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      “Come, Blackburn. You expect us to take your word above that of the Vigil?” Lord Clemson lifted a glass of brandy from the polished table before him. “I’ve no doubt you believe what you’re saying, but I’ve spoken to Lord Everstone himself—he assures me matters are well in hand. Perhaps better than ever, now that we’re equipped with alchemical devices.”

      Townsend and Forbes, always Clemson’s staunch allies, murmured their assent. They’d joined me in one of the chambers adjacent to the Assemblage Hall, an opulent private space meant for joining disparate parties in accord before open sessions, but it was clear they’d no intention of acceding to my views.

      It was nothing new to argue against closed minds, yet weariness weighed my words more with each passing week. To infuse my voice with conviction took unaccustomed effort. “Then why does our kingdom suffer inexplicable murders and losses and madnesses?”

      “Rumor and hearsay.” His signet ring caught the light from the gas chandelier. “No more.”

      “The increasing swath of destruction about edgetowns is no rumor,” I snapped. “Nor is the number of our citizens fallen to fae-touch.”

      “I’ll grant the tales from the edgetowns are troubling. Perhaps we should forbid occupation close to Crossings, except for those commissioned and protected by the Alchemical Guild or the Vigil.” Clemson’s eyes brightened above his bulldog jowls. “If you were minded to turn your proposal along such lines, perhaps we could see our way to backing it.”

      “With bids taken to secure said rights?” I asked. “And fees collected to maintain them?”

      “Naturally.”

      Glittering, complacent fool. He’d welcome Otherkind with open arms if it meant lining his own pockets. Just like most in the Assemblage of Lords. Few possessed sufficient sense to perceive the danger we faced, and even those balked at meaningful change.

      In the gap left by my silence, the others began to discuss the wording of such a bill. Were I younger, I might have cracked their thick skulls together, hang the ensuing scandal. But without the support of these three to sway the Maunsford contingent, my proposal would be dead in the water.

      Again.

      Deuced blindness. All these years, and they still refused to see. It was time to admit it: the legal avenues had failed. Determined self-interest held sway among the lords.

      But the king—he still had the power to effect change. To shift his views would take more evidence than I possessed, even with the recent breakthroughs offered by Caldwell and Mrs. Darrington. We needed something tangible.

      Something the Vigil could not snatch away.

      Abandoning the lords to their own devices, I descended the stairs into the gathering twilight and entered the empty cavern of my carriage, emblazoned with my family crest—the emblem of a long line that would end with me. The driver flicked the reins, and the carriage turned a corner. The lone gaslight stationed at the crossroad struggled against the darkness, hollow and guttering.

      I closed my eyes. Had Edwin not been stolen from me, I’d have already surrendered my seat in the Assemblage of Lords, allowing his youth and vigor to replace my age.

      Bone-deep fatigue weighted my limbs as I stared into the mists beyond the window. It had plagued me since Caldwell confessed the Vigil had outright stolen his evidence. That moment I’d perceived more fully that we must fight both Vigil and Other to expose the truth, to say nothing of the apathy of our peers.

      When one was caught between overwhelming forces, the prudent thing to do was retreat. Yet to concede defeat was unthinkable.

      I owed this fight to Edith and Edwin, an atonement for their deaths . . .

      The carriage jolted over a loose stone, and I started upright. In the dim, black eyes burned, the spectral flares of light that blazed within searing my skin. I blinked away the ghostly dream-remnant, a memory I longed to forget. Once I’d truly seen the eyes—or thought I had—watching from the shadows as I stood before the torn husks of my family. When the afterimage began to plague me, my physician attributed it to the laudanum he’d prescribed.

      “Muddles the senses,” he’d said. “Makes you see things. No worries, my lord, eyes are far from the strangest apparition too strong a dose has drawn forth. You’ll be yourself again, in time.”

      He spoke with the utter assurance of the deluded. I’d never become myself again. That Crossings-tainted fool ignored the fact that everything that mattered was gone, never to return. I hadn’t taken laudanum since the day we’d spoken, but the image continued to haunt me. I wasn’t a man given to fancy, nor one to chase after the meaning of mysterious eyes in the night. What would it gain?

      Unless they were some remnant of Other manifesting between worlds.

      Even if that were true, my opponents would only use the information to discredit me, perhaps paint me among the fae-touched. None were so lofty that the Vigil couldn’t reach. Best to forget, if I could. The carriage halted, and I wrenched open the door, the maw of night swallowing me whole.

      As I ascended the stairs, Bertram swept the door open. He gave a small bow. “A package arrived for you, my lord.”

      “Put it in my study.” I handed him my hat, contemplating how I could lend my resources to support Caldwell. He’d provided a scrap of tangible evidence, though the Vigil had stolen it—and he represented an excellent chance of claiming more. The king would require a mountain of proof—no rumors, no hearsay, only that which he could present before the public as indisputable fact.

      Deuced Vigil.

      If they hadn’t claimed the wolpertinger, its corpse might have motivated the king to start proceedings. But now we had nothing.

      Bertram still stood blocking my path. “It’s marked urgent, my lord.”

      A rumble of vexation escaped me. “Very well. Let’s see it.”

      He plucked a disreputable-looking package from the hall table, wrinkled and stained as though it had suffered many abuses. In scrawled, uneven letters someone had indeed marked it URGENT.

      Most likely, it was only another threat from those who supported the advances of alchemy. I marched into the study and set it on my desk. Using a letter opener, I sliced through the filthy brown wrapping to reveal an ash-pale box, then pulled back the lid.

      The world about me became a winter night, tinged as dark as the haunting eyes. The box held a small ivory-handled penknife.

      The one never recovered from my son’s body.

      Of its own accord, my hand reached for the blade, caressing the carved lines as I’d once done the soft curve of Edwin’s cheek. But this was cold, not warm and vital as he’d once been. How his eyes had glowed when I’d given him the blade, his smile kindling like a sunbeam across his freckled face⁠—

      Blast and brimfire.

      I couldn’t afford to remember. Now only the work of atonement remained, work that might yet keep others from the bitter losses I’d endured. Work that might bring me long-denied solace, if I succeeded in my end.

      Yet like a lodestone, the blade drew my gaze. It hadn’t been on his body when they found him, though he never parted with it.

      After all these years, how had it returned to me?

      With effort, I bestirred myself to examine the box. A small folded paper rested in the bottom. I tugged it free, opened it to reveal the words marching black as night across the page.

      I know what happened to your family. The true tale. If you want the whole of it, come to Ashford. Every evening through the month’s end, I’ll be waiting at Farthing Tavern.

      As proof of your identity, bring the necklace your wife wore that night, the one with the star sapphires.

      Be prepared to pay.

      I clenched my fist around the note, then slammed it to the table with such force that pain shot up my arm. Either some wretched liar sought a path of exploitation or a miscreant had held the truth all these long, bitter years and now meant to profit by it. They’d accurately identified the jewels Edith wore the day she died. In its own way, that served as proof.

      They knew something.

      I staggered to the doorway. “Bertram!”

      He came rushing down the corridor. “What’s wrong, my lord?”

      I formed the words in my mind before I spoke, infusing them with calm—he deserved none of my wrath. “Who sent this?”

      “I don’t know. There was a knock, and I found it on the doorstep, not a soul in sight.” He sniffed. “Most irregular.”

      “Interview the rest of the staff. See if they noticed anything.”

      “Yes, my lord.” He hurried from the room.

      If anyone had witnessed anything, he’d soon know. He maintained strict order among the staff. I set my jaw and attended to the package.

      No carpenter’s mark adorned the box. No postal stamps or address marked the wrapping. No signature was affixed to the note. Nothing existed to hint at the nature of the sender. I swore quietly.

      The door creaked open, and Bertram shuffled back in. “Mrs. Darrington, my lord.”

      My hand tightened around the blade. “Tell her I’m not at home⁠—”

      “Oh dear. Should I be insulted?” Mrs. Darrington stood right at his heels, elegant and inquisitive as ever.

      Confound the woman. What was she thinking, barging in without awaiting proper welcome? With no less impropriety than she’d already committed, I could decline her visit. And yet . . .

      “You might as well come in,” I muttered.

      “How very kind.” She hobbled into my study, Miss Everby at her side. “I came because I thought you’d want to know I called at Mr. Redgrave’s again to see if they’d received any definite word of his return. I’m most anxious for an explanation—not to mention to have the object removed from our keeping. I cannot feel quite at ease knowing we retain a relic with Other ties, one that someone wishes to steal.” She lowered herself slowly into a chair across from my desk, while Miss Everby stood at attention behind her. “His butler says he’ll be at least a few more weeks in the north.”

      “Better than it could be, I suppose.”

      Her blue eyes narrowed. “You don’t look well. Have you been sleeping properly?”

      I could offer a polite excuse. It was the way of society. But hers was a reasoned mind, free from the excess of emotion that now clouded my own. Her insights might prove useful.

      Bertram still hovered in the doorway, and I waved him off. “You may go. See to it that Miss Everby has a place to rest in comfort.”

      As expected, Mrs. Darrington issued no protest at the removal of her assistant. We’d both seen too many years to worry unduly about reputation. Besides, neither of our staff would gossip—we paid them sufficient sums to ensure their loyalty.

      When Bertram secured the door behind Miss Everby, I motioned to the wretched package. “Read the note.”

      She surveyed it, and her lips tightened. “This must have been quite the shock. Do you find it credible?”

      I nodded slowly. “Yes. The package contained a penknife that belonged to my son. I gave it to him on his seventh birthday, and he treasured it. Never went without it. But they couldn’t find it on his—on him. After. And the writer correctly identified the jewels my wife wore that day.”

      “I’m so very sorry.” She said no more, but sat quietly for a time. “What do you mean to do?”

      I straightened. “Go to Ashford. If there’s any chance answers are within my grasp, I must go.”

      “How long has it been?”

      “Twenty-two years.” After the first years of despair, I’d stamped down the memories until only a dull numbness remained. I’d waited later than most to wed, waited till I found a woman who brought light to my life. I’d intended to spend the rest of my life bringing joy to hers—I’d never imagined she’d go first. I closed my hand around the penknife. “I spent considerable time seeking the truth, even after the Magistry and Vigil both claimed highwaymen were responsible.”

      “Because you believed their deaths Other in nature?”

      “There were peculiarities that suggested so, but I could find no clear evidence.” I’d wasted far too much time trying, before turning my attention to the broader dangers caused by the revival of alchemy and the subsequent intrusion of our Collectors into the Otherworld.
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