moon—the eclipse.

      “Sekhmet,” Whiteside said. “Child of Ra, the Beautiful Light, do not be deceived by this—“

      “No!” Vale screeched, pulling her guards’ attention back to her. “They are the deceivers. Who has brought the Goddess to you?” she said, gesturing to the copper disk and its shadowy reflection. “I am the hand of the holy one.”

      Her closest henchman, whom Simon now recognized as the man from jail, stepped forward in solidarity and then another, and the doubters cowered back. Vale had control again and their time, Simon realized with a dull ache in his chest, had run out.

      Vale poised the dagger ready to plunge it into Christina’s heart. Christina screamed and Whiteside tried to lunge forward as he called out her name.

      Simon reached out to hold Elizabeth’s hand. Vale, her face, a picture of hatred, began her downstroke.

      Simon heard the shot almost at the same moment he saw the knife wrench from Vale’s hands. She cried out in pain and rage. Everyone turned toward the source of the gunshot and saw a man poised on a hill and then two dozen riders appeared behind him. Ahmed!

      Simon felt the man holding his shoulders shift his grip and Simon took advantage of his lapse. He pushed himself up as quickly as he could, knocking the man off balance. Turning, he hit him square on the jaw, sending him tumbling down the steps.

      Next to him, Elizabeth tried to do the same, but her guard was too quick, too big and he gripped her tightly. He let go of one arm, balled his big, meaty hand into a fist, ready to strike her. Enraged and finally free to do something about it, Simon hit him harder than he’d ever hit anyone in his life. The force of the blow stunned the man to near insensibility and he let Elizabeth go.

      Simon ignored the pain that shot through his hand and readied for a parrying shot when Elizabeth’s tiny fist rocketed out and punched the tall man right in the neck. The guard’s eyes went wide with surprise. She looked at Simon almost as stunned as the guard.

      Not wasting a second more, Simon grabbed him by the shoulders and brought the man’s head down to his knee. He felt and heard the cartilage in the man’s nose break. Off-balance now, the guard swayed and Elizabeth pushed him from behind, and he rolled down the steps to the lower level.

      The rest was chaos. Jack and Diana fought off men of their own. Freed from the men who restraining her, Christina hurried down to her father, who’d somehow been knocked down the steps as well. Ahmed’s bandits flew off their horses and spilled into the temple.

      In the maelstrom, Elizabeth called out to Simon. He turned to her and she pointed to the top of the pyramid. “There!”

      He turned just in time to see Vale at the top of the steps. She grabbed a torch and ran toward the copper disk. And right through it.

      Simon stood stunned for a moment until he realized Elizabeth was running after her.

      “Elizabeth!” he called out, but she didn’t stop. Simon started to look for a weapon, but realized there wasn’t time and followed close behind. “Wait for me!”

      Elizabeth stopped and grabbed the second torch. “She’s getting away.”

      When Simon reached the top of the pyramid, he could see that the copper disk stood in front of an opening to the apex of the pyramid. Vale hadn’t gone into the disk; she’d gone behind it.

      Simon took the torch from Elizabeth’s hand and poked it behind the disk. All he could see was a long tunnel, leading down. He was half-tempted to let Vale go, to simply be glad they’d survived, when Elizabeth looked at him.

      “We have to stop her,” she said.

      It was simple, and yet, so very not. But she was right. They had to stop her.

      Carefully, Simon led the way into the tunnel. The rough stairwell led down into the darkness. Holding Elizabeth’s hand in one hand and the torch in the other, he led them down the steps as quickly as he dared.

      The long tunnel finally ended in a small room and another tunnel, this one flat, probably running under the pyramid. He could hear Elizabeth’s breathing start to race and he turned back in concern. Her eyes scanned the walls nervously. Of course, he thought, she’d nearly been buried alive.

      “You can wait for—“ he started.

      “Don’t even say it,” she said between short breaths. “I’m okay. Let’s go.”

      She clearly wasn’t, but they didn’t have time to argue. They continued down the narrow tunnel. There were small alcoves along the way and in the dim light, he could just make out small bundles piled on top of each other. Mummies.

      “Are those babies?” Elizabeth said, her voice trembling.

      “Animals,” he said, hoping he was right. He’d read about catacombs filled with animal mummies. The long labyrinthian passageways were found all over Egypt.

      Elizabeth eyed the mummies warily and they continued on until Simon thought he could hear someone else’s footsteps and ragged breathing. He slowed their progress and stopped to listen. Nothing.

      They walked on ahead until the tunnel hit a crossroads. Vale could have gone either way. Simon looked in one direction and then the next, only just catching a glimpse of torchlight down the one to the right. She wasn’t far ahead of them now and they quickened their steps. He swore silently to himself as they followed the light. He should have taken the time to find a weapon. If Vale was armed, they’d have no defense.

      Simon forced that thought away and saw that the glow from Vale’s torchlight was brighter now and slowed as they came to a corner. Simon held Elizabeth back as he peered carefully around it.

      Vale was busy fussing with something in her hands, her torch discarded at her feet. He could see the flames reflecting against the wall behind her. A dead end. She was trapped.

      Slowly, he and Elizabeth eased around the corner, and stood face to face with Katherine Vale.

      Her breathing was heavy and her eyes still wild, but they had more of the woman he’d known in them. And that made him nervous.

      “It’s over,” Elizabeth said.

      Vale looked pained and lifted an empty hand. It was bloody and one of the fingers was missing. “Help me?”

      She took a step forward. Simon and Elizabeth eased back a step to match her.

      “That’s far enough,” Simon said. She didn’t have a knife or a gun, thank God, but she had something in her other hand.

      Vale smiled then. “I should have cut your hearts out when I had the chance.”

      “Sorry to disappoint you,” Elizabeth said.

      “Oh, there’s still time.” Vale held out her other hand now. One of the watches rested in her palm. She smiled a terrible, trembling, mad smile. “I have three now, you see.”

      She patted a small pouch at her waist. “And you with none.”

      Elizabeth started to say something, but Simon interrupted her. “They won’t give you what you need.”

      Vale sighed contentedly. “Oh, I think they will.” She opened the watch and then looked at them again. “I’ll find Charles and I’ll kill him. And then I’ll come for you.”

      In spite of the chill her words sent coursing through him, Simon didn’t react.

      Her eyes danced over them. “And you’ll learn what suffering really means.”

      “Ila-liqaa’,” she said and pulled the stem of the watch activating it. She stared at them as the electric blue light snaked up her arm. She stood paralyzed, frozen for a moment as the light enveloped her. Her body shook violently and then in a flash, she was gone.
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      By the time Simon and Elizabeth emerged from the tunnel, the battle was all but over. Simon had never been in a war before, but he suddenly had a sense of what it must be like. The mad rush of men, fighting and killing in a riot of violence and then the surreal quiet when it was over.

      Elizabeth ran down the steps to Whiteside and the others. A quick glance told Simon they’d all survived—Jack and Diana, Whiteside and Christina.

      Bodies of half a dozen or more cult members lay strewn on the temple grounds. Two lay twisted at the bottom of the pyramid steps, their limbs bent in unnatural repose. More lay dead sprawled over crumbling bits of wall. In the courtyard, Ahmed’s bandits kept the remaining survivors prisoner at gunpoint.

      He could scarcely believe they were alive. Amid such savagery, they’d somehow managed to survive. Simon joined the others and stood a few steps above them.

      Jack looked at him with a relieved grin on his face. “Am I glad to see you two. When all hell broke loose, I lost track of you.”

      “We’re okay,” Elizabeth said, frowning at the state of him. His jacket gone, the white sleeve of his shirt red with blood. His stitches must have torn loose.

      “Everyone all right?” Simon asked as he took stock of the rest of the group.

      “Just a twisted ankle,” Whiteside said from his spot on the ground. “Clumsy.”

      Kneeling at his side, Christina caressed his cheek. “Oh, papa.”

      Diana stood. “I don’t think it’s broken.”

      Simon nodded. “Good.”

      Diana moved over to tend to Jack next.

      “What about…?” Jack asked, jerking his head toward the top of the pyramid.

      Simon scowled. “Escaped.”

      “You mean there are tunnels?” Jack said. “Maybe the men can—“

      Simon shook his head. “They can’t follow her where she’s gone.”

      It was clear from his expression that Jack didn’t quite understand. “She had a watch,” Simon said.

      Light dawned in Jack’s eyes. “Damn.”

      Simon was about to tell him what Vale had said when Ahmed joined the group.

      “Christina,” he said, his eyes on her and her alone.

      She started and looked away from her father, eyes widening as she realized who had spoken.

      He knelt down beside her and helped her stand.

      “Are you hurt?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “But you are,” she said, touching his cheek just below a cut near his temple

      He took hold of her hand. “It is nothing. Nothing at all.”

      He pulled her tightly into his arms as she cried with relief and joy. He kissed her and Whiteside cleared his throat.

      It took him a moment, but Ahmed managed to pull away from Christina’s embrace. “Are you badly hurt, sir?”

      Whiteside looked up at him, forlorn. He looked at his daughter as she clung to Ahmed’s side and Simon could see the pain of knowing he was losing his daughter in a way he hadn’t imagined at the beginning of the night.

      “I’ll survive,” Whiteside said and then shifted his weight to try to stand.

      Ahmed reached out his hand to help Whiteside up. The older man looked at it and then sighed and accepted the offer.

      “It was so much easier disliking you.”

      Ahmed looked nervously to Christina who could only smile.

      Once he was up, Whiteside didn’t relinquish Ahmed’s hand and held it firmly. “Thank you, my boy. Thank you for everything I hold dear.”

      Whiteside’s eyes shifted to his daughter.

      Ahmed’s followed. “I would do anything for her.”

      Whiteside nodded, a little sadly. “Well, then you can start by helping her father back to civilization. I desperately need a scotch.”

      Ahmed smiled and nodded. He took Diana’s place at Whiteside’s side and Christina slipped under her father’s other arm. Together, they helped him down the steps.

      The bandit leader barked some orders and the prisoners were marched from the compound. The bodies of the dead were piled onto the backs of horses and led off.

      The leader stood at the center of the temple and surveyed the scene before turning to face Simon and his group atop the steps.

      His expression was almost amused. His dark features broke into a small smile and he laid his hand over his heart and bowed slightly. After another quick barked order in Arabic, his horse appeared at his side. In one fluid, powerful movement, he swung himself into the saddle, gave another command and rode off into the night leaving them alone in the temple.

      

      

      “The carriage is ready,” Jack said as he came back into the lobby of Shepheard’s hotel, one arm firmly ensconced in a sling.

      Simon nodded. “Good.”

      Jack shook hands with Whiteside. “Take care,” he said and then with a wink at Ahmed and Christina added, “You two I’m not worried about.”

      With that, he walked over to a Diana who was busy giving orders to the men carrying a large crate across the lobby.

      “I hate goodbyes,” Elizabeth said with a sigh.

      “I’m dashed sorry to see you go,” Whiteside said, leaning heavily against his cane.

      “I thought you’d be heading back to England after all this,” Simon said.

      Whiteside looked over at his daughter and Ahmed as they lingered, arm in arm, not far away. He sighed resignedly and then turned back to Simon. “I’ve spent so much time focusing on the past that I nearly missed how precious the present is. And it seems, that is here, now, in Egypt.”

      His eyes were misty with emotion when he looked back to Simon. He cleared his throat and looked from Simon to Elizabeth. “How can I ever thank you?”

      “How can you ever forgive us?” Elizabeth said. “If we hadn’t been here, none of—“

      “Nonsense,” Whiteside said. “I don’t know your past with this woman, but I do know you have no blame in this. And without you, my child would be lost to me. I wish there was something I could do to repay you.”

      Simon reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out an envelope. Inside were the necessary papers to ensure Hassan received all of the money in their Cairo account. Simon held out the envelope. “You can make sure this is taken care of for me. It’s for Hassan.”

      Whiteside took the envelope and slipped it into his pocket. “You have my word.”

      The awkward silence that always accompanied any unwanted parting hung in the air. No one wanted to be the one to put an end to it. Finally, Simon did.

      He held out his hand. “Professor.”

      Whiteside chuckled and shook his hand. “If you ever return to Egypt…”

      Elizabeth glanced up at Simon with a smile. “You never know.”

      She stepped forward and gave Whiteside a hug, then said goodbye to Christina and Ahmed. Simon followed close behind.

      He held Ahmed’s handshake for a moment. “Second chances are a rare thing,” he said. “Don’t screw it up.”

      Ahmed smiled a bit nervously. Simon was not joking.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Simon looked back once more at Whiteside before joining Elizabeth with Diana and Jack near the front door.

      One of Diana’s men motioned to her and she turned back to the group. “That’s me, I’m afraid,” she said.

      She looked at Simon and Elizabeth, and quirked a smile. “You two have an interesting way of vacationing. I like it.”

      Elizabeth winked at Diana. “You should have seen our honeymoon.”

      Diana laughed. “My usual mayhem will seem dull after this.”

      Simon smiled. “From what Jack has told me, I find that hard to believe.”

      She grinned at Jack. “Maybe it is.”

      Turning back, she pushed out a breath and pulled Elizabeth into a hug. “Oh, I hate goodbyes.”

      “Me, too.”

      She smiled and inclined her head politely toward Simon and then walked over to stand in front of Jack. Toying with the material of his sling, she said, “Maybe I’ll see you around?”

      Simon lowered his gaze, trying not to invade their private moment.

      Jack nodded. “You never know.”

      Grinning, she kissed him and then walked to the door. She stopped there and turned back. “Something to remember me by,” she said and patted her jacket pocket before smiling once more and disappearing into the street.

      Jack frowned and mimicked her gesture. His eyebrows arched and he pulled out a piece of paper. He unfolded it and smiled. He held it out for Simon and Elizabeth to see. It was the sketch Christina had done of Diana that first day in the Valley of the Kings.

      Jack stared down at it for a moment, before folding it back up.

      “We don’t have to rush home,” Elizabeth said. “If you want…”

      She nodded toward the doorway.

      Jack grinned. “We said our goodbyes last night. If you know what I—“

      “Yes, we know,” Simon said.

      Jack laughed and then sighed. “Well, then.”

      “I can’t wait to sleep in my own bed,” Elizabeth said.

      “Yes.” Simon felt the same way, but he couldn’t help but feel that by leaving here and going home, they were leaping from the frying pan into the fire. They’d made a powerful enemy.

      Elizabeth sensed his hesitation. “She can’t trace the watch. She doesn’t know where or when we live. It was just dumb luck that we ended up here together. She won’t be able to find us.”

      Simon wanted to believe that, but knew their life was never so simple.

      “Let’s go home,” she said, slipping her arm into his.

      After every mission they’d been on so far, returning home had been a deep cleansing breath. A return to a place of safety and rest. But this time, it was different. The one place he’d always thought they’d be safe left him feeling more vulnerable than ever before. Katherine Vale was not finished with them yet, and Simon had a sinking feeling that what they’d endured would be a pale shadow of what was to come. Her final words echoed in his mind—Ila-liqaa’. Until we meet again.

      Simon looked down at Elizabeth, who smiled back at him, her boundless faith unblemished by it all. He wished he could share that feeling, but as they started toward the carriage, he knew with a horrible certitude that they hadn’t finished anything here. It had only just begun.
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      For the briefest moment, the world stopped. Before Elizabeth could put a name to the feeling that sank to the pit of her stomach, it stuttered and restarted.

      Chalking it up to fatigue, she shook off the last remnants of the fuzzy-headedness that always came with traveling in time and looked around her living room. It was, as she knew it would be, exactly as they’d left it. In the room, in the present, nothing had changed, no time had even elapsed. The odd disconnect between the busy streets of Cairo and the quiet of their home made the last few weeks they’d spent in Egypt feel like a dream.

      But the men on either side of her were a stark reminder that it had been no dream. The bruises on Simon’s face had yet to fully fade away, and the worry in his eyes had taken up permanent residence. And Jack; his smile for her was as real as the sling supporting the arm that had been shot just days before.

      Appearing distracted for a moment, Simon then focused on her and squeezed her hand. “All right?”

      She nodded. He let go, closed the watch and slipped it into his pocket.

      He glanced at Jack, all business now. “I want to leave here in less than an hour. Can you manage?”

      Jack nodded and slid his arm from its sling. He worked it around in a small circle, wincing as he did. “Yeah.”

      They’d made plans as they rode away from Shepheard’s Hotel in Cairo to a secluded spot where they could make their return to the present. Elizabeth hadn’t liked it then and she didn’t like it now. But there was no arguing with the logic of it. They weren’t safe here. Not as long as Katherine Vale was out there.

      Jack glanced at Elizabeth and then back to Simon. “I’ll be back before an hour’s up.”

      “Good,” Simon said curtly before heading for the kitchen.

      Jack lingered for a moment and gave Elizabeth a comforting smile, but it wasn’t one she could return.

      Gosh, she hated this. She was tired and hungry and there was still sand in places sand should never be. She wanted to take a bath and then sleep through the weekend. But none of that was going to be. They were home, but they weren’t staying there. Not even for an hour.

      Jack’s smile grew even kinder. “Don’t worry. We’ll figure it out.”

      Elizabeth nodded quickly and he gave her arm a comforting squeeze as he passed her heading for the front door.

      Don’t worry, she thought as he left. That wasn’t likely. Not for any of them.

      There was nothing quite like having a murdering psychopath on the loose, one who hated your very guts, to foster a healthy sense of worry.

      At first she’d hoped they might be safe at home. Peter Travers from the Council had deactivated the device that tracked the watches and Katherine Vale had no idea where or when she and Simon lived. But she was resourceful and evil, and that was a very bad combination. Elizabeth quickly realized that finding them wouldn’t exactly take a Holmesian effort.

      She and Simon had made no attempt to hide who they were. They’d used their real names and in the twenty-first century finding someone was as easy as opening a web browser. Everything they did, who they were, was saved in perpetuity in the ether. Heck, even the university had their pictures and names emblazoned on its website. Finding them would be child’s play.

      The only thing working in their favor was that Vale hated Charles Graham even more than she hated them. She’d spent every waking moment since escaping from Bedlam trying to kill him. First, she’d tried to murder his great grandfather in 1906 San Francisco. When that had failed, thanks to Simon and Elizabeth, she’d set out again in search of Graham himself.

      Graham was no idiot though, and went on the run, forcing Vale to try any means to find him, including trying to summon the goddess Sekhmet in 1920s Cairo. Once again, Simon and Elizabeth were there to stop her.

      But had they really? They’d saved the day, but all they’d really managed to do was to delay her a bit longer and make sure her hatred for them grew that much more. And now she was out there, somewhere, plotting her revenge and Elizabeth knew that she and Simon would be playing a role in her Spectacle of Crazy whether they liked it or not.

      “Elizabeth?” Simon called from the kitchen. “We don’t exactly have time to waste.”

      She started and turned to look at him on the other side of the pass-through window that linked the two rooms. “Sorry. I’ll pack.”

      Simon closed the drawer he’d been rummaging through. “Keep it light. We want to able to stay on the move easily.”

      She nodded and swallowed down how much she hated that. She hated running. Even though it was the smart thing to do, the only thing to do when a lunatic was out there hunting you, she bristled at the idea of it and wondered if it would ever end.

      Simon rejoined her in the living room, pocketing a small key as he did. “It won’t be forever,” he said, as though he’d read her mind.

      “I know,” Elizabeth said, even though she didn’t. With a sigh, she started for the stairs. Simon caught her hand in his as she passed.

      “It will be all right,” he said.

      “Promise?”

      She’d said it playfully, but Simon’s eyes grew dark. She knew he couldn’t promise her that any more than he could promise to stop the tide, and yet he would because she needed him to.

      “Yes,” he said.

      Elizabeth knew that one word wasn’t a false assurance made just to quiet her fears. It was a promise he meant to keep. No matter what the cost.

      

      

      Elizabeth pulled their luggage out from an upstairs closet and stared down at it. Somehow, going on the run and their Tumi luggage set didn’t seem to go together. They needed something “on the runnier.”

      She rolled the Tumi aside and dug around in the closet. There weren’t many choices. Most of their traveling was done by unconventional methods and was to places that steamer trunks were less likely to stand out. Heck, they had two trunks downstairs in the living room filled with 1920s clothes and a few more in the garage, but they were hardly helpful. What they needed was something light and maneuverable, like a duffle bag, but Simon wasn’t the duffle bag type.

      After a little more searching she found not one, but two duffle bags resting on the very top shelves in the very back of the closet. Odd, she thought. She’d never noticed them before.

      She pulled the small stepladder over to the shelves and started to climb, but a wave of dizziness overtook her and she gripped the edges of the shelves for balance. It passed quickly enough, but when she opened her eyes she had an odd sense of disorientation. It was as though she were in a dream, a strange sensation of being in her home, but at the same time it wasn’t her home. The feeling lasted only for a few moments and she shook her head and the feeling passed.

      Clearly, she needed a nap stat. But there was no time to rest yet. She climbed up to the top step. One bag was floppy and empty, but the other was heavy, perhaps half-full. Dropping it to the floor, she climbed down and then knelt next to it.

      Her heart beat a little faster as she unzipped it.

      Inside she found a first aid kit, tablets to make water potable, an all-purpose tool, two space blankets, a tarp, four rolls of duct tape, flashlights, and extra batteries. Maybe she shouldn’t have suggested they start watching the Walking Dead, she thought. When she found the big Bowie knife, the gun with two extra clips and ten thousand dollars cash, she was sure of it.

      “Ah, good,” Simon said behind her. “You found it.”

      Elizabeth looked at him dumbly.

      Simon arched an eyebrow. “I live in California,” he said in answer to her unasked question. “There are earthquakes, forest fires and riots. And, need I add, you.”

      He took the 9mm clip out of her hand and put it back in the bag and zipped it up. “Having a go bag seemed like a good idea.”

      Elizabeth was still trying to come to terms with Simon having a go bag when he reached out a hand to help her up.

      “About that packing…”

      Elizabeth winnowed their clothes down to the mere essentials. Jack returned as promised, and the three of them were ready to head out. They needed to stop at the bank to get the additional cash Simon had squirreled away in their safety deposit box. After that, they’d head east and find an out of the way hotel to stay in for the night. Then, they’d come up with a plan.

      They knew they couldn’t stay on the run, that they’d have to take the fight to Katherine Vale, find her before she found them, but they had nothing to go on. They had no way to contact the Council and it wasn’t exactly the sort to be listed in the Yellow Pages under Organizations, Secret. Not to mention that they might be the very ones behind all of this.

      Simon lifted both duffle bags. “Ready?”

      Jack nodded and slung his bag over his good shoulder.

      Elizabeth could see the effort it took. “Let me.”

      She held out her hands to take his bag, but Jack just smiled. “And lose my man card? Come on, kid.”

      A knock on the front door stopped Elizabeth’s argument, and the three of them froze for a second before she looked to Simon.

      He nodded toward the hallway, urging her to hide there. She ignored him and tiptoed over to the fireplace and picked up a poker. Simon glared at her, but the knock at the door came again and pulled his attention away.

      Jack unholstered his gun and took up a position behind the door. Simon edged closer and tried to peer through the side windows, but couldn’t see anything. Carefully, he moved in front of the door and looked out of the peep hole.

      Elizabeth saw his shoulders rise and fall and heard the exhalation of breath, both relieved and annoyed.

      He waved for Jack to stand down and then yanked open the door.

      Standing nervously on the front steps was a slight, balding man with black-rimmed glasses. He offered them a faltering smile that Simon did not return.

      “Travers.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    
    
      Peter Travers clutched his briefcase to his chest like a shield against Simon’s glare. While he was relieved they didn’t have to track down the Council now, a knock on the door from a Council member was never a harbinger of anything remotely good.

      The man’s thin lips quivered as he tried again to smile. Not finding one in return, he leaned to the side, peering around to see Elizabeth. “Mrs. Cross,” he said in that thin, squeaky voice of his.

      “Mr. Travers,” Elizabeth said. “Come in.”

      Travers looked up nervously at Simon for permission. Simon lingered in place for a moment, blocking his path. Unfortunately, as loath as he was to let this weaselly little man into their home, they would need his help if they were to find Katherine Vale.

      Travers cleared his throat and kept his gaze down as he turned his body sideways and inched past Simon and into the foyer.

      Simon heard Jack’s low, amused chuckle in the background.

      “Thank you,” Travers said. “I—I was hoping I’d catch you.”

      Simon closed the door and turned to face him. “Were you?”

      “Y-yes,” Travers stammered anxiously as he pushed his glasses back up onto his nose. “I know what happened in Egypt, with, uhm—”

      Simon strode forward, quickly closing the small distance between them. He’d never trusted the Council, and with damn good reason. He’d suspected someone in the so-called Shadow Council, a mysterious and corrupt group inside the Council proper, was responsible for Katherine Vale’s untimely appearance in Cairo. And Travers, well, his truth was never the whole truth and the parts that were missing seemed inclined to get them killed.

      “And just how do you know that? Did you send her?”

      “Vale?” Travers squeaked. “Oh my goodness, no. I—I don’t know who was responsible for that, but we have bigger problems, I’m afraid.”

      “That’s a habit with you guys, isn’t it?” Jack said.

      Travers turned, startled, and then smiled broadly in recognition. “Oh! Mr. Wells. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.”

      Although Jack’s body language was casual as he leaned against the wall, Simon was pleased to note that he still had his gun in hand. Jack pushed himself off the wall and shifted his eyes anxiously from Travers to Elizabeth and back again. “Yeah?”

      “I’m a bit of a World War II nut,” Travers said with a blush crawling up his neck. “Models and things mostly. They’re not very good, but a chance to speak to a real live OSS man…”

      Jack stared back at him blankly.

      Before Travers could begin to gush, Simon forced him back on topic. “Mr. Travers.”

      “Oh, sorry. Right—”

      “Do you know where Katherine Vale is?” Elizabeth asked abruptly.

      Simon had planned on being a bit more circumspect in his questions, but leave it to Elizabeth to cut to the very heart of the matter.

      Travers blinked at her directness, but the forthright question seemed to pull him back to himself and the seriousness of the situation. He straightened his back and stood as tall as his little frame would allow.

      “I do.”

      Simon waited a moment. “And are you going to tell us?”

      “I’d rather show you.”

      Simon’s eyes narrowed. “And why on earth should we trust you?”

      Travers’ small round face wrinkled in thought as he took off his glasses. “No reason at all, I suppose,” he said softly before sliding his spectacles back onto his face. “But I sincerely hope you do. Without your help, I shudder to think of the consequences.”

      Simon glanced over at Elizabeth and recognized her expression. She was already standing on the lip of the frying pan, planning her swan dive down into the fire.

      She, Jack and Simon exchanged glances, but in the end, Simon knew they had little choice. If they were ever to rest again, they had to find Katherine Vale. If that meant going along with Travers for now, they simply could not say no.

      “And just where will you be taking us?” Simon asked.

      “San Francisco.” Travers’ nervous smile returned. “HQ. The…the headquarters for the Council for Temporal Studies.”

      

      

      Elizabeth knew she shouldn’t be excited by it all. They were traveling with a man they didn’t really trust to a city where they’d nearly been killed to see a woman who wanted them dead. It had “last trip you’ll ever take” written all over it. Despite that, Elizabeth was relieved to be going, relieved to be doing something, anything, other than running. Of course, Simon had pointed out that they were running, just into the jaws of death instead of away from them, but she knew deep down he felt the same way. A life on the run was no life at all.

      The charter flight took less than two hours, and before they knew it she, Simon and Jack were riding in the back of a town car through the streets of San Francisco. It brought back an onslaught of memories.

      She’d often wondered what happened to the Eldridges and Gerald, and Max and Teddy. They’d long since passed by now, but she liked to think of them out there alive and happy, somewhere, somewhen.

      The last time they’d been in San Francisco, the city had been destroyed by the Great Earthquake and was in the process of being engulfed by dozens of enormous fires. The city that passed by her window showed no scars. It had risen, literally, from the ashes, and was born again.

      As they turned down Market Street, Elizabeth took heart in the courage of the city. It, like them, had been knocked down, but it wasn’t out. And neither were they.

      Elizabeth slipped her hand over Simon’s as it rested on his thigh. He turned to her, and she could see the ghosts of their past reflected in his eyes.

      “I’m glad we’re going to San Francisco together this time,” she said with a wry smile.

      Simon laughed, half humorous and half self-deprecating. “I won’t make that mistake again, I assure you.”

      The old Elizabeth would have taken that to mean that he wouldn’t “let” her run off on her own again, and she would have bristled like a prized colt at the inference. But this Elizabeth knew better. She knew that wasn’t what he meant. It meant he trusted her. Completely.

      Elizabeth leaned in to kiss him, but before she could, Travers’ little Piglet voice interrupted them.

      “We’re here!”

      Simon’s discontented sigh made her giggle. She pecked his cheek and then stepped out as the chauffeur opened the door.

      They’d stopped in front of an imposing building with large Corinthian columns that looked like a bank or a museum. A detailed frieze with carvings representing the signs of the zodiac wrapped around the top of the building. She recognized all of them immediately except for the one in the center—a boy, robes around his waist, standing inside a circle—until she read the words carved beneath him.

      “The Aion Society,” she read aloud.

      “Clever,” Simon said modestly impressed, but trying not to be.

      “What am I missing?” Jack said.

      “Aion was a god of time during the Hellenic period,” Simon explained. “The more popularly known Chronos represented a more linear way of thinking—past, present and future—each discrete from the other. Aion, on the other hand, symbolizes eternity, a perception of time stretching out infinitely in all directions.”

      Jack nodded. “Got it. Dr. Who. Timey-wimey stuff.”

      Simon frowned and Elizabeth couldn’t stop her laugh. “Watch the show, get the joke,” she told her husband as he held the door open for her.

      The inside of the building was as austere as the outside, and she’d been right about it resembling a museum. Inside were displays and glass cases and even a few tourists.

      “The Aion Society’s mission,” Travers said in his best tour guide voice as he led them through the main lobby area, “is to preserve history for future generations. Our collection is quite eclectic.”

      Elizabeth and the others peered into a few displays as they passed. Were all of these things from Council missions? Was something from one of their trips here somewhere? One of Sebastian’s?

      “This way,” Travers said as he led them out of the main floor and back behind closed doors.

      “The collection?” Elizabeth asked.

      Travers pressed the button for the elevator. “A combination of artifacts obtained by the Council, and some through more traditional means. It serves as a good cover. We acquire large sums of period money, clothing and the like. That might appear somewhat suspicious without the society’s ‘collection’.”

      “That’s all very interesting,” Simon said, “but that is not why we’ve come here.”

      “No,” Travers agreed. “It’s not.”

      The elevator dinged and the doors opened. A large man in a dark suit waited inside for them and held the door open.

      “After you,” Travers said.

      Elizabeth looked at Simon, but she knew they hadn’t come all this way to bug out now, and she walked ahead of him into the elevator. Travers and Jack followed.

      “Sorry, sir,” the big man said as he held his hand out to stop Jack. “You’ll have to leave that here.” He indicated Jack’s holstered gun. How he’d even noticed it beneath Jack’s coat, she didn’t know.

      Jack frowned and glanced at Simon who arched an eyebrow and nodded. Jack unholstered the gun, flipped it in his hand and held it out handle first.

      The man waved to a pretty young woman at a nearby desk. She came over and smiled at Jack who smiled back broadly. Elizabeth could see him trying to come up with angle.

      The woman laughed lightly, but was otherwise unfazed by Jack’s charm. “Your gun, Mr. Wells.”

      “Oh,” Jack said. “Right.”

      She smiled and took the gun, handing Jack a numbered ticket in return like a coat check girl.

      She stepped back out of the way and Jack tilted his head to get one last admiring look before slipping the ticket into his pocket. “Maybe this’ll be more interesting than I thought.”

      “Wells…” Simon said as the doors closed and they began their descent.

      “Just makin’ lemonade, Cross. Makin’ lemonade.”

      

      

      The elevator deposited them on a level with multiple doorways and corridors. Each doorway had a set of complex gears embedded in the middle. They followed Travers to the right where he entered a code on a keypad. A small panel opened and he stepped forward for a retinal scan.

      Simon and Elizabeth exchanged impressed looks. The Council certainly took security seriously, which was a darn good thing when you were dealing with something as powerful and potentially dangerous as time travel.

      Once the scan was over, Travers stood back and the complex series of gears in the middle of their door began to spin and grind against each other. Like layers of an onion, they peeled away, each disappearing inside the wall creating a hole about two feet in diameter. Finally, the gears stopped and the doors slid open. The only thing that was missing, Elizabeth thought, was the Star Trek whoosh.

      “This is our highest security area,” Travers said as he stepped through the opening. “You’re the only civilians to set foot inside.”

      “As impressive as all this is,” Simon said as they walked down a long corridor, “you said you’d take us to Katherine Vale.”

      “And so I have.” Travers knocked on an unmarked door. “Travers.”

      The door opened and another bulky man in a suit answered.

      “You can wait outside,” Travers said to him.

      The man nodded once and then stepped aside.

      Travers held out his arm, gesturing for them to go in.

      “After you,” Simon said pointedly. He was not about to go anywhere without Travers in grabbing distance. Travers went in and they followed.

      The room was nondescript. It had a few chairs, a desk scattered with papers and filing cabinets covered most of the far wall except for another doorway. The other wall, Elizabeth realized once she was inside, was all glass, but it was dark and smoky, a deep midnight blue.

      “Well?” Simon did little to hide his impatience.

      Travers pressed a button and the smoky glass cleared, revealing an adjacent room with nothing but a table, a chair and Katherine Vale.

      

      

      Simon took an involuntary step forward; his heart raced at the sight of her. He heard Elizabeth let out a breath next to him and he glanced over at her and they shared an uneasy smile.

      This woman, this evil woman who’d haunted his nightmares for the last two weeks was here, and judging from the manacles around her wrists, their prisoner. She seemed wholly unaware of their presence on the other side of the glass. She hadn’t given any indication she’d seen them, confirming his suspicion that this was some sort of one-way mirror.

      Simon stepped a bit closer to study her. She looked a far cry from the woman he’d last seen in the catacombs of Egypt. Her wild expression was neutral now, almost bored. The blood-red ceremonial robes she’d worn were replaced with sky blue surgical scrubs. The manic energy she’d exuded was completely gone.

      To all the world, she looked well captured. They should be safe from her, but Simon didn’t feel the relief he’d expected. Seeing her again sent a chill through him he could not shake nor explain.

      “How?” he asked, never taking his eyes off her.

      “We traced her watch,” Travers said.

      Simon turned to face him and took a threatening step forward. “You what? You turned on the tracking device again?”

      Good God, Simon thought as he looked back at Vale, she could have found them so easily.

      “Yes,” Travers said apologetically. “After we learned what happened in Egypt, and the incident here—”

      “What incident?”

      “She killed two men in the records office,” a voice behind him said in a mild French accent.

      Simon spun around to see a tall man, at least his own height, with broad sloping shoulders, leaning against the wall near the door along the back of the room. When had he come in?

      “Who the hell are you?” Simon demanded.

      “This is Victor Renaud,” Travers said. “Victor, this is—”

      The man waved his hand in dismissal. “I know who they are.”

      And, judging from the sour look on his hawk-nosed face, he was unimpressed.

      Travers ignored the slight. “He’s the one you can thank for capturing Katherine Vale.”

      “Thank you for that,” Elizabeth said. “A lot.”

      Simon nodded his agreement. “We’re in your debt.”

      Renaud grunted in acknowledgment with patented French smugness, as he pushed himself off the wall and walked toward the glass. Simon waited for something more, but nothing came.

      Renaud cast an assessing glance at Simon and then Elizabeth, as he slowly walked to the glass divider. His expression remained dark and sullen, and never changing as his attention slid from them to Vale.

      Simon bristled at the obvious show of disdain for their gratitude. Who the hell did he think he was?

      “Did you get back all of the watches she had?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Just one,” Travers said. “The others…”

      Simon grunted. Perfect, their entire mission had been for nothing.

      “It’s worse than that, I’m afraid. After her return, she broke into the records office,” Travers said, his embarrassment clear, “and killed the men on duty before escaping.”

      “What did she take?” Jack asked.

      Travers sighed. “Nothing.”

      “She must have been after something,” Simon said, turning back to look at her.

      “Oh, yes,” Travers said. “It was after her escape that we reactivated the tracking device and Victor found her.”

      Renaud continued to silently watch Vale through the glass.

      Travers looked at her anxiously and then continued. “She’d been there less than a day by the time Victor found her.”

      “That’s good,” Elizabeth said.

      “Not good enough,” Renaud said softly.

      That chill Simon felt began to grip his spine. “Where did she go?”

      “1887, London.”

      “Why then?” Jack asked.

      “Her first assignment,” Elizabeth answered. “She told me about it in San Francisco. She’d been sent back to study Jack the Ripper. With Charles Graham.”

      Simon’s heart began to race again, but he forced it to slow, forced himself to focus. “But the Jack the Ripper killings were in 1888, not 1887.”

      Travers nodded. “The failsafe. The watch failsafe was reactivated with the tracking device. It keeps anyone from traveling to a time they’ve already lived through.”

      “But I went back to 1933 and I’d already lived through it,” Jack said.

      “The tracker was off then, so the failsafe didn’t stop you.”

      Simon’s mind whirled as he started to put the pieces together. “She couldn’t go to 1888, but she could go to 1887 and wait.”

      “Exactly,” Travers said, looking again at the woman behind the glass. “We’re assuming she was planning to kill Charles Graham.”

      That was a logical conclusion, considering she’d gone to great lengths so far to do just the same.

      “But Victor got to her before she could?” Elizabeth said.

      Travers sighed. “Yes.”

      Clearly, there was more to it. “But?”

      Renaud stared at Vale. “Not before she did something else.”

      “What?” Elizabeth asked, turning away from Vale for a moment. “What did she do?”

      “That’s the trouble,” Travers said anxiously. “We’re not sure what.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” Jack said. “Then how do you know she did something?”

      “Cause and effect.” Travers turned to Simon and Elizabeth. “We can’t see the cause, but we can see the effect. And it’s…a problem.”

      Renaud snorted. “A problem.”

      Inside the cell, Vale stood up and turned to look at the glass. Her eyes scanned it and seemed to know just where to look. Her gaze fell on each of them in turn and finally landed on Elizabeth.

      “A rather large problem,” Travers said as they all watched Vale move slowly toward them.

      She walked to the far end where Jack stood and put her index finger on the glass. She trailed it along the surface, her finger squeaking as it slid across it.

      Simon frowned. That wasn’t right. Not right at all. Ahmed had shot off her index finger. He could still remember seeing the bloody stump as she held the watch in her hand before she’d disappeared. But now it was as if that had never happened.

      Vale stopped in front of Elizabeth. She lifted her hands and splayed out the fingers of both hands against the glass. Her pale violet eyes seemed to see right through the barrier, and she smiled.

      Simon’s voice was soft as he spoke, as he realized what had happened. “Dear God. She’s changed time.”
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      Elizabeth heard what Simon said, but it barely registered. Vale’s eyes were locked onto hers as if she could see, not just through the glass, but right through Elizabeth’s soul.

      “That’s the curious thing,” Travers said. “Whatever she’s done, it’s happening and unhappening. Or,” he added with a thoughtful squint, “has happened?”

      With an effort, Elizabeth looked away. “What do you mean happening and unhappening?”

      “Whatever she’s done it’s created a paradox where events are changing one minute and then reverting back the next. It’s a constant state of flux and entirely unpredictable. It’s very disconcerting.”

      “That’s one way of putting it,” Jack said with raised eyebrows.

      Travers looked nervously toward Vale. “Let’s discuss this elsewhere, shall we?”

      Elizabeth didn’t need to be asked twice. Leaving sounded like a very good idea. She glanced back at Vale, but she’d already left the window and returned to her seat. Leaning back in it, her placid exterior returned.

      Travers opened the door to the hall and Elizabeth, Simon and Jack started toward it.

      “Are you coming Victor?” Travers asked as the others exited into the hall.

      Victor slowly shook his head and kept his gaze on Vale.

      “Tomorrow, then?” Travers said.

      Renaud did not respond and Travers laughed nervously as he gently closed the door behind him, leaving Renaud inside. He turned to Elizabeth and the others. “Coffee?”

      Simon frowned. “Just answers, thank you.”

      Travers’ smile faltered, but he nodded. “My office is this way.”

      They traveled down a few more levels and down another long hall to Travers’ office. He opened an ordinary looking door and held it open for Elizabeth and the others to precede him.

      The room was not what Elizabeth had expected. Not that she’d given where Travers worked much thought, but from his rumpled suit and nervous, nebbishy ways, she’d expected him to have a little cubicle-like office. This, however, was not the office of any worker bee.

      The room was substantial and plush—very Big Cheesy. Four dark leather club chairs huddled together at one end of the room and a large mahogany desk at the other, with a pair of antique globes on either side. And despite being several stories underground, it was light and bright. False windows let in simulated sunshine and ever-changing views.

      “This is your office?” Elizabeth said.

      He looked around the room, a little embarrassed. “I’ve recently been…promoted. Please,” he gestured to the club chairs.

      Elizabeth and Jack took their seats

      Travers lingered, waiting for Simon.

      “I’ll stand,” Simon said.

      Travers opened his mouth to say something, but decided against it and sat down.

      “As I was saying before. Time—”

      “Why are we here?” Simon asked abruptly.

      Travers looked nervously from Simon to Elizabeth and then back. “I’m afraid we need your help again.”

      “The last time you said that we were ambushed by that…creature and nearly killed.” Simon took a step closer to Travers’ chair.

      “I’m sorry about that—”

      “Come to think of it,” Elizabeth said. “The other time you asked us for help, she was there, too.”

      “It is a bit of a theme, isn’t it?” Travers said softly.

      “If you expect us to risk our lives trying to stop whatever madness that witch has—”

      “I do.” Travers said the words firmly, but his downward glance at his hands as he worried them in his lap gave away his nervousness. “You must.”

      Simon still towered over him, but he wasn’t cowed. “However she’s managed it, and she has, her actions in 1887 have led to a change in history. This one change is the lynchpin for an entire series of events, for an entire group of people.”

      “The Council?” Elizabeth asked.

      “And others, but I’m sure you can see why changing the history of the Council might have far reaching consequences, ones that directly affect each of you.”

      Elizabeth looked up at Simon. She saw her own thoughts mirrored in his green eyes. They’d been through this before. One change in history could result in a ripple effect with devastating consequences. As much as they tried to avoid the Council, she and Simon were irrevocably linked to it. A change in the Council’s history would mean a change to theirs.

      Simon turned back to Travers. “You said there was one change. You know what changed then? Specifically?”

      “Yes. We don’t know how she managed it or, frankly why, but our people have been able to pinpoint one historical event that is creating a cascade effect. Unless it’s reversed, set back to the way it is supposed to be, time will be altered. Permanently.” Travers stood and walked over to his desk.

      “The small changes we’re experiencing now will grow and multiply, and eventually stop reversing themselves. A new history will be written, and everything we know will be cease to be.”

      He stopped walking and picked up a file from his desk.

      “What’s the event that changed?” Elizabeth asked.

      “As I’m sure you know, Jack the Ripper was never caught. In the altered timeline, he was.”

      “You know who Jack the Ripper was?” Jack asked, sitting forward now.

      “No.”

      “But you just—”

      “His body was found, mutilated beyond recognition, not unlike his victims.”

      Simon frowned. “How do you know it was Jack the Ripper then?”

      “He was found in a boarding house room with…” Travers faltered here and took a breath, “parts of his victims. His clothing, his build, they all fit the known description. And the fifth and final victim, the most brutal of all of the killings, was never harmed. She lived another thirty years. Moved to Liverpool, married a shoe salesman and had 2 daughters before dying of influenza in 1918.”

      Elizabeth tried to ignore the sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach as it grew. “So, Jack the Ripper was killed and that’s what led to the altered timeline?”

      “Exactly.”

      The sinking feeling sank a little further. “And what is it you want us to do about it?”

      Travers sighed and looked apologetic. “I’m afraid I need you to go to 1888 London, find out who Jack the Ripper was, and save his life.”

      

      

      “Macallan 25. Neat.”

      “The same,” Jack said, as he handed the cocktail menu back to the waiter, wincing as he did. “Make mine a double.”

      Elizabeth was tempted to order a martini and slowly slide under the table, forgetting what Travers had just asked them to do, but there was no ignoring it.

      “Just water for now, thank you.”

      The waiter nodded and disappeared, and the three of them sat in silence.

      The Laurel Court at the Fairmont was elegant and controlled. It was bright and airy, the exact opposite of how each of them was feeling. Simon idly ran his fingers along the edge of the brown leather portfolio Travers had given them, while Jack focused on flexing the hand of his injured arm.

      “Well,” Elizabeth said finally, leaning back in her plush wingback chair. “That was an interesting day.”

      Simon grunted in response.

      “Saving Jack the Ripper,” Elizabeth said, then, feeling self-conscious, lowered her voice. “I don’t know. The idea of it, it…”

      “Is repellent?” Simon suggested. “Abhorrent? Repulsive even to contemplate?”

      “I was going to say makes me want to barf, but yeah.” Not to mention the other bombshell he’d dropped. Not only was Jack the Ripper dead and gone, people were disappearing, fading in and out all over history.

      Jack stopped fussing with his arm and let it relax onto the table. “If what Travers said is true, do we really have any choice?”

      Neither Simon nor Elizabeth replied. Since their meeting with Travers, they’d all been lost in their own thoughts. They’d been on difficult missions before, but this was something else entirely.

      “It’s terrifying to think of people just disappearing,” Elizabeth said, hoping to shift her thoughts away from Jack the Ripper. Travers had told them that because of the changing timeline, several Council members had already ceased to be, or be there then, or something.

      Whatever Katherine Vale had done to alter time, the consequences were already being felt. Her newly regrown finger aside, Elizabeth thought with a shudder, people were changing. Their memories, their histories were being rewritten. In some cases, actual people disappeared, relocated to an alternate timeline, only to reappear, and some to disappear again. In other cases, it was simply the memories of events that were wiped out, or at least that’s how it seemed. Sometimes, just a day, a specific moment in time was lost and for others entire years were cut out from their memories, like ice-cream scooped from a carton.

      Elizabeth looked over at Simon. She didn’t know what she’d do if she forgot him, or if he simply disappeared.

      Simon, as he always seemed to do, appeared to follow her thoughts. He stopped toying with the base of his water glass, offered her a wan smile and took her hand.

      “It’s troubling,” he said in the master of understatement way the British had when discussing disasters.

      Jack’s brow furrowed, clearly trying to make sense of this nonsensical mess. “Travers said that these fluxes in time, that they’re specific to the person, right? You could forget something that I remember or vice versa.”

      “Yes. It puts a new spin on ‘time is relative,’ doesn’t it?” Simon paused as the waiter returned with their drinks. He took a sip of his scotch before continuing.

      “It seems as though these instabilities are individualized, at least for now. The Council postulates that the effects will cascade with growing frequency and duration until they’re universal and irreversible.”

      “But until they’re permanent, they come and go,” Elizabeth said. She pictured them like fireflies blinking on and off in the darkness.

      “Yes, until one timeline or the other…wins, for lack of a better way to put it.”

      Elizabeth rubbed a few brain cells together. “So, the original timeline and the new timeline are sort of co-existing. The change has occurred and yet it hasn’t? So, it’s flip-flopping between them?”

      Simon took another sip of scotch and nodded. “Precisely, until the new timeline overwrites the old completely.”

      “Dollars to donuts,” Jack said, “any changes that head case made are ones we’re not gonna like.”

      “No doubt. Of course,” Simon said, “we’re only accepting Travers’ rather dubious word that we will be affected at all.”

      “Not really,” Elizabeth said quietly. “I didn’t want to say anything in front of Travers, but…”

      Both men shifted in their seats to face her with varying degrees of oh no, you di’int.

      “I didn’t think anything of it at the time,” Elizabeth said with an apologetic shrug. “I thought it was just fatigue playing mind games, but…earlier, I had a sort of dizzy spell—”

      “Elizabeth—”

      “It was nothing,” she said quickly to fend off Simon’s Lecture Mode. “It was really fast, but I had this strange feeling, just for a second, that our house wasn’t…our house.”

      The worry lines between Simon’s eyes deepened.

      “It was over in seconds, but I think maybe it was one of these flux thingies. It was weird, like I wasn’t who I am,” she said and then met Simon’s gaze. “It didn’t scare me then, but it does now.”

      Simon nodded slowly, his jaw clenched.

      “Well, then that’s that, isn’t it?” Jack said. He raised his glass. “To London we go.”
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      “Why couldn’t she have chosen some other time to mess around with?” Elizabeth pouted as she waited to have her measurements taken.

      Simon raised his arm at the tailor’s silent urging and the man efficiently stretched out his measuring tape along it and then jotted down the results in a small notebook.

      “It’s not as bad as all that,” Simon said.

      “You wouldn’t say that with a straight face if you had to wear a corset.”

      Simon chuckled. “No, I suppose not.”

      “I think we should go to seventeenth century Scotland next. You’d kill it in a kilt.”

      Simon gave her eyebrow waggles a sour look in return as he stepped off the small platform and helped her to take his place.

      She smiled wickedly back at him and he let himself laugh. It felt good. Damn good. The last few weeks had been a study in tension. And considering it seemed it was not about to relent anytime soon, he would take any joy where he could find it. He hadn’t expected it to be in the bowels of the Council Clothiers though.

      He had to give credit where credit was due; the Council’s resources were impressive. In this department alone they had a tailor, seamstress, and historical advisor, not to mention a cavernous warehouse of clothing from every era imaginable.

      “Do I have to wear a corset?” Elizabeth turned and asked the tailor hopefully. “My figure’s not bad, is it?”

      The tailor huffed out a frustrated breath. “Please stand still. Your figure is perfectly acceptable for a modern woman. But,” he continued, “for a woman of substance in the 1880s, it will not do to go au naturel, as it were.”

      He measured her chest and eyed her thoughtfully. “We could, however, add a bust enhancer.”

      Simon snorted and coughed to cover it.

      Elizabeth gave him a searing look, but there was only humor behind it. She knew perfectly well he was more than content with every part of her just as it was.

      “No, thank you,” she said through gritted teeth.

      “Some ladies prefer them,” the tailor said with a shrug. “They tend to help balance out the bustle.”

      “Bustle?” Elizabeth scrunched up her face in distaste, but he knew that when the time came, she would endure it all with a smile. If only that were all they would have to endure.

      Once they were finished with their measurements, what came next was every man’s nightmare shopping trip. They spent hours selecting clothes, smalls, jewelry, hats, gloves, shoes, canes, and any number of other things. By the end of it all, Simon would have worn whatever they’d suggested. Even a kilt. Jack had the right idea. Get in and get out. He’d fled as soon as he could for more interesting pursuits, planning to meet them later in the armory.

      With the bulk of the preparations left to them, Simon and Elizabeth arranged for traveling money at the Council’s financial department. That not only included a considerable sum of cash, but a letter of introduction that would give them access to an account with Bank of England with nearly unlimited funds. There were, it seemed, some perks after all in working with the Council.

      They were sent to a pharmacy where they were given discreetly labeled powders, draughts and ointments that would provide them with the safety of having modern medicine at hand. Next was a trip to the documents office where they were given any traveling papers they might need. That left only the armory, where Jack was waiting for them.

      Unlike the other departments they’d visited, which were all stylishly decorated offices where no expense was spared, the armory looked more like a deserted bank. The room itself was large, but virtually empty except for a barred cashier’s cage that ran half the length of the far wall. Inside was a large man in a dark suit and another who stood at the small opening in the bars. Jack stood fondling a large elegant pistol.

      “Good. You’re here. Look at this,” he said, brimming with excitement. He held up a handsome gun with an outrageously elongated grip and muzzle. “It’s an Albanian Rat Tail.”

      “Lovely,” Simon said.

      “You just don’t know guns,” Jack said as he held it up and admired it. “I would marry this gun if I could.”

      “Perhaps we can arrange that,” Simon said, “when we get back.”

      Jack smirked and put the gun back onto the velvet pad atop the counter.

      “It’s a little long, isn’t it?” Elizabeth said.

      Jack shook his head. “Oh, it’s not for the trip, I’d just never seen one before. You won’t believe the stuff they have back there.”

      “Let’s focus on our mission, shall we?” Simon said.

      Jack sighed, but waved for the man behind the counter to take the gun away. He set it aside and brought out a tray of smaller revolvers and pistols.

      “Find anything you like?” Travers voice said from the doorway behind them.

      “Impressive place you got here,” Jack said as he hefted a gun and then frowned, apparently finding it lacking, and put it back to search for another.

      “Yes, we’re rather proud of it,” Travers said. He held out a large brown leather portfolio. “A little light reading for tonight. It’s a great deal to take in, I’m afraid, but we don’t have much time with the eclipse tomorrow night. We can’t afford to miss it.”

      Simon nodded in agreement. He and Elizabeth had decided not to tell Travers about the key that Teddy Fiske had given them, which allowed them to travel in time without the need of an eclipse. Its presence was one even the Council didn’t know about. Although, it was likely they suspected something, considering Simon and Elizabeth had traveled without the benefit of an eclipse several times. The Council might have been untrustworthy, but they were not stupid. Either way, Simon and Elizabeth decided it was best to keep it under wraps for as long as they could.

      Simon strode toward Travers, Elizabeth close behind, leaving Jack to pick out their weapons.

      “We’ll read it tonight,” Elizabeth said as she reached out to take the notebook.

      “And these are journals.” Travers gestured to three small books stacked on top of the portfolio. “You’ll want to write down anything—”

      “Guys,” Jack said behind them. The nervous tenor of his voice immediately captured everyone’s attention and as one they turned to him.

      His hand was at his temple and he looked dazed.

      He took a staggering step forward, the gun in his hand clattering to the floor. He looked on the verge of collapse.

      “I think it’s happening,” he said breathlessly.

      Both Elizabeth and Simon started toward him, but he held up a hand to stop them. They paused and he looked at them. His expression was worried, confused and apologetic. He tried to say something, but there was no sound. He blurred for a moment, as though they were seeing him through heavy rain.

      “Jack!”

      Elizabeth reached toward him, but Simon grabbed her arm. They had no idea what touching someone in this state could mean. Elizabeth pulled against him, but he would not let go. They both watched with horror as Jack looked at them helplessly.

      And then, with words they could not hear on his lips, he was gone.

      “Oh, dear,” Travers said softly.

      Elizabeth pulled herself from Simon’s grip and hurried toward Travers. “Is he dead? Where’d he go?”

      “I’m not sure,” Travers admitted. “It’s possible he’s safe and sound in 1942 London. As safe as someone can be there then.”

      Elizabeth looked to Simon for an explanation. His mind reeled with what he’d just seen, but he was starting to understand. “If time for him was changed in such a way that we never met him,” Simon thought aloud, “or that we never brought him back to the future, he’d still be in London living the life he would have lived without us.”

      “Exactly,” Travers said. “We can’t know for sure, but that’s the theory.”

      “The theory?” Elizabeth’s eyes were filled with concern. “Will he come back? You said things come and go? Will he just…appear again?”

      Travers looked at her sadly. “Possibly.”

      Simon could see Elizabeth fighting down her emotions. Jack was far more than just a friend; he was family.

      “When we set things right, he’ll be back,” Simon assured her.

      After letting out a shuddering breath to control herself, Elizabeth nodded.

      He might not have shown it outwardly, but Simon felt the same way Elizabeth did. For Jack to vanish so quickly, without any warning, was horrifying. Worse yet, there was no telling who or what might be next. He took firm hold of Elizabeth’s hand.

      “We can hope,” Travers said. He looked anxiously between them. “I’m afraid time is not on our side though.”

      Simon looked back at the spot where Jack had stood just moments before. “It never is.”

      

      

      Elizabeth had insisted that they wait in the armory, just in case. But it was no use. An hour went by and then another, and Jack did not return. Elizabeth’s stomach tightened as they finally left. If the cold, hard reality of what might happen, of what was happening, if they didn’t go back and complete their mission wasn’t clear before, it certainly was now. Reality had punched them both right in the gut.

      Tomorrow they would travel back in time, hunt down Jack the Ripper and save him. If today’s events were anything to go by, the alternative was unthinkable.

      They retired early to their hotel room and although neither of them had mentioned it, it was clear they weren’t about to leave each other’s sides. Elizabeth knew they wouldn’t be able to keep that up 24/7, but for now, neither went anywhere alone.

      Finally, they settled into the bedroom to do their reading for the next day. The files Travers had given them were extensive. They would never be able to finish them, much less remember everything in them. As tempting as it was, they couldn’t risk muddying the timeline by bringing the files. It was far too great a risk.

      The first few files had turned Elizabeth’s stomach. She hadn’t been expecting crime scene photos from the 1800s, and yet there they were. Somehow, the grainy, black and white made them just that much more disturbing.

      There was a file for each of the five canonical victims and another dozen for the various suspects who ranged from an escaped mental patient to Prince Albert Victor, the Queen’s son, himself.

      The murders took place over the course of just under two and a half months. The exact date of the murder of Jack the Ripper was difficult for the Council to pin down. Their best guess was that it occurred sometime between the fourth and fifth murders, probably closer to the fourth.

      The plan was to arrive a few days before the first murder to give them the best chance of discovering the killer. That meant they’d be in London for just over a month. It was a harrowing prospect to chase a madman for weeks on end. Perhaps the only thing worse than searching for him, would be finding him.

      Although she knew it sickened him to his core, Simon gave no indication of the depth of his disgust as he leaned back against the headboard of their bed and read through the files. He was doing one of the things he did best—compartmentalize. It was a skill she envied right now. He was able, in most things, to keep a cool head. Sure as shootin’, they would need every ounce of his Vulcan blood this time.

      Elizabeth took a break from reading to get back to her journal. Travers suggested they write down important events that would help them remember who they were, if their memories became compromised. He’d advised keeping things brief, highlighting the watershed events that led them to this place and time. Things that would help ground them. It was a little Nicholas Sparks, but it made sense. If they lost their memories of their lives together, which would be terrifying, they could read about them in their own hand and at least be a little reassured. More importantly, they could be reminded why they were there and just what was at stake.

      It was hard to narrow down a life so that it fit onto small pieces of paper. She’d already spent an hour or so detailing her early years and how she’d come to meet Simon. Stretching out on top of the covers of their king-sized bed, she flopped onto her stomach and got back to it.

      She finished telling herself the story of their wedding. For a stuffy Englishman, he was pretty darn romantic. She turned back to admire her husband and reassure herself that he was still there.

      His nose was still buried in the files, the worry crease between his eyes the only sign of his distress. His journal sat next to him on the end table. She hadn’t seen him even crack it open.

      “You know,” she said, “you should probably put something in there.”

      He looked up from his reading and followed her gaze. Laying the files aside, he reached over and picked up the notebook.

      “I have,” he said, and held it out to her.

      Elizabeth clambered up onto her knees and took it. She opened the book and inside, written in his bold hand, were just three words: She loves me.

      Her heart clenched and she looked up at him.

      “That,” he said, “is the only thing I need to know.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    
    
      Elizabeth made a final adjustment to the front of her bodice jacket and then stepped back to see her full reflection in the changing room mirror. A small, plump woman fussed about her, straightening this and smoothing that, trying in vain to wrangle a stray curl that was trying to make a break for it.

      Elizabeth looked the part—the ideal lady of 1888. Apparently, the ideal lady had no internal organs and a butt the size of Quebec. The corset was doing its evil work and her waist had been squished to Barbie-like proportions. If that weren’t bad enough, the bustle, which she had fought against, stuck out in a way only Sir Mix-A-Lot could appreciate. From the front she looked all right, she supposed. But when she turned to the side she looked like a scoliosis patient in a medical journal.

      She sighed as deeply as the darn corset would let her and turned to look at Simon, who, of course, looked dashing and dapper, and worst of all, comfortable.

      He brushed the brim of his top hat with the cuff of his jacket sleeve and turned to her with smile. Putting on his hat, he held out his arm for her. “Ready?”

      She wasn’t. She was worried about Jack, worried about all of them, but the only way to save the past was to dive into it and hope it wasn’t the shallow end. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Elizabeth slipped her arm through his and he covered her hand and gave it a comforting squeeze. “We always find a way,” he said.

      Elizabeth ignored the ballet of butterflies in her stomach. “We do.” And they would again, she thought. There was no alternative.

      The escort that Travers had assigned to help them navigate the maze that was Council headquarters stood waiting patiently for them out in the hall. He gestured for them to follow him. They started down one of the long corridors that radiated out from the central hub and then turned left to walk down one of the long curved hallways. Something inside Elizabeth clicked.

      “It’s like a wheel,” she said.

      Simon gazed down at her, one eyebrow arched in silent question.

      “The layout,” she explained. “It’s like a wheel with spokes.”

      “It’s a gear actually,” the man said over his shoulder. “Each floor is designed in the shape of a unique gear. We call it the Watch Works.”

      “Don’t tell me they move because—” Simon began, but stopped when they heard voices, raised voices.

      “They’re amateurs,” a man said in a hard voice with a soft French accent. Victor Renaud.

      The other was unmistakably Travers. “Don’t underestimate them, Victor.”

      “It is insane to trust them with this mission,” Renaud said. “Let me go alone. I work better alone—”

      “I’m sorry, Victor,” Travers said. “You have your orders. You’ll—”

      He stopped in mid-sentence as Simon, Elizabeth and their escort came into view.

      Renaud leaned down and whispered something to Travers, whose eyes went wide briefly, but he nodded curtly, quickly, before crossing to meet Simon and Elizabeth. “You two look wonderful. Every inch the part!”

      Behind him Renaud grunted and pulled his woolen cap from his ratty jacket pocket and put it on. His clothes were worn and tattered and, as they got closer, Elizabeth noticed also a little stinky. From his shabby clothes to the sackcloth bag he had slung over his shoulder, it was clear he was dressed for a London that was the same and yet wholly different than the one they were going to.

      Travers tried to usher them into a room, saying something about their trunks being inside and waiting for them, but Simon stopped walking.

      He ignored Travers and fixed his eyes on Renaud, looking him up and down.  “What’s this?”

      Renaud met his disapproving gaze with quiet defiance.

      “Oh,” Travers said, with a voice straining to be casual, “Victor is going as well. We thought—”

      “I think,” Simon said icily, “you should have told us that.”

      Travers nodded. “You’re right. I-I should have. I apologize. Just so many things—I’m sorry.”

      Renaud and Simon stood like two bucks who were deciding if they were going to smash heads.

      On the one hand, Elizabeth agreed with Simon. Surprises from the Council were never good and they knew nothing about Renaud. But on the other, they’d lost Jack and she had a feeling they’d need a lot of help before this mission was over.

      Sensing an opening in the quiet, Travers bubbled on. “Victor is a very skilled operative. If I were going, I’d be thrilled to have him along.”

      “Then maybe you should go,” Simon said, staring down at the little man.

      Travers laughed nervously.

      “This is what I am saying—” Renaud began impatiently, but Travers waved him off as he checked his watch.

      “We really don’t have time for this.”

      Simon glared at Renaud and then looked to Elizabeth.

      Renaud was an unknown, but while she didn’t exactly get warm and fuzzy from him, she didn’t sense anything villainous either. Not that he’d exactly be wearing a “Team Evil” t-shirt, if he were. For now, with all they had to face, they’d have to trust him. Some.

      She nodded and Simon sighed heavily. “Let’s get on with it then.”

      “Excellent!” Travers said and approached the keypad.

      After he entered his code and the scan was complete, the gears embedded within the door began to unlock and the door swooshed open. The four of them stepped into an enclosed antechamber of sorts. The main door shut behind them.

      Elizabeth’s heart began to race as the lights dimmed to near darkness.

      “Don’t worry,” Travers said. “It’s just a scan. Making sure there’s nothing anachronistic.”

      A long, thin blue beam of light washed over them and within a few seconds, the main lights came back up and the interior door opened. Travers led the way.

      The main room was round, large and windowless. The ceiling was high, perhaps twenty feet and twice that for the diameter. In the center of the room was an enormous glass cylinder, ten feet across, divided vertically into two pieces. Each piece was embedded in a track on the floor. Their trunks were waiting for them inside it.

      Simon walked over to it, but Elizabeth’s attention was on something else.

      Three people were already inside the room waiting for them. Two were the ubiquitous, large, armed security types, but more unsettling was the third, a doctor with full paramedic gear.

      “What’re they doing here?” Elizabeth asked, nodding toward the doctor and guards.

      “Just precautionary,” Travers said.

      Simon carefully touched the glass cylinder. “Another precaution?”

      “Bullet-proof glass.”

      At first, Elizabeth had thought it was all there to keep the wrong people from going, but, she realized, it was the opposite. It was all there in case the wrong people came back.

      Renaud walked over to stand in the middle of the glass cylinder. He took out his watch and then looked up over Travers’ head.

      “Time,” Renaud said, nodding toward the area above the door.

      An immense screen hung over it. An image of the moon filled the black space. A clock had already begun counting down the time remaining in the eclipse.

      “Yes,” Travers said. “Are you ready? Have everything you need?”

      Simon looked back once at Elizabeth before nodding. He took her hand and they walked into the glass cylinder.

      Once they were securely inside, Simon took out his watch.

      Travers gave a signal and one of the guards pushed something on the wall behind him. The two pieces of the cylinder began to rotate toward each other.

      Elizabeth’s heart sped and she tried to push out a calming breath, but her corset wouldn’t let her. She tightened her grip on Simon’s arm and laid her free hand on the trunks.

      “Godspeed,” Travers said.

      The glass pieces met and then shifted slightly, sealing themselves together with a thwump.

      She looked up, suddenly hoping this wasn’t some sort of Star Wars trash compactor when she saw the tell-tale blue sparks of light. Renaud had activated his watch and snakes of light had already bound him. It was horrifying to see, and before she could finish her next thought, the blue lightning from Simon’s watch snaked up her arms and the world shook itself apart.

      

      

      “Six bob for the week. Eight, if you be wantin’ dinner.”

      Victor frowned at the heavy-set landlady and grumbled softly, complaining about the cost. He didn’t really mind, it was a fair enough price for the room which was, for the most part, clean and well-kept, but he knew her type. Mrs. McNally would feel better about renting to a Frenchman if he resisted, at least a little.

      He dug into his pocket and pulled out a few coins, making sure not to pull out too many. Across the small room, he could feel her keen eyes already counting them.

      Grunting in displeasure, he palmed the right number of coins and slipped the rest back into his pocket. He paused, as if weighing the wisdom of paying such an extravagant sum, and then closed the space between them and held out his hand.

      She took the coins, a small, triumphant smile lighting her ruddy face for a moment.

      She’d probably upped the price for him—a foreigner’s special—but as long as it wasn’t outrageous, something that would flag him as an easy mark, he was content to let her earn more than the pittance that was her usual lot.

      The landlady slipped the coins into the pocket of her dress and then wiped her hands on her filthy apron. “Right then. Dinner’s at one, no later, mind you. I’m not your servant.”

      Victor nodded, although he had no intention of eating with the other lodgers. Even in the best of hotels, he preferred to keep to himself.

      The landlady gave one last look around the room, probably taking inventory should something come up missing or broken, and then left him alone.

      The room and its furnishings were simple. A thin mattress covered with a coarse woolen blanket sat on a creaking iron and wooden bedstead along the far wall. In the corner, there was a small table and one chair. A dresser that had been worth something once, was now scuffed and water stained, the brass pulls on the drawers long-since traded out for knotted bits of rope. A water pitcher and chipped basin rested on top of it.

      The lodgings were a far cry from the luxury of Mayfair where the Crosses were staying, but also just about as far from the horrors of the common lodging-houses where one room was shared by a dozen or more and twice as many rats.

      Victor walked over to the small window and pushed aside the thin curtain. Overcast skies gave everything a dull, gray cast. Coal soot stuck to the sides of the buildings, darkening everything its fingers touched. The street below teemed with people slopping through the filth of life in the slums. Even through the closed window the stench was overpowering.

      The room in Bishopsgate was a half-step up from most of the East End, but the street was still coated with a poisonous cocktail of animal and human waste. The urge to gag would pass soon enough, he knew. The human capacity to adapt, even, perhaps especially, to the worst of conditions always amazed and disturbed him. Of course, he thought, he was no different than the hundreds who streamed by his window, caught up in a current they could not break free from. His life wasn’t the one he’d thought he’d have, but then lives seldom were.

      Letting his hand fall to his side, he turned away and the soot-stained curtain dropped back to cover the window. His path was a dark one, and this dark, dank city suited it well.

      

      

      Elizabeth looked at herself in the vanity mirror in the bedroom of their hotel suite. Bits of soot colored her cheeks and she wiped them away with an embroidered handkerchief.

      “It’s going to be impossible to stay clean,” she said.

      Simon arched an eyebrow and nodded toward the hem of her dress.

      Elizabeth twisted around as best she could and lifted the edge of her dress. It was already filthy. “Poop.”

      “Probably,” Simon said.

      Elizabeth made a sour face, wrinkled her nose and let her dress fall to the floor. This was going to take some getting used to.

      They’d arrived in London at King’s Cross station. It was a hub of activity and a likely place to find travelers from America via Liverpool. Sadly, there was no sign of platform 9 3/4.

      At least something had gone right though. Their landing had gone blessedly unnoticed, but before Simon could even prepare for another clash with Victor Renaud, the man had said that he would contact them and then disappeared into the crowd. Simon was just as glad to be rid of him as Renaud was to be rid of them, but his departure left Elizabeth feeling uneasy.

      She’d felt so much better when she knew Jack was coming along. At least he would have had their back. Renaud, she sensed, had no one’s back but his own.

      She sighed heavily and Simon came to stand behind her.

      “The hotel laundry can take care of it, I’m sure,” he said, misreading her worried expression.

      Elizabeth smiled and stood. It wouldn’t do any good to worry about what might have been, irony aside, she thought. They were here now, and they had each other. She turned around and slipped her arms about his waist. His arms looped loosely around her in return.

      Pushing herself up onto her toes, she kissed him.

      “What was that for?” he asked.

      “Does there have to be a reason?”

      He smiled. “I was going to ask what we should do first, but…” he said, as he pulled her closer and kissed her.

      Elizabeth let herself forget everything else and disappeared into that one perfect moment. A sharp knocking on the door shattered it.

      A deeply dissatisfied sound rumbled deep in Simon’s chest and he pulled away as the knocking came again.

      He let go of her and strode into the sitting room, Elizabeth following.

      Two bellboys brought in their trunks, depositing them in the bedroom.

      As soon as they left, Elizabeth opened one and began to unpack. The gowns would probably have to be pressed. They were exquisite, and between them and the beautiful room they’d gotten at Brown’s, she started to feel a little guilty. Here they were, staying at one of the most upscale hotels in one of the most upscale neighborhoods of London while the people who were hunted by Jack the Ripper lived in squalor just a few miles away.

      She laid a dress out on the bed. “Do you think we should stay here?”

      Simon looked around the room in confusion. “Is something wrong with it?”

      “No. I just mean we’re here and he’s there. Maybe we should be closer to it all?”

      Simon took a breath and sat down in one of the reading chairs. “There’s some evidence to suggest the Ripper was a doctor or another man of means. If we’re going to get anywhere near the wealthier suspects we can’t be living in Spitalfields.”

      “I suppose.”

      “It’s far easier to live richly and pretend to be poor than the other way around,” Simon said.

      Having done both, Elizabeth had to agree.

      “Besides, the upper class here is afforded resources the rest simply are not,” he continued. “Before this is over, we may need access to power and influence, and those things will be found here amongst the idle rich and not the working poor.”

      “You’re right,” Elizabeth said. “And I’m guessing from the way Victor was dressed, he’ll be staying in the poorer section of town. Although, I wish he’d just told us his plan, or anything at all for that matter.”

      Simon grunted.

      “But,” she continued. “At least he’s here.”

      “Yes,” Simon said, unimpressed. “Somewhere.”

      

      

      Victor started back up Old Broad Street and tugged his cap down as afternoon sank into evening and the damp air grew teeth.

      As he always did when he arrived, he’d spent the first few hours walking the streets of his new neighborhood. He’d studied every alley, every corner, and every beggar he’d come across. Tomorrow, he’d go to Buck’s Row where Mary Nichols would be killed and do the same there. He’d walk the streets until he could do it in the dark. He’d have to. They would all have to.

      Just the thought of the Crosses soured his mood. What was Travers thinking?

      Victor had heard about the Crosses. Few knew about them, but there were no secrets among those who did. Their record was good, he had to admit, but she was young, impulsive and headstrong. He was more calculating, but a fool where she was concerned. That was a dangerous combination. The Crosses were his cross to bear, for now at least. He’d help them, until they got in the way.

      He walked another block and stopped at a coster’s apple barrow. Finally finding one that didn’t have worms in it, he paid and slipped it into his pocket.

      Across the street, a boy cried out. A large man had cuffed him on the side of the head and then held him up above the sidewalk by his lapels.

      “You do that again, boy, and you’ll lose your hand, you will,” the big man bellowed, and then glared down at another, smaller boy who stood huddled nearby. “And don’t think I didn’t see you there.”

      “We wasn’t doin’ nuffink,” the boy protested. “We was just looking is all.”

      Victor had noticed them earlier. They’d been following the man and his donkey cart full of potatoes down the street, waiting for an opening.

      The man shook the boy and then tossed him aside. “Stay away!”

      Victor’s jaw tightened as he observed it all silently. He watched the big man urge his donkey cart on. The boys scurried away, but Victor saw the little one show his friend their prize, a small potato, before slipping it back under his jacket.

      The duo ran to the corner and around it, but their little faces peeked back around to watch the man disappear down the street. Gleefully, they ducked back into the alley.

      With a plan in mind, Victor dodged the traffic as he crossed the street. The boys were huddled together, the little one furiously gnawing on the raw potato.

      Victor stopped at the mouth of the alley, the other side a dead end.

      “You’re lucky he was as blind as he was fat,” Victor said.

      The boys bolted upright and looked ready to make a run for it.

      Victor held up his hands. “It’s all right. I’m not here to take it from you.”

      The older boy, who couldn’t have been more than ten, didn’t move, but the younger one couldn’t keep his hunger at bay and dug into the potato again.

      “How’d you like to earn enough to buy a whole sack of those?”

      The older boy stared at him and then jutted out his chin. “Doin’ what?”

      “Running a few messages.” Victor took a shilling out of his pocket. “Of course, I need someone who can run fast. You look a little slow.”

      The boy stepped forward eagerly. “I’m fast. I can beat anyone on the street.”

      “Is that so?”

      “I can do it blindfolded.”

      Victor didn’t laugh at the boy’s bravado. “I need a man I can trust.”

      “You can trust me,” the boy said, eyeing the money and then raising his hand, crossing his heart and spitting twice. “I swear.”

      “All right,” Victor said. “Do you know where McNally’s is?”

      “Sure. It’s right up—”

      “Come by there in an hour and I’ll give you this to take a message to Brown’s Hotel. If you do all right, there’ll be more.”

      The boy’s eyes glittered as he nodded. A shilling would probably buy him food for a week.

      “What’s your name?” Victor asked.

      “Freddie, sir.”

      Victor watched him for a moment, then stuffed his hands into his jacket pocket as he turned to leave. He felt the apple, took it out and tossed it to the boy.

      “An hour,” he said over his shoulder as he left. “Don’t be late.”
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      Victorian morality was strict, prudish and absurdly earnest. Repression was the name of the game, and history showed how well that always works out. The Victorians’ obsession with controlling all things sexual led to a fascination with it and a rise in the very debauchery they were so frightened of. At the beginning of the era, the mere mention of the word “leg” in mixed company could be considered inappropriate. Thankfully, Elizabeth thought as she looked around, things seemed to have loosened up a bit. A woman walking alone during the day only garnered a few hairy eyeballs and not a trunkful. Ah, progress.

      Elizabeth ignored the lingering looks that followed her as she made her way down Brook Street alone. A Victorian woman without any sort of escort, male or female, was a rarity. While everyone smiled and nodded politely in greeting as she passed, she could feel the askance in their glance. Their upbringing forced them to disapprove, but it also forced them to do it silently with only the narrowing of an eye or the quirk of lip. She could swear though, that not all of the lingering looks were judging her poorly. Aside from the occasional reserved, but appreciative expression, she also saw no small measure of envy in some.

      She would happily endure worse if it meant she could get out and about. The idea of being cooped up in the hotel while Simon was off actually doing things was unthinkable.

      Last night, they’d received a note from Victor with the address of his room and a request to meet Simon there the following day.

      Elizabeth scrunched up her nose at the memory. Just Simon, no mention of her at all. If he thought she was going to sit demurely by while they did all the work, that Frenchman had une autre think coming! Simon tried to soothe her and pointed out that he needed to find them appropriate clothes for tonight. He would probably need to go to places where a wealthy couple might draw too much attention.

      They both hated the idea of being apart, but would have to risk it if they wanted to succeed here. Reluctantly, she’d agreed not to go, but she wasn’t going to sit on her duff either. Young Katherine Vale and Charles Graham were somewhere in the city and she intended to find them. Simon had, predictably, protested until she reminded him that Graham was purportedly an expert on Jack the Ripper and young Vale didn’t hate them, at least not yet. They could be useful. That was, if she could find them.

      She assumed they’d also choose to stay at an upscale hotel, and so she’d set out wandering the streets of Mayfair in search of them. There was no shortage of possibilities. She’d started with the hotels on Albemarle—the York, Pulteney’s, Buckland’s—and was making her way north toward Claridge’s.

      She’d ask discreetly at the desk for both of them and then linger for a cup of tea in the tearooms, hoping to catch a glimpse of them. She’d seen photographs of Graham and knew she could recognize Vale, twenty years younger or not.

      So far, she’d had three finger sandwiches, two scones and no luck. The tea was up to her eyeballs by the time she reached Claridge’s and was seated in the elegant, high-ceilinged foyer. She ordered, and set about her usual routine of inconspicuously scanning the room. From her vantage point, she could see most of the tables, but sadly none of them had any familiar faces sitting at them.

      One good thing was that she’d finally gotten used to perching herself on the very lip of her chair. Since her bustle took up most of the actual seat, she had little choice. As far as victories went though, it was of the pretty sad variety.

      The waiter brought over a tray of cakes and éclairs. She turned them all away. It was a bad sign when an even an éclair couldn’t cheer her up. Elizabeth knew it was going to take some time and more than a little luck to find Graham and Vale this way, but she was disappointed nonetheless.

      Elizabeth glanced at the clock on the wall. She’d give it a few more minutes, then pack it up and head back to Brown’s. She sipped her tea and tried to overhear conversations, hoping against hope for the mention of her quarry.

      At the next table, a business deal was begin brokered, and at another a romance. Neither was going well. The third party was just breaking up. Two very well-dressed gentlemen stood and said their goodbyes.

      The taller of the two, nice looking and a little sad about the eyes, said, “I’ll see you in the park then, John. Sunday?”

      The other man, presumably John, nodded and smiled affectionately at his friend. They shook hands, clasping both hands and lingering for just a moment longer than usual, before the taller man looked about nervously and pulled away.

      “Your carriage is waiting, Mr. Druitt,” a hotel staff member said.

      Perhaps more than friends? Elizabeth wondered.

      “Around two?” John said, as he put on his hat. “On the bridge?”

      The other man nodded and then his gaze slid again across the room to a table with two older women and their frowns of haughty disapproval. Whoever those two were, they’d noticed the same interplay she had and Did Not Approve.

      When Elizabeth turned her attention back to the man, she found him looking at her, a worried expression on his face. Perhaps he thought she was in league with the women or would gossip about what she’d seen. Eager to reassure him, she offered him an understanding and commiserating smile.

      Tentatively, he returned it before looking again at the older women and then back to her, his smile blossoming into something mischievous.

      “Well hello, my dear!” he said loudly, as he approached her, reaching out for her hand. “Please play along and I’ll forever be in your debt,” he whispered.

      Elizabeth offered her hand. “Well, hello to you, too,” she said hesitantly.

      “It’s so delightful to see you again,” he said as he kissed her hand and then asked if he could sit, doing so before she could reply. He tugged his chair closer to hers.

      “Thank you,” he said, casting a quick glance in the direction of the old women. “I have a reputation to uphold.”

      Elizabeth wasn’t sure what to do. The path of least resistance seemed to be the best choice for now.

      “One that involves sitting with strange women?” she said.

      His smile grew wider. “Whenever possible. My aunt, you see, she’s the one that looks like an owl with a touch of the dyspepsia, thinks of me as something of scoundrel, a ladies’ man. And, if at all possible, I’d like to keep it that way.”

      “You’re very forward, aren’t you?” Elizabeth said, unable to hide her amusement at his outlandish honesty.

      He shook out a napkin and laid it on his lap as he reached for a finger sandwich. “Far better than being backward now, isn’t it?”

      Elizabeth laughed. She liked this loon.

      He took a bite of the sandwich and then wiped his hands on the napkin.

      “So,” he said as he took out a cigarette case from his jacket pocket and offered her one. She declined with a shake of the head.

      After lighting the cigarette and exhaling toward the ceiling, he continued, “Whom do I have the pleasure of disgracing with my company today?”

      “Elizabeth Cross,” she said, holding out her hand, “and the pleasure is mine.”

      He shook it with a smile. “George Roxbury. And what brings you to London, my dear, and into my very lucky path?”

      Elizabeth knew their planned backstory well. “Traveling with my husband.”

      His eyes widened in false alarm. “Husband? Should I prepare to defend myself?”

      “If he were here,” she said, “you would know it by now, I assure you.”

      “Mmm. Good point,” he said, taking another pull from his cigarette. “He’s let you out to play on your own, has he?”

      “He doesn’t let me do anything,” she said pointedly.

      George smiled approvingly. “We are a pair then, aren’t we? Dangerous characters threatening the very fabric of society.”

      “Viva la revolución!” Elizabeth said raising her tea cup.

      George laughed. “I do love you Americans. You’re so wonderfully raw and unfinished.” He caught her slight frown and continued, “I mean that in only the very best way. You forge yourselves. You can be born a pauper and build an empire. Here, you see, we’re all born as we ever shall be. It’s all rather dull.”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      He sighed dramatically. “I’m the third son of a baronet. You can’t go a mile in London without tripping over one of us. I’m hardly unique and unlikely ever to amount to anything more than I am at this moment.”

      “Poor butterfly,” she said not unkindly.

      He tried to force an affronted frown onto his face, but couldn’t quite manage it. “Now you’ve ruined my lament. Feeling sorry for myself is the one area in which I truly excel.”

      “I’m sure there are others.”

      He laughed out loud. “Ah, Mrs. Cross. How glad I am that we’ve met.”

      

      

      It was after one in the morning when Simon had the night man at Brown’s summon a cab for them. As they waited, Simon rolled his shoulders to try to dispel some of the pent up anxiety that had taken residence there over the past few hours. It had been nearly unbearable. Hours dragged by, each slower than the last, until, finally, the time had come to begin.

      Simon felt a wave of relief and prickles of adrenaline as the hack pulled up to the curb in front of the hotel. He helped Elizabeth inside and gave the cabbie the address a few blocks away from Victor’s boarding house. There was no reason to think anyone was watching them, tracking their movements, and yet, he felt he’d be a fool if he didn’t assume the worst. Repeatedly.

      Elizabeth leaned back in the seat as far as her ridiculous clothing would allow. She offered him a weak smile and then looked out of the carriage window as the dark streets of London rolled past. She’d been quiet all evening. He had as well, but quiet in Elizabeth was something altogether rare. Not that he blamed her. His thoughts had been filled with images of the night’s horrors yet to come. None of them were things either wanted to give life to by speaking about them, but they would come to be whether they kept silent or not.

      Tonight, Ripper would find his first victim. Tonight, Mary Ann Nichols would die.

      The streets grew darker and dirtier, and Simon could smell the East End before they reached it. A few gas lamps, yellow and faint, lit their path toward Victor’s. There were still plenty of people about and Simon felt acutely aware of the attention they drew as they passed through the lower-middle class streets. His already heightened sense of alarm ratcheted up a notch higher.

      He put his hand over Elizabeth’s as it rested on his arm and she looked up at him, supportive, nervous, reluctantly resigned to what they had to do.

      Finally, they reached Victor’s. The building was quiet except for one loud fight on the third floor.

      Simon rapped sharply on Victor’s door. It opened almost immediately, the Frenchman as pleased to see them as Simon was to see him.

      “You’re late,” Victor said with a frown.

      Simon glared at him. They were not late, and even if they were, it was a matter of minutes.

      “We had to wait for a cab,” Elizabeth explained and it galled him that she felt she owed this man an explanation.

      Victor grunted and stepped aside, gesturing for them to come in.

      The little room was as pitiful as Simon remembered, but the clothes he’d purchased earlier were laid out and waiting for them.

      “We should leave here soon,” Victor said.

      Simon gave him a cursory nod and re-examined the clothes. They were rough, shabby and filthy. An unfortunate, but necessary, guise.

      Simon shed his jacket and unbuttoned his shirt. Elizabeth began work on the absurd row of buttons that ran up the front her blouse when she looked up and cast a nervous glance toward the door. Victor casually leaned against it, as he pushed a plug of tobacco down into a rough-hewn clay pipe.

      Simon cleared his throat.

      Victor looked at him and then at Elizabeth. He arched an eyebrow. “I have seen people naked before.”

      Simon stood a little straighter. “Not my wife.”

      Victor puffed out a bit of air in that infuriating way the French did and looked at Elizabeth once more before shaking his head. Dropping his pipe into his pocket, he offered a mock bow before leaving. Simon heard his footsteps as he took the creaking back staircase.

      Elizabeth laughed lightly. “That was very ‘grrr.’”

      “What sort of man stands there while—”

      “It’s all right,” she said with a patient smile. “He didn’t mean anything by it.”

      Simon let out a breath, knowing he needed to calm his already jangled nerves. Victor would undoubtedly be the least of their problems tonight.

      The clothes were an awkward fit, each piece a little too large, but the effect was as he’d hoped. They both looked like they could use a good filling out and that would help them fit in with a group of people for whom a good, solid meal was a rarity.

      Elizabeth set about rearranging her hair and finally turned to him in triumph. “What do you think?”

      It had been transformed from an elegant bun to something that might secretly house a nest of some sort. He nodded in approval, but couldn’t keep a worried frown from his face.

      “What?” she asked as she stepped closer.

      He hadn’t wanted to bring this up, but as the time grew closer, he had no choice. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      She started to argue, but he continued. “I know you want to and I’m not questioning your abilities, it’s just that…”

      “It’s dangerous?”

      “Well, yes, but that’s never stopped you before. I have no reason think it would now.”

      Elizabeth tilted her head to the side. “So what is it?”

      Simon pushed out a breath. “Are you truly prepared to do what we must do tonight?”

      She nodded, and waited, knowing he had more to say.

      “That what we must do is…watch,” he said, and the images of the files he’d read just days ago flashed across his mind.

      He walked to the window, but couldn’t see through the dirty glass. “We will have to stand by, quietly, while an innocent woman is savagely murdered.”

      He turned back to her. “Can you do that? I’m not even sure I can.”

      She swallowed and then nodded. “Yes. We have to.”

      He crossed back to her. “You, who risks her neck to save every innocent creature that crosses our path? Can you stand in the shadows, stay in the shadows, while this man…” his voice trailed off and he cleared his throat of the bile that started to rise. “While this man brutally murders someone not twenty feet away?”

      Elizabeth’s breath caught and he could see the emotion play across her face. Her eyes searched his face for the answer.

      He reached out and took hold of her arms. “We’re here only to observe,” he reminded her. “To find out his identity, and keep our own a secret, if possible. At least until there’s no other choice.”

      Elizabeth chewed her lower lip for a moment before looking up at him, chin out. “I can do it,” she said, but he heard the unease in her voice.

      He had to believe her. It wasn’t as if he could just leave her behind. She’d follow, and God only knew what horrors that would lead to.

      “All right,” he said, ignoring his own doubts as he tucked a finger beneath her chin, tilted her head up and kissed her.

      She patted his chest. “It will be all right.”

      Simon hmm’d and held out his hand. She took it and he held hers tightly, quite sure he would never let go again.
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      Elizabeth breathed through her mouth, but it wasn’t helping. The cool night air did help a little, but she could only shudder to think what it must be like in the heat of summer here. It wasn’t so much the sewage in the open streets that made her feel sick, it was that people lived this way, had to live this way. That so many hovered on the razor’s edge between life and death every day.

      She really had no idea what to expect. She knew this wasn’t going to be like seeing a road production of Oliver! But nothing could have prepared her for the squalor and hopelessness of Whitechapel.

      Dilapidated tenements crammed with people lucky enough to find a bed for the night loomed darkly over the streets below where only a few gas lamps lit their way. The sky above was black, not a star to be seen. It was probably just clouds, Elizabeth told herself, but it felt like they were in some sort of netherworld where the stars never shined.

      Somewhere in the distance, toward the river, she could barely make out the red glow of a fire and the faint smell of wood burning.

      They passed a few prostitutes who were walking arm in arm toward them. Elizabeth strained to see their faces. Was one of them Mary Nichols, she wondered? One of the other victims? But she couldn’t see them clearly, and even if she had she wasn’t sure she’d recognize them. The autopsy photos were grainy and a little surreal. Wax works instead of people.

      Elizabeth shivered and Simon tucked her arm more tightly to his side. “All right?” he whispered.

      She nodded, but the feeling of dread that lodged in the pit of her stomach grew with each step they took, each second that passed and drew them closer to the murder.

      Simon, his face smeared with soot, jaw set and eyes keenly scanning ahead, was as on edge as she’d ever seen him. Not that she blamed him. They were in an unfamiliar place and following an unfamiliar man.

      Victor was an enigma. She wanted to trust him, but it was hard to trust someone who offered so little of himself. For now, though, they had no choice. God, she missed Jack Wells. The thought of him brought a pang of sadness and she pushed it away. She couldn’t think about that now. She had to stay focused.

      She and Simon had studied maps of the area, but the reality was far from the neat grids and clearly labeled intersections the Council had provided. Whitechapel was a warren of dark streets and darker allies. Victor claimed he knew the streets well and with a Thomas Guide out of the question, they followed silently behind as he maneuvered them through the maze.

      There were a surprising number of people still out and about, stumbling from one pub to another, leaning against doorways, lingering by an open brazier. She’d been to slums before; she’d lived on the outskirts of a few, but the poverty she’d seen there was nothing compared to this—where people owned nothing but the clothes on their backs, and each day’s earnings, if they could find work, disappeared with the cost of a sparse meal, and a shared bed.

      Women like Mary Ann Nichols had only one thing of value—their bodies. At her age, in her mid-forties, and an alcoholic—she’d be lucky to get two or three pence for a trick. Enough for a stale loaf of bread or a glass of gin. As Elizabeth looked around, she understood why so many opted for the latter.

      As they walked along, it seemed that nearly every other building was a bar. After another ten minutes, they arrived at a popular local pub—The Frying Pan—where, rumor had it, Mary Ann Nichols had been seen the night of her murder.

      Situated on the corner of Brick Lane and Thrawl Street, it was in the heart of some of the worst parts of Whitechapel. Men so steeped with alcohol that it came off them in waves lingered by the front door. She wasn’t sure if they were going back in or had recently left; either way, the stoop was as far as they could make it.

      Victor stepped inside and made his way to the bar. He nodded for Simon and Elizabeth to take a small table at the far end of the room. Simon grumbled to himself, but he did as Victor suggested and ushered her toward it.

      With a sweep of his hand, he brushed away the crumbs that littered the rough wooden table. A woman with a stained apron and a tired, worn expression came to take their order.

      “Two pints, love,” Simon said as he pushed two pennies across the table. All traces of his aristocratic accent gone, replaced by one that made him sound a bit like Michael Caine.

      The waitress scooped up the coins and disappeared into the thickly packed bar.

      “What time is it?” Elizabeth asked.

      Surreptitiously, Simon took out the watch and checked. “2:30,” he said as he closed it and tucked it back into his pocket.

      They had less than hour. She’d wanted to get to the crime scene early, but Victor had advised against it. Two constables would be passing by the entrance to Buck’s Row, where Mary Ann’s body was found, at about 3:15 a.m. They wanted to avoid them at all cost. The last thing they needed was to get hauled in by the police.

      However, knowing that the police had passed by the spot on their rounds and seen nothing, and that Mary Ann’s body was found at 3:40, gave them a pretty good idea of the time of the attack. The plan was to leave the pub at three, allowing ten minutes to walk there. They would stay close, but not too close, and move into position just after the police and before the murder. That was, if everything went off without a hitch.

      The waitress came back and put down two large beers on the table, some slopping over the rim as she did. Without thinking, Elizabeth picked hers up and took a sip. Warm and mostly disgusting. She made a face and Simon pushed his aside, choosing instead to focus his attention on the crowd.

      She knew what he was thinking. Was one of these men Jack the Ripper? It sent a chill down her spine. Somewhere, maybe not here, but not far away, was one of the most notorious serial killers in history. And they were going to follow him.

      Despite herself, she took another sip of beer. It wasn’t so bad that time. At least it helped her wash down her fear.

      Before she knew it, she saw Victor leave his spot at the bar and head for the door. They waited a minute and then followed.

      When they got outside the pub, Victor was gone. Even though it was part of the plan, it made Elizabeth uncomfortable to lose the one other person she could trust. The few men looming outside the pub, leering at her despite Simon’s presence, reinforced just how out of their element they were. But it was the plan.

      Victor would leave first and find a spot on the east side of Buck’s Row. She and Simon would follow a few minutes later and come up the opposite end of Buck’s Row. Between them, they’d see something.

      It was a good plan, but that didn’t comfort Elizabeth and a chill ran through her.

      Simon looked down at her. “All right?”

      She shrugged and Simon nodded in understanding before winding her arm through his and setting them off back down Brick Lane.

      In the half hour they’d spent in the pub, the streets had all but emptied. A few men slept in doorways. The only other signs of life were muted voices that could be heard behind the painted glass of the pubs they passed.

      The path to Buck’s Row was a simple one with few turns. As they made the first, Elizabeth heard footsteps behind them. It was probably just another pair of men searching for the next pub, but the echoing footfalls in the quiet darkness were unnerving. She felt Simon tense and he hurried their steps.

      They’d just passed through the halo of one gas lamp and into the next stretch of darkness when two men stepped out of the shadows of a doorway and into the empty street.

      “Just keep walking,” Simon said softly.

      She kept her head down, but her eyes up as they drew closer to the pair. They’d almost passed them when the men stepped in their way. Elizabeth’s heart stuttered.

      “What’s your hurry?” one said.

      Simon tried to guide her off the curb, but the other stepped that way to block them.

      “You ain’t even sayin’ hello?” the skinnier of the two said with a broad smile that revealed two missing teeth.

      “We don’t want any trouble,” Simon said, managing to keep his upper class accent under wraps.

      The skinny one laughed and elbowed his friend. “He don’t want no trouble?”

      The other one laughed and then abruptly added, “I’m afraid you’ve found it, mate.”

      The sneer on his face made Elizabeth’s blood run cold. These were men who enjoyed the sport of terrorizing people and didn’t have anything to lose.

      Simon led Elizabeth across the street and up another, but she could hear the two following behind. They’d barely gone half a block when two more men appeared in silhouette ahead of them. She could see the dark outlines of clubs in their hands.

      She and Simon stopped abruptly. Her heart raced. They were trapped between the two pairs now.

      Simon pulled her close to him, and she could feel his heart beating against his chest. She gripped his right arm more tightly. She saw his left hand dip into his pocket. He had a gun, but with four of them….

      “You know where you are?” one of the first two men said from close behind them.

      She and Simon spun around. The first two were nearly on top of them and she could hear the others drawing nearer.

      Elizabeth looked around quickly. The buildings on either side of them were dark. She thought about calling for help, but it would surely set the men off, and she had a sinking feeling no one would come to their aid anyway.

      One of the men waved his arms expansively. “All this belongs to me, see?” he said. “And you ain’t got my permission to be here.”

      “Doubles the price, ya see,” one of the new men said, as he took out a large knife from his waistband. The long blade glinted in the gaslight.

      Simon held up one hand. “This is all I’ve got,” he said as he dug into his pants pocket and pulled out a small handful of coins.

      One of the men, he seemed to be the leader, took a step forward. He looked at the coins and then toward Elizabeth and back to Simon. His smile was thin.

      “That’s not all you have.”

      A jolt of fear rushed through her, knowing where this was probably headed, but she kept still.

      “Take the money,” Simon said with surprising calm.

      The leader’s eyebrows shot up in amusement. “Oh, I will. And your lady.”

      He nodded toward Elizabeth and one of the men grabbed her from behind.

      He spun her around, but out of the corner of her eye, Elizabeth saw Simon start to pull out his gun. The moment he turned, one of the men brought down his club against Simon’s arm. He cried out as it crashed into his hand, knocking the gun to the ground.

      The other man scrambled to pick it up.

      Simon clutched at his hand and one of the men twisted him around and punched him square on the jaw. Elizabeth winced as the she heard his knuckles connect with bone.

      “Simon!”

      The blow left him wobbly and the man wasted no time. He delivered two swift, powerful blows to Simon’s midsection making him crumple to his knees.

      Elizabeth struggled against the man that held her and called out to him.

      Simon hunched forward, gasping for breath. One of the men rifled through his pockets and pulled out the watch. He whistled, impressed, and held it up to show the boss.

      He stood and gave it to the leader, who practically purred. “Now what do we have here?”

      “And this,” the one with the gun said, as he gave it to the leader.

      The leader admired them both and walked casually over to Simon who was still bent forward, his head hanging down.

      “Hmm?” the man said.

      Simon didn’t respond and the man lifted his foot to shove him to the ground with it. It was an unfortunate miscalculation on his part as Simon quickly reached out and grabbed the man’s leg and twisted. The man flipped up in the air and to the ground with a thud. Simon was on top of him before he or the others knew what had happened.

      One quick punch to man’s jaw and then Simon struggled to find the gun. By some miracle, he did. He cocked it and pushed it against the leader’s throat just before his men could react.

      The leader lifted up one hand to stop his men.

      “Let my wife go,” Simon said, as he knelt on the man’s chest, holding the gun, pushing even further into his skin.

      The leader, his lip split and blood trickling out from the cut, smiled. “Maybe I’ll just have Len gut her first.”

      Elizabeth felt the tip of a knife press against her ribs. Worse yet, she felt the momentary panic of knowing their one chance had just gone up in smoke.

      Simon turned and his face, wild with anger, fell. His eyes caught hers and the pain and apology in them was almost too much.

      He looked down, defeated, and moved the gun away from the man’s throat. One of the thugs grabbed it from him and another lifted him off the leader, who stood and brushed off his pant’s legs and straightened his jacket. He looked at Simon once then back to Elizabeth.

      “Do it.”

      Elizabeth struggled in the man’s grip, desperate to twist out of it.

      “No!” Simon lunged forward, but one of the men hit him hard in the stomach again with one of the clubs. He doubled over and the man lifted his club to bring it down against Simon’s skull when Elizabeth heard a dull thud.

      The man stopped in mid-swing, seemingly frozen, until his eyes rolled back in his head and he fell to the ground unconscious. Behind him stood Victor, a scarf covering his face and a lead pipe in his hand.

      Another of the men charged him, but it was a man against boys. Victor dodged the man’s awkward attack and swung his pipe against the man’s back. He grunted in pain. Victor spun around and swept the pipe at knee level. The sound of bones cracking rang out in the small street. The man cried out in agony and fell to the ground.

      The leader took out his knife and started toward Victor.

      Elizabeth called out to warn him.

      Victor spun around and in the same movement, reached into his jacket and pulled out a knife. It flew across the alley and embedded itself in the leader’s chest.

      The man looked down at it, stunned. Victor strode over to him. He pulled the knife out and the man gasped. He finished him off with one, sharp punch.

      The man who held Elizabeth didn’t dare let go to help his friends, and pressed the knife harder against her ribs. “Hey!” he called out. “I’ll gut her.”

      Victor turned slowly and wiped his knife off on his leg. Slowly, he shook his head.

      Elizabeth could hear the man’s breath coming hard and fast. “I will.”

      “No,” Simon said, from behind them both. “You won’t.”

      She heard the man holding her swallow hard and then his grip loosened. Elizabeth slipped out of it and turned back to see Simon holding a knife to her captor’s throat.

      Carefully, Simon eased around so he was in front of the man and shifted the knife to his off-hand.

      “Are you all right?” he asked her, but kept his eyes on the man.

      Elizabeth let out a shaky breath. “I’m fine.”

      “Then it’s your lucky day,” Simon said to the thug.

      The man narrowed his eyes in confusion. Simon lunged forward and punched him hard in the gut and then delivered a jaw-breaking uppercut as the man doubled over. Simon grabbed him by the collar to keep him from falling and hit him once more. The man was unconscious before he hit the ground.

      Panting, Simon turned back to Elizabeth and Victor. He closed the gap between him and Elizabeth, and looked her over for injuries before turning to Victor.

      “How did you know?” he asked.

      Elizabeth knelt down and grabbed Simon’s watch from the leader’s pocket.

      Victor picked up the gun and handed it back to him and then nodded toward the far street. They started toward it leaving the pile of injured men behind in the muck.

      “I passed those two up on Montague, looking for trouble,” Victor said quietly as he tugged down his scarf so that it now rested around his neck. “I was nearly there when I doubled back. I had a feeling you two would be trouble tonight.”

      And thank goodness for that, Elizabeth thought, ignoring the slight. “Thank you.”

      “Yes,” Simon said. Elizabeth heard the pain in his voice. He probably had broken ribs, but she could see from the look on his face he wasn’t going to relent now.

      Victor grunted in reply and took out his watch. “3:25.”

      He snapped it shut and the three of them hurried down the street toward Buck’s Row, hoping they weren’t too late.
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      They turned up a little street called Whites Row and Elizabeth could see the street widening ahead into a V-shape with a wedge of tenement buildings dividing it in two. On the right was the narrow little Winthrop Street and on the left was Buck’s Row.

      They hurried along until Victor held up a hand to stop them and motioned for them to move into a side street to the left. With her heart in her throat, Elizabeth pressed her body up against one of the buildings and hid in the shadows. In the darkness next to her, Simon groaned softly, his breath shallow and labored.

      Elizabeth was about to reach out a comforting hand when she heard footfalls echoing not too far away and froze.

      At the mouth of the side street she watched the faint glow of a lantern as it moved up and down with the natural gate of a man walking. Her heart beat a little faster. Whoever he was, he was getting closer.

      Victor held out his arm, waving it urgently back toward the building. The three of them melted back into a brick arched doorway. Elizabeth could just see the silhouette of the man as he reached the intersection—a police constable, his bulls-eye lantern casting a broad beam of light in the night. She pressed herself as far back into the cold bricks as she could and held her breath.

      The beam of the PC’s lantern swept past within inches of their hiding place. Thankfully, he didn’t turn up their street and he didn’t linger. He kept walking up Buck’s Row.

      The footsteps got farther and farther away. Finally, Victor, who was closest to the corner, inched forward toward the edge of the building. He peered out for a moment and then leaned back against the wall, tilting his head back and shaking it.

      “Damn,” he said so softly she almost didn’t hear him.

      Having to see for herself, Elizabeth edged forward and peered around the building. She could see the officer in the dim light as he veered to the left and Buck’s Row. Then he stopped, the beam of his light frozen in place for a moment, and then he ran across the street toward something, his footsteps loud against the cobblestones.

      In the street ahead, Elizabeth watched as he shined his light down on what looked to be a pile of rags. Her stomach fell with the realization. It was Mary Ann Nichols.

      Elizabeth stifled a gasp and looked up at Simon. Even in the darkness she could see his anger and disgust, and more than a little sadness.

      She scanned the streets near them, searching for someone lurking in the shadows, some hint of something, anything, but the streets were empty.

      Jack the Ripper was gone.

      

      

      Victor silently fumed as they walked the streets around Buck’s Row looking for something that might lead them to Jack the Ripper. If it hadn’t been for the Crosses, he would have been there on time. He would have seen him and this folly wouldn’t be necessary.

      He sighed and took off his scarf, tossing it into an alley. He would probably have to get rid of his jacket as well. The gang members would be out of commission for some time, but they had friends, and friends talked. The last thing he needed was a group of idiot thieves mucking up his mission.

      He glared over at the Crosses. Their inexperience had nearly cost them their lives. But he had to admit, Cross had acquitted himself fairly well, considering, and Elizabeth showed more mettle than he had expected. That, however, didn’t change the fact that they were liabilities. Especially, he chided himself, if he kept letting his emotions get the better of him.

      Victor grunted.

      “Are you okay?” Elizabeth asked him.

      He frowned at her, but a memory of another woman who once looked at him in the same sincere and guileless way pushed itself into his mind. With another grunt, he shoved the image back down into the past where it belonged.

      He nodded curtly and looked away.

      They fell in with the crowd that gathered at the crime scene. Victor could see the victim and hear the doctor who’d been summoned noting her injuries, but he knew them by heart. He knew each cut, each horrible wound and so his focus was elsewhere. He looked carefully at each man who stood among the onlookers. Was he here? Was he here to watch the drama unfold, to relish in his creation?

      Was it the tall man who stood at the back and watched the crowd? The pock-faced one who smelled of butcher’s offal? Or the one who looked like nothing at all? Victor crossed his arms over his chest and turned to scan the less likely hiding places. Where was that fils de salope?

      Finally, the doctor ordered the body to be taken to the mortuary shed at the Workhouse Infirmary. Two policemen loaded her onto a stretcher and the doctor followed them down the street as a man began to wash away the blood.

      “What is he doing?” Elizabeth whispered, sounding incredulous.

      Simon made a sound of disapproval. “So much for CSI.”

      They watched as both citizens and police trampled over the crime scene, obliterating any potential evidence. Not that they would have had any idea what to do with most of it, but it was frustrating to see nonetheless.

      As dawn broke over the city, Victor decided nothing more could be gleaned from the crime scene and they returned to his boarding house rooms. As soon as they entered, Elizabeth began tending to her husband.

      He winced as she ran her hands over his ribs.

      “I don’t think anything’s broken,” she said.

      He took a deep breath to test out her theory and winced. “They’ll be all right.”

      Simon grimaced again as he arched his back to remove his shirt, but his ever dutiful wife was there to help him. It was nauseating. Victor stalked over to the window. The sun was nearly up now.

      He heard Elizabeth’s soft footsteps as she walked up behind him. He turned around just as she was about to touch his shoulder.

      Yanking her hand back in surprise and a little embarrassment, she looked up at him. There was that look again. Familiar and painful. Whatever it was she had to say, he did not want to hear it.

      He stepped around her. “You should go to Paris.”

      She frowned and tilted her head to the side as if she hadn’t heard him correctly. “I’m sorry?”

      “Until this is over.” Victor walked over to his little dresser and eyed the small bottle of whisky he’d bought yesterday. “You are in the way.”

      “We were…” Simon started and searched for a word his ego could handle, “surprised tonight. It won’t happen again.”

      “If it does, I will not be there to see it,” Victor said. “Do you understand? I will not risk the mission—”

      Simon stood and faced him. “Unless you’ve forgotten, finding Jack the Ripper is our mission.”

      Victor arched an eyebrow. “You are doing a fine job of it.”

      Simon took a step forward, but Elizabeth moved between them. “Same team, guys.”

      Victor snorted. “We are not a team.”

      She turned to him, her blue eyes sparking fiercely before she subdued them. “We’re on the same side. And we’re going to need each other before this over. Katherine Vale, who by the way, is ten kinds of crazy, did something to change time. To. Change. Time.”

      She looked over at her husband and then back to Victor. “Even if we weren’t chasing one of the most notorious serial killers in history, shouldn’t that be enough for you two to stop this bickering and at least try to work together?”

      Simon said nothing and just continued to eye him warily.

      Victor ignored him and scowled at Elizabeth. She was, however, not the least bit cowed. It was disconcerting.

      He did not work with others. His job was something he was uniquely qualified to do. It required someone with nothing left to lose, except perhaps, his soul. For him, it may have been too late even for that.

      Regardless, he thought with growing bitterness, his part of the mission would not come to pass if they failed in theirs. And judging from tonight, they would not be put off.

      “You were in over your head tonight. A rich man among ruffians,” he said, getting the desired blustery reaction from Cross.

      He smiled and continued. “While I am better suited to these sorts of people,” he said, hating to admit it, “you will be welcome in places I will not.”

      Simon glared at him, trying to fathom just what he meant. Victor saw the exact moment the light bulb switched on.

      Simon nodded, forgoing more sparring for the moment. “Quite a few of the suspects were…upper class?”

      Victor smirked and nodded. He was from a small village. He had no interest in the finer things in life and they no interest in him.

      “Without witnessing the crime,” Simon continued, his wheels finally spinning in the right direction, “we’ll have to rely on old fashioned detective work, I suppose.”

      “We should divide the suspects,” Victor suggested.

      “You take the East End and we’ll take the West?” Elizabeth asked.

      Victor grunted in agreement. It might not be the best solution, but it would keep them occupied and, perhaps, they would even stumble upon something helpful.

      “I suppose that’s logical,” Simon conceded. “Agreed”

      “Voilà,” Victor said to Elizabeth, spreading his arms. “Détente.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 9

        

      

    
    
      Simon eased himself up out of the cool bath, his ribs aching with the effort. He probed his side. Sore, but not life threatening. Somehow, that did little to ease his mind.

      “Pathetic,” he muttered and snatched a towel off the rack.

      He toweled himself off roughly, clenching his jaw and ignoring the discomfort as he did. Tossing the towel aside, he grabbed a pair of drawers, pulled them on, and loosely tied the drawstring as he headed for the bedroom.

      Elizabeth sat on the bed, a tray of food in front of her. “I liberated some things from the kitchen.”

      Simon forced a smile and moved to join her.

      She held up a scone. “Cranberry or original recipe?”

      Despite his best efforts to conceal his discomfort as he climbed onto the bed, Elizabeth noticed. “Maybe you should see a doctor?”

      She reached out to touch the bruises that discolored his side. He stopped her and shook his head.

      “Simon?”

      It wasn’t the ribs that were bothering him, although they were sore. He sighed. “I’m sorry about last night,” he said finally.

      Elizabeth frowned. “For what?”

      “For not realizing those thugs were waiting for marks like us. For being marks like us.”

      “Simon,” she said, reaching out and taking his hand. “There were four of them—”

      He pulled away and paced across the room “I should have been better prepared. If it hadn’t been for…”

      He could barely finish the thought.

      “If you’re going to be mad at anybody,” she said, “be mad at me.”

      He turned to face her. “You?”

      She shrugged and moved to the edge of the bed. “At least you did something. I just stood there.”

      “With a knife held to you,” he reminded her.

      “And he was pretty strong,” she said.

      “Very.”

      She smiled at him. “And yet you should be able to defeat four men single-handedly?”

      He hated it when she did that, maneuvered him so deftly. He offered her a defeated smile. “I should have done better.”

      She slipped off the bed. “Is that you or Victor talking?”

      Simon grunted. A little of both, if he were being honest. Victor was grating and superior, but damned if the man wasn’t right. They were unprepared. Simon knew he’d been unfair with Victor this morning, that he’d misdirected his own frustrations onto the man. Of course, his being a complete pompous ass helped.

      Simon sighed again. “He’s right about one thing. Many of the suspects are wealthy. And we do stand a better chance of learning about them than he does.”

      “Right. So,” she said, moving back to the bed and the food. The woman’s appetite was legend. She grabbed a scone. “Who have we got?”

      Simon rifled through the files in his mind. “There are a few doctors. Blackwood, Gull and Tumblety, although he’s hardly upper class. Druitt—”

      Elizabeth stopped mid-chew and swallowed. “Wait. Druitt?”

      Simon furrowed his brow as he tried to remember the details. “Montague John Druitt. Why?”

      Elizabeth sat up straighter. “John. It’s got to be him.”

      “Who does?”

      “George’s friend.”

      Simon frowned. Ah, yes, George, the man who makes advances to married women. “Your lunch date?”

      Elizabeth laughed. “Oh, you’re going to feel silly when you meet him.”

      “I doubt that.”

      Elizabeth smiled and then frowned in thought as she considered their options. “We can’t just show up on Druitt’s doorstep.”

      Simon nodded and walked back over to the bed. He took half of the scone she offered and wondered what she was cooking up in that twisty brain of hers. “We need an invitation.”

      “And we need to know somebody in order—” she started and then smiled broadly. “And we do. George.”

      Simon frowned, although he knew she was right. “And how do you propose we find him? Lunch around until he accosts you again?

      He hadn’t liked the man’s forwardness with Elizabeth at all. No gentleman would have done such a thing.

      Elizabeth’s grin grew even wider. “In the park. George said he was going to meet his friend John in Hyde Park at the bridge on Sunday. We’ll find our Montague John Druitt,” she said as she popped a small bit of scone into her mouth triumphantly. “Sunday in the park with George.”

      

      

      The crowd was already three deep at the Working Lad’s Institute and the inquest into Mary Ann Nichols’ death hadn’t even started yet. Victor shouldered his way along the edge of the gallery to find a spot near the front where he had a good view of the crowd.

      As they typically did, his broad shoulders and generally unpleasant attitude served him well, and he found a space in a corner of the room. He took off his cap and shoved it into his pocket. Leaning against the wall, he scanned the crowd.

      The group of men on the far side of the room were clearly reporters. Even if their pads and pencils hadn’t given them away, they had the hungry look of men about to feast on another’s misery. A quick survey told him nearly half the crowd fit that bill.

      It wasn’t surprising. Nothing sold papers like murder.

      The rest of the crowd was a mixture of East End locals and a smattering of upper class men and women, no doubt slumming for sport.

      Mr. Baxter, the coroner for South-East Middlesex, opened the proceedings with an interview of Nichols’ father and their estranged relationship. Even though Victor had read the files, it was a far different experience to be in the chamber as the testimony was given. Edward Walker was not a name on a page, but a man, flesh and blood, who had lost a daughter.

      Polly, as her friends called her, was a mother of five children. She’d been in and out of the workhouse, drank too often and too much, but had no enemies to speak of.

      Next to testify was PC John Neil. Victor listened for any inconsistencies in his testimony, but found none. Things had happened as the PC said they had. That left Dr. Llewellyn, who had been called to the scene and later examined the body.

      As the doctor testified, Victor turned his attention again to the crowd. He didn’t need to hear the testimony anyway. He had read the autopsy file, seen the drawings. In his mind’s eye, he could recreate each wound in perfect detail.

      The sort of man who had committed that horror would be here to relish in it. To relive each cut as it was described with vivid precision. Gasps went through the crowd as Llewellyn testified about the two slashes across her neck.

      “This incision completely severs all the tissues down to the vertebrae. The large vessels of the neck on both sides were severed. The incision is about eight inches long. These cuts must have been caused with a long-bladed knife, moderately sharp, and used with great violence.”

      One man, short and thick-necked, wearing a boot maker’s leather apron caught Victor’s eye. There was something off about him.

      The man turned to look at the people on either side of him before turning his full attention back to the doctor as he described the multiple cuts and jagged wounds that had been carved into Nichols’ abdomen.

      News of those wounds caused a murmur of surprise to filter through the crowd. But the man Victor watched remained stoic, focused. And then, as though he felt Victor’s eyes upon him, he fidgeted and glanced nervously about again.

      Victor looked away and by the time he looked back, the little man was gone.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 10

        

      

    
    
      Elizabeth took Simon’s offered hand and climbed into the hackney coach. He smiled at her, his color and his mood noticeably better.

      After the night of the murder, they’d slept through what was left of Friday. That night, he’d put on a British upper lip so stiff it was positively starched. She knew he needed a little time to heal and there was nothing that made him happier than taking care of her. Sometimes the best cure for what ailed a person was found in helping someone else.

      And so she’d faked a small stomach ache. Nothing too worrisome, just enough for them to stay in for a day and rest. Next time, though, she was going to fake a headache. By nightfall she was hungry enough to eat her pillow.

      She should have felt guilty over her little deception, about not searching for the Ripper for a day, but she couldn’t manage it. They were going to be in London for over a month. The next murder was still a full week away. Pacing themselves would be important. And, after their inauspicious beginning, maybe even more so than she’d thought.

      Luckily, the day of physical and emotional rest had done the trick. By Sunday morning, Simon was back to his old self and growing irritated with their lack of progress. They set off early to Hyde Park in hopes of finding George and John Druitt, and their first honest to goodness lead.

      After a short carriage ride, they pulled up at Hyde Park corner and Simon paid the driver. Other carriages trundled past and into the park.

      “Why are we getting out here?” she asked.

      Simon looked after a fancy barouche coach that passed by. Even the horse was well-dressed. “Private carriages only. I’m afraid we’ll have to walk from here.”

      He held out his hand and helped her down. She didn’t mind walking at all. The park was a welcome and enormous expanse of greenery. Finally, they could leave the dark grays and the soot behind. She wound her arm through Simon’s and let him guide her. They’d barely walked a hundred feet in and she could already feel the difference in the air. No wonder the park was called one of the lungs of London.

      As they entered the park proper, the few carriages she’d seen turned into dozens and dozens. There were probably even more people on horseback. The carriages all broke off to the left and rode down one of two broad straight tracks, with horses to the right.

      “Rotten Row,” Simon explained. “Where the fashionable come to see and be seen.”

      He wasn’t kidding. While some of the carriages were unadorned, some were absolutely pimped out. From elaborate crests to ridiculous frilly frills, they were apparently a way to show off your status and wealth and, she realized, judging from the amazing outfits of the people inside, your wardrobe.

      “We’re this way,” he said, leading her carefully through the traffic. Even so, they barely made it across.

      “It’ll be far worse this afternoon,” he said. “These are just the opening act.”

      They walked into what appeared to be a grove of trees. As they grew closer, Elizabeth saw water ahead.

      “The Serpentine,” Simon said. “The bridge your…friend’s friend referred to is undoubtedly the bridge that borders Kensington. It’s about a mile away.”

      He pulled out his watch. “We have an hour yet, so no need to rush.”

      Elizabeth leaned into him and enjoyed the walk. For the first time since they’d been here, they both felt solid on their feet. The whole mission had happened so quickly, so abruptly, it wasn’t until now that she started feel the reins in her grasp.

      They walked along a path on the edge of the lake under a canopy of large shade trees. It was an incredibly beautiful and peaceful place. There was a lot of hat tipping and polite nodding as they went. Victorian manners demanded no less.

      A few people in boats rowed lazily across the lake, basking in an oddly sunny London day. Elizabeth was about to ask if they could rent a boat when Simon stumbled slightly and came to an abrupt halt. He put a hand to his forehead, paused for a moment, and then stood almost frozen in place.

      “Are you all right?” she asked.

      He turned and looked down at her, the corners of his eyes tight with confusion.

      “Miss West?”

      Elizabeth nearly laughed. That was a blast from the past. He was being silly. But she stopped herself before it bubbled up. It was clear from the look in his eyes that he wasn’t joking at all.

      

      

      What was she doing here? What was he doing here? In…London? Simon put a hand to his temple and shut his eyes tightly. Hoping whatever dream he was having would end when he opened them again.

      It didn’t.

      “I think,” he said slowly, “I’m unwell.”

      Was he having a stroke? Had he gone mad?

      Elizabeth squeezed his arm and smiled up at him. “It’s all right, Simon.”

      When had she started calling him that? And when had he flown to London?

      He glanced around, the surroundings were familiar, but it still took him a moment to place them.

      “Hyde Park,” he whispered.

      “Yes,” she said at his elbow. “Why don’t we sit down?”

      He looked down at her again, poised to remind her he could think for himself, but there was something else off about her as well. Why in God’s name was she in costume? And not just her. Simon turned to make sure. Everyone, including himself, was in some sort of ridiculous period attire. What the hell was going on here?

      Set to demand an explanation, Simon turned back to her, but she smiled so kindly that he felt the knot in his chest ease just enough for him to breathe.

      “Over here,” she said and led him to a bench.

      He sat down, his head still swimming. He’d been in his office at the university, she….He glanced over at her and she laid a comforting hand on his forearm.

      “It’ll pass soon,” she said.

      He looked at her uncertainly.

      “Your memory,” she continued. “It’s kind of mixed up, right?”

      He nodded slowly. His memory was, indeed, mixed up. Images were missing and broken. He could feel the gap in them. He had the uncomfortable sense that something had been carved out of him.

      “What’s happened to me?”

      His hands gripped his thighs tightly. He would hold himself together by sheer will.

      She paused a moment, a small, curiously sad smile quirking the corner of her mouth. “I don’t know where to start.”

      “Miss West,” he said impatiently. “Either this is a dream or I have gone insane. Either way, I’d appreciate it if you’d start somewhere.”

      She smiled again, her eyes growing oddly moist. She nodded quickly and Simon reached out take her hand. It was forward and inappropriate, and felt right.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean…”

      He stared down at their hands. Her small kid gloves in his and he remembered. He remembered taking her hand a thousand times before. The feel of it in his. The strength it gave him.

      In an instant, his memories flooded back to him. He closed his eyes as the empty parts of him filled again.

      He remembered.

      He let out a quick short burst of relieved breath.

      “Simon?” she asked, her eyes filled with worry and the start of tears.

      “Yes,” he said, swallowing down his own emotion. “It’s passed.”

      “You’re you again?”

      He nodded and Elizabeth blew out a quick, bracing breath of her own. “That was terrifying.”

      He couldn’t have agreed more. Without warning, he’d suddenly lost the last year of his life. He squeezed her hand more tightly. He’d nearly lost the most important thing to him.

      “Well,” she said finally, “we knew it could happen. At least it didn’t last long.”

      Simon clenched his jaw and nodded. And when one did? When the changes in time caused memory gaps that lasted for hours, days? Or worse. What would they do then?

      

      

      They sat on the bench for another few minutes gathering themselves before continuing on. When she’d experienced her own mini-episode before they’d left, it had been strange and disconcerting, but it was much worse being on this end of it. Although, having seen the fear in Simon’s eyes, she wasn’t so sure.

      And Jack’s, she thought. She could still see his expression—confused and worried—as he disappeared in Council headquarters.

      They walked in silence for a few minutes before she glanced up at Simon and he turned his head to face her.

      “Still here,” he assured her.

      She laughed. “It’s like waiting for an earthquake, isn’t it?”

      He arched an eyebrow in question.

      “One’s bound to come, but you never know when it’s going to hit or how bad it’s going to be.”

      He nodded. “It won’t do us any good worrying about it either.”

      She knew he was talking to himself as much as he was to her.

      “Right,” she said. “And I think we’re here.”

      Just ahead was the Serpentine Bridge with its long stone balustrade and large sloping brick arches.

      Forcing herself not to dwell on what ifs, she and Simon made their way to start of the bridge. She scanned it as far as she could see and shook her head.

      Simon nodded and they started across. By the time they’d reached the other side, Elizabeth’s heart began to sink.

      “It’s just now two,” Simon said. “Give them a chance.”

      They walked back to the middle where they had a fairly good view of each entrance and waited. Elizabeth started to lean back against the railing, but her forgotten bustle got in the way. She couldn’t quite feel when she was touching it and leaned a bit too far. She felt herself losing her balance when Simon grabbed her arm.

      His eyes flared at her and she started to explain when she saw George.

      “There,” she said, nodding toward him.

      Simon gave her one last admonishing look before following her gaze. “And Druitt?”

      She scanned the people around George, but didn’t see Druitt and shook her head. “I don’t see him.”

      George checked his watch and looked around expectantly. A moment later, a young boy ran up to him and tugged on his sleeve. George nodded and the boy handed him a note.

      He gave the boy a coin and read the note, his face falling as he did. With a sigh, he tucked the paper into his pocket and turned to stare out at the water.

      “Come on,” Elizabeth said, pulling Simon along.

      He caught up with her and she wove her arm into his, and they strolled past the spot where George was.

      “George?” she said casually.

      He turned around, his morose mood lifting immediately. “Elizabeth!”

      He took her hand and kissed it. “My fellow revolutionary.”

      Simon arched an eyebrow, whether it was at the hand kissing or the epithet, she wasn’t sure.

      “Simon, this is the man I was telling you about, George Roxbury. George, this is my husband, Simon.”

      George’s mouth quirked into an appreciative smile. “Is he?”

      Elizabeth stifled her laugh.

      “He is,” Simon said coolly, completely unaware of the subtext.

      “Oh,” George said, holding up his hands in mock surrender. “He’s not going to challenge me to a duel, is he?”

      His face sobered slightly and he leaned toward Elizabeth. “Is he?”

      “No,” she assured him, although looking at Simon, he seemed to be considering the idea. She slipped her arm back through her husband’s. “He’s just a little protective.”

      George nodded sagely. “As he should be. You, my dear, are trouble,” he added with a smile.

      Simon grunted in agreement.

      Elizabeth sighed dramatically. “I’m interesting.”

      “You are,” George agreed. “Most people here are as dull as ditchwater.”

      “Somehow, I doubt that.”

      George hmm’d in reply. “You’d be unpleasantly surprised.”

      “Then come out with us tonight,” Elizabeth said quickly. “I know it’s short notice,” she added looking up at Simon, trying to silently urge him to participate.

      He cleared his throat. “Yes,” Simon said. “We’d love to have you.”

      His deadpan delivery almost made Elizabeth giggle, and would have if they hadn’t needed George to say yes.

      George sighed. “I can’t tonight, I’m afraid. I’ve got plans, theater and a party that’s likely to be as exciting as the Queen’s bath, but…” He frowned for a moment and then a broad smile took over his face. “Why don’t you come with me?”

      Jackpot. Elizabeth tried to look hesitant. “Are you sure?”

      He waved his hand. “Of course. I’ve got a box for the theater and you can be my guests at the party.”

      “We were going to try Monico’s in Piccadilly,” she said, casting a quick glance at Simon, hoping she sounded sufficiently reticent, but not too much so.

      “It’ll be beastly there tonight,” George said. “No, you must come with me. At least, with you along, the night won’t be a total waste.”

      Elizabeth smiled at the compliment.

      Even Simon smiled agreeably. “Very kind of you.”

      George clapped his hands together. “Excellent. Shall we meet at the theater at eight, then?”

      “Perfect,” Elizabeth said. “What’s the show?”

      “A new spectacle at the Lyceum. A bit macabre given the recent news and the most popular ticket in town because of it—Dr. Jekyll & Mr. Hyde.”
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      Victor took a sip of warm beer to help wash down the lump of chalk and gypsum plaster someone had sold him, billed as bread. It looked like bread and there was probably was some grain in it, somewhere, but the process of bread-making had become so adulterated that additives of all sorts, some more poisonous than others, had been incorporated to save costs. By the time the flour made it to a bakery, and the bread to a pub like this, it was barely edible. No wonder the people here were so sickly. What little they did get to eat had no nutritional value at all. With little to choose from, as bad as it was, it was better than nothing.

      He put the slice of bread aside and returned to his fried fish. They called them dabs although there was no telling what sort of fish was used. It was greasy and cold, but it was dinner.

      He wiped his fingers on the legs of his pants and tipped back his chair against the wall. The pub was busy; they were always busy. The noise from the crowd was boisterous and bawdy, with prostitutes clinging sanguinely to customers and everyone drinking away the day.

      He scanned the crowd looking for a murderer.

      No doubt many of them were, or would be. Life here was harder than even he anticipated. Thousands hovered on the brink of death in this slum every day. That sort of existence, living like animals, brought out the darkness in the human soul. Ripper could be any one of these men, he thought. Pushed beyond their own mind’s endurance and into madness.

      The sounds of the bar faded as he studied each face, reading their lives in the lines that scarred them. Red, angry burns on the side of a face from working near the hellish heat of a furnace day in and day out. Red, raw fingertips from separating bits of rope for hours on end in the workhouse. Or the so-called gin blossoms, red splotches on the nose and face caused by broken capillaries beneath the skin from too much drink.

      Red and raw. All of them.

      A man shouldered his way past a duo that had just arrived at the bar. The three exchanged unpleasantries and Victor let his chair rest on the floor again. One of the men was the one he’d seen at the inquest.

      Ignoring the other two, he made his way to the door. Victor waited a moment and then followed him out into the cool night.

      

      

      “I don’t know how I’m going to keep this clean,” Elizabeth said as she looked at herself in the mirror.

      The dress was gorgeous—silver silk with an elaborately embroidered chiffon overlay and pale blue lace trim. It had small poofs at the shoulders, and was beautifully tailored, but unlike her other dresses, had an actual neckline. Most of her décolletage was obscured by floofs of lace, but it was oddly thrilling to be wearing anything that didn’t go up to her neck in some sort of fabric prison. She twisted around to try to see herself from the back.

      She looked great coming and like she was smuggling a small circus going. If only she didn’t have to wear the darn bustle. Simon made an appreciative sound and she turned to give him the better of the two views.

      He, of course, looked perfect. With his black tailcoat and straight cut black wool pants, crisp white shirt, and white silk waistcoat and tie, he looked as though he’d walked off the fashion plate of some Victorian magazine.

      “You look beautiful,” he said, coming to her side.

      Elizabeth smiled and Simon turned to observe himself in the mirror, critically looking for anything out of place.

      “You don’t have to be so hard on George, you know,” she said. “He’s harmless.”

      Simon continued his inspection. “You said he had a reputation to uphold. A ladies’ man?”

      He turned to her and she nodded.

      “Well then,” he said, tugging needlessly on his perfect cuffs. “What serves him better? A husband who doesn’t mind his overly friendly nature with you or one who does?”

      He arched a knowing eyebrow.

      And here she thought he’d been actually jealous. “You sneak.”

      He laughed and then pulled her into his embrace. “I will say though, it is a part that comes very naturally to me. I don’t like to share.”

      Elizabeth felt the thrill that went with hearing those words. Unfortunately, they had places to go and people to meet. “We have the theater and a party and you have sore ribs.”

      He pulled her more tightly against him. “Which are much improved.”

      She sighed and put her hand to his chest. “Simon…”

      He sighed, picked up his gloves and guided her toward the door. As he opened it for her he said with a smile, “No party lasts forever.”

      

      

      The Lyceum Theatre thrummed with excitement after the play. The two women who had passed out due to momentary hysteria were still being tended to as Simon helped Elizabeth on with her coat.

      The story was an age-old tale of outward honor and respectability, and inward evil and lust. It was the very dichotomy that defined the Victorian era. But it was more than mere social commentary. It was a study in man’s dual nature, the evil inside every man.

      The staging had been simple, straight-forward, and Richard Mansfield’s performance as Dr. Jekyll had been so flat, it was on the verge of concave, Simon thought, but his Mr. Hyde was an altogether different story. His on-stage transformation—talent aided merely with cleverly hued make-up and lighting—was impressive. He was repulsive, animalistic, and disturbing.

      The frightening duality of his personality and its parallels to Jack the Ripper were painfully obvious. Was the Ripper a man suffering from a split personality like the good Dr. Jekyll? It seemed far more likely to be the case than a man who could not hide his demon. It was not a comforting thought.

      Mansfield was on the suspect list Travers had given him. Although, like so many others, there was very little credible evidence to link him to the crimes. In some cases, merely being in London at the time seemed sufficient reason for suspicion. However, having seen him as Hyde now, Simon had to wonder.

      “I’d take you backstage to see Richard,” George said as they left their box. “But it’s nearly impossible to wend your way through the crowds down there. He’ll be at the party, I think. I’ll introduce you then, if he can pry himself away from his admirers. Which I cannot guarantee,” he added with a smile.

      He lifted the velvet curtain at the back of the box and held it for them to pass through. “My carriage should be out front. Why don’t you ride with me? We can send for a cab when you’re ready to escape.”

      Elizabeth looked to Simon for confirmation before agreeing.

      “Excellent,” George said, taking Elizabeth’s arm and winding it through his own. “And you can tell me all of the gossip from America. Do you know the Vanderbilts?”

      Elizabeth looked to Simon in panic. He merely smiled and lingered behind.

      She turned back to George. “Not exactly,” she said, trying to buy time.  “But I did meet Buffalo Bill once.”

      “The cowboy?” George said excitedly.

      And with that Simon knew he’d lost them.

      

      

      Victor followed the man until he knocked on a nondescript doorway on Commercial Road. He waited there and a minute later a big, bull of a man opened the door. From his vantage point across the street, Victor could just see inside. He knew the look, the smoke, the bad piano playing, and the women walking back and forth through it all in a daze.

      A whorehouse.

      The big man hesitated and then finally stepped aside letting the other man inside. Victor took out his pipe and pushed a finger in the bowl to re-secure the plug of tobacco. If it had been elsewhere, he might have followed the man inside. But not here. A woman’s touch was always welcome, but the prostitutes of Whitechapel brought sadness, not comfort. Not to mention, crabs.

      Victor contented himself with his pipe, sure the man would not last long. He was right although not for the reasons he’d suspected. Twenty minutes later, the little man was bodily escorted from the premises and tossed, quite literally, out of the door and onto his ear.

      Pushing himself up, he stood on wobbly legs and rubbed his jaw.

      “You stay outta ‘ere, Pizer!” the big man threatened. “Next time I’ll knock your block off.”

      And with that he slammed the door.

      So it was Pizer, Victor thought. He’d suspected the man might be John Pizer, a boot maker who was better known for his nickname, Leather Apron, and a very viable suspect.

      Pizer picked up his hat from a puddle it had fallen into and shook it off. Still sopping wet, he pulled it down onto his head and started to stumble down the street.

      Victor followed him to another bar, the Ten Bells. There, Pizer argued with another man briefly.

      “They say it’s a Jew,” he said, his voice thick with drink.

      “They say everyfink bad that ‘appens ‘ere is a cause of a Jew!” the other man agreed loudly.

      Pizer nodded before telling his friend what he thought of the local police in colorful and barely understandable English.

      “Shaddup!” a man at a nearby table said.

      Pizer started to stand, but the other man reached out and shoved him. He was already so far gone, he probably passed out before he hit the floor.

      “All right, all right,” his friend said as he surrendered to the angry customer. He helped Pizer back up into a chair and left him to sleep it off at the table.

      “They’ll pin it on somebody,” a woman at another table said. “You can bet on that.”

      “They won’t be spendin’ time tryin’ to solve no murder of the likes of us,” her friend said with a sneer.

      Then she affected a middle class accent. “Scotland Yard is looking into it, love.” Then she laughed. “My arse, they are!”

      Her friend cackled. “Lookin’ into your arse. That wouldn’t be the first now would it, Annie?”

      Another woman at the table joined in. As she spoke, Victor noticed that she was missing all of the teeth in her lower left jaw. “No one cares what becomes of us. Least of all the rousers. They’s just in someone’s pocket, that’s all. It’s thems that you got to look out for.”

      Annie, a tough looking little woman with a fresh black eye said, “You should know, Lizzy.”

      Lizzy. Annie. Victor had to wonder. Were these two of Ripper’s victims? They fit the descriptions he’d read, but then so did hundreds of other women here.

      Lizzy grinned and pushed back in her chair. “Oh, I do, my dearie. I do. But we’ve got a plan for them, ain’t we?”

      Annie and the other woman laughed. “A pretty little plan.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 12

        

      

    
    
      The party was a sort of social bumper cars—aimlessly circling, randomly bumping into people only to veer off and collide with someone else. Having mastered the aristocratic air of indifference so well, Simon glided through it all effortlessly.

      It took Elizabeth a little longer to get into the flow. While she and Simon had spent a fair share of time on their missions with the upper crust, it always started out the same way for her. A little unsure. After all, pre-Simon she had no crust at all.

      And this wasn’t just a fancy dress party; it was one step from Buckingham Palace. But, she told herself, she could do this. She took a cleansing breath.

      Simon, always attuned to her, leaned down and whispered. “They’re just people, Elizabeth. With sticks up their arses, but just people.”

      Elizabeth laughed, relaxing.

      The house was owned by the Marquess of Kildare: Gerald FitzGerald, 5th Duke of Leinster, which, she realized belatedly, was one person. According to George, the land had initially been part of the grounds of St. James’ Palace and later, when the first house was built, the town residence of the Prince Regent. Eventually, it was sold, demolished and turned into the two enormous white stucco terraced-buildings they were now.

      Enormous hardly did them justice. They were four stories high with grand terraces on each side, one with a perfect view of the park. The outside was nearly as opulent as the inside.

      The party spilled from the main downstairs salon through the elegant domed entry hall, up the grand double-staircase, complete with statues in alcoves and into the main ballroom. So far, she’d met a duke, a viscount, a baron, a couple of earls and fistful of knights, and they’d only just arrived.

      Now this was a party.

      The dresses ranged from the sublime to the ridiculous and beyond. It seemed that the more fabric and layers you displayed, the higher up the food chain you were. It was a wonder some of the women could move at all.

      George led them around, introducing them to all and sundry, as a small orchestra played in the corner. Most of the guests were gracious, although there were a few who found an American among them, an American woman reporter at that, discomfiting. Lord Salisbury had been most put off. It was all Elizabeth could do not to say how much she loved his steaks just to see the look on his face.

      An artist named Sickert was busy doing sketches in the corner—capturing his subject’s dual nature by drawing two separate faces for them, their Jekyll and Hyde, much to everyone’s amusement. Both Simon and Elizabeth passed on that, but there was quite a crowd gathering.

      They had almost reached the end of their first circuit when George smiled and waved them toward two men talking in the corner. She recognized one as Montague John Druitt. The other was more whiskers than man, with a large belly that strained his pearl grey waistcoat.

      As they approached, Elizabeth overheard the tail end of their conversation.

      “You should regularly,” the whiskered man said with a slightly scolding tone. “…an appointment tomorrow afternoon.”

      Druitt nodded. “Yes, especially after mother, I—”

      Both of them stopped talking as they realized they weren’t alone and their serious countenances instantly changed to the same isn’t it a delight? expression everyone seemed to assume when they came across a new person.

      “John,” George said, shaking hands with his friend.

      The other man seemed glad to see him, but perhaps a little embarrassed as well.

      “Doctor,” George said, extending his hand to the whiskered man who humphed and shook the offered hand quickly. The doctor then turned his attention to Simon and Elizabeth, and coughed in a not so gentle reproof of George’s lack of manners.

      “Oh, forgive me,” George said. “Dr. Blackwood, may I present Mr. and Mrs. Simon Cross?”

      Dr. Blackwood. He was another one of the names on the suspect list. Between the doctor and Druitt, they’d hit the perfecta.

      The doctor eyed them warily for a split-second before extending his hand.

      “It’s Sir Simon, actually,” Simon said, not unkindly, and earning a warmer reception from the doctor.

      “Oh,” George said. “Are you?”

      Simon arched an eyebrow in an English shrug.

      George looked questioningly at Elizabeth.

      “Never came up,” she said.

      George smiled, amused. “We usually lead with that sort of thing here,” he said before getting back to the introductions at the end of which, he asked permission to pull Druitt away, leaving them alone with the doctor and his whiskers.

      Elizabeth couldn’t endure the awkward silence. “So, what sort of doctor are you?”

      The man frowned. “I beg your pardon?”

      “She means, what do you specialize in?” Simon clarified.

      “Diseases of the mind. It is the most misunderstood and mysterious part of the human anatomy. Delirium, derangement, melancholia. What some would simply call madness. I suppose that’s in keeping with tonight’s theme of madness,” he said looking rather pleased with himself. Elizabeth smiled politely, encouraging him. He didn’t need much.

      “The study of the mind with my methods is a rather new branch of medicine. We’ve made incredible strides in the last decade, but the established medical community, is, well, not prepared to embrace them fully just yet.”

      “Could I interview you for my paper back home?” Elizabeth asked seeing an opening. “I’m a part-time reporter and I’d love to bring them back a story like this.”

      Worried she’d made her move too soon, she did the only logical thing and plunged ahead full-speed. She raised her hands in the air and moved them across in front of her as though highlighting an invisible marquee. “A Great Man of Science Makes Great Strides Across the Ocean.”

      The doctor seemed surprised and definitely flattered, but hesitant. “I’m not certain it’s—”

      “I’ll write it,” she said. “And if you don’t like it, we won’t use it. I’ll tear it up in front of you.”

      He looked to be considering it.

      Elizabeth dipped into what she could remember about newspapers of the day. When she’d decided to use that as a cover story, she’d done a bit of quick research. Don’t fail me, Google.

      “I think Mr. Pulitzer would like it very much,” she said.

      The name drop had the desired effect.

      “Pulitzer? You work for The World?”

      Was that Pulitzer’s paper? For a moment, she couldn’t remember. “In a way, don’t we all?” she said lightly, casting a quick, nervous glance at Simon.

      “It’s really much easier simply to acquiesce, Doctor,” Simon said.

      He still looked undecided.

      “Once she gets an idea for a story, there’s no stopping it,” Simon continued. “It will either be about you or one of your colleagues, I’m afraid.”

      That kicked the old buzzard over the fence.

      “Very well,” Blackwood agreed. “Perhaps you can come by the hospital this week? I can probably spare a few minutes.”

      “Very gracious of you, Doctor.” Elizabeth grinned. “I’d like that very much.”

      “Tell me, Doctor, as a man who studies madness,” Simon said. “What do you think of this recent business in the East End? Work of a madman?”

      Blackwood tugged on one end of his mustache. “Oh, that?” he said, disinterested. “Well—”

      Before he could respond further, his attention was pulled away by a servant, possibly a footman, standing nearby expectantly.

      “Yes?” Blackwood said a little irritably.

      The man bowed quickly. “I’m sorry to interrupt your evening, Dr. Blackwood, but someone delivered this.”

      He held out a white gloved hand and a folded piece of paper. The doctor harrumphed and took it.

      “They said it was urgent, sir,” the man explained.

      “You’ll excuse me,” Blackwood said as he turned to read the note. After a moment, he looked back at the man who’d brought the note. He seemed almost angry. “Send for my carriage.”

      With another quick bow the man was gone. The doctor’s face pinched as he re-read the note.

      “Is everything all right?” Elizabeth asked.

      The doctor looked up at her, distracted for a moment, and then nodded and tucked the note into his pocket. “Fine,” he said. “Duty calls, I’m afraid.”

      He was lying. Elizabeth was sure of it.

      He turned to face them properly and held out his hand. “A pleasure meeting you. If you’ll come by the hospital, I’ll be glad to discuss my work with you. I’m at London Hospital. Whitechapel.”

      She and Simon watched him go.

      “Whitechapel,” Elizabeth whispered and looked up at Simon.

      “Curiouser and curiouser.”

      Just as Elizabeth was about to suggest they shove off and find George, and hopefully Druitt, she spotted George coming toward them through the crowd, alone.

      “I’m sorry about that,” he said. “I hope the doctor didn’t bore you to death with his research.”

      “No, it was actually quite interesting,” she said.

      George looked at her blankly, as if he couldn’t imagine such a thing, before shaking his head. “Well, I’m glad you thought so.”

      He craned his neck, searching the crowd. “There are some people I’d like you to meet. Americans actually,” he said.

      “Adding to your collection,” Elizabeth said with a smile.

      George laughed. “I think you’ll like them. Interesting sorts. Ah, there.”

      He gestured for them to walk with him. The center of the ballroom was filled with couples dancing and so they skirted along the perimeter. It was beautiful. The light from the massive chandeliers, which had actual candles in them, was soft and inviting. There was even a fire burning in a large oversized hearth. The walls on the perimeters of the room were covered with huge portraits.

      Eventually, they approached a couple who were admiring a painting of the Duke of Wellington, who looked positively resplendent in his snazzy red uniform.

      When they reached them, George cleared his throat. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but these are the Crosses I mentioned.”

      He looked back toward Simon and Elizabeth as the couple turned around. “May I introduce you to Charles Graham and Katherine Vale?”

      

      

      “Hello?”

      Victor shifted in his chair and pulled his attention away from the conversation at the next table.

      “I am not—” he started to say, expecting to see another of the usual prostitutes, tired and toothless, but was surprised to find a younger woman, tall, not exactly pretty, but attractive with blonde hair and sad blue eyes.

      “Can I set with ye?” she asked with the classic singsong tones of Cornish accent.

      He looked around the pub and it was packed by now. The chair at his table was one of the few left. Reluctantly, he nodded.

      She smiled broadly. “Cheers,” she said and sat down before he could change his mind. “Are ye new here?”

      “Yes,” he said and turned his attention to the rest of the bar. The last thing he wanted was to get involved in…anything.

      “You’re French!”

      He glanced back at her and nodded again.

      “I lived in Paris fer a bit. Beautiful,” she said, her face dreamy with the memory. “I took to Paris, but it didn’t take to me.”

      She laughed, and it wasn’t bitter, but resigned.

      “What’s yer name?” she asked. “I’m…Marie. Marie Jeannette.”

      “Victor,” he said, barely meeting her eyes, hoping she would get the hint.

      “That’s a nice name.” She scooted her chair a little closer and finger walked her hand across the table until it landed on his. “Buy a girl a drink?”

      Reluctantly, Victor followed the line of her arm up to her face. She was still young enough, still fresh enough to escape this life. She almost looked like a younger girl pretending to be grown up.

      “How old are you?” he asked.

      “Twenty-five.”

      He wasn’t sure he believed her, but in the end, it didn’t matter. Victor sighed and slid a penny across the table. “Buy yourself some food.”

      She looked down at the coin. “I’m cheap, but I’m not that—”

      “I don’t want anything.”

      She looked at him oddly, and before he could change his mind, swept the penny off the table and into her hand. For a moment, some sort of emotion filled her eyes, but she forced a cocky smile to her face.

      She turned toward the door. “Billy,” she said brightly, and with one last look at him, regret or confusion, Victor could not say, and she stood and hurried toward the young man who’d just come in.

      He grabbed her about the waist and stole a kiss that she tried to half-heartedly squirm out of. Victor watched her for a moment and then put her out of his mind. He refocused on the task at hand. Pizer snored loudly, still asleep at his table and probably wouldn’t wake until morning. The rest of the crowd was winding up for a long night.

      Another woman, this one with bright red hair, sidled up to his table, bumping into it as she did and laughing as his drink sloshed in its glass.

      “Is this seat taken?” she slurred with a half-toothless grin.

      “No,” he said.

      She pulled out the wooden chair and flopped down into it.

      Victor stood. “They are both free,” he said as he downed what was left of his beer. “Goodnight,” he said to her shocked expression.

      He left Ten Bells, almost managing not to look back at Marie as she sat on Billy’s lap and laughed at something he said.

      The streets were wet and a cold drizzle rolled down the back of his neck. He put on his cap and flipped up the collar of his coat. He looked down the dark street. Small gas flames struggled in the rain. Stepping off the curb, he started toward the next pub in line.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    
    
      Elizabeth was sure she stopped breathing or all of the air had left the room, or both, as Katherine Vale stood in front them. Like a dolly zoom in a Hitchcock movie, the room around her seemed to blur and distort, moving past her while Vale stood highlighted and unmoving, unnatural.

      She’d experienced this exact moment before. In an instant, Elizabeth was back in the salon of the Winter Palace in Cairo. She gripped Simon’s arm.

      “Hello,” Vale said with a genuine smile and no hint of the crazy, maniacal murderer she would become in her violet eyes. Her eyes had always struck Elizabeth, not because of they were unusual or beautiful, but because they always seemed cold and soulless, like a serpent’s.

      But the woman looking at her with growing concern in them was anything but that. It took Elizabeth a moment to realize she was talking to her.

      “I’m sorry,” Elizabeth managed. “Hello.”

      This is not the same Katherine Vale, she reminded herself. Well, technically, it was the same one, but this one seemed almost…normal.  The Vale Elizabeth knew had aged considerably from the twenty-something beauty in front her. Of course, twelve years in Bedlam and a lifetime of crazy did that to a person, but it was still a surprise. Like seeing a picture of Stalin as a boy in short pants.

      This Vale was twenty years younger, and seemed bright and pleasant. And best of all, not trying to kill them. In fact, this Katherine Vale didn’t even know who they were.

      The realization let Elizabeth unclench a little and gather her senses. She smiled back. “Nice to meet you.”

      Simon shook hands with Charles Graham, the man Vale had spent years hunting. It felt odd to be face to face with them both, knowing what would come to pass. Katherine took Graham’s arm and looked at him, not with the fiery vengeful hatred older Vale would have, but with love and adoration.

      For his part, Graham looked strikingly like the photograph she’d seen. She’d somehow expected him to be much younger, like Vale. He looked to be nearly forty. All and all, he was nice looking, average height with brown hair and matching mustache. He smiled amiably as he shook Simon’s hand.

      George sighed and apologized as he was pulled away again.

      “What did you think of the play?” Vale asked her.

      Was that a loaded question, Elizabeth thought. “I enjoyed it,” she said. “You?”

      “I thought it was very good. I felt a little guilty going after what had happened, you know…”

      Elizabeth stared at her, still processing that this was Katherine Vale.

      “The murder,” Vale said discreetly.

      “Yes,” Elizabeth said. “Of course.”

      “Curious business,” Simon said.

      “It is, isn’t it?” Graham said, a head of excitement laced through his tone. “I’m sure you’ll think me morbid, but I do think it’s fascinating. What drives a man to do such things?”

      Elizabeth knew that Graham’s fascination for Jack the Ripper went far beyond polite conversation, if one could have polite conversation about a brutal murderer. He was the Council’s foremost expert on the crimes.

      She glanced over at Simon, who was politely listening to Graham, and wondered if he was thinking the same thing. They’d both been conflicted, for obvious reasons, about finding Graham and Vale. Elizabeth had looked for them, albeit somewhat half-heartedly. Secretly, she’d hoped they would never run into each other, that she and Simon could solve the mystery, stop the murder and never see Katherine Vale again. But the universe had something else in mind. And now that Graham was standing in front of them, a virtual encyclopedia of Ripperology, they’d be fools not to try enlist his help.

      “I’m a bit of an amateur criminologist,” Graham said modestly.

      Vale leaned into his side. “He’s brilliant.”

      “My wife’s a reporter,” Simon said, testing the waters.

      She and Simon had discussed it before, and agreed that they would keep their true identities a secret, at least at first. The less any Katherine Vale knew about them the better.

      Graham’s eyes brightened. “Are you? That’s unusual, isn’t it? A woman as a reporter, I mean.”

      “I think it’s wonderful,” Vale said, giving Elizabeth that shared smile women do. It was all Elizabeth could do not to laugh.

      “Oh, I agree,” Graham said. “Good for you.”

      “I think there’s a good story in it all,” Elizabeth said.

      Graham’s eyes grew even brighter. “Oh, a very good story indeed.”

      A waiter appeared with a tray of champagne. They each took a glass and Elizabeth noticed that Vale winced as she took a step away with her drink.

      “Are you all right?” she asked.

      “I’m afraid, I’m a little clumsy,” Vale explained. “Twisted my ankle a few days ago. So silly. You don’t mind if I sit down for a few moments, do you?”

      Elizabeth shook her head and Graham handed her the cane he’d been holding. Elizabeth had thought it was his, just an affectation, but Vale used it to hobble to a nearby settee.

      “I thought I could do it,” Vale apologized to Graham as he helped her into her seat.

      “It’s all right, dear. Too much, too soon.”

      Vale blushed, embarrassed, an emotion Elizabeth hadn’t thought her even capable of. She smiled up at Elizabeth, obliged to offer an explanation now that she’d given them a show.

      “I thought I could carry on, but I seem to have reached my limit.” Her smile faltered and she reached a hand up to her temple.

      “The headache again?” Graham asked, concerned, as he sat down next to her.

      “It’s nothing,” she said, smiling bravely and holding out her hand for the glass of champagne he was holding for her. “I’m sure that will help.”

      As Graham gave it to her, Elizabeth noticed the small bandage on his palm.

      “Did you have an accident, too?” she asked nodding toward his injury.

      “Oh, no,” he said. “Broken glass. We’re quite the pair though, aren’t we?”

      Elizabeth looked to Simon who seemed to be weighing what, if anything, to do.

      “There are doctors here,” he said finally. “If you’d like me to—”

      Vale shook her head slightly. “It’s all right, really. It’s going away already.”

      Was it a time travel headache? Heavens knew she’d had lulus the first few times she’d used the watch. This could even be Vale’s first trip. As Elizabeth looked at her, she did have that slightly glassy-eyed look about her.

      “When did you arrive?” Elizabeth asked. “In London, I mean.”

      Graham gave Vale one last concerned look and stood. “Just a few days ago. Took the Augusta Victoria from New York.”

      Elizabeth had to smile. It was fun being on the other side of a “time traveler’s lie.”

      “And you?” he asked.

      “The Umbria,” Simon said without hesitation. “Cunard,” he added as though that explained everything.

      Apparently, to Graham, it did. He smiled and dipped his head once in deference and then glanced back at Vale.

      “I think, perhaps I should take you back to the hotel, Katherine.”

      She looked like she was going to protest, but then nodded. “If you think that’s best, Charles.”

      “No reason to overdo,” he said, helping her up. “We’re here for several months, after all.”

      He held out his hand to Simon. “Perhaps we’ll run into each other again.”

      Simon nodded. “I’d like that,” he managed with a straight face.

      “I hope so,” Vale said and then looked to Elizabeth. “I feel like such an outsider here.”

      Elizabeth knew the feeling, and her sudden empathy for Vale surprised her. She put it aside, but noticed she didn’t feel the hatred she felt for older Vale for the woman standing in front of her.

      “Where are you staying?” Simon said.

      Graham smiled. “Hyde Park Hotel. Perhaps you’re free for lunch this week?”

      Simon looked at Elizabeth and then back to him. “I’m sure we can find time in our schedule for that.”

      “Very good,” Graham said.

      Vale wound her arm through his and gripped the cane with her other. “I’ll see you soon then,” she said to Elizabeth.

      They said their goodbyes and watched Vale and Graham disappear into the crowd.

      “I don’t know about you,” Elizabeth said, “but I could use some air.”

      Simon grunted in agreement. Once they’d made sure Vale and Graham had left for the evening, they found the French doors leading to one of the terraces on the second floor. The stones were wet, but the rain seemed to have moved on. The air was cool and heavy.

      They walked over to the balustrade and Elizabeth took a deep breath. “That was…strange. She was so different,” she said, thinking aloud. “It’s hard to believe she becomes that…thing we left in San Francisco.”

      “Yes,” he said, although he sounded distracted.

      “Do you think it’s a good idea, buddying up with them?” she asked.

      Simon looked out into the park. “I don’t trust her,” he said finally, and cast a wan smile down at Elizabeth before continuing. “But I think considering Graham’s expertise and the challenge before us, it would be foolish not to use every tool at our disposal.”

      Elizabeth looked out the same way Simon was, but all she could see the black of night. “Should we tell him who we are?”

      Simon tugged on his ear. “I’ve been thinking about that. I doubt he’d share much in the way of, well, spoilers, if he thought we were merely curiosity seekers from 1888. Fellow Council members, however….”

      Elizabeth frowned. “Even though this Katherine Vale doesn’t know who we are or what sort of history we’ll have together, it’s unnerving to think we’d be working with her.”

      “Very,” Simon agreed. “But they seem to come as a pair. I’m not sure we can tell Graham something and not expect him to tell her.”

      “Poor guy.” Elizabeth put her hand down on the railing and then realized it was wet. “He has no idea what sort of woman he’s really with.”

      Simon slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her toward him. “Love is blind.”

      Elizabeth looked nervously over at the doorway. Victorian etiquette didn’t allow for much, or anything, in the way of PDAs. “Simon. The world is watching.”

      He sighed. “Then let’s go back to the hotel. I think I’ve had enough of the world today.”

      

      

      Elizabeth hated being a prisoner—a prisoner to convention, to expectation, to her darn clothes. A lady of substance didn’t venture out alone, but this lady was going to go nutso if she had to stay in the hotel for another minute.

      Earlier that morning Simon had received an invitation from George Roxbury to join him at his club for lunch. At first, Simon had wanted to turn it down; the idea of being separated if—when—she corrected herself, when another of the time shifts occurred was terrifying. But in the end, they’d agreed that they wouldn’t be able to remain together every minute of every day and do the investigating they needed to. Simon had reluctantly accepted George’s invitation, but only after securing a promise from Elizabeth that she wouldn’t wander off.

      That had been two hours and ten cucumber sandwiches ago. Elizabeth just couldn’t sit there waiting for him to come back if there was something, anything, she could be doing to help. If the only thing she could manage that wouldn’t draw too much attention was a quiet walk that happened to pass near Vale and Graham’s hotel where she might be able to spy on Vale a little, then so be it. She left her small corner table at the hotel’s cafe and started for the front desk.

      Ever since the party, Elizabeth couldn’t get Vale out of her mind. They might be there to find Jack the Ripper, but older Vale had chosen this point in time for a reason—presumably to alter not just the course of history, but her own history. And that meant all of this had something to do with her younger self, that some action or lack of action would change what happened to her. And whatever that was, she wouldn’t learn spit about it just sitting in her hotel room.

      She asked the hotel clerk for pen and paper and started to write a note to Simon letting him know where she’d gone. She’d probably strike out and be back before he even knew she was gone, but—

      “Hello,” a familiar voice said.

      Elizabeth kept herself from jumping at the sound and felt the same chill she always did at the sound of that woman’s voice. Quickly composing herself, she turned to find a smiling Katherine Vale.

      “I was hoping I’d catch you,” Vale continued.

      Elizabeth managed a confused, but amiable smile. “Oh?”

      Vale smiled back and touched her arm in a casual, friendly gesture. “I’m sorry,” she said. “George told me where you were staying. I hope you don’t mind.”

      Elizabeth shook her head and put down the pen. “No, of course not.”

      “Good, I didn’t want you to think I was stalking you or…”

      Elizabeth laughed and hoped it didn’t sound as strained as it felt. “I’m glad to see you. Your ankle’s feeling better?”

      “Oh, much. Thank you.”

      They stood in awkward silence for a moment.

      “I’m not keeping you from anything, am I?” Vale asked, clearly hoping the answer was no.

      It was strange to see her so unsure, so needy.

      “Not at all,” Elizabeth said. “Is something wrong?”

      Vale shook her head. Then she took a step closer and lowered her eyes in mild embarrassment. “It’s just that Charles is off doing things today and I, well, I have two tickets.”

      She pulled two cardboard tickets out of her small handbag. “I don’t suppose…?”

      Elizabeth tried to read the tickets, but the print was too small. “Another show?”

      “Not quite,” Vale said with a slight blush. “It’s a sort of a talk really. Have you heard of the Theosophical Society?”

      Boy, had she. The Theosophical Society and its members were part of every occult studies student’s first class. The founders had taken eastern and western religions and combined them with mysticism and metaphysics to create an occult-based philosophy that was firmly located on the edge of crazy town.

      “No,” Elizabeth said. “It sounds interesting though.”

      Katherine Vale’s eyes lit up with excitement. “It’s fascinating. Charles thinks it’s nonsense, of course, but when I heard that Madame Blavatsky herself was here in London and giving a lecture…”

      Madame Blavatsky was a renowned psychic or charlatan, or both, depending on who you asked. And that was an all-too familiar persona, Elizabeth thought with a sinking feeling.

      “It’s a bit like spiritualism,” Vale explained.

      Slowly, pieces were falling into place—disturbing bit by disturbing bit. She had spent the better part of the day wondering how this seemingly charming and open young woman had become the monstrosity they’d last seen in Council headquarters. Was this the start of it? Was Blavatsky the genesis for Madame Petrovka, the identity Vale would assume when she escaped Bedlam?

      The thought horrified her, but she kept her face placid.

      “I know it’s not for everyone,” Vale said, misreading Elizabeth’s expression. “I’m not sure I believe any of it honestly, but it is intriguing, isn’t it? The idea that there are answers, something beyond all of this?”

      She laughed at herself, embarrassed, and put the tickets back in her bag. “It’s all right if you don’t want to go. I just thought—”

      Know your enemy, Elizabeth thought and rushed to accept the invite before it disappeared. “I’d like to,” she said, “very much.”

      Vale grinned broadly, surprised and pleased, and pushed out a relieved sigh. “Wonderful.”

      Sun Tzu would be proud. Simon, however…

      Elizabeth held up a finger. “I just need to write my husband a note,” she said as she picked up the pen she’d left on the clerk’s counter. And, she added silently, hope his head doesn’t explode when he reads it.
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      “Absurd.”

      Simon gritted his teeth. Again. Lord Stansbury was the exact sort of pompous ass he usually relished in dismantling, but under the circumstances, Simon had to keep his mouth shut. He couldn’t burn any social bridges just yet. The result meant he had to sit and listen to idiots like Stansbury.

      He’d endured inane celebrations of feats like Lord Walsingham’s shooting of over one thousand grouse in a single day. Nearly all of the men at the club had found that particularly impressive. For his part, the allure of hunting for sport always eluded Simon, and in particular events like Walsingham’s, which meant only to impress. But then that was part and parcel of life amongst the gentry—a perpetual pissing contest.

      To make matters worse, the smell of curry powder in the dining room was nearly overwhelming. Simon had eaten some terrible curry at school, but the fare at today’s Savile Club special “oriental” luncheon was truly ghastly. England had taken a great many things from India during its reign there, but Simon was certain the chef was not one of them.

      Couple that with a shockingly ignorant screed against Indians, their history and religion, and Simon was very much ready to hit someone.

      “These inferiors need their honorable masters,” Lord Stansbury intoned. It was an all too familiar rationale. “I cannot imagine the state of the subcontinent without the British Raj. Absolute chaos. The Empire does what it can though.”

      Several of the men at the table agreed with requisite humphs, the lone exception being Charles Graham. Simon hadn’t expected to see him at the club, but his appearance was a welcome one. Not only might it provide an opportunity for Simon to reveal himself and see what Graham knew about the killer, but he seemed to have even less tolerance for nonsense than Simon did.

      “The empire might consider giving them back their sovereignty,” Graham said as he took a sip of wine. “We’re rather enjoying it in America.”

      Stansbury grunted dismissively and turned to Blackwood. Simon hid his smile. Graham caught his eye and gave him a mildly, amused shrug.

      “So, Doctor,” Simon said, hoping to turn the conversation to a more profitable subject. “I do hope you’ll be available this week. My wife is very much looking forward to it.”

      “Is she mad?” Stansbury said bluntly.

      Simon coughed. “I beg your pardon?”

      Stansbury shrugged. “The doctor’s expertise…”

      “No,” Blackwood said quickly. “An interview. Mrs. Cross works for an American newspaper. Wants to do a feature on my work.”

      “You shouldn’t encourage that sort of…behavior, Robert,” Stansbury said.

      Simon felt his blood pressure rise again. “And what behavior is that?”

      Stansbury fixed him with his most disapproving glare. “Moving beyond her place.”

      “Her place?” Simon said. He knew that misogyny was typical of the time, but this was just too much.

      “It’s quite well-known that women are inferior both physically and mentally,” Stansbury said. He turned to Dr. Blackwell. “Surely, you’ve found that to be the case in your studies.”

      The doctor nodded, but hedged. “Women are more fragile, yes.”

      Graham shook his head and frowned. “Maybe it’s because I’m an American and a little more progressive—”

      Stansbury snorted.

      Graham continued, “But I couldn’t disagree more.”

      “I would expect no less from you,” Stansbury said in a dismissive tone. “Your women are practically as wild as those savages you pretend to tame.”

      He dabbed the corners of his mouth with a napkin. “No, women are best kept in the background of politics and industry.”

      “They are not well-suited to those tasks,” Blackwood agreed. “Motherhood and companionship—”

      Graham caught Simon’s eye and cleared his throat. “Just so I’m clear,” he said turning to Stansbury. “You think women are inferior and should stay out of messy things like politics.”

      Stansbury inclined his head.

      “Forgive me,” Graham continued, “but that seems an odd position for a man whose country is led by a woman. Or do you think the Queen is inferior and frail of mind as well?”

      Stansbury spluttered. “That’s entirely different.”

      “Is it?” Graham said, clearly enjoying Stansbury’s discomfiture. He turned to Simon and added, “Perhaps your wife can add that to the story.”

      Simon smiled, impressed with the deft way Graham had maneuvered Stansbury.

      The older man glared at them both and then pushed back his chair. With a final indignant humph he left the table. Blackwood looked almost apologetic as he stood and followed, leaving Graham and Simon alone at the table.

      Graham smiled and raised his glass. “Like shooting grouse.”

      Simon chuckled and raised his glass of Claret. He was beginning to like Graham very much.

      Finally, the luncheon part of the lunch was over and the men retired to one of the smoking rooms.

      Like so many others, the club was a relatively small, intimate affair in what was once a private residence in the heart of Mayfair. Several hundred members paid several hundred pounds to escape their wives and their lives. Two of the three stories had been converted for gaming, socializing, reading, eating, drinking, smoking and generally being anywhere other than home or office.

      The smoking room was decorated much as the rest, dark woods and lighter ceilings, leather chairs and crystal chandeliers. Decadent, but not gaudy. It was the epitome of the wealthy bachelor’s home without a trace of a woman’s touch.

      The notion turned Simon’s thoughts to Elizabeth. He wondered how she was faring back the hotel. God knew what trouble she’d manage to get into left to her own devices, he thought with a smile. Given their circumstances, he hated to be away from her, even for these few hours, but they would have to do that and more if they were to solve this mystery.

      Simon carefully lingered on the periphery of the smoking room as everyone found their place, making sure he could float freely to the area George and Druitt occupied. He’d spent a little time with Druitt before lunch, but not nearly enough to get a feel for the man.

      Finally, Simon settled into a large leather chair opposite them and listened, letting them carry the conversation. Druitt seemed an unlikely suspect. He was well-spoken, amiable, if a little melancholic. Apparently, he was quite the cricket player and enjoyed lively political debate. Although, when he was alone with George, Simon realized, the topics shifted to more subdued things, literature and the arts. The two spoke at length about the Romantics, Keats and Shelly. Hardly the stuff Simon imagined to be coursing through Jack the Ripper’s mind.

      It was difficult to imagine Druitt committing such heinous acts. But then it was difficult to imagine any man doing the things that had been and would be done. Although, he thought as he shifted his attention to Dr. Blackwood, who sat nearby, some seemed more likely than others.

      “Virginia’s condition is unchanged,” he said as he took a sip of brandy and then sat back in his chair, lacing his hands across his belly.

      A tall thin man named Morgan, who’d been sitting at the far end of the table during lunch, looked at the doctor sympathetically. “I’m sorry to hear that, Robert.”

      Blackwood grunted. “I had hoped for improvement with the last treatment, but…”

      “Well, if anyone can find a cure,” Morgan said, raising his glass in salute. “I’d be dashed if Claire suffered so.”

      The doctor grunted again, his hands bouncing slightly on his belly

      “Are you married?” Morgan said, politely folding Simon into the conversation. “Cross, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” Simon. “On both counts.”

      “She’s a reporter,” Blackwood said in with the arch of an amused and slightly disapproving brow.

      Morgan, if he felt the same way, didn’t show it. “A lady reporter? The times are changing, aren’t they?”

      Simon dipped his head in agreement.

      “Too quickly for me, I’m afraid,” Morgan said and then held up a hand to ward off any misconception. “Not that I’m against progress, mind you. It’s just that I feel as though the world is a raging river and I’m stuck on the shore, unable to swim.”

      He gave a small self-deprecating laugh. “That’s never been a problem for you though, has it, Robert? Always at the forefront.”

      Blackwood smiled modestly, or at least what he seemed to consider modestly. Simon wasn’t sure the man was capable of it in any sincere form. “Science, by its very nature, must advance or it ceases to be relevant.”

      “Quite so,” Morgan agreed.

      “The treatments you mentioned,” Simon said. “Are those part of your work?”

      Blackwood shook his head and thoughtfully twisted the end of his mustache. “No, no. For my wife. She is an invalid.”

      Simon was surprised at the offhand way the doctor said it. The thought of Elizabeth suffering from such a fate made his stomach tense.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Blackwood sighed and Simon could see the frustration in his eyes.

      “Has she been ill long?” Simon asked.

      “Several years.”

      Morgan leaned forward. “It must be terribly difficult. On both of you.”

      Blackwood nodded. “It is for her, of course.”

      “She was a lovely girl,” Morgan said to Simon and then added hastily, “still is, of course. I didn’t mean—”

      Blackwood waved the apology away. Abruptly, he seemed to have had his fill of the subject and checked his watch. He closed it with a snap before sliding it back into his vest pocket.

      “I’m afraid I must return to hospital,” he said as he stood.

      “Surely you can have—” Morgan began.

      “No,” Blackwood said abruptly. The shift in his demeanor was abrupt and disconcerting.

      He turned to Simon. “Cross.”

      Simon nodded. “Doctor.”

      With that Blackwood bowed and took his leave.

      “You’ll have to forgive him,” Morgan said as Blackwood left. “It’s terrible what they’ve been through. She was so vibrant and now…” He trailed off and shook his head.

      Simon nodded.  “What happened to her?”

      “Dashed if I know. She just took ill one day. And I’m afraid, she’s been in declining health ever since. In and out of hospital, traveling looking for all sorts of cures. Man worships her. Must be terribly lonely for him.”

      Simon nodded and tucked that bit of information away. Lonely enough to drive him to visit other women, he wondered. The man did work in Whitechapel as well.

      Issues with women, both at home and in general. Druitt might be less appealing as a suspect, but the doctor was looking more and more interesting. Although, it was a rather large leap to assume he was serial killer.

      Simon sighed and took a sip of his port. At least the wine was good.

      Graham, who had been sitting with a man Simon hadn’t spoken to, rose and walked over to the window. He stood there looking out at the city and Simon excused himself to join him.

      Graham turned to him and smiled in greeting before turning back to the view. “It’s a wonderful city. So…alive.”

      Simon had to agree. Although London was filled with personal ghosts and ambivalent memories, he did love the city. Today, miraculously, the sun was shining. But it would set and the darkness would come again and in just a few days, Ripper would strike again.

      As loath as Simon was to ask for help, after the debacle of their last foray into Whitechapel, he knew he’d be a fool to ignore the help Graham could provide. Not to mention that they’d inevitably run into each other during their investigations and their fascination with Ripper would be hard to explain away. Even with Elizabeth cast as a nosy reporter, there was a limit to what they could learn if they didn’t tell Graham the truth.

      Victor would no doubt not approve of his choice to involve Graham. It was a risk, but one Simon deemed worth the taking. And now, it seemed, was as good a time as any to broach the subject.

      Simon lowered his voice. “Do you think we could we talk privately?”

      Graham seemed surprised, but agreed.

      Simon turned back to the main room. Everyone was deeply involved in discussion. He doubted they’d even be missed. Having remembered passing a small reading salon adjacent to the smoking room, Simon gestured for Graham to follow him.

      Once he and Graham were in the salon, he closed the doors behind them.

      Graham stood in the middle of the room and looked at him with concern. “Is something wrong?”

      “You could say that,” Simon said.

      Graham watched him expectantly. Simon reached into his pocket and held out the watch in the palm of his hand.

      Graham arched an eyebrow. “The Council?”

      “Yes,” Simon said as he put the watch back in his pocket.

      Graham laughed and ran a hand through his hair. “I’ll admit, I didn’t see that one coming. Why did they send you? Has something gone wrong?”

      Simon knew he had to tread carefully here. “I need your help. There has been an incident.”

      Graham laughed again. “You’re definitely with the Council. Why speak when double-speak will do? You sound like Travers.”

      “There’s no need to be insulting,” Simon said with a small smile. “I am sorry though. I can tell you some of it, but…

      Graham frowned, but then sighed and waved a hand. “It’s all right. I understand. They have their reasons, I suppose.”

      “It’s complicated.”

      Graham chuckled to himself. “Isn’t it always?”

      His attention fell on a nearby drink cart. “Sherry?” he asked as he moved to pour himself one.

      “No, thank you.”

      Graham poured himself a glass. He turned back to Simon and took a sip. “Sweet. A small vice,” he said with a smile and gestured toward two chairs.

      Simon sat down in one of the leather wingbacks and waited for Graham to do the same.

      “So, what can you tell me?” Graham asked as he put his glass aside.

      Simon leaned back in his chair. “Not much, I’m afraid. Our mission is…related to the Jack the Ripper case.”

      Graham nodded. “I assumed as much.”

      “I can’t go into any specifics, but it’s very important that we find him,” Simon said. “Do you know who he is?”

      Graham opened his mouth and then paused. His brow furrowed. “No, I’m ashamed to say. The foremost expert and I don’t know the one thing that really matters.”

      Simon’s heart sank. He’d hoped it would be simple, but he should have known nothing related to the Council was ever simple. “You didn’t go to the crime scene?”

      Graham put a hand to his neck and rubbed the skin beneath his chin. “I did. Kat had turned her ankle and so she stayed behind. I was even there quite early, hid in alleyway. But, I’m afraid, from my vantage point, I couldn’t get a good look at him, couldn’t see his face.”

      He shook his head and smiled apologetically. “I wanted to. I’d dreamt of that moment so many times, but when it happened, when I had the opportunity….I was…afraid. I’m not ashamed to admit. When I recovered myself enough, it was too late.”

      He looked down at his hands and rubbed hard at his palm with his thumb. “I’d read about it so many times, I thought I was prepared.” He looked up helplessly. “It was horrific.”

      Simon could imagine, and he felt for the man, but there wasn’t time to dwell on any of that. “You couldn’t make out anything about him?”

      “He was a good thirty feet away and with his back turned.”

      Simon nodded, disappointed.

      Graham looked at him curiously. “You didn’t go yourself?”

      Simon grunted. “We tried. Fate had other ideas.”

      Graham picked up his sherry glass and looked into it. “You must have some theories though as to who it might be. You don’t strike me as the sort to come unprepared.”

      “A few suspects,” Simon conceded.

      Graham took a sip. “Any in particular?”

      “It’s early days, but I have to admit, Dr. Blackwood is near the top.”

      Graham pointed a finger in the air and set his glass down. “Blackwood. Now, that is interesting. And,” he said, as if seeing something for the first time, “the man I saw was roughly his height. Difficult to say from that distance, but I do think the man’s clothes were far finer than the so-called eye witness accounts would have us believe. I’m assuming you’ve read them.”

      “I have, although,” he admitted, “I did not have long to study them.”

      Graham smiled. “That’s all right. I’ve got it all up here,” he said, tapping his temple. “The only person who knows as much as I do about the case is the murderer himself.”

      “Good,” Simon said.

      “I’m not sure it’s related, of course,” Graham said, “but I did notice a coach that night. I thought it a bit odd to see one so late at night there, but it was several blocks from the scene.”

      “Can you describe it?”

      Graham laughed. “It was a coach. Black.” He frowned and squinted as if trying to see a memory more clearly. “I think it had yellow wheels. I wasn’t very close to it, but…”

      “Something to consider,” Simon said.

      Simon was disappointed he hadn’t learned more about the Ripper’s identity, but at least it was a comfort to know that he could work with Graham moving forward. Between them, surely they’d be able to discover the identity. But there was still one problem.

      He had to tread carefully here. “It might,” Simon continued, “be better if no one else knew about Elizabeth’s and my involvement.”

      “Who would I tell?” Graham said. It was only after Simon’s pointed look that he connected the dots. “Oh, no one?”

      He pursed his lips in thought and at least seemed to be considering it.

      “Katherine,” Simon said. “I have to ask—is this her first mission? She seems rather young.”

      Graham cleared his throat. “Yes, it is. I recruited her actually. Found her at a university.”

      Simon smiled, but didn’t mention the parallel to his finding Elizabeth. That was, after all, where the similarities between them ceased.

      “She’s a bit green,” Graham said, “I’ll grant you that. And hasn’t taken to it quite as I’d expected, but I don’t like the idea of keeping something from her. We’re…involved.”

      Simon practically bit his tongue to keep from saying what he wanted to. Dear Lord, man, the woman is a psychotic; run as far and as fast as you can. Knowing how he would react to something like that if their roles were reversed, Simon kept on a more subtle tack.

      “Obviously, I can’t keep you from telling her, but the nature of our mission is delicate. It requires a steady hand. Her inexperience…She could put us all at risk without even realizing it.”

      Graham’s frown deepened. He started to speak when a knock on the door interrupted him.

      The door opened and the house steward, a tall, thin hawk-nosed man, appeared there and bowed. “I’m sorry to interrupt, Sir Simon, but there is a…boy here to see you.”

      The way he said boy made it clear he considered it a generous appellation.

      “Says he has a message for you,” the steward continued. “I tried to take it from him, but he insists on giving it you personally.”

      Simon nodded and stood. “Thank you.”

      “Trouble?” Graham asked.

      It was either from Elizabeth or Victor; neither bode well. “Probably.”

      The steward escorted them downstairs to the servants’ entrance at the back of the club. Freddie stood at the bottom of the steps, staring up admiringly at the house.

      When he saw Simon, he took off his cap and dug a note out of his pocket. Wiping his running nose with one hand, he held out the note to Simon with the other. “From the missus.”

      “Do not touch anything,” the steward said from the top of the stairs.

      Freddie looked at him unflinchingly and rubbed his gooey hand up and down the wrought iron railing.

      Graham chuckled and interceded as the steward strode forward to discipline the boy.

      “It’s all right,” Graham said, putting himself between them. “We can handle it from here.”

      The steward narrowed his eyes in warning at the boy and then went back inside.

      Simon took the note and read it. Damn that woman. He should have known she wouldn’t just sit still. He was sure she hadn’t passed a day in her life waiting for anything.

      With a sigh, he dipped into his pocket, took out a coin, and gave it to Freddie. “No reply.”

      Freddie put his cap back on. “Right, sir.”

      With one more defiant lift of his chin at the grand house, he hurried off down the street back to his post at the hotel.

      “Trouble?” Graham asked again.

      Simon sighed and refolded the note. “It’s from my wife.”

      “I take that as a yes.”

      Simon looked at him questioningly.

      “You’re not the first married man to have that look on his face.”

      Simon nodded. “It seems my wife and your Katherine have gone to see a presentation.”

      “Blavatsky,” Graham said with a snort. “I told her that was nonsense.”

      Simon tucked the note into his pocket and looked around for a cab before turning back to Graham. “Not a believer?”

      “I prefer my fiction in fiction,” Graham said.

      Simon had to agree with that assessment, at least where Blavatsky was concerned. But Madame Blavatsky and her worship of Lucifer, among other things, were the least of his worries. Right now, Elizabeth was out there alone with something far worse—Katherine Vale.
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      Victor’s stomach rumbled, but for once, not because he was hungry. Just the opposite. He was too full. He’d had enough of nearly rotten fish and very stale bread and had walked to Cheapside to get a real meal. It hadn’t exactly been the stuff of kings, but it would do him well. He would live among the poor, but if he were to keep his wits and his strength, he would need more than the pubs and the carts of Bishopsgate and Whitechapel could provide.

      On the way back, he passed people scraping out a living in any way they could. Board men wore large sandwich boards advertising everything from cigars and soaps to bawdy entertainments. They were taunted by street urchins as they walked back and forth. Men painted cards and placards for stores and carts. Women sold flowers and fruit and shoelaces. A man caned chairs and another sold blood purifiers and healing ointments. If they were lucky, they would make just enough to survive.

      They came in droves from the country in search of jobs and found only desolation. London was overflowing with people, like too many fish in a barrel. It was too loud, too noisy, too crowded. How he yearned to finish this and go back home where there was air to breathe and no one to bother him.

      It would not last though, he knew. Eventually, he would find the quiet as unbearable as this. Everywhere was the same in the end. No matter how the world outside changed, the man he was did not. Travers would call and he would go. Until the day he could not, and then he would finally find peace.

      Victor stepped off the curb and into the street without looking, jumping back out of the wagon’s way just in time. He laughed to himself. Apparently, today was not that day. Although, he thought with his customary cheer, the day was still young.

      He turned up Shepherd Street toward the Ten Bells when he noticed a disturbance across the street. Two young men, one barely a man at all, were having what they thought was fun at the expense of an older couple. Picking on the weak and vulnerable was an amusement that never seemed to go out of style. Two of the men stood on either side of a wobbly old man, who could barely stand without his cane. They pushed him back and forth between them like a toy. The woman was too weak and too afraid to help, her basket of small wares—cotton, ribbon and bits of tape spilled onto the pavement at her feet.

      And no one cared.

      People passed by because it was not their problem. They had more than enough problems of their own without finding new ones that offered them nothing but risk. And so the weak and the vulnerable were preyed upon. So it was and so it would always be.

      It was not his problem either and yet he felt himself crossing the street and calling out to them.

      “That is enough,” he said.

      Only one of the men even bothered to notice him. The other kept on playing with his toy, like a spoiled child. Spoiled children needed to be taught manners.

      “I said that was enough,” Victor repeated, this time reaching out and pushing one of the men aside.

      He stumbled back in surprise. His comrade looked at Victor, not in fear, as it would have been wise to do, but in petulant anger. So very spoiled.

      “What’s it to you?” he demanded.

      Victor ignored him and turned to the poor old man who was struggling to stand without the aid of his cane. “Are you all right?”

      The old man started to answer, but the other interrupted.

      “I said—”

      Victor’s hand struck out like a coiled snake. His fingers bit into the sides of the man’s throat, cutting off the rest of whatever idiocy he had to offer and whatever air he needed to breath.

      The man gasped and clawed helplessly against Victor’s hand.

      “You have said enough,” Victor said, tightening his grip for emphasis.

      He looked over his shoulder at the other man. He was in a state of shock over the sudden change in their fortune and stood dumbly watching.

      Victor turned back to the man in his grip. “You will not bother these people again. Do you understand?”

      He waited, and finally the man managed a small nod. Victor released him and he stumbled backwards, gasping for breath. His friend, freed from his stupor, moved to his side.

      They both glared at him, but the fear was there now. A good healthy dose of fear.

      Victor feinted a step forward and they both flinched and then turned and ran off down the street. When Victor turned around the old woman was helping the man pick up his cane.

      “Thank you,” she said in a thick Polish accent. “They have been bothering me for days. My husband came to help, but…”

      The old man stood as straight and tall as his bent body would allow.

      Victor nodded at him with respect. “A man must stand by his wife.”

      The older man looked up at him with a hint of pride, even though embarrassment and anger still colored his cheeks.

      “I don’t have much,” the woman said, as she gathered her bits and pieces and put them back into her basket. She held out a piece of blue ribbon, the sort that you might put into a little girl’s hair.

      The memory came unbidden and unwanted. Juliette.

      Victor closed his eyes briefly and then shook his head. The woman held it out further, her expression entreating him to accept it.

      It was like a knife in his heart, but he took it. He felt the smooth fabric between his thumb and forefinger.

      “Thank you,” he said and then cleared his throat and put the small piece of ribbon in his pocket.

      The old woman smiled at him, and for a moment he wondered if she knew. It was ridiculous, of course, and he pushed the thought away.

      The woman turned back to her husband and together they walked down the street. Victor watched them for a moment and then, feeling suddenly foolish, he turned away and started back toward home.

      

      

      Elizabeth’s eyes glazed over. She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting, but this wasn’t it.

      Blavatsky was just as she’d imagined her—small, stout, forceful. But she hadn’t realized the program was not for beginners, but devotees. Half of what the woman said, and that was being generous, made no sense to Elizabeth at all.

      “The Secret Doctrine is the accumulated Wisdom of the Ages, and its cosmogony alone is the most stupendous and elaborate system. Even in the exotericism of the Puranas.”

      What on earth did that mean? Elizabeth had no idea. She was sure most of the people in the audience had no idea either, but none of them would dare show it.

      Spiritualism had taken some lumps recently. Too many frauds caught out, but Blavatsky was more than just a mere psychic; she was the center of a movement, a philosophy that, judging from the crowd, was growing every day. And why not? Who didn’t want to know the secrets of the universe? It had been a compelling selling point for millennia.

      The little Russian woman, complete with babushka and hard weathered face, stood center stage in the small auditorium and commanded every eye in the house. The thrust of the presentation was to announce the near completion of her second magnum opus, The Secret Doctrine, dictated to her by Mahatmas, a sort of ascended master or spiritual being that had chosen her to bring forth the wisdom of the age. Soon to be available by Random House for $14.95.

      As near as Elizabeth could tell, her version of theosophy was a mashup of just about every known religion, some good old-fashioned occultism and a hefty dose of esotericism. She professed knowledge of the seven races of man which included not only Atlantians, but Aryans. All and all the entire experience was giving Elizabeth a headache.

      Katherine Vale, on the other hand, was enraptured. It was an odd and disturbing thing to see. The woman sitting next to her was, for all intents and purposes, fairly normal. Sane. Kind. But whether it was a moment that changed her or a seed that grew in the manure they were both listening to, something changed her. Elizabeth hadn’t thought she was capable of feeling compassion for Katherine Vale. But in that auditorium, as she saw the woman who was and knew the woman who she would be, Elizabeth felt pity for her.

      Suddenly, the room erupted into applause and Elizabeth realized Blavatsky was finished. Vale clapped loudly and turned to Elizabeth, her eyes full of wonder.

      “Amazing, wasn’t it?”

      “It was a lot to take in,” Elizabeth managed.

      Katherine’s smile broadened. “Yes. There’s some literature at the door that might help.”

      Elizabeth smiled politely and then followed Katherine toward the exit. A man at a small table handed out pamphlets. Katherine took two and handed Elizabeth one.

      “I think this—”

      “Elizabeth.”

      Elizabeth flinched. She knew that particular “Elizabeth” and it was one that was relieved, but not happy. Slowly, she turned to see Simon and, to her surprise, Charles Graham.

      “Hi,” she said.

      Simon started to say something, but thought better of it. Whatever it had been, his frown changed into the sort of smile that melted her heart. The one that said, his world was set right again just because she was in it and nothing else mattered.

      She took a step toward him and laid her hand on his chest. “I didn’t mean to worry you, but…” she said casting a glance at Vale who was already enmeshed in conversation with Graham.

      Simon nodded his understanding and took her hand in his.

      “I’ve told you how I feel about this,” Graham said.

      Vale ducked her head and then cast Elizabeth an embarrassed glance. “I don’t see the harm in it. And I have my own mind.”

      Graham was clearly frustrated, but forced a smile on his face. “Of course, you do. As it should be. I just,” he added as he took hold of her elbow, “worry about you.”

      The gesture and words had the desired effect and Vale’s pique dropped away. “I know,” she said softly, intimately, before seeming to remember they were not alone.

      She smiled a bit shyly and then started to pull on her gloves. “So, how was the club?”

      Graham gently tapped the thumb side of his fist against his chest twice and grimaced. “Curry.”

      Vale laughed lightly. “Anything exciting happen?”

      Graham cast a look at Simon before responding with a shake of his head. “No, nothing out of the ordinary.”

      Elizabeth looked up at Simon, trying to suss out what that little exchange meant. Simon kept his eyes on Graham, caught his gaze once more and gave a quick, almost imperceptible nod of acknowledgement.

      Graham turned and stuck out his hand. “Been a pleasure, Cross. I’ll keep you updated if I should learn anything that might be helpful with your business venture.”

      Simon shook his hand and thanked him.

      Vale came over to Elizabeth. “I hope we can do this again soon.”

      “I’m sure we will,” Elizabeth said.

      Graham tipped his hat, and he and Vale wound their way out of the auditorium.

      “What was that all about?” Elizabeth asked as she watched them go.

      “Progress, I hope. Progress.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 16

        

      

    
    
      Victor rolled onto his side and his arm fell against the empty bed. He groaned as he came awake. Was she up again checking on Juliette? The fever was low. She was such a worrier.

      He opened his eyes and his breath caught.

      The room was dark and foreign. He sat up in bed, his heart beating faster now, his mind fully awake. Where was she?

      Where was he?

      “Emilie?”

      There was no answer.

      He pushed aside the covers, and they felt wrong in his hand. Rough and damp.

      “Emelie!” he said again, his voice rising with the fear that started to clutch his heart.

      He bumped into a small chair and it fell to the floor. Where was he? This was not their home. He strode over to the doorway, his eyes now adjusted to the dark and he pulled it open—a dimly lit hallway and stairs. What was going on here?

      He turned back into the room and heard a noise outside his window. He hurried to it and saw two men driving a horse-drawn cart down a cobblestone street. His hands gripped the frame and he tried to think. He’d been home. Juliette was…

      Juliette.

      He squeezed his eyes shut as she slipped away and became only memory.

      Clenching his jaw against the emotion that made him tremble, he took in a deep breath. He was in London. 1888 London, for the Council. Emilie and Juliette were gone.

      Victor straightened and opened his eyes to see the dull, dingy window and the world outside. It was another event, but this one had cut straight to his heart. It was like losing them again.

      He walked back over to the bed and sat down heavily, the mattress giving under his weight. For the others, losing themselves into the past was horrible, frightening, but for him, it was the opposite. The cruelty lay in coming back.

      It had been all at once foreign and familiar. The feeling of being whole, of being happy. He’d wasted so much time with them. If only he’d known what was to come.

      He laughed at his own foolishness. His past, although it lingered in him, was gone. They were gone. And he was just a shadow.

      He pulled a hand down over his face and scrubbed his chin and then looked around the sad little room. Run down, dirty, dark. It suited him now. This was his life. It took darkness to fight darkness, and he would do so until he had no breath. Maybe that would be today.

      He looked toward the soot-stained window and saw the faintest hint of light. He sat there until dawn, but the sun did not come up. Rain came instead and the dull gray night became a dull gray day.

      

      

      Victor walked among the crowd that lined Old Montague Street early Thursday morning. Rain showers had come and gone and come again, leaving the streets thick with sludge. It was just before eight in the morning and despite their hangovers and their jobs, nearly everyone in the neighborhood showed for the spectacle of Mary Ann Nichols’ funeral procession.

      Most funerals in Whitechapel were simple affairs. Death was a common occurrence and no money was wasted that could be spent on the living. Word had gotten out that Nichols’ father and estranged husband were footing the bill for a not-quite lavish, but respectable, funeral. And so the people who knew her, ignored her, and had never heard of her all lined the streets for a glimpse of something out of the ordinary, something to talk about that night in the pub while they wondered when or if the murderer would strike again.

      The costermongers and peddlers were out, working the crowd, selling apples, roasted nuts, ham sandwiches, coffee and ginger beer. It wasn’t quite the Queen’s Jubilee, but where there was a crowd, there was a penny to be made.

      The people milled about waiting and Victor scanned the crowd. He’d already come to know dozens of the faces. He saw several of the women from the pubs he’d frequented, including several of Ripper’s next victims who stood huddled together in the rain, oblivious to what awaited them. The only thing worse than knowing he could do nothing to stop it, was knowing what he would have to do when the time came.

      Elizabeth Stride and Annie Chapman shared some secret between them and laughed. Marie appeared and ducked under the cover of a tarp that partially sheltered a store front. He felt the urge well inside him to act, but he was just an observer, he reminded himself. Stand and watch.

      A man dashed across the street and slipped in muck, falling face first into the mire. The crowd laughed, delighted, as he slipped again and wiped the mud from his face.

      Near the corner, leaning against a lamppost, was John Pizer. He’d left his leather apron at home this time, and he struggled to light a pipe in the drizzle.

      Victor recognized a few other men from the pubs, and one he’d only seen old photos of, George Lusk. He took off his black bowler hat and shook the rain off while he patiently waited with the others. Victor knew that Lusk would soon form the Whitechapel Vigilance Committee when the police efforts fell flat. He’d also be the unlucky recipient of a piece of bloody kidney in the mail courtesy of Jack the Ripper. With it would be a note explaining that he only sent half because he’d fried and eaten the other. Although many believed it to be a poor joke, a taunt sent by someone else, it was another part of the Ripper case that added to the legend. But Victor was not here to find a legend. He was here to find a man. And that man was somewhere near.

      Under the sanctuary of a large black umbrella stood Vale and Graham. Well dressed and out of place among the rest who’d come to watch. It was the first time he’d seen them here. He studied her face, but there was little resemblance to the she-devil he’d captured. She was, he supposed, a beautiful woman, but hard, even in youth.

      Next to her, Charles Graham looked exactly like the photograph Travers had shown him. Average looking, average height, average in every way except intellectually—the perfect person to blend into a crowd in any time. Graham keenly studied the people around him, probably doing exactly what Victor was, wondering who among them was their man.

      A murmur from the east end of the street pulled Victor’s attention away. It grew louder and he could just make out a driver and wagon coming near. A hush fell over the crowd.

      Black horses with black plumes led the way. The ostrich feathers were wet and stuck up like matted sticks from the horses’ bridles. The driver, dressed in fine black clothes, soaked to the bone, kept his eyes forward and his pace measured as he drove the cart-like hearse past. On the sled behind it, rested a polished elm casket, glistening in the rain. It was followed by two black mourning coaches. Inside them, Victor could just make out the silhouettes of three men in black top hats, undoubtedly her family—father, husband and son.

      The small procession passed by in silence; the only sound the horses’ hooves, the wooden wheels against the cobblestone street and the tapping sound of the rain as it beat down on the brim of his cap.

      Once the carriages were past, the crowd livened again, and began to chatter and disperse. Victor waited and watched. Ignorant of what was to come, the people of Whitechapel went on with their lives, not knowing how much would change in just two days at the sharp end of a knife.

      

      

      London Hospital always made Elizabeth think of Joseph Merrick, the Elephant Man. He’d been paraded as a spectacle in penny gaff entertainment, a low-brow theater show, in a shop across the street before eventually being rescued from a life of humiliation by a kind doctor. After that, he lived the rest of his days in one of the rooms of London Hospital. He was in there somewhere, right now. She frowned and scanned the windows of the grand stone and brick facade as their cab slowed to a stop.

      “I’m sure a visit can be arranged,” Simon said, clearly knowing where her thoughts were.

      She shook her head. “I feel silly. I know he’d probably welcome a visitor, but I feel like I’d be intruding.”

      Simon didn’t argue with her, but merely helped her down from the carriage to the street. She pulled her up her skirt to avoid a puddle of sludge.

      “If you change your mind,” was all he said. He would help her if she wanted it and leave it alone if she preferred that. She loved him for that.

      She smiled up at him and wound her arm through his. “I’ll think about it.”

      But she didn’t, her mind shifted to Dr. Blackwood. She’d spent some time last night preparing what she thought would be the sort of questions a reporter would ask, although she had the feeling she wouldn’t have to do much talking when the time came. If she could get the doctor started, talking about himself wouldn’t be a problem. Stopping him might.

      The hospital was massive and impressive. They got directions to the doctor’s office and made their way to the right wing. They’d just turned the last corner when they heard Dr. Blackwood’s voice, raised in anger.

      “I told you not to come here,” the doctor said. “Roderick!”

      A woman’s voice came next, her East End accent clear. “You fink you can do what you like, don’t ye? Doctor?” The last word was layered with contempt.

      “Get out!”

      There was a short scuffle of feet and an indignant cry of, “Get your ‘ands off me!” and then the woman was bodily escorted from the doctor’s office and out into the hall by a short, muscular man.

      He twisted her arm behind her back as she struggled. “That’s enough, Lizzy.”

      Elizabeth started to protest when Simon beat her to it.

      “Is something wrong?” Simon asked.

      Both of them turned in surprise.

      “It’s in hand,” the man said, squeezing the woman’s arms tightly as she tried to turn out of his grip.

      Simon glared at the man and looked meaningfully at the way he was holding her. “Then perhaps you should let her go.”

      He ignored Simon’s implied threat and looked back into the office. The woman turned her gray eyes to Simon, and Elizabeth could see she wanted to say something, but the doctor’s appearance in the doorway shut her mouth.

      “Nothing’s wrong,” the doctor said. “A misunderstanding. Roderick?” He nodded toward his man’s tight grip.

      Reluctantly, the other let go. Lizzy snorted and rubbed her arms, but held her tongue. The doctor took a step toward her and she flinched, backing up a step warily.

      “I think we’re clear on things now,” he said.

      She looked at him with venom and fear. “Crystal.”

      “See her out, Roderick,” the doctor ordered and his man reached for Lizzy’s arm again, but she snatched it away. She straightened the sleeves of her grubby dress and lifted her chin before walking away with as much pride as she could muster. Roderick followed a menacing pace behind her.

      “What was that all about?” Simon asked once she and Roderick were out of earshot.

      “Nothing.”

      “That was rather forceful for nothing,” Simon said.

      The doctor sighed. “You have to be firm with people like that. They’re used to behaving like animals; sometimes you must treat them as such.” He smiled then as though none of it had happened, and gestured for them to precede him into his office.

      “Is she a patient of yours?” Elizabeth asked as she walked into a large office with more books than air in it. It was all she could do to pretend two men manhandling a poor woman was perfectly normal and acceptable.

      “No,” he said with a gasping laugh. “Perhaps she’s seen me at the clinic or Bethlem.”

      “Bethlam?” Elizabeth asked. “Bethlam Royal Hospital?”

      He arched an eyebrow. “I don’t think there are any others. Several of my test subjects are there. Patients that are beyond healing, but can still give us answers to the questions we seek.”

      Elizabeth nodded and tried not to look surprised. Bethlam Royal Hospital, better known as Bedlam, played an important part in Vale’s future. It had to be more than coincidence that Dr. Blackwood worked there as well.

      “Of course,” she said, casting a quick glance at Simon.

      The doctor moved around to sit behind his desk. “In addition to my heavy schedule, I volunteer once a week at a local clinic. Some of the patients think that means I’m available to them for everything, including skinned knees or the mumps.”

      “So you do hands on medicine in addition to your research?” Elizabeth asked taking a chair opposite him.

      “There is a shortage of capable physicians. I do what I can to pitch in,” he added with a modest smile. “But you’re not here to hear about that, are you? We have far greater things on the horizon. Our work is at the vanguard of discovering the clues to the Pathology of the Mind. The very essence of man.”

      He leaned back in his chair, pleased with himself. “Far more interesting than the mumps, don’t you think?”

      

      

      Victor leaned against the cold stone of the building and waited. Pizer was at work and with little else to go on, he decided that following the victim instead of the suspect might bear more fruit. Or any fruit at all.

      He’d found Annie Chapman leaving the Ten Bells at about ten o’clock that morning with Elizabeth Stride. They’d talked briefly and then walked over to Whitechapel Road. He wasn’t sure where he’d expected them to go, but the hospital wasn’t it.

      While Stride went inside, Chapman lingered out front. She flitted about, obviously a little nervous until she saw someone she recognized. A thick-necked cab driver smiled as she walked over to him. From Victor’s position, he couldn’t make out what they were saying to each other.

      He was surprised to see the Crosses go into the hospital, but he supposed they were following up one of their leads. Such as they were.

      About twenty minutes after she’d gone inside, Stride came down out of the hospital. It didn’t look as though she’d been treated for anything, there were no obvious signs anyway, but she was agitated. When she reached the bottom of the front steps, she turned back angrily. A stout man in a nice suit seemed to be the target of her temper. He was unmoved by it and turned to go back inside.

      Stride marched over to Chapman and the driver. The two women said their goodbyes to the man and walked off talking, each glancing back at the hospital before leaning in to whisper to the other.

      He trailed after them, wishing now he’d followed Stride inside the hospital instead of waiting out front with Chapman. Whomever Stride had spoken to and whatever they’d spoken about, both women had something to do with it. And when both women were soon-to-be victims of the Ripper that connection loomed all the more important. There was nothing he could do about it but stay with Chapman now and be there when the moment, however horrible, came.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 17

        

      

    
    
      Elizabeth was glad she didn’t have a mirror to look in. If she looked half as bad as Simon, well then, she looked perfect. That didn’t do anything to calm the butterflies in her stomach though.

      “Let me see,” Simon said as he took her by the shoulders and turned her toward him in the faint lamplight of Victor’s room. He studied her face for a moment, making sure each soap and vinegar bubble looked like a blister or flaking skin.

      Inspired by their visit to the theater and Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, they’d found a small theater shop and bought make-up and false teeth to enhance their East End looks. It had done the trick. Their healthy complexions were sallow now, their skin diseased, even the shapes of their faces were changed by the false teeth.

      Simon finished examining her and nodded, his eyes catching hers and lingering. In them she could see all of her fears and worries reflected, and enhanced. Last time they’d done this, they’d both nearly gotten killed. And tonight, Victor would not be there to save their bacon. He was on his own path, as was Charles Graham. It seemed the best idea to separate, increasing their chances of seeing what needed to be seen. But now, alone together, about to head out again into the miasma of Whitechapel, Elizabeth felt a chill that had nothing to do with the weather.

      Simon squeezed her shoulders gently in comfort.

      “It will be all right,” he said, and then let her go to recheck the pistol in his pocket that he’d already checked and rechecked half a dozen times.

      “We’ve been in worse situations,” Elizabeth said, leaving off that this one felt different somehow.

      It felt like the night itself was a physical presence all around them, pressing against them, fighting them. They’d gone into dangerous situations before and she’d always been frightened, it was foolish not to be, but there was something about this entire mission that left her feeling off balance. Maybe it was the way time could alter, like an earthquake, without warning and the earth beneath their feet suddenly shifting. Or maybe it was that the whole thing was tainted. They’d saved people before, people who deserved a second chance. She shuddered to think what Jack the Ripper would do with his.

      “All right?” Simon asked.

      She nodded and Simon slipped in his false teeth.

      “Stay close,” he said and she couldn’t help but laugh.

      The teeth changed his voice and gave him a marble-mouthed sound and whistling “s”.

      “Elizabeth,” he said and she laughed again.

      It was nerves and she shook her head in apology.

      He took out the teeth. “Elizabeth.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      He fought down a smile and started to put the teeth back in, but instead took a step toward her. His hand gently cupped her cheek. His eyes darted back and forth across her face, taking her all in.

      There was a slight smile at the corners of his mouth. “You’re…hideous,” he said. She would have laughed if it wasn’t for the way his eyes darkened into something emotional.

      His voice grew low and rough. “And I love you so very much.”

      An instant lump formed in the back of her throat and she tried to swallow it. She nodded and took a small hiccuping breath.

      He leaned down and kissed her. As his lips touched hers, she wanted to stop time. She wanted to stay right there in that moment and forget everything that came before and everything that would come after. But time wasn’t on her payroll and ignored her.

      Simon gently pulled away and looked at her fiercely. “Stay close.”

      “If I could get in your pocket, I would.”

      He smiled and nodded.

      She put in her false teeth, and with one last look at each other, they started for Whitechapel and the murder of Annie Chapman.

      

      

      The street outside of Crossingham’s lodging house was nearly empty. A few people staggered past, but none gave Victor a second thought. He saw a few carts and carriages drive past as he waited. One was the same cab from the hospital with the driver Chapman had talked to, but the carriage didn’t stop here; it drove past and disappeared into the night.

      Victor leaned against a wall across the street, and packed a new pipe as he continued to wait. It was his third. He was smoking far too much. Not that it mattered. Something else would surely kill him first.

      He lit the pipe and settled in. He’d been following Annie Chapman all day. She’d made the usual rounds, pub after pub, until finally stumbling back to her lodging house.

      From reading Travers’ files Victor knew what was happening inside. She’d run out of money, having spent her last penny at the pub. Right now, she was probably promising the deputy that she’d go out and earn enough, and to please save her a bed for the night. Without it, she would be out on the street.

      Victor took a pull from his pipe and blew the smoke up into the cooling night air. Modern people thought they knew what a hand to mouth existence was, what surviving day to day really meant, but most had no idea how literal it was in Whitechapel.

      A few minutes later, right on cue, the night watchman escorted Chapman from the lodging house. She would come back with the four pence for a bed or not come back at all, he told her.

      She would not come back at all.

      The line between life and death was always thin—turning left instead of right, being five minutes early or five minutes late—made all the difference. For Annie Chapman, the difference between life and death was four pence.

      Still quite drunk, Chapman teetered on her feet before aiming herself in the direction of Bushfield Street. Victor waited until she was far enough ahead and then followed quietly behind.

      He was nothing more than a shadow in her shadow. Even if she were sober, he was sure she would take no notice of him. This was what he excelled at—following, watching, waiting.

      As they made their way through the rabbit warren of streets that made up the East End, he was glad he was on his own and didn’t have to babysit the Crosses. They would no doubt get into trouble here again, but it would not be his problem this time. This time the mission would come first, as it should have before. He wasn’t sure what had come over him then. He should have let those thugs cut their throats and be done with them, but he hadn’t. Couldn’t.

      Perhaps some spark of humanity lived inside him after all. If it did, he thought with a tightening in his gut, it would die tonight.

      Gently slapping his pipe against his palm, he knocked the last bit of smoldering tobacco out. It fell into a dank puddle, fizzled briefly, and then disappeared.

      Chapman turned toward Spitalfields Market and her fate, and Victor followed. They’d only gone a few blocks when Victor noticed a man casually leaning against a lamppost, arms crossed over chest. The clothes were different, and it took Victor a moment to place the face under the bowler hat, but he recognized the man—Charles Graham. It wasn’t surprising to see him here. After all, he was on the same hunt.

      Even though he didn’t know who Victor was, thank God Cross had at least enough sense to keep him out of his plan, Victor kept in the shadows. He didn’t like to be seen—by anyone, if he could help it, and Graham was no exception.

      Luckily, Victor could see Annie Chapman quite well now. She walked down the center of the street, meandering along some invisible line. When she saw Graham, she wove her way over to him.

      Victor couldn’t get close enough to hear their conversation without giving himself away, and so he stayed put and watched.

      Graham tipped his hat and she set about trying to earn her four pence. She leaned against his arm in what was supposed to be a seductive way, and might have been if she hadn’t nearly fallen in the process. Graham helped her stand back up and she laughed, trying to straighten her hat. She placed a “don’t you want to?” hand on his arm and jerked her head toward a nearby alley.

      They spoke for another moment before Chapman ran a finger along Graham’s cheek and then started off down the street. Graham watched her and then started north, probably heading to the scene of the crime from the back way. If the Crosses managed to stay alive tonight, it would be like a damned train station there.

      Victor waited long enough for Graham to be out of sight and then hurried along the sidewalk to catch up to Chapman. It was easy enough work; she was slow on her feet. He could hear her humming something to herself, but he didn’t recognize the tune.

      Spitalfields Market was just up ahead. The large open-air market was as quiet as a graveyard. This time tomorrow it would be filled with costermongers and carts readying for the early Sunday morning shoppers. But for now, it lay still and empty, a promise of something to come.

      Chapman stopped for a moment and looked longingly through the gate. When she continued on, she didn’t keep going east as Victor had assumed she would. She turned left and he had to cross the street to follow her. As he did, two men stepped out of doorway.

      “What’re ya doin’?” one of of them said, as they blocked his path.

      He tried to ignore them and move around the big one, but he sidestepped in front him.

      “We don’t like strangers,” he said, “‘specially strangers that follow girls.”

      Victor gave them both a quick study. They were no match for him, even with the blackjack the smaller one held in the palm of his hand. They were both out of shape. The big man wheezed just standing there.

      “Mind your own business,” Victor said and started forward.

      The big man put a meaty hand on his chest and Victor grabbed his wrist and thumb, twisting it until the man cried out.

      The other one lunged forward and Victor spun his friend into him, sending them both tumbling to the ground. They struggled to their feet and Victor stood ready.

      “I don’t have all night,” Victor said. The last thing he could afford was to waste time with these two idiots.

      “Oh, I think you do,” one of them said with a wide gap-toothed smile.

      Victor started forward, but he never finished the step. He felt something hard crack along the back of his head. He only had time to curse himself before darkness came and he fell unconscious to the street.

      

      

      Simon kept his hand in his pocket, the metal of the gun barrel cool against his fingers. His eyes swept the area constantly, looking for anything, anyone that might be a threat. He would not be caught off guard tonight.

      Elizabeth shuffled alongside him, doing a very good impression of a drunk. Her steps were uneven and she wobbled a bit as she walked, occasionally veering off course and bumping into his side.

      They had arrived near the crime scene early, but knew they couldn’t linger there. The backyard where Annie Chapman would be killed was surrounded by a fence. There were only two ways in—the front door of 29 Hanbury Street and a gate near the back. They’d circled the block several times, standing in the shadows of doorways while they took stock of the area. The streets were fairly narrow here, and the buildings rising three and four stories high. The gas lamps struggled to give off any appreciable light.

      There weren’t many people out. Simon made a quick check of his watch, nearly four in the morning. It could happen at any time now. From what he could remember, the eyewitness accounts had been debatable at best. Annie Chapman hadn’t been seen since just after 1:30 a.m. Others had claimed to have passed through the yard and seen nothing until later. One woman said she thought she saw Chapman as late as 5:30 a.m., but the coroner’s report put the death at least an hour before that.

      Simon and Elizabeth had no way of knowing what, if any, of that information had been right, and so they stood and waited. The policemen made their rounds like clockwork, but thankfully none of them walked up Hanbury Street.

      Elizabeth rubbed her upper arms to warm them from the night’s chill. Simon started to remove his jacket, intending to give it to her, but stopped when he heard a sound coming from inside the yard. He froze in place, his heart beating a bit faster in his chest.

      He and Elizabeth exchanged glances and he eased them back further into the doorway. The side gate opened and a man stepped out. He scuffed his shoe on the ground and looked up into the night. Whoever he was, he was in no hurry.

      Elizabeth gripped Simon’s arm and looked at him in silent question. Simon looked back at the man, remembering that a resident of the apartments had walked through the yard, stopping to fix a boot on the way.

      He turned back to Elizabeth and shook his head. Her face fell, both relieved and let down. Simon let out a breath and tried to let the adrenaline that had shot though his body fade. Rolling his shoulders he leaned back against the wall and they resumed their vigil.

      It wasn’t long before they heard footsteps—two pairs—growing nearer. Simon edged forward and peered around the corner of the building, sure to remain hidden from view. In the distance he saw a couple, a man and a woman. They were too far away to make out clearly, but the woman could have been Chapman.

      Simon moved silently back to their hiding place in the arched doorway and began to raise a finger urging Elizabeth to keep quiet. But when he turned, she wasn’t tucked into the doorway, she was standing in the middle of the street, looking at him with shock.

      He reached out to her, to pull her back into the shadows, but she stepped away from him. Her eyes were wide with fear and confusion. She looked at him like he’d grown another head and, suddenly, he realized what had happened.

      “Elizabeth,” he whispered.

      She seemed shocked that he knew her name and inched farther away. His heart clenched with the realization that she didn’t even recognize him.

      “Come here,” he said, stepping slowly toward her.

      “No,” she said, edging even farther away, and then they both turned toward the sound of someone growing closer.

      Simon’s heart raced as he spun back to grab Elizabeth. But just as he did, a man stumbled out of a doorway and right into her. He grabbed her, to try to stop her from falling, but she shoved him away.

      The man was falling down drunk and the force of her push sent him to tumbling into Simon. In that split second before she ran, he could see her face clearly, he could see the absolute confusion and terror. Simon struggled against the drunk man and before he could do anything, she turned and ran up the street.

      “Dammit,” he said softly, as he disentangled himself from the man and took off after her.

      She wasn’t far ahead, but when she turned right and disappeared around a corner, Simon’s heart lurched. Seconds later, he rounded the same corner, expecting to see her running straight ahead, but there was no sign of her. The street was empty.

      If he lost her and she didn’t recover her memory…

      He hurried forward and saw several alleyways branching off the street. With a force of will, he stopped moving and listened. Over the sound of his own thrumming heart, he heard footfalls to the left, and he raced after them.

      He sprinted through the alley and emerged onto another, larger street. Elizabeth ran down the center of it, her dress billowing out, slowing her down. She grabbed fistfuls of the fabric and hiked it up to give her legs more room to run.

      “Elizabeth!” he called after her.

      She looked back at him over her shoulder, but kept on running.

      Simon had nearly caught up to her when she made another sharp right and just as Simon was about to follow her, a man called out to him.

      “Oi! You!”

      It was a policeman. Simon thought about just running, but then the officer would blow his whistle and others would come and he’d lose Elizabeth completely. Simon slowed and let the policeman approach, cursing silently every moment that ticked by.

      “Why such a hurry?” the constable asked, shining a light from his lantern into Simon’s face.

      Simon shielded his eyes. For a split second, he considered just clocking the man with the pistol in his pocket and making a run for it, but hoped he would just let him go quickly. If he didn’t…

      “Late for work,” Simon said, breathlessly. “Please, gov,” he added, “the boss’ll sack me if I’m late again.”

      The constable looked him up and down for a few seconds that dragged painfully on. With each one that passed, Elizabeth was farther and farther away, and deeper and deeper in danger.

      The constable studied him a moment further, but flicked his head down the street. “Right. Go on with ya.”

      Simon nodded quickly and ran in the direction Elizabeth had gone. He ran to another intersection and had to stop again. He paused, but didn’t hear anything.

      He shouldn’t have stopped. He should have done whatever he had to do to keep going. If he lost her…

      The thought made him physically ill and he clenched his jaw to control the churning in his stomach. He forced himself to take a deep calming breath. She couldn’t be far. It had felt like hours, but it had been less than a minute.

      He slowed his breathing, watching the cloud of condensed vapor billow out into the cold night air as he breathed, again and again. And listened.

      Please, let me hear her.

      His prayer was followed by a long, protracted silence, but finally he heard another sound—something being knocked to the ground and he raced toward it.

      Skidding around a corner, he saw her kneeling down between two piles of crates. For a moment, he thought she’d been hurt, but she stood up to face him, terrified, but defiant.

      The alley she’d taken this time was a dead end. A lone weak gas lamp danced over her head and she looked every bit the cornered animal she must have felt.

      Simon’s heart slid out of his throat. She was terrified, but unharmed.

      “Elizabeth,” he said, feeling his body sag with relief.

      She looked around in a panic and picked up a wooden board from one of the discarded crates. She held it up like a club. “Stay away from me.”

      “Elizabeth,” he said, taking a tentative step forward.

      She readied her plank to swing. “How do you know my name?”

      “It’s me,” he said, hoping somehow she’d remember. “Simon.”

      In the dim light, he could just make out a hint of recognition in her eyes.

      “Simon Cross,” he continued, hope flaring in his chest.

      She shook her head. “You’re not him.”

      He started to protest and realized—it was the disguise. To her, he wouldn’t look like the man she knew. He tore off his cap and took out his false teeth, tossing them aside and held out his arms to the sides in supplication.

      “It’s me. Simon.”

      She looked at him warily and then her eyes filled with cautious remembrance. “Professor?”

      Simon’s heart leapt. “Yes. It’s all right.”

      She didn’t lower her weapon, but he could see she was almost ready to.

      “What’s happening?” she asked, fear and uncertainty making her voice tremble in a way that made him want to do nothing more than take her in his arms, but he resisted the urge.

      “It’s all right,” he said. “It’s confusing, I know, but you’re all right.”

      She was still unconvinced.

      He took another small step toward her and this time she didn’t step back. He took another and another, until he was right in front of her. He held out his hand to her and she looked at it nervously.

      “Trust me,” he said.

      She looked around the filthy alley, still afraid and confused, but when she looked back at him and met his eyes, he saw her defenses come down. She nodded, and took his hand.

      The knowledge that he had her now, that she was safe and with him, was overwhelming. He couldn’t stop himself and pulled her into his arms.

      After a moment, she spoke softly, her voice muffled against his chest. “Professor?”

      He eased her back and gave a short embarrassed laugh. “I’m sorry.”

      “Is this a dream?”

      He shook his head. “Not a dream.”

      He squeezed her hand tightly in his. “I’m afraid it will take a little explaining.”

      She looked around the alley uncertainly and then back to him. “And a lot of booze.”

      Simon gave a short laugh. It was good to see a bit of his Elizabeth again.

      She looked up at him. “Why are we dressed like Little Dorrit?”

      He smiled down at her and started them down the alley and back to the main street. “It’s a long story.”

      Glancing to the left, back toward the crime scene, he knew that there was no going back now. Elizabeth was in no condition to try to do what needed to be done. He would take care of her and hope Victor or Graham had had better luck. Or any luck at all.
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      The first thing he heard was someone laughing. It was far away at first, but as he rose to the surface of consciousness it grew louder and more annoying. Victor knew from experience to remain motionless, to listen and learn what he could while his captors still thought him incapacitated.

      He kept his eyes closed and tried not to move, although his arms ached. They were tied behind his back, and from the numbness in his hands, they had been for some time.

      He heard men’s voices mostly, a few women. Loud and boisterous. They were talking about the latest murder, Annie Chapman’s murder. His heart sank. He’d failed again. This was becoming a bad habit.

      Then he heard the tell-tale sound of glassware and smelled the unmistakable odor of stale beer. He knew before he opened his eyes that he was in a pub. Captured by a bunch of amateurs, he thought with disgust.

      The last thing he’d remembered was following Chapman and then he’d been ambushed. He’d been foolish to underestimate them. Not the men themselves, he could have easily dispatched them both, but their number. It was a beginner’s mistake. One he would not make again.

      He rolled his shoulders to bring some life back into his arms and groaned. They hadn’t just knocked him out, he realized. They’d taken a little of their frustration out on him. His ribs ached and now that he opened his eyes, he realized one was swollen, not shut, but it was thick and blood had dried at the corners, making his eyelid stick.

      He opened his good eye, pushed himself back against the wall and took stock of his surroundings. It was the Ten Bells. He was tied up and tossed in the far corner, a sad little makeshift jail like a children’s fort made out of chairs surrounding him. And he was not alone.

      Next to him, another man leaned into the corner of the wall, his head wedged uncomfortably there. His chest rose and fell slowly. Either asleep, passed out or unconscious, but alive.

      “Finally got ‘em to listen me. Stupid coppers.”

      That was Pizer’s voice.

      “I told ‘em I was down at Shadwell’s, watchin’ the fire that night,” he continued and then laughed. “They didn’t believe me. Till one of their own said he saw me with his own two eyes. Berks.”

      So, Pizer had an alibi for the murder. Wonderful, Victor thought. His suspect list was non-existent again. He turned and looked around the bar. He started to speak, but his throat was dry and he coughed and tried to swallow.

      “Look who’s awake,” a man said as he tapped a friend on the shoulder.

      The friend, the larger man from last night, turned around and grinned down at Victor. “Sleep well?”

      Victor tried to sit up straighter, but his ribs protested. He looked up at the big man evenly. “Like a baby.”

      Both men laughed.

      Victor shifted his position to start working on the ropes that bound his hands. They were tied tightly, but the rope was thick and the job poorly done.

      “Well,” the taller one said. “You should. Old Frank here hit ya pretty hard. I thought you might not wake up again.”

      “Frank will have to try harder next time,” Victor said casually.

      The little man, apparently Frank, glared down at him. “We can take of that right now, if ya like.”

      Victor ignored him and looked up at the big man. “Would it be too much to ask what the hell is going on?”

      The big man chuckled and pulled up a chair. He spun it around to sit backwards on it. “We don’t like outsiders. And we don’t like ones that follow our women around at night.”

      “Hmm,” Victor said in agreement. “And did it help?”

      Both men’s faces colored with anger and embarrassment.

      “No,” the taller one said. “Another murder last night.”

      “I did not think so,” Victor said with a sigh. “But I suppose I should thank you.”

      “Yeah?”

      “You have proven my innocence.”

      “How’d we do that? Frank said.

      “I could hardly commit the crime while I was tied up here all night under your ever watchful eye.”

      The little one looked surprised at the realization, but neither man was quite ready to give in.

      “That don’t mean—”

      “Victor?”

      All three men turned to see Marie.

      “Never you mind—” the little one said, stepping in front of her.

      But she would have none of it. “Ye two lump heads. If ye don’t beat all.”

      “You just leave it to—” the little one tried again, but Marie interrupted again.

      “Cause you two is doin’ such a fine job? Annie’s dead. Did you stop it? No, ye were out there playin’ copper and tyin’ up the good ones.”

      “You know ‘im?”

      “Name’s Victor, and he’s twice the man the both of you are put together.”

      Victor appreciated the help, but she was gilding the lily a bit much. “I am no saint.”

      “I saw what you did the other day,” Marie said, her eyes filling with admiration. “Helped that old woman.”

      Victor felt a wave of embarrassment. It was an unusual and unwelcome feeling.

      The tall one stepped forward. “You’ll vouch for him?”

      Marie nodded and that seemed to turn the tide in Victor’s favor. The big one nodded for the other to help Victor up.

      After he did, Victor handed him the ropes, enjoying the look of shock on the man’s face.

      “Next time use a better rope,” he said. “Or a better man,” he added to the big one, who did little to hide his amusement.

      Marie looped her arm through his and started to escort him to a table. “Are ye all right?”

      “I am,” he said.

      “A pint here, Charlie,” she said to the barkeep.

      Victor shook his head. “I’m afraid I cannot stay.”

      “Oh,” Marie said, self-conscious now.

      The bar was abuzz with the night’s events. One murder was something to talk about, but two…

      “I’ll be back later,” Victor said. “And I will buy you that drink.”

      Marie smiled and Victor tried not to care. This was all part of the game, he told himself. She was an ally here now, that was all.

      “All right,” she said, needlessly smoothing her hair. “Later, then.”

      Victor grunted in acknowledgment and, with one final look back at the men who had ambushed him, left the Ten Bells.

      He walked to the crime scene, but it was crowded with people. The police were finally doing a better job of keeping people away from the evidence. Of course, he noted, the policemen themselves still trampled over every inch anyway.

      Through the open gate, Victor saw the blood smears on the fence above where Annie Chapman had been found. Her body had already been taken to the coroner’s office. Judging from the sun, at least an hour ago. Not that it mattered. Even if he had been able to see her, it would have told him nothing he did not already know. She was butchered, and he had failed to be there. Jack the Ripper was as free and as unknown as he had always been.

      Sick to his stomach, Victor studied the crowd. The usual faces looked on with fear and disgust. There was a strained edge to every voice, a pinched look of anxiety in every expression as they began to realize that this was just the beginning.

      Victor scrubbed his face with his hand and winced as he felt the fresh bruise growing near his eye. He needed to sleep for a few hours, to clear his head, and so started back toward his room.

      He stopped by a fish market and paid a farthing for a bag of ice. It stank of herring, but it would do.

      Finally, back at his boarding house, he trudged up the stairs and as he reached for the doorknob, he heard a man’s voice inside. His body tensed until he heard another sentence and recognized the accent and the entitlement—Cross.

      

      

      Elizabeth focused on finishing the buttons of her blouse and shook her head. “I still feel guilty.”

      “It wasn’t your fault,” Simon said for what must have been the eleven hundredth time.

      Somehow, that didn’t matter, she still felt guilty. If she hadn’t had her memory lapse, they would have been able to do what they needed to last night. But she’d up and gone all Memento on him and they’d missed their chance. Again.

      “There’s nothing either of us can do about those events, Elizabeth.”

      She was about to protest, when the door to the room opened. She gasped in surprise as she turned to see Victor looking like fresh hell.

      He stood in the doorway for a moment and eyed them both tiredly. “You are still alive.”

      He didn’t sound all that pleased, but then he never sounded pleased about anything.

      As he walked further into the room, she could see that his right eye was swollen and dried blood streaked his face from the eyebrow above it.

      “You’re hurt,” she said and started toward him.

      He waved her away and put a sodden bag on the dresser. He took the cloth off of the pitcher and poured some water into the basin, before turning back to her. His eyes dipped to her unbuttoned blouse and then narrowed in disgust, his assumption clear.

      Elizabeth blushed despite herself. What must he think of them to suspect they’d make love while a woman was being slaughtered?

      Simon caught Victor’s expression as well and started toward him, but she put her hand on his arm. “We weren’t…doing that. We went to Whitechapel, but I screwed it up.”

      “Elizabeth.”

      “I had one of those time shifts,” she said, fresh guilt stinking up the room like too much rosemary.

      Victor looked at her and nodded. It was as close to an apology as they were likely to get.

      “It was awful,” she continued. “Have you had any?”

      He looked at her, his face unchanged, except for something in his eyes. He cleared his throat and turned back to the basin, her question unanswered.

      “Did you see him?” Simon asked. “Did you see Ripper?”

      Victor splashed water onto his face and wiped away the dried blood. “No,” he said, letting out a long breath. “I did not.”

      He took the towel and patted his face dry as he turned back to them. “I was accosted by friendly neighborhood vigilantes.”

      “Damn,” Simon said softly.

      He wiped his hands dry. “It seems the universe does not want us to know.”

      Simon snorted, but he’d said something similar himself just a few hours ago.

      Victor prodded his eyebrow with a dirty finger and then winced as he felt along the back of his head.

      “Let me,” Elizabeth said, stepping forward. The gash on his head was ugly and matted with dried blood and hair. She motioned for Simon to bring the water basin over.

      “I don’t need your help.”

      She started to argue because clearly he did, but Simon shook his head and Elizabeth relented. Victor’s pride had suffered enough.

      “Did you see anything that might help?” Simon asked.

      Victor shook his head.

      Simon frowned. “Nothing?”

      “Graham was there, only minutes before the murder. Perhaps he managed to see something useful.”

      Simon nodded and then sighed. “How can so many of us learn so little?”

      Victor made a sound in his throat that earned him a glare from Simon, but neither one was in any position to throw stones.

      “Did you learn anything yesterday?” Simon asked.

      “I followed Chapman, but she did little else than drink, I’m afraid.”

      Victor grunted as he probed the back of his head with his fingers, wincing.

      “She did go along with a friend to the hospital, but she didn’t even go inside. I saw you—”

      “Hospital? In Whitechapel?” Simon said. “What time was this?”

      Victor shrugged. “Eleven, eleven thirty.”

      “And she went with a friend?”

      “Elizabeth Stride.”

      The name sent a shot of adrenaline through Elizabeth. “Lizzy!”

      Victor turned to her in question.

      “We were there, inside, about to interview Dr. Blackwood when we heard the end of an argument he was having with a woman named Lizzy.”

      “About this tall?” he asked holding up his hand up to about shoulder height. “Grey eyes?”

      “Yes,” Simon said. “Elizabeth Stride, the fourth victim?”

      Victor nodded.

      “Do you know why they were there?” Simon asked.

      Victor frowned. “I overheard them talking about some sort of plan. Some sort of revenge.”

      Simon started to pace. He liked to move as his mind moved. “It’s got to be more than a coincidence that Stride and Chapman were both involved. But what’s the doctor’s connection?”

      “She said something about how he thought he could get away with it,” Elizabeth said, remembering the bit of the argument they’d heard.

      “Maybe he did,” Victor said.

      Elizabeth turned to him in question.

      “Maybe he got away with murder.”

      

      

      Elizabeth was sure she’d never get used to the first floor being the second floor, at least to an American. She and Simon were meeting Graham and Vale for dinner at the Wellington, an upscale restaurant on Piccadilly just a few blocks from their hotel. Apparently, the preferred and more private dining salon was too good for the ground floor and up the stairs they went.

      Simon had tried to contact Graham earlier in the day, but hadn’t heard back until the afternoon. Graham had invited them to dine that night and they’d accepted, hoping they could find an opportunity to talk with him alone.

      The maitre d’ escorted them through the small, but elegant dining room. While the downstairs crowd paid six shillings for a prix fixe menu cooked by the English kitchen, the upstairs crowd paid an extra two for French. Elizabeth was so hungry she would have eaten just about anything.

      Across the room, Graham waved to them and stood as they approached.

      He smiled broadly in greeting. “So glad you could make it.”

      “Thank you,” Simon said as he waited for the maitre d’ to help Elizabeth into her chair before taking his own.

      For her part, Katherine Vale smiled tightly. Elizabeth knew that look—the slight squinting of the eyes, the firmness of the line of the mouth, the slightly off-color complexion. She was in pain, but trying to pretend she wasn’t.

      “Are you all right?” Elizabeth asked, before remembering that she shouldn’t care. This was Katherine Vale, after all.

      Vale let out a quick breath and smiled an almost genuine smile. “I’m fine. Just a bit of a lingering headache.”

      She touched her temple and laughed lightly shaking her head as she picked up her menu.

      Elizabeth studied her for a moment, wondering if that’s all it was, before picking up her own menu to study the offerings.

      “Wow.”

      “It is quite a lineup, isn’t it?” Graham said.

      He wasn’t kidding. The meal included soup, fish, an entree of meat, some sort of roast duck or goose, an appetizer thing she couldn’t translate, potatoes and peas, rum cake, assorted fruits and nuts, and finally petit fours. It was gluttonous.

      The waiter appeared and they made their selections of entrees, and Graham ordered a bottle of wine for the table.

      “That second murder,” Vale said when the waiter was gone. “Ghastly, isn’t it?”

      Simon and Elizabeth shared a quick uneasy glance. Had Graham told her who they were and why they were there?

      “Surely, you’ve heard about it?” Vale continued. “Every newspaper in town is covering it.”

      “Oh, yes,” Elizabeth said, relieved.

      Vale picked up her wine and took a sip. “I’m surprised your editor hasn’t wired you, begging for a scoop.”

      “I’m sure he will,” Elizabeth said. “He never met a gruesome murder he didn’t love.”

      Everyone laughed, but it died quickly.

      “I’m sure Charles could help you with it. A story on the murders, I mean,” Vale said and then looked as though she’d crossed some line and tried to retreat. “Of course, if he has time, he’s terribly busy.”

      Charles smiled kindly at Elizabeth. “I would be happy to help.”

      Elizabeth caught Simon’s eye again and thanked Graham for the offer.

      “I read something about a psychic who’d been to the police, but they ignored him,” Vale said, her excitement at the idea obvious.

      Just as obvious was Graham’s displeasure with it. He frowned and took a long drink of wine.

      Katherine noticed and laughed a little nervously. “Charles thinks it’s nonsense, but I think all sorts of things are possible.”

      “Like fairies and the Easter Bunny,” Graham said with a quirking smile.

      Not to be put off, Vale continued, “Supposedly, he went to the police before the crimes—described them perfectly.”

      “Perhaps he’s the killer,” Graham said.

      “It would be silly of him to go to the police then, wouldn’t it?”

      Graham nodded. “Or it’s a clever place to hide, in plain sight.”

      “Well,” Vale said. “I just thought you might find it interesting. Apparently Robert Lees, that’s the psychic, is a friend of your Dr. Blackwood’s, or his wife anyway.”

      Simon arched an eyebrow. “Really?”

      “That’s what I’ve heard.”

      “When exactly did you hear this?” Graham asked, a bit of irritation showing in his voice.

      Vale laid a placating hand on his arm. “It just came up at the meeting this morning, is all. I thought it was interesting. Lees and Madame Blavatsky are going to try to reach out to the poor deceased victims later this week.”

      “Ridiculous,” Graham muttered.

      Elizabeth leaned forward in her chair. “You mean a séance?”

      “Yes,” Vale said, a gleam in her eye. “I think it would be fascinating to see.”

      “Hocus pocus,” Graham said. “That woman, and I’m sure this Lees as well, are delusional. At best. At worst they’re preying on people’s fears to make money.”

      The waiters came with the soup course and conversation waned until they’d left.

      “I just thought it might be interesting,” Vale said finally, as she dipped her spoon into her consommé.

      “I think it would be,” Elizabeth said, earning surprised looks from both Graham and Simon. “Stranger things have turned out to be true.”

      “And besides,” she continued, tucking into her soup, “it’d make a great angle for the paper.”

      Vale smiled at her, both pleased and in solidarity. Both were unnerving. While it was probably nothing more than a show, there was always the chance they might learn something. Vale’s future Madame Petrovka persona was a charlatan, most mediums they’d come across were. However, Elizabeth, as a time traveler who’d saved ghosts and had dinner with vampires, didn’t write anything off.

      The rest of the meal progressed without any more talk of Ripper or the murders. Finally the last course had been served and removed.

      Vale’s excitement from earlier had faded and her expression was once again the pinched and tired one they’d seen at the start. Her fingers idly massaged her temple and her eyes grew tighter around the edges.

      “Port?” Graham suggested.

      Simon and Elizabeth accepted, but Vale shook her head.

      “None for me,” she said.

      Graham nodded. “Your head again?”

      She smiled wanly in apology. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’ll take you back to the hotel.”

      “I don’t want to break up the party.”

      Graham thought for a moment. “How about this? I’ll take you back, get you settled in, and I can rejoin the Crosses in the bar for a nightcap?”

      He glanced at Simon. “What do you say? It’s not far.”

      Simon nodded.

      “Very good,” Graham said, as he stood and helped Vale up.

      Simon, always the gentleman, even to the evilly endowed, stood as well. “We’ll see you shortly.”

      Vale offered Elizabeth another apologetic smile. “I’m sorry I’m such a wet blanket.”

      Elizabeth kindly waved off her apology. The sooner she went to her rooms the sooner she and Simon could get Graham alone.

      Graham took out several bills and put them on the table. “I’ll see you in the bar.”

      “Get some rest,” Elizabeth said as Vale and Graham left the table. “And why am I being nice her?” she added quietly once they’d left.

      Simon turned to her and covered her hand with his. “Because you pity her?”

      She did. Despite everything, seeing her this way, it made Elizabeth wonder if not for the Grace of God…

      Simon looked toward the door. “Just don’t forget who she really is.”

      “She tried to kill me. And you. More than once,” she said. “That’s not the sort of thing one forgets.”

      “Or forgives.”

      “I just wonder if things had been different,” Elizabeth said, “would she be? Different, I mean.”

      Simon’s eyebrows went up and he let out a sigh. “We will never know, will we? It’s our job to make sure things aren’t different. For her or for us.”

      Elizabeth squeezed his hand. “We’re lucky.”

      Simon nodded. “Let’s make sure we stay that way.”

      

      

      About ten minutes after they’d found a table in the corner of the Hyde Park Hotel salon, Graham came back as promised. Simon had been growing more and more impatient as the evening wore on. A long dinner with your arch enemy, who was artfully playing the victim, did little to quell his nerves.

      He nearly yanked Graham down into his chair when he arrived and wasted no time on preliminaries.

      “Did you see him?” Simon asked.

      “Ripper?” Graham said, gesturing for the waiter to come to the table as he took his seat. “No.”

      Simon clenched his jaw. What the bloody hell was going on?

      “Sherry,” Graham said. “Harvey’s, if you have it.”

      “What happened?” Simon asked.

      Graham sat back in his chair and tugged at his cuffs. “I take it you had no luck either?”

      Simon grunted out a no.

      Graham crossed his legs casually. “I’m starting to think the universe doesn’t want us to know.”

      Simon, and Victor, had both said the very same thing. “What happened?”

      “Vigilance. Vigilantes more like it. I’d barely even gotten to Whitechapel before they cracked me over the skull,” he said, gesturing to the back of his head. “By the time I came to, it was too late.”

      Damn vigilance committee. They were doing more harm than good, even if they didn’t know it.

      “I suppose it’s just as well. Kat’s headache kept her home,” Graham said. “What kept you away? Did they stop you, too?”

      “No, we ran into other trouble,” Simon said, hoping Graham wouldn’t push.

      Graham shook his head and frowned. “Curious thing, isn’t it? I’m starting to believe it’s no accident no one’s ever discovered his identity.”

      “You mean like a conspiracy?” Elizabeth asked.

      “No, not necessarily that. It’s just, well,” he smiled, a small shared secret smile, “time has a funny way of taking care of itself. Perhaps we’re not meant to know.”

      Simon hadn’t considered that; that their knowledge of who Ripper was could be a change itself in the time continuum.

      “Not that I’m going to stop trying,” Graham said, taking his drink from the returning waiter.

      “To better luck next time,” he said, holding up his glass.

      Simon drank, but he did not want to rely on next time. Whether it was the universe, or a man, or just plain bad luck that was keeping the secret, he was not planning on waiting three weeks to find out.

      “Did you see anything that might help? Any leads at all?” Simon asked.

      Graham took another sip of his sherry and put it aside. “I did hear a rumor. It’s only that though.”

      “What?” Elizabeth asked.

      “About your doctor. Supposedly, and I’m getting this second hand mind you, he was in Whitechapel last night. Helping deliver a baby.”

      “A baby?” Elizabeth frowned. “That doesn’t sound like Dr. Blackwood.”

      Graham shrugged his shoulders. “They could be mistaken. I just thought it a bit odd.” He turned to Simon. “And you? No other leads?”

      “I’m not sure,” Simon said. “Possibly, but…”

      It was maddening having so few leads and so many obstacles.

      “I think you’re right to keep on the doctor’s scent,” Graham said. “I’ll do a little poking around myself. See what I can turn up.”

      Simon let out a heavy breath. It wasn’t what he’d wanted to hear, but better another pair of eyes than not.

      “So,” Graham said, eyeing them both with a curious smile. “A husband and wife team? That must put a strain on your relationship.”

      Simon laughed. “It puts a strain on my blood pressure, but the other,” he added looking fondly at Elizabeth, “no.”

      Graham breathed in deeply through his nose. “I wish I could say the same. I thought this would help bring us together, but…I’m not sure she’s cut out for this life.”

      Simon managed to keep a straight face and took a drink of his scotch. “It’s not for everyone.”

      “I envy you,” Graham said. “Having a partner. An equal,” he added with a deferential tilt of his head toward Elizabeth.

      Simon nodded.

      “Well,” Graham said. “Perhaps there’s hope for Katherine. Who knows, she might just come around yet.”
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      Sleep was as elusive as luck in this cursed place. Victor scrubbed the grit from his eyes, wincing slightly as he was reminded of the bruise he sported under one them. He would do no one any good sitting in his room trying to force what would not come, though. He’d left just a few hours after the Crosses, and his mood was as gray as the sky.

      The morning fog had refused to lift and blanketed the city with heavy, wet air. Victor walked through the murky streets toward Ten Bells. He wanted a drink, a sure sign he shouldn’t have one.

      The pub was still filled with angry East Enders, and Victor knew that with the frenzy over the murder, things would only get worse. Once the yellow press sank their teeth into the story, sensational headlines would keep it on the front page for months to come. As a man hawking the latest edition passed the front door of the pub, he knew the newspapers would make a killing off the killing. The paper even promised pictures of the murderer. Of course all that amounted to was a cartoon of a ghoul floating through the streets of Whitechapel. Not that that was all that far from the truth, Victor thought. This man was flesh and blood, of that he was certain, but he was as elusive as a ghost. Not that any of that mattered to the papers. What was true and what sold papers were seldom the same. What they didn’t know, they made up, and everything they printed fed the growing mania.

      The hysteria would only make his job more difficult. The vigilantes from last night were proof enough of that.

      Feeling more sullen than usual, Victor found an empty table on the edge of the room and settled in to watch and wait. He nursed a warm beer for nearly an hour before the two men who’d ambushed him last night appeared. The only way he wouldn’t get caught in their net again was to become one of them. And it was possible, he realized, that the killer himself could well be thinking the same thing. Was one of the men sworn to protect the city the very one stalking it?

      Victor started to stand to approach the men when he heard a familiar voice.

      “Ye look terrible,” Marie said.

      He hesitated and then gestured for her to sit down, waiting until she did before doing so himself. It was a small, inconsequential act of politeness, but apparently they were so rare here that she paused, unsure for a moment and then smiled as though he’d given her a dozen roses.

      He could not bring himself to return the smile.

      Her kind eyes scanned his face, frowning at what she saw. Even without a mirror, he knew well what he looked like. The beating last night had done his looks no favors, but Marie didn’t seem to mind.

      “You’ve got quite a shiner there,” she said, reaching out to touch the skin above his cheek.

      He wanted to pull away, but he didn’t. It wasn’t that he missed the soft touch of woman’s hand, he told himself. She was an ally. She could help him infiltrate the Vigilance Committee. He needed her.

      “I could make ye a poultice,” she said as she deftly touched the wound. “Or you could get some arnica. Tincture’s best for bruises like that.”

      “You seem to know a lot about these things.”

      She smiled a little shyly. “Had an aunt who was a nurse. She worked with Florence Nightingale at the Crimea.”

      “Impressive,” Victor said, and actually meaning it.

      Marie’s smile gave way to sadness. “I learned a few things from her, but that sort of life weren’t never in the cards for me.”

      “You are too young to believe such a thing.”

      She shrugged, but he could see that she was pleased by what he said. “You really think so?”

      Victor finished his beer. “I do.”

      Marie looked at him with hope, clearly hungry to believe him, but she shook her head. “I’m too stupid.”

      He leaned forward and put his hand on her forearm. “You can be anything you want to be.”

      An argument erupted near the bar, quickly devolving into a short-lived fistfight; the loser tossed, quite literally, out on his ear.

      “If you left this place,” Victor added.

      Marie leaned forward, her eyes getting watery with coming tears. She looked down at his hand and then back into his face. “You almost make me believe it.”

      What was he doing? Idiot. Victor pulled his hand away and leaned back in his chair. His discomfort was not lost on her.

      A man at a nearby table belched loudly and won a round of laughter.

      She laughed lightly to cover her embarrassment. “Wot? And leave all this?”

      

      

      Simon enjoyed the cognac and little else. He and Elizabeth hadn’t had two minutes alone with Dr. Blackwood all night. They’d been pleased, and a little surprised, to receive the doctor’s dinner invitation. The mystery of why hadn’t lasted long.

      “There you are,” George Roxbury said as he strode toward them with a broad, welcoming smile on his face.

      “So you’re the one behind this,” Elizabeth said, holding up the invitation card. “I didn’t think the doctor had suddenly been wooed by my charms.”

      “Or mine,” Simon added, winning a laugh from Roxbury.

      He kissed Elizabeth’s cheek and shook Simon’s hand. “My family is a somewhat important benefactor for London and Bethlam Hospitals. The doctor and others might be foolish, but they are not fools.”

      “I’m glad you’ve come,” he continued. “Things have grown a bit dull around here,” he said with a mischievous smile. “I was hoping you might liven them up.”

      Sadly, he was going to be disappointed. Elizabeth was on her best behavior and they were both focused on something other than Roxbury’s amusement. Dr. Blackwood was their leading suspect and he’d invited them into his home. It was an opportunity they couldn’t pass up. Unfortunately, the dinner party was rather large and the doctor, never one to be miserly with the gift of his presence, gave it out freely to one and all. Even Elizabeth’s best attempts to persuade him to give her a follow-up interview were brushed aside with a distracted wave as Blackwood hurried to mix and mingle with his more important guests.

      Elizabeth made a sour face as she watched Blackwood’s stout backside depart. “If you were an earl or something he’d listen to us. But no, you’re just a lousy baronet.”

      Simon laughed, but it was true. His title was near the bottom of the barrel. To most here, anything short of peerage was barely noticeable.

      “You shouldn’t have married so far beneath you,” Simon teased.

      She stretched to her toes and scanned the crowd. “There’s probably a dotty old duke around here somewhere. Maybe I can upgrade.”

      “Don’t even joke about it,” Simon said.

      Elizabeth laughed and then turned to look around the party. “Well, we’re not going to learn anything interesting standing here together. If we split up, we can cover more ground.”

      She was right, of course. “Just don’t stray too far, all right?”

      “Never,” she said squeezing his arm before slipping off into the crowd.

      Simon watched her easily glide into a group and join the conversations as if she’d been there all along. She was a marvel. But admiring his wife was not why he was here, he reminded himself, and turned his focus to the doctor. He was in unusually good spirits. His typically dour expression had been enlivened. Perhaps he simply enjoyed being the grand host, but there was a noticeable change in him.

      Other than his mood, the only other thing of note that caught Simon’s attention was the small wound the doctor had on one hand. Word around the Great Hall blamed it on an overzealous patient, but it niggled at Simon.

      It was scant evidence to hang anything other than a prayer on, but it was another potentially damning sign pointing toward the doctor. Due to the violence and frenzied nature of the murders, some surmised that the killer might have small wounds on his hands, his own knife cutting him as he rushed to butcher his victims.

      For dinner, Simon and Elizabeth had been seated with George, who, Simon had to admit, was far better company than he’d thought he’d be. But however much he’d enjoyed watching the others at their end of the table clutch their pearls over some of the things Roxbury said, it wasn’t getting them closer to their goal. Although, the evening hadn’t been a total loss, Simon thought, as he sipped his drink from a chair by the fireplace in the grand salon. Mrs. Blackwood’s appearance was intriguing.

      Too ill to join them for dinner, she arrived afterward for the entertainment. Wheeled out of the bedroom with the assistance of a nurse and the doctor’s ever-present and overly dutiful valet, Roderick, she smiled at her guests. Her lap covered with a crocheted blanket and her face pinched in a look of chronic discomfort and fatigue, she looked quite elderly, but was apparently no more than forty, ten years the doctor’s junior. Though clearly, she had once been a very beautiful woman.

      The doctor doted on her. For a man who appeared as self-centered and self-aggrandizing as the doctor, it was a shock to see him defer to his wife. If his reverence weren’t apparent enough, the evening’s entertainment certainly was.

      Adelina Patti was arguably one of the world’s great sopranos and, without argument, its most expensive. Although this was a few years past her prime when she commanded a $5,000 a night fee, this private concert must be costing the doctor a bloody mint.

      She began the recital with Violetta’s aria from La Traviata. Her voice was beautiful, like crystal. Simon allowed himself a few indulgent minutes of pleasure. It was one of the perks of time travel he relished the most, to be able to see and hear art that had been lost to the ages. He listened to the aria, his eyes seeking out Elizabeth across the room. She smiled and waved, and then fell back into whatever muttered conversation she and George were having behind her fan. She didn’t share his love of opera, no matter how hard she tried; she always fell asleep.

      When Adelina Patti moved on to the turgidly sentimental popular ballad “The Song that Reached My Heart”, Simon felt free to move on as well.

      He turned his focus away from the show and onto the spectators. Mrs. Blackwood was enraptured. Her husband stood the stalwart at her side as he pompously enjoyed the spectacle.

      Simon moved around the back of the gathered crowd. Behind them another show was going on as footmen quietly went about removing empty glasses and setting out a new tray with port and sherry. A young, pretty maid, no more than fifteen or sixteen came into the room. From the state of her apron and dress she clearly wasn’t a parlor maid or even a house maid, but a scullery.

      To the upper class in England, scullery maids should never be seen, and certainly not during a party. It was a breach of etiquette and if she were found out, she’d be severely punished. Despite that, the girl tiptoed toward the fireplace and Simon realized why. She’d left one of her brushes.

      She crept along the far wall and then stopped in mid-step as she realized he was watching her. He smiled slightly and shook his head, silently promising he would not give her away. She smiled in return and hurried to the hearth, and bent down to pick up her brush. Unfortunately, Simon was not the only one who saw her.

      Roderick, Blackwood’s omnipresent valet, appeared at her side and gripped her arm, pulling her to her feet. The fear in the girl’s face was plain to see. However, it went beyond fear of the usual repercussions for a breach of etiquette. It was something else.

      She looked at Roderick, her face pale. His gaze moved meaningfully to where Blackwood stood and the girl blanched. Simon leaned forward, ready to move in if the girl needed his help. What on earth was going on here?

      Roderick yanked her arm and pulled her toward the door. Blackwood turned just then and frowned deeply in displeasure. The girl struggled one last moment, silently pleading, before Roderick moved her through the door. That was when Simon noticed the change in Blackwood’s expression—from angry to pleased. It was as though he’d just gotten something he wanted very much. Simon realized what that must have been, as Blackwood’s eyes lingered—the girl.

      

      

      Simon was oddly quiet on the carriage ride back to their hotel. Not that he was ever a chatterbox, but there was quiet, the content kind, and then there was quiet, the dark brooding kind. This was definitely the latter.

      “Did something happen?” she asked.

      He looked up, pulled from whatever reverie he was in, and started to answer, but closed his mouth with a frown. He looked up at the roof of the cab toward where the driver was sitting and shook his head, silently telling her that it would have to wait until they were away from potentially prying ears.

      Although the cabbie was just for hire and probably wouldn’t have any idea what they were talking about, it was wise to be cautious about what they said and where. After all, she’d overheard a few juicy pieces of gossip herself tonight.

      Happily, it wasn’t long before they reached Brown’s Hotel. Simon helped her down and paid the driver. Elizabeth started up the front steps, but he didn’t follow.

      “How about a walk? I think I could use some air,” he said.

      The air was manure-scented, but honestly, she was so used it now she hardly noticed. She nodded and came back down the steps, winding her arm through the elbow he offered.

      The night was oddly clear, and felt clean and crisp. It had a little nip to it, but between Simon and the fifty layers of clothing she had on, it was not a problem.

      They walked toward Berkeley Square and one of the most elite neighborhoods in all of the West End. Enormous houses like Landsdowne and Devonshire were mini-palaces sheltering in the shadow of the real thing. It was early enough that few other people were out walking, and the only sounds were their footfalls on the sidewalk and the occasional carriage or cart.

      “What happened at the party?” Elizabeth said as they turned up the block toward the park.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Simon Cross is always sure,” she teased.

      He gave a small laugh, then sobered and told her about what he’d seen go on between the maid, the valet and the doctor.

      “You think he beats them?” she asked, feeling the anger growing inside her.

      “Or worse.”

      She swallowed down the bile that rose up at the image of the doctor forcing himself on the girl.

      She trusted Simon’s instincts, but that was a lot to glean from a single look.

      As if hearing her doubts he said, “I know it’s a bit of a stretch, but it was the way she looked at him, and more so, the way he looked at her. It was indecent.”

      “That doesn’t make him a killer though,” Elizabeth said, master of stating the obvious.

      “No, but it does make me wonder. He isn’t having a sexual relationship with his wife. If he were to find that elsewhere—”

      “With the servants?”

      “And others,” Simon prompted her.

      “Prostitutes.”

      He nodded. “It’s possible.”

      “Maybe that’s why Elizabeth Stride was at his office the other day. That didn’t seem to be hospital business.”

      “No,” Simon agreed. “It did not.”

      Elizabeth considered the new information. “Ok, so the doctor might be one of those madonna/whore types. Worships his virtuous and untouched wife, and gets all lecherous with his ’lessers’—the servants and prostitutes.”

      “He wouldn’t be the first.”

      She knew he was right, but the whole notion was disturbed. Then again, so much here was.

      “I learned a little tidbit about the doctor tonight. Guess who went to see him yesterday?”

      Simon arched an eyebrow and waited.

      “None other than our own little Miss Katherine Vale.”

      He was duly surprised by the news. “And how did you find that out?”

      Elizabeth laughed. “George. He’s a worse gossip than any woman I know.”

      Simon hmm’d softly.

      “He said that her headaches are getting worse. I didn’t add that it’s probably just the crazy breaking off in there and scrambling everything up.”

      Simon snorted.

      Elizabeth shrugged. “I’m not sure what it gets us, but Vale plus doctor who specializes in crazy, well, it’s something to keep an eye on.”

      “A close eye,” Simon said. “I’ve been wondering if we haven’t paid enough attention to our Miss Vale. I’d be shocked if she weren’t at the crux of whatever changes her old self made to history here.”

      “We’ve been so busy, chasing our tails and missing opportunities,” Elizabeth said, knowing it sounded bitter.

      “It’s frustrating, isn’t it?”

      It was more than that. Elizabeth was a woman of action. She would have come with her own kung-fu grip if she’d had anything to say about it. So far, the only action they’d seen was their own darn fault. And now they had three weeks until the next opportunity. It was maddening.

      Simon must have sensed her anxiety because he tucked his elbow in a bit closer, pulling her toward him. “We have to be patient.”

      “How can you be so calm about it?”

      “You think I’m calm?”

      His equanimity was one of his most infuriating traits. “Yes.”

      Simon pulled up short. “What would you have me do? Make him kill faster?”

      Shocked at his sudden temper, Elizabeth leaned away from him. He looked poised to fight, but just as quickly the set of his shoulders softened.

      “I’m sorry,” he said and let out a deep breath before looking up to the heavens for strength. “I hate this. I hate every moment of it. The very thought of having to watch a woman be brutally murdered and do nothing…”

      He stopped and closed his eyes briefly. When he opened them, he’d gathered himself again. “I may appear calm, but I assure you, I am not.”

      Elizabeth felt foolish. Of course, he wasn’t taking this in stride. He was just better at not acting like a jackass about things they couldn’t change.

      “I’m sorry,” Elizabeth said and stepped closer to him, putting her hands on his chest and needlessly smoothing out the lapel of his waistcoat.

      “It’s like being forced to wait to watch a snuff film only to be told to come back and do it again tomorrow,” she said. “Sometimes I think the waiting for things is worse than the thing itself. Except this time,” she continued looking up into his handsome, worried face, “it’s not. They’re both unbearable.”

      Simon gently touched the side of her face, and she closed her eyes and leaned into his palm.

      “And yet we will bear it,” he said softly, and then gently tilted her head back, urging her to open her eyes. “The price is too high not to.”

      He looked at her with such love, such faith, it made her chest hurt.

      “I would walk through fire for you,” he said.

      Elizabeth let out a shaky breath. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      Simon laughed. “Agreed.”

      He kissed her lightly, and started them down the street toward their hotel. Elizabeth felt better and worse at the same time. Simon’s strength and conviction revitalized her and yet she knew, while it might not be fire, they would both walk through something a lot like Hell before this was over.
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      After the revelation last night that Katherine Vale was seeing their prime suspect, Dr. Blackwood, Elizabeth and Simon had agreed that they needed to find out more about what Vale was up to. What they didn’t agree on was how. They didn’t want to separate, but somehow the idea of Katherine Vale spilling her guts, metaphorically, to Simon was hard to picture. If Elizabeth could get her alone, she might let something slip.

      In the end, Elizabeth’s logic had won out—a rare victory and one to be relished when married to Simon Cross—and so she went alone to Hyde Park Hotel. Well, alone-ish. Simon was not willing to let her stray too far from him, and planted himself in the park across the street where he could see the hotel entrance clearly. A few days ago, Elizabeth would have thought he was being overly cautious, but that had been before she’d run willy-nilly through the streets of Whitechapel with no idea what the holy heck was going on.

      Elizabeth looked across the street, nodded once to him and then turned and walked up the steps to the lobby. As she did she focused on Vale, trying out various, potential tacks. Feeling crazier than usual? Are you hearing voices? Seen any good doctors lately? But they all seemed a little too direct. This Vale might be younger and less experienced, but she was no fool. Elizabeth would have to tread carefully and hope Vale gave her some information without realizing she’d done it.

      Elizabeth entered the lobby and headed for the front desk. She was planning on getting her room number and surprising her with an invitation to lunch, but Elizabeth was the one who was surprised. Vale was already standing at the front desk, either returning her key or getting it.

      Just as Elizabeth was about to approach her, a young man appeared at the front desk next to her. He asked the clerk something and that something must have been for Katherine Vale’s room because she turned in surprise and the man laughed lightly and then smiled.

      Elizabeth wasn’t sure what it was, there was nothing odd about the man, but something, instinct, told her to wait and watch. But she couldn’t just stand there and gawk. The lobby was busy, but if Vale turned, Elizabeth would easily be seen. She needed cover. It was probably silly, but she edged behind a potted plant and watched between the fronds, trying her best to read their lips as they spoke.

      The man, who was not much more than a boy, smiled eagerly back at Vale and fished into his jacket pocket for something. He was well-dressed, but not fancy, a conservative dark suit, maybe in banking or some other Serious Occupation. He pulled out an envelope and held it out to her. She looked at it suspiciously and shook her head. He said something, Elizabeth’s lipreading wasn’t very good, but it looked like he was saying her name, confirming she was the one he should deliver this to. She nodded and he inched the envelope closer with a smile.

      Well, this was interesting development. Who, other than Graham, would send her a note? And if it had been Graham, why not just leave it at the desk or use a messenger boy? The man standing across from her was young, but he was not just a messenger. Elizabeth supposed it was still possible it was from Graham, but…

      Frowning, Vale took the envelope from him, but waited until he’d tipped his hat and left the lobby before she made any move to open it.

      She turned the envelope over in her hands, curious, but wary. She chewed her lower lip and seemed to be deciding what to do with it when Graham appeared near the stairs. He called out to her and instead of turning to face him, asking or telling him about this odd letter, she stuffed it hastily in her reticule to hide it from him.

      Whatever it was, it wasn’t from Graham and it was a secret. At least, Elizabeth added silently, until she got her mitts on it.

      “Are you all right, Miss?” a man said at Elizabeth’s ear.

      She turned in surprise and he nodded toward the plant. “Are you…stuck?”

      Elizabeth laughed nervously as she shimmied out from behind the plant. “No, I just…I thought I’d lost my bag back here.”

      “The one on your wrist?” he said trying not to sound like he was talking to an imbecile.

      “Ah! So it is. Always the last place you look, isn’t it?” she said. She widened her eyes and twisted her hands in a swirling motion near her head. “A bit featherbrained today, I’m afraid.”

      He smiled and took a step closer as his eyes made a quick run up and down her body. “Not at all.”

      Elizabeth laughed again. “My husband certainly thinks so.”

      The man stepped back and cleared his throat. “Oh.”

      Realizing that there was no room for advancement here, the man tipped his hat and wished her a good day. As she turned back to Graham and Vale, she thought it might just be one after all.

      

      

      Vale had wanted to go back to her rooms to lie down and rest. Elizabeth knew it was really because she was anxious to read the mysterious letter. But Graham put the kibosh on the idea, saying that a day out would do her good. Amazingly, she demurred to his wishes. The older one would have laughed in his face and then killed him, or maybe vice versa just for kicks. This Vale was young and unsure, and didn’t want to upset Graham, so she agreed to join Elizabeth for an outing. And hopefully a little purloining of the purse, Elizabeth thought to herself.

      Graham put them in a cab for Regent Circus, and the look of what seemed to almost be relief at being shed of Vale for the day wasn’t lost on Elizabeth. It might have been her imagination, but she didn’t think it was lost on Vale either.

      Elizabeth craned her neck as she got into the carriage, trying to see if Simon was going to follow, but she couldn’t find him. She felt a tightening in her stomach and did her best to ignore it. He was there somewhere, she told herself. He was fine.

      She had to follow this clue, or whatever it was. The list of who might send Katherine Vale a letter was a short one. It clearly wasn’t Graham. Dr. Blackwood or George, perhaps, but why be so secretive? Another man? From the way Vale looked at Graham that didn’t seem likely. Who else could it be?

      Vale leaned back into the seat as the cab pulled away from the curb and sighed. It wasn’t exactly a fake sigh, but a little forced, dramatic, a sigh people used as a lure to get someone to ask them what’s wrong.

      Elizabeth was curious and willingly took the bait. “Everything all right?”

      “Everything’s…all right,” Vale managed half-heartedly.

      Elizabeth had to keep from smiling. She so obviously wanted to talk about something, but didn’t want Elizabeth to know she did. She waited for more, but Vale apparently wanted her pull it out of her.

      “Just all right?”

      Vale offered her a small, sad smile. “I don’t know.”

      Elizabeth knew this game. I can’t say it, but if you ask me… She bit the inside of her mouth and then said, “I’d like to think we’re friends. If something’s bothering you…”

      Vale nodded, relieved that some sort of amorphous permission to speak freely had been granted. “I’m worried about Charles.”

      Worried you’re going to grow to hate him with the fiery passion of ten thousand suns? “In what way?”

      Vale leaned back in her seat and looked lifelessly out at the city. “I think he might be seeing someone else.”

      She looked at Elizabeth to judge her reaction and then laughed, embarrassed at having admitted such a thing. “I know it’s silly.”

      “I’m sure whatever’s going on,” Elizabeth said, “that’s not it.”

      “He’s just been so distant since we’ve been here. Going off by himself, secretive.” She shook her head and raised her eyebrows in puzzlement. “I can’t blame him if he’s tired of my silly headaches. I know I am.”

      Elizabeth forgot herself for a moment and laid a comforting hand on top of Vale’s. “I’m sure he doesn’t blame you for those.”

      “I’m really not usually like this,” Vale said.

      How well Elizabeth knew that. The woman was made of ice, permanently frozen, unforgiving ice.

      “We all have our bad days,” Elizabeth said.

      Vale smiled genuinely and squeezed her hand. “Thank you. I suppose Charles was right. A day out is just what I need.”

      A few minutes later their cab pulled up to the corner of Regent and Oxford streets. Elizabeth, hoping for a chance to separate Vale from her purse for a few minutes, had suggested they spend the afternoon shopping in the bazaars.

      Elizabeth doubted they were anything like the ones she’d seen in Cairo, but if they were crowded, and loud and busy, she might find an opportunity to borrow Vale’s purse to get a peek at that letter.

      They turned around the corner, unsure of which way to go when Elizabeth saw it. There was no mistaking the tall long building with the ceiling of glass she’d read about the in Baedeker’s Guide she’d found at a shop near their hotel.

      She’d heard of the Crystal Palace, built for one of London’s Exhibitions, and this bazaar was styled after it. Nestled between two buildings, the Crystal Palace Bazaar was an oddity. They walked through the large, open doorway and into a wide, vaulted hall with an arched ceiling that had to be forty feet high. Iron and glass shaped into stars and diamonds made up the coved ceiling and two tiers of enormous iron columns painted in oddly bilious colors—blue, red, and white—held the entire thing up. There were two levels, with vendors displaying their wares inside large wood and glass counters and lines of shelves that ran the length of the building.

      Definitely not like Cairo, but bustling and loud just the same.

      They looked at jewelry and pewter work, art and ladies’ gloves.

      “You should try these on,” Elizabeth said holding up a pair of kid gloves for Vale.

      She took them and ran them through her fingers, admiringly. “They are nice, aren’t they?”

      “I’ll hold yours,” Elizabeth offered.

      Vale took off her gloves and handed them to her.

      “And your purse,” Elizabeth said, “so you can really see them.”

      “Oh, that’s all right,” Vale said, holding out her hands in front of her. “What do you think?”

      “Nice.” So much for plan A.

      In the end, Vale decided against them, although she did purchase a handsome black pair for Charles. As she paid for them, Elizabeth caught a tantalizing look inside her purse. There wasn’t much inside it, just a small compact, a few coins and the letter. No watch, Elizabeth noted. And while the letter was right there, it might as well have been in a vault. She couldn’t exactly snatch and grab it. That would be difficult to explain.

      And so she tried to be patient. But that was never her strong suit and what little she’d had had been spent the first week they’d been here.

      “How about a new purse?” Elizabeth suggested as they neared a stall with embroidered handbags.

      “There’s nothing wrong with this one,” Vale said, starting to move on.

      Elizabeth quickly picked a bag up. “But does it sparkle?”

      She wiggled the bag back and forth and Vale laughed, and came back to the stall.

      “They are attractive.”

      “This one is you,” Elizabeth said. “It even matches your dress.”

      She held the bag up against Vale’s blue silk dress.

      “Try it on,” Elizabeth suggested. “There’s a mirror over there.”

      Vale looked at the purse and then nodded. “I’m sure it’s ridiculously expensive.”

      She slipped her reticule off her wrist and handed it to Elizabeth.

      “Live a little.”

      Vale smiled conspiratorially and put the bag on her wrist, and moved to the mirror.

      Elizabeth edged around to the other side of the display table, lowered her hands so Vale couldn’t see them, and eased open the draw string. Inside the little letter waited.

      Making sure no one was looking Elizabeth started to reach inside. She had no idea what she was going to do when she got it. How could she read it and reseal it? If she out and out stole it, wouldn’t Vale know she was the one who took it?

      Dang.

      Elizabeth let the letter slip out of her hand and back into the bag. She’d have to come up with something better than that. Maybe they could get Freddie to hire some of his little pals to steal it?

      But when? How?

      She needed help and looked around the Bazaar. Simon, where are you? He was nowhere to be seen. Elizabeth swallowed the lump of worry that left in her throat.

      “Too much for me,” Vale said, suddenly reappearing at her side and putting the bag back on the counter.

      She held out her hand for her purse and with a forced smile, Elizabeth gave it to her. They window-shopped for a little while longer, before having a cup of tea and heading for home.

      They both rode in thoughtful silence until Vale called out for the driver to pull over. He did as instructed and pulled the cab over near the Marble Arch.

      “I think I’ll walk the rest of the way,” Vale said. “Fresh air.”

      Elizabeth nodded, what else could she do? “It was fun.”

      Vale climbed out of the carriage. “See you soon?”

      Elizabeth nodded again and cursed herself. She’d finally had a chance to do something and all she’d managed was to end up full of tea again.

      The cab pulled away and drove around the circle. Across the street, Elizabeth could see Vale had stopped. She had the letter out of her purse and was tearing open the envelope.

      “Pull around the corner and stop,” Elizabeth told the driver.

      She paid him and quickly got out and hurried back to the arch. She could just see Vale across the busy street. If she hadn’t read the letter yet, Elizabeth might learn something from seeing her face as she did.

      Creeping as close as she dared, Elizabeth hid behind a man selling baked potatoes from a large cart. Vale read the letter, slowly shaking her head as she did. She looked around nervously and Elizabeth ducked down behind the large copper warmer. The heat escaping from the boiler pushed against the left side of her face.

      “All right, Miss?” the vendor asked, concerned.

      Elizabeth waved her hand at him. “I’m not here.”

      “Right,” he said as if women hid behind his cart daily. “‘ot taties!”

      Vale turned the letter over to see if there was anything written on the back side. There wasn’t. But she opened the little envelope again and pulled something else out. It was flat and square and white on the back, but Elizabeth couldn’t make out more from where she was.

      Vale looked shaken. She clutched the letter and envelope to her chest and looked around again in a near panic. She hurried over to a coster who was just setting up to sell roasted chestnuts to crowds that evening. He’d built a good fire in his brazier and turned away to see to his stock.

      Elizabeth watched helplessly, knowing her chance to know what was in that letter was nearly gone.

      Vale looked one last time at the contents of the envelope and then tossed them all into the fire. Elizabeth’s heart sank as Vale watched them for a moment to make sure they’d caught and then hurried down the street.

      Elizabeth watched her for a second and then overcome with the need to not fail again, she leapt from her hiding place and ran across the busy street.

      She was nearly hit by not one, but two horse-drawn carts as she wove through traffic to the other side. She must have looked like a mad woman, but she didn’t care. She had to know what was in that letter. Somehow it had become the poster child for this whole darn mission and she just couldn’t let it all go up in smoke.

      She dashed over to the brazier in time to see the last bits of the letter curl and turn into ash. She was too late. Again.

      Feeling sick, she started to turn away when she saw the telltale white edge of a small square piece of paper. It must have slipped between the grates and fallen to the ground, half-burned.

      Elizabeth stepped on it, crushing out the remaining sparks. She bent down to pick it up. Somehow, she wasn’t surprised by what she saw.

      “Good God,” Simon said breathlessly as he came to her side. So, he had been following. Dear Simon.

      “Are you trying to give me a heart attack?” he panted out.

      She barely heard him as she stared down at the paper in her hands.

      “Elizabeth?” Simon asked, turning her toward him. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      She looked up to see his worried face. “I have.”

      She held up the burned bit of paper for him to see. It was a photograph. A photograph of the older Katherine Vale.
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      Victor took a long drink of his beer to wash away the taste of the eel pie he’d managed to keep down. Now if there was just something to wash away the taste of the beer.

      The pub was crowded, as it always was, but he did his best to listen for anything that might be helpful. It was the beginning of another long night. Time here traveled painfully slowly, inching along like the wretched people that were sometimes called the crawlers—old women so weak and infirm that they literally dragged themselves along the street. He’d seen them huddled together on the steps of the workhouse, in a knot of misery, waiting for the end to come. Some called them “dossers” because they lived in a state of perpetual dozing, stuck between waking and sleep, never finding either. And instead of mercy, they found only more misery. Even death ignored them.

      Victor had seen a great many horrors in his life, but the conditions of those women would stay with him forever. Not that it would do him or them any good, he thought as he drank the last of his beer and signaled for another.

      “Oi, wot ya got there, Collie?” Fanny, a local prostitute with a shrill voice called out to her friend who’d just come into the pub.

      “You know I ‘ate that name. It’s Colleen,” the woman said, putting on airs as best she could.

      She would have been able to pull it off if she’d many teeth left. In a sea of mousy brown and bleached blonde, she stood out with almost silver hair and pale, freckled skin.

      “Oh, all hoity-toity today, ain’t we?” Fanny said, swishing her skirts about her legs.

      Colleen lifted her nose in the air and sashayed over to the bar, winning a derisive laugh from Fanny.

      “Look at her,” Fanny said and then gave an exaggerated imitation of Colleen and flounced her way to the bar as well.

      A few onlookers gave hearty laughs, but Colleen was not amused. She said something to the barkeep that Victor couldn’t hear before turning to glare at Fanny.

      The barmaid dropped off Victor’s beer and he took a long drink from it.

      “You get somethin’ good this time?” Fanny said, leaning in to try to sneak a peek at the small bundle Colleen held close to her bosom.

      “If I did, you ain’t seein’ none of it. I earned it.”

      “On your back,” Fanny said, winning another laugh from the men at the tables nearby.

      One of the men reached out and grabbed Colleen by the skirt and pulled her into his lap. “Why don’t you share it with me, Love?”

      “Get off me,” Colleen said, struggling to get up.

      Victor set his beer down, his teeth on edge. Things like this happened daily, hourly, in the Ten Bells, but Victor was spoiling for a fight tonight and if these idiots wanted to oblige…

      “Don’t worry,” a voice said from nearby, Marie. “It is like this every time she comes in.”

      Victor eased, but only slightly.

      “All right, all right,” the barkeep said, coming around to the table. “Let ‘er go, Paulie. It’s hers. She’s got the right to keep it.”

      Colleen wrenched herself away and hugged the small parcel even more protectively than before.

      Marie sat down at Victor’s table.

      “What’s in it?” Victor asked, curious in spite of himself.

      Marie looked at the woman with sympathy. “She sleeps with the baker and he pays her in sweets. It’s probably a tart,” she added, turning back to Victor. “He thinks that’s funny.”

      Victor clenched his jaw and nodded. Why not add insult to injury?

      Marie smiled at him. “Don’t feel too bad for her. She does all right. Better than most.”

      “And you?” he asked, not sure why he wanted to know.

      She shrugged. “When I’ve got a man, I do all right.”

      She watched Colleen leave the pub before leaning back in her chair and smiling sadly at Victor.

      “But you never stay put, do you?” Marie added.

      Victor knew she didn’t mean him in particular although it was true enough for him as well. All he could do was nod and take another drink of beer.

      A small group of men led by George Lusk came into the pub then. Victor had been waiting for them. The Whitechapel Vigilance Committee had finally been officially formed. They’d sent letters to the Powers That Be asking for more police, more attention and so far they’d gotten little in return. The only real change was that the marauding bands of vigilantes had turned into marauding bands of organized vigilantes.

      While George Lusk was conservative and, from what Victor had heard and seen of him, a peaceful man, the men under him were not. They’d much rather hit first and not bother to ask questions later, as the lump on the back of his head proved. With Victor’s mood as dark as it was today, joining a group of thugs who were bound to find trouble whether it was real or not, sounded just right.

      “You’ll excuse me,” Victor said as he stood and started toward Lusk.

      He’d nearly gotten there when he felt someone tugging on his sleeve. He turned, expecting to see Marie, but instead found young Alfie, Freddie’s little brother, panting and holding out a note.

      Victor frowned and read it quickly. His mood grew that much darker. Vale had contacted her younger self. That witch was still pulling the strings, even from her jail cell.

      “No reply,” he muttered softly as he folded up the note and slipped it into his pocket.

      The boy nodded and looked around the pub, his eyes unerringly finding a rather well-endowed woman.

      “Ay,” Victor said, tugging on the boy’s shoulder to get his attention.

      Alfie spun around, fear he’d done something wrong in his eyes.

      Victor let out a sigh. “You’re doing a good job.”

      The boy smiled proudly and puffed out his chest. “I know.”

      Victor couldn’t help but smile. “Now, get out,” he said, spinning the boy around and giving him a nudge toward the door.

      The boy fought his own smile and, with one last cheeky look at the woman’s bosom, slipped out the door.

      Lusk banged his fist against the bar to get everyone’s attention. “I’m looking for men.”

      “I know a few that swing that way down in Croydon,” Fanny said, earning a roaring laugh from the crowd.

      Lusk let them have their laugh and then held up his hands. “All right, all right. We’re waiting to hear back from Inspector Aberline about adding men to the patrols in Whitechapel. But until we do, we’re going to do it ourselves.”

      That won him a loud cheer and some vitriol aimed at the police.

      He held up his hands for silence again. “If you’re able bodied—”

      “Able to what?” Fanny said again, earning another laugh.

      Lusk glared at her.

      “All right. Just ‘avin’ a bit of fun.”

      He frowned, but turned back to the crowd. “If you’re able bodied and want to join up, come see Frank here.”

      Victor joined the men who moved over to the bar.

      The little man who’d been one of his captors earlier frowned at him.

      Victor smiled back.

      

      

      “The bettermost dolls’ eyes, they’re the natural ones. Made in a superior way, you understand?”

      Victor did not reply. He did not need to. The man needed no audience, no reaction; he supplied them all himself.

      “Lovely. Fourpence a pair, they are, but no one wants them anymore. They all want common eyes.”

      Victor sighed and he and his companion continued down the street on a tour as endless as the man’s conversation. The men of the Vigilance Committee were sent out in pairs to patrol. Victor was sure it was some sort of punishment that Frank had put him with Old Tuck. The man simply never stopped talking.

      “The missus and I, we also make human eyes. I’ve got two cases; in the one I have black and hazel, and in the other blue and grey. And for the ladies’ eyes we put a little more sparkle in ‘em, just to make ‘em shine a bit more than the gents’.”

      Victor tried to ignore the endless prattle, but it was like a bee buzzing in his ear.

      “The French makes eyes as well,” Tuck said, snatching a sideways glance at Victor. “But, if ya don’t mind my sayin’ so, they’re low quality. Don’t move right. Just sort of sit there, starin’ at ya.”

      He held up his hands in front if his face like a mesmerist and wiggled his fingers before letting his hands fall to his sides again. “Quite unnervin’.”

      There was a blessed pause after that and they walked a few steps in silence. Victor relished the quiet, but it was short-lived.

      “I had a lady customer once,” Tuck said, launching himself yet again. “Husband didn’t even know. That’s how fine that eye was. I thought—”

      “How about a drink?” Victor said quickly.

      He’d noticed Tuck’s eyes had lingered on every pub door they’d passed.

      “You must be thirsty,” he added. After your ceaseless talking.

      The man swallowed and licked his lips before pursing them in thought. “A pint would go down easy.”

      One good thing, perhaps the only good thing, one could say about Whitechapel was there that there was always a pub close by, and Victor nodded toward one just up the street.

      Tuck rubbed his hands together and grinned. “Just one. Just to quench the old thirst.”

      As Victor had suspected, one quickly led to two, and Old Tuck was just as happy to stay put in the pub for just a bit longer, “to rest my poor old weary bones.”

      Victor left him there and set out on his own. The streets were busy; they almost always were. This part of the city was so overcrowded that the people seeped out of buildings and onto the streets like water through cracks in a bursting dam.

      His rounds took him up Wilkes and back around the Black Eagle Brewery. As he turned East, the train and Shoreditch Station to his left, he noticed a cab. A rather nice cab. A rather familiar cab.

      He crossed the street and found the cabbie taking off a feedbag from his horse. It was the same man he’d seen outside of the hospital the day Elizabeth Stride had paid Dr. Blackwood a visit. The same man he’d seen drive past Annie Chapman’s boarding house the night she was murdered.

      “Have a light?” he asked, pulling out his pipe and holding it up.

      The man nodded and put away his feedbag. He dug into his pocket, pulled out a pipe of his own and a match. He lit it and held it for Victor to get his pipe going and then did the same for his own.

      “It’s a nice carriage,” Victor said. “You own it?”

      The man pushed his shoulders back. “I do.”

      “Think I saw it the other night.”

      “I get around,” he said, with a shrug.

      “The night of the murder.”

      The man’s jaw set.

      “Not far from it,” Victor added with a thoughtful puff from his pipe.

      The driver narrowed his eyes and cocked his head to the side. “Look, I ain’t got nothin’ to do with any of that.”

      Victor eyed the small man. “You drove a doctor into Whitechapel that night,” he said, hoping he was right.

      The driver’s face went a bit pale. “How’d you know that?”

      “That coroner said that the murderer might be a doctor,” Victor said.

      The man’s eyes went wide with fear and he chewed at the inside of his mouth.

      “I’m with the Committee,” Victor said, standing a little closer to the smaller man. “If you know something, you should tell me.”

      The man’s eyes fluttered nervously. “I took the doc ‘round to Pelham near Hobson. Said he was helpin’ a babe be born. Nothin’ to do with that other business.”

      “Dr. Blackwood?”

      The man paled visibly. “I didn’t say that.”

      Victor smiled slightly. “Of course not.”

      So Blackwood was in Whitechapel the night of the second murder, and possibly the first.

      “Look, I can’t afford to lose that job. I just got it last week.”

      “I’m sure it is nothing,” Victor said, and the man relaxed.

      Victor nodded genially and then clapped his hand down heavily on the man’s shoulder, feeling the cabbie’s legs give just a little beneath him. “But if it is not…”

      “I just drive. I don’t know what he does. He gets out and likes to walk. I don’t even know where he goes really.”

      Victor’s gaze did not flinch.

      The man swallowed nervously and shook his head. “He just walks.”

      “Did you drive him here on the morning of the first?”

      “The first?”

      Victor leaned in. “The first of the month.”

      “I told ya. I just got the job a week ago.”

      “Is he here tonight?”

      He shook his head. “I ain’t seen him in two days.”

      Victor stared into the man’s eyes. He saw fear there, but no deception.

      He released his grip and patted the man’s shoulder. “I’m sure it is just as you say.”

      The driver took a nervous step back and massaged his shoulder. If Victor found out he was lying, that he had a part in what was done here, he would need more than a massage to ease his pain.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Netley. John Netley.”

      Victor regarded him for a moment. “Have a good evening, Mr. Netley.”

      Victor started down the street and said over his shoulder, “and thanks for the light.”

      It did not take Victor long to find the house the doctor had visited the night of Chapman’s murder. There was no baby born there that night though, although not for lack of trying.

      The whorehouse had six girls working and one room that could be rented by the half hour. It seemed the doctor was a frequent visitor there until he’d been asked not to return. Apparently, he tended to take things a little too far. His last time with Lizzy Stride had been one too many times. He’d “damaged the merchandise.”

      The doctor had come back that night and been turned away. Where he went after that, no one knew.

      Finally, the pieces were beginning to fit together, Victor thought. And the picture they made was not very pretty.
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      It was a Punch and Judy show. These so-called sitters were no more than Blavatsky’s puppets and they danced when she told them to.

      Simon hated events like this. Lies and deception, preying on people’s fears. The “séance” took place in Blavatsky’s home in St. John’s Wood which doubled as headquarters for the Theosophy Society. The main parlor had been prepared with a table and chairs for the “sitters”, the people who would channel the spirits, and several rows for the paying spectators.

      Of course, having the performance in a place she could rig with any number of tricks was wise, and every one of her stunts played well to the audience—except for Elizabeth, who seemed transfixed by the taxidermy baboon Blavatsky called Mr. Fiske. It stood in the corner of the room ironically holding a copy of Darwin’s The Origin of the Species. Apparently, Blavatsky was not a fan of science.

      Simon shifted impatiently in his seat. As if having to listen to a mad woman conjure spirits weren’t enough, he was forced to sit next to Katherine Vale for the duration of it.

      After he’d seen the photograph Elizabeth had salvaged from the fire, the cold fist that had held his heart since they’d come here tightened its grip. They’d half expected Vale to cancel the invitation, but she hadn’t. In fact, other than being a little more nervous than usual, she hadn’t behaved differently toward them at all. Simon had anticipated some change. It was almost worse that there wasn’t one, or at least not one they could observe. As Elizabeth had said, “Secret crazy is the scariest kind.”

      Simon definitely agreed. It was possible Vale’s letter hadn’t done whatever she’d intended it to do, that their very presence had changed things and Vale’s plan was already thwarted just by them being there.

      Was he so far gone that wishful thinking was now a viable option? Simon snorted softly at his own folly.  The small noise he’d made earned him a reproachful glance from Elizabeth. He arched his eyebrows in an insincere apology and they turned back to the show.

      “The room is too cold,” Blavatsky kept saying. “The spirits are shy.”

      Simon bit his tongue to keep from shouting out, “Then just turn up the damned heat.”

      Not that it would have done any good. He would have been escorted out and Blavatsky, clever woman that she was, would turn it to her advantage. People like her always found the angle.

      Tonight, she found it for the princely sum of £2 per person. With roughly thirty people in the audience, it wasn’t bad for a night’s work.

      In spite of the “challenging” conditions, Blavatsky pressed on, trying to summon the spirits of Annie Chapman and Polly Nichols. The sitters channeled all manner of dead persons from a poor Cockney boy to Fredrick Chopin, but the victims were too traumatized to communicate. Unsurprisingly, neither Chopin nor the boy knew who Jack the Ripper was.

      Despite the evening being a complete farce and generating not a shred of evidence toward the crimes, it was deemed a huge success by all in attendance, Vale included.

      As the séance ended, she turned to Simon, a strange look in her eye. Gone was the guileless young woman they’d known here, and in her place was something else.

      It was the look of someone who knew something he didn’t, of someone who had the advantage and took pleasure in that. It was an expression he’d seen in her before. In the other, older Katherine Vale. Suddenly, the room did feel cold.

      He held her gaze, keeping himself as steady and unaffected as he could, and like a spark that was snuffed out, whatever had been in her eyes vanished.

      She smiled, excited, seemingly unaware of the moment that had just preceded. “Wasn’t that fascinating?”

      Simon nodded. Perhaps Elizabeth was right and bits of crazy were breaking off. The duality she presented was not a good sign.

      “Rubbish,” Graham said.

      He’d not bothered to hide his feelings about Blavatsky before the performance and clearly wasn’t going to sugar coat them now. Simon could see that the jibe struck Vale, but she shrugged it off and turned back to Simon and Elizabeth.

      “I could introduce you, if you’d like,” Vale offered. “She’s very busy, but she’s taken a bit of a shine to me.”

      “I’ll wait out front,” Graham said, giving Simon a look that said and if you were smart, you’d follow my lead. Simon was tempted to follow, but before he could, Elizabeth accepted her offer.

      Madame Blavatsky sat in a large reading chair and looked very much the queen holding court as people came to pay their compliments for the evening.

      When Vale arrived, Blavatsky smiled. “Ah, my dear child, what did you think?”

      “You’re amazing.”

      Blavatsky shook her head. “The room was not conducive. But I tried,” she added with a put-upon sigh.

      “I’d like to introduce you to someone,” Vale said.

      Madame Blavatsky nodded tiredly and turned her gaze to Simon and Elizabeth.

      “This is Simon and Elizabeth Cross.”

      Blavatsky eyed them briefly before turning her attention back to Vale. “Help Peter with the pamphlets, would you?”

      Vale smiled, happy to be of service and hurried to hand out literature about Theosophy as people lingered.

      Blavatsky watched her for a moment before turning back to them. She looked at Simon briefly and then her gaze slid to Elizabeth.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” Elizabeth said.

      Blavatsky stared at her, her eyes squinting slightly, her expression unreadable. She tilted her head to the side and then pushed herself out of her chair and took a step toward Elizabeth to close the distance.

      Elizabeth looked uneasily to Simon and then back to Blavatsky.

      The older woman took Elizabeth’s hands in hers. “I am sorry for your loss.”

      Elizabeth laughed nervously. “What loss?”

      If she didn’t have Simon’s attention before, she definitely did now.

      Blavatsky’s eyes searched her face and then darted over to Simon. “Your child.”

      That fist around Simon’s heart clenched. Elizabeth looked over at him, near-panic in her eyes.

      They’d had this conversation before, but somewhere else and with someone else. Old Nan, the blind seer in Natchez, had said the same thing to them and it had haunted them both ever since.

      Elizabeth shook her head and Simon heard the way she struggled to keep her voice calm. “We don’t have any children.”

      Blavatsky smiled, a little sadly and a little something that made Simon’s skin itch. “Perhaps it has not come to pass.”

      The words took Simon’s breath away. He stood transfixed for a moment, stilled by the shock of a conversation repeating itself decades later and thousands of miles away. Forcibly, he pulled his mind under control. This was not right.

      Gentle, but insistent, he pulled Elizabeth away from her, breaking the contact.

      Her face had gone pale and she looked up at him with large, frightened eyes. As much as he wanted to pull her into his arms and comfort her, he couldn’t. Not here. Not now. Instead, he shook his head and shifted his eyes quickly to Vale across the room.

      Elizabeth seemed to understand and forced a smile to her face, and turned back to Madame Blavatsky. “Well, let’s hope you’re wrong about that.”

      Blavatsky raised her eyebrows and gave a small, indifferent shrug. “I see what I see.”

      “Yes,” Simon said, and had to clear his throat to continue. “It was a fascinating evening.”

      She lowered herself into her chair and waved a regal hand, dismissing them.

      Simon took Elizabeth by the arm and led her across the room.

      “Simon…”

      “I know,” he whispered, his voice sounding strained even to his own ears. God, he had to get out of here. He had to get some air in his lungs.

      She nodded and let out a shuddering breath. They found Vale and quickly begged off dinner.

      “Are you sure?” Vale asked.

      Elizabeth touched her forehead. “I think it’s my turn to have a headache.”

      “I’m sorry,” Vale said kindly and then frowned. “It wasn’t anything to do with this evening, I hope?”

      It could have been Simon’s imagination, God knows it was working overtime just now, but it almost sounded as though there was a hopeful note in Vale’s question. And for a moment he saw in her face the older version of herself, her eyes calculating the depth of their misery and enjoying every nuance of their suffering.

      If Elizabeth noticed it she ignored it and shook her head. “Just overtired.”

      “Of course,” Vale said. “Well, we’ll see you later this week?”

      “I’m sure,” Simon said, already easing Elizabeth away. “Give Charles our apologies.”

      Vale smiled and nodded, and they made their escape. Although, Simon thought with a horrible sinking feeling, perhaps from some things there was no escape at all.

      

      

      Victor’s patrol had been much as everything else here, pointless. He’d talked to people, but, unsurprisingly, no one had seen anything. For reasons he didn’t want to examine too closely, he stopped back by the pub before heading to his rooms for the night.

      Marie was nowhere to be seen. Just as well, he thought. He was in no mood for company. He settled into his hard wooden chair to drink his lukewarm beer when Lizzy Stride came in. She sported a fresh bruise under her eye and the remnants of a fat lip. After a stop at the bar, she slid onto a chair at the next table where two of her friends sat drinking.

      “Oi, that’s a new one,” one of them said.

      Stride snorted loudly. “It’ll be the last, I’m tellin’ ya.”

      She reached over and took her friend’s beer and finished it in one long, sloppy drink. Wiping the dribbles off her chin with the back of her forearm, she continued, “I was paid a little visit last night. Not a gentleman caller.”

      One of her friends leaned forward, her eyes red and glassy. She tried to put her elbow on the table, but missed and she sloshed forward before catching herself. “Who was it?”

      “Berk named Roderick,” Lizzy said. “Chi-chi valet, he is, thinks he and his master can do wotever they likes.”

      That caught Victor’s attention. Roderick was Dr. Blackwood’s valet.

      “Think they can shut me up with a little beatin’. I’ve had worse from people I like!” she said.

      Her friends nodded, dumbly.

      “No one’s gonna stop me from gettin’ mine,” Lizzy said. “Not after what he done. Ain’t right.”

      She shook her head slowly and then seemed to suddenly remember she hadn’t gotten her beer and screamed like a banshee at the bartender for one.

      “All right, Lizzy, all right,” the barkeep said with a tired shake of his head.

      Lizzy snorted again. “I ain’t no pushover. I gots a plan. And that rich doctor,” she said, leaning in whispering loudly, “he’s gonna pay.”

      “They should all pay,” Victor said, raising his beer in solidarity and hoping he could get more information from her.

      “You’re right about that,” she said without thinking and then her eyes narrowed at him. “Who’re you?”

      “Victor. Friend of Marie’s.”

      She squinted her eyes even tighter as she tried to remember who that was. “Marie? Oh,” she said and then gave a short laugh. “Right. Marie.”

      “Did the doctor hurt you?” Victor said. “No man should hurt a woman.”

      She nodded, her head heavily flopping up and down. “He ain’t wot he seems,” she said, and then leaned over conspiratorially. “None of them is.”

      Her breath was fetid, but Victor nodded and leaned in. “What did he do?”

      She smiled, a secret smile, pleased with herself and then started to open her mouth to talk, but like drunks so often do, her mood changed in an instant and she shook her head. “Naw, then you’ll be in on it.”

      She shook her head more dramatically now. “You ain’t hornin’ in. None of ya is!”

      She stood then, knocking her chair back and sending it nearly clattering to the floor. “You’d like that, wouldn’t ya?” she said, addressing the whole bar, none of whom had any idea what she was on about or cared.

      She stood there swaying for a moment, before flopping back down into her chair. She turned to Victor. “It’s a secret, see? And I ain’t supposed to be talkin’.” She put a dirty finger to her lips.

      “It’ll be just our little secret,” she said to the top of the table as her head drooped forward. “Shhh…be as silent as the grave.”

      She nodded to herself and laid her head down and fell asleep.

      

      “Help me undo this,” Elizabeth said tugging at the waist of her dress. “I can’t breathe in this thing.”

      Simon closed the door to their rooms and turned up the gaslight.

      He moved behind her and unhooked the back enclosures of her dress. “It’s going to be—”

      She pulled away and turned to face him, her cheeks flushed with anger and emotion. “Don’t say it. Don’t tell me everything is going to be all right.”

      Simon closed his mouth and nodded slowly.

      Elizabeth looked at him, her anger ebbed quickly and her face fell. “I’m sorry. Maybe you should say it. I think I need to hear it.”

      Simon took hold of her arms, lowering his head to see eye to eye with her. “It is going to be all right.”

      She hesitated and then looked at him with love and a little admiration. “How can you be so sure?”

      He let her go and took off his jacket. “Because I won’t allow it to be anything else.”

      Elizabeth laughed lightly, but it wasn’t unkind. “When you say it like that, I almost believe you.”

      He turned back and caught her eye for a moment before turning away and hanging up his coat on the wooden valet. He wanted to believe it, too.

      “How did she know?” Elizabeth said, voicing the one question that plagued them both.

      Simon pulled down his bracers. “Vale, I suspect.”

      Elizabeth paused as she undressed. “What do you mean?”

      He pulled off his boots and set them aside. “Vale’s letter could have easily included information about us. What better weapon to use against us than,” he said, pausing as he imagined their future child, “our most vulnerable area.”

      “She did needle us about that in Cairo,” Elizabeth admitted. “But I’m still not sure how she knew.”

      “She might be mad, but she’s clever and, unfortunately, very astute.”

      “True,” Elizabeth said and then added with a look of apology. “I let her push my buttons. And all that did was let her know that I had them.”

      He nodded and undid his cuffs. “We’re both guilty on that front.”

      Elizabeth sat down on the edge of the bed. “So you think older Vale told her younger self how to hurt us?”

      Simon let out a breath. “And she told Blavatsky. It made for fine theater, after all, didn’t it?”

      Elizabeth pursed her lips. “But those words? Those exact words? How could Vale know what Nan said? She wasn’t there.”

      “I don’t know,” he admitted, “but she’s…motivated and—”

      “Hates our guts?”

      Simon frowned. “Yes. With the ability to time travel, there’s no telling if she found out where we’d been and went there herself.”

      “Time stalking?”

      “I wouldn’t put it past her,” he said.

      “Well then it’s a good thing future her is in the Council jail and her younger self will be in Bedlam soon. Unless we screw this up.”

      Simon walked over to Elizabeth as she tossed her corset aside.

      “Which we will not do,” he said.

      She nodded, but he could see the fear in her eyes. Fear not for herself, but for their child.

      Gently, he pulled her to her feet and against his chest. “I wish I could take you away from all of this, somewhere safe. Where this couldn’t touch us.”

      “It already has touched us,” she said, looking up at him, resigned to it, but not beaten by it. “And unless we stop whatever it is she’s up to here…”

      Simon kissed her forehead. “We will.”

      Elizabeth sat back down on the bed heavily. “What is she up to? It obviously has something to do with Jack the Ripper’s death. Do you think she kills him?”

      Simon sat down next to her. “Possibly.”

      “But why? What would she get out of that?”

      Simon shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe she’s somehow realized that’s a focal point in Council history and is targeting it because it unravels so much, alters her path.”

      Elizabeth leaned against his shoulder. “Maybe. I mean, managing not to be sent to Bedlam is a pretty good motive to change things. It’s just that…”

      Simon leaned away from her to get a look at her face. “Just what?”

      She shook her head as she thought out loud. “It seems impersonal. Everything she’s done so far has been very personal, with us at the center of it.”

      “Or Graham,” he said, realizing that while they bore the brunt of her vengeance, it was only because they had been there and he hadn’t. “She was out to destroy Graham in San Francisco and in Cairo. We were just in the way.”

      “And Graham’s here this time.”

      “And looking for the Ripper.”

      Elizabeth shifted to face him. “Maybe she finds him first and kills him.”

      “Or has him killed,” Simon suggested. “Or has them both killed.”

      Elizabeth nodded and chewed her lower lip in thought. “Maybe.”

      “Either way, I think we should warn Graham. Whatever she’s up to, you can be assured he’ll be a target.”

      She nodded, but looked worried. Not that he blamed her. He was damned worried himself.

      He ran a hand down her now bare arm until he reached her wrist. It was so slender he could reach around it with his thumb and forefinger. So small and fragile. He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it.

      She smiled back at him, but the unease remained in her eyes. No words of assurance would take it away. It would stay with her, with him, until this mission was over. One way or the other.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 23

        

      

    
    
      Simon leaned back in his seat as their carriage made its way out of the city and into the country, but he did not relax as he watched the city disappear into the distance behind them. It would hardly be the respite George had painted when he’d invited them. With Dr. Blackwood and both Graham and Vale also in attendance for the weekend, there would be little rest and no relaxation.

      After the revelation of Vale’s letter and the disturbing encounter with Madame Blavatsky, Simon had been waiting for the proverbial other shoe to drop. Every time they’d seen Vale, he’d been prepared for the worst, prepared for her to strike like the viper she was. But, if anything, she’d been calmer than before, kindness and pleasure in their company oozing out of every pore like a noxious perfume.

      The nervous energy she’d exuded when they’d first seen her here in London was nearly gone. Frankly, he’d rather she’d have ranted and raved and foamed at the mouth. Her quiet confidence and unnatural grace were far more unnerving.

      Coupled with the new and far from improved Katherine Vale, their investigation had stagnated. After Victor had told them about what he’d overheard from Lizzy Stride, they thought they’d finally caught the break they needed. If she were blackmailing the doctor, that meant he’d done something worthy of it. It also gave him a motive for killing her. With her connections to the other victims, it seemed like they were finally onto something. The doctor was looking more and more guilty. But after that night, Stride clammed up and the doctor kept to himself. Every attempt Victor made to get more details about her “plot” and the reason for it came up dry.

      And so, instead of things coming to a head, they simmered, slowly, their reserves burning away. Each day moving achingly, painfully, slowly forward toward the next murder, but bringing nothing of use with it. And all the while the words Blavatsky echoed from their past still lingered. The fear of them coming to pass was cancerous.

      The days stretched into weeks. The dinners and luncheons and parties all ran together in his mind. Nothing stood out. No more clues, no more revelations. Everything and everyone seemed to settle into a slow, relentless rhythm; each day grinding past, melting into the next, drawing them inexorably toward their fate.

      He looked across the carriage at Elizabeth as she leaned toward the window soaking up the green landscape and fresh air. He knew that despite her indomitable spirit, she was feeling the strain as well. Her beautiful blue eyes were rimmed with dark circles from lack of sleep. Her laughter was less frequent. Her smile dulled just enough to break his heart a little.

      He would have given anything to take it all away from her, to shoulder her burden. But even if he could have, she wouldn’t have let him. And that just made him love her all the more.

      Roxbury’s estate, Larkridge Manor, was an imposing Elizabethan country house with gothic pinnacles and a vast array of mullioned windows.

      Elizabeth gave a soft, impressed whistle as their carriage turned down the lane toward the main house.

      “And I thought Grey Hall was swanky.”

      Simon chuckled. His family estate was actually quite modest compared to many, including, it seemed, Roxbury’s. Larkridge was impressive.

      The butler, a small man with keen eyes and an implacable expression, greeted them.

      “Good afternoon, Sir Simon,” he said, bowing slightly. “Lady Cross.”

      Elizabeth didn’t quite manage to stop her snort of amusement at her title.

      The butler’s right eye twitched slightly, but that was the only chink in his otherwise impenetrable social armor. As the butler of a grand house should be, he was precise in every way, from his flawless livery to his ramrod posture.

      “Sir George is out at the moment, but should be back shortly. If you’ll allow me,” he said, gesturing to the large entry hall behind the immense front door.

      “Thank you,” Simon said, giving him a lingering, questioning look.

      “Jeeves, sir.”

      Elizabeth tried to cover her sudden burst of laughter with a coughing fit.

      “Is the lady all right?” Jeeves asked, oblivious to the reason for her outburst.

      Simon fought down a smile of his own with a pressing frown. “She’s fine,” he said with a glare that Elizabeth happily ignored.

      “I’m fine,” she said. “Thank you, Jeeves.”

      Simon could see her struggling to keep from laughing again. “Perhaps some rest before dinner?”

      “Very good, sir. Dinner is at eight, the gong will ring at seven.”

      “Have the other guests arrived?” he asked.

      “You are the first,” Jeeves said.

      Simon nodded and Jeeves waited to make sure there were no other questions before he waved his hand and a tall, slender footman appeared and escorted them to their rooms—a rather expansive and very elegant suite.

      “My name is Edward,” the footman said as other servants deposited their ridiculously overstuffed trunks in their room. “I am at your service as your valet for the duration of your stay. Simply ring for me here,” he said as he gestured toward a velvet rope that hung near the doorway.

      “And if Lady Cross should need a lady’s maid or anything at all,” he continued, “Eleanor will be pleased to serve.”

      Simon thanked him and the young man bowed. George had thought of everything. He knew they hadn’t traveled with a valet and maid, as would be customary for a couple with his status, and had delicately given them the option.

      Elizabeth came back into the sitting room from the bedroom holding a bottle of champagne. “Good ol’ George.”

      Simon met her halfway and took the bottle. It was a fine vintage, but he set it aside.

      Elizabeth pouted and he took her in his arms. “Two glasses of that and I’ll have to carry you down to dinner.”

      She laughed. “George would like that.”

      “I’m sure he would, but we have to pace ourselves and cannot let—”

      “Our guard down,” she finished for him. “I know.”

      He kissed her forehead. “It won’t be long now.”

      She hmm’d against his chest. “When this is all over, we are going to Hawaii or Tahiti or somewhere and sleeping on the beach for a week.”

      “Agreed.”

      He let go of her and pulled out his pocket watch. It was just now four. “We still have a few hours before we need to dress for dinner. Why don’t you lie down? I’ll keep watch.”

      Elizabeth nodded and took a step toward the bedroom before turning back to him. “I sleep better with you next to me.”

      He wanted to protest, but the words wouldn’t come.

      She held out her hand. “They’re not even here yet. You’re watching an empty house.”

      He hesitated, but realized she was right, and stepped forward taking her hand.

      “For a few hours,” he said.

      “Just you and me.”

      

      

      Elizabeth woke with a start and sat up in bed. Next to her, Simon did the same. They’d fallen asleep in their clothes nearly as soon as they’d lain down, but something had startled them both awake.

      Simon checked his pocket watch. “Quarter past seven. Slept right through the gong. We’d better dress.”

      Elizabeth nodded and slipped off the bed, and as she did, they both heard the door to the suite next to theirs close with a bit too much force. Elizabeth went toward the door to their rooms to investigate, Simon close behind.

      In the hallway, they could hear raised voices. Elizabeth cracked their door open and listened.

      “Then you should have stayed in London,” Graham said, his voice choked with anger.

      “You’d have liked that, wouldn’t you?” Vale bit back.

      Graham took a quick step toward her, but Vale held her ground defiantly. Graham paused and her eyes shifted away from him, catching sight of Simon and Elizabeth. Graham’s gaze followed hers.

      He cleared his throat and smoothed down his dinner jacket before shooting Vale a final look.

      Caught watching them, Simon and Elizabeth stepped out into the hallway, apologetic expressions on their faces.

      Graham plastered on a smile and for the first time Elizabeth felt uneasy with him. It wasn’t that he’d tried to cover their argument and pretend everything was all right. Everyone did that once in a while. It was how well he did that. His smile was effortless. He shifted from anger to pleasant nonchalance in a heartbeat, as if he could just flip a switch.

      “Sorry about that,” Graham said, striding toward them, hand extended. “I heard you two would be here. I’m so glad.”

      Simon shook Graham’s hand.

      Vale’s expression remained icy and her eyes darted to Graham, clearly not finished with their argument.

      Graham eyed Simon and cocked his head to the side. “Is dinner casual?”

      “Oh,” Simon said, looking down at his clothes. “No, we’re running a bit behind.”

      “We won’t keep you then,” Graham said and turned to Vale. “Shall we?”

      She glared at him, and then back to Simon and Elizabeth before nodding and leaving without him.

      “We’ll see you downstairs,” Graham said as he caught up to Vale and headed down the hall to the stairs.

      Simon and Elizabeth slipped back into their rooms.

      “Now what do you think that was all about?” Elizabeth asked.

      Simon looked back at the door. “I don’t know. But things are starting to look a bit frayed around the edges, aren’t they?”

      Elizabeth nodded. “I’d be more than frayed if I were Graham.”

      Simon began to unbutton his shirt. “I wish he’d taken our advice and left here when we told him about Vale’s letter.”

      “I know I wouldn’t spend a minute more with her than I had to.”

      Simon sighed. “He’s obsessed with the Ripper case. Beyond all good sense.”

      “I’m starting to think he’s as crazy as she is,” Elizabeth said, and then added off of Simon’s curious look. “Well, not that crazy. She’s cornered the market on that brand of nuts.”

      Simon looked thoughtfully back toward the door. “Let’s hope so.”

      

      

      Marie ate her food as she always did, as if it were the last she’d ever see. She washed down an enormous mouthful of fried haddock with the last third of her beer.

      It would have been impressive, Victor thought, if it weren’t so very sad. The meals they shared together were some of the few she got, he was sure. The rest of the time it was stale bread and bits of cheese. Meat was a luxury and vegetables non-existent.

      He watched her as she scraped the last bits from her meal into a pile, not willing to waste even the smallest crumb.

      He pointed at her plate. “Another?”

      She grinned and spoke with a mouth half-full. “I couldn’t.”

      She swallowed and put her hands on her stomach. “Stuffed like a Christmas goose.”

      She eyed her glass though and he knew the silent request. He took her glass and his, and moved to the bar for two more. She drank too much. They all drank too much, but it was the only pleasure here, leaden though it was in the end.

      Victor leaned his elbows against the bar as the barman drew two more pints. The pub was busy as usual, but the noise and the stink didn’t bother him anymore. He barely noticed them.

      That was a bad sign, he thought. But hardly surprising considering he’d been there almost a month. He’d been on long assignments before. The greatest risk was always complacency. Becoming comfortable, accustomed, meant losing his edge, not seeing the things he needed to see. Not being the man he needed to be.

      He’d learned that lesson the hard way just outside of Paris during the war. It was easy to become one of them, to forget why he was there. Their cause was just and they were the sort of men and women he could fight alongside and be proud to die with. However, despite sabotaging convoys and tapping phones, he was not there to fight their enemy. He shared their food, he smoked their cigarettes, but he was not one of them.

      He’d lost sight of that then and it had nearly cost a good man his life. He vowed that that would never happen again. And in the years since, he’d kept that promise. With everything at stake here, now was not the time to break it. He was not here to interfere in their lives or to become part of them.

      The barman placed two beers in front him, he took them and turned back to their table. Marie smiled at him.

      No matter how much they might need him to.

      

      

      She was never eating again. The dinner had been equal parts amazing and disgusting. The sole was delicious. The calf’s head would fuel nightmares and indigestion for days to come. Elizabeth could still see it staring at her.

      Her stomach burbled again and she turned her head to see if it had woken Simon. His eyes stayed closed though and his breathing was deep and rhythmic.

      Poor him. She could only imagine how tired he was. He’d only been half-joking earlier when he’d said he’d stand guard. She knew he did that most nights. Unwilling to leave them as vulnerable as they would be in sleep, he allowed himself only cat naps. Even for a master of the sleepless night like Simon, doing that for several weeks was a few weeks too many.

      From the looks of it, his body had finally convinced his mind to shut the heck up and let it rest. Afraid she might wake him and needing something to settle her upset stomach, she carefully slipped out of bed. Simon rolled his head to the side, but didn’t wake. Elizabeth grabbed her robe and tiptoed out of the room.

      The house was dark except for a few low-burning gas lamps in the halls. She managed to get downstairs, but had no idea where the kitchen was. One of the grandfather clocks sounded three chimes. Her stomach gurgled in response.

      It was late, but maybe someone would still be up in the servants’ quarters and could help her find something. Of course, she had no idea where the servants quarters were either. But she’d seen enough Masterpiece Theater to know they were downstairs. Somewhere.

      Quietly, she padded along through the halls. The house was enormous though and the servants’ quarters were well hidden. She started to backtrack when she noticed a light coming from a doorway. The distinct odor of cigar wafted down the hall to her. Maybe it was George. He’d help.

      She retied the sash to her robe and made her way toward the light. She peeked inside, but couldn’t see anyone. Easing the already ajar door open a bit more, she stuck her head in.

      All she could see was a curl of smoke drifting up over the back of a large wingback chair near the fireplace.

      “George?”

      Dr. Blackwood’s large, mustached face appeared around the edge of the chair. His bushy eyebrows shot up and after a moment’s surprise, he stood. “Lady Cross.”

      “I’m sorry,” Elizabeth said, already starting to back out of the room.

      “No, no,” he said, a sleepy, indulgent smile coming to his face. “I see I’m not the only one who can’t sleep.”

      He held out his glass in question.

      “No, thank you,” she said.

      His eyes took her in, quickly, clinically, before he finished his drink in one long draw. “You don’t mind if I indulge, do you?”

      He didn’t wait for an answer and was already moving toward the drink cart.

      “It might not be the best medicine for sleeplessness,” he said as he poured himself another glass, “but it is the most pleasant.”

      He turned back and eyed her again. “Or the second most,” he said softly, almost to himself as his eyes drifted over her. They were heavy with drink and something else she couldn’t name and didn’t quite want to.

      Although her robe was as tightly wrapped around her as possible, and her nightclothes thick, she still felt naked under his gaze. She tugged at the edges of her robe and wrapped her arms around waist.

      His gaze drifted back up to her face then and he seemed to come back to himself and cleared his throat as he looked away.

      Elizabeth repressed a shiver. She’d overheard two maids talking about the doctor the other day, one warning the other to avoid being alone with him, and here she was doing just that.

      He walked slowly, and bit wobbly back to his chair. “You’re not suffering from one of Miss Vale’s headaches, are you?”

      The way he said headaches made it sound like a euphemism. But for what?

      Despite her fear, Elizabeth stepped further into the room. He was drunk, which was creepy, but it was also good, she realized. Between that and his weight, she could get away from him if she had to, as long as she kept a safe distance between them.

      She walked around to stand behind the chair opposite his.

      “Did you give Katherine something to help with her headaches?”

      The doctor looked down into his glass. “She’s very clever, that one.”

      Oh, she is that, Elizabeth thought. But what made the doctor think so?

      His head lolled slightly to the side and he caught it, jerking it back up into position. His eyes were getting glossier, his focus waning and Elizabeth eased around to the front of the chair.

      She moved closer to him and leaned down slightly. “Has she done something?”

      Slowly, he lifted his gaze up to her. “Why are women such vile creatures?”

      Taken aback, Elizabeth took a step away.

      He looked at her and whispered hoarsely, “Why do we need you so badly?”

      Elizabeth couldn’t stop the shiver that overtook her body. The doctor looked at her again, and started to reach out for her, but was interrupted by a voice at the door.

      “Doctor?” It was Roderick, the doctor’s valet, standing in the doorway to the study.

      Elizabeth tensed, but tried to look casual. If Lizzy Stride were to be believed, Roderick was not above doing the doctor’s dirty work and she didn’t want to give him any cause to do any now.

      He came in, shooting Elizabeth a cold look, and addressed the doctor the way one would a child.

      “I’ve been looking for you,” he said. “Time for bed, I think, sir.”

      The doctor grunted. His eyes shifted to Elizabeth briefly as Roderick helped him out of his chair.

      They stopped at the entrance to the room and doctor turned and bowed sloppily. “Good night, my dear.”

      With an imperious wave, he stumbled down the hall. Roderick paused before following after him and shot her a look that said in no uncertain terms—whatever happened here, you’d be wise to keep your mouth shut.

      Her stomach churned again, but this time it wasn’t because of dinner.
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      Simon’s lungs burned. His legs ached and his mouth was bone dry. He hadn’t felt so damned good in ages. He’d nearly forgotten how good it felt to run himself ragged on the pitch. Simon had been reluctant to play, but between Elizabeth’s encouragement and George’s refusal to accept any other outcome, he’d finally agreed. And now, he was glad he had. He’d been a tolerable cricket player in his youth, and it was nice to know he hadn’t forgotten everything.

      Of course, that was twenty years ago, as his aching back would testify and re-testify with vigor tomorrow. Even as out of practice he was, he’d done fairly well. He was no match for young Almovar and the twins from Brighton, but he held his own.

      Despite his pride, he was relieved when the final wicket of the morning was taken. Due to a general lack of fitness and perhaps too much alcohol the previous night, the next innings, and the match, were called off. It was just as well. He wasn’t sure he could have made his ground for another run if his life depended on it.

      Sweat trickled down his forehead into his eyes and he wiped it away with the back of his hand.

      “Excellent stuff!” a tall, gangly man called Masters said as the teams shook hands. “You have the makings of a fine batsman.”

      Simon smiled his thanks. The day had been pleasant. Blackwood was blessedly absent. Apparently, he was spending the morning recuperating from his evening.

      The thought of Blackwood though soured Simon’s mood, and he instinctively sought out Elizabeth. She looked very much at home and quite lovely in her white dress and broad-rimmed sunhat. She waved to him from a spot in a canvas recliner in the impromptu stands that had been set-up on the edge of one the estate’s lush lawns.

      As he grew near, she grinned up at him, handing him a towel and a glass of lemonade.

      “Did we win?” she asked.

      Simon laughed. “It’s not over. I doubt it ever will be. Roxbury’s team was trouncing us.”

      George passed by and clapped Simon on the back. “Well, to be fair. I think without Lord Willingham you never had a chance.”

      Lord Willingham was a round little man who’d given up in the first innings and taken a nap by a large oak tree somewhere in the general vicinity of his cow corner position.

      “Someone go make sure he’s alive, will you?” Roxbury called out, pointing to the still napping Willingham.

      Simon wiped his forehead and neck with the towel, and drank half of his lemonade without taking a breath.

      Elizabeth’s smile grew even broader. “We should do this more often.”

      Simon snorted. “A pick-up game of cricket?”

      She stepped close to him. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you this relaxed.”

      He nodded and flipped the towel around his neck. “I wish I—”

      “Good game,” Graham said, coming around to shake hands.

      “Match,” Simon corrected him.

      Graham shook his head. “I’m afraid I’ll never get it all straight. I was never much for team sports.”

      “You did very well,” Simon said with a smile behind his lemonade glass. “For an American.”

      Graham laughed and then turned back to where Katherine Vale had been sitting. She’d left barely an hour into the contest.

      “She’s been getting worse,” he said quietly. “Katherine.”

      Simon felt fresh tension join the soreness in his muscles. “How so?”

      Graham frowned and shook his head. “It’s like she’s a different person somehow.”

      Simon and Elizabeth exchanged worried glances.

      “What do you mean?”

      Graham sighed. “At first I thought it was because of those memory lapses.”

      Several weeks ago, Graham had asked Simon if he’d been experiencing any peculiar omissions in his memory. He’d considered lying, but Graham was astute and if Vale was suffering from them, it could work to their advantage. She was, and so was Graham.

      “But it’s more than that,” Graham continued. “It’s the way she looks at me sometimes. I’m not the nervous type, but it’s unsettling.”

      Simon could well imagine.

      They’d kept the details of his and Vale’s futures from him. It was a difficult decision, knowing the jeopardy he was potentially in, but they couldn’t risk affecting the timeline by telling him. Knowledge of the future was a dangerous thing.

      If only they could send her away for the duration. But with no cause, they couldn’t exactly tie her up somewhere for the next month, as tempting as it was. She had a part to play in this, the starring role in the final act, locked up in Bedlam if all went well. And for now, all they could do was watch and wait.

      “Tea is being served in the tent,” Roxbury called out.

      Those who’d lingered started toward to the large white canvas tent that had been erected not far from the pitch. The three of them slowly made their way toward it.

      “I see that the doctor was indisposed this morning,” Graham said.

      “I’m guessing he’s busy taking some of that headache powder he’s been giving to Katherine,” Elizabeth said.

      Graham pulled up short. He cocked his head slightly to the side. “What?”

      “She went to him for her headaches,” Elizabeth said.

      “Oh,” Graham said, having clearly been in the dark about that. “Of course.”

      He frowned in thought.

      “Something wrong?” Simon asked. He could think of no aboveboard reason as to why Vale had kept her visits with the doctor a secret from Graham.

      Graham arched an eyebrow. “Well, it is a bit troubling that she’s sought help from our prime suspect, isn’t it?”

      And if she were the one who killed Jack the Ripper and changed time, that made it a little more than troubling, Simon thought. He nodded in agreement.

      “Any progress on that front?” Graham asked. “Any clues linking him to the murders?”

      “Just a feeling,” Elizabeth said, keeping her late-night adventure to herself.

      “And you?” Simon asked Graham. “You’ve found nothing else?”

      He shook his head. “About the doctor? No. Nor anyone else. Whoever our Jack is, he’s quite clever.”

      “You almost sound like you admire him,” Simon said.

      Graham sighed. “I wouldn’t say that, but he’s avoided being seen so far. No ordinary man could do that.”

      “Not without help,” Elizabeth said.

      Graham rolled down his shirtsleeves and began to button the cuffs. “The partner theory? Possible.”

      “You’re sure you didn’t see anyone else suspicious the night of the murders? Anything that might help,” Simon asked.

      “No, it’s as I told you. The first night I was too far to see anything, and the second I was rudely interrupted by the Vigilance Committee. They locked me up before the night even began. I’d just arrived in Whitechapel when they said hello,” he said, rubbing the back of his head where they’d knocked him unconscious.

      Some niggling sensation took root in Simon’s mind. Something about that wasn’t right. “What time was that again?”

      “Couldn’t have been past midnight,” Graham said. “I’d barely even gotten there.”

      “You’re sure?”

      Graham looked at him in confusion. “I’m certain.”

      Simon nodded. “Of course.”

      After a few more paces, he stopped walking and made a show of patting his pockets. “I think I left something.”

      He took hold of Elizabeth’s arm to keep her with him and added, “We’ll catch up with you later?”

      Graham nodded and kept on toward the tent. Simon watched him, wondering what had just happened. And, more importantly, why.

      “What did you forget?” Elizabeth asked.

      Simon stared after Graham, a troubled feeling growing in the pit of his stomach.

      “Graham just lied to us.”

      Elizabeth looked back at Graham as he neared the tent. “What do you mean?”

      “Victor said he saw Graham just before Annie Chapman’s murder. Minutes before. He made a point of it.”

      The light dawned in Elizabeth’s eyes. “That was close to four in the morning.”

      “Certainly not before midnight,” Simon said.

      “Why would Graham lie about that?”

      Simon clenched his jaw. “I don’t know. But it makes me wonder just what else he’s has been lying about.”

      

      

      That night after dinner, the company didn’t split into two groups—men and women—as was the custom, but instead all gathered together in the grand salon. Simon was glad of that for many reasons, not the least of which was he needn’t be separated from Elizabeth.

      They’d gone from having an ally to, well, frankly, Simon wasn’t sure what Graham was anymore. Perhaps they’d been fools to trust him at all. He was, after all, still with Katherine Vale despite their, albeit vague, warnings. And now the lie. How many others had he told?

      Simon glanced around the room. Graham stood near the piano, smiling amiably as the evening’s entertainment continued. Roxbury and Masters’ wife were singing a song from Gilbert & Sullivan’s HMS Pinafore, “Things Are Seldom What They Seem.” Willingham had even recited some poetry earlier. The evening was veering dangerously close to becoming an amateur talent night. Thankfully, it stopped just shy of that.

      Katherine Vale sat with Doctor Blackwood on the far side of the room. The two of them weren’t exactly what one would call cozy, but there was an attachment. An unwilling one, perhaps. But on whose part? Was Blackwood the one who was responsible for Vale’s ending up in Bedlam? It was an intriguing possibility and made Simon even more curious about their current relationship.

      Graham offered sherry to Vale and the doctor. Both accepted, but neither happily. Also, Simon noted, neither drank, putting the untouched glasses aside as though they were filled with poison and not sickly sweet sherry. Whatever divide existed between Graham and Vale earlier, it had grown.

      Meanwhile, Elizabeth was busy talking with Almovar. And while she was keeping an eye on the other players as well, the young man she was talking to was keeping a close eye on her. A very close eye, Simon thought with a tightening of his jaw.

      Elizabeth, absolutely stunning in a new gown she’d purchased just for this, chatted away, oblivious to the intensity of the man’s gaze. Spaniards. Simon ground his teeth and looked away. He couldn’t afford to be distracted by Elizabeth, no matter how distracting she might be.

      He took a sip of cognac and as he turned to set it aside, his head swam. The momentary vertigo passed quickly, but he still had to steady his hand as put his glass down on the end table. He pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes briefly. What the devil had come over him and who the devil was Elizabeth talking to?

      Wasn’t it bad enough that she had that idiot Maxwell following her around San Francisco like a damned puppy? Did she really need to be flirting with some swarthy, dark haired man who looking at her with undisguised appreciation? What game was she playing at? God, did he have to keep watch over that woman every minute? His neck grew hot with his increasing jealousy and anger.

      Clenching his jaw, Simon stood and strode toward her about to slice into them both. If she thought she could—

      All at once, barely two strides in, the room tilted again and his memory came back. Simon drew up short, understanding now that he wasn’t in San Francisco and it wasn’t 1906, but 1888 London.

      Elizabeth came to his side.

      The concern in her eyes made him feel all the worse for the thoughts he’d just had. He forced a smile to his face and brushed his lips across her cheek.

      “No worries,” he assured her. “Just going for some air.”

      She nodded, but clearly didn’t believe him. Blessedly, she didn’t pursue it. He would explain later, he thought. Right now, he just wanted to be alone.

      Simon found the back veranda and took a long pull of cool country air. What an ass he’d been about to make of himself. What an ass he’d been. It wasn’t just the memory loss, the disorientation; it was the cold, clear reminder of who he’d been.

      It was one thing to remember your previous self; gilded by selective memory, it was never quite right. But to experience it, to feel the loneliness of that man, the unsettled worry always nagging; it was immensely discomfiting.

      He did not want to be that man again.

      He looked out into the darkness of the expansive back lawn. It was still and quiet. He let out a breath. He was not that man anymore. He would not be that man as long as he had her.

      “Simon?”

      He smiled to himself, and closed his eyes for a moment in contentment.

      “Are you all right?” she asked as she came to his side.

      He put his arms around her. “I am now.”

      

      

      “When’s it my turn, Jolie?” a man said with a leer, as Victor walked into the Ten Bells.

      The object of his lewd remark was a woman sitting at a nearby table nursing a baby. It was incongruous, to say the least, to see a nursing mother in a place like that god-awful pub. But then again, she wasn’t likely to have a sitter, if she wanted to go anywhere the baby went with her.  Or it stayed home alone. Apparently, she fancied a drink. Hopefully, the baby did too. He was sure by the way she downed her pint that her milk had to be half beer.

      Marie waved to Victor and he joined her at what, despite his intentions to keep it otherwise, had become their table.

      She noticed his staring. “Ain’t ye seen a baby before?”

      Victor frowned. “Of course. Just not in a pub.”

      Marie shrugged. “Most don’t bring ‘em. Too noisy.”

      On cue the table next to theirs erupted into raucous laughter and appreciative screams.

      “How would they notice?” Victor asked.

      Marie smiled and he was reminded again how much he liked to see it and how rare it was.

      “She and little ‘un almost didn’t make it. Been laid up ever since. No work, can barely take care of the other little ‘uns,” Marie said.

      Victor made a sound of agreement, but he was barely listening. As he always did when he came in, he searched each face in the bar for some sign of the monster they sought. And, like every time before, he didn’t find anything.

      “Gabriel,” Marie continued, “that’s after an angel, ye know, that’s what she calls him. Cause he was like an angel, bringing life on a night filled with death.”

      Victor arched a questioning eyebrow.

      “He was born the night Annie Chapman was murdered. Her soul left and his came. Some think it’s unnerving, but I think it’s kinda magical.”

      “He was born the night of the murder?”

      Marie nodded. “It’s kinda beautiful, innit?”

      “And you say she had a hard time of it?” Victor asked, something working its way from the back of his brain to the front.

      “Even a midwife couldn’t help, had to call a doc. One just happened to be nearby, I hear. Both of ‘em woulda died without him. Was there all night. A saint, he is.”

      Victor looked over at the mother and child. “That was very fortunate.” He turned back to Marie. “You don’t happen to know the doctor’s name, do you?”

      “Blackwood.”

      Victor’s heart sank. “And he stayed with her all night?”

      She nodded. “Midnight till past sunrise.”

      Blackwood hadn’t been lying about where he was on the night of the murder. Graham had told the Crosses that he’d heard Blackwood was delivering a baby and damn if it weren’t true. If he’d really been with this mother and child all night…Victor leaned back in his chair. If he’d been with them, he couldn’t have committed the murder. Annie Chapman was murdered close to four in the morning. There was no way he could have done it.

      Blackwood was not Jack the Ripper.
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      “More wine?”

      “None for me,” Elizabeth said with a shake of her head.

      Graham turned to Vale next and while she smiled and nodded, there was a noticeable iciness in it. The young, naive woman they’d met just a few weeks ago was transforming before their very eyes into the freakshow they’d left back in the present. It was incredibly disturbing to see. The changes were small—a slightly different mood, a look in the eyes, her posture—but all together they were a seismic shift in personality. And none of it for the better.

      They’d both tried to put on a smiling face, but neither could manage it for the whole evening. Early on in the dinner, they began sniping at each other with increasing frequency and bitterness. Both of their masks had begun to slip, and more and more, Elizabeth had to wonder just what was behind Graham’s.

      It seemed everyone here was lying, except the one person they thought  surely was, the doctor.

      When they’d returned from the country, they’d been met by Freddie and a note from Victor. It was not the news they wanted to hear. Their main suspect, Dr. Blackwood, was no suspect at all. He had an airtight alibi for the night of the second murder. Victor had even managed to find other witnesses to corroborate the truth behind the doctor’s whereabouts.

      So much for that. So much for all of it. They’d been chasing the wrong man for weeks, and now with just three days to go before the next murders, they were back to square one.

      Simon laid a hand on her forearm. “All right?”

      She smiled and nodded at him, but he looked worried. Then again, these days, he always looked worried. And with good reason. If they didn’t find Ripper and save him….

      “I saw Madame Blavatsky yesterday,” Vale announced, winning a grunt of derision from Graham.

      Her eyes narrowed. “She said that things are going to get worse. Far worse.”

      She stared at Graham for a long, meaningful moment. “The murders, I mean. She said there’d be more. That’s very perceptive of her, don’t you think?”

      “It’s very something,” Graham said, taking a sip of wine.

      Vale ignored him and spoke to Elizabeth and Simon. “She also said that it’s no coincidence that the victims are prostitutes and not normal women.”

      “Really?” Simon asked.

      Graham set his wine glass on the table. “Normal women?” His voice was tight.

      “Well, those were her words, not mine,” Vale said, not the least bit contrite, and then gave an expression of forced surprise. “Oh, that’s right. I’d nearly forgotten. That’s a sore spot with you, isn’t it, Charles?”

      He blanched slightly and she seemed to delight in his discomfort. She smiled sweetly before turning back to Elizabeth and Simon. “You see, his mother was a whore.”

      It was all Elizabeth could do not do a spit take with the water in her mouth. From awkward to crazy awkward at the speed of light. Simon and Elizabeth exchanged glances. Nervous, whoa, what the Hell just happened glances.

      “I beg your pardon?” Simon asked, as if he couldn’t believe his ears. Elizabeth knew she couldn’t.

      Graham’s face tightened. He clenched his jaw and then looked to Simon and Elizabeth, weighing his words carefully when he finally spoke. “We were poor, and she did what she had to do. I’m not ashamed of it. Or,” he added, looking back at Vale, “of her.”

      Although, he clearly was.

      His dark eyes glittered a promise of something unpleasant as he looked at Vale. However, she wasn’t frightened by his anger; if anything, she seemed to revel in it. Her smile only grew broader as Graham excused himself and made quick work of leaving the dining room. She watched him go and then returned to her meal as if nothing had happened.

      “I highly recommend the veal,” she said and took a delicate bite from her fork.

      It was quite the revelation. “By the way, my lover’s mother was a whore,” wasn’t typical dinner conversation. And considering they were there investigating a man who killed prostitutes, alarm bells didn’t just go off, they went off like crazy.

      Maybe his mother’s…occupation had been what made him so fascinated by the Ripper case. It certainly struck close to home. It was one possibility, Elizabeth thought. She glanced at Simon and could see him weigh what this new bit of information could mean. And judging from the look on his face, he did not like the conclusion he came to.

      

      

      “You don’t really think…” Elizabeth said, her voice trailing off as if saying the words would make them real.

      Simon looked at her and frowned. “That Graham is the Ripper?”

      He didn’t want to consider the possibility, but given what they knew, it was impossible not to.

      “I think it’s possible,” he said.

      Elizabeth flopped down in a chair in their hotel room. “I am never trusting anyone again. Present company excluded.”

      Simon smiled wanly.

      “And Jack. Wells, I mean,” she said. “I miss him.”

      Simon nodded. “I’m sure he’s fine. Probably romancing some Russian spy.”

      Elizabeth smiled and then sighed. “I still can’t believe Graham could the Ripper.”

      “It is a disturbing prospect.”

      “He seemed so nice. He was so helpful.”

      Simon sighed and walked over to the window. He pushed aside the curtain and looked out, but his mind was elsewhere.

      “Was he really helpful?” he asked, turning back around to Elizabeth.

      Elizabeth thought for a moment and the frown on her face matched the feeling in Simon’s gut. “He pointed us toward the doctor.”

      “Misdirection?” Simon suggested.

      She nodded and continued. “Vale told me she thought he was having an affair. He was going off by himself, being secretive. I didn’t think much of it at the time, I’d be doing everything I could to avoid spending time with crazypants, too, but now…”

      “His past certainly puts things in a new light, doesn’t it?”

      Elizabeth tucked her legs up under herself, a sign she was settling into not just the chair, but into an idea. “Do you remember when we first met him?”

      “At the party,” Simon said, nodding.

      “He had a bandage on his hand.”

      Simon pushed out a breath and shook his head. “I’d completely forgotten that.”

      “And Vale had that bum ankle,” Elizabeth continued, “so she couldn’t go with him to the first crime scene, and then she had a headache for the next.”

      “Convenient that she’s out of commission on both nights.” Simon sat down heavily on the edge and ran a hand through his hair. “After the bad luck we’d had, I didn’t think much of them having it too.”

      Elizabeth made a ‘pfft’ sound and walked over to sit next to him.

      “I didn’t make any connections either. After losing Jack and Victor being…”

      “French?” Simon said with a smirk.

      Elizabeth shook her head with a laugh. “Not very warm and fuzzy.”

      Simon snorted.

      Elizabeth ignored him and went on. “After all that, I was so relieved to have someone on our side that I didn’t even think that he might be…”

      She shook her head. “It’s still hard to believe.”

      Simon had to agree. “We certainly don’t have any hard evidence.”

      “No, but he did lie about where he was the night of the second murder, and now this. Not to mention, that of all the suspects, he’s the one Katherine Vale would like to see dead.”

      “True,” Simon said, but there was still doubt. “I worry we’re so desperate for a suspect after losing Blackwood that we might be jumping to conclusions, just to have to something to hold onto.”

      Elizabeth took hold of his hand and squeezed it in solidarity. “We’ll just hold onto this, right?”

      Simon squeezed her hand in return and kissed it. “Right.”

      

      

      Victor’s mood was as sour as old milk. Ever since learning about Dr. Blackwood’s alibi, he’d found the skies a little darker and the streets a little filthier. Not that either needed his help, the city was pesthole and he was just one of the pests.

      He took out his pipe for a smoke, but even that prospect didn’t entice him and he shoved it back into his pocket and glared around the room. They laughed and they drank and they had no idea that in three days time two of their own would be dead, butchered and bleeding.

      While it had only been weeks since they’d washed Annie Chapman’s blood off the sidewalk, in a place like this where the days blended together in misery, weeks were like months. Time passed and life, such as it was here, moved on.

      But it didn’t for Victor. It lingered, and the vile stench of what was and the worse that was yet to come permeated everything. He reached for his beer, but it was empty. Apt, he thought.

      If he and the Crosses didn’t find and save this animal, he thought as he looked around the room trying to see each man’s true guise, then his role in this horror would not come to pass. And God help them all then.

      “Hello, Victor,” Marie said, offering him a smile as she came to his table.

      He did not return it.

      “All right?” she asked as she sat down next to him.

      He looked at her, really looked at her. She was tired and worn. He noticed a small bruise on her neck.

      She touched it self-consciously and tried to pull her collar up to cover it, but it did no good. Her fingers lingered over it, fluttering uncertainly.

      He started to wonder how she’d gotten it, but pushed the thought from his mind. He’d let himself be too distracted before. He couldn’t afford that now. None of them could.

      He gave her a curt nod and turned back to watching the crowd.

      He could feel her eyes on him, feel her nervousness, but he ignored it. He should have just ignored her from the start. She was not why he was here.

      He watched a man at a nearby table. He kept to himself and pulled nervously on his hands. It was difficult to say how tall he was, but his build was close to what they were looking for. Victor snorted to himself. Yes, he was an average man, of average height. As were half the men in the Ten Bells.

      He heard Marie shift nervously in her seat and turned to see what bothered her. Her eyes were across the room. A man with a broad mustache and wearing a faded bowler cap had come in, and he stood in the doorway, his eyes scanning the crowd.

      Marie stood quickly, nearly knocking her chair over in the process and tried to hurry across the room. The man saw her and his eyes narrowed.

      “Joe,” she said, her voice tight with anxiety. “I thought you’d gone to Billingsgate.”

      He glared at her and then at Victor. “Billingsgate. No license, no work. You don’t need no license though, do you?” he added looking meaningfully at Victor.

      She turned back to Joe. “It ain’t like that. He’s just a friend.”

      Joe took a step toward Victor and jutted his chin out as he stood over him. “He’s just a friend,” he repeated and then, without breaking eye contact with Victor, jabbed his thumb toward Marie. “She’s my girl. Don’t need no friends like you.”

      Victor leaned back in his chair casually, and didn’t say anything.

      That bothered Joe, who started to take a step closer, but Marie grabbed his arm. “He’s been good to me.”

      “He’s been good to me,” Joe repeated again, almost mechanically before his eyes flared and he tore his arm from her grasp. He shoved the sleeves of his jacket up. “Has he now?”

      Victor remained unmoved.

      “He’s been kind,” Marie said, her voice starting to waver.

      Joe glared at her. “Kind. I’m off finding work, trying to keep you off the streets, and you crawl into the lap of the first man you see.”

      “There ain’t nothin’ between us,” she said and then cast a quick apologetic look at Victor.

      The glance was not lost on Joe. “Ain’t nothin’, I see.”

      It took Victor a moment to realize the repetition was a verbal tic, like Tourette’s.

      “I can’t turn my back on you before you’re whorin’ yourself out,” Joe said angrily.

      “It ain’t like that,” Marie protested, but Joe would have none of it.

      He grabbed her arm and pulled her close. “Ain’t like that. You know what it does to me.”

      Marie struggled in his grasp, but Joe just held her tighter and she winced in pain.

      “Let her go.”

      Victor said the words quietly, calmly.

      Joe glared down at him. “Go. Mind your own business.”

      He jerked Marie toward the door.

      Victor stood. “And if I do not?”

      Joe seemed surprised both at Victor’s response and his size, but he was the sort who was used to fighting for everything he’d ever gotten and wasn’t about to back down.

      Joe started to push his jacket sleeves up again, and made a show of it. It was an obvious feint and when he threw a quick punch, Victor dodged it easily, not even having to move his feet.

      Enraged and embarrassed, Joe took another swing. This one, Victor did sidestep and Joe’s momentum sent him stumbling forward. When he caught himself and turned around, Victor delivered a sharp jab that sent his head rocketing back.

      Joe recovered quickly, shaking it off faster than Victor had anticipated. His jaw was iron and Victor’s hand stung. Joe grinned, his gap-toothed smile crooked and smeared with blood.

      By now the crowd was cheering them both on, tables sliding out of the way for the night’s entertainment. Joe balled his fists and raised them in front of him. He was no novice.

      “Four brothers,” Joe said in answer to Victor’s unasked question. “And none of us likes to share,” he added and then followed it with a quick combination. The right landed and Victor’s head snapped back.

      Joe laughed.

      Despite being able to take a punch and land an occasional blow, Joe was still no match for Victor. If he didn’t pull his punches, he would probably kill the idiot.

      Marie begged them both to stop.

      “Shuddap,” Joe spit back at her.

      “Please, Joe?” she said.

      “Please, Joe. I’ll teach you when we get home,” Joe promised.

      The look on Marie’s face told the story. A story of a woman who loved a man who beat her. Who would beat her again.

      Her expression was all Victor needed to see.

      Joe grinned broadly. Victor wiped the grin off his face with his fist. The time for games was over. Victor ducked a slow loping roundhouse from Joe and as he stumbled forward, Victor hit him hard in the belly. He heard the air shoot out of Joe’s lungs, and he delivered two more tight uppercuts to the ribs in quick succession.

      Joe wheezed and doubled over, falling to his knees. He leaned forward on his hands, a long string of of blood and saliva dripping from his mouth toward the floor as he gasped for breath.

      “Oi,” the bartender said, as he stepped forward. “That’s enough.”

      Joe stayed on his knees, trying desperately to get air into his body.

      Victor stood over him, adrenaline, anger and disgust coursing through his veins. He looked over at Marie who stood half in shock, half in wonder.

      Two men stepped forward and helped Joe to his feet. He was still having trouble breathing, but he managed to stand. He glared at Victor, but his real anger was saved for Marie.

      “This ain’t over.”

      Marie stepped close to Victor for shelter and held onto his arm.

      Joe panted for breath. “Just you wait,” he said with a nod. “I gets what’s mine. And you’re mine, Mary Jane Kelly.”

      Victor froze. Time stopped. He was sure the earth stopped spinning.

      Mary Jane Kelly?

      “Come on, Barnett,” one of the men said as they helped Joe toward the door.

      Dear God. Victor’s heart stopped in his chest. Joe Barnett? Mary Jane Kelly.

      He turned to Marie, to Mary, and lifted a brow. “Mary?”

      She shrugged. “Marie sounded better. And you bein’ French and all, thought you’d like it.”

      Victor’s head spun. Not only would he not be able to protect her from the likes of Joe Barnett, he would not be able to protect her at all.

      Mary Jane Kelly was the Ripper’s fifth and final victim.

      

      

      Simon’s eyes strained to see in the dim gaslight. “Where?” he asked.

      Freddie pointed into the distance and Simon could just make out something leaning against a building.

      “He’s pretty far gone,” Alfie said. “I tried to lift him, but he’s too heavy.”

      Simon sighed and the three of them walked over and stood looking down at Victor, pissed drunk and nearly unconscious. Simon sighed heavily again. He should just leave him. Bastard deserved to sleep it off in the street if he was fool enough to drink himself into such a state when they needed him. And that was the rub, they needed him; unfortunately, alive and in one piece.

      “Dammit.”

      “I hope I done right,” Freddie said. “I didn’t mean to—”

      “No,” Simon said quickly. “You did well to come get me. Thank you.”

      Freddie’s head bobbed. “I hope he’s all right.”

      Simon shook his head. What the bloody hell had gotten into him?

      “He’ll be fine,” Simon said as he dug out a few coins and gave them to Alfie. “Help me with him.”

      Alfie pocketed the money and the boys went around to the other side.

      “Renaud,” Simon said as he knelt down next to him, his eyes nearly watering from the stench of him. He must have literally fallen into the gutter.

      Simon squeezed Renaud’s face and his eyes opened just a slit before closing again. He hit his cheek gently, mostly, with the back of his hand a few times to rouse him, but the man was insensate.

      “Idiot,” Simon grumbled.

      It took all of his effort, but he managed to lift up the man’s dead weight and wedge him against the building before dipping down and picking him up in a fireman’s carry. Freddie and Alfie tried to help, but they were barely ten stone between them.

      “Dear God,” Simon muttered as he gained his balance. He hefted Renaud up into the air to shift him into a better position on his shoulder.

      Freddie stuffed Renaud’s fallen cap into his pocket and led the way back to Victor’s flat. Simon was sure the stairs multiplied on the way up. Each groaned under their combined weight.

      Alfie opened the door to the rooms and Victor’s head banged against the doorjamb as Simon carried him over the threshold. The boy winced in sympathy, but Simon didn’t care. His back was about to go out, and the git deserved it and more.

      Simon unceremoniously dropped Victor onto the bed.

      Freddie put his cap on the dresser. “You need anything more?”

      Simon shook his head. “No, thank you both.”

      The boys nodded and slipped out, leaving Simon alone with Victor. He watched Victor, trying to think of a reason that would drive the “French Super Ninja” as Elizabeth called him, to throw off his responsibilities and get pissed drunk just when the eleventh hour was nearly there.

      He fumed silently for a few minutes and then gave up trying to figure it out. There was no reason for him stay. Victor would sleep it off and Simon could find out what had happened in the morning. And it had better be good.

      Simon flipped Victor onto his stomach so he wouldn’t choke on his own vomit and glared down at him for a moment before starting for the door.

      “Cross?” Victor’s voice was thick.

      Simon sighed and turned around. “Yes.”

      Renaud managed to open one eye and pushed himself up onto his elbow. “What are you doing here?”

      “That’s just what I’d like to know.”

      Victor looked confused.

      “What the bloody hell, Renaud? Thought it was a good time to tie one on, did you?”

      Victor winced and squeezed his eyes shut. “Apparently.”

      Simon’s temper flared. “Maybe you don’t give a damn about what’s going to happen if we fail, but I assure you I do. I have everything to—”

      Victor lifted a hand to stave off the rest of Simon’s rant. “Yes, yes. I know. Your precious wife.”

      Simon clenched his jaw. It took every ounce of strength not the throttle the man.

      Victor forced himself to sit up and cradled his head in his hands. He groaned softly. “I am a fool.”

      “Clearly.”

      Victor lifted his head and eyed Simon, but instead of a parry, he nodded. Slowly, he shuffled over to the water basin, poured some from the pitcher and splashed his face.

      “Are you going to tell me what prompted this,” Simon said crisply, “or do you want me to guess? Or is this merely typical for you?”

      “It is not,” Victor said, as he toweled off his face. “Not in a long time.”

      “Hardly comforting.”

      Victor grunted, but again, didn’t argue. He sat down heavily on the little chair at the table and looked up at Cross. After a long moment, he nodded his head toward the bed. Simon’s impatience was growing, but he sat down anyway.

      Victor frowned in thought and leaned back in his chair. “Do you know why I’m here? Why they sent me?”

      The question was odd. He was there to help them find and save the Ripper. But, judging from the man’s expression, that wasn’t what he meant.

      “I wasn’t sure if Travers told you or not,” Victor said finally. “You never know with him.”

      “What do you mean?” Simon asked, tension beginning to fill his stomach.

      “The timeline is fragile,” Victor said. “A life here or a death there. You and your wife,” he said, with an almost wistful smile, “you save lives, yes? A man must live or the timeline will fall apart.”

      Simon nodded. “Yes.”

      “Sometimes…” Victor said and looked down at his hands for a moment before continuing.  “Sometimes it is not a life that must be spared, but a life that must be lost.”

      Simon frowned.

      Victor looked up at him, his expression flat. “You save lives and I take them.”

      “You kill people?”

      Victor nodded. “Sometimes. Others I am there only to make sure.”

      Simon had a sinking feeling as he began to realize what Renaud meant.

      “To make sure that the right person dies at the right time,” Victor continued. “They call me Faucheuse.”

      Simon’s French didn’t fail him, although he wished it had. “The Reaper.”

      Considering all he’d dealt with before on missions, vampires and ghosts, and quite possibly the Devil himself, Simon felt very nervous. “You’re not the Reaper, are you?”

      Victor laughed, but it was humorless and short. “I am flesh and blood. Just a man. And right now, I’m a man who must make sure an innocent woman dies at the hands of madman.”

      Simon finally understood. He and Elizabeth were there to save Ripper, but Renaud was there to make sure his last victim died.

      Victor shrugged sadly, resigned. “It is what I do.”

      “And tonight?” Simon asked. Not that Victor’s job alone wasn’t reason enough to drink, but what made this evening different from the rest?

      “I found that I have gotten to know her.” He looked at Simon with acute pain in his eyes and not just from tonight or for tomorrow, but the past as well. “It is more difficult when you know them. When you have grown to care for them.”

      Simon couldn’t imagine. Victor’s mission was grotesque, but necessary. Simon understood that. Life and death were two sides of the same coin. It went a long way to explain why Renaud was the way he was. How could a man live with that? Watching, ensuring that people died, time after time? And yet, he needed Renaud to do just that. To make sure an innocent woman died.

      “I do not envy you.”

      Renaud looked at him sadly. “And I envy you with all my heart.”
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      When Simon returned to their hotel he found Elizabeth deep in thought. That was never good. He told her what had happened with Victor and she didn’t seem surprised.

      “I didn’t know that’s what he did,” she said, “but it makes sense in a way. He’s so…broken.”

      Simon had to agree. “I just hope he can pull himself together. We’re running out of time.”

      “Speaking of time,” Elizabeth said in a way that made Simon instantly worry.

      “Yes?” he said, bracing himself.

      “Katherine Vale still has her watch.”

      Simon stared at her dumbly. “I suppose.”

      “She’s supposed to lose it soon,” Elizabeth explained. “It’s part of what made her go ‘round the bend. She lost her watch and Graham didn’t use his to save her. That’s how she ended up stuck here and shipped off to Bedlam.”

      Simon nodded. “Perhaps she loses it herself or Graham takes it.”

      “Or…” Elizabeth said with a look that promised he would not like the option. “Or we take it.”

      “Elizabeth—”

      “Hear me out,” she said, scooting forward on her chair. “We know she loses it. That has to happen. And I don’t know about you, but I don’t think any of us wants one of the watches just floating around out there.”

      Simon hadn’t thought about that. It would be potentially catastrophic to have a watch in the wrong hands, Vale’s aside.

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if Graham takes it from her,” he suggested.

      “But we don’t know he will. We can’t rely on that happening.”

      “No,” he said, with a sinking feeling.

      “The only way we can make sure what’s supposed to happen, happens—she loses her watch—and that the watch doesn’t fall into the wrong hands, is if we take care of it ourselves.”

      “Steal it.”

      She sat up straighter. “Yes.”

      It was dangerous and foolhardy, and she was absolutely right.

      “Besides, how do we know we aren’t the ones that took it in the first place?” she offered.

      Simon frowned. Vale’s past was part of their future. It was possible their future selves had taken her watch and that’s what caused her to lose her watch in the first place. He sighed heavily. Time paradoxes were migraine-inducing.

      “I know,” Elizabeth said, and then added, with wriggling fingers above her head. “It’s all twisty, but a good kind of twisty.”

      “And how do you propose we steal her watch? You couldn’t get ahold of her purse to read the letter and that was before she was on guard.”

      Elizabeth smiled. “I did get a sneak peek inside it and the watch wasn’t in her purse. She must not carry it around with her. I’d guess she’s got it stashed in her room.”

      Simon narrowed his eyes at her. “This isn’t just a plot concocted so you can do a little breaking and entering, is it?”

      “No,” she said. “But, bonus!”

      Simon shook his head. “God help me.”

      

      

      Elizabeth made easy work of the hotel room lock and they quickly set about searching for Vale’s watch.

      “Laudanum,” Elizabeth read as she picked up a bottle from the bedside. She held it out for Simon to see. “Crazy and drugged. Awesome.”

      “Elizabeth.”

      “I know, I know. Shut up and look.”

      She put the bottle back on the table and went through the drawers. Nothing.

      Elizabeth frowned. She wouldn’t just leave it out in plain sight. She’d hide it somewhere. But where?

      Simon was busy looking through the small writing desk, in and under lamps, and anyplace an object the size of the watch could possibly be stashed.

      “Think, think, think,” Elizabeth said in her best Pooh.

      She looked around the room and noticed the two chairs and small table by the window, and walked over to them.

      “I looked there.”

      “Did you look inside?” Elizabeth asked. “My daddy used to stash his cash, when he’d had a good day, inside the chair cushions.

      She picked one up and felt around. Nothing. With the second though she hit pay dirt. “Ah-ha.”

      She could feel something hard stuffed into one of the corners. Sure enough, when she flipped it over, there was a small slit. Shoving her hand inside, she pushed the stuffing around until she felt it.

      She worked her hand out and held up the watch in triumph. “Got it!”

      “Score one for Eddie West,” Simon said, winning a broad smile from Elizabeth.

      Elizabeth put the cushion back and they rearranged things as best they could and started for the door. Just as they’d crossed from the bedroom into the sitting room, the front door opened and they heard Vale and Graham and come in.

      Simon grabbed Elizabeth’s hand and pulled her back into the bedroom. He looked out of the window, but she knew it was no use. No balcony and three stories up.

      The voices grew louder and Elizabeth dropped onto the floor next to the bed. Waving for Simon to join her, she squiggled under the bed. She got halfway under when her bustle got stuck.

      “I’m stuck,” she whispered.

      Simon pushed down so hard she thought she might go clear through to the suite downstairs, but it did the trick and she slid the rest of the way between the floor and the mattress. Simon slipped in next to her just as the door to the bedroom opened all the way.

      Graham and Vale were mid-fight.

      “You need to shut your mouth,” he said, his voice low and tight.

      “Do I?” Vale said on the edge of hysterical laughter. “Your pretty little secret isn’t much of a secret anymore.”

      “I don’t know what you think, Katherine, but you’re wrong.”

      “Am I? I know where you go at night.”

      Elizabeth could see Graham’s feet just under the edge of the dust ruffle. He paced across the room. “I don’t know who’s been feeding you these lies, but you’ve got to get control of yourself.”

      “I know so much more. I know the past and the future.”

      Graham laughed. “That sounds like that witch you’ve been seeing. Blavatsky. Are you really fool enough to believe her? She’s a con.”

      There was a pause and when she spoke again it was almost pity. “Oh, Charles. You’re so wrong.”

      “The Crosses warned me about you. They—”

      “Did they?” Vale interrupted. “That was kind of them.”

      Elizabeth’s heart raced and she glanced over at Simon. He squeezed her hand as they both tried to keep their breathing shallow and quiet.

      Now, it was her turn to laugh. “You’re such a fool.”

      “I was a fool to care about you, to bring you here with me.”

      “Yes,” she said calmly, “you were. Too bad only one of us will be leaving.”

      “Yes,” Graham said, now as calm as she was. He walked over and stood in front her, their shoes nearly toe to toe. “Tell me. If I’m what you say I am, why shouldn’t I just kill you?”

      “Because you’re a coward.”

      The words hung in the air for a split-second before the sound of his hand hitting her face made Elizabeth jump. She nearly hit her head on the underside of the bed.

      She looked at Simon, his breathing coming faster now.

      One blow was followed quickly by another. And then Vale’s body crumpled to the floor at the edge of the bed, her face just inches from Elizabeth’s.

      Elizabeth held her breath. The moment stretched out painfully. Vale’s eyes stayed closed.

      “Fool,” Graham muttered. Elizabeth wasn’t sure if that was directed at Vale or himself.

      Graham knelt down next to Vale. Elizabeth looked frantically to Simon. Was Graham going to finish her off? What would they do then? What if she was already dead? Time would change.

      Before Elizabeth could follow that horrible line of thought, Graham stood. A moment later she saw him walk toward the door and then heard his footfalls in the other room. As soon as they heard the outer door close, she and Simon wriggled out from under the bed.

      Elizabeth looked down at Vale. Was she dead?

      Simon knelt down and checked her pulse. “Alive.”

      Elizabeth exhaled, both relieved and confused. What had just happened?

      “Come on,” Simon said, taking hold of Elizabeth’s wrist and urging her toward the door.

      They hurried to the front door and Simon eased it open and peeked out. They stepped out into the hallway and rushed toward the stairs.

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “Wherever Graham is.”

      

      

      They arrived out front of the hotel just in time to see Graham step into a cab. Knowing they couldn’t afford to lose him now, Simon waved another one over and said the words Elizabeth had always wanted to.

      “Follow that cab.”

      They did and it was no surprise where it was headed. Whitechapel.

      “Do you really think…?” Elizabeth asked, unable to even say it out loud.

      It was horrible to even conceive of, and yet, yes, he did really think that Graham was the man they’d been after the whole time. Simon kicked himself for not having seen the signs earlier. Dear God, he’d shaken hands, had meals with the man. It turned his stomach.

      Before long, Graham’s cab pulled to a stop.

      “Pull over here,” Simon ordered and the cabbie obliged.

      Simon dug into his pocket for payment as he watched Graham climb out of his carriage and hurry down a street.

      Once he was far enough away, Simon threw open their cab door and leapt out. He paid the driver and helped Elizabeth out, keeping his eyes on Graham’s back as he did.

      As Elizabeth gathered her voluminous skirts, Simon realized then how much they were going to stick out in Whitechapel. But there was nothing to be done for it and Elizabeth wasn’t about to be left behind.

      Together, they hurried to catch up with Graham.

      He walked quickly ahead of them, furtively looking around him, but trying not to draw too much attention. He, too, stood out in his fine gentleman’s clothes amongst the wretched poor of the East End.

      He turned a corner, and then another before stopping to look behind him. Simon and Elizabeth ducked into a small butcher’s shop and prayed he hadn’t seen them. Waiting as long as he dared, Simon stuck his head back out just in time to see Graham step into a doorway.

      “Come on,” Simon urged needlessly as he grabbed Elizabeth’s hand and they hurried down the street.

      The building was a three story tenement building. There was no telling where Graham had gone inside. Carefully, Simon opened the front door and they nearly crashed into a man coming out.

      “Oi, watch it,” he blustered before pushing past them and down the front steps.

      Simon held the door for Elizabeth and they both slipped inside. The interior was dark and dank and quiet except for the sound of a baby crying.

      They paused and Simon heard footsteps on the creaking stairs above them. He looked at Elizabeth, unsure, but she just nodded, urging him to go on. Careful not make any noise, they crept up the steps. They’d nearly reached the first landing when the last step creaked under Simon’s foot, traitorously giving them away. They paused and so did the other footsteps.

      But only for a moment; then they could hear a door open. Simon held up a hand for Elizabeth to stay put, praying for once she would, and crept halfway up the second set of stairs. Peeking his head over the railing he just caught a glimpse of Graham’s back as he stepped inside a room. Simon ducked down just as Graham turned to look behind him.

      Simon held his breath, not daring to breathe or move and finally heard the door close. Very slowly, he made his way back downstairs to Elizabeth who arched her eyebrows in silent question.

      Simon nodded and led her out of the building.

      “3B,” he said as they found a secluded spot across the street to wait.

      “Why did he come here?” Elizabeth asked.

      Simon shook his head. “I don’t know. But it must be important somehow.”

      They waited in their little spot for Graham to come out again. Barely fifteen minutes later, he did. He seemed much more calm than he had when he’d gone in, but he still looked around apprehensively before starting down the street and back the way they’d come.

      They waited until he’d gone from sight before hurrying back into the tenement. The door was locked, but Elizabeth made short work of it. Her breaking and entering skills were disturbingly quick.

      They stepped inside and Simon closed the door behind them. It was a small, thoroughly nondescript room. A small bed, a chair and rough-hewn table, and a very old, decrepit armoire.

      Simon and Elizabeth shared a confused glance. What was so important here?

      Simon stepped over to the window and eased back the ragged curtain. He could barely see through the filthy glass, but it did afford him a decent view of the street below. He kept watch as Elizabeth started to search the room.

      She opened the armoire and he heard her gasp.

      Letting the curtain fall back, he hurried over to her. “What is it?”

      “I’m not sure I want to know,” she said, her voice quavering.

      “Dear God.”

      Inside the armoire were rows of jars and each held something more grotesque than the last. Intestines, parts of organs, pieces of flesh. The wave of revulsion was so overpowering, it took Simon a few moments to recover himself.

      “It’s his trophy case.”

      “I feel sick,” Elizabeth said.

      Simon nodded. He’d known that the Ripper had taken things from his victims, but to see them, to know that Graham was the murderer…it made his head spin.

      He turned away and started back toward the window. “We should go,” he said, and then as he turned back he saw a pair of black gloves on the table. Dread made his nerves spark. “Now.”

      Elizabeth looked at him in confusion, but there wasn’t time to explain. He reached for her and they turned to the door just as it opened.

      “Well,” Graham said. “Aren’t you clever?”
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      Elizabeth stared at Graham, at Jack the Ripper. He was surprised to find them there, to say the least, but as he’d done before, his mood changed on a dime. He smiled at them, genuinely impressed.

      He closed the door behind him, took a step into the room, and reflexively Simon stepped between her and Graham.

      Graham chuckled softly to himself. “Forgot my gloves.”

      He picked them up off the table and ran them through the circle of his fingers. “Careless.”

      He turned back to them and as he did his eyes landed on the door to the armoire that stood slightly ajar.

      “I see we’ve no secrets anymore.” He raised an eyebrow. “It’s not what I thought it would feel like, you know, being caught out. A bit anticlimactic really.”

      “Katherine knows what you are,” Elizabeth said.

      “She suspects,” he admitted, and then spread his arms, “but you…you know.”

      The way he said the last word sent a shiver up Elizabeth’s spine. He shrugged and sat down in the small wooden chair. “So, now what?”

      For a serial killer who’d just been caught, he seemed terribly calm.

      “I’d very much like to kill you,” Simon said, meaning every word.

      Graham crossed his legs. “I’m sure. But you won’t, will you?”

      Simon didn’t answer and Graham smiled.

      “You can’t. You can’t risk changing time can you? I’ve work yet to do, and you know it.”

      It was horrifying. He was right. They might know who he was, but they couldn’t stop him. Worse still, they needed him to do what he did.

      “So, why are you here?” Graham puzzled aloud. “The Council wouldn’t send someone else to discover who the Ripper was, that’s why I’m here,” he added with a grin.

      “Something else. Something important,” he mused and then sighed. “If you want my help you’re going have to give me something more.”

      “Your help?” Simon bit out.

      Graham nodded. “You know who I am, and yet you can’t do anything with that information or risk the timeline. I know I escape. Handy bit of information to have. So what are you doing here?”

      Elizabeth and Simon looked at each other. There was no use in keeping it a secret any longer. His knowing might just make the difference.

      “We’re here to save your life,” Simon said, choking on every word.

      Graham laughed. “Save me? Oh, that’s unexpected. But a pleasant surprise. From dear Katherine, I’d imagine. I wouldn’t worry about that. If she tries, she fails. It’s her lot.”

      “Maybe not,” Elizabeth said. “Those memory lapses you’ve been experiencing—those are time shifts. She’s already killed you.”

      Graham’s face hardened. “What do you mean?”

      “Time is in flux between our reality and the one she’s altered,” Simon explained.

      Graham leaned back in his chair. “I underestimated her.” He narrowed his eyes at them. “Why not kill her before she kills me? Simple enough.”

      “And another alteration to the timeline.”

      Graham frowned in thought. “We don’t want that, do we? Too unpredictable. Well then,” he said as he stood, “we’ll all just have to hope you can do your job.”

      He straightened his back. “I suppose I’ll have to find a new hotel. Any recommendations?”

      Simon ground his teeth. Graham smiled and shrugged.

      How could Graham be so casual about it all? She tried to make sense of it. How this man, this man she’d actually liked could be such a vicious killer.

      He must have read her expression. “Why?” he said, echoing her unasked question.

      His insight surprised her, but he shrugged. “It’s the one thing everyone wants to know, isn’t it? I’m not sure I can give you a satisfactory answer. It’s simply who I am.”

      He walked over to the armoire, Simon and Elizabeth edging away as he did.

      He closed the door and turned back to them. He fiddled with the loose gloves in his hands. “I found my mother murdered. I didn’t do it,” and then added, “but I wished I had.”

      He shrugged, as if confessing such a thing were like ordering a soft drink. “I was fourteen when I first read about Jack the Ripper. Fascinating. So clever not to get caught. So, I studied him. Learned everything there was to know, but it was just words in a book. Ancient history or so I thought, until I joined the Council. It took years, but I finally convinced them to send me back to study him, and find out once and for all who he was. And to tell him how much I admired him.”

      Elizabeth shuddered. Graham was terrifying.

      If he noticed her reaction, he ignored it and continued. “Imagine my surprise when I showed up to the first crime scene and no one else came. Except for Mary Ann Nichols, of course. I looked at her and wanted her dead. Needed her dead. That’s when I knew. I felt it inside,” he said, tapping his chest. “I was Jack the Ripper.”

      Elizabeth swallowed. “So you killed her.”

      He nodded. “I’ve done everything exactly as it’s supposed to be. I know it all by heart. Where they’ll be, how I’ll cut them. I’m simply a tool of destiny.”

      Holy crap, Elizabeth thought, what was with the crazies and their destinies?

      “And as you know,” Graham said, “I’m not quite finished.”

      “Not yet,” Simon said, emphasizing the last word.

      Graham smiled at the implied threat and then shrugged. “Everyone dies. But I don’t die here and I don’t die now. And since I need your assistance…you don’t either.”

      It was a horrific stalemate. They knew what he was, what he was going to do, and they couldn’t stop it. And Graham couldn’t kill them because he needed them to help keep him alive so he could kill. It was the worst kind of Gordian knot, and Alexander and his sword were nowhere to be found.

      

      

      Simon looked around their new hotel room. It was significantly smaller than their previous suite, but it had one added benefit. Neither Graham nor Vale knew where it was.

      The first thing they’d done when they’d left Graham’s hovel was return to their hotel and get the hell out of it. It was bad enough when one murdering psychopath knew where they lived, but two….The second thing they’d done was find Freddie and send a note off to Victor.

      It had been several hours now and they’d had no reply. Simon knew Renaud could take care of himself, when he wasn’t pissed, but he felt a worry take root in his stomach and grow with each passing hour.

      A knock on the door interrupted Simon’s gloomy train of thought.

      “Who is it?” he asked before opening the door.

      “Freddie.”

      Simon opened the door and there stood young Freddie, looking tired and unwell.

      “Are you all right?”

      The boy nodded and swiped at his nose with his forearm. “Got a message.”

      Simon held out his hand, but the boy shook his head.

      “Ain’t writ down.”

      “All right,” Simon said. “What is it?”

      Freddie looked down and squinted as he tried to remember it. “Important news. Need to see you. London Bridge 4 a.m.”

      “That’s all?” Simon asked.

      The boy nodded but he seemed nervous.

      “Is something wrong, Freddie?” Elizabeth asked as she joined Simon at the door.

      “No, miss,” Freddie said quickly. “It’s just I needs to get back to me brother.”

      “If there’s anything we can do….”

      The boy nodded quickly and hurried down the hall.

      Simon closed the door and turned to Elizabeth. “Why no note?”

      Elizabeth shrugged, but said, “Maybe he didn’t have time to write it down?”

      “Perhaps.” Changes to the usual methods and Freddie’s odd behavior had him worried. “I don’t like this.”

      Elizabeth sighed. “It’s a little weird, but…”

      “We go,” Simon agreed. “But we don’t go unprepared.”

      

      

      Elizabeth wrapped her coat more snugly about her as they waited in the shadows on the shore at the far end of the bridge. They’d gone early and found a good vantage point to watch the diminishing traffic. But even from there, they couldn’t see more than halfway across. The darkness and distance were too great. The bridge spanned almost 100 yards across the Thames.

      Simon took his hand from his pocket where Elizabeth knew it had been wrapped around a gun, and checked his watch. “Ten past.”

      He frowned and put his watch back in his vest pocket.

      “What do we do now?” she asked.

      “Wait.”

      And so they did. Ten minutes turned into twenty and then thirty. Finally, she saw someone walking across the bridge, alone.

      “There,” she said, pointing.

      “I see him.”

      Whoever it was, stopped in the middle and waited. From so far away it was impossible to see who it was, but he was far too short to be Victor. Whoever it was stood near the balustrade and waved his arms in the air.

      “Hallo?”

      The voice was small, but one they knew. Freddie.

      Simon looked at Elizabeth warily.

      “What’s he doing here?” she asked.

      He frowned and slipped his hand back into his pocket with his gun. “Stay close.”

      It took them a few minutes to get to the edge of the bridge and they started the long walk toward the center. It was an oddly vulnerable feeling. They were so exposed, but they had to find what was wrong.

      A few lone carriages made their way across, the sound of the wheels and horse’s hooves loud in the quiet and stillness of the night.

      When they got close enough, Simon called out in a hoarse whisper, “Freddie?”

      The boy kept his eyes trained on the river beneath them.

      “What’s wrong?” Simon asked. “Where’s Victor?”

      Freddie sniffled and then finally turned to face them. “I’m sorry.”

      “What’s…”

      Elizabeth knew they’d been trapped. It wasn’t a sound, but the lack of one. A carriage that had been passing by stopped and they all turned toward it.

      Simon had his gun out and pointed it at the driver.

      Even in the darkness Elizabeth recognized him. Roderick, Dr. Blackwood’s valet.

      “Now, now, don’t do something foolish,” a woman said from inside the carriage. Elizabeth knew that voice as well.

      Simon didn’t move and kept his gun trained on Roderick.

      The carriage door opened and a small boy, Alfie, stepped out. Behind him came Katherine Vale, a small pistol pressed against the boy’s temple.

      Elizabeth instinctively took a half-step forward, but stopped herself. Next to her, Simon’s hand remained amazingly steady.

      “Let the boy go,” he said.

      “It’s all right, Alfie,” Freddie said.

      The smaller boy shivered with fear.

      Elizabeth edged in front of Freddie to shield him.

      “Katherine,” she said, hoping she could still reach the young woman she’d gotten to know. “Please—”

      “Put down your gun or I’ll blow this boy’s brains out,” she said calmly. “I think you know I will.”

      Both the words and the cold way she said them sent a chill through Elizabeth. Simon glanced at her once, but they both knew he had no choice and lowered the gun.

      “On the ground,” she instructed him.

      He dropped it to the pavement.

      “Step back,” she told them.

      The three of them did as they were told and took a step back and then another, until they were standing up against the edge of the bridge and touching the balustrade.

      “Get the gun,” Vale ordered and Roderick climbed down from his perch atop the carriage.

      “And his watch,” she added after Roderick had picked up the gun. “I seem to have lost mine.”

      The valet looked at her oddly, but she didn’t take her eyes from them.

      “Just do it,” she said.

      Roderick stepped forward in front of Simon. “Easy way or the hard way, makes no difference to me.”

      Simon grunted in frustration and handed his watch to him.

      Roderick slipped it into his pocket and then moved back next to the coach.

      Vale smiled. “Don’t worry, you won’t be needing it.”

      “Let the boy go,” Simon said again.

      “I think I will,” she said. “But I need one more thing.”

      Her eyes drifted over to Elizabeth and her smile grew.

      “No,” Simon said.

      Vale pulled Aflie closer and pushed the gun against his skull.

      “It’s okay,” Elizabeth said, stepping forward.

      She looked at him sadly. What could they do? She couldn’t let Vale kill Alfie. She might kill them all anyway, but if there was something, anything Elizabeth could that might save his life, she had to do it.

      “It’s all right,” Elizabeth said to Alfie as she raised her hands in front of her and slowly stepped forward.

      “Elizabeth,” Simon said in an anguished voice, but she knew he wouldn’t argue with her; couldn’t argue with her.

      Elizabeth crossed the final few steps to stand in front of Vale and Alfie. She knelt down. “Go to your brother,” she said with a pleading look to Vale.

      Vale released him and he hurried to Freddie’s side.

      Roderick came up behind Elizabeth and stuffed a kerchief in her mouth, jerking it tight and then tying the ends behind her head. The coarse fabric dug into the corners of her mouth and she gagged.

      Simon took a half-step forward, but Vale raised her gun.

      Elizabeth looked at Simon, willing him not to move, not to do anything stupid. If they were both alive, they had a chance.

      Roderick pulled her arms behind her back so hard that Elizabeth let out a small gasp. He bound her hands so tightly they were already beginning to tingle.

      Her heart raged in her chest and her mind whirled. What was Vale doing? Where was she taking her?

      She looked at Simon again and forced a small, brave smile to her lips. I’m okay, she tried to tell him, but they both knew it was a lie.

      “Inside,” Vale ordered and Roderick shoved Elizabeth up the step and into the carriage before climbing back up to the driver’s seat.

      “What do you want?” Simon asked, desperately.

      “This,” Vale said and she pulled the trigger.

      As the gun went off, Elizabeth screamed and her heart leapt into her throat.

      Out of the window, Elizabeth could see the bullet had hit Simon in the chest. Shocked, he stumbled back from the blow, but there was no room, nowhere to go. He lost his balance against the balustrade and fell backward off the bridge, and plummeted into the night.
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      Elizabeth screamed, but the sound was hoarse and muffled by the gag stuffed into her mouth. She tried to push her way forward out of the cab, but Vale shoved her back and leveled the small double-barrel derringer at her.

      “I have one more bullet,” she said.

      Elizabeth didn’t care. Simon was dead. What did it matter?

      And then a little voice inside her head called to her. No, he wasn’t dead. He couldn’t be dead. He would find a way, she told herself. It’s what they did. She had to believe.

      The carriage pulled away and Elizabeth moved back in her seat as far as her bound hands would let her. She had to stay alive. She had to stay smart. Simon would need her and she wouldn’t let him down.

      Vale smirked. “That’s a good girl.”

      She reached into a small doctor’s bag and took out a syringe.

      Elizabeth cringed back and Vale shook her head.

      “Don’t worry. It’s just a little something to calm your nerves.”

      Elizabeth doubted that and kicked at Vale, nearly knocking the syringe from her hand. But Vale was stronger than she looked and had the advantage of not being hog-tied. She pinned Elizabeth back into her seat.

      Elizabeth felt the sting of the needle piercing her skin and stopped struggling. She tried to say something, but whatever was in the needle was already working on her. Her head began to swim and her eyes droop.

      “That’s it,” Elizabeth heard as she started to slip away. “Just close your eyes. It’ll all be over soon.”

      

      

      He was cold. So damned cold his mind was numb from it. And tired. All he wanted to do was sleep. To let go and sleep. With Elizabeth.

      Elizabeth.

      It was deep and dark where he was, but the thought of her pulled him up. Finally, he took a gasping breath and choked on a mouthful of water. He lifted his head and spit out the fetid water.

      He was in the river. And, he realized, looking around him, moving downstream quickly. With all the strength left in his body he started to swim. His shoulder screamed in protest and his ribs ached. He vaguely remembered being shot. And falling. And Elizabeth.

      He saw the silhouette of the bridge disappearing behind him and the wharves on the shore slipping past. In the distance he could see the construction for the Tower Bridge. How far had he drifted? His mind couldn’t make sense of it. He must have blacked out at some point. It didn’t matter, he told himself. He had to get to shore. He had to get to Elizabeth.

      He swam and swam, but the current carried him away. He dug in harder, ignoring the searing pain in his side and shoulder. Slowly, he made progress. It was small, but it was something. He could just make out the muddy shore near the wharves. He swam harder and harder and the world grew darker and darker with every stroke. Until, finally, everything went completely black.

      

      

      Elizabeth’s head throbbed and her tongue was thick and coated. She tried to swallow, but couldn’t, her mouth too dry. She opened her eyes and the bright light that shot into them was so painful, she closed them again immediately. More cautious now, she opened them, and the light dulled, but the world around her wasn’t right. It blurred along the edges, every image smeared slightly.

      She blinked a few times and tried to focus, but her mind was just as blurry. Vaguely she remembered what had happened. She’d been drugged and—

      “Simon,” she said in a coarse voice as she tried to sit up. He’d been shot and she had to get to him. There was still time, there had to be, but she had to hurry.

      Part of her body listened to her, but the rest ignored her, and all she could manage to do was roll her head to the side. It ached and she lifted a hand to it, but her arm wouldn’t move.

      She looked down at it. It stretched out impossibly far along the bed. She was lucid enough to see that she was bound. It wasn’t with the ropes, but leather cuffs attached to a bed.

      She rolled her head to the other side and tried to concentrate. The walls and the floor were white tile and the room was empty except for a metal tray and her bed. Was she in the hospital? Why would Vale take her there?

      Elizabeth coughed and her head felt like it was going to snap off her neck. She used the pain to focus, to center herself. She was still groggy, but the blurriness was slowly fading.

      As the fog in her mind began to thin, she realized that her room wasn’t just a room, but a cell. There were iron bars on the one small window and a heavy metal door. The bright light that had assaulted her earlier was a dim gas lamp and it flickered high above her.

      She looked again down at her wrist and tried to wriggle it free from its bond, but it was no use and she laid her head back down. A chill ran through her and she realized the layers of clothing she’d been wearing were gone. All she had on now was a thin white cotton shift. Even her feet were bare.

      Then she heard a scream. A terrifying, soul-wrenching scream. It echoed down the hallway. Another, lower in pitch, followed and then another and another, like a pack of animals calling out, a chorus of screams came.

      Elizabeth closed her eyes. She tried to shut them out, but they kept on. Kept on screaming.

      Finally, she heard someone yell. A deep, male voice, and the cries stopped. And she shivered in the silence.

      A few moments later, she heard metal on metal, a key going into a lock. She lifted her head and watched the door open. Katherine Vale stepped inside.

      A familiar, stout man wearing a white lab coat and holding a clipboard walked in with her and closed the heavy door to a long corridor behind him. Blackwood. Elizabeth’s shock turned to horror and she knew. She knew she wasn’t in just any hospital.

      She was in Bedlam.
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      Simon slowly opened his eyes. The world around him was murky and he was so cold, so tired, so willing to close his eyes again and embrace the peace that the nothingness offered.

      “Please, sir,” a small voice said and it tugged Simon back up through the haze.

      A small, dirty face looked down at him with big round eyes. A boy. He knew his name, but couldn’t find it. His mind was swampy and slow.

      But one constant, one solid thing remained—Elizabeth.

      Simon tried to sit up, but the boy protested.

      “You should stay down,” he said.

      Simon shook his head and instantly regretted it. The world swirled around him and he nearly collapsed back onto the ground. The hard ground.

      Just a moment to rest, he thought. He needed a moment.

      Slowly, he lay back down and turned his head. The river rolled past. Small boats and large floated along the surface like thoughts he could not grasp. And the darkness came again.

      When consciousness came the second time, Simon’s mind was sharper, but his body ached even more.

      Alfie, that was the boy’s name, looked down at him with big, worried eyes.

      “I thought you was dead,” he said.

      “Not yet,” Simon said, and then coughed. More river water worked its way up and he turned his head to spit it out. The sun was just beginning to rise.

      “What time is it?”

      The boy shrugged.

      Simon had to get to Elizabeth. Vale had taken her God only knew where. He swallowed down the urge to vomit and slowly sat up.

      Every part of his body ached. His head throbbed, his shoulder was stiff, and his ribs protested every breath he took. He tried to stand, but his head spun. He had to get moving, had to start looking, but his body was not ready to move quite yet.

      “Where are we?” he asked looking around.

      Alfie looked up from the muddy shore toward the wharf above them that was busy with men loading and unloading. “Stanton’s.”

      One of the men looked down at them as he and another lifted a heavy crate. But he turned away and continued with his work. Perhaps a near dead man on the shore was a common occurrence here.

      “How did I—”

      “Me brother and I fished ya out,” Alfie said with profound pride. “Biggest thing I ever caught.”

      He owed his life to them. “Thank you,” he said, knowing it was poor payment for what they’d done. How the two small boys had managed to get him to shore, he couldn’t imagine.

      “Where’s your brother?”

      “He’s gone to look for your friend. He’s been gone hours,” Alfie said, sounding worried.

      “My friend? Do you mean my wife?”

      “I think he means me,” Victor said as he appeared on the muddy shore, young Freddie running along side.

      Simon hated to admit it, but he was very glad to see Victor. He needed the man’s help. Now.

      “Elizabeth—” Simon started.

      Victor nodded. “Freddie told me what happened.” He looked down at Simon. “He said you were shot.”

      Simon frowned. He’d almost forgotten about that. “I was,” he said and then looked down at his chest, expecting to see blood.

      He patted his chest with his hand and felt the hole in his jacket and something beneath it.

      He reached into his breast pocket and pulled out his journal. Embedded in the pages, mushroomed from the impact was a small caliber bullet. Beneath it, the ink smeared but still legible were the words he’d written a lifetime ago: She loves me.

      He felt a lump form in his throat and swallowed it down.

      Victor shook his head in disbelief. “You have an angel on your shoulder, Cross.”

      “Let’s hope he’s got one more miracle in him,” Simon said.

      “Can you stand?”

      Simon wasn’t sure, but nodded. With Victor’s help he managed it. He looked up into the sky, squinting against the light. It had to be past noon.

      “Do you know where she is?”

      “Roderick was there,” Simon said.

      “Blackwood’s man?”

      Simon nodded.

      “What’s Blackwood’s connection? Do you know where he lives?” Victor said.

      Simon straightened his back and took a deep breath. Pain shot through him and he grunted, but he could deal with it. He would have to.

      Victor sensed that he was testing himself, testing his body.

      “You are in no condition to do this. Tell me where to go.”

      Simon looked at him, one man to another. “If it were your wife…”

      Victor looked like he was about to argue, but closed his mouth. Instead he shook his head. “All right. But we only have a few hours.”

      Simon frowned, confused. “A few hours?”

      He looked around and realized that it had gotten darker, not lighter. The sun he’d seen rising had actually been setting. He’d lost nearly an entire day.

      “It all happens tonight. We cannot afford to miss it. It will be Vale’s best opportunity to kill Graham. And that must not happen, no matter the cost.”

      And that cost would be Elizabeth’s life. “You do what you have to,” Simon said, willing to risk the fate of the world. “I’m going to find my wife.”

      

      

      “What’s going on?”

      That’s what Elizabeth had intended on saying, had tried to say, but all that had come out was mumbled gibberish. She tried again, but her mouth wouldn’t form the words.

      “Here’s our patient,” Vale said as she smiled down at Elizabeth.

      Blackwood looked up from his chart and arched an eyebrow. “Your cousin?”

      Vale shrugged. “As good as any lie.”

      She looked back at Elizabeth with mock pity. “Poor woman is lost to us. Simply gone mad. And you, Doctor,” she added turning back to Blackwood, “are our only hope.”

      Blackwood’s eyes narrowed. “We’re moving too quickly. Drawing too much attention—”

      Moving where? Elizabeth thought.

      “We have an agreement, Doctor,” Vale said coolly and then smiled sweetly. “You have a problem that I can solve and I have one you can solve. It’s a mutually beneficial arrangement.”

      “You’re blackmailing me,” he said.

      She shrugged again. “Incentive for you to hold up your end of the bargain. I will take care of Miss Stride, and you will take care of her.”

      Vale looked down at Elizabeth as though she were preparing to savor a special meal.

      Elizabeth shuddered involuntarily and Vale’s smile grew.

      Somehow, Vale had discovered Stride’s blackmailing plan and stepped in to take over. The Ripper would kill Stride tonight and Vale would get the credit. That was sick enough, but it was wondering what the doctor was going to offer Vale in return that made Elizabeth’s stomach ache.

      “It hasn’t been easy to meet your timeline,” the doctor said with a frown.

      “But you have?”

      Blackwood looked down at Elizabeth. “It’s unusual, but we’re scheduled for this evening.”

      Vale’s smile broadened. “Don’t fret, doctor. You’re going to be famous.”

      She looked back down at Elizabeth. “The world’s first lobotomy.”

      Elizabeth felt a surge of honest to goodness panic. A lobotomy? She struggled more, but she could barely move. She tried again to cry out for help, but all that came out was a strangled sort of moan.

      “Psychosurgery,” Blackwood corrected her. “It’s risky, untried.”

      “Do your best not to kill her,” Vale said. “I’d rather she was simply…hollowed out. But if your hand slips…”

      Elizabeth’s heart raced and she struggled against the cuffs that held her down.

      “She’s becoming agitated,” the doctor said needlessly.

      “Is she?” Vale said, clearly enjoying every minute of her pain.

      Blackwood looked down at the chart. “I’ll make sure she’s given more morphine.”

      Vale shook her head. “No. I want her to feel this. To know her world is slipping away.”

      Elizabeth shuddered and swallowed hard. Dear God. This woman was evil.

      The doctor looked at her with something close to fear in his eyes. “A local anesthetic then.”

      “Yes, that sounds perfect,” Vale said, clearly picturing the horror in her mind’s eye and relishing in it.

      After a moment, she turned back to the doctor. “I’m going to stay with her for a few minutes.”

      It was a dismissal, and the doctor cast one last look at Elizabeth. She tried to plead with him with her eyes, hoping there was some spark of humanity left in him, but he looked away and then closed the heavy metal door behind as he left.

      Katherine Vale smiled and sighed a sigh of pure delight. “Oh, how the tables have turned, haven’t they? Your husband is dead, and you’re about to wish you were.”

      Elizabeth’s wrists strained against the restraints so hard that her hands shook.

      Vale practically purred. “I know who you are, you see. What you’ve done. And now it’ll be your turn here, not mine. I’m doing you a favor really,” she added, touching Elizabeth’s temple, “with this. You won’t even know who you are once they’re finished. You won’t know how awful and empty your life is.”

      Elizabeth fought the tears that welled in her eyes. She would not give this witch the satisfaction of seeing them.

      Vale tugged needlessly on the edges of her kid gloves and walked around the edge of the room, running her hand along the stones. “This will be your whole world,” she said. “These four walls. Twelve years, I would have spent here. In this very room.”

      Vale stopped in the corner and lingered there for a moment before continuing. “But now, you’ll be the one to hear the screams at night, wondering when they’ll stop.”

      She walked back over to Elizabeth and looked down at her. “Until finally, you realize that you’re the one screaming.”

      Elizabeth struggled against her bonds, fought back the tears and wished this woman to Hell.

      Vale knocked on the door. A moment later an orderly opened it and with one last cruel smile Vale said, “Not all stories can have a happy ending now, can they?”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 30

        

      

    
    
      Cross banged his fist against the door. “Blackwood!”

      People walking down the street turned to look at the disturbance. Victor sighed. He was a fool to be here. Cross could barely stand and would surely waste time being noble getting the information he needed. He was too soft.

      And at this rate, they would surely get themselves arrested for their troubles, and that Victor could not afford.

      “Cross—”

      The door to the doctor’s townhouse opened and a butler scowled at them both. “Please sir, some—”

      Cross pushed him back into the residence and scanned the entry way. “Where’s Blackwood?”

      The butler straightened his slightly askew tie and stiffened his back in defiance. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to—”

      Cross grabbed the man by the lapels and shoved him against the wall. “Where is he?”

      Perhaps, he would not waste time after all, Victor thought.

      “I’m afraid—”

      “What’s going on here?” Roderick said as he appeared at he top of the stairs.

      Cross tossed the butler aside and strode to the bottom of the stairs.

      Roderick stopped mid-step and raised a surprised eyebrow, clearly surprised at seeing a man he thought dead.

      “Where did you take her?” Simon said, his breath coming in short bursts now. His hand gripped the newel post for balance.

      Roderick looked to the butler and the two maids who’d come curiously into the foyer and jerked his head to the side, indicating they should go.

      Cross caught his breath painfully, his ribs were probably broken and glared at Roderick. “Where’s Elizabeth?”

      The valet was unimpressed, more the fool he, and came down the stairs. Victor stood aside and let Cross do what he must.

      Roderick stopped two stairs above Cross and regarded him coolly. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Cross lunged forward, catching Roderick off guard, grabbing him by the coat and throwing him to the bottom of the stairs. Impressive.

      The valet crashed into a coatrack that fell down on top of him. Cross kicked it away as he stepped forward and loomed over the man. “Where…” he said, barely able to find a breath, “is she?”

      Roderick smirked up at him.

      Cross leaned down and pulled him up, groaning loudly as he did. Roderick fought back, but Cross found strength somewhere and held on. He hit him twice, knocking the man back against the wall.

      “She’s gone by now,” Roderick said with another smirk through the blood that trickled down from his nose.

      It was a mistake.

      Cross punched him once in the gut, and then again before pressing his forearm into the man’s throat, slowly choking him. “Where?”

      Victor stepped forward then and pulled out his knife. He pressed it to Roderick’s neck, just above Cross’s arm.

      “No more games. Where is she?” Victor demanded.

      But Roderick held firm. He looked at them defiantly. Victor knew the type, he was not going to talk. They could torture him and he would not betray his master.

      They were wasting time here. He put his knife away and Cross glared at him, before pressing so hard against the man’s neck, his face started to turn purple.

      “Kill him or don’t, we are wasting time.”

      Cross hesitated for a moment, seeing the truth in what Victor said. He looked back at Roderick, barely conscious now, and let him slip from his hands. The valet slid to the floor.

      Cross stood lost, staring down at him.

      “Bethlam,” a soft voice said behind them.

      They both turned to see a young maid, who couldn’t have been more than fifteen, standing just inside the hall. She looked nervously at Roderick and then back to Cross. “I overheard something the other day and I think that’s where they went.”

      “Thank you,” Cross said, his voice hoarse with effort and emotion.

      The girl smiled and looked down again at Roderick. She would clearly pay for betraying him.

      Victor strode over to her, dug into his pockets. He handed her all the money he had left. “Get as far away from here as you can.”

      She looked down at the coins, grateful, and nodded quickly.

      Victor walked back over to Cross who was already heading for the door. Victor grabbed his arm.

      “Let go of me,” Cross bit out.

      “If she’s there, we can’t just walk into Bedlam and take her out.”

      Cross glared at him again, but Victor could see he knew that he was right. Iron bars, guards and dozens of people stood in their way.

      “We’re going to need help. Any ideas?”

      Cross grimaced as he straightened his back. “Perhaps,” he said. “Just one.”

      

      

      The metal wheels of the gurney squeaked as Elizabeth was rolled down the long corridor and into the surgery. Her eyes were beginning to focus more, and she could see that it was a teaching amphitheater. A handful of curious onlookers dotted the gallery. She couldn’t believe Blackwood was really going to go through with this. But he was. He wasn’t the Ripper, but he was just as much a monster.

      She tried to call out for help, but the words still wouldn’t come. Her mind, though, was sharper, and her voice couldn’t be far behind. If she could just catch the eye of someone, anyone, surely they’d see the truth.

      Desperately, she tried to get their attention, but the handful of doctors in the theater chatted busily amongst themselves, only giving her the barest glance as she was wheeled in.

      She turned her head and saw a tray with scissors, shaving cream and a straight edge razor and she felt another wave of panic. They were going to shave her head and dig out her brain. She tried to breathe, tried to calm herself, but when she saw the tray next to it, she nearly cried out. On it were what could only be described as instruments of torture—a long metal hook, spike, hammer and hand drill.

      A nurse came over and peeled back her eyelids. Elizabeth knew this might be her last chance.

      “P-please,” she managed to whisper.

      The nurse was surprised and stopped what she was doing.

      Elizabeth’s heart raced and she tried to form more words.

      “Help me.”

      It was barely a whisper, but it was words and Elizabeth’s heart soared.

      The nurse looked at her kindly and gently patted her shoulder. “We’re going to, my dear. We’re going to.”

      “No,” Elizabeth said, and turned to look for anyone else who would listen. She caught sight of a young doctor in the front row. “Please help me.”

      He couldn’t hear her, but he was watching her, he seemed to understand. His face grew concerned and he turned to his colleague and said something Elizabeth couldn’t hear.

      “Please help me,” she said again.

      “I don’t think that’s right,” the young doctor said. “Your patient is lucid, Doctor.”

      Blackwood came over to the table and stared down at her. His eyes betrayed a momentary flash of fear, but she could see him snuff it out, leaving them cold and dull.

      “Please,” Elizabeth whispered.

      She knew he’d heard her, but he turned to the gallery.

      “It is an involuntary action, I assure you,” he said, dismissing the young doctor’s concern. “Administer more chloroform, nurse.”

      A nurse nodded obediently and moved to the table.

      “Please don’t do this,” Elizabeth managed to say just before the wire mask was placed over her face, muffling any more words.

      A cloth was placed over the mask and Elizabeth shook her head, trying to shake it loose.

      “Hold her,” the nurse ordered and strong hands gripped the sides of Elizabeth’s head.

      She could see the dropper filled with chloroform being handed to the nurse. Elizabeth screamed, but the sound was muffled by the mask and even if they’d heard it, no one cared.

      

      

      “Open the damned door,” Simon said as he tugged impatiently on the locked metal door that led from the main entrance of Bethlam hospital to where the patients were, where Elizabeth was.

      The woman behind the desk moved to stop him, pulling up short at the anger in his face. “Sir, I’m going to call security, if you—”

      “Open the damned door.”

      George Roxbury had finally caught up with him. Once they’d reached hospital, Simon had run up the front steps and into the lobby. His entire body ached, but he didn’t care. Elizabeth was here. Somewhere.

      Next to him, Victor waited quietly like a coiled spring.

      “I’m afraid—” she started.

      “Don’t be afraid, just open the door,” Roxbury said, his demeanor brooking no arguments.

      Despite that, the nurse did just that. “I can’t just—”

      “Do you know who I am?”

      “Sir George?” a man said, who’d come from a nearby office to see what the fuss was about.

      “Yes,” George said curtly. He pointed to Simon. “This man’s wife is being held here against her will.”

      “Impossible,” the man said. “We would never—”

      “You will never do anything again,” George said, showing more menace than Simon thought him capable of, “if you don’t open that door.”

      The man blanched at the threat.

      George stood a little straighter. “And you’ll never get another red cent from me or anyone I know.”

      That spurred the little man into action and he waved to the nurse. “Open it.”

      The nurse was clearly shocked, but she did what she was told and opened a drawer, pulling out a large key ring with half a dozen iron skeleton keys on it.

      “She was brought in earlier today by a woman,” Victor said. “Where would she be?”

      “Today?” the man said. “That must be Miss Vale’s cousin.”

      “Where?” Victor demanded.

      “Surgery,” the man said, as if they should have known.

      “Dear God,” Simon said, fear of what that could mean shot through him.

      The nurse walked over to the door with the keys.

      “Quickly,” he urged her. He felt sick. He couldn’t be too late. He wouldn’t.

      “What in Heaven’s name is going on here?” George said. “If she’s harmed…”

      “Which way?” Victor asked.

      “End of the first corridor on the right.”

      Victor and Simon ran down the hall and Simon could just hear the man continue. “But you’re too late.”

      His chest burned, his head throbbed and his heart ached, but he would not give up. He would never give up.

      They ran down the long hallway and made the sharp turn to the right. Together, they burst through the double doors and into some sort of surgical amphitheater. In the center of the room, Blackwood stood over a patient on a gurney. Elizabeth.

      Simon strode forward as the men in the gallery clamored over the interruption. The doctor stared at him, angry at the intrusion, until he realized who it was. And then a very satisfying wave of fear overtook him.

      Simon took a long step forward and the doctor edged back away from the table.

      Simon looked down at Elizabeth, a mask covering her face, her eyes closed. What had they done to her? He wanted to beat the life out of Blackwood, but he needed to know she was alive.

      Orderlies stepped forward, but Victor intervened and kept them busy.

      He leaned down over the table, his heart firmly planted his throat. He desperately scanned her quickly for any signs of injury. “Elizabeth.”

      He took the metal mask off of her face and threw it aside. Her face was pale and dirty and her eyes were closed. His heart stopped beating. Gently, he cupped her cheek. “Elizabeth.”

      Slowly, she opened her eyes and blinked up at him. He held his breath until she smiled and said his name. It hung in the air like an answered prayer.

      “Oh, thank God,” Simon said as he dipped his forehead down to hers for a moment. She was alive. “Thank you God. Are you all right?”

      She nodded, unsure. “I think so.”

      Her voice was soft and slurred and he looked down at her with worry.

      “Drugged,” she said.

      He nodded, relieved again, and then set to untying her. She was safe, he told himself as he undid the straps that bound her. Safe, for now. Unless they could stop Vale from killing Graham, he realized, he still might lose her.

      “What’s going on here?” a man from the gallery demanded.

      “These men are insane,” the doctor said.

      “A lot of that going around,” George said as he arrived, two constables in tow.

      He came over to Elizabeth, disbelief and relief mixing on his face. “Elizabeth?”

      She managed a shaky smile and Simon helped her sit up.

      Roxbury jerked his head toward the doctor and the two constables moved to his side.

      “We have to go,” Victor said as he lifted his eyes toward the clock above the doors. It was already well after midnight.

      Simon looked down at Elizabeth. She was regaining her strength slowly, but they couldn’t afford to delay and he wasn’t going to leave her here one more moment.

      Simon lifted Elizabeth off the table and cradled her in his arms. His ribs screamed in protest, but he didn’t care as he looked down at her.

      “I’m all right,” she said.

      The Hell she was. The Hell either of them were, but their night was not yet through.

      Elizabeth safe in his arms, Simon and Victor hurried back down the corridor toward the entrance and Simon prayed they’d make it to Whitechapel in time.
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      By the time they reached the outskirts of Whitechapel it was nearly one in the morning and a thick fog had rolled in. It would be close, too close, Simon thought with a wincing breath. This was the night of the double-event where Ripper…Graham…killed two women—Elizabeth and Catherine. The coincidence of the victim’s names sent a shiver down his spine.

      He pushed away the feeling of dread that had sunken to the pit of his stomach as it mixed with the general nausea he’d felt since waking up on the shore. As far as they knew Lizzy Stride was first, killed sometime close to 1 a.m., with Catherine Eddowes following shortly after. They had too much ground to cover and not enough time to do it in.

      They’d agreed to split up the murder scenes with Victor heading straight for the second one and Simon Elizabeth to the first. Before the carriage had even come to a full stop, Victor leapt out of it, heading west toward Mitre Square and Catherine Eddowes. Simon didn’t like splitting up, but as much as he hated to admit it, Simon knew he would slow Victor down. He cast a glance at Elizabeth. Slow them both down.

      Elizabeth had recovered quickly from whatever Vale had given her. If the doctor had given her the anesthesia…If he’d been too late….

      “I’m all right,” she said, reading his thoughts.

      She wasn’t, but she was regaining her strength while he was losing his.

      Simon paid the cabbie and climbed down to the cobblestone street. Elizabeth, in a hodgepodge of clothes borrowed from the hospital, looked like she’d been through Hell. And she had. And so would they both again before this was all over.

      She started to run and Simon struggled to keep up. He just couldn’t catch his breath.

      “Simon?” Elizabeth said, stopping ahead and then coming back to him. “You should wait here.”

      The thought of sending her off alone to face Ripper and Vale was unthinkable, and he shook his head. “I’m all right.”

      Elizabeth clearly wanted to, but didn’t argue with him and they pressed on. Simon did well for a few blocks, even managing to run. But he knew before they’d even reached Stride’s murder scene in Dutfield’s yard that they were too late. People had already begun to gather. A dozen people crowded into the yard and two constables hurried past them.

      “This way,” Simon said, tugging on Elizabeth’s arm and turning back west toward the place Eddowes was found.

      He’d considered going there first, but with Vale hunting Graham now, they couldn’t expect her to stick to the script. Even though Travers had told them that both Eddowes and Stride were murdered, as history needed, Simon didn’t trust Vale not to change her plans. But she hadn’t, and they’d wasted precious time. All he could do was pray that Victor got to Graham in time.

      They hurried back toward Aldgate and Mitre Square. His chest began to burn in a new and deeply troubling way. Simon’s shortness of breath became almost no breath at all and he had to stop and lean against a building. He tried to pull in air, but his lungs wouldn’t take it. They were only two blocks away now.

      “Simon?”

      He shook his head, about to tell her he couldn’t go on, when he saw a man crumpled on the ground. He stumbled over to him.

      “Victor!”

      He was lying face down on the sidewalk. Elizabeth ran to him and knelt down next to him. Slowly, painfully, Simon joined her.

      Elizabeth looked up at Simon, worry pulling on her face, before pressing her fingers to Victor’s neck in search of a pulse.

      There was a long pause before she let out a breath. “He’s alive.”

      Simon knelt down and could see the blood matted in his hair on the back of his head. He must have been ambushed on the way.

      “Vale,” Simon said. She was ahead of them. She was always ahead of them. According to the woman at the desk, she’d left hospital long before the operation was scheduled to begin. That gave her plenty of time to lay a trap for Victor and take care of Graham.

      “We have to go,” Simon said, forcing himself to stand.

      They’d barely made it to the end of the block when the world tilted.

      Simon stumbled to a stop and put his hand against a building to keep from falling.

      “Simon,” Elizabeth said softly as she came back to him.

      She didn’t have to say it. He knew what she was going to say, what she was going to do. She looked in the direction they’d been headed and then back to him.

      He shook his head, knowing she was right. He tried to walk, but his head was spinning. He must have a concussion he thought with odd clarity as though he were outside of himself.

      “We’re running out of time,” she said.

      And he was slowing them down. And if they were too late…

      She touched his cheek, forcing him to look at her. “I love you. I’ll be back. I promise.”

      Simon stared at her, his heart breaking. He’d failed her. “I’m sorry.”

      She shook her head. “I’ll be back,” she said again and started off, only to turn back and kiss him. He wanted to hold her there, to keep her with him, but she pulled away and ran down the dark street, disappearing into the fog.

      

      

      Elizabeth ran toward Mitre Square, alone. She turned up Mitre Street and saw the entrance to the square, just twenty feet away now. Her heart pounded in her chest as she reached the gateway. She ran into the square, but it was empty. She couldn’t make sense of it for a moment, until she saw her, Catherine Eddowes, lying on her back in a puddle of blood.

      Elizabeth stumbled over to her and what she saw made her stomach lurch. He hadn’t just cut her throat, he’d butchered her. Her face was disfigured, parts of it missing. Her bonnet lay behind her head, soaked in the blood from her slit throat. Entrails had been torn out of her and placed, staged, over her shoulder.

      Elizabeth turned to the side and retched. A kind of fear and loathing she’d never felt welled up inside her. This was inhuman. Even though she had faced demons and vampires, the worst and most cruel things she’d seen were always the work of men.

      Forcing herself to look away, she stumbled on. Images of Catherine’s face haunted her every step. But the thought of Simon pushed her on. She couldn’t lose him.

      It seemed like miles, but it was only a short distance to Graham’s little hovel in the tenement building. Heedless of what she might find, she ran toward it and threw open the front door.

      She ran up the stairs, adrenaline clearing her head with each step and pulled the door to his room open. It clanged against the wall.

      She stood in the doorway, gasping for breath, stunned at what she saw. Graham was lying on the bed, Vale standing over him, a knife plunged into his stomach.

      Blood dripped off the knife as Vale pulled it out.

      Elizabeth’s heart stopped. Was she too late? Simon…

      The thought of him snapped her out of it. She still remembered him. Their lives together were still part of her. She wasn’t too late. Not yet. Vale lifted the knife again.

      “No,” Elizabeth cried and threw herself into the room.

      Vale jerked her head to the side, her eyes were wild, frenzied. Beneath her, Graham groaned in pain and gasped for breath.

      As Elizabeth closed the distance between them, Vale turned back to Graham and with a cry raised the knife for another strike.

      Panic and fear propelled Elizabeth across the room and into Vale. The two of them crashed into the wall at the head of the bed. Vale screamed, something unintelligible, and swung the knife wildly.

      Instinctively, Elizabeth held up her arm to shield herself and the knife sliced into her forearm. It burned and she cried out. Vale lunged for her, but Elizabeth managed to step away just in time and Vale stumbled forward.

      Elizabeth started to rush her again, but felt a wave of dizziness. No, not now, she thought fighting it until in that same second she didn’t know she needed to.

      She lurched forward, disoriented, disconnected. Where was she? She looked up to get her bearings, stopping short at what she saw.

      A dark-haired woman turned to glare at her. And, God above, she had a bloody knife in her hand. Elizabeth staggered to a stop and the woman grinned. She started toward Elizabeth and in that instant, the world righted itself. Vale. Elizabeth’s memory was back.

      She had to get that knife away from her, and now. With renewed energy, Elizabeth tackled her to the floor this time. The knife fell from Vale’s hand and skittered across the floor.

      Vale tried to reach for it, but Elizabeth gripped her arm and pulled it back. As she did, she lost her leverage and Vale flipped them both over. Her eyes wild and frenzied, she dug her fingers into Elizabeth’s neck and squeezed.

      Beneath Vale now, Elizabeth struggled to pry her hands off her neck. Vale’s eyes were filled with hate and something that could only go by one name—evil. Elizabeth arched and bucked, determined not to give in. Finally, she managed to pry one of Vale’s hands away and grabbed her by the hair, yanking her to the floor beside her.

      Immediately, Vale rolled over, reaching out with one hand toward where the knife had slid. Elizabeth gasped for breath and Vale moved too quickly to stop her. In the next moment, Elizabeth found herself flat on her back, as Graham had been, Vale loomed over her again, knife raised above her head. She didn’t hesitate and plunged the blade downward.

      Purely by reflex, Elizabeth caught Vale’s arm just before she could sink the knife into her chest, but Vale had leverage and Elizabeth’s arms began to weaken. The knife moved inch by inch closer to her heart, until finally she could feel the tip through the thin material of her dress.

      Elizabeth pushed against her with every last ounce of strength she had, but Vale was too strong. Her eyes bore into Elizabeth’s, willing her to die. The hatred and desperation were so thick, they practically dripped off of her. Elizabeth steeled herself, searching for that last bit of strength. But then, something changed. Vale swayed to the side and her near animalistic rage twisted into confusion.

      Hope sprang in Elizabeth’s chest. She knew that look, and for the first time, welcomed it. It was happening to Vale! Time was changing for her.

      For a brief second, Vale let up, and Elizabeth did not let the opportunity pass. Summoning all her strength, she pushed Vale off her, sending her tumbling to the side and into Graham’s armoire of horrors. The doors swung open.

      Elizabeth scrambled to her feet and grabbed the only weapon she could. The lapse didn’t last long and Vale looked up at her, her memory back, her anger renewed. With a cry that came from somewhere deep inside her, Elizabeth swung the empty glass jar and it collided with the side of Vale’s head with a loud, sickening thud. Her eyes still open, she slumped to the floor.

      Elizabeth kicked the knife out of Vale’s hand and then held the jar ready for another strike. She stood above her ready, panting for breath, but Vale didn’t move.

      “Elizabeth?”

      She hardly dared look away, but she managed a quick glance to reassure herself that it was truly Simon. He stood in the doorway, gripping the door jamb for support.

      Elizabeth looked back down at Vale as Simon came in and picked up the knife. Had she killed her? Would time change now anyway? It took her a moment to see Vale’s chest rise and fall. She was alive. Thank God.

      “Are you hurt?” Simon asked.

      Elizabeth shook her head. She was, but she’d live. The question was, would Graham?

      She turned back to the bed where Graham lay, bleeding from a gaping wound in his stomach. He groaned as she pressed down on it, and then looked up at her and smiled.

      

      

      They managed to get Graham to a hospital just in time. He would live. For Elizabeth, it was bittersweet news. They’d done what they what they had to do; the timeline had been saved, but they’d saved a monster’s life. It would take weeks for him to recover, but he would and he would kill again.

      Battered and exhausted, Elizabeth and Simon prepared to leave. Once things had been set right, and after they retrieved Simon’s watch from Vale’s room, they were ready to go home. Boy, were they ready to go home. Elizabeth could only hope things were as they should be there as well, and that Jack, angry and confused, would be there waiting for them.

      They offered to stay with Victor, knowing his mission wasn’t yet over, but he told them to go. Then he said that they were perhaps not the worst operatives he’d ever met after all. High praise from Victor Renaud.

      George had taken care of Blackwood. He would not be practicing medicine, except from a prison cell, for a very long time. And Katherine Vale was where she was meant to be—Bedlam.

      “I don’t see why we’re here,” Simon said as they walked down the halls of the asylum. “I’d think you’d never want to set foot in it again.”

      “I don’t,” Elizabeth said. “I just want to see her here for myself. To make sure it’s really happened.”

      Simon sighed and winced as he did. He had three broken ribs, a concussion and was more bruise than body.

      After all she’d been through, Elizabeth couldn’t really explain what made her come back to Bedlam. She just knew she had to. A little voice inside her head told her to, and she always listened to that little voice.

      The guard opened the door to Vale’s cell. “She’s restrained,” he said, “but call if you need help.”

      Simon and Elizabeth walked into the small room and Elizabeth felt a wave of panic. Simon took her hand and it faded. Mostly.

      Vale sat in a chair, her wrists and ankles manacled. Her eyes spat venom at them. “This isn’t over,” she said.

      “Looks pretty over to me,” Elizabeth said much more calmly than she felt.

      Vale’s eyes darted away from her and then quickly back to Elizabeth. In that instant, Elizabeth felt the rush of understanding; she finally understood what the little voice had been trying to tell her.

      She turned and stepped away from Simon.

      “Elizabeth?”

      “What are you doing?” Vale said, her voice betraying her worry.

      Elizabeth walked to the far corner of the room, the one she’d seen Vale linger in when the tables had been turned. She took off her gloves and ran her fingers over the rough stones. She felt one move ever so slightly.

      She took a hat pin out of her hair and used it to help pry the stone loose. Simon was beside her now.

      “What is it?”

      She reached into the small cubby hole and pulled out a pocket watch.

      Behind her Vale struggled against her handcuffs.

      “I’ll be damned,” Simon said.

      Elizabeth hadn’t known until just then why she’d come back. Older Vale must have hidden one of the watches there that she’d escaped from Cairo with. When she’d come back to 1887, she must have planted it there as a failsafe in case her plan didn’t come off. And it almost worked. Or maybe it had. There was still one more watch unaccounted for. What if Vale had hidden that one too? Elizabeth pushed the thought away. The timeline was secure. The memory loss events had stopped. All was right again. All was as it should be. Now, all they could do was hope that it stayed that way.
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      Victor leaned against the cold, stone wall of 13 Millers Court. It had been nearly six weeks since the double murders, since he’d begun waiting for this moment. He watched from the shadows as Marie, Mary, stumbled back to her lodgings. He hadn’t seen her since that night in the pub. He could not bring himself to, but tonight that was his job.

      He stayed in the darkness as she leaned against her front door and fumbled to open it. He stayed in the darkness as Charles Graham joined her. And he stayed in the darkness as the Ripper butchered her, mere feet away from where he stood.

      He could hear the sound of the knife, the sound of her flesh rending under it, the sound of Graham’s effort as he worked. Worse than all the previous combined, what he would do, what he was doing, to Mary Kelly, was beyond comprehension. Victor told himself it did not matter. Once dead, what did it matter what happened? But it did matter. It mattered to him very much.

      Silently, Victor waited outside, able to see through the broad slats of the shuttered window. He thanked God he couldn’t see in clearly, that all he could see was Graham as he moved around the room, committing his atrocity.

      Victor did what he was there to do. What only a man like him could do. He watched Mary Kelly die.

      And when it was over, when Graham was finished, he strode out of the building, his hands covered with blood, and looked right into Victor’s eyes. He knew he was safe from him. He knew he lived. He knew he was free.

      Victor could have killed him right there. Part of him told him that he should, but he didn’t. History would change and all of this would be for naught. Charles Graham lived. He went back to San Francisco. He was hunted by Katherine Vale. His ending was yet to be written.

      Graham wiped his hands on a handkerchief, and smiled at Victor as he walked casually down the street.

      In that moment, Victor made a promise that he would write the end for Graham. Somehow, some day, he would find him again and he would kill him. Justice would finally be done. Some day.

      

      
        THE END
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      Simon leaned back in his chair and enjoyed the view. His wife had lost a shoe and was presently crawling around the bedroom floor looking for it.

      Elizabeth lifted the bed skirt and stuck her head under the bed. “Are you sure you haven’t seen it?”

      “Are you asking me or the monster beneath the bed?”

      She pulled her head back and shot him a narrow-eyed glance before continuing her search. “Considering what we’ve seen, that’s not all that funny.”

      Simon arched an eyebrow and shrugged. “I’m sure it’s here somewhere.”

      “The monster?”

      “The shoe. You were the one who kicked it off like a Rockette last night. Nearly took out the lamp,” he said as he watched her backside wiggle. He stretched his neck for a better view. “I like that lamp.”

      She humphed and wriggled a little further under the bed and then cried out in victory. All the movements reversed and she reappeared, auburn curls disheveled but her expression triumphant. “Veni, vidi, vici.”

      Then she turned her attention to the heel she held in her right hand. “You’ll have to do better than that,” she scolded it before sitting on the bed and slipping it on.

      Simon smiled. All was right with the world. He and Elizabeth had returned from their adventure in 1888 London two months ago battered and bruised, but the wounds had faded, and the timeline seemed secure again. Jack Wells had returned to the present, confused but unharmed and had been waiting for them at Council headquarters when they’d returned. Currently, Victor Renaud was off chasing after Jack the Ripper, and Simon had no doubt he would find him. Eventually. But not soon enough for his taste.

      As quickly as the sense of contentment had arrived, it was replaced with the uneasiness he had come to believe was his natural state. Not that he didn’t have reason. Jack the Ripper knew who they were and was out there, somewhere. That would give anyone pause. He had faith in Renaud though, despite his being French, and that was some comfort. His disquiet wasn’t because of any of that, however. The source was, sadly, not difficult to pinpoint.

      His discomfort came from the simple fact that he felt content. The universe had a way of pulling the carpet out from under his feet on a regular basis. He was hardly superstitious, but he had a strange sensation that the next troubling event was coming soon.

      “What’s wrong?” Elizabeth asked.

      Simon shook his head and stood. She knew him so well. “Nothing. Is that a new dress?” he asked, knowing it was.

      She smiled and stood to give him a better view. “It is. Do you like it?”

      “Very much,” he said.

      Closing the distance between them, he pulled her into his arms. He gazed down at her and let himself relax. She was by far the best tonic ever invented.

      He leaned down and kissed her. When they broke apart she smiled up at him and wiped away the lipstick she’d left behind. He grasped her hand and kissed her palm.

      The way she smiled at him made his chest tight.

      “Is it too late to call Wells and reschedule?” he asked, not wanting to share her tonight.

      “Tempting,” she said, and Simon felt his hopes begin to deflate. “But,” she added as she slipped from his embrace, “I think we should go. Something’s going on with him.”

      “Don’t tell me,” Simon said, resigned now to his fate. “Melissa?”

      Elizabeth shook her head.

      Simon tried to remember the latest in a long line of conquests. “Melanie?”

      “Not a woman.”

      Simon paused. “We are talking about Jack Wells?”

      Elizabeth ignored his jibe and dug into her jewelry box and pulled out a pair of earrings. “I’m serious. I get the feeling he’s got something he wants to ask us.”

      “That sounds ominous.”

      Elizabeth cocked her head to the side and stopped fiddling with her earring. “I don’t know.”

      “If it’s money,” Simon said, “he doesn’t need to fall down on bended knee. Just find out what he needs and I’ll have it transferred.”

      He knew Jack was bothered that he’d occasionally had to borrow money to make ends meet. For a man whose skills were seventy years out of date, he was doing remarkably well, actually.

      Elizabeth nodded thoughtfully and then gazed at herself in the vanity mirror. She made a face and took off the earrings she’d just put on. “I hope it’s that, but I thought he was doing pretty well with the off-the-books PI stuff.”

      “If it’s not that then—”

      Simon’s reply was interrupted by the doorbell. “I suppose we’ll find out sooner rather than later.”

      “Would you…?” Elizabeth asked, waving her hand in the general direction of the door.

      Simon nodded, kissed her cheek and started downstairs. The chime sounded again. Impatient.

      He checked his watch as he hit the bottom step. Twenty minutes early. That wasn’t like Wells. He was always precisely on time. It was perhaps his best feature.

      Simon opened the door, about say so, but Wells wasn’t there. No one was, or at least that’s what Simon thought for a fleeting moment until his eyes drifted downward and he saw a pretty, young girl standing there staring up at him. Her small face was pinched and her eyes were large.

      They both seemed surprised, although he had no idea why she would be. Before he could ask, she threw herself into him, wrapping her arms around his waist.

      Simon staggered back half a step in shock and stood in stunned silence for a moment.

      He looked down, but all he could see was a pile of brown curls.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked as he tried to peel her arms away.

      But the girl simply sobbed into his shirt.

      Good God, what was happening? There weren’t any new families in the neighborhood. He wasn’t exactly chummy with his neighbors, but Elizabeth knew them well enough to know what was happening in the community. And as far as he knew, nothing had.

      He tried once more to separate her from him, but she held on. Tighter if that was possible.

      “Are you lost?”

      When she didn’t answer, he scanned the darkening and empty street again. He didn’t see anything or anyone that was out of place.

      “Is someone trying to hurt you?”

      She sniffled loudly against him and mumbled something he couldn’t understand. He stood there like a complete idiot for a moment longer before doing the only thing he could think of.

      “Elizabeth!”

      

      

      Whatever Elizabeth had been expecting to see when she came downstairs, Simon trying to pry a child from him wasn’t one of them.

      “What on earth?” she said as she hurried to his side.

      He looked at her helplessly.  “A little help, please?”

      Elizabeth bent down so she was close to the girl’s height. The poor little thing was shaking in Simon’s arms, clearly frightened.

      She couldn’t have been more than nine or ten years old, and while it wasn’t terribly odd that a child her age might be out alone, their street wasn’t exactly crawling with children. Maybe a neighbor had a grandchild visiting? Elizabeth looked up at Simon for an explanation he didn’t have. He shook his head and spread his arms.

      Or was it something far more nefarious than that? Things were seldom simple in her life anymore. Elizabeth suddenly felt a little exposed standing there with the door open.

      She put a hand gently on the girl’s back and felt her trembling. “Let’s get you inside, all right?”

      The girl lifted her face from its place buried in Simon’s waist and looked at her. Her green eyes went wide with surprise and some emotion Elizabeth couldn’t decipher.

      “All right?” Elizabeth repeated.

      The girl sniffed once and then nodded.

      “Good,” Elizabeth said and led her inside, casting a worried glance over her shoulder at Simon. He shrugged, clearly at as much a loss as she was. Behind them, Simon closed the door and she heard the deadbolt slide into place.

      The girl hesitated at the edge of the living room. She looked around it carefully, before casting a worried look at Elizabeth.

      “You’re safe here,” Elizabeth assured her.

      The girl’s chin wobbled, but she pressed her lips together and nodded.

      Elizabeth led her over to the sofa and they sat down. Simon strode toward the passthrough into the kitchen to grab the phone.

      Elizabeth patted the girl’s leg reassuringly. “What’s your name, honey?”

      The girl looked almost surprised at the question, then she nodded. Her little forehead creased in thought for a moment before she looked at Elizabeth again.

      “Charlotte.”
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      Charlotte.

      A strange sensation bubbled up inside Elizabeth’s stomach and then her heart lurched forward as the name sank in.

      Elizabeth swallowed the knot in her throat and tried not to lose the plot. Charlotte was a popular enough name. There were thousands of girls who had it. It was a strange coincidence, but only that. Nothing more.

      But that certainty wasn’t really a certainty at all and it evaporated as Charlotte lifted her left hand from her lap and turned it over so Elizabeth could see gold etching peeking out between the tight clench of her fingers. Despite herself, Elizabeth leaned slightly away.

      “Simon,” she said. She could hear him swearing at the phone as he was put on hold at the police station. But she was unable to pull her gaze away from what she feared was in the girl’s grip.

      Slowly, Charlotte uncurled her fingers and in the palm of her hand rested an antique pocket watch.

      After a moment’s shock, Elizabeth gingerly lifted it from Charlotte’s hand and put it in her own. The familiar weight and sensation sent a chill down her spine. She turned the watch over.

      “Simon, hang up the phone.”

      “God forbid someone should need actual help,” Simon said to no one in particular.

      “Simon!” Elizabeth said, urgently this time and getting Simon’s attention. She held up the watch.

      He stopped mid-rant, his mouth open. His eyes darted to the watch, the girl and then back to Elizabeth, who nodded toward the phone.

      Without looking away, he muttered, “Never mind,” and hung up. His eyes locked on the watch, he slowly walked toward them.

      Taking the watch from Elizabeth, he turned it over in his hand and then looked at Charlotte.

      “Where,” he asked, his voice soft and intense, “did you get this?”

      She looked nervously to Elizabeth and then back to him and toyed anxiously with her necklace, dragging a small charm back and forth across the thin silver chain. And it wasn’t just any charm, Elizabeth realized. It was a key.

      “This is my watch,” he continued, pointing toward an all-too-familiar mark on the back of the case. “How did you…?”

      “Charlotte,” Elizabeth interrupted him, hardly able to take her eyes from the key, barely managing to keep her voice calm. She cast a quick, anxious glance at Simon, whose brows were drawn together in a confused scowl, and then turned back to face the girl. “What’s your last name?”

      Next to her she felt Simon go rigid. Charlotte looked nervous but took a breath and said, “Cross. Charlotte Cross.”

      Elizabeth’s breath caught. She knew she should have reasoned it out, doubted, reconsidered. The girl was a long lost relative of Simon’s. Or it was just a wicked coincidence. A cruel trick. But her heart knew what her mind couldn’t quite process. This was their daughter.

      Simon, clearly coming to the same conclusion, unceremoniously sat down with a thud into the chair opposite them.

      He looked ready to pass out. “What?”

      Elizabeth’s head spun. She felt light-headed.

      “Charlotte Cross,” Charlotte repeated. She chewed on her lower lip and looked as if she’d done something wrong. Instinct sent Elizabeth’s arm around her shoulder.

      Big green eyes looked up at her.

      “Are you…?” Elizabeth couldn’t bring herself to say it, to hope. “Are you…our Charlotte?”

      The little girl nodded but fresh tears came, and she leaned into Elizabeth’s side.

      Elizabeth’s heart ran the four minute mile in one minute flat. Their child. Their Charlotte. She looked over at Simon, whose eyes hadn’t left the girl. How could they? It wasn’t every day your future child showed up on your doorstep. Crying.

      Simon’s expression shifted from one of wonder to one of distrust, and his eyes narrowed. “What storybook do I read to you?”

      Charlotte’s little eyebrows raised in confusion.

      “Simon—”

      He turned to her, that inscrutable look on his face again. “If she’s our child, she’ll know the answer to this.”

      Elizabeth hadn’t for one second considered the possibility that Charlotte wasn’t hers, that this was some ruse. She knew in her heart it was true. But she also knew Simon didn’t always trust his heart.

      “When I was little,” Charlotte said, “you used to read from this old book of Grandpa’s. I liked How the Leopard Got Its Spots best.”

      Simon’s eyes softened. “Kipling.”

      Charlotte smiled for the first time. It was sad and beautiful and absolutely took Elizabeth’s breath away.

      In what must have been a ritual between father and daughter, she said in a soft voice, “Just so.”

      Simon’s breath caught and Elizabeth could see the moment he listened to his heart. He swallowed.

      “My grandfather and I used to say that.”

      Charlotte nodded. “I know.”

      His eyes dangerously moist, Simon knelt down and tentatively held out his arms.

      She needed no more prompting than that and practically flew across the room and into them.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice muffled in the crook of her neck.

      Charlotte shook her head and pulled back a little. “Trust, but verify.”

      Simon laughed and pulled her back into his arms.

      Elizabeth let her tears fall. Seeing father and daughter in each other’s arms triggered some deeply embedded maternal waterworks and there was no fighting it. She was sure that she would never get enough of seeing the two of them together.

      Simon stared at Charlotte for a long moment and Elizabeth saw him struggling with his emotions. Finally, he brushed his knuckles along her cheek and eased her back onto the sofa.

      “I know it’s difficult,” he said, “but can you tell us what happened?”

      Charlotte leaned back, sniffed and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. He reached into his pocket for his handkerchief. “They came and they were trying to hurt you.”

      “Who was?”

      Charlotte shook her head. “I don’t know. Some men. We were home and they came and you told—” she said looking at Simon and then frowning, “Daddy told me to go. To go now.”

      “Go now?” Simon asked.

      She sniffled and Elizabeth could see her anxiety growing again. “That’s our code. If Daddy says ‘go now!’, I’m supposed to go into your closet and get the watch, and it’ll take me somewhere safe.”

      Simon looked anxiously at Elizabeth.

      Charlotte’s gaze landed on the watch in Simon’s hand. “I must have bumped it or something. It was supposed to bring me here, but it dropped me down the street and I ran here as fast as I could.”

      “Someone attacked us—your parents—and you escaped by using the watch?” Simon said slowly.

      Charlotte nodded. “You, I mean, Daddy, set it up that way, to take me here to you. He said you’d help me.”

      She looked at them imploringly, her emotions revving back up again. “You have to help me.”

      “Oh, we will,” Elizabeth said as she pulled the girl, pulled her daughter into her arms. “I promise we will.”

      She looked over to Simon, who stood and started to pace. “Won’t we?” she prompted.

      Simon cleared his throat and stopped pacing. “Of course. Of course, we will.” He walked back over to them. “What can you tell us about the men you mentioned? Do you know why they’d come?”

      Charlotte sat up straight and wrinkled her forehead in thought and told the story, what there was of it. She hadn’t seen much, but she had heard the struggle and ran downstairs only to be sent away by her father.

      “They were throwing things around,” Charlotte said.

      Simon leaned over the back of a chair. “How so?”

      “Like they were looking for something.”

      “For what?” Simon asked. “Did they say anything? Anything at all?

      Charlotte shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      Simon sighed and stopped his interrogation. “It’s all right,” he said and then frowned. “Do they know where you went?”

      She shook her head again. “I don’t think so. I don’t know.” She glanced around the room nervously.

      Elizabeth sat up a bit straighter. “Do you think they’d come here after her?”

      Simon’s jaw set. “Possibly.”

      Elizabeth stood. “Then we should leave.”

      Simon nodded.

      Elizabeth looked around. “Maybe we can—”

      The sound of the doorbell brought her up short. Simon lifted a silencing finger to his lips and jerked his head toward the back door. Elizabeth reached down for Charlotte’s hand while Simon walked quietly over to the side window.

      He peered through the sheers and let out a sigh of relief. “It’s all right.”

      He moved to the door and opened it to reveal a grinning Jack Wells. “I’m sorry I’m early, but—”

      His eyes fell on Charlotte and his grin grew wider and curious. “Hello.”

      “Uncle Jack!”

      She let go of Elizabeth’s hand and rushed toward him. He shot Elizabeth a confused look but swept Charlotte into his arms as if he’d done this sort of thing every day.

      He gave her a big hug and then turned to Elizabeth, “How long was I gone?”

      Simon coughed and Jack let the girl slide back down.

      “It appears introductions are not necessary,” Simon said, closing the door firmly behind him and turning the deadbolt into place.

      Charlotte smiled up at Jack but wavered, and there were tears standing in her eyes. “I haven’t seen you in so long—I mean—” She swiped at the unshed tears with the back of her hand, but they came back.

      Jack dropped to one knee before her. “Hey, now,” he said, brushing away one that had escaped. “Why so sad, sweetheart?”

      Charlotte’s face crumpled again and she threw herself into his arms with so much strength he had to steady himself with one hand on the floor. He glanced up at Simon and Elizabeth for an explanation. They filled him in as best they could. Elizabeth rubbed Charlotte’s back as she did. Simon stumbled twice over the word “daughter.”

      All through it, Jack barely batted an eye. It was one of the many things Elizabeth loved about him. He just accepted things. He’d time traveled from World War II to the present and taken the whole thing in stride. A little girl from the future was nothing special. Except, this little girl was special. Very special.

      The thought of it all made Elizabeth’s heart flutter again. This beautiful child was their daughter.

      Charlotte’s tears didn’t last long. She pushed herself away from Jack and nodded as if she’d decided she was finished with all that nonsense.

      “We have to save my mom and dad.” Her voice broke a little, but she swallowed hard and set her jaw.

      Still crouching, Jack rubbed his chin, taking it all very seriously.

      “Okay,” he assured Charlotte with a nod. “If that’s what we have to do, then we’ll do it.”

      Charlotte searched his face for a moment. She found whatever it was she needed to see, nodded and looked up to Simon and Elizabeth. Tentatively, she slid her hand into Elizabeth’s. The sensation was at once a strange mixture of “oh, there you are,” and completely foreign. Elizabeth gave it a small, comforting squeeze.

      Jack looked at Simon as he stood. “Do we know anything else?”

      They knew next to nothing and Elizabeth said so.

      “There’s one way to find out what’s going on,” Jack said.

      Simon’s expression grew wary. “And that would be?”

      Jack inclined his head toward the watch. “Those things have an auto return feature right?”

      Simon frowned but nodded.

      “I could ride it back to the future and find out what’s what.”

      Simon pursed his lips in thought. “We don’t know what you’d be walking into. The…” His eyes slid over to Charlotte and then back, “situation is fluid.”

      “I’ve parachuted behind enemy lines before. Piece of cake,” he added with a wink for Charlotte. She managed to smile briefly in return, but the worry in her eyes never let up.

      Elizabeth knew Simon was right, the future was unknown and apparently dangerous, but was there a choice?

      “We’re just stumbling around in the dark otherwise,” she said.

      Simon grunted and after another moment of hesitation handed Jack the watch.

      Charlotte lifted off her necklace and handed the watch key to Jack. “Don’t lose it,” she warned him gravely.

      “You should arrive a few blocks from here,” Simon said. “Don’t interfere, just—”

      “Reconnaissance. Got it.”

      He took a deep breath, opened the watch and inserted the key.

      Simon came to Elizabeth and Charlotte’s side and the three took a step back.

      Jack grinned at them and said, “Be back before you can say Jack’s your…” He turned the key, but instead of snakes of blue lightning, there was simply nothing. “…uncle?”

      He looked at Simon and Elizabeth. “Did I do it wrong?”

      Simon frowned. “Try it again.”

      Jack did, but there were no sparks, no light, nothing.

      “Odd,” Simon said, taking the watch from him and removing the key. He turned to Charlotte who raised her shoulders and palms to the sky.

      “I didn’t do it.”

      Simon hmm’d thoughtfully and then retrieved its döppleganger from their upstairs closet. He programmed it, and handed it to Jack. But the result was the same.

      “They can’t both be broken,” Elizabeth said.

      “Aren’t they the same watch though?” Jack asked.

      “They are, but they aren’t,” Simon said.

      “That’s helpful.”

      “They’re the same watch but at different places in the timeline. In the same way I’m Charlotte’s father and yet I’m not,” he said, and then repeated with a small, warm smile, “yet.”

      Jack rubbed the back of his neck. “Right. Timey wimey. But that doesn’t explain why they’re both not working.”

      “But worked for Charlotte moments ago.”

      “Maybe it’s not the watch. Maybe it’s me?” Jack offered.

      “I can try it. Just pop in and pop back out,” Elizabeth offered.

      Her suggestion was met with a very sour face.

      “I’ll try it,” Simon intoned, moving the watch well out of her reach.

      Elizabeth didn’t argue with Simon’s, well, she’d call it chivalry for now and sexism later. And there would definitely be a later.

      They all gave him room, but the watch didn’t work for him either.

      “Maybe it’ll work for me,” Charlotte said, holding out her hand.

      “A world of no,” Simon said firmly. “Until we know more, you’re not going back there.”

      She looked about to argue.

      “No discussion,” he added.

      Charlotte pouted but then brightened. “Why don’t we just ask Teddy?”

      Elizabeth stood stunned for a minute and, judging from Simon’s expression, she wasn’t alone. She and Simon hadn’t seen Teddy since they’d returned Evan Eldridge to 1906 San Francisco, although barely a day went by when she didn’t think of him.

      She did a little wits gathering before managing a bewildered, “Teddy Fiske?”

      Charlotte nodded. “He can fix anything.”

      “How do you know Teddy?” Simon asked.

      Charlotte looked at him with an expression Elizabeth had seen Simon use on first year students for ages. Half pity, half exasperation. “He comes to visit all the time. Or, he used to.”

      “In the future?” Simon clarified.

      “Oh, yeah,” Charlotte said, understanding his confusion now. “Is he in this time?”

      The casual way she asked made Elizabeth’s head spin. But then again, Charlotte was their child and could have grown up hearing stories of time travel or possibly even time traveling herself. Although that seemed a little irresponsible of future them. There was no situation Elizabeth could imagine where Simon sanctioned a family-time travel vacation. Unless she counted this one.

      “No,” Simon said. “We haven’t seen Teddy in a long time.”

      “Oh,” Charlotte said, worrying her lower lip. “He’d know what to do.”

      Simon cast Elizabeth a troubled look. They’d definitely have to learn more about Teddy’s visits later, but for now they needed someone in the present who knew something about the watches. The list of people who fit that bill was painfully small. In fact, it had only one name on it—Travers.

      “Road trip?” she said.

      Simon nodded. “Seems we have little choice.”

      He looked down at Charlotte. “And I think the sooner we leave the better.”

      She nodded and he held out his hand. It seemed to dwarf Charlotte’s as she slipped hers into his. He squeezed it tight before turning back to Elizabeth and Jack.

      “Right.”

      “Where are we going?” Charlotte asked.

      “San Francisco,” Simon said. “I have a few questions for the Council.”
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      Despite himself, Jack felt an unfamiliar twinge of anxiety as the cab pulled up in front of the Aion Society building, the front for the Council’s headquarters. The last time they’d been here, the life he’d tried to build here had been wiped from history and the old life he’d had in 1942 London felt like someone else’s.

      He hadn’t told either Cross or Elizabeth, but since he’d come back, he’d felt that way about life here. He was literally a man out of time. He didn’t belong here or there anymore. He wasn’t sure where he belonged and it was a new, unpleasant feeling. Jack had always been at home wherever he was. For most of his life he’d traveled, first looking for work in the Great Depression, then as a stunt man in the movies and later as a spy in the war. He’d never had roots, had never felt the need for them. But something had changed in the last few months. He felt an itch, an itch he couldn’t scratch.

      “Are you getting out or should I carry you?” Cross said.

      Jack broke from his reverie and smirked up at Cross’ impatient face staring down at him from the sidewalk. Next to him, Charlotte giggled.

      Charlotte. That was a mind-bender. He’d half expected Cross to force the girl to get a DNA test before he accepted her. Judging from the way he tightly held onto her hand, that hadn’t been required. Cross’ heart apparently had room for two.

      Cross opened the cab door and Jack held out his arms, as if to say, lift me. Cross rolled his eyes and turned away. Jack heard both Elizabeth and Charlotte chatting as he trailed along behind them up the broad steps of the Council headquarters. She was a tough kid and handling all of this at ten years old a heck of a lot better than most adults he knew would. She wasn’t exactly sunshine and rainbows, but between the three of them they’d managed to coax out a few smiles.

      The building was just as he’d remembered it. On the surface it looked like any other museum with artifacts from around the world in glass display cases. What the average visitor didn’t know was that nearly all of the pieces had been brought back by actual time travelers. The four of them made a pretense of looking at an exhibit from Pompeii—now there was an assignment Jack wouldn’t want—before making their way toward the back of the great room.

      Cross said something to a broad shouldered security guard who slowly looked each of them over. His eyes lingered on Charlotte, but any question he might have had was cut off as Simon pulled the girl closer and said with entitled impatience only an Englishman like Cross could summon, “We don’t have all day. Travers. Now.”

      The guard bristled but pressed the earbud tucked away in his cauliflower ear. It had taken Jack a few months to get used to seeing people talk into thin air and realizing they were on their telephones. The guard muttered something into his lapel that Jack couldn’t make out. After a moment, the guard nodded his head once and opened the door behind him.

      Two more security guards rode down with them in the elevator. When the doors opened, they were escorted forward into a foyer with several locked doors. Jack expected one of them to step forward and do their thing with keypad locks, but both men stepped back into the elevator.

      “Aren’t you going to let us in?” Jack asked.

      Neither replied as the elevator doors closed leaving Jack and the Crosses alone in the entry hall. He looked around the room a little nervously.

      “Well, this is weird,” Elizabeth said, catching Jack’s eye.

      “Yes,” Cross said flatly, but Jack could see the tension in him. He managed a reassuring smile for Charlotte though, whose face was pensive and tight with anxiety.

      They waited for a moment longer before Jack decided maybe they were supposed to knock or something and eenie-meenie-miney-moed a door.

      He’d just raised his fist to knock on the door when he heard a sound coming from a door to his left. He stepped back and they watched the center gears embedded in the door spin and recede until there was a two foot round hole in the center of the door. After a beat, the rest of the door slid back into the walls.

      Peter Travers stood on the other side looking five years older than he had two months ago. Either he’d been away on a long mission or something was very wrong. With their luck, it was the latter.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” Travers said, his voice squeakier than usual. Cross, Elizabeth and Jack exchanged wary glances.

      Travers gave each of them a nod and what Jack thought was an attempt at a reassuring smile, and then he paused at Charlotte, as if he’d been too distracted, which he probably was, and had just realized she was there.

      He cocked his head to the side like a curious puppy. “And who’s this?”

      Cross ignored the question. “What’s going on?”

      Travers looked ready to repeat his question but heaved a sigh instead. “Oh, nothing. Just the end of the world.”

      He turned to usher them down the hallway behind him. “Again.”

      Charlotte’s eyes shot to Jack in alarm. He shook his head in that “Nah, everything’s gonna be fine” fashion that adults lied to kids with all the time. She didn’t look convinced but, like the trooper she was, fell into step with her parents as they followed Travers.

      None of them spoke until they’d reached the relative security of Travers’ office. As they passed through the outer office, a pretty young woman startled at her desk, nearly dislodging her glasses. She stood and pushed the black horn-rimmed spectacles back onto her face.

      “Mr. Travers, there’s someone to see you—” she said.

      But Travers waved a hand and started to open the door to his office. “Not now, Grace. Make sure we’re not disturbed.”

      “That’s what I’m—”

      “Turn off the damned tracker,” a voice from inside the office said.

      Jack tensed and took a step closer to Charlotte before he realized who it was.

      Victor Renaud stood in the middle of the room, fists on his hips and fire in his eyes.

      “Victor, let me explain. There are circumstances—” Travers said in a tired, but placating voice.

      “Do not play your word games with me,” Renaud said as he strode forward. “Turn off the tracker.”

      Travers ran a hand through his hair and made his way toward his large desk. “If you would just sit down a moment.”

      Renaud’s gaze left the hole it was burning in Travers’ back long enough to notice the Crosses. “What are you doing here?”

      Cross snorted. “Lovely to see you, too.”

      Renaud made a sour face at Cross, but his expression softened just a touch when he saw Elizabeth. Not fondness but respect, perhaps. Considering what the three of them had been through, Jack wasn’t surprised. But he was surprised by Renaud’s expression when he caught sight of Charlotte. It was probably Jack’s imagination, but the man blanched, like he was almost afraid of her. Quickly, as if he’d been caught out in something, Renaud looked away and set his anger back on Travers’ slender shoulders.

      “I have found him. Do you understand? I know where he is,” he said, leaning forward on Travers’ desk. “But I can’t get to him because you have that damned tracker on.”

      Travers sighed. “I do.”

      “Turn it off.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

      “Can’t or won’t?”

      Travers’ face grew even more worried. “Both.”

      “Wait,” Jack said as he sat down in one of the chairs opposite Travers’ desk. “This tracker thing, what does it do again?”

      Renaud puffed out an impatient burst of French disgust and turned away from them both.

      “It serves several purposes,” Travers explained. “It lets us track the whereabouts of each watch and traveler, but it also serves as a failsafe. It keeps the bearer from traveling to a time through which they’ve already lived. It was off, for instance, Mr. Wells, when you traveled back to 1933, which was why you could go back.”

      Jack lifted his chin in understanding.

      The break in the Travers vs. Renaud bout gave the Crosses a chance to sit down, Elizabeth and Charlotte at least. Cross remained on his feet and stood behind their chairs.

      “And it was on in order to keep older Katherine Vale from traveling back to 1888 and murdering Charles Graham herself.”

      That brought another burst of French bluster from Renaud. “And it will keep that animal alive, if you continue this foolishness.”

      “Please, Victor—”

      Renaud strode forward and slammed his fist down on the desk. “Dammit, how can I do my job if you will not let me?”

      Charlotte flinched at the outburst and Jack could see Cross pull his hands into fists.

      “There are more important things than you…”

      “Tell that to Mary Kelly or the others he’s about to kill. There is always something more important when it is not your life at risk.”

      “I understand—”

      “No,” Victor said coldly. “You do not.”

      He stood up straight and grunted. “I was a fool to trust you. I will not make that mistake again.”

      “Please,” Travers said. “If you’d just hear me out.”

      But Renaud was not listening. He turned his back on Travers and faced Cross. He seemed about to say something, but he simply nodded his head once in acknowledgement and stormed from the room.

      The slamming of the door was punctuated by another sigh from Travers.

      “Sorry about that.”

      “If he’s found…” Cross said and then looked down uneasily at Charlotte. “Graham. Why on earth wouldn’t you let him do what needs to be done?”

      “It’s complicated,” Travers said in what was clearly a serious understatement. He glanced at Charlotte. “Perhaps it would be better if…I’m afraid I don’t know your name, dear?”

      “Charlotte—”

      “She stays,” Cross interrupted.

      Travers searched his desk for a phone and found it buried under a pile of papers. “My secretary, Miss Mills,” he said as he dug it out, “will keep her—”

      “She. Stays.”

      Travers arched an eyebrow and sat back in his chair.

      “And she is?”

      “None of your bloody business.”

      “Simon,” Elizabeth said, both scolding and placating. “It’s all right. We need his help, after all.”

      Simon grunted.

      “This is our daughter, Charlotte,” Elizabeth said. “Our future daughter.”

      Travers’ eyebrows shot up.

      “She’s here for an unexpected visit,” Simon added.

      “That Charlotte?” Travers said in surprise and then smiled kindly. “Nice to meet you.”

      Charlotte smiled back but Cross did not. “What do you mean that Charlotte?”

      “Oh,” Travers flustered. “Well, nothing really. Just…So, she just popped in?”

      Cross’ eyes narrowed. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      Travers cleared his throat and his face grew serious. “No, I didn’t.”

      Simon glared at the little man, who, to his credit, didn’t flinch.

      “Knowledge of the future is a dangerous thing,” Travers said and then his gaze slid to Charlotte. “Which I’m sure your father impressed upon you, didn’t he?”

      Charlotte, suddenly the center of attention, looked at everyone uneasily, but she nodded. Her expression was the same one Jack had seen Cross wear when he was Being Very Serious, which was most of the time. “He did.”

      She glanced up at Simon, who managed to look proud, worried and chagrined all at the same time.

      They told Travers what little they knew about Charlotte’s arrival and he sat back in his chair with a worried look on his face.

      “We tried the watch and when it didn’t work, we came here,” Simon concluded.

      “The tracker strikes again,” Jack said, “It’s keeping us from going to the future to find out what happened to Charlotte’s parents.”

      Travers nodded.

      “Good news in a way, I guess?” Jack said.

      Cross frowned. “And how do you reckon that?”

      “It means we’re all alive then. If we weren’t, the watch would let us go.”

      Elizabeth perked up. “Oh, good point!” she said. “That’s a plus. Being alive.”

      “I would say so,” Travers agreed.

      Cross walked to the edge of Travers’ desk. “Be that as it may, it does not help us find out what happened—why they attacked, who they were, and what we can do to take Charlotte home.”

      He stood up straighter and forced his shoulders back in what Jack liked to call King’s Cross—imperial to the core. It was the body language that said, Surely, even with your inferior intellect, you can see the wisdom of my position and cede to it. Immediately.

      “For that,” Cross continued, “we need you to turn off the tracking device.”

      Travers smiled. He’d been unmoved by Renaud’s bravado and he was equally unmoved by Cross’ arrogance. “I’m afraid I can’t do that. Not that it would help at this point. I’ve deactivated all of the watches. Charlotte must have slipped in just before.”

      “All of them?”

      “It’s the only way I can make sure this doesn’t get any worse. Keeping everyone exactly where they are for the time being is prudent.”

      “And how long will they be off?” Cross demanded.

      “I’m not sure. It depends.”

      “On?”

      “As luck would have it—you.”
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      Elizabeth had that sinking feeling again. Whenever a conversation with the Council started with “we need your help,” the rest of it was going to give her a headache and Simon an ulcer.

      A rumbling growl came from Simon’s chest as he frowned. “And what exactly does that mean?”

      Travers’ frown deepened and he looked from Charlotte to Simon and Elizabeth. “I think perhaps some of this might be a little…mature for Charlotte.”

      Charlotte made a face, but Elizabeth was inclined to agree. Simon, however, showed no signs of budging.

      “Maybe she can sit over there?” Travers suggested, pointing to the seating area on the far side of the large office. “I have Highlights and Ranger Rick. I loved those as a boy.”

      “What’re those?” Charlotte asked.

      “Oh,” Travers said, disappointed. “Wrong era. Uhm…”

      “It’s all right,” Charlotte said. “Mom and Dad send me out of the room all the time. Do you have some paper and pencil? I can draw or something?”

      “Of course.” Travers dug into his desk and found some.

      Elizabeth squeezed Charlotte’s hand and mouthed “thank you.”

      Charlotte shrugged and sat down on the large sofa.

      Simon watched her for a moment before turning back to Travers, who gestured to the free chair next to Jack. “Please?”

      Simon huffed about it but sat down and spread his arms, the signal for Travers to continue.

      “What I’m about to tell you mustn’t ever leave this room. There’s only one person with clearance high enough to know what I’m about to tell you and he’s dead.”

      Elizabeth grimaced. “That doesn’t sound good.”

      Travers sighed. “It isn’t. Alistair was more than a fine director, he was a good friend.”

      “If the director was the only one with high enough clearance, how do you know about it?” Jack asked.

      Travers spread his hands out, palms up. “I’m the new director.”

      He didn’t look too excited about it, Elizabeth thought. “Congratulations?”

      “Under different circumstances, but things are rather dire. Alistair’s death was quite a blow. I’m not convinced it was natural.”

      “Murder?” Simon asked.

      “The autopsy was inconclusive, but there are powers at work here behind the scenes that wanted him out of the way, I’m afraid.”

      Elizabeth had an inkling she knew where this was going. “The Shadow Council?”

      Travers nodded and her heart felt instantly heavier. The Shadow Council wanted the Council proper, the Good Guys, so to speak, to move in a far less beneficent direction. They’d been responsible for hiring Katherine Vale and, God only knew if they were behind Graham, too, although she had her suspicions.

      “I was Alistair’s second, promoted quickly because he feared everyone around him was a member of the Shadow Council. He trusted virtually no one near the end. And I find myself in the same, unenviable position.”

      “And so you need outsiders,” Jack said with a nod. “It happened at the OSS and MI5. Paranoia gets ahold of you…”

      Travers agreed. “Yes, exactly. As the new director, I’m privy to everything Alistair knew. I’m afraid he kept a personal journal. Which, unfortunately, has been stolen.”

      “And whoever has it knows all the secrets?” Elizabeth guessed.

      Travers nodded. “There’s one in particular that’s quite troubling.”

      “Just one?” Simon asked.

      Travers managed a small smile at that. It faded and he continued his explanation, sounding even more exhausted than he had a few moments ago. “I’d always believed there were twelve watches. But, it seems, there is a thirteenth. And it is not just any watch.”

      “Of course it’s not,” Simon said under his breath, as if he’d expected no less.

      Travers let out a breath and put his hands palm down on the desk and stared at his fingertips for a long moment before looking up. “If you’ll indulge me in a bit of Council history?”

      He wasn’t really asking permission, but Elizabeth gave it to him anyway with a nod.

      “The Shadow Council has its origins in World War II. Imagine having the power to save millions of lives and knowing you mustn’t, knowing the timeline must play out as its meant to be. For some, this was untenable. They tried to change the Council’s mission from one of study and protection to one of control.”

      “So, they wanted to change the timeline,” Elizabeth said. She knew first-hand how tempting it was, but she’d also found out first-hand how devastating giving into temptation could be. She sought out Simon’s gaze, but it was locked sternly on Travers.

      “For the better, in their eyes.”

      Simon pursed his lips. “So said every dictator in history.”

      “Precisely. They were rebuffed, but they did not give up hope. They simply went underground.” Travers leaned back in his chair. “And there they stayed, or so we thought. In 1995, Alistair, new to the post, discovered that not only had the Shadow Council not disbanded, they’d grown.”

      He stood and walked over to one of the large globes that flanked his desk and gave it a spin. They all watched, mesmerized, as the Earth rotated before them.

      “The universe is remarkable,” Travers continued. “Despite some people’s best efforts to destroy it, to change the timeline, it seems to find a way to right itself. However…” He stopped the globe mid-spin and Elizabeth’s heart gave a small, unexpected start. “There are fragile moments in time.”

      “Nexus points,” Simon offered.

      “Yes, exactly. Specific points in time that are vulnerable. Some are small, the changes are relatively minor, but others…they can change the course of human history. Knowing which is which is a science beyond my understanding. But we have analysts who parse it all out. Even with all that, it’s rare, thank God, to find a moment that has cataclysmic possibilities.”

      Elizabeth’s sinking feeling sank deeper into the mire. “But the Shadow Council found a way around that?”

      “Alistair believed they might, and so he started a special project: Aegis. Somehow the Shadow Council found out about it and started one of their own. They found a scientist of nearly the same caliber as the Watchmaker. His name is Drasko Skavo, and he, like Project Aegis, was trying to create a watch that would allow the bearer to break through this wall, to change any moment in time at will.”

      “That sounds like a very bad idea,” Jack said, and Elizabeth wholeheartedly agreed.

      As did Travers, who nodded. He spread his arms out helpless resignation. “And our own little arms race began.”

      “And so each tried to create a watch that could change time before the other did?” Simon reasoned.

      “Yes. It was mad, of course. Skavo was young and brilliant, but it eluded him. It seemed impossible. And it should have been. But one man succeeded. The only man who could.”

      “Teddy,” Elizabeth said.

      Travers nodded.

      “Is he here?”

      Travers’ face fell and he shook his head. “I’m sorry. He passed away ten years ago.”

      Elizabeth’s heart dropped. Logically, she’d known that Teddy and everyone she’d met in the past was dead by now, but hearing it, knowing it was true was something else. She swallowed a lump of sudden emotion and forced herself to focus on the now.

      “Wait a minute,” Jack said. “Ten years ago. If he was thirty in 1906, that would make him…”

      “139,” Travers supplied. “If he had lived in only one time period, but Mr. Fiske loved to travel.”

      Elizabeth and Simon exchanged a glance. That explained Teddy’s visits to Charlotte in the future. But why hadn’t he come to see them?

      “He was technically 87 when he died in 2005.”

      Elizabeth tried to wrap her mind around that and pushed down the small sting of disappointment that he hadn’t come to visit. She had no way of knowing why he hadn’t but was sure he would have had his reasons.

      “So Teddy built this thirteenth watch?” Simon asked, steering them back on course.

      “Yes, but once the impossible was done, Alistair realized the danger in having pursued it at all. It was too great a power for any man, even the best of us, to have.”

      Travers sighed and sat back down. “Alistair asked Mr. Fiske to destroy it, but he just couldn’t bring himself to do it. He’d spent years of his life trying to do the impossible and, in the end, couldn’t destroy it. Alistair finally agreed that Mr. Fiske should hide it. If, somehow, Skavo should find a way to create his own, they’d at least have some power to counter it.”

      Simon sat forward. “And the journal? Whoever has it knows where the watch is hidden?”

      “No, thank God,” Travers said. “They only know that it exists, which is troubling enough. The whereabouts of the watch are where you come in.”

      “I don’t understand,” Simon said.

      “The hiding place of the watch died with Mr. Fiske. He was the only one who knew. Not even Alistair knew.”

      “How can we possibly help?” Elizabeth asked. “We haven’t seen Teddy in a year.”

      “No,” Travers said, his eyes traveling over Elizabeth’s shoulder. “But someone else has.”

      Elizabeth turned to follow his gaze, although she knew full well where it had landed.

      Charlotte.
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      Charlotte must have felt everyone staring at her because she looked up from her drawing and looked at each adult in turn.

      “What did I do?”

      Elizabeth laughed. “Nothing, honey. Would you join us for a minute?”

      She put down her paper and pencil and walked back over to Travers’ desk. Simon stood and she took his chair.

      “How did you know about that?” Simon asked Travers.

      Travers merely shrugged. “I’m afraid I can’t tell you that either.”

      Simon scowled at that.

      “It’s for your own protection,” Travers added.

      It did little to quell Simon’s obvious frustration.

      “That sounds a little like something the Shadow Council might say,” Jack offered.

      Travers blanched, and then nodded with a sigh. “Nonetheless.”

      Simon grunted and looked down at Charlotte. Her eyes shifted nervously from him to Elizabeth.

      “It’s all right,” Simon said. “We just have a few questions about your visits from Teddy.”

      “I don’t know how much I should say.”

      Simon sighed. “Not you, too.”

      Charlotte sat up straighter. “Daddy told me not to. Protect the Prime Directive,” she added with a Vulcan salute.

      “I doubt I did that,” Simon grumbled and Elizabeth tried hard to suppress her smile.

      “We just need to know a few things, no details about your life, our life, in the future, just about your talks with Teddy,” she explained. “That’s all.”

      “He comes to visit sometimes. We play games, tell stories, read. He’s fun.”

      Simon knelt down next to her chair. “I’m sure he is. Did he ever say anything about a watch?”

      “Oh, all the time. He made them.”

      “Yes,” Simon said. “But did he say anything about a specific watch? The thirteenth?”

      Her forehead wrinkled in thought. “Yeah, but it didn’t make sense.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Charlotte shrugged. “Teddy’s different.”

      Simon’s eyebrows went up. “Yes, he is. Special.”

      Charlotte nodded. “He tells me stories about the day I’ll get my own watch.”

      “Does he?” Simon said, unable to hide a flare of temper. “A bit presumptuous,” he muttered, and Elizabeth agreed. As Charlotte’s expression grew worried, he let it go and hurried to apologize.

      “I’m sorry,” he continued. “What did he say?”

      “That he trusted me. We’re blood brothers.”

      She held up her thumb.

      Simon’s mouth opened, ready, Elizabeth was sure, to lecture on the dangers of such a foolish and dangerous ritual, but he controlled his temper this time.

      “And the thirteenth watch? Did he tell you where it was?”

      Charlotte nodded.

      That sent a silent shockwave through the room.

      “Where?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Simon sighed. “Charlotte—”

      “I mean, he told me, but I don’t understand what it means.”

      “What did he say?” Elizabeth asked.

      Charlotte scrunched up her forehead as she tried to remember. “WP-9368.”

      The shockwave of revelation dissipated.

      “WP…?” Simon said.

      “9368.”

      “What does that mean?” Simon asked.

      Charlotte shook her head. “I don’t know. I told you.”

      “Are you sure you didn’t forget something? Did he give you a name or a place? Anything?”

      Charlotte huffed a breath in exasperation, much like her father. “I told you.”

      Simon sighed and stood back up.

      “I asked what it meant and he said when I needed to know, I’d know,” Charlotte said. “He talks like that sometimes. Twisty.”

      Elizabeth patted Charlotte’s arm, her own fond memories of Teddy returning. “That’s a good description.”

      Charlotte beamed at the compliment.

      “Why would he tell our child and not us?” Simon asked no one in particular.

      “Maybe he did,” Jack said. “We don’t know what he told future you. You might even know what it means.”

      Simon nodded thoughtfully. “For all the good that does us.”

      “I’m sorry,” Charlotte said.

      Simon knelt back down next to her and squeezed her shoulder. “Nothing to be sorry for. Without you we’d have nothing to go on at all. You’ve done very well.”

      Jack leaned back in his chair, laced his hands behind his head and stuck his long legs out in front of him. “Now, we just have to figure out what it means.”

      “If it’s all right,” Travers said, “I’d like the Crosses to sink their teeth into that. I think they’re best suited for it. No one we trust knows Mr. Fiske’s mind better than they do. I do, however, have need of your particular expertise in a related matter.”

      Jack sat back up. “Does it involve women?”

      Simon snorted.

      Travers blushed and then smiled slightly. “A sixty year old man, as luck would have it.”

      “Well, that’s disappointing,” Jack said. “But if I can help, I will.”

      “Good. We’ll talk about it later?” Travers asked as he stood.

      Jack cast a quick glance at Simon and Elizabeth who nodded their agreement.

      “I’m sorry to drag you all into this,” Travers said, his eyes darting toward Charlotte. “But I really didn’t have a choice. There’s one analyst I’m sure I can still trust. I’ll have him see what he can make of our mysterious number. In the meantime, if you can try to remember everything you can about Mr. Fiske. Maybe something will fall into place?”

      Simon nodded and looked to Elizabeth. “We’ll do our best.”

      “You, too, Charlotte,” Travers added.

      She nodded solemnly.

      “And,” he continued, “let’s hope we can find the watch before they do. I shudder to think what might happen if it were to fall into the wrong hands.”

      “The apocalypse?” Jack offered.

      Travers didn’t smile. “Or worse.”

      

      

      “I don’t even know where to start,” Elizabeth said as she tucked her legs underneath her and settled into the couch.

      Simon sighed heavily and sat forward in his chair. Elizabeth saw his eyes dart toward the door to the bedroom of their hotel suite. Again.

      “She’s fine,” Elizabeth assured him. She had just finished her first tucking in. Charlotte was pretty tuckered and Elizabeth didn’t blame her.

      Simon frowned and nodded. She could see him try to refocus his mind on the task at hand. Poor Simon. He was a natural born worrier and now he had two people to worry about. And he was so adorable when he worried, when he wasn’t being a complete ass about it.

      Elizabeth leaned forward and touched his leg. “Really.”

      He nodded, but there was a slight embarrassed blush in it. Just when she thought he couldn’t get any cuter. Her “aww” smile made him frown and clear his throat.

      “I didn’t have much interaction with Teddy one on one,” Simon said. “He far preferred your company.”

      “He is a man,” Jack offered, winning an eye roll from Simon and wiggly eyebrows from Elizabeth. He winked in return.

      Teddy was hardly the average man though, in any respect. He was brilliant, shy, awkward and deeply kind. And unpredictable. His mind worked in ways they couldn’t hope to understand. How could they possibly figure out where he’d hidden the thirteenth watch? It could be anywhere and anywhen. Literally.

      “Well,” Jack said, “what do you remember about him?”

      All eyes turned on Elizabeth. She thought for a moment. She could see him in her mind, offering her a peanut from the little brown bag he always carried.

      “He liked peanuts.”

      “That’s helpful,” Simon said.

      Elizabeth made a sour face and tried to think. She had been alone with him several times, including most of the night just before the earthquake when Simon had been in jail at City Hall. But, she was ashamed to realize, she knew very little about him. He’d talked but seldom about himself. She’d done most of the talking, mostly about herself and Simon. Which was natural considering they were there fighting for their lives, but it was a little shameful to realize how much he must have learned about her and how little she learned about him. She was so focused on her own problems, she didn’t even ask if he had any. And now it was too late.

      “What’s wrong?” Simon asked.

      Elizabeth hadn’t realized she was frowning until she had to consciously relax and felt the muscles in her face slack.

      She shook her head. “Just realizing that I did most of the talking with Teddy. Me, me and a hot-buttered side of me.”

      “I find that hard to believe,” Simon said. “You’re the least selfish person I know.”

      “You need to meet more people.”

      “Elizabeth.”

      “I know, I know,” she said, waving off his “there’s no reason to mope” lecture. He was right. It wouldn’t get them anywhere.

      “Okay,” she said. “So what do we know? We know where he lived. Where his laboratory was.”

      “Yeah,” Jack said, “but you know Travers must have looked there first thing.”

      “Yes,” Simon agreed. “I can’t think of any other places that have any significance.”

      “Not any that still exist,” Elizabeth added. “What the earthquake didn’t take out, the fires did.”

      They sat in silence for a minute, until Jack spoke. “Maybe we’re thinking about this the wrong way?”

      Elizabeth perked up. “What do you mean?”

      “Travers said that Teddy liked to travel. Maybe it’s not about where you met him, where you interacted in the past…” he continued, his eyes drifting toward the bedroom, “but in the future.”

      

      

      Simon keyed open the front door to their home, and despite knowing that the watches were inoperable, he still half-expected the room to be in a shambles, tossed by some unknown shadowy foe. It was, however, exactly as they’d left it yesterday. And so was their investigation. And going nowhere fast.

      Although Charlotte had been quite circumspect in what she’d told them so far about the future, she had admitted that their current home would remain their home. Considering it was the only other place they were sure Teddy had traveled to, it seemed as logical a place as any to start looking.

      But where? And would it be here now? Or were they too early? If he hid it in Charlotte’s time, they’d be looking for something that wasn’t there yet.

      Simon stepped inside first, assuring himself all was well, and was soon followed by Charlotte and Elizabeth. Charlotte hurried past him.

      “Where’s she going?” he asked.

      “Bathroom. She said the one on the plane smelled funny.”

      Simon chuckled, but it was half-hearted. He’d been in a constant state of alarm since her arrival. As he cast a glance down the hall she’d run toward, he wondered if it would ever go away, this worried pain in his soul. As much as he’d wanted a child, he’d thought he’d have months to prepare, to read books on the subject, to develop his ulcer slowly. Having one arrive so unexpectedly left him completely off balance.

      Elizabeth walked into the kitchen. “Want anything?”

      “No,” he said as he bent down and picked up the mail from the floor of the foyer. The absurd thought that a letter from Teddy would be there explaining it all flashed through his mind. In spite of himself, he flipped through the envelopes. Nothing, of course. He tossed them onto the table and his gaze returned to the hallway Charlotte had run down.

      Had it only been a day since she’d arrived? Having her here felt so natural and yet so strange at the same time.

      Elizabeth came out with a glass of water and seeing his expression, set the glass on the table and came to his side. She slipped her arm around his waist and reflexively his arm went about her shoulder.

      “Strange, isn’t it?” she said.

      “Understatement. And yet, you’ve adjusted to it already. How?”

      His remarkable wife, taking life’s upheavals in stride as always, had barely batted an eye at Charlotte’s appearance and had stepped gracefully into her future role as mother to this extraordinary child. But then, that was Elizabeth, wasn’t it? He pulled her in closer to his side.

      She shook her head. “Trust me, I’m just as freaked out as you are. It’s strange, but…it’s wonderful, too. Isn’t it?”

      He was surprised to hear the question in her voice.

      He stared down the hall and then at his wife. He could see so much of her in Charlotte. He hadn’t thought his heart could be fuller than it was already with his love for Elizabeth, and yet it was now. Ten times over.

      “Breathtaking.”

      Elizabeth nodded and pushed herself up on her toes to give him a quick kiss. “She’s amazing, isn’t she?”

      “Who is?”

      They both turned to see Charlotte standing at the mouth of the hall.

      “You are,” Elizabeth said with a grin. She walked over to her and took her by the arm and led her to the couch in the living room.

      Charlotte looked at them both expectantly. She’d been quiet on the plane ride home. And who could blame her? Her parents were in unknown danger and she’d been forced to flee her own home. She was holding up remarkably well under the circumstances, but it was clear that it was all wearing on her.

      “I don’t want you to worry,” Elizabeth said as she sat down next to her. “I’m sure your parents are okay. And we’re going to get you back where you belong, but it might take a little while.”

      Charlotte nodded.

      “We have to help Mr. Travers find the missing watch first,” Simon said. “It’s very important. You understand?”

      She nodded again. “Teddy hid it somewhere.”

      Simon sat down on the edge of the coffee table. “He did and we need your help to figure out where.” He leaned forward. “You said that he likes to read to you. In your bedroom?”

      Charlotte narrowed her eyes in thought. “Sometimes, but he likes the library,” she looking down the hall toward it. “Says books are the best company.”

      Simon sat back, surprised. “Books?”

      Charlotte nodded.

      “Remember Teddy’s library?” Elizabeth asked. “Huge.”

      Simon did remember it. It was the sort of library he’d often dreamt of having and meant to someday build, but he never seemed to get around to it. His wasn’t an embarrassment, but it hardly compared.

      “To the library then,” Simon said, gesturing grandly for Charlotte to precede him down the hall.

      She bound ahead of them. The excitement of being needed, of having a treasure hunt of sorts, seemed to have brightened her mood.

      Once they were all in the library, Simon stood at the far end of the room. “Does Teddy favor anywhere in particular? Is there anywhere he might think is a clever hiding spot?”

      Charlotte worried her lower lip. “He likes to sit there,” she said with a shrug, indicating one of the two large armchairs.

      Simon crossed to it and felt around the edges of the cushion while Elizabeth knelt down and searched underneath.

      “Nothing,” she said, standing back up.

      “What else, Charlotte?”

      She crossed toward them and sat down, recreating her memories. Her little feet lifted off the ground as she pushed herself back in the large chair. “We come in here and talk for a bit or he’d just be here.”

      “Just be here?”

      “Sometimes, I just find him sitting in here.”

      Simon arched an eyebrow at Elizabeth. It was a little troubling to think he’d just pop in at will. Even for Teddy that was a bit much.

      “He said he doesn’t have a home, not a real one, and this is the nicest one he knows.”

      Instantly, Simon felt chagrined. “Go on.”

      Charlotte tilted her head to the side in a way that was pure Elizabeth and Simon felt his heart stutter at the realization. He clenched his jaw and cleared his throat. This child was going to be the end of him.

      After a moment, she pushed herself out of the chair. “We keep our favorite books over here,” she said as she walked over to a seldom used section. It housed his more arcane volumes. Most of them drier than the paper they were written on.

      Simon and Elizabeth joined her. They stared at the shelves for a moment before Elizabeth said what he was thinking. “What are we looking for?”

      “Something out of the ordinary, I suppose.”

      Elizabeth frowned. “This may come as a shock, but I don’t have all of your books memorized.”

      “Sadly, neither do I,” Simon admitted. He’d collected thousands over the years. His memories of most had faded from disuse.

      “Do we take them all down? Maybe it’s behind one or he hollowed one out?”

      Elizabeth ran her fingers along the spines and Simon wished he had an eidetic memory. He only knew one person who truly had one—Teddy.

      “Wait a minute,” she said suddenly.

      Her finger stopped on the gilded spine of a book entitled Memoirs of the Twentieth Century.

      Simon frowned. He couldn’t place the title, but that wasn’t all too surprising given how seldom he used most of these volumes.

      “This one,” Elizabeth said, excitement growing in her voice. “Teddy had this book in his library.”

      “How could you possibly remember that?”

      “It was like a movie. He pulled on it and the secret door to his mad scientist laboratory opened.” Elizabeth’s eyes sparkled. “Do you think…?”

      “Pull on it!” Charlotte urged, bouncing on her toes.

      Simon nodded.

      “Here goes,” Elizabeth said and she slowly tilted back the large book.

      They all eagerly anticipated something, but in the end, nothing at all happened.

      “Crud,” Charlotte said.

      “Charlotte,” Simon scolded reflexively.

      “What?”

      Elizabeth patted her shoulder. “He’s new.”

      Simon frowned at them both and took the book from Elizabeth. His expectations were dashed again when the inside wasn’t hollowed out. There was no secret door, no secret compartment. No secret anything.

      Elizabeth peered in the hole on the shelf where the book had been. “Well, that’s a letdown.”

      Simon flipped through the pages finding only, well, pages. Until he noticed something as the pages fluttered past. “What’s this?”

      He plucked a small note that had been pressed between the pages.

      “Oh,” Elizabeth said, the gleam back in her eye. “What does it say?”

      Simon read it once quickly to himself, frowned, and then read aloud. “In your past lies the key to the future. Go to the place we first met, twice. Look up into the face that saw it all.”

      “Well, that’s cryptic,” Elizabeth said as she took the note. “What does the little moon mean?”

      Simon glanced at it again but had no idea. On the bottom of the note was a drawing of a first quarter moon. “Something to do with an eclipse, perhaps? I don’t know.”

      He went through the rest of the book. Nothing more was to be found.

      “That seems to be all there is,” he said as he put the book down.

      Elizabeth read it again and handed it to an anxious Charlotte. “What does it mean?”

      “I haven’t a clue,” Simon said.

      Elizabeth laughed. “But we do.”

      Simon arched an eyebrow.

      Elizabeth took the note from Charlotte. “It’s a clue. Teddy loves puzzles. The watches were just another puzzle for him.”

      She read the note again. “In your past….Is he talking about you or me or Charlotte?”

      Simon tugged on his ear in thought. “Given the book, I’d say you. You were the first one he shared his “secret” with. You were the only one of us who would know the significance of the book.”

      Elizabeth nodded. “Ok, that makes sense. But, go to the place we first met. Twice….”

      Simon could practically see the light bulb appear in the air over her head.

      “Market Street!”

      “You met him there with Harrington at Graham’s speech,” Simon remembered.

      “Yes,” Elizabeth said excitedly. “And that’s where we time traveled to. Do you remember when I told you about his giant Tesla coiled machine?”

      Simon remembered all too well. It had been one of her most reckless choices and with Elizabeth that was saying something. He kept his feelings about that to himself and merely nodded. “I do.”

      “That’s where and when we went. We watched ourselves meeting for the first time. Again.”

      “Market Street,” Simon said, trying to remember everything he could about it. They’d been down it dozens of times, but nothing had significance for him. “What about the part with a face?”

      “Look up into the face that saw it all,” Elizabeth read and shook her head. “A statue?”

      “A billboard?”

      “Clocks have faces,” Charlotte said.

      Elizabeth gasped out loud and then grinned. “Yes! They do. And we were right in front of one. The clock tower on the Ferry Building. It was right there. It’s huge. I could kiss you!” she said to Charlotte. “I think I will.”

      And with that she gave Charlotte a loud kiss on the cheek, giving the girl a welcomed fit of giggles.

      “Beautiful and smart,” Elizabeth said.

      Charlotte beamed. “What do we do now?”

      Simon sighed. “Return to San Francisco, I suppose.”

      Charlotte grinned, but it was soon overpowered by a huge, gaping yawn.

      “Tomorrow,” Simon amended. “For now, bed.”

      

      

      Simon watched from the doorway as Elizabeth set about tucking Charlotte in. It was as if she’d done it a thousand times. And as he leaned against the door frame, he hoped she would. He was sure he’d never tire of seeing it.

      “All right?” Elizabeth asked as she smoothed out the edge of the turned down sheet.

      Charlotte nodded. “I can put myself to bed, ya know?”

      “Oh,” Elizabeth said, pulling away a bit. “I’m sorry.”

      “But, it’s nice anyway.”

      Elizabeth smiled down at her and kissed her forehead before looking across the room at Simon. “Aren’t you going to say goodnight?”

      Simon pushed himself off the doorway, and under the gaze of both of them felt suddenly awkward and far out of his element. He took a few halting steps forward. “Good night.”

      Elizabeth snorted and she and Charlotte shared a small smile at his expense.

      “Give him time,” she whispered.

      Charlotte pushed herself up onto an elbow and regarded him quite seriously. “Don’t worry. You learn to love me eventually.”

      Her words hit him square in the chest. He closed the short distance between them. “I do not think that will be a problem,” he said, his voice betraying the depth of his emotion.

      He tucked a stray curl behind her ear. “I loved you before we even met.”

      She looked at him quizzically.

      “You were just a dream in our hearts,” he said. “But you were as real to me then as you are to me now. And I could not love you more. Never doubt that.”

      Charlotte’s eyes filled with emotion and she glanced at Elizabeth.

      “He’s okay, isn’t he?” Elizabeth said, the same softness in her eyes.

      Charlotte nodded.

      Simon leaned down and placed a kiss on her forehead. “Goodnight, Charlotte.”

      She snuggled down into her covers, and Simon and Elizabeth started for the door.

      “On or off?” Elizabeth asked, her hand lingering by the light switch.

      “On,” Charlotte said. “Just for tonight.”

      Elizabeth nodded in understanding and joined Simon in the hallway. Silently, they made their way toward their bedroom. Once inside, Elizabeth pulled him in for a hug and a kiss that made him pull her more tightly into his arms.

      When they finally pulled apart Simon asked, “What was that for? Not that I’m complaining, mind you.”

      Elizabeth sighed. “You and Charlotte. I think my ovaries exploded.”

      Simon made a face. “And that’s good?”

      Elizabeth laughed. “Yes, very good. You are so sexy.”

      Simon snorted.

      “Especially when you snort,” she teased.

      “Elizabeth…”

      She laughed and kissed him again before starting to undress. “Do you think we’re doing the right thing?”

      Simon crossed over to the edge of their walk-in closet, unbuckling his belt as he went. “In what way?”

      “With Charlotte. Knowing Teddy, this isn’t going to be a one-stop deal.”

      Simon paused and thought about that. She was undoubtedly right. If Teddy had wanted to make it easy for them to find it, he would have. In fact, he could have simply given it to them.

      He hung up his belt and unbuttoned his cuffs as he wondered aloud, “Why do you think he left the note in the book? Why not just tell us about it? Or he could have rung the doorbell. At least let us know he was here. Why the secrecy?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe he wanted it be hard to find, even for us.”

      Simon took off his shirt and tossed it in a hamper.

      “I suppose he could be trying to protect us. What we don’t know can’t hurt us.”

      He took off his shoes, put shoe trees inside them and set them aside. He walked over to the edge of the bed and sat down.

      “I’m not sure what I’d do if I’d known we had the information to find such a powerful device sitting in our library.”

      Elizabeth walked past him on her way to the closet.  She paused and turned back to face him. “Maybe that’s why he didn’t tell us. It would be like a black cloud hanging over us.”

      Simon grunted in response. “I suppose. Either way, that storm’s about to break, isn’t it?”

      Elizabeth tossed something into the closet that Simon was sure didn’t come near the hamper. “And that,” she said, reappearing, “brings us back to Charlotte. Do you think we should take her with us?”

      “As opposed to?”

      “I don’t know. Finding some safe place for her while we do our best National Treasure impression.”

      “Isn’t there a better movie comparison?” Simon asked and frowned and shook his head dramatically for Elizabeth’s benefit. “Nicholas Cage?”

      Elizabeth laughed. “Indiana Jones?”

      “Better.”

      Elizabeth smiled but grew serious again. “It’s going be dangerous. We’re not the only ones looking, after all.”

      Simon had thought of that. To be honest, he hadn’t stopped thinking of that. “I know. It’s just…”

      Elizabeth sat down next to him. “You don’t want her out of your sight?”

      Simon nodded and turned to her. “There’s no one who’s going to take better care of her than we will. And with Jack off on whatever Travers’ mission is, there’s no one I trust. Not with her. Not now.”

      “Agreed.”

      “All we can hope is that Teddy didn’t become too enamored with the idea of this particular puzzle.”

      Elizabeth arched a skeptical brow. “Yeah. A child-like mad scientist with OCD and a penchant for games; he wouldn’t overdo it, would he?”

      Simon frowned in displeasure. “God help us.”
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      Jack plucked a piece of lint from his pants leg and flicked it onto the carpet of Travers’ office. He’d been waiting ten minutes so far. Not that he really minded, the view wasn’t bad at all.

      Travers’ secretary, Grace Mills, was a beautiful woman who had no idea she was beautiful at all. No pretense, no games. Just a flower needing a little water to bloom.

      Behind her retro horn-rimmed glasses and shy smile, he was sure a helluva woman was lurking. She caught him staring and smiled across the small outer office at him.

      “I’m sorry he’s keeping you waiting so long. It’s been crazy around here.”

      “I don’t mind,” Jack said. “Passing the time with a beautiful woman isn’t so bad.”

      She laughed, embarrassed but pleased.

      “You been working for the Council long?”

      “A few years,” she said. “I was Mr. Travers’ assistant before…” Her eyes darted away and she cleared her throat as she searched for the words.

      “His promotion?” Jack provided, knowing she was really referring to Alistair Martel’s death instead.

      She nodded quickly, giving him a grateful smile.

      “Must be high pressure, working for the Big Cheese?”

      “Oh, it is, but Mr. Travers is just wonderful.”

      She cast a quick eye toward the closed door that led to the inner office and smiled to herself. “He’s—”

      The door to the office opened and Travers’ small frame appeared. “I’m sorry to keep you waiting, Mr. Wells.”

      “Jack,” he corrected as he stood. “It’s all right. Grace kept me company.”

      He glanced toward her, expecting a shy smile. He got one, but it wasn’t for him. Grace’s attention was fully absorbed with Peter Travers. All five foot five of him.

      Travers nodded, distracted, not seeing the brief, but adoring way his secretary looked at him. It was not lost on Jack, however. He’d seen that look many times, had been on the receiving end of it more than his fair share. Travers was a lucky man, even if he didn’t know it, which, judging from his complete lack of eye contact with Grace, was a safe bet.

      Grace’s smile faltered slightly as Travers turned, ignoring Jack’s comment and disappeared back into his office.

      “Mr. Wells,” Travers called from inside.

      Jack winked at Grace and joined Travers, shutting the door behind him. He was halfway into the room before he realized he and Travers weren’t alone. Sitting in one of the large chairs near Travers’ desk was another beautiful woman. She stood as he came toward her.

      “Tess, this is Mr. Wells. The one I’ve been telling you about.”

      Tess shook Jack’s hand. It was a firm, confident handshake, but still somehow soft and inviting. This was no hothouse flower like Grace. This was a woman who knew her mind and herself. And with green eyes like that, Jack wished he did as well.

      As he always did when he met someone new, he gave her a quick study. She was probably in her late twenties or early thirties. Reddish, shoulder length hair and pale skin. Her mouth was broad and full, and her eyes were a grayish green, sharp and beautiful—and studying him right back.

      Her eyes danced over him, quickly taking him in, measuring. Apparently, he measured up because a small smile came to her lips.

      “Mr. Wells.”

      “Nice to meet you, Miss…?”

      “Martel,” Travers supplied. He gestured to Jack to take the chair next to hers.

      Jack raised a brow. “As in Alistair Martel?”

      “He was my father,” Tess said, her voice betraying her emotions.

      So she was the ex, very ex, director’s daughter. “I’m sorry,” he said.

      She nodded solemnly. “Thank you.”

      Travers cleared his throat and brought Jack’s attention back to the matter at hand.

      “We all miss Alistair terribly,” Travers said. “I wish he were here for so many reasons.”

      Poor Travers, he looked like he’d aged a year since yesterday.

      “I’m not him, but I’ll do what I can to help,” Jack offered.

      Travers cast his eyes down and nodded. “And I thank you for that. As I mentioned yesterday, we are in need of a man with your particular set of skills.”

      He dug through the absolute disaster area that was his desk and pulled out a folder. He put it on top of the pile of papers and placed his hands on top of it. “It’s a very important thing I’m about to ask you to do, Mr. Wells. Some are hesitant,” he added, his eyes shifting almost imperceptibly toward Tess. “They think it unwise to involve an outsider. I, for one, think it’s our only hope.”

      “No pressure,” Jack said with a grin.

      Travers chuckled. “Yes.” He stood and extended the folder across his desk. Jack stood and took it from him.

      “That portfolio should bring you up to speed on everything we know about Drasko Skavo.”

      Jack opened the folder. “What sort of name is that? Skavo?”

      “Serbian,” Tess said. “He was recruited by just about every former Eastern Bloc nation, and a few in the West. Brilliant scientists are more desirable than any cache of Uranium. Skavo excelled in every field he studied, from mechanical engineering to applied physics.”

      “Some called him the next Tesla,” Travers said.

      That was impressive. And worrying. “So, who finally got him?”

      “A private consortium,” Travers said. “Which we have subsequently learned was funded by the Council.”

      Jack arched an eyebrow. “But not you?”

      “Yes, the Shadow Council had a few side projects back in the nineties and Skavo’s was by far the most important. And troubling. By all accounts, before he disappeared, he’d come close to duplicating one of the time travel watches. If he did, it would only be a matter of time before he could replicate the thirteenth.”

      Jack glanced at Tess. For something that was supposed to be super-secret, Travers was being pretty free with it. Tess raised her brow at him in return.

      Sensing Jack’s unasked question, Travers held up his hand. “Tess is well acquainted with our…problem. She’s the one who told me about the journal and its theft.”

      Jack nodded. “Okay, fair enough.” He closed the folder; there would be time to study it later. “Why’d Skavo disappear? Are you sure he wasn’t killed?”

      “We’re sure. Our contacts at the time said that he had grown uneasy with the project. We’ve surmised that he fled to keep from completing it.”

      “And now he’s shown up again?”

      Travers frowned. “Yes. There was a sighting last week. I tried to verify it, but there’s no security footage, I’m afraid. I sent my two best men,” he added his eyes sliding to Tess and then back to him. “Jason Saunders and David Quint.”

      He paused and cleared his throat, then handed Jack a slender dossier.

      Inside were pictures of the two agents. Saunders was young, late twenties, sandy brown hair and an open face. Quint was maybe mid-forties, short blond hair and a lantern jaw.

      “Saunders’ body was found on the shores of the Bosphorus three days ago.”

      Jack looked up from the dossier.

      “And when Quint failed to check in…” Travers said, his eyes briefly landing on Tess again. Tess looked down at her clasped hands. Clearly, there was some connection between the two.

      “That’s not like him, I take it?” Jack prompted and glanced down at the photo. “He looks ex-military.”

      “He spent ten years in the Marines before he joined the Council,” Tess said.

      Travers smiled sadly. “Yes. Saunders was relatively new, but Quint was a very experienced operative. In fact, many thought he should have replaced Alistair as director, instead of me.” His face fell again. “Perhaps they were right.”

      Jack knew how Travers felt. He’d sent men on missions they didn’t return from. Right choice or wrong, it haunted the man responsible.

      “Tough times call for tough decisions,” Jack said. “I doubt you’d be sitting in that chair if they didn’t think you’d make the best ones possible.”

      Travers nodded. “I’d never sent men to their deaths before.”

      He cleared his throat and sat up a little straighter.

      “But here you are doing it again? Jack supplied. “Minus the dying, hopefully.”

      Travers nodded. “Hopefully,” he said with a small smile.

      Jack flipped through the dossier and found two more pictures, presumably of Skavo.

      “So,” Jack said, “you want me to pick up the trail. Find Skavo.”

      “Quite simply, yes.”

      “Simply,” Jack said with a small laugh as he closed the dossier.

      “Yes, well…” Travers said, a little embarrassed. “Will you do it?”

      Jack knew what they were asking was dangerous and damned important. And it felt good.

      “I’ll try.”

      Travers stood. “Thank you. I’ve got a charter on stand-by. You’ll both leave—”

      “Both?” Jack said as he stood. He glanced over at Tess whose expression was confident and even a little amused.

      “I work better alone. No offense,” he said.

      “Funny. I said the same thing,” Tess said with a grin. “But, two heads are better than one, and other clichés. Besides, my father was at the heart of this. I know he’d want me to go. And I won’t let him down. Not now.”

      “We can’t afford to fail here,” Travers said. “If the Shadow Council should have the same intel I do, and at this point I have no reason to think otherwise, need I impress upon you what’s at stake here?”

      “I fought the Nazis. World domination, I get.”

      “I need my best people on this,” Travers continued. “And you two are it.” He sat back down heavily. “And I mean it. There’s no one else.”

      He looked small and defeated, and it was no wonder. Having the fate of the world on his shoulders tended to press a man down.

      “Well?” Tess said, turning to him.

      “Have you ever done this sort of thing before?” he asked.

      “This exact sort of thing? No.”

      Travers came around his desk. “Tess is one of our best field agents. She can hold her own.”

      Jack still had his misgivings, but it looked like there wasn’t much of a choice in the matter being offered.

      “All right, then,” Jack said as he stuck out his hand and grinned. “Partner.”

      She smiled back, shook his hand and then turned to Travers. “When do we leave?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “And where exactly are we going?” Jack asked.

      “Istanbul.”
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      “This will never work,” Simon grumbled under his breath.

      “It will,” Elizabeth assured him. “Just be extra British.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t even know what that—”

      “Sir Simon!”

      Elizabeth turned to see a very large man shuffling through the crowd in the entryway of the Ferry Building. It took some effort for him to weave his girth through the throng. It was a warm, beautiful late summer’s day and the Ferry Building was crowded with tourists.

      One of the few buildings to survive the 1906 earthquake and fire, the Ferry Building was immense and grand. They stood in the huge nave as long as two football fields with a skylight that ran nearly the length of it. In the years since the quake it had become more than a place to catch ferries. Inside the building was a bustling marketplace with food shops of every variety lining the sides.

      Elizabeth caught a whiff of something and turned to see a man walking by with some sort of meat on a stick and another with a freshly baked pastry. Her stomach gurgled with envy. She knew she should have eaten before they’d come.

      “Hello!” The big man finally reached them, his ruddy face shining with perspiration.

      “I’m so sorry. There seems to be some mix-up.” He turned back to glare at his assistant who pursed his lips defiantly. “There was no paperwork.”

      “My secretary took care of all this weeks ago,” Simon said, his cut glass accent razor sharp and his patience already thin. “If this is how you treat visiting dignitaries, I can only—”

      “No, no,” the large man said quickly, shooting daggers back at his assistant. “I assure you. The mistake is ours, Sir Simon.”

      Simon held his lordly expression in place before nodding once in acceptance of the apology. The large man beamed and wiped the sweat from his glimmering forehead with a handkerchief.

      “Charles Dewhurst. It’s an honor.” He stuck out his hand to shake, but realizing his palms were sweaty, took it back. He gave them a quick wipe with his handkerchief before stuffing it into his pants pocket.

      Elizabeth felt sorry for him and was starting to regret their charade. But, she reminded herself, a little trickery was a small price to pay if they could find the watch.

      Next to her, Charlotte stood smiling demurely, and finally not tugging on the hem of the dress they’d bought for her. Her jeans, t-shirt and tennis shoes were not the stuff a young lady of her position would wear on an official holiday. But she, like Elizabeth, was far more comfortable out of a dress than in one.

      “I’ll be sure to tell the Society of your kindness,” Simon said.

      Dewhurst visibly relaxed then. So did Elizabeth. Their plan seemed to be working.

      The tower clock was closed to the public, and there wasn’t time to try to arrange a legitimate tour. Instead they’d concocted a plan that Simon would be a visiting English Lord who fancied clocks, a member of the Royal Society for Horology. He would pretend that his staff had made arrangements for a special tour of the clock tower that were somehow misplaced, and hope they could bluster their way into getting one anyway. So far, so good.

      “If you don’t mind,” Simon said, “and pardon the pun, but my time is limited. You understand, of course?”

      “Of course,” Dewhurst said as he elbowed his assistant, who forked over a ring of keys. “This way.”

      “You’re too kind.”

      Simon gestured for Dewhurst to lead the way and Elizabeth hooked her arm through Simon’s. Next to her, Charlotte giggled. Elizabeth shushed her but was on the verge herself. Imperious Simon was very entertaining.

      “Mr. Barnum, who usually takes care of this sort of thing, is sick today. I’m afraid I’ll have to do.” Dewhurst unlocked the door that led to the tower. “There’s no elevator. It’s nine floors up.”

      Elizabeth could see the fleeting hope in his eyes that Simon wouldn’t want to make the trek, but Simon, as cool as the other side of the pillow, merely nodded.

      Dewhurst swallowed and then eyed the stairs before starting up. The stairwell was hot and humid. They’d barely gone two flights before he began to labor and Elizabeth seriously started to worry he was going to have a heart attack.

      She glanced at Simon, nodding toward Dewhurst. They’d barely reached the fourth floor and he looked ready to pass out.

      Elizabeth saw him look up and hesitate. “Mr. Dewhurst, perhaps you would prefer to wait for us downstairs? Perhaps arrange refreshments?”

      “I’ll call down for—” Dewhurst reached for his hip and then frowned. “Always forgetting my phone.”

      He smiled, embarrassed.

      “It is so hot,” Charlotte said suddenly in a perfectly crisp English accent, earning surprised looks from both Simon and Elizabeth. “It would be lovely to have lemonade waiting for us. It would be so very kind of you to do that.”

      Dewhurst hesitated, but it was clear he was not thrilled at the idea of continuing the climb. He eyed the stairs warily before addressing them. “It’s against the rules for people to be in the tower unattended.”

      “It can be our little secret,” Simon assured him. “We’ll only be a few minutes.”

      “Please?” Charlotte asked with a painfully endearing smile.

      Against that, Dewhurst had no comeback, and nodded. “Of course.”

      He glanced once more up the stairs. “You won’t tell anyone?”

      Simon inclined his head and Dewhurst nodded. “I’ll have some drinks ready for you.”

      “Thank you,” Charlotte said, every ounce a princess.

      They watched him start to go downstairs and then turned and continued their ascent.

      “Where did that come from?” Elizabeth whispered to Charlotte.

      “We’ve summered in Grey Hall, you know,” Charlotte said haughtily.

      Elizabeth snickered and Simon frowned.

      “We have?”

      Spending summers at his English estate was probably the very last thing Simon had expected he’d do. His childhood there had been on the uptight, “let’s send you to boarding school” side, not exactly the sort of place he seemed likely to take his family.

      Charlotte shrugged. “It was fun.”

      Simon shook his head and nodded toward the stairs again. “We should hurry.”

      They climbed the last few stories, the heat increasing with each. By the time they reached the ninth floor, it was hotter than blue blazes in the stairwell.

      Simon opened the door and they went inside the room that housed the clockworks for the enormous clock.

      “Well,” Elizabeth said, looking around the dark room for a light switch. She found one and flipped it on. “What exactly are we looking for again?”

      “Anything out of the ordinary,” Simon said. “Teddy would have marked his hiding place somehow, but not so obviously that it would attract attention.”

      “So look for something out of the ordinary that looks ordinary?”

      Simon frowned and sighed. “Yes, I suppose so.”

      The three of them started to scour the walls and floors of the room. The clock mechanism clicked rhythmically in the background.

      “He specifically mentioned the face,” Simon said as he approached the backside of the great clock face. “As good a place as any to start.”

      Elizabeth looked for…whatever they were looking for, but all she saw was clock. A lot of clock. The face had to be twenty feet across.

      “Be careful,” he warned Charlotte. There were exposed gearing mechanisms that looked ready to take off a finger.

      Had Teddy hidden the watch inside the works somehow? It would be fitting in a way, but a pain in the butt to find.

      “He couldn’t be a little more specific?” she complained.

      Next to her, Simon sighed. “Maybe he was and we’re just not seeing it?”

      Elizabeth turned to him and nodded before returning back to the clock face. Teddy would have given them something else. Finding some unknown object in a room this large with this many moving parts was going to be impossible. “What are we missing?”

      Simon didn’t respond but kept staring straight ahead. His eyes narrowed. “The moon, it seems.”

      He took a step forward and touched one of the large wooden support beams, a remnant from the original building. When he moved his finger aside, Elizabeth saw what he meant. Embedded in the wood was a small, tarnished silver medallion with the moon imprinted on it, a first quarter moon.

      “I’ll be damned.”

      Simon reached into his pocket and pulled out his car keys. With a little effort he was able to dig it out of the wood. But it wasn’t just a medallion Elizabeth realized as Simon slid it from its hiding place; it was the top of a small silver tube.

      He was about to open it when an accusing voice came from behind them.

      “I’m sorry, but you’re not supposed to be here.”

      Simon quickly slipped it into his pocket as they all turned.

      It was Dewhurst’s officious assistant. “Not unsupervised.” He looked around for signs of damage. “Legal issue, you understand?”

      “Quite,” Simon said and then gestured around the room. “Magnificent.”

      The assistant hmm’d in agreement, but it was clear they’d worn out their welcome.

      They hurried down the stairs, sure that the assistant was going to start asking questions they might not be able to answer.

      As they exited into the main floor, a man bumped into Elizabeth.

      “Sorry,” she said reflexively, expecting the same in return.

      Instead of apologizing, he glared down at her. The scar on his upper lip made him look like he was perpetually sneering. Or maybe he was sneering. And staring. Either way, it was unnerving and Elizabeth drew back.

      Simon stepped next to her and took her elbow. “Problem?” he asked and then looked at the man in a way that said he hoped the answer was yes.

      “My fault,” Elizabeth said, although it wasn’t. And if he was a pickpocket, all he’d get from her was a wet nap that wasn’t wet anymore and two fuzzy Advil.

      The man glanced at Simon, decided a hasty retreat was his best option, and quickly disappeared into the crowd. Simon glared after him.

      “Let’s go,” she said, giving his arm a tug. “I’m dying to know what’s in that thing.”

      “All right,” he said and started forward only to stop again immediately. “Where’s Charlotte?”

      Panic-fueled adrenaline shot through her so quickly it took her breath away.

      Elizabeth swore at herself, unsure if she’d forgotten Charlotte because she wasn’t used to having her around, or because she simply expected her to be by her side, as if she always had been.

      She forcibly calmed herself and let the fear dissipate. “She can’t be far.”

      Simon’s face was strained as he lifted his head to try to see over the crowd. He shook his head and Elizabeth’s calm started to slip away.

      “Charlotte!” Simon bellowed so loudly that the crowd near them jumped away.

      Elizabeth started to push through the crowd, and was about to lose the lunch she hadn’t eaten yet, when she saw Charlotte standing on a chair just twenty feet away waving to them.

      “Thank God,” Simon said.

      They hurried over to where she was. Charlotte hopped down off the chair and grinned, pointing to the glass cases next to her. “Cannoli!”

      Elizabeth pulled her into a tight hug. “Oh my God, you scared us.”

      “I was just…” she said but trailed off at Simon’s look.

      Simon pushed out a breath and closed his eyes briefly, composing himself. He bent down so that he was eye-level with Charlotte and gently took hold of her arms. “You mustn’t ever do that. Do you understand?”

      She looked at Elizabeth, confused. “Do what?”

      “Walk off without telling us, honey,” Elizabeth clarified. She looked at Simon. They hadn’t told her how potentially dangerous what they were doing was. There didn’t seem to be the need and they didn’t want to frighten her.

      “We’re new at this,” Elizabeth said instead. “You might feel grown up, but to us you’re brand new.”

      Simon heaved another breath and stood. “And unless you want me to have a coronary you won’t do that again.”

      Charlotte nodded, even though she was clearly confused. Elizabeth sympathized with her. Wandering off twenty feet wasn’t something most parents would normally have a complete freak-out over. Elizabeth hoped they weren’t the kind to do it either, but things were different here than in Charlotte’s timeline.

      “I’m sorry,” Charlotte apologized. “Back home it’s no big deal—”

      “Trust me,” Simon said, putting his hand on her shoulder. “Losing you, even for a moment, is a very big deal. In either time.”

      Elizabeth pulled her to her side in a hug. “It’s all right.”

      She glanced over at Simon, who was looking slightly less apoplectic.

      “Maybe since we’re here…” Elizabeth said. “One cannoli?”

      A laugh burst out of Simon and he shook his head in defeat. “One.”

      

      

      Cannoli in hand, they made their way out to the back of the Ferry Building. The sun reflected off the bay and Simon squinted against the bright light and the wind coming off the water. In the distance, the Bay Bridge spanned the water. Despite having been to San Francisco many times before and since, it was still strange to see it. The bridge and its counterpart, the Golden Gate Bridge, hadn’t even been a twinkle in the engineers’ eyes when he and Elizabeth had been here in 1906.

      The city wasn’t the only thing that had changed. He had, thanks to Elizabeth. And, like the city, he hoped it had been for the better.

      Elizabeth and Charlotte finished their pastries and shared contented smiles as they sat at the outdoor table. They were a pair.

      Elizabeth turned to him, pushed a lock of hair that blew into her face behind her ear and then arched her eyebrows. She nodded her head toward his pocket and the mysterious canister inside it as if to silently say, “Well?”

      Simon looked around to see if they were being watched, and briefly considered waiting until they’d gotten safely back to the hotel. It probably would have been the most prudent thing to do, but his curiosity got the better of him.

      He pulled out the slim silver tube and twisted off the cap with the inlaid moon. Inside was another small piece of paper. At the top of it was the number “13.” Dear Lord, just how many clues would there be?

      Simon frowned as he read it aloud. “Your radio debut, Lucia. Fun with Dick and Jane.” He dropped the hand holding the paper to his side in annoyance. “What on earth does that mean? Who’s Lucia?”

      “Let me see?” Elizabeth said as she touched his arm. He handed her the paper, and she and Charlotte read it silently. “Dick and Jane?”

      “Do you know them?” Charlotte asked.

      Simon shook his head. “No. There’s a children’s book, Fun with Dick and Jane, but it holds no significance for me. Elizabeth?”

      She shook her head and handed the slip of paper back to him. He looked at it once more, hoping to divine its secrets by sheer will. Like the first note, this one had a small drawing of a moon in phase, but this time it was an old crescent. First, a first quarter and now an old crescent, the final phase. That didn’t make any sense. Those didn’t follow. But they did give him an idea as to how many clues there might actually be. Eight phases of the moon; eight clues. The thought made him sigh out loud.

      “What?” Elizabeth asked, worried.

      He shook his head. It was pure conjecture on his part. Who knew what Teddy had in store for them? For now, they needed to focus on solving this clue or however many came next wouldn’t matter at all.

      He rolled the small bit of paper up and slipped it back into the slender canister before putting it back into his breast pocket.

      “I don’t remember meeting anyone with any of those names in San Francisco. Did Teddy ever mention them?”

      Elizabeth shook her head again.

      “Lucia,” Simon repeated.

      Charlotte started to say something, then seemed to think better of it, shook her head and went back to worrying the inside of a cheek.

      “What were you going to say, Charlotte?”

      “It’s stupid.”

      “I doubt that,” he assured her. “Besides, any idea is better than none.”

      “Well,” she said hesitantly, “I know this doesn’t have anything to do with here but last month Mom and I got on this old movie kick and she was showing me some of her favorites. There was one, The Sword and the—”

      “Seven Seas!” Elizabeth said excitedly.

      “Right.”

      Elizabeth took Charlotte’s hand and pressed it to her chest like an ardent lover. “Come with me, Lucia, across the Seven Seas and I will lay kingdom after kingdom, all the riches of the world, at your bejeweled feet.”

      Charlotte grinned. “Bejeweled feet!”

      Simon sighed. “What on earth are you talking about?”

      “Alan Grant! Remember? He called me Lucia.”

      He mentally kicked himself. Of course! When they’d traveled to 1930s Hollywood, they’d met Alan Grant, a movie star who took an instant shine to Elizabeth and for reasons of his own had called her Lucia. He should have remembered that; it drove him crazy at the time, but Grant insisted on doing it. One of the many things Grant insisted on doing.

      “But what does that have to do with Teddy and your past?” Simon asked.

      “I don’t know,” Elizabeth admitted. “Maybe it’s more than just my past with Teddy. Maybe it’s my past, ya know?” She pointed between the two of them. “Our past.”

      Simon thought about that. “Possible.”

      “But how would Teddy know that’s what Alan called you?” Charlotte said. “He didn’t watch the movies with us.”

      Simon started to answer but realized he didn’t have one.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “We’ll have to ask Travers about that.”

      “If we’re right,” Elizabeth said, “that means Hollywood’s next. But we covered a lot of ground there.”

      That was an understatement. Grant was in perpetual motion from one club to the next, one problem to the next.

      “Your radio debut,” Simon mused aloud. All at once, the answer hit him. “Grauman’s!” He felt his own excitement build as he put the pieces together. “Your radio debut. We were interviewed on the radio, briefly, before that premiere.”

      “That’s right!” Elizabeth said. She shook her head, obviously pleased with something. “Wow. He’s good.”

      Simon grunted. It was a little disturbing to think Teddy knew everything about their past so intimately. It made him wonder who else might, and that was not a comforting prospect.

      He was about to say so when Elizabeth grinned and put her arm around Charlotte. “Ever been to Hollywood, kid?”

      Charlotte glowed with excitement and shook her head.

      “Well,” Elizabeth continued with a quick look to Simon, who nodded, “you’re gonna love it.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 8

        

      

    
    
      Jack slid their passports across the counter and waited. It wasn’t the first time he’d traveled with forged papers, but it was always unnerving. The airport official took the passport with a sigh and opened it. He looked from it to Jack and back again. The Council had provided him with the passport and visa. They said it wouldn’t be a problem, but judging from the way the man’s two large black eyebrows slowly began to merge, Jack was starting to wonder.

      Jack gave him one of his best smiles, but the man’s expression didn’t change. Next to him, Tess did the same and then slipped her arm through Jack’s.

      “Everything all right?” she asked as she leaned her head tiredly and affectionately against his shoulder. “Our honeymoon,” she added to the man behind the counter.

      He looked at them both again, his expression still devoid of life. Then, after a long beat, stamped and closed the passports and slid them back across the counter. With a jerk of his head to the side, they were dismissed and free to enter Turkey.

      Jack picked up his carry-on and, still arm in arm, the two of them passed through the last of the passport check area and into the main concourse. Once they were out of view, Tess let go of his arm.

      “Honeymoon over so soon?” Jack asked.

      She smiled. “To all good things.”

      Jack grinned. Maybe having a partner wouldn’t be so bad after all.

      They got their bags and stepped out into the warm August midday sun. Jack’s eyes burned from lack of sleep and he tried but failed to stifle a yawn. The flight had been just a little over sixteen hours. A short stop in Frankfurt had been the only thing to break up the monotony.

      The line at the taxi stand was thankfully short and before long it was their turn.

      “Hotel Saba,” Tess said, handing a piece of paper with the address to the driver.

      The young driver bobbed his head in time to the American pop music coming from the radio and cranked the meter. They drove along the winding shore of the Sea of Marmara. Ruins of the old sea wall appeared and disappeared outside of his window as they sped along the ancient coastline on a street named after an American president, Kennedy.

      It was just one of the many collisions of opposites that made Istanbul such an amazing city. Old met new; East met West. If there was one place that could be called the crossroads of the world, Jack thought, this was it. Asia to the right, Europe to the left and Africa in the rearview mirror. Muslim, but secular. Ancient and yet modern. Istanbul was where all of these things met, got married and had strange, but beautiful, children. He loved the city, even though he wasn’t sure the feeling was mutual.

      Next to him, Tess swore at her phone as she tried to make a long distance call back to the States. Finally, her call connected.

      “Yes, we’re here,” she said. “Fine.”

      She listened for a moment and then her eyes slid over to Jack. “No, he’s been all right.”

      Jack smiled at that.

      “Okay, will do,” she said. “Goodbye.”

      She hung up and turned to him. “He’s such a worrier.”

      “Sounds like he’s got good reason.”

      She nodded thoughtfully and stuck the phone back into her enormous purse. She could fit an ocean liner in there. He leaned over to peek inside but she snatched it away.

      “You can enjoy him for yourself,” she said, reaching into the cavernous purse and pulling out a small black cell phone. She held it out to him. “I meant to give this to you before we left.”

      He looked at it, still amazed that this little thing could be a phone. No wires, no transatlantic cable. Just magic.

      “It’s untraceable, if that’s what you’re worried about,” she added, misinterpreting his expression.

      He shook his head, embarrassed and feeling a bit like an idiot. There was still so much about the modern world he didn’t understand.

      “Thanks.”

      He put the phone into his pocket and looked outside the car window before turning back to Tess.

      “So, you and Quint,” he said, leaving it open-ended.

      Tess frowned. “What about us?”

      Jack shrugged. “I don’t know. I just got the feeling the other day that maybe you two were involved?”

      She turned away and watched the scenery pass by. “We used to be,” she said and then shifted in her seat to face him. “But it was a long time ago. Sometimes this job is dangerous. David knew what he was getting into.”

      Jack could see that she believed that, but there were still feelings there. Losing a lover, ex or not, so recently could cloud a person’s judgment. Missions like this needed a clear head and no distractions.

      As if she could hear his thoughts, she turned to him, almost impatiently. “I was young; he was older. It didn’t work out,” she said. “It’s not a very exciting story.”

      Jack nodded. “All right.”

      “I’d be lying if I said it didn’t make me want to find Skavo that much more,” she said. “But it won’t interfere with me doing my job. And besides, don’t tell me you’ve never been involved with someone you worked with?”

      He had, many times. They were both pleasant and painful memories.

      “Is that why you didn’t want me to come?” Tess asked. “Or was it because I’m a woman?”

      That surprised him. “Definitely not the latter,” he said with a smile.

      “No? I would expect a man from the forties to be a bit of a misogynist.”

      He arched a surprised brow.

      “You have a file,” she said.

      He figured as much. Anyone who had contact with the Council would have one, and now he wished he’d had time to study hers. “Was it interesting? My file?”

      She shrugged. “Not really.”

      He laughed, but he supposed a time traveling spy from World War II wasn’t that unusual for a woman like Tess.

      “I’m much more interesting in person,” he assured her.

      She smiled. “We’ll see.”

      The cab turned off the seaside avenue and turned into the heart of the Old City. In the distance he could make out the spires and dome of the Blue Mosque.

      Their cab pulled up in front of the hotel. It, like everything else, had been arranged by Travers and the Council.

      Jack dug out his wallet. He knew a few Turkish words and phrases, but not enough. “Do you speak English?”

      The man nodded, too quickly. “English. Lady Gaga.”

      Jack had no idea what that was and decided a different tack might be better. “Français?”

      “Oui,” the man said with a disappointed shrug.

      “Comment t’appelles-tu?”

      “Akif.”

      Jack handed him sixty lira, the fare plus a hefty tip, and gave him instructions. The driver didn’t seem concerned about the request and Jack hoped he understood.

      “Comprenez vous?”

      “Yes, yes,” the driver said with a dismissive wave of his hand.

      “Merci.”

      With that Jack stepped out and joined Tess, who was waiting for him on the sidewalk. The cab sped away.

      “Our luggage!” Tess called after it.

      Jack took her arm. “Don’t worry.” He cast a look after the disappearing cab and hoped he was right.

      “What do you mean, don’t worry? That man just drove off with all of our things.”

      Jack turned to her. “Do you trust me?”

      “No.”

      Jack hadn’t expected that but found it refreshing. “All right. Well, try.”

      She kept pulling against his grip but let herself be led into the lobby of the hotel.

      “This had better be good,” she said.

      They checked in at the desk and headed for the elevators. Tess glared at him initially, waiting for an explanation, but fell into her role as tired traveler quickly enough. For his part, it didn’t take much acting.

      The elevator dinged its arrival, but instead of stepping inside, Jack looked back down the small hall toward the lobby, and once he was sure no one was looking, he took Tess by the arm and led her toward the back of the hotel.

      “What on earth?”

      “Shh.”

      “Are we being followed?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      He led her to the back door. There on the side street, waiting as promised, was Akif and their taxi.

      Jack opened the door for Tess who slid inside.

      “Merci,” Jack said.

      Akif nodded and restarted the meter.

      Tess looked out of the window. “Would you mind telling me what that was all about?”

      Jack checked behind them, but no one seemed to have followed them. He turned back around and leaned against the seat. “Precautions. It’s not that I don’t trust Travers, but when there’s a mole or in this case a whole group of them, you’ve got to assume what he knows, they know.”

      “And that explains things how?” she asked.

      “Travers made the arrangements for the hotel. It’s not a great stretch to figure that the Shadow Council knows, too. Whether we were followed or our tail was waiting for us in the lobby, either way I’d rather not lead them right to Skavo if I can help it. It might only buy us a few days, but the longer we can stay one step ahead, the better.”

      Tess took that in and then nodded thoughtfully. “Smart.”

      “I have my moments.”

      Tess smiled and leaned back in her seat. “It’s a labor, by the way.”

      “What is?”

      “A group of moles.”

      “Smart,” he said.

      “I have my moments.”

      The cab dropped them off at another hotel, the Adamar, not too far away. Like the Saba, it was well-situated in the heart of Sultanahmet in the Old City. He’d also made reservations for them at the Para Palace near Taksim Square if things went pear shaped here. Having a backup for your backup came in handy more often than he cared to remember. Para was familiar; he’d stayed there the last time he was in Istanbul and if push came to shove it would be nice to be on familiar ground. But it was across the bridge and, for now, being closer to the things in the Old City was more important.

      There had been no adjoining rooms available, and they settled for two on the same floor. It was just as well, Jack thought, as he put his bag in the corner of his room. He’d promised Travers he’d work with Tess, but that didn’t mean they had to be joined at the hip. Although she did have lovely hips.

      His room was simple and dark. He pulled back the heavy curtains and the bright sunlight streamed in. It hit the far wall, which had been painted a distinctly Mediterranean shade of orange that burst instantly to life in the sun. Jack stifled a yawn. If only the sunlight worked on him as well.

      The midday call to prayer drifted over the city. Jack opened the windows and looked out. The rooftops were the perfect mix of old and new, Byzantine domes and satellite dishes. The streets were a confusing warren of mosques and McDonalds’. And somewhere in the middle of it all was Drasko Skavo, a man with the world’s fate resting in the palm of his hand.
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      Elizabeth couldn’t be sure, but she was fairly certain Wonder Woman had a five o’clock shadow. And Batman definitely smelled like Ripple. In front of them a man in a pink spandex body suit and matching tutu spun around on old-fashioned roller skates. Next to Elizabeth, Simon gripped Charlotte’s hand a little more tightly.

      “Good lord,” Simon said. “It’s like every asylum in the city handed out day passes at the same time.”

      Elizabeth laughed. It was crazy, but she kind of liked it. She didn’t need to glance at Simon to know she was alone in that. He wasn’t one for crowds and crowds like this were his worst nightmare.

      “Don’t touch anything,” he said to Charlotte, and added as a Freddy Krueger walked by, “or anyone.”

      The traffic along Hollywood Boulevard was brutal. It was Saturday in Hollywood, and seemingly every tourist in LA was congregating at the Chinese Theatre.

      Celebrity impersonators, some good and some tragic, posed for photos for a price, and tourists from all over the world compared their foot and handprints to celebrities’ preserved in concrete in the theater’s forecourt.

      “This way, I think,” Simon said as he began to shoulder his way through the crowd.

      The façade of the theater hadn’t changed much in the last eighty years. It was still as fun and as kitschy as ever. Two giant Foo Dogs guarded either side of the entrance as elaborate Chinese dragons were emblazoned above.

      While the theater hadn’t changed, at least on the outside, the street itself had. It was 1932 the last time they’d visited Hollywood Boulevard, and it had been broad and beautiful then. And classy. Now? Not so much. Gone were the women in print dresses and men in snappy fedoras. In their place were tourists in shorts and black socks. What once felt like a place where magic could happen, now felt a little like the creepy clown at a kid’s party. It clung to its former glory, an aging star ready for her close-up.

      “Elizabeth?” Simon called out.

      She could hear the strain in his voice before she saw it in his face. The sooner they found this clue the better.

      They’d searched the Internet for any connection between the theater and the Dick and Jane books, but there didn’t seem to be any. They’d briefly considered that it might be a reference to a not-too-good Jim Carrey movie, since he did have a set of foot and handprints there, but they agreed that not even Teddy would do that. But that, at least, had given them the idea of the footprints and after a little digging, they found a map of the forecourt. In the upper right corner, not far from John Wayne, were Dick Powell and Jane Withers, both stars of Old Hollywood. That sounded more like it, and it was where Simon was headed.

      “Right,” Simon said when they’d reached the right set of footprints. “Let’s hope it’s still here.”

      The three of them started to scour the cement and the neighboring area. Even though the search area was small, Elizabeth nearly missed it. A small bit of metal reflected in the sunlight. At first she thought it was a coin lying on the concrete, but when she looked closer, she realized it was their moon. The metal was well-tarnished and worn down from people tromping over it for years, but it was unmistakably their moon. She tried to pull it out, but it didn’t budge.

      “Simon,” she said, calling him and Charlotte over, and pretending to stand in Jane Withers’ tiny footprints. She pointed toward the spot and he knelt down next to it. He tried to pry it out, but he couldn’t get ahold of it.

      Frowning, he stood, making sure to cover it with the toe of his shoe.

      “How are we going to get it out?” Elizabeth asked as images of Lucy and Ethel stealing John Wayne’s footprints flashed into her mind. She somehow doubted Simon would be up for something like that.

      “I can’t exactly dig it out without drawing attention,” he said, nodding toward a paunchy security guard standing not too far away.

      Elizabeth nodded and looked around. There had to be some way to distract the crowd. She could faint, but people would probably just step over her. Even if they didn’t, it would just be a few people, and they needed a crowd.

      She turned to Charlotte and an idea came to her. She glanced back at Simon.

      “Don’t worry,” she said but could see him starting to already.

      She dug into her purse and handed Simon her small pocket knife. Then, taking Charlotte’s hand, she led her to the far side of the forecourt and prepared for her big scene.

      

      

      Simon knew that look. Elizabeth had a plan. A plan that meant a spike in his blood pressure. He watched her take Charlotte’s hand and disappear into the crowd. What on Earth was she up to?

      He didn’t have to wonder long. Over the dull buzz of the crowd, he heard her cry out briefly, then Charlotte screamed. It sent a chill down his spine and he took a step toward them before controlling himself.

      Charlotte called out for her mother and wailed quite dramatically. Whatever she and Elizabeth were doing, it had the desired effect. Most of the crowd, including the stalwart security guard, drifted toward the commotion.

      As soon as no one was looking, he knelt down and flipped open the small blade of the pocket knife. Palming his car key in one hand, he pried away at the metal moon. In the background, he could hear Charlotte crying and calling for her mother. He clenched his jaw and focused on the task at hand.

      The metal disk was just starting to come loose when Simon felt someone watching him. It was a strange feeling, this sixth sense of feeling eyes on the back of his head. He needed just a few more seconds.

      “Hey, what are you—?”

      Simon turned to see a large man with an even larger belly wearing a “World’s Greatest Farter” t-shirt walking toward him. Simon ignored him and wedged the knife blade beneath the thin edge of the canister’s top.

      “Dammit, Teddy,” he grumbled, “You couldn’t make it easy, could you?”

      He gave it one last flex, sure the small blade was going to break under the pressure. But it didn’t, and the little tube slid free. Simon grabbed it with one hand, then reached down with his off hand and pretended to scoop up his car key, being sure to make it as visible as possible. The world’s greatest farter lost interest then and veered away.

      “Please, Mama!” Charlotte wailed.

      Simon could see people on their cell phones, not talking on them, of course, but recording. It seemed people didn’t call for help anymore; they filmed things, hoping for the next viral sensation.

      Pushing his way through the crowd, he saw Elizabeth sprawled across the ground and Charlotte kneeling at her side keening. It was beyond melodramatic, and he had to stifle a laugh. Schooling his features, he approached.

      When Charlotte saw him, she launched herself at him. “Oh, Daddy!”

      Simon hugged her and leaned down to whisper, “Well done.”

      She sniffled and looked up at him, sneaking in a quick smile.

      “Mama’s done fainted.”

      First she was English, and now she was fresh from the bayou. He had no choice really but to play along.

      “Sugar?” he said, sinking down to Elizabeth’s side. He took her chin in his hand and gave it a small shake. “Sugar, are you all right?”

      Elizabeth’s eyes fluttered open. “What happened?” she asked, also suddenly Southern.

      “You seem to have lost your mind,” he said softly.

      She almost giggled but remembered herself. “It must be the heat. I was having palpitations.”

      Simon helped her sit up. “There, there, Blanche.”

      She frowned at that but then looked up at the crowd that had gathered.

      “Here,” a woman said, handing her a bottle of water.

      Elizabeth shook her head guiltily. “Thank you, but I’m fine. I feel much better now.”

      Simon scanned the crowd and noticed that the man who’d been watching him was standing over the spot he’d pried the tube from.

      “Can you stand?” Simon asked, hoping she heard the urgency in his voice.

      Elizabeth looked past him and her eyes went round. She gestured for him to help her up and he did so quickly.

      She took Charlotte’s hand, said thank you to the people who’d helped her, and wove her way toward the street.

      Simon started after them but bumped into someone in his haste. “Excuse me,” he said and then pulled up short. It was the man from the Ferry Building. The one who’d run into Elizabeth; the one with the scar on his lip.

      Immediately, Simon looked to make sure Elizabeth and Charlotte were all right. Thank God, they were. They were still hurrying toward the sidewalk. By the time he turned back, the man was gone.

      With a sudden prickle of heat gripping his chest, Simon realized what had happened and patted down his pocket. The tube was gone. Dammit. A myriad of dark thoughts raced through his mind in a matter of seconds. Without the clue they would be lost, their search over and their best chance at helping Charlotte would be gone. Swearing, he started to push his way through the crowd. The man couldn’t be far, but before he’d taken two steps, someone tapped him on the shoulder. Simon spun around, fists raised.

      “Hey,” a man in a Spider-Man costume said, raising his hand in defense. “Just trying to help.”

      Simon frowned and tried to move past him.

      He held out his gloved hand. “You dropped this.”

      Resting in his palm was the tube.

      “Oh,” Simon replied, relief like a splash of cold water. “Thank you.”

      “Just your friendly neighborhood—”

      “Yes, yes,” Simon put the canister into his pocket and took out his wallet. He shoved a few bills at the man.

      “Cool. Thanks, man. You want a pic?”

      “Some other time,” Simon said and hurried toward the sidewalk.

      Elizabeth and Charlotte were there waiting for him.

      “Simon Cross, secret Marvelite?” Elizabeth asked.

      Simon didn’t bother to ask her what that meant, he simply put his hand on the small of her back and ushered her and Charlotte down the street.

      Elizabeth looked nervously back over her shoulder. “What’s going on?”

      “Remember how we suspected that we weren’t the only ones looking?” Simon asked. “We were right.”

      

      

      After a shower, Jack felt marginally more human. Running his fingers through his wet hair, he debated shaving. He needed one, badly, but the dark and stubbly look was in. At least that’s what Elizabeth kept telling him. He thought it made him look like a vagrant, but Elizabeth knew better than he did what was fashionable. He was out of the loop. Boy, was he out of the loop. Nearly eighty years out.

      Giving his whiskers one last scratch, he decided to ignore them and walked back into the bedroom of his hotel suite. As he put on a fresh shirt, he walked over to the window. The city was restless. It always had been. Maybe that’s why they’d been a good fit, or had been until he’d gotten shot.

      The occasional ache in his shoulder came back as a phantom pain brought on by the memory. He worked his arm around in a circle and then pushed that particular memory away. But it lingered, as he knew it would, on the periphery of his mind, like a pebble in his shoe.

      The stink of failure had a way of doing that.

      “Okay, Jackson, that’s enough of that,” he said to the empty room.

      He could sit here letting the ghosts of the past haunt him, or he could get off his duff and do something.

      He picked up his wristwatch from the side table. 2:30 in the afternoon. He was too antsy to stay here and sleep. Even though he craved it, it was out of the question. With a sigh, he put on his watch and buttoned his shirt, tucking it into his pants.

      He wouldn’t find anyone by sitting here. Now seemed as good a time as any to get on the job. He might not find anything, but it had to be better than doing nothing.

      He considered telling Tess where he was going but thought better of it. He could get more done on his own and she was probably resting anyway. He’d probably be back before she even knew he was gone. They’d agreed to meet for dinner but that still gave him four hours. Plenty of time to at least make a first pass.

      The streets of the Old City were exactly as they had been the last time he was here. Of course, that was only seventy years ago during the war. These streets were probably the same as they had been for nearly two thousand years. It was a helluva city. How many could boast of having been the capital of not one, but four great empires? Roman, Byzantine, Latin, Ottoman—each had called it home.

      The cobblestone streets of the old city were crowded with locals and tourists. That was the main difference he’d noticed. Istanbul had always felt crowded and bustling, but now it was overflowing.

      He passed Hagia Sophia, a basilica turned mosque turned museum. It was the perfect example of the city’s history. Istanbul bent but never broke, always adapting. Even today the modern parts of the city had sprung up next to ancient ruins, old and new coexisting.

      Jack had to laugh at that. The city was doing a better job of that than he was. It wasn’t that he didn’t like the modern world. It was amazing, but it wasn’t home. And the more he thought about what was, the less he knew.

      After what he’d seen, what he’d been through, the idea of going back to his former life wasn’t an option. He didn’t fit there either. He could try to make a go of it as a modern man. There were perks. Cars were faster, women, too. But if the aimless last few months he’d spent living off the Cross’ generosity had taught him anything about himself, it was that being a man of leisure was not the life for him. He needed to matter.

      He’d mattered during the war. And, while he didn’t miss the brutality, he did miss making a difference. Perhaps, he thought as he headed toward Beyazit Square, this would be a good start.

      The files that Travers gave him said that Skavo was last seen nearly a week ago at the square. What he was doing there, who he might be meeting, was still unknown. The photograph of Skavo was blurry, and whoever he’d been talking to had had their back to the camera. It wasn’t much. And it was the last report the agent had filed before disappearing without a trace.

      A week-old trail was pretty darn cold, but it was all Jack had. That and a grainy photograph. As he neared the large square, he took the photo out of his pocket and studied it. It had been taken from a fair distance and blown up. Around Skavo there were throngs of people, just as there were now. The square was a makeshift bazaar. Judging from the cheap plastic toys and bags of sweat socks, it was more of a flea market than a bazaar. People laid out their wares—cell phone chargers, calculators, tennis shoes—on blankets on the ground. Not too surprisingly, most were men.

      In the thirty feet he’d walked since entering the broad, open square, he’d heard people bargaining in no less than five different languages: Polish, Romanian, Armenian, French and Turkish. A man carrying a rod with dozens of belts hanging from it approached him offering him the deal of a lifetime on one. Jack kept walking.

      The square was enormous and there were hundreds, maybe even thousands, of people milling around it. Looking at the photo again, he could just make out the edge of a spire between some trees in the background. That was something. Or was it? Looking up, he tried to match it, but matching a spire in Istanbul was like matching a tree in the forest.

      But the spire wasn’t the only thing in the picture. At first he thought it was just a flower bed, but now he realized they were bunches of flowers. Flowers for sale. It wasn’t much, but it was something. But he’d need help to find them.

      Jack noticed an older man sitting on a folded chair. Despite the heat, he wore a sweater under his blazer with sleeves that were a little too long. He rested both hands on the top of his cane and sat back and watched the world go by. There was no blanket near him, no anything really. He just seemed to have plopped a chair down in the middle of the square for amusement.

      With apologies for bothering him, Jack rolled out what little Turkish he knew. Between that, the man’s kindness, and a short game of charades, they understood each other.

      Taking Jack by the arm, the man led him across the square to a spot where an old woman knelt on a small blanket surrounded by bunches of flowers. Jack thanked the man, who tipped his cap and trundled back to his little chair.

      Jack held up the photograph. From the trees to the spire, it was a perfect match.

      The old woman held out a red tulip to him. Jack smiled and took it, showing her the photograph. She looked at it, shook her head and held up another two tulips.

      Jack dug out some lira and bought the flowers, giving the woman twice the cost. With a sigh, he put the photo back in his pocket and started toward the spire in the distance.

      “Are those for me or do you have a liaison?”

      Jack spun around.

      Tess arched an eyebrow. “It would be preferable if you were having an affair. Otherwise, you ditched me at the hotel just because.”

      Jack held out the flowers as a peace offering, but Tess shook her head.

      He shrugged. “I thought you were sleeping.”

      She narrowed her eyes and he held up three fingers of his right hand. “I promise to wake you in the future. Scout’s honor.”

      “You were a Boy Scout?”

      “Well, I wasn’t a Girl Scout.”

      Tess pursed her lips but then turned away to look around. “Too bad. The uniform would have suited you.”

      Jack laughed, glad she seemed to have forgiven him.

      “Did you learn anything?”

      He held up his flowers.

      She grunted in disappointment. “What do you think he was doing here?”

      Jack looked around. “I don’t know. Could have been anything. Maybe he needed a new belt?”

      Tess ignored that comment and scanned the square again. “It’s a perfect place for an exchange. No one would think twice about it.”

      “Yeah, but what was he exchanging? And with who?”

      “Whom,” she corrected.

      “Yeah, whom,” Jack said. There had to be something else. Something they were missing. “Why would a man who was hiding come to such a public place?”

      Tess opened her mouth to speak, but whatever idea she’d had never made it out.

      “Unless,” Jack said, turning around to look across the street where the spire was in the back of the photo, “he wasn’t coming here.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense. He was here,” she said, jabbing the picture. “Photos don’t lie.”

      “But they don’t always tell the truth either,” Jack said as he looked beyond the square. “What if he was passing through?”

      “Then we’re back to square one.”

      “Maybe not.” Jack smiled, finding what he wanted to see. “If you were looking for a brilliant physicist, where would you look?”

      “Is this a trick question?”

      Jack shook his head. “How about a university?”

      Tess shrugged. “I suppose, but—”

      Jack gripped her by the shoulders and turned her to the north.

      “How about that university?”

      Across the street, not more than one hundred feet from where they were standing, was Istanbul University.

      “Okay, that’s possible,” Tess said, trying not to sound impressed. “But still a long shot.”

      “Better than no shot,” Jack said. “Gimme one sec.”

      Before she could say no, Jack hurried back over to the little old man and handed him the flowers.

      “What was that about?” Tess asked when he returned.

      “Just a thank you for a kindness,” Jack said. “Now, what do you say we matriculate our way to the university?”

      Tess grinned. “I always loved school.”
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      Elizabeth sat down on the edge of the airport hotel room bed and smoothed down the sheet that lay over Charlotte. Simon seemed to think she took to this mothering thing like a duck to water, but inside, she felt like she was barely staying afloat. Although there were moments when it felt as natural as breathing, like now. It was just the rest of the time she was gasping for air.

      “Okay?” she asked.

      Charlotte nodded, but there was something a little different about her tonight. Elizabeth narrowed her eyes. “Really-really?”

      Charlotte smiled, but it was a little sad, and just that touch of sadness went straight to Elizabeth’s heart. She brushed back Charlotte’s hair.

      “What is it?”

      “Do you think they’re okay? Mom and Dad?”

      Elizabeth was caught off-guard, although she knew she shouldn’t have been. As much as she might feel like Charlotte’s mom, she wasn’t, at least not yet and definitely not to Charlotte.

      “I’m sure they’re fine.”

      Charlotte nodded, unconvinced. “Yeah.”

      Elizabeth searched for the right thing to say, but the best she could come up with was, “It’s okay to be scared.”

      It was obvious that Charlotte was trying very hard not to be.

      Elizabeth shifted her weight so one leg was bent and resting on the bed. She’d lost her mother when she was just a little younger than Charlotte. A small part of her had felt like that frightened little girl every day since. Until now. Until she had one of her own. Maybe that was where that sense of peace came from.

      “I’m sure they’re fine and you’ll be back with them before you know it. But you will never be alone, Charlotte.”

      Elizabeth caressed her hair. “We might not be your parents, yet, but you’re part of us and we love you with everything we are.”

      Charlotte nodded again, her eyes growing moist.

      Elizabeth leaned in and kissed her cheek. “We should leave the worrying to Simon. He’s very good at it.”

      Charlotte giggled and Elizabeth gave her another quick kiss. She walked to the bedroom door and reached for the light switch in silent question.

      “Off,” Charlotte said.

      Elizabeth nodded, turned off the light and closed the door behind her. She took one last lingering look at it, then searched the room for her husband.

      In the sitting room, Simon glanced out of their hotel room window. Again.

      “You can relax a little now.”

      Simon grunted, his eyes unerringly darting toward the bedroom door where Charlotte was, before landing back on Elizabeth. The worry he carried made them heavy and intense. He turned back to his vigil at the window.

      Elizabeth took a seat on the lumpy sofa. “I don’t see how they could have possibly followed us. You drove all over creation and back. Twice.”

      Simon grunted again and let the beige curtain fall over the window. “Let’s hope so.”

      “I didn’t see anybody tailing us.”

      “I don’t know how you could see anything with that traffic,” he said, coming over to join her on the sofa.

      Elizabeth tucked her legs up under her. “We should call Jack. Let him know what’s going on.”

      Simon nodded and then sat down heavily, sinking into the “had seen better days” cushions, and frowned even more deeply.

      She put her hand on his thigh and he covered it with his own before turning it over and taking hold of it. Elizabeth leaned into his side, resting her head on his shoulder.

      “Are we doing the right thing? Having her here?”

      Elizabeth lifted her head. “Haven’t we had this conversation?”

      “I know, but…” He shook his head. “That was before.”

      “We knew we wouldn’t be the only ones looking.”

      Simon nodded. “And yet, now that I’m faced with it.…” He let out a deep breath.

      He turned to look at her, his eyes dancing across her face, searching for something. She cupped his cheek and smiled at him, wanting to reassure him. That seemed to be what he’d been looking for. A smile came to his lips and he kissed the back of the hand he held.

      He tilted his head back, resting it against the sofa back. “Do you think this feeling ever goes away?”

      She laid her head back and turned to look at him.

      “Ever since she arrived, my heart…aches,” he finished with a helpless smile.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I kind of hope not.”

      Simon nodded and Elizabeth inched forward to kiss him. It was soft and gentle. They pulled apart and just looked at each other for a moment. It was one of those peaceful, perfect moments. And it was shattered by the titanic roar of a plane coming in for a landing, apparently ten feet over their heads.

      Elizabeth laughed and sat up. “So, are you ready for phase three?”

      Simon pushed himself up from the sofa and retrieved the canister from his jacket. He brought it back and held it out.

      “Would you like to do the honors?”

      Elizabeth sat up a little straighter and wiggled in her seat. She took the small tube and pulled the cap off. At the top of the slip of paper was the number 99.

      “Ninety-nine?” she said. “How does that follow thirteen?”

      Simon frowned and read the note aloud. “A mad hatter’s tea party fit for a king.”

      “You don’t think he means Zog, do you?”

      She’d actually met, well, tripped, a king once. King Zog, the Albanian monarch had taken a header over her loose shoe at a hotel in war torn London.

      “He’s the only king I’ve met…I think,” she added. “Unless you count mummies.”

      Simon took the paper from her hand. “No, I’m quite sure he doesn’t mean that.” He looked at her with dark, haunted eyes.

      “Then…?”

      Simon cleared his throat. “Kashian. King Kashian.”

      “Ohhh.”

      That explained Simon’s instantly-dark mood. Even though it had been well over a year ago for them, and nearly a century for the rest of the world, memories of King Kashian, the vampire gangster, still haunted him. The nightmares he’d had about her death and how they’d all nearly come true left a bit of scar tissue inside him. Or, judging from the quiet storm behind his eyes, maybe they were wounds that never fully healed.

      “And the tea party is Charlie’s,” she said, realizing what the rest of the clue meant. Charlie’s speakeasy, Blue’s in the Night, like many others, served its swill in teacups in case of a raid. It was a weak ruse, but Prohibition drove people to do all sorts of things to get by.

      “Yes,” Simon agreed with a frown and then pointed to the bottom of the slip of paper. “And the moon is waxing gibbous this time. That doesn’t make sense; we’ve skipped the first quarter. And the old crescent is several phases beyond that.”

      “They’re all out of order.”

      Simon pursed his lips in thought. “The numbers and phases aren’t being given to us in sequence. Perhaps one is the key to the other?”

      “But what do the numbers mean? 13, and now 99?”

      With a sigh, Simon pushed himself up off the sofa and walked back over to the window.

      Elizabeth tried to see a pattern in them. “Maybe they’re part of a combination for a lock or something?”

      Simon looked out into the darkness.

      “Could be a bible verse?” Elizabeth offered, but her heart agreed with Simon’s dismissive look. Teddy wasn’t exactly religious.

      She stood and walked over to join him at the window. “Maybe it’s a phone number and we call it and Teddy answers?” She pretended to talk on the phone. “Hello, Teddy? It’s Elizabeth. What the hell?”

      Simon snorted and pulled Elizabeth into his arms. “I have a few things to add to that.”

      Elizabeth sighed. “I guess it’s no use trying to see the final picture with so few pieces. A hand could be a bagel.”

      Simon arched an eyebrow.

      “Didn’t you ever do jigsaw puzzles?”

      “Never.”

      “You poor, mad fool,” she said.

      He laughed and pulled her more securely into his arms. “As loath as I am to do it, I’m afraid all we can do is wait and see.”

      Elizabeth tipped her head up. “And go to New York apparently.”

      Simon’s chest heaved once heavily. “Yes.”

      “I should see if we can get a reservation,” Elizabeth said as she tried to step away, but Simon pulled her back.

      “That can wait.”

      She looked up at him questioningly.

      He looked down at her, his eyes still dark, but now for a different reason. “Have I told you how much I love you lately?”

      His long fingers brushed a strand of hair away from her face. “How much I adore you?”

      Elizabeth smiled at the warmth in her belly.

      “Because, Mrs. Cross,” he said as he leaned down until she could feel his breath against her cheek, “I am hopelessly in love with you.”

      He kissed her jaw and her knees wobbled a little.

      “Truly,” he whispered between kisses. “Madly.”

      “I’m thirsty.”

      Simon sighed.

      Elizabeth couldn’t contain her giggle at the interruption and slid out of Simon’s arms as she turned to Charlotte.

      “What?” Charlotte asked as she stood in the doorway to the bedroom.

      “You have impeccable timing, Charlotte,” Simon said.

      “I do?”

      Elizabeth laughed and crossed to her daughter. “Ignore him.”

      Putting her arm over her shoulder, she started to turn her back toward the bedroom. “You should be in bed. We’ve got a big day tomorrow. Going to New York.”

      Charlotte stopped like she’d hit a brick wall. “New York?” she asked, wiggling out of Elizabeth’s grasp and turning to look at her, then Simon and then back. Her excitement was palpable. “Really?”

      “Yes,” Simon said.

      She beamed. “Does that mean more cannoli?”

      Simon shook his head and Charlotte pouted, this time letting Elizabeth guide her back through the door.

      Elizabeth leaned down and whispered, “Maybe just one.”

      

      

      Jack felt a little guilty about sneaking out of the hotel without Tess again. She seemed all right. More than all right really, but he was still used to doing things on his own, and anyway, what she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her.

      He flagged down a taxi a few blocks from the hotel and handed the driver the address. The streets were virtually empty and they sped through the sleeping city.

      Tess was probably actually asleep this time. It was nearly three in the morning.

      After he’d had the brainwave about the university, they’d tried to find the physics department. But by the time they had, it was closed for the day. They made their way back and had an early dinner in the rooftop restaurant of their hotel—the Panoramic. It was well-named. From the minarets of the Blue Mosque to the dome of Hagia Sophia and Topkapi, they could see nearly all of Istanbul. In the darkening skies in the distance, they could see the Bosphorus, the Marmara Sea and the Prince Islands.

      The food was good, but the wine even better. It was a pleasant enough way to spend an evening. Tess was a beautiful woman, and good company. They’d laughed and talked, although neither had offered too much of themselves. It was a familiar waltz. Jack was used to dinners like that from his time in the OSS. At a dinner with spies, no one stopped talking and yet no one said anything at all. Now that he had time reflect on it, last night’s dinner had been very much like that.

      There was something intriguing about her. She was holding back somehow. Some secret. And there was nothing quite like a woman of mystery, he thought as the cab started across the Galata Bridge and toward the European side of Istanbul. Multi-colored lights from the gallery of shops and cafes that lined the underside of the bridge reflected off the water of the Golden Horn. Dark silhouettes of fisherman lined the upper railing and flashed by the cab window like ghosts.

      When they reached the edge of Taksim Square, Jack paid the driver and told him to wait. Fingering the small key Travers had given him before they’d left, Jack walked down the quiet side street looking for number four. It was a surprisingly well-lit, ground floor shop named Bagaj. There was no clerk on duty and it took him a moment to find the bank of lockers. The tag on his key read 36 and he found it quickly. Inside the locker he found a small suitcase, the size of a carry-on. Jack took it out, closed and locked the door and started back for his cab.

      He hefted it onto his hotel room bed. It was heavy, he thought, and that was disturbing. Using the second key on the small ring, he unlocked the suitcase and unzipped it.

      He flipped it open and gave a low, impressed whistle. Handguns, knives, hand grenades and even a submachine gun—it was enough for a small assault unit. Just what the hell had he gotten himself into?

      Inside the suitcase there was also a small note.

      Take what you need. T

      Jack put the note down and picked up one of the handguns—a .50 caliber Desert Eagle. The damn thing weighed about four pounds. What the heck was he going up against?

      Putting that away, he found something a little more to his liking, a nice normal 9mm. He made sure it was clear and then tested its weight and balance. Satisfied, Jack let it rest in the flat of his open palm, butt facing away. Then he jerked his hand down, the pistol flipped over and seemed to hang in the air for a split-second before he snatched it out of limbo, his finger finding the trigger instantly.

      He sighed. He’d tried that once before and it got him shot. Fancy tricks were for dead men. He spun the gun once around in his hand and put it on the bedside table along with a few boxes of ammunition. Looking back down at the mini-arsenal with a frown, he zipped the bag up and slid it under the bed. Tomorrow night, he’d take it back to the locker.

      Still fully clothed, but too tired to care, Jack lay down on top of the covers. He rolled his head to the side and watched the city sleep until he felt himself disappearing and joined it.
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      Jack rolled his shoulders. The shoulder holster that Travers’ little bag of tricks had provided felt a little snug. He’d have to adjust it later.

      “All right?” Tess asked as they walked down the halls toward the university physics department.

      Jack tilted his head to the side and massaged his neck. “Just a crick. Slept funny, I guess.”

      She eyed him suspiciously and he wondered why he hadn’t told her the truth.

      “Here,” she said, gesturing to a door.

      Jack knocked twice and then pulled the door open enough to poke his head through. “Hello?”

      A short man with a ring of silver hair on his balding head looked up at him and frowned. “You have the wrong room,” he said before focusing again on whatever was on the desk in front of him.

      “Dr. Demir?”

      The man looked up again. “Evet?”

      “Do you speak English?” Jack asked as he came in the rest of the way and held the door open for Tess.

      “Was that not the language I answered you in?” The doctor held up a hand and waved them away. “I’m sorry, but I’m very busy.”

      Ignoring them now, he went back to his papers.

      “We’re here about Drasko Skavo,” Tess said. “Do you know him?”

      The name got the doctor’s attention. He paused, frozen for a moment, then put his pencil down and looked up at them. “No.”

      Jack crossed the small office. It was overflowing with books and two whiteboards covered with equations and notations he wouldn’t have understood even if he had been able to read Turkish.

      As Jack neared the desk, the doctor stood nervously and took off his reading glasses. “I’m sorry, but I’m not able to help you.”

      “I think you are,” Jack said as he casually sat on the edge of the doctor’s desk and picked up a globe-shaped paperweight. It was a bluish silver metal encased in glass.

      “Heavy,” Jack said as he hefted it. And he wasn’t kidding. It was strangely heavy.

      As unspoken threats went, it was pretty blunt. Not that Jack would have hurt the doctor, but Demir didn’t know that. Jack arched a cocky eyebrow at him.

      “And rare and expensive,” the doctor said, unimpressed, and came to take it from him. “Also quite toxic under the right circumstances.”

      Jack handed it over quickly.

      “What is it?”

      “Osmium,” Dr. Demir said as he carefully put it back into its cradle on his desk. “It’s the densest naturally occurring element.”

      Jack looked at him blankly.

      “Present company excepted,” the doctor said with a small wicked smile.

      Tess snorted. “Oh, I like you.”

      Demir moved back around his desk, putting his reading glasses on as he did. “In that case, you’ll please leave me to my work.”

      Sitting down again, he waved them away.

      “Dr. Demir,” Tess said, coming to the edge of the desk. “We need your help.”

      Before he could protest, she continued, “We think Skavo is in danger.”

      Demir looked up briefly, sighed and nodded. “I am not surprised,” he said, tossing his glasses down onto his desk. “He has a penchant for finding trouble.”

      “He came to see you the other day,” Jack said, hoping he was right. “Do you know where he is?”

      Demir looked at him flatly.

      “Please, Doctor,” Tess said. “It’s very important.”

      Demir leaned back in his chair and put his hands on the edge of his desk. “And why should I trust you?”

      “Because if we meant you any harm, the gun in my friend’s jacket would be in his hand,” Tess said.

      Demir’s eyebrows shot up and wrinkled his forehead as he looked quickly at Jack, who, despite his own surprise, smiled back. Tess was a clever one. She’d not only noticed what he’d tried to conceal, but she’d managed to threaten the doctor by saying they were no threat.

      Jack got up off the desk to give the doctor a little more breathing room. “We really are here to help.”

      Demir eyed them suspiciously. “I suppose I have little choice.”

      Tess leaned forward. “Do you know where he is?”

      The doctor shook his head. “I do not.”

      Tess frowned and the doctor held up a placating hand. “He did come to see me. Many years ago, we spent some time at university together. I hadn’t seen or heard from him in quite some time. Until the other day.”

      “What did he want?” Jack asked.

      The doctor laughed briefly, but there was little humor in it. “Orichalcum.”

      Jack shook his head in confusion. “What’s that?”

      “A fantasy.” Demir said and then sighed. “It is, supposedly, an alloy of several elements, metals, but it does not exist. It is the stuff of myth, not science.”

      “What did he need it for? What does it do?” Tess asked.

      Demir shook his head. “How would I know? Drasko was always a little strange, but the man I saw was a shadow of the one I knew.”

      The corners of his mouth turned down and he shrugged. “He is quite mad, I’m afraid.”

      Tess and Jack exchanged worried glances. That’s all they needed. Crazy people were unpredictable, and that made them very, very hard to find.

      “Do you have any idea where he went? Where he lives?” Jack asked.

      Demir shook his head. “I do not. But…”

      “But,” Tess prompted.

      Demir frowned deeply. “He mentioned something about Sihirbaz.”

      “Where’s that?” Jack asked.

      “Not where,” Demir corrected. “Who. He is a man, an alchemist,” he added with a sneer, “who would, despite the fact that it does not exist, most likely claim to be able to find what he was searching for.”

      “And how do we find this man?” Jack asked.

      Demir shrugged. “He runs a black market. Here and there, I have only heard rumors.”

      “Rumors like…”

      “That he holds court on the weekends—to fleece the wealthy tourists and the foolish—at the Meşale Cafe. I do not know if it is true.”

      Jack felt a small spike of adrenaline. “What does he look like?”

      “I have never seen him. His real name is Metin Baydar, but he goes by the nickname Sihirbaz.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Demir snorted and then smiled. “The Wizard.”

      

      

      New York had changed, Simon thought, and not for the better. The streets were dirty, crowded, and apparently, perpetually under construction. He didn’t think they’d passed a single block in their cab ride that wasn’t marred by cheap wooden boards and metal scaffolding. Not to mention the graffiti and posters peeling off makeshift fences emblazoned with “Post No Bills.” It was disappointing.

      “Isn’t it amazing?” Elizabeth said, her head practically sticking out of the cab window.

      Charlotte nodded eagerly in agreement and Simon laughed.

      Elizabeth frowned at him and then said to Charlotte, “Don’t let him get to you. Secretly, he loves it.”

      “It’s a secret I apparently keep even from myself.”

      Elizabeth laughed and turned back to enjoy the view.

      Although what she could possibly find to enjoy was beyond him. And not just because the street was nondescript, but because they hadn’t moved in at least three minutes.

      “What—”

      Simon’s question was interrupted by his taxi driver’s timely honk on the horn. He threw his hands up and slapped the wheel, mumbling something to himself in Armenian.

      “Is there a problem?” Simon asked.

      The driver turned around and shrugged with his mouth and shoulder. “New York,” the man said as though that explained everything.

      In a way, Simon supposed it did. Knowing that, however, did little to ease his frustration. Normally, he would have been impatient at the delay but tolerated it. Today, with his nerves already on edge, he felt distinctly uncomfortable in this predicament.

      He felt fairly confident they hadn’t been followed after their encounter with whoever that man was at the theater in Hollywood. But he couldn’t be sure. Not completely. He glanced over at Elizabeth and Charlotte, who chattered away delightedly about the little bit of the city they could see. If circumstances were different, if everything he loved weren’t sitting here trapped with him…

      “Let’s walk,” he said, throwing open the cab door even before getting a response from Elizabeth.

      She shrugged. “Okay.”

      Simon paid the driver and helped Charlotte and then Elizabeth out of the cab. It wasn’t far to Charlie’s place or, at least, what Charlie’s place had become. According to the Internet, it was now something called Jitter Juice—a coffee shop by day and bar by night.

      Charlotte skipped along next to Elizabeth. The two occasionally leaned toward each other and shared some secret. It warmed his heart. Which, today, was quite a feat.

      “So this is where Charlie’s place was?” Charlotte asked and then bared her teeth. “And the vampire?”

      Elizabeth looked down at her with a frown and stopped walking. “How do you know about that?”

      “You told me,” Charlotte said.

      Simon looked over at Elizabeth, who looked as concerned by the revelation as he was.

      Charlotte looked over at him. “You told me all about it, all about everywhere you’ve been,” she said, and then frowned and shrugged. “Mostly. Left out the gross stuff.”

      “We did?” Simon asked feeling distinctly uncomfortable at the thought. Why on Earth would they burden a child with such knowledge?

      “You said I was too young, but Mom convinced you.”

      Simon glared at Elizabeth who spread her arms in self-defense.

      “I’m sure I had a very good reason. Probably.”

      Simon sighed.

      “She said that the past had a way of coming back and I should be prepared if it did.”

      That made sense, Simon had to admit.

      Charlotte stood up straighter. “Knowledge is power, I suppose,” she said in imitation of his lecturing voice.

      Elizabeth laughed. “That’s pretty good.”

      “Don’t be daft,” Elizabeth added with a scowl, comically aping his accent.

      “Very droll,” Charlotte added, and the two of them walked on, exchanging bad imitations of him.

      Simon watched them walk ahead and shook his head. They would be the end of him, he thought, and if he were being honest with himself, he couldn’t wait for it all to start.

      After a few more ridiculously long blocks, they arrived at their destination. The nondescript door that had hidden Charlie’s speakeasy was gone, replaced by a glass door with sandwich boards on either side urging people to try the Brazilian Sitio Colinas coffee which was billed as a heady mixture of floral, papaya, cinnamon and honey. Just the thought of it made Simon want to gag.

      Hoping the inside had changed far less than the outside, he held open the door for Charlotte and Elizabeth.

      When he’d stepped across the threshold he’d half expected to see Charlie’s broad face and hear his gruff, but friendly, “How’s tricks, Professor?” Instead he got a tepid, “Welcome to Jitter Juice. Wifi’s free,” from the young girl who stood behind the bar. Her sullen face, what he could see of it, was half-hidden by the hood of her sweatshirt.

      The dark, smoky, “just the wrong side of the law” ambiance was gone. In its place were bright lights, glass and polished brass. The dark wood paneling was gone and the bricks were clean and perfect. Cheery. It was…disappointing.

      Simon shook his head. He hadn’t thought he’d be nostalgic about Charlie’s place, but as he stood in this pale imitation, he realized he was. And it wasn’t just the room that had changed, the clientele had changed as well.

      Simon thought he knew what a hipster was; his classes at university were filled with them. However, judging from this crowd, he’d finally witnessed the real thing. Skinny jeans, pork pie hats and black glasses seemed to be the dress code du jour. Beards, “vintage” jackets and earrings everywhere but their ears rounded out the look. The hipsters, he was told once, were so aloof they even ignored themselves. That, perhaps, might be their most redeeming feature, he thought as he moved toward the bar.

      The long wooden bar was one of the few things that felt the same. Simon’s traditional heart made a small nod of approval. The bar was cleaner and didn’t smell of the fusel oil they used in the old days to flavor the liquor, but it was the original. He’d watched Charlie sling countless drinks across it and could still picture Dix leaning against it, yelling out her order.

      That was at least a little comforting. Somewhere, hopefully in this room, Teddy had hidden his next clue. Simon looked around. Wherever it was, the place was crowded and it would be difficult to pry something out of the wall or floor without garnering too much attention. Perhaps Teddy had made it even more difficult for them and placed it somewhere behind the bar. Simon turned to look. Not only couldn’t he fathom a way to sneak behind it to search, the day’s offerings of absurd coffee blends at even more absurd prices that were scrawled in colored chalk on boards behind the bar soured his mood that much more.

      Elizabeth must have sensed his displeasure and came to his side. “Don’t see anything you like?”

      He frowned down at her. “Coffee should be simple. This,” he said, waving toward the menu, “is not.”

      “Simple like tea? One flavor will do?”

      “Tea is completely different.”

      Elizabeth laughed. “Spoken like a true Englishman.”

      “I should hope so,” Simon muttered before leaning down to whisper. “How are we going to find anything in this place?”

      She shrugged. “Looking?”

      He rolled his eyes in reply, but she was right. And the sooner they found what they were looking for the better. Making a show of looking at the overpriced pastries and studying the menu repeatedly, Simon edged his way along the bar. Running his fingers over the wood brought back memories of the last time he’d been here—desperate and half out of his mind with worry. Without thinking about it, he turned and looked for Elizabeth on the other side of the room as he had so many times before. She smiled at him and then continued her own search.

      He’d been over the top of the bar twice now and didn’t see any sign of the tell-tale moon. Stepping back, he looked around the base and the brass foot rail. He nearly laughed when he saw it. The cap to the end of the foot rail, clear as day, had their moon on it. Well done, Teddy.

      But, once again, he couldn’t exactly unscrew the end of the railing without drawing undue attention. He’d need a cover. And once again, Charlotte could help provide it. One of her sneakers was untied.

      He called her over and she smiled up at him. It was the most guileless, honest and beautiful smile he’d ever seen and for a moment he completely forgot what he was doing.

      “Yeah?”

      “Your shoe is untied,” he said, and then added in a whisper. “It’s in the end of the foot rail.”

      Charlotte looked confused for a moment and then realized what he meant.

      Elizabeth came over to them. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing,” Simon said as he positioned her next to him to shield anyone’s view of Charlotte.

      Simon nodded to her and Charlotte knelt down. She re-tied her shoe and then quickly unscrewed the cap on the end of the brass foot rail, slipped the canister out and put the cap back on.

      She stood and surreptitiously handed Simon the canister.

      “You two,” Elizabeth said with a grin.

      Simon put his hand on Charlotte’s shoulder. “Well done,” he said.

      She beamed up at him.

      “Well,” Elizabeth said, “now that that’s out of the way. How about some of the guest beans?”

      She turned to the chalkboard menu. “Huckleberry and violet. Who can pass that up?”

      Simon smiled and put his hand on her shoulder. “We can.”
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      “Good?” Elizabeth asked as Charlotte took another bite of her biscotti.

      She nodded, but Elizabeth could tell she wasn’t thrilled. “It’s no cannoli?”

      Charlotte smiled and nodded.

      Elizabeth sighed. “Little is.”

      After very little convincing, she and Charlotte had managed to get Simon to agree to a few small purchases at the coffee shop before heading back uptown. The area of the Lower East Side where both Charlie’s place and their rooms at the Manchester Arms had been was now called the East Village. To her mind though, other than the name, not that much had changed.

      And looking at the way Simon hovered and hurried them along, his view of it hadn’t changed. He always felt better in anything upper than anything lower. To her, it had always been the opposite. Although now, after spending a fair amount of time with blue bloods, she was pretty sure they all bled the same way.

      Not that she blamed Simon. He was, despite his occasional snobbishness, the best and fairest man she’d ever met. It was definitely more fun to move up in the world than down in it.

      Elizabeth took a final slurp of her Sumatran blend iced coffee that was making her feel both light-headed and like she was saving the rainforest. She slurped the last bit through her straw and paused near an overflowing trashcan.

      Simon, who was a step ahead of her now, stopped and turned back to glare disapprovingly at the sound. He did, but then his gaze went over her shoulder and his expression changed. Without taking his eyes off whatever it was he’d seen, his hand snaked out and latched onto Charlotte.

      “What is it?” Elizabeth asked, turning to look behind her.

      “The man in the blue jacket. He’s the one from the theatre.”

      He was about half a block away, walking with his head down. Her breath caught. “The man next to him. He was there, too.”

      “Dammit,” Simon said, turning around, quickly judging their circumstances. “This way.”

      He took hold of Charlotte’s hand and started across the street. Elizabeth wasn’t far behind. She turned back in time to see the two men dash across traffic after them.

      Simon looked around as they did double-time down the sidewalk. The side street they were on was fairly empty and Elizabeth felt that old welling sense of panic. She turned back to make sure the men were actually following them. Not only were they still there, but they were gaining ground.

      “Faster,” she said, pulling Charlotte ahead. “We need to go faster.”

      They broke into a slow run and had nearly reached the corner when their sidewalk ended, thanks to a cement truck and construction zone.

      “Crap,” Elizabeth muttered, skidding to a halt.

      The sidewalk on the other side of the street was open, but they would never lose them at this rate. They needed help, and none was on the way. What they needed was a labyrinth, and she saw one across the street.

      “Come on.”

      As a delivery truck drove past, she pulled Charlotte across the street. They dove down a stairwell that appeared like a magic rabbit hole in a cement forest. Their footfalls echoed in the stairway. They rushed down another flight of stairs before spilling out into the entryway of the subway station.

      Only a few people milled through the turnstiles and there didn’t seem to be any security around at the moment. Of course, they hadn’t bought Metro Passes, but that wasn’t about to stop Elizabeth. Barely breaking her stride, she slid under the low turnstile arm and turned back to Charlotte.

      “Come on, honey.”

      Charlotte looked anxious but followed Elizabeth through. Simon braced his hands on either side and easily lifted himself over. Just as he grabbed Charlotte’s other hand, Elizabeth saw the men arrive at the bottom of the stairs.

      The platform was long, and for a moment Elizabeth hesitated. The signage made no sense. Brightly colored circles with letters and numbers in them stared back at her defiantly, keeping their secret code to themselves.

      “This way,” Simon said.

      Thank God he could figure it out.

      They hurried down along the platform, stanchions whizzing past them on the right and white subway tiles a blur on the left. Daring to look back, she saw the two men chasing after them.

      An express train roared past on the middle tracks.

      “Here,” Simon said, pulling them toward an archway.

      They ran through it and down another short flight of stairs, and then another before turning and racing through a short tunnel. The sound of their feet and gasps for breath echoed loudly around them.

      At the far end was another flight of stairs. They ran up them. Elizabeth’s lungs started to burn, and they emerged onto the opposite side platform just as a train was pulling into the station.

      A hot gust of air pushed against them. The train’s air brakes squealed as it slowed, finally clanking to a halt. They ran down the platform toward the exit, but as she turned back, she saw the men weren’t far behind.

      The door chimes sounded and people got off the train, briefly blocking their view of their pursuers. Elizabeth felt a wave of anxiety and gripped Charlotte’s hand harder.

      Without a word, Simon tugged them into the middle car. An overhead announcement said something Elizabeth couldn’t make out. She poked her head out of the still-open doors and saw the men get on a few cars back.

      “They got on,” she said. “We should get off.”

      Simon nodded, but instead of getting off, he dragged them all toward the back of the car and then through to the next. Then he paused at the open doorway for a few seconds and picked up Charlotte. She clung to him tightly.

      “What are we waiting for?”

      The door chimes came again and he nodded. As soon as the chime had finished, the doors started to close. Just before they did, Simon quickly stepped out of the car and onto the platform, pulling Elizabeth with him.

      Behind them, the doors shut and the train whirred and creaked as it started to pull out of the station. They hurried down the platform toward the exit. Elizabeth could just make out the two men inside the train working their way down toward the car they’d just been inside.

      She tried not to think about what would have happened if they’d caught them. Somehow this had changed from following to chasing. Any pretense of being silent observers was gone, and that meant they didn’t care that Simon and Elizabeth knew about them. And not caring about that meant nothing good.

      Nearly out of breath, they emerged onto the sidewalk of the city. Even though they’d only been down there a few minutes, the sunlight on her skin felt like freedom.

      Simon hailed a cab and they piled in quickly. It pulled away from the curb and for the first time since the chase had begun, Elizabeth felt like she could breathe again. She let out a deep breath.

      Next to her, Charlotte squeezed her hand.

      “Okay, honey?” Elizabeth asked.

      Charlotte nodded, but gone was the effervescent child that had just skipped down the street an hour earlier. Her eyes were round with fear.

      “It’s all right,” Elizabeth assured her.

      Charlotte nodded, but Elizabeth could tell she was fighting back tears.

      “Are they coming for you, too?” Charlotte asked.

      “I don’t know,” Elizabeth said honestly. She pulled Charlotte close. “But they won’t get us. I promise.”

      On the other side of Charlotte, Simon clasped her hand. She looked up at him.

      “We Crosses are clever,” he assured her.

      She nodded solemnly, but it seemed to soothe her.

      When she looked away, his calm expression fled. Something grim and dark took its place, and it made Elizabeth shiver.

      

      

      “Well, dammit, destroy them!” Simon barked into the phone. “Redacted clearly wasn’t sufficient, was it?”

      He clenched his jaw and continued to pace the length of the sidewalk in front of the motel. That idiot Travers hadn’t disposed of their files. Simon wasn’t sure why in the hell they had files in the first place. They didn’t work for the Council, and if they survived this idiocy they’d never go near it again.

      “Yes, yes,” Simon said tartly. “Just get it done.”

      He didn’t wait for another of Travers’ explanations and hung up the phone. Cars sped past the little motor lodge along the highway and for a brief moment, Simon thought about throwing the cell phone onto it and turning his back on all of this forever.

      It was tempting. Damned tempting. His fingers curled tightly around the small phone. The muscles in his arm tightened in sync with his jaw. He raised his hand, but he couldn’t do it.

      No matter how disgusted he was with them, how vulnerable his family was, it would be infinitely worse if the Shadow Council got their hands on the watch. If only there had been some way for them to have stayed out of it, he thought. But there wasn’t. The men following them had seen the pattern of the clues, and knew that their past was the key.

      Now that their files had been rifled through, that cat was out of the bag. The only thing in their favor was that the Shadow Council didn’t have the clues. Although, he thought ruefully, all that seemed to do was buy them a little time. They were one step ahead, but barely.

      He briefly considered stopping the whole ridiculous masquerade. If they stopped looking, the Shadow Council wouldn’t know where to go next. Not immediately, anyway. Still, with enough manpower and patience they would be able to scope out the places he and Elizabeth had traveled to in the past. And, eventually, find what they needed.

      No matter how much he hated this, they could not let that happen. And for now, they were safe.

      He turned to look at the shabby roadside motel with its filthy pool and chipping paint. Garden State indeed.

      They’d taken their cab to Penn Station where they’d switched to another cab. They could have boarded any number of trains, but he figured that all of them had enough of trains for one day.

      Abandoning their luggage at their hotel in Midtown, Simon told the driver to head east.

      Somehow, they’d ended up in a small motel in Union, New Jersey. Simon had never felt quite so unsure of himself. He and Elizabeth couldn’t stop searching, but every step endangered those he loved.

      Looking back down at the cell phone still in his hand, he sighed, slipped it into his pocket and started back toward their room. The sooner they found this damn thirteenth watch the better.

      He unlocked the door to their room and pulled it open, but the chain held it in place. Inside, he heard the distinct halt of movement.

      “Sorry,” he said through the small crack. “It’s me.”

      Elizabeth closed the door and slid off the chain. She sighed at him as he came in.

      “I’m going to take a shower. I feel…” She wriggled in place.

      Simon nodded, understanding.

      “I’ll just be in there,” she said to Charlotte as she started for the bathroom.

      Charlotte sat on the bed with her back against the headboard, her knees pulled up to her chest. She nodded but kept her head focused on the television. What appeared to be a talking sponge was driving some sort of boat across the bottom of the ocean floor. He could tell, though, that she wasn’t really paying attention to it. Thank God. Her eyes had that glazed-over, “thoughts anywhere but there” look to them that Elizabeth wore when the world weighed too heavily on her shoulders.

      Clearly the day’s events had bothered her tremendously. And why shouldn’t they? Her parents had been attacked by strange men and now the same thing was happening again.

      Simon walked over to the bed and sat down on the edge next to her. They sat in silence in for a long moment until Charlotte leaned forward and rested her chin on her knees.

      “It will be all right,” he said.

      She tilted her head to the side and looked up at him with soulful green eyes. She nodded and turned back to the TV, but he could see she was far from assuaged.

      Simon reached for the remote control and turned off the television. He moved until he too sat back against the headboard and extended his legs out toward the television.

      She sat up. “Shoes on the bedspread? Back home that’s a paddlin’.”

      He drew back in shock. “Paddling? For God’s sake, you don’t mean I…?”

      She smiled then and shook her head. “Figure of speech.”

      “Thank God,” he said and then looked down at his feet, shrugged and smiled. “One time dispensation?”

      She almost smiled again, but just nodded, and then leaned her head back against her knees. She was already small for her age and all curled like that, she was barely a whisper.

      He lifted his arm over her and held out the other. “Come here.”

      Her lower lip trembled just a bit and then she scooted closer to him. He wrapped his right arm around her, pulling her close.

      She looked up at him with an amount of trust no man was worthy of. He almost said so, but then stopped and smiled down at her.

      “It will be all right,” he said softly, wishing it were so simple

      Her eyes searched his face and if she saw the lie in it, she didn’t say. Instead, she nodded thoughtfully and rested her head back against his chest.

      “Try to get some sleep,” he said.

      Her reply was soft and muffled. “You’ll stay?”

      “I will,” he said and kissed the top of her head. “I promise.”
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      A flock of seagulls squawked overhead as they flew toward the sea. Their silhouettes cut in and out between the minarets of the Blue Mosque against the orange and red sky of sunset in Istanbul.

      As he and Tess walked down one of the cobblestone streets toward the cafe, Jack wasn’t the only one who noticed the birds. One of Istanbul’s many feral cats lifted its sleepy head and even stood. Jack had never seen so many wild cats in a city, and never so many that just lazed around as if they owned the place.

      The cats of Istanbul weren’t the typical strays that might be found in other cities. These weren’t afraid or furtive; they were well-fed, healthy and content. Jack had heard a legend that many years ago the Sultan had proclaimed them protected, and there was a proverb that anyone who killed a cat would have to build a mosque to be forgiven by God. Whatever the reason, the cats of Istanbul had the run of the place, and this particular one, roused from its afternoon nap, gave a great arched stretch and sauntered over to him. It wound its way through his legs, rubbing on him and hoping for a treat.

      Jack stopped and looked down at the tabby and saw his two cat friends appear on the sidewalk.

      “I don’t have anything for you,” he said, shaking his head.

      The cat rubbed his leg and he reached down to scratch its ears. “I’ll bring something back.”

      The cat purred and flicked its tale.

      “Hello there,” Tess said as she bent down to pet it, but the cat turned and hissed and she snatched her hand back.

      Jack was surprised at that. He’d never seen one of the cats do that before. “You must have startled him,” he said.

      Tess glared down at the cat who gave it right back.

      “I’m more of a dog person, anyway,” she said and tugged his arm. “Come on.”

      Jack laughed, reached down and gave his tabby one last rub behind the ears before they continued on their way.

      Cafe Meşale was a large open-air cafe situated between the Blue Mosque and a bazaar. It had dozens of tables with deep rich red table cloths. Covering two-thirds of the large space was a high tent-poled white awning. There was a small stage where a live band was just setting up for the evening.

      They passed by two old women wearing the traditional headscarves and baggy şalvar pants, sitting in a small alcove and making fresh flat bread.

      A waiter led them to one of the tables under cover, a sort of booth with cushioned benches and pillows.

      It was a relaxing and, if you went with it, authentic-feeling, as if you were a guest at a great party thrown by the sultan. Their waiter left them menus and disappeared before they could ask about the Wizard. The cafe crowd was large and, from what Jack could see, the staff was small.

      “Interesting place to do business,” Tess said, moving her menu to the side.

      And a smart one, Jack thought. Mixed in amongst the locals were plenty of tourists, and with them plenty of money. From the designer clothes to the garish watches, they were plump lambs to be fleeced.

      Tess looked casually around the restaurant. “Do you see anyone that might be him?”

      Jack scanned the room. At least half a dozen tables, small groups of men played backgammon while they drank Turkish tea and coffee. Others argued, punctuating each point with hand gestures. At still more tables, local men sat alone or in pairs and smoked sweet smelling tobacco from narghilés. The Wizard could be any one of them. He could even be the heavy-set man who gorged himself on a plate of meats and roasted peppers and ignored his two companions.

      “I don’t know,” Jack said. “But that looks good.”

      He gestured to a platter of food with a bowl of flaming something in the middle.

      “We’re not here for dinner, remember? We’re here—” Tess started and then stopped as their waiter reappeared.

      “You want?” he said impatiently.

      Tess leaned toward him. “We want to see the Wizard.”

      Despite himself, Jack chuckled at that.

      The waiter shook his head, not understanding, or at least feigning not understanding. Jack slid a fifty lira note onto the table. The waiter looked down at it, impassive until its twin joined it.

      With practiced nonchalance, the waiter pocketed the money. “He is not in.”

      Jack laughed out loud.

      Tess was not as amused. “You took our money.”

      The waiter shrugged. “And I gave you information.”

      “He’s got you there,” Jack said before turning back to the waiter. “Do you know when he will be?”

      The waiter shrugged again and shook his head before casting a quick glance toward the kitchen. “He is not so welcome here now.”

      “Do you know where we can find him?” Tess said.

      The waiter looked at her blankly.

      Jack slid another note onto the table. The waiter took the money and nodded. “Club Reina, tomorrow. Ask for Alabaş and—tetsi kebab for two, very good,” he added quickly as another staffer, probably a manager from the way he lingered, appeared nearby.

      Jack shrugged and handed the waiter his menu.

      Tess frowned. “I don’t even…Oh, all right,” she said, handing the waiter her menu. “And tea.”

      Jack held up two fingers, the waiter bowed and left.

      Tess watched him go and shook her head. “He took advantage of you.”

      Jack sat back. “Just making a living. And,” he added, “all of that cost us about sixty bucks. Now we not only know where to find him, but we have a contact. Pretty good deal, and not bad for three days in, I think. And now we can enjoy our evening.”

      Their tea arrived and Tess took a sip. She was clearly surprisingly pleased. She set it down carefully. “You’re not what I expected.”

      A whirling dervish show was just starting on the stage.

      “No?” he asked pulling his attention back to her. “What were you expecting?”

      “I don’t know, just someone more intense, I suppose. And, honestly,” she added with a smile, “someone who would have hit on me already. Your reputation precedes you.”

      Jack laughed. “Does it?”

      Despite his laughter, it surprised him. How would she know about his past? “Travers?”

      She nodded and smiled. “I told you he was a worrier.”

      “He’s afraid I might compromise your virtue?”

      She nodded and looked down, smiling fondly at the memory. “He was.”

      “And you?” Jack asked, leaning forward. “Are you afraid of that?”

      Looking up, she met his eyes, and smiled again. Although, it was an altogether different kind of smile. “No. Not afraid.”

      They held each other’s gaze for a long moment before the connection was broken as one of the dervishes had left the stage and was slowly twirling his way through the restaurant.

      Jack leaned back in his seat. Dinner had just gotten a lot more interesting.

      The dervish glided past their table. The tall felt canonical hat that sat on his head tilted slightly to the side, arms raised, he turned and turned, slowly moving forward in a hypnotic dance, or was it a trance? How the man didn’t fall over, Jack had no idea. The full white skirt of his robes billowed out in a perfect, ruffling wave as he floated past them.

      She watched him pass and then took another sip of tea. “So, have you spoken with the Crosses?”

      Jack nodded and frowned. “I’m worried about them. I know what we’re doing here is important, but…”

      “They’re important to you, too?”

      “I keep wondering if I should be there with them instead.” He looked down into his glass mug of tea. “Family comes first, right?”

      She nodded sadly, obviously remembering her father.

      “I’m sorry,” Jack said.

      She waved away his apology. “Do you miss yours? Your real family, I mean?”

      “Sometimes,” he said, feeling guilty that it was the truth. He’d left home when he was a teenager and hadn’t been back since. He knew his mother and brother were long gone now, but he could have gone back to see them, and hadn’t.

      “Sometimes you can’t go home again,” he said.

      She nodded, and there was a sadness in her eyes he hadn’t seen before. She looked away, and when she looked back it was gone.

      “But the Crosses are your family now?” Tess said.

      He nodded thoughtfully. They were that and more.

      “And now you’ve got a niece of sorts as well,” she said with a small smile. “Charlotte.”

      Jack smiled at that. He wished he could see how Cross dealt with a ten year old girl. And from the way she’d leapt into his arms and called him Uncle Jack, the niece idea wasn’t far off. It was a comforting thought.

      “Yeah.”

      The waiter arrived with their food, but it wasn’t the skewered meat he’d been expecting. Instead, it was a large terra-cotta jug. The waiter tapped on the neck with the flat end of a knife, turning the pot after each tap, until he broke the seal and removed the top. He ladled out what looked like lamb stew onto their plates, bowed and left.

      Tess pushed the steaming hot chunks of meat and vegetables around on her plate, trying to cool them.

      “Are the Crosses having any luck on their treasure hunt?”

      Jack frowned, remembering his conversation with them earlier. “Yeah. But they’ve found trouble. Company.”

      Tess took a small bite. “Good. The food, I mean, not the other. Do you know where they’re going next?”

      Jack shook his head. “They hadn’t gotten the latest clue when I talked to them.”

      She finished another bite. “You know them pretty well, you must have an idea. I’m sure they’ve told you all about their travels.”

      “I don’t know. This Teddy character’s unpredictable. The only thing I know is that whoever’s following them better keep their distance.”

      Tess arched an eyebrow.

      “If anything happens to them, there’s gonna be hell to pay.”

      “That’s very noble of you,” Tess said.

      “Nobility has very little to do with it,” he said and then shrugged. “I don’t have a lot of things I can count on in my life, but they’re two of them. And now the kid, too.”

      “I’m sure you’ll have a family of your own some day,” Tess said.

      Jack nodded and finished his tea. He hoped so, but these days he had his doubts.

      “How about a drink?” she asked.

      “They don’t serve alcohol here,” he said.

      “Well then, after. I think the hotel has a bar.”

      Jack smiled. “Are you trying to take advantage of me?”

      “Never,” she assured him with a smile.

      Jack leaned back in his seat. “That’s a pity.”

      She laughed and he joined her.

      “I like you, Miss Martel.”

      Tess raised her glass. “You’re not so bad yourself, Mr. Wells.”

      

      

      Not wanting to wake Charlotte, Simon and Elizabeth had pulled a few of the lawn chairs from the motel’s outside area and set them up in front of their room as they had morning coffee. Or what passed for coffee. It was really just warm brown water.

      Elizabeth put down her styrofoam cup and read the clue again. They’d read it last night and had come up with zero ideas. A bad night’s rest didn’t seem to have helped any.

      “A Valentine’s Day gift in July on a ridge that ran red.” Elizabeth shook her head. “I still got nothin’.”

      Simon sighed, took a sip of his coffee, made a face and tossed the contents onto the dying lawn next to his chair. “I don’t remember anything important about Valentine’s Day.”

      “Except your undying love for me?” Elizabeth said with a smile.

      “I’m serious, Elizabeth.”

      Poor Simon, the last of his good humor had disappeared between the stale donuts and the vending machine corn nuts.

      “Maybe it’s a code for something?”

      Simon sighed. “We went through that last night. I don’t see—”

      He trailed off as the door to their room opened and a sleepy Charlotte appeared, rubbing her eyes.

      “Good morning,” Elizabeth said to her.

      Charlotte nodded, still half asleep, and wandered over to Simon’s chair. She stood unsteadily in front of him and blinked slowly.

      He chuckled. “Not a morning person, I see.”

      She shook her head and then squinted up at the bright sky, stumbling back a bit. Simon reached out and steadied her.

      “What are you doing?” she asked between yawns.

      “Clue,” Elizabeth said, holding up the slip of paper. “We’re flummoxed.”

      “What does it say?”

      Elizabeth repeated the clue.

      “I don’t suppose you know what it means?” Simon asked.

      Charlotte nodded and smiled.

      Elizabeth sat forward in her chair. “What?”

      “Me.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 14

        

      

    
    
      Simon was still in a state of shock as they turned off US-15 and headed toward the Visitor’s Center. It was mid-afternoon, a good five hours since Charlotte had so casually, again, turned his world upside-down.

      Her simple answer to the clue—me—had been followed by a stunned silence and then a barrage of questions. To her credit, and despite his protestations, Charlotte kept most of the details to herself. The details of future events were things better left unknown. But the questions plagued him.

      What sort of idiot, what sort of complete ass would let his child be born here? Here of all places? Of all times?

      They passed houses and a dozen other places that faded one into the next on the small two-lane road. The closer they got to their destination, the more unsettled he felt.

      He must have lost his mind, he realized. At some point in the future, it was clearly too much for him and, for reasons he could not fathom, he allowed his pregnant wife to travel back in time to this….

      The sign welcomed them and he felt a little sick. “Welcome to Gettysburg National Military Park.”

      Why on God’s green earth had his wife, his very pregnant wife traveled back to the Civil War and to this place, of all places? He turned off the rental car and looked at Elizabeth. She was smiling.

      “Why on earth are you smiling?” he asked, tartly.

      She turned to him. “Because this is where our daughter was born.”

      He turned to look at Charlotte in the backseat.

      “Don’t look at me,” she said. “I was just along for the ride.”

      Simon sighed and Charlotte pushed the bags of Wal-Mart clothing and snacks they’d purchased aside and unfastened her seatbelt.

      After they’d climbed out of the car, Simon paused. “I don’t see how this is possible.”

      Elizabeth took his hand. “Well, Simon, when a man loves a woman—”

      “Very droll,” Simon said. “I’m sure whatever it was, it was your doing.”

      She made a wry face.

      “Not that,” he said. He gestured to the park. “This.”

      She grew serious. “It’s not the first place I’d choose to have a baby,” she said and then looked to Charlotte. “But you can’t argue with the results.”

      Simon had to smile. She was right about that.

      Ahead of them, Charlotte started up the drive toward the large grey Visitor’s Center building.

      “Don’t get too far ahead,” Elizabeth called out.

      She turned and walked backwards for a few steps. “Aren’t you excited?”

      “We are,” Elizabeth said as they caught up and took her hand.

      “But this place isn’t just about you, remember?” Simon said. “It’s a very important place for other reasons, as well.”

      Charlotte nodded. “I know. Dad made me read about it.”

      Simon felt suddenly guilty for that, for something he hadn’t even done…yet.

      She seemed to sense his discomfort and added quickly, “Not to be mean or anything, but just so that I’d know how it was and how lucky I am.”

      Instantly, his guilt turned to pride. Maybe he didn’t turn out to be such an ass after all.

      Despite it being mid-afternoon, the center was still busy with tourists.  Simon’s knowledge of the Civil War, and of this battle in particular, was wafer thin. He’d studied some accounts of ghost sightings, but they’d all been fanciful at best. And when it came to knowing anything more than the slightest of details about the area, and those few days in July one hundred and fifty years ago, he was ignorant. Although, he realized, looking at his child as she read one of the plaques, that would obviously change.

      They stopped in front of a large map on the wall.

      “This is a big place,” Elizabeth said, stating the painfully obvious.

      The battlefield and environs covered over 11,000 acres of land, thousands of artifacts and dozens of buildings.

      “A Valentine’s Day gift in July,” Simon recited. “That much at least is clear.”

      Charlotte nodded. “I was born in July here, but it was Valentine’s Day back home.”

      “Right. But ‘on a ridge that ran red.’ That’s a bit more problematic,” he said as he looked at the map. There were half a dozen ridges and he was fairly certain all of them had run red with blood. “We can’t possibly search them all.”

      Elizabeth turned to look around the atrium. “We’re gonna need help. Someone like Chet.”

      “Chet?”

      Simon turned and saw an older gentleman with a gentle paunch and white mustache. He wore a Gettysburg cap and blue shirt with a patch on his shoulder and a name tag. He smiled at them.

      “Chet it is.”

      

      

      Chet, their Licensed Battlefield Guide, accept no substitutes, was pleased as punch to show them around. After the fee was taken care of, Chet escorted them back to their car. Gettysburg was far too big to do on foot, he said and Elizabeth had that sinking feeling again.

      “Are there any special ridges we should see?” Elizabeth asked, hoping to narrow down the search.

      “Oh, yes,” Chet said.

      Elizabeth’s heart lightened.

      “Quite a few.”

      And then sunk again.

      “There’s Knoxlyn, Lohr’s, Whistler’s, McPherson and Herr, Cemetery and Oak, Seminary…”

      And then it sunk a little further. How in Hades were they going to find the right ridge when the place was essentially a collection of ridges?

      She got in the back seat with Charlotte as Chet continued on. “…Houck’s and School-House. I think that’s all of them. Let’s see,” he said and started to tick them off on his fingers. “Knoxlyn, Lohr’s—”

      “Impressive,” Simon said, casting a quick glance at Elizabeth in the rearview mirror. “Perhaps we should begin?”

      Chet slapped his thighs. “Right. Make the first right,” he said, pointing toward a nearby road. “For four long days in the hot July sun of 1863, the Union and Confederate armies fought in the largest and bloodiest battle of the Civil War. It is not too fine a point to put on it all to say that the future of America was forged right here.”

      Simon drove slowly along the route Chet designated. They got out at various stops along the way to get a better look at monuments and walk the grounds. Forested areas, farm fields and hillsides were the sites of horrible clashes where boys and old men fought side by side, and died that way. Today, there was no evidence of the fighting. The trees had returned and the battlefields were maintained as open areas of green grass honoring regiments from both north and south. It was peaceful with lush meadows and trees. Split rail fences marked off what had been someone’s home and property.  Buildings, barns, churches, anything available, had been turned into military headquarters and field hospitals.

      The sensation of standing on Hallowed Ground was strong. Elizabeth had read ghost stories about places like Gettysburg, but she’d never given them much credence, until now. This place was filled with more than memories and she shuddered as a cool breeze tickled her skin. At least she hoped it was a cool breeze.

      It was at their fourth stop that they’d reached Oak Ridge. It was where the end of the first day’s battle had been. Simon asked Chet to give them a moment alone.

      He pulled Elizabeth and Charlotte aside under the shade of a great Oak. “We won’t find anything this way,” he said and then turned to Charlotte. “There must be something else. Some detail you’re forgetting?”

      Charlotte frowned in thought. “Mom and Dad didn’t talk about it much. I think it scared them.”

      Simon arched an eyebrow. “I can’t imagine why.”

      “Think, Charlotte,” Elizabeth urged her. “Just some little thing that can help us narrow it down.”

      She concentrated for a moment. “It was in a hospital.”

      “That’s good!” Simon said.

      “Well, there was a doctor. I remember Dad mentioning him and there was a school or something nearby.”

      “He did mention a School-House ridge,” Elizabeth said. “It’s worth a shot.”

      With a little convincing they got Chet to go off script and visit sites out of the usual order. Elizabeth had high hopes for School-House ridge, and they piled out of the car and hurried toward the plaque marking the site. She looked for the tell-tale moon, but there was none to be found.

      On one side of the road was a thick forest and on the other was a wide open field.

      “The school house? Is it close?”

      Chet nodded toward the woods. “That’s what’s left of the foundation over there. It was the Second Corps Division Hospital before that was moved over to Rock Creek.”

      Elizabeth stepped into the woods a little ways and saw the granite stones that had once been the foundation of the school cum hospital. Surely, Teddy wouldn’t have left his clue in some random foundation stone. That was too much even for him.

      “Are there any other schools that were used as hospitals?”

      “Well, there were dozens of field hospitals. We’ve got markers at 17 Union and 18 Confederate field hospitals right now. There’s High Street or the Common School, the theological seminary and college and the larger Lutheran Seminary, on Seminary Ridge of course.”

      Elizabeth saw Charlotte perk up at that one. She and Elizabeth made eye contact and Charlotte nodded.

      “The Lutheran Seminary,” Elizabeth repeated, and Charlotte nodded again even more excited.

      Simon appeared at Elizabeth’s side and cast a quick glance her way before saying, “Perhaps, we should go there next?”

      “That’s all the way up, or near to it. We should loop down to Little Round Top at the least.”

      Simon put his hand on Chet’s shoulder and maneuvered him back toward the car. “We’ll be sure to go there. I promise, but it’s getting later in the day and my wife…she wants to go the Seminary, so…”

      Chet laughed, one husband to the other, and elbowed Simon’s side lightly. “Right. Happy wife, happy life.”

      Elizabeth rolled her eyes but was glad to play the part if it got them the next clue.

      As they pulled up in front of the imposing seminary building, Chet started his tour. “General Lee was intent on Harrisburg. Gettysburg wasn’t part of the Confederate plan, nor the Union’s. It was an accidental meeting of great armies. In the early morning of July first, before the battle had even begun, General John Buford, Union, climbed the steps to the cupola and saw the sun glint off Confederate rifles to the west. They were comin’ and the battle was just about to begin.”

      He stopped and turned to point. “To the west and the north fighting was intense and the Union wounded flooded into the seminary. By nightfall it had been taken by the Confederates and enemies slept in beds side by side.”

      They walked up the steps to the portico of the four-story brick building.

      “It was the first field hospital of the battle and hundreds of men died here.” He reached for the front door. “And, although there’s no record of it, there is a rumor that a baby was born here a few days later.”

      Elizabeth nearly tripped over the threshold and Simon would have if he hadn’t already stopped to steady her.

      “I know what you’re thinkin’,” Chet said misreading their reactions. “Seems like the last place a woman would want to have her child,” he said, ushering them forward.

      “But then,” he added, stopping for a moment. “There’s somethin’ reaffirming about it, isn’t there? Life in the middle of all that death.”

      Elizabeth saw Simon take Charlotte’s hand.

      “Even if it isn’t true,” Chet said, on the move again. “I’d like to think it was.”

      It took them the better part of an hour to find the small metal moon and the little canister that held Teddy’s latest clue in the brick wall next to the Parson’s Warming Cupboard above the fireplace, but they did. Thankfully, without damaging anything. As they left the Seminary, Elizabeth felt a wave of relief. Not just that they’d found the next clue, but that they could leave here now. Despite it being the place where Charlotte had come into the world, there was a palpable memory of the agony so many had endured. Some day she would come back, she knew, and experience it all first-hand.

      

      

      The concierge at their hotel gave Jack directions to a pier near the Galata Bridge along with a short series of numbers. It took Jack a few moments to understand that it was the number of their sea taxi and all he had to do was give the slip of paper to the captain.

      Sea taxis weren’t around the last time he’d been to Istanbul. There were a few ferries, but during the war any sort of transportation was dangerous.

      He and Tess decided to walk to the pier. It was under a mile, but it didn’t take long for Tess to lag.

      “It’s these damned cobblestone streets,” she said, nearly turning an ankle again.

      While he appreciated the effort, and the way her heels made her legs look like they went on forever, it had to be painful. It was definitely awkward.

      He held out his arm and she huffed out an indignant breath.

      “Oh, Hell.”

      She used his arm for balance and took off her shoes.

      “Do you want me to carry you?” he asked.

      She frowned at him. “I’ll be fine once we get off this crazy street.”

      He kept his mouth shut and eyes forward, which wasn’t easy. Her dress was as low-cut as her heels were high. How she kept from falling out of the two thin vertical strips of fabric that plunged nearly down to her navel was beyond him. There wasn’t a whole lot to keep in place though, not that he cared. He loved women of all shapes and sizes.

      Tess cleared her throat.

      He looked up, not realizing he’d been looking down. At her…décolletage.

      “Sorry.”

      She hmm’d, unconvinced.

      They walked a few more blocks, finally emerging from the uneven cobblestones.

      “We’re close now,” Jack said, taking a whiff of sea air with that added thickness that came with piers and docks. “Over there.”

      It was just past dusk now, and street lights and torches lit their path along the water’s edge. They walked out onto the pier and, sitting near the end, was a medium-sized covered boat. It almost looked like a very large Italian police car with its blue and white checkered stripe.

      Stenciled on the side was the number Jack had been given. A man stood on deck waiting for them. Jack raised his hand and the man stepped forward to help them aboard.

      They sped along the Bosphorus, crowded with ferries, commercial ships and pleasure cruisers. Lights from clubs and hotels lined the shore. On the left, Europe, and on the right, Asia. And the two of them somewhere in the middle.

      The taxi ride took about twenty minutes. Finally, they rode under the lights of the Bosphorus Bridge that spanned two continents, and veered toward the shore on the left.

      The crew member who’d met them at the dock opened the sliding door and urged them to disembark. As they did, Jack thought they’d either made a mistake or this was some sort of trap. The dock they’d arrived at was industrial, the sort where you’d expect to find an abandoned warehouse and not a premiere club.

      But by the time he turned around to ask the driver, they’d already pushed off from the pier and began to pull away.

      “Hey!” Jack called after them, but it was no use.

      He turned back to Tess. “Well, this should be interesting.”

      He held out his arm again and together they walked up dark steps. Above them Jack could hear the thumping bass from something someone had mislabeled as music.

      Another flight and they were met by two security guards, each the size of a compact car. Maybe mid-size, he thought as one moved and the suit that barely contained his biceps strained under the pressure.

      “Two,” Jack said.

      The guards looked at him behind sunglasses.

      “Deux. Uhm, bir, iki,” Jack said counting aloud to help remember. He held up two fingers. “Iki?”

      The guards were not impressed.

      “Tell Alabaş we are here,” Tess said.

      One of the guards swiveled his bald head on his shoulders. Jack was sure he didn’t actually have a neck. He nodded once toward the other guard who lifted the velvet rope and opened the door for them.

      As soon as he did, the loud thumping music spilled out.

      Jack winked at him as he led Tess inside. They’d barely taken two steps when a giant meaty hand gripped his shoulder. Jack managed not to wince as he turned to look up at the security guard.

      The big man let go of his shoulder and quickly patted Jack down. He’d hated to do it, but he was glad now that he’d left his gun at the hotel. Once he’d finished, the guard looked at Tess. She just smiled back. There was nowhere to hide anything in that dress.

      Then the guard turned back to Jack and held out his hand.

      “Oh, right.”

      Jack handed him eighty lira for the cover and an extra twenty for not breaking his clavicle.

      “Kalıyorsun,” the big man said in a deep voice and held up his hand in the international signal for “don’t move or else.” Jack nodded.

      Just inside he could see large chandeliers and bright TV screens with ads rotating in the background. After a few minutes, the guard returned with a tall thin man in waiter whites. He smiled a smile so oily Jack could smell the olives from three feet away.

      “I am Alabaş,” he said, nodding his thanks to the guard, who returned to his post outside.

      “We were sent here from Meşale. A man there said that you could help us,” Tess said.

      Alabaş made no bones of eyeing Tess appreciatively. “I would love to help you.”

      She didn’t flinch. “We’re here to see the Wizard.”

      Alabaş didn’t take his eyes off her. “Good for you.”

      Tess leaned down to catch his eyes and pry them off her cleavage. “Can you help us or not?”

      The man sighed and then shrugged. “Of course.”

      When he didn’t move, Jack got the hint and dug out more lira. It took another hundred before Alabaş moved. When they’d reached his magic number, he let Jack and Tess into the heart of the club.

      They were led through the restaurant to the outdoor patio where the club proper was. The music was loud, and what Jack had learned was called techno-something. It made his head hurt.

      Alabaş led them past one of the flanking two-story balconies that overlooked the large patio and the Bosphorus beyond. Brightly lit orange and yellow glowing cubes served as coffee tables for long modern L-shaped benches with random red pillows for those who wanted comfort over style. A rectangular bar sat at one end of the patio that was at least 100 square feet. It was early by club standards, and the place had yet to fill. Even so, over a hundred well-dressed people stood around trying to be seen. Mixed in with the locals with more money than sense and the wealthy tourists were what could only be described as chic thugs. Jack smiled as he walked past two men at the bar who were clearly muscle for some mob or another. No matter the decade, there was a dull, violent stench that men like that gave off, one that no amount of cheap cologne could cover.

      Jack led Tess along behind Alabaş. They crossed over a walkway with pulsating light tiles to the far side of the open-air club to a table in the far corner. A large plastic walled partition protected it from the water and wind.

      Alabaş told them to wait and then walked around the far side of the table and leaned down to whisper something. The man he spoke to smiled, his white teeth flashing between the blackness of his beard and mustache.

      He nodded once, sending Alabaş away, and then spread his arms. “You have come to see the Wizard.”

      “We hear he’s a whiz of a Wiz,” Jack said.

      The Wizard laughed politely, briefly. “As you can imagine, I have heard such things before. Always amusing,” he added with a smile that was meant to make people at ease. Jack had learned the ones who made an obvious effort to do so were the ones to watch.

      The three other people at the table didn’t pay them or their conversation any heed. They ate and drank as if Jack and Tess weren’t there.

      The Wizard took a bite of a large shrimp, chewed quickly, wiped his mouth with a cloth napkin and leaned back in his chair. Jack was struck by how much he looked like that beer guy from television—the Most Interesting Man in the World. He didn’t always rip off tourists, but when he did, he did it with style. And, judging from his demeanor, he probably thought so too.

      “What is it I can do for you? Let me guess,” he said, holding up a hand. “An artifact from Atlantis, or do you want Chashma-i-Kausar—Ambrosia,” he smiled again. “Perhaps to spice things up, hmm?”

      He eyed Tess up and down in the same shameless way Alabaş had. It was frustrating that Jack had to let it go but part of the game.

      “Although, I must say, that if you need help to make love to such a beautiful woman, you are beyond my help, my friend.”

      Jack grinned. “Not that.”

      Tess smiled, not showing any discomfort at the conversation. “We’ve come to talk to you about Drasko Skavo.”

      The warmth in his eyes faded, but only briefly. He was a master of control and manipulation. “I am not familiar with this person.”

      “We have it on good authority that he came to see you.”

      “You are mistaken.” There was no hiding the coolness in his voice this time. He drained what was left in his glass and raised his hand as if to signal a waiter. Two large men, who were leaning against the bar, now stood at attention. He smiled warmly again. “I am sorry I can be of no help.”

      He took another bite from a large shrimp. “The food is very good, so your evening is not a total loss.”

      Tess looked ready to argue the point, but Jack slipped an arm around her waist.

      “Sorry to have bothered you. Our mistake.”

      Tess glared at him as he smiled back as sweetly as he could and led her away.

      “He knows Skavo,” she whispered under her breath.

      “Yes, and he’s also not talking. There are two ways to deal with that. One, make them talk,” Jack said, smiling broadly at the two thugs who were making sure they were leaving. “Not recommended.”

      “And two?” Tess asked.

      “Get them to tell you what you need to know without knowing they have.”

      “And we’re going to do that by—?”

      He glanced over his shoulder and the two men were right behind them. “For now, leaving.”

      He led her toward the front door.

      “But we came in from over there.” She swiveled her head around toward the docks.

      They walked down the front steps of the club as a line of patrons queued up to get in. The road was small, two lanes and there was little to no cover. On one side was the club and the other a steep sloping hill. They couldn’t wait here, and besides, they needed transport. Time for plan B.

      He waved to one of the cabs parked in line waiting for people who needed rides back to the city. The two thugs stood at the top of the steps and watched them as Jack opened the door for Tess and then slid in after her.

      The cab pulled away. “I don’t understand.”

      Jack looked out of the car window. He watched the narrow path cut into the hill above them that ran roughly parallel with the main road. It would have to do, he thought. As they came upon another club, he told the driver to pull over. He paid and sent him along.

      Tess frowned at him. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on?”

      Jack jerked his head toward the parking lot. He walked through it until he saw what he was looking for. At the edge of the gravel drive were several motorcycles. The newer ones were out of the question, but thankfully there were a few older models. He just hoped things hadn’t changed too much since he’d done this last.

      He pulled out his pocket knife and knelt down next to one of the bikes.

      “Keep an eye out,” he told her.

      Tess eyed the blade with suspicion. “What are you doing?”

      “Getting us a ride.”

      Quickly, he cut a short bit of wire about five inches long and stripped the ends. Then he moved to the second bike.

      He followed the ignition wires down to the plastic connector. He pulled the two ends apart and then used the small bit of wire to bridge the ports. Listening carefully, he heard the tell-tale click and knew they were in business.

      He stood and pressed the starter. The engine came to life. Tess turned back around impressed.

      Jack swung his leg over and sat down on the seat.

      Tess looked down at her dress and frowned. “Can you do that with a car?”

      “We need to be maneuverable,” he said. “You can stay behind if you want.”

      “Hell no,” Tess said and looked down at her dress again. “Give me that knife.”

      He handed it to her and she sighed heavily, then sheared off most of the long flowing skirt and tossed it aside. He was impressed. She was game for anything, so far.

      He grinned, shed his jacket and gave it to her. She took it gratefully, took off her heels and got on behind him. Holding her heels in one hand and Jack about the waist with the other, she pressed her head against his back.

      “Next time you wear the dress.”

      Jack chuckled, revved the engine and pulled away.

      They drove back up the road past Club Reina until he found access to the path cut into the hill. “You’re going to want to hold on,” he warned her.

      She wrapped both arms tightly around his middle. He tried to take it slowly, but it didn’t help much. Thankfully, the path, probably for goats or something, smoothed out fairly quickly. Before long, they came to the spot just above Club Reina and he pulled to a stop. Now, all they could do was wait.

      As Jack had suspected, they didn’t have to wait long. Whatever Skavo was involved in, and however the Wizard was mixed up in it, it was high stakes and he wanted to protect his interest. Less than half an hour after they’d left, the Wizard and his bodyguards made their way down the steps and into a waiting limousine.

      Jack fired up the bike and trailed after them keeping on the rough cut path so he could watch them from above. Without the headlight on it was treacherous enough, but it wasn’t long before he saw real trouble.

      “Does this join up with the road?” Tess said in his ear.

      He’d hoped so, but apparently not.

      “Lean into me and hold on,” he said.

      The path doubled back up the hill the wrong way. They weren’t that high above the road now, maybe fifteen feet. It was pretty steep and too damn rocky, but if they didn’t at least try, they’d lose him.

      With a quick silent prayer, he swerved to the left and plunged down the hill. He felt a little like the Man from Snowy River as they nearly flew down to the street below. The back end kicked out and he barely managed to catch it and keep them from crashing. But he kept it steady, willing the tires to dig into the hard soil.

      After a long ten seconds, the tires kicked the last bit of dirt up and hit tarmac with a lurching thud.

      “Ow,” Tess mumbled behind him. “That’s gonna leave a mark.”

      He could just make out the limousine ahead of them as it wound down the hill and toward the city. They passed through several blocks where the streets were virtually empty. It was difficult to hide there, but with no headlight, they were as close to invisible as they could get. Jack lay back until they were back in traffic again. Making sure to keep a few cars between them, they tailed the limousine for less than ten minutes before it pulled up to an estate and waited for the automatic gates to open. The house was large and surrounded by a convincing perimeter fence.

      Jack pulled in behind some bushes and they watched the limo disappear into the grounds.

      “Welcome to Oz,” Jack said as he got off the bike. He helped Tess off and she winced a little.

      “Yeah, well, that was no Yellow Brick Road, I’ll tell ya. What do we do now?” Tess asked. She stretched out the kinks and rubbed her backside.  “And don’t say wait.”

      Jack gestured to a soft little spot in the bushes. “We wait.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    
    
      Simon didn’t like this. Of course, he didn’t like much of anything these last few days, but this was tempting fate somehow. The clue they’d found at Gettysburg was deceptively simple.

      

      W76

      Where Mary went.

      

      Both he and Elizabeth knew instantly what it meant. And it sent a shiver down his spine. He’d put on a calm face, of course, but inside he was roiling with emotion.

      The last place on earth he wanted to take his child was the very place they were going. Memories of little Mary Stewart, not much younger than their Charlotte when she died, had never been far from his mind. The pain and loss he’d seen in Rose Stewart’s eyes were something he would never forget—losing a child.

      Before, he couldn’t imagine how a parent would survive such a thing, but it was always in that vague, proper murmuring of condolences way that the uninitiated had. Now that he’d met Charlotte, fallen irrevocably in love with her, he could imagine it vividly, and it terrified him.

      Instinctively he looked into his rearview mirror to reassure himself that Charlotte was there and safe. But for how long, a traitorous voice whispered. Not only had their mission been one of helping a dead child, but it was here, in Natchez, that old Nan, the blind slave woman, had seen through the veils of time and told them that their future child would die.

      Now, here he was, bringing her to that very place.

      The moment they passed the Welcome to Natchez sign a cold fist had gripped his heart and not let go. Glancing at Elizabeth in the seat next to him as she tugged nervously at her fingers, he knew she felt the exact same way.

      Simon hadn’t realized how quiet the car had become until Charlotte broke the silence.

      “Is something wrong?”

      In the rearview mirror he saw her worried expression.

      “Did I do something?”

      Elizabeth turned around in her seat. “No, not at all.” Her glance slid over to Simon for a moment then back to Charlotte. “It’s just that there are a lot of memories here.”

      Charlotte nodded. “Mom and Dad don’t talk about it much.” She looked out as the oaks and maples passed by the car window. “Is it because of the little girl?”

      “In part,” Simon said, hoping she’d leave it at that.

      “But you saved her,” Charlotte said. “Saved her soul, I mean. That’s what counts, right?”

      Simon nodded and gripped the steering wheel a little tighter. Just before the Civil War, little Mary Stewart had been murdered, and their mission had been to help her find peace. They had. They’d unmasked the murderer and dug up long buried family secrets. In the process of helping the child rest, they’d found a ghost of their own. A ghost of what was yet to be, and it haunted them as intensely as any specter could.

      And with that thought, the fist in his chest tightened a little more.

      They drove along the same road from town they’d previously traveled in a carriage and found little had changed. Natchez had preserved its heritage, and most of the farmland remained undeveloped. Several motels and newer homes dotted the meadows, but a few of the great plantations remained, physical and emotional testaments and scars of an earlier time.

      River Run was an historic home turned bed and breakfast now, the Stewart family long since gone. But as Simon turned off the main road and drove under the great wrought iron “RR” gate and up the long drive, it was as though no time had passed.

      They pulled off the dirt drive to a designated parking area where the stables had been. Gravel crunched beneath the tires as he pulled to a stop.

      Despite the quiet and peacefulness of the former plantation, Simon felt uneasy as they got out of the car. The warm late summer air, thick with the smell of the nearby river, was another sensory memory. He stared up at the big house. In his mind’s eye he could still see the flames shooting out of the upstairs rooms and licking toward the roof.

      A small hand slipped into his and he looked down to see Charlotte looking up at him. The corners of her mouth were lifted in a sweet smile and she waited patiently for him to collect his thoughts and bring them back to the present.

      He squeezed her hand and they started toward the house. The interior had been refurnished, but the feeling was still like stepping back in time. Not needing a guide, they passed through the entry way and down the hall to the back of the house.

      He and Elizabeth had discussed just what the clue might mean and where they might find it. In Simon’s mind, “where Mary went” could only mean one place.

      They walked out onto the back veranda where lunch was being served and stood at the top of the steps as they had so many times before.

      “Do you think you should wait here?” Simon asked Elizabeth with a meaningful nod at Charlotte.

      Elizabeth held out the small bouquet of flowers they’d brought. “Maybe that would be—”

      “I want to go,” Charlotte said. “I’m not afraid.”

      Simon wished he could say the same. He kept a tight hold of her hand as they walked down the back steps and into the garden on their way to Mary’s grave.

      The small private graveyard was tucked away behind a small grove of trees that had grown in the century and a half since they’d been there last. Around Mary’s grave other headstones had grown, too. There was one for Louisa, who died as a young woman. And two side by side, Elijah and Rose.

      “I guess they’re all together now,” Elizabeth said.

      Simon nodded, but didn’t speak. It was moments like this that drove home how fleeting life was—his life, Elizabeth’s, Charlotte’s. The men and women they’d met in the past, who fought and cried and tore at the world to stay alive, were long since dead and forgotten by all but a few.

      Elizabeth held out the small clutch of flowers to Charlotte. “Would you like to place them?”

      Charlotte knelt and nestled them up against the granite stone. Next to their delicate white and pink petals, a deep-blue patch of forget-me-nots bloomed.

      Charlotte plucked away some fallen leaves and then stood. She looked up at Simon and smiled. He pulled her against his side. Nan had called the loss of his child his burden, and he felt the weight of its coming more keenly now than ever before.

      “Rest in peace, Mary,” Elizabeth said.

      Simon repeated the sentiment silently.

      After a moment’s introspection, Elizabeth sighed and looked around. “Where do you think he put it?” she asked. “Teddy, I mean.”

      Simon had wondered the same thing. Teddy wouldn’t deface a grave even for something as important as this. He looked around and walked toward a memorial bench that had been placed under the shade of one of the nearby oaks. Sure enough, embedded in the back of one of the legs was their moon—full this time.

      Simon pried the little tube out of its hole and slipped it into his pocket and rejoined Elizabeth and Charlotte. The three of them stood at the grave a moment longer, each in their own thoughts, until finally they started back to the car.

      It had been emotional, but everything had gone as smoothly as they could have hoped, Simon thought, as he started up the rental car. If all was to be believed from last night’s phone call with Jack, he was making progress on his end. Everything was all right, he told himself, and let out a cleansing breath.

      Elizabeth turned to take in one last view of River Run as Simon drove slowly around the end of the loop and started down the long drive. When it was no longer in sight, she sat back in her seat and  looked briefly, but warmly at him. She seemed as relieved to leave as he was, and the slight shading under her eyes told him she was just as exhausted as he was, too.

      Whatever the next destination, he was looking forward to getting some rest before they moved on. They’d been on the move, virtually non-stop, for nearly ten days now. A yawn overtook him; a day of rest was definitely in order. On the other hand, Charlotte looked like she could go on for another ten days without taking a breath. She played with the silver canister, rolling it around in her hands and twirling it like a miniature baton.

      The long country road was quiet and the drive was peaceful, with trees and meadows passing by the windows. He glanced to his right and saw that Elizabeth had closed her eyes, but kept her face forward toward the sun that streamed through the occasional canopy of trees sheltering the road. The tires of the rental car hummed as they wound their way back toward town, lulling them into a state of hypnotic calm.

      The peace was short-lived, however. They’d barely gone half a mile before some idiot started tailgating them. Simon had no idea what they were on about; there was plenty of room for them to pass on the two lane road. They were at a long straightaway and visibility was clear. Simon slowed slightly to make it easier for them, but the car remained stubbornly behind them.

      He waved for them to pass, but they made no move to do so. He was just starting to grow concerned when they finally peeled off to the left and moved to overtake them.

      “About bloody time,” he grumbled as he caught sight of the car in his side mirror.

      What was it about this particular stretch of road that hated him so much? This was nearly the exact spot he and Elizabeth had been waylaid the last time they were here.

      He glanced over as the cars were even and his heart leapt in his chest. Instantly, he recognized the two men in the car. They were the men from the Shadow Council; the men who had chased them in the subway.

      “Dear God,” he said as the men stared back at him.

      Elizabeth sat up and inhaled quickly. “Oh my God. Is that—”

      Simon gripped the wheel tightly. “Yes.”

      “What do we do?” Elizabeth asked, and the men pointed toward the side of the road. She grabbed his arm in alarm. “You’re not going to pull over, are you?”

      Simon shot Elizabeth a glare. “Make sure your seat belts are tight.”

      Elizabeth turned around. “Charlotte?”

      He saw her nodding in the rearview mirror. His breath was already coming fast and hard as he tried to come up with a plan of escape. They were miles from any help on a deserted country road.

      Simon slowed again and the men in the other car kept pace with him. He sped up, and they did the same. Finally, an oncoming car forced them to drop back and get in line. Simon didn’t waste the opportunity and gunned it. The Cadillac he’d rented was not only big; it was powerful. They broke away, but only for a moment. The other car caught up to them easily and pulled alongside again. What he wouldn’t give for his 6-Series now. In this, he couldn’t outrun them.

      The men pointed angrily at the wide dirt and gravel shoulder. Simon clenched his jaw and tightened his grip on the steering wheel. Like hell he was going to pull over.

      But what could he do? He glanced over at the other car just in time to see it veer towards him.

      “Hold on!” was all he had time to cry out before the other car smashed into the side of their car.

      The force of the impact pushed them off the road and onto the soft shoulder, and for a split second, Simon lost control. Both Charlotte and Elizabeth screamed. The right-side tires spun and slipped on the soft earth, spitting gravel up behind them in a rooster’s tail. The back end of the car fishtailed to the right. Simon kept it from sliding completely around and it kicked back and gripped the pavement again.

      “Holy Crap!” Elizabeth cried out. He glanced over at her. She was all right, just in shock. Behind them Charlotte started to cry.

      Knowing he had to do something, anything, Simon moved back alongside the other car and turned his wheel sharply toward them. He rammed into the passenger door. The metal crunched and screamed as they scraped along side each other. Bits of side panel and metal littered the highway behind them, bouncing in the distance before he wrenched the wheel back to the right and straight again.

      He’d seen police perform the PIT maneuver before and knew it was their best shot. He might be able to force them off the road with sheer power, but it was far more dangerous. Simon tried to slow just enough to be able to clip their rear panel and spin them, but they pulled ahead too quickly.

      Instead of pulling ahead in the right lane, they stayed in the left, in the path of oncoming traffic. They continued to pace then, right alongside, and just as he was about to wonder what they were doing, the man in the passenger seat lean out of his window. He didn’t need to see the gun to know it was there.

      “Get down!” Simon cried and jammed on the brakes.

      The bullet ripped through the windshield, spidering the glass. Simon ducked down, as best he could, as two more shots rang out.

      Behind him, Charlotte screamed.

      Simon quickly looked over at Elizabeth and their eyes met in a panic.

      “Are you hurt?” he said as he sat up and swerved the car back and forth in a serpentine, keeping the other car’s passenger side as far away as he could. Another bullet shattered their headlight and two more missed completely. “Charlotte?”

      Simon looked into the rearview mirror. He couldn’t see Charlotte now, but he could hear her crying.

      “Charlotte!”

      Next to him, Elizabeth unclipped her seatbelt.

      “What are you doing?”

      She ignored him and climbed over the front seat, flopping into the back just as another shot rang out, barely missing her and piercing the headrest where she’d been just moments ago.

      Simon swallowed the bile in his throat and fought against his nerves. He needed a clear head. He had to stay focused.

      In the back, Elizabeth spoke to Charlotte in an urgent voice, asking her if she was hurt. He couldn’t hear anything other than sobbing, and his heart felt like it was going to explode from his chest.

      There was a brief pause in the gunfire, probably so he could reload. Whatever the reason, Simon knew he had to make a move now. And there was only one to make.

      “Is she all right?” he asked.

      “I think so,” came Elizabeth’s breathless reply.

      The road ahead had a gentle curve toward the river. He remembered passing it many times in the past. It was a scenic outlook and he had just the people he’d like to recommend it to.

      “Stay down!” he said, his voice tight with anger and fear.

      He waited a few more seconds—he had to time this just right—and then made his move.

      Stomping on the gas, he drove hard onto the left shoulder and pushed the other car back toward the center of the road. They hadn’t expected the move, and he had their attention now. The man in the passenger seat turned and leveled his gun at him. The driver leaned back to give him a clear shot.

      Simon looked ahead and saw the curve. He clenched his jaw and turned the wheel sharply to the right, harder than before. Metal ground against metal. And another shot rang out.

      Simon flinched, unsure for a moment if he’d been hit. But the shot had been off the mark. It blew a hole in the other car’s windshield, spidering the glass badly in front of the driver, obscuring his view.

      Just a few more seconds, Simon thought, as he rammed their car again, this time, keeping his car pressed up against theirs, muscling it to the side of the road, grunting with the effort. Their car might be faster, but his was heavier. And he used every ounce of steel in it.

      “Come on,” he urged.

      With one last wrench of the wheel to the right, Simon pushed their car off the road. In slow motion, he saw them veer off to the right. The driver struggled for control and the passenger fired wildly. The car swerved back and forth on the shoulder, the back end kicking out and then back. The driver fought the wheel and nearly had the car back, but he’d run out of room. On a straight, he could have saved it, but the curve took away his chance. The car hit a small berm at the apex of the curve, then launched into the air.

      Simon pulled his car to the left and around the curve. Through the shattered remains of the back window he saw the car flying briefly, nose up. It seemed to hang in the air for a moment before its back end swung downward, flipping the car over backward and sending it crashing upside-down into the river below.
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      Suddenly, there was nothing. No gunshots, no ripping of metal. Nothing, until Elizabeth heard Simon’s strained voice.

      “Are you all right?”

      She lifted her head and looked up at Simon. His face was tight and pale. He looked back to the road, then back to her. She nodded quickly, the terror not fading, only frozen, for now.

      “Charlotte?” Elizabeth asked, sitting up. “Are you all right?”

      Elizabeth had checked her quickly when she’d jumped into the backseat, but she had to be sure.

      Charlotte turned her head toward Elizabeth and nodded.

      Elizabeth scanned her for injuries, but didn’t see anything. “You’re sure?”

      Charlotte nodded again and slowly sat up.

      “We’re all right,” Elizabeth told Simon as she pulled Charlotte into a hug.

      She could hear Simon’s audible release of breath.

      “Thank God.”

      Elizabeth cautiously peered out of the window, but the other car was gone. She’d ask Simon what happened later, but for now, all she wanted was to get the hell out of there.

      Simon drove a few more miles into town and finally pulled off the road and into the parking lot of a large strip mall. Elizabeth could hear the car struggling now, the front tire was low and something was rubbing on something else.

      Simon parked in an out of the way spot in the far corner of the lot. He put the car in park and turned around, his face still pale. He didn’t ask again, but she nodded, telling him that they were really okay.

      He leaned his forehead against the steering wheel for a moment before opening his door. Or trying to. He grunted loudly as he pushed his shoulder into it, finally forcing it open.

      Elizabeth wiped the tear stains from Charlotte’s face with shaking hands.

      “We’re all right,” she reassured her.

      Charlotte had stopped crying a few minutes ago, but she was clearly as shaken as Elizabeth felt.

      Simon couldn’t open the rear left-side passenger door at all and moved around to the other side. Elizabeth made sure it was unlocked and pushed as he pulled. It took a few tugs, but finally, it creaked open.

      Simon knelt down, reached into the car and pulled them both into a hug.

      “Thank you, God,” he whispered.

      Elizabeth wasn’t sure if there was a God, but if there was one, she owed him. Big Time.

      Simon pulled away and touched Charlotte’s face.

      “You’re hurt,” Charlotte said, pointing to Simon’s arm.

      Elizabeth leaned forward. Blood stained the upper sleeve of his blue shirt.

      He looked down at in surprise and shook his head. “It’s nothing.”

      “You’ve been shot,” Elizabeth said, instantly regretting it.

      Charlotte’s hand shot out and grabbed Simon’s shirt. He covered her hand with his own and assured her he was fine.

      “I’m all right.”

      He looked down at his arm again. “I think it’s just a cut from some of the glass. I’m fine.”

      Charlotte’s chin quivered, but she reined in her emotions and nodded. Still her eyes lingered on his arm.

      Elizabeth took a closer look, steeling herself for the telltale hole of a bullet wound, but he was actually telling the truth. It was cut, but not badly.

      “Let’s get you out of here,” Simon said, reaching for Charlotte’s seat belt.

      He unclipped it and helped her from the car and into his arms.

      “You were very brave, my girl,” he said.

      Elizabeth edged out next to them.

      Charlotte leaned back and held out her hand. In it was the silver canister.

      “I never let go.”

      Simon laughed, one that was a little too loud with relief, and pulled her into another hug. Elizabeth stood on shaky legs and took her turn at a hug when Simon released their daughter.

      Simon closed the car door and the three of them stared at the wreck it had become. Half the paint was gone. The stripping, what was left of it, bent and curved back. The fender crumpled in on itself, and the right front tire was quickly going flat.

      “You sprang for the insurance, right?” Elizabeth asked, enduring the roll of his eyes. Anything to ease the fear and tension that still gripped them. She exhaled some nerves.

      “Well,” she said. “That was a little too exciting, wasn’t it?”

      Simon grunted.

      Elizabeth looked around and saw that there was a pharmacy listed on the mall signage. “Let me get something for your arm.”

      “It’s fine,” Simon said.

      “Until it falls off.”

      He looked at her flatly, but finally nodded.

      “And I’ll see about getting another car. I think this one’s had it.”

      Simon frowned. “Don’t take long. I saw them crash, but…”

      Elizabeth nodded, knowing what was left unsaid. If those men were alive, they’d be after them again.

      She looked down at Charlotte, clinging to Simon’s side. And now those men weren’t just following them; they were trying to kill them.

      

      

      Elizabeth bought bandages and antiseptic, a new shirt for Simon that he was sure to hate, and got directions to a nearby car rental agency. After a little quick doctoring to Simon’s arm, they walked to the rental agency.

      A brief argument later, and Elizabeth was behind the wheel. They’d barely crossed the river before Simon told her to pull over.

      “I’m perfectly capable of driving—”

      “Over there,” he said, pointing to a building next to the McDonald’s. The sign read Concordia Pawn & Gun.

      She opened her mouth to argue, but his expression made it clear that this was not a subject up for debate. And, if she were honest, as much as she hated guns, after what they’d been through, having one was probably smart.

      She pulled into the small parking lot. “Won’t you need a permit or something?”

      He looked at her blankly. “This is Mississippi,” he said.

      “Louisiana,” she corrected him.

      “I don’t think it makes much difference.”

      Elizabeth hoped he was right. She wasn’t up on her gun laws, but both seemed like the places where a man could buy a gun without much trouble if he wanted.

      Simon opened the car door, but didn’t step out. “Wait here.”

      “We’re gonna walk over and get some food,” Elizabeth said, nodding toward the McDonald’s.

      Now it was Simon’s turn to swallow his argument. He loathed, not just hated, but actively loathed fast food. But he didn’t fight it, and nodded curtly. “Just be careful. And don’t linger.”

      “Don’t worry,” she said.

      He laughed and then smiled. He cast one last look at Charlotte in the back seat. “Keep an eye on her,” he said jerking his head toward Elizabeth.

      Charlotte smiled and nodded.

      Two happy meals and one rifle later, they were back on the road. They got a motel room just outside of Shreveport and hunkered down for the night. They couldn’t afford to keep on as they were. They needed a plan and needed one now.

      Charlotte needed surprisingly little coaxing to go to sleep, although the light was back to “on.”

      Elizabeth watched her for a moment as her eyes drifted shut and her grip on the blanket grew lax. Then Elizabeth eased the door to the bedroom closed.

      Simon sat down heavily on the sofa, the rifle across his lap. Elizabeth eyed the handgun he’d also bought, sitting on the end table.

      “I know it’s not loaded, but I don’t like having that here with Charlotte around.”

      Simon looked over at it and nodded. “I agree.”

      “Then we can get rid of it?”

      He looked at her sadly and shook his head. “No.”

      “But you—” Elizabeth didn’t finish her sentence; she could see the answer written on Simon’s face, written in anguish. Her heart dropped.

      “You want to send her away.”

      He looked up and took in a deep breath. When he looked at her, his eyes were moist. “I can assure you, that is not what I want,” he said, his voice rough. “But it is what we should do.”

      Elizabeth sat down next to him. He moved the rifle, putting it on the coffee table.

      She took his hand.

      After a long moment of silence Simon spoke. “I don’t know how they keep finding us, but they do.”

      Elizabeth had wondered how they’d managed that. Simon had been careful, using assumed names and cash, never credit cards. They’d left no paper trail at all. Simon had told her what Travers had said about their files, but it still didn’t explain how the men knew exactly where they’d be.

      “I thought at first they would just follow us,” Simon continued. “Be content to let us lead them to the clues. But after the subway and today….” He shook his head.

      “Why would they want to kill us?” Elizabeth said and then lowered her voice in case Charlotte wasn’t as asleep as she seemed. “It doesn’t make any sense. They can’t find the watch without us.”

      “They probably could, eventually,” he said and then shifted to face her. “It might take time, but with us out of the way.…”

      Elizabeth hated to agree with that, but they were expendable.

      Simon looked over at the bedroom door. “I don’t see any reason to think they’re going give up. If those men are dead, more will take their place. The stakes are too high.”

      He was right; this wasn’t just any watch. This watch could change—everything. In spite of that, in spite of the fate of the world being at risk, Elizabeth wanted to run. She wanted to take her family and run until no one could find them. For the first time, she understood how Simon must have felt all those times before.

      But she knew they couldn’t run. If the Shadow Council got their hands on the thirteenth watch, she was fairly certain she and Simon would not fare well in their revision to history. They could not run from what they had to do. And they could not go on as they were.

      “Maybe we can get Jack to come back?” Elizabeth said. He was the only person she would trust with Charlotte’s life.

      Simon shook his head. “His mission is as crucial as ours.”

      She knew that if she asked Jack he’d drop everything, no matter what it was, and come back to help them. But Simon was right. Again.

      “Well then that doesn’t leave us with any options,” Elizabeth said. She was not going to leave Charlotte with Travers or anywhere near the Council.

      “There is one,” Simon said.

      

      

      Victor did not like the South. It was hot and damp and dangerous. And yet here he was, driving into the very heart of it. It had been years since he’d been here last and that was something better forgotten. If only he could. If only he could wipe away the misery of the last five years. But life was cruel, and the things he wished away closed in on him like the thick, heavy air of this God-forsaken summer night.

      He’d gotten the phone call less than twelve hours ago. He should have just let it ring. Like a fool, he’d answered it, hoping Travers had come to his senses and turned the watches back on so he could finish what he’d started. God only knew what horrors Graham was committing while they did nothing.

      Instead of something helpful, Travers told him that Cross, of all people, was on the line and needed his help. He should have hung up then. He’d made sure only Travers had his phone number for good reason. He didn’t like to be bothered. And now he was very bothered.

      He grunted and shifted in his seat. Not that he’d been exactly busy. He’d been doing nothing but waiting. He tried to believe that was why he’d said yes to Cross. That he simply had to be doing something, even if he did not know exactly what it was. But the real reason ran much deeper. And like a splinter in his flesh, it slowly was working its way up to the surface.

      “Idiot,” he muttered to himself.

      The long highway stretched out in front of him. The light from his headlights reached out into the black, but whatever lay ahead was swallowed by the dark. The pitch dark of a country road at night was a soulless abyss. The sort of place where the shadows on a man’s soul could hide, even from himself.

      The sign announcing that Shreveport was one hundred miles away passed by and disappeared behind him. He was a fool for agreeing to this, he knew, but there was no turning back now and he drove on and into the darkness.
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      “Gin.”

      With a broad grin, Charlotte laid her cards on the table.

      Elizabeth sighed and tossed what was left of her hand onto the table. “Again?”

      Charlotte raked in the discarded cards. “Learned from the best.”

      Elizabeth stuck her tongue out at her.

      Charlotte giggled and straightened the deck of cards.

      Simon watched them from the other side of the room, glad again that Elizabeth insisted that a deck of cards was one of life’s necessities. Charlotte had been quiet all morning until Elizabeth pulled the cards from the bag of supplies she’d purchased yesterday afternoon. The prospect of a few games of Gin were apparently just the medicine she needed.

      Charlotte dealt out the next hand. “We can play Crazy Eights later. You always beat me at that.”

      Elizabeth agreed, but then looked over at him with sadness and maybe even a little accusation in her eyes. There would be no later. Elizabeth had wanted to tell her, but Simon had been against it. He didn’t want her worrying, wondering what might come. There was no point in it, and as he watched them play and laugh, he knew he’d made the right choice. There would be enough time for worrying later. For all of them.

      Simon pushed himself up off the sofa. “Are you sure she’s not cheating?” he asked Elizabeth.

      Charlotte’s mouth dropped open in shock at his narrowed eyes.

      “I’m joking,” he said, placing a placating hand on her shoulder.

      She looked up at him and narrowed her own eyes back. It was so strange to see a mirror of himself in a child.

      Then she smiled and rearranged the cards in her hand. “A Cross never cheats.”

      “Just so,” he said, winning a smile from her.

      He was going to miss that smile more than he dared admit. Clearing his throat, he leaned over her shoulder.

      “You should probably give in now,” he said to Elizabeth.

      Her retort was interrupted by a knock on the door. Simon’s heart skipped a beat and he motioned for Charlotte and Elizabeth to go into the bedroom. He grabbed the rifle and moved quietly back to the door. Heart racing, he peered carefully thorough the peephole, and then let out a relieved sigh.

      “It’s all right,” he said, opening the door.

      Victor Renaud stood to the side, scowling and unshaven as always. He glared at the gun in Simon’s hand, pushed it away with disdain and entered uninvited. “Unless you were planning on hitting me over the head with that, it won’t do you much good uncocked.”

      His eyes darted over to the pistol still sitting on the end table. “The handgun would have been a wiser choice.”

      Simon clenched his jaw to keep from biting back. Renaud was doing them an enormous favor. He couldn’t afford to piss him off, no matter how much of an ass the man might be.

      “Hello, Victor,” Elizabeth said as she came back out of the bedroom.

      Charlotte poked her head into the room next to Elizabeth.

      “Hello,” she said with a wave of her hand as she leaned against Elizabeth’s side.

      Renaud stared at her, his expression unreadable before he looked back to Simon. “If you want to discuss this outside?”

      Simon shook his head.

      Elizabeth caressed Charlotte’s hair. “Honey, why don’t you wash up and brush your teeth?”

      Charlotte nodded and went back into the bedroom. Elizabeth closed the door and joined them in the living room.

      Renaud nodded at her once in acknowledgement, curt, but polite, before turning to Simon and arching a questioning and impatient eyebrow. When they’d spoken, Simon hadn’t told Renaud why they needed his help, just that they did. He didn’t want to give away pertinent details over the phone and, if he were honest, he was afraid Renaud would say no if he knew what they were about to ask of him.

      Simon looked anxiously at Elizabeth as Renaud took in their little hotel room. He glanced at the cards and then turned back to Simon.

      “You said it was urgent. What is it you need?” His eyes fell on the handgun again. “Other than the most basic of weapons training.”

      Simon ignored the barb and gritted his teeth.

      “It’s Charlotte,” Elizabeth said.

      Renaud waited for the rest.

      “We need someone to look after her.”

      Renaud’s jaw set. “I am not a nursemaid.” He turned for the door. “If that is why you called, you have wasted all of our time.”

      Simon gripped his arm to stop him. Renaud glared down at his hand and Simon let go.

      “She’s in danger.”

      “And you cannot protect her?”

      Renaud smirked. He’d meant it to be another jibe, but it hit its mark.

      Simon took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “No, I can’t.”

      It cut him to his core to admit that and, for once, Renaud didn’t take another shot. If anything, he was taken aback by the response.

      Elizabeth approached him, started to reach out to him, but thought better of it. “Not and do what we have to do.”

      “Travers told you about the watch?” Simon said.

      Renaud nodded.

      “If there were any other option,” Simon said, turning and pacing across the room, “I assure you, we would have taken it.”

      “I can look for the watch and you—” Renaud said.

      “Impossible. The clues are designed for us and us alone.”

      Renaud frowned, his eyes darting back and forth across the floor searching for some answer that didn’t exist.

      “We’ve been followed,” Elizabeth said. “And up until yesterday, they hadn’t tried to kill us.”

      She gave him the short version of the day’s events. Renaud’s frown deepened.

      “It’s possible they were trying to kill you,” he said.

      “Possible?” Simon said with a snort.

      Renaud looked at him coolly. “It’s also possible that it was not you they were after.”

      Elizabeth shook her head.

      The cold fist around Simon’s heart became iron. “Charlotte.”

      “It is too much of a coincidence, is it not,” Renaud asked, “that she is here, now?”

      “And met with Teddy,” Elizabeth said, making the connections. “Frequently. And was told things.”

      Like that mysterious number she’d mentioned, Simon thought.

      Renaud shrugged. “At worst, they eliminate all of you. At best, they have the girl and—”

      “We give them the watch.”

      It was so obvious Simon would have felt ashamed if he’d had any room for any other feeling than a soul-deep sickness that Charlotte could be a pawn in this game. He felt himself sinking into despair at the thought of what could be, and with a force of will, pushed it away and turned to Renaud.

      “All the more reason she’s not safe with us,” he said, looking at Elizabeth and seeing the same miserable realization in her face.

      Simon expected Renaud to argue more, but instead he looked slightly pale.

      “I am not well equipped,” he said, “to care for a child.”

      “I know that you had a daughter of your own,” Simon said.

      Renaud’s eyes were sharp with anger and agony. “If you know that, then you know why I am not,” he bit out.

      Simon regretted instantly having said it. He hadn’t been thinking about anything other than how to protect his child. He couldn’t imagine Renaud’s pain. Or perhaps, he thought, thinking of Charlotte, he could.

      Losing a child was his greatest fear, and Renaud had lived it.

      Elizabeth stepped forward, and this time, dared to lay her hand on Renaud’s arm.

      “I know what we’re asking you to do is painful,” she said. “But we have nowhere else to turn. No one else to turn to.”

      Renaud looked at both of them and then at the closed door to the bedroom. The pain his eyes had revealed was gone now and his expression was once again implacable and unreadable.

      “I will wait in the car,” he said. “Do not keep me waiting long.”

      With one final look and nothing else said, he turned and went outside.

      Relief mixed with sadness. But at least she would have a protector.

      Telling Charlotte what they’d planned went as badly as Simon had feared, though. She cried and protested.

      “You said you wouldn’t leave me,” she said. “You said you’d stay with me.”

      He had, and it killed him to break his promise.

      “I did,” Simon said as he sat on the sofa and held a wriggling Charlotte’s arms as she stood in front of him. “And if there were any other way—”

      “Mom,” Charlotte said, without thinking as she turned to Elizabeth for help.

      Simon saw happiness and despair collide in Elizabeth’s eyes at the name. She blinked a few times to control her emotions and then sat down next to him and took Charlotte’s hand. “We don’t want to do this, but it’s not safe for you with us.”

      “It’s not safe away,” Charlotte cried.

      For a moment, Simon nearly agreed. The pained, betrayed, and frightened look on Charlotte’s face almost overtook his resolve.

      Elizabeth wiped away Charlotte’s tears while her own threatened to spill. “Victor will take good care of you.”

      “But he’s not you.”

      “It will be all right,” Simon said, standing. If he didn’t do this now, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to do it at all.

      He took a step toward the door and then turned back.

      “I know it’s hard to understand why,” Simon admitted, “but I need you to trust us.”

      Charlotte’s chin wobbled as she looked at Elizabeth and then back to him. Then she looked down and nodded.

      “That’s my girl,” Simon said, and held out his hand. “Now, the sooner we do this, the sooner we can be back together.”

      Charlotte wiped her nose with the back of her arm and then walked over to Simon and took his hand. Elizabeth picked up the bag she’d packed for Charlotte and joined them, taking Charlotte’s other hand and together they walked out to the car.

      Renaud leaned against his silver sedan, arms crossed over his chest.

      Elizabeth opened the back door for Charlotte.

      Renaud stood up. “I am no one’s chauffeur. She will ride in the front.”

      “It’s safer for her in the backseat,” Elizabeth said.

      Renaud looked at her and then to Simon. “If I am to do this, it will be by my rules or not at all.”

      Elizabeth looked to Simon who nodded. This was not a point worth arguing over.

      “Make sure she wears her seatbelt,” Elizabeth said as she helped Charlotte into the front passenger seat.

      Renaud frowned but didn’t reply.

      “Thank you,” Simon said to him as he held out his hand. It was violently inadequate, but what else could he say?

      Renaud looked warily at his hand but shook it.

      Simon didn’t let go. “You will protect her.”

      It was not a question; it was a demand.

      Renaud didn’t flinch. “I will.”

      Two simple words, but Simon knew the truth behind it. Victor Renaud would do whatever needed doing, no matter what that might be. And that was just what Simon wanted.

      “Oh, wait a minute,” Elizabeth said, stopping her goodbye and running back into their room. A moment later she reappeared, putting the playing cards back into their box.

      She handed the deck to Charlotte. “Let him win a few.”

      Charlotte smiled and Elizabeth kissed her cheek and then kissed her again.

      It was Simon’s turn to say goodbye, but when he went to speak his throat had tightened so much words couldn’t escape. He swallowed and knelt down by the open car door.

      Charlotte pulled him into a hug and he held onto her for all he was worth. But the time had come, and he eased back. He caressed her cheek one last time, praying it wasn’t the very last.

      “We will come for you,” he promised.

      Charlotte nodded and Simon stepped back and closed the door. Elizabeth slipped her arm around his waist.

      “We love you, darling. Be good,” Elizabeth said. Her voice broke and she ran a hand under her eyes to wipe away her own tears.

      Charlotte waved and turned to watch them through the window as Renaud pulled away.

      Simon and Elizabeth stood there long after the car had disappeared from sight. Finally, they turned and went back into their hotel room. It was quiet and empty feeling now. The ache in Simon’s heart grew and he knew it would never go away.

      

      

      “Wake up,” Jack said as he gently shook Tess’ shoulder.

      She groaned and nuzzled into her pillow, or what she thought was her pillow. “Don’t want to.”

      “Come on,” Jack insisted, giving her a little harder shake.

      Tess lifted her head and blinked at him. He could see the dawn break as she realized where she was. As she lay there, she looked down, also realizing that her pillow had been his thigh. She jerked away and sat up, moving to sit on her own patch of dirt and grass.

      Jack chuckled but turned his attention back to the house. The large front gate was opening. Finally. They’d spent all of last night watching and waiting. And a total of nothing had happened. No one had come and no one had left, until now.

      Jack stood, crouching to keep under the cover of the bushes. His back ached, but he did his best to ignore it.

      Next to him, Tess stood and then huddled next to him. “What time is it?” she asked squinting at the bright sun.

      “Close to nine, I think.”

      “Why didn’t you wake me?”

      “You talk in your sleep,” Jack said. “It was…entertaining.”

      She looked worried. “What did I say?”

      The black limousine pulled out of the drive and turned onto the street. In the back seat, Jack could just make out the Wizard.

      “I’ll tell you later,” he said and jumped onto the motorcycle.

      He didn’t bother asking Tess to wait and she didn’t bother asking to go. She simply got on behind him. They pulled out of their hiding place and onto the road. Without the cover of darkness, he had to lay back even further than before as they followed the black town car through the streets and down to the main road that ran along the Bosphorus. If the Wizard got onto a boat, they were out of luck.

      But pier after pier passed and eventually they crossed the Galata Bridge. The bridge was heavy with traffic and the pedestrian walkways were crowded with men. Some fished, some simply talked. But far too many watched them. It wasn’t until he saw groups of men staring and smiling that he realized why.

      “Why are they staring?” Tess asked as they slowed in the traffic.

      “Your legs are sticking out.”

      After Tess’ spontaneous dress alterations last night, she was a little exposed. A lot exposed for a morning ride, especially one in a Muslim country. They were getting more than their fair share of attention and that was the very last thing they needed.

      Jack weaved expertly through traffic, but had to be careful not to get too close. Thankfully, the bottleneck cleared when they got to the other side of the bridge. The black car headed into the Old City.

      Unfortunately, the unwanted attention hadn’t stopped on the bridge. At every corner, and at every stop, people pointed and stared.

      “You’re going to have to get off,” Jack said.

      He hated leaving her by the side of the road, but she was too much of a liability if he wanted any chance of following the Wizard and not having it end up in the papers tomorrow.

      “What?”

      Jack pulled over and turned around. They didn’t have time to argue about it. Every second made it harder to catch up with the other car. “You’re drawing too much—”

      “Drive,” Tess said, looking down.

      Why was she choosing now to argue? “I know you—”

      She hit his arm and pointed. He followed her gaze to a pair of policemen who stood next to their patrol car at the end of the block. Just as Jack saw them, they saw him. It didn’t take a spy to understand their body language. One turned to the other and took his walkie-talkie off his hip.

      “Drive,” Tess said again with more urgency.

      “Driving,” Jack said as he pulled away.

      He turned down a side street. They’d lose the Wizard, but if they ended up in jail for stealing the motorcycle, none of it would matter.

      Jack felt Tess use his body to turn around and look behind them.

      “They’re on us.”

      “Crap,” Jack said. “Hold on.”

      She hugged him tightly and he gunned the throttle.

      The bike was far more maneuverable in the city traffic than the police car was. That was until there were two of them.

      The morning traffic was heavy and slow. When Jack had been here in the forties there were just over one million people living here, but now, according to the reading he’d done on the plane, it had ballooned to over fourteen million. Any medieval city that had that many people living in it was bound to have a serious traffic problem. It had been a blessing so far. It gave them an advantage, except for right now, he thought, when the space between the two delivery trucks was too small for even a motorcycle to get through. With no other choice, he drove up onto a sidewalk and slowly worked his way through the pedestrians.

      After they’d gotten around the obstacles, they bumped off the curb. He thought they might be able to lose them in the twisted warren of old streets and started to turn toward Sultanahmet. That was when he saw the two motorcycle cops at the far end of the intersection. They were a problem. His advantage was gone. Wherever he could go, they could go.

      Running wasn’t going to work anymore.

      “What do we do?” Tess whispered in his ear.

      Jack paused for a moment, rifling through his memory for an idea. There was one place that was even more crowded than this, a place they might be able to lose the police.

      “Well?” Tess said anxiously.

      “Go shopping,” he said and turned the bike around.

      They passed by the first police car that had been after them. It was stuck in traffic and Jack weaved right past them. The officers yelled as they got out of their car, but they could do nothing.

      The two motorcycle officers were another story. They were right behind and gaining.

      Thankfully, their destination was close, and after running a red light and a little more creative driving, they arrived at the Grand Bazaar. Jack pulled the bike up near the enormous building that covered a city block and then some.

      Tess jumped off and he let the bike fall to the ground. Grabbing her hand, he pulled her toward the Carsikapi Gate. It was one of four entrances to the huge bazaar. He glanced back just as they reached the arched doorway. The two motorcycle officers had just rounded the corner and saw them.

      They ran inside the enormous covered bazaar. Jack had only been there a few times before, and his memory was sketchy at best. There were over sixty streets and hundreds of vendors lining the long vaulted halls. It was a city within a city, all indoors. Restaurants, tea houses, leather goods, furniture, stores of every variety sat in bays along the numerous roads.

      Even though it had just opened, the bazaar was already crowded with tourists and locals alike. Early morning bargain hunters made great cover, Jack thought as he hurried Tess down one of the lanes, then up another and down yet another.

      They passed stores with hundreds of brightly colored hanging lanterns, like miniature old-fashioned air balloons lit from within. There were textiles and plates and food and jewelry. Every store was packed from floor to ceiling with goods. After a few more meandering turns, he finally reached the area he’d been looking for.

      The first clothing store sold belly dancing outfits, but since they were looking for less attention and not more, they moved on. Luckily, two doors down he found what he was looking for. Modern, normal clothes. He grabbed a few dresses and shoved them at Tess.

      “Changing room in the back,” he said as he spun her around, hoping he was right.

      The proprietor watched Tess walk past him and smiled and gestured to the back. The man grinned broadly and came to Jack’s side.

      He lifted up a jacket. “Finest leather? No better deal in all of Turkey.”

      Jack nodded and slipped on the jacket. He made a show of admiring himself in the mirror, but what he was really doing was using it to keep an eye behind him.

      He was about to say no, when he saw the two officers’ reflection in the mirror. He stepped behind a display and pulled a hat off a rack.

      In the mirror, he saw the officers checking each store on the row. They stepped into the clothing store. One of them came deeper into the store while the other kept an eye on the road outside. Jack turned away and pretended to be going through a rack of jackets as the officer approached.

      The officer passed him and went to the back of the store. Jack’s heart beat a little faster. If Tess came out of the dressing room, they were sunk.

      The store owner came over to him.

      “They are quite intent on finding someone,” he said in a quiet, conversational tone.

      Jack nodded. He’d read about some police violence during recent protests, perhaps the animosity still ran deep. The owner hadn’t given them up yet, but it probably didn’t hurt to offer a little incentive.

      Slowly, Jack reached into his pocket and pulled out his money clip. He quickly slipped two large bills between the folds of two shirts.

      The officer called out to the owner, who turned and approached him. The two spoke briefly. The store owner was shaking his head. Finally, the officer frowned and started toward the front of the store.

      Jack felt him slow as he reached the small section he was in. He paused and Jack felt him staring.

      “Siz,” the officer said as he took a step closer.

      Jack’s heart beat faster and he frantically tried to think of a way out.

      He was about to turn around when a cry came from outside of the store.

      “He stole my wallet!” a man with an American accent bellowed. “Hey, you, police!”

      The officer’s partner called to him, and with one last look, the officer turned and left the store.

      Jack counted a few beats and kept looking at the rack of jackets. That was too close.

      “They are gone,” the store owner said.

      Jack exhaled and turned around and the owner picked up the shirts with the money tucked between them. Very deftly, he palmed the bills and put the shirts back, making a show of rearranging them.

      “Thank you,” Jack said.

      The owner smiled. “I love a good customer.”

      He looked down at Jack’s pant legs. They were covered with dirt.

      Then he added, “And I have the perfect pants that go with that jacket.”

      Jack laughed. “Sold.”
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      Elizabeth watched Simon as he sat at the small table in yet another hotel room, this one in Dallas near the airport as they waited for their flight in the morning.

      The burrito from room service sat like a lead ball in her stomach. Guacamole didn’t mix well with worry.

      Simon mumbled something to himself and Elizabeth turned her attention back to the article in Texas Monthly she’d been reading for the last half hour. She still hadn’t gotten past the first paragraph. How could she when Charlotte was out there, somewhere, and not here with them?

      It had been the right choice. She’d told herself that. Simon had told her that. But it didn’t change the way she felt. It was like part of her was just gone. In a way, part of her was, but she knew if she didn’t force herself to look ahead, she’d get run over by something while she stood looking back. And besides, she was pretty sure she’d run out of tears somewhere around Mesquite.

      From where she was, she couldn’t help Charlotte. She’d done all she could for the time being. But, she decided fiercely as she set her magazine aside, she could help Simon. He’d taken this harder than even she had. He hid it as best he could and tried to lose himself in solving what the clues were leading to, but he was suffering.

      He said something under his breath again and frowned even more deeply.

      The clue they’d found at River Run hadn’t taken them much effort to decipher.

      

      W76

      A snake with no fangs can still strike at a man’s heart.

      

      They’d come across thankfully few snakes in their travels, if she didn’t count people. In this case, she was fairly certain the snake wasn’t metaphorical. She’d had an unpleasant and memorable encounter with a cobra in Egypt. Its mouth had been sewn shut, but its bite certainly struck at her man’s heart. The memory of Simon’s expression when he’d thought she’d been bitten, and the anger he’d felt toward Henri when he’d thought he was to blame, were something she’d never forget.

      And now Simon was steeped in that same fear and anger, but there was no handy Frenchman to hit. No one to blame, no release. Since they’d left Shreveport, he’d slowly and quietly stewed.

      He’d taken her suggestion to look at the clues again, with hopes of finally recognizing a pattern. Even if he didn’t, it would do him good to occupy his mind. He’d always found refuge in research and analysis. Maybe spending some time doing that now would help ease his heart.

      “Idiot,” Simon muttered.

      Or not.

      He glared down at the pad of paper in front of him, shaking his head.

      “I’m a complete fool.”

      “Not complete,” Elizabeth said, hoping to lighten the mood, but Simon ignored the remark and waved her over.

      “Come take a look.”

      Elizabeth moved the magazine from her lap and got off the bed. She stood behind him and looked over his shoulder. A pile of crumpled discards littered the table. Simon pointed to the mostly clean sheet in front of him.

      On it were two rows of letters and numbers, the same ones from the clues, but they still didn’t mean anything to her.

      “What am I looking at?”

      “I should have seen it earlier. The pattern, it’s obvious.”

      “To you.”

      Simon turned around in his chair, and Elizabeth nearly cheered at the spark in his eyes. He just wasn’t Simon without it.

      “I’ve been working the numbers over in my head, but nothing came.”

      They’d burned the little slips that held the clues shortly after finding them. No reason to make it easier for the bad guys and committing the short clues and numbers to memory was easy enough.

      “Then I wrote them down and tried different arrangements. I thought they might be another layer of clues,” Simon continued, “but it’s much simpler than that.”

      Elizabeth looked at his scribbling again. Nothing. “Okay, now I just feel stupid.”

      Simon chuckled, took her hand and led her beside him. She sat down and scooted her chair closer.

      “You see, this was the first clue,” he said, pointing at a pair of numbers that were second in the row on the first line. “And this was the second.”

      He pointed to another pair on the line.

      “It was the moon that held the key,” he said. “No pun intended. He used eight phases of the moon.”

      He indicated the eight sets of numbers, with three blank lines for the ones they didn’t have yet.

      “While we got 13 first, the moon phase was the first quarter; that put it third in line. The clue from Hollywood had the old crescent—”

      “And that put it there,” Elizabeth said, touching the third set of numbers in the second row. “But why the rows? Why isn’t it a string straight across?”

      Simon held up a finger, a sure sign he was more himself. This was where he was most comfortable, solving problems and explaining them to the less logical.

      “I had a feeling, but wasn’t sure until we got the clue from Natchez.” He put his finger below the W76 from the River Run clue. “This W sealed it.”

      Elizabeth knew he enjoyed dangling the answer, making her work for it and so she obliged. “W is for…?”

      “West,” he said.

      She looked at the paper again and suddenly felt the rush of realization and the sting of knowing she should have seen it sooner. “They’re coordinates.”

      “Exactly. Latitude and Longitude. Considering the moon phases he’s using, there should be eight clues. Eight sets of numbers. That threw me a little, until I realized that he was including hundredths of seconds. The 99 gave that away. Nothing if not precise, our Teddy.”

      And then he frowned.  “At least, I hope that’s the case. But this just feels right.”

      Elizabeth didn’t comment on the always rational Simon Cross listening to his gut, and she definitely didn’t comment to ask him what it would mean if he were wrong. She knew the answer and, besides, she had faith in Simon’s gut even if he didn’t always.

      He ran his finger along the paper. “Degrees, minutes, seconds, hundredths of seconds.”

      

      N40  __ 13  34

      W76 __ __  99

      

      “Okay, so where’s that?” Elizabeth asked. “Do we really need the minutes? Minutes don’t sound very important. And who needs seconds?”

      Simon shook his head. “We do. Well, we might be able to do without knowing the precise seconds, but the minutes….A variation of just one minute could put us off by a mile, give or take.”

      “We can totally cover a mile.”

      “Yes,” Simon said patiently, finding comfort in his role as professor. “If only it were just one mile, we could. But there are sixty minutes in a degree. That means we’ve narrowed it down to an area of roughly 3,600 square miles.”

      “Okay, that we cannot cover,” Elizabeth said.

      “No,” Simon agreed. “Which means we will have to find the rest of the clues before we can pinpoint the exact location.”

      Elizabeth looked down at the coordinates and marveled at Teddy’s ingenuity. “He’s a clever one.”

      Simon nodded thoughtfully.

      “And thank God for you,” she said. “I would have had us chasing our tails and swimming the English Channel or something.”

      “I doubt that,” Simon said and took her hand. “And as much as I appreciate the thought and did enjoy, embarrassingly, being the one to find the answer, you don’t ever have to make yourself less to make me feel like more.”

      Elizabeth squeezed his hand. She nodded and leaned in for a kiss. It was soft and wonderful and just what they both needed.

      Elizabeth looked over at the bed. “Maybe we should try to get some sleep. It’s going to be a long day tomorrow.”

      Simon nodded. “You go ahead. I’m going stay up a little longer.”

      She knew what that meant. He was going to stay up all night. And worry.

      Elizabeth waved her hand toward the bed. “Eh. Sleep’s overrated. I think I’ll just sit with you.”

      Simon nodded and then turned to look out at the Dallas skyline. She could tell from the look in his eyes that he was grateful for the company. She leaned her head onto his shoulder as his arm went around her waist. They watched the Texas day turn into night, both of their thoughts with Charlotte, hoping she forgave them and praying she was all right. Wherever she was.

      

      

      Victor kept his eyes on the road, but in his peripheral vision he could see her head leaning against the window glass, feel her grief.

      He clenched his jaw and ignored it; he had enough of his own. Her emotional state was not his problem. He was there to keep her alive, nothing more. If the girl wanted to cry the entire time, that was fine by him. As long as she did it quietly, he didn’t care what she did.

      His eyes slid over to her briefly. What a fool he was to have said yes. What the Crosses did, what messes they managed to create for themselves were not his problem. And yet, here he was, again.

      Cross he could have said no to. With pleasure even. But a mother’s plea for her child? Not even the failing ember he called a heart could ignore that. It had sparked to life in his chest with a sudden fire. A feeling he’d known all too well, and had never wanted to feel again.

      He shook his head. He was truly a fool. Not only had he let them pull him into their folly, but he’d let them saddle him with a ten-year-old girl.

      He glanced over at her again.

      Why did she have to be a girl?

      Memories of his own daughter came again, and the ever-present dull ache in his soul became a sharp pain again. He tightened his grip on the steering wheel and tried to crush the images that danced across his mind. One by one, they fell away, but he knew they weren’t really gone. They were just lurking, waiting for him to be weak again.

      Some men had demons like drink or drugs; he had the past. And when he gave in to it, when it came back, it overwhelmed him. He was lost to everything but the fantasy of what might have been and the horror of what had been.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the girl lean back in her seat, boneless, listless. She turned her head toward him, gazing at him with sad eyes. She didn’t say anything, just studied him.

      He ignored her, hoping she’d tire of it, of him. The silent stare stretched on, but whatever questions she had she kept them to herself. Eventually, she turned her head away from him and looked out of the window again.

      The two drove on in silence, haunted by the past and the future.
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      Nothing had changed here, Victor thought as they drove up the country lane. The car struggled through the rutted dirt road. Limbs from bushes and trees reached out into the clearing, growing into the space. It had always struck him how alive the bayou was, how it was a living thing. Every inch of it, every waterway, every plant and animal grasping for more. If someone sat in one place long enough, the bayou would simply swallow them whole.

      Their car hit a deep hole and next to him the girl bounced off her seat. She looked at him with worried eyes, but set her mouth in a grim line and gripped the armrest tightly.

      When they reached the curve in the road, signaling that the house was near, Victor saw the abandoned car exactly where it had been years ago, the front end still crushed against the massive trunk of the Angel Oak. The long twisting tree branches still stuck out like snakes from Medusa’s head, frozen in time, but ready to strike.

      Vines and God only knew what had taken up residence in the rusting metal hunk. Like a scavenger eating a carcass, the bayou was slowly devouring the car.

      The girl sat up straighter and craned her neck to see it.

      “Wow,” she said softly.

      Victor pulled off to the side of the road where it widened slightly. He backed up and nudged the rear bumper into the undergrowth, giving him just enough space to turn around if they needed to leave in a hurry.

      He turned in his seat and looked toward the far end of the road. He could just make out the dilapidated old house an acquaintance had once let him use. It didn’t appear to be occupied, at least not by anything human.

      “Wait here,” he said.

      “But—”

      One glare silenced her.

      She flopped back in her seat, but she obeyed.

      Victor got out of the car and opened one of the back doors. From the car floor he took out a black canvas bag. After arming himself with two of the guns inside it, he zipped it back up and put it back on the floor.

      “Do not touch that,” he said and closed the door.

      Keeping to the edge of the road, Victor made his way toward the house. It still leaned a little to the left. With his luck, the whole damn thing would probably fall down around them.

      He moved without sound, the way he’d been trained to, but when his foot hit the first board of the outside steps, it creaked and cried out like a child.

      “Perfect,” he whispered to himself and hurried up the steps.

      The door was unlocked, but stuck. Carefully, he made his way around the porch and peered into the windows. Bits of curtain still hung there, but he could see inside. It didn’t appear to have been touched since he was last there.

      He made his way around the house to the back porch and the kitchen. It was clear. A sound came from above him and he froze. A knocking. There was a one room second story, a sort of dormer room. He waited a moment and listened, his heart beating faster, but he quickly restrained it. The sound came again, but he  recognized it this time and relaxed. A woodpecker was beating out a rhythm as it foraged for food.

      Letting out a calming breath, Victor opened the back door. It squeaked as it swung open. The kitchen was filthy, but usable. He carefully made his way across the peeling linoleum floor and searched the rest of the house. It was empty. No footprints in the dust. No one had been here for some time. Exactly as he needed it to be.

      He went back down the road to the car and was glad to see the girl still sitting there as instructed. He drove up to the small arcing turnaround and stopped by the front steps.

      She looked at the faded gray wood, peeling paint and broken windows, and then back to him.

      He got out of the car and she followed suit, standing at the bottom step and staring up at the house. Two small worry lines deepened between her eyes.

      Victor came around the car and opened the back door. He reached in and grabbed his black duffle bag. Slinging the strap over his shoulder he came to her side.

      “Is it haunted?” she asked.

      “Haunted?”

      Her eyes got bigger. “You know, ghosts.”

      There were plenty of ghosts there for him.

      “None that will harm you,” he said.

      She nodded as she studied the house, still unsure, and then turned back to him.

      “Do you think they’re all right?” she said.

      He didn’t have to ask who she meant. There would only be two people on her mind. He’d never met a pair more likely to find trouble than the Crosses. And from what they’d told him, there was plenty of it to be found.

      He stared down at her, searching for the right answer and knowing there wasn’t one. In the end, he answered honestly.

      “I do not know.”

      She thought about that for a moment and then nodded. He could see her steeling herself against her worries before she looked back up at the house.

      He cleared his throat and started up the steps. He paused at the top step and turned back around. She hadn’t moved.

      “The groceries will not bring themselves in,” he said.

      It seemed to break her out of her funk and she turned back to the car to get them.

      He tossed his bag onto the old sofa and a cloud of dust rose up around it. Coughing, he waved it away, and took stock of the room. It was in a state of unattended decay, but livable. He had spent far longer in far worse places.

      On the way out he passed the girl coming in, the large grocery bag in her arms nearly dwarfing her.

      After priming the water pump with jugs of stale water, he moved on to his next chore. The electrical panel on the outside of the house was as it had been. Although the meter had been removed, all he had to do was reconnect the wires and hope the wire from the pole was still active. It was a local tradition, it seemed, to borrow electricity. This house and the few others he’d seen had never paid a bill in their lives. Off the grid, but still using it.

      After the last of the groceries had been taken from the car, Victor backed it into the small barn, ready to leave quickly should the need arise, then returned to the house.

      Inside, he found the girl standing in the kitchen, staring.

      “It’s so…dirty,” she said. “But nice,” she added quickly.

      Victor opened the old refrigerator and the stink that came out of it made his eyes water. There was something in it, something indefinable, and the stench was overwhelming.

      He closed it and the girl, who’d pulled the collar of her shirt up to use as a mask, looked at him in alarm. He waved the stench away with his hand and tested the faucet. The pipes bumped and groaned and she jumped at the shaking, clattering sound, stumbling back a step as a burst of brown water shot out of the faucet.

      Eventually, the water ran clear and he turned it off.

      She watched him warily, but curiously, then looked around.

      To his surprise, she opened one of the cabinets and then another, finally finding what she was looking for under the sink. She pulled out a box of rags and placed them on the table and then turned the water back on.

      She wet one of the rags and wrung it out before turning to him. “It won’t clean itself.”

      He laughed, surprised and impressed with her cheek. But he quickly forced an authoritative scowl to his face.

      “There is a broom in the closet when you are finished here.”

      She looked at him but didn’t flinch. She simply nodded and went about cleaning. He watched her for a moment, more impressed than he wanted to be, and then left. He had his own chores to do.

      

      

      Victor stood at the entrance to the small workshop. Thin streams of afternoon sunlight shone down through holes in the roof. Dust swirled around in each shaft of light, glinting and then disappearing. Two panes from the back window were shattered, shards of glass sticking up like giant teeth.

      He walked to the back of the shop and pulled a metal box from the lower shelf. Carefully, he opened it. Ten 12-gauge cartridges. Old, but usable. Two pepper, one flare and seven blanks from the looks of things. Victor frowned. They’d have to do. If someone, anyone, had told him what his assignment was, he could have been better prepared. But they hadn’t and he wasn’t.

      Next to the nearly empty boxes of cartridges were several spools of trip wire. He’d have to hope it was enough.

      Walking the perimeter, as he’d done once before, he set up the tripwire across paths in the woods. If someone tried to sneak up on them, they’d have a nasty surprise and he’d have good warning. Thankfully, most of the tripwire devices were still attached to the trees. He reattached those that were dislodged and wired up the traps.

      Early warning was all well and good, but he wished he had some lethal rounds. He’d learned early on that it was never wise to give your enemy a second chance. But he couldn’t risk going for more supplies. They’d taken a big enough risk going to the market as it was.

      Grumbling, he moved on to the boat. The aluminum hull was lying upside down on the tall grass in the back. It didn’t seem to be much worse for the wear. He picked it up and carried it down to the water. He flipped it in and waited for it to sink. When it didn’t, he dragged it down to the end of the dock and tied it off.

      The small outboard engine was leaning against the corner of the workshop. The tank, of course, was empty.

      He found a red metal gas can, but it was empty too.

      “Damn it.”

      Grabbing the small bit of hose coiled up next to it, he siphoned a gallon or so from their car. The harsh taste of gasoline still coated his mouth and sinuses as he took the can to the boat.

      He attached the motor and primed it. It took several tries before the motor caught. He shut it down and started it again, then one more time. He wanted to make sure that it would catch on the first pull if they needed it to. The engine was small, far from a speedboat, but if they had to escape out the back, it would do.

      As he walked back up the dock toward the small hill upon which the house sat, he saw the girl standing on the back porch.

      God, he wanted a drink. To wash away this taste, to wash away this feeling.

      She smiled at him as he walked up the back steps. “All clean!”

      He opened the back screen door and walked into the kitchen. It was quite a transformation and she was clearly quite proud of her hard work.

      “What do you think?” she said, and then waited for his praise.

      His mind was elsewhere though, still looking for solutions to problems that hadn’t even presented themselves yet.

      When he didn’t reply, her face fell and her disappointment jabbed at him. She was only a child, after all.

      “It is fine,” he said, gruffly.

      A smile blossomed on her face and it caught him off-guard. “Yeah?”

      She was a flower, like Juliette. A little watering and she bloomed. Just the fleeting thought of his daughter’s name brought a lump to his throat. He frowned again and cleared his throat.

      “Do not wander the grounds,” he said as he turned for the living room. “Stay in the house.”

      “Okay,” she said as he left. “Do you want lunch?”

      Victor did not answer. He kept walking until he was in the other room. He had to get away from her, away from the memories.

      He stalked into the living room and stopped.

      He let out a shaky breath and looked to the ceiling, to heaven, for help. But there was nothing there, just silence and cracking plaster. Just fissures that grew larger each day.

      He heard the girl fussing about in the kitchen and he sank down onto the sofa. He’d spent the last few years running from his demons and now he was trapped here with…her.

      He’d failed Juliette and Emilie, and he’d lost them. Lost himself. But he would not fail again. Not now. Not today or tomorrow. He had nothing else to lose, but perhaps one last thing to give. This girl would live, no matter what it cost.
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      Cairo was as tense as Simon was. There was an uncomfortable air around the city. Tension over the political issues that had plagued Egypt for centuries had come to a head again. The divide between who Egypt was and who it would become was evident.

      When they’d last been in Cairo it was full of possibilities, welcoming the world with open arms, filled with pride at its rich history. Now it felt awkward and strained. But it was still just as beautiful, and just as dangerous.

      Shepheard’s Hotel, or at least a hotel by that name, was still in Cairo. But it wasn’t the same. Not the same building, not the same place. Not that Simon would have wanted to stay there if they could have. The past was starting to bite his heels and he was ready for the Great Nostalgia Tour, as Elizabeth called it, to end.

      All he wanted was to find the watch, get rid of it, and get his family back. He knew that would mean sending Charlotte back to the future, but she would be with a version of him there and that was a comfort. Although it also gave him an odd sort jealousy at his future self.

      He laughed at the absurdity of the thought.

      “What’s so funny?” Elizabeth asked as their cab made its way through the crowded streets.

      He shook his head and took her hand.

      She didn’t press him, and turned her attention back to the streets of Cairo.

      Their cab pulled up to the train station and he paid the driver. His eyes stung from lack of sleep as he tried to read the departure signs. Elizabeth had managed to get some sleep on the endless flight over, but, as usual, Simon had only managed to drift in-between waking and sleep, never having both feet in either. In fact, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a good night’s sleep.

      “This way,” Elizabeth said as she took his arm.

      “Hmm? Oh, right,” Simon said and picked up their one shared bag.

      They’d bought a few clothes and necessities along with their plane tickets. Unfortunately, they’d missed the once-daily connecting flight to Luxor, but that was par for the course, wasn’t it? That left them with the choice of spending the night in Cairo and flying down the next morning or taking the overnight train.

      It was half a dozen of one, but they opted for the train. There was some comfort in feeling they weren’t still, even for a moment. That they were always moving, moving toward their goal.

      Ramses station once had been a beautiful old building. Parts of it still were, but it had been marred by some sort of modernization gone amuck. What had been a lovely, open station was now crowded with rows of thick faux columns holding up a false roof. The papyrus flower pillars were modeled after the ones in Karnak, but these felt forced and artificial. An enormous chandelier in the shape of a crystal shard now hung down from a biliously glittering ceiling. It felt more like a Las Vegas version of Egypt than Egypt itself.

      Simon grunted in displeasure. Cairo was such a magnificent city. It should be a crime to do things like this to it.

      “Almost there,” Elizabeth said next to him.

      His ill temper had nothing to do with that. It honestly had nothing to do with Egypt past or present.

      “I’m just tired,” he said. It was the truth, if not the whole of it.

      She nodded. “You’ll feel better with a little sleep.”

      He’d hoped that would be the case until he saw their luxury double cabin. It was barely big enough for the two of them to stand side by side in. The short benched seat folded out and above it another cot swung down.

      “It’s…cozy,” Elizabeth said, looking hard for that silver lining.

      Simon sighed and put their bag down in the one square foot of free floor space. He sat down on the bench seat and flipped open what looked like a large round top of a trash can. It was actually a small sink, too small for him to drown himself in, sadly.

      He closed the lid and leaned his head back against the seat.

      “Maybe some food?” Elizabeth asked.

      He nearly said no. He wasn’t hungry, but he knew she was, and she’d feel better if he ate something with her. He agreed, but they both regretted it. Dinner was something brown accompanied by something beige with a side of light brown, probably the vegetable. The Orient Express with its luxurious dining car this was not.

      Despite having to suffer the indignity of borrowing toilet paper, they survived the journey. Although Simon’s back seemed to have fallen out somewhere around Asyut.

      As soon as they reached their station and exited the train, Simon flagged down a cab and opened the door for Elizabeth.

      He touched her arm to stop her briefly before she got in.

      “Next time, we fly.”

      

      

      “Better?”

      “Much,” Simon said as he appeared in the doorway to the balcony, freshly changed after his shower.

      Elizabeth had poked around the hotel after hers and her heart had sunk with every passing minute. The lobby and grounds of the Winter Palace were nearly identical to the last time they’d been there, but nearly everything about the rooms was different. A lot had been upgraded over the course of the last one hundred years. All they could do, though, was hope that wherever Teddy had left the clue, it was still there.

      “What are you doing?” Simon asked as he stepped out.

      The room they’d stayed in last time was taken, and they’d had to settle for the one next to it. But that still left them on the outside looking in. Literally.

      Elizabeth leaned against the broad cement balustrade that ringed their small balcony. “Just seeing how far it is.”

      She leaned forward just a bit more.

      Simon appeared at her side and gripped her arm.

      “Too far,” he said.

      Elizabeth stood up and frowned. “We could make it.”

      Simon shook his head. “And if we didn’t?”

      Elizabeth turned and looked down. They were on the third floor and the ground directly beneath them was a cement path and a lovely tile mosaic. Neither of which would be much fun to land on.

      “Maybe we can lure the couple next door out?” she suggested.

      “Possible.”

      “Maybe they can win a fancy dinner? Courtesy of the hotel?”

      Simon nodded. “That would be a far cry safer than…” He looked meaningfully across to the next balcony.

      Elizabeth nodded and looked down again. Something caught her eye this time though. The tile mosaic.

      She laughed out loud.

      “All right,” Simon said, tugging on her arm. “Step away from the edge.”

      She made a face and then shook her head. “Look,” she said, nodding toward the small path beneath them.

      Simon frowned but did as she instructed.

      When he did, she could see it in his face the moment he saw it. The mosaic wasn’t a geometric pattern as the rest were. It was, quite clearly, a moon in phase, a waning gibbous moon to be precise.

      “That cheeky bastard,” Simon muttered.

      Oh, Teddy was. And smart. He didn’t dare put the clue in the room, so he put it somewhere where only someone in the room could see it.

      

      

      Fifteen minutes later, they’d retrieved the clue from the center of the garden mosaic and were back in their rooms.

      “He left Bethlehem,” Simon read, “and she stayed behind. Again.”

      Elizabeth reached out and Simon handed her the slip of paper with the clue. “We’ve never been to Palestine.”

      “No,” Simon said. “I’m fairly certain I’d remember that.”

      Elizabeth made a face and reread the clue. “Bethlehem. Bethle—oh, he’s good. He’s Van Johnson good.”

      Simon looked at her, utterly confused.

      She smiled and ignored his reaction. “What do you get if you take the ‘he’ out of Bethlehem?”

      Simon thought for a moment. “Take H E out…?” He shook his head as he figured it out. “Bethlem. Bethlem Royal Hospital.”

      Elizabeth nodded. “Otherwise known as Bedlam.”

      Simon frowned. “I was hoping to skip that one somehow.”

      It was another place that held bad memories, for both of them. She’d nearly had her brains scraped out the last time they’d been there, and he’d nearly been too late to stop it.

      “At least we know where we’re going.”

      Simon got up and walked over to the window. “Yes.”

      Elizabeth joined him. “At least she won’t be there.”

      Katherine Vale was still locked up at the Council. That was a small comfort.

      Simon hmm’d, turned around to her and nodded, pulling her into his arms. “Only two more to go. Probably.”

      Elizabeth nodded and then leaned her head against his chest. The slow, steady rhythm was soothing. They held each other for a few quiet moments.

      Simon brushed back some hair from her face and she looked up at him. He leaned down and kissed her. It started as something small, but quickly grew into something more.

      Finally, they pulled apart, but he kept his head bent down to hers.

      “We should get some sleep,” she said, half-heartedly.

      He nodded and kissed her again. “We will,” he said and then whispered in her ear. “Later.”
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      It had taken them some time to find an inconspicuous spot to watch the Wizard’s house from, but they finally had. A small office for rent up the hill gave them a good view of the entrance to the compound with the help of a pair of binoculars. The room was bare except for a single folding chair and table and a few blankets they’d brought. There was no shower and they had to sneak downstairs to use the bathroom, but Jack had been in far worse places on much longer stakeouts. At least they were inside.

      For the last two days they’d sat there, watching and waiting. Not much happened at Hogwarts, as they’d started to call it. A few deliveries, but no one left.

      It was currently Tess’ turn at the window. Jack lay back on the floor and tossed a rubber ball he’d found outside up and down.

      “You should get some sleep,” Tess said.

      Jack grunted and tossed the ball up and caught it.

      “No, really.”

      “Not tired.”

      It was her turn to grunt.

      Jack sat up. “What?”

      Tess turned away from the window and glared at him. “Because if you throw that ball up one more time, one of yours is going to join it.”

      Jack winced and reflexively squeezed his legs together. He made a show of putting the ball down and held up his empty hands.

      “Thank you,” Tess said as she turned back to the window.

      Jack chuckled and pushed himself up. She’d been a pleasant companion so far and he didn’t begrudge her being a little ants in the pants. This sort of work wasn’t for everyone.

      “Sorry,” she said over her shoulder as he approached.

      Jack waved away her apology and joined her at the window. He pushed aside the thin curtain and looked out, although it was too far for him to see anything clearly.

      “Still nothing?”

      Tess sighed and rested the binoculars in her lap. “Do you think this is a waste of time? I mean, if he was going to contact Skavo, wouldn’t he have done it already? What if he just called him and all of this is for nothing?”

      “It’s possible.”

      Tess put the binoculars on the windowsill and stood. “Then what’s the point of this?”

      “We have no other leads?” Jack said.

      “There must be something we can do. Someone else must have seen Skavo.”

      “Probably.” Jack picked up the binoculars and took her seat. “But in a city of fourteen million and no idea where to start…”

      “Maybe the club?” Tess said. “Maybe we can bribe that waiter, Alabaş?”

      “Possibly.”

      Jack could feel Tess glaring at the back of his head.

      “But we should wait a few more days,” Jack said. “My guess is that the Wizard was waiting for the heat to die down a little. He’ll make a move. We just have to make sure we’re here to see it.”

      He turned around to smile up at her. “It’s not that bad being trapped here together, is it?”

      She fought down her smile, but had to agree. They’d managed to pass some of the time…pleasantly. It was a damn sight better than the six days he’d spent alone in a bedsit in London.

      “No,” Tess admitted with a smile as she put her hand on his shoulder and leaned down to kiss him.

      This was by far one of his favorite stakeouts. Her hand wound into his hair and then she pulled her head back just a little.

      “It’s happening,” she said.

      “I’ve been waiting,” he said, reaching to pull her into his lap.

      “No, you idiot,” she said, standing and picking up the binoculars. “He’s leaving.”

      Jack cleared his throat. “Of course, he is.”

      She turned and started for the door. “Well, come on.”

      Jack sighed, grabbed the car keys and followed her.

      

      

      They followed the town car across the Galata Bridge and back into Sultanahmet. It turned toward the old town and finally pulled up near Hagia Sophia.

      The driver got out and opened the door for the Wizard. Jack parked quickly, illegally, and they hurried after him on foot. It was another beautiful late summer day and the streets were crowded. It made it easier to blend in, but harder to keep track of a man with black hair and a beard.

      Th Wizard paused near the museum and looked around to make sure he wasn’t being followed. Jack and Tess quickly turned their backs and purchased some simit bread from a street vendor.

      Tess peered over Jack’s shoulder. “He’s on the move again,” she said.

      Jack handed the large ringed bread to a boy standing nearby and they followed. At first Jack thought he was going to get on a tram, there was a stop nearby, but the man turned and entered a small building, shaking hands with the guard.

      “What is that?” Tess asked, nodding toward the building he’d disappeared into.

      “The cistern. We need tickets.”

      Quickly, they got into the short queue. But the people in front of them, a family from Italy, argued about something instead of moving to the kiosk.

      “Come on,” Tess said, pulling Jack around them.

      The family was too busy arguing to even notice. Jack and Tess got their tickets and raced to the entrance.

      They made their way down the flights of stairs and into the dark and damp world of the Basilica Cistern. Converted from basilica to cistern in the sixth century, it was used as water storage for the great palace. It was one of hundreds of ancient cisterns found underground all over Istanbul.

      The stairwell let them out into an enormous, dark cavern with hundreds of large stone columns. Elevated walkways ringed the edges of the large pools of water below. Each column had a small light at its base just above the water-line that gave it and the entire room an eerie orangish-red glow. It was dark otherwise, except for small pools of yellow light that dotted the walkways.

      Jack scanned the darkness for the Wizard.

      “There,” he said, and he and Tess set off after him.

      The Wizard walked slowly, admiring the architecture and stopping occasionally to watch the giant carp that swam in the shallow pools below. Water dripped down the sides of some of the columns like tears.

      Voices and footsteps echoed off the high vaulted ceiling as people moved about the cistern. Bright flashes from cameras illuminated a section before plunging it back into darkness.

      They trailed along behind the Wizard, careful not to get too close. He walked on and on, all the way to the far corner. Holding up two columns there were two bases made of giant carved Medusa heads. One lay on its side. Some said it was that way because of superstition. He stared at it for a moment and then leaned against the railing and waited.

      Jack and Tess found a vantage point on a walkway across from him and watched. It wasn’t long before a man approached him and stood in front of the sideways Medusa. Jack’s heart began to speed with adrenaline and anticipation. Was it Skavo?

      Jack couldn’t see him clearly and shifted down the path to get a better look.

      “Is it him?”

      Jack shook his head, frowning. It was too dark to see his face and they didn’t dare show themselves yet.

      The two men looked at each other briefly and then the smaller man walked past the Wizard. If Jack hadn’t been watching carefully, he would have missed it. It was an exchange. As the two men passed each other, they each handed the other something. It was smooth and quick.

      “What are they doing?”

      The smaller man turned up the walkway and started for the exit.

      “Damn,” Jack said as he passed.

      It wasn’t Skavo. He was too small and far too young.

      “Stick with him,” Jack said, nodding his head to indicate the Wizard and then turned to follow the other man.

      The walkway was crowded and slick with water, and a woman slipped. Reflexively, Jack reached out to catch her. He did, but her cry of panic made every head in the place turn toward them. The young man turned back and saw Jack looking right at him. There was a short beat, and then he turned and ran toward the stairs.

      Jack set the woman on her feet and took off after him. The thick humid air seemed to fill his lungs with as much water as oxygen.

      Jack took the stairs two at a time and shouldered his way through the tourists coming down. The sunlight blinded him as he emerged onto the street outside.

      He blinked against it and shielded his eyes. A car horn blared and he saw the man barely dodge a taxi as he ran across the street. Jack raced after him, weaving through the traffic and finally following him into a park.

      The man looked behind him as he ran and stumbled on the brick path. He regained his footing, but Jack was nearly on him now. A large crowd of people blocked the path ahead and a large flowerbed with tall roses was to his left. With nowhere else to go, he jumped over a short fence into the grassy area that surrounded a large, round fountain.

      But the grass was slick and he slipped again. His feet comically slid out from under him as he briefly ran in place, one hand on the ground, trying to steady himself. Jack was close enough now to see that he wasn’t a man at all. He was just a boy, not more than sixteen or seventeen years old.

      Jack stopped on the other side of the fence, only a few feet away and watched as the boy regained his footing, only to forget where he was and run right off the grass and into the water.

      Calmly, Jack stepped over the low fence, bent to scoop up the small bundle the boy had dropped on the grass, and walked to the edge of the fountain where he floundered.

      In a panic, the boy reached into his pocket, but judging from the expression on his face, what he wanted wasn’t there. Ignoring Jack completely, he fell to his knees in the water and splashed around trying to find what the Wizard had given him.

      Jack held up the bundle. “Looking for this?”

      The boy stopped thrashing and looked at the bundle and then Jack. His chest heaved from his efforts as he stood there panting, then nodded.

      Jack waved toward him. “Come on,” he said and held out his hand to help the boy out.

      He took the offered hand but then tried to snatch the parcel from Jack.

      Jack shook his head and grasped the boy by the back of the shirt. “Not until I get an explanation.”

      A small crowd had gathered. “Nothing to see here,” Jack said and pulled the boy over the fence.

      He gently shoved him toward a nearby bench. The boy kept his eyes on the package in Jack’s hand but sat down.

      “I must have that,” he said.

      “You will,” Jack said and then tucked it into his pocket and sat down next to him. “Probably.”

      “That is my father’s.”

      Now that was interesting. “Skavo’s your father?”

      The boy was surprised but tried to hide it. Luckily for Jack, he was a terrible liar.

      “I don’t know who that is.”

      Jack sighed. “Kid—”

      He reached toward Jack. “Give me back my package.”

      Jack’s face was flat. “I don’t know what that is.”

      The boy scrubbed his face and looked around nervously. “It is very important. Please?”

      “I’ll give it to you.”

      The boys’ face lit up. Poor kid was as transparent as glass.

      “On one condition,” Jack continued. “You take me to your father.”

      The boy shook his head.

      “I’m here to help,” Jack said. The boy’s face was filled with distrust and doubt. “I know chasing you was a weird way of showing that,” Jack added, “but you ran.”

      Jack moved closer to him and the boy shied away. Jack backed off and held up his hand. “Look, I really am here to help. I know your father’s caught up in something. Something dangerous. There are people who will kill to find him.”

      The boy nodded.

      “I’m gonna help you with that,” Jack said. “All right?”

      The boy swallowed again and then nodded.

      “My name’s Jack. What’s yours?”

      “Luka.”

      Jack stuck out his hand. The boy looked at it warily and then shook.

      “Nice to meet you Luka. I think we can help each other. You have something I want,” Jack said as he patted the package in his pocket, “and I have something you want.”

      The boy eyed the package and nodded.

      Jack smiled. “Good.”

      

      

      Once Jack and Luka were safely away, he called Tess.

      The phone rang once, then twice. By the third ring, a knot started to grow in his stomach. Maybe he shouldn’t have left her alone. What if—

      “Don’t do that again,” came a peeved voice from the other end of the line.

      Jack exhaled, relieved. “Sorry.”

      Silence met him for a moment and then he heard her sigh.

      “Are you all right?” he asked, cupping the phone between his shoulder and chin as he dug into his pocket for the car keys.

      “Fine, but I lost him. Slippery bugger.”

      Jack didn’t care about that; he was just glad she wasn’t hurt. And besides, the further away from the Wizard and his goons they got now, the better. He unlocked the car door and held it open for Luka.

      “Where are you? We can come get you.”

      “We?”

      Jack closed the door and looked around. “I’ll tell you about it later. Go to the Para,” he said as he went around to the driver’s side.

      It wasn’t safe to go back to their hotel; it was too close to the action now. The Wizard might not have the best help, but he was no fool. He might not have found them there yet, but it was just a matter of time.

      “All right, I’ll see you there,” Tess said and the line went dead.

      Jack tucked the phone back in his jacket and got in the car.

      Luka looked at him anxiously.

      “It’s all right, kid. You’re in good hands.”

      

      

      “What is it?” Tess asked as she looked at the metal block that had been inside Luka’s package. She leaned in to get a better look and then quickly moved back. “It’s not radioactive, is it?”

      Luka shook his head. “Orichalcum. Supposedly.”

      Jack remembered that was what the physicist at the university had said Skavo was after. “What does it do?”

      The boy shook his head. “I don’t know. I just know my father had been looking for it.”

      “Had been?”

      Luka put his elbows on the table of their small hotel room and cradled his head. “He’s going to be furious with me.”

      “He didn’t know you were getting this?” Tess asked.

      Luka shook his head and then looked up. “He said it was too dangerous. I should have listened.”

      Tess leaned forward and put a comforting hand on his arm. “I’m sure he’ll forgive you. I’ll talk to him. Just take us to him.”

      Luka shook his head. “I can’t.”

      Tess sat back. “Why not?”

      “I have betrayed him once. I cannot do it again.”

      “You don’t have much of a choice,” Tess said, her voice hard and cold.

      Luka looked at her worriedly and then back to Jack.

      “Maybe we can work something out,” Jack said, wondering if he was supposed to play good cop to her bad cop.

      Tess started to speak, but Jack held up his hand to stop her and inclined his head to the side, silently asking that she join him across the room.

      Tess glared at him and then walked to the other side of the room. Jack gave Luka’s shoulder a quick squeeze before joining her.

      “There’s nothing to work out,” Tess said in harsh whisper. “He knows where Skavo is.”

      “What do you suggest?” Jack asked. “We beat it out of him?”

      Tess’ eyes darted over to Luka and the way she looked at him made Jack’s blood run cold.

      “He has what we want,” she said. “If he won’t talk willingly….”

      “He won’t,” Jack said sadly. He knew the boy wouldn’t give up his father. Not without a fight. Every man, no matter how loyal, had his limits, but they weren’t limits Jack wanted to explore.

      It had been his one failing as a spy—his unwillingness to do anything to get the job done. He believed there was always another way. So far, there had been. And besides, if he were willing to do anything, he’d be just as bad as the people he was fighting against. And then what would the point of it all be?

      When Tess turned back, the ice in her eyes melted. “Look, I don’t like this any more than you do, but the stakes are too high. We’re talking about all of history here.”

      She was right about that. The cost of failure was catastrophic.

      “Let’s try it my way first,” Jack said.

      “And what’s your great plan?”

      “Get Skavo to come to us.”

      “What makes you think he will?”

      Jack looked over at the boy. “Because we have what he wants.”
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      There was just one problem with going back to Bedlam. It wasn’t there anymore. Not where it used to be, anyway. The hospital had moved early in the twentieth century to its current location in Bromley. On the spot where the old asylum had been in St. George’s Field there was now a park which contained one of the Imperial War Museums.

      Frankly, Simon thought as he and Elizabeth walked through the front gates, that wasn’t the only problem. Of all the places they’d returned to, this one held the freshest and most painful memories. It had barely been two months since they’d last been there. And it had not been a pleasant visit.

      The grounds were peaceful now, even beautiful, but they would always be the stuff of nightmares for him. As they walked up the curving path toward the main building, Simon could feel the ghosts of his past, feel himself running along this very path, desperate to reach Elizabeth in time.

      Elizabeth’s hand slipped into his. “Okay?”

      He looked down at her in wonder. If this place held bad memories for him, he could only imagine what it held for her. Drugged, unable to cry out for help, she’d been held captive here, alone. And yet here she was, comforting him.

      He nodded in answer to her question, but she knew him too well.

      “I know,” was all she said. It was all that needed to be said.

      They walked up the steps and into the museum. Most of the main building had been preserved, although in its current state it was nearly unrecognizable. Modern architecture meshed with the old.

      Simon tried to get his bearings, but it wasn’t necessary. Elizabeth tugged on his hand. “This way.”

      “You’re sure?” he asked, and the sadness on her face made him regret it.

      “I’m sure,” she said softly.

      They passed through an enormous atrium complete with actual spitfire fighter planes hanging from the ceiling. Tanks and artillery littered the floor. Elizabeth ignored it all. They’d had their own private war here, and in spite of how powerful the memories of all the others were, they were focused on it.

      The modern atrium was attached to the old brick building. Elizabeth led him through the door and down a hall. Her memories led them unerringly to a small room. It was locked, but Elizabeth made short work of it, although there was no joy in it for her this time.

      They stepped in and Simon flipped on the light. The small brick room was just storage now.

      Looking at Elizabeth, he knew that there were ghosts hidden among those stacks of files.

      Simon looked out into the corridor and shut the door, locking it. The museum had only just reopened and was very busy. There was no telling when someone might come along.

      “We don’t have much time.”

      Elizabeth stood in the room and pushed out a breath. “We won’t need it.”

      She walked straight over to a corner of the room and stared at a large metal filing cabinet. She pushed on it, but it was too heavy for her to move. Simon came to her side and together they moved it, revealing more brick wall.

      Elizabeth felt along the bricks and one moved as she pushed on it. She looked at Simon, the triumph in her eyes muted.

      She pulled out the brick. “This is where Vale hid the watch.”

      Simon remembered and felt a sigh of relief when Elizabeth reached in and pulled out a small silver canister. He took the brick from her and replaced it.

      She looked down at the canister, a last quarter moon on the cap. “How did Teddy know about that spot?”

      Simon had been wondering about that. Even if there were comprehensive files at the Council about their trips back in time, there was no logical reason why they might contain details as specific as this.

      He’d turned the question over in his mind until there seemed no other plausible answer.

      “We told him,” Simon said.

      “Okay, what?” Elizabeth stopped trying to move the cabinet back in place by herself. Simon helped her and it slid back into its proper position.

      “Who else could have? Vale?” he asked.

      Elizabeth made a sour face.

      “When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth,” he said. “And since we are the only two other people who know what happened in this room, in all of the places we’ve been to….”

      Elizabeth frowned. “Well, we’re not the only two.”

      Simon shook his head, at a loss.

      “Knowledge is power,” she said, and he remembered.

      “Charlotte.”

      

      

      Victor lifted his eyes and stared across the small wooden table at Charlotte. She watched him carefully as he chewed. Frowning, he looked down again at his plate and took another bite.

      “Is it all right?” she asked eagerly.

      Keeping his head lowered, he glanced up at her and then back down. Over the last two days, she’d been growing more comfortable with his presence. Even growing…attached.

      “It is fine,” he said and scraped up a large spoonful of stew. The faster he finished the better. He’d done his best to avoid spending too much time with her, although in such close quarters it wasn’t easy.

      She smiled, pleased and shy, and picked up her spoon. But she winced and dropped it. “Sorry,” she said and reached to retrieve it.

      She looked at the palm of her hand briefly and held the spoon lightly. She scooped up some stew, blew on it and then ate it, giving him another smile.

      Victor frowned. “Your hand.”

      She glanced at it but shook her head. “It’s fine. Just a splinter.”

      He saw her wince again as her small hand closed around the utensil. She tried to hide it, but her face was an open book.

      Victor put down his cutlery and leaned back in his chair.

      “Let me see it.”

      She shook her head again. “It’s nothing.”

      Victor extended his arm across the table and laid his hand down, palm up. He waited expectantly.

      She sighed and then reluctantly put her hand in his. Gently, he turned it over and pulled it a little closer.

      An angry red welt rose from the flesh of her palm.

      He frowned down at it, his eyes shifting briefly to her face and then back. “When did this happen?”

      She shrugged and eased her hand out of his grip.

      Without a word, Victor pushed his chair back, left the kitchen and went into the living room.

      “Come here,” he called to her as he opened the doors of the credenza and dug around inside.

      He found what he was looking for, a tackle box and a quarter bottle of bourbon, and put them on the coffee table next to her abandoned game of solitaire.

      She appeared in the doorway and lingered there uncertainly.

      “Come here,” he said again as he sat down on the sofa.

      She didn’t move and he sighed. “I am not going to hurt you.”

      Slowly, she made her way into the room. He waved her forward.

      She stood watching him warily. He urged her to give him her hand again. The splinter had pierced her skin and dug its way into her palm.

      With a grunt, he let her hand go and dug into the tackle box that served as a basic first aid kit. There was plenty of gauze and tape, but not much else.

      He pulled out his Swiss army knife and Charlotte took a frightened step backward. He scowled at her, but her big round eyes were like an arrow that cut through his defenses.

      “It is getting infected. Do you know what that means?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      “I need to remove the splinter, hmm?”

      She looked down at her palm and then nodded again.

      “Good. Come here,” he said, curling his fingers to draw her closer.

      He took her small hand in his and gently probed the area. He could feel the piece of wood beneath the surface. It was large and the end wasn’t protruding. That meant he had to open the wound to get to it. Without a needle, the small blade on his knife would have to do.

      He picked up the bottle of bourbon and unscrewed the cap and poured some of it over the small blade.

      He held out his hand for hers, but she hesitated and he could hardly blame her. He was a virtual stranger, probably looked like fresh hell, and he was holding a knife. He tried to soften his face, but he’d nearly forgotten how.

      “I need you to trust me,” he said.

      She chewed her bottom lip and eyed his hand briefly before nodding and putting her hand in his.

      “And I’m afraid, this will hurt a little,” he said as he sat forward.

      She nodded again.

      “I have seen much worse than this,” he said, speaking calmly as he very carefully cut into her palm.

      She sucked in breath and started to snatch her hand away, but he held her tightly and she fought her instincts. “Good,” he said and continued to talk to distract her. “I was on a mission outside of Marseille. Do you know where that is?”

      “France?”

      “That is right. I was there doing some work for the government. Blowing things up,” he added, winning a surprised smile from the girl.

      “It was not as glamorous as it sounds. One of my men got a splinter,” he said, remembering the shrapnel from the faulty explosives as they’d blown up a bridge with a full German convoy on it. “A rather large one,” he said.

      “Bigger than mine?” she asked.

      Victor made a show of thinking about it as he worked to dig and pull the splinter out of her palm. She gasped in pain and he stopped.

      “A little,” he said, lying painfully. “But he was very brave.” That part was true enough. The man could have, most would have, cried out, but he did not. And did not give away their location.

      Charlotte nodded thoughtfully and Victor pulled the large splinter from her palm. He held it up to show her.

      “Wow,” she said and then her face scrunched up. “And gross.”

      Victor humphed in agreement and put it aside. He wiped away the blood. There was thankfully not much. He cleansed the wound and then wrapped it.

      She looked down at her bandaged hand and then smiled at him.

      He grunted and set about cleaning up.

      “Was the guy okay? The one with the splinter?” she asked.

      Victor nearly told her the truth. “Yes,” he said instead. “He was fine.”

      Charlotte’s smile grew wider.

      “Next time you will tell me if you are hurt, hmm?” Victor said.

      She nodded again and then stepped forward, giving him a hug before he could stop her.

      The feel of a slender pair of arms around his neck and the soft brush of her hair against his cheek nearly undid him. He closed his eyes and, for a moment, it was his Juliette who held him.

      “Thank you,” Charlotte said as she pulled away.

      Victor nodded, not trusting his voice.

      “Do you want more stew?” she asked.

      He shook his head.

      “Okay.” And with one last smile, she was gone, completely unaware of the broken man she left behind.
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      Jack felt naked, mostly because he was. He wrapped the towel more securely around his waist and closed the door to his locker and his only protection. The attendant smiled at him as he turned. There was no way he could bring his gun into the bath undetected. He’d hoped he could find a way to sneak it in, but the attendants were very attentive

      Jack smiled back and turned toward Luka. He looked younger now, barely his seventeen years, and even more vulnerable. His slender arms wrapped around his middle anxiously.

      Jack put a comforting hand on his shoulder. “It will be all right.”

      The boy nodded nervously.

      Skavo has chosen wisely, Jack thought as they were escorted from the changing room down a long hall of the Turkish bath. There was no place to hide a weapon. A man ahead of them bent over and his towel dropped to the floor. No place to hide anything here. And Tess couldn’t come in. This particular bath was men only. That left him and the boy and, hopefully, Skavo.

      The attendant left them at the entrance to the main room and they walked cautiously inside. It was large, maybe fifty feet across, circular, with a high vaulted ceiling. Around half of the room, at even intervals along the perimeter, were embellished sinks with brass faucets and elaborate tile. A small marble stool with a copper bowl sat next to each sink. Beyond that, larger marble benches alternated with sinks along the pristine, white tiled walls. Narrow arched doorways led to smaller heated chambers on the other side. In the center of the room was an enormous round marble platform.

      Half a dozen men lay or sat around the room, boneless in the heat. It was hot and damp and a sheen of sweat had already starting beading on Jack’s forehead. A man sat on a bench pouring cool water from one of the copper bowls onto his head sending it splashing onto the floor.

      Jack looked at each man carefully, but even those whose faces were covered with towels were too bulky, too fit, or too young to be Skavo. He led Luka around to the far side of the room to the adjoining hot rooms.

      The first was empty. In the second, an older man sat in the corner at the end of a long bench. Weathered hands rested on knobby knees. From beneath the towel he had draped over his head, Jack could see the edge of his salt and pepper beard, just as Skavo had in the grainy photograph Travers had given him.

      Luka hurried forward. “Father?”

      The man stood up so slowly Jack expected to hear creaking noises. As he did, the man looked at the boy. Luka hesitated and then hugged him. Something about that bothered Jack, but he’d worry about it later. Right now, getting out of here was his primary concern. A man could be without his gun, and a man could be without his pants, but he should never be without both.

      Jack stood in the short archway to the main room before turning back. “All right, let’s go.”

      He stepped out of the small alcove and into the main room and felt it before he saw it. Something was wrong. The way the men in the room moved now; the fact that they moved at all. One heavy-set man whispered to a man lying next to him, who turned and looked at the far wall before scurrying away. People didn’t scurry for no reason. When the second to last man had fled, Jack saw why.

      The only man remaining sat hunched over on a bench, a towel draped over his head and shoulders, a very shiny blade in his hand. Jack was certain he didn’t want to know where the man had hidden that.

      Jack heard Luka and Skavo shuffling along behind him. He turned to them quickly. “Stay inside,” he ordered.

      Thankfully, they didn’t argue. It looked like Jack was going to have enough of a fight on his hands. The man with the knife sat up slowly, the towel on his shoulders falling away to reveal muscles that had muscles. This was not good, Jack thought, as he clenched and unclenched his hands.

      The man stood up, pulled the towel off his head and tossed it aside. And Jack’s heart tripped over itself. He’d know that ridiculous jaw anywhere. David Quint, Travers’ missing operative.

      It was pretty clear from the push dagger in his hand and the stone-faced expression that this wasn’t going to be a warm and fuzzy meeting; this was going to be rough and bloody. So much for the great hero lost to the cause.

      They’re never dead until you see the body, Jack reminded himself as he circled to his right toward one of the small benches. And this one definitely wasn’t dead. He was big and strong and, from the look in his eyes, meant business, and damned unpleasant business at that. This was definitely not good.

      “I was just going to wait for Skavo,” he said in a deep baritone. “But then why not kill two birds with one stone?” He lifted the push dagger, basically a fist with a short blade sticking out between the knuckles, and smiled. “Emphasis on kill.”

      Jack raised his hands and kept slowly circling to his right toward the only thing nearby that might be a weapon. “I’m a bird lover myself. Lifetime Audubon member.”

      Quint smirked and kept moving forward. “You can make this easy or hard.”

      “I didn’t know I had options.” Jack edged a little further toward the bench.

      “Doesn’t matter to me,” Quint said. “You’re just as dead either way.”

      Suddenly, Quint swiped at Jack, who barely dodged it. Quint swung back again. And smiled. He was just toying with him, like a cat with a mouse.

      Just as Jack thought that might be to his advantage, Quint tired of the game and lunged forward. His fist, wrapped tightly around the handle of the dagger, came screaming forward with a quick jab. Jack barely had time to react. But he had just enough; he grabbed the copper bowl from the marble bench and raised it like a shield. The knife blade scraped against the bowl as metal met metal. Jack forced the momentum to the side, deflecting the blow.

      The force of his own punch threw Quint off balance. Jack re-gripped the copper bowl and swung for the fences. He’d had decent power when he played semi-professional baseball and he put every ounce of it into that swing.

      The bowl collided heavily with the side of Quint’s head and sent him stumbling forward. Jack’s hands ached from the reverberation of the impact.

      Quint’s hand spasmed, but he didn’t let go of the knife. Jack got a better grip, stepped forward and swung again, hitting the other side of Quint’s head. He’d always known being a switch hitter would come in handy one day.

      Quint’s head snapped back and he stumbled again, backward now, finally falling onto the circular platform. His arms flopped back over his head. The knife skittered across the marble.

      Jack looked down at the copper bowl, bent and misshapen now. He was about to kiss it when Quint groaned and rolled his head to the side.

      “Oh, come on,” Jack said, then with a sigh hoisted himself up onto the platform. It was hot beneath his hands and feet. He walked toward Quint’s head, ready to deliver the final blow when Quint’s hand snaked out and grabbed Jack by the ankle.

      Jack had just enough time to curse himself before he landed hard on the marble, the back of his head hitting it with a sharp crack. His vision blurred for a moment and he shook his head to clear it. And then wished he hadn’t.

      He looked up to see Quint’s fist just before it hit his jaw. Thick hands wrapped around his throat. Jack tried to latch onto something, anything to keep conscious, but he could feel the darkness pulling at him.

      Desperate, he reached up and found Quint’s face. His flushed cheeks were pulled back in a grimace of effort and Jack groped for something to grab onto. Quint was strong, but Jack was taller, longer. His reach was his only advantage now. His arms were longer and he gripped Quint’s head. Jack tried to push him back, but he was too strong. So Jack did the only thing he could and slid his thumb into Quint’s eye and pushed.

      Quint cried out and reared back, letting go of Jack’s throat.

      Jack gasped for breath and delivered a jab of his own—a quick sharp blow to the neck. Quint fell to the side, and Jack could hear his wheezing breath. Jack dove toward the edge of the platform, his hand reaching out for the knife that still sat there. He was just inches away when Quint grabbed him by the foot and pulled him back.

      He slid along the hot marble and rolled over just in time to block another iron fist from Quint. The two men grappled with each other. Quint’s sweat made it hard to get a grip, but Jack finally succeeded, and with a little leverage managed to push Quint back off the edge of the platform and onto the floor.

      Jack scrambled back across the marble and grabbed the knife. He jumped down onto the floor and raised it, ready.

      Quint, lumbering and dazed, pushed himself up and stared at Jack, his eyes wild and unfocused.

      What was it going to take to stop this guy?

      Quint blinked and took a step forward. Just as he did, his foot slipped in a puddle of water and he tumbled forward. His head hit the edge of the platform with an audible and unceremonious crack.

      Apparently that, Jack thought as Quint’s body slid to the floor. After all that, a little puddle of water did him in. Jack wasn’t sure if the marble or Quint’s head cracked when they met, but one of them did. And it seemed to have done the job.

      Jack panted for breath and stood over him for a moment, waiting for him to rise again. But he didn’t. Thank God, Jack thought, as his arms fell to his sides in exhaustion.

      He heard a noise to his left and looked over to see Luka standing in the doorway to their small room.

      “It’s all right now,” Jack said, breathless, and waved them over. “I hope.”

      Luka turned back and he and Skavo tentatively came over. Jack looked at the boy and then at Skavo, and then at Skavo again.

      “Aw, crap,” he said. “You’re not even him, are you?”

      Luka looked nervously at the older man and then back to Jack. “My father was too ill to come. This is Bekir. He’s from the village my father is staying in.”

      After nearly getting his head bashed in, all he had to show for it was a skinny old man in a towel.

      Jack nodded, defeated, and lifted a weak hand to say hello, too tired to do anything else. “Nice to meet you.”

      Luka handed Jack a towel, and it took him a moment to realize that he was naked. He must have lost his towel earlier, but had been too concerned about not dying to care.

      “That was for your head,” Luka said. “You’re bleeding.”

      Jack finished wrapping the towel around his waist and reached up to his forehead. He felt the wet stickiness and saw the blood on his fingertips. He wiped them on the white towel and looked down at Quint. A small pool of blood seeped out from beneath his head. The Council’s best agent was dirty and who knew who else was.

      “I’ve got bigger problems than that, kid.”
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      The small village Bekir led them to was buried deep in the forests outside of Istanbul. They finally turned off the long, winding highway onto a narrow dirt road that led deeper into the countryside. A canopy of bright leaves from the dense woods around them bathed the path in a soft green glow. They passed a small collection of wooden farmhouses, not much more than shacks. An old man with a round belly and pants up to his armpits tossed feed to chickens and geese. He stopped what he was doing to stare at them as they passed slowly by. The next house down, an elderly woman in a headscarf sat in a rocking chair on her porch as she crocheted brightly colored lace.

      It was quiet and picturesque. It seemed like an unlikely sort of place a scientist would use to create a weapon that could change the world. But wasn’t that always the way?

      They had driven a mile or so farther down the road when Luka reached forward from the backseat and patted Tess on the shoulder.

      “There,” he said, nodding toward an old house with a rusted, corrugated steel roof.

      Tess pulled the car over.

      From what Jack had learned from Luka, his father had been ill for several years, but his health was declining quickly now. That’s why Luka, instead of Skavo, had gone to see the Wizard, and why Bekir had taken his place at the exchange.

      Skavo was dying, but that didn’t make him any less dangerous. Maybe even more so, Jack thought as they got out of the car and made their way up the creaking front steps.

      “Father?” Luka called out.

      The door to a bedroom opened a moment later and a thin man, more beard than man, stepped forward. A smile lit his haggard face.

      “My boy,” he said, holding out his arms.

      Father and son embraced and Jack and Tess exchanged surprised glances. Skavo was in much worse shape than they’d expected. He started to teeter to the side and Luka held him up. His father patted his arm.

      “I am all right,” he said and turned to Bekir. “Teşekkürler.”

      “N’aber?” Bekir asked as he took Skavo’s outstretched hand and gripped his arm by the elbow.

      “İyiyim, teşekkürler,” Skavo said. But both Jack and Bekir knew he was far from fine.

      Bekir nodded and patted Skavo’s face before he turned and left.

      “You should be in bed, Father,” Luka said.

      Skavo gave Jack and Tess an anxious look, but it faded quickly. He didn’t have the energy to waste on them.

      Luka led his father back into the bedroom and Jack and Tess followed.

      So this was Skavo—the man who held the fate of the world in his hands.

      “I got the Orichalcum.”

      Skavo smiled faintly and nodded as he sat down.

      Luka covered him with a blanket.

      “You should not have done that, Luka,” Skavo said.

      “It’s the last piece though, isn’t it? It’s what you need.”

      Skavo shook his head. “It was folly.” He looked at his son with haunted eyes. “It has all been a folly.”

      “No, Father. You’re so close.”

      Skavo sighed and held on tightly to the edges of his blanket. “Some things are not meant to be.”

      “So you don’t know how to create the watch?” Tess asked, breaking the spell between father and son.

      Skavo looked at her as though he’d just noticed she was there. He stared at her and then shifted his eyes to Jack. With sad resignation in his eyes, he turned to Luka. “Go and make sure Bekir is all right,” he said. “I’m sure this was trying for him.”

      “He’s fine, Father,” Luka protested, but Skavo held up his hand.

      “All right,” Luka said.

      “And we need milk, go to Osman to get it. Yusuf’s cow is not well.”

      “But—”

      A single stern look from Skavo quieted the boy, and with a last nervous look to Jack and Tess, he left.

      Skavo’s eyes moved between Jack and Tess and then he nodded. “I knew you would find me eventually. But I’m afraid you are going to be disappointed.”

      “Is there anyone else here?” Tess asked.

      Skavo shifted uncomfortably in his chair and his blanket fell to the ground.

      “No,” he said. “Just my son and the other villagers, but they are unaware.”

      Jack picked up the blanket and handed it back to Skavo as Tess walked over to a long table that sat on the far side of the room. Watch pieces, papers, microscopes and other scientific equipment littered the top of it.

      She flipped through a few of the papers and picked up a pocket watch in mid-repair. “Is this it?”

      Skavo shook his head. “Another failure. My room is filled with them,” he added waving his arm around the small area. “My life is filled with them.”

      “So you aren’t close to cracking it?” Jack asked.

      Skavo smiled sadly. “I thought I was. Many times. It was an obsession. I knew it was wrong, but I couldn’t stop myself from trying.”

      He looked at Jack, the pain of lost years in his eyes. “Once I realized who I was working for, I ran. I should have left it all behind. But I had to know.”

      His expression was a mixture of a plea for understanding and begging for forgiveness.

      “I lost everything, my wife, my life, looking for something that does not even exist.”

      Tess looked down at the watch in her hand and put it back on the table. “And why should we believe you?”

      The coldness in her voice surprised Jack, but she had a point.

      “A dying man has little reason to lie.”

      Tess took a step toward the door and then turned back. She narrowed her eyes. “And yet you are.”

      “No,” Skavo said. “I am—”

      “Lying,” Tess finished for him.

      Jack turned to her, ready to defend Skavo. He was an old, dying man consumed with regret, but Jack pulled up short when he saw that she’d pulled out a gun.

      “I don’t think that’s necessary,” Jack said, recovering himself and taking a step toward her.

      When she turned the gun on him, he stopped dead in his tracks.

      “Oh, I think it is,” Tess said, ice cold now. And the realization of what was happening, what had been happening, sank into Jack’s stomach like a lead fist.

      She waved the gun, urging Jack to move back. He held up his hands and edged backward to stand next to Skavo. She’d been one of them the whole time.

      “Your gun,” she said. “Slowly.”

      Jack briefly considered trying to reason with her, but from the look in her eyes she was well beyond reason. Slowly and carefully, he reached into his jacket and un-holstered his gun. For a split second, he thought about making his move right here and now, but she was too close. He wouldn’t get a shot off before she killed him. He needed to buy some time.

      Keeping his movements slow and deliberate, he squatted down and placed his gun on the floor and then kicked it over to her.

      She bent to pick it up. “Very good.”

      She put it into the waistband of her pants and re-trained her gun on Jack. She watched him as he put two and two together.

      He’d wondered how Quint had known about the meeting with Skavo at the bathhouse, but had thought he’d just been following them unseen. But that wasn’t it at all, he realized. It was Tess. It had been Tess all along.

      She smiled. “It dawns.”

      An angry and embarrassed flush crawled up his neck and cheeks. He was an idiot. He put the pieces together and it all made sense, horrible sense. How had the thugs from the Shadow Council known exactly where the Crosses were going to be?

      “My cell phone,” he said. “It was bugged.”

      She inclined her head.

      How had the Shadow Council found out? He’d told them. He felt sick.

      “Dammit.”

      Tess smiled. “Don’t feel bad. I’m very good at what I do.”

      “Is Travers in on it too?” Jack asked, wondering just how deep the corruption in the Council ran.

      Tess laughed. “Peter? No. He was just useful.”

      Was? Jack thought. That was not good. Not good in a growing pile of not good.

      “I have to admit, you surprised me,” she said, “when you and not Quint came out of the hammam. I was impressed. He’s no pushover.”

      Jack’s head throbbed as he clenched his jaw.

      She turned her attention back to Skavo. “You’ll be coming with me, Mr. Skavo.”

      He shook his head. “I cannot give you what you want.”

      “Oh, I think you can. And will. I’d hate to see anything happen to Luka.”

      Skavo’s breathing sped up. “Please…?”

      Jack shifted his eyes from Tess’ gun to the room around them, looking for something, anything, he could use as a weapon.

      “Simple leverage, Mr. Skavo,” she said and then turned to Jack. “And as for you, Mr. Wells, I’m afraid our partnership has come to an end. Don’t worry, though. Once we get the watch working, none of this will have happened.”

      She pointed the gun at his chest.

      Jack felt an odd calm come over him. He’d felt it before when death seemed the only way out. But he’d found another way then, and he would find another now.

      “No one should be able to play God,” Jack said.

      She gave him a shrugging smile. “Maybe not. But we’re going to give it a go.”

      “I cannot let this be,” Skavo said and then looked imploringly at Jack, as if he was trying to tell him something Jack was too stupid to understand.

      Tess ignored him.

      “It cannot be,” Skavo whispered.

      Tess grinned, giving herself one final moment of triumph to relish before her finger began to tighten on the trigger. Jack tensed. The next few seconds were a blur.

      With a strength and speed Jack didn’t think he had in his frail body, Skavo pushed himself from his chair and leapt in front of Jack just as the gunshot sounded.

      Skavo’s face, only inches from Jack’s, went wide with shock and then grimaced in pain. Stunned at not being shot, at the old man’s sacrifice, Jack wrapped his arms around Skavo as he went limp in his arms.

      “No!” Tess said in shock, stepping forward.

      Jack started to lower Skavo to the ground when Luka appeared in the doorway, eyes wild.

      “Father!”

      Tess turned toward him and Jack lunged forward. He caught her hand just as she raised it for another shot. He wrenched the gun from her hand. She reached for the gun at her waist, but Jack was too fast. He gripped her wrist and pressed the point of the gun he held into her stomach as he shoved her against the wall.

      “Still feeling like God?” he asked.

      Her eyes were bright and furious as they danced across his face. Keeping one gun against her body, he took the other one from her waistband and then stepped back.

      Luka knelt on the floor, sobbing, cradling his father’s body.

      Skavo’s eyes were unfocused, but then he turned his head and looked at his son. “It was the only way,” he said, lifting a shaking hand to caress his son’s cheek, “to keep you safe.”

      Jack looked back at Tess, her cold features were unmoved. The only emotion they betrayed was anger, anger at her loss.

      “What a fool,” Tess muttered as she looked at Skavo.

      Jack felt sick. Skavo had saved him, saved them all by killing himself.

      “I think you should shut up now,” Jack said.

      She whipped her head back to him, her lips twitching with another insult, but he glared her into silence. One of the villagers appeared in the doorway. His face went pale from the scene before him.

      “Doctor,” Jack ordered, although he knew it wouldn’t do any good. Nothing would. “Get a doctor.”

      The man hesitated, but nodded and left.

      Making quick work of it, Jack tied Tess’ hands to a chair with a length of flexible wire he’d found on Skavo’s table. Then he went to Luka’s side, though there was nothing he could do now for father or son.

      Jack moved so Skavo could see his face. “Thank you.”

      Skavo moved his head slightly in acknowledgment and closed his eyes briefly. “Everyone is safe now.”

      Jack nodded, but he knew that wasn’t exactly true. That all depended on Simon and Elizabeth. And he prayed they were doing better than he was.
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      Poor Simon, Elizabeth thought. If there were a seventh circle of personal hell, waiting in line for an amusement park ride would be Simon’s. The lights, the tourists, the jaunty music, they were nearly enough to break him. And she couldn’t help but smile.

      The clue they’d found in Bedlam was simple enough. Or at least Simon had thought so.

      

      A tuppence, a cigar and a turnip.

      

      Only an Englishman would have been able to figure that one out. And thankfully, she had one of her very own who was currently scowling at the endlessly winding queue. It was all so very simple, Simon had explained. The tuppence was clearly meant to be London and the cigar and the turnip were obviously Churchill.

      She’d looked at him blankly because it might be obvious to him, but.…A cigar she could see, but what did turnips have to do with it? It seemed Churchill, like so many other men, named his precious possessions—cars, boats and, in this case, watches.

      Why the heck he’d called his watch a turnip Elizabeth didn’t understand, but she trusted Simon. And that had led them to Madame Tussauds, where they’d last had a run in with the former Prime Minister’s wax likeness.

      While on an assignment in World War II, Evan Eldridge had hidden his pocket watch in Churchill’s pocket. Finding it had saved their lives; looking for it had nearly killed them.

      Judging from the look on Simon’s face, this time might as well. Madame Tussauds was still Madame Tussauds, only just a lot more. The exhibits were not quite so steeped in history. Where old Wellington had stood years before, the boys from New Direction smiled back now.

      “Most disconcerting,” Simon had mumbled.

      Elizabeth couldn’t argue that one. That wasn’t the only change at the museum. Churchill wasn’t standing in his old spot waiting for some tourist’s selfie. He had moved up in the world, to the Spirit of London, an “exciting animatronic riding adventure.”

      “Step in,” a young man in a maroon t-shirt ordered them as their turn in line came.

      Simon glared at him and at the miniature black cabs that served as the cars for the ride.

      Elizabeth got in first and slid across the seat to make room. Simon sat down and the attendant pulled the safety bar down across their laps. Lights flashed as their car bumped down the track and into the attraction.

      “Welcome to the Spirit of London,” a voice intoned.

      “How long is this?” Simon asked, already impatient.

      “You are now going back 400 years to the London of Queen Elizabeth I.”

      “Oh, bugger,” Simon said.

      Elizabeth couldn’t contain her laugh, but swallowed it as quickly as she could. Simon was not amused. Even so, an unladylike snort escaped and she started laughing again.

      “Elizabeth.”

      Animatronic figures of minstrels and court jesters moved back and forth as jaunty pipe music played.

      The ride slowly brought them along through history from Tudor London to the Great Fire. And finally, the war. The sound of air raid sirens and bombs filtered through the dark tunnel.

      Just up ahead, around the bend, Elizabeth could see Churchill standing by piles of sandbags in the middle of the Blitz, which was stupid because no one stood around during the Blitz, least of all Churchill.

      “There he is,” she said.

      Simon tried to lift the bar, but it wouldn’t budge and his legs were too long to easily slip out from under. Elizabeth didn’t have that problem and easily twisted in her seat, freeing her legs.

      Stumbling over Simon, she jumped out of the car and landed right in front of Churchill. Wasting no time, she rifled through his pockets.

      “Oi!” someone in another car called out.

      Elizabeth ignored him. Where was it?

      “Hurry,” Simon said and she turned to see their black cab was nearly around the next corner.

      Patting Winston down, she felt the outline of the tube in his inside pocket. “Pardon me,” she said as she reached in and got it.

      She ran back to their cab and nearly slipped on the lip of the platform, but Simon caught her and pulled her back in.

      She held the last canister up in triumph. They’d gotten it. The last one. She gripped it tightly in her hand. That went better than she’d thought it would.

      As their car pulled back into the loading and unloading area, Simon pulled on the safety bar, trying to urge it to move faster.

      “Come on.”

      Finally, it released. He got out and helped Elizabeth onto the platform. The man in the car behind them also got out and called out to one of the attendants. He was clearly angry and pointing them out to security.

      “Uh-oh,” Elizabeth said.

      This was not going to end well, not with all of the gesticulating the man was doing. She tapped Simon’s shoulder and pointed to the now very interested security men.

      “Of course someone would choose now to be a concerned citizen,” he muttered and took her hand.

      The ride area was crowded, but Simon shouldered his way through, pulling Elizabeth along behind him. They were almost at the exit door when someone grabbed Elizabeth’s arm and tore the canister from her hand.

      “I’ll take that.”

      “Don’t!” Elizabeth cried out and reached for it, but the guard held her away from it.

      “Taken from old Winnie, was it?”

      The security guard tugged on her arm and Elizabeth saw Simon’s hand clench into a fist.

      “Give that back to her,” he said.

      If they lost the last clue….Elizabeth’s stomach turned.

      “We need that,” she pleaded.

      “Don’t make a scene now,” the guard said and nodded his head.

      Another guard, much larger than the first, arrived. “Problem, Sully?”

      “Jumpers,” Sully said. “Got handsy with old Winnie. Took this off the old boy.” He held up the silver canister.

      “All right, come along,” the new guard said and reached out to grab Simon’s arm.

      Elizabeth could see Simon was ready to fight, but with the two of them and the crowd, it was a losing proposition. Simon tried to pull away, but the guard’s grip was strong, and he smiled, that dark kind of smile of someone who’d been looking for mischief and found some.

      “You wanna play?”

      “Don’t,” Elizabeth urged Simon.

      They couldn’t overpower the guards and get out of here with the clue. So much for it being easy. They’d have to find another way.

      The guard tucked the canister into his pocket and yanked on her arm again. Simon glared at him, but when two more men showed up, he reluctantly came to the same conclusion she had.

      Simon was good, but four against one were not good odds.

      The response seemed like a bit of overkill for a little ride shenanigans. Maybe security had Mall Cop disease, she thought as they were taken to the security office, and any action was met with an overreaction. She would just come up with a reason for it and beg for mercy. And pray they got it. Without the last clue….

      They were escorted down a hall and into an office. The man behind the desk looked up, frowning at the interruption.

      “Sorry to interrupt, Mr. Chelsea,” the guard said.

      Chelsea nodded and sighed, putting down his pen and waved him in.

      “Caught these two messin’ about with ol’ Winnie,” the guard said.

      “Prime Minister Churchill,” Chelsea said tersely, taking off his reading glasses.

      “s’wat I said.” The guard pulled the canister from his pocket and held it out. “Took this off him.”

      Chelsea took the canister and put it on his desk.

      “Jumped right into the Blitz,” the guard said.

      “Yes, yes,” Chelsea said, waving a dismissive hand. “Thank you. Good work.”

      The guard left and Chelsea leaned back in his chair and observed them with a disappointed look. “Children I expect this from, but adults….”

      He tsked, and Elizabeth could feel the tension rolling off Simon.

      “It’s all a misunderstanding,” Elizabeth said.

      “You seem to have misunderstood the rules,” Chelsea said. “Or do you think they just don’t apply to you?”

      “Now, see here—” Simon said.

      “No,” Chelsea said loudly. “You people seem to think this is some sort of playground. It’s a business and we take what we do here very seriously. We’ve had enough of your geo-cachetting—”

      “Geocaching,” Elizabeth corrected without thinking, earning her a “just keep quiet” flash of annoyance from Simon.

      Chelsea waved it away. “These scavenger hunts you people play are not amusing, I promise you.”

      Simon started to say something, but gritted his teeth instead.

      “You’re right,” Elizabeth said, trying to sound as contrite as humanly possible. Maybe if they played along, he’d just let them go. “It was stupid.”

      “Yes,” Chelsea said, pleased at her admission. “Very.”

      “We won’t do anything like it again, I promise.”

      Chelsea’s eyes narrowed. He picked up the canister. And for a moment, Elizabeth thought he was going to hand it to them, but he didn’t. He simply looked at it and turned it over in his hand.

      “This is a place of business. A serious museum.” He looked down at the canister with disdain.

      “You’re right. It was—”

      “Don’t bother. He’s not going to give it to us,” Simon said, cutting her off, all pretense gone.

      Chelsea smiled. “No, I’m not.”

      Simon returned his smile, and it was terrifying. “So I’m just going to have to take it from you.”

      Chelsea’s smile faltered and so did his bravado.

      “I don’t think you understand the situation,” Chelsea said, trying to regain his composure and clinging to his authority like a security blanket.

      “No,” Simon said as he stood. “You don’t understand.”

      Slowly, deliberately, threateningly, he walked toward Chelsea until he reached his desk.

      “I need that,” Simon continued, his eyes darting toward the object in Chelsea’s hands. “And I will do anything to get it.”

      Chelsea leaned back and swallowed.

      Simon put his hands on the desk and leaned forward menacingly. “Anything.”

      Elizabeth held her breath. He wasn’t kidding.

      Chelsea spluttered, surprised at the intensity of the threat. “Y-you wouldn’t. It’s just a game.”

      Simon leaned in a little closer and whispered. “I don’t play games.”

      Chelsea swallowed nervously and then hastily put the canister in Simon’s hand. Simon looked down at it and then back to Chelsea.

      “Thank you,” Simon said as he stood up straight.

      “Elizabeth?” he said, without looking away from Chelsea.

      He held out the canister. She took it, popped the top off and read it.

      “Okay,” she said.

      “All a misunderstanding, you see?” Simon explained coolly.

      Chelsea nodded so nervously Elizabeth was starting to feel sorry for him.

      “I’d hate to have to come back to resolve…anything.”

      Chelsea nodded again. “Of course. Have-have a nice day.”

      Simon nodded and led Elizabeth out of the office.

      Once they were outside they hurried down the street away from the museum.

      “Laid it on a little thick, didn’t you?” Elizabeth said once they were safely in a real cab.

      Simon looked down at the canister in her hand. “You’ve got the key to everything I hold dear in the palm of your hand,” he said as he took it from her. “I think I showed remarkable restraint.”

      Elizabeth had to laugh, mostly just to release the built up tension.

      “Remind me never to get on your bad side.”

      “Impossible.”

      She smiled and looked at the clue. “At least it’s the last one.”

      “I hope so.”

      “It is,” she said, urging him to open it. “See right there—final clue.”

      Simon chuckled and read aloud. “A hiding place so secret only a child knows.”

      He looked over at her as he rolled it back up. “Well, at least we know what that is.”

      Elizabeth nodded. It had to be the mysterious series of numbers and letters Charlotte had told them about when this whole thing had started.

      “Sort of,” Simon amended.

      They knew the sequence, but not what it meant.

      “I’m sure it’ll make sense when we punch the last coordinates.”

      Simon nodded and took her hand.

      “And then we can give the watch to Travers and get Charlotte back.”

      He tried to smile, but his worry wouldn’t let him.

      “Yes,” he said and then saw her concern at his response and wrangled a smile from somewhere. “I’m sure she’s fine.”

      Elizabeth nodded and lifted Simon’s arm around her shoulder. He pulled her closer and kissed her temple.

      “Maybe we can call her?” Elizabeth asked.

      Simon nodded. “I’m sure Travers could arrange that.”

      “Call him?” Elizabeth asked.

      Simon nodded and took out their cell. He dialed and frowned as it rang and rang.

      “No answer,” he said, before finally hanging up.

      “That’s weird,” Elizabeth said.

      “He’s a busy man,” Simon said sounding unconvinced.

      Elizabeth nodded, but she didn’t like it. She took the phone from him and stared at it, willing it to ring.

      “Maybe he’s—” Simon said, but the phone rang and interrupted him.

      Elizabeth quickly answered. “Hello?”

      “Don’t say anything. Just listen,” Jack told her. “We’ve got a problem.”

      

      

      The rain leaking from the ceiling made a hypnotic sound as it dripped into the pots and pans they’d laid out around the house. Victor watched the pan near the doorway to the front hall. He’d emptied it less than hour ago, and already he could see the ripples on the surface of the water as each drop fell. It was nearly full.

      A clap of thunder rolled in the distance.

      He frowned at the pan and returned to cleaning his gun. It was a soothing ritual, or at least it usually was. Charlotte had finally tired of her cards and sat on the floor next to him, her elbows resting on the coffee table, chin resting in her hands as she watched his every move.

      “Your gun must be really dirty,” she said. “You cleaned it yesterday.”

      His eyes shifted over to her. ‘That was a different gun.”

      She looked up and then back at the parts of his gun laid out on the table.

      “Oh.”

      She watched him for a few more moments in silence, her eyes carefully following his every move.

      He glared at her and she simply smiled back.

      With a sigh, he picked up the slide and inspected it in the dim light. He could feel her watching him.

      He sat back. “Don’t you have anything else to do?”

      She shook her head. He knew it was the truth. They’d been trapped together in the small house for nearly five days now and had run out of things to do on the first.

      “You could teach me about guns,” she said.

      He laughed. “Somehow, I think your mother and father would not be pleased if I did that.”

      That certainly made the idea more appealing, but he resisted the temptation. If someone had overstepped with his child, he would not have been amused. The thought surprised him. Not that he had it, but that the mere thought of Juliette didn’t cut him the way it usually did. The pain was still there, but different, more subtle.

      He looked at Charlotte, her face as open and curious as it had been since they’d arrived. She’d been frightened the first day or so, but she never cowered.

      He turned the slide over in his hand and then put it back on the cloth with the other parts. He nodded toward the deck of cards.

      Her eyes followed his gaze and her face brightened with realization. “Really?”

      He held up a finger. “One game.”

      She got to her knees and gathered up the cards, wriggling with excitement.

      “I take it you know something other than Old Maid,” he said as he slid the gun parts to the far side of the table to make room.

      She shuffled the cards as well as her small hands would allow and smiled. “Oklahoma Gin. Ace low, King high. Upcard sets the mark.”

      Victor blinked at her in surprise.

      Her smile grew wider and more mischievous as she dealt. What had he gotten himself into?

      Lightning flashed outside the window.

      Victor picked up his hand, rearranged it, for all the good it did and then looked over the top of his cards. She was still smiling.

      “One hand,” he reminded her.

      “Okay, but—”

      A loud clap of thunder made her jump.

      He arched an eyebrow. “Don’t tell me you’re afraid of thunder.”

      She shook her head, but from the way her eyes slid toward the front door, he could tell she was lying.

      “It is nothing to be afraid of.”

      She looked back at him and then recited, “Thunder is just the sound caused by the rapid expansion of super-heated air.”

      Victor smiled. That sounded like Cross. “Your father?”

      Charlotte nodded.

      “Then you should—”

      It was his turn to be interrupted. Another blast of thunder came, louder than the last.

      Charlotte’s eyes went round as saucers. His reassurance died on his lips when the lights flickered.

      They both watched as the end table lamp dimmed and then blinked back to life.

      “It is just the storm,” he said.

      She nodded, but got up and moved to sit next to him.

      When the next rumble of thunder came she took his hand. He surprised himself by letting her.

      “It is all right,” he said.

      Then the lights flickered again, and a clap of thunder came, right on top of them. The lights flashed and then blinked out, and they were in the dark.
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      “Don’t be frightened,” Victor said.

      “Too late.”

      He smiled. Of course, Charlotte couldn’t see that, so he squeezed her hand. “It’s nothing to worry about. It is just the storm.”

      On cue a flash of lightning illuminated the room, quickly followed by another clap of thunder. “You see? Nothing—”

      Another sound interrupted him. But it wasn’t thunder. It was loud and echoing, and one he knew well. His mouth went a little dry. One of his tripwire cartridges had been set off.

      “What was that?” Charlotte asked.

      Logic told him it was probably just an animal seeking shelter from the storm. The feeling in his gut told him otherwise.

      He knelt down, reached over and pulled Charlotte close. He could just make out her face in the darkness. “I need you to do as I say. No questions.”

      “But—”

      “No questions.”

      She was trembling, but she nodded.

      “Good girl.”

      He dug into his weapons bag and pulled out two guns. He slipped one into his waistband and held the other.

      “I need you to be very quiet. No matter what, you understand?”

      She nodded again.

      He touched her hair gently and then took her hand. He led her toward the back door. They would take the boat to Pascal’s landing, make due on a favor. From there—

      A flash of lightning illuminated the glass in the back door and he saw a man’s silhouette.

      Swearing silently, he pulled Charlotte back down the hall and into the living room. But when they reached the front door, he peeked out through the sheer curtains. Two more men ran across the grass.

      He turned back. Charlotte stood alone where he’d left her. There had to be someplace to hide her. Desperate, he looked around the dark living room. Not many choices and even less time.

      He grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the credenza. Opening the door, he urged her to get in. “Whatever you hear, do not make a sound.”

      She looked up at him with bright eyes filled with horror. And in a flash brighter than lightning, he remembered Juliette looking at him the same way.

      He closed the door to the cabinet and to the memory.

      Moving as quickly and as quietly as he could, he made his way to the back hall again. Pressing himself up against the wall, he peered around the corner. The man was gone.

      But then he felt the cool breeze as it blew down the hall. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end as he turned toward the bedroom. The window had not been open. But it was now.

      Gripping his gun tightly, he walked slowly down the hall. The old floorboards creaked beneath his feet.

      Carefully, he pushed the door open, gun at the ready. But it swung in unhindered and the room was empty. He turned in the doorway to backtrack, but a bullet tore through his shoulder before he was even half way around.

      Off balance, it sent him stumbling to the ground. The impact sent his gun sliding just out of reach. His shoulder was on fire. High caliber, close range, he thought weakly. Stunned, he started to roll over.

      He looked up and saw the outline of a large man filling the hallway.

      Dazed, Victor struggled to reach his gun. The man took a slow step forward.

      His gun was just inches away, but it might as well have been across the room.

      The man laughed.

      “Victor!”

      Charlotte’s cry surprised them both. The man spun around and that bought Victor the precious seconds he needed. He grabbed his gun.

      “Get down!” he yelled.

      Charlotte dropped to the ground and the man turned back. Victor had only a moment to relish the man’s surprise before he put three rounds into his chest.

      Charlotte screamed, but it hardly mattered now. The gunshots had given everything away.

      Victor managed to push himself up. His shoulder was not good, but he could walk and that was all that mattered.

      He stepped over the body and grabbed Charlotte’s hand, lifting her up.

      She looked back in horror at the dead man on the floor.

      There was no time for comfort, and he pulled her down the hall and toward the kitchen. He opened the back door, his shoulder screaming with pain as he used his right hand.

      He couldn’t see anything in the storm, but there was little choice regardless. They had to run for the boat and pray.

      Taking her hand again, he pulled her out the back door and down the steps into the driving rain. They ran down the muddy path and onto the dock. Charlotte slipped and keeping her from falling made his arm feel like it was torn from its socket.

      They reached the end of the dock and he helped her into the small boat. He got in after her, hearing voices back at the house. Two men stood on the back porch.

      “Stay down,” Victor ordered, raising his gun. He was not as good with his left hand as he should have been, but he would be good enough.

      From this distance, he could have hit one of them, both if he’d had his good hand, but one would not do. He would have to improvise.

      It was nearly impossible to see in the rain, but he took aim at the propane tank next to the porch, a ready-made bomb, and hoped he’d hit it. He’d only get one chance. He took a deep breath, exhaled halfway, and pulled the trigger.

      The explosion was blinding, deafening. A fireball billowed up into the night sky, pushing out a black mushroom cloud of smoke and death.

      He watched it for a moment, then a moment longer, before he realized he was losing consciousness. He looked down at his shoulder and all he saw was blood.

      Stay awake, he told himself. Just a little longer.

      He put his gun down and untied the mooring line. A wave of dizziness came over him as he stood back up. Gritting his teeth, he pulled the rope to the engine, but he had no strength. He was too slow and it didn’t turn over.

      “Come on,” he said to himself as he pulled the rope again.

      The engine coughed and caught, and he leaned against it for support. After a moment’s rest, he pushed himself back up and turned to Charlotte.

      She cowered in the bottom of the boat.

      “It’s all—”

      The gunshot echoed across the swamp and the pain in his shoulder was joined by a new one in his side. Victor stumbled forward. The world started to twist in on itself.

      Charlotte’s face, contorted in a scream, was the last thing he saw before he fell into the water.

      It was cool and welcoming.

      He could feel himself sinking, the light above dimming. He saw a small hand reaching down into the water, reaching out to him, and then nothing.

      

      He wasn’t sure how many hours later it was when he came to. He was lying face down in the weeds along the shore, no more than twenty feet from the house. A few embers from the fire still burned, fighting against the rain. It couldn’t have been long.

      He managed to push himself up and stood on wobbly legs.

      “Charlotte,” he said and stumbled back to the dock.

      The boat had floated out into the water, drifting there in the rain. Empty.

      “Charlotte!”

      There was no answer.

      

      

      Simon held Elizabeth’s hand in a death grip as the cab took them from the airport to Council Headquarters. He appeared calm, but she knew the more stoic he was on the outside, the angrier he was on the inside.

      Ever since their brief conversation with Jack, they’d had more questions than answers. Jack had told them what had happened with Tess and Skavo, and that it had been his phone calls that had given away their location. In fact, that conversation was probably being monitored. And if that wasn’t disturbing enough, his attempts to reach Travers were as unsuccessful as theirs. Although unspoken, she knew they were all thinking the worst. What if Travers was one of them?

      What if Victor was?

      Elizabeth shuddered and Simon turned to her in concern.

      She shook her head. He stared at her, his eyes so intense they seemed to look right through her. With an effort, he nodded and looked back out of the window.

      After the call with Jack, they’d thrown away their cell and gotten a burner from a local store, but calls to Travers’ cell still went unanswered. It was a risk to call the Council offices, but they were well beyond the point of caring now. They needed to know what was going on.

      All they’d managed to learn from Travers’ secretary was that he hadn’t been in the office since yesterday and all of her attempts to reach him had come up empty.

      Without Travers they couldn’t reach Victor, or Charlotte.

      The flight home had been the longest of their lives. As the cab pulled up in front of the Aion Society building, she had a horrible feeling that this wasn’t going to end anytime soon.

      By the time they got through security and down to Travers’ office, Elizabeth could see the tether holding Simon’s emotions was fraying badly.

      For her part, she didn’t bother to tie them down or keep them in; hers was a fully blooming state of panic.

      Simon pulled open the door to the outer office and Grace Mills nearly jumped out of her seat. “Oh, I hoped you were him.”

      “Where is he?” Simon demanded.

      Grace took off her glasses and looked as stricken as they felt. “I wish I knew, Mr. Cross. He’s just disappeared.”

      She sniffled and dabbed at her nose with a tissue. They’d obviously caught her crying. “It’s not like him,” she said. “Not like him at all.”

      Simon strode over to her desk. “How do I reach Renaud?”

      “Victor?” She seemed surprised by the question.

      “Yes,” Simon bit out impatiently. “Travers was our connection. You must know how to reach him.”

      “Oh,” she said as she paled a little more. “I thought you knew.”

      Elizabeth’s heart stopped. Simon glanced anxiously over at her.

      “Knew what?”

      “Oh dear,” Grace said softly, her eyes darting around the room, overwhelmed. With every passing second, Elizabeth’s heart tightened.

      Finally, Grace waved helplessly toward the inner office. “Monsieur Renaud’s in there. Although he really should be—”

      “Charlotte?” Simon called out as they hurried toward the door to the inner office.

      Simon yanked it open and Elizabeth ran inside. “Charlotte?”

      She looked around the large office, but Charlotte wasn’t there. It took her a moment to see that anyone was there. Finally, she saw Victor sitting in one of the large chairs in the seating area.

      “Where is our daughter?” Simon demanded.

      Victor moved forward in his chair, slowly and with great effort. One sleeve of his black leather jacket hung limp and empty. His face was ghostly pale and shined with sweat.

      Simon was in front of him by the time he managed to stand.

      “Renaud?”

      Victor looked him in the eye and then over at Elizabeth before looking back to Simon. Elizabeth gripped the back of a nearby chair to keep from passing out. Only one thing could have happened. She braced herself.

      “They have taken her.”

      Elizabeth looked up, an odd wave of relief washing over her. She’d thought Charlotte was dead. If she was alive, there was hope. She would take any hope right now, no matter how slim.

      “She’s alive?” Elizabeth asked, her heart beating erratically.

      “I believe so.”

      The gossamer thread Elizabeth held onto unraveled. “Believe?”

      “I cannot be sure.”

      Victor looked back at Simon and stood up as straight as his obvious pain would allow. “I realize that saying I’m sorry—”

      Simon’s fist connected with Victor’s jaw with a loud crack. Victor stumbled back and fell into his chair, wincing and groaning.

      “I should break your neck,” Simon ground out.

      Victor looked up at him from the corner of his eye as he blinked and shook his head to clear it.

      “Yes, you should,” he agreed softly.

      Simon reached down, grabbing his shirt, and started to pull him up. Victor didn’t resist, but Elizabeth couldn’t let it happen. As angry and as frightened as she was, it was obvious Victor had not given up Charlotte without a fight. His arm was in a sling wrapped to his body, and fresh blood seeped through the bandages below, staining his shirt.

      “Simon!” Elizabeth said, rushing over to them. “Don’t. He’s hurt.”

      Simon looked down at his shoulder and let go of his shirt. Victor tottered unsteadily before regaining his balance.

      “I trusted you,” Simon said, the pain in his voice going straight to Elizabeth’s heart.

      She knew that Simon’s anger wasn’t just directed at Renaud, but at himself. Victor had risked his life by taking her in in the first place. Something he didn’t have to do. And, from the look of his wounds, he’d done so again trying to save her.

      Simon turned away and stalked across the room, his chest heaving with the effort to control himself.

      “They came last night,” Victor said as he carefully lowered himself back into his chair. “At least four men, possibly more.”

      “And?” Simon prompted.

      “What more is there to tell?” Victor said, leaning back in his chair. “I tried to save her, but I failed.”

      “Yes,” Simon said through clenched teeth.

      Elizabeth dug her fingers into her hair, closed her eyes and inhaled, looking for some calm in this terrible storm. Her thoughts were racing too fast and she couldn’t pick one from the others. She released her grip at the same time as she exhaled and then shook her hands out. At least one of them needed a clear head if they were going to help Charlotte. By default, it appeared the job was hers.

      She sat down on the coffee table in front of Victor. There had to be something he remembered, something that could help them find her.

      “Who were they? Did you see their faces? Do you have any idea where they took her?”

      Victor shook his head. “I think I recognized one of them, but I’m not sure.”

      Elizabeth resisted the urge to reach out and shake him until something useful fell out. She took another cleansing breath and forced a patience she didn’t feel to her voice. “Recognized from where?”

      He shook his head and put a hand to his temple. “I don’t remember.”

      He shifted in his seat and winced again, reaching for his ribs. “I am sorry. I am no help at all.”

      Elizabeth closed her eyes. She wanted to scream. She wanted to hit him. She wanted to wish all of this away.

      “I’m sorry,” he said again.

      Charlotte was gone and they had no idea who had taken her or where she was. They had nothing.

      “You should be in the hospital,” she said, feeling oddly flat and empty inside now.

      “I should be dead,” he said.

      Simon looked like he wanted to agree with him, but closed his mouth.

      Victor looked up at them, the agony of having failed clear in his eyes. Unable to hold her gaze, he looked away. She realized that he expected, maybe even welcomed, Simon’s anger, but her sympathy seemed too much for him to bear.

      “At least we know she is alive,” he said.

      “How can you know that?” Elizabeth said, her stomach curling in on itself. She had to move and stood, but it didn’t help.

      “Because they need her to get the watch,” Simon said, rejoining them. He put his hand on Elizabeth’s shoulder.

      Elizabeth leaned into him and nodded. That was true. As long as she was alive, Charlotte was a negotiating tool. They needed to keep her safe to have something to trade.

      “Do you think Travers is in on it? I mean, he disappears the same time she does?”

      Victor frowned. “Travers is many things, but a traitor…?” he said and shook his head. “No.”

      Elizabeth hoped he was right. “So maybe they took him too? But why?”

      “He’s the only one who can reactivate the watches,” Simon said, thinking aloud. “The thirteenth won’t do them any good if they can’t use it.”

      Victor nodded. “Do you know where it is?”

      Elizabeth nodded.

      “Then I suggest you go get it,” Victor said. “Now.”

      

      

      Simon pulled the car into the parking lot at 501 Poplar Street. Finally. To ensure they weren’t followed, they’d taken a circuitous route to get there that included changing planes in Chicago and cars twice in Philadelphia. Each delay had eaten away at his already tenuous control.

      He put the car into park and let out a heavy breath.

      Elizabeth put her hand over his as it rested on the gear lever. He looked over at her and, as he always had, found strength. Right now, he needed every ounce he could get.

      The thought that Charlotte was out there somewhere, in danger, that he’d failed to protect her, made him sick to the bottom of his soul.

      “Well, we’re finally here,” Elizabeth said.

      Simon pulled himself back together and glanced at the GPS as it displayed their location:

      N40.02.13.34

      W76.30.07.99

      Eight simple numbers, and they had nearly cost them everything to get.

      They got out of the car, and the bright midday sun beat down onto the tarmac of the nearly empty parking lot. The place they’d been searching for, the place that had sent them all over the world, was a fairly nondescript pale brick building in an unremarkable residential section of Pennsylvania—the National Watch and Clock Museum.

      The inside was bright and clean and educational, but Simon didn’t give a toss. Glass cases and large displays were scattered around the large main room. Buried somewhere amongst them was Teddy’s watch. He glared around the room looking for some key. They found a stand with brochures on it and took two.

      “12,000 items,” Elizabeth read aloud.

      “I don’t see any legend or numbering that fits,” Simon said.

      They were sure that the sequence of numbers and letters Charlotte had told them about was the key to finding the watch. But if they were wrong…

      Simon cleared his throat.

      Elizabeth touched his arm. “I know,” she said. “But we’ll find it. What we need is a little help.”

      They looked around and found a docent near the Running the Trains exhibit giving directions to a young family. Simon’s eyes lingered on the girl as they went off deeper into the museum.

      “We were wondering if you could help us?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Of course,” the man said. “Did you know that until 1883, most Americans relied on the sun to tell the time?”

      “No, I didn’t,” Elizabeth said, laying a hand on Simon’s arm and flashing him a warning look.

      He clenched his jaw and fought for patience.

      “We have sort of a weird question, Clifford,” Elizabeth continued as she read his name tag. “Does WP-9368 mean anything to you?”

      The man raised his brow, surprised at the question. He started to shake his head, but Elizabeth pressed on.

      “Are you sure? It’s very important.”

      He squinted his eyes in thought and then raised his eyebrows in defeat. “Doesn’t ring a bell, but let’s ask Boyd. He knows everything about the collection.”

      “Thank you,” Elizabeth said.

      “A real font of knowledge,” Clifford continued. “Just knows it all. From your Atkinses to your Zaandams. He’s—”

      “Here?” Simon asked.

      “Yup. I think he’s in Asian Horology.”

      Elizabeth slipped her arm into Clifford’s and got him moving. “Is that this way?”

      “Over here.”

      Finally, he led them to another permanent exhibit room and passed them off to Boyd.

      He was an older man with a long face and a hawk nose. “WP-9368? Sure.”

      Simon’s heart stuttered and he looked around. “Where would it be?”

      “Oh, not up here,” Boyd said. “That’s our cataloguing system. Refers to one of the storage drawers in the basement.”

      “Could we go down?”

      “Off limits to visitors,” Boyd said with an apologetic smile. “But I’ll look into it and see if we can’t bring it upstairs. Next week maybe?”

      He started to walk away and Simon grabbed his arm. “We can’t wait.”

      Boyd looked down at Simon’s hand and then back up in nervous surprise. Simon looked to make sure there was no one else near, then slipped his gun from his pocket to make sure Boyd saw it.

      “We really can’t wait.”

      Boyd swallowed nervously.

      Simon had never held an innocent man at gunpoint before, but he would do that and more if that’s what it took to get Charlotte back.

      “Now,” Simon prompted him.

      Boyd nodded quickly and led them down to the basement into the storage area. Drawer after drawer and shelf after shelf were filled with watches and clocks.

      They made their way down an aisle, Boyd reading the tags on the ends as they went. “9,200, 9,300. Here.”

      “Open it,” Simon demanded.

      Boyd looked nervously at him and then Elizabeth.

      She returned his look sympathetically, but firmly. Simon knew she didn’t like getting innocent people involved, but they had no choice.

      “I’m sorry about this,” she said.

      Boyd looked anxiously at Simon, who waved his gun toward the drawer to move things along. Boyd nodded quickly and did as he was told.

      He pulled open the large, wide drawer. In small compartments inside it were several dozen watches. Simon kept his eye and his gun on Boyd while Elizabeth searched.

      Simon’s eyes danced toward the drawer, unable to resist looking.

      “Come on, come on, come on,” Elizabeth chanted softly as she skimmed over each row of watches, until finally a sigh escaped her lips and she reached into the drawer. “Oh, thank God.”

      She picked up the watch and held it out. Simon glanced at it. “You’re sure?”

      She nodded and Simon felt a wave of relief, but this was far from over. Elizabeth turned back to Boyd as she put the watch in her purse.

      “Must be mighty valuable for you to do all this,” Boyd said.

      “It’s worth everything,” Simon said and looked at Elizabeth. “Everything.”
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      Jack sat in Travers’ outer office and waited. He’d tried reading. He’d tried pacing. Hell, he’d try yoga if it would take away this feeling of helplessness.

      “Are you sure I can’t get you anything?” Grace asked. Again.

      He mustered up a small smile for her and shook his head.

      She nodded and they both went back to what they were doing—worrying.

      He’d gotten the first flight back to the States after his phone call with Simon and Elizabeth. Tess had been turned over to local authorities. Even if he had been able to reach Travers and other agents had been sent to pick her up, how could he know they weren’t dirty too? It was a helluva a mess.

      It had taken him nearly a day to get to San Francisco, and by the time he had, Simon and Elizabeth were already gone. Renaud had been forced to go to the hospital. Jack would have let him stay if the man could have stood on his own, but he was too weak to help. And there was no one else they trusted. They were in this alone.

      Jack leaned back in his chair and ran his hands down its padded arms. Just the three of them, and some help he’d been so far. The man he was supposed to find was dead, killed by the one person he shouldn’t have trusted. That was twice now his partners had turned out to be double-agents. From now on, he worked alone. Assuming there was a future.

      What a waste his mission had been. He should have stayed here and looked after the kid. Sure as hell, she wouldn’t have been taken if he’d been here.

      “Dammit,” he muttered and rolled his shoulders.

      Grace looked anxiously at him. She was doing her best to hold it together, but he wasn’t sure how much more she could take.

      He sat forward again and looked at the small package addressed to Simon and Elizabeth Cross that had been delivered hours before. He’d tried to track down the delivery man, but it had gone through a series of services, changing hands several times before being delivered to the Aion Society. No matter how much he might want to know, might dread knowing, what was inside, it wasn’t his to open. And so it taunted him as he waited.

      He forced himself to look away from it. “Maybe I will have a—”

      The door to the hall opened and Elizabeth appeared, followed closely by Simon.

      “Jack!” Elizabeth said. It wasn’t quite a smile, but for a brief moment the worry lifted from her face.

      “Hey kid,” he said and pulled her into a hug.

      She held onto him and he whispered into her ear, “We’ll get her back.”

      He felt her nod against his shoulder and then pull away. She wiped under her eyes and pulled herself together.

      Jack turned to Simon. He knew the answer, but he asked the question anyway. “Get it?”

      Simon nodded curtly. “Anything here?”

      Jack nodded. “Grace,” he said without turning around. “Would you give us a few minutes?”

      Elizabeth’s face went pale and Simon’s jaw tightened.

      “Is Charlotte…?” Simon asked.

      “No,” Jack said quickly. “We don’t have any reason to think that.”

      Jack didn’t know what was in the package and if it was something…personal, he wanted them to be able to deal with it privately.

      He heard the door to the inner office close as Grace left them alone.

      “What is it?” Elizabeth asked, her voice barely a whisper.

      “It might be nothing, but….” He looked down at the package. “That arrived a few hours ago.”

      Simon and Elizabeth looked down at it with fear and revulsion, and he took hold of her hand. Slowly, they sat down.

      Simon looked to Elizabeth for permission. She took a deep breath and nodded.

      Simon’s hand shook as he picked up the small package. He tore open the brown paper and paused. He pushed out a slow breath and then opened it. His jaw set as he steeled himself against what might be inside.

      Elizabeth closed her eyes.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “It’s all right,” he said putting a hand on her knee. “It’s all right.”

      Jack let out the breath he’d been holding. Thank God.

      Simon reached into the box and pulled out a lock of auburn hair. He stared at it for a moment before handing it to Elizabeth. She wiped back fresh tears and ran it through her fingers.

      From the box, Simon pulled out a small cell phone that had a piece of paper wrapped around it. He removed the rubber band and tossed it into the box and put them both onto the table.

      “What does it say?” Jack asked.

      Simon frowned and looked at him with dark eyes as he turned the note around to show him.

      All it said was Wait.

      

      

      Long drives were good for thinking. The last thing Simon wanted to do was think or go on a long drive and now he had to do both.

      The phone call had come less than twenty-four hours after they’d returned. A digitally altered voice told them where to go and when, and then put Charlotte on the line.

      His heart constricted at the fear in her voice, but she was alive and she was going to stay that way. As Elizabeth had put it, they’d figure out how to save the world after they’d saved their daughter.

      The location of the exchange was more than four hours from San Francisco, and they’d been given less than five as a lead time. There was no time for any elaborate planning. Simon’s plan was simple. Find Charlotte and kill everyone responsible.

      He glanced over at Elizabeth as she ran the lock of hair through her fingers again and again. Although she was always trying to find a peaceful solution to any problem, he somehow doubted she’d be worried about that here. There was something primal about protecting his child that buried nearly every civilized part of him.

      He gripped the steering wheel and channeled his rage, focused it until he felt nearly devoid of anything else. It was strangely comforting, calming. Old Nan’s prophecy, that their child would die, whispered to him from the back of his mind. And no matter how he tried to ignore it, it stayed and repeated, over and over again.

      The road grew narrower as they drove deeper into the mountains. Large redwood trees crowded the two-lane road and the sun met the horizon. After another half hour on a deserted stretch of road, they reached the turn-off. Saw-horses with a “Bridge Out” sign attached to them blocked the road just as they’d been told it would. Simon pulled over and Elizabeth got out to move them aside. He pulled ahead and she replaced them before getting back in. They faded into the rearview mirror. No one would interrupt them.

      They were told to arrive by themselves, but that didn’t mean they were alone. Jack had promised to be there, and Simon knew he would find a way.

      They were getting close now, and he slowed down, finally coming to a stop. He reached for a bag in the back seat and handed her a gun. “Take this.”

      She frowned down at it—he knew how she felt about them—but she took it. She hefted it in her hand and then turned back and nodded. They both knew this could be, most likely was, a trap. They might not survive it. The weight of that hit him, and it took his breath away.

      He stared over at her. He knew every inch of her by heart, and yet she still surprised him every day. A lifetime with her would not be long enough. A few hours was impossible.

      “God, I love you,” he said.

      Tears welled in her eyes and she nodded. Her voice broke. “I love you, too.”

      She leaned forward and they kissed. It was sad and beautiful and over too quickly. He took a few deep breaths.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      She chambered a round as if she’d done it a hundred times before. He arched a surprised eyebrow.

      “Just because I don’t like them doesn’t mean I don’t know how to use them.”

      Another surprise; one he’d ask her about later when they all saw the other side of this.

      He put the car in gear and they continued down the narrow road. After only a few more minutes, he could see one of the trusses from the bridge through a break in the trees.

      On the far side of the bridge were two cars. Simon could make out two men. He strained to see Charlotte, but he couldn’t.

      He parked the car at the far end of the bridge as he’d been instructed. He looked around them, but all he could see was the growing shadows of dusk and the forest beyond. Jack was out there somewhere. He hoped.

      The headlights ahead flashed, the signal for them to get out of the car. They both opened their doors and stepped out.

      “Do you see her?” Elizabeth asked softly.

      Simon shook his head.

      “Leave your weapons,” a voice called out, strong and clear in the quiet of the woods. The only other sound was the dull roar of the river below.

      Simon hesitated. They would be sitting ducks, but they had little choice.

      “Where’s Charlotte?” he called back.

      A man Simon hadn’t noticed before stepped out from the shelter of one of the left side vertical trusses at the middle of the bridge. He pulled Charlotte out next to him.

      Simon’s heart leapt in his chest. He took a quick, calming breath. “Are you all right?”

      “Daddy—” she started, but the man yanked at the collar of her shirt and she quieted.

      Simon’s heart lurched and he took a half step forward before stopping himself. He stared at Charlotte in the dim light. She seemed unharmed he told himself. That was all that mattered.

      “It’s almost over, honey!” Elizabeth called out.

      “Very touching,” the voice from the other side said. “The guns?”

      Simon and Elizabeth exchanged worried glances, but they had to obey. Simon put the guns down on the front seat. He and Elizabeth held up their hands to show they were unarmed.

      “And the watch?”

      Elizabeth started to reach into her pocket.

      “Slowly!” the man warned.

      She slowed her movements and pulled out the watch. She held it up, not that they could see anything from that distance. The far side of the bridge was well over 100 feet away.

      “And just to make sure you don’t do anything you shouldn’t,” the man said and then waved to the one with Charlotte.

      The man with Charlotte picked her up and walked over to the edge of the bridge. Simon’s breath came faster and his mind raced.

      For a brief moment, he thought he was going to throw her over the side, but the man placed her on top of the railing and held her there for balance. She cried out in fear.

      “It’s okay!” Elizabeth called out to her before turning to Simon. Her eyes had gone a little wild, her breathing coming a little faster.

      “A little insurance,” the man said.

      Simon held up his shaking hand. “All right, all right. Just stay still, Charlotte!”

      “Now that we have an understanding,” the voice said. “Walk toward us. Stay to the right.”

      “How do we know you’ll keep your end of the bargain?” Simon asked.

      There was a pause.

      “You don’t.”

      Simon looked over at Elizabeth. He wasn’t sure what either of them was hoping he’d say, but that wasn’t it.

      “Walk,” the man said.

      They started forward.

      “Just the woman.”

      Simon stopped and put out his arm in front of Elizabeth. “No.”

      The man holding Charlotte leaned her out over the edge and she nearly lost her footing. She cried out again, frantically gripping her captor’s arm. Simon felt a wave of nausea.

      “Just the woman,” the voice repeated.

      “It’s all right,” Elizabeth said quickly, breathlessly, her eyes on their daughter. “I’ll come alone.”

      “Elizabeth.”

      She looked at him and shook her head. Her voice trembled. “It’ll be fine.”

      Simon clenched his hands into fists and watched her walk ahead. His heart beat faster with every step she took. She kept to the right side of the bridge as they’d been instructed. One of the men walked toward her until they met in the middle.

      She looked over to Charlotte. “It’s okay, honey.”

      Elizabeth turned back and handed the man the watch. He examined it quickly. They’d considered swapping out one of the other watches, but this one was unique. It had a cloisonné map of the world where the usual embossing was. Without knowing whether the Shadow Council knew about it or not, they couldn’t take that risk.

      The man held up the watch. “We’re good,” he said and started back toward his men.

      Elizabeth started toward Charlotte. But before she’d even taken a step, the man holding Charlotte looked back to his boss and then nodded. Then he did the one thing Simon had prayed he wouldn’t. He let go.

      And Charlotte fell.
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      Simon yelled out to Charlotte. He heard Elizabeth cry out and Charlotte scream. His heart in his throat, he started running forward, but the man who’d dropped her pulled out a gun and pointed it at Elizabeth.

      “No!” Simon cried.

      Elizabeth turned away in a futile effort to shield herself and a gunshot rang out, echoing across the ravine. Simon froze in shock. Elizabeth didn’t fall, but the man did.

      He fell backward against the railing, his gun falling from his lifeless fingers. Jack, Simon realized. He was here. Thank God he was.

      More shots rang out then, some from the far side of the bridge and some from behind him. Elizabeth ignored it all and ran to where Charlotte had been.

      Just as quickly as they’d started the gunshots stopped. Simon ran to the edge of the bridge and looked over. It had to be more than twenty feet to the water below. And God only knew how deep it was or what lay beneath the surface. He scanned for her but couldn’t see anything but rocks and river.

      “Charlotte!”

      He turned to see Elizabeth starting to climb onto the railing. A bullet ricocheted off the rusted iron truss next to her and she had to duck down.

      There was still one man, using his car as a shield and he fired again at Elizabeth. He was too well hidden and Jack couldn’t hit him from his vantage point.

      Then the loud boom from a shotgun cracked the air. After that, there was silence. Until Renaud walked out from around the end of the car.

      “Allez!”

      Without a moment’s hesitation, Elizabeth climbed up onto the railing and jumped.

      Simon’s heart fell with her, but he turned and ran back toward his end of the bridge. He plunged into the woods. Branches scratched his face but he didn’t care. He slipped and slid down the loose earth to the rocky shore below. He climbed over slippery rocks, moving down river, knowing the current was carrying them. He had to get ahead of them. He ran and for a long painful moment, he couldn’t see anything. Just the black water.

      He waded out a few steps into the cold, rushing water and then he saw her—Elizabeth. She bobbed to the surface upstream. He called out to her, but she went under again.

      He waded further out into the water, knowing it would carry her to him. He would catch her, catch both of them before the river carried them away. Or he would die trying.

      Just ahead of him, Elizabeth came back up, and she had Charlotte in her arms. He stood against the battering of the current. Elizabeth held Charlotte tightly to her chest with one arm and reached out to him with her free hand. He took one more step out, his foot nearly losing its purchase on the slick rocks. But he caught her outstretched hand, and pulled with all his strength. Somehow, he managed to get them out of the fastest current and move them toward the shore.

      Jack appeared out of the woods and waded in to help.

      Elizabeth passed Charlotte to Simon. He scooped her up into his arms and waded to the shore. As he emerged from the water her head flopped back, arms swinging lifelessly.

      Dear God in Heaven.

      No, he thought. No.

      Everything else disappeared except the girl in his arms. Carefully, he laid her down on the shore. He put his ear next to her nose and mouth. Nothing. He listened to her chest. But there were no sounds. No breath. No heartbeat.

      He was sure his heart stopped too then. His worst fear was coming to pass. Old Nan’s prophecy, the one he’d denied, the one he’d dreaded, was unfolding before his eyes.

      

      “But we haven’t lost a child,” Elizabeth said.

      “Perhaps it has not yet come to pass.”

      “Are you saying we’ll have a child and then…?”

      “It is your burden.”

      

      His burden. Simon had carried the fear of it with him every moment since then and now it was here. Charlotte, his Charlotte was slipping away from him just as Nan said she would.

      “No,” he whispered. It could not be. He promised that it would not be.

      He looked down at her pale face, his own heart seizing in his chest.

      “Simon,” Elizabeth gasped as she fell to her knees at his side.

      “Help me,” he said.

      Elizabeth moved over to kneel by Charlotte’s shoulders. She tilted Charlotte’s head back and gave her two breaths. Charlotte’s chest rose slightly with each, but a third didn’t come

      Frantically, Simon started chest compressions. He had to remind himself not to push too hard. Her chest was so small, so delicate.

      He pushed rapidly thirty times, counting out each. He stopped and listened again. Elizabeth looked at him, her eyes flashing with terror, and he shook his head.

      Elizabeth gave her two more breaths.

      “Come on,” Simon urged Charlotte and then started compressions again.

      Elizabeth leaned down and stroked Charlotte’s face as she whispered, “I know you can hear me. Come back to us. Come on. Come back to us.”

      Simon felt as if his entire body were on fire, every nerve ending cried out.

      He pushed and pushed until it was time for breaths again. He could barely breathe himself, as Elizabeth gave her two more breaths. But there was no change.

      In the background, he heard Jack offer to help, but he ignored it. He ignored everything but her. He would never stop trying.

      His heart clenched even tighter and he put his hands on her chest. Suddenly, Charlotte coughed and gagged.

      “Oh, God,” Elizabeth gasped, and they carefully rolled Charlotte onto her side.

      She gagged and retched and Simon laid a trembling hand on her back.

      “It’s all right,” Elizabeth soothed her. “Get it out.”

      Once the gagging stopped, they eased her onto her back. Muddy and hair matted, but alive. She blinked up at them.

      “Charlotte?” Simon asked, cupping her cheek.

      Her breath was hard and fast, but slowing. Her eyes were wide with confusion. She swallowed and coughed again, but it was shallow and short.

      She looked up at him. And then he heard the most beautiful word in the world.

      “Daddy?”

      Simon nearly wept with relief.

      She looked back at Elizabeth, still clearly confused, but there. Thank God, she was there.

      Elizabeth leaned down and pressed her face to Charlotte’s and sobbed.

      

      

      It had been nearly three days since “the accident” as they all euphemistically referred to it, and Charlotte was the only one who seemed to have recovered. And maybe Jack too, Elizabeth thought, as the two of them arm wrestled for the last piece of bacon.

      Simon watched them with a contented smile, but she knew the truth behind it. This wouldn’t last. Charlotte couldn’t stay.

      They’d both known that from the moment she’d arrived, but now that the time had nearly come, Elizabeth wasn’t sure how she was going to handle saying goodbye.

      Jack made a great show of it, but finally lost. With a sigh he picked up the piece of bacon and held it out to Charlotte. “To the victor go the spoils!”

      She grinned and was about to take a big bite when she stopped and broke it in half and gave one to Jack.

      Simon watched them both devour their pieces. “All right, now wash your hands,” he told Charlotte.

      She wiped them on her napkin and then dashed off down the hall.

      Only a child could be so resilient, Elizabeth thought. Nearly drowning and a mild concussion had been cured with a watchful eye and several cannoli.

      Simon sighed and stood. He glanced at his watch.

      “It’s time, isn’t it?” Elizabeth asked.

      He looked at her with a haunted expression and nodded. Elizabeth’s stomach tightened.

      Simon walked over to the living room, and Elizabeth and Jack left the breakfast dishes behind to join him. He unlocked a small box on the mantle and took out the thirteenth watch.

      Victor had recovered both the watch and Travers after the accident. As he’d secured the area, Victor had heard a banging coming from one of the cars. He’d popped the trunk, ready to fire, but found poor Peter inside. He’d been roughed up pretty badly, but nothing too serious. But, for Travers, as for them, it wasn’t the physical wounds that would take the longest to heal.

      Travers told them that he’d learned that threatening Charlotte was just the start of the Shadow Council’s plan. Once they had the watch, they were going kill innocent people until he reactivated the watches. He swore he wouldn’t have cooperated no matter what they’d done. But she could tell from the break in his voice that just knowing he had to choose at all cost him.

      Once Travers recovered enough from his ordeal, there had been a lot of heated debate about what to do with the watch. They’d all finally agreed there was really only one choice.

      “You’re sure about this?” Jack asked

      Simon stared down at the watch and nodded.

      “How do you know it’ll work?”

      Simon looked up. “We don’t. Using the watch to go back and change time, to stop the creation of the very watch we’re using to go back in time, is a classic time travel paradox.”

      Jack raised his eyebrows, hopelessly lost. Elizabeth knew how he felt. It was one of those things that made sense when she let it just rest in her mind, but when she tried to grab onto it, it always tied her up in knots.

      “And you’ll know it worked if…?” Jack said.

      “If it doesn’t work,” Simon said, “we’ll return here. Try something else. And if it does….” He looked over at Elizabeth. “None of this will have happened.”

      A chill ran up Elizabeth’s spine. It was the right thing to do, but the idea of not even remembering Charlotte was horrifying. It was a dangerous thing, changing time, but they had no choice but to try.

      Jack sat on the arm of the sofa. “And if the bad guys in the future were really after the watch and there’s no watch, then Charlotte…”

      Simon nodded and the knots in Elizabeth’s stomach tightened further.

      “All clean!” Charlotte said as she came bounding back into the room.

      “Good,” Elizabeth said, pulling her into what was supposed to be a quick hug, but Elizabeth just couldn’t let go.

      “Elizabeth.”

      Trying to hold back her tears Elizabeth eased Charlotte back.

      A deep crease appeared between Charlotte’s eyes as she looked up at her. “What is it?”

      Elizabeth looked to Simon who handed Jack the watch and sat down on the sofa. He waved Charlotte over and took her hands in his. He looked down at them and cleared his throat.

      “It’s time to send you home,” he said.

      “It is?” she said excitedly.

      “It is.”

      They’d debated telling her the truth of what they were going to try to do, but decided it was better this way.

      Elizabeth sat down next to Simon and ran her hand down Charlotte’s arm. “We’re going to miss you.”

      Her voice caught and Charlotte frowned.

      “But we’ll see each other again, won’t we?”

      Elizabeth forced a smile to her face. “Yes, of course. It will only be a few minutes for you, but a few years for us.”

      Charlotte nodded thoughtfully. “Yeah. That’s a long time.”

      “It is,” Simon said. “But you’re worth the wait.”

      Charlotte grinned.

      Elizabeth couldn’t stand it any longer and pulled her into another hug.

      When she released Charlotte, the tears she’d been holding back fell. Elizabeth hastily wiped them away.

      Simon kissed Charlotte’s cheek and gave her one more hug before standing.

      “We have a quick little errand to run,” he said. “You stay here with Uncle Jack.”

      Whether it was Elizabeth’s tears or her own sense of something coming, Charlotte’s lower lip began to quiver.

      Simon touched her cheek. “It will be all right.”

      Jack stepped forward and handed Simon the watch as he put a hand on Charlotte’s shoulder. “We’ll be fine.”

      Simon nodded and held out his hand. Elizabeth took it and Simon slid the key into the watch.

      “Whatever happens, Charlotte, we love you.”

      And the world broke apart.

      

      

      They arrived in the front yard of a newly rebuilt San Francisco estate. It was late and the street lamps burned behind them.

      “All right?” Simon asked and Elizabeth nodded.

      They walked up the front path and up the steps. Simon rang the doorbell.

      A few moments later the door creaked open and an old man tottered into view.

      “Hello, Donald,” Elizabeth said. “We’re here to see Teddy.”
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      “Is that a new dress?” Simon asked, knowing it was.

      She smiled and stood to give him a better view. “It is. Do you like it?”

      “Very much,” he said.

      He closed the distance between them and pulled her into his arms for a kiss. When they broke apart she smiled up at him and wiped away the lipstick she’d left behind. He grasped her hand and kissed her palm.

      She smiled up at him in that way that always made his chest tight.

      “Is it too late to call Wells and reschedule?” he asked, not wanting to share her tonight.

      “Tempting,” she said, and Simon felt his hopes begin to deflate. “But,” she added as she slipped from his embrace, “I think we should go. Something’s going on with him.”

      “Don’t tell me,” Simon said, resigned now to his fate. “Melissa?”

      Elizabeth shook her head.

      Simon tried to remember the latest in a long line of conquests. “Melanie?”

      “Not a woman.”

      Simon paused. “We are talking about Jack Wells?”

      Elizabeth ignored his jibe and dug into her jewelry box. She pulled out a necklace.

      “If it’s not that then—”

      Simon’s reply was interrupted by the doorbell. “I suppose we’ll find out sooner rather than later.”

      “Would you…?” Elizabeth asked, waving her hand in the general direction of the door.

      Simon nodded, kissed her cheek and started down stairs.

      He checked his watch as he hit the bottom step. Twenty minutes early. That wasn’t like Wells. He was always precisely on time. It was perhaps his best feature.

      Simon opened the door. Jack grinned back at him.

      “You’re early,” Simon said.

      “I am?” Jack looked down at his watch and tapped its face. “Must need a new watch. And speaking of watches…” he said as he stepped past Simon and into the foyer. “There’s something I want to talk to you two about.”

      Simon closed the front door and arched an eyebrow. “I assume we’re not talking Timex.”

      Jack grinned. “No. I’m thinking about joining up. With the Council I mean.”

      Simon nodded, not surprised. “I see.”

      “See what?” Elizabeth said as she came down the stairs and joined them.

      “Nice dress,” Jack said with a whistle that earned him a scowl from Simon and a grin from her.

      Elizabeth showed it off and then came to Simon’s side.

      “Wells is thinking of joining the Council,” Simon said as he picked up his car keys from the bowl by the door.

      “Really?” Elizabeth said, cocking her head to the side in surprise.

      “Is that a ‘good’ really,” Jack asked, “or an ‘are you crazy’ really?”

      “A little of both?”

      Jack laughed. “Fair enough. Now about dinner,” he said as he opened the front door. “How’s Chow’s? It’s on me.”

      Elizabeth paused and shook her head. “If you don’t mind, I kind of have a hankering for Italian. I’ve been craving cannoli all week.”

      Simon looked down at her in surprise. He was never one for sweets, but for some reason he’d had a cannoli on his mind as well.

      Jack’s brow went up. “Craving? You’re not…?”

      The question caught Simon by surprise. He turned to Elizabeth and found himself oddly disappointed when she shook her head.

      “Don’t be silly. Of course, I’m not pregnant.”

      She turned to Simon like they were going to share in the joke of it, but then something passed between them. Something powerful. Whatever it was, it was gone before he could put a name to it.

      “You two okay?” Jack asked.

      Simon nodded and pulled his eyes away from Elizabeth. “Just a strange feeling. A bit like déjà vu.”

      “I’m pretty sure this never happened before,” Jack said.

      “Definitely not,” Simon agreed.

      Elizabeth looked up at him questioningly.

      “Wells offered to pay for dinner.”

      Elizabeth laughed as they walked outside. But as Simon closed the door behind them, he could feel the ghost of something in the back of his mind.

      He caught Elizabeth’s arm while Jack went on ahead.

      “You’re sure?” he asked. “About…that?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      “You two okay?” Jack called out.

      Simon held up a hand, signaling they were, and would be right along, then turned back to Elizabeth and pulled her into his arms. “About that,” he said. “Maybe after we get Jack’s life settled, we can talk about ours?”

      “Really?” she asked.

      “Is that a ‘good’ really or an ‘are you crazy’ really?” he said.

      She laughed and pulled him down for a kiss. “A good one,” she assured him. “A very, very good one.”

      

      
        THE END
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