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Authors’ Note




This story features characters from the Whyborne & Griffin series by Jordan L Hawk and the Secret Casebook of Simon Feximal series by KJ Charles. It takes place four months after the events of
Stormhaven
and five years after the events of
Butterflies.

 


In line with the existing series, Percival Endicott Whyborne writes in American English, and Robert Caldwell writes in British English.

 


 

  


Chapter One

 London, January 1899

Robert Caldwell’s Account
 

 


“He should have been a beautiful corpse.”

The landlady’s words, voiced with quiet, bewildered horror, had followed us up the stairs of the pleasant rooming house. They had seemed the most meaningless reaction imaginable to a man’s death. Now, in the parlour where we stood, they made entire sense.

It was a delightful room, of its type, and its type was very clear indeed. Comfortable to the point of luxury, adorned with rich Turkish rugs and a divan draped with furs, it reeked of some exotic scent. Dozens of portraits and sketches covered the walls, interrupted only by gilt-framed mirrors, and all the images showed the same features: a lovely youth, becoming a beautiful man. A pencil sketch of outstanding quality hung in pride of place above the mantelpiece. It showed the young man, eyes heavy-lidded and inviting, with a yielding look to his just-open mouth, and the artist’s desire for his subject rolled off the caressing lines.

It was a face made to be loved, worshipped even. It had certainly been the object of its owner’s adoration.

No more.

The body, naked and twisted, lay sprawled on a white rug. Red holes gaped shockingly in his skull where the smoky eyes had once been. Their vitreous matter glistened, still wet, on his distorted face. The slim fingers that had doubtless been petted and stroked were gnarled and withered twigs. His manhood was swollen, not in the way of desire, but as with a dropsy, a gigantic and grotesque inflation that had turned shaft and scrotum a deep shade of purple, uncomfortable even to look upon. A deep bruise had begun to blossom on the left side of his chest.

“Hands, eyes, genitals, heart,” Simon Feximal said, kneeling by the tormented body. “And…” He inserted the end of a pen cautiously into the mouth that stretched in a silent scream, and flipped up a little withered leathery nub. “And tongue.”

I made a face. “Again.”

This was the second corpse, the third victim. Last week we had seen a society lady distorted into a hideous parody of womanhood, her belly distended into an empty bulge, breasts withered as the dugs of a crone. A few days before that, we had stood in the Bethnal Green Asylum listening to the cawing of an eyeless, tongueless, mindless youth who had not had the good fortune to die. Now this. And we, Simon Feximal and I, had no idea what was happening, nor how to make it stop.

Simon rose from his crouch, face remote and grim. “There are no marks of anything on the body, beyond the damage done. Let us see if there are any answers to be had. The door, please, Robert.”

I fastened the bolt, while Simon positioned himself in front of one of the mirrors, tilting it to reflect downward, and stripped off his old-fashioned frock coat. I took it in silence, and his neckcloth and waistcoat, piling them on a gilt chair. He unbuttoned his shirt, but did not pull it open yet.

“Are you willing?”

“You need not ask,” I told him, and dropped to my knees.

What with one thing and another, I had spent much of the last five years kneeling in front of Simon, and generally it was a position I greatly relished. But not like this.

Long ago, in days of which he rarely spoke, Simon had permitted his body to be inscribed with occult runes, which, observed in a mirror, told the stories of the angry, forlorn and wakeful dead. That glimpse into what should not be seen was a gift and a curse, and it took as much as it gave, draining the life from him, greying his hair and marking lines on his face long before he was thirty.

Not now, though, not when he held me. I was his lightning rod, thanks to the cartouche embedded in my hand, earthing those stolen messages so that they ran almost harmlessly through me instead of tearing Simon from within. I kept him alive, and human, when the runes would have destroyed him. That had not pleased the man who had inscribed his skin; it seemed fair exchange to me.

That should not imply that I enjoyed the process. I gritted my teeth as his powerful hand closed on the skin of my neck, and then he pushed his shirt open to reveal his magnificent, thick-muscled chest, watching the mirror, and the burn surged through me.

I squeezed my eyes shut. The cartouche on the back of my hand blazed silver-cold, cramping my muscles, searing into my bone.

“Robert?”

“Do get on,” I gasped, and looked up.

On Simon’s chest, under the dusting of steel-grey hairs, the runes scrawled and gibbered, looping madly in black and red. In the mirror, they resolved into writing: legible, clear…

Foreign.

“Blast,” I muttered, as Simon gave a grunt of annoyance.

It was just as in the other two cases. There was without doubt a spirit involved in these foul assaults. It was awake, and to judge by the ferocious scribbling that moved endlessly on his skin, it was angry. But it was not a spirit of England. We had attempted to sketch the strange curved and looped letters, some looking almost like pictures, and had taken them to the British Museum earlier this week for identification and enlightenment. Here was confirmation of what we had learned, as if it did us the least bit of good.

“Hieratic,” Simon said. “The ancient Egyptian priestly script. Why here? Why this man? What has he to do with Egypt?”

As with the other victims, nothing in the room suggested an interest in anything older than this month’s fashions. I meant to observe as much, but the cartouche gave a searing pulse of cold, and a gasp of distress escaped my lips. Simon snatched his hand from my neck and I fell forward, more thanks to the loss of balance than anything else.

“Robert.” He knelt, strong arms closing round me, and I felt the frisson of fear, his fear for me, that he could never quite disguise. “Robert, are you well?”

“I am very well. Pray, don’t fuss.”

“If it is too much—”

We had had this conversation more than once; I did not want it again. “When you are too much for me, Mr. Feximal, I shall let you know. I do not anticipate that day coming soon, despite your best efforts.”

That won me a quick, reluctant smile and a fleeting kiss, and then we both rose, and returned to the study of a far from beautiful corpse.

***
 

Simon stayed up late that night, and rose first the next morning. I, the far heavier sleeper, rolled out of bed as the clocks struck eight, to find toast and kippers turning leathery on the parlour table, and Simon hidden behind a copy of The Times. At least the coffee was hot.

I poured myself a cup, and refreshed Simon’s, then sat down to attend to my meal without speech. I am naturally a talkative soul, but five years of Simon Feximal teach one the art of morning silence. I was halfway through a kipper when, for once, he broke the breakfast quiet, and with an exclamation of some vigour.

“What!” he almost shouted.

“What?” I enquired, reaching for the salt.

“This.” Simon folded the paper and slapped it on the table, heedless of the breakfast things. His dark eyes snapped with fury and he jabbed a finger at a column of tiny print as if enraged. I took it up.

“The passenger manifestos from America?”

“Look at it. Look. The nerve of the devils.”

He shoved his chair back and stalked to the window. I rapidly conned the page. It was simply the usual list of notable passengers who were due to arrive on the steamer from the United States. Marie Lloyd and Little Tich were returning to the London music halls from successful tours. Some Broadway dramatist was coming over to launch his plays on the London stage. Various politicians, bankers, sons of aristocracy and daughters of industry appeared to cross and recross the Atlantic like weavers’ shuttles.

I took a sip of coffee as Simon fumed impatiently, moved my eyes to the next paragraph, and had to swallow hard to prevent myself spitting the mouthful over the paper.

“Ah, you see it,” Simon observed, as I choked.

“I see the name.” I dabbed at my lips with a napkin. “I take it the gentleman referred to is an Endicott of the Cornish Endicotts?” That foul clan was notorious in the strange circles in which we moved.

“Without doubt,” Simon said grimly. “I’d not been aware of an American branch, but I’m not surprised they’ve spread their filth across nations.” He strode over to stand behind me. “And the Whyborne family are known to me, by name at least. They are of the Brotherhood of the Immortal Fire.”

“What is that?”

“A cult. The usual thing. Power and wealth, won by the foulest means.”

That was unwelcome news. I could not stop myself touching the teardrop-shaped scar under my eye, a souvenir from my own encounter with a group of strange worshippers. Simon saw the gesture and dropped a hand to my shoulder. “I will not stand for it, Robert. I will have no foreign cultists and Yankee necromancers in this city.”

I glanced again at the paper. “‘Doctor Percival Endicott Whyborne, of the Nathaniel R Ladysmith Museum, Widdershins, Massachusetts. Noted Egyptologist who discovered the tomb of the pharaoh Nephren-ka. Son of the respected industrialist Niles Whyborne.’ Interesting.”

“That is one way to put it. Theodosia Kay had word from America last month,” Simon said. “It seems that this man, this Dr. Whyborne, raised a god from the sea—”

“I beg your pardon?”

“—and destroyed a hospital.”

“A hospital?” I repeated. “Good heavens, why? What would possess a man to commit such a cruel act?”

“A sea devil,” Simon said, answering the question more literally than I had intended. “Some creature worshipped in ancient times, some thing that is below humanity, or above it. I do not know, and I do not care. Egyptologist, Robert.”

I looked up at his intent face. “You mean, our investigation? But the murders have all taken place in the last fortnight, and this fellow is safely on board the Montcalm, steaming across the Atlantic. How could he be involved?”

“I do not know. But an Endicott, a necromancer, a grave-plundering Egyptologist, coming to London just as an ancient Egyptian spirit rises here?”

“It does seem suggestive,” I admitted. “I suppose we must investigate.”

“We must. Whatever this man’s schemes may be, we will scotch them. I want you to go to the docks. Meet the ship, find this Dr. Whyborne, and follow him. We will act then.”

***
 

The steamer was to dock two days later. While Simon concentrated on our three victims and the Egyptian spirit, I spent the time in attempting to find out what I could about Dr. Whyborne. Information was in short supply. Our colleague Miss Kay’s web of whispers stretched around the world, but her American contacts tended to congregate in the cities. All I could learn of this town Widdershins was that it was ill begun and ill run by its most noted families, a place of bad repute amongst those who worked in our field.

Oddly, Dr. Whyborne was not much spoken of. I could not find out any word of the man before his extraordinary destruction of a hospital (or an asylum, or possibly a home for retired gentlefolk: reports varied) the previous summer.

“He seems to have escaped gossip to date,” I told Simon, who merely grunted.

I was at the docks early when the great ship pulled in at last, disgorging a flood of passengers. The crowds flocked the gangway area for Marie Lloyd and Little Tich, stayed to admire the gowns and furs of a procession of brides and heiresses, ignored the playwright entirely, and began to dwindle at last. I waited and watched.

Dr. Whyborne would be between twenty and forty, I supposed. I had no more information, though as the son of an industrialist and a cultist, I expected him to be wealthy and dress accordingly. Or perhaps he might have the dashing look of the popular press’s idea of an Arabian explorer. He could be anyone, in fact, except that he was a sorcerer.

It leaves a mark. Nothing that is easy to pin down, but there is a look, an air, that comes with seeing what should not be seen and knowing what should not be known. It was a look that I had caught in my own eyes in recent times. It is more prominent on those who use the forgotten arts regularly. Simon wore it like a badge. Whatever Dr. Whyborne might look like, I expected to recognise him at first glance.

My gaze drifted over the stream of passengers, discarding each one, until my attention was abruptly attracted by the clatter of a man falling over his own feet just in front of me.

I glanced at the fellow. He was a fussy, absent-minded sort; painfully tall and thin, with a shock of dark hair that begged for Rowland’s Macassar Oil. I spared him no more than that glance, though, since the man he was with had entirely caught my attention.

He was about my own age and build, nothing like the beanpole next to him. He wore his chestnut locks long, and sported a dashing peacock-blue waistcoat along with a silver cane: a thorough-going dandy. He smiled on his awkward companion as he helped the clumsy fellow to his feet, and then as he looked up he caught my eye, and smiled at me.

Let me be understood. I cannot speak lightly of what Simon is to me. He had risked more than his life for my sake; the cartouche embedded in my hand tells something of what I endured for him. He is a man of shadows, darkly driven, demanding, often humourless, never easy, and repellently foul-tempered at breakfast, but he is Simon, and that is all.

 Notwithstanding, a man may look.

The American popinjay—the cut of his coat proclaimed him a colonial—had a very appealing smile. I returned it, a matter of pure instinct, and saw a glint in his eye (a rather lovely shade of green, and a rather inviting sort of glint) that left me in no doubt that his interests lay alongside mine.

Unfortunately, or fortunately, the gawky fellow was tugging at the handsome American’s coat. He was occupied, and I had a job to do. I gave him a nod, with just a little passing regret for a life long abandoned, and turned my attention back to the stream of passengers.

Twenty minutes later, with everyone disembarked, I was forced to face the facts. I had missed my quarry. Dr. Whyborne had left the ship early, or not been on it, or somehow I had failed to notice a sorcerer passing right in front of me. I had been distracted by the good-looking Yankee, of course, but surely not that distracted.

“Dr. Whyborne?” repeated the steward to whom I applied for information. “Yes, sir, he was on board. A very pleasant, generous gentleman.” He waited expectantly for the shilling I gave him, and went on, “A tall, thin gentleman with dark hair which…well, the ship’s barber doubtless did his best, sir. In his thirties, and with what you might call a sort of scholar’s stoop.”

“Did he travel alone?” I asked, without much hope.

“No, sir, he had a companion, another gentleman. A Mr. Flaherty, that was. About your height, hair a little long at the collar, if I may say so. A very elegantly dressed gentleman, carries a silver cane. Sorry, sir, what was that?”

“Nothing,” I assured him. “I said nothing at all.”

 


 

  


Chapter Two


Percival Endicott Whyborne’s Account
 

 


I detested London from the first moment I set eyes on it.

I wasn’t one for travel even under the best of circumstances. I much preferred the quiet little house in Widdershins I shared with Griffin, or my basement office at the museum, to any hustle and bustle of town life.

The crowd of onlookers at the docks, the streets packed with cabs and carriages, the sheer number of people pressing in from every side, filled me with anxiety. Why on earth anyone would wish to live in such a place, I couldn’t imagine. The smell alone recommended against it.

“You do know my family fled England one step ahead of the hangman’s noose,” I remarked, eyeing the bridges suspiciously. Didn’t the English put criminals’ heads on pikes? Well, not any more, I supposed. And probably only traitors back when they did. Still.

“I imagine any warrants out on your kin have long expired,” Griffin said, patting my hand reassuringly. “Come now, my dear—don’t you feel the energy here? The sort of vitality one only finds in a large city, filled with people of every sort?”

“No,” I muttered. A bit churlishly, I admit, but I’d already put up with ten days at sea, trapped on a floating prison with perfect strangers. “What of our luggage? And—”

“Already seen to. It will await us at our hotel, while we visit the museum.”

“Ah. Thank you.” I’d left all the arrangements up to Griffin, as I had no idea how to even begin to go about such things. Not to mention he had a talent for charming everyone he met, ensuring fewer coins changed hands than might under other circumstances. “I do appreciate it,” I added, lest he think I took him for granted.

His green eyes took on a sly look. “You’ll have to demonstrate your gratitude later, then.”

The tips of my ears grew hot, even as my member roused. Although our guise as mere traveling companions had allowed us to share a single room with upper and lower berths on the steamer, the beds had been a damned snug fit for someone of my height even when sleeping alone. The prospect of lying beside him in a real bed almost made me want to forgo the museum.

But I’d promised Christine. Or rather, been ordered by her in a terse telegram, but we were good enough friends it amounted to the same thing.

And I did have to admit, when the cab let us out in front of the British Museum, I found myself impressed. In its way, it was the forerunner of the Ladysmith, which had been my professional home and refuge. Once inside, I found the floor plan surprisingly straightforward, as opposed to the labyrinth devised by the Ladysmith’s mad architect. I could have spent hours wandering the place, but I wished to see to business first, and so we made our way to the Egyptian exhibits.

The tablet I sought once resided on the side of a temple of Osiris in Abydos, before being chiselled off and hauled to England. Christine didn’t trust the translation provided by the museum, and wished me to take a fresh look, in hopes it might contain some clue useful in her current excavations. While Griffin waited patiently at my side, I took out a notebook and inspected the sandstone block.

“There’s Apep, the serpent of chaos,” I murmured as I worked. “Sometimes associated with Nyarlathotep, so this could have some connection with Nephren-ka. Hmm. Blast!”

“What is it?” Griffin asked.

“The inscription is incomplete. There’s a card—it says the other half is on display in the Sir John Soane Museum, London.” I straightened, feeling a headache forming behind my eye. “Curse this town! How many museums does it need?”

“An excellent question,” Griffin said with a wry twist of his lips. “An even better one is who is following us, and why?”

***
 

“Following us?” I repeated, like a fool.

“Look about—not too fast,” Griffin said. “Near the lion-headed goddess seated on a throne—”

“Sekhmet,” I said automatically.

“Fellow about my height and age,” Griffin went on, ignoring me. “Brown hair, going grey. Excellent smile—well, not now, but he smiled at me on the docks.”

“What?” I glanced about as casually as I could, and spotted the man in question. “Why the devil was he smiling at you?”

Which was an idiotic question; I knew it the moment it left my lips. People cast Griffin admiring looks quite often. Usually women, but not always.

“I assumed he meant to be friendly,” Griffin said diplomatically. “Whiling away the time as he waited on some other passenger. But as he’s turned up here…well, I’m not much of a believer in coincidence.”

“The docks. Do you think…?”

I left the question unfinished. Last August, we’d run afoul of a cult determined to raise an ancient creature from the bottom of the sea, enslave it to their will, and use its power to rule and ruin the world. They’d used the wretched inmates of a lunatic asylum to create a sort of psychic battery to fuel their spell, and our battle to stop them had been a close one. Some of the cultists had escaped, and it wasn’t out of the question they might now target us for revenge.

“The Eyes of Nodens?” he asked, naming the cult. “It is certainly possible. Indeed, I think it likely, unless you’ve managed to cross English society in some fashion.”

“Only by relation to my sister.” Guinevere had married an earl, exchanging a substantial amount of money for the right to be called a countess. “What shall we do?”

Griffin considered for a moment. “We’re at a disadvantage. We don’t know the city, and must assume he does. Let us find out where this Soane Museum is and go there. If this second meeting is truly by chance, he won’t follow us.”

“Do you think that likely?” I asked.

“No.” Griffin’s mouth settled into a grim line. “Not in the slightest.”

***
 

A short time later, a second cab delivered us to the Soane Museum on a large garden square known as Lincoln’s Inn Fields.

The building bore little resemblance to the grand structure we’d left so recently. Apparently the Soane began its life as a home, before being bequeathed to the nation on the death of its architect owner. As a result, we found ourselves climbing a short flight of steps to a rather ordinary door.

“Don’t look,” Griffin murmured. I’d spent the intervening period in a state of nervous tension, constantly resisting the urge to glance backward over my shoulder. Griffin, of course, appeared perfectly composed. “Our pursuer has been joined by another. Somewhat older, grey hair, built like a pugilist.”

“Now what?” I asked.

“Now we go in and find this tablet of yours. I doubt they’ll try anything inside a museum during visiting hours, where someone would surely see them.”

His reasoning seemed sound, right up until the moment we stepped inside.

“This isn’t a museum!” I exclaimed, staring around aghast. “A cabinet of curiosities, perhaps, but…”

“Large,” Griffin finished for me. “And rather disorganized.”

If the Ladysmith’s mad architect would have found the British Museum too predictable, he would have felt right at home in this place. Every room was packed with a bewildering number of paintings, urns, and statues. Narrow corridors became almost impassable, thanks to the marble friezes and insanely ornate cornices covering every inch of the walls. If there was a principle of organization behind the jumble of art and artifacts, I hadn’t the power to discern it.

Even worse, at the moment we appeared to be the only visitors.

I glanced back over my shoulder, but we’d gone around a tight corner into a panelled room hung with large paintings, and I could no longer see the entrance. “Were we followed?” I whispered.

To my surprise, Griffin smiled when he answered, “Yes.”

“But—”

“Shh.” He pressed a finger quickly to my lips. “Unless they’re unreasonably familiar with this place, they’ve lost the advantage. You look for your Egyptian tablet, and I’ll see if I can get behind them and discover what they’re up to.”

I nodded. The pad of his finger was warm and rough against my lips, and I dared press a kiss to it. He winked and dropped his hand. Turning away, he paused beside a painting. He studied it for a moment—then slid his hand beneath the frame, undid some hidden latch, and swung the painting out on its panel, away from the wall, so that he was concealed behind it, and could not be seen from the door.

And this Soane person had actually lived here? The man must have been a raving lunatic.

I glanced behind the extended panel, and saw, as I expected, that Griffin had disappeared from the room’s other door, leaving me alone. I swallowed nervously, told myself Griffin knew what he was about, and set off to find the second half of the inscription.

Easier said than done. The sheer profusion of marble faces, plaster columns, and ornate frames confused the eye. Rooms which appeared large from a vantage down a corridor proved to be so small and crowded one could barely find the space to stand within. Noises echoed strangely, and hidden currents of air touched my face.

Footsteps sounded, almost at my side. I froze, but whoever made the steps came up on me and passed by, just on the other side of what looked like a solid wall. I held my breath until they were past. Had it been Griffin? Or one of the cultists stalking us?

I entered another room, then jumped back with a curse when I spotted movement at the opposite end. But it was only myself, reflected in a convex mirror, my features distorted from merely unattractive to something hideous. Blast it, I hated this parody of a museum. Damn the collector who’d decided to divvy up the tablet among his friends.

A spiral stairway descended into a sort of open basement. I ducked down it, and was relieved to see a large stone sarcophagus. Although the huge stone box dated from the New Kingdom and the tablet I pursued was of a much earlier period, perhaps Soane had thought to group his Egyptian artifacts together?

Yes—there, and nicely illuminated by sunlight, which must have been directed into this basement using mirrors, much as Christine used them to brighten the interior of the tombs she excavated. I took out my notebook and glanced around nervously.

Where was Griffin? He had no doubt played such games of cat-and-mouse many times while with the Pinkertons. But who knew what tricks these cultists might possess, far beyond the means of ordinary criminals?

Whatever those tricks might be, he’d ordered me to continue on about our business. Peering at the tablet, I compared the inscription to the one from the British Museum.

“…Call upon the power of Horus,” I muttered under my breath. “Blast—I don’t think this has anything to do with Nyarlathotep—”

An arm closed tightly around my throat.

 

  


Chapter Three


Robert Caldwell’s account
 

 


Simon loathes museums. They are full of untold stories that nag at his mind, and the Soane Museum is a particularly difficult jumble where we have had to spend a great deal too much time. He was in a bad mood from the moment the Americans’ destination became obvious, and it did not improve when I murmured, “They’ve spotted us.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. The man Flaherty is some kind of professional. Look at his stance. He’s wary, and watching…and armed, too, I’ll swear that cane is a swordstick.”

Simon grunted. “And why would a doctor of ancient history require an armed guard? This is bad, Robert.”

The Americans dodged through the bewildering interlinked rooms and dead ends of the Soane house, we several steps behind. They both went into the Hogarth room, which is lined with paintings on fold-out panels that block one’s view, and I was annoyed but unsurprised to see the necromancer Whyborne emerge alone, and looking rather nervous.

“They’ve split up,” Simon murmured from where we waited some distance away. The Soane is conveniently supplied with convex mirrors, high on the walls. They reflect the interior light, and from the right vantage point one can see round two corners at once. “You follow the swordsman.”

I slipped through the Hogarth room, pacing Mr. Flaherty down through the chaotic clutter, towards the basement. I should not have had a chance of following him without notice in a normal environment, but I knew the Soane and he did not, and he had his companion to think of. Simon takes care of himself.

As my quarry and I reached the basement level, there was a sudden scuffle and a muted cry from ahead. Mr. Flaherty sprang forward, the wicked blade of his swordstick whipping out as he moved, and I after him.

Simon’s powerful arm was round Dr. Whyborne’s neck. The American was a tall man, but of scarecrow leanness, and Simon is built like a heavyweight prizefighter. Dr. Whyborne was off his feet, thrashing uselessly. Mr. Flaherty’s blade hissed through the air towards Simon, and stopped as the mouth of my pistol met the back of his skull.

“Griffin!” yelped the doctor, voice strangulated.

“Whyborne?” demanded the handsome American urgently.

“Robert!” snarled Simon, tightening his grip on Dr. Whyborne’s throat.

“Simon...” I stepped back, for I had seen it as he had. The necromancer, though turning an unbecoming puce with lack of air, was not attempting to free himself from Simon’s grip. Instead, he had put out a palm and on it, with the finger of his other hand, rapidly sketched what I recognised as a sigil, though I did not know what it meant. From Simon’s exclamation, I judged that he knew exactly what it signified, and that it boded ill to me.

To me, personally. Dr. Whyborne’s eyes were fixed on me, and it was to me he spoke, with a voice that was admirably controlled. (It is no very amusing thing to be at the mercy of Simon’s muscular physique, unless of course one wishes to be.)

“Put the gun down,” Dr. Whyborne croaked. “I don’t want to use this—I don’t want to hurt you. Not least because I’m sure your friend will snap my neck if I do. But put the gun down or I will.”

“Touch him and die,” Simon said, and it was no idle threat.

“The same goes for you, sir.” Mr. Flaherty was pale and intent on Simon. Not on me, though I held a pistol to his head.

We stood there, Dr. Whyborne half-throttled, Simon at swordpoint, Mr. Flaherty at gunpoint and I at, I suppose one might say spellpoint, all momentarily paralysed, and as we stared at one another, I reached a conclusion.

I am not a sentimental man. Dr. Whyborne might harbour a sincere affection for Mr. Flaherty in the depths of his withered and corroded necromantic heart and still be a foul blot on the face of nature. Mr. Flaherty’s delightful smile did not make him a judge of character. The fact that each thought only of protecting the other meant nothing at all.

And yet...

With a chance to think about it, I should doubtless have ignored my instincts. As it was, I lowered my pistol.

“Robert!” snapped Simon.

“Let Dr. Whyborne go,” I said. “I feel we should allow him to explain himself. Simon, let go.”

Simon’s dark eyes met mine, his grey brows set in a formidable scowl, but I do not cross him lightly at his work, and he knows it. He released his grip. Dr. Whyborne lurched forward, gasping. Mr. Flaherty took a step forward to guard him, sword point down but ready to act if need be.

“Are you the Eyes of Nodens?” he demanded of us.

“I beg your pardon?”

“The Eyes of Nodens,” Dr. Whyborne repeated, rubbing his throat. “Are you avenging your failure to command the god?”

“No? That is, no. Not at all.”

“Then who are you? Are you with the Brotherhood?”

The question was fearful, as though the Brotherhood were enemies rather than friends, despite their connection to his father. “No,” I said. “We do not belong to any cult or secret society. Do you?”

Dr. Whyborne blinked. “Well, who are you, then?”

Simon took charge. “My name is Simon Feximal. I am—”

“Simon Feximal?” repeated Mr. Flaherty. “You’re Simon Feximal? But…” He was taking in Simon’s distinctive appearance. “Good Lord. Then you must be Robert Caldwell?” he demanded of me. “I read your books, sir. Though I’d rather assumed they were fiction, not fact.”

My accounts of Simon’s work, published to some critical praise and rather more financial success as the Casebooks of Feximal the Ghost-hunter, have been invaluable both as advertising for his services and to bring in a regular income, which ghost-hunting does not. I will admit to finding Mr. Flaherty’s response rather pleasing.

“Good Lord,” Mr. Flaherty repeated. “Whyborne, you remember— I was just reading Mr. Caldwell’s latest Casebook on the boat— ”

“That awful dime novel rubbish?” said Dr. Whyborne, and then turned bright red.

I winced. So did Mr. Flaherty. “If I could remind you, my dear, that Mr. Caldwell has a gun.”

“I almost never respond to literary criticism with homicide,” I assured him, and saw that delightful smile once more. Dr. Whyborne glared at Mr. Flaherty. Simon glared at me.

“If you are a ghost-hunter, of all things, what the devil were you doing throttling me?” Dr. Whyborne demanded of Simon. “I’m not a ghost. Yet,” he added pointedly, with his hand going to his bruised neck.

Simon glowered. “What is an American sorceror, an Egyptologist, a necromancer, doing in London?”

“How on earth should I know?” Dr. Whyborne said, bewildered. “I’ve only just got here myself.”

“Perhaps you gentlemen will accompany us to a more private location,” I suggested over Simon’s explosive exhalation. “It seems to me that we have quite a lot to discuss.”

***
 

We took them to the Remnant, a private club on Remnant Street, just around the corner from Lincoln’s Inn Fields. The Remnant is run by the Hesselian Society of Occult Investigation for the benefit of our profession. One may meet the ghost-finder Thomas Carnacki there on his usual storytelling Thursdays (best avoided), and Dr. Silence always took one of the small bedrooms on his infrequent trips to town. It was a safe enough space, where assistance could be summoned if I should prove to be wrong about Dr. Whyborne.

I thought that I was not. We rapidly established that he was a philologist, or doctor of languages, rather than an Egyptologist—the incorrect reportage seemed to cause him some distress and he seemed quite alarmed to learn that he had been given credit for discovering the tomb of Nephren-ka. He flatly denied any relation to the Endicotts of evil reputation and rejected the accusation of necromancy with what looked like honest horror. I saw a flash of anger in Mr. Flaherty’s eyes at the insult. (Very handsome green eyes, that never stopped watchfully looking over Dr. Whyborne.)

However, Dr. Whyborne was unquestionably a sorceror.

“I am not a sorceror,” he repeated. “I am a scholar. I happen to be interested in some branches of forgotten science— ”

“Sorcery,” Simon said.

“Just because you choose to give an absurd name to something you do not understand...” The words withered on the American’s tongue as Simon looked at him.

“I understand,” he said, in that deep voice of his, so deep that it resonated in my chest. “I understand very well, Dr. Whyborne, and more than you may realise. I fear that it is you who do not fully understand.”

Dr. Whyborne had recoiled at Simon’s tone, as well he might, but he stiffened his spine—there was rather more to him than at first appeared—and began a retort. I did not listen, to the words at least, concentrating on the impressions I gathered from the man. Simon was asking something about the rumour of the destroyed hospital and a god from the sea, and Dr. Whyborne was protesting his justification, with Mr. Flaherty’s voice joining his, but as they spoke I could smell seaweed, could feel salt water on my lips, and the image came to me of ancient, eyeless things that throbbed slowly in the dark deep—

“Robert?” Simon demanded.

I blinked. “Nothing. I am well.”

Simon frowned. “A word.” He grabbed my arm and hauled me to the other side of the room, where we spoke in hushed voices as the American pair consulted, heads very close together.

“I don’t like it,” he said without preamble. “He is not a necromancer, he seems honest enough, but the man has undeniably had strange dealings with strange forces and there is something about him... Your instincts are excellent, Robert. What do you think?”

“Strange dealings indeed. And I agree that he’s playing with water. But— ”

“Fire.”

“What?”

“Playing with fire.”

“That’s what I said.”

“It is not. You said playing with water.”

“Really, Simon, you do take one up,” I said with some annoyance. “The man is playing with fire, granted, but I believe he means no harm.”

“How much harm have we seen done by those who meant none?”

“True. Still, I can reconcile it with my conscience if we allow him to go about his business—”

“Somewhere else,” Simon finished in chorus with me. “We will keep an eye out, put them on their boat and have done.”

“That would be best,” I agreed. “Though one should not look a gift horse in the mouth, should one?”

“Meaning?”

“Dr. Whyborne!” I turned, raising my voice, and the two Americans looked round from their intense discourse. “The thing is, sir, our suspicions of you, which I am delighted to learn are misplaced, arose because we have something of a complicated case on our hands, with a distinctly Egyptian flavour. I believe it is possible that you may be able to enlighten us, even assist us.”

Mr. Flaherty’s green eyes sparkled with interest, confirming my suspicions that the man was some sort of investigator. His, “Go on, Mr. Caldwell,” came simultaneously with Dr. Whyborne’s outraged, “Why on earth should I—”, and Simon’s groan of, “For God’s sake, Robert!”

I chose to respond to Mr. Flaherty. “Am I correct in thinking Dr. Whyborne can read the ancient Egyptian hieratic script?”

 

  


Chapter Four


Percival Endicott Whyborne’s account
 

 


“I agree these murders are of an occult nature,” I said, a bit crossly, once Caldwell had described the situation to us, “but I don’t see what this has to do with Egypt or hieratic.” Or us, although of course Griffin was leaning forward in his chair like a hound on the scent.

Caldwell looked toward Feximal. “Shall we repair to the last victim’s rooms?”

Feximal shook his head. “No. I’ve encountered the spirit three times now. We can do it here,” he said cryptically.

“Do what?” I asked. Although Griffin seemed inclined to forgive the pair, especially after learning Caldwell authored some of the potboilers he wasted his time reading, I was not. My throat still ached from Feximal’s hold. Nor had I forgotten that awful moment when Caldwell aimed his gun at Griffin’s head.

Oh dear Lord, did Griffin hope to see his name in print? It would certainly boost his business as a private detective, were he to feature in one of Caldwell’s absurd novels.

But no, the thought was churlish of me. People had died in a horrible manner, far beyond the ordinary ability of the police to cope with. We had no choice but to lend whatever assistance we could, and Griffin would not shirk from that duty any more than I. Still, I rather wished we had more congenial companions. Or, even better, could handle the case ourselves, without involving this so-called “ghost-hunter.” Honestly, who went about referring to himself like that? Did he have it on his card?

Feximal rose to his feet without answering and shucked off his rather old-fashioned coat. Neckcloth and vest followed—dear heavens, the man was undressing right in front of us!

“Wh-what are you doing!” I exclaimed. Heat rushed into my face and I knew I must be turning bright red, but I couldn’t control the reaction.

Caldwell gave Griffin a wink. “This is the part that doesn’t appear in my stories, Mr. Flaherty.”

Griffin, damn him, didn’t seem at all discomfited. He merely arched a brow. “That would be quite a different type of literature.”

While we spoke, Feximal took up position in front of the mirror hanging on one wall. “Robert?” he asked, and began to unbutton his shirt. I hurriedly turned my back to him.

“Of course.”

Caldwell crossed the room, and I heard the rustle of Feximal’s shirt falling on top of the pile of the rest of his clothing. Griffin let out a surprised gasp.

“You’re going to have to turn around, Dr. Whyborne,” Caldwell said, but I thought there was a note of strain in his voice. “It’s quite something to behold.”

Although certain his words held no intentional double meaning, my face grew even hotter. I had to control my reactions—if Feximal realized I felt more than innocent interest when looking upon another man’s body, he wouldn’t be at all pleased. He’d already assaulted my person once, and I had no desire to repeat the experience.

I turned slowly and let out a gasp of my own at the sight of the black and red characters moving and shifting across the ghost hunter’s bare skin, as if being written and rewritten by an invisible hand.

Caldwell knelt in front of his companion, head startlingly close to the buttons of Feximal’s trousers. He’d removed his gloves, and I saw a metal cartouche of some sort appeared to be embedded in the back of the hand resting quite blatantly on Feximal’s thigh. One of Feximal’s hands was wrapped possessively around the back of Caldwell’s neck.

Oh. Oh! They were...together?

Wait a moment. If Caldwell was...had he been flirting with Griffin earlier? Right in front of his lover, not to mention me? The impudent scoundrel!

“This is what we require you to read, Dr. Whyborne,” Feximal said, recalling my attention.

“They are the voices of the dead,” Caldwell added, as if that was an explanation. “Mr. Feximal bears their messages.” He shot a mischievous glance at my companion and added, “And I bear Mr. Feximal. When he wishes to make use of me, that is.”

“Robert,” Feximal warned, giving him a little shake, then glanced at me, his dark eyes sharp as obsidian blades. “Look in the mirror, Dr. Whyborne.”

I flushed even harder. Look at what? Was he calling my attention to my own reaction? I’d undeniably been staring. It was difficult not to; whatever faults his character possessed, his physique did not share them. He was powerfully built, his broad chest dusted with light gray hairs, and a darker smattering tracing the path down from his navel to the button of his trousers.

I did my best to focus on the writing on Feximal’s skin. “Yes, it’s hieratic,” I said, understanding coalescing. “Bookhand. Now, let me see…” I squinted.

“Good God,” said Caldwell blankly. “He’s reading it.”

Wasn’t that what I was supposed to do? But he and Feximal were both gazing at me as though I was the peculiar one here.

“You can read it directly? You don’t have to look in the mirror?” Feximal demanded.

“Of course.”

I looked to Griffin for support, but even he seemed puzzled. “It looks like gibberish to me on his skin, and hieroglyphs in the mirror.”

“Hieratic,” I corrected him automatically. “But what is it—”

“Dr. Whyborne,” Feximal cut in, his deep voice lowering to a growl. “Questions later. If you can read the script, do so now. This is hard for Robert.”

Caldwell was rather pale, but he gave Feximal an irritated look. “Please, Simon. I’ve had a great deal harder from you.” He paused, and added, “As it were,” with a shameless flick of an eyebrow.

Griffin snickered, the lout. I shot him a glare.

“Get on,” Feximal said.

I took a hesitant step closer to peer at Feximal’s skin. “Some of the writing goes, er, lower,” I said uncertainly.

“A particularly talkative spirit. Quite unusual.” Caldwell was even paler now but his tone was light enough, if a little forced, and definitely teasing. “Although, in my and Simon’s first case together—ouch!” Mr. Feximal’s grip on his neck seemed to have tightened.

“I don’t believe I’ve read that story,” Griffin remarked innocently.

“Different type of literature,” Caldwell murmured.

Ignoring the pair of them, and with no sign of modesty whatsoever, the ghost-hunter unbuttoned his trousers and shucked off his underthings. As Caldwell had said, it was a sight to behold.

My cheeks ached with embarrassment as I bent closer, frantically trying to concentrate on the writing and not...anything else. I felt a surge of blood somewhere other than my face, and cursed myself frantically. For heaven’s sake, I was standing right in front of the man’s lover! Whose lips were, well, rather near to certain parts, which did not seem insensible to his presence.

I couldn’t do this, not in front of Griffin. What must he think of me ogling another man, even with the best of excuses?

A quick glance in the mirror revealed that he was biting his knuckles to keep from laughing at my predicament.

“Studying hard, Dr. Whyborne?” enquired Caldwell, from somewhere around my waist, and Griffin choked.

Feximal shot me a menacing look, which seemed unfair. “Enough foolery. Dr. Whyborne,” he snapped. “Can you read it or not?”

“Er, yes,” I said, wondering if it were in fact possible to die from embarrassment. Clearing my throat, I read: “Pierce his eyes, that he may see no one else. Pierce his genitals, that he may desire no one else. Pierce his tongue, that he may speak of no other. If he fails to want me, let death find him, let him run mad in the desert among the jackals.” The writing began to speed up, become more sloppy, more erratic, as if the owner of the hand grew agitated. “Pierce. Eyes. Tongue. Genitals. Mad. Death. Death. Death.”

Caldwell let out a soft cry of pain. Feximal let go of his neck instantly; the hieratic script unravelled into languid loops and swirls of red and black. Dropping to his knees, Feximal put an arm around his companion. “Robert?”

“I’m well,” Caldwell said, his voice thin and raw as if his throat was made of sandpaper. “Just a moment.” Feximal held him close for a few seconds, his own eyes shut as if in pain himself, until Caldwell took a deep breath and pulled away. “There. It’s nothing. Do you understand what all that meant, Dr. Whyborne?”

I nodded. “Yes. It’s a love spell.”

The other three men all exchanged startled looks. “Shall I call for a stiff round of something?” Griffin offered. “It seems as if an explanation is required, and I think we could all do with a drink to brace us.”

“Yes.” Seeming reassured as to Caldwell’s health, Feximal reached for his clothing. “And then, Dr. Whyborne, you can tell us what you know of these ‘love spells.’”

***
 

“It’s more of a lust spell, I suppose,” I said a short time later. Feximal, thank God, had dressed and now sat beside Caldwell. I noticed Caldwell held the brandy Griffin had ordered in his ordinary hand; the one with the cartouche lay curled almost claw-like in his lap, as if it pained him.

“Go on, my dear,” Griffin encouraged me.

“Er, yes.” I put down my own brandy, untouched. “I’m no expert, but I have run across some similar spells during my translation duties for the museum. A would-be lover would take some item belonging to the object of his affection—a lock of hair, for example—to a sorcerer. The sorcerer would then create a clay doll, incorporating the hair to bind it to the victim.” I swallowed; this next bit was a bit ghoulish. “The sorcerer would recite the spell over the doll, while driving bronze nails into the body parts meant to be afflicted.”

“Dear lord!” Griffin exclaimed. “That’s a rather gruesome way to treat someone you’re hoping to bed.”

I shrugged. “Technically, the nails were only supposed to inflict the burning pain of desire, not actual harm. Unless the spell failed, of course, in which case madness and death would be the result.”

“It seems to be failing quite regularly,” Caldwell observed. “Why would that be?”

“I really am no expert,” I protested. “Perhaps the sorcerer has mistranslated whatever ancient text he’s working from?”

“An amateur.” Feximal uttered the word with dislike, and Caldwell made a face. It seemed they were not fond of amateurs.

Feximal was watching me. “And the necromantic aspect? There must be one.”

“The spell was meant to be carried out by the spirits of the dead,” I replied. “A ba—or in this case, an akh, a ghost called back from the underworld to afflict the living.”

“At a guess, this one isn’t very happy about it,” Griffin said.

“It certainly seems angry. In ancient times, the dolls were often buried next to the remains of those who had died particularly violent deaths in order to summon particularly vicious akhu.”

“Blast.” Caldwell and Feximal exchanged a glance which seemed to communicate volumes.

“So why is the writing in hieratic?” Griffin asked. “If the spell is being cast in modern-day London?”

I frowned. “I can’t say for certain, but as the sorcerer is using Egyptian spells, he might have thought he had a better chance with an Egyptian spirit. It wouldn’t be difficult to obtain a mummy. The things are all over Europe, since apparently people have nothing better to do than destroy excavation sites and all hopes of establishing provenance—”

“Yes, Whyborne, you can save the lecture for later,” Griffin cut in, although his fond smile removed any sting from his words. “So do I understand right, and the sorcerer might not have any direct connection with the victims?”

“If he’s hiring his services out to the lovelorn, then no, he might have known nothing more about the victims than their names, and that only for use in the spell.”

“I see.” Griffin’s eyes darkened. “That makes our job a damn sight more difficult, then.”

“Our job?” Feximal asked, looking none too pleased about Griffin’s phrasing.

“Of course,” I replied, annoyed. “People have died by magic, and more will die if nothing is done. London may not be our city, but we can hardly return to the hotel and pretend ignorance if we have the means to set things right.”

“Well said, Dr. Whyborne,” Caldwell agreed, seeming far more cheerful about the prospect than his friend. “We would undeniably benefit from your knowledge of Egyptology, if you are happy to assist. And, as it happens, Mr. Flaherty, we aren’t at a complete loss. The victims all belonged to a rather notorious club which caters to the decadent crowd. It stands to reason that one or more of their suitors may have encountered them there. If we can find them…”

“The suitors will lead us to the sorcerer,” Griffin said. “Brilliant, Mr. Caldwell. Shall we visit this club, gentlemen?”

“One moment. For all we know, the sorcerer may attend the club himself, or herself,” Caldwell said. “We don’t want to scare him off before we’ve identified him and, if you will forgive me, Dr. Whyborne, you do have a rather…notable air about you. Not to mention that any London sorcerer will recognise Simon.”

I didn’t like where this was going. Neither, judging by the expression on his face, did Feximal. “What do you propose, then?” I asked.

“Merely a division of labour.” Caldwell turned his charming smile on Griffin. “Mr. Flaherty, would you care to see the sights of London?”

 

  


Chapter Five


Robert Caldwell’s Account
 

 


We split up so that Mr. Flaherty and I could dress for the evening, the Americans heading to their hotel and we back home. It was not a long walk from the Remnant back to Fetter Lane and the rooms Simon and I shared, which was all to the good. For one thing it was a damp and chilly day; for another, by the time we stepped over the threshold, Simon was on the verge of explosion. He waited in menacing silence while I removed my muddy boots, stood meaningfully by the open door to our rooms while I hung up my hat, and ran out of patience as I shook out my greatcoat.

“In,” he said, pushing me through the door.

“Goodness, Simon,” I remarked, once I had my balance. “Has something annoyed you?”

Simon has a decided talent for menacing looks, and the one he turned on me now was a classic of its kind. “Did you enjoy that performance earlier?” he enquired, voice dangerously calm.

“Very much,” I said, folding my greatcoat over the back of the chair. “As did Mr. Flaherty. I doubt Dr. Whyborne did, but one can’t have everything.”

“I did not enjoy it either.”

“That’s probably for the best,” I observed. “Poor Dr. Whyborne was quite overwhelmed as it was. If you’d been, ah, enjoying yourself, he might have suffered an apoplexy.”

Simon indicated his lack of interest in Dr. Whyborne’s health in a few expressive, if uncivil, phrases as I pulled my neckcloth off. “And meanwhile you were…dallying with the man Flaherty in the most open way in front of him! Did you think his employer wouldn’t notice?”

“Dr. Whyborne is Mr. Flaherty’s lover, not his employer,” I said patiently, removing my cufflinks, Simon’s Christmas gift, and placing them on our bedside table. “Yes, I mean it. Really, you do sometimes struggle to see what’s in front of your face.”

“I saw exactly what was in front of your face,” Simon pointed out, with some heat. “Since you were kneeling at Dr. Whyborne’s feet—”

“And the view from there was most intriguing. Confess, now.” I unbuttoned my shirt. “Were you not a little bit flattered by his attention? I found Mr. Flaherty very interesting, myself.”

Simon’s expression suggested I might be pushing him too far, but it had to be done. “I am not interested in Dr. bloody Whyborne,” he said through his teeth. “And I do not want you interested in Mr. bloody Flaherty.”

“Are you jealous?”

“No!”

“Quite unaffected. I see.” I hung up my shirt and turned to him, unfastening my trousers. “Then I suppose you will not be concerned if Mr. Flaherty and I thoroughly enjoy our evening in the Gilded Lily—”

I found myself flat on my face on the bed, the breath quite knocked out of me, with Simon’s powerful hands on my shoulders and his muscular knee shoving my legs apart. “You may be visiting this den of depravity with Flaherty,” he snarled in my ear, clearly driven beyond endurance. “But it’s me you’ll be thinking of when you do it.”

Simon is, and always has been, a forceful and uncompromising lover. His strength and need and roiling passion, all for me, left me breathless, often quite literally. Yet for four long months, ever since I had had that damned cartouche set in my hand, he had treated me like a china doll, constantly aware that I endured pain for him, constantly conscious of an entirely illusory need to spare me pain elsewhere. The relentless consideration, so foreign to his usual ways, did nothing but remind me of the accursed mark I wore, ramming my vulnerability and his guilt home to me each time. I was sick of it.

Requests for him to stop, objections and heated arguments had been of no use, so I had decided to goad him out of this absurd fit of self-inflicted chivalry, by fair means or foul. It seemed that, thanks to the Americans, I had succeeded.

There were no preliminaries. He barely did more than jerk clothing out of the way, and grab for the bottle of oil by the bedside. He did not give a damn for my pleasure, or take any time for the simple courtesies of lovers. He simply held me down and pushed into me with brutal strokes of possession, his fingers gripping my flesh without mercy, and the words that issued from his lips were a great deal more like threats than endearments.

I writhed under him, digging my teeth into the counterpane to avoid crying out too loudly. He heaved my hips off the bed to get a hand to my rigid cock, gripping me hard and pulling in counterpoint to his thrusts, and forcing me to a shockingly rapid climax. I cried out as I came for him, and he grunted with ferocious satisfaction and pushed me down once more.

“Now feel this,” he gritted out.

He fucked me then, as I lay splayed on the bed, driving into me again and again, with slow, forceful deliberation, commanding my helpless obedience with each stroke until I could feel nothing but the burn and slide and fullness of his thick cock inside me.

It was brutal. It was savage. It was marvellous.

He came at last, one hand gripping my hair, teeth in my shoulder, shuddering over me and inside me, and we lay locked together for a moment, heaving breaths, until at last he said, with some resignation, “You did that on purpose.”

“I did, yes.”

A heavy sigh tickled the nape of my neck and he gently knocked his head against mine. “Good God, Robert.”

“Well, you wouldn’t listen. I do not need your consideration, Simon. I prefer you as you are. And I would much rather you treated me as I am.”

Simon thought about that. After a moment I felt a kiss brush my neck, and he relaxed against me, which meant that his full weight was pressing on my back. I did not object. “If I give you my assurance that I will attempt to be inconsiderate in the future—” This from the man whose burly physique was squeezing the air from my lungs. “—will you kindly disregard the allure of long-haired Americans?”

“You have my word,” I assured him.

***
 

I was a little late to meet Mr. Flaherty. I collected him from the hotel—he was most becomingly dressed, with a particularly fine waistcoat in a shade of green with silver trim—waved goodbye to Dr. Whyborne, who looked less than delighted, and set off on foot, since no cabs were available this chill evening, towards the Gilded Lily club. It was located at the heart of decadent London, on Holywell Street, that notorious little lane of timber-framed houses and overhanging eaves that ran between St Clement Danes and St Mary-le-Strand. Here bookshops, printers and publishers of the worst possible repute congregated, cheek by jowl with assignation houses and private clubs. I had spent many happy hours browsing there.

“I trust Dr. Whyborne is not annoyed with you?” I suggested as we walked along the brightly lit streets. “He seemed a little displeased. Perhaps he should have accompanied us.”

“Whyborne loathes clubs,” Mr. Flaherty assured me. “And society. People, really.”

“Then tonight should be a pleasant diversion for you.”

His mouth curved slightly in a rueful smile. “Yes. Whyborne has many fine qualities to recommend him, but I confess I miss the gatherings of like-minded fellows when I lived in Chicago.” He paused, as though considering his next words. “So there is no miscommunication once we reach the club, allow me to make matters clear. Whyborne and I have an understanding, as it were. Our affections are reserved for one another alone, and though I am more than happy to play whatever role I must to further the investigation, there are limits.” He glanced at me sideways. “Nor would I wish to do anything to invite Mr. Feximal’s retribution, come to that. He strikes me as the sort whose passions run high.”

“They do, rather.” I felt it was only fair to add, “You have saved me the trouble of making a similar observation.”

Mr. Flaherty nodded, evidently relieved that we understood each other. “I mean no slight to you, of course. Were matters otherwise…”

“I should be delighted to give you a closer introduction to some of London’s more attractive sights,” I agreed. “But, as they are not—”

“Then we shall enjoy a sociable evening, all the same. Might I suggest, in the circumstances, that we use first names? Mine is Griffin.”

I shook his outstretched hand. “Robert.”

“As I know from your books. I would not have guessed it.”

“It’s on the covers.”

“I meant, you and Mr. Feximal.”

“Oh. No,” I said. “Well, I should hope not. I should be writing my own arrest warrant, if you had.”

Griffin nodded slowly. “Of course. Still, it must be strange to write as you do, about your life with Mr. Feximal, and yet conceal—”

“Yes. It is.” I spoke a little too loudly, saw his glance, and made myself add, “Well, we all have to do it, do we not? Live in the shadows, rather than appear in our rightful places.”

He grimaced. “True. Tell me, the metal in your hand…”

The man had a positive genius for identifying topics I did not wish to discuss. He seemed to gather that from the look I gave him, and went on hastily, “I wondered—I know very little of uh, arcane studies. It seemed clear, if you will forgive me, that it had an unpleasant effect on Mr. Feximal, or you, or both, and…”

“You are wondering what effect the practice of sorcery may have on Dr. Whyborne.”

“Yes,” he said, with some relief.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I am the merest amateur in these matters. I can tell you that in five years, I have yet to see sorcery do good to anyone. Simon’s runes have done him none at all. I did not have this damned cartouche put in my hand for entertainment. The only advice I can give you is to persuade Dr. Whyborne from that path. But I fear it’s a very inviting one.”

Griffin’s face tightened. I tapped him on the arm. “Steering away from these gloomy subjects, we have murder to investigate.”

“So we do,” he said, cheering up. “Tell me about this club.”

***
 

The Gilded Lily was one of London’s foremost haunts of decadence. In the wild days at the end of the century, the wealthy and the beautiful, the outlandish and the shameless and the unrestrained came together for parties and pleasures of which respectable society was outraged even to think. (It thought of them a great deal, needless to say, and wrote spluttering articles in the newspapers.)

This particular club was white and gold. There were white velvet drapes and sheer white curtains that billowed in the warm incense-scented air; gilded furniture upholstered in white plush and set with white cushions thickly encrusted with gold thread and crystal beads; vases of tall white lilies everywhere. The attendants who slinked through the crowd wore white, although not very much of it, and their skins were brushed with some kind of powder that made them seem dusted with gold, at least where groping hands had not yet rubbed off the glimmer. Among the raucous crowd of pleasure seekers, I noted a gentleman in evening dress with a gilded attendant youth on his lap, and a lady clad in fleeting wisps of gauze dancing alone to a tune only she could hear. Clouds of tobacco smoke and incense filled the air, their scent not quite disguising the faint scent of rot that always comes from lilies.

“Heavens,” Griffin remarked. He looked, if anything, underdressed in this company. “This is quite something.”

I was not a habitué of these clubs, but as a one-time journalist, one-time frequenter of places like Holywell Street or worse, and now Simon’s companion, I had a wide acquaintance. I glanced around the room, and saw a face I had hoped to find.

“See the fat man, over by the champagne buffet?” I indicated him to Griffin. “Antony Chapman. He knows everything about everyone in these circles.”

“Excellent,” Griffin said.

I made a face. “Yes, but we’ll have to work for it. He won’t talk to the purpose unless we play his game. Follow my lead.”

Chapman was a tall man, of great girth, with a huge barrel belly, and soft hands that touched too much. He greeted me with his usual excess of exuberance, undermined by a sly smile as he realised Simon was absent. “Bob Caldwell, my dear!” he cried, placing an intimate hand on my hip. “It’s been an age. And without your watchdog, too! Now, who is this—oh. Oh. Surely this cannot be… Not your brother? How thrilling.”

Griffin and I were of a height, both brown-haired and green-eyed. There was not much more resemblance than that, but brothers were among the greatest, if not the oddest, of Chapman’s many enthusiasms, and the man lived in hope.

“My cousin Griffin, from America,” I told him. “But our families are very close.”

“Brothers in arms,” Griffin put in, with a delicate but unmistakable emphasis, and Chapman’s smile widened. He put his other arm round Griffin’s waist.

“My dear, dear boys. How very delightful. Champagne?”

***
 

Griffin proved to be very good at this sort of thing, keeping Chapman intrigued and amused but at bay while we probed for information under the thin guise of introducing my kissing cousin to London’s glittering underworld. After brothers and cheap champagne, Chapman’s greatest pleasure in life was the measured doling out of information, and we soon knew the names of five men and women who had all, in his account, been obsessed with one or another of our victims.

“Hamish Blunt is the worst of them,” Chapman told us. “A pitiable fellow. He was consumed with hopeless longing for Alec, in the most degrading way.” Alec Priddy was the young beauty Simon and I had seen dead in his rooms. “Do you know Blunt? A really very undistinguished individual, awash with self-pity and sticky feelings.” Chapman made a fastidious little face. “We are not all blessed with personal attractions, but some of us endeavour to make up for it with charm.” He was looking at me as he spoke; I caught Griffin’s expression behind him and struggled to control my countenance.

“Where may we find Mr. Blunt?” I asked.

“Here, my dear, I saw him earlier.” Which was why he had left that name till last, of course. “Alone as ever, and mourning Alec in the most unflattering garments. You won’t find him entertaining.” He shot me a shrewd look and added, “I don’t imagine you want him for entertainment’s sake.”

“No,” I agreed, and disengaged his hand from my leg.

Chapman nodded, acknowledging the game was played out, and released Griffin’s hand with a little pat. “I dare say I should let you get on. It’s always a pleasure, dear Bobby. Do please bring this one again instead of the alarming Mr. Feximal, he’s so much more congenial.” He sighed heavily. “I don’t suppose you’re related in the slightest, are you?”

“Under the skin,” Griffin assured him, and we left the room to the sound of Chapman’s rich laughter.

Hamish Blunt was easily found, and we soon saw what Chapman meant about sticky feelings. He was in his forties, with a needy look to him, clad in deepest mourning in the style of several decades earlier, down to the black handkerchief protruding from his pocket. There was no need to sidle up to the subject of Alec Priddy; the man wanted to speak of nothing else.

“I adored Alec,” he told us, damp eyes brimming with tears. “Worshipped him. I put my heart before him and he spurned it with his foot...” And so on, at length. It was indeed pitiable, and it was repugnant, too, because under the flowery language and parade of fine feelings was the plain fact that Priddy had refused him, and he had not accepted the refusal. He spoke of how Priddy’s rejection had turned to anger and then cruel mockery in the face of his unwanted and relentless persistence, with an eagerness to reveal his own abasement that made me want to tread on the fellow.

“So what did you do then?” I asked, when I could stand no more of it. “You had tried gifts, flowers, attending his movements, all the rest. Did you try any more…unusual means to win him?”

Blunt paused, then made a wet little gesture. “Shall I tell you? Yes, I shall, and you will see how hopelessly I adored my Alec. Would you believe, I paid for a love spell? A love spell! I should have done anything to win him. I paid fifty pounds to a fellow who promised that he could obtain his love for me. That was just last week.” His face convulsed. “Alec was so bright and beautiful then. And now…now…” He brought the black handkerchief to his eyes. Its cheap dye shone with tears.

“Tell us about the fellow with the spell,” Griffin said.

***
 

“Dr. Petroc Giles,” I said thoughtfully, once Griffin and I had escaped from Blunt’s outpourings. We had not told him that the spell had killed the object of his obsession. Dr. Giles, the spellcaster he had named, was our target, not the dupes who had paid for his services, and in truth, I could not have borne listening to Blunt’s remorse. Simon could tell him later, if he felt it necessary to warn him off further dabbling in the occult. “I don’t know the man. Simon may.”

“Should we go and find him now?”

“Not without Simon. He may be dangerous. And I could use a drink first.”

Griffin agreed wholeheartedly, heading towards the champagne buffet. “I too. The devil. Although I suppose it’s something that he didn’t actually intend to murder the object of his affection.”

“He harassed Priddy for months and then hired a sorcerer to put him under a spell,” I pointed out.

“Oh, he is pathetic, not to mention repulsive, but at least he isn’t a killer.” Griffin shook his head. “Prior to going into business for myself, I worked for the Pinkerton Detective Agency. You may not have heard of them here in England, but they’re well-known for tracking down scoundrels in America. I’ve hunted men who committed the most outrageous abuses against those they claimed to love: wives, sweethearts, children.” The look in his eyes was that of a man who had seen too much that could not be forgotten. It was an expression with which I was familiar. “My partner used to say the heart makes men do things they would never have imagined otherwise.”

Doubtless we could both attest to the truth of that statement, in our own ways. I picked up two glasses of champagne. Griffin did the same.

“Here’s to the heart,” I said, draining the first. “And to the hunting of Dr. Giles.”

 

  


Chapter 6


Percival Endicott Whyborne’s Account
 

 


I spent the evening dividing my attention between the Liber Arcanorum and the clock, whose hand ticked forward with maddening slowness. Was the confounded thing broken? Surely more time must have passed.

I should have gone with Griffin instead of staying behind and rifling through the book of spells to see if there was any means of stopping the next curse in its tracks. Whoever was behind the love spells was a dangerous lunatic. What if Griffin and Caldwell stumbled upon him at this club? Who knew what might happen?

Caldwell claimed I shouldn’t go because I had a “notable air” about me. What the devil did he mean by that? There was nothing noteworthy about me, unless one counted my height. Probably he just wanted Griffin to himself for a few hours.

At least that accursed Feximal hadn’t seemed any happier about the situation than I. Then again, the man didn’t seem capable of any emotions save anger or annoyance.

I leapt to my feet when the door opened. Griffin stepped inside and cast me a grin, even as he shut the door again behind him. “Success,” he said, a note of satisfaction in his voice. “We’ve a name and address. Robert wishes us to meet him and Mr. Feximal nearby in an hour.”

“Robert, is it?” I asked.

Griffin shrugged off his coat and began to remove the fine vest he wore. “He’s a friendly chap. I like him.”

“So I gather,” I muttered.

Griffin, curse him, only grinned. Crossing the room to where I sat on the edge of my bed, he bent down and offered me a kiss. The heavy perfume of lilies clung to him, mingled with a different scent. I drew back. “You have another man’s cologne on you.”

“I expect I do,” he said, sitting down by me. “Mr. Chapman, while a useful gossip, was a bit free with his hands.”

“What?” I exclaimed, outraged. The thought of someone else touching Griffin made my chest grow hot. Although I didn’t normally consider myself a violent person, at the moment I wanted to find this Chapman fellow and give him a good thrashing. “And you let him?”

“It was necessary to get the information,” he said patiently.

“But—but—” The heat hadn’t left my blood. I could just imagine some fellow running his gaze over Griffin’s trim form, putting a hand to his waist or knee, or perhaps even the seat of his trousers. Had he dared whisper any enticements into Griffin’s ear?

I pushed Griffin back on the bed. His eyes widened slightly in surprise—then his expression turned to a sly smile when I straddled his hips.

“Shall I tell you of the attendants, dressed in gold powder and little else?” he asked. “Or the sounds coming from within curtained alcoves?”

His cock was hard beneath my thighs. I was hard, too, desperate with the need to have him. “Griffin...”

“Don’t worry.” He touched his lower lip with his tongue, grinning at me like a devil. “I didn’t forget who I belong to.”

I kissed him fiercely, lips meeting with bruising force. He opened for me, and I slid my tongue into his mouth, tasting champagne. He was already half undressed, so it didn’t take long to divest him of trousers and drawers, and shove his shirt aside to expose his chest. He eagerly helped me free from my clothes in return.

I straddled him again, his skin like fire against mine. I kissed him, then worked lower, sucking at the join between neck and shoulder, hard enough to leave a mark. He writhed under me, murmuring encouragement, his hands shaping my back, my shoulders. The hard length of his cock pressed against mine, hot and needy. He reached to wrap a hand around our members, but I caught his wrist.

“So who is it you belong to?” I asked, my voice hoarse with desire. My hips ached to move, to rub my length against his, but I forced myself to remain still.

His emerald irises were but thin rings around pupils blown wide with lust. “You, Ival. Only you.”

“Damned right.” I released his wrist. “Now hold us together while I ride you.”

I gave in to need the thrust against him, his hand wrapped loosely around our cocks and keeping them aligned. God, it felt good: the slide of velvet skin over the hard shaft, the strong thighs trapped between mine, the look of sheer want on his face.

In truth, I didn’t think there was anything more to the story than Griffin had told me. That he loved me was beyond question; he had more than proven it in the last year. He wouldn’t betray my trust, any more than I would his. But I burned to remind him why it was my touch he begged for, when he might have chosen anyone else.

His free hand clutched my shoulder; he wouldn’t be the only one with bruises tomorrow. “Yes,” he gasped, hips shuddering under my weight. “Yes, my dear, please!”

His back arched and he bit his lip against a cry of passion. I felt the hot slickness of his seed, his cock jerking against mine, and it pushed me over the edge, my come spilling across the skin of his belly.

His hold on my shoulder relaxed. I remained in place for a moment as my breath slowed, then bent to kiss him. The traces of foreign cologne were gone from his skin, replaced by our mingled sweat.

Griffin returned the kiss. “You do know I’m yours, don’t you?” he asked, and I saw a trace of worry in his gaze.

I smiled wryly; I could not say with any fairness that I had never given in to a fit of jealousy. But this was not one of those times. “I know,” I reassured him. “As I am yours.”

Although I wanted nothing more than to slip beneath the covers and fall asleep in his arms, I forced myself to slide off the bed and pad to the washbasin. “I suppose we’d best get ourselves in order and meet Feximal and Caldwell. The sooner we can put an end to this purveyor of love spells, the better.”

***
 

Dr. Giles lived on a dark and rather sordid thoroughfare named Greek Street, not far from the dazzling brightness of Shaftesbury Avenue. Despite the late hour, lights showed in some of the windows.

I stood with Caldwell and Feximal in the shadows across the street, awaiting Griffin’s return. As the one among us with the most expertise in creeping about unobserved, he had slipped away to scout out the place. Both of my companions remained silent; Feximal glowering at the house—or perhaps the world, who could tell with the man—while Caldwell seemed more pensive. Perhaps he was concerned about Griffin’s safe return. I certainly was, not because I doubted Griffin’s abilities, but because ill-luck could befall even the best-trained of investigators.

As for me, I tried not to look too directly at Feximal. Having seen what lay beneath the concealment of his clothing, I found it rather difficult not to picture him thus.

Fortunately, Griffin returned before too long had passed, his dark garments blending with the night so that I didn’t see him until he was almost upon us. “Well?” Feximal demanded brusquely.

“He has at least two servants in attendance,” Griffin replied. “Both of them ill-favored brutes who look as though they may double as bodyguards if the occasion demands.”

Feximal’s lip curled. “Sorcerers have a tendency to make enemies, Mr. Flaherty.” He didn’t glance in my direction, but I couldn’t help but feel he meant it as a slight toward me in some fashion.

“I went round to the alley that runs behind this street and saw a light at the back of the house. I couldn’t make out if it came from a bedroom or a study—the curtains were drawn. I also found an unsecured window at the rear of the building.”

“You have a suggestion to make,” I said, recognizing the signs.

“Perhaps.” He glanced at Caldwell. “The servants could pose dangers of their own, although prosaic ones, especially if they prove to be armed. I suggest Robert—” here Feximal and I both frowned at the familiarity “—and I distract them. Knock on the door, and when one answers, pretend to be drunk and attempting to enter the wrong house. Something which will cause enough commotion to draw the other as well. In the meantime, Whyborne and Mr. Feximal can avail themselves of the unsecured window and confront Dr. Giles.”

“That seems very practical,” Caldwell said, but he cast Feximal a questioning look.

Feximal considered for a moment then gave a brisk nod. “Very well, Mr. Flaherty, we will follow your suggestion. You realize that these men may be armed. I hope you are prepared?”

“Of course he is,” I said, feeling as if I should stand up for Griffin, though in truth I worried for him.

I must have betrayed myself, because he said, “Don’t fret, Whyborne. I have my revolver.”

“As do I,” Caldwell added, patting his pocket.

“I don’t fret,” I protested. Everyone else treated the protest like the bald-faced lie it was, and ignored my words.

“And you, Dr. Whyborne?” Feximal asked. “You may wait here if this is outside your experience. I am happy to work alone.”

Caldwell started to say something, but it was drowned by my indignant, “Certainly not!” His implication I would cower outside while Griffin went into danger was an insult of the highest order. “I assure you, sir, I’ve faced down monsters, cultists, and an undead necromancer. I may not have your experience in ghostly matters, but I am not without either resources or courage.”

“Then let us end this villainy,” Feximal said. Finally, something sensible from the man.

Our group divided, and I followed Feximal down an alley toward the back of the building. He moved like a big cat, powerful but silent. I stumbled over an inopportune dustbin and sent up a dreadful clatter, which earned me yet another scowl.

We found the unsecured window just as a muffled pounding drifted from the front door of the residence. Feximal used it to mask the noise of the window sliding up, then hoisted himself through the opening with ease. My long legs allowed me to follow him, if somewhat less gracefully.

The raised voices of an argument came from the direction of the front door, although I couldn’t make out the words. Nearer at hand, however, I heard a different sound. That of chanting.

Feximal stiffened, and charged off like a hunting dog on the scent. I followed on his heels.

The chanting came from the other side of the closed door, the words in an archaic form of Greek: “Pierce her heart, that she shall love no one else. Pierce her eyes, that…”

“He’s casting the spell!” I exclaimed.

Feximal didn’t need further encouragement. When the door proved locked, he simply set his shoulder to it, his powerful physique more than adequate to breaking it open.

The room beyond might have been mistaken for an ordinary study at first glance, done up in the Egyptian style which was all the rage. Its occupant stood on the other side of a desk, his suit partially covered by a flowing robe embroidered with both hieroglyphs and various occult symbols. On the desk in front of him lay two objects, each of them horrible in its own way.

One was the remnant of a mummy, nothing more than a disembodied arm wrenched from the whole. Blackened bones stuck free from where the shoulder should have been, and the fingers curled, as if they still clutched at some object now torn free.

The second was a crude clay doll, made in the shape of a kneeling woman, her hands bound behind her back. Four bronze nails protruded from it: one in each eye, another through the heart, and one in an ear. The sorcerer stood with a fifth nail and a hammer, poised to drive it into the other ear.

“Stop!” roared Feximal, but his voice fell oddly flat on the heavy air. The atmosphere of the study was charged, as if before a lightning strike, and smelled of dust and resinous incense. Some malevolent force seemed to press upon us, and we both staggered before it.

The necromancer swung round, his eyes widening in horror. “No! You fools! You’ve spoiled the ritual!”

Feximal spoke in reply but I was not listening. The air of the room suddenly became desert-hot, and I heard...no, I didn’t hear, I felt in my bones a terrible, furious scream. Every hair stood on end, and I had to lock my knees to keep from bolting.

Feximal shouted something, in syllables that were like no language I had ever heard. They rang like gongs, the sound lingering in the air for longer than was possible. The bronze nails flashed red-hot, and Giles let the one in his hand fall with a shout.

On the table in front of him, the clutching fingers of the mummy’s hand uncurled.

He stumbled back from the sight. “No! You can’t interfere—get out of here!”

From the front of the house, I heard the sound of a gunshot, and my heart jerked in my chest. Had the shot been aimed at Griffin? Or Caldwell?

I didn’t have time to worry. Giles still held the hammer. Snarling with fury, he ran at Feximal, the hammer poised to deliver a blow. Feximal didn’t move. He was looking at Giles, but it was clear his concentration was on the alien words he repeated. His face had gone white with strain, and I realised that he must be holding the enraged spirit at bay.

I sprang at the necromancer, hurling my arms around his shoulders and pulling him away from Feximal. I wasn’t an athletic man by any means, but Dr. Giles was even less so, and far shorter than I. I wrestled him back, but he was like a weasel, twisting and squirming in my grip.

Feximal broke off with a gasp, and at once the room was filled with heat and the dry stench of sand. “Dr. Whyborne!” he exclaimed. “The mummy—destroy it!”

I acted out of instinct. The urgency in Feximal’s voice, my fear for Griffin’s safety, the glancing blow of the hammer against my hip as my captive wriggled free, all combined in a frantic need to seize upon the most expedient way of destroying it. Turning my gaze on the writhing fragment of bone and linen wrapping, I spoke the secret name of fire.

The arm exploded into flame, the resins used to coat the linen in ancient times fueling the fire far past what I’d expected. In my shock, I let go of Giles, who turned on me with the hammer held high, ready to stave my skull in.

A revolver spoke from the doorway, startlingly loud in the confines of the room. The shot missed, but Giles jerked back instinctively, colliding with the desk on which the mummy arm now burned.

The withered fingers, wreathed in flame, latched onto the necromancer’s flowing robe. The embroidered cloth ignited.

Giles screamed in panic, beating at the clutching arm, but the fingers clung with all the strength of the grave. The flames raced up the robes, catching on Giles’s other clothing, and a moment later his screams were of agony as well.

“Come away, before the whole place goes up!” Griffin cried, grabbing me by the arm as Giles lurched into the curtains, spreading the fire. Caldwell was there as well, by Feximal’s side, looking to his pallor with quick concern.

We ran, smoke already filling the room behind us. “I heard a shot,” I panted as we thundered toward the front door.

“It was necessary to frighten off Giles’s thugs,” Griffin replied. “Neither of us is injured.”

A few moments later, we stumbled out onto the street. “Is that an end to it, then?” Caldwell asked his companion. “The ghost is gone?”

Feximal nodded. “Giles summoned the spirit by means of its remains. Since both the mummy and its desecrator are now burning, the binding will be loosed. I think the story is concluded.”

That was an odd way of putting it, but it seemed to make sense to Caldwell, who merely asked, “What started the fire?”

Feximal turned to me, eyes very dark. “Dr. Whyborne,” he said. “He commanded the element of fire by—scholarly researches, I think you said, Doctor?”

“You told me to destroy it, and I did,” I said shortly. “And I noticed you were using—”

A cry of alarm echoed from the street nearby; someone had spotted the flames. “Come along, gentlemen,” Griffin said, putting a hand to my shoulder. “I think we should quit the area now, before the authorities have the chance to arrive.”

 

  


Chapter Seven


Robert Caldwell’s Account
 

 


We took a hansom cab back to the Remnant, as a safe and neutral place to speak, and one close to the Americans’ hotel. I did not imagine we would indulge in a lengthy conversation. Simon and Dr. Whyborne were silent for the length of the journey. They both reeked of smoke and, strangely, sand, and I had to pull down the window to allow the chill wintry air into the cab.

Simon’s hand found mine in the darkness and gripped it. His thumb stroked the back of my hand and met the metal plate, and his fingers tightened a little. I squeezed back.

He feared for me all the time. I had made it a private mission never to let him know how much I feared for him.

At the Remnant I hooked a decanter of reasonable whisky from the smoking room and took our guests to the small study where I handed round drinks. “Here’s to a successful completion of an unpleasant task,” I suggested.

Griffin and I touched glasses. Simon and Dr. Whyborne did not.

“And to transatlantic friendship,” Griffin added, and I had to bite my lip quite painfully.

Simon took a deep breath, and exhaled hard. “Dr. Whyborne,” he said, forcing the words. “I owe you thanks for your expertise, and for your courage in tackling a dangerous man—”

“What?” said Griffin.

“I believe—I hope—that your assistance will have saved the life of an innocent tonight. Thank you.” I had heard the words said with more grace, but this was Simon. Dr. Whyborne went pink and muttered something inaudible.

 “However,” Simon went on with more force, “I repeat, you are a dabbler in matters you do not understand—”

“You used sorcery!” Dr. Whyborne spluttered. “I heard you!”

“The Saaamaaa Ritual is not sorcerous,” Simon snapped.

“Really?” Dr. Whyborne said, extremely testily. “Would you care to tell me the difference? Or to identify the tongue you used back there? I speak thirteen languages and know of many more, and that did not resemble any of them. And if I may say so—”

I edged away, as Simon’s deep voice rose over the American’s offended accents. Griffin strolled over to join me, and murmured, “I fear they are not destined to be friends.”

“I suspect you’re right. But I hope that you and I may be so?”

Griffin’s charming smile lit his face. “Absolutely. Though Mr. Feximal—”

“Cannot always have his own way.” I drained my glass and raised my voice. “Simon! Dr. Whyborne’s studies are not our concern, remember? He’s leaving.”

“Very soon, I trust,” Simon gritted out. “London is no place for sorcerors.”

Dr. Whyborne bristled. “London is no place for any individual of discernment whatsoever! A filthy, unwelcoming, magic-ridden cesspit—”

“Whyborne!”

“—And I assure you I shall not be returning to London, or England, while there is any civilised or part-civilised country left in the world,” Dr. Whyborne concluded, with some force.

“We promised your mother we would visit your sister on the way back from Egypt,” Griffin pointed out. “She’ll be in London for the season by then, will she not?”

Dr. Whyborne gave a groan of dismay.

“Then please do call on us your return journey,” I said. “I see no reason that sorcery, spirits or murder should be involved again, and therefore these awkward issues need not arise.”

Simon glared at me. “That is facile, trivial, and typical of you. We will not—”

“I’ll wire you when we book our return trip,” Griffin assured me.

“Marvellous,” I said. “I know some very congenial clubs that may be more to your taste.”

“Griffin!” said Dr. Whyborne.

“Excellent,” Griffin said. “Then we shall meet again in a few months.”

Simon and Dr. Whyborne both began strongly worded protests, and as they did, they glanced at each other, and I thought I saw just a tiny moment of reluctant, unwanted sympathy flash between them.

Perhaps they might find some common ground after all.
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