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      A thick gray wall of fog hovered over the damp stones of Hanbury Street, carrying the stink of old blood and rotting entrails. Darcie Finch shivered as chilled wisps curled like talons about her slim frame, and she hastened her steps, her feet sliding precariously on the wet cobblestones. Clutching her battered leather folio against her side, she tried in vain to close her senses to the stench.

      The frightened lowing of cattle drifted on the rank air, carried from the nearby abattoir. Come morning, the stones on the next block would glisten wetly; not from mist and rain as they did tonight, but from a river of blood flowing over them. Despite her attempts to block the sound, the piteous noise intruded.

      Darcie dragged in a shaky breath, fighting the panic that threatened to claw free of her breast. Did she feel the same dull fear as those poor beasts being herded to their doom, the same sense of the inevitable horror to be meted out by unfeeling hands? She could not help but compare their fate to hers, to the sorry lot she had chosen. But therein lay the distinction. The animals had been condemned without benefit of trial, born to the ending that awaited them—the slaughterhouse one block over. Those poor dumb beasts had no choice.

      Her breath whistled through her teeth. As if she did.

      Darcie gave herself a mental shake. There were always choices, and she had made hers. Better to accept responsibility than to brandish her fist at the fates, crying and wailing against the burdens that were hers to bear.

      She moved her feet mechanically, her worn boots scraping along the cobbled road as she rubbed her fingertips across the raised, puckered scar that marred the skin of her left hand. Destiny. Steppy had talked of destiny as though it were an old friend, or perhaps a mortal enemy with an ancient grudge. He always said that destiny brought all men to the same fate, a shroud and a bed in the cold hard ground.

      Darcie clutched her flat leather case tighter against her chest. She knew now that Steppy had been wrong. A person might not find their end in the ground. A person might be dug up from a fresh grave and find their final end on an anatomist’s table. Whitechapel was a favorite haunt of the resurrectionists—unscrupulous men who plundered fresh graves and were whispered to hasten the dying on their way.

      Shrugging off the morbid thought, she willed her exhausted body onward. Tragic and pitiable was the life that lay ahead, but no worse than so many young girls had faced before her. She sighed softly. Once she had believed in dreams and fairy tales, had relied on a gossamer web woven of privilege and fantasy. Now, she believed only in the harsh reality of life, relied only on her own ingenuity.

      A sound. A shadow. Something made her stop, every fiber in her body alert. Icy tendrils twisted around her heart. Her gaze darted this way and that, searching the darkest corners of the narrow thoroughfare. The certainty that she was no longer alone slithered across her mind. She could feel something—no, someone—and sense an evil intent. Peering into the shadows that loomed dark and frightful along the deserted street, she tried to place the cause of her unease.

      Nothing materialized from the mist. Walking on, she shook her head at her own foolishness, at the fear that was a remnant of a time when she had lived a better life, a time when she would never have even considered roaming the back alleys of the worst part of the city. Those days were dusty memories. For so long now she had lived on these streets, existing from moment to moment, from meal to meal.

      Again Darcie rubbed the length of the raised scar that crossed her hand, a memento of a poor choice, a reminder of Steppy. For a moment she thought of him as he had been, before storms and foolish decisions had taken his merchant's fortune to the black bottom of a pitiless ocean. Her stepfather had once been a man of means and a man of morals.

      Just a few more steps and she'd be at Spitalfields Market. She knew the way, knew the safest route, and the most dangerous one as well. The scar began to throb and ache. It seemed to swell beneath her touch as she trudged onward, her folio of drawings tucked under one arm, her mind rooted in the past. She ought to have run in the opposite direction that day, ought to have chosen the safe road. Ought to—

      Well, it didn't matter now.

      Her footsteps faltered as the hair at the nape of her neck prickled and rose. Her earlier feeling of unease grew stronger, more insistent as it clamored for her attention. There was someone on the street with her. Slowly she turned to face the way she had come. The mist was thick as pottage. She could see nothing. No one. But though she could not see him, she could sense him, and she'd learned by trial and error that some senses didn't lie. Intuition was often the only safeguard between life and the oblivion of death.

      Added to her own instinct was the weight of rumors that hovered over the streets of Whitechapel. Rumors of murder, of vile and painful death. Darcie knew the value of gossip. There was the probability of a frightening kernel of truth hidden beneath the layers of speculation and exaggeration.

      Pulling back into the shadowed niche of a doorway, she used the night and the fog to her advantage. The thought that she had imagined the whole of it, that the sound was only the footfall of some poor soul on his way home from a hard night's labor, was one she wanted to consider. Still, instinct argued against the possibility.

      Hide in the shadows. Run, girl. Run! Steppy's voice calling her from beyond the grave.

      Darcie wedged herself into the dimmest corner of the doorway, praying that the mad pounding of her heart was audible only to her own ears. She sensed that whoever, whatever, shared the street with her was on a quest, a search for the surest path to misery—her misery.

      As if conjured from her most terrible imaginings, the shape of a man emerged from the mist. No sound heralded his arrival, just a ripple, a current that moved the air. Darcie dared not breathe, though an odor, foul and frightful, came uninvited into her nostrils. The smell of evil.

      She could hear the sound of his breathing, low and rough. He was close enough now that she could lean out and touch his cape if she were of a mind to summon his notice. The garment was long, nearly to the ground, black in color, and of a fine material. She could see the smooth surface of his highly polished Hessians, splattered by the mud of the road. A man of money, she surmised. A man of money who had come to the East End, to Whitechapel, to prey on the poorest of the poor.

      Seconds ticked by with agonizing slowness. Abruptly, he turned and began to walk away, the hollow sound of his footfall ringing on the stones. A sense of relief so acute as to be almost painful washed over her.

      As the echo of the man's footsteps faded, Darcie slunk from the shadows, cautious, ever watchful. But the street was deserted.

      She continued on her way, meeting no one as she walked, and when her stomach gave an ugly rumble, she ignored it. There was no choice given that she possessed not a crumb of food. The hour was close to dawn. The prostitutes and the men who searched them out had left the street for the night, and honest folk had yet to stir.

      A rat scurried across her path. Watching it blend into the shadows, she remembered another life, when such a sight would have drawn her revulsion, even her fear, a time when she had lived in a small house in Shrewsbury, with Mama and Abigail and Steppy. And later, with Steppy alone. Wispy memories teased her thoughts. Warm cocoa and soft hugs, the smell of Christmas morning, the childhood innocence that allowed her to feel safe.... Ruthlessly she shoved the thoughts of a better time to the back of her mind. No sense pining for the past when the present was what she must face. She was so close to the end of her desperate journey.

      Tears filled her eyes, not of relief, but of despair. The end of her journey would bring only grief. The irony was a bitter tonic.

      

      “So, you have come, Darcie Finch. I wondered how long it would take you.”

      A woman with garish face paint and cold eyes stood in the doorway of 10 Hadley Street, summoned there by the scantily clad girl who had answered Darcie's tentative knock. Her lips were pulled in a tight sneer and her brows rose mockingly as she looked down at Darcie, who stood rain-damp and bedraggled on the single timeworn stone step that led to the open door. Darcie swallowed and hesitated, though the woman swept her hand across the portal in a clear invitation to enter.

      “Are you in, or out? I haven't all night. Not unless you've got a stiff rod and a bagful of coin.” She barked a harsh laugh at her own joke.

      Darcie tried to answer, to tell the woman why she had come. Her throat moved and she meant to speak but, despite her intentions, no sound issued forth.

      “Lost your wits, girl?” With an impatient click of her tongue the woman closed her fingers around Darcie's wrist.

      A sharp tug, and Darcie stumbled into the house. Grabbing the edge of the marble entry table to steady herself, she stopped just short of landing in an ignominious heap at the other woman's feet.

      The place smelled of smoke and strong perfume. And some other smell that was heavy and cloyingly sweet.

      “Is he dead and buried, then?”

      Darcie swallowed convulsively and nodded. Dead, dead, dead. Steppy was dead. Buried? She had no idea.

      “You'll call me Mrs. Feather, like the other girls. No special treatment for you.”

      “Of course, Mrs. Feather.” Darcie found her voice at last. She had heard of Mrs. Feather's house—there were few in Whitechapel who had not. But when she had realized that the address she sought, taken from the faded and ratty old letter that was her final link to the past, was actually Mrs. Feather's house, she had been shocked beyond words.

      Darcie stared at the woman before her. Hard and bitter, she bore the marks of a sad and savage life. Could this cold creature really be Abigail? Pretty Abigail who used to sing Darcie to sleep and hold her in the night when the bad dreams came? A heaviness burdened Darcie's heart as she realized that this shell was all that remained of her sister.

      Mrs. Feather caught Darcie's chin between her thumb and forefinger, regarding her shrewdly through eyes that glittered like chips of ice. She stared without speaking for a long moment.

      Darcie returned the perusal with a sidelong glance, noticing that Mrs. Feather looked old and worn, when in truth she was barely thirty. The bright color painted on her lips could not disguise the furrows that bracketed her mouth. The powder and rouge that colored her skin did little to hide the deep grooves that marked her brow, the brittle cast to her features, or the sallow complexion.

      Saddened, Darcie lowered her gaze, unwilling to acknowledge this woman who was but a caricature of the sister she remembered. She immediately realized her mistake. In looking away she had changed nothing, for she was yet confronted by the reality of her sister's life. Her gown was tight and low, her full breasts pushed up to the point that they nearly spilled over the top of her bodice, and the scent of her perfume swirled around Darcie in a sickening cloud.

      Suddenly, Mrs. Feather snatched at the battered folio that Darcie clutched under one arm. “What's this, then? You're not still scratching out pictures?”

      Darcie's fingers curled protectively around the edges of the tattered leather case, resisting Mrs. Feather's attempts to take it from her.

      “Yes. I still sketch, though it has been some time since I could buy any supplies to draw with. These pictures are old. Treasures. Memories.” Darcie couldn't suppress a sad smile. “I have one of you.”

      “Not one of me,” Mrs. Feather said in a flat voice. “What you have is a picture of a girl who died a long time ago.”

      Darcie made no reply. There was nothing to say to that.

      “How old are you now?” The question was sharp, impatient.

      “Twenty, come June.”

      “Well, you look younger,” Mrs. Feather said, her eyes narrowing as she peered at Darcie's face. “I remember you being younger.” With an impatient click of her tongue, she turned Darcie toward the large gilt-framed mirror that hung on the wall. “Look at yourself and tell me if you think I have much to work with. Eyes as sorrowful as a whipped puppy. And that hair. I don't know what to make of it. And you're as skinny as a post. Men like a woman who's soft and curved.”

      Darcie stared at her reflection. She did look a sight. Her brown eyes were huge in her face, made all the more so by her hollow cheeks and pale skin. The ill weather had done a thorough job of drenching her, and the mahogany hair that had once been soft and pretty was plastered to her skull, hanging in uneven clumps over her shoulders. The severe, uninterrupted black of her apparel did little to enhance her appearance. In all, she looked like a walking corpse, though a corpse likely boasted more color in its cheeks.

      “It doesn't matter how I look,” she said. “I don't care. I only want—” She broke off as a man stepped into the entry hall, his passage followed by raucous laughter that belched from the front parlor as he departed. From the corner of her eye, Darcie caught the swirl of garishly colored gowns, the images of rouged lips and kohl-rimmed eyes. Women of the night, she thought as the door closed, cutting off the scene.

      Her attention returned to the man as he moved behind Mrs. Feather, one hand curving around her waist and the other sliding over the bare skin of her shoulder until his fingers rested just inside her gown, lying casually on the plump fullness of her breast. Darcie swallowed, staring at this violation of her sister's person, unable to look away. This was how men would treat her.

      He was of medium height, sharp featured and dark, the cut of his superfine coat accentuating his stocky build. Some might think him handsome, but the way he touched Mrs. Feather made Darcie's stomach roll with nerves. She took a step back, wishing she were anywhere but here.

      Mrs. Feather cast Darcie a hard glance, then turned from her, her lips curving in a practiced smile as she moved.

      “Lord Albright, how lovely to have you grace us with your presence this night. All is arranged exactly as you desire. The red room, as you requested.”

      “Is this the girl?” he asked, his voice cold. Darcie shifted her gaze to the floor. “Looks like Haymarket ware. She's not as pretty as I wanted, or as young. And she looks completely lacking in spirit. You know I like a bit of excitement.”

      “This girl, my lord? She's just a maid. I have a lovely treat waiting for you upstairs.”

      He grunted, pulling his hand from Mrs. Feather's breast. Abruptly, he stepped toward Darcie, brushing his fingertips over her bodice. With a cry she shrank from his touch, banging her arm sharply against the marble-topped table at her side. Lord Albright's eyes lit with a glow that made Darcie cringe from him.

      Mrs. Feather moved smoothly between them, linking one arm with practiced ease through Lord Albright's and reaching behind at the same time to deliver a sharp pinch to Darcie's forearm with the other.

      “Come, my lord,” she purred. “We wouldn't want the tempting dish I've arranged to get cold, would we?”

      Lord Albright bared his teeth. “I shall enjoy sampling her, warm or cold.”

      Revulsion rose in Darcie's throat.

      As she guided Lord Albright toward the staircase, Mrs. Feather glanced back over her shoulder.

      “Stay there.” She mouthed the words soundlessly at Darcie, her lips moving with exaggeration.

      Sagging against the wall, Darcie tried to force her racing heart to slow. She felt sick. Lord, it wouldn't do for her to toss up here on the shiny polished floor of the front hall. No danger of that, really. There was nothing inside of her to throw up.

      The dull ache in her abdomen turned momentarily sharp, doubling her over with the sheer intensity of the pain. She was reminded of exactly how desperate her straits were. The subtle torment was always there of late, gnawing relentlessly at her empty insides, reminding her that a full belly was a dream of the past. The minutes and hours would creep by, and just when she thought she could bear it, the agony of ever present hunger tore at her with a pain that gnashed its evil teeth, lacerating her stomach, taunting her with her own desperation.

      The sound of boisterous laughter filtered from the front parlor. Raising her head, Darcie forced herself to look about, to take in the reality of the choice she had made. Mrs. Feather's House. The name was so innocuous, so unassuming, but Darcie was hard pressed to imagine anything worse than this place. No mere house, it was a den of debauchery. Mrs. Feather catered to the best of society, providing them with the means to indulge in their darkest, vilest desires.

      A high-pitched scream echoed from above, and then another. The hallway spun before Darcie's eyes. She couldn't remember when she'd eaten last. Last night. No, the night before that. She'd snatched a potato that fell from a bushel at Spitalfields and devoured it raw. Nowhere to sleep. Nothing to eat. For weeks she'd banged on every door, pleaded for gainful employment at any job. Laundry maid. Step girl. There was nothing to be had. She was faced with a terrible choice. Sell herself on the street—what had Lord Albright called her? Haymarket ware—the lowest girl who sold herself in a doorway, a back alley, the darkened corner of a pub. Or she could sell herself to her sister.

      Or she could die.

      She'd thought of the poorhouse, but she had no illusions there. It was simply a longer and slower death.

      Darcie pressed her balled fist into her belly. Her gaze strayed past the black-and-gold-papered walls of the front hallway, to the staircase that led to the upper floor, then flicked rapidly to the doorway that led to the parlor that Lord Albright had exited earlier.

      Slowly, she began to back away. Her hip bumped against something, and she glanced down to find the knob of the front door pressing against her. The smooth cold surface of it beckoned.

      Her fist closed around the brass knob, and she whirled, twisting the handle and flinging the door open. The darkness and the fresh smell of rain greeted her. Coming here had been a dreadful mistake. She couldn't do this. Whatever had made her think she could?

      She took a deep breath, preparing to flee, when a hand clamped over her arm, the fingers biting into the sore place where she had banged it earlier. With a gasp Darcie turned and faced Mrs. Feather. Her heart plummeted. Too late to run.

      “Here, take this.” Mrs. Feather pressed something into Darcie’s palm. “But don't come back. You have no place here, and there's no more for you where this came from.”

      Looking down in amazement, Darcie stared at her sister’s gift. A shilling. A fortune to a girl who was starving.

      Her gaze collided with the madam's, and for a single beautiful shimmering moment, she saw her sister, Abigail, looking at her from behind Mrs. Feather's hard, cold mask.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, closing her fingers around the money.

      “Go,” Mrs. Feather said brusquely. “Go to Curzon Street, to Doctor Damien Cole. Tell him I sent you and that I'll thank him to do this one favor for his old friend, Mrs. Feather.”

      “To Curzon Street,” Darcie echoed, barely able to believe in her good fortune or her reprieve. Impulsively, she cast her arms about her sister. “Thank you…Abigail.”

      Mrs. Feather squeezed her tight then pushed her out into the street.

      “Don't come back,” she said, her voice strangely hoarse. “And mind, have a care of him. Dr. Cole. He is a hard man, a man to fear. Stay out of his way. Stay clear of his work. And keep your nose out of his secrets.”

      Darcie gave a quick nod then hurried away, the shilling clutched in one hand pressed against her heart, her leather case tucked beneath her arm. She had escaped the horror that awaited her, had been granted a reprieve from the fate that was her sister's. Tears of relief stung her eyes. She would gladly scrub floors from dusk to dawn, scrub the steps, empty slops, anything, if she was but given the chance.

      Armed with a name, Dr. Damien Cole, and the reference of her sister, the notorious madam, Mrs. Feather, Darcie forged onward. Her sister's warning swirled through her thoughts. A man to fear.

      The words became a litany, spinning over and over in her mind as she pressed on. Soon she was beyond exhaustion, her mind numb to all but the need to reach Mayfair.

      So blunted were her senses that she did not hear the rolling turmoil of horses' hooves on the cobblestone street, did not see the dark bulk of the carriage as it bore down on her. At the last second a shout penetrated the fog that shrouded her awareness, and she turned to see four great beasts pawing the air above her head, their hooves slashing dangerously close to her face. She threw herself to the side, landing with jarring impact on her right shoulder. Stunned, she lay on the wet ground, staring at the horses as their driver brought them under control.

      When they quieted, he climbed down from the seat and approached her where she lay.

      “What's wrong with you, girl? Have you not eyes in your head? Or ears? Did you not hear me coming? If I'd been moving any faster—here....” The man crouched at her side and offered his hand. His words were bitten off in harsh tones, but focusing on his eyes, Darcie found only concern mirrored there.

      “Is she hurt?” A second voice, mellifluous in both texture and pitch, washed over Darcie's shattered nerves like a soothing balm.

      “I don't think so, sir. Maybe shaken up a bit,” the driver replied.

      Turning her head, Darcie studied the second man, his confident stride bringing him into her line of vision. Her heart gave a hard, sharp kick against her ribs as she took in his long black cloak and polished boots, splattered with the mud of the road.

      The fears she had entertained earlier that night on the mist-shrouded street echoed through her mind. Was this the same man who had followed her, the ominous presence that had caused her to hide in the shadowed doorway?

      Panicking, she scuttled backwards, the memory of the threatening stranger on Hanbury Street fresh in her thoughts. She stared at the man who approached her now, his long cloak and boots too similar for comfort. Her pulse raced as she struggled for reason. On Hanbury Street she had sensed evil buffeting her in great crashing waves that rolled violently from the stranger on the street, yet she sensed no such threat now, sensed no evil emanating from the man approaching her.

      Her gaze shifted to his face, and what she saw made her eyes widen and her fear fade away, replaced by a surreal sense of resignation.

      She had died, then. And here was the angel who'd been sent to guide her.

      He moved closer, his stride graceful and sure, until he loomed over her. With a negligent flick of his wrist, he set the wings of his long coat aside and hunkered down, close enough that Darcie could see the stormy gray of his eyes. The hint of a frown shadowed his brow as he studied her with a long, slow perusal.

      In the watery gray light of dawn, Darcie stared at him, her common sense telling her that he was just a man, surely no celestial being, despite her initial impression and despite the strange fascination that suffused her.

      “Are you hurt?” he asked.

      She shook her head, afraid to trust the sound of her voice. Her body seemed to tingle in each place his gaze rested.

      “Have we a blanket, John?” He glanced at the coachman, and as he turned his head, his burnished gold hair caressed his shoulder. Darcie had the strangest urge to touch it, to see if the honeyed strands were as thick and soft as they looked.

      “I don't think so, sir.”

      “I do not require a blanket. I'm fine,” Darcie managed, her heart drumming loudly in her ears.

      “Are you?” The man turned a dispassionate gaze on her. Slowly, he raised one hand, reaching out to rest his fingers on the side of her throat. She jumped at the sensation of his warm hand against her chilled skin, at the feel of her pulse fluttering wildly against his touch.

      “Y-yes,” she replied.

      His brows rose. “How fortunate,” he finished dryly, and she felt bereft as he drew his hand away.

      Rubbing her sore shoulder, Darcie lowered her eyes and pressed her lips together, uncertain of what to say. The stranger remained crouched at her side, his weight resting on the balls of his feet, arms folded casually across his bent knees. With a careless gesture, he motioned the coachman off.

      “What day is it?” he asked, his gaze fixed on her.

      Darcie stared into his eyes, caught by the intensity of his expression. “T-T-Tuesday,” she stammered. “At least, it was Tuesday last night. So I suppose it is now Wednesday.”

      He offered a short nod, and the frown lines between his brows vanished.

      “Well, you seem to be quite rational,” he observed. “No dizziness?”

      Darcie shook her head.

      He almost smiled, the barest curve of his lips. “This position is extremely uncomfortable and my leg is beginning to lose circulation. Would you mind terribly if we regained our footing?”

      That said, he rose gracefully to his feet and offered his hand. Darcie stared at it for a moment, her thoughts fuzzy and vague. With a soft sound of impatience he twined his warm fingers through her icy ones and pulled her to her feet. She stood before him looking straight ahead at the elegantly simple buttons of his waistcoat. He was tall, she realized, more than a head taller than she was. Tipping her head back, she found him watching her. She had the strangest urge to smooth her bedraggled skirt and pat her hair into some semblance of order.

      Suddenly, she realized that her hand remained linked with his, a warm bond in the chilly air of the breaking dawn. Embarrassed, she tugged her fingers from his grasp.

      He glanced down, but made no comment.

      Darcie bent forward and retrieved her leather folio from the ground, her movements slow and careful. Her fingers moved over the battered surface, quick, assessing little touches meant to determine the damage to her one worldly treasure. She released a tiny sigh when she found the case undamaged.

      She looked up once more. He was watching her, cool gray eyes glinting like polished metal, his features reflecting only polite interest.

      “I shall not ask what you are doing hurrying about on the outskirts of Whitechapel at this hour of the day. But I should like to offer the use of my carriage to take you to your destination.”

      “Oh,” Darcie said, astonished by the offer. She closed her arms tighter around her folio, rocking it slightly like a baby. “Oh. I am looking for Curzon Street.”

      “A somewhat distant but worthy place.” The man's brow furrowed questioningly. “Did you intend to walk there? Clear to the other side of town?”

      At her single brief nod, his brows rose in surprise.

      “Indeed. And whom do you seek on Curzon Street?”

      Darcie glanced at the ground. How much to tell a stranger? And why was he even asking? She was clearly a woman beneath his touch.

      As if reading her doubts and concerns, he spoke, “I ask only because I myself am for Curzon Street. It would be a matter of little difficulty to see you safely there.” His glance flicked over her, impersonal, assessing. “I suspect you will not make it if left to your own devices.”

      The driver had returned to the coach. Darcie watched from the corner of her eye as he climbed up and took the reins. The horses shifted restlessly.

      The man gestured at the fidgety beasts. “Come. My horses won't tolerate the delay.”

      Without waiting for her reply, he strode to the waiting carriage, and Darcie found herself trailing behind him. In her exhausted state it would be sheer stupidity to refuse the ride. Hiking up her skirt, she paused, startled, as he offered his hand to help her into the carriage as though she were the finest lady out for a morning ride. Such courtesy for a common girl whom he'd nearly run down in the roadway. She was amazed.

      She had barely settled on the seat when he climbed in and lowered his body down beside her, his shoulder pressing against hers in the confined space. He smelled clean and fresh, and Darcie was ashamed of her own state of disrepair. Likely he bathed every day, while she felt certain she smelled like the docks. Each morning she performed her ablutions as best she could, searching out a rain barrel, or any clean water that was handy. In her small, black cloth bag she carried a sliver of scented soap, a luxury she had splurged on in a moment of supreme foolishness. The soap was nearly gone now, melted by her attempts at personal hygiene. The money would have been better spent on food.

      Dragging in a shaky breath, Darcie looked down at her hands, clasping the tips of her left fingers with her right. She pressed her lips together and cast a sidelong glance in the man's direction.

      He had let his head fall back against the seat, baring the strong column of his throat. His golden hair fanned across the dark velvet upholstery. His eyes were closed and the curled sweep of his lashes formed dark crescent shadows against his skin. Everything about this man was beautiful. The sculpted angle of his cheek. The straight length of his nose, accented by the tiny bump at the bridge. Forcing her gaze away from him, Darcie turned to look out the side window, uncertain what to do, what to say.

      The coach lurched and began to move, picking up speed as the seconds passed. Darcie stared out the window, watching the buildings move by in a blur. Tears pooled in her eyes. She was exhausted, hungry, and disgusted by the horror she had nearly been driven to. But the dormant flame of hope ignited in her breast because she had a name—Dr. Damien Cole—and a reference. So much more than she had started out with.

      Unwanted, her sister's warning crept to the fore and echoed hollowly in her mind. He is a man to fear. Stay out of his way. Stay clear of his work. And keep your nose out of his secrets.

      Shifting on the seat, Darcie looked straight ahead into the dim confines of the coach. With a start, she realized that there was a third person in the vehicle. A man was sprawled on the velvet upholstery of the seat across from her, his clothing coarse, his boots scuffed and worn. In the burgeoning light of morning he seemed unnaturally pale. Watching him for some minutes, Darcie frowned. There was something strange about the man, something odd about his posture.

      Darcie ducked her head and looked through the rain-dampened tendrils of hair that had escaped her pins, toward the man at her side. Her rescuer.

      “Y-your friend is sleeping very deeply, sir.” The words jumped from her lips before she could restrain herself.

      He opened his eyes, but kept the base of his skull resting against the seat back. When he spoke, he did not look at her, merely stared at the roof of the coach.

      “He is not my friend.”

      “Oh.” Darcie looked again at the sleeping man across from her. He half sat, half lay across the cushions of the opposite bench. He had not moved, had not made a sound. “That man…Is he ill? Or drunk?”

      Her companion made a harsh sound. Darcie thought it might have been a laugh. She turned to face him and found that he was regarding her intently, the strangest expression in his eyes.

      “No, he is neither ill nor drunk.” The words were low and soft. “He's well past the possibility of either.”

      Darcie’s stomach clenched, not with hunger, but with an irrefutable certainty. A chill crawled across her skin, raising goose flesh. She drew a deep, shuddering breath. Unable to tear her gaze from the stormy depths of her rescuer's eyes, she whispered the question to which she already knew the answer.

      “Is he dead, then?”

      His expression did not change, betraying neither emotion nor concern. Darcie watched his lips form the words, though the rushing in her ears nearly obscured the sound of his reply.

      “Oh, yes. He is dead. Has been for several hours. Anything more than that and the stench would chase us from the carriage.”

      And he smiled most amiably as he said it.

      Darcie swallowed against a rising nausea as she stared at her companion in dismay. She shared the coach with two men, one dead, and the other quite possibly mad.
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      “Where did you say you wished to go?” The man at Darcie’s side shifted slightly as he spoke, bringing his shoulder in closer contact with hers.

      She could feel the heat of his body crossing the space between them. Swallowing, she wondered how to conduct a conversation with a stranger while she sat in the company of a corpse.

      Her companion waved a hand at the opposite seat and its macabre occupant. “He will not bite.”

      Darcie stared at him, aghast. “Do you make light of his fate?”

      “Not at all. I merely point out that he poses no threat. Now, if you would be so good as to answer my question…”

      Seeing no alternative, Darcie said, “I go to Curzon Street, sir.”

      “Yes, so you stated earlier.” There was a hint of wry amusement in his tone. “But where on Curzon Street?”

      Her gaze slid to the body on the bench across from her, then away. She could not simply let the matter go. “Do you require a constable? To report the man’s death?”

      “I see no need.” He shrugged, clearly dismissing the matter, leaving Darcie with a plethora of questions while he doggedly pursued the answer to but one. “Where on Curzon Street?”

      “To the home of Dr. Damien Cole, sir. I'm to seek employment there.”

      He was silent for a moment, and when at last he spoke his tone hinted at both surprise and curiosity. “The home of Dr. Damien Cole. And what sort of employment do you seek?”

      “As a maid, sir.”

      “Hmm. Have you references?”

      She could feel his eyes on her now, his attention focused. If she had references, she would hardly have been compelled to knock on Mrs. Feather's door, she thought acerbically. But her tone was polite as she said, “I have none written, sir. Lost, they are. And the family I worked for has gone to India, so there's none to vouch for my character.”

      “Rather inconvenient.” His face was half turned toward her, highlighted by a thin stream of light that filtered through the window. His gray eyes glittered as they sought hers.

      Darcie waited for him to say more, and when he didn't, she continued, “But I have the reference of my sister, who says she is an old friend of the doctor.”

      The man sat up and turned to face her fully. She had no choice but to return his gaze. He seemed to expect it. To do otherwise would be unforgivably rude, and in truth, she was glad to have a reason to look somewhere other than at the dead body across from her.

      His perusal was intent, assessing. “Your sister is an old friend of the doctor?” He paused. “The doctor has few friends.”

      So he knew Dr. Cole then. She wasn't sure whether to feel relieved or dismayed.

      He narrowed his eyes in thought. “Who is your sister?”

      Darcie shook her head. What to say to this man? She could hardly tell him who her sister was.

      “Please, sir, just leave me at the house of Dr. Cole and I'll explain it all to him.”

      He stared at her for a long moment, then the corner of his full mouth tipped up, the movement there, then gone, a fleeting hint of amusement. For some reason, she had the thought that he was man who did not smile often.

      “How extraordinarily convenient for you,” he said. “I am Dr. Damien Cole.”

      “Oh.” Oh, dear. Her heart began to dance in an erratic rhythm as she realized that her erstwhile savior was her potential employer. A wry amusement overcame her. She should have learned by now not to be surprised by the strange twists and turns of life.

      “Now, tell me. Who is this mystery woman who claims to be friend to me?”

      There was no help for it. “My sister said to ask you, sir, if you would please do this one favor for your old friend Mrs. Feather.”

      She could feel the sudden tension in his thigh where it pressed against hers. The carriage rolled onward and Dr. Cole sat rigid, the silence stretched taut in the small space.

      So, he was acquainted with her sister. Darcie felt an inexplicable sadness in a corner of her heart when she thought of this man and the ways he might know Mrs. Feather. Dr. Cole had been kind to her. Surely he could not frequent her sister's dark domain.

      “When did you last eat, Miss Feather?”

      Darcie jerked, startled by the sound of his voice. The content of his question confused her as she couldn't imagine how he could possibly know—or why he should care—that she was so very hungry.

      “Oh, no. Not Feather. I don't know why she chooses to use that name. Finch. Darcie Finch,” she blurted.

      “When did you last eat, Darcie?” The sound of her name spoken in his deep, warm voice made her shiver.

      She pressed her lips together, using the time to ponder his motives. Seeing no harm in it, she replied honestly. “I'm not certain. Two nights ago. Maybe three.”

      “You will begin your duties tomorrow. Today you will rest. And eat.”

      “Then you'll take me on,” she whispered, astounded by the good fortune that had come upon her.

      “I find myself in urgent need of a maid-of-all-work,” he replied, pausing for a mere second before continuing in a sardonic tone. “It seems my last one has disappeared rather suddenly.”

      Darcie wondered what he meant by that, but hadn't the nerve to question him. Likely the girl had run off. It was not uncommon.

      “Fourteen pounds per year,” he continued, “and an allowance for tea, sugar and beer.”

      Darcie's head spun with the sum. She thought the position warranted less than ten pounds per year. Dr. Cole was a generous man. She glanced at him once more, not trusting that generosity. What hold could her sister have over him that he took her on so easily, without reference or even a cursory conversation as to her qualifications?

      “I'll work hard, sir. Thank you, sir.” She meant those words with all her heart. He would not be sorry that he had given her a chance.

      Resting her elbows on the leather folio that now lay across her lap, Darcie pressed her palms together, twining her fingers, trying to contain the wave of joy that crashed over her. Then she thought about his offer. An allowance for tea, sugar and beer. Regardless of her current status, she'd been raised in a genteel household, raised with proper values and morals. She could almost hear her mother's voice telling her that avoiding the truth was just the same as telling an untruth.

      “I don't drink beer,” she said with blunt honesty.

      He raised a brow and inclined his head. “An allowance for tea, sugar and beer,” he repeated. “If you have no wish to drink the beer, spend the extra on”—his gaze flicked over her, grazing over the worn and well-mended cloak—”on something pretty. A ribbon, perhaps.”

      Darcie felt heat creep into her cheeks, though she couldn't say if she was flushed with pleasure, or mortification. Pleasure at the thought of buying something as frivolous as a ribbon when she'd not had enough to buy a crust of bread in a very long time. Mortification that he'd mentioned her lack, though he hadn't seemed unkind when he said it.

      The exchange proved to hold the last of his interest, and he turned his face from her to stare out the side window. Her gaze returned in morbid fascination to the dead man slumped on the seat across from her. Pressing her palm hard against the center of her forehead, she wondered if it was her fatigue that made the whole of it seem so frightening and macabre, of if any sane person would question the events of this night and the strangeness of her fellow passengers. Before she could fashion an answer, the coach swayed and rocked to a halt.

      “Ah, here we are.” Dr. Cole stepped from the carriage and, to Darcie's amazement, turned to help her down.

      Gingerly placing her hand in his, she stepped down from the coach, wary of his manners and his intent. She thought of her near-encounter on her way to Mrs. Feather’s, the genuine fear that had chilled her, and she could not help but wonder at Dr. Cole, with his impeccable etiquette, cool demeanor, and lifeless companion.

      Her hand dropping from his, Darcie paused to look up at the white facade of the house before her. Large sash windows trimmed with black iron railings overlooked the street. There was a tall fence surrounding the property, the pointed tops of the iron rails standing sentinel against any who might dare to trespass. Two gates interrupted the continuity, one leading to a servants’ entrance that was at the bottom of a narrow stone stairwell, and the other opening to a short walkway leading to five stone steps that ascended to the wide-paneled front door. Darcie began to move forward, then stopped abruptly. That door was off limits to her. She ought to go down to the servants’ entrance.

      As if reading her thoughts, Dr. Cole shook his head. “Time enough to stand on circumstance tomorrow,” he said. “For today, you may as well come in this way with me.”

      He moved his hand in a smooth, beckoning motion, indicating that she should accompany him.

      Darcie looked once more towards the house. This place would be her home, the only home she had known in a very long time. Her gaze shifted back to Dr. Cole. He was an enigma, this man who would be her employer. His treatment of her thus far had been exemplary. In fact, he had been more than kind. And she so desperately needed this post. Just standing here taxed her pathetic reserves of strength.

      Turning back toward the carriage, she stared at the door, closed now against the macabre contents of the vehicle. Still, she knew he was there, the dead man who had shared their ride. Dr. Cole had not been forthcoming as to the reason that a fresh corpse sat in his carriage. He had offered neither explanation nor reassurance, and in truth, he owed her neither.

      He was as beautiful as an angel, Dr. Damien Cole, but she knew that appearances were not to be trusted. Like the frozen surface of a river, a pretty, sparkly, outer face could hide a treacherous undercurrent. Moreover, her sister's warning tolled like a portent of doom in her thoughts. Mrs. Feather had called Dr. Cole a man to fear. At the very least he was a man to be wary of. After all, few people would travel through the city in the early morning hours with only a dead man for company.

      But Darcie’s choices were few. Return to the street, return to Mrs. Feather's, or follow Dr. Cole into his home. She glanced at him once more. He waited patiently, seemingly unperturbed by her indecision.

      Desperation and longing warred in her breast. She needed this position so badly. That her prospective employer was mysterious and somewhat peculiar was truly none of her affair, nor was the fact that he fraternized with a cadaver.

      She thrust her wariness and doubt to the back of her mind, for if she was to work within this household, she could not let suspicion blossom and grow.

      Her stomach rolled, twisting on its own empty core, and the world tilted eerily as a tide of weakness tugged at her. There really was no choice, she acknowledged. She must accept this position, for her other options were well and truly exhausted.

      She glanced at Dr. Cole, who waited calmly by the gate, one foot resting negligently on the iron rail. He met her gaze, one brow uplifted. She met his unspoken question with a brief nod. He turned and strode through the gate. Placing her right foot before her left, Darcie began the brief journey up the path to the front door, the dark-paneled portal swinging open as they approached.

      

      The following morning, Darcie rose before dawn. Well fed and well rested, she felt better than she had in months. Dressing swiftly, she then made her way down the back stairs from her attic chamber, past the upper floor of empty bedrooms and the next level that she had been told housed the doctor’s suite and study. She hurried to the scullery, shown to her the previous day. There she filled a bucket and collected the items she would need to scrub the front steps.

      After lugging the heavy bucket of soapy water outside, she paused for a moment, wiping her hand across her brow, already feeling the strain of her exertions. She called upon all her reserves of strength, intent on completing her task as quickly as possible so she might move on to the next task and prove her worth. Kneeling on the top step, she began to scrub, her hand working in a circular pattern as she washed away the dirt and grime.

      Poole, the butler, had been very clear as to his expectations. Darcie shivered as she pictured his glacial gaze fixed on her, a look of utter disdain puckering his features as he explained her duties. She had been left with few illusions as to the fact that Poole disliked her in the extreme, though she had no idea why this should be so.

      She began to scrub faster, harder, intent on proving him wrong. This position as maid-of-all-work in Dr. Cole’s household was her one shining chance. She could ill afford to make any mistakes.

      Suddenly, the sound of footsteps rang along the deserted street. Darcie paused in her chore, turning to look up and down the cobbled road. Mist hugged the ground, wrapping it in cool gray silence. She could see nothing, no one. It was unnerving, being out here in the thin early morning light, the street barren and empty, with only her imagination and the ever present fear she had learned in Whitechapel for company. Seeing no cause for alarm, she turned to her task once more and began to scrub with renewed vigor.

      The top step was done, and she moved to the second, then the third, until she had worked her way to the bottom. She no longer felt chilly; her exertions had warmed her, and tendrils of hair clung to her damp brow. Wiggling backwards, she began to scrub the short walkway, shifting herself back a few inches every few moments.

      Darcie rested one hand on the ground and lifted her knee to crawl back yet another foot. Her buttock came in contact with something hard. The gate, she thought, turning her head to look over her shoulder, wondering how she had moved all the way to the fence in so short a time.

      Two booted feet stood directly at her back. She cried out. The boots were crusted with mud, as was the hem of the long black cloak that hovered and swayed just above the ground. Scrambling to her feet, she stood, chest heaving, gasping for breath.

      Her gaze collided with that of Dr. Cole. He watched her through eyes the color of smooth stones at the bottom of a stream.

      “I-I-I'm s-s-sorry,” she stammered, pressing the flat of her palm against her breastbone. “I didn't hear you approach. I thought I was alone.”

      “I saw you from the house.”

      Her gaze shifting to the front door. He couldn't have come out that way, she thought. She had been washing the steps. He could not have passed without her seeing. Nor could he have come through the gate, for he would have had to pass her that way as well. She would have heard his steps, the creak of the hinges. Bewildered, she returned her attention to his person. He was looking down at the cobbled walkway.

      Following his gaze, she too stared at the dirty gray water swirling on the stones, puddling at his feet.

      “Oh, dear. Your boots...” Her voice trailed off. His boots, speckled with mud from the street, reminded her of the night she had hidden in a shadowed doorway on Hanbury Street, looking at eerily similar boots and the hem of a fine cloak. She shivered.

      “You are cold.” Dr. Cole reached out and closed his fingers over hers. His hand was warm, his grasp firm. “Your skin is like ice.”

      Unsure how to respond to his observation, Darcie snatched her hand away, and dropped her gaze to the ground.

      “Here,” he said, his voice gentle. “Take this.”

      Glancing up, she saw that he held a blue shawl draped over one arm. Hesitantly, Darcie stretched out her hand and touched the fine wool. Soft.

      “It won't bite,” Dr. Cole said, holding the garment out toward her.

      “For me?” Darcie raised her eyes, unable to hide her confusion. Clearly the garment was not new. Still, it was fine, obviously expensive. She could not help but wonder what he was doing out here at this early hour, offering her a shawl. “You mean to give this fine shawl to me?”

      “Precisely.” He inclined his head slightly, and she thought she saw a tiny glimmer of amusement in his eyes.

      “Why?” she asked, bewildered.

      “Because you looked cold.” He spoke slowly and clearly, as though explaining something to a child.

      Heat flooded her cheeks. Likely he thought she was dimwitted.

      “Thank you,” she whispered at last, taking the shawl and spreading it over her shoulders. She noticed a small seam in one corner, a tear that had been repaired with precise, tiny stitches. “I shouldn't like to put anyone out. Won't the owner miss this shawl?”

      She was startled at the change that her question wrought in Dr. Cole's expression. Gone was any hint of warmth, replaced by a chilly nothingness, a barren terrain of absent emotion. With lightning speed his mood had shifted. It was disconcerting.

      “The owner has no further use for it,” he said woodenly, then turned and strode up the stairs and through the front door, leaving Darcie standing on the stoop wondering at the cause of his mercurial shift in mood.

      She carefully folded the shawl and hung it over the iron fence. She had no wish to have it slip from her shoulders while she worked and fall into the filthy water that swirled across the walk. With one last curious glance at the garment, she bent to her task once more, thinking that she would be greatly appreciative of it on chilly mornings.

      Pausing, she looked up at the silent house. What an enigmatic man, she thought. So kind that he brought a servant a shawl because he thought she might be cold. So erratic that his mood changed with the rapidity of a heartbeat.

      As she continued to scrub the grime from the walkway, Darcie lost herself in thoughts of Dr. Cole, recalling the glint of amusement in his eyes. The image blurred and shifted as she visualized his abrupt change of countenance, and she was reminded of her earlier speculation that perhaps Dr. Damien Cole was just a bit mad.

      

      In the days that followed, Darcie spent her time cleaning, tidying, helping the laundry maid or Cook, making herself generally useful and performing any chore that required her attention. Slowly, she hollowed a shallow niche for herself, but remained vigilant lest her fortunes change once more.

      Dr. Cole kept very strange hours, which left the routine of the household staff subject to his whim. He worked all night, and then slept all day. Sometimes, he slept not at all. The cleaning of his chamber, his study, and others rooms of the house were fitted in at opportune times, so as not to disturb his work. Sometimes, Darcie went for days without seeing him, but when she did encounter him in a hallway, in the parlor, on the stairs, he invariably greeted her with quiet cordiality. She wondered that he noticed her at all, that he spoke to her as though she was a person rather than a fixture in his household.

      The staff went about their business with unobtrusive efficiency, guided by the rigidly demanding Poole, but Darcie noticed that other than working around his unpredictable schedule, no one catered to the doctor in any special way. No trays were sent up when he missed a meal. No warm chocolate or coffee kept at the ready for his request.

      Thinking back to smiling Mrs. Beales, the cook who had worked in the home of her childhood, Darcie remembered the tray of cold meat and cheese, the sweet tarts, the hot coffee, always at the ready should Steppy return from work late in the night. It seemed sad that Dr. Cole had no such consideration, no one at all to care about him.

      One afternoon Darcie placed a freshly delivered fish in the wet larder and after working up her courage, she approached Cook with her thoughts.

      “I noticed that Dr. Cole has eaten nothing today,” she began.

      Cook's hand, which was wielding a knife in a rapid chopping motion expertly cutting vegetables, paused mid-air at Darcie's observation. The portly woman turned and looked at her with a questioning expression. “Nothing new there, dear.”

      Darcie nodded. “Shall I take him a tray?”

      Cook's brows shot upward in surprise. “Won't eat it,” she muttered and returned her attention to chopping the carrots in front of her.

      “Perhaps I could just take it up to him?” Darcie surprised herself by persevering.

      Shaking her head, Cook set aside the knife and turned to meet Darcie's gaze. “Don't think I haven't tried. But no one's allowed out to the carriage house, and if I leave it at the foot of the stairs, the food's still there hours later. He'll eat when he's ready.”

      “He isn't in the carriage house,” Darcie said, her heart pounding as she forced herself to stand her ground. “He's in his study. I saw him go up an hour past.”

      Setting her fists on her ample hips, Cook stared at Darcie for a long minute. Then she shrugged, and took down a plate, heaping it with cheese, bread and some fresh berries. “Go on and take it up, then. You'll see. He won't take a bite. Like as not, he's in the drink.”

      Darcie had placed the plate on a tray, and turned to leave the kitchen, but Cook's words stopped her.

      “In the drink?” she asked, looking at Cook over her shoulder.

      The other woman nodded. “He'll go on for a good long while right as rain, then the melancholy'll come on him.” She shrugged, took up her knife, and resumed the chore of preparing supper.

      Clearly Cook had no intention of saying more.

      Darcie ascended to the doctor's study, tray in hand, her thoughts troubled by Cook's revelations. She rapped lightly on the door.

      “Come in.”

      Balancing the tray on one hip, she eased the door open and stepped into the room. The heavy drapery was closed against the afternoon sun, leaving the room in dim and shadowed.

      Dr. Cole sat behind his desk, a book open before him. He blinked against the light that entered the room from the hallway.

      “Why do you read in the dark?” Darcie asked, an echo of her own mother. She bit her lip as she wished she could call the words back. He was hardly a child, and she was in no position to be chastising him.

      He ignored her question, glancing instead at the tray she set on the desk before him.

      “What is this?” he asked, his brows drawing together in bewilderment.

      For some reason, his expression made Darcie want to smooth her hand across his brow.

      Instead, she answered his question.

      “This is food,” she said. “Human beings require it to survive.”

      His head jerked up sharply. A rusty laugh escaped him. The way he looked at her in that instant…it was as if he were seeing her for the very first time.

      “You are a brave little mouse,” he said at length.

      Darcie shook her head, but said nothing. She was not brave at all; rather, she was foolish in the extreme to speak to him so, and she was at a loss to explain why she did. She should have simply set the tray down and scurried away.

      Turning to do just that, she was surprised when his fingers closed lightly about her wrist.

      “Stay.” His voice was low and rough.

      She glanced back at him, taking in the half-empty brandy snifter on the desk, her senses catching the aroma of alcohol that hung dark and rich in the air. Cook had mentioned Dr. Cole's melancholy. A warning bell clanged in the corner of Darcie’s mind. A man and a brandy glass could be a dangerous combination. She knew that so very well. Her eyes met his and she found them clear, not bleary and red-flecked as Steppy’s had been when he drank too much brandy. She did not dare place much confidence in that.

      In one hand, Dr. Cole held a small gilt framed miniature. She knew it was a picture of a pretty dark-haired girl in a softly ruffled dress for she had dusted it daily since beginning her employment here. For a moment, she was tempted to ask him about her, about the girl who meant enough to him that he kept her picture close at hand.

      She held her tongue. It was not her place to ask such things. And it was not wise to feel such curiosity about Dr. Cole’s personal business.

      Shaking her head, Darcie drew away, dropping her gaze to the floor. She sidled in the direction of the door, but the sound of his voice rolled over her before she could escape.

      “Thank you,” he said gruffly. “I'll leave the tray outside the door when I'm done.”

      Darcie nodded and stepped into the hallway, closing the heavy portal behind her with a soft click. As she descended the stairs on her way back to the kitchen, she could not help but wonder why that brief encounter had left her heart pounding and her thoughts in turmoil, why his quiet request that she stay had thrilled her to the depths of her soul.
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      Darcie moved the feather duster back and forth across the window ledge the following morning as she stared fixedly through the glass pane of the large window overlooking the cobbled drive to the rear of the house. She absently cleaned the same spot over and over, her attention focused on Dr. Cole where he lounged beside the carriage house on a small ornamental bench. Next to him, a patch of petunias burst from the stone confines of a small flowerbed like prisoners from a jail.

      The sun glinted off his hair, and as she watched, he shifted his tall, lithe frame as if to redirect the mid-morning glare away from his eyes. She wondered at the book that held his rapt attention. He'd been immersed in it for hours. Not for the first time she pondered his interests, his likes and dislikes, the things that might fascinate him and those he would disdain.

      She knew what it felt like to have his attention turned on her. She could picture his clear gray eyes, focused with unwavering intensity on the object of his interest. He had that way about him, a way of looking at a person and listening to her words as though every syllable was of great concern to him. She felt ambivalent when he looked at her thus, as he did even when he made a simple comment or request. His attention brought her joy. Yet, at the same time, she was terrified of his notice, accustomed as she was to hiding in the shadows.

      With a final glance, Darcie forced herself to turn away. She had lingered overlong as it was. Poole, the butler, would surely rebuke her, just as he had scolded her for washing the dishes too slowly, wasting precious time. Then he took her to task for washing them too quickly, not paying enough attention to the chore. And all the while he watched her with those icy eyes, pale and chilly as a winter morn.

      With deft movements Darcie dusted the desktop. The gilt-framed miniature of the dark-haired young woman sat in one corner. She recalled the expression on Dr. Cole’s face and the way he had held the miniature the previous day, and she wondered who the woman was, what place she held in Dr. Cole's life.

      Turning away, Darcie began to arrange the books on the dark wood shelves that lined the doctor's study. They were in constant disarray. She straightened them daily, but it seemed Dr. Cole came at some point between cleanings and pulled the tomes haphazardly from the shelves, then left them where they fell. Carefully she lifted a journal and slid it back into place, noticing as she did so that it was a publication of the Royal Society of London, dated 1665. Micrographia, or some physiological descriptions of minute bodies made by magnifying glasses, with observations and inquiries thereupon. Darcie shook her head. The doctor's books and journals had interesting names, but more often than not she had no idea what the titles actually meant.

      “Hurry, Darcie! Poole's in a foul mood again.”

      Darcie jerked her hand back as if burned and whirled to find Mary Fitzgerald standing in the doorway, her unruly red hair escaping from her cap, her sparkling green eyes wide with concern.

      “Oh! Mary!” Darcie exclaimed. “You gave me a fright.”

      Mary nodded her head in the direction of the doctor's shelves. “Those books are what give me a fright. You ever looked in them? Horrible things.”

      Running her index finger over the spine of the closest volume, Darcie frowned. William Harvey. 1628. On the Motion of the Heart and Blood in Animals. She read the unfamiliar title out loud.

      “Oh! You can read! I just look at the pictures.”

      “What is it about the pictures that gives you a fright?”

      Mary glanced around to make sure that there was no one else about. She quickly crossed the room and approached Darcie's side. “You really never looked at them? I'd 'ave thought that you'd 'ave poked your nose in one of them by now. You've been here a month. And I told you the doctor's a strange one.”

      “And I told you that it's plain as the nose on your face that he's a good man. He has a kind heart.” Darcie decided not to mention that she had, in fact, opened one or two of the doctor's books, and had found the writings therein both fascinating and confounding, perhaps even frightening.

      “A good heart? You think so, do you? Just 'cause he took you in. Well, you work hard for your pay, Darcie Finch. Harder than the rest of us.” Mary narrowed her eyes as she glared at Darcie, then leaned close and spoke just above a whisper. “I think he has no heart. I've seen people come and go at odd hours of the night when no honest person ought to be out. I think he's doing something...I don't know, something evil, I think.”

      Darcie recalled the corpse that had shared her coach the night she arrived. Pushing aside the thought, she rolled her eyes and scolded Mary. “Dr. Cole is not evil, Mary. You have such an imagination. People have no control over when they take sick. If they need a doctor at a late hour, then that is when they need him!”

      “Sick? Ha!” Mary pushed her face close to Darcie's, her words low and hard. “I never said they were sick. I remember a time when I first started in the doctor's service, five years ago, or thereabouts. Dr. Cole had a good practice then. Lots of society matrons and their snooty daughters. Then he started to restrict his hours, to spend more time at his surgery in the East End, or in that place”—she jerked her head towards the window where the shadow of the carriage house darkened the back of the large yard—”in his laboratory on the upper floor, and suddenly it seemed as though the people who passed his door were more likely dead than not. There's something wicked in there, mind my words, Darcie Finch. Something wicked.”

      As Mary stepped forward, Darcie moved aside, allowing the other maid easier access to the shelves.

      “There was Janie, the maid who was here before you.” Mary lowered her voice even further, and sent a quick, furtive glance over her shoulder. “One day she was just up and gone, like she'd never been, and no one ever heard from her again.” She paused dramatically, waiting for the meaning of her words to sink in.

      Darcie held her silence, but a recollection tickled the edge of her thoughts. Yes, she remembered now. Dr. Cole had made reference to a missing maid on the night he had first hired her.

      “And once,” Mary continued, “I found his handkerchief tossed on the floor. It was soaked in blood, still bright and wet.”

      Darcie felt as though a cold wind whispered against the back of her neck. “He's a doctor, Mary. Doctors sometimes get blood on their handkerchiefs.”

      Shaking her head, Mary said nothing as she peered at the spines of the books that lined the shelves, then her eyes lit on the volume she desired, and she pulled it out.

      “I recognize it 'cause it doesn't 'ave no fancy gold writing like the others,” she said, gesturing at the book's plain binding.

      It wasn't a printed book, Darcie saw, but rather a leather-bound sketchbook. Casting another quick glance over her shoulder, Mary then flipped the cover open, turning the pages carefully until she found what she sought.

      “Look at this,” she said. “Right here.”

      Darcie looked, and her breath caught and hung suspended in her throat. The page revealed a detailed sketch of a leg, though it was not the subject that was so disturbing, but rather the manner of detail that was depicted. The drawing showed the skin pulled back from the naked limb, and even the muscle in parts, so the underlying bone was revealed. Tracing the image with shaking fingers, Darcie noticed that the artist was one of mediocre skill. The foreshortening was wrong and the weight of the lines uneven.

      Footsteps echoed in the empty hallway. With a squeak Mary dropped the book to the floor, shoving it with the toe of her boot until it was partially hidden beneath the desk. She whipped a cloth and small bottle of lemon juice mixed with salt from the voluminous pocket at the front of her apron. With shaking hands she began to polish the brass fittings on the doctor's desk.

      “What are you doing in here?”

      Both women turned at the sound of the harshly barked query. Poole stood in the doorway, his glance targeting Mary, and then growing wintry as it moved to Darcie.

      “We thought if we worked together we could get things done quicker,” Mary said smoothly, keeping her eyes fixed on the gleaming brass fittings.

      “More likely, you thought you could waste the doctor's paid time by chattering away like a pair of magpies,” Poole replied.

      “No, sir,” Mary insisted, shaking her head to emphasize her point.

      “Go now, Mary.”

      Mary gathered her cloth and slunk toward the door, turning sideways to slide past Poole, as he made no move to vacate the entryway. With a quick, pitying glance at Darcie, she fled. Poole watched her go, and something indecipherable flickered in his eyes.

      “I—” Darcie cleared her throat nervously as Poole swung his head, freezing her with his wintry scrutiny. “I'm almost done here, sir.” She allowed herself no hesitation as she rushed on. “I've noticed that no one goes out to clean the doctor's laboratory, sir. I could do that if you like.”

      “You are not to go near the doctor's laboratory.” It seemed that the butler bit the words out through gritted teeth. Darcie could imagine him spitting metal pieces from his mouth. “You are to notice nothing. You are to do as I tell you. You are not to think. You are not to overstep your bounds. Have I made myself clear?”

      Darcie nodded, feeling the force of the words buffet her as though she had been struck.

      “You, Darcie Finch.” Poole continued, speaking her name as though the taste of it was vile on his tongue. “There are many maids in this fine city, any of whom would far surpass you in both manner and mien, who would be glad for this position. Watch yourself, Finch, for I am watching you.”

      Running his finger over a tabletop that Darcie had dusted earlier, he then rubbed the pads of his index finger and thumb together, a slow precise movement. His cold eyes scanned the room before he advanced on her, moving close enough that she could see the small dot of dried blood on his chin where he had nicked himself shaving. She couldn't seem to drag her gaze away from that tiny, dark spot.

      “Do not overstep,” he said, then wheeled about and stalked from the room.

      Darcie waited at least a minute after his departure, her heart pounding in her chest. Eventually the frantic rhythm began to slow, and she bent to scoop the fallen book from the floor beneath the desk.

      Laying the book flat, she carefully smoothed the pages and with a practiced eye assessed the drawing of the leg that Mary had shown her earlier. Yes, if the outer edge was moved here and the bottom, there...Darcie ran her finger over the paper, imagining how she would draw the thing. It mattered not that the subject was unpleasant. She viewed it with an artist's eye, seeing beauty where others would not.

      Unthinkingly, she reached for a quill and dipped it in the nearby inkwell. How long was it since she had enjoyed the luxury of drawing? Passion rose within her, an instinct she could no sooner deny than the natural urge to draw breath into her body. With a few simply placed lines she rendered her version of the shape of the limb right next to the original on the page. Several rapid strokes added light and shade. There, she thought with satisfaction. That looked better.

      Suddenly, the enormity of her trespass hit her. She had taken up pen and ink and marked one of the doctor's books, perhaps his own sketchbook. What had possessed her? A shaking began at her core and spread like a palsy through her limbs. He would send her away, back to the street, to the hideous fate she had barely escaped. She could scarcely believe her own foolishness, the temerity of her actions.

      Horrified by what she had done, Darcie snapped the sketchbook shut. She slid the book back onto the shelf and stared at the spine in morbid fascination. She could do little now but hope that she had replaced it in the correct spot and that the sketch would fail to draw the doctor's notice.

      She forced herself to turn away, and resumed her chores, though her fingers felt numb, barely able to hold tight to the feather duster. With just a bit of luck on her side, Dr. Cole would not search out that particular book for a good long while, and when he did, perhaps her luck would hold, and he would choose a drawing other than the one of the human leg to examine.

      

      That night, Darcie lay stiff and tense upon her bed, bone weary from an endless day's work. Despite her fatigue, her nerves were wound so tight that sleep eluded her. Mary's faint snores reverberated through the room, punctuated by the rustling of the covers as she shifted position in her sleep. Darcie tried to ignore the sounds, but her efforts met with little success.

      The two women shared a small room beneath the eaves, and Darcie was grateful that the chamber held a separate bed for each of them. She knew that many girls in service shared one narrow pallet with two or even three other women. That could be a blessing in the cold winter months when the girls would share their body heat to keep warm. But Dr. Cole was a generous employer. He provided ample coal for the iron grate and Darcie and Mary had no need to combine the warmth of their bodies.

      “Pssst. Darcie? Are you asleep?” Mary's whisper edged aside her memories.

      “No, but I thought you were sleeping. I hope I didn't wake you.”

      “What are you thinking about?”

      “I was just remembering the day I first came here. How Dr. Cole asked you to bring me a tray.”

      “I never minded,” Mary insisted.

      “I know. But I think Poole did. He was angry that I came in by the front door. And then, when Dr. Cole gave you the extra task of carrying me a tray...I think Poole's hated me ever since.”

      “His face did turn a bright shade of red. I thought he'd explode for certain,” Mary said, laughter in her tone. “That Poole, he's a regular charmer.”

      Picturing Poole's ever-censorious gaze, Darcie thought that he was anything but a charmer.

      “I was amazed when I saw this room for the first time,” she said. “It had been so long since I slept in anything more comfortable than a damp doorway. And here I was to have my own warm bed.”

      “I know just what you mean. I've been in service for ten years, two places before this one, and I'll say this for Dr. Cole, he treats us well.”

      Darcie ran her hand over the coverlet. The room was furnished with two single beds, each adorned with a pretty green-and-white quilt. The linens were as fresh and clean as any person could desire. And beside the grate, there was a full bin of coal.

      “The doctor's a generous one when it comes to the coal...” Mary's voice carried low and slurred from across the room, her words trailing together as her exhaustion limited her ability to converse.

      “Sleep, Mary,” Darcie whispered, feeling bad that her earlier tossing and turning had woken the other woman. She wished that she, too, could shake off this restlessness and sleep.

      She moved her feet beneath the sheets and tried to lecture herself to sleep, concentrating on the lessons in deportment her mother had recited to her during her childhood. At the time she had resented the endless reminders of proper decorum. Now, she would give almost anything just to hear her mother's voice once more.

      Darcie couldn't stop the wave of sadness and longing that rolled over her. Her father had died when she was a toddler, and her mother had remarried within two years to a rich merchant who adored her. Though he had been the only father she had ever known, Darcie had called her stepfather Steppy. Her mother had wanted to keep some memory of her first husband alive in a little girl's mind, so she had suggested the distinction.

      Oh, how Darcie missed her mother's voice. Her smell. Her touch. She had been a gentle woman, soft-spoken and kind, with a ready smile and a generous spirit. For years all Darcie had known was a mother's love, a stepfather's doting regard—but that was before Steppy lost his fortune, before Abigail went away, before Mama coughed her life into a handkerchief mottled and stained with red, red blood.

      A handkerchief stained with blood. Mary's words, spoken in the doctor's study earlier that day, rose to the forefront of Darcie's mind, and with them came the memory of Dr. Cole's sketchbook and her own foolish misconduct. She slammed her lids shut, but nothing could erase the image. Stained with blood. Red, red blood. Mama coughing her life away.

      Darcie shifted on the bed, her thoughts darting this way and that, her edginess unremitting. Then, from nowhere came a terrible question: Had there been blood, pools of blood, when Dr. Cole sawed the leg from the body for dissection?

      Darcie shivered. She had reasoned herself full circle, back to the disembodied limb. Her belly rolled with nerves.

      How could she have done what she did?

      She had taken up pen and ink and drawn in one of the doctor's books, drafting her idea of a human leg, skinned and denuded. The subject matter itself caused her great anguish as she pondered it in retrospect. Dr. Cole must be an anatomist, a man who studied the mysteries of the human body, she decided. That would explain the frightful sketches.

      Darcie digested the concept, wondering why the staff never spoke of it. Had Dr. Cole ordered them to secrecy? And if so, why? She abruptly decided that it was better not to let curiosity carry her mind to a place she truly had no wish to visit. In Whitechapel there were terrible rumors about where anatomists got their bodies. Medical schools provided a huge demand for subjects, and unscrupulous men were more than ready to supply that need. People whispered of fresh graves emptied and coins exchanged, and they whispered of murder most foul.

      With a sigh, she cast aside the near-stifling warmth of her covers and pushed herself to a sitting position. She reached for her shawl to wrap about her shoulders, touching the soft wool reverently, thinking how much she valued its warmth.

      Dr. Cole was an enigma. Silent and forbidding one moment, kind and generous the next. He'd given her the shawl that first morning, and later, a simple change of clothes.

      “I can hardly have you darting about looking as though you've been claimed from the rag bin,” he had stated matter-of-factly, as though his actions were completely usual for any employer. But Darcie had known better, and the jaundiced look that Poole had cast her had confirmed her suspicion that Dr. Cole was being amazingly kind.

      Darcie glanced toward Mary's sleeping form, wishing that she, too, could find the blessed oblivion of a restful slumber. But the memory of her trespass into the doctor's sketchbook ate at her like a cancer. The possible consequences of her actions were terrible to consider.

      A half-formed plan hovered at the edge of her thoughts, then shimmered and coalesced into a solid strategy. She would tear the page from the book and burn it, burn the drawing that was evidence of her transgression.

      Darcie took up the stub of candle from the scarred three-legged stool that served as a bedside table, and then cautiously made her way down the narrow back stairs to the main landing. As she reached the long corridor at the foot of the stairs, she caught sight of a strange apparition hovering in the hallway. She bit back a squeak of fear. The thing hovered, white and eerie, with long dark tendrils snaking over the paleness of its disincarnate form.

      Her heart tripped over itself and a shiver of apprehension slithered along her spine as she stared in horror at the disincarnate specter that hovered before her.

      She lifted her candle. The specter did the same. And she realized that the ghostly pale face and trailing white night dress were her own, the apparition a reflection of herself in the large, ornately carved wood-framed mirror at the end of the hall. She had wiped the glass often enough to know it was there. Silently acknowledging that she was overwrought, her nerves stretched taut, her mind prone to ridiculous fancy, she continued on her way.

      Pushing open the door to the doctor's study, she held the candle high and scanned the room, though she couldn't say exactly what she hoped to find. The shelves were perfectly arranged, the desktop as neat and tidy as she had left it earlier that day. She moved to stand before the shelf where the sketchbook rested between two other leather-bound volumes. It was there. Undisturbed. She slumped in relief, her head falling forward until it rested against the edge of the shelf. Closing her eyes, Darcie drew in a slow breath.

      A sound, muffled and harsh, caught her attention, grating along her nerves. Someone was dragging something heavy across the cobblestones of the back drive.

      Drawn by the noise, she moved swiftly toward the window, accidentally catching her hip on the edge of Dr. Cole's desk as she passed. With a cry, she stumbled, righting herself just before she crashed to the ground. The candleholder fell from her fingers, the flame snuffed against the floor.

      The grating sound came again. Closer. Closer.

      Someone was out there.

      Alone in the dark, Darcie tried to reason herself out of her growing panic. It was only a noise. And its source was outside, not in. Surely there was no threat. She was tired and overwrought. That was all. Still, no matter how resolutely she chided herself, she could not quell the rising alarm that snaked through her.

      She crept toward the window and then pressed her body against the wall beside the window frame, pushing aside the heavy drapery and staring out into the night.

      The moon was full, a great white orb hanging in the star-speckled sky, its glow illuminating the figures of two men. They shoved at a large trunk, pushing it across the yard in the direction of the carriage house that served as the doctor's laboratory. The sound drifted upward, muted by the glass panes of the window, but audible nonetheless. They were dressed roughly, their garb little more than rags. Even from this distance she could detect the hardness of their expressions, their furtive movements as they scanned the vicinity for onlookers. She noticed, too, that they carried no lantern.

      The men stopped part way toward their apparent destination, and the shorter, more heavyset one flopped down on the lid of the trunk. Though she could not see his face clearly, something about the cast of his features gave Darcie pause. That, combined with the fact that the men were dragging a battered chest across the drive in the dead of night sent another prickle of unease up her spine. What sort of delivery would necessitate a clandestine visit shrouded in darkness?

      Resurrectionists. Men who took fresh bodies from fresh graves and delivered them to the anatomist's laboratory. Rumor said such men often didn't bother to wait for the grave, but helped victims on their way to eternity in return for the anatomist's coin. Her gaze slid to the carriage house where a light shone in the second floor window, and then back to the two strangers.

      After a moment, the seated man rose and the two resumed their exertions. As the taller of the two knocked at the door to the carriage house, a dark silhouette moved across the second floor window. A long moment passed, then the main door opened, and with a grunt and a heave the men pushed the trunk past the doorway.

      Darcie remained where she was, her hand curled around the edge of the drapery. The velvet was thick and soft beneath her fingers, and she clung to it as, in a trick of her imagination, the world seemed to careen and list unsteadily beneath her.

      Straining her ears, she fancied she could hear the muffled sounds of a commotion as the men struggled to hoist the heavy chest to the second floor.

      She waited for some time. Ten minutes, perhaps twenty. At length, they left the doctor's laboratory, hefting the trunk between them, each taking one of the handles. Their easy stride gave evidence to the lightness of their load. Whatever had been in that trunk was no longer a burden to those men.

      Suddenly they froze and glanced uneasily about, searching the shadows. Darcie shrank instinctively from the window, though they did not look her way. Then, apparently satisfied that they could move on unchallenged, the men resumed their pace. The taller one made some comment to his companion, receiving a mocking reply. The sound of their voices drifted upward on the night air, muffled by the window glass. Even after they moved from her line of vision she could hear the muted tone of their words trailing behind them like a tail.

      They were just men, she told herself resolutely, but her reassurances did little to calm the sinister feeling that gripped her. There had been something unpleasant—no, more than unpleasant—something dangerous about those men. The image of the amputated limb that was sketched in the doctor's book, bare and stripped to the bone, sprang to her mind, and she wondered how heavy a person's leg was. Closing her eyes, Darcie visualized the chest, two grown men struggling to move it along. Not heavy enough, she decided.

      But an entire man, dead and stuffed in a chest...Her eyes popped open at the thought.

      Suddenly, the light in the carriage house window died. Darcie huddled in the velvet drapery that hung about her shoulders like a cloak. Dr. Cole stepped from the doorway of the carriage house, his tall form unmistakable even from this distance. He paused to lock the door behind him. Completing his task, he turned and froze. His head jerked up, and he stood motionless, listening, scenting the night air. The soft glow of the moon reflected from his hair, his skin, casting him in a preternatural light.

      He took a single step forward, and then slowly spun a full circle, taking in his surroundings, searching the shadows.

      Darcie's heart began to pound, a fast, steady rhythm that sent the blood rushing in her ears. Dr. Cole was looking for something. For someone. Perhaps for the men who had left with the now-empty chest.

      With a subtle shift of his body, he moved to face the house. Slowly, he tilted his head back and fixed his gaze on the window of his study. She fancied she could see his eyes, feel his gaze boring deep into her soul. With a gasp, she pulled away from the glass panes, pressing her back against the wall and staring at the dark outline of the desk and chair.

      Her! He was searching for her.

      No, more than that. He had known she was there, sensed her presence with some unholy perception. The certainty of it terrified her.

      Nonsense! It was impossible for him to see her in the dark and from that distance. And even more impossible for him to have some strange cognition of her presence....

      Still, her heart beat so hard and fast that she thought it would burst from her chest to lie pulsing and bloody on the floor.

      Because she was afraid he would see her.

      Afraid he will see you? Her thoughts taunted her. Is that not what you truly wish? For him to see you, to know you, to draw you close in his embrace?

      Darcie closed her teeth around the bent knuckle of her index finger. Surely it was only because of his kindness that she harbored such inappropriate imaginings. But, no, the truth of it could not be denied. She was drawn to more than that. To the physicality of him. It was a carnal attraction, and she would do well to bury it deep, to deny the urge that had kindled in her breast.

      Yet she could not stop herself from leaning forward, from searching for Dr. Cole in the moon-drenched night. With a gasp, she realized that he had not moved, but stood still as marble, staring up at the study window. Then before her mystified gaze, he seemed to draw back without actually moving, blending with the shadows of the night, until he was gone. Vanished in the darkness.

      Pausing only to snatch her snuffed candle from the floor, Darcie fled the room, forgetting to rip the page from the sketchbook, forgetting the task that had drawn her to the doctor's study in the first place. She ran all the way to her attic room, not stopping until she huddled beneath her covers and drew them up over her head, blocking out the night.
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      “Darcie, wake up! Oh, do wake up!”

      Groggily, Darcie opened her eyes to find Mary leaning close, shaking her shoulder roughly.

      “Come on, now. Hurry!” Mary shoved a pile of clothing at her and yanked the covers from the bed. “Dress quickly. Poole's in a terrible state, just terrible. We've all been called from our beds. ‘At once,’ he said. We're to assemble at once.”

      Darcie rolled to her side then pushed herself to a sitting position. The room was dim, a single taper sending flickering shadows cavorting across the wall. It was yet night, she realized as the last tendrils of Morpheus's embrace bid her adieu.

      “What time is it?” she asked, sleep making her voice rough.

      “Long before dawn,” Mary muttered, rolling her eyes. She took a brush to Darcie's hair, dragging it through the long tresses with hasty, ungentle strokes.

      Darcie closed her hand around Mary's and pried the brush from her grasp. She splashed cold water on her face and dressed quickly.

      Mary grabbed her wrist and pulled her toward the stairs. “Come on, then. Hurry!”

      They scurried down, descending to the entry hall where the other servants waited in uncomfortable silence, their clothing hastily donned and slightly askew, attesting to a hurried arrival. Mary slid into place in the line, and Darcie followed.

      She could hear the murmur of masculine voices drifting through the open door of the front parlor. Dr. Cole stepped from the room into the hallway. His glance scraped over the row of servants. In his right hand, Dr. Cole held the book, the one she had drawn in. Darcie dropped her gaze to the floor, her mouth growing dry, panic clawing at her.

      Peeking through her lashes, Darcie watched as Poole slid smoothly behind Dr. Cole, a wary expression creasing his features. Her focus switched to the doctor. He looked pensive, remote.

      “Something strange has come to my attention,” Dr. Cole began, the palm of his left hand skimming lightly over the cover the book he held in his right. “When last I looked at this book of sketches, there was but one drawing on page sixty-three. Tonight, I found not one, but two drawings.”

      His announcement was met by stilted silence.

      “Has anyone here any knowledge of how a second sketch might have miraculously appeared on the page?” he asked.

      Darcie pressed her lips together, trying to still her burgeoning panic as she stared at the tiled floor. The first fingers of dawn trickled through the small window at the front of the hallway and crawled slowly toward her. Tension hung thick and heavy in the air, stifling in its intensity. No sound issued from the other servants, no clearing of throats, no shuffling of feet. So great was the absence of audible interruption that Darcie imagined she could hear the sound of the light creeping across the tiles.

      “Come now. The one did not multiply on its own.” Dr. Cole's voice was smooth and low. There was no censure in his tone, no threat. In fact, Darcie thought she heard a hint of rigidly contained excitement.

      None of the other servants stirred.

      Shifting her gaze, Darcie looked at Dr. Cole, and found him regarding her with a calm, questioning expression. Earlier that night, as she watched him from the study window, she could have sworn that he was swallowed by the shadows, as if woven of darkness. Now the gentle glow of dawn touched him, bathing him in a shimmering halo of gold and light.

      He wore the same clothes Darcie had seen him in the previous evening. There were faint shadows beneath his eyes and his hair was rumpled and mussed as though he had drawn his fingers through it repeatedly during the endless night. From the look of him, she doubted he had slept at all. The thought gave her a strange pang of sadness, though why she should mourn his lost rest when her entire life balanced in his hands she could not say.

      Acutely aware that her transgression was the source of everyone's trepidation and concern, the reason they had all been dragged from their beds, she knew that there were no choices available to her. The others could not be made to suffer for her lapse.

      She took hold of her courage and took a single step forward, out of her place in line. She raised her chin, glancing first at Poole whose features were arranged in an expressionless mask, and then quickly to the side, at Mary, who gave her one single pitying look before returning her attention to the marble-tiled floor. Then she forced herself to meet the silvery gaze of Damien Cole.

      She silently reassured herself that he was good, he was kind. He had offered her a chance. Then she recalled the dead man in the carriage. The bubble of hope that had bolstered her spirits burst. Of course he was a good, kind man. A good, kind man who drove about town in the wee hours before dawn with only a corpse for company. He had never explained the corpse's presence, and she, frightened of losing her one shining chance, had never dared to ask, thrusting aside all qualms and questions. Perhaps she had not wanted to know the answers.

      He was a man who hired on a destitute girl whom he'd nearly run down in the street.

      A man who kept sketches of mutilated human limbs; a man who met unsavory characters in the dead of night.

      But there was no real question as to Dr. Cole’s character, no argument as to his probity. He was not on trial. She was. Regardless of any explanation she might offer, there was no excusing her actions. She had trespassed where she had no right to, stupidly, thoughtlessly... reflexively. And now her reprieve was surely over. Dr. Cole would cast her back out on the street. If he did not use her as a subject for his anatomical study, instead.

      “I did the sketch, sir.” Darcie spoke clearly, though her voice trembled, echoing in the silence.

      There was a chorus of sound, a collective intake of breath, the involuntary response of the other servants to her startling statement. Darcie stared straight ahead, at the faint smudge on the far wall, concentrating on that faded mark. She willed her trembling legs not to collapse out from under her. Though she could feel Dr. Cole's eyes upon her, she could not bring herself to meet his gaze, watching him instead from the corner of her eye.

      “Ah.” After a breath of silence he said, “Come with me.” He turned and began to walk toward the stairs.

      Darcie blinked, stunned by the speed, the ruthless celerity of the sentence meted out to her. Just that, come with me, and her life here was over.

      Poole stepped forward, looking down at her as though she were a particularly repugnant species of insect, one he'd like to crush under the heel of his boot.

      “Go on with you,” he said.

      She glanced at the line of servants. Cook, who'd been kind to her—slipping her an extra biscuit or cake, muttering about girls who could blow away in a breeze. John, the coachman, who said little, but whose eyes spoke more clearly than any long-winded speech. Mary, her roommate, her friend.

      Dr. Cole started up the stairs. Darcie followed, tears blurring her vision, but she hesitated at the bottom step. She expected to be tossed on the street without ceremony or fanfare, not escorted up the main staircase. Perhaps he meant for her to leave of her own accord. She looked about uncertainly.

      Dr. Cole stopped and glanced over his shoulder.

      “Well, come along,” he said.

      “Please, sir,” Darcie began softly, drawing on a reserve of bravery that she had not known she possessed. She only knew with a dogged certainty that she could not leave without her drawings. “I have only one thing that I brought with me to this house. My leather folio of drawings. May I get it?”

      Dr. Cole frowned, then turned and descended the steps until he stood on level ground with her. Her belly writhing like a pit of serpents, Darcie lifted her eyes up to meet his.

      He didn't appear angry, only puzzled. “You wish to retrieve your folio of drawings? To what purpose?”

      “To take with me when I go.”

      “Where are you going?” There was genuine confusion in his tone, along with a subtle thread of impatience.

      Darcie watched him warily. Was he truly insane?

      “Where should I go but out on the street?” she replied, forcing herself to maintain eye contact, rather than obey the urge to drop her head and peek at him through sidelong glances as was her wont.

      “What do you need from the street?” His annoyance was more apparent now. He made an impatient gesture. “It can wait. I have need of you now. Come along.”

      He began to ascend the stairs once more, then stopped abruptly. Turning, he said, “Poole, I trust I can leave it to you to find a replacement maid-of-all-work. There must be dozens of girls eager to earn an honest wage.” He slanted an enigmatic glance at the butler. “We seem to lose our maids at an alarming rate. Try to find one that will last more than a few weeks.”

      “I shall see to it immediately, sir.”

      Darcie glanced at the other servants. None met her gaze, but she could feel their compassion rolling from them in waves. Suddenly, Mary looked at her and sent her a wavering smile meant to reassure.

      Please don't let me cry, Darcie thought. I'll have an eternity for tears later.

      “I can hardly keep you on as a maid-of-all-work.” Dr. Cole’s pronouncement made Darcie cringe inwardly, her heart heavy as she waited for him to cast her out. “It would be a terrible waste of your talent,” he continued. “Talent which I have need of, given that my own skill as an artist is abysmal.”

      She heard the unified gasps of the other servants even as the meaning of Dr. Cole's statement sank into her benumbed mind. As she turned her head, her glance collided with the butler's. His face was impassive, but high color marked his cheeks.

      As Darcie whirled back towards the doctor, her arm knocked a vase of fresh flowers set on the table by the stairs. Horrified, she found herself caught in the endless mortification of the moment. Just a second too slow, her hands grasped empty air as the porcelain vase crashed to the floor, splintering into a multitude of razor-sharp fragments.

      Her stomach pitched and dropped, horror freezing in her chest. She heard Dr. Cole take a step forward and her head snapped up, one arm rising reflexively to shield her face, half expecting him to land a backhanded blow. Experience had taught her that even a man who seemed kind could be driven to fits of temper. But there was no blow. The doctor stood over her, his expression calm and mildly expectant.

      “I'm sorry,” she whispered, crouching beside the ruined porcelain, grasping the pieces frantically, with only a fraction of the attention the task required.

      “Leave it,” he commanded, even as a sharp sliver sliced into the fleshy mound at the base of her thumb.

      Blood welled from the wound, dripping into the puddle of water that pooled on the marble tile. She stared in horrified fascination, mesmerized by the eddy of dark red that crept in an ever widening pattern, becoming paler and paler as it mixed with the water covering the floor.

      Soundlessly, he came to her, circled her wrist and drew her damaged hand upward. She offered no resistance as he pressed a white handkerchief against the wound. Blood welled from the cut, staining the pristine fabric with a dark blotch. Unbidden, Mary's words about the bloody handkerchief she had found in his study and the macabre suspicions she harbored seeped into Darcie's thoughts.

      She pushed the memory aside. Her situation was tenuous enough without adding Mary's suppositions and fears to her load.

      “Here. Press firmly against the cut.” Pulling her gently to her feet, Dr. Cole drew Darcie's free hand from her side and positioned her fingers so she could do as he instructed. With one hand cupping her elbow, he guided her toward the stairs. Stunned, unable to assimilate the events of the morning, she allowed him to lead her, a sleepwalker directed by his touch.

      On an afterthought, Dr. Cole paused, speaking over his shoulder without turning. “Poole, see to the mess,” he said brusquely. “And see that we are not disturbed.”

      

      Darcie was alone in Dr. Cole’s study, edgy and uncertain, her thoughts in turmoil. He had excused himself to fetch bandages from his surgery on the main floor of the house, leaving Darcie to her own devices. Sinking into a leather chair in front of the doctor’s desk, she found her eyes drawn to the gilt-framed miniature that sat in a place of honor. She wondered again who the woman was—obviously someone greatly beloved by Damien Cole. At the thought, a strange spasm in the region of her heart pricked her and brought the unwelcome sting of tears to her eyes. She pressed her fingers against the cloth she held to her wound, blinking against the tears that clung to her lashes. Clearly she was overwrought. What other explanation could there be for her reaction to the sight of the portrait?

      Her attention shifted away from the picture, back to the sketchbook that had brought her to this pass. It lay on the desk, the pages open to the very drawing she had tampered with. The soft snick of the door closing behind her alerted her to Dr. Cole's return.

      He moved to her side, his warm hands gentle as he dressed the cut on her hand, wrapping it in fresh gauze and tying off the bandage with a small neat knot. “Not as deep as I first thought,” he observed. “The bleeding has already stopped.”

      She realized that her hand still rested in his.

      “Thank you,” she said, and pulled her hand free. She made to rise, but he rested his open palm on her shoulder, holding her in place.

      “You are welcome.” Reaching across the desk, he drew the sketchbook closer, turning it so they both had a clear view of Darcie’s drawing.

      “Can you do this again?” He pulled a chair next to hers, and sat in it, leaning close to examine the drawing before them.

      “Yes.” Darcie closed her eyes, inhaling the clean male scent of him. He smelled like...summer. What an odd notion. Still, the comparison was apt. She could feel the warmth of his leg where it pressed against hers. She shivered, though the room was not cold.

      He had rescued her. Again.

      The thought made her oddly uncomfortable. She glanced at her bandaged hand. He had tended her wound. Darcie touched the base of her thumb, wondering why she felt both elated and appalled to have Damien Cole as her own personal savior.

      “Is the pain very bad?” he asked, his breath fanning her cheek, rousing the strangest sensations in her breast.

      “No.” Yes, she longed to say. Yes, the pain was very bad. The pain of lost dreams. The pain of knowing that once, as a wealthy merchant's daughter, she might have sat next to this man at a soiree or country ball, flirted with him, danced with him. Now, she was reliant on his largesse, his tolerance in allowing her a place to stay, a means of support. Whereas once she might have dreamed of having him as her beau, now she was reduced to praying that he did not toss her out on the street. The enormity and poignancy of her loss nearly overwhelmed her. She pushed the feeling aside, disgusted by her own melancholy.

      The fright of only moments ago, when she had imagined herself homeless and on the street, trapped once more in the horrible cycle of poverty from which she had escaped, was as fresh a wound as the one to her hand. Yet her thoughts fixed on Dr. Cole, on the dream, the fabrication, of what might have once come to pass. In some dark, hidden recess of her mind, she acknowledged that part of her fear had been based on the realization that once removed from this house, she would likely never see Damien Cole again. And that possibility did cause her pain.

      “I noticed your scar.” He touched the tip of his index finger to the puckered, raised mark on her hand. She drew a shuddering breath. “It looks deep,” he continued. “I'm surprised you suffered no permanent loss of function.”

      Shooting him an assessing glance, Darcie pulled her hand from his, burying it in her lap. She could feel him watching her. Measuring. Waiting.

      “Secrets, Darcie?” he prodded gently.

      She stared down at her clasped hands. Silence was her only defense against the concern in his tone, against the horror that lurked in her memories. Those memories were too private, too terrible to share.

      He drew back, as though acknowledging her need for distance, and turned his attention to the sketch on the desk. He took no obvious offense to her less-than-enthusiastic response to his query. She supposed he was caught up in his own thoughts, his own vision, willing to let her secrets stay buried, to turn their combined efforts to the task he wished her to undertake. Or he was simply a man who respected privacy?

      Dr. Cole tapped his fingers on the sketch she had made.

      “You see, I have no talent with charcoal, ink or paint,” he began. “My art lies in the ability to slice the specimen in such a way that in drawing it, the artist could truly represent the muscle, the sinew, the bone. Here—” His finger moved across the book to the opposite page, to the ink sketch of a human foot. “It looks nothing like the foot I set out to draw. But you could be my hands. You could draw all that I wish to study. Make detailed diagrams of my dissections.”

      “I'm not certain that I can, sir,” Darcie protested, unwilling to mislead him, though her admission might well cost her everything.

      Dr. Cole’s brows rose. “Why ever not? You drew the leg. There's little difference between a leg or an arm or a foot, save the specifics. If you can draw one, I suspect you could draw any of them.”

      Shaking her head, Darcie tried to articulate her thoughts. “The idea of standing by while you systematically dissect a body, expecting all the while that I will document the results…” It was an expectation she felt little able to live up to. “I have heard that in Edinburgh, even here in London, some anatomists sell tickets to the spectacle of their dissections, as though it is a form of entertainment.”

      “They do.” He paused. “You do not approve.”

      The idea disgusted her. But that, she would not say aloud, for she did not know his thoughts on the matter and she was well aware that her fate poised on the sharp edge of a blade. Offering offense was not her best way forward.

      Dr. Cole rose and crossed to the window. Resting his shoulder against the frame, he pulled back the edge of the curtain and stared out toward the carriage house. At length, he spoke, uncannily voicing her thoughts aloud as though he sensed and understood her fears.

      “You get used to it, Darcie. The bodies are a means to an end. They are treasure chests just waiting to be unlocked.”

      At his mention of a treasure chest, she thought of the two men who had dragged the trunk across the back drive to the carriage house laboratory in the dead of night. She shivered.

      He turned to face her. “The knowledge hiding in those bodies is tremendous. They hold the key to life and death.”

      “Is that what you want, sir? To understand life?”

      “Life, Darcie?” he asked softly, his voice threading silkily over her senses. “I have little interest in the secrets of life. I leave that to rash young scholars and fools.”

      Darcie's breath hung frozen in her throat. She knew what he would say next. She knew.

      “I want to know death,” he said. “For in knowing the enemy, I may find a way to cheat it.”

      Simple words, spoken in the same tone that he might say he wished for sunshine, or balmy weather. A cold flame flickered in the center of her heart. She sensed the dark undercurrent of his thoughts, and the enormity of his meaning unleashed a new terror. Not the dread of being thrown on the street, or the fear of being cold and hungry and alone. She felt the trepidation of losing herself in Damien Cole's quest.

      Yet despite the deep foreboding that permeated her mind, she would not deny him. He had offered her a life. She would help him seek the secrets of death. A reasonable exchange.

      Looking up she met his eyes, searched the bleak landscape of his controlled gaze, and she thought that the barricades erected about his emotions were surely cast in iron, hewn of stone. The days and nights he spent barricaded in the carriage house, doing whatever terrible things he did behind the drawn shades and locked door, were the product of a battered and lost soul.

      

      Weeks passed, and the days began to meld together until Darcie forgot whether it was Monday or Thursday, Friday or Sunday. Dr. Cole was not a harsh taskmaster, nor did he demand of her that which he was not willing to do himself—though he harbored such enthusiasm for his topic that he often forgot to sleep or eat. Hence, Darcie, who was by necessity following his schedule, found herself eating dinner at midnight or sleeping until noon.

      They worked together, side by side, his thigh pressed tight against hers, the callused tips of his fingers brushing her hand, his chiseled lips inches from her own. And all the while he was respectful and kind, seemingly unaware of the desperate twinge of adoration that flickered, then roared within her aching heart. At least, it seemed that he was unaware of her the majority of the time, yet there were those occasions when she caught him watching her with an intensity that was both frightening and alluring, his eyes gliding over her like liquid silver, leaving her feeling shaken and breathless.

      For endless hours, Darcie drew and redrew better versions of the sketches that filled endless books, pictures that Dr. Cole had drawn, but which had failed to capture his vision of anatomy. More than once he derided his lack of artistic skill. More than once he praised hers, sending a warm glow cascading through her veins.

      In time, Darcie became inured to the images on the pages. No longer did they represent pieces of a broken body. She began to see Dr. Cole's perspective, to share his conception of their beauty. Yet, every so often, she would remind herself that there was a great deal of difference between making sketches of Dr. Cole's drawings and actually coming in contact with human remains. She was undecided as to whether or not she would be able in reality to draw an original specimen.

      Having worked particularly late the previous night, Darcie came to the study one morning, yawning, covering her mouth with her palm.

      “Good morning, Dr. Cole,” she said, pausing in the doorway, watching as he finished an informal breakfast at his desk.

      He looked up. “Damien.”

      Darcie blinked at his abrupt tone. “Excuse me, sir?”

      “No more 'sir' and 'Dr. Cole.’ My name is Damien. Given that we spend hours together each day, and given that I have been calling you 'Darcie' for weeks, I believe that the use of my given name would be more appropriate.”

      Drawing a deep breath, she hovered in the doorway, uncertain of how to proceed. In her mind, she had called him by his name more than once. In whispers, in the dead of night, she had spoken those treasured syllables, caressing the sound like a precious thing. Damien. But to say it out loud and in his presence...that was another matter entirely.

      Ignoring her incertitude, or perhaps not recognizing it at all, the doctor rose, folding a cloth serviette around a roll and some cheese.

      “You can eat on the way.” He gestured for her to precede him out the door.

      Darcie hesitated. “On the way, sir?”

      He fixed her with a stern look.

      “Damien,” he prodded. “Say my name, Darcie. I promise it will pain you less than you imagine.”

      The side of his mouth curved slightly, accentuating the dimple in his cheek. Darcie felt that strange sensation, the tightening in her chest that she felt so often when he was near. Oh, she loved the sight of that too infrequent smile.

      “On the way to where...Damien?”

      He stared at her for a protracted moment, his eyes darkening. Darcie shivered, darting her tongue across her lower lip, feeling uncertain and fluttery.

      “There. You said my name. You see? It was not so difficult.” His voice rolled over her, low and rough, and she felt as though each syllable touched her.

      She watched him, caught in the snare of his magnetic gaze. He cast a glance at her lips, and unwittingly she followed his lead, her own eyes drawn to the hard, firm line of his mouth. What would he taste like? The thought whispered in her mind, snaking insidiously through her body, making it thrum with a fierce longing.

      With a gasp, she stepped back, and her movement seemed to pull Dr. Cole from whatever contemplation had occupied him. She felt a sense of loss as he turned away.

      Handing her the cloth-wrapped bundle of food, he then put his palm against the small of her back. Darcie felt the warmth of his hand through the fabric of her dress. At his silent urging, she preceded him into the hallway and down the stairs, aware that he had not answered her question, and that she was as yet unenlightened as to their destination.

      They rode in the same carriage that she had arrived in those many nights past. The side shades were pulled up, letting the light of day stream through the windows. And they were alone on this ride. To Darcie's boundless relief, no dead man shared the conveyance with them.

      “Where are we going, sir?”

      In response to Darcie's query, Dr. Cole merely turned his head and stared at her intently. Seconds passed, and still he did not respond.

      Darcie shook her head. “Where are we going, Damien?”

      He smiled, and she thought the sun had surely grown brighter.

      “We go to Whitechapel.” He gestured to a flat case on the floor. “I have brought supplies, and I would like you to sketch the human form.”

      Whitechapel. The East End. A part of her had hoped that she would never return there. The remainder of his explanation registered—the plan to sketch the human form—and Darcie swallowed at the thought of being so close to a dead body. The time of reckoning had come and she wasn't at all certain that her nerves would prove worthy of the challenge, but she intended to try her best. In fact, a part of her was profoundly interested, curious about the reality of human anatomy. During the past weeks, she had done more than just copy pictures. She had begun to learn what those pictures represented, to memorize the strange and fascinating words that anatomists used to describe the body.

      Each muscle had its own name. Peroneus tertius. Scalenus anticus. Opponens pollicis. She had mixed emotions about her new and unusual position as assistant to an anatomist; she was entranced by the subject even as she was repelled by the thought of watching the dissection of human remains.

      “I hope I shall be up to the task,” Darcie murmured.

      “Why would you not be?” Damien frowned. “Ah, because the woman will be unclothed, you mean? Well, you are a woman yourself. There will be no surprises.”

      Darcie stared downwards as the fingers of her right hand closed around those of her left, clasping and unclasping with nervous energy. So the body was that of a woman....Old? Young? Diseased? Or dead by some terrible accident? She conjured all manner of dreadful thoughts.

      “Darcie,” Damien said softly, “I would prefer that you look at me while we speak. I find it disconcerting to engage in conversation with the top of your head.”

      Startled, she glanced up, meeting his gaze.

      “I'm sorry,” she whispered, then with a bit of unexpected bravery added, “One's life tends to shape one's habits.”

      “And what has happened in your life that makes you cling to shadows and view the world through indirect glances?”

      She rubbed the tips of her fingers over her scar, silently marveling that he had noticed so much about her. Her heart sped up, the rhythm loud and frantic in her ears. She didn't want to talk about Steppy, about what had become of her life after her stepfather's ships went down, one after the other, taking her hopes, her dreams, a piece of her soul to the depths of the ocean. Once she had been a girl warm and loved, one with a future, or so she had thought. That was a memory from a long-ago time, before her mother died, before her stepfather's fortune sank to the bottom of the unforgiving Atlantic. For a time, she had held fast to her dreams, and then she had woken and faced the reality of her nightmare.

      “Nothing happened.” She chewed her lower lip.

      Damien's eyes glittered as he watched her. “We all have our secrets,” he mused. “Who am I to demand the confessions of your soul?”

      His words sent a strange vibration through Darcie. Who was he to demand her confessions? “I have no confessions to make.”

      He said nothing to that and looked up, his gaze focused out the window. “We have arrived.”

      He opened the door and stepped from the carriage, then turned to help her down. Not for the first time, Darcie marveled at the courtly manners he showed her, as if she were more than a maid elevated to the level of assistant in his employ. He showed her courtesies fit for a lady of standing, the lady she might have been, once.

      She stepped from the carriage into the narrow street. The rank smell of poverty struck her. They had arrived, indeed. Whitechapel. Unpleasant memories flooded her. She had lived here, on these streets, and survived by some miracle.

      Damien reached past her and retrieved the case of artist's materials from the floor of the coach, along with his black leather physician's bag.

      “Return for us at three o’clock, John,” he said to the coachman. Taking her arm, he led Darcie around the back of the carriage and through a narrow alleyway.

      They walked for a bit before Damien drew her to a doorway. Suddenly, Darcie balked, her feet freezing in place, her entire body straining away as she recognized the house he had brought her to. Her pulse began to race as she turned her head to look at him. Damien returned her gaze, confusion evident in his expression. Then slowly, like the sun rising over a hill, understanding dawned.

      “I hadn't thought...” he began. “That is, I had thought that with Mrs. Feather being your sister, you would not be adverse to working here at her house, but if you find the concept so offensive, we could fetch her and take her elsewhere.”

      Darcie shook her head, her heart wrenching in her breast as she stared at the door they had arrived at, a door she had thought never to return to. Mrs. Feather's house.

      Oh, please, not Abigail. Let the dead woman they had come here to draw not be Abigail.

      Damien's hand cupped her elbow, steadying her.

      “Is she—” She swallowed against the knot of dread that clogged her throat. “Is the dead woman Mrs. Feather?”
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      “Tell me,” Darcie repeated. “Is the dead woman Mrs. Feather?”

      Damien stared at her oddly, as though she were speaking in a language unfamiliar to him. Then his brows rose and the corner of his mouth lifted slightly.

      “There is no dead woman, Darcie. Only a live one. I want you to draw a live woman. Her leg, to start with. She has a fetid carbuncle that I've come to drain and I want you to document it, a record of sorts. In payment for my medical services, she's agreed to let you sketch her form.”

      “Sketch her form?” Darcie echoed uncertainly. “Unclothed?”

      “Yes.” He made an unconscious gesture with his hand. “I hardly require a drawing of a clothed woman. That would make it exceedingly difficult to track the changes in the carbuncle before and after treatment.”

      “Oh”, she said vaguely, disconcerted by the thought of being in a room with Damien and a naked woman.

      “Darcie, many artists have documented medicine throughout history. Da Vinci. Rembrandt. Hans Holbein. Though art and healing appear two disparate fields, they are in fact in perfect complement with each other.” He gave a self-deprecating shrug. “Unfortunately, I was born with talent for only one. You know this.” He lifted his brows, clearly questioning her hesitation.

      Darcie looked away, her gaze roaming the dirty street. A lumpy form huddled in the shadows at the end of the roadway—a man or woman with no place to call home, sleeping in the paltry protection of a doorway. Her gut twisted. She had slept in one very much like it not so long ago. “You are kind to come all this way to treat her. I doubt that there are many physicians who would venture here. A West End surgery is the goal of most.”

      “Kind? An odd choice of words.” Damien shrugged lightly at her observation. “I'd wager that some would venture here readily enough at night.”

      She made no reply. Likely, his statement was neither more, nor less, than fact. Had he come here at night, to her sister’s den of debauchery? she wondered forlornly.

      “I vowed that I would never return here.” So she had promised her sister that night weeks ago.

      At her softly uttered statement, something hard flickered in Damien’s eyes. “So, once, did I,” he stated enigmatically, leaving her wondering when, and why, he had made such a vow. “People have a habit of changing their minds.”

      Lifting his hand, he rapped sharply on the door. A woman answered, her eyes rimmed with smudged kohl, her fine hair falling in tumbled disarray, the pale skin of her body barely covered by the hastily donned dressing gown. She was small, with delicate features and a sweet smile.

      Darcie felt bile rise in her throat. A girl. She was barely more than a girl. Working here in this terrible place.

      “Dr. Cole,” the girl greeted him respectfully, tugging on her dressing gown and covering herself as best she could. “Everyone's still asleep, but we can work in my room if we're quiet.”

      “That will be fine, Sally,” he said, motioning Darcie to precede him through the doorway as the girl stepped back to allow their entry. “This is Darcie Finch. She's come to draw you.”

      Sally frowned, then her soft brown eyes widened in shock after a brief moment of contemplation. She looked Darcie up and down, examining her as though she were something very interesting indeed.

      “Darcie Finch!” she exclaimed. “But you were here before. I remember, 'cause it was the night—” The girl broke off abruptly, sending a quick glance in Damien's direction. “Well it was the night that one of our regular gentry was last here. We had a spot of trouble with him, and he hasn't been back since. I’m the one who opened the door to you that night, the one who fetched Mrs. Feather. Do you recall? You were so skinny and wet, looking like some half-dead thing the night dragged in. You don't look anything like that now. Why, you're fair pretty!”

      Darcie opened her mouth to speak, but could think of no reply. She had known that her form had filled out a bit since she had entered Dr. Cole's employ—regular meals could do that for a body. And she knew, too, that her cheeks boasted a bit of color...but it had been a very long time since she had thought of herself as pretty. Pretty had mattered in the life she had lived long ago. It hardly mattered now.

      Embarrassed, she glanced at Damien and found him watching her, his eyes focused on her with the same intense regard that she had seen more than once of late. Something in the way he looked at her made her think that he agreed with Sally’s comment, and that he, too, thought she was “fair pretty.” The realization brought a hot blush to her cheeks. She looked away, focusing her attention on the floor. Her heart thumped in her breast, each beat pounding in her ears.

      “Well, don't stand there all day,” Sally said, pulling the door wide and stepping back so they could enter.

      Silently she led them up the narrow staircase to her room on the upper floor. “All the girls are asleep,” she whispered, softly closing the door to her bedroom.

      Darcie scanned her surroundings as unobtrusively as possible. The room was small, dominated by an enormous bed draped with heavy cream-colored velvet curtains. The walls were painted a garish shade of dark red, making the bed seem all the more conspicuous with its pale linens and curtains.

      “Sally, we'll need some fresh water.” Damien spoke quietly as he put the case of artist's materials at the foot of the bed and his black leather surgeon’s bag beside it. “And soap, Sally. I'll need some soap.”

      As the girl ducked out to do his bidding, Darcie moved to the foot of the bed and retrieved paper and charcoal from the case. Perching on the small chair angled in the corner, she began to sketch with practiced ease. A hand emerged on the paper, and beneath it, a tabletop boasting an orderly arrangement of knives, scissors and tongs, a pile of clean white linen strips and a small brown bottle.

      In short order, Sally returned with a pitcher of water and some soap. Damien washed his hands slowly and carefully.

      “I shall tell you one secret of death, Darcie,” he said as he rinsed his hands. “Dirt on my skin or my tools can cause disease in the wound, for the dirt harbors the nature of contagion.”

      Darcie frowned. How odd. She remembered the physicians who had attended her mother. None had ever washed their hands before examining her.

      Dr. Cole turned to Sally where she reclined against the multitude of pillows. He pulled aside her dressing gown and Darcie stared at the large red wound that marked the girl's thigh. It looked so painful.

      “I'm sorry for it, Sally my girl, but this will hurt more than a bit,” Damien said as he gently probed the open and oozing sore.

      “It'll hurt more if you don't fix it and the poison seeps into my blood,” Sally piped up good naturedly, but her voice was strained, and the color slowly leached from her cheeks. “I'd rather have it hurt now, than end up needing the leg sawed off.”

      Turning to a fresh page, Darcie began a new sketch.

      “See here, Darcie.” Damien pointed to the large pustule and the angry red streaks that radiated from it. “The disease has spread to the subcutaneous tissue. Draw it carefully, for when next I examine Sally’s leg, your sketch will serve as a comparison.”

      Darcie had no idea what he meant by subcutaneous tissue, but she could see that the skin of Sally's thigh was red and swollen and looked terribly painful.

      “Sally, I'm going to incise it now, and drain it. It'll hurt like the blazes,” Damien warned.

      Sally nodded, fisting her hands in the covers at her sides.

      Quickly finishing her sketch, Darcie waited as Damien lanced the lesion, then with rapid strokes she sketched what she saw.

      “All done now.” He wrapped his used tools in a square of linen.

      “Wasn't so bad.” Sally grimaced.

      Damien opened his black leather bag and removed a jar full of what appeared to be grayish green slime. He washed the area he had just lanced, then opened the jar.

      “Are those leeches?” Sally asked shrilly, forgetting to whisper as she stared at the jar in disgust.

      “No.” Damien shook his head, and laid a reassuring hand on her arm. “I told you before Sally. I don't use leeches, and I don't bleed my patients.”

      Darcie's head jerked up in surprise. Not bleed his patients? She had never heard of such a thing. Her mother had been bled until Darcie thought that all her blood had pooled in the dishes at her bedside and that none remained to course through her veins. “Why ever not?” she blurted.

      Damien glanced at her. “I cannot see the benefit in drawing the life blood from one who is ill.”

      “But does the bloodletting not draw the evil humors from the body?” she asked, frowning.

      “Evil humors,” Damien repeated her words. “I have yet to see an evil humor, to touch one, to feel one. No, Darcie. My opinion of the nature of disease and contagion goes against popular theory.” He looked back at Sally, who watched them wide-eyed, apparently confused by the exchange. “We can revisit this issue later. For now, let us proceed.”

      Removing some of the green slime from the jar, he then placed it on Sally's wound. She watched him warily, but made no protest.

      Though she sat nearly three feet from the bed, Darcie could smell the fetid odor of the concoction. It smelled like something rotten. “What is it?” she whispered.

      “Bread rot. An old Irish woman imparted the secret to me. Some called her a witch.” Damien paused, clearly lost in a distant memory, his gaze fixed on the far wall. Then he shook his head and continued. “I called her a healer. A wise woman. A friend. She knew much about the care of the sick, and she graciously shared some of her knowledge with me before she died. One of the things she gave me was this jar, with instructions to feed it periodically.”

      “Feed it?” Sally squawked, recoiling from Damien's touch.

      Saying nothing, Darcie grimaced, her own disgust mirroring the emotion evident in Sally's expression.

      Damien quirked a brow. “Just some crusts of bread,” he said dryly. “Not blood or body parts.”

      Sally grimaced, clearly unimpressed by Damien's wit. But Darcie couldn't help the tiny smile that tugged at the corner of her mouth. He saw it, and winked at her. Winked at her! Darcie pressed her lips together and lowered her head, pretending interest in her drawing. But that wink had sent a song soaring through her heart, for it implied an intimacy, a kinship that was warm and welcome.

      “Speaking of body parts,” Sally said, her voice dropping to the softest whisper. “There's been another killing.”

      Darcie looked up, her attention caught. Her heart gave a hard kick and her mouth felt suddenly dry. Another killing. She noticed that though Damien's hands stilled for a fraction of a second, he made no other outward indication that he had heard Sally's words.

      “There was old Marg a couple of months ago. Cut up something awful, they said,” Sally continued. “Then the old man, but I think he might not have been killed by the same person.” She emphasized her conjecture with a nod. “’Cause all the others have been women, and he was the only man. Besides, nothing was taken.”

      “Taken?” Darcie croaked.

      Sally nodded. “Each one had a piece missing. Except the old man. The first girl was slit open stem to stern, and her female insides were gone, if you know what I mean.”

      Darcie felt the raw acid of horror claw up her throat. She had heard of the Whitechapel murders. Who could live on these streets and not hear of the killings? But she had never heard about body parts being taken, and the thought of it made her ill.

      “They say he must be a doctor,” Sally continued. “All his cuts are clean and sure, like he knows what he's doing.”

      For some inexplicable reason, Darcie thought of the two men and the heavy chest—the delivery she had witnessed when she had first arrived at the house on Curzon Street. Her gaze shot to the doctor's broad back. Looking up, he caught her staring at him. His eyes were bleak and cold, his expression chilly as ice-kissed granite.

      He knows, she thought. He knows something about those women. As quickly as the idea skittered across her mind, she thrust it aside, giving herself a mental shake. Oh, God! The terrible irony of it. She had no right to wonder what he knew, when she herself knew more than she should. The old man, the dead old man...Steppy.

      “All done.” Damien finished winding the bandage around Sally's thigh. Excusing herself to go to the water closet, Sally rose unsteadily and limped from the bedroom, leaving them alone.

      Darcie watched as Damien poured fresh water over his hands, and then worked the soap between his long, lean fingers. An inexplicable warmth washed over her, suffusing her limbs, warming even the breath of air she drew into her lungs. Unable to look away, she stared at Damien's hands, his strong, masculine hands, as he poured more water to rinse away the soap. She wondered what it would feel like to have those hands on her thigh, touching her skin. She could almost feel the glide of them, wet and slick with soap, moving over her in a silky caress.

      Startled by the bizarre turn of her thoughts, Darcie jerked her head back, blinking rapidly as she tried to push away the image of Damien Cole's hands on her body.

      There was something terribly wrong with her. How could she listen to the horrifying description of the Whitechapel murders in one instant and then lust for Damien's touch the next? For that was what it was. Lust. A desire to feel his hands on her, his lips on her, his body pressed to hers.

      What depravity had overtaken her, that she would imagine this man taking liberties with her person? That she would find the image appealing? Darcie sank her teeth into her lower lip, frightened by the nature of her thoughts, alarmed that she would have such thoughts here, in this den of iniquity, where Sally had so recently sprawled nearly naked on the bed.

      Ah, but perhaps that was her answer. Here in this place where life had soured and death waited somewhere in the alleyways outside the door...rules were different here.

      Suddenly, Damien turned and met her gaze, as though he had sensed the vivid images that had passed through her thoughts. With slow, precise movements he rubbed his hands on a clean towel, drying them. Tension pulled at the sensual line of his mouth.

      His eyes darkened, and he took a single step forward. He is going to kiss me. The thought pounded through Darcie’s brain, tantalizing her.

      “Y-you were kind to c-care for her,” she stammered, desperate to break the frightening spell that wove about her senses like smoke curling from a flame.

      “Was I?” His voice was rich and low. He tossed the towel on the table, his eyes never leaving hers.

      Darcie held her breath, suspended in an agony of uncertainty. Unfamiliar emotions clawed at her. She opened her mouth to speak, to cry out in protest, or perhaps it was to beckon him nearer. She felt ashamed by her overwhelming attraction to him, appalled that she could feel such need here, in this place. Stunned by the intensity and rapidity of her reaction, she tried to sort out the disparity of these feelings against the backdrop of Mrs. Feather's house.

      She heard the soft click of the door as Sally returned. Abruptly, Damien turned away, his mask in place once more. Gone was the heated regard, replaced by an expression of studied civility.

      Darcie breathed a shallow sigh at the interruption. And as she watched Damien clean and pack away his surgical tools, she wondered: If this is relief, why then does it feel so much like disappointment?

      

      Hours later, Darcie sat cross-legged on her bed, running a brush through her dark hair. The day had been a long one, and the muscles of her lower back felt tired from the hours she had spent hunched over her sketchbook, drawing and redrawing her illustrations. “Mary, tell me about the maid who left.”

      “Janie?” Mary asked, her voice hushed. “She just up and disappeared.”

      “Where did she go?” Darcie began to plait her hair.

      Mary shook her head and lowered her voice even further, as though afraid that the walls might have ears. “None of us knows. She was a nice girl. Her parents died of the pox, and her brother's wife wanted no part of her care. So she went into service. This house was her first place.” She looked nervously towards the closed bedroom door. “And maybe her last.”

      Darcie raised her brows but made no comment on Mary's suspicions. In the weeks she had been at Curzon Street, she had come to know the other woman well enough to acknowledge her penchant for the melodramatic. “Were you friends?”

      “We were friends. Like I said, she was a nice girl. Never talked much about her past, except to say that her brother's wife didn't 'ave much use for her. Still, I'd 'ave thought she'd at least take the time to say good-bye to me.” Mary pursed her lips. “Unless she never had the chance.”

      She rose and crossed to the fire, using the poker to stir the glowing embers. A thoughtful frown creasing her brow, she turned back to face Darcie.

      “You know, it was the day that she left that I found the bloody handkerchief I told you about. The doctor, he left before dawn that morning. I know because I heard a strange noise and went to the window to see what it was about.” Mary jutted her chin towards the small window above Darcie's bed.

      As if in response to Mary's comments, the glass pane rattled and shook, buffeted by the wind. The two women exchanged a look as a jagged bolt of lightning sliced the darkness of the night sky.

      “Storm's coming,” Mary whispered, her face a pale oval in the dimness of the room.

      “I have no fear of storms,” Darcie said, thinking about the storms she had weathered, huddled in a doorway or a corner of an alley in Whitechapel. To face a bit of rain and thunder from the warmth of this chamber could hardly be viewed as a hardship. Returning to their earlier topic, she encouraged Mary to continue her story. “What did you see when you went to the window?”

      “The noise drew me,” Mary responded. “Janie wasn't in her bed. I kneeled there and looked out. It was dark, the first light just creeping into the sky.” She paused, a faraway look in her eyes.

      Darcie waited for Mary to gather her thoughts.

      “It was strange,” Mary said, resting her forefinger against her chin as she spoke. “Two men were dragging a chest across the cobbles.”

      Her interest snared by Mary’s description, Darcie sat up straighter. “Two men?”

      “Mmmm. A tall, skinny one and a short fat one. I couldn't see their faces.”

      Darcie’s pulse beat a little faster. “They were carrying a chest?”

      “No.” Mary shook her head. “Not carrying. I think it was heavy. Looked to be, anyway, 'cause they were pushing at it and pulling on it, dragging it from the carriage house—”

      “From the carriage house?” Darcie interrupted. When she had seen them, they'd been dragging the chest to the carriage house.

      “Definitely from it,” Mary said. “I watched them till they were out of sight. Then I saw the doctor come out of the carriage house. I sneaked down the stairs and watched him go into his study.”

      Leaning forward in anticipation, Darcie waited for Mary to finish the story, but her friend just sat on her bed, staring into space, her fingers splayed across her throat. There was something in her expression that made Darcie shiver.

      “What happened then?”

      Mary started at the sound of Darcie's voice, as though she had forgotten she was not alone. “He was there only a short time, Dr. Cole was, then he came out again, and I followed him down to the entry hall. Poole was nowhere in sight. The doctor let himself out, and I ran to watch him through the front window that looks out onto the road. You know the one.”

      Darcie nodded.

      “The doctor himself climbed up to the box and drove the carriage, no John Coachman in sight. It was that morning that I found the bloody handkerchief, tossed on the study floor beneath the desk,” she whispered, her voice tight. “And Janie never came back to bed. Not that night or any other. I never saw her again.”

      “You can't mean that you think Janie was in the trunk? That Dr. Cole drove her away in the carriage?” Darcie exclaimed, running her palms up and down along her upper arms, vainly trying to vanquish the horrible chill that shot through her.

      “I don't think anything.” Mary hugged herself and looked away. “All I knows is he was gone for a day and a night.”

      “But you do think something!” Darcie exclaimed as any number of scenarios and denials clambered through her brain. “You cannot mean to imply that Dr. Cole perpetrated some evil upon the girl?”

      Mary pressed her lips together.

      “If you think it, why do you stay on here? Why not leave?” Darcie asked, though she knew the answer. It was not so easy to find a place. She knew that better than most. And if Mary left here without securing a character, her task would be that much more difficult. Still, if Mary truly believed Damien had done something terrible to Janie, how could she not leave? “Mary—”

      “I've nothing more to say,” Mary cut her off. The window rattled wildly in its casing, caught in the fury of the burgeoning storm, and Mary's gaze darted frantically to the window and back.

      “Mary, please—”

      Mary shook her head, her eyes wide, the pupils dark, and Darcie read the panic in her gaze. Rain drummed against the roof and slashed at the window. Mary’s face was chalk pale, her lips bloodless. With a sigh, Darcie let the matter drop, unwilling to press her friend's fragile nerves any further. Clearly, she would get no more answers tonight.

      In silence, the women slid beneath their coverlets. The day had been long and tiring, and Darcie’s lids felt heavy, her eyes gritty, and all that Mary had told her jumbled her thoughts. Rolling to her side, she closed her eyes and willed her breath to come slow and even, her mind to seek a calm place. But the lovely oblivion of sleep eluded her and she was left to toss restlessly about. The patter of the rain was steady. The howl of the wind found the chinks and cracks in the walls.

      With a sigh, Darcie threw back the sheets and swung her legs over the side of the narrow bed. Taking up her shawl, she wrapped it around her shoulders, rose, and tiptoed to Mary's bedside. Despite her blatant fear of the storm, the other woman was fast asleep, curled on her side, her hands tucked under her cheek. Treading silently, Darcie slipped from the room.

      A book, she thought. Surely Damien would have a book that she could read, something that would calm her and help her sleep. Perhaps a volume of poetry. He had told her that she might borrow anything that caught her fancy. With that in mind, she made her way in the direction of his study.

      She took no candle. The way was familiar.

      As Darcie rested her hand on the door handle, a soft tapping sound drifted upward from the lower floor, followed by the creaking of the stairs. Someone was coming. She slipped into the doctor's study, leaving the door open a crack, unwilling to come face to face with Poole at this late hour. Through the narrow opening she watched as a quiet shadow moved along the hallway.

      Not Poole, she realized, for as the man passed the study doorway, she saw the golden strands of his hair. Damien. Her heart thudded as she watched him move past.

      He carried no candle, making his way sure-footed in the darkness, until he reached the end of the hallway. He paused, and then entered his bedroom.

      Pushing the study door fully open, Darcie slipped from the room and moved soundlessly along the hall until she reached the end. She flattened herself against the wall. He had left the portal slightly ajar and a thin finger of light cut the darkness, spreading across the carpet that covered the floor of the hallway. Looking down, Darcie realized that the carpet was a dark, rich red. She had never before noticed that it resembled the color of dried blood. A shiver coursed through her body, and she wondered at the source of her unease. She had walked this hallway dozens of times. There was nothing sinister here. Yet, despite the fact that she repeated that thought to herself over and over again, she could not quite convince herself of its veracity.

      She meant to walk past Damien’s door and ascend to her chamber, but as she hovered on the threshold, a movement from within caught her attention. Sidling closer, she found could look into Damien's bedroom without being observed. He stood with his back to her, staring into the fireplace, his shirt pulled from the waistband of his breeches and hanging loose from his broad shoulders to his hips.

      Suddenly, he turned. Darcie froze, barely daring to breathe. He stood, his head cocked slightly to one side, his eyes fixed on the door.

      Oh, please don't see me, she thought with mortification. To be caught spying on him would be the worst humiliation. On the tail of that thought came the realization that her brief glimpse of Damien had been wrong somehow. There was something out of place….

      Daring much, she leaned forward a bit more, breathing a faint sigh of relief when she saw that he was no longer looking her way. Her eyes traveled the length of him, pausing as she registered the source of her puzzlement. Damien's white lawn shirt hung open, revealing the skin of his chest, his abdomen. The front of the once-pristine garment was spattered with dark blotches, irreparably stained. He looked as though someone had thrown a bottle of ink at him, the marks spreading across the white cloth. Except, the stains were not the color of ink. They were the color of the hall carpet. The color of blood.

      Darcie jerked back and slammed her eyes shut. There was a reasonable explanation for this. He was a doctor. But even as she insisted to herself that the blood had come from a patient, or that the dark stains truly had some other, non-sinister source, she could not completely thrust aside the feeling of foreboding that rose like a tide.

      As she stood shivering in the chilly hallway, she heard the frightful howling of the wind as it whipped against the windowpanes, rattling and shaking them with the greatest force. The storm had grown stronger, more restless. A great rumbling of thunder shook the heavens, the windows, perhaps even the walls, and the frenzied illumination of bolts of lightning sent flickering shapes and shadows across the floor.

      Darcie peered hesitantly into the chamber once more. Damien had not moved. He stood, angled toward the doorway, and she watched, mesmerized, as he slowly, sinuously, drew the shirt from one shoulder and then the other. With a careless motion, he tossed it into the fire. She saw his actions, but though she realized that burning one's shirt was an exceedingly odd thing to do, her thoughts were distracted by the sheer splendor of him.

      The glowing embers of the fire cast him in light and shadow. He stood, wearing only his breeches, and even those he had loosened so they rested low on his hips. Darcie stared in fascination at the hard planes of his naked chest, the supple ridges of his abdomen. Her mouth felt dry. She licked her lips. Suddenly, she had the terrible, tantalizing thought that she'd like to lick him. To run her tongue over his flat male nipples, to follow the thin line of hair that arrowed down his belly to the open waistband of his breeches.

      She wrenched her gaze away, mortified by the brazen wantonness of her thoughts. But even as she admonished herself silently, she couldn't quell the urge to look at him again, to sate her desire for the sight of his glorious body, truly more beautiful than any sculpture formed by the greatest master.

      When she looked into the room once more, she found that he had moved to the washstand. Lifting a folded linen cloth, he poured water from the pitcher to the basin. He dipped the cloth and ran it around the back of his neck then across the top of his chest. Beads of water glistened on his golden skin.

      Again, he dipped the cloth in the basin. She watched his reflection in the large oval mirror that hung above the washstand as he ran the wet cloth down, over the ridges of his abdomen to the waistband of his trousers. Darcie swallowed, her blood pounding thickly in her veins. She wanted to walk into the room and take the cloth from his hands. She wanted to wash him and touch him—

      The though froze half-formed as Damien raised his head and met her gaze in the silvered glass. She stumbled back, unable to tear her eyes away.

      He knew she was there. He couldn't help but know.

      No, no, it was mere coincidence that he had glanced up, their eyes meeting in the mirror. She was well-hidden by the shadows. Wasn’t she?

      Horrified by what she had done—hovering in the hallway spying on her employer—and terrified of the possibility that she had been found out, Darcie turned and bolted back to her chamber. There she crawled beneath the sheets, tears of humiliation pricking the backs of her eyelids. She seemed to be making a terrible habit of this. Spying on Damien Cole, watching him from the shadows with the bewildered longing of a schoolgirl in the throes of her first infatuation. Imagining scenarios that she had no business considering. For shame.

      Yet, despite her mortification, she could not deny that a part of her wanted to return to his chamber, to pull his mouth to hers and assuage the gnawing hunger that tugged at her breasts, her belly, the juncture of her thighs. She lacked experience, but life on the streets of Whitechapel had lent her knowledge of the reality of the joining between a man and a woman.

      With a sob, she burrowed deeper beneath the covers, beating back the desperate need that she had allowed to surface. At length, she drifted into restless slumber, and dreamed that she lay with Damien in a field of flowers, wrapped in his ardent embrace. In her sleep she cried out as the bright blooms shimmered and smudged—their petals dripping from their stems—and the field turned to a sea of blood.
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